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			To Paul, and to our daughters—you are my heart and soul.

			My girls, may you encounter life’s rabbit holes with a brave and steady heart.

			And to anyone who has ever found themselves on the other side of the mirror.
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			And hast thou slain the Jabberwock?

			Come to my arms, my beamish boy!

			O frabjous day! Callooh! Callay!

			He chortled in his joy.

			—Lewis Carroll, “Jabberwocky,” 
Through the Looking-Glass
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			One

			On that curiously warm October day, it wasn’t the balmy air that caught Elizabeth’s attention, but rather the languid absence of the sun hanging in the glassy sky.

			She let herself slip into the vast obsidian depths of her subconscious. Layer after layer of the black liquid pool washed over her, cushioning her in a thick cloud—a warm blanket that swaddled her as she rocked back and forth between the dual realms of her waking consciousness and the dream state she so wearily navigated.

			Her thoughts crept in slowly, moving through the thick molasses that enveloped the mind when descending into a dream, snagging in a web watched over by sleepy spiders. Only a single thought made it through the ether and rang out clearly against the darkness: Please, not another nightmare... Not her again.

			Shapes began to coalesce, and she grew increasingly aware of hedgerows of thorny tendrils forming on both sides of her, though she couldn’t reach out to touch them. She felt the presence of wings shifting somewhere overhead.

			In that instant Elizabeth knew only two things for certain: that she was back in Wonderland, and that she recognized the figure in the sky-blue dress pacing in the garden beyond the walls of sparse thorns.

			“Well, did she kill it or not?” barked a familiar voice through the overgrown brush.

			The mouse flinched. “Di… did she kill what?” She shuddered with each footfall as the figure encircled her, her breath quickening in nervous puffs as boots pressed weeds flat with each slow step.

			“Don’t waste my time!” the voice boomed. “The Jabberwock, obviously!”

			“Oh, that! I… I’m not sure, Alice. I’m s-sorry.”

			“You’ve been watching her. You’ve had one job—follow her through the subway. One tiny, small, pitiful job, and you can’t even do that right. Is that what you’re telling me?”

			“I’m sorry,” the mouse whispered, wringing her tail between her hands until the fur became slick. “I’ll keep following her. It’s just… the rats.”

			Alice stopped pacing. A stillness fell like something held at the edge of a blade. She sank to her knees, slow and deliberate, until her eyes leveled with the mouse’s. The little creature recoiled, spine curling inward, every inch of her pleading to disappear. Alice smoothed the white apron at her waist, fingers splayed, a ritual for keeping her fury within its seams. Then she breathed in, sharp and splintered, like something breaking behind her ribs. 

			“I think you know what I can do, Mousey,” she said, the sweetness in her voice curdling at the edges. “You’ve seen what I’m capable of, haven’t you?”

			“Yes,” the mouse croaked, throat tight.

			“So, I don’t need to show you again. Do I?”

			In one smooth motion, Alice pinched the mouse’s tail between two fingers and lifted her into the air, dangling her just inches from Alice’s unblinking, dark blue eyes. The mouse let out a thin, startled squeal, her paws scrabbling at the air. Her tiny frame quivered like a string drawn too tight. She thrashed in quick, wild arcs until the fight ebbed out of her. She hung there, limp, her breath rattling in the silence.

			Alice held her gaze for one last breath, then released her. The mouse hit the ground with a sharp, hollow thud, landing in the brittle weeds at Alice’s feet.

			“Good.” Alice dusted her hands. “Now tell me—have you seen that badger lurking around lately?”

			The mouse rose cautiously, curling her tail around herself. “You mean Ava?”

			“Sure. Whatever.”

			“No… I haven’t. Not lately.”

			Alice’s lips twitched as her grin unfurled slowly, unnaturally wide, like something stretching where it shouldn’t. Her eyes didn’t blink.

			The mouse’s body quivered, fur standing on end.

			“That’s a shame,” Alice said with a wink. “Let’s just say you don’t want to join her. This isn’t a game, and I’m not one for repeating myself. You won’t like what happens next.”

			She leaned in close enough for the mouse to feel the warmth of her breath. 

			“Now go. Find Elizabeth. And don’t come back here until you find out if she’s killed the Jabberwock!”

			Jabberwock! Jabberwock! Jabberwock!

			The chorus echoed against the glassy sky as four ravens took flight from the thorny branches above Elizabeth. They rose like a cloud of thick black smoke, then dissipated into nothing but their cries as they landed on the roof of Alice’s house behind them.

			Alice cast a glance over her shoulder toward the shadows where Elizabeth stood as motionless as the earth itself—rooted, breath held, the darkness clutching her like soil over a buried seed. Elizabeth’s whole body seemed to plead with the night, wanting nothing more than to dissolve into it, to intertwine with the branches and thorns. But Alice’s gaze moved over the shadows in one fluid motion, snapping back to the mouse with a single, sharp intent. 

