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This book follows a thirteen-year-old girl named Rose who is adjusting to a recent move and her parents’ divorce. These emotional experiences are part of her modern-day story, woven alongside her time-travel journey into colonial Virginia.

The historical portions of this novel include themes such as slavery, inequality, colonial customs, and political conflict that reflect real issues of 1774. These are part of our shared history, but may be upsetting to some readers. These elements are included to foster an understanding of the era. 

I've done my best to ensure historical accuracy. Some fictionalization was used to support the narrative and make history approachable for younger readers.
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This book is dedicated to those who bring the past to life— 
in classrooms and lecture halls, on trails and tavern porches, in textbooks, videos, podcasts, and battlefields.

To Mr. Shay (in memory), my unforgettable high school teacher, who inspired my love of history by marching us across Gettysburg at dawn and assigning The Killer Angels with reverence and heart.

To Garry Adelman of the American Battlefield Trust and Tim Smith of the Adams County Historical Society, who led battlefield hikes that my son and I will never forget.

To living historians like Ted Chamberlain, Randy Feranec (in memory), and John Saporito, whose portrayals make the past feel present.

To professors Joanne Freeman and Heather Cox Richardson, whose work guides us not just through history, but through the responsibilities of citizenship.

Heather’s Letters from an American (https://heathercoxrichardson.substack.com/) are the first thing I read every morning.
Joanne’s free Yale course on the American Revolution (https://oyc.yale.edu/history/hist-116) and her History Matters podcast (https://ncheteach.org/history-matters/) were essential companions as I wrote this book.

I hope these voices will inspire you as they’ve inspired me.
Because history isn’t behind us—it’s all around us.
And democracy, as Benjamin Franklin warned, is ours only if we can keep it.
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Dear Reader, 

What would you do if you accidentally traveled back to 1774? That's the question that started Rose's adventure—and this book. I've always wondered what it would feel like to walk the same streets as people from centuries ago, to face their challenges, and to see the world through their eyes.

My fascination with history skyrocketed in high school with an amazing teacher, Mr. Shay, who brought the past to life. He took us to Gettysburg to walk in the footsteps of Civil War soldiers. He woke us before sunrise to reenact Pickett's Charge. Walking those battlefields changed everything for me. History wasn't just dates and names anymore. They were real people making impossible choices. Since then, I’ve explored battlefields and museums with my son, who shares my love of history. We’ve hiked over 50 miles of historic ground, and with every step, I think of Mr. Shay and how he inspired me.

After I graduated from college, I worked as a costumed guide at Colonial Williamsburg, and I had my own time-travel moment. Walking down an empty Duke of Gloucester Street on a foggy night, a figure in colonial dress emerged from the mist, tipped his hat, and said, "Good evening, miss." For just a moment, I felt like I'd slipped back to 1774. That's when Rose's story began forming in my mind.

This story follows Rose, a modern girl navigating upheaval: her parents' divorce has turned her world upside down, a move to a new town, and feeling like she doesn't belong anywhere. On top of that, she finds herself swept into 1774 colonial Virginia, where she faces a world of political unrest and deeply different values. She discovers that the problems people faced in 1774 aren't so different from today: standing up for what's right, protecting friends, and finding courage when everything feels impossible.

This book tackles some heavy topics: slavery, injustice, political unrest. These topics matter because they help us understand how we got to where we are today.

History, as the saying goes, repeats itself. The choices people made during the American Revolution still echo today. One of my favorite quotes is from Benjamin Franklin: “We have a democracy, if we can keep it.” Democracy is fragile, and it’s up to all of us—including you—to protect it. By learning about the past, we can recognize patterns, make thoughtful choices, and stand up for what’s right. 

I hope this story inspires you to ask big questions, think critically, and care deeply. I encourage you to dig deeper into history. That’s how detectives work, after all. Genuine change starts with curious minds like yours.

I’ve done my best to portray the world of 1774 with care and accuracy. Still, this book is a work of fiction, and history is full of complexity. 

I hope Rose's story inspires you to explore history beyond these pages. Every historic site, museum, and old building has a story waiting to be discovered.

Wendy M. Neugent

Author

WendyNeugentBooks.com

Visit https://wendyneugentbooks.com/collections/history-detective-club for more History Detective Club Books and fun freebies, including The History Detective Club Casebook, a Boston Tea Party Unit Study, and more!


