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Chapter One


My charcoal pencil traced a careful line, curving around to form a high cheekbone, then descended with a straight, firm stroke to outline a pointed chin. Downstairs, Mother exclaimed as a crash sounded in the sitting room. Probably the usual pirates, but it might be Indians.  
I sat back to examine my work. I wanted to rip the page out and crumple it up, but instead I grabbed my smudger and rubbed the charcoal, attempting to highlight the sparkle in the eyes, the glow of the cheeks, to recreate the most magical and colorful person I had ever known with nothing but white paper and black lines. I bit my tongue and focused in, drowning out the sound of chaos drifting through the floorboards as I rubbed, penciled, erased, and redrew again. And again. And again. 
The yelling changed tone, but I paid them little heed. My face drew so close to the paper that I smudged my nose in the charcoal, but I didn’t stop. Another line. Another rub. I used my fingers, the oil on them making a different sort of line until I created the effect I sought. My heart galloped in my chest like horses out of the starting gate. I sat back again, unable to look away from the drawing.
Almost. 
My breath caught in my throat. The thousands of lines and smudges had never come alive before, but in my first moment looking at this one, my heart started beating again, faster than the time I flew over London. Faster than the time I was captured by pirates.
As fast as the time I nearly kissed Peter Pan. 
If only I could be there again, chasing him amongst the trees, our world lit by laughter and fairy dust...
“Wendy!” Mother shrieked. I startled and dropped my pencil. The tip marked the page, right in the middle of Peter Pan’s face, and my heart plummeted. I’d been working on it for hours, and now it would take a couple more to get it right. But Peter would have to wait for now. I tucked my drawing book under my right arm and shuffled to my door. The knob turned in my clammy hand and the door creaked open. It was quiet in the house, the boys sent outdoors to continue their play. 
My footsteps thudded on the soft carpet in the hall. My fingers trailed along the curved wooden banister. If I didn’t come down, they would come up. I might as well appease them, get it over with. I clutched my drawing book tight against my side, its presence comforting. 
My other hand reached for the hard lump under my dress against my chest, touching it to reassure myself. Mother hadn’t found it yet; or if she had, she didn’t question why I had an acorn-shaped brass button on a thread around my neck. 
My hands were still cold and damp with sweat. Every two weeks Dr. Carter visited. My hands shook and my chest seized while he asked me questions. 
“What happened that night? Who took you and your brothers? Where did you go?”
I stopped answering them months ago. No one believed me when I told the truth, and I had no other story to tell. It was just another pretend, now. I pretended not to know, and they pretended I was getting better.
I crossed the landing and descended the last flight of stairs. Mother waited for me, her pale green dress swishing over her feet as she paced, hand to her full, pink mouth. She turned and her blue eyes landed on me, surveying the disobedient strands of hair frizzing around my head, the incriminating charcoal marks obscuring the freckles on my nose. Her lips tightened. 
“Dr. Carter has been waiting for some time, Wendy.”
“Sorry, Mother.”
“Drawing room, now.” Her hand pressed into my back. I stumbled beside her, swept along through the doorway into the sunlit room. I blinked against the bright light and Dr. Carter’s effervescent smile. Mother nudged me and sent a meaningful look in the direction of Dr. Carter and his assisting nurse before taking her usual seat near the doorway outside the room. 
I dropped to a curtsey. My legs trembled. No matter how common these visits were, my body acted as it had the first time. “Please accept my apologies, Dr. Carter, for being tardy.” My drawing book tried to escape from beneath my arm and my opposite hand flew up to catch it. 
Dr. Carter removed his thin spectacles and cleaned them with his handkerchief before responding. “It is quite alright, Miss Wendy. Please, have a seat.”
I perched on the edge of the loveseat across from the armchair he occupied. The loveseat was as uncomfortable as it was hideous, the green paisley print liable to make one nauseated if stared at too long. I rested my book against the loveseat arm and averted my eyes from the offensive fabric. 
