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THEO HOPCRAFT

As usual with me, the two tales of murder and mystery with occult overtones to be found below are inspired by the reading of my youth I took into my adulthood and continue to inform my writing into late-middle-age.

The writers of the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries doing the inspiring on this occasion being Algernon Blackwood and W.W. Jacobs.

Two perennial favourites among many to trigger the imagination and set my fingers twitching restlessly in their rush to either notebook or keyboard.

For those of you like me who love to immerse themselves in stories of mood and, sometimes, dangerously sensual atmosphere, I can only hope that the two tales you are about to read – with either teapot or decanter close to hand – hit the literary spot somewhere close to the one the two giants of the genre inspiring my latest efforts once hit on with an unerring and near unfailing regularity.

And for those of you my efforts fail?

Well, I can only hope that you see at least enough potential in the writing to stick with me as I re-double my efforts to improve.

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 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.

As ever, 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 taking in the countryside passing beyond the compartment window. 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 at least appeared to be having no difficulty imagining the possibility. 

With the Englishman sharing their compartment that is.

Interest and frustration on her part, perhaps, explaining why she continued to berate the beaten and monosyllabic 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 emptying 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 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.

“Tell me, my man,” he began in the friendly but formal voice he used when expectant of service from a tradesman or someone with domestic duties, “what is your name?”

“I am Estephe, Monsieur,” came the reply, the English of the soberly and immaculately groomed and liveried man as excellent as it had been upon the station platform and completely free of any Gallic intonation, his manner polite and obliging.

Even if the ever-sensitive to such things Bentham sensed an underlying surliness born of some resentment or other beneath the surface courtesy. 

“And tell me, Estephe, how exactly did you know I would be waiting for you at the station? Was this a surprise arranged for me by Monsieur Thébault in Bourgeuil?”

“I knew only what I was told by Madame, Monsieur,” Estephe answered, inclining his shaking head backwards a little that Bentham might be able to discern his reply more fully above the hooves of the horse transporting them upon the unpaved path to...

Where?

“Which was what?” Bentham asked, feeling his irritation rising as he sensed, if it was not a surprise intended for him by Thébault, the patron of the Bourgeuil vineyard he had last visited, then perhaps he was the recipient of some complex and elaborate practical joke – perhaps by one of the friends back home who had found themselves the object of his own cutting brand of humour from time to time.

But how?

How could anyone have possibly foreseen he would leave the train at Le Mans when he himself hadn’t the slightest intention of doing so until the station had been reached?

“Madame said only that I should come to the station and transport a Monsieur Bentham to La Pensione.”

“Pensione?” Bentham repeated aloud, wondering how the man not only knew his name but could pick him out from the other passengers.

At least until he realised that when approached he had been the only person upon the platform.

“Oui Monsieur. Your room is ready and waiting for you and Madame Allard is holding supper until you arrive.”

The name of the mysterious “Madame” meaning nothing to him an realising the man had delivered all the knowledge on the subject he had to give – or was at least prepared to divulge – Bentham sank back into the Barouche and questioned if what he was experiencing was nothing more than a dream.

Some hallucination brought on by his aforementioned lassitude perhaps, from which he would soon awaken, having dropped off on the train to the strains of the well-put-together harridan berating her man.

Taking the thin skin at the back of his left-hand between the thumb and forefinger of the right, he supplied himself a tight pinch.

And almost cried out at the pain delivered to him before assuring himself with certainty that this was no dream.

Determining also that all he could do was wait until they reached their destination, at which point he would question this mysterious, “Madame”.

Settled in the back of the Barouche as it made a gentle and unhurried progress along the river-bank, it struck the wine-merchant that the straight line of the river itself as it left Le Mans and the scenery to either side of it seemed somehow familiar.

Another mystery.

Yes, he had visited the area for an extended stay with his father back in the late-1890’s as a boy. The same soi-dissante father who had been the only parent he had known after his mother had died giving him life – a tragedy no doubt going a long way towards explaining the distance he always felt between himself and the older parent for whom he had been named. 

None of the above throwing any light on what was mystifying him now.

And those memories he could summon up not helping either.

