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This book is a derivative work loosely based on the works of J.M. Barrie. Peter Pan first appeared as a seven-day-old baby in a chapter of his novel The Little White Bird, published in 1902. The Peter Pan most people know is from a play written by Barrie and then performed on stage in 1904 called Peter Pan, or The Boy Who Never Grew Up. The play was later adapted into a novel called Peter and Wendy in 1911. The story has since seen many adaptations, including the Disney film Peter Pan.

Because the beginning of this book is set in the North London suburb of Tottenham during the Edwardian period (1901-1910), I did quite a bit of research into what people wore, what they ate, and how they spoke. Some of the terms, such as balmy on the crumpet, that were used in this book were commonplace slang of the period. 
One of my biggest challenges while planning the action of this book was figuring out how to get Rommy from Tottenham to the Victoria Docks, a journey that would have been next to impossible for a young, upper-class girl to make unchaperoned during that time. In order to do that, I had to fudge history just a little bit. The best and easiest way to get Rommy over the distance she needed to travel was to use the London Underground or, as it was also called, the Tube. Trying to find which rail line was added when and to where involved a bit of digging. It turns out there was a railway line that did bring workers from Tottenham into Central London and even offered access to the ports of London where the Victoria Docks were located. However, these were all aboveground trains, even though they were still often called the Tube or the Underground. A direct underground route from Tottenham to the Victoria Docks wasn’t installed until the 1960s.
Besides Peter Pan, Captain Hook, Tiger Lily, Tinkerbell, and Neverland, which all featured in Barrie’s play and novel previously mentioned, the people and places in this book are completely of my own imagination. Chattingham School for Modern Girls has never existed, to my knowledge. However, the place I chose for Rommy’s school was loosely based on an actual school that existed and was housed in Bruce Castle in Tottenham from 1827 to 1891. That school was for boys, but like Chattingham’s, was very progressive for the time period. Bruce Castle is now Bruce Castle Museum and is open to the public. 
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Chapter 1: 

The Duel
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Tottenham, England 

April 1910

“Andromeda Cavendish’s dueling partner will be...” Miss Watson put her hand into the velvet bag and pulled out the marker. “Primrose Beechwood.” 

Rommy’s hand tightened reflexively on the hilt of her fencing sword.  With a deep breath, she pushed to her feet. 

On the opposite side of the room, a tall, golden-haired girl stood up from the fencing team’s bench. Girls on both sides of the room clapped and cheered. Rommy heard someone give a whoop, and she smiled. It had to be Francie.

Miss Watson cleared her throat. “This duel is the last of the three challenging matches. If won, Andromeda will earn a place on the Chattingham Girls’ Varsity Fencing Team. The official regulations for duels will apply. The winner of this match will be the first duelist to reach 10 points. Please take your places.”

Rommy’s stomach swooped with nerves, and she clenched her sword tighter. She and Primrose stepped onto opposite edges of the dueling mat and faced each other. 

Rommy drew her thin-bladed sword up to salute her opponent with a trembling hand. Across from her, Primrose did the same, adding a fancy flourish to the end of hers. The two girls then faced and saluted Miss Watson, the director of the match, and then Mrs. Wilkes, Miss Bludge, and Monsieur Bouvier, the three judges for the match. The judges smiled and nodded as Rommy and Primrose again faced each other. 

“En garde,” said Miss Watson. 

Rommy and Primrose slid on their masks and held up their swords in the ready stance. Primrose’s smirk was visible through the screen of her mask. Rommy lifted her chin and pressed her lips together. Primrose had the advantage of being a head taller, but Rommy had been studying Primrose for the last year. She favored going to the right, and she was slower than Rommy. Rommy could dance under someone’s guard and, before her opponent even knew what she was about, strike a touch.

“Pret,” Miss Watson said. 

Rommy tensed, ready to lunge forward to get a first touch and the first point of the match. 

“Allez.”

Rommy didn’t hesitate. She closed the gap between herself and Primrose, and lunged under her opponent’s left side. 

“Touch.” 

Rommy and Primrose stepped back and got into the ready position again. 

“Allez,” Miss Watson called.

This time, Primrose attacked first, lunging forward. Rommy blocked her thrust and countered with a lunge of her own under Primrose’s left side again. 

“Touch,” rang out again. Rommy had her second point. Only eight more to go. 

The next point went to Primrose, who used her long reach to hit Rommy squarely in the chest. She suppressed a wince, unwilling to show her opponent, or the judges, any reaction at all.  Still, there would be a bruise in the morning. 

Back and forth, the two girls attacked, defended, and counter-attacked. At the end of the first three-minute period, Rommy was ahead four to three. 

Miss Watson called for the one-minute break. Rommy retreated to her bench and used her handkerchief to mop her face. She took a long drink from her water flask. 

The break seemed to last hardly a moment before Miss Watson called the girls once again to the dueling mat. 

Again, the two girls’ feet danced across the mat, lunging, striking, and parrying. The cheers from the other students sounded muted in Rommy’s ears. Her sole focus was on Primrose, trying to read the other girl before she moved.  Her speed was her only chance to win. Primrose, being older and larger, was stronger than she was. If it came down to strength, she’d lose. 

The second three-minute period ended. This time, Primrose led, eight to seven. As the two readied themselves again, drilled Rommy with a hard stare. A smile, more like a grimace, split the girl’s face under her mask. Rommy’s confidence slipped. Primrose only needed two more points, and Rommy was tired. She shook her head and squared her shoulders. She could do this. 

“Allez,” called Miss Watson.

Rommy lunged forward, feinting to the left. As Primrose moved to defend the attack, Rommy flicked her sword under Primrose’s blade. 

“Touch.”

Tied. Only two more points. 

When Miss Watson called allez again, Primrose attacked. She moved Rommy back with a flurry of sword strikes while Rommy desperately parried each blow. The capped tip of Primrose’s blade dug into Rommy's sword arm, and she sucked in her breath as pain streaked up to her shoulder. 

“Fault,” said Miss Watson. “Duelist Primrose, please strike only in the approved target areas. En garde.”

