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My heart’s home is Wonderland: An album by Hillary Hope Hatta

A Hatter Full of Hope

By Angelica-Paige Staples

To all those who feel they don’t belong in this Real World – create your own Wonderland.
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PROLOGUE
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Everyone knows of Wonderland. The place of checkerboard and tea cakes and ticking clocks. Of magic, hallucination, of thoughts, imagination.

Everyone knows the tall tales, the ones of gossip, the ones of truth. The far and the familiar.

Everyone knows of Alice, the girl who fell down the rabbit hole, who saved Wonderland. Who slew the jabberwocky and restored the workings of normality. The Queen of Hearts, and her lust for blood, for heads and hearts to fill her own hollowed chest in floods. The White Rabbit, checking anxiously at his pocket watch. Tweedledee and Tweedledum, twins for life but not for some. Everyone knows these comforts, these people, their stories and tales.

But time ticks quickly outside of Wonderland, in what the people call the Real World. It moves on, forgetting things which are easy to unforget. Or maybe time tocks quickly here.

Years have passed, since Alice was seen here last. Threads of news, through ears and mouths, have told of her old age, lost to the seas on one of her voyages. But some felt she died, for decades had gone by. And it made sense, for Wonderland was now not how it had been left.

Those people from before were withered and wasted. Hatta succumbed to his fate against Time, taken by the madness of hat making. The Queen of Hearts still sat upon the throne, with curls swirling in greys and old joints aching. Peace had blessed Wonderland forever after Alice had left.

So, it was not the same. Not the same one you know, or I know.

Rain is hard, brute-like and dainty. It washes away many things, many things against Time. Washing away the red paint of yesterday, and making new the days of tomorrow. Time took many things, many people, many places.

But now, when the white roses are washed clean. When all of Wonderland's icons and legends are dead or gone. That does not mean there are still none...
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ONE YEAR BEFORE...

THE CLOCK STRUCK TWELVE. Boom. Boom. Boom.

Each thrum on the clock louder than the last, spreading like the veins of lightning seen in the most purple sky.

It was electric. The audience hooted; the people cheered.

On stage, before royalty, nobility, persons of riches, a figure danced to and fro. Clad in a ball gown, with billows and ruffles, and a bunching bustle trailing behind. Pearls dribbled down and round her neck. The most beautiful sight to see.

Her eyes were painted with a ghoul-like appearance, deep, dark and doe-eyed. Her lips were tainted with a ruby red. And through all this glamour and splendor, nothing could compare to the gap-toothed grin she possessed, or the manic gleam in her eyes. Her frizzy, ginger curls clung to the air, bundled atop her head, following her every move.

But something happened. Something neither you know nor I.

The clock sung out its final boom of midnight. She rushed. She hurried. Down, and down the stage steps, as if falling through the rabbit hole. Frenzied, panicked. The audience gasped as she flew past, silk and ribbons whistling behind her. Hillary trudged on with all her might.

Even abandoning a glittering, glowing buttoned boot in her midst.

What a sight! The audience was mesmerized, thinking it all to be a part of one of her infamous, brilliant acts. Yet, even Mr. Caterpillar could see, through his single eye glass, that there was something most definitely the matter. Some could say she was as mad as the Hatter.

On the slick, cobblestone streets, she ran. Her single boot slapping the concrete. Hillary muttered in pure panic. She was not running near as fast as she needed to, the cobblestones feeling as thick and slippery as the blackest oil.

What was she running from? I do not know. But she did. For in her act upon that wondrous theatre stage, she saw a wicked sight. A person she had not wanted to see ever again. Yet, he had somehow found his way to her. This game he played, like chess pieces on a board. And she was the one he was trying to outplay.

Alas, Hillary always had a trick up her sleeve. She hid behind a corner, catching her breath, gathering the bundles of her dress between her shaking hands. Her white painted face, smudged with dripping mascara, she needed to get this dress off. Under the many layers of fabric, she retrieved a tiny bundle, a pumpkin! Grinning, orange and shining. “A little bruised, but you’ll work,” she whispered. Within a second, and some bizarre workings of the world of Wonderland, the pumpkin exploded. Pulp and seeds splattering on the brick wall like a squished bug. “Great, well that plan is over,” she sighed with a cry.

Looking over this sorry sight, one would wonder whom she saw that night. Hidden in the smoky confines of a theatre audience.

One could guess from the frantic fear pasted on her face, that it could only be one person. One man. By the name of Time. With the ticking ends of his jagged moustache. The sly, calculating look in his eye.

