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A note from the author

This is a novel, not a history book. The characters are based on real people, but they are my imagined versions of these people. I have spent many years researching the Guinness sisters and family for The Glorious Guinness Girls and now The Guinness Girls: A Hint of Scandal. During this time I feel I have come to know these women. Because of that, for this novel I wanted to view each of them up close, rather than through the eyes of a single external narrator. The novel is built on real life events and people, (apart from Kathleen and her story), but my hope is that through my imagination and my interpretation of those events, I convey a sense of the girls’ inner lives and go some way to bringing these three fascinating and enigmatic women to life.




Prologue

17 Grosvenor Place, London, 2 July 1930

‘She won’t come in, will she?’ Oonagh looked nervously towards the door as though her mother Cloé might at any moment appear.

‘Lord, no,’ Maureen said. ‘She never comes to this part of the house at all any more. Not since you two married.’ She stretched out on her bed, the smooth pink of the satin counterpane bunching under her as she moved. One arm was bent under her head, the other waving an ivory cigarette holder lazily through the air in time to the music from the gramophone. Smoke from her cigarette zigzagged clumsily, then settled into a thick blue cloud around her.

‘Stop jigging,’ Aileen called sharply, from where she was propped against the headboard. ‘You’ll make me spill my drink.’

‘How sad that sounds, Maureen. You must have missed us,’ Oonagh said. ‘You should have said.’ She leaned forward in the armchair where she sat, feet drawn up under her, as though she might pat Maureen’s head or hand, whichever bit of her she could reach.

‘Not a bit,’ Maureen insisted, twisting so she was out of Oonagh’s reach and grinning at her. ‘It was perfectly heavenly not having you two around.’

‘All the more of Mamma to yourself,’ Aileen said, which made Maureen laugh so loudly that Oonagh whipped her head around to stare at the door again.

‘Oonagh, do stop behaving like a frightened mouse,’ Maureen said. ‘I tell you, she won’t come in.’

‘I believe you’re still frightened of her, Oonagh,’ Aileen said.

‘Not frightened,’ Oonagh said, ‘not exactly. But you know . . .’

‘I do,’ Aileen said, pushing herself further up the headboard so that she sat straight. ‘You think being married will mean you’re suddenly frightfully grown-up, and won’t mind about her at all. That you’ll leave home and leave all that behind. And then you find that doesn’t happen exactly as you thought it might. That she still stares at you as though you’re a – a marrow in a guess-the-weight game.’ They all laughed. ‘And you find that it’s just as bad as it ever used to be, being stared at so,’ Aileen finished, fidgeting morosely with a diamond-drop earring.

There was a silence then, except for Fats Waller’s ‘Ain’t Misbehavin’’ drifting from the gramophone.

‘I remember when I was a child—’ Oonagh said.

‘You’re scarcely more than a child now,’ Maureen interrupted, ‘for all that you have a husband and a baby.’

‘Well, I remember how I used to hold my breath when she looked at me like that, and I wouldn’t be able to breathe again until she’d gone away. Like a fieldmouse under the eye of a hunting hawk – as though her eyes were pins’ – she stuttered on the word slightly – ‘to hold me in place.’

‘Well, I’m not afraid of her,’ Maureen said. ‘I’m not such a poor little thing as you two.’

‘And sometimes I think the effort of not being afraid is the very thing that has made you as you are,’ Aileen said. ‘Which, if you think about it, is rather the same as if you had been afraid.’

‘Don’t be absurd,’ Maureen said. ‘Oonagh, open a window, will you, before we all choke?’

Oonagh got up and threw wide the large sash window so that the cigarette smoke around Maureen was set writhing and billowing by the breeze. Outside, the sky was the colour of violet ink, the houses of Grosvenor Place and the walls of Buckingham Palace Gardens etched against it as though picked out in black thread. It had been a week of sultry weather, and the city had closed around them like a hot fist. But now a light rain fell and the smell of warm wet pavement rose up from below to mingle with the scent of night flowers from Buckingham Palace Gardens. A motor-car went by somewhere close, a hiss of tyres on damp road.

‘How happy you must be for tomorrow, Maureen,’ Oonagh said, leaning far out of the window to breathe in gulps of the night air. ‘In . . .’ she consulted the tiny gold watch that hung loose around her wrist ‘. . . less than twelve hours, you will be married.’

