





[image: image]












Praise for The Glorious Guinness Girl and
The Guinness Girls: A Hint of Scandal


‘An utterly captivating insight into these fascinating women and the times they lived in … it’s an absolute page-turner’


Irish Independent


‘Masterfully and glamorously told … essential reading for history and gossip lovers alike’


Sunday Business Post


‘Fans of Downton Abbey will adore this’


Sunday Times


‘A captivating and page-turning novel about a fascinating family. Fantastic’


Sinéad Moriarty


‘An enthralling tale that will dazzle and delight’


Swirl and Thread


‘Engrossing and page-turning … I loved it’


Louise O’Neill


‘Gripping … this dramatic novel takes us into the heart of their privileged, beautiful and often painful hidden world’


Irish Country Magazine









Emily Hourican is an Irish journalist and author. She has written features for the Sunday Independent for fifteen years, as well as Image magazine, Conde Nast Traveler and Woman and Home.


She lives in Dublin with her family. The Other Guinness Girl is her seventh novel.









Previously by Emily Hourican


The Glorious Guinness Girls


The Guinness Girls: A Hint of Scandal


The Outsider


The Blamed


White Villa


The Privileged


How To (Really) Be A Mother (non-fiction)









[image: image]









Copyright © 2022 Emily Hourican


The right of Emily Hourican to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


First published in Ireland in 2022 by


HACHETTE BOOKS IRELAND


1


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


All characters in this publication – other than the obvious historical characters – are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library


ISBN 9781399707985


Hachette Books Ireland


8 Castlecourt Centre


Castleknock


Dublin 15, Ireland


A division of Hachette UK Ltd


Carmelite House, 50 Victoria Embankment, London EC4Y 0DZ


www.hachettebooksireland.ie









For David, again









Cast of Characters


Lady Honor Guinness


Rupert Guinness, 2nd Earl of Iveagh – Honor’s father


Gwendolen Guinness, Lady Iveagh – Honor’s mother


Arthur Guinness, Viscount Elveden – Honor’s brother (nicknamed ‘Lump’ by his family)


Lady Patricia Guinness, ‘Patsy’, and Lady Brigid Guinness – Honor’s sisters


Doris Coates


Esther Coates – Doris’ mother


Harold Coates – Doris’ father


Isabel, Marianne and Maxim – Doris’ siblings


Mabel Suggs – Doris’ friend, fellow resident at Curzon Street


Aileen Plunket (née Guinness) – Honor’s cousin, wife of Brinsley Sheridan Bushe Plunket, ‘Brinny’


Maureen Guinness – Honor’s cousin, soon to be wife of Basil Blackwood, ‘Duff’, 4th Marquess of Dufferin and Ava


Oonagh Kindersley (née Guinness) – Honor’s cousin, soon to be divorced from Philip Kindersley


Cloé Guinness – Honor’s aunt, mother of Aileen, Oonagh and Maureen


Diana Mitford – ex-wife of Honor’s cousin Bryan Guinness, mistress of Sir Oswald Mosley


Lord Bertram Lewis, ‘Bertie’ – friend of Doris Coates


Lady Lewis – Bertie’s mother


Bright Young People: Teresa ‘Baby’ Jungman, Zita Jungman, Elizabeth Ponsonby, Sebastian Wright


Henry Channon, ‘Chips’ – American diarist and politician


Lady Maud Cunard, ‘Emerald’ – London hostess, married to Lord Cunard


Alfred Duff Cooper – 1st Viscount Norwich and British Conservative politician


Lady Diana Cooper – Viscountess Norwich, wife of Duff


Perry Brownlow – 6th Baron Brownlow, close friend of the Prince of Wales, later Edward VIII


Lady Kitty Brownlow – wife of Perry


Prince of Wales, later Edward VIII


Mrs Wallis Simpson – American socialite, wife of Ernest Simpson, mistress of the Prince of Wales


Sir Oswald Mosley – British politician and founder of the British Union of Fascists (BUF)


David Envers – associate of Sir Oswald Mosley









A note from the author


A great deal of this book is based on real events and the interactions of real people, but they are placed within a story created by me and linked by imaginary connections, with some imaginary characters.


Honor Guinness is of course based on a real person – she was cousin to Aileen, Maureen and Oonagh, the three Glorious Guinness Girls I wrote about in the first two books in this series – but she is my imagined version of this real person. Whereas Doris Coates, a young Jewish woman living in London and Honor’s close friend, is an entirely invented character.


A word about the social and political landscape of the book. The 1930s in Britain was a troubled time. Unemployment figures were rampant throughout most of the decade, and many of those in employ weren’t earning a living wage.


So bad was the outlook that the usual run of politicking was suspended and a National Government was formed in 1931.


Meanwhile, at grassroots level, ordinary people were looking for their own outlets. And they were finding these in political extremes – Socialism on one side, Fascism on the other. With both came plenty of public disorder.


And, rumbling in the background was the rise of Hitler and the Nazis in German – watched, certainly at first, with admiration by many in the UK.









Prologue


Elveden, Suffolk, December 1936


The chalky green mound of Elveden’s copper-domed roof rose high above bare branches that scraped fretfully at a white sky. There were many houses – ‘town’ was Grosvenor Place in London, Pyrford was the house where her mother had grown up – but ‘home’ for Honor was still Elveden. The broad three-storey front, built of honey-coloured stone, that undulated out from either side of the round copper roof comforted her as she had hoped it would. Here, in this solid expression of her parents’ way of life, it would be possible to escape the anxious turmoil of the king’s abdication, and her husband’s obsession with it.


She leaned back against the upholstered seat and pulled the thick fur of her turned-up collar tight around her neck. It was cold. Frost nibbled at the close-cropped stubble that showed pale winter gold above the hard brown earth of the bare fields. In the places where sun didn’t reach at that time of year, the frost deepened its dusty cover so that the land was unevenly divided into warmer straw-coloured heights and chill white hollows.


Beside her on the seat, Bundi lay asleep, head sunk on his paws. On the far side of the dog, Chips sat and stared out his own window. He was silent, one hand buried in Bundi’s thick fur, moving rhythmically, scratching the dog’s neck. He had been already awake when she got up that morning, wrapped in a maroon silk dressing gown, drinking coffee and re-reading the newspapers from the day before as he waited for that day’s to be delivered. Hunched over his desk, worrying over what the papers would say, whether his name would be mentioned and in what context, he had reminded her of nothing so much as a large sad child with a small broken toy.


Half of her had hoped he would say he wouldn’t come to Elveden. How much she longed to be alone with her parents, and darling Paul of course. To feel herself once more contained within the careful structure of their lives, the life she had grown up with – there, in that house, at school in Bath, the regular summer visits to her cousins in Ireland. That was a life that had neat edges, boundaried by the causes to which her parents gave their time – politics, science, charity. Those were solid things, where the effort one made received the outcome one expected; so unlike the shifting sands on which Chips built his existence, the treacherous bog of society where he had set up his tent. How nice it would be to have a few days off from that – from his embarrassing ambition and petty disappointments, and now this, the thing he described as ‘the dashing of all my hopes’. It was the dashing of his hopes, but it was also the unpicking of a monarchy, and a national crisis. But those things held little reality for him.


Had he always been like that? she wondered. The truth was, she knew he had. Only she had not always understood it. At first, she had believed in his talk of a passion for politics, for change. Over the years of their marriage she had learned that really, what he meant was politics where he was at the centre, change that brought something glittering to him. How long it had taken her to understand.


‘We are arrived,’ she said as the motorcar drew to a halt before the vast double doors of Elveden. Chips sighed and stayed where he was. ‘My parents will be eager to see you. And Paul.’ He smiled briefly at her mention of their son. Then lapsed into silence again.


‘We came so close,’ he said. ‘I did it for Paul. For you.’


But he hadn’t. He had done it for himself. She wondered when, exactly, she had learned not to be bewitched by what he said. To see, instead, what he meant.









