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About the book

In "The Vanishing Act of Esme Lennox," Maggie O'Farrell weaves a

haunting tale of memory, repression, and the often invisible struggles of

women throughout the decades. Set against the backdrop of a changing

societal landscape, the novel unravels the life of Esme, a woman whose

vibrant spirit and poignant story have been long lost to the shadows of an

oppressive family and history's indifference. As her unexpected return to the

world of the living unearths buried secrets and painful truths, readers are

invited into a profound exploration of identity, the constraints of social

expectation, and the courage it takes to reclaim one's voice. O'Farrell's

lyrical prose and intricate character development ensure that this poignant

narrative will linger in your mind long after the last page is turned.
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About the author

Maggie O'Farrell is a renowned Irish author celebrated for her poignant

storytelling and compelling character development, which have earned her

numerous accolades in contemporary literature. Born in 1972 in Northern

Ireland and raised in Wales, O'Farrell's rich narrative style often explores

themes of identity, family, and the complexities of human relationships. She

first garnered critical acclaim with her debut novel, "After You'd Gone," and

has since published several award-winning books, including "The Hand That

First Held Mine," which won the Costa Novel Award. Her works, including

"The Vanishing Act of Esme Lennox," reflect her deep empathy and

insightful observations, making her a significant voice in the literary

landscape.
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Chapter 1 Summary: 1

In the first chapter of "The Vanishing Act of Esme Lennox" by Maggie

 O'Farrell, we are introduced to two girls, Esme and her sister Kitty, at a

New Year's Eve dance, captured in a moment of youthful wonder and

anticipation. Esme, seated and introspective, grapples with her memories,

questioning where her story truly begins – whether it’s this dance, their life

in India, or even earlier. As she gazes through a window grille, her mind

drifts back to vivid childhood recollections of warmth, familial love, and the

occasional pang of confusion and fear.

The chapter skillfully intertwines Esme's memories of India, particularly her

interactions with her parents and her ayah, Jamila. She vividly recalls

childhood moments, like standing in a garden, observing her mother and

father, with the buzz of insects and the laughter of her sister echoing in the

background. This nostalgic longing is tinged with an unsettling sense of

foreboding, where the innocence of childhood is juxtaposed with faint

anxieties, encapsulated in her fear of an insect crawling into her ear – a

metaphor for the intrusion of distressing thoughts into her idyllic memories.

As the narrative shifts, we are introduced to Iris, a contemporary character

navigating her own life amid the bustling streets of the city. With a mundane

routine marked by the demands of her shop and the unexpected arrival of a

letter mentioning Euphemia Lennox, Iris is drawn into a web of intrigue that
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connects her to Esme's past. Her interactions with customers and her

thoughts reveal layers of dissatisfaction and longing, embodying a desire for

something deeper while she manages superficial relationships.

The chapter culminates in Esme's fragmented memories of her childhood,

from the carefree moments shared with Kitty to the constraints imposed by

her mother and societal expectations, reflecting broader themes of

confinement, identity, and the yearning for liberation. Through these shifting

perspectives, O'Farrell evokes a rich tapestry of emotions, exploring the

impact of familial bonds and the haunting memories that shape one's

identity. Ultimately, we sense that both Esme and Iris are on the brink of

significant revelations that will intertwine their lives in unexpected ways,

setting the stage for the exploration of their respective quests for

understanding and connection in a world laden with unspoken histories.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: The complexity of memory shapes our identity.

Critical Interpretation: As you delve into your own past, like Esme,

consider how the narratives you hold influence who you are today.

Memories, both cherished and haunting, weave a rich tapestry that

forms your identity. Embrace the warmth of those moments while

acknowledging the fears that linger. Allow these reflections to guide

your understanding of yourself and provide clarity on your current

path. Ultimately, like Esme, recognize that your memories can

empower you to redefine your story and seek deeper connections in

your present.
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Chapter 2 Summary: 2

In Chapter 2 of "The Vanishing Act of Esme Lennox," we delve into the life

 of Esme, a young girl who exhibits a passionate and tender bond with her

baby brother, Hugo. Esme's affectionate gestures, such as cradling him and

longing to hold him despite being cautioned by Jamila, show her innocence

and desire for connection. However, her carefree moments are interrupted as

Miss Evans, a figure of authority, reprimands her for slipping away and

labels her as disobedient, highlighting a theme of being misunderstood and

misjudged.

