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			To anyone who has searched for their Happily Ever After
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			Once upon a time, the princess was dead.

			That’s a sad way to start. You were probably hoping for the sort of story where a princess lives happily ever after. If that’s what you’re looking for, then there’s a different book for you. Ask your librarian.

			In this one, the princess was dead, and people didn’t really care.

			What people cared about were Happily Ever Afters, and the princess didn’t have anything to do with theirs.

			They had welcomed a new king who promised to bring them all Happily Ever Afters. If a king came to you and promised you a Happily Ever After, what would you do? Probably what he asked.

			This was in the land closest to the stars, so at night, the people didn’t even need fireworks. But on the night the new king appeared, the stars shone dimly, like they were behind curtains, and no stardust rained down, though it was meant to. It’s a good idea to listen to the stars, even when they’re silent.

			But there is a big problem with Happily Ever After. Maybe you’ve noticed it. Or maybe you’ve run into a talkative fairy in the woods eager to spill these types of secrets.

			Happily Ever After is for just a handful of people. There are plenty who aren’t going to feel very good about how Happily Ever After turns out.

			Maybe there’s a princess who saves her kingdom. The witch or fairy or monster she defeats won’t be that pleased to find itself stuck in a dreamless sleep, or banished to a distant land, or trapped in a magic mirror. Maybe there’s a knight who frees a damsel he loves only to discover she’s a hungry dragon.

			The thing about people is that they tend to want to keep seeking their own Happily Ever After. Again and again and again. Some are bad at letting a happy ending be the final ending.

			Including the dead princess. Did you forget about her? A lot of people do.

			The dead princess spent her entire life being good. Luckily, she was bad at one thing in particular.

			Staying dead.
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				Wendy
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			If Wendy Darling has anything to say about it, she’s never, ever going to grow up.

			After all, what’s waiting on the other side of grown-up except for bills to pay, gray hairs to worry about, a heart that’s likely been kicked around a bit, and kids to feed?

			Plenty of people say plenty of things, and talking is all they end up doing.

			Wendy intends to make things happen.

			That’s why when the Miravale city bells ring six long gongs and the street kids start to break away from their game of hopscotch, heading home for dinner, Wendy tries to slip down an alley without being noticed.

			Miravale is a large city the color of a sunrise, settled close to the pines of the Dreamwood. It’s one of Reverie’s capitals, and a fairly calm one, perfectly content to sit out the drama of dragons or magical storms. It’s the only home Wendy has ever known, and the one she’s now planning to leave.

			She has a plan in her mind and a poster in her pocket and a party she’d rather avoid.

			“Wendy,” John calls, stopping Wendy in her tracks. “Aren’t you reconvening with us for the festivities?”

			John is Wendy’s brother and the Darlings’ middle child, which, according to the fairies, means that nothing all that exciting will happen to him. John is probably fine with that. He wants to grow up to become a banker, and at ten years old he has already collected an assortment of top hats and unnecessarily complicated words, as though someone’s going to knock on the Darlings’ door in a panic, demanding, Does anyone here happen to want to be a banker and have the necessary top hat? We’re desperately in need of someone with a top hat!

			“Yeah,” Michael chirps. “Ain’t you comin’ home, Wendy?”

			“Aren’t,” John corrects.

			“Ain’t you comin’ home, Aren’t?” Michael repeats. His little face furrows. “That a new nickname for her or somethin’?”

			Michael is the youngest Darling child, constantly tagging behind John and doing a poor job of imitating him. As the youngest, Michael is universally beloved, and according to the fairies, he’s destined for great things.

			According to the fairies is something their mother always said. She kept books about that sort of thing, how birth order predicted your fate, and often treated those as law, meaning she didn’t have to do much in terms of mothering.

			As for Wendy? You don’t need to ask the fairies about that. As the eldest daughter of a successful restaurant owner, she’s meant to become a proper lady, get married off to a boring lordling, and turn up her nose at people having adventures, even though she wishes to have adventures. And doesn’t like being proper.

			“I’m gonna go say goodbye to Fiona,” Wendy lies. John and Michael exchange glances and shrug. “I’ll be back in time.”

			Tonight is a special night. None of the usual chores or dinner with her family babbling about their day. Tonight, the whole household and the nearby Darling Tavern are crackling with preparation to celebrate Wendy.

			Because tonight is the last night of her life.

			Okay. That’s dramatic. Although maybe fair.

