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 ~
Chapter I ~

Down the Rabbit Hole

I’m falling.

No, not exactly. The walls around me don’t
seem to be moving any faster as I pass them. It’s more like I’m
gently floating downward.

My fidgeting fingers grip the sides of my
blue dress, and I puff the skirt outward like a parachute, hoping
it will prevent me from further plummeting. I wiggle my toes as
best I can while they’re buckled inside my shiny black shoes,
mainly to confirm that my feet are still hovering at the ends of my
legs. I kick the empty air, half expecting the sudden motion to
flip me upside down.

Nothing changes, and I descend steadily into
unknown darkness. It’s not the fall but the landing that will hurt,
I remind myself, but when I think about what could be waiting down
there, my heart beats faster.

Taking a deep breath that doesn’t calm me, I
look up toward the pit’s opening. Though the distant circle of
light is small, its brightness stings my eyes. I turn to the walls,
which are faintly bathed in the glow from above. Assorted items are
hung around me: shelves lined with dusty old books, open cupboards
filled with jars of orange marmalade, paintings of bizarre
creatures, and maps of far-off places. I’m definitely on a most
curious journey, and I wonder how far I’ve fallen.

The words “I wonder how far I’ve fallen”
echo in my head, but they don’t sound correct, and I have to speak
the exact words. I know them inside out—they’re second nature to
me—but something unsettling prevents me from saying them. A feeling
like I’m being watched. But how can I be watched, I wonder, if
there are walls all around me?

My heart races as I try to recall the words
I’ve studied, the words I’ve heard and read over and over
throughout my life. I squeeze my eyes closed before tears can
escape, and I breathe rapidly, almost hyperventilating.

My eyes pop open, and I say what I’m
expected to say. “I wonder how many miles I’ve fallen by this
time?”

A sudden calmness envelops me, and I feel my
pulse slow down. I’m exactly where I’m supposed to be, and I
continue thinking out loud. “I must be getting somewhere near
the centre of the earth. Let me see: that would be four thousand
miles down, I think. Yes, that’s about the right distance—but then
I wonder what Latitude or Longitude I’ve got to? I wonder if I
shall fall right through the earth! How funny it’ll seem to come
out among the people that walk with their heads downwards. The
Antipathies, I think, but—”

“Thank you!” calls a voice, seemingly from
beyond the wall in front of me.

The unexpected noise breaks my
concentration, and my precariously tiptoed feet give way. I
collapse onto the ground, a dark flat surface with a little bit of
springiness to it. I drag my fingers along the floor, which feels
wooden. Definitely not where I expected to land.

The small bright circle at the hole’s
entrance isn’t directly overhead where it belongs. Instead, the
light comes from an angle above and in front, its beam slanted
downward to illuminate me. Shielding my eyes as I sit on the floor,
I look out into the distance and find myself in a large chamber. Am
I in the Great Hall already?

I notice a small room behind a window in the
back wall, but there isn’t anywhere near the number of doors there
should be. As my eyes adjust to the light, shapes become clearer.
Two aisles, one on each side, lead to the back of the hall.
Hundreds of rectangles—no, their plush maroon corners are
rounded—are arranged in rows that stretch into the distance, the
closest row at a height lower than I am. Why didn’t I fall all the
way down?

“Uh…excuse me,” says the same gravelly voice
from somewhere out there. I barely see him sitting about two-thirds
of the way back. He stretches an arm and bends his elbow to look at
his wrist. “The audition’s over, um…uh…”

“Allyson,” prompts a squeaky voice from the
front row of seats. A girl in a gray sweatshirt, who I didn’t
notice a moment ago, looks up from her clipboard and smiles at
me.

Audition?

My surroundings finally come into focus when
I see the bulky maroon curtains pulled back at the two edges of the
open area around me. I’m sitting on the front of the stage in the
school auditorium. Even though there are only two people in the
seats—and possibly more in the little booth way in the back—I
suddenly feel terrified, and I pull my knees close to my chest. My
heart beats faster again, not because I’m alone and can’t remember
what to say, but because I’m not alone and don’t know what to say
or do next.