The narrative then shifts to Esme’s reality in a canteen, filled with

unappetizing food, surrounded by strangers. This environment further

emphasizes her isolation and internal struggle, as she grapples with her

feelings of displacement—especially in the face of a blunt reminder of her

parents' deaths. As she reflects on a past moment with her sister Kitty, we

gain insights into their relationship dynamics. Kitty is determined to

socialize and ultimately to find a marriage partner, while Esme remains

defiant about her future, wanting to escape the confines of authority.

The chapter intertwines Iris’s storyline, who is unexpectedly contacted about

a relative named Euphemia Lennox, Esme’s sister, later revealing the

complexities of family connections that Iris had never been made aware of.

Amidst her daily chaos, Iris’s frustration is palpable—she hadn’t anticipated

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/mUs2mMTyRRb


being thrust into a situation where she must consider the care of a family

member she knows nothing about, adding another layer to the theme of

familial obligation.

As Iris navigates her day, we see her world colliding with Esme’s as she

drives to Cauldstone, the psychiatric facility where Euphemia has lived for

years. The environment is stark and devoid of life, contrary to the vibrant

memories Esme holds. Here, tension escalates: Iris is both curious and

apprehensive about meeting Esme, who has been defined by her

institutionalization and the unseen burdens she's carried over decades.

The moment when Iris finally meets Esme unfolds with an aura of tension

and vulnerability. Esme's identity as Euphemia is starkly contrasted by her

insistence on being called Esme, showcasing her inner fight against being

defined by her past. Esme’s plea for Iris to take her away serves to underline

her desperate longing for connection and freedom amid her confinement.

Through their interactions, the chapter explores themes of identity, family

ties, and the impact of mental health on relationships, all while situating

Esme and Iris at a critical juncture in their lives. Iris's complex feelings

about her newfound responsibility for Esme evoke a sense of empathy, yet

also discomfort, due to the emotional weight it carries. Ultimately, this

chapter lays the groundwork for a profound exploration of the shared past of

these two women, teasing out the entangled fates of family legacy and the
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struggles for understanding and acceptance that span generations.
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Chapter 3: 3

In this vivid chapter from "The Vanishing Act of Esme Lennox," the

 narrative unfolds with Iris connecting with Alex and Fran over the

mysterious family history regarding Euphemia Lennox, who is revealed to

be Iris's great-aunt, confined in a mental institution. As the conversation

continues, Iris struggles with her family's denial about Euphemia's existence,

recalling memories of her grandmother's bitter remarks that suggest a

troubled past.

Iris visits her grandmother, Kathleen, now in a care home, and attempts to

engage her in a dialogue about Esme, but Kathleen's declining mental state

leaves her confused and resistant. The grandmother's flickering memories

hint at deep family secrets involving a baby that is connected to Esme. Iris's

determination fuels her quest for understanding, leading her to investigate

records at the institution where Esme is confined.

In her search, Iris encounters the dusty archives that hold stories of troubled

women, leading her to discover Esme's admission record. The details reveal
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Chapter 4 Summary: 4

In this chapter, the lingering tension between Iris and her recently introduced

 great-aunt, Esme, deepens as they navigate their newfound relationship. Iris

parks the car, and Esme is hesitant to leave its comforting confines, fearful

of the unknown that awaits her. The subtle portrayal of Esme’s emotional

state, marked by a sense of abandonment and trauma from her long

institutionalization, creates a contrast against Iris’s own frustrated attempts

to help.

As they move into Iris’s flat, Esme has flashbacks of her childhood,

memories that come rushing back in snippets when she encounters familiar

spaces. The imagery of her father's comforting gestures and the haunting

nuances of her past entwine with her present reality—a life now drastically

altered. As they enter the boxroom, there’s a palpable sense that this familiar

setting is both a home and a prison for Esme. The description of her

touching the room’s walls and recalling its colors emphasizes her sense of

lost time and identity.

Iris’s initial annoyance at Esme’s remarks reflects her struggle to reconcile

this family connection with the chaos that Esme’s presence introduces into

her own life. Despite Iris’s irritation, the tension between her modern,

independent life and Esme’s past unfolds, illuminating the emotional burden

of family expectations and legacies. Esme’s memories of her sister Kitty and
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the tragic loss of her brother Hugo hint at deeper family traumas that have

influenced their lives.

The narrative becomes more intertwined as Iris seeks to understand how her

family history relates to Esme, but she finds herself frustrated by the gaps in

her knowledge. The scenes shift between Iris's current life and fragmented

memories of her childhood, particularly her relationship with Alex, hinting

at a link that parallels Esme’s disconnection.

As they sit over breakfast, Esme’s observations about Iris's life—her work,

her loneliness, and her romantic relationships—promote a dialogue that

bridges their generational gap. Esme's innocent curiosity about love and

relationships exposes Iris’s vulnerabilities, challenging her to confront her

own life choices and identity.