[image: QR Code takes you to The History Detective Club page.]
QR Code takes you to The History Detective Club page.
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Rose stepped off the bus as a wave of humid air enveloped her. It was like breathing in soup. The heat radiating from the black pavement burned her feet through the soles of her sneakers. She felt like hopping from one foot to the other, but didn’t want to look ridiculous on her first day at her new school. 

She crossed Francis Street, the bus door hissing closed behind her. 

The historic area stretched before her like a postcard come to life. Perfect brick or wooden buildings with their symmetrical windows, horse-drawn carriages clip-clopping down streets where no cars were allowed, and costumed interpreters who looked at home in a world that made Rose feel like she'd landed on another planet.

Her shoulders slumped as she trudged past a wooden barrier blocking the gravel-covered road.

The weight of the long first day at a new school hung on her like the heavy backpack digging into her shoulders.

Rose wound her way across Duke of Gloucester Street, sidestepping tourists who stopped in front of her to take pictures. Their excitement about "authentic colonial experience" only highlighted how out of place she felt. 

When the house she and her mom were renting came into view, her steps slowed. The rusty rhinoceros sign creaked slightly in the breeze, marking what had once been an apothecary shop and was now supposed to be her home.

Her throat tightened. It didn't feel anything like home.

She pushed the crooked gate open, having to force it, as it scraped against the brick sidewalk. The sound grated on her already frayed nerves. Her eyes swept over the tiny garden that in her old house would have been a proper backyard with space for a swing set and her dad's grill where he'd make those amazing burgers on Sunday afternoons...

Rose blinked away tears that threatened to spill and fumbled with the back door's old lock. Her fingers felt clumsy as she tried to remember the exact way her mom had shown her. Duck under the low doorway, twist the key just so. Her mom hadn't wanted her using the front door alone.

The door finally gave way, and she stepped into the quiet kitchen. Mom had left a snack on the table, ginger cakes from the bakery they'd visited yesterday, and a bottle of cider in the fridge. Rose's stomach growled. The spicy-sweet aroma of the ginger cakes, the one good thing about this move so far, filled her nose as she bit into one. The cookie crumbled in her mouth, making her reach for the cider.

After her snack, Rose dragged herself up the two flights of narrow, creaking stairs to her room in the attic. The small room with its dramatically sloping ceiling greeted her with unpacked boxes.

She dropped her book bag at the foot of her twin bed with a thud. Flopping onto the mattress, she let out a long breath that seemed to carry all the words she hadn't said all day—to her new teacher, to the kids who stared at her in the cafeteria, to the mom who thought this move was such a great opportunity.

Her eyes burned as she stared at the unfamiliar ceiling. Her fingers gripped the bedspread, clenching and unclenching as memories of her old room, its flat ceiling covered in glow-in-the-dark stars her dad had helped arrange into real constellations, pressed like a weight on her chest.

"When am I going to see you again, Dad?" she whispered to the empty room. He used to be part of her every day, dinner, homework, bedtime jokes. Now, it would be weeks before she saw him again. Weeks that felt like forever. Summer might as well be another lifetime away.

The sound of the front door handle jiggling made her bolt upright. Her heart pounded as she ran down the stairs and peered through the crack between the curtain and the window frame.

Just another tourist, pulling at the screen door despite the "Private Residence - Not Open to the Public" sign. Rose's jaw clenched as she watched the confused visitor peer through the windows. Living in a museum meant never really feeling like your house was just yours.

She was halfway back up the stairs when she heard the basement door open and her mom's footsteps on the stairs. Rose paused, one hand on the railing, as her mom emerged, still wearing her colonial outfit, the long skirt swishing around her ankles and the white cap making her look like she belonged to this place in a way Rose never would.

"Rose! How was your first day at school?" Her mom's smile was too bright, too hopeful.

Rose moved into her mother's outstretched arms, breathing in the unfamiliar smell of wool and linen that clung to her costume. Not the familiar vanilla lotion she used to wear to her office job back home.

"It was okay, I guess," Rose mumbled into her mother's shoulder.

Her mom pulled back, hands still on Rose's arms, and narrowed her eyes. "Rose?"

