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            ‘A hybrid, shifting, searching work that applies pressure to the boundaries between forms before it crosses them, The Tower asks questions about stories, narrative and history – and our uneasy inheritance of them – that linger long after the book’s final pages. I couldn’t get it out of my mind.’

            — Helen Charman, author of Mother State

            
                

            

            ‘Thea Lenarduzzi works against the grain of her own and readers’ expectations in this graceful book, in which stories are dismantled so that new truths can be found. Beautifully considered: The Tower is both delicate and wise.’

            — Anne Enright, author of The Wren, The Wren

            
                

            

            ‘Life, and writing, can expand from a detail: to which extent must this detail be personal? In this remarkable and surprising book, Thea Lenarduzzi wanders through the many paths of fiction-making, in a literary quest to find out if the girl in the tower is a romanticized symbol, an exhausted trope, a resourceful broken archive at the beginning of a powerful story, hers as much as ours. Truly fascinating and brimming with intellectual energy.’

            — Claudia Durastanti, author of Strangers I Know

            
                

            

            ‘In The Tower, Thea Lenarduzzi offers a brilliant and exacting meditation on the stories we tell about a life – and the cultural and familial forces of thought that can obscure self-understanding. Tracing the fate of a young woman exiled to a stone tower after a tuberculosis diagnosis, Lenarduzzi braids archival enquiry with imaginative force, illuminating how the past shapes our present griefs and inheritances. This is a rare kind of book: intimate yet capacious, unsettling yet precise in its enquiry into harm, inheritance and the limits of language. The result is a profound reckoning with memory and silence: what we remember, what we omit and why.’

            — Meghan O’Rourke, author of The Invisible Kingdom4

            
                

            

            ‘The Tower is about the allure (and refusal) of certain narratives, about the sublime quest an author takes when she embarks on the act of storytelling. Its form – a composite of fiction, memoir, history – mirrors its subject matter and, excitingly, “stages” its very questions. In this elegantly composed, layered and expansive book, Thea Lenarduzzi articulates something of the mysterious nature of stories while also making an argument for all that is unknowable.’

            — Lauren Aimee Curtis, author of Strangers at the Port 

            
                

            

            ‘With her sensitive, fable-like unravelling of a mysterious anecdote, Thea Lenarduzzi enlists and subverts all the elements of a gripping story – a secret, a journey, doubt and denouement – to emerge with an intricately crafted meditation on the nature of narrative itself. The Tower masterfully loops back on itself and retraces its own steps to uncover the secrets, wishes and fears that lurk in the stories we tell about ourselves, and what draws us to those of others.’

            — Daisy Lafarge, author of Lovebug

            
                

            

            ‘A fascinating and shapeshifting book that is simultaneously a literary pursuit and a forensic examination of power, abuse and the human scope for mythologizing. The result is pure magic.’

            — Catherine Taylor, author of The Stirrings

            
                

            

            ‘In her second remarkable and equally wise book, Lenarduzzi explores how we shape and share our stories – of ourselves and of others. Some are rooted in truth, others are constructed over generations of telling, and then there are those that relate to the depths of consciousness. She leads us with lyrical and meticulous prose via convincing digressions to an unexpected place to which I feel privileged to have journeyed.’

            — Julia Bueno, author of Everyone’s A Critic5

            
                

            

            
                

            

            Praise for Dandelions

            
                

            

            ‘Dandelions is a book of hauntings, intensely experienced, pierced by occasional terrors, yet irradiated throughout by passionate attachment. Thea Lenarduzzi has spread out before us a feast of sensuous and sensitive, nuanced and deeply appealing testimony to migration, survival and complicated identities at a time when such thoughtfulness is rare and desperately needed.’

            — Marina Warner, author of Sanctuary

            
                

            

            ‘Beautifully observed and written with heart and an infectious curiosity, Thea Lenarduzzi’s Dandelions parses the complex ways in which we live out our histories and carry the past within us, through ritual, food, language and legend. Like rifling through an overflowing drawer or opening an ancient photo album, Lenarduzzi unearths glinting gems of family fiction, introducing us to a shifting cast of memorable characters whose journeys, stories and passions it’s our joy to share.’