It would be so much easier if I were Alice
hiding at the bottom of the rabbit hole. But I’m not Alice; I’m
auditioning for the part in my high school’s production of Alice
in Wonderland. For the fleeting moments I was reciting words
I’ve had memorized for years, I was in control and so happy I felt
like I was floating.

I was Alice.

If I can convince myself that I’m Alice,
then I might be able to convince others, particularly Mr. Whittier,
the school’s drama director.

“Thank you, Allyson,” he says through the
grizzly whiskers around his mouth. “Moesha, who’s next?”

The girl in the front row pulls a pencil out
of one of two bunches of dark curly hair tied on the sides of her
head. Glancing at her clipboard, she draws a line straight across
the paper, probably crossing my name off her list. Then she looks
over her shoulder toward Mr. Whittier and replies, “Gina
Hardy.”

“Send her in.”

Moesha gets out of her seat and walks to the
door on the left side of the auditorium. Left from where I sit,
anyway, as I don’t fully understand stage directions. Which way is
stage left, I wonder? To my left on stage, or to my right, which is
the audience’s left? This is my first time being on the school’s
stage, or on any stage for that matter, and it’s all strange and
confusing. But I’m fully aware that once Moesha gets to the door
and lets Gina Hardy inside, my audition—my chance to show them I
can be Alice, that I understand Alice—is officially over.

I jump to my feet so quickly I almost lose
my balance. As I extend my arms out to keep myself steady, I wave
my hands in protest. “But I haven’t finished! I…I never got to ask
about the bats and the cats!” I doubt I’ve ever been so brusque to
a teacher before, but everything depends on me getting the part of
Alice. Swaying side to side, I try to visualize myself back inside
the rabbit hole.

Falling.

Flailing.

Failing.

It’s not working, but I recite the next part
of the monologue because I have to do something. “Do bats eat
cats, I wonder?”

“Allyson, the audition’s over.” Mr.
Whittier’s nose twitches as he looks at his watch again. “And we’re
running late as it is. Thank you.”

My mouth wilts into a frown as I make my way
off the stage and toward the door I entered from. Right when I get
there, the door flies open, and I find myself face to face with the
next person auditioning.

Eyeing me up and down, she groans. “You’re
the one causing the delay?” She shakes her head and puts her hands
on her hips, pulling her red top a little tighter across her
protruding chest.

She’s a senior, two years older than me, and
we’re about the same height, but she looks far more mature in every
way. My feet frozen in place, I feel my shoulders sinking and my
body collapsing inward as I look up at her looming over me.
“Sorry,” I finally whisper.

“I’m a busy person, you know,” she says
snidely.

The name Gina Hardy is synonymous with
theater here, as she’s apparently always a lead in the school
plays—not that I’ve ever seen her perform or remember what shows
she’s been in. I know of a few people involved in drama, and only
one well enough to consider going to see, but my best friend
Chelsea works behind the scenes. Going to see the plays was never a
way I wanted to spend a Friday or Saturday night because I never
really had an interest in theater before. I’m not sure I’m
interested now, but it’s Alice in Wonderland, and if I were
able to play Alice, then maybe…

“You’re still here?” she asks. “It’s my turn
now, and Mr. Whittier holds closed auditions. So get out!”

I’m not sure what she means because anyone
could sign up to audition. How would that make it closed? Before
she can plow through me, I shrink away to avoid being bumped in the
shoulder. Strong rose-scented perfume wafts into my nostrils as she
passes, and I sneeze. I hear her groan again and sense her turning
back at me, so I hastily squeeze through the door before she can
take my head off with another mean comment.