Part One


1930–1934









Chapter One


London, summer 1930


‘I heard you come in.’ Lady Iveagh crossed to the windows and twitched apart the heavy green silk curtains. The sharp sunlight of the June morning flooded the room and Honor struggled upwards in bed to meet it. She propped herself against a stack of pillows as her mother tugged impatiently at a high-backed armchair, dragging it closer to Honor’s bed, and sank down into it. ‘After four, wasn’t it?’


‘Yes. About that.’ Honor rubbed her eyes, which felt dry and heavy. She looked at the tiny gold and white marble clock by her bedside. It wanted two minutes to eight o’clock. No wonder she felt tired. But her mother had been up, no doubt, for several hours already, and eager to wake Honor for at least the latter half of that.


‘Amusing evening?’


‘Not very.’


Lady Iveagh laughed, a sharp bark. ‘No. I imagine not. Lady Meredith doesn’t much go for amusing. Well, worthwhile, then?’


‘Not that either.’ Honor stretched, or tried to. The raising of her arms above her head was cut short by the bunching of her heavy cotton nightgown under her.


‘You stuck it out a jolly long time.’


‘What is one to do?’ Honor shrugged. ‘One must make some kind of effort.’


‘Certainly one must,’ her mother said energetically. ‘Who was there?’


‘The usual crowd.’


‘Your cousins?’


‘Yes.’ Honor gave a gurgle of laughter and sat up straighter against the pillows. ‘Mamma, I must tell you, Maureen wore the most outlandish costume. She said it was because she was going on – some costume party or other, you know how she likes to go about – so she was dressed as a circus performer. One of those that wears tights, and not much else.’ She laughed again, and began describing the costume.


‘Certainly there doesn’t seem to have been very much of it,’ Lady Iveagh agreed when she had finished. ‘Oonagh?’


‘Also there. And going on to the same party, but dressed meanwhile in a perfectly charming but simple evening dress. Marriage has steadied her, I think.’


‘And perhaps will steady Maureen too,’ Lady Iveagh said. ‘Although I wouldn’t bet the Elveden silver on it. Duff himself, I sometimes think, for all that he is brilliant, is not exactly dependable.’


‘I can’t see much steadying Maureen,’ Honor agreed.


‘Who brought you home?’


‘Freddie Birkenhead.’


‘Any good?’ Her mother looked at her, round, bright eyes quizzical for a moment.


‘None.’


‘No. I imagine not.’ They both laughed at that and Honor thought what a relief it was to have a mother who understood that one couldn’t make oneself like Freddie Birkenhead, simply because his father was an earl and he would one day inherit, and who didn’t care at all that one didn’t. ‘Here’s tea now,’ Lady Iveagh said, as a housemaid came in with a tray. Then, ‘Will you come with me to the Women’s Institute? They meet at half past nine.’ She poured out two cups, handing one to Honor.


‘Of course. What is it today?’


‘Relief for those left destitute by the crash.’


‘Still?’


‘Yes. If anything, the poverty is getting worse. What began with large fortunes disappearing on the stock market has run off so that there is now hardly a household in the country that does not feel the pinch. Those who were rich are poor, and those who were poor are starving,’ she said briskly. ‘We cannot expect Ramsay MacDonald’s national government to do so very much. And so, where they are ineffectual, we aim to be efficient. I’ll order the motor for nine. Better get on.’


She left, closing the door gently behind her, and Honor sank back onto her pillows and finished her tea. She yawned. These first moments were the worst, she knew. Once she was up, and about, busy with her mother and her mother’s many plans, the tiredness would abate.


How many years now had she done the London season? Four? Five? Too many, anyway. But she had learned how to manage it so that it was far less of an inconvenience than it might have been. She had friends – not many, not in the way her cousins had; crowds of people to call them ‘darling’ and insist they were ‘too funny’ – but enough. She didn’t go to the ‘unnecessary parties’, as she thought of them, by which she meant the parties that happened with only young people, no chaperones, where jazz was played and shoes kicked off so that beautiful girls, and boys, might dance until dawn and beyond. Where cocktails were drunk in abundance and, if the whispers were to be believed, other things, too, fuelled the energy and abundance.


Honor’s name rarely appeared in print, for all that she was the daughter of the Earl of Iveagh and heiress to a fortune so large she had no real idea of it. ‘Do not be thinking about that,’ her mother said, the only time Honor had ever asked how much money there was. ‘Better to learn to live as the wife of a poor man.’ Her mother disapproved of spending that was indulgent: ‘You will have jewels fit for a queen, and the habit of never taking taxis when you can walk,’ she would say. And so she had brought Honor up as she had been brought up – to save a penny whenever possible.


But things were different that year, Honor thought, lying against the feathery bulk of her pillows, staring out at the tree-tops of Buckingham Palace Gardens, which lay opposite number 5 Grosvenor Place. She was 21 now. And even though her mother would never look for a different answer to the question of whether young men like Freddie Birkenhead were ‘any good’, Honor was conscious that her marriage – the when and the whether of it – was something her parents had begun to discuss quietly together after dinner. Lady Iveagh, who always had plans for every possibility, had begun to make plans for Honor in the event that she did not become a wife and mother.


For herself, she didn’t care, Honor thought. Or not very much. Somewhere, the not caring worried her a little. She knew that the girls of her acquaintance – daughters of men like her father, born to the life Honor lived – did care. Very much. They talked of the husbands they wanted, the houses they hoped for, their plans for futures that included children, servants, other domestic responsibilities. Honor never talked of those things. Nor did she think of them. In everything she did, she was diligent and conscientious, but nearly always without any very great investment of herself. Secretly, that bothered her. What was the point of her? she sometimes wondered.


In any case, she hadn’t met any young men that she liked, she thought. Although, maybe there was more truth in the thought that she hadn’t met any young men who liked her.


Young men took her too seriously. She was too serious for them. And too serious a prospect – her money, her position, her eccentric father and brilliant mother. Her own thoughtfulness. Sometimes she wished she was more like her cousins – those glittering Guinness girls, Aileen, Oonagh, and especially Maureen. She knew well that when London society talked of the ‘Glorious Guinness Girls’, as they so often did, they did not number her among them. She was, if she was anything, the Other Guinness Girl.


But she never wished it for very long. An hour in their company – increasingly, less – was enough to remind her of all the ways she didn’t wish to be like them. But all the same, she longed for a joke, a quip, some piece of dashing irreverence to bring forth, the way Maureen would, when yet another fair, dull young man asked did she enjoy hunting and had she been to the Royal Academy show yet.


But nothing ever came to mind, and so she would respond as politely, as desperately as they had asked, and then that topic would be used up and they would have to find another. Except that more often, the young man would find an excuse to leave her side, and go and flock around Maureen or Oonagh or their friends. And then, Honor would see that in their company, his dullness would fall away and he would become witty and daring, so that she knew it was she who had made him dull.


They didn’t find her attractive, these young men. Honor wasn’t slight and boyish and straight. She was large, with a face that she knew was inclined to be heavy. Her figure was womanly, her mother said. She said it approvingly. Lady Iveagh was far too much her own person to mind that her daughter was too. Then there was ‘the eye’. A slight cast in her left eye that her parents had worked hard to correct. She remembered the black patch she had been forced to wear over the other eye, the ‘good’ one, in an effort to force the lazy one to correct itself. As though, she always thought, she were a horse with only one blinker. The efforts had been partly successful, thanks to a nanny who had followed her about the house like a gun dog, discovering her in whatever corner she had hidden with a book, and forcing her to put the patch back on. But there was still the slightest something off about that eye. ‘It makes one wonder what, exactly, you mean sometimes,’ her friend Doris said. ‘Or rather, who you mean it to,’ adding stoutly, ‘and that’s a jolly good thing!’


Sometimes, Honor wondered what it might be like to be vivid and outrageous and quick-witted, full of daring; willowy and shimmering in something silvery and brief, her face painted to look like a surprised doll, the way all the popular girls were now. The way Doris and her cousins were.