			Tonight is her last night in Miravale before she’s to be shipped off to St. Geraldine’s School for Wayward Girls in the Glacial Halls, a city of eternal winter.

			St. Geraldine’s is a horrible, horrible place.

			As Wendy wanders through Miravale’s streets, the pink stone walls turning nearly rosy in the dusk, just the thought of St. Geraldine’s makes her stomach knot.

			It’s basically a prison sentence. It would be better to be cursed, like that princess who was turned into a beast. Wendy’d take some fur and claws over this.

			At St. Geraldine’s, Wendy will be forced at sword point to learn how to:

			1) Put the utensils in their proper place to host a dinner party.

			2) Never complain if her shoes pinch her toes.

			3) Be worthy of True Love.

			4) Be the perfect wife and mother. (Yuck. Wendy’s not the biggest fan of mothers in general.)

			Okay. She won’t be forced at sword point. It’s not ladylike to hold a sword. And it’s very unladylike to point it at someone. But what they’re doing to her is even worse, honestly.

			At St. Geraldine’s, they’re going to stuff her into pretty dresses that she simply cannot get dirty and train her to be a brainless drone whose only concern is marrying someone quite wealthy.

			That’s why Wendy is running away.

			But not just running away to the end of the block for a few hours, hoping her family will notice she’s gone and start to panic. She’s tried that. They didn’t panic.

			No.

			For something as severe as St. Geraldine’s, she’s going to go far, far away.

			She’s going to go to Neverland.
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			Wendy hurries down Miravale’s cobblestoned streets, away from the castle and the center of the city. Everything is neat and pretty; they say Miravale is the only city in Reverie to have a fairy godparent of its own, and this keeps the streets clean and safe, makes flowers bloom longer and the pastries extra delicious.

			It’s the start of summer now. Right when the days are stretching long as taffy, when the summer markets are opening up to sell lemon tarts, when all the traveling musicians are descending upon the park, Wendy will be sent to a place where there’s no such thing as summer.

			The Glacial Halls lives up to its name year-round. The capital city there is carved out of ice. Even the horses have to wear fur coats to survive the chill.

			Wendy reaches Barrie Park. A few booths sell baguettes with honey butter. Others sell handmade bracelets with the Miravalian princess Anisa’s face painted on them or mugs that will let you sing like a dove for up to five minutes after you sip from them.

			This should be hers to enjoy.

			Wendy pushes through the people, not slowing down. What Neverland has is going to be even better. Wendy digs the poster out of her pocket. It’s wrinkled from being squeezed and folded and studied so much. It’s one of many that have been plastered around the city over the past few weeks, arriving out of thin air and capturing imaginations.

			Come, come away!, it reads, with a sketch of an island that almost looks like a frog in profile, with one large cove between its front and back legs, and land stretching out where its face would be.

			On the back is scribbled:

			Your Happily Ever After awaits in Neverland.

			Play in the warm waters of the mermaid lagoons!

			Taste the spectacular delicacies of Nevercity!

			Soar through the air with a sprinkling of fairy dust!

			Happily Ever After has never been so close.

			A place where there’s no such thing as “never ever.”

			A small price to discover your Happily Ever After, waiting at the glass castle.

			Safe passage guaranteed. Inquire at the statue of the burning witch at Barrie Park.

			“Watch it!” A woman with seven pink poodles lashed to her wrists barely avoids colliding with Wendy.

			“You watch it,” Wendy mutters. The whole “manners” problem is part of the reason she’s being sent to St. Geraldine’s.

			She hurries to the back of the park, her heart thudding in her chest. There it is, next to the statue of a woman with flames licking her feet, which schoolchildren say is haunted and they approach after dark only on dares. A small tent made out of black leather has been hastily assembled. A few people hover outside it.

			Wendy lines up behind them, bouncing on the balls of her feet.

			A small price. There’s no price too large to get to Neverland and her Happily Ever After, as far as she’s concerned. Her mother, before she left, told Wendy and her brothers stories about Neverland every night. It was the most motherly thing she did.

			Neverland, a place reached by pirate ships flying through the air, of sparkling blue lagoons filled with candy-pink flamingos, where fairies no bigger than a baby bird played pranks and threw handfuls of glittering dust. A place that people speak of like both a fantasy and a destination.

			Some people in the city think the poster is a joke, that Neverland can’t possibly exist, but Wendy believes in things until they’re proven not to be true.

			The line for the tent creeps. The people ahead of her enter as the flaps open to receive them, but no one exits.

