The Never-Wonder Wood

or

An Awfully Curious Bother
by Jason Quest
Synopsis:

The eponyms of Alice in Wonderland, Peter Pan, and Christopher Robin meet, in 1932.

Setting:

A social function on the occasion of “Lewis Carroll's” centennial.

Major Characters:
Alice Pleasance (Liddell) Hargreaves – Friend of Lewis Carroll/Charles Dodgson, 79 years old.
Peter Llewelyn Davies – Friend and adopted son of J. M. Barrie, 35 years old.
Christopher Robin Milne – Son of A.A. Milne, 11 and a half years old.
A.A. Milne (cameo) – Father of Christopher Robin, creator of Winnie the Pooh..

Cover:
The grin of Tenniel's Cheshire cat, the pixy-dust twinkle of Tinker Bell, and a “hunny” pot with bees
Intro:
This story is a work of fiction, but inspired by an actual event.  In 1932, elderly Alice Pleasance Hargreaves (“the real Alice in Wonderland”) was in New York for the centennial of Lewis Carroll's birth.  There she met middle-aged publisher Peter Llewelyn Davies (“the real Peter Pan”), who was attending because of his connections as a publisher.  One can only guess what they spoke about... and that's what I've done here.

I changed the location of their meeting to the characters' native England, so I could plausibly introduce a third generation to the conversation: young Christopher Robin Milne (“the real Christopher Robin”).  These three individuals share the rather peculiar experience of having their fictional childhood selves become famous to adoring millions.  Coincidentally they have even more in common than that.  All anecdotes recounted by the characters are true.

Peter, at age 20 and age 40:



Alice, a few years earlier
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1 – Peter Llewelyn Davies is at a social function, chatting with an acquaintance.  He is dressed in smart but affordable middle-class clothing of the period; his companion is more expensively dressed.  Peter smiles genuinely but is overall a bit world-weary.

PETER

...It's no Trilby, to be sure,

but for Daphne's first book, 

my cousin is quite pleased

with the reception.
2 -  Peter attempts to continue his conversation, but his eyes look sidelong, as he hears a distracting conversation behind him.

PETER

Of course the du Maurier name

on the cover can't hurt it.

OFF-PANEL

Over there, is that... ?

...yes, yes, I think it is...

...delightful story...

...my children adore that book...

3 – Peter's eyes roll back into his head and he looks upward, beseechingly.

OFF-PANEL

Please excuse me

for interrupting...

PETER

Oh, blessed God!

Not another bloody
Peter Pan fanatic!

4 – Peter's eyes are now cast downward in defeat, as he turns away from his companion and toward the interruption.  His companion is trying politely to capture Peter's attention and point out his mistake....

COMPANION

Er... Peter....?

OFF-PANEL

...but are you...

5 – Peter is surprised to see that it is not he who is being approached by fans, but an elderly woman.  She is Alice Pleasance Liddell Hargreaves, nearly 80 years old, neither fat nor a skinny crone, just... matronly.  (If this were a screenplay, I would insist that she be played by Joan Plowright.)  She doesn't desire the attention, but accepts it graciously.  She wears a fine dress, but it is several years old and perhaps a little loose in the seams, as she has fallen on hard times since her husband's death.

WOMAN

...are you really Alice,

the heroine of Wonderland?

ALICE

So the story goes.

1 – Change of perspective.  We are now in Alice's company.  Alice addresses the two middle-aged woman who are fawning over her, with good nature.  Peter's companion approaches, dragging Peter along with him.

ALICE

But of course it was all just a story....

I was as enthralled reading it as anyone!

COMPANION

Begging your pardon, ma'am.

There is someone here

you simply must meet.

2 – Peter's companion pulls him over toward Alice.  Ignoring the other ladies, he gently pushes them out of the way.  Peter is pulled reluctantly, dreading the attention.  Alice looks puzzled, not understanding.

COMPANION

Lady Wonderland, 

may I present to you:

Lord Neverland!

3 – Peter bows his head slightly, out of politeness and apology.  Alice smiles in return, out of politeness and...  confusion.

PETER

I apologize for my associate's...
abundance of enthusiasm,

but it is a pleasure to make your

acquaintance, Mrs. Hargreaves.

4 – Alice smiles sweetly, but still befuddled.

ALICE

Yes, thank you,

but... I'm sorry?

What name did he give....?

PETER

It's Davies, actually.
Peter Llewelyn Davies.