Understandably, what he could recall of their visit to this same region as a five-year-old was at best minimal. And likely to remain that way. Especially since his gruff and habitually unforthcoming father had succumbed to tuberculosis not seven or eight months prior to this most recent visit.

Though the younger and still compos mentis Bentham did recall how much he must have enjoyed the trip because he could recall pestering his father on the possibility of a return.

At least until he was told – and in no uncertain terms - to never mention either place or country again if he knew what was good for him.

That much Bentham could remember.

And with great clarity!

He also recalled the village they had stayed in at that time had been in an area known as “Parigné-l'Évêque”, not “Destin-sur-Sarthe.

And Parigné-l'Évêque, he knew from buying visits to the area, was behind them and to the south-east.

Some distance, in fact, from the river passing beyond the windows of the Barouche.

Of course, that visit in the company of his father had taken place just over thirty years ago now, so his recollection of places and names as a five-year-old could easily be at fault. Especially as he had been a dreamy and impressionable boy until the realities of boarding-school and the harsh realities of the English public-school system joined forces to knock such frivolity out of him. So why, if his pre-school memories were correct, were his surroundings seeming more and more familiar to him the longer the journey to the “Pensione” and its waiting landlady progressed?

In such a way, and with such thoughts assailing him, did the displaced wine-merchant’s journey in the Barouche alongside the Sarthe progress as the distinctive scents of the French summer and the sounds of river-bank life wafted through the open windows to him.

Until, turning into a gap between the trees it would have been all too easy to miss, the Barouche found itself on a path barely wide enough to accommodate horse and carriage.

“Is this a short-cut to the village, Estephe?”

Again his question was greeted by a shaking of the middle-aged but still youthful looking man’s head:

“Non, Monsieur. There are but two paths into Destin. The other is to be found on its northern side and is no wider than this.”

“But surely this path is insufficient to allow access to the transport required for the supply of provisions and the like.”

“That is very true, Monsieur. But there is an inlet from the river leading directly to the town which is more than sufficient for the boats and the barges that supply us.”

It was, he supposed, a reasonable but not entirely satisfying answer and, for the first time, prompted trepidation to join Bentham’s bafflement as it suddenly struck him...

He was alone.

In a country with which he was familiar but, nonetheless, was not his own.

His location unknown to another living soul other than his driver and the mysterious... “Madame”.

Having been an avid reader of horror fiction in his youth something of the terrors imparted by his childhood reading snatched at his vitals.

“Estephe?” he cried out.

“Monsieur?”

“I wish to return to the station.”

There was no response and the Barouche continued upon its way.

“Estephe! Did you hear me? I wish to go back to Le Mans.”

“I heard you. Monsieur,” came the driver’s even and untroubled answer. “But as you can see, the path we are upon is a very narrow one and it is not possible for me to turn around until we reach its end.”

“And how far is that?”

“We are there now, Monsieur,” Estephe told him just as the path opened out and they came to a clearing below which could be seen what had to be the village – or ‘town’, as his driver had described it - of Destin-sur-Sarthe. “You can see Madame’s Pensione and its pink walls on the approach.”

What Bentham saw, with a force that took his breath away, was a timeless French village he knew he was seeing for the very first time, while knowing also that it was, somehow, entirely familiar to him.

But, and once again, he questioned himself as his thoughts tried to supply education:

“How?”

How could he know as he did that the pretty village below him dated back to the 13th century - though most of the buildings in the village as it stood were from the 15th and 16th? 

From where had come the knowledge that the village had once prospered because of its riverside location and had originated in the 10th century after the fortified castle whose ruins he could see in the distance had been built? 

How did he know that the tall bell tower of its church had been intended – as it had with its sister village, Parcé-sur-Sarthe - to help orientate the pilgrims on the way to Saint-Jacques de Compostelle in Spain?

And, even more baffling and, for some reason, terrifying, why did the figure of the imposing woman waiting to greet them as the Barouche halted at the Pensione send a shudder through him?

Of a sudden, memories so long forgotten he could not recognise them as his own crowded in upon him. 

