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			I was late running away, of course.

			I had meant to leave on Tuesday, but I lost my nerve. On Wednesday, I fell asleep waiting for Mother and Father to go to bed. But today was Thursday, and I’d had another visit from the Baron at tea. That had been all the encouragement I needed.

			“Hedgewitch!” I hissed. “Oh, where are you? You won’t be happy if I leave you behind. Tansy will pluck out your spines and use them to poke people, I’m certain of it.”

			This at last elicited a quiet snort, and I followed the noise to my dresser. There I found Hedgewitch—my favorite and naughtiest hedgehog, and the only one I’d brought with me from Wonderland—curled up in a ball amidst the round cosmetics jars. She had tucked herself into the jar of rouge, but the jar didn’t close with her in it and several spines stuck out.

			“Look at you!” I scolded, lifting her free. One half of the hedgehog was covered in pink rouge, while the other was its usual tawny brown. Well, she looked more like a creature of Wonderland now—which, of course, she was. I doubted an ordinary hedgehog could grasp the concept of hide-and-seek, which was Hedgewitch’s favorite pastime.

			The hedgehog, upside down like a beetle, waved her feet in the air and tried to bite me. Hedgewitch was always trying to bite, because she was an emotional creature, but being a hedgehog, she lacked the wisdom to distinguish between emotions. Biting could mean delight, panic, melancholy, or almost anything else.

			I pulled on my wool cloak and tucked Hedgewitch into the pocket. I’d successfully kept her a secret from my family, despite a few close calls—Hedgewitch had gotten into the raspberry preserves twice, leaving tiny hedgehog prints on the table, and now my mother was convinced we had a squirrel problem.

			I cast one last look around my bedroom. I’d felt like a prisoner in it for the better part of a year, but it was still mine, and part of me would miss it. My longing for Wonderland had given me a passion for painting—which I had some skill for, as it had been an important component of my education, alongside singing and French. My parents, though, refused to display any of my paintings in the house.

			Because, naturally, they were all of Wonderland.

			There was the Mad Hatter, leaning back in his chair with the contented smile he often wore after sating himself with tea; the March Hare, frowning and melancholy, gazing dreamily into the Tulgey Wood; and the White Rabbit as I’d first seen him in the park near the house, an uncanny small figure, his red jacket stark against the rich greens.

			I had also painted things I’d never seen but which I imagined would suit Wonderland quite well. A mopcat to go with the broomdogs. A raven with teeth, terrible and sharp. A violet-eyed boy with waves of dark hair, dressed in a flamboyant purple suit.

			I was particularly interested in jabberwocks, because all the stories contradicted one another as to their appearance (though not their wicked natures). I’d painted several versions of them, though my favorite was dragon-like, with pale feathers and a fantastically long tail.

			“Alice?” someone said outside my door.

			I went still and tried to make my breathing even, as if I were asleep. Edith had come to apologize, I knew, because that was always how it went. She would give me a lecture about how I should be grateful that a baron wanted to marry me, and then, later, she would feel regretful and come to apologize. I would cry and tell her I didn’t want to marry anyone, and she would stroke my hair and tell me that most girls my age didn’t, and this was one of the many cruelties the world contained. Sometimes we would talk late into the night.

			And then a day or two would go by, and she would regret her own regret and go back to praising the Baron again.

			The Baron was a kind old man, and that was almost the worst part. Talking to him was like talking to my grandfather. I could no more imagine being married to him than I could being able to breathe underwater.

			But I needed to marry someone, my parents kept saying, for the sake of the family. I would soon be eighteen, and Edith had married at eighteen, so why shouldn’t I? Father was in debt again, and it was a dangerous debt now, not the kind he used to sigh and roll his eyes about. The Baron was prepared to take me, despite the rumors that I was half mad, because he and my father were old friends.

			But it wasn’t going to work. Edith had let our parents bully her into marrying a rich old husband, and that hadn’t worked. Her husband had fulfilled his sole duty as a rich old husband by dying and leaving her his money, and Father had taken that money and squandered it, just as he’d done with his own.

			My hands tightened around my skirt. Mother had forbidden me from wearing only blue, my favorite color, declaring it another example of my strangeness, but I tried to sneak it in whenever given a choice. My dress—which met the floor in five layers of skirts—was white with a pattern of small blue irises.

			My sister waited several long moments, so patiently that I almost broke my resolve and let her in. Then she gave a tired sigh and walked away, and I was swamped by a wave of sympathy. It was difficult not to have sympathy for Edith, as much as I resented her. Father would have married her off again, but given that she was nearing thirty, she was considered an old widow by most men in the marriage market.