The moment Iris receives a call from Luke adds another layer of tension,

exposing her complicated feelings toward her partner and hinting at an

impending conflict. This juxtaposition of her present struggles against the

backdrop of Esme’s active remembering of a past filled with loss

underscores the interplay of trauma, family bonds, and the challenge of

moving forward amid unresolved histories.

Throughout the chapter, prominent themes such as memory, identity, and

familial ties resonate. Esme, embodying a figure haunted by the past,
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reintroduces Iris to her family’s buried stories—complicating Iris’s

understanding of her own self. The interactions between them are both

poignant and introspective, revealing how the past shapes the present and

how family, both cherished and burdensome, weaves through their lives in

unexpected ways. As Esme expresses a desire to go to the sea, her yearning

symbolizes both a plea for liberation and a confrontation with the haunting

waves of her recollected past.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: The impact of understanding and reconciling with family

history

Critical Interpretation: Reflect on your own family's past; the pattern

of trauma and lost identities may resonate within you, urging you to

confront your ancestry. Esme’s journey reminds you that embracing

your family’s stories can illuminate your understanding of self,

pushing you to reconcile your present with echoes of the past. This

might inspire inner healing, fostering connections between

generations, pushing you to navigate the complex weave of familial

bonds while also seeking freedom and personal identity in the process.
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Chapter 5 Summary: 5

In this chapter, we find Iris grappling with her feelings for Luke, who seems

 insistent on wanting to be together despite the complications of his

marriage. She is torn, expressing hesitation about his desire to leave his wife

for her. As they talk on the phone, her focus is diverted by a shocking turn of

events: her great-aunt Esme, who she has taken to the sea for a short trip,

steps into the ocean fully clothed. This frantic moment prompts Iris to rush

after her, showing her protective instincts and concern.

Iris’s interaction with Esme reveals a thoughtful side of both characters.

Esme exhibits curiosity about the world around her, evidenced by her quirky

musings about the sea and waves. Their lunch together highlights their bond

and contrasts with the darker themes hovering over Esme’s past. Iris presses

Esme about her time at the Cauldstone institution, but Esme struggles with

the memories, indicating a buried trauma that makes it hard for her to

communicate about her experiences. This conversation also draws out

themes of memory and the complexities of familial relationships, especially

how their family history influences their present.

As they stroll away from the café, Esme's inquisitive nature continues as

they come across a ruin with a dark past. Esme's questions about historical

witch trials expose her unfiltered curiosity, which Iris finds challenging.

Though Iris tries to steer the conversation away from uncomfortable topics,
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Esme's persistent questioning reveals her desire to understand her own

narrative and the forces that shaped her life. The chapter encapsulates the

themes of isolation, memory, and the sometimes painful bond between

family members, especially as Esme attempts to reintegrate into a world she

has been separated from for so long.

Underneath all these layers, the chapter also subtly underscores the

importance of choice and autonomy, highlighting both Iris's difficult

decisions regarding her relationships and Esme's quest for identity after

years of confinement. As they navigate their relationship in the present, the

echoes of the past become more evident, adding to the complexity of their

characters and the story's emotional depth. As the chapter closes, it leaves

readers anticipating the evolving dynamics between Iris and Esme and the

revelations that may come from Esme's hidden past, promising further

exploration of these poignant themes.
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Chapter 6: 6

In Chapter 6 of "The Vanishing Act of Esme Lennox," we delve into the

 complex web of social interactions and budding emotions surrounding

Esme. The chapter opens with Esme feeling a renewed sense of unease

during a tea gathering with family friends, particularly around James

Dalziel, a charming but somewhat overbearing young man who takes an

interest in her. The initial conversation centers around their mother’s

beautiful garden, but a palpable tension fills the room as Esme grapples with

her discomfort and internal conflict—her reluctance to engage with James

and the expectations placed on her as a girl in her family. When James

suggests they tour the garden, Esme's protest about her supposed leg

injury—clearly a flimsy excuse—reveals her desire to retreat from the

attention.

Days later, as Esme walks home through a fog-laden path, she encounters

James again. What begins as an amusing, playful banter about going to the

pictures together quickly escalates into a deeper exploration of Esme's

character. James’s persistent attempts to engage her unveil layers of her
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Chapter 7 Summary: 7

In Chapter 7 of "The Vanishing Act of Esme Lennox" by Maggie O’Farrell,

 tensions rise between Iris and her partner Alex as they discuss Esme's

situation. Iris is frustrated by Alex’s dismissive attitude toward Esme, whom

he refers to as a burden rather than a person. The dialogue reveals their

differing views on family and care, with Iris grappling with her

responsibility towards her aunt, Esme. This chapter also dives into Esme's

reflections as she takes an unsupervised bath for the first time in over sixty

years, savoring the sensations and fragrances that evoke memories of her

past, including the baby things that once filled her old childhood room.

