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 Chapter 1

Oscar watched Lucy while she slept, the
knowledge that she was second-best saddened him a little, but not
enough to do the right thing and let her go and find a man for whom
she'd be first choice. He knew he was a selfish man. She slept
deeply, blissfully unaware of his torment. The false sense of
security that Oscar had woven allowed her to believe he was
unaffected by attending Elle and Ivan's wedding. A hint of a
tropical breeze caused the white muslin curtains to flutter
gently.

Oscar eased himself silently out of bed and
padded out onto the balcony. He swept his hand along the marble
balustrade and gazed out at the Caribbean Sea, glittering in the
moonlight. He had an almost irresistible urge to run away, to
escape this paradise and the knowledge that he'd just delivered the
woman he loved into the arms of a man who had already damaged
her.

He'd pretended to be enthusiastic, of course,
even giving her away at the ceremony, covering up how he really
felt. It was a novel experience for him, disguising his devotion.
He didn't normally feel very much for women. He didn't feel that
much for Lucy. He wished it'd been her he'd been delivering into
Ivan's possession. He'd have been happy for them. Instead, Lucy was
destined to be second-best for the rest of her life, which was a
shame.

On paper, she was perfect. Well, nearly. Her
father was big in shipping, wealthy and went by the title of 'Sir.'
It wasn't quite the Dukedom his mother had wanted, but it was
enough to appease her. They had a decent family fortune, a heraldic
crest, and were Jewish, albeit not quite as pure a lineage as the
Goldings. Lucy was also beautiful enough to be considered “a
catch,” and a far better option than Lucinda Rothschild, also
affectionately known as Shrek.

He knew he'd have to propose soon. They'd
been seeing each other some months, enough time to make a decision.
He was fond of her, although her propensity for social media
irritated him, and her large circle of friends seemed to have
enormous influence and take up a lot of her time. He wondered if
they'd still be around so much if he installed her at Conniscliffe
full time. On the up-side, she would be described in their circles
as a “gal,” not a “girl,” the distinction being that she knew what
was expected of her within a marriage. She'd put on her wellies,
roll up her sleeves and join in with life at the castle without
complaint. His life wouldn't need to change too much.

She'd be a good hostess, exemplary corporate
wife, and diligent mother, he felt. The arguments for making her
Lady Golding were stacking up. He liked the fact that she was well
educated. Until Elle, he'd always gone for the pretty-but-dim
types. Elle had opened his eyes to how much fun a bright,
intelligent woman could be.

Elle.

His heart had broken watching her say her
vows on the beach, promising to love another man until “death us do
part.” She'd looked beautiful, of course, barefoot, young, and
carefree, just as she should have done. Her hair had shone, glossy
with the golden strands that permeated through it. She'd smiled all
day long.

Oscar thought back to the last family wedding
he'd attended, when one of his cousins had married a very minor
European Royal. It had been a stiff, rather glum affair, with
everybody in uncomfortable costumes and protocol dictating that all
the guests sit for a three-hour ceremony, thus rendering the entire
congregation desperate for the loo. His mother had been almost puce
by the end. Only years of rigid discipline had prevented her from
sneaking out to find the ladies' halfway through. The reception had
been tedious too, with everyone frozen into their restrictive
clothes, too hot and uncomfortable to enjoy themselves. The poor
bride had barely been able to move all day, her dress had been so
heavy, encrusted with glittering stones. It had been an effort for
her to smile for the hours of photographs. At the end, she'd looked
ready to burst into tears.

Oscar stepped back into the bedroom and
padded past Lucy's sleeping form. He needed a drink. Downstairs, in
the large kitchen, he began to relax as he pulled a beer out of the
fridge and deftly opened the cap. Careful not to make any noise and
wake her, he opened the door and stepped out onto the terrace. It
was a hot night, the temperature hadn't dropped enough when the sun
had gone in to cool it down enough for sleep. He hated air
conditioning; the noise and the dryness. Most places cooled down
when it got dark. He took a long swig, hoping that the beer would
anaesthetise him as well as quench his thirst. He was more of a
wine drinker, so beer was a little alien, but he liked it. It made
a change.

Lucy woke as he slipped back into bed. “You
ok?” She asked sleepily, putting Oscar on alert. He wondered if his
inability to sleep had betrayed his feelings.

“I'm fine, was just thirsty and hot,” he
muttered quietly. She didn't answer. He heard the deep breathing
associated with sleep. He relaxed and turned onto his side,
determined to conquer the regrets that plagued him.

The following morning, Lucy sat by the pool
enjoying the early morning sunshine. She'd let Oscar sleep in, as
he'd not gone to bed until late the night before and had been
restless. She sipped her freshly-squeezed orange juice and
contemplated the previous day. She wasn't sure how she'd have felt
about getting married on a beach with only two guests. Elle had
been quite happy, she was sure of it, but the idea of letting a
nouveau-riche Russian organise everything wouldn't have gone down
well with her. Lucy fully expected her wedding day to be the
biggest day of her life, eclipsing her degree and getting her first
full contract. She wondered if attending the ceremony yesterday
would make Oscar all romantic. He'd certainly seemed a little
misty-eyed afterwards.