			Once I was certain she was gone, I picked up my suitcase and slipped into the hall.

			The doors would be locked, I knew—Mother and Father locked all the doors at night, and windows, too, to prevent my sneaking off, and only they had the keys. During the day they didn’t worry so much, because they put a watch on me consisting of endless rounds of servants and tutors and governesses. I’d always known that my only chance of escape would be at night.

			I went downstairs, stepping as lightly as I could. I had been under supervision for over a year—over a year since I had last visited Wonderland! It had taken me that long to work up the nerve to leave for good.

			If not for Caroline, I thought, my anger flickering.

			Caroline had been my one true friend, unlike the friends who gossiped about me and my mad stories about other worlds. Or so I’d thought. I had told Caroline everything—and then, one day, I had shown her Wonderland.

			Just a peek. A glimpse over the edge of the rabbit hole. Caroline had gone pale and spoken not one word. Then she’d turned and fled back home, faster than I could keep up, and told everyone what I had shown her.

			And that was how my family found out that I was still sneaking away to Wonderland. My father wasn’t inclined to believe in Wonderland, but I could tell my mother halfway believed, just as she halfway believed my great-grandmother’s stories of fairies and elves, and this gave my father a smidgeon of belief himself—and fear. It was why I was more closely guarded than a cabinet of jewels. And it was how I learned that I couldn’t trust anyone from my world. Not my sister, not my friends, and certainly not my parents.

			This thought felt good. It was something I’d been repeating to myself, because it gave me certainty, and certainty was comforting. It was a sharp, stinging sort of comfort, though, like a blanket woven from nettles.

			I crept toward Father’s study, which contained the one window in the house that didn’t lock. I put my hand on the door, but before I could push it open, I heard a sharp, rasping snore, followed by a quieter one. Father was in there—he must have fallen asleep over his accounts.

			I stepped back, stricken. I simply couldn’t walk back up the stairs, back to the bedroom I’d said goodbye to and the life I’d abandoned. It would feel like stepping inside of a ghost.

			Someone snickered. Slowly, I turned.

			Behind me stood Edith’s four-year-old daughter, Tansy, in her white nightgown. She looked a little like me and a little like Edith, with Edith’s dark hair and my wide-set blue eyes. Ordinarily, Tansy was deceptively adorable, but at that moment her hair was in disarray and woven with cobwebs and dead bugs. She must have been up in the attic again, where Edith and our parents had repeatedly forbidden her to go.

			Edith liked to say that Tansy was half wild. This was inaccurate, because Tansy was more than half wild, in my estimation. Three-quarters at least. I spent as little time with her as possible, because I did not much care for having my hair pulled or unpleasant things plopped into my tea.

			Tansy opened her mouth, ready to shout for my father and land me in a world of trouble. She’d get in trouble, too, but Tansy was immune to punishment, having learned to behave even worse in the face of it, which made my family hesitant to give her what she deserved.

			So I said the only words I knew that would quiet her.

			“Tansy,” I whispered, “do you want to get into trouble? Big trouble?”

			The child went still. Then, slowly, a smile spread across her face.

			“Good,” I said, smiling back. “Show me how you sneak into the garden after Grandfather locks the doors.”

			I had no actual evidence that Tansy knew how to sneak out, and I didn’t need it. When it came to disobedience, Tansy left no stone unturned. Another thing Edith liked to say, particularly when I complained about my niece, was that I had been just as wild as Tansy when I was a child. I found this hard to believe, though admittedly I remembered little from when I was four.

			“A story,” Tansy whispered back. “If I show you, I want a story. You can tell me tomorrow.”

			Her chin jutted in a way that I knew meant argument would be fruitless. I had often told Tansy stories of Wonderland, even when she was too little to understand them—I’d needed to tell someone, or at least, someone who wouldn’t tell me to keep my imagination to myself. Mother and Father had ordered me to stop when they found out, but by then it was too late, and Tansy was captivated. She particularly loved hearing about the White Rabbit, with his waistcoat and pocket watch, living in his pink cottage in the woods.

			“All right,” I murmured, guilt prickling. “I’ll tell you a story—as soon as I get back.”

			It wasn’t necessarily a lie, I reasoned. True, I didn’t intend to ever come back, but the rabbit hole might have closed, or the Queen of Hearts might throw me out of Wonderland. Anything was possible. My conscience, though, turned its nose up at my reasoning, and the guilt grew heavier. Tansy’s dust-smudged face lit up, and she nodded, not recognizing the difference between what she’d demanded and what I’d promised.

