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The Clockwork Alice


A Brief History of Alice

Where did the book Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland begin? 

It may have begun with a senior member of Christ Church College at Oxford University named Charles Lutwidge Dodgson, who turned his name into a cipher and became Lewis Carroll.

It may have begun with a little girl named Alice Liddell, the daughter of Henry Liddell, the Dean of Christ Church college—and Charles Dodgson’s boss. 

It may have begun when Charles Dodgson met Alice in 1856, when Alice was four years old and the Reverend Dodgson twenty-four, so that he could take a photograph—he was one of the earliest photographers, and a good one—of her and her sisters Edith (aged two) and Ina (aged seven). Mrs. Liddell, who had married above herself, was known to be a social climber with a short temper.

It may have begun in 1862, when Reverend Dodgson told Alice, Ina, and Edith (along with their chaperone, the Reverend Robinson Duckworth) the earliest form of the story on a boat trip of the Isis.

It may have begun when, at Alice’s insistence, Reverend Dodgson presented the girls with a hand-lettered and -illustrated version of the story, Alice’s Adventures Under Ground, in November of 1864.

At any rate, it began.

Shortly after the writing of Alice’s Adventures Under Ground, the Reverend Dodgson was banished from the family circle for mysterious reasons, which Mrs. Liddell may have worked to further obscure. 

Later, when Alice was seventeen, despite the fact that the break had not been repaired, Reverend Dodgson was asked to take portraits of Ina and Alice once more. Ina’s photograph is that of a self-assured know-it-all with a direct if somewhat spoilt gaze and an intellectual finger laid beside her chin. Alice’s expression is different. Under her intricate hairdo, she is a petulant, dissatisfied young woman whose head appears to be in danger of falling off her neck, she is so dreadfully bored with the proceedings.

Happy she was not.

In 1871, two years after the final photograph, Dodgson published Through the Looking-Glass. The White Knight, often thought to be a representation of Dodgson himself, escorts Alice through a small part of the chessboard; then they part, never to meet again.

Alice was rumored to be in love with the youngest son of Queen Elizabeth, a boy named Leopold. Leopold was under pressure from the queen to marry a princess—the fact that this princess was a cousin didn’t matter. 

Edith passed in 1876; Leopold was one of her pall-bearers. The same year, Dodgson published the mysterious long poem (and possible logic puzzle) The Hunting of the Snark. 

Four years later, Alice wed a wealthy cricketer and son of a mill-owner named Reginald Hargreaves. Alice and Reginald lived in a large, nearly palatial estate in Hampshire named Cuffnells; it was demolished in the early 1950s after being used as a hotel and a home for a searchlight battalion during World War II, and is known as one of the lost country-houses of England. One of the fireplaces is said to survive at a nearby inn.

Reverend Dodgson did not attend Alice’s wedding, although he sent her a watercolor of Tom Quad, the heart of Christ Church college at Oxford, once their shared home. The same year, he gave up photography (although that probably had more to do with the cost of keeping up with new technology than anything else). 

Alice had three sons: Alan Knyveton (1881), Leopold Reginald (1883), and Carryl Liddell (1887). Alan and Rex were killed in World War I. 

Leopold finally married his princess, Helene Friederike of Waldeck and Pyrmont, in 1882. Leopold fathered a daughter, Alice—supposedly named after his older sister—in 1883. Leopold died in 1884 of a tumble down stairs that might have occurred due to joint pain from his hereditary hemophilia. A second son, Charles Edward, was born to his wife after his death.

In 1895, Dodgson published the popularly disappointing Sylvie and Bruno. He died three years later at his sister’s home, with Henry Liddell, Alice’s father, passing only a few days later. 

Alice died in 1934, age eighty-two. She had been born in the first half of the Victorian era, yet lived to see the birth of electric lights, automobiles, and quantum mechanics. 

After her death, she was cremated—almost as though, even if the trumpets sounded and the Savior returned—she did not wish to come back.


