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To that very first lost boy who I loved so much when I was so little.

You went to a faraway place that none of us could follow, and you are probably the reason I first fell in love with the story about the forever young, forever free boy.

You were youth, you were joy, you were the little bird that had broken out of its egg, and you are, to this day, time-locked in my mind all golden and laughing.

I hope you found what you were looking for. I hope that you are free.


NEVER

JESSA HASTINGS
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CHAPTER 
ONE

There is a boy of legend in the tales passed down in my family. He glides on the coattails of the sun, rides the wind, and freedom runs through his veins. His heart, they say, is wild, but in every version of any story I’ve ever been told about him, never did I hear that his heart was untamable.

A captor of the imagination and a liberator of the soul, they say about him. My grandmother, she knew him, and her mother before her. My own mother as well. Our family’s legacy is laced with tales of him and who he is and the adventures they had with him…some terrifying, others exhilarating, but always, always beautiful.

Beauty is funny though, don’t you think? Because beautiful doesn’t necessarily always mean good, and just because something doesn’t make you happy doesn’t preclude it from being beautiful either. An impertinent lesson I won’t realise for quite some time though.

My grandmother, Wendy, she would tell me stories of her and this boy, how he came to her one quiet night in 1910 when her little brothers were being particularly boisterous. He tapped on her window—as she always knew he would because her mother’s mother said so and she believed her—he sprinkled gold dust on her, and away they went. Happy thoughts and all that.

You know the story.

The boy, he took her to a faraway land tucked behind a star, where pirates were still true, mermaids didn’t hide, and fairies flew through the air like autumn leaves on a windy day. He took my mother there, just like he took my grandmother and my great-grandmother.

Just as he would come for me.

I’ve been told these stories since before I could remember. They were embedded into my brain without my consent, actually. Magic was all around me whether I liked it or not, and I did not. Like my mother before me, I consider myself a learned woman and far too old for bedtime stories.

That boy, the one from their stories, they say he came for my great-grandmother Mary when she was twelve; he came for Wendy when she was thirteen, my mother when she was thirteen. I should be the same, so they thought.

And that was the story they’d tell me as they tucked me in at night all through my younger youth.

Sometimes my grandmother, sometimes my great-grandmother (but never my mother, because she said the stories would rot my mind).

“He’ll be on his way for you soon, I imagine, Daphne.” My grandmother would smile at me every night of my childhood as she’d leave the window unlatched for me so that he could enter.

But see, the boy never came.

Ten, eleven, twelve, thirteen—the years trickled by like rain on windows, and yet my windows, which remained unlatched, also remained unfilled.

The older I grew, the more I began to wonder if the legend in my family was just a strange bedtime story. A weird practical joke, perhaps, that everyone got carried away with and took too far for too many years.

By the time I was fifteen, I could see it on the faces of my grandmothers—this fear that maybe something had happened. Maybe that man with the hook had gotten the better of the boy finally. Or the great battle he’d always spoken of, maybe he died in it. I’d watch that thought fly across their faces the same way they said he’d fly across the sky, but eventually they’d always resolve he could never. It was impossible for him to die because he was the Never Boy, and he might say that death would be an awfully big adventure but it was also absolutely not his lot, or so they reasoned.

If you were to bring him up to my grandmothers to this day, still arriving on their faces would be a tickling blush and a dreamy, far-off look in their eyes. All youth and sunsets, adventures and wonder, mistakes and a magic that I’m quite sure I don’t think really exists, but it does, for them at least. It’s as though the boy lives in their memories and so do they, young and immortal, the clock hand rolling backwards, unwinding time and loosing its chains on them, and they are, once again, unbound by the cages of age.

Not my mother, it’s worth noting, though she too lives in a certain past. However, it’s the ancient kind, somehow much harder to reach.