Primrose and Rommy again took their ready positions. 

“Pret.” 

Rommy tensed even as her sword arm throbbed. Quick. She had to get in quick before Primrose pressed the advantage of her injury. 

“Allez.” 

Rommy darted forward and feinted right. Primrose, wise to Rommy’s move, parried. They danced forward and back, each trying to gain the advantage. Rommy whipped her sword around to the side, striking Primrose’s left hip. It was on the edge of the allowed target area. She breathed a sigh of relief when Miss Watson said, “Touch.”

Just one more point. One more point and then, maybe, her father would take her to sea with him this summer. She needed to prove her  ability to defend herself. She would overcome all his excuses if she made the team, if she could show him she was tougher than he thought. That she wasn’t her mother.

The two girls came together again in a clash of swords. A sheen of rage gleamed in Primrose’s eyes. Primrose hated losing any contest, especially in front of the other girls. She was 14, and Rommy was just 12. Today. 

Primrose’s sword came down in a vicious swipe. At the last second, Rommy blocked it, but Primrose—with all of her height—was bearing down on Rommy. Gripping her sword with both hands, Rommy held Primrose’s downward thrust, but just barely. New sweat beaded on her forehead, and her arms shook. Her injured arm throbbed. She had to do something. 

The new technique Monsieur Bouvier had taught her last week flashed into her mind, but she had only practiced it a few times. 

Primrose pressed down harder.  Rommy’s biceps burned. Her arms wouldn’t hold much longer. Taking a deep breath, she swirled away from and slid behind her opponent. Rommy extended her arm behind her, striking Primrose’s shoulder. 

“Touch!,” announced Miss Watson. “That is the tenth point. Duelist Andromeda Cavendish has won the point and the match.” 

The students erupted into cheers. A few stamped their feet on the bleachers, and there were a few whoops and whistles cascading above the general noise. 

Primrose ripped off her mask. “Miss Watson, she hit me from the back. Surely, that is not ladylike conduct in a match.” 

Miss Watson hesitated, and Monsieur Bouvier stood. “They call the counter riposte that Miss Cavendish used the black diamond, which is indeed an accepted strike on the dueling mat. I would also like to note it is not ladylike conduct to lunge downward on an opponent half your size, Miss Beechwood. Touches to the head do not count, in any case. Accept your loss graciously and be happy that you now have such an accomplished teammate.”

Rommy approached the middle of the mat and saluted Primrose who saluted back. The two shook hands, and Primrose squeezed Rommy’s hand until the bones crunched together. She pulled Rommy in closer.

“Don’t get too comfortable on the team,” she said. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2: 

The Hope


[image: ]


“All right, ladies,” said Miss Watson, clapping her hands to get everyone’s attention. “Afternoon tea is in one hour. Please be punctual. You are dismissed.”

She walked over to the bench where Rommy was gathering her things. “Andromeda, your father should arrive around teatime, so you are excused to go right to the visiting parlor.” Miss Watson put her hand on Rommy’s shoulder. “Congratulations. You did well.”

Rommy ducked her head. “Thank you, Miss Watson,” she said. 

Miss Watson turned to leave just as Francie, Rommy’s roommate and best friend, came charging across the floor.

“You did it, Rommy! The youngest member. It’s so marvelous! Aren’t you excited?” Francie latched onto Rommy’s arm and leaned in closer. “And did you see Primrose’s face?”

“I could hardly miss her glaring at me,” Rommy said. “I still can’t quite believe it.” She shook her head as the two walked from the exercise room to the hallway. “I only hope it’s enough to convince Papa.”

“I don’t see how your father could say no,” said Francie. “You were wonderful.”

Rommy made a face. “I don’t think Primrose agrees. She certainly won’t be welcoming me onto the team with the hand of friendship.”

“Don’t be silly, Rommy. Of course Primrose isn’t happy,” said Francie as the two girls made their way up the big central staircase toward their rooms on the third floor. “You defeated her in front of half the school, and she’s two full years ahead of you. You know how her family is, too. Her father will likely humiliate her for losing.” 

By the time the girls had arrived at their corner rooms, Francie was out of breath. Their quarters, one of the bigger suites, sported a spacious bedroom, large windows, and a separate sitting nook. With Rommy’s mother dead and her father out at sea most of the time, she had been staying year-round at Chattingham’s since she had arrived seven years before. That is until Francie’s arrival three years ago. Now, Rommy often spent school holidays with Francie’s family, but the corner suite remained theirs. 

Rommy looked around the room. It was the only home she remembered. She had vague recollections of a big brownstone with heavy, dark furniture, but the memories had faded over the years. Now she wasn’t sure if the things she remembered were real or something she had dreamed.

“I thought you were done for, there at the end.” Francie danced across the floor, her voice pulling Rommy away from her thoughts. “Then, whoosh, you twirled and whirled. It was just like you were dancing, Rommy.” 

With a final pirouette, Francie flopped backwards onto the bed and giggled. Her black curls spilled over the far side of the bed. She suddenly sat straight up. “Which dress will you wear tonight? You want to look elegant, so your father can see how mature you are.”

“I don’t know, Francie. I want to look strong, not elegant.”

“Well, silly, you can’t wear your fencing kit to the visiting parlor. What would Mrs. Blakely think?” Francie’s dark eyes sparkled. 

A laugh spurted out of. “No, Mrs. Blakely definitely would not approve!”

“I think you should wear the blue with the scalloped lace trim and your white kid slippers. It makes you look much more grown up. Do you want me to help you braid your hair up high? Everyone would be scandalized if you wore it up, but a high braid won’t be amiss.” 

Francie bounced up and gathered her things to help Rommy get ready. Rommy stood at the washbasin in her chemise and washed up as best she could. She patted her face dry and then spun to face her friend. 

“Oh Francie, I’m so nervous. What if Papa says no?” A stinging started behind her eyes, but she blinked back the tears. Rommy rarely cried. After all, what good did it do? “I have to spend the summer with Papa. I can’t even think about him saying no.”

