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THE PHILADELPHIA POST


Fashion and Style

Fashion World Takes Note of Tween Philly Blogger

by Uta Bradford

“I’m tall for my age,” says middle school student Rose Ashley.

Indeed she is. At five feet, six and a half inches tall, the suburban sixth grader does appear somewhat older than her eleven years. But don’t let that fool you. Through years of scouring thrift stores—or “thrifting,” as she calls it—she has discovered fashion treasures that she adapts to her own style, which Rose describes as funk meets vintage. Thrifting, she is careful to note, is not yet an Olympic sport, but should be. “Much less expensive than all those gymnastic and ice-skating coaches.” She pulls out a boxy jacket she picked up for five dollars. “Christian Dior—so it had a few moth holes. I thought, you know, I can work around that.”

And she certainly can. A self-taught expert seamstress, she has yet to find anything she can’t fix or sew from scratch. Her mom, real estate agent Rosemary Ashley, bought her an electronic sewing machine that Rose calls the Millennium Falcon of sewing machines.

On her blog, Threads, she shares snappy observations on fashion, pop culture, and sewing. The site is peppered with photos of herself and her friends wearing some of her more outlandish getups. Rose’s following is building, with 20,000 readers each day.
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The Greenhouse





Chapter 1

Bow Ties and Truth

Rose Ashley stood in the middle of the circle as the three girls spun around her. She clamped her eyes shut and tried to block out their jeering faces. The girls took turns picking apart Rose’s carefully composed outfit.

“What’s with the bow tie?”

“And the shirt! My little brother wears a shirt like that.”

“Are you a man or something?”

“Maybe a Cub Scout. The shirt has those flap pockets with the snap buttons. Any badges?” hooted the one with the little brother.

Rose cringed. Did this have something to do with her fashion blog? But she hadn’t posted anything in over a month. How would they have found out about Threads? Of course the article had come out in the Philadelphia newspaper, but who read that paper in Indianapolis? Oh! And she’d forgotten the YouTube thing. “How to Raid Your Mom’s Closet, or 75 Scarves She Never Wears and What to Do with Them.” That had led into a mess of crafty projects, including the bow ties.

That scarf video had received more hits than anything she’d ever done. Following that, the bow tie of the month club on her blog really took off. Everyone was emailing wanting the instructions for how to make one. She even wrote an essay for school: “Not Just for Guys—Bow Ties.” Within a month, the entire girl population of her middle school was wearing them. But that was in Haverford, near Philadelphia, on the East Coast. This was Indiana, smack-dab in the middle of the country. And these girls had somehow targeted her.

The girl with a bright neon-blue streak in her hair took a step closer. Her name was Carrie. She was short, squat really, and reminded Rose of a pug with a bad personality. Narrowing her eyes, Carrie took a deep breath.

“I know! Let’s play the truth game with her. Find out who or what she really is!”

“Yeah, think of this as the Circle of Truth—we get the facts!” Rose thought this one’s name was Brianna.

Rose touched the bow tie nervously. She loved it. It was pale blue with little white daisies. She had made it herself from some scraps of material and tied it bat-wing style.

“Oh, bow ties not for guys—we get it!” Carrie said in the snarkiest voice imaginable. So they had seen the blog! “What else did you find in your mama’s closet?”

But before she could answer, the third girl spoke up. “Never mind. Enough about the blog and the stupid YouTube videos.” This was Lisa. Very pretty. She had a sequin pasted onto her left eyebrow that pranced up to her hairline as spoke. She also had the deepest dimples Rose had ever seen. Flashing them constantly, she took a step closer. “You’re not exactly Mia Ryles.”

Mia Ryles! Rose nearly gagged. Mia was the thirteen-year-old YouTube sensation who was the complete creation of her fanatical mom, Monica Ryles. Talk about glitter! Mia was obviously Lisa’s inspiration. Her mom had rocketed Mia into multiplatform deals with everything from social media to hair products to fashion. The fashion was ghastly in Rose’s mind. She called it the baby-doll-cheerleader look.

“Okay, Rose, are you ready?” Carrie growled. Rose said nothing. It was as if her voice had taken a deep dive inside her. Her mouth was quivering. She felt a hot blister of tears behind her eyelids ready to boil over.

“For example,” Carrie continued, “when I was little, I peed in the swimming pool and the water turned this color blue.” She pointed to the streak in her hair. Some inspiration, Rose thought. Pee and chlorine! The other two girls were giggling madly.

“Guess what I did,” Lisa of the glitter said.

“I don’t know?” Rose croaked.

“I had a zit once. Once upon a time . . . a long time ago.” She made it sound like a fairy tale. A fairy-tale zit that had escaped from a troll and accidentally landed on a princess’s face.

“I did too!” Rose blurted out. “And yeah, I peed in a swimming pool once. It was at the Meadow Lark Community Swimming Pool and . . .”

