
Flowers of the Moon

Paul John Lyon




Copyright © 2021 Paul John Lyon

All rights reserved

The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author.

No part of this book may be reproduced, or stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without express written permission of the publisher.

To the moon.

Art thou pale for weariness
Of climbing Heaven, and gazing on the earth,
Wandering companionless
Among the stars that have a different birth,
And ever changing, like a joyless eye
That finds no object worth its constancy?

To the Moon - Percy Bysshe Shelley


Prologue

5th November 1945

The sky that night burned orange and red. A familiar palette for the fifth of November, especially now the war had ended.

The blue was altogether new.

Outside the gates of Whitestone manor, a Wolseley 14/60 police car idled, the custom blue domed light on its roof turning sluggishly after years of war inactivity. In the driver’s seat, Constable Bernard Grieves buried his head in his hands as he tried to forget what he’d seen, but he couldn’t shake off the images of the burned bodies; permanent shadows seared into the lawns of the estate by the fires still raging all over Whitestone.

He’d counted three fires in total. One fire lit for celebration; a tall pyre topped off with a Guy shivering under the touch of flame. More alive, it seemed, than those on the lawns. The second fire, a burning arrow laid across the lawns, pointed at the manor house, where the third fire wrapped its red fingers around the manor house and peeled back brick to reveal the blackened skeleton beneath.

The young constable mouthed a prayer, “God our Father, your power brings us to birth. Your providence guides our lives, and by your command we return to dust.”

Only dust remained from what Grieves had witnessed. Now his duty remained to find names for the nameless dead before Sergeant Porter arrived.

Then what? he asked himself. The Sergeant will be no more use than I. Less so, if I’m honest. There are too many questions here, and no answer could make sense. Fire doesn’t leap so far. Fire can’t so quickly turn people to ash, can it?

What do I know of fire? he thought. I’m not Sherlock Holmes, just an unlucky sod not fit enough for the bloody war. I’m useless beyond the polishing of my whistle and my evening stroll around the village. Is this even a crime to begin with?

The horrid stench of charred meat rode in on the night air. Grieves pictured a roasted pig in his mind, its skin crackling under the lick of flame.

It isn’t a pig, he had to remind himself. It’s burned flesh, man. Burned men and women. Burned…children.

Bile seared his throat. A flush as hot as flame singed his forehead.

Come on now. Get it together. I have a duty here. I’m a police officer, for God’s sake.

He didn’t feel much like performing his duty. He wanted to return to the tiny station house with little more to task him than the occasional village drunkard or making up Sergeant Porter’s water bottle for the old man’s many naps.

This will pass, he told himself. Chin up and chest out. It’ll all be over with soon enough.

He took two deep breaths. A whiff of petrol from the car provided momentary relief, but vanished as he opened the car door and a thick fog of burned wood and charred assaulted his nostrils.

Constable Grieves’ stomach lurched. There would be no escape from the stench until he’d written the names in his notebook. No reprieve until Sergeant Porter arrived and gave his orders, if the old sod had any real orders to give. It was going to be a long night.

A crowd gathered in the courtyard just beyond the ornate gates of Whitestone. Even at a distance, he could see the fear in their eyes.

I can’t let them see me rattled, he thought as he approached. They’ll be scared and looking to me for some order. It’s my job to calm them and keep the peace. Chin up, chest out, man.

“Are any of you hurt?” Constable Grieves asked as he reached the group. With each word he felt himself taller, stronger, and more able to ignore the horrific sights he’d witnessed.

The children giggled nervously as they ran in and out of the aprons of the older matrons. The young maids and housekeepers passed terrified whispers to each other, but none dared a voice. A handful of men tried hard to stand strong. They barrelled their chests, puffed on cigarettes, but none had found a voice just yet.

“Is there any here who need medical aid? Please, tell me now,” Constable Grieves asked.

One man, tall and lean, with a thin line of a moustache sat beneath his sharp nose, spoke up. He stepped from the back of the huddle and met the constable with a firm handshake.

“I’m the unfortunate wretch who must witness his family home and legacy destroyed this night. Excuse me, but I’m at a disadvantage when it comes to your name, constable?”

Grieves had no such. A quick walk through the halls of the manor house before the war showed a dozen portraits of the man’s forebears, all possessing the same long, thin frame and sharp nose. This was Lord Whitestone.

“Constable Bernard Grieves, milord. I attended a few of the Guy Fawkes celebrations before the war, but I never did meet you in person at that time. I’m sorry I have to be here under such circumstances.”