“You know you are always welcome at Hyde House,” said Francie. She came over to stand by Rommy, slinging an arm around her shoulders. “Mama loves having you. She says you have a wonderfully civilizing effect on me.” 

“And I love your family, Francie, truly I do, but I miss Papa so much. I only see him two days out of the whole year, and it’s just not enough. I feel like we don’t even know each other.”

Rommy dropped the hand towel she’d been twisting and squared her shoulders. “He has to let me go. Nobody has ever made the Chattingham Girls’ Varsity Fencing Team at 12. He’ll have to admit that I am strong and can take care of myself.” Her hands tightened into fists. “I’ll make him see.”

“Well, he won’t see anything if you don’t get ready,” said Francie, pushing Rommy into the chair in front of the mirror. “Plus, I can’t wait to see Primrose’s face at tea. It will be so much fun watching her try to act like she doesn’t care she lost.”

“Francie, you enjoy tormenting Primrose too much.” Rommy twisted in the chair to admonish her friend. 

Francie pushed her back around. “Don’t act all prim and proper. You know she’s been absolutely horrid to you since she started attending Chattingham’s. She’s bound to be positively unbearable now.” Francie rolled her eyes as she brushed Rommy’s thick, tawny hair. 

“I still don’t know why she’s never liked me, but I’m sure she positively loathes me now,” Rommy said, letting out a sigh. 

“She took an instant dislike to you from the beginning after your father came to visit with a dozen new frocks, that lovely locket, and a pile of pin money. She’s just jealous.” While she talked, Francie’s fingers flew as she twisted Rommy’s hair into an intricate braid high on the back of her head. “It didn’t help you witnessed that horrible scene her father made in the parlor about her mid-finals.”

“It was hard not to hear with him shouting like that,” said Rommy. “I tried to slip away, but then I knocked over that dumb door stop. When I remember all the nasty things he said to her, I feel sorry for Primrose.”

“Not only that, but your father is from a titled family, even if he is a second son,” said Francie. “Poor Primrose. Her father is positively filthy rich, but there isn’t one title to go with all that money. He’s such a miser. She hardly has any pin money to spend. Mother says it’s a positive disgrace, and his disposition is so sour it would curdle milk.” 

“Francie! I can’t believe you said that!” said Rommy. 

“What? You know it’s true.” Francie shrugged. “Still, I do feel sorry for Primrose at times, but she is so horrid to you, I can’t like her.”

Rommy turned and hugged Francie around the waist. “You are the best friend.”

“Don’t get all sentimental. Now, turn around, so I can finish your hair. We have to make you look mature and ready for anything, so your father will say yes.” Francie grinned at Rommy in the mirror. “I know he will, Rommy. This is the year!” 
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Chapter 3: 

The Visit
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Rommy looked at the clock again. It had been just over an hour since Francie had squeezed her hand and wished her luck, and Papa still wasn’t here. She got up and stood by the window of the visiting parlor. The draperies were parted, and the late afternoon sun had given way to early twilight. 

To pass the time, Rommy went over her arguments again to convince Papa to take her with him this summer. She was halfway through her list when something brushed against her ankle. Miss Cleopatra, the resident cat, had meandered into the room. Now she wound around Rommy’s ankles, purring. Rommy stooped and gathered the cat up in her arms. 

“I wonder why Papa’s so late,” she said to the cat. The cat simply butted her head against Rommy’s chin, her polite way of asking to be petted. 

Rommy obliged, rubbing the cat behind her tufted ears.  

Suddenly, the cat tensed and stared out the window. She let out a soft hiss. Rommy peered out, too. With the sunshine gone, there were only gray shadows outside the window. She held Miss Cleo close as she gazed into the gloom gathered beneath the trees. The branches of the large chestnut tree swayed as if something had recently left their boughs. Was that a shadow? Rommy squinted but could see nothing. She shook her head. 

“Silly cat. Did you see another cat or perhaps a squirrel? Whatever it was, it’s gone now.” 

Rommy gave a last glance out the window and returned to her chair. The clock chimed six o’clock. She had barely settled herself and the cat when a familiar voice made both her and Miss Cleo tense up again. 

“I see you are still waiting,” said Primrose, who stood in the doorway of the parlor with Lily Von Vreeland and Violet Peevey. Francie always called them the wilting bouquet. 

The thought made Rommy smile, and she lifted her chin. The only way to survive was to act as if she didn’t care in the least, no matter what the girl said. Primrose would be even more unpleasant after losing this afternoon. “Something delayed Papa. It’s not unusual in his line of work.”

“Delayed? You’d assume that since he only gets to see his precious daughter for a few hours two days a year, he wouldn’t want to be late by so much as a moment.” Lily and Violet giggled on cue. “But then, maybe he doesn’t want to make the most of every moment. Maybe he doesn’t care at all.”

Rommy knew better than to respond. Her words would only be twisted into an argument she couldn’t win. Not with her father still absent, anyway. 

A clear voice came from outside the parlor. “Primrose, Lily, Violet? Shouldn’t you girls be in the music room for your lessons?” Miss Watson stood in the hallway. “It’s sweet of you girls to check on Andromeda, but you really must not be late to your lessons. Mr. Montclair is waiting, and his time is very precious.”

“Yes, Miss Watson,” the three girls chorused, but not before Primrose had shot Rommy a narrow-eyed glare that promised more ugliness when a teacher wasn’t around. Rommy let out a small inward sigh. She wasn’t afraid of Primrose, precisely, but she tried to avoid these encounters. Being on the fencing team with Primrose would make that much more difficult. 

“Andromeda, do you want me to have Mrs. Stackhouse send up tea? I’m sure your father will be here soon.” Miss Watson smiled kindly. 

“Yes, ma’am, that would be wonderful. Papa will be famished when he gets here. I’m sure he was just delayed along the way.”

“I’m sure,” said Miss Watson and turned away to go to the kitchens. 

It took forty-five minutes for the tea to arrive. Miss Watson brought it herself. She placed it on the low coffee table and took a seat in the chair across from Rommy. By this time, it was after 7 p.m.  

“Andromeda, dear, can I pour for you?”

