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    For those who remain in the shadow of every lost minute… And for the dreams that never let a cup of tea grow cold.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The past is never dead. It's not even past."
— William Faulkner
 
"A clock has two faces. One shows us time, the other shows that we are lost in it."
— Özlem Güneş (from Alice)
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FOREWORD
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The Timeless Journey of Imagination

Dear Reader,

The book you now hold in your hands truly began a very long time ago, with that eternal spark of curiosity in a child's eyes. But really, which story doesn't begin that way? A child sees a rabbit, follows it, falls down a hole, and there, at the bottom of that dark and mysterious pit, an entire universe lies hidden. I am someone who has never stopped looking at the world through that child's eyes. As I wandered the narrow streets of Istanbul, beneath the shade of plane trees, losing myself in the blue of the Bosphorus, I always imagined a rabbit hole somewhere. Perhaps each of our lives has holes that we choose to jump into, or that we are afraid to jump into. Sometimes a book, sometimes a song, sometimes a glance pushes us into that hole. My own fall into the hole happened in the autumn of my childhood, while chasing a lost memory. And at the bottom of that hole, I found this book.

"Alice in Wonderland: The Shadow of Lost Time" is not just an adventure story. It is a reflection of the little girl or boy we all carry inside – a reckoning with growing up, with forgetting, with remembering, with time, and most importantly, with oneself. The unique, mad, logic-defying world that Lewis Carroll created was a sanctuary for many of us. As I grew up, I took refuge in that world. But growing up did not mean losing one's imagination. Quite the opposite; as I grew, I realized that Wonderland is not far away at all; it is hidden in the memories under our pillow, in the steam of a teacup, in the tick-tock of an old clock, even in the thorn of a broken rose. This book was written to pry open the door of that hidden world a little further, to show that life continues even in those moments thought to be frozen in time.

In this story, Alice is no longer five years old. She has grown up. She is seventeen, a young girl grappling with exam anxiety, worries about the future, and the weight of loss. Just like many of you reading these lines right now. Perhaps you have grown up, perhaps you are still growing. Perhaps you never want to grow up at all. But life flows on, regardless of whether we want it to or not. Just like a river. Sometimes we want to stop, sometimes we want to turn back. But the river keeps flowing. Now imagine a world where the river stands still. A world where time has frozen, where everything remains as it is, where there is neither loss nor gain, neither pain nor joy. At first glance, it might sound peaceful. But if you think deeply, you realize how terrifying it actually is. A frozen laugh is no laugh at all. A frozen tear is no tear at all. A frozen life is nothing. And this is exactly what the Time Queen did: by stopping time, she condemned everyone and everything to a limbo. But to live in limbo is worse than death.

While writing this book, I thought a great deal about the nature of time, about what it means to lose and to find, to forget and to remember, to grow up and to remain a child. Sitting on the edge of a ferry in Istanbul, watching the seagulls, I realized how short, yet how vast, a human life is. Each of our moments is like a grain of sand. But each of those grains is a universe unto itself. For instance, right now, as you read these lines, you too are living a moment. That moment is a thin line between the past and the future. To stand on that line and find the balance – that, I think, is the real skill. The Time Queen could not find that balance. She got stuck between the pain of the past and the fear of the future. Yet true peace is found only in the 'now'. Not the regrets of the past, nor the anxieties of the future. Just this moment. Right now, you are breathing. Right now, you are here. Right now, you are alive. This is time's greatest gift.

The story's heroine, Alice, is actually all of us. Her fears, anxieties, joys, hopes are familiar to us all. The desire to stop time is a feeling most of us have experienced from time to time. There are moments when we think, "I wish this moment would never end." But emotions, like time, flow. If they stop, we freeze. To avoid freezing, we must keep flowing. That is why Alice must restart time to save both herself and Wonderland. Because stopped time is dead time. Flowing time is life itself.

This book is also like a farewell letter. A farewell to childhood, to the memories we have lost, to that innocent world we left behind as we grew up. But to say goodbye does not mean to forget. Even as we say goodbye, we carry our loved ones with us. In our memories, in a corner of our hearts, in the steam of a teacup, in the tick-tock of a broken clock, they still live. That is why, when Alice returns from Wonderland, she returns with a watch around her neck, a rose in her hand, and a vast world in her mind and heart. She does not lose it; on the contrary, she internalizes it even more deeply. Perhaps this is exactly what growing up is: not losing, but transforming. To carry our childhood within us like a great garden, planting a new flower in that garden with every new experience.