            — Francesca Wade, author of Gertrude Stein: An Afterlife 

            
                

            

            ‘In this subtle and elegant family memoir, Thea Lenarduzzi gathers the ghost seeds between her present life in England and her family’s past in Italy. A meditation on roots, inheritance and homesickness, Dandelions is also a reminder that what will survive of us is love.’

            — Frances Wilson, author of Electric Spark

            
                

            

            ‘Dandelions is spellbinding. Like the polished beads of a secular rosary, each bearing a remembrance, Lenarduzzi’s ancestral memoir conjures intimate histories of migration, love and loss across decades of passages between Italy and England. Her redoubtable grandmother Dirce will lure you in, as she unfolds fragmentary myths with a sly wit, whispering ascolta, “listen” – and you won’t resist.’

            — Anna Della Subin, author of Accidental Gods6
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            ‘I believe this: fairy tales are true.’

            — Italo Calvino (1956)

            
                

            

            ‘But why bring it all up now, after so many years? She must have a book out.’

            — Anon (2024)12
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            Once I read a story about a woman who became trapped in a suffocating vision of the afterlife, condemned to wander through time and relive her memories on a loop for ever more, so that after a while she was merely an exhausted observer of her own life and fate.

            ‘You think the past affects the future,’ a character says to her as she confronts for the hundredth time a particularly painful episode. ‘Has it never struck you that the future may affect the past?’

            I had never thought of time as so plainly a two-way trip, and of cause and effect as return passengers. Though I couldn’t work out if it was for good or ill, I didn’t doubt for a minute that the assessment was completely and complicatedly true. Were it not, I would probably be telling you a different story now.

            But before I came to know this story properly, before I came to, I think, understand it, the one I’m about to tell you, about a girl – or a woman – and a tower on a hill, I didn’t hear how, in it, the past and the future spoke to each other. I didn’t see that the past was only what it was, a tragedy, because the future had conspired to make it so. I didn’t see how, because of this whispered communion between the past and the future (a future which was, in any case, already the past to some other future), two lives became joined together, easily, as if instinctively, as if they always had been, eliding great differences, to speak as one.

            Or howl. A howl of all time, like a discordant chorus cast from the heights of Babel across a flooded land, where the ground mirrors the sky and no one can be sure which way is up or down, which way back and which forwards, what happened and what was only in the mind.

            I fear I haven’t explained it at all clearly. But I hope you’ll come to see what I mean. Perhaps for now I should simply say that we don’t always tell the story we want to tell. We can’t always choose our place in it, nor how it ends, or if it even does. That, reader, is the stuff of fiction.14
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            I.

            A GIRL16
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         Years and years ago, a man told a woman a story about a girl who died in a tower, in a place hundreds of miles north from them and more than a century past. From that moment, every few months, the woman would lead the man through the hoops of the story. But so she died in there…? Did someone tell you this or was there a plaque, something written…? They must have had the same conversation a hundred times or more, his words becoming fewer and flightier with each retelling, the weighted silence of brain-racking and hesitation taking over.

         It was so long ago, he’d say, even in the early days when it wasn’t.

         Information was nibbled away by the moths of forgetfulness, doubt and distraction, and she did nothing to stop holes forming. She – let’s call her T – wrote no details down, which went against her usual habit of capturing a good story, with a half-thought that she’d make use of it in some shape, at some point (you should know she made a living telling other people’s stories). The more stubborn elements – I’m not sure I can say facts – belonged to a different register, like a few scattered stones that might be bits of bone or a trick of the light that could be a human face suspended in air.

         In the beginning this is what she knew: one autumn, her boyfriend, as he was at the time, went on a trip with his father, walking in the north of the country, where they encountered a strange structure, a little tower; ‘a folly’, he called it. Back home, he showed her a photograph of it on his phone and, even then, she remembered wishing he hadn’t. An octagonal tower on two levels: mostly glass upstairs and too-white masonry below, beneath a steep slate roof. The tower’s banal appearance didn’t seem to 18match his story, she thought, about a young woman with tuberculosis who was confined for three years by her father, and died there sometime in the early 1900s.

         I called it his story just now, but she had claimed it as her own before he had stopped talking, before even she was aware of having done so.

