They call her Anna and she hears them talking about how she ran away to the woods where Ben found her, soaking wet and covered in mud. There was a fire.

Maisie is trying to jog her memory by reading her diaries out loud. She knows the diaries are deliberately misleading but, the more they reveal painful episodes from her past, the more her mind slips into verse which mingles with the nursery rhymes chanted by younger sister Hebe. These are repetitive alphabets deciphered from an old patchwork quilt which Maisie insists on repairing despite her father’s objections. 

When the silent woman hears her 'real Mama's’ voice in the rhymes (she was raised by her hated stepmother Genevieve) she is reminded of her ‘Papa’s’ secret experiments, and realises that, in one sense, she had lost her memory. She had lost touch with her memories of another world, which are coming back to her now. 
Chapter OnePRIVATE 

Being mad myself,

how on earth can I explain

my madness to the hoards of sane?

How on earth?  When I am growing madder?
"'Papa said it began with a joke...

Today is the Twenty-fourth day of February, nineteen fifty-three and it is Papa's fifty-third birthday. We planned a big birthday party. We wanted to celebrate in style. But there is nothing to celebrate. Instead it is the saddest day. Today we buried Papa. 

I heard a rumour you had died... 

No, no, it is not true! It cannot be true! Papa cannot be gone forever. I keep thinking he is still alive. In a moment I will hear his key in the lock and he will open the front door and come upstairs to say goodnight. No, Papa cannot be gone! It was all a ghastly nightmare! I only dreamed this dreadful day. I only dreamed I saw those men in black coats carrying his coffin through the churchyard. It wasn't a coffin at all. It was make-believe. I will see Papa again one day, I know I will. 

In the garden I watched a sloe worm sliding away from the compost heap. I watched it disappearing into the undergrowth and I thought about Papa buried down below me in the damp earth. I want to slip down a hole just like that. I want to vanish into the cool sweet caverns below. 

I feel an urge to run and hide, 

to find the ancient woodlands, 

where I wandered as a child...

I wish I had started this diary a long time ago. I wish I had written down the things Papa told me. Now it is too late. I embroidered a waistcoat with red and gold thread for his birthday. It was meant to be a surprise but in the end he never saw it. In the end? How ghastly, how final that sounds! Surely that cannot be the end, to be buried in a hole in the ground. There must be more to life than that. I threw the waistcoat down after Papa. The grown-ups standing around me looked shocked. What is the child doing? I looked down and saw my gold thread glittering in that dark hole until somebody fished it out with a long stick. Oh Papa! Papa! I will see you again, I will..!'"

"Why have you stopped reading, Maisie?"

"I think there's a page missing from the diary."

Dreaming of a wind-blown seed drifting on a rising wind...
I hear the sound of pouring rain, 

pattering the window pane, 

a thousand tiny silver feet 

drowning out my seedling dream...

I awake to the sound of running feet, thumpity-thumpity tiny feet running along a river bank chasing after the burbling brook, laughing! tumbling through my dream like a mountain trickle splashing softly over pebbles, gurgling home, gurgling home at last, babbling brighter louder lighter, slipping loose in clear swift water, running, flowing with the current, swiftly gliding rushing faster towards a joyful wall of water, endless cool sweet water, falling droplets leaping flying soaring!  

Above the noise I hear someone calling. Daisy! Daisy!

Is that a human voice I hear? But waking up I hear no rain. I see no clouds, no sky, nothing to light my way back home, nothing but a bare white ceiling, a strange square room, a stripped white box with edges and sharp corners, with fading, greying disappearing lines... 



"'A patient, who was found wandering in Deepton Wood in a state of confusion, has been named as the missing nanny...'" 

"The nanny! What's that you're reading, Dad?" 

"The Deepton Chronicle."

"I might have known. They're hopeless. Is that really what it says?" 

"Yes, Maisie, why do you ask?" 

"Do they just make it up, or what? Why can't they get the simplest facts right?"

He sighed. "Because they're human I expect. And, in any case, Anna was a nanny for a while."

"But that was years ago! She's your wife, now."

"You know you can't believe a word the papers say. I keep telling you." 

"But don't you mind that they're calling her a nanny?"

"Well, yes, Mai, but you have to make allowances."

"And don't call me Mai!"

"For heaven's sake, what's the matter now?"

"I've told you before. It's not my name. It's only a stupid nickname."

"It's not a nickname, it's a pet-name. More like a term of endearment. You should take it as a compliment."

"Not if I don't like it, it isn't."

