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      Josephine

      

      All children, except one, grow up. But when I was a child, I thought I might like to be that one. I heard tales of children whisked off to fairy land and I’m sure I prayed for it to happen to me, and it did.

      I thought I was fortunate.

      A child stolen off to fairy land would never spend life in mourning like Queen Anna. A child of fairy land would never work her hands raw and her eyes to weakness while her hair turned prematurely gray, exactly like her mother before her. A child of fairy land would never have to be a good little wife and have babies whether she wished it or not.

      A child of fairy land would never grow up and have to decide what to be—be forced into what to be.

      Once upon a time there was a girl who lived in a basement room with only one window, but that was the only window she needed to be stolen away.

      

      Usually, my mother slept in the iron bed in the corner of the cellar, behind a curtain, but she could hear me if I got into any mischief. But that night, there was some neighborhood concern—a small fire had broken out in a shop—and she had left me all alone to help pass water buckets along.

      Most nights, my mother told me stories in the dark until I fell asleep. The dim light of the fire embers hit her worn face, and her voice sounded weary but full of love. I was getting too old for stories but I loved them too much to tell her to stop.

      My father was a sailor and often gone, so my mother was strong enough for the two of them. I looked forward to his shore leave, his stories and songs, the best moments of the year.

      I was a little bit scared now, because it was so dark and always a little damp, with spiders in the corners. Usually I didn’t notice because it was my home and I was used to it, but that night, the laundry my mother left on the line in the other corner hung in eerie shapes like ghosts, and it was just cold enough that I wished I had a fire.

      I hated that I was scared of anything. Boys never seemed to be scared, and boys had much more fun than girls. My father was surely never scared, even though he was in a tiny ship in a big dangerous sea. I never let any boy in the neighborhood know I was scared, and when I thought of them seeing me now, I toughened up and told myself I was a warrior, picking up one of the fireplace tools and swinging it around.

      I wasn’t allowed to light a candle. We were too poor, and my parents would know, so instead I opened the window and let the breeze dance in, and I happily pretended my way through the next hour or so. I was twelve years old so I was old enough to be an expert at pretending and not too young to forget how to do it. I imagined I was not in a cellar, but in the palace during its glory days. I was a beautiful lady by day but I also was secretly an assassin with magical powers who protected the prince as he slept.

      When I was lost in the game, that was when Peter flew in through the window.

      I already knew him. He must have visited before, I thought, although I couldn’t remember the details exactly, and neither did he.

      “What’s your name?” he asked.

      “Josie.”

      “That’s a girl’s name,” he said. “I thought you were a boy.”

      “My hair’s short ‘cause I had the fever,” I said, almost pleadingly. It had grown shoulder-length.

      Peter Pan was the most magnificent boy I had ever seen at that time. First off, he could fly, and that was reason enough. If you’ve never met a boy who could fly before and one comes in through your window, you’d be impressed too. He was also dressed in clothing made of leaves that moved with his animated form, and an impish face with perfect little white teeth. He had dirty knees but somehow seemed pure and clean unlike all the scruffy street rats I spent my days with. Our mothers would scrub our faces hard before school but we always came home dirty anyway.

      He was accompanied by a swift little light that, if you looked closely, was actually a tiny girl with wings. She danced around him and sang out with a voice like bells.

      “What do you think, Tink?”

      The bells sounded indignant and Peter laughed. “I think Tinker Bell is jealous, Josie.”

      “She shouldn’t be,” I said. “I mean, I’m just like a boy. I play with all the boys on Stone Street, not the girls, because their games are more fun.”

      “Well, it might not be so bad to have a girl around anyway,” Peter said. “We could really use a mother to mend our clothes.”

      I felt just the tiniest bit like I’d been ignored, but I wanted very much for Peter Pan to like me, so I said, “I suppose I can be your mother. I’m not very good with a needle.”

      “You can tell us stories. You must know stories.”

      “Do I ever!” I boasted. “Mother told me lots of stories and I’m pretty good at making them up on my own now.”

      “Are you?” Peter said. “Well, how clever I am tonight for finding a girl who can tell stories!”