The butler interrupted her by placing a tray
of tea beside her. She thanked him and watched him retreat back
into the kitchen. She poured the tea from the little Villeroy and
Bosch pot into the equally stylish teacup and added milk from the
small jug that nestled in its crushed ice bed. Taking a small sip,
she reflected on how lovely Mustique was, especially given that
decent tea could be found. She liked the villa that Oscar had
rented too, with its pristine pool and modern interior, which was a
world away from the Golding holiday home in Tuscany.

Oscar pulled on a pair of shorts and a
t-shirt before joining Lucy at the pool. He kissed her gently on
the cheek before flopping down on the lounger next to her. “What
would you like to do today?” He asked.

She smiled at him. “We could explore the
island. Bunty McKendrick told me that Basil's Bar is a lot of
fun.”

“I thought you weren't meant to tell anyone
you're here,” he said, frowning.

“She's sworn to secrecy,” Lucy replied,
waving her hand airily. “I told her by text this morning. Thought
the blackout was only pre-wedding?”

He grunted, not sure whether she was correct
or not. Even so, he felt it wasn't unreasonable to expect her to
keep quiet for a few days. He hoped nothing would come of her
indiscretion, and they wouldn't have reporters swarming around on
jet skis bearing long lenses.

They both enjoyed a long, boozy lunch at
Basil's Bar, punctuated by Oscar being recognised by a shipping
magnate he knew from London and bumping into yet another of Lucy's
old school friends whose husband had a villa on the island. Not for
the first time, he marvelled at the sheer number of friends she
had, mainly, it seemed, due to her involvement with every single
school sports team from her time at Marlborough school.

He sat back and observed her chatting to her
friend, noting that she could be relied upon for effortless small
talk. Lucy had a way of putting people at ease, of fitting into
every social situation. The school friend's husband was a
hedge-funder, richer than Croesus, yet Lucy chatted easily,
unintimidated by extreme wealth. She'd also got along with his
friends, the titled establishment, people who held positions of
real power. Even his mother had liked her from the moment she'd met
her.

“I really, really like Mustique,” she
exclaimed when they were alone again. “We should totally look for a
place here. I don't suppose the house we're staying in is up for
sale?”

He shook his head, “I doubt it, besides, how
often would we use it? I barely get over to Tuscany as it is.” The
thought of maintaining yet another house really didn't appeal to
him. It seemed as though he spent most of his time marshalling
builders as it was. Conniscliffe required so much care and
attention that he couldn't bear the thought of taking on another
property.

Lucy pouted prettily. “You don't take enough
holiday.” She was fully aware of the perks of his position at the
bank. Being chairman, he didn't have the same restrictions as
ordinary workers. Even his work at the Lords was flexible. It
wasn't as though he had to show up every day like Pearson Hardwick
demanded she did.

She enjoyed her job, she'd worked hard to get
it, but working 9 to 5 had its drawbacks, the primary one being
restricted holidays. The days of long, uninterrupted summer
holidays, plus skiing in Klosters, as well as Christmas breaks in
Barbados, were just a distant memory. She'd done a few years of the
career thing and discovered it was nothing like Cosmopolitan
magazine had promised. She was ready for a break, and Oscar could
provide the best way out.

She, too, watched him in Basil's; the easy
way he had with people, learned through years of public school and
careful training. She loved the way people naturally looked up to
him, his superiority stamped onto his face by the ingrained
knowledge that he was born to rule. Lucy was informed enough to
understand that the bankers did indeed run the world, regardless of
what governments liked to pretend. Money and power were quite the
aphrodisiac in her book, and she knew he was in need of a wife,
Lady Golding had said as much.

That night, after a delicious dinner of
curried red snapper and saffron rice, prepared by the villa's chef,
they sat out by the pool enjoying the remainder of their bottle of
wine. Lucy decided she needed to push things along a little as
Oscar had been a little distant all that day. She drained her glass
and excused herself for a minute. Back up in their room, she
slipped off her clothes and found the underwear she'd packed
specially. She'd discovered by accident that Oscar preferred her to
be a little more traditionally attired when he'd turned up
unannounced at her house and caught her wearing her “bigs” due to
it being that time of the month. They'd had quite the profound
effect on him. She slipped them on, followed by a rather matronly
cotton bra which had broderie Anglais around the cups. Satisfied,
she quickly text him *Can you come upstairs pls*.

A frisson raced through Oscar as he read her
text. There was one area that Lucy excelled, and that was the
bedroom. He finished his wine, gulping it down greedily, and set
off upstairs. Opening the bedroom door, he could see the room was
almost dark, just a side light cast a low glow over the large,
white bed. Lucy was standing by the window in the shadow.

She stepped forward, revealing that she was
just wearing bra and knickers. He cast an appreciative eye over her
lean, lithe figure, clad only in white cotton. The way it hugged
her derrière, concealing so much, yet teasing him with its innocent
facade. “I've been a very naughty girl,” Lucy whispered, “I texted
Bunty when you told me not to.” She held her hands behind her back
as though she were cuffed. He swallowed noisily and walked into the
room.

“You know what I'm going to do?” He asked.
She nodded. Oscar sat down on the bed and beckoned her towards him.
She sashayed over, crossing her long legs as she moved.

She was wearing red Laboutins, his
favourites. His eyes swept her up and down, from head to toe,
settling on her feet. She stopped just in front of him. “You know
what to do,” he said, a stern edge to his voice. She knelt at his
feet and smiled at him before reaching to undo his shorts. He
leaned back a little to give her better access as she freed his
erection. Within moments, her tongue was caressing the head of his
cock with lush, slow licks. Oscar stayed silent, just watching her
as she worshiped him.