‘Do you remember the night before your weddings?’ Maureen demanded suddenly.

‘Yes.’ Aileen sat up and made herself another drink from the cocktail tray beside the bed, splashing gin into a glass and topping it up with Indian tonic water. She leaned back and pushed a strand of hair behind her ear.

‘And? What did you feel?’

‘Apprehensive,’ Aileen admitted. ‘As though I’d said yes to a party and suddenly realised I had no idea what kind of party, so I didn’t know what to wear or what to bring.’

‘You, Oonagh?’

‘Relieved. I knew I couldn’t live another week with Mamma in this house. All I could think was that the next day I would never have to sleep here again. And that my life was finally beginning.’

‘I felt that too,’ Aileen said. ‘The life-beginning bit, not never sleeping here again.’

‘Yes, that is a pleasant prospect,’ Maureen said thoughtfully. ‘Never ever having to ask anyone again if I may do something or go somewhere. My own motor-car, my own house, my own money. My own husband.’ She smiled. ‘No one to tell me no or insist I say yes. Instead me being the one to tell them.’

‘But what do you feel? Oonagh asked curiously. ‘Often, one doesn’t know with you, Maureen . . . Always you behave as if you’re so certain of everything. But if you are apprehensive, you can say, you know. Maybe we can reassure you.’

Maureen laughed, a little too much. ‘No, thank you, Oonagh. I don’t need your reassurance. I don’t feel apprehensive in the slightest. I feel like I could burst with excitement.’

‘You would, of course. And if you didn’t, you’d still tell yourself that you did,’ Aileen said, but she said it kindly. ‘I must say, though, I’m surprised it’s taken so long for you to marry. I would have thought you’d be out of the house like a shot, the minute Oonagh came down the aisle of St Margaret’s as Mrs Kindersley. But I suppose you needed time to organise and have a dress made.’

‘Not me,’ Maureen said cheerfully. ‘I’d have married Duff in my underwear, the very day after he asked me.’ Aileen raised the thinly penciled lines of her eyebrows high, and Maureen rolled onto her side, reached down and slapped her sister’s bare arm, a quick stinging slap that caused Aileen to wince. ‘Don’t bother making that boring shocked face because I know very well you aren’t and only do it to seem grand and elegant.’

‘My glass,’ Aileen complained, lifting it high beyond Maureen’s reach.

‘Duff was the one who insisted on waiting,’ Maureen continued, ‘and on doing everything “properly”.’

‘And these days you do everything Duff wants,’ Aileen said crossly, rubbing her arm against the satin counterpane to soothe it.

‘I do,’ Maureen said. ‘Even when he wants to wait and be “correct”, when I’d happily sneak him up here and tip Willis to say nothing to Mamma.’

‘Maureen! You wouldn’t.’

‘I would. I tried, but he refused. Insisted it would be rude to Papa.’

‘And so it would have been,’ Oonagh said.

‘That’s all nonsense,’ Maureen said. ‘Why would Papa possibly care? Aileen, reach over and pour me another drink.’ She waved her empty glass so vigorously that ash from her cigarette fell on the counterpane. She rubbed carelessly at it, leaving a harsh black smear.

‘You can ask if you like,’ Oonagh said.

‘Ask what?’

‘What marriage is like. Don’t you want to?’

‘No,’ Maureen said, ‘because my marriage, to Duff, will be nothing like either of yours.’

‘I see,’ – Aileen was nettled – ‘and what does that mean? What will your marriage be like?’

‘Perfect in every way, of course,’ Maureen said, draining the glass Aileen handed to her, and passing it back. ‘Pour another.’

‘Oh, Maureen,’ Oonagh said. ‘I’m not sure . . .’

‘Oonagh, don’t bother. She won’t listen. You know she won’t. And in any case, maybe we all have to find out for ourselves . . .’ She didn’t finish and they all fell silent for a moment.

‘The air smells so thick, I feel I could fall forward from this window and it would hold me up,’ Oonagh said, leaning further out.

‘Do you remember the doll’s house we had as children?’ Maureen asked suddenly. It had been the size of a tea chest, with a front that opened completely so that Oonagh, always small for her age, had been almost able to creep right inside. A perfect replica of the old house at Glenmaroon, made by one of the estate carpenters, it had been the most-loved thing in the nursery.