5 – Alice recognizes the name after a moment, and is delighted to meet him.  Peter hesitates to say his name aloud.

ALICE
“Llewelyn Davies”... ?

O!  Yes!  You're one of 
Mister Barrie's boys!
Which one, did you say?

PETER

...  Peter.

6 - Alice suddenly understands.  Her expression turns to one of understanding sympathy.  She knows the pain all too well herself.  Peter smiles grimly.

ALICE

O dear.  The one with The Name.

PETER

Yes.  The Name.

1 – Peter and Alice withdraw from the crowd, to speak more privately.  They have instantly become friends, sharing an uncommon common bond.

PETER

Tell me: do strangers really still

address you as simply “Alice”?

As if you had no other

name of your own?

2 – Alice has ticked off three groups of people on the fingers of one hand, pointing with a finger from the other.  At the end now, she rolls her eyes a bit in resignation.

ALICE

Those who know me intimately, call me “Alice”.

Those who know me socially call me “Mrs. Hargreaves”.

Those who know me not at all... call me “Alice”.

3 – Alice continues, becoming more animated, not scowling because she's learned to take amusement from it, but still somewhat amazed and exasperated.

ALICE

So many people think that I am she.

That I wear a smock like the one

in Mister Tenniel's illustrations.
That I fancy playing cards!
Why, I scarely even know how to play chess!

Mister Dodgson was fascinated by it... not I!
4 – Alice lowers her voice and moves in close to Peter, lest people overhear.  Peter knows exactly what she's speaking about.

ALICE

Some even seem to imagine that I went through the

Looking Glass or down the Rabbit Hole myself!
5 – Peter rubs his eyes, confiding with disbelief the nonsense he routinely endures.  Alice tries to conceal a smirk behind her hand.

PETER

Dear Heaven, if I had a penny 

for every time I've been asked

the real secret to flying.....

ALICE

...or medicines to grow and shrink!

6 – Alice and Peter laugh aloud, relieved by their shared frustration.  Others around them stare, taken aback by their peculiar outburst.

1 – Alice and Peter regain their composure.  Alice still chuckles, as Peter quickly becomes earnestly serious.

PETER
But worst of all, they imagine that they know you!

That somehow they bloody own you,

just because their nurse once paid a

few shillings for “your” book.

ALICE

In a way, I suppose they do that.

2 – Peter scowls bitterly.

PETER

I'm a married man, a businessman.

A decorated officer in the King's Army!

But they call me by the name of

a boy in a story for children!
3 – Close on Peter, grim.

PETER

They'll probably even put his name on my obituary:
“Peter Pan Killed By Train” or some such.

CAPTION

Editor's note: They did.

4 – Alice offers a comforting hand on his shoulder, but she's looking as much for emotional support.  Peter looks at her in sympathy.

ALICE

Well, at least you and your brothers

have the Peter Pan fortune for your troubles!

There's no money attached to my mere fame.

I even had to sell the manuscript Mister Dodgson gave me

to keep up the house after my Reginald died.

5 – Alice continues with his hand on his shoulder; but Peter looks away, as his story is none too comforting either.

PETER

In fact we don't.

After our parents died, 

Uncle Jim took us in, and kept us very well; 

But he never adopted us legally.

And several years back he gave Pan 
– lock, stock, and royalties – 

to that hospital for children.

1 – Peter is now angry; Alice looks on with concern.

PETER

Uncle Jim still has his other

plays and property to live on,

but those of us who gave him the
material for that terrible masterpiece,

we get only its cursed fame, 

not its blessed fortune.

2 – A slight smile comes to Peter's face, remembering something.

PETER

Oh, except for Jack.

He once recognized something he said,

in one of Uncle Jim's plays,

and negotiated with the little

Scot to be paid royalties.
ALICE
What was it?

3 – Peter now smiles broadly, remembering the scene.

PETER

Jack was eating tea cakes like a barbarian.

Mother scolded him, that if he kept stuffing himself like that,

he should be sick the next morning.

Jack answered with wicked cheer...

4 – Alice and Peter deliver the line in unison, grinning like... well, like a Cheshire Cat.

ALICE and PETER
“I shall be sick tonight!”

ALICE

Yes, I remember that line.

I've always been fond of Mister Barrie's

plays, not just... that one.

5 – Peter's smile turns wry, leaning a half-step closer to confide a family secret.