He let her carry on for a while, until she
was sucking him hard. Without preamble, he thrust his hands under
her arms and threw her onto the bed. She landed on her front, and
before she could protest, Oscar's hands were roaming her
cotton-clad derrière. “You dirty, naughty girl, pretending to be
all innocent,” he hissed. “I know what you want.”

“I want your cock, sir,” Lucy murmured,
enjoying the game.

“Are you just a slutty girl with a greedy
cunt?” He barked.

“Yes sir,” she replied as his hands delved
between her legs, feeling how saturated the cotton was. He
tutted.

“I think you're dirtier than you're
admitting. Sluts need a good spanking. Over my knee.” He sat down
on the edge of the bed while Lucy crawled over and draped herself
over his lap. He stroked the cotton of her knickers before bringing
his hand down with some force onto her buttocks. She squealed. It
had hurt a bit, more than usual.

He smacked her again, the noise splitting the
silence of the silent room. Lucy held her breath as his palm struck
her again. “Bit hard, that one, Osc,” she muttered.

“Then I'll fuck you instead,” he told her,
rolling her off his lap and laying her on her back on the edge of
the bed. In one swift movement, he pulled her knickers down and
lifted her legs so that her Laboutin-clad feet were on his
shoulders, as he thrust into her. She yelped, surprised by the
force with which he entered her. As he began to move, she placed
her high heel near his mouth for him to suck on. Lucy knew his
“quirks” and accepted them. She watched as he licked and sucked on
the shoes, enjoying the fact that such a small, insignificant
fetish made him as hard as steel and as wild as a lion. He slammed
into her again and again, seemingly oblivious, as though he was in
his own world, focused purely on the shoes.

As her orgasm hit, Lucy tried to curl her
toes, tensing her calves in the process, which sent Oscar over the
edge too. As he emptied himself into her, he gave the quivering
shoes one final lick and turned his attention to the real-life
woman laying in front of him. A post-orgasmic flush had turned her
chest a most appealing shade of pink, he noted, which was perfectly
framed by the white edge of her “nanny” bra. He smirked as he
recalled the origin of that particular quirk; the secret
observation of Nanny Jenkins undressing in the nursery bathroom.
He'd found a little hole in the ceiling above while exploring the
attics. As a seven-year-old boy, it had been almost impossible to
resist shoving a pillow under his bed covers to make it appear as
if he was fast asleep and creeping up to the attics to satisfy his
burgeoning curiosity. Nobody had ever found out, and it had stopped
when he'd been sent away to school.

Lucy sighed, breaking his reverie. She
dropped her legs down and kicked off the shoes, separating their
bodies. Sex was the only area where she felt that she had any sort
of power over Oscar. She understood his quirks and accepted them,
although she missed cunnilingus. She was trying to convince him to
give it a go, but he wasn't keen. “That was... mmmm,” she said,
gazing up at him adoringly.

“Sure was, you sexy little minx. Are you
trying to drive me crazy dressed like that?” His voice had a
teasing tone. He flopped onto the bed next to her and traced his
finger around the edge of her bra. He'd been glad of the diversion,
and it had pulled him out of the funk he'd been in, if only for a
little while.

“I don't want to go home tomorrow,” Lucy
whined. “Can't we stay a bit longer?”

“I thought you had to be back at work?” He
asked. It had been the only reason he'd booked such a short stay,
that and not wishing to be around during Elle and Ivan's honeymoon.
He really didn't need Ivan's triumph rubbed in his face, which he
knew was going to happen.

Lucy pouted. “I'm sick of only getting five
weeks off a year. There's never enough time to relax properly.” He
kissed her pursed lips. Oscar wasn't stupid, he knew what she was
angling for.

“Let's make the most of our last evening here
then. Walk along the beach?”

She smiled. “We can walk up to that beach
bar, see who's there.”

“Sure.” He masked his irritation. She didn't
understand that sometimes he needed it to just be the two of them.
After spending the afternoon rolling the idea of proposing around
in his head, he needed a time and place to ask her, preferably
without an audience. He already had a ring, one that had been in
the family a long time, which his mother had deemed suitable for
the woman he chose to be the brood mare for his children.

He felt surprisingly nervous as they strolled
up the beach, not because he thought Lucy might decline his
proposal, more the thought of the permanence of his decision. He
told himself over and over in his head that Elle was gone. Marrying
Lucy might take the sting out of his loss. It would be a new life
to go with the new year, a time for fresh beginnings.

The bar was quiet that night, almost subdued,
possibly because the raucous partying had taken place the previous
night. They found a table and ordered a bottle of wine from the
small list. Lucy scanned the terrace to see if there was anyone she
knew. Staying off her phone and away from social media for a few
days had killed her. She liked being connected to people and as
lovely as Oscar was, he could be a bit quiet at times. “We should
have asked Ivan and Elle to join us,” she said, hoping that Oscar
had brought his phone with him so he could give them a call.

“They're on honeymoon,” he reminded her. “I
should think they'll want to be alone.” He didn't know if that was
true or not, but he really couldn't face seeing them and having to
put up with Ivan when he had that horrible smug look that he
sometimes had. His mother had been correct when she'd called him
Podunky. Just thinking about him made Oscar's blood pressure rise.
He switched his attention back to Lucy. “Anyway, our last night
here should be about us.” It sounded more romantic than he'd really
meant. Lucy beamed at him, her face bright and expectant.