‘What about it?’ Aileen asked.

‘You know how I used to hate when you played with it without me?’

‘You hated anyone doing anything without you.’

‘That in particular. It was because of the feeling I got when I opened it and found everything rearranged inside and not the way I’d left it. Flora and Mrs Patterson’s lives’ – those were their dolls – ‘moved around and changed because you’d got there before me and rummaged through.’ She made a face. ‘And I’d have to take everything out, even those tiny brass candlesticks Nanny used to make us polish, and put it all back the way I wanted it.’

‘I remember you doing that,’ Aileen said. ‘I thought you were just being tedious.’

‘It made me feel ill and squirmy here,’ – Maureen put a hand on her stomach – ‘to know that you had changed it all around, that when I’d been imagining it one way, it had already been another.’

‘How strange you are,’ Aileen said.

‘Well, that’s what I feel now,’ Maureen continued, ignoring her. ‘Like you two have got somewhere before me and made it to your liking, not mine. For a time, you know, I didn’t even want to be married because of you two doing it before me.’

‘Maureen, this mania to be first in everything . . .’ Oonagh said. But Maureen ignored her.

‘Then, because of Duff, I changed my mind. And now I’m certain I shall be the best at being married of all of us.’ Aileen and Oonagh exchanged looks and Oonagh started to speak but Aileen interrupted her. ‘Don’t bother,’ she said.

‘Turn the gramophone up,’ Maureen called loudly. ‘I want to dance.’ She leaped off the bed, turned the volume high and began to dance around the room on her bare tiptoes. ‘Oonagh, come and dance with me. And stop looking fearfully at that door . . .’




Part One

1930




Chapter One

Rutland Gate, London

‘Dr Gilliatt says you’re to move about more,’ Kathleen said, marching into Oonagh’s room after the doctor had left. She hauled back the pale green curtains, the colour of lichen that grows on bark, so that the sun came spilling in and nudged at the end of Oonagh’s bed as a dog might, head butting against a leg or arm when it wants something.

‘Kathleen, don’t!’ Oonagh said, putting a hand up to shield her eyes from the brightness. With more light, she became conscious of the stuffiness of the room. A smell that was dense and inhabited – layers of Bois des Îles perfume laid one over another, last night’s fresh scent mingling with an older, sourer memory, and beneath that a tired, fretful odour that reminded her of the bad night just passed. ‘He didn’t say any such thing.’ She struggled to a sitting position, allowing Kathleen, who had a wiry strength, to help her up and settle her against the carved wooden headboard.

‘He did. Only not to you because he knows you won’t listen to him. He said it to me.’

‘Because he knows I’ll listen to you?’ she asked wryly.

‘Indeed.’ Kathleen grinned. And you will, too. I’ll ring for Burton to dress you and then we’ll take a turn about the gardens.’ Her grey eyes allowed no possibility of refusal.

‘Must I?’ Oonagh said. ‘Oh, of course I must, if the doctor says so, but later. I’m so tired.’ She put a hand to her stomach, and winced at a solid blow from within.

‘Wait until the first time you feel it kick,’ her mother Cloé had said many weeks before, when Oonagh had called to the house in Grosvenor Place where she had lived until her marriage to Philip almost a year ago. Cloé had peeled her lips back over her teeth in what was not a smile. ‘Dreadful.’ She shuddered. ‘Quite the oddest feeling . . .’ Oonagh had bent her head low over the tea tray so Cloé wouldn’t see her lips twitch with laughter, and had thought how typical that was of her mother.

But the first movements had taken her by surprise. Gentler than the thudding of her own heart. Apologetic almost, as though the baby didn’t wish to disturb her. And yet strange in ways that made her agitated. Somehow, she had not known that having a baby really meant, well, having it herself.

‘You might have told me it would be like this,’ she’d wailed on the phone to Aileen in Ireland, married a year longer than Oonagh and mother to little Neelia, which was Aileen’s own name spelled backwards, so that Maureen, first hearing it, had rolled her eyes and said, ‘What is it exactly that she hopes to undo with that?’