			Tansy turned and dashed up the hall. She veered right, up the servant’s stairs and down a narrow empty corridor that I barely recognized, then made a beeline for a window at the end. She stuck her small fingers into the bottom and heaved it open.

			“We’re too high up,” I protested. Tansy ignored me and lifted herself onto the sill.

			When I peered out, I drew in a breath. Vines of ivy climbed up this side of the house, and Tansy was already clambering down them like a ladder. Surely the ivy was too fragile to support my weight.

			But the ivy held. It was old, old ivy, the vines like witch’s fingers, rough and callused and swamp gray. Once I was certain of my footing, I reached back through the window and lifted my suitcase over the sill, then dropped it below me. I made it to the bottom, where Tansy waited, watching me with glee. I believe she would have laughed if I had fallen, but she seemed to enjoy the drama of my success and clapped when my feet touched the ground.

			“Thank you,” I said. I knelt before my niece, feeling that I ought to say goodbye, ideally in a wise way that Tansy would remember as she grew older.

			But before I could, the little girl turned and dashed away. Our adventure was over, and now she was off to stuff herself with strawberries until she was sick.

			Shoving aside the guilt, which was accompanied by an odd pinch of regret, I hefted my suitcase and set off.

			My father’s estate was large, consisting of fields and forests woven with paths and streams, and it took me a long time to cross it. I couldn’t help glaring at the fields as I went by. I had overheard my parents talking in hushed voices about those fields just the other day, and about how, if I didn’t marry the Baron and soon, they would have to consider selling them.

			The fields were pretty in the daylight, a mixture of sheep-trimmed grass and wildflower meadows, now hidden in darkness. I felt a familiar anger rise up within me. I am not a field! I wanted to shout, and it was true. My parents didn’t equate us at all. A daughter could be bartered away, while a field could not.

			I hurried on and at last came to the public park that bordered Father’s estate. Everything was so dark and unfamiliar, and I had the strangest sense that, if I turned around, I would see someone following me. Once or twice, I thought I could hear their footsteps. Or perhaps my own ghost was behind me, the ghost of the girl who had first fallen down the rabbit hole, chasing me as I’d chased the White Rabbit.

			Naturally, these ghoulish thoughts only made me run faster.

			At last I reached the rabbit hole, which glowed faintly in the moonlight. I shoved my way in, scraping my knees in my haste. It was a narrower fit than it had been a year ago. I reached the edge, where the rabbit hole sloped down, down, down, and there I stopped.

			“Ready, Hedgewitch?” I said. The hedgehog bit me encouragingly. Oh, how I missed Dinah, my sweet-tempered cat! But my parents had taken Dinah away from me last year and given her to a distant cousin, partly as a punishment and partly as a reward to dangle in exchange for my good behavior.

			I supposed I would never see her again.

			A strange assortment of smells wafted up from that dark hole: the salty brine of the ocean, freshly baked biscuits, lush gardens and trees. I drew a steadying deep breath, because I didn’t know if I would ever go back home.

			And I didn’t care.

			When I leapt off the edge, it felt less like I was falling and more like Wonderland was hurrying to greet me, like a beloved friend after a long absence.
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			My yellow teacup was missing. Not the one with the  ivy pattern, which made anyone who drank from it   argumentative, but the one I’d painted with a gentle riverside scene. I wasn’t sure how I’d done it—because I wasn’t really sure how I made any of them—but tea drunk from that cup made a person feel as if they’d just awoken from a restful nap. Specifically, one taken on a bed of moss and wildflowers beneath the boughs of a weeping willow while sunlight played through the leaves.

			“Perhaps I can make another,” I muttered, though I was not very hopeful. If I didn’t know how the magic worked, how could I copy it? I sighed and loaded the last box of teacups into the cart.

			“I don’t know about all this,” the Hatter said for perhaps the tenth time. He stood several paces back from the cart and kept eyeing it with suspicion, as if it might decide to scoop him up and carry him off with me.

			“You know I must have an occupation if I’m to stay here,” I reminded him. “Like you and dear Hare. Well, this is what I’ve chosen.”

			I patted the back of the cart, which now held three boxes of teacups, my two best teapots, another box of cozies and tea towels, a bag of sugar, two milk bottles in an ice chest, and twelve sacks of tea leaves.

			“Yes, but—” the Hatter began. “But it’s my unbirthday tomorrow. Perhaps you could wait another day?”