Hillary heaved for breath, clutching her chest, where her heart plummeted through the cage of her ribs. A sensation of dread tingled in the tips of her fingers. For Time had the appearance of someone who knew math like the back of one’s hand. Flying easily through the sums of her days.

How many had she left? His eyes were flicking back and forth when she had noticed him. Flicking over the years of her life. The months. Or the days. The hours. Or the seconds.

She could tell he wouldn’t make it pretty. For he was coming. And soon.
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She watched as the Queen's deck shuffled past, so close their edges brushed her arm. She did not startle; she did not mind. For her head was somewhere else entirely. Her quill wrote furiously in and around the lines of her massive cotton paged ledger.

Most of Wonderland believed her work to be of the quill's doing, not her own, for her words were always too brilliant. And catchy of course. "Heart of black," she hummed, chewing on the feathered end, scratching out and rewriting words in raven-black ink.

Her hands were smudged, purpled and blackened from the undrying ink. "Teatime!" a bird in a clock upon the wall squawked. "Oh, darn it," she wailed, jumping from her seat, untangling her legs rested upon an open piano, it's wide set of teeth smiling droopily. Inside the Tea Tavern, customers of Wonderland filled hurriedly, rushing for tea. She pushed through the crowd, through turtles and cards, mice and men.

Outside, the day greeted her, knowing she had lost track of time. "Stupid, silly me," she muttered. "I always do this."

Her feet guided her, clad in boots buttoned all the way up. Around a corner, two or four, she stopped, hands on her knees, catching her breath. Before her stood a mismatched shop. One window shuttered mint green, the other shutterless, adorned with a flower box growing white roses. The door was painted a deep pink which begged to be purple. And a sign hung lazily in the breeze upon rusted chains. ‘Hatta's Hattery or Millinery’ was swirled in letters of gold and silver.

She fumbled for the key, which took a while, for the set she pulled from her pocket had many keys in various sizes. But once inside, she released a breath, and flipped a light switch on the wall. Within the window, a sign buzzed to life, flickering to 'OpEn'. Open at teatime, Hatta's orders from long ago. She plopped her book down on a random blank piece of desk, a rarity within the shop. It overflowed with hats of all kinds, for any occasion, thought of or unthought, and the walls were covered in a collage of oddly shaped mirrors. They mainly persuaded customers to choose the hats they tried on, but she would never tell these secrets. Chipped teacups hung from the ceiling, felt mannequins stood defiantly in mounds of fabrics, pins stabbed and poking into their flesh. In the corner, a haunted classical tune tingled ears, a vinyl running laps under a glass needle. Amplified by a brass funnel, the shape of the snout of a tremendous trumpet.

Hillary Hope Hatta was her name. She flitted around the shop, rearranging tiaras and baseball caps. She always wore what she pleased. This day was no different, for a light pink top, with flared lacy sleeve cuffs, and a creamy corduroy fitted blazer hugged her tall form. Around her neck hung a long silver chain, and at the end, a beautiful pocket watch clung with poise.

Hillary was a sight to behold: gorgeously peculiar, and ghostly pretty. With hair so red it gleamed copper, and a gap-toothed smile so bewitching. But her face was so very similar to the one we all know of, the girl from the rabbit hole, that some believed her to be a love child of Hatta and Alice! The scandal! Could you believe it? Could you foresee it?

Of course not, for that assumption was twisted and sickly. But a daughter of Hatta? Yes, she was.

Everyone knew that in Wonderland, when one dreamed mightily in their sleep, they could sometimes wake with their dream born into reality. And since Hatta loved Alice as his own daughter, his own friend so very much, Hillary was plopped into his arms when he awoke. He adored her, reminding him of better days when Alice was around. All their adventures and shared speeches during terrific tea parties. She filled a gaping hole in Hatta's heart, as Alice never ever returned to Wonderland. Swept away by the currents of life, life in the Real World.

But now those two were both gone, and it left Hillary to navigate the world of Wonderland by herself. Left with Hatta's shop and the curse of the Hatta line—utter morbid madness. Some of Wonderland had stayed clear of her, hoping not to catch the ‘Mad Hatter sickness’, as they called it.

Hillary was witty and smart, and she knew their madness was the fault of the mercury they used to make their hats. But she also feared it might someday overtake her senses too, some genetic mutation waiting to grasp and cling to her very being. Eating away at her whip fast words and tantalizing tunes. She loved his shop, but she wanted something else entirely.