Wendy said my mother had visited Peter. Mary, my great-grandmother, said my mother stayed a long while. I don’t know what’s true and what’s not about my mother’s past and her alleged life in Neverland. I do know that these days, she spends most of her time in the Yucatán Peninsula on a “very important dig”—those are her words. She’s an archaeologist, see? A “matter of life and death,” she calls this dig of hers. I doubt that that’s true though. I can’t fathom possibly how it could be, seeing as everything she’s digging up hasn’t been alive for quite some time now. I suspect quietly within myself that the death of which she speaks might more be her own. That she wasn’t made to be a mother and that being one, were she to act like it—even just once in her lifetime—that it might kill her.

By the time I was fourteen, I was well done with the entire facade. I had started by then at Roedean and—with good reason—my dorm mate* was uncomfortable with my tendency to leave the windows unlocked at nighttime. That aside, I was past the age of bedtime stories, and I was tired of the fairy tales. The mystical boy I’d been told my entire life was truth had morphed into myth, though Nanna Wendy and Grandma Mary still swore up and down and inside out that he was real and on his way to find me from some corner in the universe.

The truth is I don’t need him to come and find me anymore.

It’s 1967, and I’m seventeen (soon to be eighteen) years old. I don’t want to spend my summer with a strange thirteen-year-old boy. Aside from the concept of the aforementioned residing within a status of questionable legality, it also just happens to sound rather terrible. I’ve far more pressing matters on my mind than an imaginary boy who crows at himself and all the things he does.

This summer is all that’s standing between myself and the start of my real life.

I was always young for my year at school. My mother enrolled me early. She said once it was because I was smart, but I think it was because she wanted to be in Belize. But it’s worked rather well for me because I’m quite ready to grow up. I’ve been a grown-up all my life, I think. I’ve had to be.

The most responsible adult I know is obsessed entirely with ninth century Mesoamerica, and my grandmothers are completely off with the fairies,* though not literally (much to their dismay).

They are lovely though. Please don’t for a second think that they aren’t.

Wendy and Mary are my favourite people in the world, bereft of reality though they may be.

It makes them both sad—Wendy especially, I can tell—that he’s forgotten me. “He forgets things sometimes, see?” she’d say with a grimace, as though that makes it sting less. That I’m either forgettable or raised by lunatics.

They are, at least, profiteering lunatics. Wendy wrote and illustrated all her stories into a great big one; you’ve probably read it. She wrote it under a man’s name because it’s a man’s world. More so then than now, maybe.

The sexual revolution is upon us (or so they tell us), but I’m not vastly interested in sex as it is. I’m interested in intelligence and the pursuit of it.

I like geology. That’s strange, my friend told me. It’s a weird thing to like. But I like this planet. I’m happy to be on it, happy to be grounded by it. It’s beautiful here, so why wouldn’t I be? I don’t need a silly star with mermaids on it. I’ve got this one, with all its strange and peculiar variants of life busting out all over. Manatees and hummingbirds and fireflies. What a world.

Another thing on this planet that I love? Cambridge. And I got in. I start in the autumn. I made Wendy lie on tables in the library with me while no one was looking and breathe in the wisdom of those who’d gone before me, and I felt for the billionth time in my life a great urgency to learn absolutely everything I can, to know it all. Sometimes Mary says she can see it on me, ageing me, all the knowledge I try to get growing me up, but then Wendy’s always said it’s strange how love can undo you. Time unravels in its presence, she says. It pierces the veil of our understanding.

It’s not an overly spectacular night. Quite regular, actually.

Brisk, even.

The air’s cool, our street in our little corner of Chelsea by the park is, as usual, blissfully quiet, and the sky is all clear, peppered with stars that, upon closer inspection, were perhaps unusually bright.†

And it is on this night of no great or particular significance that my story really begins.

You know how you grow accustomed to the sounds of your own home?

With the exception of my time away from school, I’ve lived at number 14 all my life. It’s the house my mother grew up in, and hers—the Darling home‡—three generations. I know the sounds of my house in the depths of me—blood memories, maybe. Embedded in my DNA.

I suppose it’s important to pause here and let you know that there was a constant and unspoken battle that raged within the walls of my bedroom: one of windows up and windows down.

