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About the Book

The old Folly has not been used since those twenty young men, full of ideals for the century that was still in its spring, marched out to war in 1914. When the last survivor of the Lakenham Set, General Reginald Maitland, enters with his granddaughter Gemma on his hundredth birthday, it is here, surrounded by memories of the past, that he entrusts to her one final, vital mission: to find Ted Parsons.

Ted Parsons’ life is the key to a fortune left by the Lakenham Set, intended to commemorate the century’s achievements and their own ideals, but that quaint concept is now clouded by private ambitions among the narrowing number of contenders for the money. Parsons disappeared shortly after the Second World War, so is he dead or alive?

Gemma’s quest takes her to Florence, where she falls headlong into a maze where nothing and no one is as it seems. As she battles her way through a web in which her very survival is at stake if she makes a wrong decision, Gemma is forced to ask whether the deaths that follow in the wake of her investigation are accidental, natural – or something far more sinister . . .


AUTHOR’S NOTE

Lakenham and Bishopslee villages are fictitious, though set in the Darenth Valley and North Downs of Kent respectively, and in Florence the complex of the Basilica of San Lorenzo has been extended to encompass fictitious buildings for the purposes of this novel.

For their invaluable help to me during its writing, I would like to thank Peter Gent, Robert Goodwin, Laurie Hoffman, John Hope, Dr Nicholas Penny, Sheelagh Taylor and Adrian Turner; any errors stem from me and not from their painstaking care. As usual, the encouragement of my agent Dorothy Lumley of the Dorian Literary Agency, and of my editor Jane Morpeth at Headline, has spurred me along the route from start to finish, and to them my heartfelt thanks.


CHAPTER ONE

‘Who’s there?’

She stopped, then wondered why. There was nothing, save the known and familiar: the gate just yards away, the path and home. She wasn’t even particularly late this evening, although it was already dark. The job had sounded interesting but turned out to be routine. An archaeologist requiring help home from the site with his booty had prosaically materialised as a rather dull man with two large suitcases. What had she expected? A Roman urn slung over one shoulder and a mummified corpse on the other?

And just what fantasy was flitting through her brain now? So much for the image of a practical ‘rely-on-me’ Gemma Maitland. She clutched the torch slightly more firmly. The Granada was safely locked up in the garage; she had only to cross the lane, and within seconds she’d be in her personal garage, otherwise known as her cottage, Waynings. She reminded herself that for her night held no terrors – not now anyway – and the wall that seemed to loom between her and her microwaved supper-to-be was not only invisible but non-existent, the effect of a long tiring day and lack of sustenance. The insidious tentacles of night for once had had their way, but the practical chances of thieves, rapists and murderers lurking in the bushes could be discounted. After all, the reason she’d chosen Waynings was that it was right at the end of the row of four old cottages and next to the woods. Her garden seemed an extension of the forest; the tall, large bushes were well-loved shapes, their fresh spring greenery made mysterious by the dark, which was lightened only by the glow of her torch and the single lamp above her front door. Hurst Lane could boast no street-lighting of its own.

‘Right. Forward the Buffs!’

For some ridiculous reason, she shouted this out loud, secure in the knowledge her neighbours were away; but her war-cry confirmed what her brain was struggling to deny. Something seemed to be happening to the back of her neck. A distinct attack of the prickles that had nothing to do with the rough wool of her jacket. Nonsense. It was only the reminder of a May evening that winter was not far behind.

The bushes on either side of the path stirred gently in the breeze. No rapist leapt out on her, but nevertheless her footsteps quickened. A sudden rustle in the bushes made her stifle a scream, then a laugh as Launcelot leapt out and yowled in feline reproach for his delayed supper. Ancient cats of ten years should not be expected to have to forage for themselves in the forest. Then she saw Launcelot’s attention was not on her; he was staring intently into the bushes at the side of the path – not in contemplation, but with ears alert, body tense. The hunter might be old but he never forgot. If she bent down she would see a bird, a rabbit or a mouse, wouldn’t she? Gemma swallowed. Of course she would. After all, she was no shy maiden; she was fully trained in self-defence – she had to be in her job. She was thirty-seven, no longer a little girl afraid of the unknown, of wolves that might leap from the forest to seize little Red Riding Hood. She knew the dark. She had stretched her arms to welcome it these past eight years, and now it was her friend. She had only to put her hand into that bush to prove it so.

But what if someone reached out to touch it from within?

Launcelot yowled again. A whiff of a spicy, pungent scent brought by a sudden breeze hit her. She hurled herself at her front door, unlocked it, almost tumbled inside and slammed it shut behind her. No longer a friend, the dark swallowed her. She fumbled for the switch and light flooded the hall.

