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‘Begin at the beginning and go on till 
you come to the end: then stop.’

from Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland by Lewis Carroll




March 1919
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The Things You Need to Know Before We Begin

Alice and Alyce looked at each other from either
 end of the room and had nothing to say that would reach across the empty library. And if you’re confused by their names already, then you may as well stop now before we’ve even got started properly. For Alice is Alyce’s grandmother, and Alyce is Alice’s granddaughter; I’m not sure how much plainer I can make it. Ten minutes ago, Specula House had been full of the noise of Alyce’s mother gathering up her bags, telling Alyce to be good for her grandmother, and the cries of her baby brother (telling her nothing useful). Six months ago, the house had been full of recovering soldiers and nurses, who were variously frazzled or laughing or sad or annoyed, her grandmother at their helm. The soldiers used to call her Bunny as she scurried between their beds with her white apron and cap and pocket watch. ‘Oh, my ears and whiskers,’ Alice used to say if something went wrong. Alyce did not know if she said it because they called her Bunny, or the other way around – in fact, she could never quite tell which way round things were with her grandmother.

A year ago, before the soldiers and the nurses and the baby, the house had also been full of the sounds of Alyce’s father. These sounds included mainly thinking and tinkering sorts of noises (‘hmmms’ and ‘hmphs’ and ‘eurekas’ and crashes and dabblings and clatterings and so forth), and also a great deal of laughter. But he was gone, and now there was just Alice (her grandmother) and Alyce (her granddaughter), looking at each other across the room where there used to be books, and then soldiers, and now it was only, and very quietly, the two of them.

Alyce’s father (Rufus, but called Rusty for his red hair) had been an inventor, although the piece of paper he got from Cambridge University said that he was an engineer. While he couldn’t officially be called a sailor, he was very clever at boats in particular, so much so that the navy asked him to come and help when the war broke out, or so Alyce’s mother had explained it. Rusty had seen how nifty fishing boats and their nets were, and used that to come up with a way to help find the exploding mines that the enemy left in the water. The ships were officially called flower-class sloops because they were all named for plants – from Acacia all the way through the alphabet to Zinnia – but when her father was at home he called them Britain’s herbaceous border.

Alyce had liked the idea that they were being protected by flowers, until one of those flowers hit a mine while her father was on board, and he didn’t come home again. The war ended very shortly afterwards, which made sense to Alyce, as she did not understand how anything could keep going without her father.

Alyce’s mother (Sylvie) did not realise she was going to have another baby (Archimedes, if you can believe it) until afterwards. And now her mother (that’s Sylvie’s mother, Alyce’s other grandmother, name irrelevant, please do try and keep up) was poorly, and so Sylvie was going to care for her instead of the soldiers. The baby was too little to be left, so he had to go with her, but Alyce was to stay at home to help her grandmother and go to school and Sylvie would be back before too long.

What else needs explaining? Ah yes. Their house had been full of soldiers because a few years ago it became clear that there were not enough hospital beds for the men who were injured. Alyce’s grandmother had volunteered Specula House, and then disappeared off to London for a while, and came back knowing how to do useful things with bandages and needles. Books and sitting rooms and toys were cleared, and lines of beds and piles of starched sheets and great pots of boiling water appeared instead, and then the soldiers themselves appeared via train. They were put into long lines of beds in what used to be the library, watched over by a portrait of Rufus. The soldiers called him Captain Rusty, and had perched an honorary naval cap on the gilt corner of the frame, giving affectionate salutes to him in the evening. Some of the soldiers were jolly and some were sad and some screamed in the night, and some could not remember their names very well. But almost all of them liked to have Alyce sit with them and read to them when she got home from school. And Alyce and her soldiers (they called themselves Alyce’s Private Reserve) had all been looked after by Alice and Sylvie and a team of women in starched caps who chucked Alyce under the chin or ignored her or shouted at her for getting under their feet, or slipped her a penny and a smile.

Rusty, at that time, was usually down in London at important meetings, or up in Scotland at the shipyard, but whether he was going up or down, he always stopped in at Specula House. And he always found time to go down to the pond with Alyce, where they sailed the paper boats that they made together. ‘My pint-sized pilot’ he would call her, as they navigated the lily pads. Before the war, Rusty used to construct wonderful miniature boats out of wood and wire and metal and fabric, but there was only time for paper once the war began (which Alyce did not mind at all) and she kept her favourite one in her pocket.

But now her father was gone, and the soldiers were gone, and her mother was gone, and it was just Alice and Alyce looking at each other across an empty library in an empty house.