The unlatching I could deal with. As I mentioned before, at my grandmothers’ insistence, my bedroom windows were always unlatched,§ despite exponentially rising crime in this city. And who was I to argue with them? They wanted to see me mauled to death by a gang of youths who scaled the wall of a Chelsea home looking for an easy window to open and climb through for drug money? That’s fine. My death could be their burden to bear. Less fine by me, however, was the flagrant invitation for trouble by leaving said window flung wide open.

“He mightn’t know to come in otherwise,” Wendy would say.

“Then he’s not very bright,” I’d tell her, and she’d roll her eyes.

“Well…” Mary would interrupt. “He can hardly go around opening the windows of everyone around town, can he? He’d be charged with a home invasion.”

“And perhaps he should be!” I’d tell them in insolence.

“Daphne!” Wendy would sigh before opening it again.

I mentioned before that it was brisk and oddly so for the time of year. Every night since I’d returned home from the library, I’d close my windows, fearful I’d catch my death if I didn’t, but without fail, every night, one of my grandmothers would creep in and open them back up again, almost as though it were a nervous tic they had. We’d argue about it in the mornings, but secretly, I’d grown accustomed to the breeze on my face, and on the occasional nights they themselves fell asleep before they had a chance to open it, I found myself having a considerably worse sleep because I liked how the cold gave me an excuse to sleep with something heavy on me.

It’s rather late on this brisk, starry, quite regular evening, around midnight or perhaps just a smidge before. I’m asleep when I hear my window open.

I’m a light sleeper. I always have been.

I smile at the sound of the window pulling up as it always does. I wonder which grandmother it is, those sweet pests. I’d know in a minute because I know their sounds too. Wendy always steps on the same floorboard that creaks, and Mary, no matter how many times we’ve played this game, her walking cane hits the door on the way out.

I wait, brows up, listening for my clue so I can complain to the right one in the morning about them minding their own business and how they’d rather me have pneumonia than risk their imaginary boyfriend seeing a closed window.

But I hear none.

No floorboard creaks.

No cane hits.

I wait.

They’ve opened my window all my life. I know the sound of my window opening, so I know for certain that it is open…that and I can feel the breeze I wait for.

I bolt upright, and it takes only a second for my eyes to adjust, but even before they do, I can make out a figure standing there.

Tall. Broad. A man.

In a split second, I think “Shit! It’s finally happened! The youths and the drug money!” However, I decide I won’t take my imminent death lying down, so I smack on the lamp that’s next to me and sit up as quickly and tall as I can.

“Who are you?” I ask him quickly, sharply. I hope he doesn’t catch my nervous breathing.

His face screws up. “You don’t know who I am?”

And that is when I notice his face.

Golden hair. Interesting eyes that stick out on his face, but I can’t tell the colour from here. He’s just in a pair of faded, ragged olive linen trousers that tie at the front. Shirtless.

Distractingly so, if I’m honest.

You don’t see a lot of shirtless men around London, I suppose is the thing. And it’s barely summer anymore, and there aren’t beaches here anyway, and who’s swimming in the Thames, and I’m just staring at his chest, dazed, mouth a little ajar. He’s Caucasian, no doubt but obviously spends an infinite amount of time in the sun.

I glance at his feet—bare and a bit caked in earth—as though he’s just come inside after a football game on a damp field.

I look up again at his face.

Heavy brow, head tilted as he watches me, eyes dancing over me, and possibly, if I were to dissect the moment, he might look as confused as I do.

I jump out of bed and glare over at him, and I’m not scared anymore, though perhaps maybe I should have been? Maybe, in retrospect, one day I will be.

Instead, I raise my eyebrows to his question.

“Am I supposed to?”

“Yes.” He scowls. “Bit embarrassing for you that you don’t.”

I fold my arms delicately over my chest.

“Is it not perhaps more embarrassing for you that you’ve broken into my bedroom expecting to be known and yet you are not?”

He gets a look in his eye. “You must know who I am a bit, or else why aren’t you afraid?”

“I could be incredibly brave,” I tell him, nose in the air.

He rolls his eyes. “Or stupid.”

I huff a bit, cross my arms over my chest, and peer over at him through the light that the moon’s throwing on him. “Are you”—I blink twice—“Peter Pan?”