“Your man, Sergeant Porter, is it? He’s the one who usually pays us a visit.”

“He is, sir.”

“What of him tonight?”

“He’ll be with us in short time. A half hour at the most.”

“Of course.”

“Are you injured, milord? Is anybody else in need of aid?”

“We are all fine, thank the heavens. You have no need to worry on that front.”

“Are you sure no others were hurt, milord?”

The blackened figures on the lawns returned to Grieves’ mind. Hurt wasn’t word enough for what had befallen those poor souls.

“I’m sure. Now, what is it you would have us do? What happens now?”

There was an edge to Lord Whitestone’s voice the young constable didn’t recognise as shock or fear. It was as if the man was in a hurry to be somewhere.

“We wait for the fire engine to arrive and then…”

Constable Grieves wasn’t sure what came next. There’d been no fires in the village during the war. No bombings either. Peace and obscurity had brought the young children out from the cities to stay at the manor house in the first place.

“My Sergeant will deal with the matter,” Constable Grieves said, finding his voice. “He’ll call in others if need be. Until his arrival, might we discuss the events tonight, milord? I’d like to get as much information as I can to help everything along.”

“There will be others, do you think? Other officers?” Lord Whitestone said, the edge still in his voice.

“That will be up to my Sergeant.”

“Can your good self not deal with this matter? I do not wish to put any of my staff through more hardship. It would be especially worrisome to the children, wouldn’t you agree?”

Constable Grieves scanned the children as they played hide-and-seek between matronly arms and pinafore folds. They didn’t look too disturbed by what they had witnessed, but they were children, and if Grieves knew one thing, he knew that children were made from sturdy stuff.

“I can’t make that decision, milord,” he said.

“But you could, could you not, make your own judgement if I were to inform you of the details in full? An accident is all. A tragic accident none could have foreseen. Is that not enough?”

“That’s all well and good, but I’m afraid I still have to make a report. I’m sorry if it causes any undue hardship on the children, but this is the way it has to be.”

An apprehensive look flitted across Lord Whitestone’s face. It reminded Constable Grieves of a spiv he’d nabbed in the local pub with a suitcase full of nylon stockings and counterfeit ration books.

“There’s no way I can convince you to keep this matter between you and I?” Lord Whitestone said.

“I’m sorry, milord, that won’t be possible.”

Lord Whitestone glanced nervously over his shoulder at the huddled people behind him. “Constable, if we might talk in private, I would be most appreciative.”

“Milord?”

“Before the Sergeant arrives. You did say he would be here shortly, yes? More officers to follow also?”

“I did.”

“Then we must talk now, I fear.”

“Yes, milord, of course.”

They walked toward a maze of hedges, the fires casting a flickering path before them.

“I assume you wish to know what happened here tonight, in full,” Lord Whitestone said.

“I do at that, yes,” Grieves said as he retrieved his notebook and pencil from his pocket. He licked the end of the pencil and readied himself to write.

“I must warn you that what I tell you now, nobody will believe, least of all your good self.”

“Milord?”

Lord Whitestone reached inside his jacket. He fumbled there for a moment or two until he found a slim silver case. With a click the contraption snapped open to reveal a row of cigarettes. “Constable?” he said, holding the case forward.

“I don’t partake. Please, would you continue with your description of tonight’s events, if you wouldn’t mind?”

“Yes.” Lord Whitestone slid one of the cigarettes from the case and fixed it between his lips. The case back in his pocket he patted his jacket and trouser pockets, then laughed.

“Milord? Are you sure you’re all right?”

“Pardon me, constable. I just find the circumstances somewhat amusing.”

What could make any man laugh on such a night? Grieves wondered. Had the man gone mad? Was it too much for Lord Whitestone to comprehend all the surrounding horror?

“The circumstances?” Grieves asked.

“Yes. Here I stand, my legacy engulfed in flames. All this flame and fire and I’m left lacking for the same.”

“I’m not sure—”

Lord Whitestone mimicked the striking of a match. “I need a light for my cigarette. Do you happen to have any matches?”

“Yes, I see now. I do happen to have some matches on me.”

Grieves retrieved the box of stick matches he used for lighting the stove at the station and handed them over.

Lord Whitestone struck one and lit the tip of his cigarette. “Obliged,” he said as he took a long drag and let out a rushed, sigh of smoke.

“You were saying, milord?”