“Oh no, I want to wait for Papa,” said Rommy, although her stomach had been steadily sinking since the clock had chimed 6:30. Papa was never this late, at least not without sending word. Rommy shuddered, remembering the only other time he had been delayed this long. 

“Andromeda.” 

Rommy looked up at Miss Watson; her blue eyes were kind. “I think we probably have to face the fact your father is not coming tonight.”

“But...”

Miss Watson held up her hand to forestall Rommy’s protests. “I realize it is a great disappointment and that you look forward to these visits, but if your father was coming and delayed this long, he would have sent word by now. I think we are going to have to accept that he isn’t coming tonight. I understand this is not the present you wanted on your birthday.” She reached out and patted Rommy’s hand. “I did have Mrs. Stackhouse add a small coconut cake. I know they are your favorite. Why don’t we have our tea and then you can go back up to your rooms. I won’t make you go to the end of music lessons tonight since you’ve already missed most of them.”

Rommy’s shoulders slumped, but she dutifully placed Miss Cleo on the floor. “Thank you, Miss Watson. You are very kind,” she choked out. 

Miss Watson poured the tea and handed a cup to Rommy. The cup clattered in the saucer, but Rommy managed not to spill it. She picked up the dainty coconut cake, which was no bigger than the palm of her hand. She swallowed a few bites. Each one stuck in her throat. She blinked to keep the tears from spilling over. She just wanted to go to her room. The day had held such promise. Her win seemed like a sign things would be different. It only made her disappointment that much worse. 

Miss Watson had picked up a dainty watercress sandwich. She paused when Rommy’s lip quivered. “Oh Andromeda, I appreciate you are dreadfully disappointed, but I’m positive there is an explanation. Shipping is always unreliable. It’s a wonder that your father hasn’t missed one of these visits before now. After all,” she said with a smile, “even the great Captain Cavendish cannot control the weather.” 

Rommy tried to return the smile but couldn’t quite manage it. “What if he doesn’t come at all? I so wanted to tell him I made the fencing team.”

Miss Watson leaned forward. “He will be so proud of you, Andromeda. I know that I am. You worked hard and achieved something nobody at Chattingham’s has ever done before. That’s quite noteworthy.” She smiled. “I’m sure he’ll be here within a day or two. Your father loves you, and this separation is likely as painful for him as it is for you.”

Rommy couldn’t help the question that burst from her lips or the hope attached to the answer. “Do you think so?” 

“Yes, my dear, I do. Now, run along upstairs. I’m sure Francie will help you find your smile again. I’ll take care of the tea things.” Miss Watson stood, and Rommy did, too. 

Rommy turned to go and then stopped. “Thank you, Miss Watson, for the tea... and things. Let Mrs. Stackhouse know that her coconut cake was most delicious.”

Miss Watson smiled, but it didn’t quite reach her eyes. 
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Chapter 4: 

The Idea
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Rommy was on the second landing of the staircase, headed to her room, when she heard Primrose’s voice again. “Oh Andromeda,” said Primrose. “I’m so sorry your father didn’t make it. How sad for you.” From behind her, Violet and Lily giggled.

Primrose came up and dropped her arm around Rommy’s shoulders. Rommy shrugged her off and continued up the stairs. If she could just get to her room, she could lock Primrose and her friends out. 

“Maybe he got busy and forgot.” 

Obviously, Primrose wasn’t going to give up. 

Rommy shrugged again and continued moving. She figured the less she said the better. 

“Or maybe your father had something better to do than to see his daughter. Christmas is only, let’s see,” Primrose paused on the stairway, “a little over seven months away. You’d think he would have at least warned you he wasn’t coming instead of letting you sit in the parlor all evening.”

“I’m sure he would have, if he could.” Rommy couldn’t help the words from tumbling out. 

“It’s so humiliating to be stood up by one’s own father.” Primrose shook her head. The other two girls giggled again. 

They had made it to the third floor. Rommy smiled tightly and headed toward her room at the far end of the hallway, but Primrose blocked her path. Lily stood on one side and Violet on the other. 

Placing a hand to her mouth in exaggerated concern, Primrose said, “Oh dear, I hope nothing has happened to him. The oceans are so terribly dangerous.” 

Rommy couldn’t help the quick intake of breath. Primrose, clearly seeing her advantage, leaped on the vulnerability. “Shipwrecked or drowned in a storm, or attacked by pirates and made to walk the plank−who knows what’s really happened? You must be so worried. I can’t imagine what other reason would keep him from letting you know he would be late.”

Lily put her hand on Primrose’s arm. “Primrose, you shouldn’t....” Primrose pulled her arm away and gave Rommy a nasty smile.

A stinging sensation began behind Rommy’s eyes, and she swallowed to keep the tears at bay. If she could just get in her room. 

“It’s really too bad he isn’t here.” Primrose sighed. “I guess it’s another summer here at school. Maybe Francie’s family will take pity on you again and let you come home with her. I’m sure her family is kind enough not to mind the imposition.”

“My mother adores Rommy, and we’d be oh so lucky to have her with us this summer,” a bright voice said behind them. Francie shouldered her way to stand next to Rommy and gave Primrose a pointed look. “Unfortunately for you, you’ll be spending the entire summer with your father.”

Primrose sniffed. “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean.”

Francie pressed her advantage. “Just think, an entire summer of listening to all the ways your father expects you to improve.” She cocked her head. “With his wise tutelage, I’m sure you’ll finally bring up those French scores.” Francie gave a savage grin. 

“You are a rude and uncouth girl, Frances Hyde.” Primrose pushed through both girls and walked stiffly down the hallway, Lily and Violet trailing behind her.

“Don’t you think you were a bit harsh?” said Rommy as she watched Primrose walk away.

“Would you rather stand there and be target practice for her?” Francie retorted. “No, you should be saying, ‘Thank you, Francie, for saving me from the vile clutches of Primrose Beechwood. I am forever in your debt and will give you my firstborn as payment, or better yet, take you with me on my father’s ship this summer.’” 

