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Gregory Maguire is a bestselling author who has earned rave reviews and a dedicated following for Wicked, the first novel in the Wicked Years quartet (which also included Son of a Witch, A Lion Among Men and Out of Oz), that was made into an award-winning musical. Maguire has lectured on art, literature and culture at home and abroad. He lives with his family near Boston, USA. 




Acclaim for Gregory Maguire:


‘. . . a credible Oz for grown-ups, with religion, politics, racial tensions, an economy, mythology, humour and sex . . . As moving and tragic as it is refreshing and scurrilous . . . outstanding’ Independent


‘A vision that fantasy writers will find hard to resist’ Publishers Weekly


‘Highly absorbing . . . Maguire’s precise, slightly archaic language . . . sweeps the readers through this mysterious and fascinating story’ Booklist




About the Book


When Alice fell down the rabbit hole, she found Wonderland as rife with inconsistent rules and abrasive egos as the world she left behind. But how did Victorian Oxford react to Alice’s disappearance?


Gregory Maguire turns his imagination to the question of underworlds, undergrounds, underpinnings – and understandings old and new, offering an inventive spin on Carroll’s enduring tale. Ada, a friend mentioned briefly in Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, sets out to visit Alice but, arriving a moment too late, tumbles down the rabbit hole herself. 


Ada brings to Wonderland her own imperfect apprehension of cause and effect as she embarks on an odyssey to find Alice and bring her safely home from this surreal world below the world. The White Rabbit, the Cheshire Cat and the bloodthirsty Queen of Hearts interrupt their mad tea party to suggest a conundrum: if Eurydice can ever be returned to the arms of Orpheus, or if Lazarus can be raised from the tomb, perhaps Alice can be returned to life. 


Either way, everything that happens next is After Alice.
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Alice took up the fan and gloves, and, as the hall was very hot, she kept fanning herself all the time she went on talking: ‘Dear, dear! How queer everything is to-day! And yesterday things went on just as usual. I wonder if I’ve been changed in the night? Let me think: was I the same when I got up this morning? I almost think I can remember feeling a little different. But if I’m not the same, the next question is “Who in the world am I?” Ah, that’s the great puzzle!’ And she began thinking over all the children she knew that were of the same age as herself, to see if she could have been changed for any of them.


‘I’m sure I’m not Ada,’ she said, ‘for her hair goes in such long ringlets, and mine doesn’t go in ringlets at all; and I’m sure I can’t be Mabel, for I know all sorts of things, and she, oh! she knows such a very little! Besides, she’s she, and I’m I, and oh dear, how puzzling it all is!’


– LEWIS CARROLL,
 ALICE’S ADVENTURES IN WONDERLAND




I appreciate the kind advice of early readers: Ann Fitch, Betty Levin, Andy Newman, Jill Paton Walsh, and of course my editor, Cassie Jones. Any errors of fact, tone, or interpretation are my own. The portion of The History of the Fairchild Family, quoted nearly verbatim here in chapter 6, is by Martha Mary Butt Sherwood; the text comes from the chapter called ‘The Story on the Sixth Commandment’, a section often deleted in later editions of that popular children’s novel. The scrap of Victorian poetry recited in chapter 28 is from a chapter header in Middlemarch; I’m unable to identify poem or author.




PART THE FIRST


The meteorological records for these parts assure us that July 4, 1862, was ‘cool and rather wet’: but on that day Lewis Carroll first told the tale of Alice in Wonderland to four people in a Thames gig, rowing upstream for a picnic tea, and to the ends of their lives all four remembered the afternoon as a dream of cloudless English sunshine.


– JAMES/JAN MORRIS, OXFORD, PAGE 18




CHAPTER 1


Were there a god in charge of story – I mean one cut to Old Testament specifics, some hybrid of Zeus and Father Christmas – such a creature, such a deity, might be looking down upon a day opening in Oxford, England, a bit past the half-way mark of the nineteenth century.


This part of Oxfordshire being threaded with waterways, such a god might have to make a sweep of His mighty hand to clear off the mists of dawn.


Now, to the human renewing the pact with dailiness, Oxford at matins can seem to congeal through the fogs. A process of accretion through light, the lateral sedimentation of reality. A world emerging, daily, out of nothing, a world that we trust to resemble what we’ve seen previously. We should know better.