         Over the years, she found online more images like the one he had shown her, snapped by ramblers and posted with sparse and sceptical commentary. It is commonly thought… Locals believe… They say… As if those people weren’t themselves saying it, some part of them believing it, or wanting to. She wondered why they distanced themselves like that, as if they were looking down from a great height. She read them all, must have found every blog there was to be found, gulped them like cheap lemonade on a hot day. They gave her a rush. In one image, apparently photocopied and then scanned from a newspaper of the 1940s and so grainy it was almost pointillist, a cow called Daisy had found her way into the tower and peered out of an upstairs window, as if deciding what to wear for the weather. In another, the tower was in ruins, only half of the base still standing, its stone unmasked and its doorway gaping. Like an open mouth, she said to herself. Like an open grave.

         For some time after the events of our story had run their course, she wished the tower still looked that way, undistinguished and grey, fuzzed by moss. She wished they had never rebuilt it, reconstructing the past, Disneyfying tragedy for just anyone walking by to notice; an ambush on the feelings and imagination, a trap for the vulnerable or foolish. She spent nights willing the thing to crumble again, picturing stones in the grass without apparent pattern or purpose. If the tower disappeared, she thought, perhaps everything else would, too.
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         The first time she found the girl she was ‘Anne’, a name identical in sound to the indefinite article. An, not the: unknown, one of many, undifferentiated and so easy to forget.

         The next time, she found ‘Ann’, then ‘Annie’, ‘Elizabeth Anne’, ‘Elizabeth Annie’, and almost every combination of those names, the most common of the day. Annie stuck, perhaps because it was more familiar, perhaps because it made her sound little and in need of care. One day she found a birth date of 1890; another, of 1889.

         At some point she found her in 1911, age twenty-one and single, living in a big house with her father Charles Edward (age fifty-seven), mother Alice (fifty-six), older siblings Charles Edgar (twenty-five) and Emmeline Alice (twenty-three), the cook Margaret, and three servants: Ella, Bessie and Laura. Twenty rooms were counted on the premises, not including the scullery, landings, lobbies, closets and bathrooms, so T knew she was in the presence of significant wealth. The father’s occupation was given as ‘Farmer, sheep and dairy’, which made sense in that rural part of the world, up there where the grasses of the moors fed the ewes, whose wool fed the mills, whose profits and wages fed whole villages and towns; but it threw her because she had read elsewhere, she couldn’t recall where precisely, that he was a medical man, a pharmacist. Which suggested quite a different world.

         Months, maybe a year later, alone in her apartment on a rainy winter’s night, she spiralled deeper into time and found Annie in 1901, age eleven, in that same house. There, her father’s status was confirmed, and it lifted her as if she had spotted a lost key glinting between floorboards: ‘Retired chemist’, from the capital city of the 20neighbouring county no less, not long arrived in those parts. She wondered what the locals had made of these outsiders, of this man from the city who could retire young to play at farming. She imagined that’s what they said as they looked at his clothes, his hands, and oh just the air around him, smiling to themselves.

         Annie’s brother wasn’t listed among the residents of the manor in 1901, so she assumed he was away at boarding school. He would have been fifteen. Two other siblings were present, though: Frances (nineteen) and Kathleen (five). By the 1911 record Frances must have been away running her own home, while Kathleen, she decided, would probably have been sent to some kind of finishing school around the time she turned fourteen. She knew they hadn’t died in the intervening years because in the census – that’s where she found the records, I should have said – beside their mother’s name and the number of years of marriage (thirty), she found the story of a life distilled and tabulated: Total Children Born Alive (5), Children Still Living (5), Children Who Have Died (0). That’s almost all T ever came to know about the mother, Alice.

         All these thoughts – contextual, peripheral – seemed to fall into place quite readily, in the way that it’s always easiest to put together the outer edges of a jigsaw puzzle. You do it almost without looking at the pieces, your attention already focused on the missing heart of the picture.

         What you have to understand is that, until now, none of T’s research, to use a term too grand, took much time. There was nothing sustained or methodical about it; it was almost unconscious, a kind of tic. We’re talking about minutes, sometimes seconds, snatched here and there over the course of several years, generally on her phone, between meetings, on a train, in a bar waiting for a friend. 21Tabs left open in the background, often for weeks on end, a carousel of wonderings half indulged. Searches were frequently curtailed by subscriptions and memberships she didn’t have and didn’t want to pay for because she wasn’t yet sure if it was worth it. By which she meant: if Annie was worth it.