And then she would catch sight of herself, in a looking glass or window, and she would find herself laughing at the idea that the figure before her, so solemn and stately, like, she sometimes thought, a well-stuffed feather bed, could ever be transformed into someone gay and slender and quick.


Anyway, she thought now, pleating the embroidered white cotton counterpane, 21 wasn’t so very old. Except that behind her were two little sisters, Patricia (Patsy) and Brigid, still in the schoolroom but growing up fast, as well as her brother Arthur – Lump, as they called him. And there was Oonagh, married at 19 and with a baby; Aileen also, and now Maureen, with a wedding just a month away at St Margaret’s.


They may have the looks, but we have the title. Wasn’t that what her mother had said, firmly, on a day when Honor, then maybe 15, had come back from a dancing party held at her cousins’ house down the road at number 17 Grosvenor Place, and run up to the school room to cry. It had been a party at which no one had danced with her, or not without being coldly required to by Aunt Cloé, who gave the impression that she expected to find Honor’s hand dirty when she had taken it and led her over to a young man with a sniffly nose, who was the only other person not dancing.


‘Would you be so good?’ Aunt Cloé had asked, handing Honor over as though she were a string bag of something uninteresting.


The young man had sniffed hard and surreptitiously wiped his nose on his sleeve before taking Honor’s hand, so that for the entire dance – a polka – she had been achingly conscious of where his sleeve brushed her bare wrist above the white cotton gloves she wore like all the girls.


Later, while tea was served, she had seen Maureen – a deadly mimic, and never more so than when Honor was her target – imitate the way she danced, making her as clumsy as a bear. ‘They may have the title, but we have the looks,’ Maureen had said in what pretended to be a whisper. Cloé, Honor noticed, had permitted herself a small, chilly smile.


But that evening, when she’d told her mother – as she told her everything – even though she had hidden her face in mortification while she’d said it, Lady Iveagh had given a shout of laughter.


‘Oh, that’s very good,’ she had said, after laughing heartily. ‘Very good indeed. Almost, one admires Maureen.’ And then, at Honor’s baffled face, ‘Don’t you see? It’s exactly the other way around. They have the looks – I agree that seems clear enough – but we have the title. Oh yes,’ nodding her head decisively, ‘we have the title.’


Not that titles seemed to be much use after all when doing the season, Honor thought then. Not the way they used to be. Titles no longer attracted men. Or not the way girls like Maureen, Oonagh and Aileen attracted men.


For just the briefest of moments, Honor allowed herself to think what it would be like to be loved by a man like Basil Blackwood. Duff, as Maureen called him with smug familiarity. To be watched the way she had seen Duff watching Maureen. To be touched the way he touched her – a hand on her arm, an arm about her shoulders, always as though his whole self was in that point of contact. She remembered the dark inward look he had when he watched Maureen, and the way Maureen, always, was conscious of him looking, no matter what she pretended. Honor shivered a little.


‘Honor!’ She heard her mother’s voice, which carried effortlessly across the many rooms of Grosvenor Place. ‘Don’t dawdle. We must get on.’









Chapter Two


‘What you need is a love affair,’ Doris said, scratching the top of Mimi’s head so that the little dachshund stretched out on her lap, writhing and twisting this way and that like a piece of shiny black liquorice.


‘Why do I need a love affair?’ Honor asked, amused.


‘To take your mind off things. All that good work is really becoming too dreary.’


‘So I need a love affair to distract me from charity work?’


‘Precisely.’


‘Isn’t it usually the exact opposite?’


‘Only for those lacking in imagination,’ Doris said, taking a cigarette from her crocodile skin bag and fitting it into a long ivory holder. She rummaged in the bag again, found a heavy gold lighter, and lit the cigarette with a snap loud enough to make Mimi twitch.


Honor got up to open a window. Lady Iveagh disapproved of smoking. She said it made the house ‘smell simply filthy, no matter what the servants do’. She disapproved of Doris too, Honor knew. But that, she felt, was because her mother didn’t know Doris the way she did. At least, hadn’t known Doris for as long as Honor had.


‘Shut that window,’ Doris said, placing her cigarette in the heavy crystal ashtray that sat on the table beside her and catching up the glossy fur coat she had thrown onto the chair next to her. She draped it over her shoulders and shivered, exaggeratedly.


‘But the smell …’


‘Never mind the smell. Now come and tell me what you’ve been doing with yourself. And I don’t mean visiting slums. Any fun parties? You cannot imagine how long it felt, to be away.’


‘You were gone for less than a month,’ Honor said with a laugh.


‘Yes, but to Dorset …’ Doris shuddered again, blowing twin streams of smoke through her nose, and widened her enormous black eyes in a show of horror. ‘They tried to make me go on a visit to Germany. To my mother’s people. They are even richer than Father’s lot. Factory owners. Intellectuals. Peculiar altogether.’ It was the sort of thing she always said about that side of her family. As though to put distance between herself and them. ‘I said I would love to, of course, but that it simply couldn’t be, because’ – she lifted the little dog high off her lap – ‘Mimi would find it too terribly hard. Wouldn’t you, darling?’ And she laid her cheek against the sleek curve of the dog’s head. ‘But it is only a matter of time before they simple force one …’


Honor, stifling a laugh, thought back to the first time they’d met, at a boarding school in Eastbourne, run by Miss Jane Potts, who had once been governess to Queen Victoria’s granddaughter, Princess Alice, and who began almost every sentence with a reference to ‘dear, dear Princess Alice …’


Doris had arrived the same day as Honor, both of them new into a classroom of 14-year-olds who had all had a year together already. As the two ‘new girls’, they had stuck together, at first out of necessity but soon from affection. Doris had a wan, pale, clever face, with those enormous dark eyes, beneath which were permanent charcoal smudges that gave her a weary, sophisticated air. She was slender and elegant even at 14, even in the lumpy skirt and cardigan they all had to wear, and generally exuded, Honor thought, a kind of drooping hothouse flower fragility. In those first days, Honor had worried that Doris would not survive the spartan regime of the boarding school. Feeling protective, she had given Doris one of her two blankets, and even half of her bread and jam supper. These, Doris had accepted with a remote gratitude, as though doing Honor a favour.


In fact, Honor soon learned, Doris was strong, energetic, almost hearty. She loved hockey, lacrosse, hunting and the outdoors. It was Honor who felt the cold, Honor who crept into Doris’ bed after lights out and pressed close against her. Because Doris, thin as she was, radiated heat with an intensity that was, Honor said, like the iron bar of the heater in the nursery at Elveden: ‘straight and hard and not terribly cosy, but glowing red hot’.


Doris came from a family of Dorset merchants: ‘Quarries,’ she explained, ‘Portland stone and marble. Now factories too.’ She pulled a face.


‘You could say your father built this country,’ Honor said kindly, because she could see Doris was embarrassed. Even more so than by her mother.


‘You could.’ Doris smiled. ‘Although really, he built his fortune, and a large, quite ugly house.’ She had been sent to school ‘to get me out of the way’, she cheerfully said, because her parents found her to be ‘too much’ now that there was a baby brother as well as two little sisters.


‘Just like me,’ Honor had replied, ‘two sisters and a brother. But you can jolly well give me back my blanket. I don’t believe you feel the cold at all.’


‘Hardly ever,’ Doris had agreed in a husky voice, handing back the blanket.