“I knew you knew who I was!” He points at me, victorious.

I squint over at him, shaking my head. “You can’t be.” I frown as I take a careful step closer to him. He’s about six foot one. Maybe bigger. Tall, for certain. “You’re…” I blink a few times, face nearly scrunched. “Big?”

He looks down at his bare chest and puffs it up a little, flicks his eyes up at me, and does this thing with his eyebrows that might make my heart go weak at the knees. “I know.”

“But you’re supposed to be…” I look for the right words. “A boy?”

He looks annoyed. “I am a boy.”

I tilt my head at him again. He doesn’t look like a boy. He looks my age, maybe even a tiny bit older.

My eyes pinch. “Well, so how old are you then?”

“Bigger than you,” he tells me quickly.

“I didn’t ask how big you are.” Though he is indisputably bigger than me. I stand a mere five foot six. “I asked how old you are.”

“Older than you,” he tells me, and it’s then that I notice he has an American accent. Evasive answer. No surprises there…damn Yanks.

“Which is how old?” I put my hands on my hips, beginning to feel cross.

“The perfect kind.”

I stomp my foot. “Which is what?”

He takes a step towards me, and now I can see his eyes.

Green. Unmistakably green.

Peter Pan looks me up and down. His head is cocked to the side.

“You’re the perfect kind of old too.”

I blush. I don’t know why.

I swallow quickly, shake my head, and refocus.

“Come on, Wendy.” The boy reaches for my hand, and I snatch it away.

“I’m not Wendy.”

He rolls his eyes and groans, a bit impatient and rude.

“Well, what are you then?”

“Do you mean ‘who am I’?”

He rolls his eyes and says nothing.

“I’m Daphne.”

His face pulls. “That’s a weird name.”

I pull one back. “No weirder than Peter Pan.”

“My name’s the best name.” He shrugs proudly.

I squint over at him. “Why Pan?”

“Why Daphne?” he shoots back in a dumb voice, and I think he’s a terrible pest.

I take a big breath and sigh at him to make sure he knows I’m displeased, but as I do, I accidentally smell him. You know how the air gets when summertime’s close? Like frangipani and the ocean. He smells how the air feels right before the storm. He smells like freedom, and I don’t mean to, but I breathe him in. And once I feel him inside my chest, there’s this peculiar sinking—it’s rather distinct—that the feeling of him being there might not ever quite leave.

Do you ever get a feeling like that? A foreboding? A grave permanence to whatever’s about to come next?

That’s how breathing Peter Pan in feels. Like taking the first step on a carpet rolled out in front of you.

His eyes flicker around my face with a curious intensity I don’t understand, and I wonder whether he’ll kiss me, he’s leaning in so close. Does he even know about kisses? My cheeks feel hot, and I swallow nervously before I shake my head at myself.

I mustn’t forget—because it’s undeniably a woman’s strength—that I’m dreadfully stroppy at him for, off the cuff, calling me stupid, getting my name wrong, and then calling it weird. I turn from him, arms folded across my chest and my brows high with indignation.

“Wendy, girl.” He cranes his head around my shoulder. “Why are you angry?”

“Wendy isn’t my name.” I move away from him and sit on my bed. I don’t think I much like him, if I’m honest. He’s not making me feel good inside myself, yet I so desperately want his approval, and I’ve never wanted the approval of a man before.

I’ve had boyfriends before. Lots of boys like me. I’m attractive enough in a conventional way, and I’m clever. I’m from a well-to-do (albeit considered eccentric*) family. I’m mysterious and aloof. I don’t care about the things some other girls care about. When Jasper England asked me to his family’s manor for dinner, every girl in my dormitory screamed, but I didn’t.

I went. I had a fun time. We kissed. He was good at it. He asked me what I wanted to do after I finished school, and I said I wanted to go to university. He asked if I wanted to get my MRS, because if I did, he could save me a lot of time.

When I said I wanted to get a degree in mineralogy, he stared at me like I told him I wanted to stick a fork in a power socket.