“Yes, yes.” A worried look suffused his face. “Well then, let us get down to the bones of the matter, shall we? I hate to ask this of you yet again, but I must. Would you consider marking the events of this night as an accident, constable? I ask you out of the kindness of your heart, would you spare me, and the name of my family, the ruination that is sure to follow?

“Ruination?”

“The truth will surely ruin my family’s name.”

“Milord, please tell me what happened here.”

Lord Whitestone sighed. “What happened, I dare only guess at. My part in this horror, I need not guess. I will make my confession to you, constable. The truth and only the truth. You must take down what I have to say, every word, for if I am to lose all then someone must bear witness to my folly. Will you promise me as much?”

“I will, milord. Are you saying you’re responsible for the fires?”

Lord Whitestone stared at the flames as they licked up into the air above Whitestone. “My selfishness, my stubbornness is to blame. It was my hand that planted the seeds and watered them to begin with.”

“Milord, you seem unclear. Are you confessing to starting the fires? Were you responsible or not for the people who died here tonight?”

“Where to start?” Lord Whitestone said, his eyes a burning reflection of the fires. “Was it the night I received the news so dire about my daughter? Was it then, do you think?”

Constable Grieves’ held his pencil over the paper. “Milord?”

“Or was it later? How much later? Love is to hate as fire is to water, yes? The loss of love can turn a man inside out and make him a monster in no time at all. Is it the broken heart that cannot be mended, that we refuse to be mended, which turns us cold and selfish from the inside out?”

Grieves lifted his pencil off the pad. “Please, milord. I must ask you to be clearer in your declaration. Were you or were you not responsible for the death of those poor people here tonight?”

“Deaths, yes, but it was life that brought us here. Life despite the closeness of death, don’t you see?” Lord Whitestone’s eyes fixed on a point far beyond the fires.

“Milord, please. You’re not making any sense. Tell me what happened here.”


“They died because of me. They died because I could not for the life of me, for the life of her, ever let go.”


The young Constable made a single note on the page – Her?

“Her?” he asked.

Lord Whitestone nodded towards the fires engulfing the manor house and an impossible shadow cast at the heart of the blaze.

Is that a girl in the manor house? Grieves thought.

She hadn’t been there a moment before when Grieves had chanced to follow Lord Whitestone’s gaze, but he couldn’t deny what he was seeing. There was a young girl trapped on the upper floor of the manor house.

Grieves’ arms fell to his sides. His grip faltered on the notebook and pencil. They fell to the ground at his feet.

“Dear God, man! What have you done?” he said.

“I wish I knew,” Lord Whitestone said, his voice that of the penitent, the sinner and the guilty all rolled into one.

“If that girl comes to any harm, I’ll see you hang, you just see if I don’t,” Constable Grieves said, then broke into a run in the direction of the manor house.

Lord Whitestone watched as the constable disappeared into the smoke, then he scooped up the fallen notebook from the ground. Under the flickering light cast by the fires, he read the last entry. A single word.

Her?


1

“Come on now, you can do it,” Patrick Hill said.

His car rattled and coughed around him, then fell into a hopeful silence.

“That’s it. Just a little further now. Just a little further,” he whispered.

Not a little, a lot. Sixty miles from London to the grounds of Whitestone, but the car hadn’t cleared the outskirts of the city yet. A betting man might put a flutter on it never reaching the motorway.

The car had spent its former life as a Volkswagen Golf, but ten years of Frankenstein repairs had turned it into a new creature. It now had a red bonnet and two green wing panels, each of a different shade. Dark blue bootlaces kept the wing mirrors in place and half of an old key permanently lodged into the ignition meant he would never have to worry about losing his keys.

Patrick Hill whispered a plea to his car and whatever God might be listening, “Come on. Just a few more miles. Pretty please.”

Up ahead the traffic thinned out to a single black cab. The lights turned green as if God had spared a little pity on him.

Patrick stared at the peeling roof of his car and through to whatever deity might linger in the skies above.

You picked this moment to listen? he thought. Where have you been the last thirty years?

OEBPS/image/image-0-0.jpg





OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Table of Contents





		

Title Page





		

Copyright





		

Dedication





		

Epigraph





		

Prologue





		

1





		

2





		

3





		

4





		

5





		

6





		

7





		

8





		

9





		

10





		

11





		

12





		

13





		

14





		

15





		

16





		

17





		

18





		

19





		

20





		

21





		

22





		

23





		

24





		

25





		

26





		

27





		

28





		

Epilogue





		

Dancing In the Dark





		

About the Author