Surprisingly warm memories of a small but welcoming village on a sleepy river that went about its daily existence according to its own terms.

And without, it seemed, a thought for modernity. 

A wholesome and simple existence lived in a condition of correctness that seemed driven as if by the power of an obsession and a mystical enthusiasm.

A village, for all its outward wholesomeness, of obsession and mystery running as deep as the ocean and as bright and inscrutable as the myriad stars of evening that would soon be visible above it.

His sudden recall left him feeling stunned and, in truth, a little helpless in the face of these sudden revelations describing a part of his life.

Then, along with the impossible certainty of his memories, came the more worrying truth that this untarnished and seemingly idyllic pocket of heaven was maybe not as wholesome as his just surfaced recollections would have him believe.

It was a contrast he found as disappointing as he found it – and for reasons yet to make themselves plain...

“Terrifying!”

A man of business moulded by his late-father’s dryness of character; sentiment and reflectiveness were rarely experienced and, bursts of cutting humour aside, it had always taken much to move him emotionally. 

Until now.

For now, he was struck dumb with bemusement and a host of questions impossible for him to answer.

Motionless in the back of the Barouche as it languished outside the Pensione in the fading sunshine of what had been a spectacular day as new thoughts and memories crowded in upon him for the first time. 

Screwing his eyes shut he gave his head a violent shake as if it might spark the synapses into life necessary for him to make sense of a part of his life he had been oblivious of until now.

It was a female voice that fetched him back to the moment from the repressed memories crowding in upon him:

“Estèphe, porte la valise de M. Bentham dans sa chambre, puis il faudra dételer les chevaux. Vite maintenant!”

A voice, as it commanded the driver to take Bentham’s case to his room before unhitching the horses from the Barouche, which was as full of authority as any of the draconian and sadistic educators from his boarding-school years in Wiltshire who had tried so hard and vindictively to drive the joy from his young and still to be formed soul.

Whether the accomplishing of that driving and attendant discipline be achieved through either verbal or physical castigation.

A joyless aspiration on their part – again, dry and sometimes cutting humour aside – they had pretty much achieved if his inability to either want or sustain a relationship other than the physical with the opposite sex spoke truly.

No matter how great the desire for many of them he had expressed and, more enjoyably, shown down the years.

“I have kept supper back for you, Mr Bentham,” informed the powerfully built woman who could have been anywhere between her early-forties and late fifties, a handsome and, he sensed, deceptively bucolic looking female whose unsmiling face belied the hospitality of her words.

A deceptively bucolic woman who was taking in Bentham unblinkingly as the ignored and dismissed Estephe seemed to literally scurry to do her bidding; already hurrying inside the pretty pink painted walls of the Pensione with the new arrival’s luggage as his employer stepped forward to open the door to the carriage on her side.

Indicating to the new arrival with a nonchalant wave of the hand that he should step out.

Though it seemed to Bentham more order than invitation.

Unused to being treated in such a way and bridling a little, he did as she asked just the same and felt a strange and indecipherable little thrill tingling through his veins as he did so – a thrill that served only to deepen both his mystification and a growing sense of foreboding.

“Madame,” he began, drawing himself up with more authority, “I should like to know why...?”

“Later, Joshua,” she forestalled him, his given-name fetching him up short.

Then, before he could either rebuke her for the familiarity or question her further:

“You are hungry and tired,” she went on over him. “When you are refreshed and rested we will speak again.”

***
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Three Days Later

His time so far in Destin-sur-Sarthe had passed in a rush of returning memory and discovery before Bentham realised the conversation his landlady promised had not materialized.

Along with his intention on that first day to leave upon the next.

He had used the three days of his stay so far to stroll the area and with each day came a return of faces and childhood recollections lost to him until now. The whole area, in fact, seemed... idyllic ...to him. 

Even the memories of his father flooding back to him from the time seemed to paint a more sympathetic picture of a man who had always taken care of his son after a fashion but who could never have been said to have taken to him. 

The people of the town were friendly without being intrusive and the staff of the Boulangerie, Charcuterie, Tabac and boutique d’artisanats, welcoming without the desperation to sell that is so off-putting to the shelf and produce browser.
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