And there, that is what you need to know. Did you take notes? If you want to go back and reread it or jot things down, there’s still time. Or you can come back and check this chapter when you need to. It sounds rather sad because it is rather sad, I’m afraid. But do keep reading, please, as everything may still turn out all right in the end.
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A Very Improper Way to Receive an Invitation

‘The problem with my grandmother,’ Alyce said to Dinah the cat as they sat by the pond, ‘is that she is odd.’

Dinah looked at her with an accusing eye, which Alyce returned. None of the cats at Specula House were to be trusted, for they were all called Dinah and they all belonged to her grandmother, but Alyce was lacking in anyone else to talk to as it had been a week since Sylvie and Archimedes had arrived safely at Alyce’s other grandmother’s house. Alyce sometimes talked to her father’s portrait, but at other times she wished she could rip it from the wall and stamp on it. She often felt like two completely different people who wanted to do two entirely opposite things – one Alyce from before her father died, and one from now.

‘Yes, she was odd before the war, and she is odder now,’ Alyce said firmly, and Dinah tilted her head as if to begrudgingly accept the fact. ‘At least before the war she told good stories. I didn’t at all believe her, of course, when she said they were things that had happened to her when she was little … as if I would believe that she fell down a rabbit hole or grew to the size of a giant so she got stuck in a house! Maybe when I was very little I would have, but I know better now.’

Alyce’s grandmother used to tell the soldiers these stories too, about chessboards and kings and queens and strange croquet games, and sometimes the soldiers who were nearly better used to dress up and act them out. But her grandmother had stopped telling them after they had received a visit from the man in a smart naval uniform, who had come to tell them the news about Alyce’s father, and Alyce did not know how to ask her grandmother if she would start again, and so they ate quietly together and then her grandmother went to her study and Alyce wandered around the gardens, waiting for the next meal or for school. They did not talk about her father. She was told she must make the best of it for the time being, which is what she had been told since the start of the war.

‘Can you remember how Father used to make his paper boats stay floating?’ Alyce asked the cat, who could not remember and who mistrusted the pond, which reflected the cold March sky like a mirror.

Alyce took the small paper boat – her favourite – from her pocket and glared at it. It was so neat and perfect. She’d watched her father make it, and it had seemed so simple. But now she sat among a pile of pages ripped from a book that she was failing to fold into something seaworthy. ‘I know I shouldn’t rip up books,’ Alyce said to Dinah. ‘So you mustn’t stare at me like that. But really what does it matter in the end? If I were a book, I should like to be a different thing for a while.’

But she could not replicate her father’s clever fingers and make the paper stay stiff and float for even a moment before it got soggy and disintegrated. Alyce stared at the sheets torn from storybooks, floating on the surface of the water, and tried not to think too hard about her father. 

It was while she was trying not to think about him that a piece of paper smacked her very wetly in the face, which was strange as there was no breeze to speak of.

Alyce peeled the paper from her face and realised with surprise that it was not one of her sunken boats but an invitation. She could tell because at the top, in gold, it said noitativni, which was invitation backwards.

‘Do you think it is an un-invitation, Dinah?’ Alyce asked. ‘As otherwise I suppose it would be the right way round. It does look as if it was once a very fine invitation. But it has been burned and ripped and that is before it got wet and blown about. I wonder who it was for and where to?’

The invitation was on thick card and was just about readable, although some letters were blurred and smudged and some bits of paper had burned away entirely.

[image: No Image Descriptions.]

‘How curious,’ Alyce said. ‘It could be meant for me, as I am certainly an A, but that can’t be right as I don’t know anyone with those initials at the bottom there, certainly not two people with the same initials. It must have been tucked inside the book: perhaps an old invitation for my grandmother, as she is an A as well. I shall show her at dinner time I suppose, although then she will want to know where I found it and then she will want to see the book and I will have to confess I have made it into paper boats that were too thin to …’

She stopped and gave the card in her hand an experimental wobble. It really was very fine, thick card. ‘I told you not to look at me like that, Dinah,’ she said as she made a first fold, and before she knew it there was quite a sturdy-looking little boat, which bobbed about on the top of the water quite happily before a gust of wind sent it sailing towards the middle of the pond. ‘Oh bother,’ Alyce said, searching around for a suitably long stick to get it back. ‘It is the best boat I have made since … Why, it is the best boat I have made by myself and it would look so well with a little sail made from a leaf, if I could just get … a little … bit … closer …’

She leaned out as far as she could, and just as the stick brushed the invitation boat, she felt her foot start to slip and with a yelp and a slide and a splash she fell forward, right into the water.
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The Wrong Alice

Alyce expected to feel extremely cold and wet, as
 you might also expect to feel if you slipped and fell into a pond in the middle of March, before it was really springtime. But to her surprise, she was not at all cold, and to her even greater surprise, she was still sinking, even though the pond was shallow enough to wade in during the summer.