He chickened out.

He'd fully intended to propose, but somehow
his mouth wouldn't form the words. Instead he decided he needed to
warn her. It was only fair. “I really like it here,” he began,
“away from all the pressures. Being chairman of the bank isn't all
perks and privilege you know.” She stayed silent. “There's a huge
amount of duty too. Everything has to be done properly, according
to protocol. I couldn't get married barefoot on a beach.”

“I'm fully aware of the restrictions you
face,” Lucy said, thrilled at the way the conversation was going.
She'd taken Lady Golding out for lunch at Claridge’s just before
Christmas, and had been fully briefed on the downsides of joining
the ranks. She knew she'd be at Conniscliffe full time and would be
expected to produce an heir immediately. Being a bit broody, it
hadn't sounded bad at all, plus she had quite a few friends in
Sussex, so she wouldn't be lonely.

Oscar looked around the bar. There was only a
pair of old-timers seated on one of the rustic wood tables on the
far side, not like the previous time they'd visited when it had
been rammed. It struck him as a little odd that a place catering to
such a wealthy clientele would be so basic, with its straw roof and
rickety furnishings. They sold Cristal champagne though, he noted.
“You seem very pre-occupied,” Lucy said. “Is there something on
your mind?”

“You need to understand what you're getting
into,” Oscar said, as if he'd already proposed and she'd already
accepted. “I can give you a life free from worry, but it brings its
own issues, namely the loss of your autonomy. If there's a function
we have to attend, then there can't be any excuses. Just because
you won't need to work doesn't mean you'd be free of duty.”

“I know how it works,” Lucy said. “Hugo was a
Duke remember? I had plenty of practice.”

He hated being reminded about her ex. In an
ideal world, she'd have no dating history at all, but unless he was
willing to settle for a spectacularly ugly but well-connected girl,
there was always going to be that problem. He didn't really like
very young women anyway, and Lucy was far too pretty to have not
had other men chasing her. Idly, he wondered if their offspring
would be tall and slender with golden skin and hair alongside an
ox-like constitution. She was certainly gifted with good genes.

“Do you want to get married? It'd mean giving
up an awful lot of the things you're used to, like your job, your
freedom and your anonymity,” he asked.

“Are you trying to propose?” She asked rather
bluntly. He nodded, knowing that he'd fluffed it. “In that case,
the answer's yes. I'll marry you.” Lucy tried to conceal her
eagerness but failed. “Am I allowed to tell people?”

“I think we need to tell our families first.
I haven't formally asked your father's permission yet,” Oscar
reminded her. He smiled at Lucy's beaming face, pleased that he'd
managed to make her so happy.

“I can't see that being a problem, my father
thinks you're wonderful,” she told him. Both her parents had
thoroughly approved of him when she'd taken him to stay at their
weekend house in the Cotswolds. Her family wasn't as grand as his,
but her father had earned a knighthood for services to the shipping
industry and her mother was on the boards of a couple of charities.
The Elliots and the Goldings would merge quite nicely. “We can call
them when we get back to the villa.”

“It's the middle of the night back home,” he
reminded her. She pulled a face.

“My mother will want to know.”

“So will mine,” he said, grimacing. “She'll
completely take over the wedding preparations, so be prepared.”

Lucy laughed. “Your mother has impeccable
taste, so I'm sure any interfering will be done with the very best
of intentions, plus of course she's an expert on protocols, which
I'm not.” With just that answer, Lucy reminded Oscar exactly why
he'd known she'd be a good choice of wife. She understood exactly
how the politics of the aristocracy worked, how allegiances were
formed and when to acquiesce gracefully. Whether it was instinctive
or from her education at a top public school, he didn't know, but
in his heart of hearts he knew she'd fit into his world far better
than Elle would've done.

They walked back to the villa along the
beach. The evening had had a surreal quality for Oscar, from
proposing in a ramshackle beach bar to finally admitting to himself
that he'd truly lost the love of his life, none of it was what he'd
envisaged for himself. In his inner daydreams, he'd have done a
grand proposal at Conniscliffe in the white garden, to Elle, in May
when the garden was at its best. He'd have been romantic and
well-prepared. She'd have accepted, tearful with happiness at such
a wonderful gesture. Instead, he'd been clumsy and awkward, having
left the ring at home. It had been more like a business discussion
than a love match, as though they were planning a merger rather
than a life together.

Lucy, on the other hand, was ecstatic. Just
the thought of becoming Lady Golding sent a thrill right through
her. She genuinely adored Oscar, even when he was a bit distant or
grumpy. She regarded him as a truly good man, handsome and refined.
In the lottery of husband-catching, she'd hit the jackpot.


 


 Chapter 2

As Oscar fully expected, his life was thrown
into a turmoil of activity back home once the announcement of his
engagement was made in The Times newspaper. His mother had been
delighted, and he was happy that he'd finally pleased her. Lucy's
parents were overjoyed too. Her father had clapped him on the back
and given his blessing immediately.

His heart had broken when Elle had called to
congratulate him. She'd sounded pleased for them both. He wanted to
hear a little crack of regret in her voice, but it wasn't
forthcoming. He'd barely seen either her or Ivan since Mustique due
to everyone being busy. There'd been so many articles written about
the “new power couple” that it'd made Oscar want to puke.