Doris, from the start, was determined to ‘do better’ than her parents, as she put it. ‘Say it again,’ she would implore Honor, of certain particularly tricky words, such as ‘cup’ and ‘supper’, and she would practise and practise, imitating Honor until no trace of Dorset – or the funny lilt that Honor assumed must come from the German side, her mother’s people – remained. By the time they finished school, and Doris came to London with Honor, she had refined herself into someone impossibly weary and ennuyé so that Honor, laughing, had said, ‘Anyone would swear that the exhausted blood of generations of decadent European royals ran through your veins …’


‘Rather than that of sturdy Dorset merchants and a lot of German burghers,’ Doris agreed, adding complacently, ‘I’m a better match for father’s money than he or Mother could ever be.’ In fact, she did her job so well that Lady Iveagh, on meeting her for the first time, later told Honor abruptly, ‘I don’t like that girl. She’s empty-headed and indolent.’ And when Honor tried to explain that, no, Doris just pretended to be, her mother had looked more astonished than Honor had ever seen her, and said, ‘But that’s worse. Much worse!’ She did not forbid Honor to see her, because that was not her way, but Honor soon realised that any time Doris called, her mother was quick to find a reason to leave them. And quicker then to return with a reason why Honor must leave too.


‘So, that love affair …’ Doris said now, putting Mimi down and snapping her fingers so that the dog danced lightly on its hind legs. ‘You must choose carefully. Ideally, he must be married already, because you don’t want to find yourself married in a hurry just to pay for a little fun.’ She raised her eyebrows at the look on Honor’s face. ‘Shocked?’


‘No.’


‘Well, you should be.’ Doris laughed at her.


‘I’m just not sure why I need this love affair.’


‘It’s to give you an element of tragedy. That’s what you lack, you know. It’s why you don’t take. So much money, and the title. This beautiful house,’ – she gestured around the first-floor drawing room that glowed with the careful certainty of its own perfection – ‘Elveden. Your societies and causes and distressed mothers. It’s all much too … well, healthy and happy. There’s nothing interesting there. Nothing to capture the imagination. And men are creatures of imagination.’


‘What do you know of men? You barely have more experience of the world than I do, for all that you carry on as though you had knocked about forever. Less, even,’ Honor said smartly, ‘for I have several seasons more than you.’


‘Ah, but I had a year in Paris.’


‘To learn French. Staying with a family of merchants so respectable they never let you out without some mademoiselle in tow. I know, because I visited you.’


‘And yet I know plenty,’ Doris said. ‘More than you ever will, I suspect. It’s from being on the make. No, don’t—’ She put a hand up to silence Honor. ‘We both know I am. And that’s perfectly alright. But it means I must spend longer thinking about what people really want and mean and puzzling out the little tricks of their personalities. Men are so much simpler than women, but women somehow never see that.’


‘I do not at all know what you mean. But you think a hopeless love affair would help me to be less happy, and therefore I will take better?’ Honor laughed, but she hoped Lady Iveagh wouldn’t choose that moment to come back into the drawing room.


‘Oh yes.’ Doris opened her black eyes so wide they almost swallowed her entire face. ‘It would show that you are human, after all. And that you have … you know, that side to you, as well as the capable, managing side. Plus,’ she looked sly for a moment, ‘it would get you away from your mother.’


‘But I don’t want to be away from her.’


‘I know that, but must the whole world? What man falls in love with a girl who is always attached to her mother, and in such perfect harmony that there is no room for anyone else between them? No, it’s simply not appealing … But a love affair, especially one that can never be – that will take the hearty sheen off you. Now, I wonder …’ She looked at Honor for a long moment, then, ‘Yes. I have it. Duff.’


‘Duff?’


‘Your cousin Maureen’s Duff. Nothing could be more perfect. So impossible. So tragic. So perfect in every way. And he is so very …’


‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ Honor snapped, face flushing brick red. ‘That’s the silliest idea I’ve heard. Anyway, why don’t you organise your own love affair?’


‘Oh it’s not the same for me,’ Doris said.


‘Why isn’t it?’


‘Well, first of all, I don’t need to add hints of tragedy.’ She smiled. ‘My cheekbones do that for me.’


‘You do look positively ghastly,’ Honor said enviously.


‘Yes, isn’t it lucky? Now, second, I’m not the daughter of an earl. Not to mention the hint of something foreign … It wouldn’t have the same effect at all if I did it. What would be interesting in you would be simply déclassé in me. No, I must remain perfectly virtuous and without even a whiff of scandal, and then I may marry well. And then, well, then I can have as many love affairs as I like.’


‘Absurd,’ Honor said vigorously. ‘I won’t listen to another word of it.’


‘So, Duff …?’


‘Stop, Doris. Anyway, shouldn’t you be getting back to poor Mrs Benton?’ Mrs Benton was a respectable widow with a house on Curzon Street where Doris lived. It was an arrangement that meant her own mother, who hated London, didn’t have to accompany Doris through the season. ‘Thank God she hates London,’ Doris liked to say, ‘because certainly London would hate her.’ Honor disliked it when she talked like that.


‘Oh very well.’ Doris pouted. ‘Only don’t blame me if we are still here a year from now, and you still have had no offers. Now, are you going to the Chadwicks’ this evening? I have a new way of doing my hair …’


Honor tuned her out and, when Lady Iveagh put her head around the door some minutes later and said they must be off, she rose obediently and submitted to being kissed goodbye by Doris. She found the kissing exaggerated, given that they were to meet again in a few hours, but to say so would only have made Doris wrinkle up her nose and smirk at her. Doris knew very well Honor disliked such demonstrations. That didn’t stop her.









Chapter Three


‘Curzon Street, please,’ Doris said, tapping the glass twice with a gloved hand to show the cabbie she was ready to go.


As the taxi drove away from Grosvenor Place, she turned to look out the back window at Honor and Lady Iveagh getting into a long silver motorcar that waited at the bottom of the front steps. The street was empty and she watched them until her taxi turned onto Hyde Park Corner. Then she turned to the front again and ignored the cabbie, who showed signs of wanting to chat. She stroked Mimi’s smooth head and let the dog worry the seams of her leather gloves. Mimi seemed to think they were living creatures still, to be fought and subdued.


It was obvious to anyone who looked that Honor had a crush on Duff, Doris thought. But then, she doubted anyone except herself much looked. Lady Iveagh, for all her bounty, thought mostly about herself and her own projects. It would simply never occur to her that Honor might fall in love where she shouldn’t. And no one else cared enough.


But it was also obvious that it wasn’t Duff himself who she was in love with, so much as the idea of being in love. It was the idea of romance that drew Honor. Ideally romance for someone she couldn’t possibly marry. How unfair, she thought, that someone who looked so unromantic – solid, sensible, rather plain – should be the type to yearn secretly, while she, Doris, apparently perfectly made up for romantic yearning, should be so very matter-of-fact. Or maybe not unfair. Maybe very fair. If she wasn’t matter-of-fact about her prospects, if she allowed herself to be dazzled by romance, she would never be able to arrange her life the way she needed to.


Anyway, Duff was an entirely safe crush. A luxury, Doris thought, permissible only to girls like Honor who had everything stacked in favour of their marriages so that it was only a matter of time, for all that Honor seemed chagrined by her lack of popularity.


‘It doesn’t matter,’ Doris had tried to tell her, ‘you are not the kind to be flavour of the season. It’s all long term with you.’ But Honor didn’t understand. She took terribly to heart the balls where she wasn’t asked to dance as often as other girls. She had withdrawn into herself since school, finding the larger stage of London society harder to manage than the easy routine of Miss Potts’.


Honor was much too nice to be jealous, but she clearly couldn’t help comparing the way Doris was greeted with her own reception – ‘I am as invisible as though made of a pane of glass; something to look through, not at,’ she would say.


‘You’re wrong,’ Doris tried to say. But all Honor could see were the throngs of young men who sought Doris everywhere she went, who vied to fetch her champagne, cocktails, her fur; who bought gifts for Mimi because they couldn’t properly buy for Doris herself, so that the dog had an absurd selection of jewelled collars and trinkets to wear around its neck.


‘If it wasn’t for you, I wouldn’t have a soul to talk to at these things.’


‘You would have your cousins …’


‘Who despise me.’


‘… and anyone else lucky enough to discover how nice you are.’