‘Well, whatever did you think?’ Aileen had snapped. ‘That the maid could do it for you?’ They had giggled a little, before Aileen stopped abruptly and demanded to know ‘the latest’ on Maureen’s wedding plans. ‘If I’m to come over to London, I want at least to know it will be worth it,’ she had said, and Oonagh had been reminded of how Aileen liked always to behave as though she acted from duress and not desire; giving in, not taking part.

Oonagh had got used to the flutterings over the past couple of weeks, and come to feel fond, but even so, much about having a baby discomfited her: Dr Gilliatt’s hands on her bare skin – hands he had carefully warmed in a bowl of water brought by Kathleen from the kitchen, just the way Mrs Taylor, the cook, when making pastry, would put hers in ice water to cool them. The way he moved those hands around, probing with his fingers across her stretched skin, like a blind man reading a face: that was obscene too. She had learned not to ask him anything more than the most basic questions – what must she eat, the date of her delivery – afraid that he would talk to her about what was happening within, and that she would be sickened.

‘If he says “womb”, I shall scream, I know it,’ she had confided to Maureen just days earlier.

Maureen, unmarried, still lived at home in Grosvenor Place, for another couple of months anyway, and with both her sisters gone, was bored enough to visit often. Maureen had retorted, ‘Surely the point of a man like Gilliatt, physician to the royal family, is that he would never say such a thing.’

That morning, Gilliatt had repeated his advice that she not agitate herself. ‘Babies like a quiet mother,’ he had said jovially, patting her hand as though testing the bristles on a brush.

‘Mothers like a quiet baby,’ Oonagh had heard Kathleen murmur beside her, and had giggled.

‘I am so tired,’ she said again. ‘Sit with me for a minute, Kathleen, before Burton comes, and then I promise, I will make the effort. Such a wretched night, you cannot imagine.’

‘I don’t need to,’ Kathleen said. ‘I can hear you very well from upstairs, tossing and turning and sighing.’

‘Do I really sigh?’

‘Yes, loudly too. It’s like sleeping above stables.’

Oonagh giggled. ‘I’m not used to being so much in bed,’ she said. ‘Why, before the baby, I spent more time in my bedchamber getting dressed than I did sleeping. Such parties, Kathleen. When we first came to London for Aileen’s coming-out, it was like the whole city burst into a wild frenzy of merriment, like the opening number of a big show. Night after night, and always as though each one were the first.’ Her voice was buoyant with remembered excitement, and she plucked at the bedsheet with busy fingers, as though keeping time with a distant beat.

‘It’s no wonder you’re tired,’ Kathleen said tartly. ‘You must have worn yourself out before the baby ever started.’

‘Oh, but the fun, Kathleen! Fancy-dress parties, with everyone costumed as pirates, or babies, or circus people, scavenger hunts for a policeman’s helmet or a napkin from the Ritz, dancing till dawn and gathering for lunch just a few hours later. Every day and night something new and delightful. Not always lying here, a slow and swollen creature that everyone’s forgotten.’

‘Hardly! There isn’t a day goes by that that drawing room isn’t full of your sisters and your friends. As giddy a bunch as I ever saw. Baby, Zita, Valsie.’ She emphasised the names to show she thought them foolish. ‘Stephen, Elizabeth – those Mitford girls, Nancy and Diana.’

‘Well, them,’ Oonagh said, making a face. ‘Of course they come. What else are they to do? Anyway, even that is nothing to what it was. You’ve only been here a few weeks.’ Kathleen had come for the baby, sent for by Oonagh’s father Ernest as extra help for her as soon as he had been told this was to be what Dr Gilliatt called a ‘complicated’ pregnancy. For Ernest, every problem carried a solution, one to be executed by him quickly and neatly. ‘I promise this is positively tame compared with what we were like.’

‘You sound as though you long for those times again?’

‘Only a little,’ Oonagh said truthfully. ‘Mostly I long for this baby. I cannot wait to hold him, for I’m sure it’s a him, in my arms. Kathleen, you cannot imagine how much I simply long for that.’

‘How you do exaggerate,’ Kathleen said disapprovingly. ‘Mr Ernest is downstairs. Shall I ask him to come up?’

‘Is Philip here?’ Oonagh asked.