‘Just as well I didn’t marry an Eskimo,’ she tried to joke to herself, ashamed of that lurching heart. ‘Let there be light.’ Ritually she rushed round the cottage turning on every switch, even the light in the hall cupboard. Only her bedroom did she leave in darkness, forcing herself to cross to the dormer window. She looked down into the garden and laughed in relief at her own stupidity.

‘I won,’ she said for some reason, opening the window to gloat, full of confidence again in the familiar. A barn owl screeched as she leaned out over the sill, breathing in the sharp mysteries of the eerie world of night. Over there was the Charing to Canterbury road, marked by the occasional hum of traffic; to her left was the country lane leading to it, which passed through the sprawl of the small village of Bishopslee. Little light from the village penetrated as far as Waynings.

‘I’ll get a security light fitted,’ she told herself not for the first time, as a small dark shape suddenly moved and scuttled across the lane. She watched it until it disappeared into the blackness and then drew her head back in, her hand poised to draw the curtains.

‘Daisy, Daisy, give me your answer do . . .’

Floating, note by note on the night air, came the sound of a whistled tune. A man’s whistle, surely, uncommon enough nowadays; the sound chilled her, disembodied, impersonal, threatening. A poacher? Badger-hunters? No, neither would make more noise than they had to. Whoever it was, moreover, had nothing to do with her. And yet she did not seem to be able to move. Was it louder, was it receding? It seemed to stifle her, drum at her ears, threaten with its very ordinariness.

‘I’m half crazy . . .’ Frozen, she stood there, irrational in terror, gazing out into a world in which she could see nothing, until at last the sound died away. Only the silence remained to mock her.

‘Lakenham House. But Grandpa, why?’ Gemma broke off, somewhat bewildered. Why there of all places to celebrate a hundredth birthday?

General Maitland smiled. ‘Humour me, my dear. Old men have strange ideas.’

‘Not you.’

‘Time marches even faster than generals.’

‘There’s some reason, isn’t there?’

‘A whim.’

It was Gemma’s private fear that the hundredth birthday would prove too much of a milestone. She knew that sometimes such an event was too much for even the most stalwart of fighters, and she and her grandfather’s guardian angel (his housekeeper, Mrs Plummer) were determined to keep him with them as long as possible. She suspected, however, that he intended to indulge their whim only as long as it suited him. She visited him here at Tenterden as often as she could. She had no other family – not close, anyway. She’d lost Bill; and her father, Grandfather’s only son, had been killed in Aden in the early sixties; her mother had married again and lived in America. Death wasn’t going to snatch her remaining family a moment before it was entitled to. Tough, though small and frail with years, her grandfather maintained a bright-eyed interest in life like that of a man half his age. Damped down they might be, but the fires within him could still surprise her. As now.

‘Wouldn’t it be more sensible to have a smaller celebration in Tenterden?’ Why on earth had he chosen to accept Charles Lakenham’s unexpected invitation to a party at Lakenham House, which would involve a drive of over thirty miles each way? It wasn’t even as if it were Thomas Lakenham, his old friend. He had died fifteen years ago; this was his son, Charles, the fifteenth Viscount Lakenham, now a man of sixty, who, in order to pay for its upkeep, ran Lakenham House as a retirement home, and had moved with his wife Maria into one wing. Now their family had grown up and moved away, it provided ample room.

‘Certainly it would. But I am determined upon Lakenham House. Take me please, Gemma.’ There was no hint of the supplicant in his voice, nor did there need to be.

‘Of course, Grandpops, but can’t you explain why?’ Then she knew. ‘It’s something to do with the Lakenham Set—’

He interrupted her quietly. ‘I would like to accept this invitation, Gemma.’

Message received and understood. Hers – in this case at least – not to reason why, but to carry out the General’s orders. No wonder the poor devils facing him at Alamein hadn’t stood a chance, she thought, amused.

The Darenth river valley looked quietly pleased with itself, as indeed it had cause to do, in its June plumage. There was very little water in the river, and she recalled reading of the public concern over the continuing drought in Kent with increased demands on it. Today there was a mere trickle compared with the river Samuel Palmer had painted last century. She could remember what it looked like in full spate from her childhood, distant memories of the gurgling stream, a summer afternoon, and a jamjar full of sticklebacks. Quite a few houses had sprouted in the meantime, mostly on the outskirts of the villages, but once away from them the valley looked as peaceful and timeless as ever. She glanced in some concern at her grandfather; he was already looking a little tired. Or perhaps he just had something on his mind other than his hundredth birthday? Perhaps the latter, for it was he who had asked her to turn off the main road to drive through Shoreham village before they reached the turning that led to Lakenham. She was glad she had brought the BMW today; it was her personal car, a present to herself three years ago, and used for high days and holidays – and ‘special’ jobs. The Granada, one of three that her business owned, was ideal for most runs. Bishopslee Cars had grown out of the small taxi service run from home which she had started after Bill had died. Correction – a year after Bill had died.