			“I’ll keep following her, Alice, like I promised. But… please, if I could just make one suggest—”

			“I suggest you get down into that New York City subway before I burn this garden to the ground. How’s that suggestion?” 

			Elizabeth watched as Alice turned her back on the mouse, her attention drawn to the house—the same white and blue cottage that haunted her from her last meditation. Its Victorian bones jutted out more sharply now. A tightness wound itself in Elizabeth’s gut, a twist that settled deeper with every passing moment the house loomed before her, dredged from the depths of her own forgotten thoughts. Its windows, dark and watchful, made the air around her feel suddenly heavy, as if it remembered her, too.

			The decay of the one-story house made its Victorian style stand out more prominently. It looked more cracked and weathered than she remembered from her meditation nearly a year ago. The worn blue roof had a hole in it the size of a cannonball, and the chimney leaned against the side of the house at an impossible angle. The two large windows flanking the black front door hung crookedly in their frames, caving in on themselves. The black vines that snaked up the cracked, white stone were thicker, more deeply embedded—veins that threatened to consume it and return it to nature. The front door gaped, as if it had been flung open and frozen mid-shove, an afterthought in Alice’s rage.

			Porcelain rabbits, once chipped and faded, now lay shattered—nothing but shards scattered along the dirt path to the front steps. They formed a jagged border, like a macabre moat guarding the front of a dying castle, its waters replaced by impaling spikes of bone-white ceramic. All that remained of the black flamingos from the garden—painted with their skeletons on the outside—were their heads. Their skulls jutted from the dirt, turned toward them, as if watching and waiting.

			Elizabeth’s eyes fell to the hollow where a tree had once hung upside down, its roots clawing at the sky. An axe leaned against the side of the house, as casual as a broom, its blade crusted with something dark—brown, red, and drying at the edges. Though she couldn’t quite make out the substance, the thought of looking closer tightened her chest with a cold, creeping dread.

			Her attention shifted to a watering can floating near Alice’s ankle, its spout grazing her stockings. Without warning, Alice kicked it. The metal dented with a dull, bruised clang—a single blow caving in its side and halting the stream of water mid-pour. Then it began to swell, slowly at first, and then grotesquely—ballooning with liquid that seemed to pour from an unseen well. The bulge grew until a sharp crack split its spine like a bone giving way. Dark water spilled into the grass, sluggish and heavy, until the can lay still.

			“My suggestion,” said the mouse, who still waited, letting out a wary sigh, “is that we just go ahead and ask Elizabeth herself. She’s standing right over there.”

			Elizabeth flinched and took an involuntary step back at the sound of her name, the brittle snap of a branch underfoot loud enough to betray her. She fought the rising urge to squeeze her eyes shut—to block out the full force of Alice’s stare, as if it might sear a hole straight through her.

			Alice spun to face Elizabeth, their eyes locked upon one another, their gaze caught like thorns snagged on fabric—neither one recoiling nor turning away. Alice’s lips curled up crookedly, like the slanted windows of her crumbling house.

			“Well, well. If it isn’t Elizabeth,” she called into the wall of thorns separating them. “Eavesdropping, are we? It’s about time you stopped ignoring me. But don’t worry, I haven’t forgotten you. I’ve been with you every step of the way. You should keep trying to run from me, though… it will make destroying you so much more fun.”

		

	
		
			Two

			Elizabeth felt a tugging from somewhere deep in her mind, followed by a familiar rush that settled into a listless quiet. In Elizabeth’s bedroom, a loud snore erupted from her French Bulldog, Fitz, who lay curled at the end of her bed, anchoring her back to reality.

			A throbbing pain pulsed between her eyebrows, and she propped herself up on her elbow to find Fitz in a deep sleep. His paws twitched, and the fur around his ears ruffled as he chased dreams in his sleep.

			Her long black hair fell over her shoulders, a waterfall of tangles from tossing and turning on her pillow. She rubbed her eyes, greener still against a backdrop of sleep-deprived red. Her fingers came away from her face, smudged with streaks of leftover black mascara. 

			She turned to look beside her, where Adam slept peacefully, his palm pressed against his cheek in a way that made her feel she could picture him as a young boy. A black ringlet dangled out of place on his forehead. She noticed a drop of spittle forming at the corner of his mouth that threatened a slow march toward his wrist. Only he could make that look endearing.

			She collapsed back on her pillow, shut her eyes tight, and willed herself back to sleep, counting her worried thoughts like sheep. 

			Jabberwock! Jabberwock! Jabberwock!