“Don’t talk!” Brianna roared. Rose knew that some might think that Brianna was beautiful in that skinny fashion-model way, but her eyes were too small and it gave her, in Rose’s opinion, a kind of rodenty appearance. It looked as if she were always seeking out crumbs or the tiniest bits of food, or more likely gossip. What kind of rodent? Rose didn’t ponder this too long. But definitely a rodent—rat, mouse, vole, whatever. A creature of the underground. Her hair was skinned back in a ponytail that made her tiny face look so sharp it might cut something. Like blades! Rose thought. She had heard that Brianna was a champion ice-skater.

She leaned in toward Rose. Something toxic seemed to leak from her eyes. “Carrie does the talking. Asks the questions,” she snapped.

“Right, Brianna. Thank you for recognizing that. I am the questioner.”

Inquisitor is more like it, Rose thought.

“So what happened to your mom?” asked Carrie.

“She died.”

“Your dad?”

“I don’t know.”

Carrie stuck her head forward as if she was trying to ferret out every tidbit of information. She was still shorter, much shorter than Rose. “Divorced? He abandoned you? Ran off with a prettier lady than your mom? Or dead too?”

Rose gasped. This was too awful. It was only her second day of school. They had obviously done their homework on her, finding Threads and then her YouTube stuff. She could never have imagined such a start to the school year. This was one for Guinness World Records. Rose was no stranger to first days in a new school. She and her mom had moved around so much she was practically a professional at first days! Her mom had been a real estate agent in Philadelphia. And for her mother, new houses were investments. After she moved into them, she would fix them up and sell them. She was a serial renovator. New houses in new neighborhoods had never really bothered Rose. Her mom always said, “I don’t sell homes. I sell houses. Home isn’t four walls and a roof. Home is you and me.”

For her second day at this new school, Rose had put together the perfect ensemble. The first day she hadn’t done anything too wild. Just an old shirt of her mom’s and leggings. A few months before, she had made a belt to wear with the shirt from all the lanyards she had woven in summer camp. One sixth grader had even admired it. The outfit was low-key. Her outfit today, however, was hardly outrageous. Bow ties and boys’ collared shirts were so in right now. Or so she had thought. She had felt confident.

But today they had reshuffled the homeroom assignments, and she was put in with the three meanest girls in the entire school. Every school has its mean girls, but usually Rose managed to dodge them. These three seemed particularly vicious. Like mythical creatures, harpies perhaps, with human heads and bodies but the wings and talons of predatory birds. She was their prey. Fresh blood.

Yes, it all fits, Rose thought.

Once upon a time, there was a girl named Rose—Rose Ashley. And over three weeks ago, she became an instant orphan when her mom was killed in a car crash. Now she’s surrounded by three of the most horrible girls—pardon, harpies—in a new school, in a new city, living with a grandmother she barely knows.

Their game was about to begin again. Rose hardly had time to pick up her backpack and flee when there was a screech from one of the girls. Rose looked up just as a boy in an electric wheelchair came crashing into the middle of the circle.

“Sorry, coming through. Didn’t mean to crash into you, Brianna.”

“Just buzz off, Creepo Palsy,” Brianna sneered. Rose was shocked. It was a terrible thing to say. Her new homeroom teacher, Mr. Ross, had already told her that she would be sitting behind the boy in the wheelchair, Myles, who had cerebral palsy.

“Learn how to drive!” Carrie shouted. She gave Rose a sharp look and then the girls scattered, like flies shooed off food at a picnic.

“Uh . . . thanks,” Rose said to the boy. “You’re Myles, aren’t you?” He wore very cool, squarish glasses. The lenses were thick and seemed to magnify his dark brown eyes. Shaggy black bangs fell across his forehead. He was cute—“a handsome lad,” her mom might have said. Or if he had been a girl, “comely.” Her mom had a penchant for old-fashioned phrases.

“Yes,” Myles said. “The student in the wheelchair. My reputation precedes me.” His head wobbled a bit as he shifted slightly. His left hand was bent inward and appeared immobile. His right hand hovered over the chair’s controls, the fingers open and relaxed. “And you’re Rose Ashley. The new student.” His speech was thick, like cake batter, as if his tongue had to scrape and push the sentences out of his mouth.

“Uh . . . yeah, I’m Rose, and thanks for c-crashing into them.” The very word was hard for her to say since her mom’s accident. She hadn’t been allowed to watch the news that night or in the days that followed the accident. Caroline, her mom’s friend from work, stayed with her until they could figure out where Rose was to live. She had unplugged and hidden the cable box, so Rose wouldn’t hear about the crash on television. But Rose still heard snippets of the phone calls whenever Caroline thought she was sleeping: “Engulfed in flames . . . died instantly . . . no remains.”

I’m sort of a remain, Rose thought. In her mom’s will, it said that Rose was to go to her grandmother’s house if something ever happened to her and that proceeds from the sale of the house were to go to Rose.

“Yeah, Myles. You showed up at the right time.”

“My pleasure,” Myles said.

Rose looked off toward the girls, who had retreated to another corner of the schoolyard.

“The girl with the ponytail—she’s Brianna, right?”