Everything had changed with his death; her life kaleidoscoped, tossing her mercilessly about; if it had not been for Grandfather she would not have landed so gently or so quickly – if at all. It had been her own impulsive instinct that made her throw up her career as a tax accountant, and she had not regretted it. What was the point of throwing everything into the race to the top of the tree if fate sawed through the roots that gave you life? The race had done Bill no good. Nor her. He’d died of a heart attack at thirty-four, leaving her a widow. Without the child they’d planned to have ‘one day’. Her hands tightened on the wheel as a surge of loss – familiar but rare now – gripped her. A year after his death, as her capital drained away and her life-force with it, Grandpops had stepped in and sorted her out. In essence he had put it to her: there are only three options in battle – go on, back or stay where you are till they get you. Which way are you heading?

‘Not back.’ Not to the life she’d known with Bill.

‘Here then?’

Here there was anger, too much drink, desperation, and something inside tearing her apart. ‘No.’

‘Then create your own strategy and advance. Work out the tactics as you go.’

She had smiled, unconvinced, but almost as soon as she’d moved to Bishopslee from St Alban’s, someone to whom she was giving a lift to hospital mentioned that the village had a crying need for a taxi service. A month later she was in business. Two days later she cut the long dark hair that Bill had loved into a shoulder-length page-boy style, threw out the business suits for neat trousers and jackets, and made a date to see an old schoolfriend for lunch. A year later she took an office in the village and an assistant. Three years after that she took on another assistant, invested in technology, widened her scope. The description Gemma Maitland, special assignments, sounded good, was good. Not precisely hush-hush stuff for MI5 or 6, but just interesting jobs both for her and her staff as couriers, investigators of everything from ancestors to old pictures, and more or less anything that needed a car and ingenuity. The taxi work remained her bread and butter.

Word of her reliability and high success rate quietly spread to the City, then throughout the Establishment, and her assignments increased. A year ago they had been forced to invest in ‘The Girl’, otherwise known as Kirsty. Kirsty had little interest in life outside her social horizons, which extended for a diameter of ten miles, and the boutiques of Canterbury and Ashford. But she had one priceless gift. She was a genius at booking appointments, which Gemma assumed had developed through the expertise she showed at juggling her social life. Gemma had made a joke about it once. Never again. Her social life was to Kirsty a very serious matter. She was, after all, nineteen and getting on a bit, she pointed out.

The BMW glided through the dotted houses that made up the hamlet of Lakenham, a collection of cottages originally built for workers on the Lakenham estate, and now lived in by those of neighbouring Shoreham, Lullingstone or Eynsford.

General Maitland shifted slightly in his seat as the green BMW turned in through the gates of Lakenham, and Gemma turned the wheel slightly as the drive twisted towards the house, a large, seventeenth-century, William-and-Mary red-brick mansion. Lakenhams had lived here since the house was built, though there had been a couple of wobbles in the direct line, when the title had passed to remote cousins.

‘A retirement home,’ grunted the General, as she stopped the car in front of the house. ‘The old lord, Thomas’s father, would have turned in his grave. A great one for tradition he was. Nothing shall be changed. His wife had to fight to get a bathroom installed, let alone electric light. What would he have thought of all this, eh? But where does tradition get you? They’re all dead now, and their timeless tradition has died with them through no fault of theirs.’

‘This is your birthday, Grandpa,’ Gemma reminded him gently. ‘No talk of the past. What did you used to tell me? A good general always looks forward.’

‘You’ll have to speak up. My hearing’s not too good.’

‘Nonsense. You heard me very well.’

‘Did I? Perhaps I did . . . perhaps I did.’



‘Maitland, you bally rotter, did you hear what I said? A toast for the future. A toast to the British Empire on which the sun never sets, God bless her. A toast to England – may her cricket-bats never rot. A toast to the twentieth century and the New Renaissance . . . Why aren’t you drinking, Maitland? You’re with us, aren’t you?’

Thomas Lakenham leapt on to the table, and solemnly poured the contents of his silver goblet over Maitland’s unsuspecting head. ‘There, I’ve christened you in claret. That’ll wash your cynicism away, old chap. You’ll see. We’ll be making the same toast here in eighty years’ time, in the 1990s. You’ll wonder why you ever doubted us, Reggie.’





