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After my last effort to make an homage after the style of the late and great Algernon Blackwood with “Destin-Sur-Sarthe,” I could not, having enjoyed the process so much, prevent myself taking a stab at another attempt to bring his style of underlying menace, underpinned by a latent eroticism, to life in the hope of winning him – and myself - a more modern audience.

As with its predecessor, my hope is that “Forever Malign” will at least whet your literary appetites and have you either discover or re-discover Mr Blackwood’s tales of horror, the occult, and obsessive love, for yourselves.

Again, I’ve done my utmost to frame the writing in a style similar to that of Mr Blackwood’s in the hope my readers will find it resonates with their own perceptions regarding time and place.

Enjoy!

Theo Hopcraft

Leigh-on-Sea

Essex

June 2024
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combe lynton

His life was weathering a particularly stressful period when Mr Julian Westerhuis took advantage of a request from his cousin, Miss Helen Prefontaine, to travel to her home in the small North Devon fishing village of Combe Lynton; his cousin’s latest residence and one he had yet to visit since her move there from Cornwall’s south-coast some seven months earlier. 

A picturesque inlet, he had been told, consisting of a little less than five or six-hundred souls and resting on that stretch of coastline facing out towards the Bristol Channel between Porlock in Somerset and Ilfracombe further west.

Involved as he was at the time with the regrettable and somewhat acrimonious fallout of his latest lover with her husband, Westerhuis understandably considered the opportunity to leave his Dulwich town-house in the capable hands of his loyal but disapproving housekeeper, Winnifred, a timely one.

“Some sea-air,” he told himself, ”will be just the tonic.”

An attraction made all the more agreeable with him by the physical retribution promised from a husband renowned for his capacity in such endeavours. 

A very real threat, and his eagerness to avoid it, making his decision to depart London and visit a cousin with whom he’d been close since childhood all the more explicable. 

The fond relationship he enjoyed with his sole female relative of the same age - given his notoriety for, and with, the opposite sex - being something of an out-of-character diversion for him. 

A chaste relationship explained, perhaps, by the tie of blood that put a crimp in even his faulty moral compass. 

Especially when it came to women of Helen’s prettiness and infectious vivacity.

His heretofore unremarked upon sexual restraint made even more explicable by Helen’s abiding fixation with the conundrum of the spiritual world and its abundant mysteries. 

The same abiding fixation the security of her trust-fund allowed her to pursue with no thought to it providing her an income - and a passion he himself, without being too dismissive, found wholly risible.  

So it was that, at the beginning of October in the year of 1932 - a day after a man named Moseley, of whom he knew precisely nothing, had decided to form what he called the “British Union of Fascists”, at the same time an Anglo-Irish Trade War had broken out in seeming sympathy with the needs of newspaper barons to continue churning out newsprint - our own trust-fund ne’er-do-well and romantic cynic packed a case into his brand-spanking-new Wolseley Hornet and prepared to make the long drive from London, through mostly narrow and winding roads, to the West Country.

The thirty-five-year old man who - it was oft remarked - seemed likely to remain forever petrified in his adolescent dislike of any form of meaningful responsibility; not to know that his avoidance of an incensed and vengeful husband was about to give him an entirely different perspective on life.

The same life he still perceived at this moment as being for fun, personal indulgence, and... 

Very little else! 

***
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It was falling dark when, eyes strained from the long drive, Julian Westerhuis arrived in Combe Lynton and took directions to the former working farmhouse, now extensively renovated, that was his cousin’s latest home. 

A farmhouse he had been told was situated past the eastern edge of the fishing-village and faced northwards, atop a crest sloping down to the waters of the Bristol Channel itself.

What little he saw of that village, and the smack of fishing-boats around a horseshoe harbour meeting his eye on the way through, had seemed larger to him than what he’d pictured from Helen’s description of it. But what he’d glimpsed had been enough to assure him it would not be the kind of habitat in which he would ever be likely to live. At least not for any length of time other than that of a very short duration.

The above explaining his sigh of relief when he was shown inside by his cousin’s housekeeper and realised Helen had not been entirely wasting the money kept for  and allocated to her by the trust.

After she rushed down from upstairs to greet him and they exchanged the usual hugs and complimentary remarks – many of them sincere; Westerhuis found himself pleasantly surprised his cousin had spent enough to ensure the former farmhouse was well-provided with the creature-comforts he had come to expect to the point of his entitlement demanding them.