Outside, I lean against the wall and take
some slow and steady deep breaths. Before I’m done, I hear Gina’s
muffled voice behind the closed door. I know the words she’s
saying—Alice falling down the rabbit hole—and by instinct, my lips
start mouthing them. If she’s also auditioning for Alice, does
being an upperclassman give her an edge over me? She’s undeniably
loud, probably projecting her voice in the auditorium better than I
did. Could Mr. Whittier even hear me back there during my turn?

I’m tempted to open the door a crack and
peek through it to see if she’s properly behaving like Alice, but
I’m afraid of her spotting me. Could that be what she meant by
closed auditions, that no one else is supposed to be inside the
auditorium? And if I watch, will it ruin my chance of getting the
part?

Not wanting to risk it, I make my way
through the students still waiting for their turns and head to my
locker to get my backpack. It’s the last day of auditions because I
hesitated to sign up, but an early time slot was fortunately
available so I can still catch the late bus and be home well enough
before Mother gets out of work. Once I get the part, I don’t know
what time rehearsals will end, so I’m not entirely sure what I’ll
do about getting home afterward. Then there’s the bigger issue of
how Mother will react when she learns I’m doing this particular
play. She’s not going to approve.

After all these years, she just doesn’t
understand.

 


♥ ♠ ♦ ♣

 


“She’s eight years old,” said Mother from downstairs,
several years earlier, keeping me from falling asleep. “She’s not a
baby anymore, so she’s old enough to understand these things
happen.”

Someone had to rescue Daddy from another
night of being yelled at, so I got out of bed and grabbed my book.
With both hands clutching it to my chest, I headed into the hall
and jumped from one step to the next instead of running so I
wouldn’t trip over the hem of my baby blue nightgown.

Once my bare feet touched the living room
carpet, I turned toward the kitchen where their voices were. Mother
briskly stepped into the room and collided with me on her way to
the front door. Either she didn’t see or expect me there, but I
could tell by the tone of her voice that she was disappointed.
“What are you doing out of bed, young lady?”

Avoiding her attempt to cradle my head
against her belly, I stepped back and held out the book. I couldn’t
find the words to ask her, especially since my question was
intended for someone else.

“You’ve already had story time tonight,” she
said, stifling a sigh as she glanced down at the book. Then she
rubbed her temples and looked over her shoulder toward the
kitchen.

“Please,” I lisped through my missing front
tooth.

“It’s not that I’m avoiding it, Deb, but—”
said Daddy, coming in from the kitchen. He was cut off by Mother
holding her hand up, and then he noticed me and smiled. “What’s
wrong, little Alice?” he asked, kneeling to speak face to face with
me.

“She wants a story,” replied Mother.
“Probably woken up because we—”

“Come to my arms, my beamish
girl!”

Without hesitation, I ran into his embrace,
and he lifted me up and twirled me around until I was giggling.

“Like that will help,” muttered Mother.

“Wait, what’s this I feel?” Daddy shifted me
to one arm so he could take the book from me. “Alice in
Wonderland? Haven’t I already read some of this tonight? Or was
it another night?” He smirked and winked at me. “Hard to keep track
of time when he won’t do a thing I ask! It’s always six o’clock
now.”

“That’s the Mad Hatter,” I said, my eyes and
smile wide.

Pressing his forehead against mine, he
whispered, “Can’t put a character past you, can I? Maybe if we’re
nice, we can have a little more time tonight.”

We both turned to Mother, a scowl on her
face and her arms folded across her chest. “Fine,” she said. “A
word first, Charlie?”

Daddy carried me to the staircase and set me
down on the fourth step. “You get a head start, okay?” He handed
the book back to me and gently touched his index finger to my nose.
“I’ll be up before you can say Jabberwocky.”

I laughed at the funny word and started
upstairs. My parents were silent until I turned the corner, where I
stopped to listen to their hushed conversation.

“The longer we delay this, the harder it’s
going to be on her,” said Mother.

“You don’t think I know that?” Daddy’s tone
wasn’t happy like it had been seconds earlier while he was talking
to me. He sounded sad. “But she’s my daughter too, Deb. I
deserve—”

“It’s already decided. Now read her that
silly story and get her to sleep.”