The hardest part of writing this book was not the time paradoxes, but finding my own voice while preserving Carroll's surprisingly logical world. But then I realized that every author actually creates their own Wonderland. Therefore, this book is not only Alice's story, but also the story of an author who grew up in Istanbul, listened to the seagulls, and dreamed in the Bosphorus breeze. I hope you also find your own reflection, your own shadow of lost time, within these pages.

Dear reader, you now hold this book in your hands. Perhaps you are lounging on an armchair, perhaps on a journey, or perhaps reading it in bed before you sleep. Wherever you are, know that time is flowing with you right now. And this book is a little stop along that flowing time. Or perhaps a rabbit hole. Are you ready to jump into it? I don't know. But if you decide to jump, know that the Mad Hatter's tea, the Queen of Hearts' roses, the White Rabbit's watch, and the Time Queen's sorrow await you there. But most importantly, an Alice awaits you there. One who has grown up but managed to remain a child. Who has lost but knows how to find. Who has cried but never forgotten how to laugh. That Alice is the little girl who lives inside all of us. To hear her, all you need is a little silence, a little listening, a little imagination.

I thank everyone who contributed to my writing this book. But most of all, I owe thanks to my mother, who showed me a rabbit hole on that autumn day of my childhood and said, "Jump." Without her, I might never have written. And of course, to all my friends who were waiting for me at the bottom of that hole: the Hatter, the Queen, the Rabbit, the Cat, the Caterpillar... Without them, this story would not exist.

And now, dear reader, it's your turn. You can close the book, put it on the shelf, and forget it. But that little voice inside you might one day whisper, "How about a rabbit hole?" Don't be afraid then. Jump. Because where you land, in that moment you think time has stopped, you will see just how fast life is actually flowing. And perhaps in that moment, you will find your own Wonderland.

Bon voyage in advance.

And remember: Don't waste time, but don't regret the time you spent, either. Time spent is actually time lived. And time lived is the most precious treasure.

Tick tock. Tick tock.

Do you hear your heart?

That is time's most beautiful gift.

With love and imagination,

Özlem Güneş—Istanbul

Istanbul, on an autumn morning when the Bosphorus breeze blows sweetest
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The Rabbit is Late Again
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Eleven years had passed since little Alice lay among the daisies by the riverbank, letting the sun dazzle her eyes. She was no longer that curious five-year-old child; she was seventeen, tall, with her brown hair pinned up in a bun, a young girl seriously pondering, "What is life?" Still, one side of her had always remained a child: the picture of the White Rabbit still hung on her bedroom wall, and some nights she still heard the Queen of Hearts shouting, "Off with their heads!" in her dreams.

That afternoon, while studying in the garden with her sister, she had lost herself between the pages of her history book. Kings of France, timelines, wars... Time. That was all they talked about. "Time flows like water," her teachers said. "Don't waste time." But what stuck in Alice's mind was this: if time really flows, why did it sometimes feel like it wasn't moving at all? For instance, right now, her sister's murmur of "Louis Quatorze" seemed as if it would last forever.

"Alice, focus," her sister said, looking over her glasses. "Exams are approaching."

"I know," Alice sighed. But her eyes were caught on the bushes at the far end of the garden. At the foot of the bushes was a rabbit hole, looking larger than ever. She had never forgotten that hole. The one she had fallen into as a child, the way to Wonderland. Of course, everyone said it was just a dream. But what she had felt in that dream was real: fear, excitement, laughter, and that strange sense of belonging.

Just then, she heard a sound. Tick tock. Tick tock.

Her heart skipped a beat. She knew that sound. She jumped up, leaving behind her sister's voice calling "Where are you going?" She ran towards the bushes. And there it was: a white rabbit, wearing a little waistcoat and carrying an old-fashioned pocket watch in its chest pocket. The rabbit was looking at its watch, a drop of sweat glistening under its ear, muttering quickly:

"Oh dear, oh dear, I'm so very late! The Queen will kill me! Where did I put my watch? No, the watch is here... But where is time? Where did I put time?!"