Charles Lakenham had aged since Gemma had last seen him – she hadn’t attended his father’s funeral, so she supposed it must have been at some function at which he had accompanied his father before that. She remembered the beam, and the round, pleasant face. Now he had broadened out and his hair was grey. He rushed up to them, bowling a wheelchair with great dexterity.

‘Delighted you are with us, sir. A great honour.’

‘Damn it, Charles, if you think I’m getting into one of those contraptions to enter my own birthday party, you’ve another think coming,’ the General told him amiably as they shook hands.

It took time, but her grandfather made it in on his own two feet. All the same he sank down thankfully in the comfortable leather armchair that Lakenham had thoughtfully placed with one or two others on a slightly raised area at one end of the large reception room. Gemma was glad of that, for it meant people would approach singly to speak to him, not crowd him in. Her heart sank at the look of the room. There must be at least a hundred people here. Not only had all her grandfather’s cronies from the regiment been invited – youths who had served under him in World War II and now were old men themselves (though no doubt to him they appeared young striplings), but in addition to some family friends and cousins whom she vaguely recognised, there were a great many people she had never seen before. At least half of the number present. Residents of the home, she supposed, for they could hardly be turned out for the day. And some might be staff . . .

‘I deduce you must be one of Miss Nightingale’s young ladies.’

She turned round to find a glass of champagne being waved invitingly beneath her nose by a tall lean man of about forty. The high forehead and glasses made him look serious and ordered, but the light brown springy hair seemed to suggest a life of its own. Moreover, there was a humorous twist to his mouth that looked distinctly promising. She decided she’d investigate – cautiously.

‘Wrong war alas,’ she laughed. ‘My career didn’t get going till World War I.’

‘Is that why they started Rose Day? In your honour?’

‘Sorry to disappoint you. I’m General Maitland’s granddaughter, not Queen Alexandra. Gemma Maitland.’ She put out her spare hand.

‘Paul Shane. I see you’re wearing a wedding ring though. Divorced?’

‘Widowed,’ she said briefly.

He said no more. Wisely. It was her business why she had reverted to Maitland. It had been part of the new life, the advance forward into no man’s land.

‘Do you live here?’ she asked politely.

He grinned approvingly. ‘Touché. You, me and the beautiful blonde over there doing the Sharon Stone look-alike must be about the only folks under seventy. No, I’m not yet a resident. I’m Philip Shane’s grandson.’

‘Of the Lakenham Set?’

‘Of course.’

Gemma searched her memory. Though her grandfather never spoke of them (or perhaps because of it), she had done her own private research. It had not been easy tracking down odd references in books, but she had managed to glean quite a bit about the later lives of members of the Set. ‘The banker?’

‘Yes.’

‘And in the Royal Naval Division in the Great War?’

‘The Great War! That’s a severe case of jargon.’

‘Sorry. It’s being close to my grandfather that does it. He always calls the first war that, even though he went through both. Not to mention a few minor ones as well.’

‘He’s a splendid man. I’ve enormous admiration for him.’

‘Have you met him?’ she asked, surprised. Her grandfather led a retired life nowadays.

‘For his achievements, I should have said. Such sloppy phrasing ill becomes a solicitor. Though I did meet him too – at the late Lord Lakenham’s funeral. I talked to him for some—’ He broke off as Sharon Stone swept up to them, swinging a mass of golden hair. ‘Gemma, meet Anne Masters. Gemma’s the General’s granddaughter, Annie.’

‘Brill,’ she said, casting an offhand but genuine smile at Gemma.

Gemma was slightly surprised; she was more used to incomprehension or positive hostility from younger generations when her grandfather was mentioned. They were pacifists, was often the line – as though her grandfather weren’t a pacifist too. It was what one did that made the difference. No right-thinking man welcomes war, he had ingrained into her when she was a child.

‘Julian Grenfell,’ she had once thrown at him, eager to impress with her knowledge. ‘ “And he is dead who will not fight/And who dies fighting has increase”.’

‘There are those who find fulfilment in war without necessarily having sought it. It does not affect my argument.’

‘Are you a descendant of the Lakenham Set too then, Annie?’ Gemma asked now, chiefly of the back of the blonde head whose owner seemed, to her amusement, intent on staking a prior claim to Paul. Flattering to be regarded as competition!

‘Oh yes.’ Annie shot a look at Paul that puzzled Gemma. She supposed they must have been talking about the Set before she arrived. ‘I’m the great-grand-niece – or is it grand-great-niece – of Jack Holland.’

‘The poet? One of the other two VCs? He died in the war, didn’t he?’