“So,” he began, “what is it that has you so excited your busy cousin was required to cancel all his important upcoming meetings to motor down and calm you?”  

Suitcase already stashed in Helen’s guest-room, he sat in a comfy chair and sipped at another glass of the rather pleasing Sherry she’d had waiting for him. Doing so before eating a cheese and pickle sandwich being hastily prepared – his time of arrival, given the distance to be covered, flexible – by Helen’s aforementioned housekeeper, Luella. 

The domestic herself - to keep the thoughts of you, the reader, from wandering into a narrative dead-end, as well as to squelch any amorous yearnings you might have suspected Westerhuis to entertain towards her; being a large and ungainly woman with a face more likely to kill at source the desire to invest in further maritime construction than indulge in the future launching of even one seagoing vessel. 

Let alone a thousand of them! 

A local woman from the nearby hamlet of Home Barton; she had taken up residence in a room at the back of the former farmhouse and seemed, to his first impression, devoted and a little over-protective of her relatively wealthy and glamorous employer.

His question had drawn a part amused part dismissive snort from Helen as she sat opposite him, Looking as fetching as ever in a mauve and tight-fitting Alix-Top with a cinched black skirt that bellowed out at the hips, one leg crossed over the other in the manly pose made popular by the women of the Jazz-Age from the previous decade. At her complete ease it seemed as she playfully swung a foot shod in a Mary Jane Oxford and replied to him:

“Really, Julian; though I can easily believe my invitation interrupted any number of planned meetings you might have had, you’ll have to forgive me if I find it hard to regard them with quite the same importance as you.”

“Whatever,” he said with a wave of the hand, feeling a little soporific as the effect of the Sherry kicked in with more speed than usual after his long drive. “The fact remains though that you did invite me - and with some urgency, if you recall.”

“I have the keys,” she said in a rush of enthusiasm, as if this fact alone would explain everything to him.

“Which keys?”

“To the house,” she gushed, as if it were all the further information he needed and prompting in the process the sarcasm that was never far from his surface.

“Oh, well, thank you for supplying me such a comprehensive reason for my having to make a 250-mile drive to discover what was responsible for my cousin’s ‘urgent’ telegram.”

“Oh, don’t be so theatrical, Julian,” she chided him. “I know you too well. Had you not wished to come - or had a more exciting offer available - we both know you would still be in London with your damsel du jour.”

Then, with the prescience born of experience and having no connection to anything psychic:

“Or has another one of your illicit romances gone rogue on you?”

The way the eyes of her good-looking and dashing, but entirely frivolous, cousin flitted away from her own told the woman she was on the mark.

As did his transparent attempt at a change of subject:

“I’ll ask again,” he began: “Which keys, and for which house?”

The attempt may very well have been transparent but his cousin’s awareness of his goal did not stop it from working as her excitement immediately spiked and she answered...
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“I have the keys to the most haunted and notorious house in the whole of the West Country!” she gushed, drawing a great inward groan from him as she did so; though he did feel a small spark of curiosity for the look of what was, even for his credulous cousin, unusual excitement colouring her cheeks.

In fact, and though he could only apply responsibility to his weariness, Westerhuis felt a slight chill run the length of his back for some reason; suspecting, as he marked its journey, that more than simple tiredness had triggered it. 

There was, he told himself, something in her voice and manner other than simple excitement that was impacting upon his subconscious with power enough to raise his hackles.

“That's why I wired for you,” she told him. “I need you with me when I visit the house tonight.”

“Tonight?” he complained with another inward groan likely to be heard in the next county, wanting for nothing more than a hot-bath and bed after his exertions.

“Yes,” she nodded, face full of a determination he knew only too well would not be put off. “The agent selling the house for its owners persuaded them – for a cash inducement on my part – to allow me the keys until tomorrow.”

He shook his head, gazing at the pretty features he would have tried to possess had she not been family. Features alive with an almost feral excitement. Piercing eyes and snub button-nose above full and sensuous lips aglow with the power of her genuine enthusiasm as if she were wired to an energy source as vibrant as her crown of red-hair.

Her always vivacious brown-eyes, he saw, literally sparkling with what she always described to him as:

“The thrill of the hunt.”

“Why the urgency?” he tried to talk her round, knowing the attempt was doomed to fail. “Why does it have to be tonight?”

“I just told you,” she sighed, spelling it out slowly as if for a child, an imbecile, or both:

“Be-cause-I-have-the-keys.”