Rose's shoulders sagged under the weight of her mother's concern. "Oh, Mom," she sighed, looking away. "School was okay. My teacher seemed nice. I just miss my old school and my friends."

The lines around her mom's eyes deepened with worry. "Of course you do, sweetie." She tucked a strand of Rose's hair behind her ear. "I'm sorry that everything had to change all at once. But we'll settle in, and things will be okay." She glanced at her watch and winced. "I have to run back to work. My break is almost over." Her eyes darted to the stairs. "Can you work on unpacking some boxes in your room before I come home? Then we can have dinner together."

"Okay, Mom." Rose nodded. "I'll work on unpacking."

"Love you, Rose." Her mom pressed a quick kiss to her forehead.

"I love you, too, Mom." The words felt small in the quiet house as her mother's footsteps receded and the kitchen door closed behind her.

Back in her room, Rose stood before the mountain of boxes, her arms crossed tightly over her chest. Where was she supposed to put everything in this tiny room with its weird angles? Back home, she'd had space for everything, and everything had its place.

She scanned the labels on the boxes, looking for something, anything, that might make this place feel less strange. 

A box of books caught her eye. At least her books were still the same, no matter where she read them.

Rose dragged the box to her bookshelf, the one familiar piece of furniture her mom had brought from her old room, and began unpacking. Each book that emerged from the box was like greeting an old friend. She ran her fingers over the worn spines, remembering her dad doing all the character voices when he read her bedtime stories when she was younger.

She laid each book out on her bed, trying to decide how to organize them. By author? By size? By series? 

Finishing a book she loved always made her sad, like saying goodbye to friends. That feeling was all too familiar now.

Rose picked up one of her favorites and opened it, the familiar first sentence pulling her in like a lifeline to her old life. Before she knew it, she'd read three chapters, surrounded by stacks of unshelved books.

With a start, she realized how much time had passed. Her mom would be home soon, and she'd be disappointed that Rose hadn't made any progress with her room. She quickly shoved the books onto the shelf, the organization plan abandoned.

Grabbing the box labeled "Rose's winter clothes," she decided to at least get those out of the way. They could go in the back of her closet until she needed them, if it ever got cold in this hot, humid place.

Her closet was small, but extended deep into the eaves of the attic. As she opened the door, a musty smell wafted out, making her wrinkle her nose. Nothing like the fresh-linen scent of her walk-in closet back home.

Her mom kept gushing about the "historical details" of this house, the uneven wood floor that made Rose trip, the tiny windows that let in hardly any light, the steep stairs that creaked ominously at night. Mom would point out these things, along with her excitement that George Washington had probably walked past their house on his way to the Capitol, as if that made the inconveniences worth it.

Rose tugged the string on the bare bulb hanging from the low ceiling, wincing at the harsh light. The back wall, a brick chimney, met a steeply slanted ceiling, making it impossible for her to stand upright in the back.

With a sigh, she bent down and began hanging sweaters one by one in the back of the closet, trying to ignore how the wool made her arms itch in the humid air. 

When she opened the next box, the tape was stuck to the lid of her jewelry box. The jewelry box flipped out onto the wooden floor with a crash. Necklaces, bracelets, and earrings scattered across the uneven floorboards.

Rose's vision blurred as tears welled up.

It was just too much.

The new school, the new house, the tourists, the heat, and now this mess. A hot tear slid down her cheek as she dropped to her knees and began gathering her jewelry.

A silver bracelet her dad had given her for her last birthday had rolled into the closet. Rose crawled under the hanging clothes to reach it. As her fingers closed around the bracelet, something white caught her eye in a knothole between two floorboards.

Frowning, she peered closer. Had something from her jewelry box fallen through a crack? She straightened up to grab a hanger, unwound the wire, and carefully worked it into the knothole, feeling around for whatever was hidden there.

The wire caught on something. 

Rose bit her lip in concentration as she maneuvered the makeshift hook, feeling resistance. She pulled a little harder, and suddenly it gave way, coming free with a soft scraping sound against the boards.

It was a necklace. A pearl necklace, its creamy surface catching the dim closet light.

Rose sat back on her heels, staring at it. The pearls were strung with tiny knots between each one, unlike the plastic pearl necklace she'd had as a child that broke and sent beads bouncing across the floor. These pearls had weight to them. They felt… important somehow.