			Alice’s echoes lingered in Elizabeth’s mind as she strained to recall everything she knew about a Jabberwock, and only fragments of a poem she used to know came back to her:

			Beware the Jabberwock, my son!

			The jaws that bite, the claws that catch!

			Beware the Jubjub bird, and shun 

			The frumious Bandersnatch!

			She sifted through her memory for more—for songs, for people, for vague references that slipped through her fingers like sand. All that surfaced was the faint echo of the last line of a poem, its words brittle and distant against the silence of the night:

			‘Twas brillig, and the slithy toves

			Did gyre and gimble in the wabe;

			All mimsy were the borogoves, 

			And the mome raths outgrabe.

			It didn’t shake her from the thought that sat impatiently in the back of her mind, willing Elizabeth to remember, waiting for its turn to become her next nightmare.

			Why is Alice back? Why now?

			Almost a year had passed since she last saw her, after a fateful meditation brought her to Wonderland. Since then, she had put effort into making a fresh start for herself—no more amphetamines, devoting quality time with Adam, honing her focus at the interior design studio she worked for, calling her mom more often. Being the girl she thought she should be. Meditation and yoga became an afterthought, along with Alice. For a while.

			“Ellie?” Adam groaned beside her. “What’s wrong?”

			Hearing his voice made the tension that had been building between her eyebrows begin to dissipate, dragging her away from her cascading thoughts like a big red life raft bobbing in murky waters.

			“What?” She forced her eyes open again. Her damp hands gripped the bedsheets.

			Adam sat up and put a steadying hand on her sweat-soaked back. “You seem restless. Did you have another bad dream?”

			She rubbed her eyes again and turned to look at him. His soft green eyes stared back at her in a concerned slant. For the third night in a row, she had awakened him from bad dreams she couldn’t remember. She wished she could forget this one.

			“Shit. I’m sorry I woke you up again.”

			“Don’t apologize. Are you okay?”

			She nodded. 

			He leaned back, resting his hand behind his head, not taking his eyes off her as she stopped her gaze from wandering to his biceps. They sat for a moment in amicable silence before he spoke. “What did you dream about this time?”

			“Let’s just go back to sleep,” she said, squinting at the glowing numbers on the cable box adjacent to their bed. “It’s three in the morning.”

			“You sure you don’t want to talk about it?” he asked, trying to stifle a yawn.

			“No.”

			“Are we ever going to talk about what’s been going on with you?” He let the yawn escape and covered his mouth. “I’m just worried, that’s all. Lately, you’ve been a bit… off.”

			“Really, it’s nothing. I don’t even remember what the dream was about,” she lied. 

			Fitz kicked Elizabeth’s feet as he made a triumphant roll onto his back.

			She thought about leaning over to give Adam a kiss before rolling back over on her side, putting her back to him again. Suddenly, the distance between them on the bed felt like an impassable chasm. She didn’t hear him move and wondered for a moment if he was going to stay like that, looking after her until she fell back asleep. She felt his eyes on her, followed almost immediately by that small sinking feeling that had been grabbing at her lately every time Adam was sweet to her, like she knew she didn’t deserve it.

			He let out a long sigh, trapping the words he wanted to say behind a thick wall of silence.

			She let her breath slow, rhythmically, and after a few minutes, she heard him roll onto his side in resignation. A waft of his scent slid over her in his wake—fresh linen and a hint of citrus, the oranges he always snacked on—mixed in with that inexplicable man smell. She listened to the slowing of his breath as he fell back to sleep, drifting away from her again.

			Her heart sank, and she allowed the feeling to unfurl, creeping through her chest and settling like a weight in her stomach. It wasn’t a sudden fall—more like the slow, insistent circles Fitz would make, searching for a spot to rest that was never quite right, wedging himself into a space he couldn’t fit into. The sensation of it all consumed her, tightening as her mind raced to keep up, scrambling for clarity. She couldn’t pinpoint the exact moment the crack in their armor appeared, the quiet fracture that no one had seen coming. It was always like this. Not one loud collapse, but the quiet, creeping pressure, like the sound of a subway tunnel collapsing slowly beneath the city—silent at first, until you feel the vibrations, and realize the whole foundation is shifting beneath your feet. 

			First, he started coming home later, and later still. Just a long night on set. We were on a roll and I didn’t want to interrupt the flow, he would assure her with a kiss on her cheek. His job as an actor meant long nights and full weekends, but it made him happy, which made her happy, and she supported him. Until the long nights turned into long days, and she’d come home to find him passed out on the couch, Fitz waiting eagerly by his bowl. Until he stopped reaching for her in the middle of the night. 