For a moment, Alice didn't know what to say. In recent years, she had made a point not to talk to rabbits. But this rabbit... this rabbit was her childhood. Without thinking further, she leaped after him.

The rabbit dove into the hole. Alice dove in after him.

The fall... the fall was not like before. It was slow, almost comfortable. No books or cupboards around; just a heavy, velvety darkness. But strangest of all were the countless clocks hanging on the walls. Every shape, every size: cuckoo clocks, hourglasses, sundials, digital clocks (which Alice had never seen before), even a giant turnip clock with tiny people bustling inside. The hour and minute hands of all these clocks turned at the same speed, but each showed a different time. Some were turning backwards.

"That's impossible," Alice said to herself. "No two clocks can show different times at once."

"They can, they can," came a voice from below. "When time is lost, every clock fends for itself."

Alice finally landed on something soft. Dry leaves? No, calendar pages. She was surrounded by pages torn from old calendars. She got up, dusted off her dress (she had somehow put on a white apron again, and felt as if she were still wearing children's clothes) and looked around.

Wonderland.

But not as she remembered it.

The sky was not full of clouds; it was covered with a layer of frozen grey vapour. The trees had leaves, but they weren't moving; they glistened as if frozen solid. The flowers weren't talking. They too were frozen; roses had their mouths open, as if caught mid-sentence. There was a silence in the air, such a silence that Alice could hear the blood flowing in her veins. But the strangest thing was that nothing moved. A butterfly hung suspended in the air, its wings transparent like glass. A bee had frozen just as it was about to land on a flower.

"Time has stopped," Alice whispered. And just then she saw the White Rabbit. The rabbit was sitting on a stump, holding his head in his paws, listening to the tick-tock of his watch. But the watch wasn't working. It had said 'tick' once, but never 'tock'.

"Mr. Rabbit?" Alice called softly.

The rabbit looked up. His eyes were red, his fur dishevelled. "Is that you?" he said. "Come again? What do you want here? There's no time now, no time! Time's time has passed!"

"What do you mean?" Alice asked, approaching him.

The rabbit took a deep breath. "The Time Queen came. She dethroned the Queen of Hearts. She collected all the clocks. People's memories, birthdays, appointments, future plans... She locked them all in a box. 'No one will be late anymore,' she said. 'No one will waste time. Time is over.' And since that day, this place has been like this. Frozen."

Alice scratched her head. "But time doesn't end. Time always flows. Doesn't it?"

"Flows?" The rabbit laughed bitterly. "Look at that flower. When will it bloom? It can't. When will it wilt? It can't. Everything is stuck in limbo. I thought I had lost my watch, but it turns out that we didn't lose the watch; time itself got lost."

Alice took the watch from the rabbit's paw. The crystal was cracked, the minute hand trembled but didn't move. Suddenly she saw something inside the watch: a tiny, golden grain of sand. But the sand wasn't flowing; it was suspended in the air.

"What's this?" she asked.

"The last grain of time," the rabbit sobbed. "I'm afraid to drop it. If it drops, time dies completely. But if it doesn't drop, nothing changes. That's why I'm always late. Because there's no such thing as 'time' anymore. Everything is both too early and too late at once."

Alice put the watch to her ear. There was no tick-tock. Only a distant hum. As if someone far away was shouting, "Off with their heads!" But the voice wasn't familiar. It was higher, colder.

"What happened to the Queen of Hearts?" she asked.

The rabbit looked around fearfully. "Speak softly. The Queen of Hearts is no more. She too is frozen. But deep down... she became a puppet of the Time Queen. She tends the rose garden. But don't go there. The roses are no longer red; they're black. And every rose hides the tick-tock of a clock. If you listen, you'll hear your past. Most people go mad when they hear the sound of their own past."

Alice thought for a moment. Ten years ago, everything here was so nonsensical but so fun. The Mad Hatter's tea parties, the Cheshire Cat's grin, the Caterpillar's riddles... Now everything was icy, silent, and terrifying.

"What happened to my friends?" she asked, her voice trembling. "The Hatter? The March Hare? The Dormouse?"