‘Yes. He was married and had a daughter, but she passed on without issue, as they say. I’m the result of Jack’s brother.’ She grimaced. ‘To tell you the truth, I’ve never been too interested in all this family stuff. But it’s suddenly got rather exciting, hasn’t it, Paul?’

‘You could say that.’ Paul didn’t seem disposed to comment on why this should be so.

Am I missing something, Gemma wondered? Or was she simply being cut out by a young blonde? The said blonde needn’t worry if so. Gemma’s advance into no man’s land after Bill’s death was literally the case. There hadn’t been any men in her life, not seriously, since he died, and so far as she cared, there needn’t be ever again. That part of her life was over. It led to nothing but grief. Victorian ladies of old flung themselves into the unknown as an antidote to grief, and in her own way she had done the same. And succeeded admirably. Young Sharon Stone could have her conquest. She almost said, ‘Bless you, my children,’ as she slipped away – rather to Paul’s annoyance, she noticed with a small spurt of pleasure, which she quickly suppressed.

It struck her that it was an odd party. Superficially everyone was chatting, her grandfather was talking animatedly to one person after another, the noise-level remained high. Yet somehow there was some sort of tension around, not quite usual in a relaxed birthday party, even a hundredth one. Also there seemed to be a rather odd mix of people, if you studied them. Charles Lakenham hand-picked his residents, so he must be a man of far-ranging tastes.

Who for instance was that overpainted, overdressed woman – surely she knew that high-pitched, overloud voice? It was trained, professional, overpowering in ordinary conversation. Wasn’t she an actress? Yes, it was the woman who played those aristocratic comic parts on TV. Slight in figure, very old now, but the voice remained easily identifiable, even if the name wouldn’t come. And who on earth was the small weaselly-faced woman over there? She must be in her eighties; she looked as if she had worked hard all her life, and was still doing so. She couldn’t be a member of staff at that age, so she must be a resident. Yet her clothes didn’t suggest she could afford the prices Lakenham House must charge. Perhaps the Social Services paid her fees? No, surely this would be a completely private home.

Now she was beginning to bring her ‘professional nose’ into play. She realised that the people who lived here must be in that group at the far end, not talking, but close together as if in mutual support. Near them, there were several people who looked ill at ease. She wandered over to talk to one of them, an old man sitting rigidly in his chair, as if buttressed against the world. Former army, she decided, from the moustache and set of his back. So much for her professional nose. He turned out to be a retired banker from Brentwood.

‘Are you a resident here?’ she asked politely.

‘No.’

‘You’re not another descendant of the Lakenham Set, are you?’

It was meant light-heartedly, but he stared at her as though she spoke gibberish. She was about to leave, rebuffed, when at last he answered.

His reply was unexpected. ‘No, I’m an orphan. Drew’s my name. Stanley Drew. Banker. Ex,’ he added, almost unnecessarily. He must be about eighty. And a bachelor, she decided, though more cautiously this time, from the appearance of his clothes. Or widower. She was about to give up, when Drew decided to be forthcoming. ‘It’s all been a bit of a shock, you see,’ he confided. ‘After all this time.’

He was a widower. He must be talking of his wife’s death. He could hardly have just discovered he was an orphan. He did look as if he’d had a shock.

‘You look rather white,’ she said, concerned. ‘Would you like me to get you some tea?’

‘It’s my heart. I have to take things easy.’ There was a certain amount of pride in his voice.

‘Of course. Tea.’ She procured a passing waiter.

‘Two please,’ Stanley murmured.

‘Two?’

‘Lumps.’

‘Oh.’ She watched as he stirred the tea, wondering whether her hands would be as gnarled in forty or fifty years’ time.

‘It’s not every day you hear,’ Stanley offered lugubriously, ‘that you might come into a fortune.’

‘Have you? That sounds wonderful news.’

‘If they all die first, that is.’

He seemed to have his eye on the room in general. Feeling she had dropped like Alice into a crazy wonderland, Gemma speedily made her excuses to escape. He didn’t seem to mind, and at least he looked more cheerful. Probably plotting a mass murder, she thought. Poor old chap. Then she saw Charles Lakenham beckoning her to the platform, and she hurried to join her grandfather. Time for speeches. Ah well, she’d sat through enough at the regimental reunions. This one ought to be relatively painless, at least.

Charles Lakenham beamed at his guests, obviously in his element now. ‘I don’t know how many you’ve been to, but this is the first hundredth birthday party I’ve been to . . . I’m sure you all know that, as a captain in the First World War, Major-General Sir Reginald Maitland was awarded the VC. You may not know what for. A German machine-gun emplacement was firing at his company while they were pinned down in no man’s land. Advancing under fire, he managed to wipe it out, and then returned, crawling back across no man’s land, stopping to bring a wounded private with him although still under fire from neighbouring guns. In the Second War he commanded a brigade in North Africa and Sicily, then went out to the Arakan. You all know what happened to the Royal West Kents at Kohima . . .’