			That’s when a new pattern emerged: she’d wake up to find him asleep, come home to find him asleep. They’d eat together, breaking the silence to ask about each other’s respective workdays, and then fall asleep with their backs turned to one another. The subject of engagement once came up effortlessly—discussed over the refracting ambient light of red wine glasses, the pitch of their voices rising without them noticing. Now she couldn’t remember the last time it had even been mentioned. 

			Was it merely a passing phase? A common trial endured by all couples with a long history? One they would inevitably work through to emerge stronger, more connected? Deep down, though, beneath the veneer of confidence, her gnawing unease persisted. A loud voice in the quiet moments. It manifested itself when they sat on the couch, only a few feet between them, and he would laugh at something on his phone, or smile as he typed out a text, and Elizabeth, legs folded beneath her, strained to glimpse the sender’s name. It resurfaced when he didn’t reach for her hand when they walked Fitz at the end of a long day, and then when he stopped offering to walk with her at all, his blue sneakers forgotten in the middle of the entryway. 

			She grappled with the quiet distance that concealed itself inside the comfort of their daily rituals—shared meals, shared bed, shared life—yet the dissonance lived there, in the familiar, like a draft seeping in through a closed window, subtle and persistent and colder than it had any right to be.

			As she lay awake, she made a silent promise that tomorrow would be different. She’d book them a romantic weekend or put on that set of black lingerie lining the back of her drawer, or corner him into admitting his part in letting them drift apart, and demand to know why. She’d do one of the three, depending on her mood.

			Silence enveloped her, a contrast against the backdrop of the thoughts that screamed in her head, waving their arms to be noticed, trying to claw their way out, all trying to fit through a too-small doorway all at once. Finally, they began to fall into two single-file lines merging into two familiar figures, Doubt and Worry—the nickname she gave to the two henchmen and old friends that held court in her mind, often lurking in the shadows of her contemplations. Without her meditations, they became emboldened, often materializing without her consent. Doubt crept in, wearing his signature stony grin, his lips perpetually frozen into a smile beneath eyes covered by his right hand. Doubt’s left hand intertwined with Worry’s. Worry’s stone visage, always fixed in the same stern expression, rested atop a broad stone mouth—its fissures deepening with the passage of time, now partially hidden beneath his own left hand. 

			Doubt and Worry sat with her on the bed, keeping her company in the darkness. The shadow from the moonlight against the scratched hardwood floor pointed at her like a crooked finger. She watched it move across the floor as the hours passed, slowly fading away as the morning light suffused the room with a yellow haze.

			Her thoughts never ceased, rushing at her in cavalries, a chorus of Doubts and Worries, each crying out the same name.

			Alice is back, and this time she wants to destroy me for good.

			When at last her alarm sounded at half past seven, she sat up to silence it, slow and heavy-limbed—and realized Adam still lay curled in the same position, facing the wall with his back to her. As she shifted, the covers slipped just enough to reveal the black wings inked into his skin, the raven on his ribcage catching the morning light, its eye fixed on her like the ravens watching her from the roof of Alice’s house in her nightmare. 

			Outside, a horn honked on the street below, as if urging the day forward. But she lingered there, rooted to the bedside, watching the stillness of his back, wondering how far away Wonderland really was. And whether it had ever let go of her at all.

		

	
		
			Three

			Elizabeth knocked her bottle of face wash into the sink with the rushed clumsiness of a woman who’d awoken from the kind of nightmare that doesn’t end when you open your eyes. The kind where some half-forgotten version of yourself stares back, unblinking, from the darkness.

			Idiot. She listened for any sign that the sound had woken Adam.

			When none came, she looked at herself in the mirror and bit the inside of her cheek gingerly, once again falling victim to her internal monologue, in which she scolded herself for bringing on another hellish night. I deserved it, she told herself, opening the medicine cabinet to stare at the black velvet pouch hiding behind her perfume bottle, the one that contained the amphetamines she ached for on mornings like this. It stared back at her with a wink, threatening to expose the secret she’d been carrying around for weeks—it had been empty, as it should be—until a few weeks ago. 

			It was just one, she reminded herself, or two.

			Her boss, James, the owner of the interior design studio she had worked at since her post-college arrival in New York City, extended two orange Adderall pills to her with an air of casualness that briefly sparked doubt about her own level of dependency. James commanded the kind of authority that turned heads, a presence built on sharp instincts and hard-won success—the qualities Elizabeth aspired to embody after relocating to the city. So, when James offered her Adderall as easily as a breath mint, it felt childish to refuse it. She took it right in front of James, whose approving smile made her feel a few inches taller, like she occupied more space than she had moments before. Who was she to say no to her boss, anyway? No one ever said no to James.