“I've got some good news too,” she told
him.

“Oh?”

“I've given up my job. It's a bit of a long
story, but I got passed over for promotion, then head-hunted by a
rival firm, before being offered the same promotion by Ms Pearson.
I turned it down and handed in my notice. They're gonna contact you
to offer the bank another named co-ordinator. They put me on
gardening leave last night.”

“I see. Can I ask why?” A feeling of dread
started forming in the pit of his stomach.

“We want to try and start a family.”

He wanted to scream, to roar like the wounded
animal that he was. Oscar regarded himself as a very flawed man. He
knew it was his own fault that Elle had walked away from him and
into Ivan's arms. He'd replayed that night's events countless times
in his own mind as if wishing it had been different would have any
bearing on what had happened.

He kept his voice even. “Well, good luck.
Listen, I have to go. I'll speak to you soon.” Elle barely had time
to say goodbye before he replaced the receiver. It had taken every
ounce of his self control not to point out that Ivan was just a
thug who'd got lucky. He put his head in his hands and allowed
himself to wallow for a few minutes before his PA came in with his
schedule for the following week.

Lucy had loved the antique diamond ring Oscar
had given her. She wore it consciously, aware of its weight on her
finger as she tried to show it off at every opportunity. She'd been
counselled by her mother not to give up her job until the wedding
had actually gone ahead, just to be sure that Oscar wouldn't get
cold feet at the last minute. It was good advice, plus Lucy was on
best behaviour, aware of how men get bored with wedding
preparations. Lady Golding was delighted to be involved, so joined
Lucy and her mother at the atelier's studio to discuss styling.

The two mothers had met before, so greeted
each other warmly before parking themselves on an ornate gilded
sofa to pass judgement on the dress mock-ups that Lucy tried on.
“Of course, with her lovely figure, anything she chooses will look
wonderful,” Lady Golding whispered to Penelope, Lucy's mother.

“Oh, to be young, tall and slender,” agreed
Penelope, thinking how delightful Lady Golding was, although she
wondered why she didn't use her Christian name.

They gasped as Lucy emerged from the dressing
room in a fitted gown, with modest three-quarter length sleeves and
a fishtail hem to the skirt. It showed off her long, lean figure
perfectly and was traditional enough for the Synagogue at the
castle. The atelier fussed around, clipping fabric in at the back
and arranging a veil to see the general shape. When she was
satisfied, she led Lucy over to the large, full length mirror
positioned on the wall. “Oh yes, that's exactly what I had in
mind,” she exclaimed. “What do you think?” She asked in the general
direction of the sofa.

“Perfect,” said Lady Golding. “What finish
will you have? Do you think they'll have time to bead it?”

“Beading would be wonderful,” agreed
Penelope. “I'm not sure it's feasible in the time frame
though.”

“When is the wedding?” The atelier asked.

“July,” Lucy said.

“It's doable; tight, but it can be done. We
can call in extra workers.”

“Cost isn't a consideration,” said Penelope.
The atelier went off to get samples of beadwork for them to
peruse.

Two hours later, the three of them were
ensconced in Claridge's restaurant having a spot of lunch before
tackling the bridesmaid's and pageboy's outfits. Between the two
families, there were fourteen little girls and eight boys who were
of suitable age. Lady Golding was concerned that numbers would be
cut on her side, which would mean having some very awkward
conversations. She nervously passed the list of names to Lucy,
cringing slightly.

“Would it be politically difficult to take
any names off the list?” Lucy asked after they'd ordered their
lunch. Lady Golding nodded.

“A little, yes. I do understand though that
it's a lot, but we're a large family, and there's a certain
expectation...” She trailed off. It was rare for her to be
uncertain, but Lucy and Penelope had been so agreeable up until
that point that Lady Golding was sure she'd have to make
concessions somewhere.

“I'm sure it'll be fine,” Lucy said.
“Sometimes it's better just to accommodate rather than cause
friction, don't you think?”

Relieved, Lady Golding nodded, marvelling at
how easygoing Lucy was. Oscar had chosen well. “It would make
things a little easier..”

“Then that's settled,” Penelope said. “We'll
go ahead and choose styles, then perhaps you can marshall the
children to their fittings? Have you finished your guest list yet?
Three hundred and fifty was quite tight for us, but I've whittled
it down.” The Synagogue held seven hundred guests and would be
precisely split between both families. When she'd broached the
subject of having the ceremony under a Chuppah in the white garden,
Oscar had rejected the idea straightaway, displaying
uncharacteristic anger at the suggestion. His grandfather had
altered the old family chapel on the castle grounds, turning it
into a private synagogue. Oscar was determined to use it.

“All done, ready to send out the
invitations,” Lady Golding confirmed. She'd enjoyed compiling her
list, having been lobbied rather a lot for invites. She'd had ten
lunches in town in the three weeks prior. It was going to be the
society wedding of the year. “I've also ordered my outfit. I'm
going for soft peach tones. I hope that doesn't clash with yours?”
She asked Penelope.

“Mine's pale blue, almost a baby blue, bolero
jacket over a blue patterned dress,” Penelope confirmed.