We dated for the entire summer,* because he actually really was a very good kisser, and at the end of it, Jasper asked if I was joking about “the geology thing,” and I said no, and then he dropped me home shortly after, and we’ve not spoken since.†

I don’t know what it is about Peter Pan that’s made me feel instantly disheartened, but I do. I don’t know why. I obviously don’t know this boy, except that I do, I think. I know him how you know him and we all know him…from once upon a dream.

And no one likes it when a dream is fractured.

“But you are a girl.” Peter kneels in front of me, and he puts his hands on my knees, and this is the first time we touch. My brain makes a note of it because I know my heart will want to remember it later. I’m wearing quite short bloomers and a white, cotton camisole, and he’s staring up at me, smiling.

Peter’s brows furrow, and his smile is confused but present.

“The best girl I’ve ever seen,” he tells me matter-of-factly, and my cheeks go pink.

This pleases him, my pink cheeks. I can tell because his chest puffs up a little and he jumps up off the ground, shoving a hand through his blond hair.

He walks around my room, looking at the posters on the wall.

“Who’s that?” He points to a poster on my wall.

I glance over at the poster and then give Peter a confused look. “That’s Mick Jagger.”

“Do you know him?” He frowns.

“No, but—”

“Why’s there this picture of Mick Jagger on your wall then?”

“Well, because he’s rather sexy, don’t you think?”

Peter pulls a face. “What’s sexy?”

I purse my lips. “Handsome,” I tell him. “Or pleasant to look a—” I barely get the words out before he pulls a dagger from his belt and slices my poster in two.

It all happens so quickly—a blink-and-you-miss-it sort of change in him—but Peter’s face goes like a flash from inquisitive to dark. The poster flits to the ground, our eyes following it.

“Hey!” I growl. “That was my favourite!”

“I’m your favourite now.” He gives me a curt smile.

I frown at him.

“I don’t like to share,” he says, inspecting his dagger before pocketing it again.

“Share what?” I cross my arms again.

He frowns at me. “You.”

And I wish that didn’t win me over, but it does in the slightest. Perhaps it’s because I’ve never really known the approval of a man before.

“Fatherless girls who are left unchecked are a danger to society and themselves,” I once heard one of my grandmothers’ more judgmental friends say. I’m unsure what she meant by that, but it may have been pertaining to an instance such as this one.

The thrill of pleasing him, even if it means losing a thing I loved before.§

It’s just a poster, I tell myself as I stare down at it and sidestep anything it may imply.

“Why are you an American?” I ask him, tilting my head.

“What’s an American?” he asks suspiciously before adding quickly, “I know what it is but I just want to make sure you do.”

I give him a look. “An American is someone from the Americas.”

“Right.” He nods. “Which is…?”

“A continent?” I frown. “And a country.”

“On…?” he says, eyebrows up.

I frown more. “Earth.”

“Oh.” He nods again. “Right. No, I know—good. Do Americans know everything?”

I roll my eyes. “I mean, they think they do.”

He shrugs. “That’s probably why I am one then, because I do know everything.”

I roll my eyes again as I look up at him.

He really is rather tall.

“Is anything that they said about you true?” I look up at him as I collect the remains of my poster and fold them up, putting them into a drawer.

“Don’t know.” He leans casually against the wall, folding his arms over his barrel chest. “What’d they say?”

“Well…” I stand up, walking over to him. “For one, they said that you were a boy.”

“I am a boy,” he tells me, proud.

“Barely.” My eyes fall down him and snag.

My grandfather,* before he died, he’d spend all his time in the garden. Ours was the best garden on the street, wildly beautiful, and I loved his hands when he’d come inside. I’d make him a cup of tea and pass him a Jaffa cake, and he’d eat it without washing up first, and it made me happy. Peter’s hands remind me of them, so I suppose he makes me happy too.

We’re toe-to-toe now, and I take his hand in mine, turning it over, inspecting those giant paws of his, and I love how rough they are. Instantly, I do. I know that’s a strange thing to say—there’s dirt under the nails—but still there’s something beautiful about his hands.

“These are not boy’s hands,” I tell him, and he grips mine back, inspecting them closely.