         But something curious was happening. In long periods during which T seemed to forget Annie entirely, she was accruing within her, silently depositing particles, details here and there falling into place, so that each time T looked for her again, prompted by who knows what, a book she had read, a change in the weather, she was more present than before; less past, as it were. The recall was that much quicker. It was far-fetched, T would have said so herself, but she started to think that maybe Annie was buried in the stuff of her own life somehow, like the DNA of a distant aunt, and that with each thrust of the shovel she was getting nearer, that eventually she would feel the scrape of relativity. And it made no sense – she knew it – because how can a person feel close to someone they have never known?

         She began to picture Annie, to see her everywhere, although she was rarely the same person twice. One melancholy Saturday, in an art gallery shop in a coastal town, she was Gwen John’s dark-haired convalescent, identity otherwise unknown, in a shapeless navy smock, her eyes cast down to a book in her lap so that you couldn’t tell if she was awake or asleep. Sometime later, she came to her again, a vision as she walked the dog along the edge of a rain-swollen river: a late flowering pre-Raphaelite, a wan and watery Ophelia, with auburn hair swept back and gathered at her crown in a style she had once seen referred to as ‘Reverie’.

         She tried to paint her one day, in weak washes of 22watercolour, to see who or what would come out. It was the first thing she had painted in a decade or more; she could never find the time. Annie’s face came out as a pale pink bloom, with two dark smears for eyes and a mouth like a bruise. She set her to dry by the window, then pressed her crinkled skin for a week under a tower of the heaviest books she could find.23
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         At some point she found herself looking at a picture – a postcard, actually – in which the family’s manor, set on a low hill, was surrounded on three sides by large oaks and beeches, their foliage skimming the ground like heavy flounced skirts. All was black and white, but the silvery brightness of a cloudless sky reflected in the roof slates and the bleached, patchy lawn in the foreground suggested sunshine, heat. The house was two-tone stone, pale edges framing dark walls, with huge windows looking onto a sweet, romantic garden full of elegantly sculpted shrubs, and beyond, across the estate, to the spot where she, the observer, was notionally standing. A watermark named the photography studio of Francis Frith, an entrepreneur who set out to capture on film every town and village in the land, capitalizing on new technology that made each image cheaply and infinitely reproducible. He shrank the world and sold it back piecemeal to the people who owned it.

         Online, in a regional newspaper, she found an article describing how, in 1893, a local chemist had bought the old house, together with its land and more from the neighbours. Ten years later, he erected a large mansion incorporating the original house and commissioned extensive gardens, an orangery and a sweeping drive fringed with tall, graceful trees. It seemed astonishing to T that a pharmacist could afford such excess. ‘The lifestyle of the family was very grand,’ she read. ‘It was said that his daughters always wore fur coats.’ This was not the first time she had heard of the women’s furs, and each time she caught the half-whisper of the town gossip, a mixture of admiration and judgement undimmed by a century’s passing. A raised eyebrow, a curled lip.25

         Almost before she knew what she was doing she had composed an email to a group of historians based up there, informing them that she was an author writing a book about the family (she didn’t specify Annie, I can’t say why) and would appreciate whatever assistance they could provide. At that point it felt like playing a harmless game, just a little lie to take her to the next level. Had she stopped to reflect, she would have already felt the first signs of fiction hardening into fact. There was an inevitability about it. She hit send.

         About a month later – you’ll see that nothing happened very quickly, at first – the local historians sent her maps and articles, including a notice placed in a local newspaper in 1905 on behalf of Charles, in which contractors were invited to tender for extensive work on the site, involving the demolition of old buildings and rebuilding with ‘EXTENSIVE ADDITIONS, NEW WING and TOWER’. There was also mention of a new tennis lawn, gate pillars and wrought iron gates, and a stone ‘Look-out Tower’ to be built on the hill beyond the trees. It seemed fair to expect such works to have taken three or so years to finish, so the date seemed to tally with information T had found elsewhere suggesting that Annie entered the tower at the age of eighteen. Allowing for her unsettled date of birth, that would have been around 1908. She pondered a map showing the raised mound on which the tower came to sit, fringed by dense woodland that (an adjoining article said) gave the estate its name, a compound of the Old Norse words for ‘oak’ and ‘hillside’. Somewhere nearby, she gathered, was an oak tree dating to the first half of the fourteenth century. She traced the river with her finger as it curved around the land and fell off the edge of the page like a waterfall.