Honor had said she was grateful, but the truth was that Doris needed Honor far more than Honor needed her, although she couldn’t see that. So assured was her position, she was barely aware of it; saw not the advantages of money and name, only the drawbacks of a lack of beauty and whatever it was that made girls like Doris so popular.


The taxi drew to a halt outside Mrs Benton’s and Doris let herself in with her key. The hall was quiet and dim, spotlessly clean but somehow withdrawn, with that feeling places get when they are forever used by different people – as though hesitant to be any more than impersonal. I’m not for you, it seemed to say in the steady beat of the grandfather clock that stood under the stairs and in the fuzzy thump of a bluebottle that beat at the half-moon-shaped pane of glass above the front door. You are not ours.


She went to her set of rooms on the first floor – a bedroom, bathroom, dressing room and sitting room – where she had lived for the last year. She poured water from a jug into Mimi’s enamel bowl, and began to look out her clothes for the evening. Her father had offered to send her maid with her but Doris had refused. The idea of being responsible for someone else, alone and new in London, was too much. As long as she had a generous allowance for clothes and regular visits to the hairdresser, she said, she could manage. She had learned to do her hair in Paris, and had practised enough in the time she had lived at home in Dorset, where there had been little else to do.


The rooms were lavish and comfortable, and Mrs Benton was respectable and rather jolly, but even so, Doris’ arrangements meant she was considered odd. The fact that no one ‘knew’ her family made her odder again. Perhaps, she thought, she should let her mother come to London after all? They could take a house and her mother could come about with her. But that would be worse. Because then her background would no longer be mysterious. It would be known.


Her mother’s accent would invite speculation. Her English was perfect, but it was too perfect. Her manners, though faultless, were not English manners. Esther spoke too directly. She refused to stay within the parameters drawn by polite society, asking abrupt questions because she wanted to know the answers, and not because she was playing an endless elaborate game of verbal hide-and-seek. There would be conjecture, questions, and finally some approximation of the truth. And the truth was sadly banal. Esther was a factory-owner’s daughter from outside Berlin. She was German, Jewish; kind, thoughtful, intelligent. Since coming to England, she had tried conscientiously to be English. She went to church on Sundays and on feast days. Her four children had generous christenings and confirmations, just like the children of the surrounding villages. There were no oddly shaped candlesticks, no sign at all of the faith of her childhood. In fact, Doris thought, it was her very ordinariness that would deaden Doris’ charm so completely.


No, much better to allow silence and emptiness to breed feverish mysteries, she thought: that Doris was the ill-gotten daughter of a duke; an orphan with no family but plenty of money; she had been married at 16 to a French count who then died, leaving her to reinvent herself – all these lurid explanations she had heard whispered, and more. And each time she only smiled and remained silent.


It wasn’t that the truth of her background was hard to find, she thought, checking the time on the tiny travelling clock that had been a present from her father. A few questions in the right places and anyone who cared to could have known all about her: her father had gone to Germany as a young man, to learn more about his business – the quarrying and shipping of Portland stone. He had gone to study the ways of a successful factory owner, and chance brought him to Esther’s father. Once there, he liked to say, he had got more – ‘a great deal more’ – than he’d bargained for. This he would say while reaching for one of Esther’s hands, or, if he was holding that hand already, squeezing it even more tightly. ‘It’s a pity you look nothing like her,’ he would say affectionately to Doris – who had her English grandmother’s black hair and pale, pale skin rather than her mother’s dark-blonde hair, brown eyes and skin that grew warm and brown in the summer.


‘I think I am well enough,’ Doris would answer with a laugh.


But no one looked, because everyone in society was as fond of the possibilities of deception as she herself was. It didn’t suit the young men who fell in love with her, or the girls who wanted to be her friends, nor the hostesses who needed her for their parties, to know much more.


Only Honor knew the reality – and even then only what Doris had told of it. She had never been to the large, comfortable, ugly house outside Weymouth in Dorset, although they had talked of it. Easier, Doris had always thought, for her to visit Grosvenor Place or Elveden, wherever Honor spent the school holidays.


Honor believed Esther to be an invalid, or at least ‘often unwell’ because that was simpler for Doris than trying to explain that she was ashamed of her. Honor – so devoted to Lady Iveagh, so proud of that abrupt and forthright woman – would not have been able to imagine such a thing, and would have thought less of Doris. And Doris could not have explained that the shame she felt was confused – belonging as much with her friends and this giddy life she had chosen that she did not want her mother to see, as it did with her mother. She knew what her mother would say – the look that would cross her face – if she was to observe the way Doris spent her days and nights. And how she herself would feel at this proof of her mother’s quiet disapproval. And so she made sure that didn’t happen. She kept the two sides of her life far from one another.


As a child she had been all too aware of the way her mother hovered ever outside the circle. There had been a time that Doris had balled her fists tightly and choked down angry, cutting words, when she’d seen the subtle way her mother was first given a place, and then kept in it. The raised eyebrows and sly smiles as her mother unpacked a sponge cake layered with gooseberry jam at the village fair.


‘Why don’t you keep that delicious-looking cake and bring it home for your own tea?’ one of the ladies had asked.


‘But I made it for this and we don’t need it at home.’


‘I’m sure it’s perfectly marvellous, but perhaps not for today.’ The lady was firm. Doris, ever quick, had understood immediately: They didn’t want her mother’s cake. But she had also understood – known instinctively – that a sponge could not possibly be spread with gooseberry jam. She had felt a cold feeling inside, a kind of icy knot, as if she had swallowed snow, and realised that these women were discreetly mocking her mother. That they refused to allow her to stop being an outsider, even after ten years of marriage to an Englishman and the complete adoption of an English life.


‘Why do you put up with it?’ she had asked her mother as they’d walked home afterwards, the cake boxed up between them.


‘Put up with what?’


‘Do you really not see?’


‘I see that they have funny ideas about jam.’ Her mother had sounded amused. ‘And terrible ideas about cake, but more than that, no. What else is there to see?’ And Doris had said nothing, but ever after, she had hated charitable organisations, organisations of any kind, really, that brought women together and gave them tiny scraps of authority to fight over – the best marmalade, the biggest marrow, the most money raised for the poor of the village.


She swore then that one day she herself would be the point around which such circles turned. That she would be so densely meshed within it that to look sideways at her would be to look sideways at themselves. It was why she’d stayed at Miss Potts’, even when she’d realised – as she quickly had – what a poor bit of a school it was really. Because she had realised that learning things such as geography and simple arithmetic weren’t the point – the point was to be surrounded by English girls, girls who had never for one second thought of being anything else, nor wondered what exactly it meant, this being English. They knew it as deeply as they knew when they were hungry, when tired. And Doris knew she could learn it from them, learn it better than even they knew it. And then luck had brought her Honor, and she had immediately understood that here, in this large, kind, untroubled girl with her kind, unworldly parents, was her chance. Later again she had understood it wasn’t luck, but fate; because Honor was the dearest person to her.


Doris heard quick footsteps coming up the front stairs – Mabel. They came along the corridor, muffled by the thin rug that ran the length of the wooden floor. Mabel went to secretarial school. Her people were from somewhere in Hampshire and she lived in just two rooms, small ones, at the far end of the house. She was quiet and kept very different hours to Doris but she was friendly when they met and Doris was impressed by her diligence, even a little envious of her narrow sense of purpose. Sometimes they took tea together. Doris liked to invite her along to her sitting room, knowing it was warmer, with a bigger fireplace, than Mabel’s bedroom.


Doris went to her room now and tapped briskly at the door. ‘Come and have a cigarette with me. It’ll be warmer than downstairs,’ she said, standing in the doorway. ‘And anyway, Mrs Benton isn’t home, so you’d be all alone. You can tell me everything that happened last night.’