To a deity lolling overhead on bolsters of zephyr, however, the city rises as if out of some underground sea, like Debussy’s La cathédrale engloutie, that fantasia about the submerged Breton cathedral rising once every hundred years off the island of Ys. (Yes, Debussy is early twentieth century, but time means nothing to Himself.) Spires and domes like so much barnacled spindrift poke through first. Gradually, as the sun coaxes the damp away, the coving spaces emerge. From above, not only the lanes and high street, but also the hidden places wink into being. Nooks and wells of secret green in college quadrangles scarcely imagined by the farrier on his way to the stable, the fishmonger to his stall.


An underworld, all exposed by light.


Even Jehovah, presuming Jehovah, must find the finicky architecture of his Oxford too attractive to notice the humbler margins of the district. At least at first. Gods have to wake up, too. But this story starts on the northeast side of town. People are rousing in an old rectory, here, and an even older farmhouse, over there. Night-time is being brushed aside like so much cobweb. The day is wound up and begins even before the last haunted dreams, the last of the fog, those spectral and evanescent residues, have faded away.




CHAPTER 2


‘Alice is missing.’


A sigh, a clink of porcelain on porcelain. ‘Again?’




CHAPTER 3


Depending upon the hour, a governess in a troubled household is either a ministering angel or an ambulatory munitions device. Behold Miss Armstrong, foraying in the upstairs corridor towards her employer.


‘Reverend Boyce? It’s about Ada. The child is underfoot and making of herself a nuisance. Underfoot and underhanded; I believe she pesters the poor creature when our backs are turned. Ada must be got outdoors for some healthful exercise. I won’t say mischief, I just won’t. But her absence would allow the household some calm. I assume you’ve tried Dalby’s Carminative? Or Mrs Winslow’s Soothing Syrup? Opium has such a tender effect.’


Miss Armstrong hovered in the doorway to the nursery where Ada’s brother was not, just now, sleeping. Not any more. The governess stood to let the night nurse pass. The infant castoff reeked with a vegetable accent as the nurse hurried by. She swung the tin pail at the end of her extended arm.


The Vicar mumbled something. It was hard to be sure just what he meant. He specialized in tones of such subtlety that one could hear in it whatever one chose. ‘Ada . . .’ He backed against the distempered wall, allowing his voice to drift into a nearly musical ellipsis. Miss Armstrong paused, an ear uplifted, waiting for an epiphany. He might have meant anything by it. He faded without clarifying.


Miss Armstrong took his vatic murmur as agreement that an outing for Ada would do the household good. So the governess cornered Ada on the stair landing, crowding her into the aspidistra. A pot of Mama’s best rough-cut would be dislodged from the larder so the child might deliver it somewhere. Perhaps to the benighted family at the Croft? As a mercy. ‘We shall go together along the river if you take care not to stumble into the brink and drown,’ suggested Miss Armstrong. The river was slow here, our old Cherwell, but kitted out with treacherous tree roots and crumbling banks, and just enough depth to scare one towards salvation. ‘Go and say farewell to your mother whilst I collect the marmalade.’


Since members of the household staff argued over competing therapies with which to treat the pink smudge of infant, Mama had repaired to the sewing room. Keeping out of the fray. On this bright morning, the room was still dusky, the curtains not yet drawn back. ‘Stay quite a long time if you like. If they’ll have you,’ said Mama. ‘Your brother sorely needs some quiet.’


‘It’s not my fault if Father likes me to practise my hymns,’ said Ada.


‘You may practise them all you like in the cow pasture.’


Ada, not a deeply imaginative child, believed the cows were resistant to conversion. She didn’t reply.


‘If they press you to take tea, accept.’


Ada thought it unlikely that the cows would propose afternoon tea. She blinked, noncommittal. Mama sighed and continued. ‘Ada. Attend. Make yourself a comfort to the Clowds. Endeavour to help in all matters. Play with Alice, perhaps.’


‘Alice is a flaming eejit.’ Ada gave the word a spin such as Cook, from County Mayo, was wont to do. Mama might have boxed Ada’s ears for impertinence: cruelty as well as a mocking Irishry of tone. But her mother knew Ada’s outburst was misplaced emotion. An infant in peril affected everyone in the house. And during ordinary hours, Ada was known to be fond of Alice, who was Ada’s best friend and her only one. So Mama waggled her fingers in the air, Go, go, and settled her crown of hair, the colour of browning roses, upon the bolster of the davenport. A miasma of lavender toilet water couldn’t mask the hint of Madeira wafting from the open decanter though it was not yet eleven in the morning. Mrs Boyce lay squalid in self-forgiveness.