Notes on a Mad Universe:

1. To travel through a Direction is also to travel through Time; likewise, in order to travel through Time, one must follow a complex maze of Direction;

2. Sunset on one side of the world is still sunset on the other side of the world, even though there is only one sun and two sides of (the essentially flat) Wonderland;

3. Only Time can repair a broken heart, but not all Time, only a particular kind of Time that must be reached via routes which may or may not have been Lost;

4. Water is a Direction and not merely a State of Matter. Other items may possess an element of Water: mirrors, paintings, doorways, archways, rabbit-holes, dreams;

5. The Red Queen and the Queen of Hearts may or may not have been the same person, historically speaking, but there is only one of them now, and she possesses the memories of both. There is probably a story behind that state of events, but I do not know it, and the Red Queen is unlikely to admit of it as a Question, let alone provide an Answer with any modicum of truth;

6. “North is six, South is three, West is twelve, and all the rest should be obvious,” as the Red Queen once said;

7. Although she may have been lying.


“For the snark was a boojum, you see.” — Lewis Carroll, “The Hunting of the Snark”


PART I — Nine o’clock — East — Summer — Upside-Down — Next Sunday

In Wonderland, one only works in one’s sleep.

All proper Wonderlandians spend all night, every night, hard at work winding the great clock of Wonderland, the Master Chronometer, of which all other Wonderlandians are but synchronized slave clocks. 

At night, one understands that one is made of clockwork, although of course one pretends otherwise when one is awake. To do otherwise would make the current madness of the daylit Wonderlandians look like stark sanity. 

Besides, it’s only polite.

· · ·

The White Rabbit’s main duty was to carry reports between the two main courts of Wonderland, the Red Queen’s Court and the Golden Court. (The White Court had long since wandered into philosophical territories along the meandering coastline, no one knew quite where.) In order to accomplish this purpose, he had been given a new pocket-watch to replace his old one, and that served as a safe-conduct and prevented him from having to obey certain laws that affected the other Wonderlandians. Alas, no-one paid the slightest amount of attention to him, which meant that he was both the perfect messenger for traveling through dangerous territory, yet completely useless once he had arrived.

Being an earnest Rabbit, he attempted to warn both courts of the dangerous gossip he heard while traveling—that the populace of both the daylit and moonlit Wonderlands were very near to uprising, following a mysterious leader who spread rumors of something known as The Great Unwinding.

They ignored him.

He ran faster and tried harder to gain the attention of the two courts, and for a time it seemed almost as though they were listening to him—which may have been a mistake.

But then two clerks of the Golden Court caught up to him as he was carrying messages to and fro (you can tell that he was severely overworked because he was required to do both), and arrested for lack of sleep. This was a serious offense in Wonderland, and exactly the thing that the White Rabbit, as a lifelong bureaucrat, had come to expect: the tyranny of paradox.

The White Rabbit, in order to attract the attention of both courts, must work both day and night; and yet if he did not spend the proper amount of time each night winding the Master Chronometer, all the clockwork in Wonderland would slowly lose time (at least in theory), and no one could tolerate that.

And so, the harder the White Rabbit worked to save Wonderland, the more in debt of sleep he became.

The punishment for sleeplessness was death.

Pending trial, the White Rabbit was imprisoned at the top the needle-like tower that lay in the center of the Central Palace, which rested upon the Mainspring of the Great Chronometer. 

No-one particularly liked the White Rabbit; no one particularly noticed that he was no longer gadding about except the Red Queen, who had one fewer Wonderlandian to shout at on a regular basis. When the other members of the courts heard what had happened, they scoffed.

 “What good are reports?” said the Wonderlandians. “Just gossip. The Master Chronometer never falters; it’s just the White Rabbit trying to make himself look important again.”

· · ·

Alice was sitting above the riverbank with her sister, Ina; she was supposed to be reading Sermons, which unfortunately upset her stomach, so she was eating cherries and drawing figures in the dirt instead, with a forked stick.

“Alice!” cried her sister. “Your hands are covered in blood!”

Alice looked down at her hands, but it was only cherry juice they were covered in. She protested as much to her sister.

Her sister did not find this the least bit comforting. “Wash your hands off this instant or you’ll stain your book!”

Alice did not see how she would be able to wash her hands off, at least not without making the mess worse than it already was, but she scooted down to the riverbank and dipped her hands into the water anyway, her sister being less than rational where books were involved. 