			Finally, it’s just Wendy in front of the tent. Park musicians play a fast-paced song and people chatter, but everything seems like it’s coming from far away. For her Happily Ever After, she’ll never grow up. Things will never have to change. She can cook and play around in the kitchen and never have to become the boring, polite lady her mother wanted her to be.

			Except the tent flaps stay closed.

			“Hello?” Wendy calls. When no one answers, she calls out again and steps inside, pushing the tent flaps open herself. That’s probably more wayward-girl behavior, but since she’ll never make it to St. Geraldine’s, she’ll never know.

			Inside, the tent is small and disappointingly ordinary. There’s a faint smell of incense. The grass underfoot is trampled. Wendy searches around for proof of Neverland-like magic, but it’s just a bald man with a crooked body kneeling in the dirt, shoving something into a bag.

			“I came about the poster.” Wendy holds it up.

			“You’re too young.” His voice is crunchy like gravel under a boot. There’s a third eye tattooed in the center of his forehead. His real eyes are the color of trampled mud; this one is bright blue.

			“What do you mean?” Wendy says. “There isn’t an age limit.”

			She flaps the parchment in the air. He shoves himself upward.

			“Then you’re too late,” he says. “No more.”

			“There isn’t a time on here,” Wendy protests.

			She has to make it to Neverland. She has to. She’s going to meet mermaids and get a job working at a restaurant on a beach and not let anyone send her away.

			The man sneers at her. “I said we’re done. Go.”

			“No.” Wendy can’t go home. She won’t be shipped off to St. Geraldine’s tomorrow. She absolutely will not.

			“Hello?” A woman with dark hair peers into the tent. She’s about Wendy’s father’s age, and she holds up a poster. “Is this the right place?”

			The man’s eyes snap toward her. His body is made of strange angles, like someone took him apart and put him back together slightly incorrectly.

			“Come in, come in.” He gestures her through the tent flaps.

			“You said you’re done,” Wendy says.

			The man moves as quickly as a whip snapping. He grabs Wendy’s upper arm and forces her out of the tent as the woman enters.

			“But—” Wendy protests.

			“OUT.” The man hisses.

			The tent flap closes in her face. Wendy stares at it, inflamed. How dare he do that? Why is it that she’s always too old for one thing and too young for another?

			Wendy pulls back the tent flap slightly, just enough to get a glimpse while hopefully not being noticed.

			Whatever payment was demanded of the woman has already changed hands. She stands in the center of the tent, and the man sets a candle near her feet. Her shadow wobbles away from her. The man removes a large, shiny hook from his bag. It gleams strangely, as though reflecting light in a much brighter room.

			“This won’t hurt a wink.” His words clatter. “Just close your eyes and think of your Happily Ever After.”

			He brings the hook down to where the woman’s shadow connects to her foot and severs her shadow. It steps away from her, rising to stand straight in the air like a person.

			“What?” the woman gasps.

			“Didn’t hurt, did it? Just like I said.”

			The hook. The hook did that.

			The man dips a hand beneath the neck of his shirt, pulling out a small whistle. He blows into it, and Wendy can’t hear anything, but the shadow must, and it starts to spiral in the air before disappearing like smoke that’s blown away.

			The woman takes a step forward and vanishes, too.

			Into thin air. As though a door opens that they can see but Wendy can’t.

			Wendy huffs, a little too loudly.

			The man’s third eye spins, then stares straight at her.

			“I know you’re there.” The man’s voice is even rougher, enough to scratch Wendy’s skin. “You don’t want me to catch you, girl.”

			Wendy hustles backward, tripping slightly over the tree roots that run beneath the grass.

			Bees hum; the air is sweet with summer. The hours will drag to night and then the day after that. But inside—inside is the doorway to something incredible.

			And Wendy’s not going to stop until she gets to step through it.
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				Lissie
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			Some people are born to be heroes. On their bones, destiny scribbles something a little extra special.

			Lissie Sarevna, officially known as Vasilisa, although that name seems too flowing and grand to fit her, is not one of those people.

			Lissie is a very, very good princess. Some even say she’s the best princess Neverland has ever had. At least in terms of goodness. She’d better be, for how hard she works at it.

			She listens politely when other people are talking.

			She brushes her silver hair a hundred times when she wakes up and a hundred times before bed.

			She has been applauded on how well she can curtsy.