Ada considered refusing to be dismissed. But she was a good girl. On the way out, she slammed the sewing room door only a little.


In the front passage, Miss Armstrong handed the marmalade to Ada. ‘Off and away with the fairies once again,’ said the governess, ‘for our sins,’ and then she turned to plunge down a few steps towards the kitchen, to hector Cook into warming some milk. His Lordship the Infant Tyrant must be cozened. No alcoholic pap for him.


But off and away with the fairies? Ada was prosaic. She didn’t know to whom the governess referred. The Tiny Interruption, who preferred screaming rather than observing the newborn’s usual practice of sleeping round the clock? Or perhaps Ada herself, hulked upon the Indian-red Kidderminster by the front door, staring at her face in the looking-glass? The face appearing between ringlets, Ada thought, might be considered innocent and blameless as a fairy. Though ugly. A bad fairy, perhaps. A rotten packet of fairy. She opened the front door without permission, the quicker to get away from the sight of herself standing all clumpedy-clump and iron-spined in the front hall.


‘Off and away with the fairies . . .’ Without much remorse, Ada decided to behave as if she’d been sent packing, and left.


Cook, hearing the front door bang, gave Miss Armstrong a piece of her mind. ‘Sure and ye’ve dispatched that lummoxing gallootress to foul mischief by tramps and peddlers or to a watery grave, Jaysus mercy are ye out of yer mind like the rest of us?’ She threw a marrow at the governess. Miss Armstrong didn’t care to take bosh from someone beneath her. Yet Cook had a point. Miss Armstrong, whose skills as a governess were heightened by a permanent agitation of the nerves, rushed to hunt for her gloves so she could pursue Ada with adequate decorum.


The river seen between full-headed trees caught snips of sunlight and flashed brazen glints. Willows twitched in the wind. Ada noticed and didn’t notice. She had never before ventured outside without a chaperone. All too soon Miss Armstrong would ambush her, so through the gate of the Vicarage of Saint Dunstan’s Ada torqued and bumbled. A rare treat, to snatch a few moments alone. From an upstairs window, her brother’s sedition: serrated syllables, all caw and no coo.


Even here, on the city’s northeast edge, where the river and sky could aspire to eternal bucholia, clouds of stone dust dulled the view. The grit of hammered Oxford under construction. Matthew Arnold, today, or soon, might be writing his ‘Thyrsis’ somewhere or other, about Oxford, ‘sweet city with her dreaming spires’. But in Ada Boyce’s 186_, Oxford was anything but static picturesquerie. Oxford earth was sliced open into canyons, as foundation pits were sunk in the familiar fields. Oxford air was thickened with scaffolds for masons working to rival those spires. Everywhere, Headington limestone folded double upon itself, yeasting away.


Of course, like many children, Ada was oblivious of the world in her immediate view. Cowslips and colleges, willows on the Isis and Cherwell, morning bells rung on the summer wind: what meant these to Ada? She paid no heed to those inflexible cows on the other side of the water, standing in Marston fields; or to that boat on the current, some curate rowing giddy girls about all on a midsummer’s morning. Ada was encased in the husk of Ada, which consisted, largely, of these: parents distracted and obscure; Miss Armstrong, not obscure enough, in fact screechy, bothersome and all too adjacent; and the new Boy Boyce, with his tiny boyness perched between his legs. Ada wished it might fly away. Or sting itself. Quite hard.


She climbed a stile, huffing and grunting. Grace is not a word that comes to mind when Ada lurches into view. But this morning, Ada sacrificed any hopes for proper comportment in order to put a distance between herself and the Bickerage, as she called the Vicarage of Saint Dunstan’s.


She paused at a spinney of juvenile ashes. She held her breath a moment to be able to hear over her own exertions. Was that a cry from Miss Armstrong, requiring Ada to halt? Ada wouldn’t halt, of course, but it might seem more like fun if she were being chased.


Only the sound of church bells, Christ Church perhaps. Descants of sonorous bronze coin. Falling, falling; where did they pile up? But this is not a question Ada asked herself.