Shling, shling. The trill clatter of the bell on the entrance door. "Good teatime to you, Miss Piglet," she sung, hanging from a rolling ladder on the opposite wall. Inside the shop, it was not at all what you would think, but it was as normal as can be in Wonderland. The shop appeared to be one story from the outside, but upon entering the door, it stretched at least four stories high. Spiral staircases climbed up and up, like ringlets of perfectly curled hair.

"Ah, Hillary. Could you help me find a hat?" The pig nosed lady asked, trotting past the glass domes of wild, fluttering caps.

"What for?" Hillary grinned, flashing her pretty gap tooth and lipstick pink lips. She snorted a laugh.

"My unbirthday day is tomorrow. I must look splendid for my special day. I'm trying to make Mr. Boar jealous!" She squealed. Hillary did her best to nod politely, images of hats flashing past her chocolate brown eyes, the richest shade of the best type of cocoa.

The ladder swung around corners; hatboxes flew as she scavenged for the most pristine one. "Here we are," she choked, setting it down on the table in front of Miss Piglet. Dust rose from the thud on the table, an old hat indeed. Miss Piglet eyed the blue box warily, its pink ribbon wilting in the dust mote swirls.

"Mr. Hatta made this one. For a special occasion of course, and for someone of your complexion," she said, lifting the lid off the box gently.

Miss Piglet coughed as dust clouded her vision. "Is there a reason no one has bought this one over the years...it looks rather old?"

Hillary shook her head and flashed her famous smile once again. "It was obviously meant just for you, hence the reason no one has acquired it thus far." She plopped the cocktail hat atop Miss Piglet's head. It glittered like the stars in the night's sky and shimmered like the sweetest mud bath.

"Fantastic! Mr. Boar will be absolutely smitten with you! Now, take a look in the mirror," Hillary urged.

In the reflection stood nothing out of the ordinary to Hillary's eyes, but as for Miss Piglet, the mirror made her confidence boost to the moon in the morning sky and back. "It's glorious, I'll take it."

When the coins of payment were dropped into her outstretched palm, Miss Piglet inquired, "Shall I be hearing you tonight? The entirety of Wonderland has been yearning for another one of your performances." Now this made Hillary grin even wider, if that was even possible, but in Wonderland, anything was possible. She composed herself and shook her head, "Maybe yes, maybe no."

Miss Piglet smiled in response, waving as she trotted through the door. "See you, then. And thanks a lot! Tatah."

The deep pink door opened and closed busily throughout the rest of the day. Hillary stood behind the window, staring at passersby along the cobbled, waxed streets. Her fingers played a tune against the sill, a beat she had conjured and refused to forget, tapping it religiously to staple it to her brain and beating heart. Customers dawdled, eyeing shelves and searching through hat boxes. She readjusted her own top hat upon her bed of fiery curls. One of pink velvet, wrapped in strands and strands of cream lace ribbon.

A screeching, crazed cry called from behind her, and she spun on the sole of her buttoned, polished boot. What are the nipping hats up to now? She wondered. Speaking of her beating heart, the person before her made it flip inside out. A tiny gasp escaped her pretty pink mouth, her bright blushed cheeks deepened in color. But beyond this, her eyes burned and prickled, like the worst kind of reaction from a rotten tea cake. “Don’t touch that, please,” she spoke, her voice surprisingly strong and clear despite the tightness of her throat.

Before her stood a man in clothes of harlequin print, with the blackest eyes she had ever seen. One whose lies she had previously fallen for, another trickster in the sea of men. He dazzled all the ladies in town, and she was one of many who foolishly succumbed to his charming ways.

“Ah, Hillary. It’s a surprise to see you here,” he said with a pleasant smirk.

Her heart thumped painfully. “Truly?” she mustered with all the bitterness in the world, knowing he obviously knew she was a Hatta. It was Hatta’s Hattery or Millinery after all, he was not daft.

Hillary Hope Hatta had many confrontations with love. Multiple romantic relationships through her teenage years. But now at nineteen years young, she felt as though there was more to life than only those minuscule relationships. For none of them ever went smoothly and beautifully, rather swiftly and haggardly. She had finally found her one true love, her greatest passion and truest form of self-expression. And moments like these fuelled this romantic love affair with her talent. Rather, boys like these.

This man was the one who had purposefully, hurtfully, called her ‘bonkers, beyond saving’ to her face and behind her back. The entirety of Wonderland had heard the gossip.