			She took pride in the fact that she never needed to chase pills down with a glass of water, although she recognized that wasn’t something to brag about. It ranked alongside her newfound practice of “flexible sobriety,” where her skills, gleaned from years of mindful meditation, would allow her to check in with herself and notice any feelings of discomfort if she found herself around a substance or felt like using. Then she could work through those feelings without completely removing herself from the situation, from Adderall itself, or anyone who used it. 

			That worked out really well, didn’t it? She gave herself a scolding eye roll in the mirror as she fished her facial cleanser out of the sink.

			The fact that the two pills she took came from James seemed to justify her relapse—until, suddenly, it didn’t. In the thick of her self-reproach, she berated herself for giving in to peer pressure—that specter of high school educational films—for not telling Adam, for feeling dirty, for liking it. She liked feeling lighter, more confident and connected, smarter, thinner, wittier, as though she could transform into an upgraded version of herself with a little pill. Her tolerance level, diminished to a resounding low, rendered the impact of the two 20 mg pills swift and strong, as if she vibrated in tune with the silent hum of the world around her.

			The scene replayed in her mind. The two pills nestled in James’s palm, pale orange against her faded, blotchy self-tanner, a pair of innocent pieces of candy poised to usher her into a full transformation before one of the people she revered the most.

			Bottoms up, Elizabeth, James had said with a wink, having just swallowed her own two effortlessly. You looked like you needed a pick-me-up before our big meeting. Go on, my treat! Un petit cadeau. Do you really want to go into this four-hour design meeting like… well, like you are now?

			God no, Elizabeth had said.

			Me, either. James grinned. It’s medicinal. Doctors in the 60s formulated stuff like this for housewives to use as a diet pill. It’s totally harmless. They prescribe it to kids!

			That was all it took. She took both pills from James’s palm and swallowed them without pause. She almost didn’t register it happened until the metallic aftertaste rose from the back of her throat.

			A sense of shame wafted over her, only dissipating when she remembered the pleased look on her boss’s face. Shame, reasoning, doubt, worry, bargain—rinse and repeat. The cycle invited her familiar friends, Doubt and Worry, to tap dance through her mind. 

			Ever since her slip-up, she’d gotten everything she thought she deserved as punishment—tension with Adam, the hollowness in her eyes, her once loved yoga mat relocated to the closet, the missed calls to her mom and forfeited cuddles with Fitz—leaving all else to be relegated to a forgotten corner of her mind, along with Alice. But above all, it was the disconnect with Adam that made her evade her own gaze in the mirror most days.

			She put her cleanser back, closed the medicine cabinet quietly to avoid waking him, let out a long breath, and tugged at a knot in her shoulder.

			I’ll meditate tomorrow. I’ll be more productive when I’ve had more rest, anyway. What would the point be now? I’d probably fall asleep on the mat, miss work, and get in trouble with James.

			The unmistakable sound of rustling sheets from the bedroom interrupted her thoughts, followed by the plop of four feet hitting the old wooden floors. The two-inch-thick wooden door that separated her from Adam felt more like two miles. 

			Tomorrow it is.

			Adam’s morning alarm sounded, shrill and demanding, as if in agreement. She knew without having to check the clock that it was almost eight o’clock, and that Adam still had a few more cycles of snoozing the alarm before he would start his day.

			She crept back into the bedroom to find Adam still lightly sleeping, his alarm chirping its futile song by his side. She tiptoed next to their bed and carefully opened the cabinet doors of their chipped Ikea armoire to find a pair of black jeans and a loose beige cotton sweatshirt. She changed in silence and gave Fitz a kiss between his velvet ears, then scooped her black leather jacket and purse off the floor in one fluid motion before Adam reached out from under the sheets to hit the snooze button for the second time.

			She pushed open the heavy front doors of her apartment building, and a frenzied gust of cold Brooklyn air swept across her face, its chill caress leaving a shiver in its wake. She took a sharp breath. It felt good to feel something so urgent, pushing the thoughts out of her mind. It felt good to be out of there.

			I’ll shoot him a text at lunch. I’ll fix this. We can fix this.

			As she began her walk to the Jay St. Metro-Tech subway station, it dawned on her that this was the spot where she had last seen Alice, at least in the city. The graffiti on the wall by the station entrance that had once read “NOTHING” now boasted a movie poster featuring two larger-than-life, leggy starlets who glared at one another, standing on top of thick script that read: The Ultimate Showdown: Who Will Survive?

			She glanced at her phone, realizing the morning had already begun to slip through her fingers, quiet as sunlight filtering through scaffolding. 8:27. No time for a chai latte today—not if she wanted to make it to the studio before James, which she always did—not because her boss asked her to, but because it was easier to face the empty space than to step blindly into whatever version of James the morning had delivered. The F train could be merciful when it wanted to be, half an hour on its best behavior, though she knew better than to count on mercy from machines or men.