"I wish you'd stop making mountains out of molehills. I don't know what's got into you lately, I really don't." Theo is truly baffled by his daughter's reaction. He sees himself as a reasonable man who likes to lead an ordered life and he cannot understand why she seems bent on spreading muddle and obfuscation at every opportunity. She appears to be in a state of some confusion. "Oh well," he says. "I must be off. See you later."

Maisie does not answer but picks up the diary again and resumes her reading out loud. 

"'..high above the silver leaves of the swaying aspen trees...'"

"Did you hear me, Maisie? I'm going out now. I have to see to the nightwatch."  

"Uhu."

Is confusion the right word, Theo wonders? Maybe awkwardness or pig-headedness or downright cussedness would be more to the point. "See you later then."

"'I see the waving meadowsweet drooping in the heavy rain, dreaming...'"

Dreaming? I feel a heavy object. Something hard. Rock solid hard lodged tight at the back of my mind. Something in my way. I cannot see beyond it. Or around it. With all my strength I push my will against it, remembering how I moved the heavy boulders one by one, rolling and dragging them to the water's edge and dropping them, splashing them, into the shallows where I ease them slowly along the stony river bed, past the pale cups of floating yellow lilies, and then rolling them, shoving them one beyond another, until I can see the great rushes growing on the other bank and I feel a surge of fire in my head! I stretch across to grasp the waving rushes just at the moment when the stones split beneath me and I am slipping falling! grabbing wildly at the sharpened stems that cut and slice my hands like blades as I am swept away in a rush of bloodied water, tumbled helpless into a raging flood with the brandy smell of water lilies clinging to my nostrils, now spinning round and round in a swirling current, in depths of roaring sound where, drowning, I am waving, waving meadowsweet spilling all my precious seeds.

Daisy! Daisy! O to be a daisy beside the flowing stream...

A daisy? Why a daisy? A pale young woman sits reading by the window. The afternoon sunshine accentuates her pallor and her skin has taken on a blue-grey tinge from the blue of her mother's old plush armchair. Blue is not her colour, is it?  Not her warmest sunshine, as Mama would have said. Definitely not. See how it drains the roses from her cheeks. Why does she sit so long indoors, growing as dull as dead men's bones? Why does she read all day by the window, when she should be outside in the garden? That would put the colour back in her face. See how windy it is out there; how the poplars are waving; how the marguerites are dancing! And look at the child running around and around the garden chasing daisies, her eyes bright and her dark hair flying. She is trying to make a daisy chain but her flowers are blowing all over the place. 

O to be a daisy beneath the towering trees. 

O to be a daisy, now that April's here...

But will the pale girl go outdoors? Not a bit of it. She sits with her back to the garden and her head bent down, oblivious to the sights and sounds around her. She does not see the swaying poplars or the dancing marguerites, or the flying daisy chain. She does not even see the bright laurel that glistens through the glass, right beside her elbow, although its spotty leaves gleam shinier than ever after the heavy rain.

I hear a sweet song far away,

a haunting sound that ebbs and flows, 

like water trickling through my dreams,

or someone whispering your name,

softly singing, sighing, calling...

On the wall I see a tiny flower with its petals open wide. It looks for all the world like a little daisy face laughing at me, or an eager seedling running forward to greet me. I go to stretch out my arms but even as I try to think, I see the petals freeze. I see the flower stiffen and lie flat against the wall and I know, that by the time the sun comes round again it will be dead, no longer a laughing face, but only a painted image held rigid on the wallpaper and I will still be hearing voices...

"Look, my seeds are growing!" says Hebe.

"Sssh," says Maisie.

"Hey, Ben, where did you find Nana? She looks an awful mess."

"Leave him alone, he's asleep."  

"No I'm not," grunts Ben from his armchair.  He opens one eye and peers at Hebe. "You think Anna looks bad now? You should have seen her when we brought her in. She was filthy. Covered with mud from head to foot."

"It was nothing," says Maisie quickly. "We all got a bit wet. It was raining."

"A bit wet!  Soaked to the skin, you mean." 

"Don't listen to him. He's exaggerating, as usual," says Maisie.

"What's wrong with Nana, then?"

"Anna's lost her memory," says Ben.

"No, she hasn't."

"Was Nana lost?" 

"No, your Nana wasn't lost," says Maisie. "Nothing like that. She went for a walk in the bluebell woods and there was a sudden shower and she had to take shelter. That's why she was gone so long..."

"Rubbish. She was in Deepton Wood. She was nearly at the waterfall by the time I got to her." 