			She worries endlessly about if her eyes are too far apart, if a deadly spider is going to bite her in her sleep, if she walks weird, if she’s not going to have the right things to say when meeting someone new, and definitely about if she might tumble into quicksand, and what then?

			But like a good princess, she keeps all these worries tucked far away so they don’t bother anyone else.

			All for people to say, That girl’s as good as they come. All to get what any princess—what any person—wants. A Happily Ever After.

			Of course, Lissie doesn’t look that much like a princess right now, kneeling in the Neverswamp, trying to yank swamp potatoes out of the muck. They take a lot of effort to dig up, and for all that, they’re small and greenish and taste bitter. But in the swamp, you don’t have many options, and they’re better than the swamp cherries that bloomed when Lissie and her mother and brother arrived a few months ago. They were so sour her entire mouth ached.

			The sleeves of her green cotton dress are rolled up to her elbows. Her long silver hair, usually so neat, is in a messy ponytail, pieces falling into her eyes.

			Silver hair is not unusual in Neverland. Neverland, an island floating nearish to mainland Reverie, is the closest place to the stars, and stardust is notoriously sticky. If you stay here long enough or are born in a family that has, it can live in every strand of your hair.

			But just as Lissie doesn’t look much like a princess, it’s hard to believe that Neverland glitters with stardust in a place like this, where the sky is as much of a gray-green sludge as the water and swings low like a pregnant cat’s belly over the scraggly trees and muck.

			Lissie heaves up a swamp potato, sinking back onto her heels from the effort.

			There’s a clanging sound.

			Her head whips around.

			A warning.

			Danger.

			Her mother stands in the kitchen doorway, tapping a wooden spoon against a pot, only stopping once she has Lissie’s attention to gesture frantically that she return inside.

			“Vasilisa!” her mother, Richelle, whispers. “Hurry! It’s Peter Pan!”

			Peter Pan?

			Lissie bolts upright, upsetting her bucket so some of the swamp potatoes roll out.

			Sure enough, there he is: a speck whizzing through the sky. A speck that looks more like a bird than a boy, and certainly not a dangerous one.

			Lissie grabs her bucket, abandons the fallen swamp potatoes, and races back to the hut.

			Her mother’s waiting at the back door and grabs Lissie’s arm, steering her inside and shutting the door hurriedly.

			What she wants to tell her mother is that Peter Pan’s not going to see them. If he’s a speck to them, they’re equally specks to him, and it’s unlikely he, or any of the scouts that fly overhead, would even pay attention.

			But they can’t risk that.

			No one is supposed to live in the swamp, so those who do are very protective of their secrets. And Lissie and her mother have quite a few secrets to be very protective of. Once, Lissie tried to list them out, but it became overwhelming.

			“The Crocodile King’s sending more and more patrols out,” Richelle mutters, shaking her head and taking the bucket from Lissie. “Something’s happening. There must be.”

			The Crocodile King, the latest to wear Neverland’s crown. Or, almost. The transfer of power in Neverland can be done only when seated on the throne inside the Nevercastle, and so far, he’s been unable to enter. Peter Pan is one of his lackeys, notable for his bright green outfit. If he were to spot them…Lissie doesn’t want to think about it.

			“What are we supposed to do?” Lissie asks.

			“We aren’t going to do anything.” Richelle’s tone turns strict. “The last thing he can do is get his hands on you.”

			Richelle’s silver hair is in a braid wound on top of her head, a sad reminder of the golden crown she once wore as Neverland’s queen. But her face is kind. She keeps her problems tucked deep away. You wouldn’t be able to know the trouble they’ve had if you just looked at her.

			Like being driven out of Neverland’s glass castle—their home—in the middle of the night by the Crocodile King’s forces.

			Like Lissie’s father, Neverland’s king, sacrificing himself for them to escape, imprisoned for the past few months.

			Like Lissie, her mother, and her brother hiding in a swamp with all of Neverland turned against them and thinking them dead, believing the Crocodile King’s lies that her family was keeping Happily Ever Afters from the people, and that he is the one to return them.

			Like the Very Big Problem that happens every night.

			Like Lissie’s brother, Iron, who safely made it to the swamp with them only to decide a few days later that destiny did scribble heroism onto his bones. And, despite being only a year older than Lissie and against his mother’s desperate pleas, he set out to get their kingdom back. Where Iron is now, they have no idea. They are left with their hearts and hands full of hope, though it’s a dangerously fragile and slippery thing.