“Hmm, maybe an unsurprise,” he purred in response, sounding more feline than Cheshire himself. She glared fiercely at the glass dome he now lifted off one of the wild caps. There was a cage around the collection, and a sign pleading not to touch. He tested her patience, choosing not to listen to both her and the feeble sign of metal. She could hear her pocket watch ticking from the chain around her neck.

“What do you want?” she insisted blandly, anything to remove him from the hattery. The neighboring wild caps chittered among themselves, some fluttering within the glass domes, or screeching until the other customers covered their ears. His ears perked up, and he stared into her rich brown eyes. His seductive face was all pretend, but hopeful none the less.

“Leave,” she spat through gritted pearly white teeth. His clown-like figure did not move, covered in black and white diamonds. Her patience was wearing away, like a thread pulled too taught. She opened her mouth to say another word, but the wild cap he uncaged pounced from its lair. Sharp canines sprouted from the cap’s face, nipping his nimble fingers. Blood dribbled down his hands, staining his clothes, forming a puddle on the floor. He screamed as though he were nothing more than a babe, thrashing his hand all over the show. Crimson splattered everywhere and nowhere, all at once. Customers began to scream in a frenzy, running in circles like trapped flies in a room. Hillary stood with wide eyes in utter silence—disbelief, shock, or both. And she could not contain herself...the corner of her mouth began to twitch, pulling as if an invisible thread was controlling it like a puppet. She was not to be saved, the millinery flooding with the echoes of her laugh. She tried to muffle them with her hand, but manners seemed of unimportance.

The customers cleared the quaint shop, leaving the final man in motley to dislodge the wild cap from his injured fingers. “You truly are mad,” he spat at her, his voice now higher an octave. Hillary watched as he sprinted from the room, cradling his hand to his chest like a small child. She beamed brighter than a billion suns.
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Over the next few days, or months, Hillary could be found jotting down words into her cotton paged ledger. Her quill could be heard from miles away, scribbling and scratching feverishly at the paper. She believed she would be able to outrun the familial curse of madness if she plotted down her thoughts. But some believed it was so her thoughts would be written down before she ultimately forgot them, with nothing of worth to speak of. A testimony to her once firm but faltering grasp on sanity.

She hummed hypnotically, and when her vocal cords wore and croaked like the murder of crows outside her window...she slurped from a cracked porcelain teacup, as yellow as softened butter. Berry, honeyed tea was her favorite, the kind as dark as her rouge pink lipstick. She rested her head upon her hand, letting her thoughts untangle and weave together. A certain sentence still had not formed a clear cut, coherent line. She had fumbled over it for hours or only minutes. The tick tock of her pocket watch drew her attention suddenly. She clicked it open. She was late! Of course. Not a surprise.

The click clack of her buttoned boots echoed off the shop walls and damp cobblestone streets. No one was about at this time of night, save for the nocturnal creatures of Wonderland.

Tonight, she wore her most favorite pairing of clothes, an outfit to outshine any mishaps during a show. Clad from head to toe in nothing but splendor. Plain, bright pink stockings coated her long, long legs. Balloon shorts puffed out in striking stripes of mint green and white. With an accompanying white, form-fitting sweater, sleeves flared at the ends, patterned in six pink hearts across her torso, as if resembling the six of hearts. Mint green blush dusted her two perfect cheeks, and a velvet hat to resemble a crown, decorated with three pink hearts, like cherries on a sundae, sat on her ferocious curls. Without a hat, she could never believe herself, or have the courage to call herself a Hatta. She ran like a lunatic through the quiet side roads.

At last, a faint melody called out into the dark air, allowing her to catch her breath for only a moment. The sky above was clouded over, with not a star in sight, only a crescent moon the shape of the smiling cat’s teeth. Before her loomed a rickety building, thin but tall, and oddly beguiling. It had been an item of curiosity for far too many years of her life, sneaking in and out to steal glimpses from within. Her lithe, pale hand knocked on the black side door, painted to match the mysteries of the night. A peep hole slid open, near her kneecaps. “The password, please,” a familiar voice stated. She bent down until her head was upside down, her hair cascading in rivulets to the floor, like lava from a waterfall.

“When the crow caws twice, frightened are the mice, but he was nice, when the crow caws twice, frightened are the mice, but he was nice, when the crow caws twice, frightened are the mice, but he was nice, now I’ve said it thrice,” she said, the words tumbling fast from her mouth in one single breath.

“Sorry, m’lady, come again?” the voice asked, amused.

She rolled her eyes and sucked in air, “Nice try, Beryl. Not funny,” she huffed. Silence followed, shortly after, a latch and a lock, and then the door engulfed her inside, leaving empty quiet where she once stood.