Maisie ignores Ben's interruption. "And that's all there is to it. O.K.? Now be quiet please and let me read," she says firmly. "'It began with a joke when a seed...'"

"But where did you find her, Ben?" persists Hebe. 

"She was standing in a hole."

"A hollow," says Maisie.

"A hole, a hollow. What difference does it make? In any case, she ducked down when she saw me. I swear she did. That's why it took me so long to find her. You can hardly see anything in that undergrowth, it's so thick. She's lucky she wasn't buried alive."

"Why? What was she doing?" asks Hebe.

"Don't ask me. Trying to dig herself to Australia it looked like."  

"I mean was she planting a tree or something?" 

"How would I know? I'm only telling you what I saw."

"Where's Daddy?" asks Hebe.

"He'll be here any minute," says Ben looking at his watch.

"I thought he said he was working late," says Maisie. "It was the nightwatch I think."

"Yes, but he said he'd pop in here on the way."

"I told Daddy he should have let Nana dig the garden. She goes mad cooped up in the house all day."

"Don't say that, Hebe."

"He said she was ruining the flowerbeds," says Ben.

"So what? At least we knew where she was."

"Maybe you did, but did Anna?"

"She needed to get away by herself," says Maisie. "She would have found her own way home eventually. You didn't have to go tramping all over the woods looking for her. "

"You don't understand," says Ben. "Anna doesn't know the way home. She doesn't even know her own name. Can't you see? She's lost her memory."

"No, she hasn't," says Maisie. "She's only lost her voice. Now where was I? 'I hear a whisper in the trees, a distant sigh that comes and goes...'"

"Now I know she's mad," Ben mutters to himself as he closes his eyes and turns his face to the wall. 

Where did he find her? Where on earth? In the woods. In the woods. In the whispering woods. Come away sister, come away now, take me away from this freakish place. To the woods. To the woods. Tell them you belong with us. Where did he find her? Where did he lose her, more like. What about the seedling child? Did you see the seedling child? Did he hear a voice that day, very faint and far away, a whisper above the shuffling leaves? Like aspens trembling in the wind, or lilting voices, rising, falling, softly calling out your name...  

"What did you say?"

"I said she's lost her memory."

Lost my memory? No, no, I say, of course I have not lost my memory. But nobody hears me. Can they not see? Can they not tell? Do they not know how swollen up I am with memories? Swollen fit to burst. I am stuffed with overflowing memories, not my own, but other people's words and other people's weeds that are choking out my seeds, other people's worlds that threaten to destroy me. I try to speak. I want to say that nothing has to change. I know their faces now. I have lived their lives so long that I wear them like a second skin, like a sticky covering of barbs and burrs and clinging tendrils that will not let me go. I try to say... but I cannot form the words. Something simple would suffice, a friendly 'good morning' or a brief 'hello' or just a smiling 'thank you' for the little tokens that litter my raided nest, the willow herb and the hazel wand and the tumbling piles of petals that lie scattered around the counterpane among the biscuits and the grapes and the golden apples of the sun. I want to reassure them that the green leaves will return, that the woods will grow again. I try to speak, but I cannot find my voice. It has vanished, swallowed into the white fog of my mind. It is hiding from me, holding back on me, terrified of exposing itself. By an effort of will I move a finger. I struggle to unclasp a fist. Deep inside I tremble as old sensations tingle through my body. Sap is rising, leaves unfolding, life is thrusting upwards. At once I am far away, invisible among the trees with voices pounding through my head. But I am trapped inside a rigid skin, with a bitter taste on my tongue and a dragging pain in my chest, a raw sensation like emptiness or some dreadful deeper sense of loss. But loss of what I do not know. Is it some world inside myself? Or is it something on the outside, some other world too far away to reach? I cannot tell. I do not know which part of me is inside and which is outside. With every pore I listen to the voices all around me, that are pulling me apart in all directions. How can I know which one to choose? I try to speak, but no sound comes. I am suffocating under a torrent of noise and wordless cries and screams that pound my ears and blind my eyes and fill my mind with images that I cannot...

How does it begin?  

With images. 

It begins with images, 

with shadows that I cannot see, 

drifting at the edges of my mind, 

until I turn to face them, 

and they flee.

Images so swift 

that vanish in a blink 

of fleeting light I cannot catch...

But images of what? I cannot tell;

of everything I do not know,

everything I cannot think,

and nothing to be done;

of someone curled up on the ground, 

trying not to make a sound; 

of hands and arms and locks and walls 

and footsteps padding back and forth; 

of faces pressed against the door 

and someone madder locked inside, 

and hearing voices...