			The ping of new emails hitting her inbox began their usual chorus, and she hurried her pace, passing in a blur the twisted, gnarled river birch trees that lined her street. They were the only type of tree that looked dead all year round—a perennial state of dormancy, or just plain death. She had loved them when they first moved in a few years ago, and then she stopped noticing them altogether. 

			She couldn’t pinpoint the specific moment she fell out of love with the city. There wasn’t a specific moment, a subtle whisper that suddenly grew into a ravenous gnawing that demanded to be heard, but rather a feeling. A morose, maudlin ache in the midst of the madness. Once enamored by the energy of the city and the art scene, over time, she became largely disenchanted with both. 

			When you start to fall out of love with New York City, the first thing to go is the color, and then the fluorescence, and then the magic. The absence of magic is always the last, but deepest, loss. First, the neons begin to blur and fade, once screaming to be seen like sign spinners on street corners, and the next moment, receding into the background like passing strangers weaving in and out of your periphery. The shining, wet streets no longer slick, but murky. The billboards that hulked over the city like flashy giants stuck to their walls in an arthritic hanging. The sidewalks, once a blur of light and promise, now wear a gray and gum-spotted face of indifference. The dazzling bursts of light flood the senses all at once, like the first eruption of newborn sight, a riot of color and sound—only to drain into a world of grays and grime, where discarded litter lies like forgotten remnants of human haste. 

			And then, like a slow exhalation, the magic dissipates, carried off with the thin wisps of steam seeping out of the subway grates into the stifling city air.

			She craved what she imagined to be the seductive allure of an interior designer’s life in New York City, a longing that echoed the way she once pined for Adam, before he asked her to be his girlfriend all those years ago. It was the same longing they both shared when they first talked about moving to the city—their future a hazy, ever-changing mirage, while their relationship remained the one constant: steady and seemingly unbreakable. Whenever they talked about the city it was as if they were watching it from above, giving them a helicopter’s-eye view of the sidewalks twisting like veins, pulsing with the strides of strangers in dark clothes, their headphones a shield used to shut out the world around them, murmuring their conversations into their smartphones, separate but still part of an organism with a beating heart. They saw themselves as a part of it, thriving among the tumbleweeds of trash and the smell of food trucks and sweet, sugary roasting almonds.

			Now it felt hard to be a New Yorker in ways she hadn’t noticed in her first year in the city. Some days, the thought of lugging grocery bags from Gristedes for four blocks and up the six flights of stairs to her apartment seemed comparable to running the New York City Marathon. A permanent hot, stale air hung over the streets during the summer, effusing the dirty perfume of the city as it stretched awake. It turned the subway into a mess of sweaty bodies and heat. In the winter, the city settled into a shade of gray that made her feel an instant gloom that lingered until the heat pushed that—and every—thought out of her mind again. What always remained was the exhaust and blaring car horns—the theme song playing beneath the city’s simmering tension, its anxious crowds, and the paralyzing emotional and financial expense of it all.

			Everything good that came with the city also came with a dark price—promise and despair, hopelessly entwined. The contrast came to life as Elizabeth stepped over piles of trash and wove her way through lines of unhurried pigeons skittering across the sidewalks as she rushed to start her day at a respected interior design studio that sat a block away from a shelter for the unhoused. She traded her lessening ability to look people in the eye out in the street or on the subway for minor career milestones and the ability to tell her friends and family that if she could make it here, she could make it anywhere, and that she was making it, whatever that meant. 

			This was the fuzzy part of her life in the city—not the glamorous beginning, wide-eyed and voracious, and not the end—but the middle, the scenes in the movie that are typically sped up and paired with a melancholy piano soundtrack. The little clock in her heart that gave her occasional whispers about leaving the city ticked on now and then, not yet steady enough to relinquish the mirage, though she had begun to see it less often, just as she had begun to stop noticing the people around her. 

			“Yo, move!” Her left shoulder pitched forward as a man rushed ahead of her, moved to a sprint by the siren call of the rumbling train entering the station below.

			Finally, she reached the subway stairs, and the air hit her like the heavy exhale of a city that never learned to rest, thick with the smell of iron and sweat and something timeworn, like old pennies and paperbacks, carrying the memory of a century of boots and wheels, of hurried goodbyes and quiet breakdowns. Through her descent, the light never dimmed enough to conceal the litter that crawled along the steps. Old, blackened metro cards, discarded wrappers, and remnants of gum spattered each step, the city’s own unique pattern of camouflage. As she neared the bottom, she stumbled, deftly avoiding a step occupied by a dead cockroach, whose copper-colored shiny back revealed a deep crack down its center, a dark spot spread out on the concrete beneath it.

			“Watch out!” muttered a man with a furrowed brow who passed by her in a blur.

			“Sorry,” she said to his ghost.