			Glancing out the window once more, Richelle dumps the swamp potatoes into a bowl in the sink.

			Lissie steps in, taking a boar-bristled brush and wrestling with the slime on the potatoes’ bumpy skin. Being helpful is an impulse that simmers at the back of her brain. If she can be as good as possible, the world will realize it’s gotten this wrong. It will bring back their lives, her father, her brother, her peace.

			“Why don’t you get off your feet, Lis?” her mother asks. “You’ve been working all afternoon.”

			“I’m fine,” Lissie insists.

			Actually, she’s exhausted. Her feet ache and her fingers are sore from digging for potatoes in the cold ground. But she scrubs the potatoes.

			People certainly wouldn’t ever say that she’s the type of princess who’s extraordinarily brave or jaw-droppingly beautiful or speaks her mind. She can’t speak to plants or sing to birds.

			So she’ll settle for good. Which means standing over the sink until all the potatoes are clean. And then peeling them, chopping them up, and boiling them. And while they’re boiling, sprinkling precious reserves of salt over two scrawny swamp pigeons to be roasted—far better than swamp rat, which is unfortunately a frequent meal, but not nearly as good as swamp trout, which are surprisingly sweet.

			And as Lissie toils, she imagines the prince who will bestow True Love upon her and help save her family.

			He must be tall and handsome, ideally with a strong jaw. He should be well dressed or, if he’s in armor, it should be very well polished.

			Rescuing is a serious business, so ideally, he has a few other rescues under his belt. None that resulted in True Love, of course, but let him work out the kinks.

			There is nothing Lissie wants more than her family saved, her father freed, her brother returned. And as a good princess, she is doing what she’s been trained to do: wait, and be so, so, so very good that someone will sense that goodness and rescue them.

			Lissie picks through swamp nettle her mother harvested. Every so often, she glances out the window to see if Peter Pan has gotten closer, but he’s long gone now. The sky is back to its unbroken gray-greenness.

			A relief. They’re not just on the run, hiding out in the swamp like so many of the others who now call it home. As far as Neverland is concerned, she and her mother are dead.

			They eat in comfortable silence at the rickety table, and it’s strange that only months ago, they were eating in the glass castle, their family intact.

			After, Richelle bends over the news and her few letters, mostly with the pirates. She used to oversee charities, host the Dreamwood Council, meet with Neverlanders. Sitting still is unfamiliar to her.

			Lissie tinkers with an old wristwatch with a jammed gear. Clockwork is an old Neverland practice to fix clocks, among other things. It has surprisingly wide applications, something to do with how close Neverland is to the stars. Lissie picked it up years ago, the castle’s Master Clockworker one of her few friends.

			Her whole life, she’s always felt a little different, like she doesn’t know the right things to say or what to do with her hands, but when she’s doing clockwork, all of those worries melt away, and she just feels like Lissie.

			“It’s time, Lis.” Richelle squeezes Lissie’s hand, pointing out the window, where the curtains are pulled back so they can track how darkness plods closer and closer every evening.

			Night unrolls over their little cottage, and Lissie and her mother crouch on their cushions near the fire. It’s easier if you’re closer to the ground.

			The shrinking still feels strange, even after all these months. Lissie’s limbs shorten, her hair pulls back into her head, a layer of slime oozes over her skin, her tongue feels like it’s unraveling.

			Then where she and mother sat are two frogs, blinking at the fire and preparing for another long night.
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				Wendy
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			After Wendy returns from the park, boiling with frustration—she wasn’t supposed to be doing any returning—she and her brothers are given strict instructions to bathe (scrubbing hard) and get ready for Wendy’s goodbye party.

			Nana supervises. Nana’s a dog, an extra-large, extra-fluffy one meant to herd sheep. But George and Mary Darling brought her into the house when she was a puppy, back when they didn’t have enough money to afford a nursemaid. That’s the role she played for Wendy and then each of the boys.

			She woofs in appreciation as Wendy twirls in her party dress. It’s blue and flouncy and drew admiring eyes at the dressmaker’s, and she wears matching velvet shoes. Blue is Wendy’s favorite color, because her favorite thing is waking up to a blue sky, which is the same as waking up to a day full of possibility.

			Stacks of cream-colored trunks, packed for St. Geraldine’s, hulk at the foot of Wendy’s bed. A looming reminder.

			Nana nudges all the Darling children’s ankles as the clock chimes. She always leaves extra time. She knows how John can be. Though Wendy’s party is right next door to their town house, it takes them a while to get there.