      “Yes, and they’re the cleverest stories in the world because no one is better at it than I am; everyone says so,” I said, because I was used to the boys on my own street who were always competing with each other, and I had to compete with them to earn a scrap of respect. I could repeat all the stories my mother told me, only I added more sword fights and took out the kissing. I knew my audience.

      Peter just laughed. “Of course, Neverland is still better than any story. I’ll teach you to fly and we’ll ride the wind until morning.”

      I forgot to be annoyed. “Fly? Truly? Is that where we’re going? Neverland?”

      “Yes,” he said. “There are mermaids there.”

      “Mermaids! Real mermaids?”

      “Yes,” he said. “And pirates.”

      “Oh!”

      “Yes, fearsome pirates, but I know how to get the better of them. And best of all, you’ll never have to grow up.” He held out a hand. “Do you want to learn to fly now?”

      “Yes! Um…” I caught sight of the little print on the wall of our beloved, sad Queen Anna who had lost her own son. She was sick now, and before long she would die even though she always swore she would see him again. Soon some foreign lord, some distant cousin, would swoop in and become our new king. It was very sad, Mother said. She always wept a little when she thought about our dear queen.

      “Will I see my mother again?” I asked.

      “You’ll be our mother in Neverland,” he said.

      “But…what about my own?”

      “Does your mother need a mother?”

      “No, she doesn’t seem to.”

      “You won’t either,” he said, with an air of finality—an edge, almost. I understood right away that he didn’t like to talk about mothers.

      I was still a little worried. I knew my mother wouldn’t be able to leave the window open for me to come home because there were thieves in the neighborhood. She would be angry at me just for leaving it open now.

      “Do you want to learn to fly, Josie?”

      “I—I…yes, I mean, of course I do.”

      “Or you could stay,” he said. “In this place. And grow up.” His eyes swept over the basement apartment, the small fireplace and the one window and the laundry line.

      I don’t know if he meant it as a threat. I wanted to think that Peter had a good heart. I still do, despite it all, because I remember how the pain in his heart was as pure as his joy. Still, it was a threat, because no one would want to grow up on Stone Street and work so hard for so little reward.

      I stood up straight in my nightgown, dropping the sheet on my narrow bed. “Teach me to fly.”

      “You must think the most beautiful thoughts,” he said.

      I shut my eyes and took myself right back into my pretend game, where I was dressed beautifully at the palace ball. Queen Anna was young and happy and the king was still alive for her to dance with. On trays made of cut glass and silver there were all sorts of foods; sliced oranges and decorated chocolates and roasted meats and plum puddings…

      “Tinker Bell, we need a little fairy dust,” Peter said, and the little fairy did her duty, although I was already sure she didn’t like me much, sprinkling me with the finest gold dust. Immediately I felt my feet rise off the floor and I had to open my eyes.

      “You’re doing it!” Peter said. “Come with me, now! The Lost Boys are waiting!”

      He caught my hand and helped me steer out the window as I kicked and tried to figure out how to fly as well as he could, like he was propelled by his thoughts.

      “Why are they called ‘Lost Boys’?” I asked, but maybe my question itself was lost on the wind, because he didn’t answer.
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      Josephine

      

      How long have I been in Neverland now?

      I do not know. Long enough that I’ve lost track. I meant to mark the seasons, only seasons never came, and time seemed meaningless when no one cared if I live or die.

      Sometimes, I would see Peter, and think back to those brief days when I lived with the Lost Boys. At first, it seemed like such an escape from my home. So carefree, to live in the forest and do whatever you wanted, and for pretend games to be real. Peter would pretend that we were having a meal and it would fill us up like we had really eaten, so that I’m not sure the boys even knew the difference between real food and pretend food anymore. Maybe there wasn’t really any difference for them.

      But when Peter left, the boys asked me about my mother.

      “What was she like?”

      “She told you stories?”

      “Was she kind?”

      “Did she have soft hair? I think my mother had beautiful hair, but I don’t remember. It wasn’t short like yours.”

      “Shut up,” I growled, trying valiantly to be tough. “I don’t remember my mother either. I’m a Lost Boy too.”