“These look like girl’s hands to me.” His eyes peer down at me, and he doesn’t let go of my hand. “What else do they say about me, girl?”

“That you fight pirates?”

“I do.” His chin sticks out in pride.

“That you fly?”

And then he grins at me ever so dashingly. It makes my heart feel as though it’s taken flight itself.

“I do.” He nods solemnly.

“Will you show me?” I find myself batting my eyes at him.

His chest puffs up again and he nods.

And then he’s flying.

It’s not zippy, how you might think it would be. It’s…if you imagine a feather falling slowly and gracefully to the ground, play it in your mind in reverse, and that’s how it looks when he floats up.

I wish my face weren’t alive with delight, but I know it is.

“How do you do it?” I marvel up at him, and listen to me when I say this: he is a marvel.

“Happy thoughts.” Peter Pan shrugs like it’s nothing.

“What are you thinking about?”

“You.” He grins and then he reaches down, offering me his hand like a gentleman. I peer up at him, my lips pursed.

“Now, girl.” He gives me a look. “Think of me.”

As though I needed that specific instruction, as though I wasn’t already partially if not somewhat completely enamored by the golden flying boy in my room. As though I wouldn’t—from now on, for the rest of my stupid life—be in one way or another either enraptured or tortured by him. And then my head (and maybe just ever so quietly my heart) clunks the roof—without my permission, I suppose, in more ways than one—with a dull thud as I float up and away.

“Peter!” Grandma Mary cries, her tiny, frail self barely filling half the doorframe. “I thought you’d died.”

Peter floats down, eyeing her, suspicious.

“No one could kill me.” He frowns a little, tilting his head at her as he did to me, and it makes me feel unspecial. “Who are you?”

I look from him to her, and the weight of my great-grandmother’s sadness brings me back down to earth.

“You don’t remember me?” she asks him.

His eyes pinch. “I remember everyone.”

“I’m Mary,” she tells him, and Peter takes a fearful step back.

“Liar.”

“It’s true, Peter. I’m old now.” She gives him a sad smile. “Ever so much more than twenty.”

“But you promised.” He cranes his head so he can see into her eyes.

“Peter,” she says gently, stepping towards him, but he takes another step back. “We’ve had this conversation before.”

“When?” His chest looks huffy.

“A thousand times in this same room.”

Peter shakes his head, and the way he’s frowning is breaking my heart. His tender face, how he doesn’t understand how someone might break a promise they made to him. I can’t imagine that happens all too often if one could help it…

“But I was only gone for—”

“I’m ninety, Peter,” Mary tells him, and Peter Pan falls to the floor like a stone.

He looks up at us—first her, then me—and his eyes are brimmed with feelings that, as I’m staring down at him, I’m quite sure he can’t quite understand.

I don’t think to do it—it happens quite involuntarily—but I find myself dropping to my knees next to him. There’s something so desperate about him, so in need of all my focus and all my attention, and I feel him lifting out from my pocket the keys to my inhibitions.

I touch his face like I have no control of my hands anymore, as though they’re already his, as though they’re magnets to his face. “You don’t have to cry.”

He smacks my hand away and jumps up from the ground, wiping his face briskly with the bend in his elbow. “I wasn’t crying.” He glowers at me.

“Besides, Peter,” Mary says, and I know she’s trying to distract him. She does the same things to my snot-nosed little neighbour. “You too have grown.”

Peter Pan straightens himself up, and all unpleasant emotions seem to have evaporated as he grins at her.

“I know! Aren’t I so tall and handsome?”

“And insufferable,” I tack on the end.

“What’d you say?” He glances over at me, blinking and obviously not listening to me, which makes me angry and also (regrettably) a little bit more attracted to him.

“Daphne, darling.” Mary swats her hand at me. “Don’t be so piddling. He’s a dish.”

“Yes, girl.” Peter grins at me. “I’m a dish,” he tells me proudly.

Mary looks over at him, her old eyes all young again in wonder.

“Peter, why did you grow up?”

“I’m not all the way up.” He drifts up in the air, reclining back into it as though he’s on an inflatable lounger in a pool.

“But somewhat.” She eyes him the way only an old friend can.