Gemma’s attention began to wander. Too much champagne, probably. Her grandfather was standing up to it splendidly; he was impassive during the eulogy – he’d had much practice – and the earlier signs of tiredness had now gone. But at Charles Lakenham’s final words, his head jerked up.

‘The toast is: the last and most distinguished of the Lakenham Set.’

He hated that, Gemma realised with amazement. Why was he so reticent about any mention of the Lakenham Set? Or was it the words ‘Most Distinguished’ he objected to? Of the original twenty members, only eight survived the First World War. Who was to say, her grandfather would argue, whether their achievements were greater or less than his own? What might they have accomplished had they lived?

Reginal Maitland stared at the cake in front of him. It was huge, for it bore a hundred candles. The lights in the hall were dimmed; everyone was waiting for him to blow them out, waiting for the moment when he would truly feel a hundred years old. He saw a hundred flickering lights, a hundred regimental colours borne proudly into battle to be uselessly extinguished one by one. ‘The lamps are going out all over Europe; we shall not see them lit again in our lifetime.’ Foreign Secretary Grey’s famous words on the eve of war in 1914. Could Grey have averted war if he’d acted sooner? If he’d been a different sort of man? Probably not. If nations were hell-bent on war, they might be temporarily swayed, as at Agadir, but never totally deflected. In the end the lemmings would get what they wanted. Death, destruction, disaster.

General Maitland blew gently, watching as the candles went out. He worked swiftly at first, then, as he neared the end of his task, a careful watcher would have observed that the last twenty were extinguished ever more slowly. One by one, counting over in the memory of a hundred-year-old man: Anthony Manders-Wright, of the Honourable Artillery Company, wounded by a whizz-bang at Hooge, blown to kingdom come on St George’s Day 1917 on the Black Line at Gavrelle. That Moaning Minnie had snuffed out the life of potentially the best prime minister of the century. Daredevil Jack Holland, VC. Shot down in his Sopwith Pup over Arras the day after he won the VC on a lone patrol over enemy lines to carry out a recce on the German reinforcements, and made his way back badly wounded to impart his information, after taking on three Fokkers. What remained of one of the great poets of all time? A handful of verse quoted in every anthology of war poetry. But think what might have been.

And on and on until there were only eight candles left. Eight who survived the carnage. Private Alyson, stretcher-bearer in the Royal Army Service Corps, awarded the VC for rescuing three wounded men under fire in no man’s land. One of the casualties was Manders-Wright, who died in his arms. The General blew the candle out slowly. Young Maggers, 4th Rifle Brigade, given the MC for his role in the heroic counter-attack at St Eloi. Heroic? Men were heroic, not attacks or counter-attacks. He survived – survived so well he went out of his mind ten years later. Quite suddenly one day, sitting in the garden. Was that a better or worse fate than that of young Dukey? Always in trouble with his father. Whoever heard of a duke who painted namby-pamby pictures of flowers? Young Dukey got the MC at Ypres. He survived the war too – but he brought the yellow mustard gas he’d got at Ypres out with him. Never one to cause a fuss, he died quietly in 1936, just before he’d be called upon to succeed his father. Much better his brother should succeed instead. He killed himself, of course – or did his father do it for him? Not that he’d given up painting in his illness. It was just that his paintings weren’t of flowers any more. They said he was mad too. His father had him locked up. At home of course. No public fuss. Some said nowadays the Cenotaph ceremony was merely a glorification of war. To those that were there, it was the opposite; a reminder of its horrors, lest the world forget . . .

Only three candles left now. Philip Shane, dear Philip, always the joker. Always laughing. He didn’t laugh much after Gallipoli and Passchendaele. He thought he’d joined the Navy when he volunteered, and found himself fighting on land in the Royal Naval Division. His jokes stopped altogether in 1918 and he became a banker. He died in his seventies and even that seemed a lifetime ago now. Even Thomas had been dead fifteen years. Carefully, the General blew out the last-but-one candle. Thomas Lakenham, the leader of the Set, the all-round Renaissance man, the golden-haired Sir Philip Sydney of his day: sportsman, artist, scholar. Poor Charles hadn’t inherited his father’s grace of manner or his gifts. Good-hearted but dull. Well, sometimes it happened that way, skipping a generation. He’d been surprised when Thomas stayed with the Scarlet Lancers after the war. Thomas had gone to war a dreamer, an idealist. He joined General Gough’s brigade, just back from Ireland and the heroes of the Curragh Mutiny which so nearly brought about civil war. The artist had gone to war, and a soldier returned. He and Thomas both chose to stay in the Army. But when Thomas retired, he’d taken his seat in the House of Lords, and gone back to painting, as though he’d been doing it all his life. And then he too died.