‘I haven’t seen him this morning,’ Kathleen said. ‘I can ask Peters? But if I do, I know exactly what he’ll say.’

‘And what’s that?’

‘Neither yes nor no, but “May I carry a message to him, Miss?”’ Kathleen said with a laugh. ‘He guards access to your husband as though the man were a vault in the Bank of England.’ Oonagh smiled at that, so Kathleen continued. ‘Burton likes me even less, I think.’

‘It’s because you knew me as a child, back in Ireland, at Glenmaroon. Burton is rather jealous, I dare say.’

‘I don’t know what she has to be jealous of,’ Kathleen retorted. ‘All that means is that I’ve had more years of fetching and carrying for Guinnesses than she has.’

‘Silly Kathleen! Why, at Glenmaroon we were practically playmates. You aren’t that many years older than me, you know.’

‘We were not friends! I was a maid, with work to do every day – fires and dusting and a great deal more besides. All made slower by you, following after me, asking could you help and saying, “Do I do it like this, Kathleen?” after I gave you a little brush of your own to do the grates.’ Kathleen’s voice was sharp but her look was fond.

‘I remember,’ Oonagh said. ‘Often you were the only one in the house who was kind to me.’

‘Nonsense,’ Kathleen said, and Oonagh let her, even though they both knew it wasn’t nonsense. That in a house full of servants but very often empty of their parents, the three Guinness girls, and Oonagh, the youngest most of all, for all they were rich and grand, had been no more proof against the moods of nannies and governesses than a puppy might have been. To be pinched and neglected when sour moods came upon them, to be locked into her room when they were angry, to be ignored when she cried because it didn’t suit them to go to her.

She shifted in the high soft bed. ‘Do you remember the time Gunnie found us and I was sweeping out the drawing-room fire while you did the brasses? She was scandalised. I don’t know who she was more cross with – you or me?’ She recalled the horror on her aunt’s face. Gunnie held tight to all those responsibilities that Cloé ignored, so it had fallen to her to be shocked at finding Oonagh doing the work of a servant.

‘I do know,’ Kathleen said. ‘And so do you, really.’

‘Well, perhaps.’ Oonagh shifted on the bed, uncomfortable, as always, at Kathleen’s directness. ‘Tell Peters to show Papa up. And see if you can find Philip before he goes to his office.’

Waiting for her father to bound up the stairs, Oonagh thought how often, now, she seemed to be silently tracking Philip through the house as she lay in bed or on the drawing-room sofa – listening for the sound of his footsteps or the closing of a door, sending servants to look for him while pretending to be casual in her interest. And how, a year ago, when they were first married, they had flown together through those same spaces, matched like swallows in the harmony of their movements, turning and wheeling and circling, always together. She wondered did Philip remember.

Ernest was shown in and Oonagh offered to ring for coffee, then watched as he went straight to the sash window and pulled it up high.

‘You’ll let in a draught,’ she said.

‘Nonsense. The air will do you good. You’re like your mother, believing fresh air to be injurious.’ Because she wanted to be nothing like her mother, certainly not in Ernest’s eyes, Oonagh allowed it, even though the greasy slick of petrol that lay across the soft smell of damp grass and leaves turned her stomach. And when Kathleen returned, she got up and took the high-backed armchair by the small round table where Ernest sat.

‘What does Gilliatt say?’ Ernest asked, when she was seated, draped in a pearly silk dressing-gown.

‘You know . . .’ Oonagh shrugged helplessly. ‘That I must rest, but also I must take more exercise . . .’

‘Well, never mind, he’ll telephone me later and give me his report. Now, Kathleen . . .’ – he turned around and fixed his bright dark eyes, like black beetles, Oonagh sometimes thought, on Kathleen, who leaned against the bedpost, arms folded comfortably behind her in the hollow of her back – ‘. . . you’re settled in, I hope? I’ve hardly seen you since you arrived.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘How did you like your studies?’

‘Very well,’ she said. ‘They were interesting. Difficult too.’