“I don’t even know if I’ll be on Papa’s ship this summer,” Rommy said, her gloomy mood returning as the two girls entered their rooms. “What if something genuinely has happened to him? I can’t believe he wouldn’t send word if he was only delayed.”

“You worry too much, Rommy.” Francie collapsed onto her bed and pulled Rommy down with her. 

“Francie, the last time my father was this late, he arrived with a silver hook instead of a hand.” 

Francie wrinkled her nose. “Well, there is that, but he was otherwise fine. Did he ever tell you what happened?” 

“No, not with any detail. What if he doesn’t come at all? What if he’s in trouble?” Rommy felt tears stinging her eyes again. She rubbed at them impatiently. She hated crying, and it felt like tears had been threatening all day.

“What can you do if he is?” said Francie flopping onto her back. “You can’t go sailing the seven seas looking for him. He could be anywhere. He most likely got tied up in some port or another. You know how these foreign places are. Most have miles and miles of paperwork.”

“I wish there was some way I could get word to his offices. Perhaps someone down there would know something.” Rommy put her hands over her face. “He has to come before we get out for summer holidays. You know I love your family, but I couldn’t bear the disappointment if I don’t get to spend this summer with him.”

Francie sat straight up on the bed. “That’s it!” She bounced up and paced the confines of their bedroom. “You might go down to the docks where his offices are. Someone down there might have learned something or that clerk of his −what’s his name? −he’d know something.”

“Are you insane? There is no way that Mrs. Wilkes will let me go down to the docks. Who would chaperone me?” 

“Are you balmy on the crumpet? You wouldn’t tell anyone!” Francie put her hands on her hips and rolled her eyes. “Sometimes, Rommy, you are too concerned with the rules. Do you want to find out what happened to your father or not?”

“Balmy on the crumpet? What does that even mean? If your mother found out you were using slang, she would be livid.”

Francie let out a snort of laughter. “Mother would swoon. Charlie taught me that one,” she said referring to her second-oldest brother, one of her seven siblings. “It means you are not right in the head and stop trying to change the subject.” 

“I can’t just sneak out of Chattingham’s. I’d get in so much trouble if I got caught. I’d likely get kicked off the fencing team, and then where would I be when Papa shows up?”

“At least he would know you can take initiative,” said Francie. “Where has all that rule-following gotten you, anyhow?” Francie said. 

Rommy threw up her hands. “A lone girl can’t go wandering around the docks. I wouldn’t make it past the tube station before someone would return me to the school’s front doorstep!” By this time, Rommy too was standing and her voice had risen. 

“Sshhh−do you want everyone to hear you?” Francie grabbed Rommy’s hands and pulled her back down to sit on the bed. “What if you sneak out, and I’d cover for you. It wouldn’t take more than a day, and then you just sneak back in when it got dark again. If you dress in your fencing outfit and stuff your hair up under a cap, you’d pass for a boy.”

“Thanks loads,” said Rommy, letting out a strangled laugh. “I guess being so small is finally coming in handy.”

“It could definitely work,” said Francie. Her eyes were shining with excitement. 

“I don’t know, Francie,” said Rommy. “I don’t know how we can possibly pull this off without getting caught, and what would I do if they kicked me out of school? I have nowhere to go. Even our house in town has only a skeleton crew of servants. And if Papa came back, he’d be furious.”

“You won’t get caught. I have some experience in fooling adults,” said Francie. “And even if you do get caught, I bet if you cry and tell them how worried you are about your father, Mrs. Wilkes wouldn’t be so heartless as to kick you out. You might get punished, but I will lay odds they won’t even kick you off the fencing team.”

“I don’t know,” Rommy said. “Maybe I’ll hear from Papa in the morning.” 

“Just think, Rommy. Actually, doing something rather than waiting around for an answer. That will surely impress your father with your resourcefulness. What better way to prove that you can go with your father when he finally shows up?”

Rommy bit her lip. “It’s an awfully big risk. If we get caught...”

Francie stood up and shrugged. “If it was me, I don’t think I would just sit around and wait, but it’s up to you.” She gave an exaggerated yawn. “If we aren’t going to plot your escape, I’m going to bed.”

“I didn’t say it wasn’t a good idea, but what if he shows up in the morning? I think waiting until tomorrow to see if Papa turns up is the sensible thing to do.” 

Francie quirked an eyebrow. “And we know you always do the sensible thing.”

Stung, Rommy turned away. She slipped her shoes off and started to unbutton her dress. Silence stretched between the two girls. Francie was the first to break it, throwing her arms around Rommy in an impulsive hug. “I’m sorry. I just got so excited about planning a great escape. You are likely right, and you’ll hear from him in the morning.”

The tension in Rommy’s shoulders drained away as she hugged Francie back. “It’s a good idea, but there’s no use planning anything if Papa shows up in the morning.”

“You’re right,” said Francie. “We’ll see what tomorrow brings.”

The two girls got into their nightclothes, cleaned their teeth, and climbed into bed. Francie turned down the gas lamp, and soon her soft breathing signaled she had fallen asleep. 

It took Rommy a considerably longer time to find sleep. 
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Chapter 5: 

The Decision
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The next morning, Rommy and Francie headed into the breakfast room, which was already full of students. While the teachers encouraged the girls to use good manners and not be coarsely loud, it was also a time they could socialize. The room held a pleasant hum of conversation accented by the clink of silverware. 

After loading up their plates from the tantalizing array of foods on the large sideboard, the girls made their way to a table in the far corner. Several of their classmates had saved them seats, since they were, as usual, some of the last to arrive for breakfast. Francie hated getting up in the morning. 

“Congratulations, Rommy!” said Eleanore Pritchett. “I have to say, it was absolutely brilliant how you won that last match. Especially against Primrose.”

Adelaide Seamore nodded, her glasses sliding down her nose. “Especially against Primrose.” 

The girls all exchanged satisfied looks. Primrose was less than popular with the younger girls as she took every opportunity to humiliate them. She never pulled that with the girls her age or older, but the younger students were always targets. They all resented it. 