Dr. Carter’s eyes watched my movements, an ink pen tapping against his non-existent bottom lip. He gestured to my side. “Ah, yes. Your magnum opus.” I glanced down at the worn book then back to Dr. Carter. He held out a hand. He didn’t even look my way. “May I see?”
My hands shook as I passed the book to him. He turned each page with clockwork precision, his pen flicking across the chart in his lap, scrawling notes in an indecipherable scribble impossible to read, no matter how I craned my neck. The nurse looked on with a flat expression. She might as well be a painting on the wall.
After a while, I let myself become hypnotized by the tall clock against the wall, its bronze pendulum knocking back and forth. I timed my breathing to its movement. Left, in. Right, out. Left, in. Right, out. 
Dr. Carter released a small, interested sound, and I looked up. The spell was broken.
His eyes flickered to me, watching my reaction. “You have talent, Miss Wendy.” He pulled my drawing book from his lap and pointed to the sketch on the page. “Can you tell me who this is?”
It was Peter. My Peter, the one I had drawn. My tongue sat like a dry sponge in my mouth, and my fingers tangled themselves together in knots. Dr. Carter already knew that. He had seen my drawings of him before and heard my story half a dozen times. Did he expect a different answer after months of hearing the same response? “He looks familiar. I have seen him before, haven’t I?”
In the corner of my eye, the pendulum carried on, oblivious to the tension building in the room. Left, right. Left, right. I let the clock’s momentum take me to Neverland in my mind, to relive those happiest of memories, making it easy to ignore Dr. Carter’s persistent stare. 
Dr. Carter closed my book with a snap and I jumped. His pen darted across the paper he had placed on the table beside him. The pen clacked on the table as he set it down. He crossed one leg over the other and sat back, hands interlacing before him. 
“Wendy, what do you want?”
I stared at him. What do I want? I want to return to Neverland, where people like you don’t exist.
He gazed back for a moment, then looked about the room, as if expecting a reply, though he knew he wouldn’t get one. 
“Do you want to hear what I think happened, Miss Wendy? Hm?” He cocked his head. My eyes flicked away from the clock to meet his for a moment, but the smile that split his face told me I had lost. He thought he had me. He licked his lips and leaned forward, both feet on the floor, elbows on his thighs, a conspiratorial look on his face. “I think a little girl was stolen from her bed in the dead of night by several men, perhaps many, perhaps a few. She was given drugs, maybe, or alcohol, so she experienced an altered version of reality.” 
I shifted in my chair, uncomfortably aware of his attempt to get a reaction from me. I watched the clock pendulum and breathed. Left, right. In, out. He didn’t know. He would never understand. 
Dr. Carter’s voice lowered. “Pirates and Indians are fearsome images for a young girl to conjure. Captain Hook—the leader of a gang. Men who kidnap children rarely have good intentions, Wendy. Did they touch you? Did they touch your brothers? Did they make you watch, helpless to save them? You tell yourself this story to survive. Does it make it more bearable?”
I knew what he implied by the ugly weight of his words, but I didn’t know how to tell him how wrong he was. He wouldn’t believe me. Let him think what he wanted if he stopped asking questions. Even though his words bit deep into my memory of that sweet, enchanted land. He would mar it with his sick thoughts, his twisted ideas.
“It hurts, doesn’t it? It aches inside your mind. Whatever you saw, whatever was done to you, it has broken you, hasn't it?”
More correct than he knew. If I could return to Neverland... but I had grown in the past two years, despite every attempt not to. Neverland wouldn’t take me back now.
Dr. Carter continued. “I understand, child; I understand your pain. But I can’t help you if you won’t talk.” 
In the beginning there had been investigations: police, detectives, doctors. My brothers and I were examined and found to be in perfect health. My brothers chattered on about the adventures they had, but they weren’t taken as seriously as I had been. After all, a girl of my age should know better than to lie to an adult.
How could they understand they weren’t lies? They resolved to each other that I told these stories to my brothers to cope with what happened. I said things so many times even I thought I sounded crazy, and so I stopped speaking in these sessions altogether.