			She marched on.

			Please, please let this be an easy day.

			Deep down, she knew James’s whims dictated the course of her day at the studio, which she considered her second home since she graduated from college. 

			Despite the characters the studio drew into its seductively stylish and creative orbit, she never considered making a career change or finding another studio to work for, knowing that if she could endure working for James, it meant something on her résumé. The cavernous studio, filled anew almost daily with beautiful things Elizabeth could only dream of affording, stood in stark contrast to her studio apartment in Brooklyn. Her family and friends had always assumed she made good money, until they were invited to her and Adam’s place. 

			“It’s so… cute,” they would say. 

			Cute. 

			Elizabeth could think of fifty other words to describe their overpriced cave before she finished her breakfast, and cute didn’t crack the top ten. Cute meant small, cute meant charming, and only one of those adjectives fit the space that held everything she owned.

			But when she escaped her apartment, navigated the depths of the subway, and emerged to push open the heavy glass doors at the studio, she was transported into another life. She was something else, someone else. Someone who saw the artwork she studied as an Art History major hanging on the wall before her, instead of in a museum. A double life, glamorous and sophisticated, small and devoid of magic.

			She stepped onto the train, pressed shoulder-to-shoulder against fellow New Yorkers venturing out into the untamed chaos of the city to meet whatever fate the day held in its unpredictable grasp. The doors shut twice, maybe three times, as determined commuters pushed through, one last shot at fitting into the belly of the metal worm. When the doors closed at last, Elizabeth marveled at how the passengers managed to pack together even tighter, compressing and filing themselves into a tight deck of cards. She felt hot breaths landing on the nape of her neck in varying rates. The train lurched forward, the deck of human cards swayed an inch back, and then an inch forward. She looked up to find a metal handrail to hang onto, but realized it was futile.

			And one by one, she counted the stops to the 42nd Street-Bryant Park station—her home away from home: the James En Rouge interior design studio. 

		

	
		
			Four

			When Elizabeth pushed through the doors of James En Rouge, she didn’t smell the familiar scent of leather worn soft by admiring hands, or the papery musk of freshly crushed shipping boxes from the morning’s deliveries, as if the studio had exhaled and gone still. Instead, the sight in front of her held her in place, her hand still gripping the heavy glass door behind her. She held the door ajar, caught between going forward and turning around to slip back into the street and pretend she’d never arrived at all.

			Staring back at her from the grand display wall was the toothy, lopsided grin of the Cheshire Cat.

			“Come on, Elle, are you going to let all the cold air in?” called a voice from the front desk. “Cat got your tongue?”

			She walked in slowly and leaned against Rory’s glass receptionist desk. The doors closed nearly soundlessly but still made her jump. “What the hell is this, Rory?”

			Rory leaned back in his sleek black leather swivel chair as if it were his throne, patting his pin-straight glossy black hair with two regal pats, making sure each strand tucked into the bun at the nape of his neck was still intact. 

			He had presided as James’s Executive Assistant since he had moved to New York seven years ago, which, as Elizabeth understood it, meant that he could practically call himself a native New Yorker. At least, that’s what he had told Adam at James En Rouge’s annual Christmas dinner the year prior. Elizabeth and Rory had had one too many of the signature cocktails—the ‘Saint Nick En Rouge,’ a two-toned tequila and strawberry daiquiri concoction that flushed their vampire-white skin. At some point, they professed to Adam that Rory was her “work husband.” Adam laughed it off and cast Elizabeth a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. The night wore on, and, despite Adam’s evaluating gaze, Rory’s charm eventually caught on after his second impromptu karaoke song of the night, merging the lyrics from two separate pop songs into a slurred medley only Elizabeth could consistently follow along with. Elizabeth held Adam’s hand under the table and gave it a squeeze every time Rory said he was dedicating the next song to him, and whispered excuses about how Rory flirts with everyone, but when she thought back to that night she felt a little pang of guilt as she remembered how Adam stared out the window on the cab ride home, and the silence that followed. That was nearly a year ago, and she wondered if he would still care as much if that night happened today.

			“Earth to Elle,” Rory said into his cupped hands, mimicking a walkie-talkie. “Even more of a space cadet than usual today? Didn’t think that was possible.”

			Her eyes remained fixed in front of her. The Cheshire Cat, “Oil on Canvas,” as described on the metal plaque mounted beneath it, sat proudly on his head, grinning back at them from an ornate golden frame nearly twice as large as Elizabeth. 

			He wasn’t the familiar sandy orange Elizabeth remembered from her Wonderland. Instead, he sat ablaze in rich cherry and cardinal reds, gleaming canary golds and deep indigos—so alive that he looked like a rolling flame when viewed out of focus, shimmering and shifting from the corner of the eye. The Cat’s grin stretched nearly three feet across, a jagged white line that seemed to swallow the frame whole. Yet somehow his smile couldn’t overpower his eyes, as black and hollow as rabbit holes.