The rabbit's ears drooped. "The Hatter... the last time he was seen, he was heading towards the Valley of Time, trying to make a hat that would turn the clock backwards. But the Queen's guards caught him. I don't know where he is now. The March Hare is trapped inside a teapot. The Dormouse... the Dormouse fell asleep forever. He was already sleeping, but now he can't wake up. No one can wake up. Even dreams are frozen."

Alice's eyes filled with tears. How had this innocent, colourful, absurd world come to this? But something stirred inside her. The little girl's courage was still there, even if she had grown up.

"I have to do something," she said resolutely.

The rabbit looked at her in terror. "Don't! The Time Queen will freeze you too. She froze everyone. Only I remain, because I'm always late, so she can't catch me. Time can't keep up with me."

"Then I'll be late too," Alice said, smiling. "Sometimes being late is exactly the right time."

The rabbit didn't understand, but he tried to hide the hopeful gleam in his eyes. "What will you do?"

Alice gave the watch back to the rabbit. She looked at the grain of sand. "First, I need a cup of tea. Nothing can be thought out without tea. What did the Mad Hatter say? 'Without tea, time is just tick-tock.' Now show me where the tea is."

With a trembling paw, the rabbit pointed to a frozen hill in the distance. At the side of the road leading to the hill stood a crooked table with frozen teacups on it. No one sat at the table. But on one of the chairs, there was a hat still hanging: the Mad Hatter's hat.

Alice took a deep breath. She had returned to Wonderland. But this time not as a child – as a young woman. And this time, the games were more serious.

"Alright," she said to herself. "First, I'll take the hat. Then I'll heat the tea. Then I'll ask the Time Queen one question: Why is time so afraid?"

The rabbit called after her, "But the tea is frozen! There's no fire! How will you heat it?"

Alice turned back and smiled at him. It was the smile of that mischievous, stubborn little girl from ten years ago.

"To heat a cup of tea, you don't need time," she said. "You need patience. And right now, I have more patience than anyone. Because where time has ended, patience begins."

And she began to walk, planting her feet firmly on the frozen ground. Behind her, the White Rabbit stared at the grain of sand inside his watch. The grain moved a millimetre. Perhaps hope, like time, is most likely to move when it has stopped.
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Apprentice of the Broken Clock
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When Alice reached the frozen tea table, she hesitated to take the Mad Hatter's hat. The hat, just like its owner, was crooked, still bearing the "10/6" label, though the number was unreadable because the label was frozen. On the brim of the hat was a small piece of paper. Alice carefully took it. On the paper, written in dried ink, was a single sentence:

"Whoever stops time, stops their own heart."

Beneath the sentence was a small drawing of a clock. The hour and minute hands were broken. Alice put the paper in her pocket and placed the hat on her head. It fit perfectly, as if made for her. Just then, a voice came from inside the hat – high-pitched, scratchy, but familiar.

"Pssst! Look up!"

Alice raised her head. From inside a hollow cocoon on a frozen branch just above the tea table, two large eyes were looking at her. The eyes were familiar: big, round, with a slightly bored expression. The Caterpillar.

"Mr. Caterpillar?" Alice called out. "Is that you?"

"It's me," said the Caterpillar, with that classic lazy drawl. "But I can hardly be called a caterpillar anymore. I was about to become a butterfly. However... (a deep sigh)... when time froze, I got stuck halfway. Look at me. Neither caterpillar nor butterfly. The worst of both."

Alice approached. The cocoon was transparent like crystal, but frozen. Half of the Caterpillar's body was still caterpillar, half was covered with butterfly wings. One wing was orange with black patterns, the other was still fuzzy and green. Very strange.

"How can I save you?" Alice asked.

"To save me, you must first unfreeze time," said the Caterpillar. "Without time flowing, nothing changes. But to unfreeze time, you need a broken clock. And that's where you come in."

"Me? But I'm not a watchmaker."

The Caterpillar rolled his eyes (Alice had trouble remembering just how many eyes he had; it seemed he had at least six pairs, gleaming from different points with every movement). "No one is born a watchmaker, Alice. You become one. Just like a caterpillar becomes a butterfly. But first comes an apprenticeship. Right now, you are the apprentice of a broken clock."

"Which broken clock?"