Mabel took her dinner at Mrs Benton’s every evening, unlike Doris who was almost always out, and therefore could be relied on to know the latest in the discreet war waged between Mrs Benton and the retired teacher, Miss Wilkes, who lived on the ground floor. With much gentle sighing and protestations of concern for one another, these two ladies battled over everything – the merits of The Times as opposed to the Daily Telegraph, of ginger tea over peppermint tea, Brighton or Scarborough – always shored up by a host of relatives no one knew, always male, or at least deriving ultimate authority from men: ‘My nephew takes The Times and he is a bank manager’; ‘My sister swears by peppermint tea and says nothing is so good for indigestion, and she is married these 30 years to a doctor.’


Doris, on the few occasions she was present, found herself silently cheering on first one, then the other, depending on who brought more ingenuity to their soft duplicity. ‘Well,’ she said, when she and Mabel were both sitting, feet up on a large, over-stuffed ottoman, ‘what was last night?’


‘Bicarbonate of soda or cornflour for the leavening of scones. Miss Wilkes has a cousin who swears by cornflour, and won several times at the parish fair.’


‘Victory?’


‘Oh no,’ Mabel laughed, ‘for Mrs Benton’s mother always used bicarbonate of soda, and she had the recipe from the pastry chef at Claridge’s himself.’ They laughed and Mabel described the dictation she had taken that day, the mistakes she had made at typing and a new way she had learned for filing. She spoke quickly, eagerly, as though she wanted to get her day straight in her head, the better to understand it.


‘I am to go forward for a post,’ she said then, trying – failing, Doris thought – to sound casual.


‘What sort of post? A job?’


‘Not exactly. A sort of apprenticeship, but where I will be trained in, and then, if I am satisfactory, I will be offered a job at the end of the training. It’s how they do it these days.’ She sounded proud to know how things were done.


‘And will you be satisfactory?’ Doris asked, teasing.


‘I should think so,’ Mabel said. ‘I am the quickest at typing and dictation in my group.’ She answered seriously, as though Doris had asked an important question, so that Doris felt bad for the teasing.


‘You will be more than satisfactory, I’m certain of it.’


‘What about you?’ Mabel asked then, taking a last deep drag of her cigarette. She smoked without a cigarette holder, and always as far down to the end of the cigarette as she could, so that her fingers were faintly yellow at the tips and her thin brown hair smelt of smoke. It was, Doris knew, because she didn’t have much money and must make every penny she had go its furthest. ‘What have you been getting up to?’ She liked listening to Doris’ stories of parties and nightclubs, but always, Doris thought, a little as though she was humouring a child. She couldn’t seem to understand that there was as much reality to Doris’ stories as there was to her own.


Doris didn’t want to talk to her about Dorset. She liked Mabel, but they were not, she thought, exactly friends. Instead she described a fancy dress party where the theme had been to recreate one’s own christening photo, and where even the men therefore had appeared in long frilly white gowns and bonnets so that they all tripped over their dresses all evening, falling in and out of one another’s arms. Mabel laughed politely. It did sound a bit silly. ‘Never mind that,’ Doris said, ‘tell me what’s been in the newspapers?’ Part of Mabel’s training was to read The Times every day and learn to summarise it. She began to recite now: more bad news. Men unemployed, families without homes, children with TB.


Doris leaned back and blew smoke. She watched a run in one of Mabel’s stockings climb gradually up her leg towards the hem of her hairy tweed skirt. It was so different to her talks with Honor, to the grandeur of Grosvenor Place and the intensity of the parties and balls she attended, but it was restful too, and after her weeks in Dorset, she needed that before the return to society tonight.









Chapter Four


As she and Lady Iveagh motored back from Earl’s Court, Honor wondered what Doris had been about to say about Duff, before she had interrupted. ‘And he is so very …’ So very what? And did it have to do with the way Honor felt when Duff looked at her – which was the same way she felt when she got into her bath after a hard day’s riding; a sort of luxurious slump? A letting go of everything, so that you tumbled gratefully down. Almost, she wished she had allowed Doris to continue, to see what would have come next. But only almost. Maureen’s wedding was a month past, and the couple long departed for India and Burma on honeymoon. For one moment, Honor allowed herself to think about what it would be like, to be leaving the country with a series of beautifully packed trunks, going away, alone, with the man who was her new husband. She thought of the intimacy of steamer cabins, the warmth of lamplight in small spaces, the way the fringes of a shade might tremble and dance as the ship juddered and tossed, and how small a bunk must be when two were in it. She thought of the way Duff looked at Maureen, and what such a look might be like when it was so close to you that you were touching. She blushed, and turned her face away to stare out at the darkening streets.


It had been a poor summer and the sun, defeated by a day of on-and-off rain, had given up and was sinking behind the grey stone buildings ranged on either side of the slow-moving motorcar.


Lady Iveagh liked a stately pace. Almost, Honor thought with a sudden laugh, as though the motorcar must be considered the way a horse would be, were they travelling by carriage as they sometimes still did at Elveden. Something to be nursed along, saved from too much exertion. Like the pennies that must be saved wherever possible, regardless of the vast fortune that lay so heavy behind everything, that Honor fancied she could almost hear it breathing whenever the house in Grosvenor Place was quiet.


‘We must see what can be done about rehousing the Heckfield Place families.’ Lady Iveagh interrupted her thoughts. ‘Those children will not survive another winter in there. The walls are running wet with damp and when they are all packed into one room together, it is impossible to prevent the spread of infection. I will see what can be done.’


And she would, Honor knew. Would telephone men she knew, men who were as much in awe of her energy and determination as her daughter and husband were. These men would do what they could – never very much, but they would try – because to refuse Lady Iveagh anything was simply to invite repeated conversations and new approaches to the same subject until they gave in. The Earl’s Court slums weren’t even her constituency. There was, really, no reason why she should concern herself. And yet she did. And because she did, others must.


‘How can you bear it?’ Doris had asked, the one time Honor had persuaded her to accompany them.


‘What do you mean?’


‘Those children with their great staring eyes and thin little chests. The mothers, filthy and empty and exhausted by bitterness.


‘But they must be helped.’


‘Not by me. I never want to see them again, and to forget their very existence as quickly as I can.’ Doris, who usually drawled everything in her husky voice, spoke quick and sharp, her words landing like the hooves of a trotting pony on cobblestones. ‘Honestly, Honor, how can you? Already, I know I shall find it almost impossible to get them out of my mind. To forget those dreadful faces. Do they not haunt you?’ She had watched Honor out of the corner of one eye, fidgeting with the buttons of her gloves to distract from how closely she observed.


No, Honor had to admit. They didn’t.


‘I wondered …’ was all Doris said.


‘After all, what is the good of being haunted?’ Honor had asked calmly. ‘They need practical assistance, not sympathy, is what Mamma says. And so that is what we give.’


‘Of course,’ Doris murmured, squinting close at a frayed thread on the sewing of a button.


‘You sound … disapproving?’


‘No. Not at all. Only …’


‘Only what?’


‘We are very different, you and I.’


‘Are you about to be rude and tell me again how dowdy I am?’ Honor had asked cheerfully.


‘No. I mean, you are.’ Doris smiled. ‘But you have an energy … It makes you rather …’


‘Hard?’


‘Yes, but effective too. I almost envy you.’


‘You do?’


‘Only for that.’ And Doris smiled again. Not the small, vague smile she gave in society – the one that said she was hardly listening and couldn’t be expected to show any real interest – but the broad grin that she kept for a very few.


‘I thought we would go to Italy for November,’ Lady Iveagh said then, interrupting Honor’s thoughts. She had, of course, moved from thinking about the slums to thinking about something entirely different. ‘And then Elveden for Christmas. I wonder who we might ask to join us …’ Her mother’s restlessness meant that, as well as moving around often – from London, to Elveden, to Pyrford Manor, abroad to Italy – there was always talking and planning for moving to be done. It was, Honor sometimes thought, like being caught inside a snow globe such as the one that sat in the nursery at Elveden; caught up and vigorously shaken by an unseen hand. She looked again out of the motor window, watching the sun slip without protest into the pale flat grey of the evening sky, swallowed up as surely as a fly falling into milk.









