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Chapter 1 

1919 

Oxfordshire, 
December 

 

Their heads bent low against the blistering cold from a chill December wind, the mourners 

stood in the small graveyard behind the grey stone church, the veiled women clad in crape of 

the deepest black and the men in cashmere. Their faces white, they stared down at the hand-

crafted coffin that lay at the bottom of the steep-sided grave, the final resting-place of Arthur 

Joseph Linford, aged seventy-one, founder of Linford & Sons, one of the fastest growing 

building companies in the south of England. 

 We have entrusted our brother, Arthur Joseph, to God's mercy, and we now commit 

his body to the ground, the vicar intoned. 

Standing slightly apart from the other mourners, Joseph Linford stared at his father’s 

coffin, his face impassive. Then he raised his eyes and looked across the open grave at his 

son, Robert, and at Robert’s wife, Lily. Her face shrouded in a short black chiffon veil, her 

hand was tucked into her husband’s arm. 

Joseph scowled. 

His gaze moved to his brother, Charles, who was standing next to Lily. Charles’s 

wife, Sarah, stood on his other side, a clear gap between them. That was another rum 

marriage, Joseph thought. 

Glancing sideways, he looked beyond his wife and daughter to the youngest of the 

three brothers, Thomas, who was at the far end of the grave. 
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Obviously in a degree of discomfort caused by his artificial leg, Thomas was leaning 

heavily on his stick, supported by his wife, Alice. 

Joseph’s eyes rested a moment on Alice, and he felt the same amazement he always 

felt when he saw her. It was very easy to see why Thomas had married her, but for the life of 

him he couldn’t understand what she saw in him. It was true that she’d married above her 

station, but Thomas would not be an easy man to live with, and a woman as good-looking as 

Alice could surely have done equally well for herself with someone more amenable. 

Turning away from them, he looked back across the grave at Robert, and a wave of 

intense disappointment surged through him.  

Followed by anger. 

How could Robert, his only son, have been so taken in by a pretty face that he’d 

blinded himself to the woman’s lack of background and education—and then, even worse, 

how could he have gone and married he? It beggared belief.  

He’d been absolutely horrified when Robert had told him that he’d fallen in love with 

Lily Brown, a Land Girl on the farm that neighboured Chorton House, the family’s weekend 

retreat in Oxfordshire. The minute he’d seen the girl, he’d known how wrong she was for his 

son, and in the months that had followed, he’d repeatedly told Robert that at eighteen, he was 

far too young to know his own mind regarding women, and he’d regularly urged him to walk 

away from her.  

But had Robert listened to him and taken his advice?  

No.  

And a year and a half later, he’d been even more horrified when Robert had told him 

that Lily was expecting a child and had asked for his consent to their marriage. 

He’d refused at first, of course. 



 3 

A generous pension would be settled on the woman if she agreed to leave the area, 

he’d told Robert, one that would take account of the child. Or if Robert really couldn’t bear to 

give her up, she could be installed in a small house thereabouts and Robert could discreetly 

call upon her whenever he wanted until the day came, as Joseph was firmly convinced it 

would, when Robert opened his eyes, and saw her for the vacuous woman she was. Then he 

could simply stop visiting her, and focus solely on the life to which he’d been born.  

There’d been no reason to wreck his life by marrying her. 

But Robert had been adamant. He’d dug in his heels and said that if he had to, he’d 

wait until he was twenty-one and no longer needed his father’s consent, and would marry 

Lily the day after his birthday. 

In his stubborn refusal to listen to reason, Robert had no doubt been emboldened by 

the support of his grandfather. Joseph’s father had not only taken Lily to live with him in his 

Hampstead house when the farmer evicted her from the farm, but had said that he would 

engage a live-in nurse for the two weeks prior to the baby’s birth, and for one month after. 

And as if that wasn’t bad enough, he’d promised to hire a nanny after that! 

The late Arthur Joseph Linford couldn’t have made things easier for Robert.  

In the end, Joseph had had to agree to them marrying, and immediately after the 

wedding, Robert had moved in with Lily and his grandfather. Six months later, James had 

been born. 

No one in the family had attended Robert’s wedding, apart from Robert’s grandfather 

and his younger sister, Nellie. The eldest of his three children, Dorothy, probably would have 

done, but she’d been living in Germany at the time, and still was. 

At the thought of Dorothy, his frown deepened. 

He’d have to write to Germany, of course, to let her know of her grandfather’s death, 

but that would be the first and last letter he sent her. As far as he was concerned—and his 
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wife and the others were behind him on this—the moment that Dorothy married a German, 

she’d ceased to be part of the Linford family. 

An image of his daughter filled his mind, her dark brown eyes intelligent and 

laughing, and he felt an acute pang of loss. Why, oh why had Dorothy been so weak!   

Surreptitiously wiping his eyes, he glanced again at the coffin.  

What on earth had his father been thinking of, helping Robert to destroy his life in 

such a way? 

 Everyone knew that Robert would one day take over the running of Linford & Sons, 

and that he’d do it well. Young as he was, he showed all the signs of not only being able to 

run a successful construction company, but also of having the imagination to take it to even 

greater heights. Marrying Lily Brown had been blatantly at odds with the interests of the 

company, and it was astounding that his father, the founder of the company, a man known for 

never making irrational decisions, had acted so wildly out of character.  

A sudden blast of cold air buffeted the stark hedgerows surrounding the hill-top 

graveyard. A straggle of dead leaves skittered across the hard ground and settled in dank 

heaps at the feet of the age-worn gravestones. Joseph shivered, and tucked the collar of his 

coat more tightly around his neck. 

Yes, Robert had made an error of judgement, but he didn’t deserve to be weighted 

down for the rest of his life by the consequences of a youthful infatuation, and both as 

Robert’s father, and as chairman of Linford & Sons, it was surely incumbent upon him to 

take whatever measures might be necessary to prevent that from happening.  

His gaze returned to Lily’s veiled face, and his eyes narrowed.  

Mistakes could be corrected, and this mistake was not going to be an exception. For 

Robert’s sake, and for the sake of Robert’s baby son, James, he’d get that woman out of their 

lives as soon as he could, and he didn’t really care how he did it. 