“Thank you,” Rommy said, ducking her head. “Primrose was a very difficult opponent. Either of us could have won. It was as much luck as skill.”

“Luck?” Francie scoffed. “Rommy, you are one of the best fencers at the school, and now everyone knows it. Especially Primrose Beechwood!”

Laughing, the other girls agreed with Francie’s enthusiastic pronouncement. 

The conversation moved on to the upcoming dance that Worthington Young Men’s Academy, their brother school, would be hosting. As second-years, they weren't allowed to take part in dances until next year. 

This did not stop the girls from chattering about the dresses the older girls would be wearing and guessing about which boys would dance with whom. Rommy let the conversation flow around her, as she looked around for Miss Watson. She waited all through breakfast for a message from her father but none came. The food that had looked so good only a short while ago, tasted like sawdust. Rommy pushed back her half-finished plate. 

As the girls got up from the table, Francie hooked her arm through Rommy’s. “Why don’t you go find Miss Watson and ask her if you have any messages? I’ll bring your books and notebook to mathematics. You can meet me there.” 

Rommy squeezed Francie’s hand and smiled at her. “Thanks!”

Rommy hurried from the breakfast room to Miss Watson’s classroom, where Miss Watson would be preparing for her first-year literature students. When Rommy entered the room, Miss Watson was writing a Tennyson poem on her blackboard. 

“Miss Watson?” Rommy said.

“Andromeda!” said Miss Watson swinging around. “You startled me. What did you need, dear? Don’t you have class soon?”

“Yes, Miss Watson, but I wanted to ask...That is...I was wondering if there had been any message from my father.” Rommy tried to keep the desperation out of her voice. She must not have done as good  a job as she thought, though. Miss Watson set down her chalk and came to stand in front of Rommy, an expression of sympathy on her face.

“No, I’m sorry. There has been no word, Andromeda, but I don’t want you to worry. It’s not unusual for ships to get to port late, and messages are not always reliable. Your father is an excellent seaman with a seaworthy vessel, and I’m sure he will send word just as soon as he can.”

Rommy swallowed her disappointment. “Thank you, Miss Watson. I’m sure you are right.” She turned to go. 

“Andromeda?” 

Rommy turned back around. “Yes, Miss Watson?”

“If any word comes, I will get it to you right away. I know waiting is difficult.” Miss Watson smiled at her. 

“Thank you, Miss Watson. I appreciate that.”

Rommy hurried from the room and headed to her mathematics class. It was her least favorite class, but at least Miss Bludge was nice. 

She slipped into her desk next to Francie. Miss Bludge nodded to her and continued to write the day’s problems on the board. Francie leaned over. 

“I can tell by your face—you didn’t hear anything did you?”

Rommy shook her head, afraid to speak lest her voice give away how upset she was. 

Francie frowned sympathetically and then opened her mouth to say something, but Miss Bludge clapped her hands. 

“All right, class,” Miss Bludge said in her high, trilling voice. “Today we will work on long division. Please copy down and work out the following problems. We’ll be sharing our answers and how we arrived at them on the board in a little while.”

Rommy was glad for the distraction. She loved Francie, and of course Francie meant well, but Rommy didn’t want to hear any more well-meaning assurances that nobody believed anyway. 

She bent over her work, trying to concentrate on the numbers, but her father’s absence was too big to push away.  

The hour dragged on as Miss Bludge called the girls one by one up to the board to show how they got their answers. With each moment that ticked by, Rommy felt her frustration build. She was relieved when the clock chimed the top of the hour, announcing that class was over. Rommy had made a decision, and she couldn’t wait to tell Francie. 

After linking her arm with Francie’s, she pulled her out into the hallway.  

Leaning in close, she said, “I’m doing it. I’m going to Papa’s offices.”

Francie stopped and spun toward her. “Truly?” she said, her eyes big as she practically bounced in place. Students going to their next classes had to detour around them. 

“Sshh,” said Rommy, grabbing Francie’s arm again and pulling her along. “I don’t want everyone to hear us.” 

Francie lowered her voice, but her whole body vibrated. “We need to plan as soon as possible. Let’s sit on our own at lunch so we can get started.”

Rommy nodded in agreement. She couldn’t help the grin that tugged at her mouth. 
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Chapter 6: 

The Rival
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When Rommy hurried into the dining hall after French class, she spotted Francie’s black curls on the far side of the room. As she made her way to the sideboard where the luncheon was laid out, she caught some girls giving her sympathetic looks. Apparently, news of her father’s absence had circulated. She could guess who had shared that information. 

Francie looked up from a piece of paper she was writing on when Rommy reached the table, juggling her satchel and her tray of food.

“How did we get this table to ourselves?” Rommy asked, sitting down. It was one of the smaller tables, but usually they sat with several of the other second-years. 

Francie made a face. “I hope you won’t be mad, but I used your father’s absence as an excuse.” Before Rommy could answer, she rushed on, “A lot of people already knew.” 

Annoyed, Rommy gritted her teeth. She hated the feeling that everyone knew her business and pitied her, but the hope  in Francie’s eyes made her shove that annoyance to the side. Francie was only trying to help. “It’s okay,” she said. “I don’t much like everyone feeling sorry for me, but it would be hard to talk about this with anyone else around.”

Francie smiled. “I knew you’d understand.” She turned the paper around so Rommy could see it. “I have the perfect plan. I made an excuse to go into the kitchens when I got here, and I found out from Mrs. Stackhouse that the milkman comes every morning at about 5 a.m.”

“What’s the milkman got to do with me leaving Chattingham’s?” Rommy asked, puzzled.

“We’re his last stop,” said Francie, bouncing in her seat. “After he drops off our milk, he heads back through the center of Tottenham because Milligan’s Dairy is on the far side of town.”

“So, that means what, exactly?” said Rommy. 

“It means the railway station is downtown, and the milkman goes right by it,” Francie said. 

Rommy was leaning in closer to see the small map Francie was sketching when a voice spoke loud enough for everyone at the adjacent tables to hear. 

“What are you two doing here all by yourselves?”  