Beryl greeted her, a short, green lizard with slicked back scales. “I found that quite the opposite of unfunny,” he told her. They bantered for a bit, and off she went, into the darkness of the room. Stairs led gently down and down, along a velvet lined floor. Blackness surrounded her as generous as the night. Rows upon rows of regal, ruby red chairs waited eagerly, occupied or not. She grabbed the first one she found and slinked into its velvet embrace. A stage flashed with dramatic lights, entrancing the multitudes of guests within the seats. It was the local theatre, an institution of art and luxury. Though the corners were webbed with spiders, the walls both cracked and chipped, and the gaps laden in dust, it was a glorious sight to see. Thick, heavy curtains draped dramatically from the sides of the stage, where performers were entertaining at ease. Botched magic tricks, drum-playing frogs, baboon ballerinas on pointe, jesters and jokers. It was a place of magic, a place of dreams, a place of passion and unlost hopes. This was her romantic love affair, her lust, her desire, her talent. This is what she lived and breathed for. Sometimes it ignited her so much that it felt as though she were on the verge of complete and utter madness. On the edge of a cliff, surrounded by the arms of velvet and by the enigmatic night, the night where you could be anyone, anyone at all. This revelation made her realize on occasion, that this was what Hatta had felt like. How empowered he was behind his needle and thread, molding and creating hats that brought his imagination to life. The smell of dusty makeup and withered stage backdrops tickled her nose, the place she yearned to call home.

The theatre was taken very seriously, with only the most serious of members allowed in attendance. Even the Queen of Hearts was known to attend on the rarest of occasion. She would watch with miniature binoculars from the balcony on the top row. Guests however, the observers, were invited with open arms. A price for a ticket was nothing outrageous, except maybe a tooth or a prop for the next production. But for tonight, it was a special evening, one of relaxation and fun. She settled in her seat as contortionists folded in on themselves, bearing masks of colorful china. She applauded with the rest of the guests, awed and bedazzled with every trick. She cheered when they took their bows. Hillary saw Beryl pushing the backdrop furniture across the stage, his scales glowing neon in the light. He worked backstage for as long as she could remember.

An older woman by the name of Siobhan, ramrod straight, strode onto the stage, dressed in a navy, satin cloak that slid to the floor with grace. She was the owner of the institute, and she took care of it fiercely. “Our next performer is one we have been eager to return. Welcome, Hillary Hope Hatta,” she told the crowd, power and poise within her throat. Hillary smiled, her gap tooth gleaming prettily in the shadows of the light.

She strode up the side stairs of the black wooden stage, dented and scarred from every tap shoe and dance heel to touch its surface. The old woman disappeared into the wings, leaving Hillary to her own devices. She was never shy up here, with the lights beating down on her skin like rays of artificial sun. A microphone hung drearily from the ceiling. She tapped it with a slender finger, sending screeches through the theatre. Meticulously, she unlatched the clasps of a case she had been carrying, revealing a polished violin. She placed it beneath her jaw and prepared the bow. With a pull of a string, it began a set of notes, and she placed it next to her. It hovered in the air, like a hummingbird sucking pollen from a flower. She then dug her hand back into the case, extracting a cello of deep wooden notes. Hillary proceeded to reach for a tambourine, trumpet, trombone, and saxophone. And lastly, with all her might...two heeled boots perched on the mouth of the case, she heaved out an entire grand piano. All of this happened simultaneously with the brilliant symphony that had begun from the rest of her self-enchanted orchestra.

The observers were mesmerized. She squinted her eyes, reaching on her tippy toes to speak into the microphone. “I heard you’ve been waiting for me,” she grinned, her voice echoing all around her. Wooooooo, from the crowd. Their enthusiasm seeped into her skin, diffusing into her veins. “It took some time to write this new one. But I’m sure you’ve all heard about this fellow. He turned my heart to molten mellow.” Awwwww. Pity floundered in their chests.

“Well, here it is. Enjoy it...or don’t,” she said, sticking her tongue playfully behind her front teeth. The beauty mark beneath her eye crinkled along with the corners of her sockets. And after an energetic count that rasped in her throat, “One-a two, a-one two three!” the magic began.
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IT SOUNDED LIKE A COUSIN of the jazz genre’s family tree, the same but unfamiliar. An upbeat, wispy melody glided from the band of hovering, playing instruments. A trick Hillary had invented herself. She travelled far and wide through
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