CHAPTER 4


How hateful Miss Armstrong was. ‘Pitiable,’ Ada’s father would have suggested, as a more suitable, a more benign adjective. But Ada thought of hateful as a scientific term: ‘The Hateful Nanny’, and so on, See page XXIX. A steel engraving in the marginalia might depict Miss Armstrong’s distended nostrils and gaspy mouth, marked as Fig. A.


Oh, but Miss Armstrong. A highly strung martinet, smelling of lavender and camphor. She once struck the Vicar’s wife as not unlike a comic illustration from the pages of the latest number of Punch, and so Mrs Boyce had made the mistake of muttering ‘Miss Armstrong Headstrong’ in Ada’s hearing. But the child could have no notion of the battery of affronts that this governess catalogued nightly, after her prayers. On many a grim morning, Miss Armstrong reviewed her trials as she repaired the threadbare lacing of a severe bonnet. Stitch, for the times the Reverend Everard Boyce neglected to say good morning on the stairs. Stitch double stitch, for the times Mrs Boyce dropped her walking stick and it had to be picked up rather than left lame on the floor where it had fallen. Picked up and repositioned, only to fall again. Three stitches and a prick of the pin for the tedium of overseeing Ada Boyce, a child parcelled out by a lapse in heaven’s supervision, as far as Miss Armstrong was concerned. The guarded eye in that child. That torso. When other girls of Ada’s age were gleeful English roses on swaying stems, Ada was a glum, spastic heifer. Sooner or later she’d require a wheeled chair. Miss Armstrong hoped to be well on her way to a new position by the time this happened to Ada. Otherwise the governess might guide such a chair along the banks of the Cherwell and accidentally give it a mighty shove.


No, Miss Armstrong would never stoop to murder. Certainly not. To conceive a crime was not to commit one. Miss Armstrong was aware that imagination, often a cause of temptation and unrest, could also serve the soul: it provided images of morbid behaviour to which one might practise resistance.


A reservoir of resistance: she had built up a huge fund. She needed it.


Miss Armstrong suffered a complaint common amongst staff engaged in homes rich in rectitude though meagre in physical comforts. She felt overlooked as a woman. Of sisterly company there was, effectively, none. (Ada didn’t count.) Reverend Boyce’s wife, frankly, would have been considered disreputable had Miss Armstrong been one to gossip. (Had the governess anyone to gossip with. Wolverhampton was a long way from Oxford.) But consider: a Vicar’s wife, lounging about with her morning robe opened onto terraces of unabashed bosom! Miss Armstrong observed, she didn’t comment, she wiped her own nose dry, tightened her own corset. In the matter of Mrs Boyce and dipsomania, Miss Armstrong had perfected a look of restraint and kept her distance as she could.


The governess was grateful not to be homely. Her own colour was as good as her references. But it made no difference. The pious rector treated Miss Armstrong as if she were made of bamboo or clay. As she stood aside in the vestibule when he came in from haunting the parish poorhouse, he all but hung his scarf upon her forearm. Miss Armstrong sometimes tried to communicate her yearning for recognition as a feminine entity by the tilting of an eyebrow. This was too obscure a hieroglyphic for the Vicar to decipher, no matter how Miss Armstrong concentrated the pure fire of her being in the muscles of her forehead. One day she would self-immolate, like Krook in Bleak House. Spontaneous combustion caused by an eyebrow left to smoulder a moment too long.


Ada could know none of this, of course, but in cooler moments Ada saw Miss Armstrong clearly enough. Severe, knobby, left-handed, Chapel rather than Church, chiding and churlish by turns, pliant only where Ada’s father was concerned. Untapped fervours.


The girl tried to be patient. Vexing though the new baby was proving to be, he might thrive long enough to require a governess. He might pivot Miss Armstrong’s attentions away from Ada. Currently the infant had a wet nurse, a nanny, and a steady visitation of doctors, who all thought something might be achieved for the boy, eventually. Or that’s what they said. If it lived.


But enough of Miss Armstrong and the dreadful baby. Ada is outside, alone: she is scraping against life the way her brother is. She is newly in the world.




CHAPTER 5


Had Ada known anything of painting, she might have approved of the view before her as a suitable subject for Constable. A vitality in the clouds suggested muscular air, though just now the riverside poplars stood still, as if holding their breath. The world pauses for royalty and deformity alike, and sometimes one can’t tell the difference.