‘That’s the ticket,’ Ernest said, eyes twinkling above a brisk moustache. Oonagh recalled what he had said when he first proposed sending Kathleen to the teacher-training college at Carysfort in Dublin: ‘A sharp mind like that must not be wasted on housework, and her father will never think to send her, or afford it.’ He had, Oonagh had thought then, a need to do good that was like a twitch. But she was glad his scheme with Kathleen had turned out so well. Educated, and with the certainty that had brought to her, Kathleen at twenty-six was far more a force than she had been when she was sixteen and her duties were just fires and brass. With two younger sisters at home in the flat above the ironmonger’s shop in Castleknock and a mother long dead, Kathleen had always had the habit of command, Oonagh thought with a grin, but now she had authority too. And a kind of determination that was given her by her education, but maybe by something else too – something that had to do with why she had been so quick to come from Dublin to London, to accept a position that really, Oonagh thought, was beneath a qualified teacher. But she had said nothing that would explain this, and Oonagh hadn’t asked.

‘What—’ Ernest began, but Philip arrived to interrupt them.

‘I can’t stay long,’ he said cheerfully, coming in and making so quickly for the open window that Oonagh wondered did the room still smell sour. She pinched her cheeks a little to bring colour to them and sat up straighter, turning her chair towards him. After the men had swapped pleasantries, Ernest left, saying he would return the next day, and Philip sat down in his empty chair, taking Oonagh’s tiny white hands in his and rubbing them.

‘Put your hand here,’ she said, thinking how handsome he was with his shiny black hair, which he had taken to arranging so as to cover the place where it was thinning, although he was only twenty-three. He placed his hand where she showed him, where the baby erupted beneath her skin, then snatched it away, as though she had done something indecent. Oonagh felt offended on the baby’s behalf. ‘The kicks won’t hurt you,’ she said, ‘only me.’ She tried to sound light, amused, as she drew Philip’s hand back towards her.

He let her bring it halfway, then pulled it back and made a show of consulting his watch, shaking his wrist from side to side, then holding it to his ear. ‘I wouldn’t want to do something wrong,’ he said. ‘To either of you.’

‘You won’t,’ she said. ‘You couldn’t.’ But he wouldn’t give her his hand again. The way he had looked in wary fascination from her face to the round lump of her middle made Oonagh realise that he, too, had only then really understood what was going on. Like her, he had somehow thought that ‘having a baby’ meant something else.

‘Any more names?’ he asked then. It was a game they played, a way to talk about the baby that was not medical.

‘Let’s call him Celestin, because he will be as beautiful as an angel,’ Oonagh said.

‘Or Hermes because he will be born with tiny wings that grow from his ankles so that he flies where others walk.’

They talked nonsense, laughing and teasing one another, making silly jokes, and Oonagh thought how much more at ease Philip was with this than when she had tried to have him put his hand on her to feel the baby kick. How, she wondered, would he be when there was an actual child to hold?

‘Better get on,’ he said then, and she nodded and said, ‘Of course,’ even though part of her wanted to tease that he behaved as though his job – stockbroker in the City – was vital and urgent, rather than something handed to him by his father as one might hand a parcel to someone to hold, a parcel Philip held politely even though he didn’t know or care what was in it. She forced herself not to ask if he would be home for dinner, just as Aileen had told her. ‘Do not be for ever clinging,’ Aileen had said, when Oonagh breathed a question about why men, husbands, were so often busy, even when that busyness involved a different room under the same roof: a decanter, a newspaper and the refusal of female company. ‘Men must feel themselves free,’ Aileen had continued, full of the worldly wisdom of her extra year of marriage.

And so Oonagh nodded and smiled brightly, but as the door closed behind Philip, she felt her show of energy fade too. ‘Let’s not go out, Kathleen,’ she said, when Kathleen came to her soon after. ‘It’s too cold.’

‘You need air,’ Kathleen insisted, and so they did, although their walk around the tiny oblong of green that lay at the centre of Rutland Gate, shared by all the houses in that huddle, was slow.

‘Could you not tell those friends of yours not to be calling?’ Kathleen asked, as they arrived back to the house. ‘Your date is soon now, and then Maureen’s wedding. You need your strength.’

‘I couldn’t,’ Oonagh said. ‘It would seem so odd.’ What she didn’t say was that without her friends to distract her – to demand her attention with their tales and antics, no matter how those tales pained her because she wasn’t part of them – she felt entirely alone and forgotten, something trapped in the filthy mud of a riverbank while the water flowed swift and clean and far away.
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