As Rose held the necklace in her palm, a strange tingling spread through her fingers. The pearls felt warm to the touch. She lifted them closer, and for the briefest flicker, she thought she saw them shimmer, almost as if they were glowing with a soft inner light.

She blinked. The glow was gone. The pearls looked ordinary again. But the tingling lingered in her fingertips.

She unclasped the necklace and raised it toward her neck.

"Rose!" Her mother’s voice rang up the stairs, shattering the moment. "I’m home! What do you want for dinner?"

Rose froze, the necklace hovering in midair. The pearls caught the light and shimmered again.

Slowly, she lowered it. Instead of fastening it around her neck, she set it gently in her jewelry box.

"I’ll be right there, Mom."
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Rose was so glad her first week at her new school was over. She liked her teacher, and the other kids were nice enough, but their inside jokes and shared memories made her feel like an outsider. 

Most of them had known each other since kindergarten, their friendships cemented through years of birthday parties and sleepovers that Rose hadn't been part of. No one had been outright mean, but the hollow ache in her chest grew each time she sat alone at lunch, scanning the cafeteria for a friendly face that never appeared. 

Last night, she'd scrolled through texts from her friends' back home until her eyes burned, their lives continuing without her.

The morning sunlight streamed through the wooden shutters, casting stripy shadows across her bed. She stretched, savoring the stillness of the quiet house. Her mom had left for work already, the screen door's familiar slam replaced by the unfamiliar creak of this colonial-era home's heavy wooden door.

Rose pulled back the covers, got dressed, and padded across the floor to the mountain of moving boxes that had shrunk to a small hill. The sight of her familiar possessions finding new places gave her a small sense of accomplishment. She ran her fingers along the spines of her books, now arranged on the shelf by the window. 

Her mom had asked her to flatten the empty boxes. "Remember," she'd said for the tenth time, "we can't just put them outside by the recycle box like we used to. Historic district rules." Rose rolled her eyes at the memory. So many rules they had to live by now to keep from ruining the experience for the visitors.

After organizing her collection of seashells on the windowsill, Rose discovered her barrettes tangled at the bottom of a box. She carried the box to her dresser, the wood warm beneath her fingertips from the morning sun, and lifted the lid of her jewelry box.

The pearl necklace she'd found gleamed against the blue velvet lining. 

Rose had almost forgotten about it.

She picked it up, the pearls cool and smooth against her skin as she rolled them between her fingers. Each one caught the light differently, some with a pinkish glow, others creamy white. The clasp was unlike anything she'd seen at the mall back home.

She unclasped the necklace and raised it to her neck. A strange tingling danced through her fingers, like static before a summer storm. The pearls warmed instantly against her skin as she fastened the clasp.

Suddenly, a disorienting dizziness washed over her. The room seemed to spin, darkness creeping in from the edges of her vision until everything went black for a moment. Her stomach lurched with the sensation of falling.

She blinked.

And froze.

The girl in the mirror wasn't wearing a faded blue t-shirt and cutoffs. She wore a ruffled cap, a flowered colonial jacket laced tightly at the waist, and a long skirt that brushed the floor. The outfit looked like one of the costumes her mom wore for work.

Rose spun around.

No one was there.

She turned back slowly; her pulse thudding in her ears. The girl in the mirror looked back at her, her eyes wide with disbelief.

Rose looked down.

Rose's t-shirt and shorts were gone. In their place, layers of stiff, unfamiliar fabric wrapped around her. 

She gasped, lifting shaking fingers to the warm pearls at her throat and the lace edge of the cap now resting on her head.

Rose bolted for the door, clomping in hard leather shoes that pinched her toes. Each step down the stairs thundered through the quiet house, so different from her usual sneaker'd steps.

In the kitchen, she headed straight for the calendar where her mom meticulously noted which historic building she was stationed each day. The calendar should have been there, but it was missing.

She stumbled toward the back door, desperate for fresh air and normalcy. Rose pushed it open and nearly tripped down the wooden steps to the garden path.

The familiar oyster shell path crunched under her unfamiliar shoes as she made her way toward the gate.  

As she struggled with the gate latch, Rose spotted a girl standing by the rose bushes.