Unfortunately the cherry juice had stained her hands, and there was no removing it.

She began to scrub her hands with sand from the riverbank, hoping at least to lighten the stains enough that they could be concealed by a pair of gloves—the juice had gone almost up to her elbows—but when she had finished her scrubbing, her hands were red still.

“I shall have to tell Ina that they are red for ever,” Alice said to herself. “I wonder if she will tell Mother that I’m a murderer, for it’s only murderers who have hands stained the color of blood in stories.”

Alice leaned back on her heels and started to stand in order to climb up the riverbank, but was interrupted by a splash in the river.

Swimming weakly in the water in front of her was a rabbit. Not, as she had suddenly hoped, the White Rabbit who had once led her to Wonderland, but a brown one, with a brown coat, blue tie, and eyes bulging with fright. 

He was a poor swimmer; in fact, it seemed as if he were about to drown.

“The March Hare!” Alice cried, then clapped both hands over her mouth, lest Ina take note. However, Ina only glanced up for a moment, then turned a page and went back to her book.

As soon as it was safe, Alice reached down and pulled the March Hare out of the river, and dragged him onto the bank. 

He lay gasping on the sand, face down, his arms and legs spread wide as if he were clinging to the ground itself. “I’m late…I’m late…” he said.

Alice rolled him onto his back, then helped him to sit up. “Marchy! Whatever brings you out of Wonderland?”

“It was…terrible…mistake,” he gasped. “Thought…White Rabbit…mocked…abused…so wrong…”

She gave him a cherry, which he ate greedily, smearing red juice all over his mouth and paws. He reached out for another, still gasping for air. Soon, however, he was able to speak.

“The White Rabbit has been arrested,” he whispered, peering over Alice’s shoulder at her sister, who was still reading her book. 

“By the Red Queen? Is he all right? Has his head been cut off already? If so, I don’t think I can do anything for him,” said Alice.

“Not the Red Queen at all, but by the clerks of the Golden Court,” the March Hare explained. “He worked so hard to try to convince the Red Queen and the Crown—that’s the Crown that Watches over the Golden Court—that there was something to all the rumors of the Great Unwinding—and we did not believe him—and now he condemned to death for letting his accounts with the Master Chronometer fall into such arrears.”

Alice hadn’t the slightest idea what he was talking about, but the situation was soon explained, at least in part. When she had heard that the Wonderlandians were in actuality made of clockwork, she touched the March Hare on the ear, which felt exactly as warm and soft as that of any normal rabbit. 

He flicked his ear and gave her a cross look. “Stop that!”

“Sorry.” A question occurred to her. “But why is it so important that the White Rabbit be rescued from the Golden Court? He is only the old White Rabbit after all.”

“That’s what we all thought,” said the March Hare. “And the truth is that the explanation was so confusing that I haven’t the slightest idea at all what it means. But in short the Red Queen called for you to come, Alice, and it was either fetch your head to attend her or leave mine behind entirely.”

Alice nodded; she could quite understand his point of view on the matter. “I shall come with you and find out what it is that has happened, if I must,” she said, not mentioning the red stain on her hands, the sermon, or her sister. “But do you know how to get back to Wonderland from here? “

“Of course,” the March Hare said, looking insulted. “You have only to—”

She put a finger against his cherry-stained mouth. “Shush,” she said. “I don’t wish to be any more confused than I am already. Don’t explain, just lead on. When people begin to explain things, it only makes my head ache.” 

· · ·

“The Golden Court is a dreadful place!” cried the Red Queen. “Filled with beetles, brass men, and barbarians! And of course all of us must slave there every night, from highest to lowest, which hardly seems fair!”

The March Hare had soon led Alice to the Red Queen’s Court, which looked nothing like it had the previous times that Alice had been there; now it appeared to be placed on the bough of an enormous cherry tree, with lights twinkling along the branches. The leaves rustled continuously, both from the breeze and from the squirrels wearing red waistcoats, running along the branches.