I knew Mother didn’t like my favorite book,
but I didn’t know why. Instead of letting her words upset me, I
rushed to my bedroom, climbed onto my bed and under the covers, and
hugged my book until Daddy finally appeared.

He looked around my bedroom and scratched
his head. “What is this curious place? Could it be Allyson’s
Wonderland?”

“No, Daddy!” Shaking my head, I pointed at
the embellished print on the book cover and showed him. “It’s
Alice in Wonderland.”

He faked a surprised look as he took the
book from my hands and sat on my bed. “So you’re right. You’re such
a clever girl, Allyson. What would I do without you?” He cleared
his throat and blinked while he thumbed through the pages. “Now
where did we leave off last time? Was it in the Queen’s garden or
at the trial? Where is that bookmark?”

Chuckling, I tugged on his sleeve so he
could watch as I pulled the bookmark out from under the covers.
“Start over.”

“Clever and sneaky girl,” he said, tousling
my hair. “So from the beginning? The very, very beginning?”

“I wanna hear her fall down the rabbit
hole.”

“Yeah, sometimes we all need an escape down
a rabbit hole.” He put an arm around me and turned to the first
page of the first chapter. After clearing his throat, he started
reading. “Alice was beginning to get very tired of sitting by
her sister on the bank, and of having nothing to do; once or twice
she had peeped into the book her sister was reading, but it had no
pictures or conversations in it, ‘and what is the use of a book,’
thought Alice, ‘without pictures or conversations?’ ”

Though he read the narration
matter-of-factly, he always varied the tone and pitch of his voice
to distinguish between the characters. The White Rabbit was quick
and choppy, the Caterpillar much slower, the Queen of Hearts so
shrill I’d wince, and as Alice, he spoke in a falsetto, almost like
he was attempting to imitate my voice.

By the time Alice reached the pool of tears,
I had fallen asleep, my head resting against him. It was the last
time Daddy was in that house to read me a bedtime story.

 


♣ ♦ ♠ ♥

 


During the bus ride home after my audition, I try to
escape into my cherished copy of Alice’s Adventures in
Wonderland—the one Daddy left behind for me—but I can’t
concentrate. The road is too bumpy, and it’s too loud and
distracting between the chattering of other students and the
constant stream of crumpled paper being tossed across the bus.
There are more people on the late bus than I expect, and I
recognize a few of them as troublemakers in my classes. They must
be going home after detention or extra-help sessions.

Ignoring them as best I can, I sit in the
front row and clutch my book tightly, gazing at the passing trees
still bare from the winter.

The brakes squeak as the bus pulls up to the
corner of my street, and I slip out the doors and into the chilly
air before anyone realizes I was even there. Unlike when I’m picked
up outside my house in the morning, the late bus doesn’t make all
the usual stops, so I have to walk the rest of the way. I pass
small, cozy houses, all of them nicely painted, with big front
yards and white picket fences.

Then I come to my house, and I groan upon
seeing the familiar yellow paint. I wish it had been painted light
blue instead, with little white shutters. Mother was the one who
wanted it yellow because it looked more affluent. Or something like
that.

I stop to check the mailbox but it’s empty.
Another day without a letter from Daddy. It’s been weeks since I
last heard from him, but I know it’s because he’s busy. My
birthday’s next month, so I’ll be getting something from him soon
enough.

After passing through the front gate, along
the paved path, and up the creaking front steps, I fumble with the
zipper on my backpack and take out my keys and phone. There aren’t
any voicemails or texts, not even Mother’s standard “Allyson,
honey, duty calls. Be home a little late” message, so I probably
won’t have to start making supper. Because of the audition, I’ll
barely have enough time to finish my chores. Vacuuming today, so I
have to change clothes first.