The girl looked about Rose's age and wore a similar colonial outfit, though her green dress seemed to fit better than Rose's. When their eyes met, the girl's face brightened with a smile that transformed her serious features.

"Good day! Are you Mrs. Pitt's cousin? She mentioned her young cousin might visit soon," the girl spoke in the same formal tone Rose had heard from the costumed interpreters in the historic area.

Rose swallowed hard. "No, I'm Rose. I just moved here with my mom last week."

"Oh! That's lovely! Welcome. I'm Pearl. It is very nice to meet you." The girl gave a slight curtsy that made Rose blink in surprise.

"Hi, Pearl. It's nice to meet you. Do you work here?" Rose wondered if this girl was another interpreter, like her mom.

Pearl's forehead creased in confusion. "Work? I do chores, of course, but I don't think anyone would call it work. I live here with my mother and father, Mr. Dixon," she explained. "We just moved to this residence recently, and I haven't met many girls my age nearby. I am thrilled to make your acquaintance."

Rose's mind raced. "If you don't work here, why are you wearing colonial clothes?"

Pearl tilted her head, studying Rose with increasing confusion. "Colonial clothes? I am wearing my regular garments." She smoothed her skirt self-consciously. "I prefer my yellow gown, but Mother says I must save it for good, so here I am in my boring green muslin." Her eyes brightened as they fixed on Rose's necklace. "My mother has a pearl necklace, just like yours. She won't let me wear it, though. Mother told me she would gift it to me when I wed. She said that I was meant to have it, on account of my name." She reached out as if to touch it, but stopped herself. "I love the ribbon on your cap. Did you get it at Mrs. Hunter's? I saw one similar to yours in the window of her shop this week past."

The rapid shift in conversation made Rose's head spin. "Mrs. Hunter? No, I..." She trailed off, unable to explain something she didn't understand herself. Her fingers reached up to touch the cap she hadn't been wearing minutes ago.

Pearl didn't seem to notice Rose's bewilderment. "Mother needs me to go to Mrs. Hunter's shop to pick up her order. The heat is getting to her." She fanned herself dramatically, though she looked perfectly comfortable despite the layers of clothing in the heat of Virginia, in late May. "Would you like to accompany me? I would quite enjoy having your company."

Rose glanced back at the house, her house. "I was going to see my mom. I think she's working at the blacksmith's shop today." 

"Your mom?" Pearl's eyebrows rose slightly.

"My mother," Rose corrected herself, remembering how the interpreters spoke.

"Your mother works at the blacksmith's shop? How unusual," Pearl’s tone suggested she found this either impressive or improper, Rose couldn't tell which. "If you would like, we could stop off at the blacksmith's on our way back from Mrs. Hunter's."

"Um, that's ok, I'll just see her when she comes home," Rose tried to sound normal while her heart hammered in her chest.

Pearl linked her arm through Rose's as if they'd been friends for years instead of having just met and pulled her through the gate. The gesture was so unexpected and friendly that Rose felt a small knot of tension in her shoulders loosen slightly.

"Did you hear about the day of Fasting, Humiliation, and Prayer that the House of Burgesses has proposed for June 1st?" Pearl lifted the edge of her skirt as they walked down the oyster shell path.

Rose nearly stumbled. House of Burgesses? She’d learned that was Virginia's colonial legislature from her history textbook. Why was Pearl talking about it like it was current news? And why would anyone propose a day of humiliation?

Pearl continued without waiting for a response, "I do not understand why we Virginians would do anything to support the ruffians in Boston. It is disgraceful that they took the private property of British merchants and tossed it in the harbor. Massachusetts Colony should force them to pay for the tea they ruined. Father is quite concerned that Virginia will be dragged into Boston's mess with this day of prayer. He's sure that the King won't be pleased. Isn't it a worry, Rose?"

Rose's mind whirled like the spinning wheel she'd seen behind the Wythe House. The King? Boston's mess?

Her dad worked at a museum in Boston. She'd spent many afternoons there after school and had learned about the colonists dressed as Native Americans throwing tea into Boston Harbor to protest British taxes. But that happened in 1773, more than two hundred and fifty years ago. "Ruffians? Are you talking about the Boston Tea Party?" Rose asked, but just then they reached Mrs. Hunter's shop.
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