Peter cracks his shoulders, then shrugs, conceding. “Had to.”

“Why?” I frown.

“So I could win the fights I have to.”

“And which fights are those?” I ask nosily.

Peter Pan glances at me with a look in his eyes that ought to alarm me but doesn’t.

“All of them,” he tells me, then breathes out his nose. “You’ll see.”

“Perhaps I don’t want to see,” I tell him for no real reason at all.

He floats down to me, and his eyes lock with mine. “You want to see.” he tells me, and I do. Then Peter claps his hands, eyes brightening. “Should we go?”

“Go where?” I blink.

Peter and my great-grandmother laugh.

“To Neverland, dear,” Mary tells me, like I’m the silly one.

My brow furrows, and I look at her like she’s mad. Which she is. I’m seventeen! God willing, I start university in a few months. I have my life planned. I can’t run away with a boy I don’t know.

I shake my head at her, and Peter rolls his eyes, impatient.

“Darling.” Mary touches my arm gently. “You must go with him.”

“Why must I?” I ask her quietly.

“You know why,” she tells me, and then she gives me this strange smile. It’s one I’ll think on for days and years and hours to come. When all time blends together into nothingness and the memories of my old life start to morph and fade like clouds being blown away across the sky, I will still think of that smile.

A blessing? Permission? A warning? The edges of her smile that may have told me which of the aforementioned it truly was will fade eventually, and I will wonder forever whether she was implying this is nothing more than a rite of passage or, actually, a birthright.

I glance over at him, and a sliver of me is relieved, I don’t know why. Like going with him is a pull towards destiny. And I don’t even believe in destiny! I believe in science and facts, not boys who are supposedly some peculiar part of my fate.

But here he is. Like they always said he’d be…

“What about my education?” I ask in a small voice.

“Your education will always be here.” She gives me a small smile.

I reach out and touch her. “And what about you?”

She gives me a sad, tired smile. “Soon I’ll be gone.”

“Where?” asks Peter.

Mary looks over at him solemnly and then back at me. I don’t think he understands, but probably it’s better this way—there are just some things you don’t want the sunshine to know.

“You must go, Daphne,” she tells me, her hand on my face. “Like I went and my mother before me…and Wendy after me and your mother after her. This”—and then she lowers his voice so that he cannot hear this part—“he is your fate, darling. That he’s here for you now, like this.” She gives me a strange and weighty look. “It is fate.”

My shoulders slump under the weight of it all, and she laughs.

She glances between Peter Pan and I. “Sweetheart,” she sighs. “There’s a universe waiting for you out there.”

“Yeah, girl.” Peter gives me a proud little smirk. “Come on.”

He grabs my hand, and I want to be able to say that it annoys me—I pretend that it does—but it feels like static electricity. Our eyes catch, and the way he’s looking at me, I know that he feels it too, because rather suddenly, he looks a bit frightened, and then he snatches his hand back.

“Do you even know my name?” I ask, eyebrows high.

“Course I know your name.”

“Go on then.” I shrug, petulant. “What is it?”

“D…D…r…agon.”

“Dragon.” I blink once. “You think my name is Dragon?”

He scoffs. “No. It’s…D…ais…Daphne! Daphne. Ha! I was right. I knew it.”

I look at Mary. “Absolutely not.”

Mary smiles, amused. “Darling, you are too old here already.”

“No, I’m not. I’m only seventeen!”

“Ever so barely.” She gives me a look. “Soon you will be eighteen, and even now, you already need to grow down. You always have.”

“I’ve only just finished school. What would people say, me disappearing in the middle of the night with a strange boy?”

“It doesn’t matter what they say, Daphne. It matters that you’re happy and that you’re free.”

“It’s 1967!” I throw my hands in the air, exasperated. “We live in London, not Benghazi! I’m very free, and I’m very happy!”

She touches my face with a maternal tenderness.

“My pet, that is because you’re yet to truly know either.” She gives me a small smile that looks edged with sadness, and a thought I hate rustles through the air of me that maybe I’ll never see her again. “Go,” she tells me. She takes my face in her hands and kisses my cheek.