Alice was soon brought to the Red Queen’s throne, which was an enormous, intricately carved chair that had been cut into the trunk of the tree in a kind of archway where the bark had been peeled back. Drips of cherry-sap flowed along the edges of the archway; the Red Knave, standing at ease near the archway, would dip his finger into them whenever he thought the Queen wasn’t looking, and take a long, insouciant lick. 

The Red King, who looked more than half-asleep in his smaller throne next to the Queen’s, muttered, “Not all of us, you know.”

“Silence!”

The day was getting on. It was already the latest that Alice had been in Wonderland, and the sun was setting with a red glow amongst the clouds, which were in the shapes of puffed hearts. The lights under the branches proved to be glow-bugs, which bobbed and wove around everyone’s heads, sometimes crawling about in the wigs of the taller members of the court.

“It is almost time for us to begin our slavery,” said the Red Queen. “So you must be given the pocket-watch right away.” 

She took a deep breath, and Alice covered her ears. Even so, she could easily hear the Red Queen shriek.

“Hatta!”

From the distance along one of the branches overhead came a rustle of leaves, then a pounding sound and a trail of smoke. Alice followed it along the branch, then gasped as a tiny figure leapt off the high branch and plummeted down toward their own. 

With a crash the figure landed and straightened its hat: for it was none other than the Mad Hatter, bearing an enormous, dripping pocket-watch.

· · ·

January 4, 1900; Cuffnells Estate, Hampshire, England

Alice Hargreaves sat straight up in bed—a sound had startled her out of a deep and dreamless sleep. She was convinced that she had just heard the sound of a clock ticking—a monstrous clock, one that had shaken her awake. 

But it was not; it was only Reginald’s pocket-watch, and it was not even within her room, but in Reginald’s dressing-chamber, two rooms away.

She looked around the bedroom but saw nothing amiss; the door to Reginald’s room was slightly ajar, that was all. Reginald was sound asleep in the bed beside her; he had been having nightmares lately, and she would often wake to find that he had slipped from his room into hers, as silently as if he had simply appeared there. He had not woken her; his breath puffed out of his lips with the undignified hush of deep sleep.

She slid back down into the covers, drawing them back up over her shoulder, and tried to go back to sleep, pressing her back against Reginald’s in the bed.

However, the room was over-bright with moonlight; she had forgotten to close the curtains when she had gone to bed, and now the face of the moon watched her, as if curious to see into her dreams.

“Shush,” she told it. “Watch if you like, but only be quiet.”

She forced her eyes closed.

· · ·

Once Alice had caught her breath from the Mad Hatter’s extraordinary leap, she rushed forward to embrace him. “Hatter!” she cried. “How glad I am to see you.”

“You are?” He squinted at her through his monocle. 

It was such a relief to see a familiar face that she was glad. It had been a long time since she had been in Wonderland, and any familiar face was to be cherished. “Of course,” she said.

“Never mind that,” the Red Queen said. “We haven’t the time for niceties!”

Hatter held up the watch and shook it, as if to suggest that rather there was.

The Red Queen snatched the watch away from him and thrust it toward Alice, who was forced to catch it in both arms, it was so big. 

“North is six, South is three, West is twelve, and all the rest should be obvious,” the Queen said. “And you must never forget—” 

Just then the glow-bugs flashed brightly and burnt themselves into little puffs of smoke, and went out. 

When Alice had blinked her eyes clear of the smoke (which stung her eyes to tears), she saw that everyone else had vanished, too—the Red Queen, the Red King, the Red Knave, the March Hare (who had been leaning against the trunk and picking his teeth with a twig), the Mad Hatter, and everyone else who had been standing about, including the squirrels.

“What shall I do?” asked Alice. “I am to save the White Rabbit from the Golden Court, that is clear, but where that is or how I shall get there—or even why the White Rabbit must be saved—is such a mystery that I can’t think of where to begin.”

Always, when Alice had previously been in Wonderland, events had come upon her so fast and thick that she had been quite unable to make sense of them, but she had always known what to do, not least because things were being done to her that she didn’t like, and she would not put up with that. Or else it was perfectly obvious where she wanted to go—to the Garden, or to the Eighth Square, for example—and she had only to follow whatever direction it was that was pointed out to her. Or else she would blink or doze off, and she would wake somewhere else, perhaps on a railway-car, perhaps in a green forest. Everyone in Wonderland was always popping about.

