Chapter Draft: Lady Whisperwick and the price of knowing
(A chapter from Hugh Dunnit’s book)
Hugh Dunnit never believed in fate. Fate is what people blame when they cannot admit they made a choice.
But I do believe in patterns. And I have seen the same pattern repeat in drawing rooms, hotel lobbies, and private dining suites that smell faintly of perfume and unpaid debts.
A woman hears something.
A woman remembers something.
A woman writes something.
Then men who would never read a book suddenly develop strong opinions about ink.
That weekend, Donegal was full of men with opinions about ink.
And the woman at the centre of it all was Constance Noring.
Most guests described her as “great fun”, which is the polite phrase people use when they have not yet realised a person is dangerous. Constance arrived wrapped in the soft armour of wealth and performance, a figure who adored the trappings, the sparkle, the theatre of it all. She was famously never seen without oversized sunglasses, even at night, as if the world itself might try to recognise her if given a clear look.
It was an odd choice indoors. It was an excellent choice for someone who has lived for years behind a name that was not her own.
Because Constance had another life. Not the life she posted. Not the life she performed. Not even the life she pretended to forget after her third glass.
Her other life was the one that paid.
Her other life was Lady Whisperwick.
The pen name was perfect. It did not shout. It did not giggle. It did not beg to be liked.
It simply leaned in.
Lady Whisperwick was the anonymous gossip columnist who never guessed. She reported. She published stories so wild they were dismissed as fantasy, right up until reality arrived with its coat collar turned up and its hands in its pockets.
Constance’s tagline was simple.
“Reality is stranger than fiction.”
People laughed the first time they read it.
They stopped laughing the third time it proved true.
Her method was not subtle, but it was effective. She eagerly courted the spotlight, because the spotlight is where the mistakes happen. A person who wants to be seen will always step into view at the worst possible moment. Constance adored the scandalous reality show “The Real HouseWives of Patagonia”, and the rumour was that she tried to get herself cast on it, which, in my experience, is the purest form of ambition.
She would call it entertainment.
I would call it training.
Constance chronicled her version of life on her blog, “Noring to See Here”, where she mixed real events with tongue-in-cheek fiction, as if daring the world to prove her wrong. It was clever. It gave her deniability. It also gave her reach.
And reach, as any competent criminal understands, is a form of power.
Yet Constance had one tell that society treated as a joke. She had a habit of dozing off at parties, so reliably that the society pages built a running gag around it.
“Constance is constantly snoring.”
The line followed her like perfume.
Constance insisted it was only because Nolly’s insomnia kept her up.
“If I can sleep, I sleep!” she would quip, with a smile that suggested she found the world’s concern adorable.
People assumed the dozing was harmless.
People are always wrong about harmlessness.
A woman who dozes off in public is a woman who can listen without being interrogated. A woman who looks asleep is a woman no one worries about. A woman no one worries about can sit beside anyone and be told everything.
And Constance was always told everything.
After Norbert “Nolly” Noring passed, she did not retreat. She sharpened. Grief did not soften her, it organised her. It drove her deeper into her work, deeper into the story stream, deeper into the point where the secrets become so dense that one wrong sentence can trigger a lawsuit, a scandal, or a visit from someone who does not knock.
She fought constantly with her lawyers. Not about truth, but about consequences.
What can I print.
What can I hint.
What can I imply.
What will happen if they find out it is me.
A solicitor sees a defamation claim.
A gossip columnist sees an opportunity.
And Constance, despite her frivolous image, was as cunning as her husband when it came to protecting their interests.
That is what made her dangerous at the will-reading weekend. Not her words, but her judgement.
In Donegal, the gathering was already thick with cameras and appetite. NotFlix was circling the event with the enthusiasm of a documentary crew that mistakes chaos for culture. And where NotFlix goes, Tina Tout is never far behind, sniffing for a headline like a terrier in a butcher’s yard. [Montezuma’...2025-12-21 | Outlook]
Then there was the legal choke point. Judge Reginald “Ropes” Blackheart, disgraced and theatrical, turning the will into a stage. [nacellesys...epoint.com]
A gossip columnist in a room like that is not a guest.
She is a target.
Constance arrived with a companion, because Constance always understood presentation. And her companion was not a bodyguard, or a financier, or a titled bore.
Her companion was Benedict ‘Dicky’ Bamboozle.
Dicky was not dangerous in the obvious ways. He was dangerous in the way a loose banister is dangerous. You do not suspect it. Then you lean on it. Then you discover gravity has a sense of humour.
Dicky’s deafness had proved, in his life, to be a blessing in disguise. It made people underestimate him. It made Constance find him charming. It made him find her survivable. He had ventured through careers that ended in boos, lawsuits, and at least one fire of suspicious yet musical origin, and yet hope sat upon him like a hat he refused to remove.
He was, in short, perfect.
Because a woman who hides in plain sight needs someone beside her who draws the eye without absorbing the blame.
Constance did not cling to Dicky.
She deployed him.
A loud laugh at the wrong moment.
A misunderstanding that derails a conversation.
A harmless question that causes someone to answer too much.
A cheerful, useless distraction that lets Constance listen.
As I watched them move through the weekend, I noted the structure of her threat.
Constance had spent years publishing gossip that proved true, no matter how outlandish. That meant she had enemies in every direction. People who had been mocked. People who had been exposed. People who had been named without being named, which is always the most humiliating kind.
And Donegal, that weekend, was full of people ready to settle scores.
Not because they were moral.
Because they were frightened.
A gossip columnist is not dangerous because she lies.
She is dangerous because she remembers.
And Constance Noring, behind the sunglasses and the dozing and the joke, remembered everything.
That is why Lady Whisperwick, for the first time in her career, had to consider a new question.
Not, what can I print.
But, what can I survive.