      “No, you’re our mother; Peter said so.”

      I grabbed a stick from the floor of the forest cave where they lived and brandished it. “Would a mother fight like a warrior? Come on!” I kicked a stick toward the boy, one of the twins. “See if you can best me!”

      “I’m not fighting a girl!”

      “I’m not a girl,” I said, frustrated. “I grew up on the streets like any boy, and I know how to fight.”

      The twin picked up the other stick and swiped it at me, while one of the other boys said, “Don’t hurt her!” I failed myself in that moment. I flinched. I didn’t really want to get hit with a stick.

      Now they looked uncomfortable and laughed a little. “Really?”

      “Really!” I said. “Why don’t you just call me Jo, like a boy, and forget all about it. I’ll keep my hair cut short and I’ll keep up with all of you!”

      But I knew I had ruined it.

      The truth was, I didn’t know where I fit in, because I wasn’t actually one of those girls who scorned feminine things. I ached in my heart for flowers and frills and fans. But I knew I would never have any of it, and the world was so hard on my dear mother, that I ended up snapping at it before it could hurt me. Father called me his little puppy dog, because I was all bark and no bite. He meant it affectionately, but I was ashamed of being such a coward that I didn’t risk my life the way some of the boys did. I couldn’t bring myself to pick pockets or fight in the streets.

      Worse, sometimes I thought about the boys on Stone Street in a way that made me feel very much like a girl. I was afraid of what I might become. A wife and mother, who did laundry and toiled over the cook fire all day at home, and sewed by candlelight long into the evening, and died in childbirth or nursed screaming babies (who was to say which was the luckier?), my face aged before my time.

      That wasn’t the life for me. No, never ever ever. I loved school and writing and history and stories, but…what could a girl of my station ever get from it except to sign my marriage document or read the holy writ?

      I heard Peter’s whistle, and that feeling came over me right in that moment. I could imagine his clear eyes with the impish twinkle in them, and his casual way of flying, and his arrogant swagger, and I felt like I just wanted him to pay attention to me. We would be children together, free as birds, forever, with only the best parts of being a grownup.

      Peter slipped down into the cave through one of the passageways hidden in the trunks of trees, and all the boys went quiet and said nothing about their mothers in his presence.

      “Hello, dear mother!” he sang out.

      It made me think of my father talking to my own mother, when he would come home and smell something good cooking. “Hello, dear!” I said back, with the weird thrill of being some ideal person I could never be in the real world.

      “Are you taking good care of the boys today? They are in such disarray and none of them have pockets in their clothes.”

      “I was telling them stories,” I said.

      “Tell me,” he said. “Boys, give Josie your clothes and she’ll give them pockets and tell us a story.”

      

      The boys gave me all the tattered garments they weren’t wearing and asked me to mend them and give them pockets.

      I stared at Peter, briefly angered.

      “You know how to sew beautifully, Mother,” he said.

      “Er…” I didn’t know what to do, so I picked up the needle and a sad, threadbare pair of trousers, and I started to sew them up. I kept pricking my fingers and sucking on them and no one even noticed…or so I thought at first.

      Then Peter gave me a little smile that seemed just for me. “Tell us another story, Josie,” Peter said.

      “It’s just Jo,” I said softly.

      “Jo isn’t a good name for a mother,” he said.

      “All right…I’ll tell you a tale of a handsome young king,” I said. “He was the heir of the kingdom of Onmer. His father died when he was a baby, so his mother the dear queen had been ruling while he grew up, but one day…” I thought of the sad queen, yearning for her lost son for the past twenty years, as I looked in their faces.

      “Yes?” Peter said.

      “One day while the king was out hunting with his cousins, there was an accident—“

      “Does this story have a happy ending?” Peter asked.

      “I think it would be more exciting if they had an accident when they met savage goblins in the woods,” said the troublemaking boy named Curly.

      “They did,” I said, changing course to make the story more exciting. “They met a band of goblins who sprung out of the bushes, waving around swords and kitchen knives, and clubs, and one old goblin lady even had a giant spoon! The goblins sprung out and attacked the king and his friend. The goblins let out a war cry, all at once—‘we’ll snack on your royal bones!’ and the lady with the wooden spoon swung it around so fast she almost fell over!”