PETER

Jack was always skeptical of Uncle Jim,

so he got the deal in writing, and probably
still gets a ha'penny for each performance.

Uncle Jim was no miserly Scot with us boys.

But we all paid a bit of a price for his love.

1 – Alice wishes to turn the conversation a bit more toward small-talk, putting a half-step more social distance between them.  Peter's expression remains sad.

ALICE

Pardon an old woman's memory:

How many brothers do you have?

PETER

Two.  

Jack and Nico... Nicholas.

2 – Peter begins to reveal some of the tragedy of his life, grateful to have the ear of a listener.  Alice's condolences are genuine.

PETER

But there were five of us.

George – he's the one Pan was based on,

you know – he died in the Great War.

Michael – Uncle Jim's favorite –  died...

apparently in an accident, a few years later.

Drowned.

ALICE

I'm so sorry.
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3 – Images of George and Michael around the times of their deaths.

VOICEOVER

Ironic, isn't it?

They were each hardly more than boys when they died.

Now they'll never grow up, just like Pan.

4 – Peter puffs himself up a bit to emphasize his adulthood, looking incredulously to Alice for sympathy.

PETER

But I'm my own man.

I run a publishing house.

And yet as long as I live, I'll always be “Peter Pan”.

Like you and “Alice”.

Doesn't that drive you to... distraction?

5 – Alice smiles sympathetically but with acceptance.  Peter responds with a hint of jealousy.

ALICE

Not so much as it

did when I was younger.

Alice of Wonderland is just...

an imposing guest I've learned

to put up with.

ALICE

Of course I've had the luxury of living under my married name.

Old “Mrs. Reginald Hargreaves” doesn't attract quite so many gawkers

As young “Alice Liddell” once did.

PETER

I suppose not.

1 – Now it's Alice's turn to complain. She wags her finger gently at Peter.

ALICE

You're lucky, though, that your “Uncle Jim” has been such a good friend to you.

Mister Dodgson quickly became quite distant...

2 – Alice looks off into the distance, trying to recall sad events from decades earlier.
Some business between him and my parents.

I was too young to really understand.

Just that he stopped visiting, 

and stopped asking me to his 

studio to make photographs.

3 – Alice gives Peter a conspiratorial wink.

ALICE

Between you and me, 

I think he fancied my older sister Lorina.

But my mum didn't approve.

Thought him being a novelist 

was too unseemly a profession.

4 – Alice now looks wistful, sad.

ALICE

To be honest, I can't even

recall the last time I saw him.

Not since I was a young lady.

5 – Alice tries to divert the subject a bit, onto something a little closer to smalltalk.  Peter is trying to give bad news gently.

ALICE
How is your Sir James these days?

PETER

He manages.  Hasn't written much lately.

It isn't the accumulation of age that haunts him,

so much as the loss of youth.

6 – Peter and Alice both lost in their grim memories.

PETER

Losing George so young was hard enough on him,

but losing Michael as well, was the end of him.

ALICE

My dear, you can't know how that feels.

I lost two of my boys – Alex and Rex – to the War.

A horrible, unrepeatable tragedy.

1 – Alice probes gently.  This time Peter tries to rescue the conversation from its maudlin direction, presenting that legendary stiff upper lip.

ALICE

Did you serve in the Great War as well?

PETER

Yes, George and I volunteered the

minute we heard Britain was finally in it.

Jack was already in the Navy, and Uncle Jim's

name got us officer's commissions.

The King called; we answered.

2 – Alice recalls her own resistance to her sons' enlistment.  Inadvertently she has touched one of Peter's saddest nerves.

ALICE

Surely your mother objected....

PETER

Only in our hearts;

Mother had already passed.

3 – Alice and Peter look at each other sadly and soberly.  A voice pipes up from below chest level, off-panel.

OFF-PANEL

My father says that

the War was a grand mistake.
They all are.

4 – Alice and Peter look down at Christopher, surprised by both his interjection and its impertinence.  He is a boy of about 12 years old.  He wears a public school blazer, a once-neatly-tied-but-no-longer school tie, and short trousers.

Christopher as a boy: he should look a bit older than this.
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CHRISTOPHER

He says that nothing could be

horrible enough to justify a war.
I shan't ever join one!

5 – Alice and Peter look at each other, as if to ask the other, “Do you know where this child came from?”

1 – Alice reaches for a nearby chair to sit in, so she can address the interloper more or less face to face.  She is indulging the boy a bit, to see where he gets these seemingly pacifist opinions.  Christopher defends himself matter-of-factly.