         She wondered at what point in the construction of the 26tower it had become apparent to Charles that it might be repurposed. Maybe he knew it all along; perhaps Annie was already ill in 1905 when the works began, perhaps she had suffered as a child. But he could never have publicly declared the tower’s true destiny as a kind of private sanatorium, and that the only person looking out of those high wrap-around windows would be Annie. A map drawn up in 1909 didn’t show the tower at all although she knew it would have been there by then, and the secrecy made sense: the more people knew about it, the more they would have meddled and flocked to see for themselves this real-life Lady of Shalott.

         From those maps and plans of bricks and trees, however, she could glean no trace of human character beyond the ostentation of Charles. Every fixture, every finial, was him. Of Annie there was nothing.

         How, she wondered, do you tell the story of someone who simply isn’t there, of whom there is no evidence of body or spirit beyond a pocketful of unsure words carried by forgetful walkers, half lost to the northern winds?

         Perhaps you don’t, said a voice, a warning. But it was so meek, so quiet; so easy not to hear amid the clamour of the other voices, all of which told her to dig deeper, cast her net wider, seek sustenance from the lives of others. To beg, borrow, steal.

         ♦

         One night she put her daughter, A, to bed, heated some soup and settled down to read. Her husband was out and the dog they called ‘the wolf’, for appearance more than temperament, had taken himself to the front door, where he would keep watch until everyone was where they were supposed to be. To the sound of A’s rhythmic breathing 27and the monitor’s static, she opened tab after tab on her laptop, about the most popular magazines of Annie’s day, common hobbies for Edwardian young women, the social prospects for those with wealth and taste; about piano exercises, embroidery, scrapbooks and watercolour painting, and how a ‘good’ girl of the early 1900s should aim to walk up to two hours each day. She read that Victorian mothers like Alice were responsible for their daughters’ first lessons in femininity, for instilling ideals of self-sacrifice and subservience to father, husband, brother and nation, before the child knew the difference between night and day. T knew it started long before all that, in the womb.

         Women’s interests and abilities were of secondary concern, she read, if they were of any concern at all. Only a few ‘exceptional’ women of the time rebelled against expectations, the historians said. A handful of anomalies pitted against the weight of scientific and medical research that purported to show, through various measurements of skull capacity or brain-body ratio or some other make-believe, that the female sex was inherently weaker in almost every way.

         ‘Without a doubt there exist some distinguished women, very superior to the average man,’ a famous physician once said, ‘but they are as exceptional as the birth of any monstrosity, as, for example, of a gorilla with two heads; consequently, we may neglect them entirely.’ The majority took inferiority into their bones, Annie most likely among them.

         It didn’t surprise T, of course, that control was a prominent feature in the lives of young women at the turn of the twentieth century; any hierarchy, whether of sex or race or class, relied on careful surveillance, and she had seen and read enough, lived years enough in her own body, 28to understand how that surveillance was internalized by the subject herself. The previous night she had watched a clunky television drama about a distant island and an institution for ‘fallen women’, a mother-and-baby home, in which the protagonist, a ‘penitent’, was told by a nun, ‘This isn’t a prison, you can leave anytime you want’; but she never did. It couldn’t be true, T thought, that detail – there were locked doors and windows in those places, and cruelty calculated precisely to prevent flight – but she saw why the scriptwriters wrote it into the story. Some truths were sensed not proven.

         No, what surprised her was how readily even the most benign pleasure became an opportunity to observe and critique. Pastimes such as needlework, T read, were encouraged by parents ‘only in part for their pedagogical value; they were used as well to instil cleanliness, caution, and concentration’. The fear of grubby smudges on white lace; of a pricked finger; of a freely wandering mind. Parents would ‘open children’s letters, superintend their reading, chaperone their visitors, inspect their underwear’.