Francie and Rommy looked up to discover Primrose, with Violet and Lily in tow, heading their way. Francie pushed the paper she’d been writing on underneath her plate as the three made their way to the table. 

“What do you want, Primrose?” Francie said. 

“You two looked so lonely over here. What happened? Did your little friends tire of you?” 

Violet and Lily giggled. 

Rommy wondered if either of them ever thought for themselves or if they always followed Primrose’s lead. 

A mean glint came into Primrose’s eyes. “Or did you need to come over here to have a little cry because your dearest papa hasn’t shown up yet?”

“Your concern is touching,” said Rommy through gritted teeth, “but I’m just fine.”

“No need to put on a brave front, Andromeda.”  She smirked. “What’s the matter? Afraid he’s not truly delayed and that you aren’t important enough for him to come see you?”

Rommy deliberately turned her back and took a large bite of her sandwich. Perhaps Primrose would get the hint. 

She didn’t.

“Presents and money don’t mean your father loves you. It just means he thinks he can buy you,” Primrose said, leaning toward her.

Francie pushed to her feet. “The problem with you, Primrose, is that you think anyone cares what you believe.”

“More people care than you realize, Frances Hyde,” retorted Primrose. “And I bet they’d be terribly interested to learn what I know about your little secret.” Her hand darted out and snagged the corner of the paper under Francie’s plate. 

Dread pooled in Rommy’s stomach. 

Primrose held the paper between two fingers like it was contaminated. “What have we here? A map of some kind?” She sneered at Francie. “Now what would you and Andromeda need with a map marking the entrance of the Underground? I will lay odds that Mrs. Wilkes would be interested to learn the answer to that question. Imagine, her precious Andromeda and Frances up to no good. Whatever will she say?”

Primrose’s smile held the smug satisfaction of knowing she had the upper hand. 

Rage and panic fought for first place as Rommy’s hands curled into fists. She had done nothing to Primrose, but that didn't stop her from taking every opportunity to make Rommy’s life difficult. It wasn’t fair. Primrose was not going to ruin her plans to find her papa. She just wasn’t. The dining hall faded away, and the noise became a distant buzz. All she could hear was a pounding in her ears. She shoved up from her chair, her arm seeming to pull back by itself. Primrose’s pale eyes widened, and she took a step back. Then Francie’s hand was on Rommy’s shoulder and her cool, amused voice broke through the red haze. The lunchroom and all its noise came rushing back. Rommy sat down hard, her arms and legs trembling. Had she really almost hit Primrose?

“Oh Primrose,” Francie said, as Rommy’s attention snapped back into focus. “I’m sure you don’t understand this, but my parents are coming to take Rommy and me on a little outing. You know, a trip into town for ices and a few treats and trinkets. But then, your father wouldn’t do that, would he? After all, that would cost money.”

Rommy stared in fascination as a mottled purplish color spread up from the neck of Primrose’s uniform to her hairline. She was trying to speak, but only hisses of breath came through her lips. Francie leaned forwarded and plucked the paper out of Primrose’s hand. 

“Come on, Rommy,” said Francie. “Grab your sandwich, and let’s go to our room. It appears you can’t even have a private conversation without rude interruptions.” 

Rommy grabbed her food and satchel and followed Francie out of the room. When she looked back, Primrose was still purple-faced and sputtering. 
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Chapter 7: 

The Plan
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Francie flung open the door to their room, making it bang against the wall. Her coolness had disappeared once they had cleared the lunchroom. “That Primrose is a complete git and full of tosh.”

Rommy snorted. “If by that you mean nasty and mean, I have to agree with you.”

Francie shrugged her shoulders. “Close enough.” Then she grinned. “I can’t believe you almost hit Primrose!”

Rommy shook her head. “I can’t, either. It would have ruined our plans if I had, though.”

“I don’t know,” said Francie, a burst of laughter escaping. “It would have been almost worth it to see you punch Primrose right in her mean little mouth. Did you see the way she backed away from you?”

Rommy sobered. “I don’t know, Francie. I think it might have hurt her less if I had hit her. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her so angry or upset.”

Francie gave Rommy’s shoulder a friendly push. “Knock it off.”

“Knock off what?” Rommy asked. 

“I can hear it in your voice,” said Francie. “You feel sorry for her. You should save your sympathy for someone who deserves it.”

Rommy shrugged. “I just know how I feel when she twits me about Papa. It hurts because some of it is true. He isn’t here very much, and sometimes, well, sometimes I just don’t feel like I matter that much to him.”

Francie stared at her for a moment and then went off into a peal of laughter. “Oh Rommy! You can’t really believe you don’t matter to your father. This is the same man who brought you a pearl locket from an oyster he found himself. He showers you with gifts and obviously adores you when he is here. Not to mention, your father is dashing and has grand adventures and makes all the other fathers, especially Primrose’s, look dreadfully dull.” 

Rommy didn’t join in the laughter. “But presents aren’t the same as being here. Primrose is right about that. I’d rather have Papa leading an ordinary, boring life and see him more than twice a year. A pearl locket is all well and good, but if anything happens, I have to handle it—alone. I’d think I’d rather have a father who was here, even if he was a little less dashing.” 

Francie put her arm around Rommy’s shoulders. “I know you do, but your father loves you very much. He would be here if he could, which is why we are going to get you to his offices.”

Rommy stood. “We’d better come up with a good plan because if I know Primrose, she’ll be looking for an opportunity to get us in trouble.”

Still on the bed, Francie got to her knees and grabbed Rommy’s hands. “I think we can cover it up, and nobody will even be aware you’ve been gone. You should go tomorrow. It’s Saturday, and it will be less noticeable if you don’t have classes.”

“But I have fencing practice tomorrow afternoon,” said Rommy. 

“I’ll tell Monsieur Bouvier you have female complaints. He’ll be so embarrassed; he won’t ask another thing!” 

“Francie, I can’t believe you would have the guts to actually say that to Monsieur Bouvier. Won’t you be completely mortified?”

“It’s the best way to get a male to stop asking questions.” Francie grinned and scrambled off the bed to retrieve her school writing tablet. 