And perhaps the greatest surprise of them all was that she seemed to be having no problem whatsoever breathing underwater. She sank down and down and down and the water got clearer, rather than muddier, and all the way she blew bubbles like a fish, breathing ever so easily. She even sang to herself as she sank, to pass the time, and although it came out a little bubbly, it gave her no trouble at all:


Jack Sprat had lost his hat,

His wife had lost her hair.

And so it was they both, you see,

Could feel the cold night air.



‘No, that’s not right,’ thought Alyce as she sank. ‘But I can’t quite remember how it’s wrong.’ It was at this point that she started to feel a little scared, because the thought of being deep in the water made her think of her father and whether he had been scared, and this made her kick her legs and wheel her arms so that a great crowd of bubbles rushed up around her and when they had passed she found she had come out of the bottom of the water and was floating down through a rocky tunnel, as if she were attached to an invisible parachute. If she looked up, she could see the bottom of the pond still above her, flat as a mirror, like the glass ceiling in the conservatory at Specula House.

She found there was a salty taste on her lips and wondered if all the world’s water was connected somehow and she had found her way to the bottom of the sea, and if she could walk all the way to America from here if she watched out for the mines on the sea floor. She passed a great ship’s wheel affixed to the rock wall, spinning gently back and forth, and felt this was strong evidence in support of her theory. ‘I am getting a little cold now,’ she thought to herself, as her wet dress stuck uncomfortably to her skin, but that problem was quickly solved as she floated down through a section of the tunnel lined with layers of starched white sheets flapping in the air that dried her hair and dress at the same time. ‘The bottom of the ocean is not as bad I feared,’ she thought. She started to hum to herself.


My father went to sea, sea, sea

To see what he could see, see, see.

But all that he could see, see, see

Was the bottom of the deep blue sea, sea, sea.



She was interrupted by a sudden shower of acorns tipped from a cupboard that had not been fastened shut properly. Alyce caught one and gave it a tentative nibble, but it was raw like those they collected in the woods around school sometimes. Alyce gave a small yawn, as she felt she had been floating for a very long time now, and wondered if this was to be her life forever. But just as that thought started to make her feel a little panicked, there was a last gust of air – and she landed softly on top of a great pile of sand in a small circular room with one corridor leading away from it towards a faint light at its far end.

‘There you are at last,’ a voice hallooed from the darkness, as Alyce slid down the sandbar as gracefully as she could, which was not very.

‘Who’s there?’ she called nervously, but walked towards the voice, for there was no other way to go.

‘And have you brought any sugar?’ came another, sleepy-sounding voice.

‘I’m so sorry I haven’t,’ Alyce said, remembering all of a sudden the request for sugar on the un-invitation. ‘And I’m afraid I haven’t got a teapot either.’

‘Who brings their own teapot to a tea party?’ a third voice said. ‘How dreadfully impertinent.’

‘Oh, I thought it was what you wanted, but the invitation was a little burned and smudged,’ Alyce said, as she crept closer to the light and the voices.

At the end of the tunnel was another circular room, this one with no roof at all. It looked like one of the buildings damaged in air raids that Alyce had seen in the newspaper. The walls crumbled at the top so that a bright cloudless sky could be seen above. Burned velvet curtains hung around the edges of the room, and many doors of different sizes could be seen through the ripped and singed portions. Some of the doors were no bigger than Dinah, and some were several times the height of Alyce.

In the centre of the room was a three-legged table that was much too tiny to host any sort of tea party. It was stacked with a great pile of cracked and dirty bowls and plates and teacups and teapots all on top of and inside each other, and every time one of the three seated guests moved, something crashed from the top of the pile to the floor, so that they were sitting amid a great circle of smashed china.

The three voices belonged to three strange … Alyce could not quite say ‘people’ as two of them weren’t. A hare sat in an armchair that was missing one leg so it tilted to the side. He wore what once would have been a very smart jacket, shirt and bow tie, but they were as tattered and burned as the curtains. A dormouse perched on top of a very tall stool, looking rather drowsy. But every time it looked as though he would drop off and fall, the Hare gave his stool a kick and jerked the Dormouse awake, and then caught the stool before it fell. The third character stood up from the pile of cushions he had been sitting on and came over to Alyce. He wore a hat made of purple velvet, the top of which had been sliced right off and filled with feathers, which would have looked quite spectacular if they too were not burned. Indeed, alarmingly, some were still smoking.

‘Who are you?’ he asked, peering closely at her. ‘You are almost right, but not quite. For one thing your hair is the wrong colour.’

‘I’m Alyce,’ she replied.
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