She reaches for Peter’s hand. He looks scared at first to be touched by an old person, as though it’s something that perhaps you might catch if you weren’t to wash your hands thoroughly straight after, but then he gives her a smile, and I watch pass between them a moment that feels like I shouldn’t have witnessed it, but I do: a silent goodbye. The last time they’ll see each other. The end of the road for their great adventure.

“I’ll fly you to the stars when it happens,” he tells her quite solemnly.

“I’ll be young again when you do.” She smiles ever so sadly. “Remember me as I was, Peter,” she tells him, and he nods obediently. “And you…” She turns to me, smiling gently at the door. “Remember me as you will be.”

And then she slips out of my room, closing the door behind her. I stare after her, and I don’t know when I started crying, but I am.

Peter looks down at me and takes a step closer. He tilts his head again, and with his giant paws he has for hands he wipes my face clean with the heels of them.

“Just happy thoughts now, okay, girl?” he tells me.

I nod.

“Are you ready?”

And the question is perhaps more loaded than I want it to be. Am I ready to never see Mary Evangeline Darling again in this lifetime? Am I ready to leave everything I’ve ever known for a magical boy? Am I ready to have my heart completely shattered? Everyone’s stories with him are filled to the brim with adventures too wonderful to explain on paper, but there’s always a common thread, and that thread is something about which we do not speak. It’s something I’ve watched them skirt around all my life and never look directly in the eye. A strange dance the women of my family seem to innately know the steps to, and soon I’d see that I’d join them. Without much time or conscious thought or effort, I too would fall in step and also skirt the edge of the common thread.

So then, the answer is no, actually, I’m not ready for any of that, and even still, my heart begins to float away, like a kite trapped in the sky that is his eyes, and I can feel that none of that matters. It’s not a choice, is it? It’s what Mary said it was. It’s the fate of my family; we’re tied to him. “And thus, it will go on,” Wendy always said. It is our burden to love him. Which I don’t, and I shan’t. But I could see how one might.

“Right.” I clear my throat. “Well, what do I need?” I glance around the room.

He gives me a playful look. “Me.”

I roll my eyes. “No, but what do I actually need, in a practical sense?”

He floats over to me and tilts my face gently so it mirrors his. “Just me.”

I smack his hand away, feeling flustered because my cheeks are pink, and they didn’t go pink for Jasper England’s Icelandic-blue eyes, and they won’t go pink for Peter’s even if they already are.

“What a ridiculous thing to say!” I shake my head at him as I rummage around my room for a rucksack.

“I’ll look after you, girl,” he tells me, his face quite serious, then he reaches for my hand. “Come away with me.” He pulls me towards the window, eyes bright like the stars that are calling us. “You’ll never have to worry about grown-up things again.”

He floats backwards, pulling me up onto the edge of the windowsill, and I eye him carefully.

“Never really is such an awfully long time…”

In that moment, teetering on the border of everything I knew and everything I could know—standing on the cliff’s edge that would ultimately be the sharp drop-off into the rest of my life—I want to be able say that you could have swayed me either way, that if you promised me a life of safety and security and happiness that it would have been enough for me to bar that stupid window closed for all my days, but there is something so sweet about the unknown and something so thrilling about tumbling into something and someplace new, and even though I haven’t yet been, I suppose a part of me could tell that one day, Neverland would be both the great landmark and landslide of my life.

You might think I’m foolish for jumping out my window in the dead of night with a boy whose hair is as messy as his heart, but then, if you don’t understand the lure and pull of the boy in question, I’m terribly sorry to inform you, but you’ve never met Peter Pan.

 

 

 

 



* Charlotte.

* Or with Arthur. I used to hear a lot about Avalon.

† One in particular, I daresay, but that’s all you’ll hear from me about it.

‡ The one from the stories.

§ Sorry, Charlotte.

* But perhaps less so than previously thought, as it appears what I considered to be their primary eccentricity is evidently real.

* The one before this one.

† I believe he’s just gotten engaged.

§ Loved might be a stretch.

* Wendy’s husband, of course. Alfred Beaumont.
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