“Even if we fool Monsieur Bouvier, how do I leave Chattingham’s unnoticed? And how will I get from Tottenham all the way to Victoria Docks? Papa’s offices are on King Street, which is almost right on the waterfront.”

“They opened a rail line from here to the Port of London a while ago,” said Francie. “It shouldn’t be all that difficult to mingle with the people in third class headed to work, especially dressed as a boy. You’ll just look like one of the unwashed masses.” 

Rommy bit her lip. “What if I get caught and kicked out?”

“You won’t,” said Francie, jotting down notes. “You just leave the planning to me. We’ll get you to those offices, and nobody will be the wiser.”

Rommy grabbed Francie’s hand, stilling her pen. “Thanks, Francie. You’re taking a big chance, too. If you get caught, you’ll get into trouble at school and at home.” 

Francie gave Rommy’s hand a quick squeeze and then pulled it away to continue writing. “We need to get you into the back of the milk wagon when it comes to do the morning delivery. That will get you out of Chattingham’s with no one seeing you.” 

Francie jotted down notes and Rommy leaned in. “I hope you never go over to a life of crime, Francie. You’re rather terrifying.” 

Francie just grinned. 
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Chapter 8: 

The Close Call
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Rommy opened her eyes to find Francie with a candle in her hand, staring at her. “What time is it?” Rommy murmured.

“It’s just after 3 a.m. Everyone is asleep,” said Francie. “I checked.”

Rommy sat up and rubbed her eyes. “Do I really need to go hide now? You said Mrs. Stackhouse said the milkman doesn’t make his delivery until 5 a.m.”

“You need to be in place, in case he gets here early. You don’t want to cut it too close.” 

Rommy climbed out of bed and splashed water on her face. “I hope I don’t fall asleep waiting.”

“You won’t. I’m coming with you to make sure everything goes according to plan.” Francie gave Rommy a knowing smile. “And to make sure you don’t chicken out and change your mind.”

Rommy donned her fencing clothes and sat down so that Francie could fix her hair. Francie had lit a few more candles. 

“We need to make sure your hair stays up nice and tight,” Francie said as she ran a brush through Rommy’s tangled hair. “You’re going to need to keep that cap pulled down, so nobody realizes you’re a girl. If your hair comes down, the jig is up. People will ask too many questions.”

Rommy glanced at the cap lying on her roommate’s bed as Francie braided her hair. “Where did you get a boy’s hat?”  

“Billy was only too happy to loan it to me,” Francie said, smirking.

“Billy, the stable boy?” Rommy asked. “Do I even want to know how you got him to give you his hat?” 

Francie giggled. “You’d be surprised at how much boys like flattery and admiration.”

Rommy’s eyes watered as Francie continued braiding her hair. When she got to the end, Rommy felt a lot of tugging and pulling. 

When Rommy looked into the mirror, her hair looked as short as a boy’s. It was tightly braided to her head, and Francie had woven the ends up through the original braid. Francie jabbed in several large hairpins at various angles. Then she stood back to study at her creation. 

“There,” she said. “I think that will stay.”

“I hope so,” said Rommy. “I can barely blink as it is.”

“Stop complaining,” said Francie. “Let’s make sure you have what you need.”

The girls opened Rommy's satchel, and Francie went through the items one by one: a flask of water, bread, and cheese she had kept back from afternoon tea, 15 shillings, a compass, and two roughly drawn maps, one of the railway stops and one from the last stop to Victoria Dock. Rommy picked up the cap off the bed and added it to the bag.

Francie pulled out the maps and opened them up again near the candle. “Make sure you don’t get off too early or you’ll end up on Hazel Avenue. That’s a long walk to Victoria Dock. You want to ride the railway to the very last stop.”

“Do you think anyone will ask questions? Maybe it would be better if I didn’t ride the railway the whole way.”

“You can’t do that, Rommy,” said Francie. “Canning Town is near the docks. The closer you get to the docks, the dodgier things get. Pickpockets will be the least of your worries, especially if anyone spies that you’re a girl, not a boy. Trust me; you don’t want to be wandering around those streets by yourself. Not to mention, it’s too easy to get lost—lots of dead ends and alleys leading who knows where.”

“Won’t I have to walk once I get off the railway? Papa’s offices aren’t on the docks. They’re on King Street.”

“It will only be a short walk. Remember, Victoria Dock Street to Queen Street to King Street. It’s only a block from your stop.” Francie had flipped the paper over and was roughly drawing the streets with arrows to show Rommy which way to go. Rommy stared at her.

“How does the daughter of a clergyman know how to make her way around the docks?” 

Francie grinned. “It pays to have older brothers−adventurous older brothers−even if they usually are a pain in my bum.” 

After a last look around, Francie grabbed Rommy’s dressing gown. “Here, put this over your clothes. If someone happens to be up wandering around, you don’t want to look like you are off to fight in a fencing match.”

Rommy slipped the gown over her clothes. “Won’t they notice I have boots on, and I’m rather lumpy?”

Francie shrugged. “It’s still dark. Hopefully, they won’t look too closely.”

Rommy blew out the candles, plunging the room into shadowy darkness. Francie opened the door. Quietly, the two crept out into the hallway and paused to listen. All was quiet. The grandfather clock’s ticking echoed in the silence. 

They tiptoed along the hallway, carefully avoiding the squeaky boards near Eleanore Pritchett’s room. Silently, they crept down the stairs. On the second landing, Rommy grabbed Francie’s sleeve. “Did you hear something?” she whispered. 

The two paused, straining their ears. A faint creak came from the floor above their heads. Rommy felt a bubble of panic in her chest. 

Francie put her finger on her lips and tipped her head, listening. All was quiet again. “It must have been the house settling,” she said. 

The two continued down until they reached the main floor. 

Francie put her hand on Rommy’s arm and the two paused again, listening. Everything was silent. Rommy pulled at the neck of her dressing gown. Between it and her fencing outfit, she was hot and itchy. She’d be glad to get rid of one layer, at least. 

They had just crossed into the entryway of the school when a whisper of fabric caught Rommy
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