I dressed for the audition in a
short-sleeved light blue dress hanging halfway between my knees and
ankles, white tights, and shiny black buckle shoes. I know I
received odd looks throughout the day, and the occasional
disparaging comment I overheard stung a little, but I wasn’t going
to take any chances. Without my Alice outfit, I wouldn’t stand a
chance. Bought with Christmas money from Daddy a few years ago,
it’s my security blanket and good luck charm rolled into one. I
only wear it on special occasions—like Halloween or my
birthday—whenever I wish I could be Alice for real.

Taking a close look at myself in the
full-length mirror on my closet door, I wonder if Mr. Whittier had
seen me as Alice the same way I do. I guess I’ll find out
eventually. After changing into jeans and a sweatshirt, I smooth
out the dress and carefully hang it back in my closet, as far to
one end of the clothing bar as possible.

I tie my blonde hair into its usual ponytail
because I don’t like feeling it tickle my shoulders when it hangs
down. Examining my reflection in the looking glass a few seconds
longer, I frown. The illusion of the day is shattered. I’m no
longer Alice, just Allyson.

As I trudge down the stairs, bits and pieces
of Chelsea’s pep talk from last night replay in my head. “You’re
fresh blood, and if you can totally wow Mr. Whittier and convince
him you’re Alice, he’ll at least consider you.”

Did I convince him? Will he consider me? I
won’t get the answer today, but will I find out tomorrow? Or the
next day? Having never done a play before, I don’t know how it all
works. I guess I’m going to have to call or text Chelsea with yet
another question. She must be getting tired of my incessant
curiosity.

I drag the vacuum cleaner out of the hall
closet. Got to keep the house clean, and Mother hates seeing even a
speck of dirt on the carpets, especially the thick ivory one in the
living room. I learned this the hard way when I was younger and
once tracked mud across the floor, which is why Mother never
allowed me to have a pet. A dog—no, a cat, which I’d name
Dinah—would be nice to keep me company while I spend my afternoons
toiling away like Cinderella.

The vacuum roars to life, and I start my
usual path around the house in the hallway, then the dining room,
and finally the living room, where it collides with a leg of the
mustard yellow vinyl sofa. Mother works in interior design, so why
would she ever think such an ugly piece of furniture belongs
here?

I navigate around the coffee table until I’m
facing the sofa. The late afternoon sun shines through the picture
window behind me, casting my long shadow upon the blank white wall.
If I squint hard enough, I’m convinced I see a rectangular area
that’s not as pale as the rest of the paint, or maybe I notice the
difference for what once hung there. Taken when I was about four
years old, the family portrait showed me sitting on Daddy’s lap
with Mother standing beside him, her hand on my shoulder. Mother
was happy then. We were all happy.

They used to leave me with a babysitter on
Friday nights so Daddy could take Mother out dancing. Sometimes,
they’d practice barefoot in the living room during the week, and
whenever Mother left the room, Daddy would pick me up off the sofa
and twirl me around in his arms. Floating, I’d look into his deep
blue eyes. I miss his eyes; I miss seeing him every day. Sure, I
have pictures of him in a scrapbook and in my bedroom, but they’re
not the same as the portrait that Mother took down.

Slam! I peer out the window and see Mother’s
little white car in the driveway. This would be an appropriate time
to hide down a rabbit hole, so I pack away the vacuum cleaner. The
room is filled with the smell of Pine Perfection carpet cleaner as
Mother likes it.

I close the closet and hurry toward the
stairs, but I’m too late. Mother’s heels are already clicking on
the front steps, accompanied by the jingling of keychains and keys.
Dozens of them.

The door opens, and keeping my head low, I
watch Mother’s long, sleek legs stride in. Wearing a short navy
blue skirt and blazer with a white blouse underneath, Mother looks
professional and certainly not forty-three years old. Upon seeing
me, she asks, “Allyson, how was school today?”

“Fine.” I sidle toward the stairway.

Mother removes the pins from her long, brown
hair, running her fingers through it as it flows downward.
“Anything interesting happen?”

“Not really.” I shake my head and start
upstairs. By the time she removes her shoes and complains about
being on her feet all day, I’m out of sight.