ALICE

Is that really what your father says?

Who might your father be, then?

A statesman?  A philosopher?

CHRISTOPHER

Father's a writer.

2 – Peter helps Alice into a chair, preparing to take one next to it for himself.

PETER

As are 95% of the guest list.

Has he written anything

we might have read?

CHRISTOPHER

Perhaps.

Haven't read much myself.

Just a few books of poems, and

stories about a silly old bear.
3 – Alice and Peter – now both seated, and more or less at Christopher's eye level – look at each other, as if to ask “are you thinking what I'm thinking?”  Christopher responds to the question with a full-body eye-roll.

PETER

Your father's name isn't Milne by any chance?

CHRISTOPHER

* sigh *

So you have read them.

4 – Alice interjects with genuine enthusiasm.  She finds the books delightful, though of course she understands Christopher's problem with them.  He responds dryly.  Very dryly.

ALICE

Well, yes, they're rather popular.

CHRISTOPHER

I've noticed.

1 – Peter gestures for Christopher to have a seat on his knee.  Christopher is too busy protesting to comply at first.  Alice has an idea where Peter is going with this, and plays along.

PETER

Perhaps you can help me with

something I've been wondering.

There's a... little boy in those books... 

(I forget his name)

But he's not much at all like you, is he?

CHRISTOPHER

Do I look like a six-year-old?

ALICE

I should say not!

You must be twice that age!

2 – Christopher sits on Peter's knee, nodding to confirm that his father has in fact done something completely out of line.

PETER

But I'll bet your father went ahead

and named him after you, regardless.

CHRISTOPHER

Exactly!

3 – Close on Peter, trying to condense the entire metastory of Peter Pan into a single word-balloon.

PETER

Fathers do incredibly foolish things sometimes.

Take my foster father, for example.

He wrote a play about my brother George,

Then turned it into a book about my brother Michael,

But guess whose name he gave to the character?
Mine.
4 – Christopher is perplexed by the puzzle.  Peter doesn't look like any character in any story he's ever read.

CHRISTOPHER.

Really?

Who is that?

PETER

Peter Pan.

5 – Christopher breaks out laughing.  Peter looks him in the eye, in total seriousness (of the sort you give to a 12-year-old).

CHRISTOPHER

That's silly!
You're not Peter Pan!

You can't be!

You're far too old!
PETER

But hand-to-heart, it's true.

He did it.

1 – Christopher turns to Alice, giggling at the absurdity of it.

CHRISTOPHER

So who are you then?  Wendy?
2 – Alice smiling, getting into the game, and manages to sing a line of a not-so-old nursery rhyme (by Christopher's father).  Christopher knows the verse all too well, and finishes it by rote, thinking about it a moment.

ALICE

No, no... Wendy would

be far younger than I.

I'll give you a hint:
“They're changing the guard

at Buckingham Palace....”

CHRISTOPHER
“Christopher Robin went down with...”

3 – Christopher catches her in her deception.  Alice answers quietly, a smile in the corner of her mouth.

CHRISTOPHER

But you're not that Alice.  I know that Alice.

ALICE

I'm the one everyone else knows.

4 – Alice finishes with a bit more gravity.  Christopher proudly figures out the riddle.

ALICE

Or thinks they do.

CHRISTOPHER
Wonderland?
And the Looking Glass!
5 – And the light finally goes on in Christopher's head.

CHRISTOPHER

So that's the same thing, right?
He took your name and gave it

to the girl in the book!
ALICE

And I never got it back.

1 – Christopher has finally met someone who'll understands what he's going through.

CHRISTOPHER

That's the very same thing that happened to me!

2 – He recalls that pecking-order benefits of being famous when your schoolmates are just ordinary rich boys, and smirks a little in remembrance.

CHRISTOPHER

It was a bit of fun at first.

3 – But now the bad parts comes back to him.  He seethes with hate over this incdent.

CHRISTOPHER

But then the other boys teased me.

They had a gramophone record of

me singing Father's poem “Vespers”,

and they used to taunt me with it.

PETER

What did you do?

4 – Christopher declares his act of triumph.  Peter slaps him on the back in appreciation.

CHRISTOPHER

I broke it into a hundred pieces

and scattered them in the field.

PETER

Ha Ha!

Good for you!

5 – A.A. Milne (the “villain” of our story) approaches.
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MILNE

I'm sorry, is my boy here bothering you?