“Sounds wonderful,” Lady Golding said,
“Blue's definitely your colour.” She smiled, relieved that there
were no battles to fight. In fact, there'd been no need for her
legendary sarcasm at all with Lucy. After the horrific problem with
Elle, Lady Golding had mellowed slightly and she was just relieved
that Oscar had recovered from his broken heart. She'd worried about
him after Elle had left him, and despite all her best efforts,
hadn't returned. Lucy had seemed like manna from heaven, dropping
into Oscar's life and making him smile again, if only a little
bit.

Meanwhile, Oscar was having lunch with Ivan
to discuss the mining operation Ivan had begun on his land in
Odessa. It required a large investment in machinery, but promised
enormous rewards once operational. “Would you take outside
investors?” Oscar asked, as he spread lamb-liver pate on tiny
rounds of toast.

Ivan shook his head. “I always retain
ownership. If needs be, I'll raid the war chest, there's more than
enough in there.”

“I'd be interested in having a punt on it
with you. If you'd rather keep your corporate raiding fund intact,”
Oscar told him. Ivan raised his eyebrows.

“You want to go into business with a Podunk
Russian? What would the other lords say?”

Oscar laughed. “They'd probably be green with
envy that they couldn't get a sniff. Ukrainian minerals and carbon
deposits are pretty tied up these days, and their government
doesn't grant exploration licenses to westerners. Quite
rightly.”

“Just the copper alone is worth a fortune,
even without the coal seams,” Ivan mused out loud.

“So why didn't Vlad explore it?” Oscar
asked.

Ivan shrugged. “Didn't have time I think.
Only purchased the land a few years ago. He probably had a good
idea what was down there to have bought it. He really didn't want
to share the real reason Vlad had bought it, namely to give
smuggling gangs a bit of privacy and charge them a fortune for the
privilege.

“Vlad never did anything without good
reason,” Oscar agreed.

“I need to invest about half a billion into
getting the operation up and running,” Ivan admitted. “I don't know
what kind of investment you'd want to make. I mean, it's not small
change.” The idea of spreading the risk was quite appealing. He
only had the preliminary drilling results back and the geologists
report to go on. Mining wasn't his area of expertise.

“I'd be prepared to go halves,” Oscar told
him. Goldings getting a foothold in Ukrainian fuel production made
a lot of sense, especially given the proximity to Crimea, which had
gone back to being under Russian protection. At the very least, it
would give him more leverage over the Ukrainian politicians who'd
been a bit bolshy as of late.

“I'll get Elle to set it up as a subsidiary
company, then we can both funnel some cash in and take an equal
share.” Ivan was quite pleased to have Oscar on board and break his
“own everything” rule, as he trusted him implicitly. He was also
aware that Oscar made his investment decisions for political
reasons rather than financial, so was happy to play a long game and
not expect a return too quickly.

“How is Elle?” Oscar asked. He'd half
expected her to join them for lunch.

“She's good, thanks. In court today fighting
a patent case for us.”

“Who's having a pop at you?”

“Not having a pop at me, we're having a pop
at Samsung. The bastards copied the screen design of the Bel-Phone.
They're trying to keep the proceedings under wraps in case we win
and make them pull the handset off the market.”

Oscar winced. “That'd be expensive for
them.”

“They should've thought of that before
pinching our ideas. They know from our lawsuits with Apple that we
always defend ourselves.” He sat back in his seat while the waiter
cleared away the plates.

“Elle tells me that you're planning to start
a family.”

“Certainly are. I want a lot of children.
Elle does too. I suppose because neither of us have any family
left. Elle said that Lucy found a dress for your wedding.”

“You know more than me then,” Oscar
admitted.

“This morning apparently. Lucy called her
during recess I think.” He paused. “So it's all systems go for
July?”

“I believe so. My mother is having the time
of her life. There's swarms of workmen in the castle sorting out
all the spare bedrooms and repainting the ballroom.” Ivan noticed
that Oscar didn't seem too happy about it. If anything, he seemed a
bit down. He stayed silent as Oscar went on; “I'm sure it'll all be
fine, and it's not as though I have to do anything more than get a
suit made. The girls can fuss about which flowers to get and who
should be invited.”

“Don't you want to be involved?” Ivan was
shocked, he'd enjoyed organising their surprise wedding. Oscar
shook his head.

“There's a whole hen-house of women debating
napkin colours and flower-girl outfits. I really don't need to have
an opinion. Plus of course, they're all pissed at me for not giving
them a year's notice. Apparently, July doesn't give them a lot of
time to plan a wedding extravaganza, plus Lucy won't give her
notice at work until after the wedding.”

'So she doesn't trust you
to go through with it,’ thought Ivan. He didn't say
anything. The waiter returned, carrying their main courses, which
gave him time to turn the thought over in his mind. Ivan wasn't a
huge fan of Lucy, only insofar as she irritated him with her public
school accent and boundless enthusiasm for everything. He didn't
believe her to be stupid though, especially as she'd completed a
law degree and got herself a full contract at Pearson Hardwick.
There was only so far a posh accent could take someone.

“Are you not looking forward to it?” Ivan
asked after the waiter had left. He'd loved every moment of his own
wedding, from first seeing Elle dressed in a white frock, right
through to dancing on the beach with her as the sun went down.

Oscar pulled a face. “It's just so
over-the-top. Mother's having the castle tarted up so everything
probably stinks of paint, and Lucy's so busy I barely see her. I'll
be glad when it's all over.” Ivan stayed silent, debating with
himself how he'd have felt about having a large, formal wedding. “I
just wish women didn't make such a fuss over everything.” The
irritation was evident in his voice.