			His eyes had tears in them, and I felt a pang. The Hatter and the March Hare had been unendingly kind over the past month, as they had been during my previous visits to Wonderland, putting me up in their ramshackle house and warning me away from the darker paths of the Tulgey Wood. During one of my childhood visits, the Hatter had even taught me how to shape teacups from the clay that ribboned the banks of the stream behind the house.

			“Perhaps I’m mistaken, Mr. Hatter,” I said in my politest tone, because anything other than politeness made the Hatter anxious, “but won’t the day after tomorrow be your unbirthday, too?”

			His face fell, but then his mouth twitched in a cunning smile. “Well, yes, I suppose—but perhaps you could stay that day, also. Yes, stay two more tomorrows, and perhaps half of an anniversary, and then you can be off. What do you say?”

			“I’m afraid that won’t do,” I said firmly. I had learned from experience that I could not win an argument with the Hatter, for the same reason I could not win an argument with anyone who had no use for logic. You might as well argue with the wind. The only thing that worked with the Hatter was putting your foot down, because a foot was even harder to argue with.

			While the Hatter muttered mutinously, I turned to drink in the view of the house and garden, something I never tired of. The house was small and simple, its roof a lot of untidy thatch, with just one small bedroom upstairs and a little attic, where I slept, and the sitting room and kitchen on the main level. The floorboards moaned more than creaked, and a family of toves lived in the thatch—unfortunate, that, as they made unpleasant slithering noises at night. The garden was also on the small side, though it fit a long tea table, surrounded by neat hedges and trees that were themselves surrounded by the far less mannerly bulk of the wood. A string of colorful lanterns made the garden cheery and welcoming, even in the gathering evening shadows.

			The longer I looked, the more misty-eyed I grew. A part of me still refused to believe that I’d done it—that I’d actually run away to Wonderland. Another part was convinced it would all be snatched away from me again, an ominous dread I could not explain. It made me all the more determined to earn my place.

			“Are you bothering our Alice again?” the March Hare said. He’d emerged from his burrow deep beneath the house, which the Hatter and the Hare called “downstairs.” His waistcoat was rumpled, and he was blinking blearily in the lantern light of the garden. “There’s no sense in arguing with her like an old fool when you know her mind is made up.”

			“Old fool!” the Hatter cried, his emphasis making clear that he took offense to the first word and not the second. “I am not half so old as you, my oldest old friend. By which I mean, of course, that we are both old in friendship, as well as years. Indeed, I believe our friendship is older than the two of us put together!”

			“Naturally you would think that,” the Hare grumbled. “Always quarreling with Time as you are. I wish you’d leave him alone. He’s so dreadfully temperamental, Time!”

			I wondered if the Hatter was right and the Hare was the older between them. As far as I could tell, the people of Wonderland did age, but very slowly. The Hatter looked much as he had when we’d first met, though the thatch of hair peeking out from beneath his hat was perhaps more white than gray now. The creatures of Wonderland also aged slowly, but this was a relative thing, with animals; a seven-year-old hare was unusually long-lived, and yet that was how long I’d known the March Hare. I worried about him sometimes—I didn’t think I could bear losing him, and I was certain the Hatter couldn’t.

			“Go to bed,” the Hare told the Hatter. “The White Rabbit said he would come for tea tomorrow.”

			“The White Rabbit! That’s very kind of him,” the Hatter said. Most of our tea parties consisted of just me, the Hatter, the Hare, and the Dormouse. The Hatter was overbearing and the Hare a curmudgeon, and most of their guests didn’t visit more than once or twice. It was a shame, because the Hatter loved company.

			The Hatter hurried inside, muttering something about jam, leaving me alone with the Hare.

			“Thank you,” I said. The Hare harrumphed.

			The March Hare was quite a disturbing person, as most Wonderland creatures were. Not only was he too large—far too large—for a hare or rabbit, but he had a healthy thatch of hair on his head. Human hair. Once blond, now gone mostly to gray. In addition, the Hare dreamed. Many of his dreams seemed to consist of nightmares, from which he would awake shouting, “Not a rabbit! Anything but a rabbit!” He could never remember what he’d been dreaming about. And sometimes he would make offhand remarks about things a hare had no business knowing about, such as the sound of mermaid song or the hazards of sailing through winter storms, but when the Hatter or I tried to press him with questions, he would only blink in confusion and claim he’d never said any such thing.

			I settled myself on a stump at the edge of the garden, which offered a view of the dark tangle of the Tulgey Wood. The Hare’s house perched at the edge of the vast forest like a lighthouse upon the shore of the sea, casting its glow into the darkness.