Chapter Five


It was a party like so many other parties, Honor thought, watching the flow of people up the front steps of the house on Cadogan Square, through the marble-floored hall and on into the ballroom. She stood at the top of the stairs looking down. Behind her, the powder room was full of girls stowing wraps and furs, peering into the speckled mirror and twitching at their hair.


Honor could hear snatches of conversation: ‘… better like this?’; ‘… Mother got it in Paris for herself but it wasn’t her style so lucky me …’; ‘He said he would be sure to be here, but I don’t care a bit whether he comes or not.’ This was said by a girl with tight blonde curls arranged about her face like frills and a small disappointed mouth. She tossed her head as she spoke so the frills wobbled, and the dark girl with her looked admiringly on. The blonde girl threw her fur coat carelessly down on an armchair then so that it slipped and would have fallen to the floor had the dark girl not caught it and set it to rights upon the mound of other coats. The blonde girl bumped Honor as she went past, and didn’t apologise. Honor watched her walk down the broad stairs with their river of red carpet down the centre; like a tongue, she thought. The girl moved awkwardly, something with her hip, Honor thought. She wondered was it that that made the girl spiteful, and if so, was that sufficient reason.


‘You look glum.’ Cousin Oonagh appeared beside her, face powdered so pale that her eyes stood out like the headlamps of a car on a foggy night. She wore a silvery dress that was stretched a little tight across the middle and under the powder there were violet shadows under her eyes. Honor wore white – Lady Iveagh thought it fitting, even though they both knew it didn’t much suit her.


‘So do you,’ Honor said, truthfully.


‘Not glum. Rather fagged, though.’ Oonagh leaned heavily on the banister beside her.


‘Baby Gay?’


‘Yes. Such a darling. But you know babies …’ Then she looked guilty suddenly. ‘I mean … you will know babies.’ She squeezed Honor’s arm. ‘They are no end of trouble. Why, I swear I do nothing these days that isn’t taking care of him. For I am determined to do it myself, with only Nanny to help me.’ Oonagh looked at her in triumph then, as though challenging Honor not to be amazed. Honor thought of the women in the Heckfield Place slums, the weary way they managed two and three babies, helped only by an older child, a child never as old as their face would have them.


‘Have you heard from Maureen?’ she asked, to change the subject.


‘Only a postcard from Port Said that said she missed no one.’ Oonagh laughed. ‘I don’t know why she bothered to send that. As if we didn’t know.’ Then, ‘Coming down?’


‘In a moment.’ Honor watched Oonagh descend, saw the way she straightened her shoulders and tilted her chin in the air as she went. Saw too how those people still gathered at the bottom of the stairs turned to watch her walk down, and stayed watching. In her silver dress with her silver-blonde hair, and despite the violet shadows and tightness around the middle, she was, Honor thought, like something glorious and mechanical – one of Uncle Ernest’s clever toys – made flesh. As she reached the bottom, a footman moved forward with a tray of glasses and Oonagh caught one up. A man offered her a cigarette and another his arm so that she entered the ballroom as part of a procession, hailed and heralded on all sides.


Honor followed her down then, treading the same stairs, reaching the same marble floor at the bottom, her heels making the same clicking sound as she crossed it, though heavier. But the footman with the tray of glasses wasn’t looking her way and didn’t spring forward. No man offered her a cigarette, an arm, and she entered the ballroom alone.


Inside was a roar of noise as though, she thought, she stood in the mouth of a waterfall. Mrs Chadwick, whose party it was, smiled over at her and made a gesture of apology. The man beside her was saying something in her ear that appeared urgent, and Mrs Chadwick let him carry on talking, signalling regret to Honor with her eyebrows even as she nodded at the man’s words.


Honor smiled. She squared her shoulders and went to look for someone to talk to. If she found someone now, quickly, she thought, she would be okay. It was the times she didn’t – times she sank too far into not talking – that were the problem. The more she thought about it, the harder it would be. She looked around, a bright smile fixed to her face, trying to catch a sympathetic eye. No one returned her gaze.


The room was cold. As though the process of heating it had begun too late. Lady Iveagh, when they entertained on that scale, began early, lighting fires and oil heaters in the big rooms days in advance. ‘Nothing worse than people who are cold,’ she would say. ‘Being cold makes everyone spiteful and cynical. Useful in politicians, perhaps, but not at all good for a party.’


Maybe, Honor thought, it was the room’s fault, not hers. She looked up. Above her, a dusty chandelier cast a reluctant light. The walls, where they met the ceiling, were bare of the pale green wallpaper and painted panels that covered the lower half. In one corner she saw a blooming stain, probably damp, she decided. There were thick cobwebs, and places where the paint was flaking. She dropped her eyes. So many rooms looked like that now, since the crash a year before that had snatched so much money from the country that what was left had to work hard, too hard, to spread around.


All about her, busy groups stood at an angle to each other, that they might lean forward to enter a conversation, then back so as to keep an eye on who came and went. A woman in a deep purple dress close to Honor was complaining that it had been a ‘dreadful season’, and Honor listened, wondering what kind of season she meant. If it was agricultural, Honor thought, why, then she could contribute. Thanks to her father and his endless schemes for the drainage of farmland at Elveden, she knew plenty on that topic. But a man beside the purple lady, who had a face so white it looked powdered – surely it couldn’t be? – and a cigarette in an absurdly long ivory holder, interjected, ‘All anyone ever talks about any more is money. Who has it. Mostly, who doesn’t.’ He shuddered. ‘And how quick everyone is to say they haven’t a penny.’ He sounded peevish. ‘Even when one knows well they don’t mean it and only hope to avoid notice.’


‘Yes,’ the woman in purple agreed. ‘Why, I was at dinner with the Bessboroughs the other night. Only five courses, when one knows very well they could feed armies and never even notice.’


Honor stifled a laugh, trying to imagine the looks on their faces had she interjected something about the dairy herd at Elveden.


Beyond the pale man and purple woman, Oonagh was talking animatedly to Aileen, who must be on a visit from Dublin. She leaned against a small table, looking slender and elegant in buttercup yellow silk so that, with Oonagh beside her, they were like the sun and the moon. Honor wondered had they done it deliberately. It was, she thought, entirely possible. They must be taking advantage of Maureen’s absence, she thought with an inner giggle. Maureen would never allow them to be sun and moon; she would need to eclipse them both.


She wondered for a moment what it must be like to have a sister close in age. Patsy and Brigid, only two years apart, would have one another, but both were too young to be companions to Honor. And Lump, darling Lump, was soon to go up to Cambridge, and anyway a boy, and anyway not given to conversation. Or not with her.


She sighed.


Conversation.


So much came down to that. She remembered the agonised silences of her childhood, when to speak had seemed an effort too great to make. It wasn’t that she was shy, so much as slow. Her tongue had felt thick and clumsy, unable to form words fast enough to keep those around her interested. The weight of these unspoken words lay upon her, like the nights she woke, twisted into the heavy feather bolster so that she couldn’t untangle herself, panic rising up inside her as she fought to free herself from the clogging knot of covers. Speech seemed to be something that had to happen quickly, like a light rain falling swiftly, or the person in front of one would simply move on, bored, and tell others that you were ‘frightfully quiet’. Nothing, her mother warned her, alarmed a young man more than a girl who was ‘frightfully quiet’.


She had learned to have conversations in company; pleasant enough, but still she preferred those that happened between two or three people, seated, dedicated to talk, whether that was about politics, literature, even fashion. Parties, where there were so many competing conversations that one’s own must sparkle and bid for attention, still unnerved her. Because if one’s efforts failed – fell flat – they would be allowed no time to recover, but hastened to a stuttering finish by the bored, flickering eyes of the person in front of one.


She sighed and threw back her shoulders, dipping behind the group with the purple woman and joined Aileen and Oonagh at the same time as their friend Baby Jungman, whom Honor found as silly and incomprehensible as though she spoke a different language.