Oxfordshire was not very like Essex or Suffolk, of course. But Ada was not thinking of Constable and rural English landscapes, but of Hell, and how the city of Oxford, its edges braided with rivers and its atmosphere close and clammy at times, was comfortably unlike Hell.


Since the arrival of her brother, Ada had become better educated in the atmospherics of the underworld. On the night of the bloody nappy, her parents had grown distracted enough for Ada to get her hands on her father’s volume of Dante’s Inferno, the first French edition of 1861. Ada could read no French but she could understand French pictures. The sensational illustrations were by Doré. They weren’t yet popularized in England; this edition had been procured in Paris by some clerical colleague of the Reverend Boyce.


She had pored over the pages of the purloined book. She could glean little of the story of Dante’s journey underground. But what a tale the pictures told. Everywhere gloom, and mystery and oddment. Barren landscapes of slag-slope; creatures rare and frightening; and firm-fleshed nakedness throughout. Miss Armstrong, coming athwart Ada, had pounced. She’d impounded the book under her own pillow. She’d declared that worry had deranged the Master and sherry the Mistress, and for the nonce they were unfit to supervise their own children.


But too late. Ada had been vouchsafed a glimpse of the underworld. What glustery, ghastly improbabilities might open up beneath the roots of the Iffley yew, should the Boyces have to dig a grave in the family plot at the Church of Saint Mary for the burial of Infant Male! Ada hoped she might be excused from attending the interment. If any of those scaly-tailed figures were to emerge from the soil, let them grasp Miss Armstrong and drag her down, Persephone in Pluto’s dirty palace. Miss Armstrong might find a new position, one more to her liking.


Children tread the line between worlds. ‘Suffer the little children to come unto me’ isn’t just the granting of permission, but the announcement of privilege, preferment.


So here we are. On her way to her friend’s house, Ada rounded a copse of copper beeches along the riverbank. She came upon Alice’s older sister sitting in the shade. Lydia had a big book in her lap. She looked up at Ada, startled. Perhaps lulled by the wind on the water, the morning light in the leaves, Lydia had been about to drowse. ‘Oh, you,’ Lydia said, with little affection. ‘You must be looking for Alice.’


‘Must I?’ asked Ada. ‘I’ve been sent to deliver a gift of marmalade to the household.’


‘I shouldn’t go there, were I you. Mr Darwin of great renown is visiting today, and he and Papa are arguing about stuff and nonsense. They sent Alice and me away as they thought us too impressionable. Alice is about somewhere. She was here a moment ago. What is that dreadful odour?’


‘It’s the opodeldoc. For my rheumatism. What are you reading?’ The book was splayed in full view. It featured nothing like the thrilling pictures of Doré. Only paired columns of type. There seemed to be no dialogue.


‘You’re too young for rheumatism. I should revolt if they tried to rub me with an unguent that nasty. Oh, the book? Papa thrust it at me and told me to read to Alice, but you know Alice. I was trying to do as I was told. The piece is about a Shakespeare play, A Midsummer Night’s Dream. I doubt you’ve heard of it.’


‘Father deplores the stage. “Vice in Three Acts”, he says.’


‘Curious. I didn’t know there were that many acts of vice.’ Lydia had fifteen years to Ada’s ten, and everything the older girl said sounded as if it meant more than Ada could understand. ‘Ah, well. It would be easier to watch this folderol than it is to read about it.’ Lydia yawned. ‘Alice was here a moment ago. Perhaps she has wandered over to look at the stork nest. You might find her there.’ Lydia pointed to some imprecise horizon. ‘You know our Alice. She plays hide-and-seek but sometimes forgets to ask someone to look for her.’


‘I’ll continue on to your house and perform my duty.’


‘What a little prig you are. Stay out of Darwin’s way or he’ll turn you into a monkey. Or maybe an ass.’ Lydia flapped one hand at Ada. She turned a page of her book with the other. Then she paused. ‘Is someone calling after you?’


‘Surely not,’ said Ada.


‘Is that your governess? What is her name? Miss Armstrong? The tightly sprung woman from Wolverhampton?’ She made Wolverhampton sound like Purgatory.


‘Holy Hell,’ said Ada. ‘I’ll be going now.’