The questions changed, and my sessions with Dr. Carter grew shorter, and he became more convinced I was addled beyond repair.
Dr. Carter placed the chart on the table and picked up the pen. I glanced at the pen as it struck the page, tapping rhythmically. My vision narrowed. My breath consumed me, becoming the only sound besides the staccato of the pen in the silence of that room. What did he want me to say? What would Peter say?
“I will never grow up,” I whispered and down at my feet. I heard the scratching of the sharp pen tip on paper. “You can’t make me.”
The pen stopped. “What?” Dr. Carter asked. 
I looked him straight in the eyes. “You can’t make me.”
Confusion etched his brow, the frown deepening at the corners of his mouth. “Everyone grows up, Wendy.”
“Not me,” I replied. I could see the wheels turning in his mind. I imagined his thoughts like dogs gnawing an old and tired bone as he picked me apart. One tiny taste and at it again, thinking he would find more. In truth, I hadn’t given him anything, but for all his books and learning, he didn’t see that.
“Why not?”
I forced my eyes back to the clock. My words had run out. Peter would have gotten his sword out, I think, and challenged the doctor to a duel, but I didn’t have a sword, nor the gumption to use it. My throat tightened at the thought of that boy. The boy who stole me, stole my heart, and returned me back to reality without it. A cruel boy, a merciless boy, a beautiful boy whom I would never see again.
I swallowed past the lump. I wanted to say it, to scream it to the world. But Dr. Carter wouldn’t hear it. No adult could. None of them remembered being young. They thought I was mad.
Dr. Carter sighed. He wrote on the chart and gestured to the nurse, who stood and cracked the drawing room doors, asking in low tones for Mother to enter the room.
“Is everything all right? It hasn’t been long.” Mother fretted, wringing her hands. She halted beside the hideous green loveseat. 
“Everything is well as it can be, Mrs. Darling. However, I would like to speak with you and your husband this evening about a change in your daughter’s treatment.”
My neck prickled. A change? What change? Couldn’t they discuss it with me?
“Is something wrong?” Mother twisted the wedding band on her finger, her nerves getting the better of her. They spoke as if I didn’t exist. A fly on the wall, no more significant than the furniture I occupied. 
Dr. Carter slid his papers into his briefcase. “If I may be frank, Mrs. Darling, I know the thought of more extensive treatment is worrying, but I assure you, Wendy’s well-being would be kept at the forefront of our attention. Her progress is always our goal.”
“More extensive treatment? Her coming out is tonight at the Densmores’.”
“You may wish to delay such an event until your daughter is well again. If I had such a daughter, I would not consider her eligible for marriage.”
His words stung, even though the idea of marriage hurt far worse.
“Her father and I have discussed the implications at length. We feel…” Mother moistened her lips and clasped her hands, looking for all the world like a child doing recitations. “Wendy might flourish being able to attend parties and have suitors. There is also the tradition to consider. My mother came out at fifteen, as did I.”
“There are times for tradition to be broken. This may be one of them.” Dr. Carter clasped the fixtures on his briefcase shut and straightened his spectacles. I wished for once Mother might listen to Dr. Carter. 
Her lips pursed, creating an expression that meant all my hopes and Dr. Carter’s words were futile.
“Thank you for your concern, Dr, Carter,” Mother said, though her shoulders didn’t relax and the smile she gave him didn’t enter her eyes. Tradition. Curse that foolish tradition.
Dr. Carter nodded as he stood to go. 
“Dr. Carter, sir.” He looked at me, eyes refocusing as if he had forgotten I was there. “Please, might I skip my dose today? With the ball and everything...” I bit my lip, tugging at the peeling skin with my teeth as I waited for his response. He blinked, seeming to be having difficulty receiving my words. “It’s just that, the medicine makes my mind dull, and I get nauseated. I’m afraid I wouldn’t feel well enough to enjoy the experience.”
Dr. Carter’s mouth eased into a knowing smile. “I’m afraid, dear Miss Wendy, that being in a strenuous social situation of this magnitude without your medication may trigger your episodes. If your parents insist on you attending, it is more critical than most days that you take your regular dose.”