			John and Michael go slow—very slow—because John is trying to write an encyclopedia about all of Miravale’s bugs, and this requires frequent stops along the row of pink stone town houses, in which theirs is at the end.

			Refreshed bundles of rosemary hang near the door of each one. When rumors spread that a beast was terrorizing Miravale a year ago, people put out rosemary to keep it at bay. Although they were very wrong about the beast, the superstition remained.

			John and Michael squat near the street, trying not to dirty the suits George laid out for them. Wendy’s the one who stands with her arms folded over her chest, shifting in her dress, anxious to get through dinner and put her plan into action. “Is this a good one?” Michael wonders, holding a small pill bug.

			All the Darling children have the same caramel-brown hair, the same slightly pointed chins and longish noses, and the same blue eyes, passed down from their mother. Their father’s reddish hair, large frame, and freckles somehow got lost in the mix, and people always seem surprised that George belongs to them. He seems a bit surprised by this, too.

			A few steps away, Darling Tavern, her family’s restaurant, is lit up for Wendy’s party.

			John and Michael argue about whether it’s worth documenting a frog Michael noticed, which John is very clear is not a bug and, therefore, does not belong in his encyclopedia.

			Maybe Wendy should go find a frog and kiss it. That works out for girls in stories.

			But then what? She’s going to be stuck with a prince? That just seems like it would add to her troubles.

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			As much as Wendy wants to hate her goodbye party, it’s a little hard.

			Darling Tavern is bustling, the outdoor tables filled with people wishing her well, and even more inside, merry underneath the timber beams and the mismatched chandeliers. For a bit, this banishes the hooks and shadows in Wendy’s mind.

			After courses of glazed quail, duck breast with plum sauce, and caramel custard with hardened sugar tops, there are toasts.

			Which are fine until the restaurant manager bursts into tears and says how proud Wendy’s mother would be, and George goes purple and silent, and John yelps, and Michael not-so-accidentally knocks his custard onto the ground, and Wendy tastes sourness.

			This is why she can’t stay. If she never grows up, then she never has to worry about turning into the person her mother wanted her to become. Her mother, who walked out one day and never looked back.

			Excusing herself, Wendy scoots by the tables and ducks past the servers carrying heavy silver trays of another round of desserts—thinly layered cakes of lavender and lemon—to enter the swinging doors to the kitchen at the back. Normally, it’s full of steam, splatters, chopping, scallops being seared and carrots being pureed and sugar being caramelized. Now it’s calmer, the chefs lounging about after the rush of the dinner.

			It’s Wendy’s absolute favorite place in the world.

			All the chefs greet her. It’ll really be her last time to speak to them, she realizes. This’ll just be…it. But what’s the difference? If she lets herself get sent away, she’ll hardly see them again, either.

			“Wendy?” George stands in the doorway between the kitchen and the restaurant. “You vanished.”

			Just like the boys, George is in a nice suit, and his cheeks are a bit red from the party. But he looks somber.

			“Come. Come in here, Wendy Bird.”

			George gestures for her to join him in his office, which is more of a small, crammed closet, and Wendy perches on a stool. He adjusts his jacket sleeves. He always takes a little while to figure out what to say.

			Tell me not to run away, she wants to beg him. Tell me to come back and sit down, or just go back to bed.

			“You know,” he says instead. “This isn’t meant to be a punishment, Wendy. This will be a good thing for you.”

			You’d think that after what happened with the Miravalian princess, people would be a little wiser when they try to decide what’s good for you.

			“After what happened with Princess Anisa…” Wendy begins, to avoid any guessing.

			“I’m not trying to lock you in a castle,” her father groans. They’ve had this conversation before. “I’m trying to help you have a good future. It’s what your mother wanted most for you.”

			“I don’t care what she wanted,” Wendy snaps.

			Her mother wanted to not have this life or this family. Sometimes it seems like it would be better if her mother was dead. That might be a horrible thing to say, but it was a horrible thing to find that one day, Wendy’s mother had just left, taken her most expensive things, Wendy’s favorite charm bracelet, and a carriage, and not even thought about leaving a note. It was a horrible thing that the house felt calmer without Mary around, that it was a relief not to have her unpredictable moods lurking around every corner.

			“Wendy…”

			“I don’t feel well. I’m going to go to bed.”

			Wendy leaves the office, the kitchen, the restaurant. She’s taking Happily Ever After into her own hands.
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