      “Oh, I bet the king got her good!” Peter said, pantomiming a thrust of his sword.

      They were rapt now. No one had ever listened to me tell a story with such a face as the Lost Boys. Every last one of them was a perfect audience member. They asked questions and interrupted now and then, but that only gave me ideas for spinning the story into even wilder fancies.

      But at night, I couldn’t sleep. Not a single night I spent there did I ever feel rested and content. Peter thrashed at night with nightmares. “You git!” he yelled clearly at one point. “I don’t want to— I won’t— I hate my mother…” His voice trailed off sadly, like a little boy who didn’t mean a word of it.

      I shrunk back into my corner, afraid. He seemed so confident by day. What troubled him at night?

      I thought of my own mother, crying that she couldn’t leave the window open for me. I was starting to forget what she looked like.

      I wanted Peter to notice me and think of me as the mother of the Lost Boys, but I didn’t want to be his own mother…and I didn’t want to lose my own.

      Then we went to visit the mermaids, and as much as I wanted to see mermaids, they scrutinized me. They scoffed. “She looks like a boy.” “Well, that’s all right, then…” I saw the way they looked at Peter and even my youthful heart had an inkling of what was going on.

      It was the same way Tinker Bell treated me. Like I could be a threat.

      What was the threat?

      I didn’t quite understand. I just knew that I felt tingly when I looked at Peter. I wanted him to be mine. Did he realize what we thought about him? Sometimes I thought he did, and other times I knew he didn’t.

      Nothing ever changed. No matter how often I pricked my fingers, no one ever relieved me of the pile of mending. No matter how I looked at Peter, he never acknowledged me. And I was strictly forbidden from fighting the pirates. Peter’s nemesis, I knew, was a wicked man named Captain James Hook. Peter told us about him. The only thing blacker than his hair was his heart. He sliced men open with his hook whenever it suited him. Peter got very boastful, talking about him.

      “I was the one,” he said, “who cut off his right hand and threw it to the crocodile.”

      “You didn’t really!” I said, the first time I heard the story.

      Tinker Bell’s voice rang out indignantly.

      “Of course I did,” Peter said. “Tink was there.”

      “You cut off a man’s hand?”

      Now they all ganged up on me. “Why wouldn’t he, anyway?” “Hook is no match for Peter.”

      “All right,” I said, subdued. “So he can’t fight now?”

      “He fights better than ever,” Peter said. “His hook is more frightening than his sword ever was, and he can wield his sword left handed, but he still can’t beat me. I’m too quick for him. I’m going to kill him someday.”

      “Can’t I see him?”

      “It’s too dangerous for a girl.”

      “But—but—“ I sputtered. “If you’re all going to fight the pirates I want to see them too!”

      “Hook would kidnap you,” Peter said, with this slightly odd tone to his voice. “Just to spite me. And make you walk the plank.”

      “No, I’d fly away.”

      “What would the boys do without you?” Peter said.

      “They wouldn’t appreciate me, just like they don’t now, while I spend all day sewing up their stupid pants just for them to rip them again an hour later! They don’t care that I work all day while they play. And you don’t either, Peter.”

      Peter’s face fell. “Mothers are supposed to be patient. It’s only a pretend.”

      “You aren’t doing it right,” said Slightly, one of the boys with an ego to match Peter’s.

      “No, they’re not patient! They’re bloody not! My mother wasn’t always patient! Sometimes she snapped at me, and her and Father would quarrel just like this. I’m not pretending anymore, I don’t want your clothes, I want to fight the pirates!” I took the pile of clothes, shoved it on the floor, and then I left the cave, storming off.

      I thought I would just go home. I would fly home somehow or other and pound on the window until Mother and Father heard me.

      No matter how I tried, I couldn’t seem to get off the ground. I felt like an ordinary girl, and an angry one. My limbs were heavy. I thought about how stupid all the boys were, how Peter tricked me into coming here with all his promises of mermaids (who disliked me) and pirates (that he forbade me from
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