My heart crashed to the floor. 
Mother placed her arm about my shoulders. “It is for the best.”
The nurse readied the syringe. Mother rolled up my sleeve; I stood, unmoving, staring at the clock pendulum. In, out. Left, right. I can never go back. I had known it for a long time. While Peter chased adventures with the lost boys, I was here, drugged to forgetfulness and compliance, growing older each day, unable to stop it. I closed my eyes, wincing as the cold metal pinched my skin. 
“There you are, Miss Wendy. All set now,” the nurse said, placing a bandage on my arm. Mother patted my shoulder  as she rolled my sleeve back down. 
I wished I could feel the poison sliding through my veins. I wished it burned like fire as it worked towards my mind, wrapping its sly fingers through folds and crevices, flowing through my bloodstream and putting every cell in my body under its control. I felt myself fading to the background of my own mind, drowning in numbness.
In, out. 
Left, right. 
“I’ll be in the kitchen if you need me, Wendy,” Mother said. She bent to kiss my cheek. I pulled away at the last moment, avoiding her attempt at love.
Tears in my eyes blurred the clock’s pendulum, and a great rushing in my ears drowned out its sound. Mother left. The nurse packed her things and followed Dr. Carter out. Two steps brought me to the chair Dr. Carter had occupied. I reached a shaking hand to my drawing book, opening it to the page where Peter stared up at me, one solid, charcoal line marring his face. 
“What would you do, Peter?” I whispered. My stomach roiled, the sedative taking effect. I squeezed my eyes shut tight, listening to the silence pounding in my ears.
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Chapter Two


Liza slid the last pin into place, pricking my scalp. I winced and stared at myself in the mirror. A young woman stared back at me with pinched cheeks colored by makeup to cover my sickly appearance. Curls dangled by my cheeks and the rest of my hair lay coiffed on top of my head the way most women styled their hair. Mine had been curled and allowed to flow over my shoulders my entire life so far. Today marked the end of freedom, the beginning of dancing and courtship and hair perpetually pinned in place.  
Liza sighed behind me. “You look lovely, miss Wendy.”
“Thank you, Liza.” I gathered my dress and stood, walking stiffly towards the door. My head wobbled with all my hair on top. Liza smiled and stood at the open doorway.
I made my way to the top of the steps and began my descent.
“You’ll make us late at that pace. Didn’t you hear me calling?” Mother’s eyes followed me down the stairs, scrutinizing my every move, my very appearance, though her face softened as she took in my scowl. She clearly didn’t want to fight tonight. Not before the debutante ball. After all, the Queen might be there. 
“No, Mother. I was occupied.” Mother worried about all the wrong things these days. Before, she would have cared that my head throbbed and weighed heavy on my shoulders. She would have noticed my pale face and asked how I felt. I could have told her about the rolling nausea boiling in my abdomen. Now, it was such a regular thing, a thing without a cure caused by medicine she forced me to take, she pretends it is normal. I put a hand on my stomach. I wouldn’t be able to enjoy any of the food, if I enjoyed anything about being ogled by eligible men like a prized steed at auction. Perhaps I should stay home, after all.
“Wendy, do not speak to your Mother that way.” Father appeared, struggling again with his tie, already red in the face with frustration. He glanced at me and stopped. I hesitated mid-staircase, clutching fistfuls of my elegant white gown. I licked my lips.
“Why, Wendy, you look…” he blinked, and I noticed tears glistening at his eyes. Father looked to Mother, who smiled and put a hand on his arm. Father’s gaze turned back to me. He smiled. I squirmed under his hopeful expression. “You’re the very picture of grace, my dear.”
I didn’t feel graceful. I felt hot, and the dress squeezed away my last chance at a deep and satisfying gulp of air. But I smoothed out my expression. “Yes, father,” I replied and descended the last few steps to come within range of Mother’s fussing hands. She rearranged my curls and tsked at an imaginary smudge of charcoal on my face, calling for our maid Liza to bring a wet cloth.
“Mother, I—” The
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