			I felt a prickle of excitement that tomorrow I would be traveling farther into Wonderland than I ever had, serving tea to strange creatures and enjoying even stranger conversation. The paths of the Tulgey Wood were many and labyrinthine, and as nonsensical as anything else in Wonderland.

			The Hare seemed to guess what I was thinking. “Forests are not nice places,” he said. “Much better to stay at home, where you can find everything you want, and everything you find is what you want. You might get the first in a forest, but never the second. And it takes so long to go everywhere on those nasty, windy paths!”

			“I don’t mind,” I said, swinging my legs contentedly.

			The Hare settled himself beside me, his joints creaking. He handed me a cup of tea—green with blossoms from the hairy marshmallow tree. “You’ll not forget about us, surely?”

			“Of course not,” I exclaimed. “This will only be a short trip, to get my feet wet and see what the demand is like. You know I’ve only invented Alice’s Traveling Tea Shop so I can stay in Wonderland, and visit you two as often as possible. Don’t forget that I was away for a whole year and never forgot you.”

			The Hare gave another harrumph, but I could tell my reassurance pleased him. That everyone in Wonderland needed an occupation was a well-known fact, though I hadn’t been able to make out if it was simply agreed upon by everyone or a rule that governed the world. That occupation could be—and almost always was—completely ridiculous. The unbirthday parties of the Hatter and March Hare were an example, but so were the Cheshire Cat’s riddles and the White Rabbit’s role as the Queen’s steward. The older I’d grown, the more Wonderland had come to remind me of a storybook come to life, with the same rules storybook characters had: namely, that everyone must have a reason for being there.

			Alice’s Traveling Tea Shop would be my reason.

			For now. Who knew what the future held? The possibilities were as endless as Wonderland itself. Perhaps I would find a place to park my tea shop and build a cottage out of apple seeds and pine cones, as a friend of the Hare’s had done. Perhaps I would spend more time learning teacup magic from the Hatter. The freedom to not know what the future held, to know it only as a house with infinite doors, where I could experiment, and make mistakes, and learn or fail to learn, made me almost sick with delight. It was the greatest gift anyone could have, and Wonderland had given it to me. My own world never could.

			“It would be very strange if you were to leave, and never come back,” the Hare said, which I understood was his way of saying I will miss you very much. “Even if you do insist on throwing everything into chaos with your foolish ideas. Imagine wanting a birthday party!”

			I suppressed a laugh. I had turned eighteen last week, and I had indeed insisted on marking the occasion with a party. The Hatter and the Hare had been utterly perplexed, no matter how many times I explained the concept, and while I’d gotten my party in the end, it had been a somber, bleak affair, more appropriate for a funeral, with everyone dressed in black and the lanterns all fitted with gray shades. The Hare would only serenade us with dirges, some of which were so mournful we were all wiping away tears at one point or another.

			Still—I had loved it. I had never known a more perfect birthday party.

			The Hare leaned his head on my shoulder, and I patted his head. There had been a time when I had shuddered at the feeling of those warm human hairs, but now I loved him as well as I loved the Hatter, and felt a little sad for him. I wondered if he would ever remember whatever it was that he’d lost.

			The Hare drew back, gazing at me with his whiteless eyes, and I had the sense that he’d guessed what I was thinking. It was hard to tell, sometimes, with the Hare.

			“You’re certain about this?” he said. I knew he wasn’t talking about my tea shop.

			“I’m not going back this time.” I said it as a statement of fact, for my decision had been made long ago. I was now so accustomed to it that it felt like a physical part of me, like a mole or a fingernail. I didn’t fit in my world. But I could fit here. I would fit here.

			My hand tightened on my teacup.

			“I know how you feel,” the Hare murmured sleepily. “Sometimes you must choose between a rock and a whirlpool—by which I mean, you can shatter or you can spin.”

			A moment went by, and I wondered if he would elaborate—the Hare was often making cryptic remarks like that. But he only began to snore. I felt a rush of gladness that I could be here to help the Hare in his old age—and the Hatter, too. Even in Wonderland, no one lived forever. Every story came to an end.

			I sipped my tea and gazed into the forest. I had never thought much about endings when I first visited Wonderland—the idea had been a distant and unpleasant one, a dark cloud on a faraway horizon. Now it made me more determined than fearful. When I was white-haired like the Hare, I wanted to know that I’d had grand adventures, even if they were only grand in my eyes.

			In the distance came the haunting call of a jubjub bird. Eventually, my hedgehogs began to return, trundling up the streambank. They did not look much like hedgehogs from where I stood, for they had leaves and flowers pierced on their spines, and resembled small moving flowerpots.