‘The language of you young people.’ Lydia sighed. So few years on Ada, yet such opportunity for condescension. ‘Hide-and-seek, you too? I may pretend to be dozing so as not to have to speak to your governess. Though I suppose in any case she will sniff you out. Your medicinal cologne.’


Ada didn’t reply. She hurried to the other side of the tree, where a companion tree joined it at the ankle. The pair leaned out over the water, and Ada tried to lean along with them so they would conceal her. The double trunk split into tuberous roots, forming a proto-Gothic archway in the sandy bank just inches above the river. From that join, Ada saw a nose and then a face emerge, twitching. A denizen of the riverbank worried himself out. Adjusting his waistcoat and standing erect, he turned this way and that. He seemed not to notice Ada. She was in the shadows. She didn’t dare call out to Lydia for fear she would startle the creature, but really: a white rabbit in a gentleman’s waistcoat! Who could possibly have run up that snug apparel and struggled him into it?


‘Miss Lydia,’ called Miss Armstrong, brisking along the path that meandered towards the riverbank from the outcrop of distant homes. ‘I was to accompany Miss Ada on her perambulations, but she left the Vicarage before I was ready. I am quite cross with her.’


Ada didn’t dare move. She watched Lydia expertly drop her head back upon the grassy bolster as if in slumberland. Good. She would not give Ada away. Ada leaned further along the slant of the trees, trying to become more shadow-covered. The rabbit had hopped a few feet towards the sunlight, but at the sound of Miss Armstrong’s voice he froze. ‘The time has got away from me,’ cried Miss Armstrong, ‘I couldn’t locate my gloves. Miss Lydia, is Ada about? Have you seen her?’ Then her voice dropped; she had noticed Lydia’s closed eyes. ‘Beg pardon,’ whispered Miss Armstrong, and turned this way and that, as if sniffing for Ada.


All at once Ada found that she’d stepped into the rabbit-hole. If she didn’t get loose, she’d be stuck here, clenched by soil and tree-root, pounced upon by her persecutrix. She put the marmalade jar in the pocket of her pinafore and reached down to dig her foot out. Though mere inches from the river, the sandy soil was dry and easily shovelled away. Still, bending at the waist was hard labour for Ada. Before she could retract her ankle, a sub-flooring of rotted root-mass gave way. She was in as far as her knee. She knelt, she had no choice, and she scrabbled at the yielding earth. She was swallowed up by the ground, just as she had hoped would happen to Miss Armstrong in Iffley churchyard. She found herself falling into darkness.




CHAPTER 6


Another curious thing happened then.


A month ago Ada had noticed that she was outgrowing her iron corset, that penitential vest intended to tame the crookedness in her spine. Due to the fuss around her mother’s troublesome pregnancy and the wretched offspring it produced, a new device had yet to be fabricated. Now, as Ada fell, the contraption underneath her outer clothes sprang open of its own accord. Ada was accustomed to such relief only in the bath or in dreams. How could the cord slip free from the grommets while she tumbled? The articulated halves of her portable prison were ripping through the cotton husking of her clothes. The appendages flapped behind her. Tatters of fabric – her camisole, her chemise – rippled. She was so shocked at the sense of liberty that it took her a moment to notice that this was a tumble without a stop.


In time – and when does a fall take time, except for the drift of a leaf or a snowflake, or perhaps a lapse into perdition? – Ada’s attention turned to her plight. She was dropping down the middle of a cylindrical shaft shaped like a very long, very clean smoke-stack. What furnace but the fires of Hell might require such a column? In any event, all ought to have been Stygian darkness if she’d sunk more than a yard from the tree roots. But a pellucid gleam struck the walls at regular intervals. She couldn’t tell where the subtle light came from. It seemed inherent rather than solar.


The sides of the vertical tunnel were paved neatly in Cotswold stone. This shaft must have taken labourers seven years to build, she guessed. Goodness, but it was lengthy. Perhaps she had slipped into some sort of sleeve inside a wheel-rim that went all the way around the globe, under the surface of the world, and joined up with itself in an endless circuit. The wheel that made the world turn. Eventually she would meet up with the hole she had first slipped into. Maybe she’d pop out again, head-first like that rabbit. Or maybe, while she was making her orbit, workers were sealing the breakage. When she reached the spot she’d entered, it would just be more stone, more brick. No doorway out. She’d fall forever and never land. She’d be the world’s first internal asteroid.