“But...?” he began, knowing he was not being ‘Gallant’ exactly but too tired to care. “I still don’t see why you require me to accompany you? It’s not as if you haven’t done this sort of thing before. I seem to recall you spending the whole night alone at that deserted castle in Dorset. What’s so special about this place?”

She simply stared at him, allowing silence to voice her disappointment with him.

“Oh, don’t play the damsel in distress card,” he scolded her. “You're afraid of nothing, and I know that for a stone-cold fact... And what’s so damn interesting about this particular house it has you all worked up like a skittish filly being put to stud for the first time?”

“Eloquently put, Julian. It’s very easy to see why you’re such a hit with the married ladies,” she responded with a smirk, doing so that he might see she didn’t see why at all – let alone easily.

“Thank you so much,” he came back with mock gratitude. “Now answer the question... What goes on with this bloody house, and why does it have you so fired up?”

Mention of the house put his intemperate language and libidinous exploits to the back of her mind on the instant:

“A great deal has happened, cousin,” she almost whispered. “Though most of it's been hushed up. And rather thoroughly! Understand that people of the area are very tight-lipped about such local matters. It took the outlay of some cash on my part to... ‘loosen tongues’ ...as they say.”

He waited, expression urging her to: “Get on with it then!”.

She did.

“Four tenants have come and gone in as many months,” she told him. “It’s why the house remains empty and has been put up for sale. The current owners live in Ilfracombe and purchased it with the intention of renting it to tenants as an investment-opportunity. Now they can’t wait to have it off their hands. But there’s more...”

Again his eyes urged her on.

“You see, this isn’t the first time the house has been either rented or purchased before being vacated in a hurry. Not by a longshot.”

“It’s happened on more than the four occasions you spoke of, you mean?”

She nodded.

“Going back, as far as I can tell, to a certain date a month before the beginning of our new century.”

In spite of himself, Westerhuis found he was becoming interested.

And the chills navigating the length of his spine so inexplicably seemed no less engaged.

“The house goes back to the third decade of the eighteen-hundreds,” she went on. “But the story behind the beginning of its current travails begins at the end of 1899 and involves a most grisly tale.”

“Don’t they all?” he scoffed, doing so despite himself and the chills he found so baffling.

“Involve episodes where explosive and often unpleasant emotions are involved?” she asked, before answering her own question: “Yes. Always, in my experience. And this episode was of an exceptionally unpleasant type.”

“Which, I presume,” he began, more to maintain the illusion of normality than throw ice-water on the fever of her intellectual excitement, “you will shortly explain to me before I become comatose in my chair... I have had a long and tiring day, you know?”

“I’m hardly likely to forget given your penchant for mentioning it after every second sentence... Anyway, the difficulties with the house began with two deaths. One of them being a murder that is, perhaps, more fittingly described as a ‘crime passionnelle’. While the following two resulted from suicide.”

Westerhuis nodded but remained silent as he felt icy fingers descend his spine.

At least until they made their way up again and reached a point where they could repeat the process.

And still he had no idea why he should be feeling those chills at all, after having found his ears the recipient of many such tales from the lips of his cousin in the past.

“The... ‘Menage a trois’ ...as our Gallic neighbours describe it – though one of their number in this instance was completely unaware of her involvement in any such triad – was between a wife, her husband, and, of course, his lover.”

Seeing she had his interest with something that was, it had to be said, close to his philandering home, she continued:

“In many ways, the story itself is unremarkable in its components. Were it not for the lingering aftermath of its denouement I’m confident it would have been long forgotten by all save those related to the ill-favoured trio.”

“So if that’s the case what has you so worked up about it?”

“As usual, Julian, you hear but you don’t listen,” she said with a hint of irritation that, given her cousin’s somewhat easily offended ego, fetched his own annoyance to the instant fore.

“Then perhaps you could stop being so long-winded and get to the meat of what you want to tell me,” he said sniffily.

“Gladly,” she agreed, used to his touchiness and utterly unfazed to be in its presence once again.

“Well?” he urged her on as she paused to re-group her thoughts, impatient to learn why what he was being told was having such an effect upon him at some subliminal level or other.

“The husband,” she began, “who was, it transpired, very much in love with his wife of three years, had fallen in lust with a young girl from a gypsy encampment a mile or two from the village; the camp itself made on unfertile ground rented to them by a local farmer.