			“Good boy!” I congratulated the first hedgehog to reach me. He was Hogarth, the largest of the prickle, and moved with a lumbering gait.

			Hogarth sat patiently while I removed what he’d gathered—mostly leaves and berries from the tickling tree, which fruited at this time of year and added a lovely spicy aftertaste to tea. The berries were also good for jam, if a bit seedy.

			The next hedgehog, Hogwash, had also found a grove of tickling trees, while the ragged-looking hedgehog trundling along just behind her, Hoggard—who was always squabbling with the others and getting her quills pulled out in minor scraps—bore leaves of whispering ivy. I removed everything carefully, trying not to prick myself in the process, and added it to my basket.

			During my many visits to Wonderland, I had made it a priority to rescue hedgehogs from the Queen of Hearts. It wasn’t difficult, for the Queen was always walloping the poor creatures with too much enthusiasm during her croquet games and sending them into the bushes. And so it was that I often found a befuddled hedgehog staggering about if I went skulking around the castle grounds at night. I would take it back to the Hare’s house and feed it ground-up beetles in milk. I always left a croquet ball in the hedgehog’s place, so the Queen now had more croquet balls than hedgehogs. She did not appear to notice a difference, since her soldiers rearranged the field to ensure she always won either way.

			“Four—five,” I counted as Hedgewitch and Pigsty made their appearance. The last of my hedgehogs—Pigmy, who was also the smallest—trotted out of the forest a minute later, and I finished, “Six! Well done, all of you. We shall leave the Hatter and Hare well supplied while we’re away.”

			I let the hedgehogs into their hutch and fed them their usual supper of dried aphids. Hedgehogs—at least the hedgehogs of Wonderland—were not difficult to train. I had only needed to let them sniff the Hatter’s assortment of tea leaves and tea flowers a few times a day, rewarding them with apple slices when they trundled up to the jars of their own accord, before they were marching off into the woods to gather the teas themselves.

			I had at first thought to show them where to go, but I had quickly found that the little creatures could sniff out tea much better than I could. Some would vanish for days at a time, returning from unknown corners of the Tulgey Wood or the Queen’s gardens with unusual delicacies speared on their backs. The poor things seemed eager to prove themselves, and no wonder, since the only life they had known before was being walloped back and forth by flamingos all day.

			Hedgewitch, who as my favorite of the prickle was used to special privileges, marched up to the bars of the hutch and stuck her snout through.

			“Don’t worry,” I said. “I didn’t forget about you.”

			I tucked Hedgewitch into the pocket of my dress. After turning round three times, she curled up and went to sleep.

			I gave the dark wall of trees another look, though perhaps I should not have lingered. A forest looks more frightening after dark, and also more itself, as if the cheerful greens and birdsong it wore all day were only a mask. I had never ventured far into the Tulgey Wood—for good reason; jabberwocks lived there, after all, with their sharp claws and insatiable appetites, as well as bandersnatches and other dangerous beasts.

			And yet I had always yearned to explore it. It seemed impossible not to wish to explore a place as strange and beautiful as Wonderland, to dig my toes into every inch. It would be like peering into the window of the most marvelous of candy shops and then thinking, No, not for me—I don’t wish to sample anything, not even those ruby-red gumdrops.

			I woke the Hare and helped him to his feet, and he grumbled at me that he did not need my help and could walk just fine on his own, thank you very much. Still, he leaned on my arm as I guided him to his burrow. Then I made my way to my attic room, intending to enjoy my last night in a proper bed for some time.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 2
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			I set off early the next morning, before the Hare was awake. He had informed me that he would under no circumstances bestir himself before his usual rising time of a quarter to noon and that if I insisted on marching off into the Tulgey Wood alone, I could do it without his blessing. Which I knew meant that the Hare did not wish for us to see him cry. I had noticed him sniffling to himself at yesterday’s tea party and muttering complaints about the wind getting in his eyes.

			So after giving one last hug to the Hatter—who did not mind crying in front of anyone, and left a great damp spot on my shoulder from sobbing into it—I hoisted the hedgehogs into the cart, where they could nap amongst the teacups and straw, and clambered up into the seat.

			“Do remember to air out your shoes at night,” the Hatter said in a querulous voice. “I’ve put extra socks in your cart—wet feet are the worst thing in the world on a long journey!”

			“That’s very kind of you,” I said, not minding that the Hatter had, in all likelihood, given me an uneven number of socks, and all in mismatched garish patterns.

			“Don’t step on the mome raths,” he went on. “Don’t walk under jubjub birds—they have no manners whatsoever—and don’t fall into any hollows. And whatever you do, don’t do it without having a cup of tea first!”