The Caterpillar nodded his head (if that bulbous lump could be called a head) towards the frozen stream below. In the middle of the stream, embedded in the ice, stood a gigantic clock. Its glass was shattered, its hour hands bent, its minute hand completely broken off. There were no numbers on the clock's face; instead, there were letters: T-I-M-E. But the letters were scrambled: E-M-I-T.

"This clock," said the Caterpillar, "is the very first clock of Wonderland. The master who made it was the Time Queen's father. Yes, you heard right. The Queen had a father. And this father invented time. But then his daughter imprisoned him inside his own clock. Since that day, the clock has been broken. They say a broken clock is right twice a day, but this clock is never right. Because there's a man imprisoned inside."

Alice looked at the clock in astonishment. Beneath the ice, she could indeed see a silhouette. An old man, with a long beard, holding a file in his hand. He was motionless, but his eyes were open. And his eyes were looking at Alice.

"Is he... alive?" Alice whispered.

"Where time has stopped, death also stops," said the Caterpillar. "Neither alive nor dead. In between. Like me. That is why the Time Queen is so powerful. By imprisoning her father, she thought she could control time itself. But time cannot be controlled. Time can only be lived. If you try to stop it, you stop yourself."

Alice took a step towards the clock, but the ice was too thick. "So how do I repair this clock?"

"You don't repair it," said the Caterpillar, blinking another pair of eyes. "You break it. But break it the right way. Because sometimes, to fix something, you first have to break it thoroughly. You read the Hatter's letter, didn't you? 'Whoever stops time, stops their own heart.' The heart of this clock is the man inside. To save him, you must break the clock. But when you break the clock, time will start flowing again. And the Time Queen will feel it. She will come for you."

Alice bit her lip. "How do I break the clock? How do I melt the ice?"

The Caterpillar moved his orange wing slightly. On the wing was a tiny, firefly-like shimmering dust. "This," said the Caterpillar, "is Butterfly Dust. Normally, when I became a butterfly, it would have fallen from my wings. But since I'm stuck halfway, there's only a pinch. This dust melts anything frozen. But be careful: you can only use it once. Either you melt the ice, or something else. The choice is yours."

Alice reached out for the dust, but the Caterpillar warned her: "Wait! First, tell me something. Why are you doing this? Wonderland isn't your world. You could go home. That pocket watch the White Rabbit gave you – turn it over and say 'Go home,' and you'll wake up in your bed. Why are you doing this?"

Alice thought for a moment. Ten years ago, the answer would have been simple: "Because it's fun!" But now... now the answer was heavier.

"Because," she said slowly, "to belong to a place, you have to be there not only in its good times, but also in its worst times. I loved Wonderland as a child. Now I love it in its sickness. And everything that is sick deserves to heal."

One of the Caterpillar's eyes gleamed (it was impossible to tell which). "I don't know if that's the right answer, or something you read in a book. But I'm sure it came from the heart. Take the dust."

The Caterpillar shook his wing. A handful of bright, golden dust poured into Alice's palm. The dust was warm, almost like fire. But it didn't burn; instead, it created a tingling sensation in her fingertips.

"Now go to the clock," said the Caterpillar. "Sprinkle the dust on the glass. The ice will melt. But as soon as you enter, you must find the heart of the clock. The heart is a small golden key, right in the middle of the face. Turn that key. But be careful: when you turn the key, time will restart. And when time restarts, everything will happen at once. Past, present, and future. You may become disoriented. To avoid losing yourself, sing a song. It doesn't matter what song. Just keep the rhythm."

Alice nodded. She carefully walked onto the ice over the stream. The ice creaked under her feet but didn't break. She stood before the giant clock. She sprinkled the dust on the glass. The moment the dust touched it, the ice began to melt; but instead of turning into water, it turned directly into vapour. Within seconds, the clock's glass opened.

Alice went inside. The inside of the clock was much larger than she had imagined. Giant gears, springs, wheels – everywhere was filled with mechanical parts. But everything was motionless. She walked among the gears. Right in the centre of the face, she saw a small golden key. A label on the key read: "Turn and restart time. But remember: every beginning is an ending."

Alice grasped the key. She took a deep breath. Then she began to hum the first song that came
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