Maitland stared at the remaining candle, near its end now, and sputtering. He was the only one left, the only one who knew. Who understood what they had wanted. They, not him. He hadn’t heard, hadn’t wanted to hear. Now he owed it to them to listen to their ghosts, to light the flame of their lives again. And he knew now he had to act, and act quickly.

He did not blow the last candle out, but watched it as it spurted a last flare before it too was extinguished.

The lights went up. The General was aware of the cheers, that it was time for him to speak and he had nothing yet to say to them. Not to this generation. It was with the past he needed to communicate. The sight of Gemma’s expectant face, however, gave him strength to rise to his feet.

He made a joke, carefully culled from his long experience of after-dinner speeches. It wasn’t very good – they laughed too heartily. Perhaps he was wrong. He should try to make them understand. But it was hard after a lifetime of silence.

‘Nowadays the Lakenham Set would be called privileged. It would not be a compliment. But we knew ourselves to be so, and it was a responsibility we took seriously. We had a duty to our family, to our servants, to those weaker than ourselves. We also had a duty to the future that we never questioned. We believed in ourselves, in England, in the shining glory of the future . . .’

He stopped, realising from blank, but politely attentive faces, that he was getting nowhere. How could they understand? But if they did not, how could he atone? He had said ‘we believed’. Only now did he know that to be true, and somehow he must make it come true.

He switched smoothly with the effortlessness of long experience to safer topics, and sat down to a storm of applause.

He sat for a moment before he asked, ‘Charles, before I leave, I’d like to see the Folly.’

‘Of course.’

‘That’s where the Lakenham Set used to meet, isn’t it?’ Gemma broke in excitedly. ‘I hadn’t quite taken in that it was near here. Oh – I remember. I came here once as a child, and there was a place like a castle, or so it seemed to me. Was that it?’

‘It sounds like it. The Folly stands on the far side of the grounds. We’ll find the going rough, sir. It hasn’t been kept up. And it’s probably unsafe structurally now.’

‘Don’t you go there?’ Gemma asked, surprised. Surely he must take an interest as Thomas’s son, especially with all the hoo-ha about the Set.

‘It needs money spent on it. The occasional TV documentary on the Set doesn’t pay for it.’

‘Then why don’t you sell – or leave it to English Heritage or the National Trust?’

He looked startled. ‘Well, it’s not mine to sell, is it?’

‘Charles—’ the General began, but Gemma interrupted him.

‘Surely your feelings about not breaking up the estate should come second to the preservation of—’ She broke off. ‘Why are you staring at me like that?’

‘Do you mean to say you’ve not told her, General?’

‘Told me what?’ Gemma demanded, startled.

He did not answer.

‘Good God,’ Charles continued unbelievingly. ‘Do you mean she still doesn’t know about the lottery? About the tontine?’

‘The what?’

‘No,’ the General replied at last. ‘There was no need.’

‘No need?’ Charles spluttered, as she looked questioningly from one to the other.

‘Was no need. Now there is. Gemma, you will take me to the Folly.’

‘We’ll all come,’ Charles said eagerly.

‘No. Just Gemma, if you please.’

The Lord Lakenham in residence towards the end of the eighteenth century had been to the minds of his neighbours somewhat eccentric. Instead of devoting himself to the pursuit of the true country pastimes – hunting, politics and the prompt collection of rents – he dug holes. He also set off on extensive trips on the Continent, long past the age when a grand tour might have been appropriate. Moreover, he was deemed suspiciously fond of books; the volumes in his library had a distressingly well-read look about them which ruined the set of the binding.

His lordship’s holes had a purpose, however. They were dug in a quest for pottery. A chance find of a shard of red-glaze, the discovery that a neighbour’s foxhounds kennels, erected on the ruins of Eynsford Castle, had rotted in parts to reveal some interesting old tiles (which like the china were identical to some he had seen on his travels), sent him scurrying to his history books. A report that a labourer, in driving in a post on neighbouring land, had struck something flat and solid which looked uncommonly like a piece of the coloured, painted stone he had seen in mosaics in Italy, convinced him. The Romans had not merely forged a path from Deal to London along the route of Watling Street, but spread out and colonised. Where more likely than his own beloved Darenth Valley, pleasant, fertile, sheltered?