You run along, Christopher Robin!

1 – Alice instinctively nudges Christopher a bit to the side away from the boy's father in the shelter of her skirt, not actually thinking he's in danger, but just being grandmotherly protective of a dear little boy.

ALICE

Oh, no, he's not bothering us in the least!

Are you Mister Milne, the boy's father?

MILNE

That I am.

2 – Milne smiles kindly at Alice.  He's not a monster, really.  He just doesn't understand.  Peter rises to shake hands with Milne.

MILNE
You two of course need no introduction.

Everyone's here's buzzing about “Peter and Alice”.

How delightful to meet you both!

ALICE

He's a very clever boy, your Christopher.

3 – Peter observes, a bit more seriously than socially appropriate.  Milne is oblivious to Peter's depression, laughing at his own little jest.

PETER

Hard to believe I was ever that young and gay.

MILNE

Peter Pan went and grew up, did he?

Heh, heh...

4 - Peter and Alice exchange a commiserating glance.

5 - Peter looks at Milne, forcing a polite but weak smile.

PETER

Some Peters do.

Some do not.

1 – Alice (still seated, as she's getting a bit old for this bouncing up and down out of mere courtesy) gestures toward Christopher behind her as she looks Milne in the eye.

ALICE

How does he take it?

Having books about “him” in

every schoolboy's nursery?

2 – Milne brushes off her concern.  He and his wife hardly know their own son, who is actually raised by his nurse/nanny.

MILNE

His nurse says he just loves it!

He's the most famous boy

at the whole school!

3 – Medium shot roughly from Milne's POV, both Peter and Alice looking at him equally totally serious.

PETER

That kind of fame can be
hard on a boy, you know.

ALICE

Yes.

4 – Milne is a little taken aback by their directness, but remains mostly sure of himself.

MILNE

No need to worry.

If my Christopher Robin had any trouble,

he'd come to me about it straight away.

5 – Closer version of panel 3.

MILNE

And it certainly didn't do

either of you any harm!

1 – Milne sees someone in the distance whom he can't afford to let get away.  He extends a hand to Christopher, whom he assumes will take it and come with him.

MILNE 

Oh, if you'll excuse me, 

I spy a publisher I must have a word with.

Delightful meeting you both!

Come along, Christopher Robin!

2 – Milne drags Christopher off with him toward the publisher.  Christopher looks back at them, smiling meekly and waving with his free hand.  Peter and Alice watch him go.  Peter looks dismayed; Alice smiles back at him.

PETER

Poor lad.

ALICE

I'm sure he'll do fine.

Just needs to get some distance from the books.

Be his own man, as you say.

3 – Alice rises (a bit weakly) from her chair, with generously offered help from Peter.

PETER

Not as easy a thing to do as to say.

ALICE

But still worth doing, if I may say.

4 – Alice begins to step toward the door.  Peter extends his hand to her.

ALICE

I am sorry, but I'm afraid this 

old woman is in need of a rest.

PETER

Thank you so much for

your time, Mrs Hargreaves.

It's meant the world to me.

5 – Close on Peter and Alice.  Peter smiles a bit sadly.  Alice smiles warmly.

ALICE
Why thank you, Peter Davies.
But you may call me “Alice”.

Alice Hargreaves lived out her remaining years in hers and Reginald's house in the village of Lyndhurst, Hampshire.  She died two years later.

Peter Llewelyn Davies continued his publishing business, eventually bringing his younger brother Nico into it.  He and his wife shortly had three sons, to whom they gave the simple surname Davies.  When J. M. Barrie died five years after this story, Peter and his brothers inherited little from him, with a revised deathbed will giving the bulk of the writer's fortune to his personal secretary.  In 1960, bereaved by the death of his brother Jack, suffering from Parkinson's Disease, and distraught that he'd passed the illness to his sons, Peter Davies got drunk one afternoon and threw himself in front of a train, dying instantly.  You already know the headline.

Christopher Milne continued to be taunted by his schoolmates, who were particularly fond of Vespers, and imitated the toddler stumbling through his bedtime prayers.  He endured his association with the Christopher Robin of his father's books, for years to come.  After a stint in the military overseas, he and his wife opened a bookstore in Dartmouth, where – despite periodically enduring the attention of his father's fans – he lived a modestly successful life, without royalties from the Pooh works.  He had even less contact with his parents as an adult than he'd had as a child.