			I paused—I’d only been half listening. “Hollows?”

			The Hatter nodded, wiping his eyes. “The White Rabbit said there’s a big one by my lake now. He nearly fell in himself!”

			I frowned. The lake the Hatter’s stream emptied into—which we all called the Hatter’s lake, though it was many miles from Hare’s cottage—didn’t have any hollows near it. A hollow was a sort of valley, wasn’t it? It wasn’t a very nice word for a valley, though, and this must have been why I felt a little shiver go through me.

			“What did he mean?”

			“I don’t know,” the Hatter said. He removed his handkerchief and blew into it. “He went rushing off before I could ask. Oh, and Alice, don’t pick any flowers—you’re already on their bad side, you know.”

			“I won’t,” I said, smiling at his concern. I knew I wouldn’t get anywhere if I waited for the Hatter to bluster himself to exhaustion, so I gave him one last wave and snapped the reins. “Goodbye!” I called. “I’ll be back before you know it.”

			The cart went trundling along the path, the Hatter still shouting advice after me. A chill settled into the air as the boughs closed over my head. I turned to wave at the Hatter, but this provided less comfort than I thought it would, as he and the garden gradually disappeared behind the leaves and layers of tree shadow, as if the forest were a door that was slowly swinging shut.

			I handled the reins gingerly, trying not to pull them too hard. The Hatter had once had a strange antlered horse to pull his cart, but the horse had run off last year, and since then the cart had been pulled by—nothing.

			Well, it was pulled by something. But it was a something that couldn’t be seen or heard, apart from the faintest of scratching noises on the path. Clearly it was an entity of some sort, because the cart moved more quickly in rainy weather. Once the Hatter had declared, without either alarm or displeasure, that his old horse must have died somewhere in the forest, and its ghost, not knowing what else to do with itself, had simply returned to its former employment. I had another theory, though.

			“Cat?” I murmured.

			No response came from the invisible creature pulling the cart. It was something of a relief—I didn’t want it to be the Cheshire Cat and often tried to convince myself of the foolishness of my theory. After all, it seemed highly out of character, not to mention physically improbable. And yet the Cat did love his tricks and games.

			The Cat made me nervous in a way no other Wonderland creature did. It wasn’t just his overlarge mouth stretched wide to reveal his overlarge teeth—which were also very sharp—nor his habit of following me about in a way that I did not think was predatory, though I couldn’t think of any other explanation for it. No, my dislike of him had been settled when he had tried to catch the poor Dormouse for his dinner.

			Now, I wasn’t certain this had been his plan. But I’d seen Dinah catch enough mice to distrust the Cheshire Cat on principle and wonder why he made it a habit to lurk in the forest around the Hare’s house. One day, after one of the Hatter’s tea parties, I had taken the dishes down to the stream to wash, leaving the Dormouse asleep in his favorite teapot. Upon my return, I’d been greeted by the frightening sight of the Cat crouched low on the table barely a cat’s length from the slumbering Dormouse, his rear end wiggling. I had leapt forward with a cry, causing the Cat to start and the Dormouse to wake with a noisy snort. The Cat had claimed he had only been after a scone, which had admittedly been placed directly beside the Dormouse’s teapot; yet while I could accept that a cat of Wonderland might have an interest in scones, I couldn’t quite believe that he would bother stalking one.

			I put the Cheshire Cat out of my mind and focused on the journey ahead. We followed the Streamview Path initially—which, like all paths in Wonderland, was a nonsensical thing, following the stream and then cutting back and forth across it. I could see the path at the bottom of the water and wondered with a shiver if I might also find the bones of drowned travelers alongside the moss and algae.

			I hoped we might meet some customers for the Traveling Tea Shop, but midday came and went and I saw only birds, none of whom answered when I greeted them. Some Wonderland birds could talk, and others could not; oftentimes it was impossible to tell the difference between a regular bird and one who was merely an introvert.

			We stopped to take lunch on a sandy beach by a bend in the stream, where there was a standing mirror, half covered in ivy. It was weathered and cracked, though I could still make out my blurry reflection. It was one of the strange facts of Wonderland that every once in a while you would come across a mirror in some out-of-the-way place, like a trinket washed up on a beach. I liked them, because they reminded me of the second time I’d visited Wonderland, though I’d never seen anything other than my own reflection in them.

			I decided that I should make a replacement for the yellow teacup. I considered trying to replicate the magic before realizing that relaxation was not really what my journey needed.

			I would make a teacup for bravery.