Even if Mother were truly interested in my
day, I can’t tell her about the audition. She’d trivialize it
because she doesn’t understand the way Daddy does.

Closing my bedroom door behind me, I dash to
my desk and turn on my laptop. I can send him an email, telling him
everything about today, but I hesitate when the screen lights up. I
should wait until after the cast is posted because it will be
amazing news when I tell him what part I get. Instead of sending me
a birthday present this year, maybe he’ll come and visit! Of course
he will, especially to see me play Alice. It will be a perfect
surprise.

I glance around the room. Drawings of Alice
characters hang on the wall, and ceramic figurines—past gifts from
Daddy through the years—line my shelves. My eyes pass from the
Cheshire Cat grinning in his tree to the Caterpillar lounging on
his mushroom, the Mad Hatter and March Hare having tea, and the
Queen of Hearts clutching a flamingo to use as a croquet
mallet.

Finally, I focus on a small picture frame on
my desk. On one side, Alice kneels as if she’s looking through the
tiny door in the Great Hall, but instead, she looks at the photo of
Daddy inside the frame. “I did my best,” I say with a sigh.

Taking it from the desk, I stroll across the
room and place it among the half-dozen Alices on my dresser, each
one showing her at a different moment in the story. “I’m going to
get the part. For Daddy,” I say to the Alice standing with her
hands behind her back. “I’ll finally get to become you.”

Alice curiously stares up at me. “Who in
the world am I? Ah, that’s the great puzzle!”

 



 ~
Chapter II ~

The Pool of Tears

Mother had come home only to head back out again.
She’s meeting her current client, a chef, to discuss designs for
the interior of his restaurant. Rather than spend the evening
completely alone and worrying about the audition, I call Chelsea,
who comes over with a plain cheese pizza. With almost half of it
still uneaten, we abandon it on the kitchen table and head up to my
bedroom.

“Stop stressing about it. You’ll drive
yourself mad,” she says, plopping down on my pink canopy bed.
“Still got this thing, I see.”

“Mother wants to get me a new one,” I reply,
shaking my head. “But I don’t want her to touch a thing in here. I
like it just the way it is.”

“Well, it’s not that bad.” Chelsea twirls
her short purple-streaked dark hair. Her sparkling white teeth
appear when she grins. “A little childish, but aren’t we all
sometimes?”

“Do you really think I’ve got a chance
against everyone else? I mean, I’ve never acted before, and it’s
kinda frightening. Besides, I’m a sophomore, and isn’t Gina Hardy
going to college for theater?”

“Yeah, but that doesn’t mean she
automatically deserves the lead in every show.” Chelsea immediately
turns away, making the expression on her face disappear from view
so I can’t read it.

“You know something, don’t you?” I ask,
circling my bed, trying to see through whatever she’s hiding from
me. “You’re Mr. Whittier’s assistant director or something—”

“Production assistant.” She doesn’t look up
when she corrects me. Not that the difference matters since I don’t
know what either job title means.

“He obviously trusts you with important
stuff about the play, so maybe he already told you who got what
part. And the way you looked away when I mentioned Gina… Does that
mean she’s gonna be Alice instead of me?”

“You’ve got to stop worrying about Gina’s
chances.” Now she looks up at me, and I recognize the sincerity in
her voice. “I’ve known her since kindergarten, and we’ve been in
plenty of classes together. Sure, she’s a royal pain in the butt
sometimes—well, most of the time—but she’s also a decent actress.
Whatever Mr. Whittier decides, you’ve got to be proud that you put
yourself out there and did your best.”

I sit on the edge of my bed, my back to
Chelsea. “Now you sound like my mother.”

“You don’t give your mom enough credit. She
does the best she can. She’d let you join any club or sport you
wanted—if you wanted—and all she asks is that you help out around
the house. Seems like a pretty sweet deal to me.”

I’ve heard Chelsea’s lecture plenty of times
before that I can practically finish it myself. She’s often told me
how much she
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