         It went without saying that Annie kept a diary. According to one historian, diaries mining the inner self ‘became almost obligatory companions to a class endowed with a modicum of leisure’. They were intended as an exercise in how to be good, a demonstration of sustained virtue, renewed daily. In an article in a scholarly journal, T read that a new diary was a common gift from parent to child on a birthday or at Christmas, so that lively thoughts and observations, about the weather, say, or a trip to the coast, might be disciplined. A diligently kept diary could, so they thought, help to snuff out selfishness and rebelliousness by providing a space in which such undesirable impulses might be contained and worked 29through until morality prevailed. This was especially important for girls, who could not be trusted to overcome without guidance their baser urges. In fact, it was not really at all for boys, in whom the same urges were given free reign, an entire empire made theirs to gallop across beneath a never-setting sun.

         But a diary could also mean the unravelling of all that. It could be an escape to a higher plane of self-substantiation, where ideas and impressions were allowed to breathe, evolve, spread. Some parents and educators worried that the diary could then become a surrogate for fabulous tales, a breeding ground for inappropriate feelings, that feminine observation turned in on itself would necessarily degenerate into self-absorption. What they feared most was that, writing alone in her room, a girl might feel able to express her thoughts about life and those around her; that she might, in putting pen to paper, bring another version of herself into being, a character – a heroine perhaps – beyond reach of parental sanction, in search of a story to call her own. ‘Almost all diaries contain at least one moment of a confessional nature,’ T read in one or other of the historical accounts, ‘sometimes crossed out, sometimes written down the spine in minute handwriting, sometimes just left dangerously on the page.’ She remembered a line from Virginia Woolf, a dedicated diarist herself, who said that, ‘Nothing has happened until it has been described.’ And once described, there was no going back.

         Several hours had passed in the kitchen. Half a bowl of soup had gone cold, and T’s head was a surreal mixture of educational theory and crochet. She was not sure she had used her time well, if she was any closer to Annie than before. She turned out the lights and crept upstairs, pausing for a moment at A’s door to listen to her gentle 30wheezes unfiltered, a sound like shallow waves over shingle. As she brushed her teeth and stared at her reflection in the bathroom cabinet, lit by a weak nightlight, she found Annie. She saw her sitting in her bedroom at a small rosewood desk set in the recess of a window that looked across the thirsty lawns. Her head was bowed and at a slight angle, one ear tilted down towards the page as if listening for each word before it rose to the nib of her pen like sap, liquid potential. Her hair was up, revealing the fine tendons of her neck, and that felt like an important detail, somehow.

         She could have been writing anything: a picture-postcard of home to her sister Kathleen, away at school; a note to the haberdasher specifying a precise colour and quality of yarn; or a diary entry. The matter of what she was writing seemed to T less important at that moment than the sense of her not being entirely alone in the act. She pictured a figure behind her and so, according to the logic of perspective, behind her, in the doorway, watching. Ill-defined but definite enough to catch the hairs of the nape. There was always that feeling when she thought of Annie, a pressure from just outside the frame. And she wondered if, in fact, it wasn’t so much that one of Annie’s ears was turned to the page as that the other was listening, always, for the step almost beside her in the hall.
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            ¶ It is the end of my first day here. The sun has almost set and, although I have a lamp, I think it better to wash and ready myself for bed before true darkness falls. I have a horror of extinguishing the light and being surrounded in all directions by black that makes everything disappear, and being swallowed by it as if by freshly turned soil. There was only the thinnest trim of moon last night, tonight there will be none. In any case I am as tired as ever. Dear Bessie has arranged things so that I am quite comfortable, with a high bed and abundant covers and cushions – she has even taken some from the drawing room which I expect Mother will not be pleased to discover. Emmeline telephoned – the line Father put in is a God send – to say she will send over the quilt we finished last Christmas. Even without, I am warm, though the air is sharp and there was frost on the ground this morning. The last of the year, Margaret said to Bessie who said to me, and which I can now say to you alone. Mother says she will bring my scrapbooks over tomorrow. I miss my piano already. And dear Charlie, of course, even though he mocked my voice the other night – to ask for Mendelssohn’s ‘Song Without Words’, really! I know he was only trying to make light of things, and I did laugh, but it wounded me more than I could say.
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         It couldn’t have been long between the first signs of illness and the decision to isolate Annie from the rest of the family, up there on the hill behind the house. The hoarse throat, the cough, the random stabbing pain between the shoulder blades, the loss of appetite and constant thirst; the ethereal glitter on her skin.