‘Darlings!’ Baby kissed them all extravagantly. ‘Too delightful!’ she exclaimed as though the meeting were entirely unexpected. ‘Why do we come to these simply frightful parties?’ She said it loudly, looking around, hoping, Honor was sure, that she would be overheard. An older man close by gave her an appalled look and turned his back. Baby smirked. ‘Did you ever see such a collection of old stiffs?’ she asked.


Oonagh laughed. ‘Better be careful what you say. Aileen has come all the way from Dublin and will be frightfully cross if she thinks she’s at the wrong party.’


‘They’re all the wrong parties these days, aren’t they?’ Baby said, twinkling reassuringly at Aileen.


‘What would be the right party?’ Honor asked.


‘Honor!’ Baby said, surprised. ‘I didn’t know you were here.’


‘But you just said hullo to me,’ Honor said, then wished she hadn’t.


‘No,’ Baby insisted. ‘Wasn’t me. Someone else perhaps, not me. I couldn’t be more astonished to see you.’


‘But …’


‘I wouldn’t bother,’ Aileen murmured kindly.


‘I think it’s a jolly nice party,’ Honor persisted. She didn’t, but the need to correct Baby’s flow of foolishness was too strong for her to ignore.


‘Of course you do.’ Baby beamed at her so that Honor didn’t know was she being commended or insulted.


Mrs Chadwick swooped on her then: ‘Honor, I’ve been looking everywhere for you. Come – I have a divine chap I want you to meet.’ And then, in an undertone as she led Honor away, ‘I promised your mother …’


Behind them, Baby’s voice, piping like a child, followed. ‘You must be so pleased, Oonagh, and Aileen, to be married,’ she said. ‘Such a relief not to have to meet any more “divine chaps”. Who always turn out to be frightful.’


Honor turned to look at her but Baby was busy lighting a cigarette and didn’t look up. Oonagh and Aileen carefully studied a painting on the wall behind them.


In any case, Baby was right, Honor thought, half an hour later. The ‘divine chap’ was, not frightful, she thought conscientiously, but very dull. Or maybe he caught dullness from her. In any case, they were dull together and soon he said he would go and get her a drink, that she must be parched.


Honor didn’t expect him to come back – they never did – but thought she’d better at least give him a chance and so she waited, then went to look for him, and found him, talking to Baby. As she was about to force herself forward, to say something gay that would show how little she minded about the drink, she heard him saying in a complaining tone, ‘… like wallpaper, she fades into the background.’


‘More like blotting paper, with that complexion,’ Baby responded. Of course, they could have been talking about anyone, she told herself as she slipped quietly back to the small room off the main ballroom. It was foolish and self-centred to assume they were talking about her. But still, she couldn’t go out. Not yet.


She sat on a window seat, half-hidden by a heavy pale blue satin curtain, and, taking off her glove, pressed her bare hand against the cool window panes and then to her face, to try to transport some of the chill to her hot cheeks. The sound of the party had retreated, no more now than the steady roar of a waterfall or crash of a sea wave. After a while she looked out, through the chink in the curtains. The room was a place the men – one of them Mr Churchill, whom she knew well; he had, as a child, shared a nanny with her father – had claimed for their own, she saw. A group of them had drawn high-backed chairs up before the fire, and passed a decanter around between them, so that all she saw were hands emerging from the deep wings of the chairs to take the decanter, pour, then pass it on. The hands were old, sometimes gnarled, but capable and strong. Inside the decanter, cradled by the cut glass and kindled by light from the fire, was port that glowed a thick blood red.


The men talked in low voices that rose and fell with the flicker of the fire. She soon realised they were talking about the economic crash, its consequences, and what must happen now. She had heard enough, from her father and mother, to follow. They talked of ‘demand management’ and something called ‘deflation’, which she didn’t understand. She caught names – Keynes and someone called Friedrich Hayek – and there seemed to be disagreement over what needed to be done, but disagreement that was not the sharp kind of personal disagreement she was used to, when her mother wanted to do something that her father didn’t wish for, or when her sisters quarrelled over a doll or book. This was disagreement that moved slowly and measured itself constantly.


Honor wished that she, too, could be part of such discussions. That she could know and understand and have opinions that would be listened to and consulted. She imagined Mr Churchill staring at her with those goggly eyes and saying ‘… do go on, Lady Honor … What you say interests me.’ She giggled at that, at the very idea of it. And gave herself away.


‘There you are!’ Mrs Chadwick twitched violently at the blue satin curtains so that she released a small cloud of dust. Honor watched her be distracted for a moment by a worn and tattered edge of the curtain, before her focus snapped back: ‘I’ve been looking for you.’ She gave Honor an accusing look. ‘I have a delightful fellow who is simply dying to meet you.’


Over her shoulder, Honor saw a young man whose ears stuck out from the side of his head, blushing and casting longing glances back inside the ballroom, now busy and roaring like one of the cattle sales her father took her to. The men around the fire had stopped talking and looked, all of them, in her direction. Waiting for her to go. She got down from the window seat, conscious that she did so without grace, and prepared to follow Mrs Chadwick.


‘How do you do?’ she asked, extending her hand to the young man. The fingers of her white satin gloves were, she saw, grubby. The window seat. She wondered was the back of her dress grubby too. ‘I say,’ she said to the young man, who was still blushing. ‘Help me to find someone, will you?’


They moved through the crowd, which divided smoothly to allow them pass, and Honor thought how different it was to be with a young man – even one whose ears stuck out – than to be alone. She saw Doris at last, seated on a long, low divan upholstered in dull yellow, surrounded by men. She wore a dress of heavy caramel-coloured silk that flowed around her like a swirl of coffee through cream, and lay back as though too exhausted to sit upright. The men around her leaned forward eagerly to catch whatever it was she said.


OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Praise



		About the Author



		Previously by Emily Hourican



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Contents



		Dedication



		Cast of Characters



		A note from the author



		Prologue



		Part One: 1930–1934



		Chapter One



		Chapter Two



		Chapter Three



		Chapter Four



		Chapter Five



		Chapter Six



		Chapter Seven



		Chapter Eight



		Chapter Nine



		Chapter Ten



		Chapter Eleven



		Chapter Twelve



		Chapter Thirteen



		Chapter Fourteen



		Chapter Fifteen



		Chapter Sixteen



		Chapter Seventeen



		Chapter Eighteen



		Chapter Nineteen



		Chapter Twenty



		Chapter Twenty-One



		Chapter Twenty-Two



		Chapter Twenty-Three



		Chapter Twenty-Four



		Chapter Twenty-Five



		Chapter Twenty-Six









		Part Two: 1935



		Chapter Twenty-Seven



		Chapter Twenty-Eight



		Chapter Twenty-Nine



		Chapter Thirty



		Chapter Thirty-One



		Chapter Thirty-Two



		Chapter Thirty-Three



		Chapter Thirty-Four



		Chapter Thirty-Five



		Chapter Thirty-Six



		Chapter Thirty-Seven



		Chapter Thirty-Eight



		Chapter Thirty-Nine



		Chapter Forty



		Chapter Forty-One



		Chapter Forty-Two



		Chapter Forty-Three









		Part Three: 1936



		Chapter Forty-Four



		Chapter Forty-Five



		Chapter Forty-Six



		Chapter Forty-Seven



		Chapter Forty-Eight



		Chapter Forty-Nine



		Chapter Fifty



		Chapter Fifty-One









		Epilogue



		Afterword



		Acknowledgements



		Bibliography













		Cover



		Table of Contents









OEBPS/images/title.jpg
EMILY
HOURICAN

22
OTHER
GUINNESS

GIRL
A QUESTION
OF HONOR

A Novel

HACHETTE
BOOKS
IRELAND





OEBPS/images/9781399707985.jpg
[ C
| \ S
/ v o T |
§ / A
7 3
(//y !

OTHER

UINNESS
GIRL
A QUESTION
OF HONOR
T G