“July isn't a long way away. It'll be over
soon enough,” Ivan soothed. “In the meantime, you're in town during
the week, no?”

“Thank God. At least I only get it at the
weekends,” admitted Oscar, as he took a forkful of his veal
supreme. Ivan wondered exactly what his problem was. The truth was
that Oscar hadn't even been to Sussex for a few weekends since
before Mustique. Lucy had so much going on that it'd been easier to
stay in town. “By the way, there's an opportunity for some land and
a building plot just outside Derwent. You might want to take a
look. It's on with Polkard and Bilcher, estate agents.”

Back in his office, after offloading the
shares in Samsung that the Golding investment fund held, Oscar
pondered why he was so depressed. His life wouldn't really change,
apart from having Lucy at Conniscliffe every weekend, which he
quite enjoyed, as it made a change from just having his mother
around. After much thought, he came to the conclusion that it was
due to his fear of getting married. As wives went, Lucy was a good
choice, well-suited and very well-liked in his circle. Even Darius
had approved of her, having met her during a weekend house party,
remarking that he found her easier to get along with than Elle.
Darius didn't like clever or educated women as a rule. Arabella,
his wife, was decidedly nice, but dim.

His thoughts led back to that terrible night.
Darius hadn't pushed, but their code was always if Oscar served
sticky toffee pudding for dessert, then he wanted a fix. “Oscar
knows how to spoil me,” Darius had told Elle when the butlers had
brought it out. His innocent delivery of that line had just added
to the subversion. Oscar's thoughts were abruptly interrupted by
his secretary announcing the arrival of his mother and Lucy.

“Oscar, darling,” said Lady Golding before
holding her cheek out for a perfunctory kiss, “We've had a
marvellous day. The dress is all sorted, and the bridesmaids and
page-boys outfits have been chosen. We even had time to speak to
the florist about dressing the synagogue and the ballroom.”

“Sounds like a very productive day,” he
replied, trying to muster up some enthusiasm.

“Lots ticked off the list,” beamed Lucy. “I
don't suppose your secretary could rustle us up a pot of tea? I'm
exhausted.”

He pressed his intercom and asked Melanie,
his PA, to bring drinks and three cups. Lucy, meanwhile was
checking out the paintings on the walls, squinting at the signature
of the Picasso. He'd brought it to his office, as it didn't really
fit in at Conniscliffe. Plus it gave a slightly edgier vibe to his
rather staid space. “Is this a real Picasso?” She asked.

He nodded while his mother piped up; “hideous
thing. Looks better in here than it did in the long gallery.”

“I rather like it,” Oscar said, mainly to be
awkward. She shot him a withering look. “How's the decorating going
at home?” He asked, getting back onto safer ground. His mother had
largely left the maintenance of the castle to him after his father
had died, claiming to be too busy. With guests to impress, all of a
sudden she was marshalling builders and revamping bathrooms. It
amused him.

“Apart from a leak when one of the plumbers
didn't seal a joint properly, it's going quite well,” she said.
“The ballroom will look tremendous when it's done. Are you coming
down this weekend?”

“Yes, I've nothing planned up here.” He knew
he should've consulted Lucy, but was irritated by the way her
weekends always seemed chock-full of friends and activities. He
wanted to just relax by the fire in the snug and read.

“I'm gonna be in town until Sunday
afternoon,” Lucy said. “I'm playing badminton for the Fulham ladies
team, then their annual dinner. Sunday morning, I promised I'd meet
Tara for brunch. I'll drive down afterwards.” Normally, such a
schedule would have annoyed Oscar, but he let it pass without
complaint. They were interrupted by Melanie bringing their tea. As
she placed the silver tray on his desk, she gave Lucy a
thin-lipped, rather tight smile.

“Is that everything?” She asked Oscar.

“Yes, thank you.”

Lady Golding stood up to pour their tea,
making Oscar's first, with milk added after the water, just as he
liked it. “Perhaps we could have dinner together Saturday evening?”
She said as she placed his cup and saucer in front of him.

“Sure.” He noticed Lucy looking at him
quizzically and decided he needed to put on a happier front. “So
what decision did you make about the bridesmaids? Who are we going
to disappoint?” he fully expected the list to have been pared down
somewhat, twenty-two little ones would be a nightmare to control on
the day. Even William and Kate hadn't had that many at the Royal
nuptials.

“Nobody,” Lucy said, smiling at Lady Golding.
“It'll be a bit of a job getting them all rehearsed, but, well, I
couldn't bear to say no to any of them. Besides, it'll look great
in the photos.”

“The invitations were delivered yesterday, So
I can get the calligrapher to finish them off and get them posted
tomorrow,” Lady Golding chimed in. “Penelope is emailing me her
list when she gets home.” She was extremely proud of having learnt
to email under Lucy's patient tutelage, considering herself quite
the up-to-date dowager, especially after Oscar had given her an
iPad and shown her how to check the weather on it.

“Sounds as though you have everything
completely under control,” said Oscar. He wished that they'd leave.
His office normally felt like a powerful place. With his mother
seated opposite his desk, he felt small, almost insignificant, as
though he wasn't good at his job. He wondered why he felt that way
when he'd almost reached his father's record for expanding the
client base. His father had been at the helm for thirty-five years,
Oscar just five. The shrill ringing of his phone jolted him. He
picked it up.