As Esme reminisces, she recalls her time in the institution, where she is

surrounded by other women and their stories of heartache and loss. The

contrast between her recollections of innocence and the current grim realities

of her life highlights the emotional scars left by her confinement. She thinks

about her sister, recalling a time when she last saw Iris, revealing a poignant

sense of abandonment and longing for connection. Esme’s observations of

her surroundings convey her acute awareness of her entrapment and the

emotional turmoil within the ward, where the other women struggle with

their own issues.

The chapter culminates in a dinner scene where Esme learns more about

Alex and his previous encounters with Iris. Their conversation takes a turn

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/mUs2mMTyRRb


when Esme reveals she hasn’t seen her sister in over sixty-one years. This

disclosure highlights the emotional chasm that has developed over time and

emphasizes the complexities of familial relationships shaped by secrecy and

exclusion.

As the chapter closes, Iris’s interactions with Alex reveal layers of their

relationship, with Alex trying to assert himself as supportive amid Iris's

fierce protectiveness of Esme. There’s a mix of humor and seriousness in

their dynamic, which contrasts with Esme’s somber reflections, showing

how the characters navigate their interconnected lives and the heavy burdens

of history. Overall, this chapter intricately weaves themes of memory,

family, isolation, and the profound impacts of mental illness on

relationships.
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Chapter 8 Summary: 8

In this captivating chapter, tensions simmer between Iris and Alex as they

 reconnect after years apart, prompting them to reflect on their past and Iris's

present situation with her lover, Lucas. Their clash is ignited by Alex's

pointed inquiry about her role in Lucas’s life, which Iris defensively brushes

off, insisting she isn’t a mistress despite Alex's skepticism. This moment

underscores themes of desire, dissatisfaction, and the complexity of

relationships. 

As they converse, the atmosphere shifts, and Esme quietly enters the room,

highlighting her mysterious, almost ghostlike presence. Iris’s fascination

with Esme grows when she recognizes an old photograph featuring a

younger Esme, which raises her awareness of familial connections and past

secrets. The photograph serves as a catalyst for Iris to confront her own

ignorance about her family's history, revealing a missed connection between

sisters and deepening the narrative's exploration of identity.

The chapter takes a poignant turn as it shifts away from Iris and Alex's

dialogue to Esme's recollections. Esme's perspective opens a window into

her past, marked by pain and longing, as she recalls the trauma of childbirth

and her desire for connection. The harrowing experience of losing her baby

to the hospital staff poignantly reflects themes of motherhood, loss, and the

struggle for autonomy. Her visceral emotions during the chaotic birth scene
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resonate deeply, exposing the pain of not being recognized or valued in a

medical system that disempowers her.

Iris's morning routine reveals the toll of her past decisions, especially

regarding her relationship with Alex, alluding to a shared history that

intertwines their fates. As Iris grapples with memories she tried to suppress,

a sense of urgency builds toward a reckoning with both her past and present

as she agrees to visit her grandmother, Kitty, a decision that symbolizes a

desire for understanding and reconciliation. This chapter expertly weaves

together the characters' emotional landscapes, setting the stage for further

exploration of familial bonds, deep-seated regrets, and the complexities of

love as Iris and Esme move toward a confrontation with their intertwined

histories.
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Chapter 9: 9

In this tense chapter, tensions between the main characters reach a critical

 point as they navigate complex relationships and emotional history. Iris

begins the day with Alex and Esme, casually preparing to visit Kitty, Iris's

grandmother, who resides in a care home. To pass the time, Iris takes them

on a walk up Blackford Hill, where she observes the scenery. However, her

tranquility is shattered when she unexpectedly encounters Luke, an old

flame with a significant past between him and Iris. The moment is filled

with awkward tension, as Luke introduces his pregnant wife, Gina,

ultimately forcing Iris to confront her feelings of betrayal and nostalgia.

As they head to the care home, the tension lingers in Iris's mind, especially

when she faces her grandmother, Kitty. Their reunion is uncomfortable;

Kitty initially fails to recognize Iris and instead launches into erratic

accusations. When Esme directly addresses Kitty, the conversation grows

increasingly charged, revealing layers of festering family secrets as Kitty

insists she did not take something that was hers. An unsettling atmosphere

brews as Esme and Kitty's history, marked by betrayal and unresolved
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