			Or try to, at any rate. I scooped up a handful of clay—I had found that a round ball the size of my palm was the perfect amount for a teacup—and set to work.

			The Hatter had taught me to make teacups when I was just twelve years old. He had done so haphazardly, and with many irrelevant tangents, so at first I hadn’t been certain if the Hatter himself was a magician and was teaching me to be like him. It eventually became clear, though, that the magic wasn’t in the Hatter but the clay—or possibly the stream that flowed over it. Magic seemed woven into the clay in the same way it was woven into Wonderland’s mushrooms. Just as anyone could grow larger or smaller if they knew which side of the mushroom to bite into, anyone could make enchanted teacups if they knew how to talk to the clay.

			The Hatter did not have a potter’s wheel and had taught me to make teacups by pinching them into shape. I began by carefully hollowing out the middle, then turned the cup round and round as I pinched it. I knew that, if I kept at it, the cup would eventually become as smooth as teacups sold on the London high streets. It never seemed like it would, and I was always on the threshold of giving up when it happened: Between one pinch and another, the rim would grow smooth. Another pinch, pinch, and the walls of the cup were even and shapely.

			I leaned back to admire my work, smoothing out the last of the imperfections with a little water. As I did, I talked to the teacup. “You are very brave!” I told it. “So brave that you can walk into a dark forest without shaking and face down bandersnatches and jabberwocks and who knows what else.”

			It wasn’t necessary to speak out loud. Simply concentrating on the spell you wanted to put into the teacup while you worked the clay was usually enough. But I had found that talking to the teacups as if they were people was the best way of getting the magic to listen to me. And if sometimes I felt as if I were talking to myself, and felt a bit silly after, well, perhaps that helped the magic work, too. They were Wonderland teacups, after all.

			I painted it with a simple pattern of stars and a crescent moon—I was glad I’d grabbed my paints that morning!—then set the finished teacup beside me in the cart to dry. I gathered up the hedgehogs, who had been rustling around in the grass for slugs.

			“Come, come, we can’t wait around all day,” I admonished Hedgewitch, who squeaked at me in protest and bit my thumb—she had been hiding ineffectively under a mushroom cap, her well-fed bottom sticking out. “I must find at least one customer, or I’ll feel like a failure.”

			It was something I’d worried about more than I wanted to admit. If nobody visited the shop, it would feel like Wonderland itself had rejected me.

			Just as I was about to set off again, there was a rustling in the bushes to my left. I whirled around, but nothing was there, just the drifting fronds of a willow tree, which in Wonderland came in colors ranging from eggshell to lavender. I told myself I had been imagining things.

			I turned back to the cart and nearly fell over backward when I beheld the Cheshire Cat perched elegantly on the seat.

			“You again!” I said. “I’ve told you before that it’s rude to follow people.”

			“Am I following you?” the Cat said in his usual tone, equal parts casual and sly. “If two people end up in the same place at the same time, does it follow that one followed the other, or could it be that the other followed the one, if you follow me?”

			“I’ve no time for nonsense at the moment,” I said. “I have to get on with my tea shop.”

			“It seems you have a great deal of time for nonsense, then,” the Cat said. “A tea shop should stay in one place if it wants to attract customers, not go round playing hard to get.”

			I didn’t know how to respond to this unexpected insight, so I settled for a glare. I reached past the Cat and shook the reins, but they only lay motionless upon the grass. A particularly suspicious thing about my invisible steed was that the Cat never appeared to me while the cart was in motion.

			“You used to be such a polite little girl,” the Cat said, stretching his front legs in a way that exposed his many sharp claws. “What happened?”

			“You tried to eat my friend,” I snapped.

			The Cat yawned. He was a gaudy creature, I’d always thought, his tabby stripes pink and purple, unlike the sensible grays and browns of the cats of my world. “Which one?”

			“The Dormouse.”

			“Well, that can’t be right,” he said. “I saw the Dormouse at tea with you yesterday, and he seemed perfectly well. In fact, he’s grown very plump.” The Cat grinned even wider.

			“I know how cats think,” I said. “And never mind how plump he is.”

			“Nobody knows how cats think,” the Cat said. “We’re so mysterious we don’t even know what we’re thinking half the time. And I’m not just any cat.”

			I made a disgusted sound. “So you aren’t even going to apologize. I don’t know why I’m surprised.”

			“A leopard can’t change its stripes,” the Cat said, and then abruptly turned his purple stripes invisible so he was pink all over.

			I laughed in spite of myself. That was the most infuriating thing about the Cheshire Cat—I tried so hard to dislike him, but it felt in many ways like a losing
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