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Maggie O’Farrell is the author of five novels, After You’d Gone, My Lover’s Lover, The Distance Between Us, which won a Somerset Maugham award, The Vanishing Act of Esme Lennox, and The Hand That First Held Mine. She lives in Edinburgh.




Praise for The Vanishing Act of Esme Lennox:

 

‘Actually unputdownable, written with charge and energy and a kind of compelling drive, a clarity and a gripping dramatic insidiousness reminiscent of classic Rebecca West and Daphne du Maurier’ Ali Smith, Scotland on Sunday

 

‘Her best novel to date . . . Thoughtful, warm, elegantly written and totally shocking, this book is also a fantastic read and a real page-turner’ Daily Express

 

‘O’Farrell’s subtlety and delicate touch have never been so finely demonstrated. The questions of what exactly defines madness and what defines sanity is central to the novel . . . O’Farrell plays a delicious game between the two sisters, challenging her readers to decide just who is more sane than the other . . . a triumph’ Independent on Sunday

 

‘Maggie O’Farrell’s new novel is a short book about a long life and has the dreamlike intensity of imagination and the gift of conveying pain, fear and sometimes rapture for which O’Farrell is known. The prose is spare, yet the Edwardian world it describes crosses two continents and is as rich and clear as stained glass’ Jane Gardam, Guardian

 

This is beautifully written and deeply moving but it is also refreshingly original . . . The story builds to a chilling twist and climax. Disturbing and brilliant Glasgow Herald

 

With devastating clarity, O’Farrell shows the dangerous webs through which people conspire to present an acceptable front and how, years later, when the initial protagonists are dead, and history seems set, another story can emerge to confound everything. This is done with precision and brilliance Literary Review

 

Esme is one of O’Farrell’s most compelling creations . . . the haunting final pages are among the finest O’Farrell has ever written. This, the most satisfying and least mannered of her novels, marks a significant leap forward in both narrative precision and imaginative skill New Statesman

 

The contrast between the feisty young Esme and the naïve, institutionalised, elderly woman who knows only how to make herself invisible to others is especially poignant . . . It is through [Kitty’s] partial recollections, brilliantly conveyed in streams of consciousness, that we get closer to the truth . . . This is O’Farrell’s strength – to make us care about her characters. It is also what makes the book so absorbing… Not many authors of so-called popular women’s fiction are tackling feminist issues like this, let alone doing it with as much sensitivity and success as O’Farrell Scotland on Sunday

 

Compulsively readable . . . delivers a strong emotional punch Sunday Telegraph

 

The sinuous intelligence with which we are led between the thoughts of the demented Kitty, the suffering Esme, and the courageous Iris offers good, old-fashioned storytelling beneath a seamlessly modernist style. However, it is the unerring note of pure female anguish that makes this one to buy for the women in your life’ Amanda Craig, Daily Telegraph

 

Heartbreakingly beautiful and original Eve

 

Deliciously paced, classic O’Farrell Good Housekeeping

 

Maggie O’Farrell handles her cast deftly, using their voices to simplify the constant leaps between periods and characters throughout the novel as it reaches its clever, cliffhanging conclusion Observer

 

Extraordinary… Horrifyingly hard to put down, and unforgettable She

The writing is delightfully spare, the characters brilliantly realised Woman and Home

The handling of different time periods is amazing’ Joanna Briscoe,  Independent

 

We were engrossed… a moving observation of a family’s betrayal ***** Heat

 

I was completely gripped from beginning to end and read it in one sitting – I could not have put it down even for a minute. The storytelling is vivid and compelling and the novel climaxes in an ending that is both unexpected and immensely moving. I absolutely loved this book’ Victoria Hislop, author of The Island

 

A significant departure from O’Farrell’s previous novels, this is a stunning, impassioned portrait of a life stolen Easy Living

O’Farrell’s storytelling is characteristically strong, fuelled by a righteous anger about the limited opportunities for women in the pre-feminist era **** Marie Claire

 

A compelling and heartbreaking read Glamour

A shift in focus for O’Farrell, this is a meditation on female madness along the lines of Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s The Yellow Wallpaper... Gripping Time Out

Haunting and evocative... the unfolding mysteries of Esme’s life are powerful and compelling Psychologies

 

It’s filled with memorable characters, intense emotions, half-revealed secrets and deceptive twists and turns... moving and quietly devastating Red

 

O’Farrell, as ever, excels at atmosphere, whether it’s the edgy discomfort of a life with something missing, or the stifling restrictions of pre-war Edinburgh. But with this book, a new pace and neatness of plotting marks a burgeoning maturity in her writing Big Issue
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THE VANISHING ACT OF ESME LENNOX is vintage Maggie O’Farrell: a stunning imagining of a life stolen, and reclaimed.

Edinburgh in the 1930s. The Lennox family is having trouble with its youngest daughter. Esme is outspoken, unconventional and repeatedly embarrasses them in polite society. Something will have to be done.

Years later, a young woman named Iris Lockhart receives a letter informing her that she has a great-aunt in a psychiatric unit who is about to be released.

Iris has never heard of Esme Lennox, and the one person who should have heard of her, her grandmother Kitty, seems unable to answer Iris’s questions. What could Esme have done to warrant a lifetime in an institution? And how is it possible for a person to be so completely erased from a family’s history?
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A number of books were invaluable during the writing of this novel, in particular The Female Malady: Women, Madness and English Culture, 1830-1980 by Elaine Showalter (Virago, London, 1985) and Sanity, Madness and the Family by R.D. Laing (Penguin, London, 1964).




Much Madness is divinest Sense –
 To a discerning eye –
 Much Sense – the starkest Madness –
 ’Tis the Majority
 In this, as All, prevail –
 Assent – and you are sane –
 Demur – and you’re straightaway dangerous –
 And handled with a Chain –

Emily Dickinson

 

I couldn’t have my happiness made out of a wrong – an unfairness – to somebody else . . . What sort of a life could we build on such foundations?

Edith Wharton
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