“Hey Oscar, Ivan told me about the Odessa
deal. I'm going to list a subsidiary company this afternoon with
you and Ivan as equal shareholders. Is that correct?” There was no
mistaking Elle's breathy voice, complete with pronounced glottal
stop. In spite of himself, Oscar smiled.

“Hi. Elle. Yes that's all correct. I'm just
here with Lucy and my mother.”

“She said she had the day off. Tell them I
said Hi. Have they both been having fun?”

“I believe so. Now do you need a meeting
about that new company? Will there be things for me to sign?” He
really wanted to see her, even though he knew there was no hope of
her ever reciprocating, he liked being around her, even just for an
hour. He missed her.

“No need. I'll set it up with myself as
company secretary. Makes it all much easier. I'll let you know when
the articles of association are done and a bank account required.
Listen, I gotta go, the court's being recalled.” The line went
abruptly dead.

“Did I just hear that right, that you're
doing a deal with Ivan?” Lucy sounded surprised.

“Yes. Do you have a problem with that?” He
asked, frowning.

“Links to that part of the world could be
highly advantageous,” his mother told Lucy. “Fuel security is an
issue of the future. It's very wise to get on top of it now, before
it becomes impossible.”

“How do you know all that stuff?” Lucy asked
her, impressed by her knowledge of current affairs.

“Had lunch with the foreign secretary last
week dear. He was lobbying for an invite. Interesting little man, I
must say.” She leaned forward, as if she might be overheard.
“Terrible bad breath though, very noticeable. Nearly as bad as that
Blair chap. His could kill a goat at twenty paces.” She smirked as
Lucy giggled.

“Quite,” Oscar agreed, stifling a smile.
“Ivan had some land which is very promising, so I jumped onboard
before anyone else could. It's important to keep diversifying the
Golding investment fund.”

Lucy pulled a face.

“What?” Oscar asked.

“I'm not totally sure I'd trust him enough to
do business with him. I know he's a friend of ours, but he's a
bit…” She trailed off.

“He's a bit what?” Oscar demanded.

“Well, a bit rough around the edges if you
know what I mean,” she said. “Don't get me wrong, I love Elle, but
they're both well-suited.”

Lady Golding glanced at Oscar rather
nervously. She knew how angry any hint of snobbery towards Elle
made him. “I don't think Elle's integrity has ever been called into
question, dear,” she said, a warning tone enmeshed in her voice.
The last thing Lady Golding wanted was any reason for Oscar to back
out of the marriage. He didn't seem very happy to her, she'd seen
him become withdrawn before, an episode which had rendered him
susceptible to the temptation of the oblivion that cocaine had
provided.

“I'm not saying it has. Just that she relies
on intelligence rather than refinement.”

Oscar kept quiet. He didn't want an argument,
especially one where he might say more than was wise. Drawing in a
deep breath, he turned his attention to the cup of tea in front of
him and took a sip, wishing it was something stronger. “So, are you
done for the day?” He asked nobody in particular.

“I'm dining with Viscount Trevelyon and his
wife this evening,” his mother told him, glad to change the
subject.

“I thought they were already on the list?”
Oscar said, frowning slightly.

“They are, they just don't know that yet,”
his mother said, smiling impishly. “I'll allow them to think their
lobbying gained them an invite. They're taking me to the Gordon
Ramsey at Hospital road.”

“Anyone would think you're enjoying milking
this,” Oscar quipped. He was delighted that his mother was out
having fun and socialising again. Since his father's death, she'd
largely shut herself away at Conniscliffe, restricting herself to
local causes and eschewing the wider world. It had narrowed both
her world and her mind, to the point that her unhappiness had
spilled over, poisoning her interactions with anyone unfortunate
enough to stand in her path. Being busy with preparations had
transformed her. She was more the mother he remembered from his
childhood again. He could remember picnics in the gardens when he
was a boy, his mother joining in with games of hide-and-seek, while
his father went off to his job in the city every morning.

“Well, it's such fun trying out all this
nouvelle cuisine. Far better than dining on my own every night,
plus the Viscountess is a real hoot.” She turned to Lucy, “She used
to be a showgirl in Las Vegas back in the day. Met the Viscount at
the roulette tables, and he swept her away to England and married
her. Everyone thought it'd never last, but forty years later, here
we are.”

“How romantic,” Lucy exclaimed, clapping her
hands together. “I'm gonna need to go in a minute.” She finished
her tea.

“Where?” Oscar asked. He'd planned a quiet
night in.

“I'm standing in for someone in the firm's
quiz team. We're up against Penroth Westlake tonight and Henry
Stanton is off sick. I know it's a bit last-minute, but I didn't
want to let the company down, and Jonathan Olgilvy couldn't do it,
as his wife's about to give birth in the Portland. Could you take
my bags home please?” She pointed at the pile of cardboard carriers
which bore names such as Chanel and Prada. His mother had left hers
in the boot of the Bentley.

“Sure. Oh well, have a nice time,” he said as
she pecked his cheek before disappearing.

“Is everything alright?” His mother asked as
soon as they were alone. “You seem a little distant?”

“I'm fine,” he snapped. He really didn't want
to admit to his mother that he was still pining for Elle,
especially as she'd married another man.

“Alright, but please make sure you attend
your meeting this week.” With that, she pecked his cheek and left.
Oscar sat back in
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