Unfortunately the owner of the land where the mosaic had been discovered obviously did not share the same interest in classical remains, for there was no further excavation. Baulked of the pleasure of proving himself right, the then Lord Lakenham thereupon decided to build his own Roman monument; he would re-create what might well lie beneath its foundations. After all, where one Roman building existed, so might others. They might even lie all along the valley. But what kind of building was it? A temple? A theatre? No, probably a house. As he had little idea of what a Roman villa built in Britain might have looked like, he built much in the style of one of the grand buildings of ancient Rome, imposing, columned, porticoed, with a roof devised as best he could.

Before he could attend to its interior decoration, however, he died, and the building remained unused for fifty years until his grandson took a hand. He had no interest in antiquities, but much interest in getting away from his wife. He therefore spent a lot of money on ‘improvements’. To his predecessor’s ‘Roman’ architecture he added pinnacles, castellations, the odd tower, a chimney or two for modern comfort. He decorated and furnished it as he would his own study and library: heavy, solid, comfortable. The Folly was a large building and boasted many rooms, several of which he turned into bedrooms.

The next Lady Lakenham, recognising the illicit purposes to which it had no doubt been put in the past, closed the Folly down. The next opened it up again for the use of her sons. The eldest was Thomas, fourteenth Lord Lakenham, who inherited title and estate in 1912. While up at Oxford, Thomas fell in with a group of young men, like-minded in aspiration and high ideals, and the Folly was an ideal meeting place during vacations. Though sports were not ignored, the focus of the Lakenham Set was artistic; poets, musicians, artists, they believed wholeheartedly that the world (Europe) was poised on the threshold of another renaissance in science and art. By the long hot summer of 1914 they were all about twenty-one years of age. One or two had gone down the year before, some had a year still to put in until finals.

The Lakenham Setters were accustomed to meet at least thrice yearly at the Folly. But 1 August 1914 was to be their last meeting.

Gemma bumped the wheelchair over the sloping lawns that ran down to the River Darenth, regretting the high-heeled sandals and light-coloured flimsy dress she’d put on for formality’s sake. Her grandfather was far from heavy to push, but it was tiring work, even before she got to the edge of the wood in which the Folly was buried. Curiosity – and her grandfather’s silence – drove her on. Would it be the same magical place she remembered from her childhood? Or had memory, as so often, played tricks?

‘Turn right here, Gemma.’ Her grandfather pointed along an overgrown path.

‘I’m not sure—’

‘Nonsense. Just use me like a battering ram.’

All very well, but brambles were stubborn and they were both scratched by the time they’d pushed their way through to the centre.

‘There.’ There was triumph in his voice.

The wood was not as thick as she’d imagined. It cleared into what had obviously once been a fairly large formal garden, its shape still vaguely recognisable, despite the undergrowth. Here and there a weatherworn statue peered through foliage, and a stone seat in an overgrown arbour faced the building, marking the garden’s boundary and backing on to what was now an impenetrable tangle of undergrowth and woodland. But this was not what Gemma saw as she looked up from her preoccupation with manoeuvring the wheelchair over the uneven ground.

She saw the Folly.

Even her dim childhood memory had not prepared her for this. Crumbling, weatherbeaten, and magnificent, the pinnacles and columns of the Folly stared proudly out in their ivy shroud. Enormous, a dinosaur even when it was built, now it seemed unbelievable as it sat in its own disused garden. The paving of its terrace was cracked, the columns of the portico looked as if only the ivy held them in place. It was a British Museum built in a village, a Colosseum built in Harlow New Town, a Balmoral in a jungle.

‘Come, we’ll go in.’

‘Go in?’ she echoed helplessly. ‘How?’

He rose to his feet, oblivious of her words. His hands trembled as he sought her support. ‘There,’ he whispered, as his past rose up before him. ‘The steps.’

‘You wait here,’ she told him eagerly. ‘I’ll clear the way.’ Indeed, when he pointed she could see now the outline of steps to the terrace, and hardly noticed the damage to hands and dress as she beat the way open with the help of his walking stick. The steps were there, made of rough, huge stones, and she was sweating and scratched by the time she returned to him. He did not notice, far away in the past, but clung to her arm as she helped him up the steps.

‘Won’t it be locked?’ she asked as he limped towards the door, with his stick.

‘I have the key. We all had one. Charles remembered that.’

She took it from him. It was massive, solid and rusty, but amazingly the lock still worked; it had not rusted to the point of unusability. The door itself resisted, however, swollen with the years. He leaned past her, pushing impatiently. Creaking, it swung open, and the last of the Lakenham Set slowly entered.
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