Or what if she actually was dropping straight down, and would come out in the Antipodes? She might have to learn to walk on her hands. It could scarcely be harder than balancing on her feet, she supposed. Balance, as Miss Armstrong often reminded Ada, was a gift from the Lord to those who deserved it.


She heard a distant scream. Not terrified, but startled. Was it some screech she had made herself, an echo still ricocheting along the walls? Ada couldn’t tell from which direction the sound had come. Might it be, perhaps, Alice? Was she here, too? If so, had she already fallen, or was she above Ada, just starting her descent?


Nothing to be done about it now, but wait till they met up. If they did.


She began to notice alcoves in the stonework. Some of them had been used as shelves. She must be falling more slowly than she thought, for by training herself to concentrate, Ada could make out some of the items. A candle snuffer like the one she’d once smuggled outside, in an attempt to catch a minnow while Miss Armstrong was lost in rue. Ada had dropped it in the water. How had it ended up here? Well, down here? And then a row of books. They looked suspiciously like those astringent volumes that Miss Armstrong had tried to read aloud until, one by one, Ada had misplaced them under sofa cushions or in the fireplace. Why, there was The History of the Fairchild Family! Ada recognized the scuffed bands on the spine of brown roan. How Miss Armstrong had shivered over the moral depravity exhibited by little lisping Henry, Emily and Lucy Fairchild. Surely Ada had lost that book, thoroughly, in the grate? She’d stood there for some time, poking the pyre of coals so that no evidence of her own corruption survived to thrill her governess.


Ada was now falling so languorously that the book was within her reach. She could grab it to see if her name was written in the flyleaf. But she left it where it was. Should she be falling into Hell, she wouldn’t be surprised to see The History of the Fairchild Family as a set text for the instruction of the juvenile damned. She felt she could almost quote her father’s favourite passage. The one where pious Mr Fairchild takes his sin-weakened children to see a corpse hanging on a gibbet. ‘The body of a man hung in chains; it had not yet fallen to pieces, although it had hung there some years. It had on a blue coat, a silk handkerchief round the neck, with shoes and stockings and every other part of the dress still entire; but the face of the corpse was shocking, that the children could not look upon it. “When people are found guilty of stealing, or murder, they are hanged upon a gallows . . . till the body falls to pieces, that all who pass by may take warning by the example.”’ Ada felt she could wait a while longer to meet this passage anew, and so she left the book where it was.


If she truly were falling in some sort of circuit, vast or immediate, she would pass this location again. Why shouldn’t she place something else here and see if she came across it later? That would prove circularity of a sort. Should she leave behind her corset? No – while it had sprung free like an open trap, tearing her clothes, its iron webbing was still affixed to her arms. Perhaps the jar of marmalade in the pocket of her pinafore? Very well. If she deposited it here without delivering it to Alice’s family at the Croft, it would become something she’d stolen. It would belong in this treasury of ill-gotten goods. So, soon enough, voilà, an empty ledge. As she reached to put the jar on the shelf, though, she dropped it. It fell more swiftly than she did, disappearing beneath her in the ill-lit gloom. She didn’t hear anything like a smash, or anyone crying out, ‘Oy! Watch it up there!’ Oh well. Marmalade has to make its own way in life, like the rest of us, she thought.


What with her tormented spine, she’d never been allowed to swim. She wondered if this was the time to try. She raked her limbs. She only succeeded in inching her corset further off her arms. It wouldn’t come off unless she undressed herself almost entirely. If I am headed to Hell, where’s the harm, she thought. According to Doré, everyone is naked there. She wriggled out of her pinafore and then her smock and her torn chemise. The back brace, which often rubbed her raw despite the shift that she wore underneath it, began to clink and clatter. Twisting in the air, like Jacob wrestling with the angel, Ada managed to remove one arm from the iron sleeve-hole. The second arm slipped out much more easily. ‘Goodbye!’ she said to the device as it arched its grommety iron spine and extended its ribs. It took to solo flight. It didn’t fall as she fell, but began to rise. Soon it was out of sight. What that sourpuss Lydia would think of the iron brace emerging from the rabbit-hole without its cargo of twisted child, Ada couldn’t begin to imagine. Up until ten minutes ago, Ada had not had much experience in the practice of imagination.
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