			The grand display wall, designed as the studio’s main focal point and framed behind floor-to-ceiling glass windows, stood like a beckoning hand meant to hold art that caught the eye of a passerby—luring them in from the sidewalk with a magnetic promise, whispering that whatever color had gone missing from the corners of their life might be waiting inside, curated just so. To the immediate left of the painting, the reception desk sat unassuming but ready, offering a guide to the quiet ritual of browsing—lists of local artists and designers, floor maps with item numbers and pricing details, and a place to ask questions before wandering into the hush of the giant showroom beyond.

			“Did James order this?” Elizabeth asked in a hushed tone, nodding to the painting as she leaned in closer to Rory. “I don’t remember seeing this in the buyer’s catalogue.”

			“You don’t have to whisper. James isn’t in yet,” he said, dropping his hands from the back of his head, fingers hovering over the sleek keyboard of his paper-thin laptop. “She’s having a breakfast meeting with… what’s his name… remember that man who came in last week, wore white denim after Labor Day? It’s on the tip of my tongue!”

			“Okay, fine,” Elizabeth said, turning back to return the Cat’s gaze. “So, what’s it doing here?”

			“Ara! That was it. Ara Something. I remember his name sounded kind of hot. James almost threw him out of the studio because he said he thought he was looking for a guy instead. I think he thought I was James!”

			“Rory!”

			“Okay, sorry! I mean, it’s an easy mistake. Everyone thinks James is a guy. I don’t know why she takes everything so personally. But yeah, you’re not the only one who had that reaction to the cat,” he said, trying to imitate the Cheshire Cat’s grin. “The delivery guys said it was kind of ugly, but the frame goes with the new style.”

			They both turned their gaze to the display wall, taking in the embellished gold frame that bloomed with sculpted roses and bristled with golden thorns jutting out haphazardly. It looked like it belonged in a palace.

			“And what new style is that?”

			“Grand Millennial!” Rory said with a sweeping motion, as if proclaiming a new decree to his court.

			“Grand what?”

			“It’s what James is into this week. It’s basically this eclectic, ‘not-your-grandma’s-couch-slipcover-but-could-be’ vibe, tons of florals, ornamental furnishings, and ceiling medallions, but fused with this modern aesthetic. Lots of abstract and Impressionist art, but in a frame fit for a king. Like if Madonna lived in Versailles!”

			Elizabeth blinked back at him as he turned his attention to the screen, typing out an email response with a speed so practiced it was almost mechanical, each stroke a blur of familiarity. He hit send with a satisfied click that filled the silence around them and then looked up at her with his signature smile, broad and warm like the first rays of sun greeting commuters emerging from the subway.

			“I know it looks like a painting you could get off Facebook Marketplace or whatever, but I trust James’s vision on this one. She always gets it right!”

			“‘Always?’ You hated her Art Deco phase last month.”

			“Keep your voice down!” Rory hissed, casting a quick, anxious glance at the door. “I didn’t ‘hate’ it. I was just glad when it was over. You know, in the 1940s. But anyway, James doesn’t have ‘phases.’ She just has inspirations.”

			Elizabeth rolled her eyes. 

			“You haven’t even acknowledged the real artistic moment of the day yet,” Rory pouted.

			“Yeah? I must have been distracted by the giant Cat. So, what is it?”

			“These!” Rory squealed, standing up and spinning in a graceful, slow twirl to show off a pair of oxblood red leather pants. He tucked a brick-red turtleneck into them, accentuating the shiny texture of the leather tight against his slender hips.

			“Oh, Rory… that’s really something.”

			“Right?” He twirled once more for effect. “You should have seen the looks I was getting on the subway this morning. Guys, girls,” he said as a sly smile flashed across his face. “Anyway, I thought it would be fun to get something new to match the new digs! I mean, have you seen this place? James had the delivery and staging teams working all night.”

			She glanced around the studio and began to notice that it had transformed overnight—glossy black ceiling medallions replaced the modern concrete above the chandeliers, which were now adorned in gold and bronze, and the once-white walls were now a yellow that illuminated the room in a wash of buttery cadmium, like holding a buttercup under a child’s chin. 

			The Cheshire Cat painting remained the focal point, taking up most of the fifteen-foot gallery wall. Labyrinthine lines of color snaked from his ears to the space between his black eyes in bright amber and rust-red streaks that gave way to crimsons and violets. She walked closer to it and watched the Cat disappear into indefinable lines and brush strokes, a swirl of color that made her dizzy. As she stepped back toward Rory, the Cat took shape again—first
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