“Such things happen,” Westerhuis observed with the sagacity of experience.

In regard of the lust, anyway.

Being a city-boy, the arrangements made between farmers and camping Romany’s were about as relevant to him as the decree made in hieroglyphics upon the Rosetta Stone.

“So they do,” she agreed, restraining herself from further comment but not the look of accusation aimed towards him. “Anyway, his less noble intentions had been triggered when he saw the girl as she came to the village with her father to barter goods in return for fresh-fish from the day’s catch. Though it wouldn’t be until later that he was tempted to act upon his... appreciation.”

Again she broke off in mid-narrative that she might order its sequence more and provide it a readier accessibility.

Then:

“She was, from eye-witness accounts, a girl of two-and-twenty with the long and straight black hair women of the Romany line are renowned for having. Into the bargain, she was voluptuous and long-legged with an hour-glass shape that caught the eye of more than one of the men doing business at the quayside.”

“Of which, as you’ve already said, the husband was one and met her there for the first time,” he commented with a challenging smile, though more as confirmation than question.

“Good boy,” she teased him. “I’m flattered by your attention. Despite the fact it wasn’t, once again, of the full variety.”

Ignoring his scowl she continued:

“I said that he ‘saw’ her for the first time at the quayside. Not that the first meeting between them happened there. That actually took place at the house – the house  he shared with his wife.”

Weariness a thing of the very recent past now a voluptuous female had entered the mix, Westerhuis helped himself to another Sherry from the decanter a prescient Helen had placed at his side.

“When the young gypsy girl, whose name was ‘Nadya’, called to offer some trinkets to the lady-of-the-house, she found that the wife herself was in Somerset. Her mother had been taken poorly and she had travelled to her parent’s home in Porlock to help her father take care of her.”

“I see,” he nodded knowingly, as her expression said she was sure that he did.

His cousin was, of course, right and Westerhuis was unable to prevent himself imagining how he would have reacted had he been in the husband’s shoes and faced with such an... opportunity.

Accepting, in his thoughts anyway, that after hearing his cousin’s physical description of the young girl his behaviour in the face of the husband’s temptation would likely not be viewed as paternal. 

“I hardly need draw you of all people a picture in respect of what soon developed between the husband - who was by the way, a well-known and respected chartered-accountant - and the young and voluptuous girl.” 

The leer he directed her way, mostly to irritate her, told his cousin she had no need whatsoever.

“Anyway, let us say that by the time the wife had returned from her now late-mother’s bedside, Bernard - the husband - and the enticing young gypsy-girl had been feeding their mutual lust for each other in the usual way.”

Julian experienced a guilty twitch, before assuring himself that what he had just felt was no more than what any normal man with blood in his veins - and an imagination vibrant and vivid enough to circulate it - might feel when listening to a sexually attractive female, blood-relative or not, describe such encounters. 

“I take it the wife discovered this and did not react well?” he asked as a means of deflecting attention from his reaction to her narration.

“You’re only part right, Julian,” she replied. “Emily did discover her husband’s infidelity with Nadya, but it only became clear to her at a time when it was far too late to serve her any good purpose.”

“I’m not following.”

“You soon will,” Helen smiled before continuing. “You see, though it was no more than a case of lust for the husband, it was something quite different for young Nadya.”

His expression told her he was beginning to take her drift – at last.

“On the night of...” his cousin went on. “Let us call it: ‘the tragedy’... On this night, and before sneaking from the encampment for what she thought would be the last time, the love-struck Nadya left her father a letter describing her love for an older man she had met and how they were going to be together with each other all the time from now on.”

“He’d decided to leave his wife for her then?”

“In so much as Nadya interpreted the sweet nothings he cooed to her in the throes of his lust, yes,” Helen confirmed.

“I understand,” he nodded with true empathy for the husband’s state-of-mind when he was found, to coin a phrase: ‘under the influence’.

“Exactly,” said Helen, allowing herself the erroneous impression his empathy was prompted by the self-deluding girl. “Nadya may have been alluring but she was also very young. Too young to realise a woman should never take seriously the words drawn from a man who finds himself obsessed with the need to satisfy himself.”

Her words sounded, as indeed they were, pointed and accusatory to him; but he was too taken with a need to hear the rest of the story – guilt for his own “words” of a similar nature must be taken as read – to make a defence.

“So she left a note explaining her intentions for her father before leaving the camp  with the determination of making a life with this Bernard,” he said as a means of
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