         T had familiarized herself with the symptoms and knew that, by the early 1900s, contagion theory had advanced enough for people to know that if they were in close, sustained proximity with a tuberculous person it was likely they would be ‘touched’ by an angel of death. But since no adequate methods of diagnosis had been established, what were considered early signs, including the infamous spot of blood ejected onto a handkerchief, were in fact usually proof of an advanced, terminal case. To further complicate matters, T read, the disease changed its character down the centuries and its calling cards – breathlessness, coughing, dizziness, anaemia, lethargy, fevers and night sweats, headaches, insomnia and ‘nervous decline’ – were always liable to be missed or misidentified as any number of other conditions, especially in women, for whom hysteria remained an easy catch-all.

         The word ‘hysteria’ triggered a memory of her battered edition of Foucault’s The History of Sexuality, with a detail on its cover from André Brouillet’s famous painting, Une leçon clinique à la Salpêtrière, in which the celebrity neurologist Jean-Martin Charcot exhibited for an audience of male students his latest attractive young hysteric. It was painted around the time of Annie’s birth, T noted, and showed a woman mid swoon, head thrown back, decolleté exposed. As Charcot’s assistant held her up, her hand seemed to curl into a fist behind her.33

         
            [image: ]

         

         34She had not remembered that detail of the fist, actually, but saw it as soon as she lifted the book from the shelf, instinctively smoothing her hand over its cover as if it were coated in thick dust, as all important tomes must be. She thought about the photography studio that Charcot had set up at the clinic to document these women whom he had the power to observe at any time he wished, day or night, from every angle and in various stages of undress. She thought about how, while they slipped from consciousness, he had captured their bodies in images he passed over to other men to compile, caption and circulate in a best-selling book, which was consumed – the word couldn’t be bettered – by still more male eyes. Turning the pages, these men read a story of medical progress, of flawed female minds and one remarkable man who could cure them. And the women took it in too.

         Every illness, real or otherwise, found itself drawn onto the tracks of narrative, T thought, freighted with expectations about aetiology and symptoms and remedy, from which it deviated only with tremendous will and difficulty. And the route was often not the same for women as for men. Hysteria among men, for instance, was rare, according to Charcot, and generally the result of extreme trauma; they had not the in-built weakness of women.

         Tuberculosis was interpreted along similar lines, T saw, fault – genetic, moral or both – being a favourite crutch of medical ignorance. Depending on where in the body it manifested, whether the brain, larynx, bones, kidneys, lymph nodes, pleura, spine or, most commonly, lungs, it went by a different name: consumption, scrofula, white light, mal de vivre, the robber of youth, or the ‘Romantic Disease’, so named for Keats and the countless other bright stars who seemed to translate fever into flights of lucid beauty. She read about King’s Evil (cured, 35they said, by the monarch’s charmed kiss) and the White Plague, which matched clinical observation (the pallor of the victims and the white swellings on the surface of an infected organ) with biblical judgement. As if to negate the protean nature of the threat, doctors used the ancient Greek name phthisis, ‘wasting’, far longer than seemed reasonable for a word so difficult to pronounce in a rush. A word so easy to mishear in a whisper as ‘syphilis’, she thought, one of many shameful conditions with which tuberculosis was often conflated. Long after 1882, when the bacterial cause of tuberculosis was identified, assumptions continued to be made about the predisposition of certain ‘types’, about careless living and inferior constitutions, about asking for what came to you.

         T sank deep into medical history. She would return to bed after dropping A at nursery and lie there for hours, propped up on pillows, the window open, to read about a disease that had been isolated in the bones of Neolithic men and dogged the ancient Egyptians. Only in the late 1800s did doctors begin to understand what they were up against: having stamped on the spit of a tuberculous person as if it were an insect, ground it into the floor with the heel of the boot, and dried and refreshed it multiple times, they found the sample still potent enough to kill. Tuberculosis lived on in victims’ tissues long after death, she learnt, survived for months in dust particles in the dark corners of a room, and was carried in asymptomatic ‘sleeping’ form – right then, now – by about a quarter of the global population. She studied charts that showed its growing resistance to antibiotics, saw that it had recently reemerged as the world’s leading infectious killer. And one day, in a crowded café, she looked up from her laptop and wondered if she was in its presence, or if it was already in her.
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