Only once had she been truly stuck, and that had been when she had first come to Wonderland, with the golden key on the table, and the door to the garden too small to fit through. Then she had wept, and been carried out of the room in a direction she hadn’t expected, but at least she had known which way she wished to go—not that she had been able to go that way, but at least she had known.

Now, she could go anywhere along the boughs of the cherry tree that she wished, but she did not know where the boughs led, or even if they led anywhere at all.

She stood a while in thought, and when that didn’t help in the slightest, clutched the enormous watch to her and began to walk along the boughs, looking for a sign or someone to ask; very shortly, she was running as fast as she could along the boughs with the smaller twigs and branches trying to catch in her hair. 

She saw no one, not even an insect. 

Below her on the ground she saw a hill under the Tree, and a kind of moat that went ’round the hill, and a kind of tangle of green hedges beyond that, and, in the far distance, a beach of white sand in a great ring ’round a large island, and past that, an Ocean that went as far as her eyes could see, with Islands dotting it here and there—some of them seeming to float above the surface of the water, and others to have sunk underneath it. 

Whether or not that was all of Wonderland she could not tell.

She ran until she had reached the end of the bough, which split into a vee of two weaker branches, neither of which was strong enough to carry her weight. Then she was forced to turn back around, for she was afraid of falling, and of not knowing where she would land if she did: England, Wonderland, or some other place entirely.

She turned back around and began to walk in the direction of the trunk. “What shall I do, what shall I do?” she asked herself, until she was quite bored of that, for no-one gave her an answer.

Finally she was so bored that she began to examine the enormous watch she had been given by the Red Queen, from the Mad Hatter. 

When she opened the cover, she sighed: the inside of the watch had been packed with cherry-mash, so that it dripped red juice all over her hands, so that they were even redder than before. It had run down the front of her dress and pinafore as well, making a terrible mess.

As her clothing was already hopelessly dirtied, she pulled up a corner of her pinafore and cleaned the juice off the face of the watch, as best she could.

What was revealed was the oddest watch she had ever seen. 

The numerals had been replaced by the phases of the moon. The face of the watch was a moonlit night, with dark sky, bright jeweled stars, and clouds so white they seemed to glow in the twilight. The arms of the watch, one short, one long, were both tipped with silver arrows. Investigating the rest of the watch revealed no instructions, dedications, or maker’s mark.

She leaned her ear against the watch’s face and heard not the slightest buzz, whirr, or tick.

“Hello,” said Alice. “I wonder how this watch works at all, or if it has been stopped by cherry-juice.”

“That is a good question,” said the Watch, opening one jeweled eye (which Alice had previously assumed to be one of the stars and a cloud moving across the moon).

“Oh!” Alice exclaimed. “I’m terribly sorry. I didn’t mean to be rude.”

“No offense taken,” said the Watch, “unless you were to dip it in chocolate, of which I am quite fond, and then I might reconsider. The offense, that is,” the Watch added, in case she hadn’t caught its joke.

Alice ignored the Watch’s distasteful sense of humor. “I haven’t any chocolate,” she said.

The Watch sighed and opened another eye. “Butter, perhaps?”

“None of that, either.” Alice patted her pockets; all she found were a few arrowroot biscuits that she had been feeding her younger sister, Edith. The Watch accepted them with another sigh, and munched on them contentedly, its cheeks bulging at the half-moons.

“Ah!” it said finally. “One becomes so weary of cherry-juice. And butter.”

“Excuse me,” Alice said, “could you tell me the way to the Golden Court?”

“The Golden Court!” the Watch said, opening its eyes quite wide, so wide that Alice could see the gears moving behind the jewels, “You wish to go to the Golden Court?”

“Yes, please,” said Alice. “Do you know the way?”

“I am from the Golden Court myself,” the Watch said shortly. “I am the Lord of Some-other-time.”

Alice put the Watch on the bough and curtseyed to it politely, then picked it up again. “A pleasure to make your acquaintance, your lordship.”
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