“Yeah, but the real ringleader is Carrie. The short one with the streak in her hair. Kind of the Cruella de Vil look, except the streak is blue and not white. She thinks it’s cool and ‘creative.’ NOT. And that’s Lisa. Uh . . . not much to say about her except she likes sequins, glitter. Sparkle on the outside. Dim on the inside.” Myles tapped his head. “But she is a good horseback rider. Watch out for her spurs.” He laughed. The chuckles sounded a bit like bubbles breaking through water.

Just then, the bell rang. He gave a jaunty salute with his right hand, then buzzed off in his wheelchair.

Rose was standing alone now. So alone. If her mom were alive, she would have gone home and told her about these obnoxious girls. And her mom would’ve said something like “Oh there’s always kids like that. . . .” And maybe told her about some bully from her own school days. And Rose would’ve whined and said, “You don’t get it, Mom.” But now there was no mom to try to understand her. There was no mom for her to whine to. “Puleeze, Mom, gimme a break. Things have changed since your day.”

There simply was no mom.

The Philadelphia house had sold quickly, and the very next day Rose was bundled up like some sort of package and put on a flight to Indianapolis to live with her grandmother, Rosalinda. Caroline came with her to help “settle her in.” But there was no settling in to speak of. Rose felt entirely adrift.

That first night she had been too tired, too shocked, too sad, too everything to even eat. So Rosalinda’s live-in cook sent dinner upstairs to her bedroom. But she just pushed the food around on her plate.

The next night she came downstairs when called and was surprised to find that she was to eat alone. Caroline had already left.

“Where’s my grandmother?” she asked Betty, Rosalinda’s caretaker.

“She likes her supper in the greenhouse,” Betty answered. For the next twelve days before school started, this was how it went: Rose ate alone, her grandmother treated her with general indifference, and no one mentioned her mom. If Rosalinda was bothered by the death of her daughter, she didn’t show it. The one time any mention of Rose’s mother did come up was when Rose came out of the bathroom one evening and ran straight into Betty and Rosalinda.

“Betty,” Rosalinda said, turning to the caretaker, “am I upstairs or downstairs, and who’s this young girl? She looks so much like my daughter.”

“She’s Rosemary’s daughter—your granddaughter, Rose,” Betty answered, giving Rose an apologetic look. She pointed to a picture in a frame on a table. It was the one taken on a beach in Florida. Rose was just five or six at the most. In the photograph, Rose was wearing a bathing suit with mermaids on it and leaning up against her mother. Her mom wore a bathing suit that she called a mom-kini, as it was fairly modest. “She’s almost all grown up now, Mrs. A, but just a little girl in that picture.”

“Oh yes,” Rosalinda answered. Rose looked up hopefully, but only for a moment. “I remember I had a daughter or a granddaughter once. I think I misplaced them.” She giggled as if she were describing a missing remote from a television—oh dear, where did that remote go?

“Misplaced” was the perfect word, Rose thought. It seemed to Rose as if her father must have been misplaced as well. She had learned quickly as a child not to ask about him. Whenever she did, a strange mist that was not quite tears came to her mother’s eyes, and a sadness seemed to cling to the air. Her mother appeared to nearly dissolve into some distant place beyond anything Rose knew.

Rose felt very “misplaced” now as she returned to her grandmother’s after her second day of school. Rosalinda lived in a stucco house that presided over the corner of two tree-lined streets. It was so different from the neighborhood where Rose had lived with her mom. They had lived on Sylvan Lane in a suburb of Philadelphia. Her mom joked that Sylvan as a name was wishful thinking, since it did not have a tree on it. All the houses had been built in the past ten years and were for the most part boxy, brick, one-story ranch-style houses with garages that took up a third of the lot. The lawns were severe squares of green grass with fiercely trimmed shrubs that stood at attention. But Rose liked it. It was home.

Her grandmother’s house was on the corner of Meridian and Forty-Sixth Street. It was a neighborhood of stately houses, and though Rosalinda’s was no more or less grand than the next, it had an otherworldly feel about it, as though it belonged to another time, another place. Ivy crawled up the walls, forming a patchwork of green against the pale yellow stucco. It reminded Rose of a map, where the ivy was the sea and the stucco made up the continents. Perhaps it was like one of those very old historical maps that showed monsters swimming through unknown seas with the inscription Here There Be Dragons. But instead: Here There Be Grandmother. Grandmother Rosalinda.

If anyone wanted Rose to settle in, it didn’t help that she had to ring the bell to be let into the house. It sure didn’t make it feel like home. Her mother had trusted her with a key to their house back on Sylvan Lane.

Everything was wrong here. She walked up the three steps and rang the bell. At the same moment, a cat leaped onto the broad top step. Its fur was tawny bronze, just the color of the changing leaves.

“Now where did you come from, cat?” Rose whispered. She noticed it had only three legs. The cat cocked its head to one side and looked her up and down as if to ask Rose the same question. Its limpid green eyes flashed with a slit of gold light. On this crisp day, the creature seemed to be the essence of fall. September, that’s what you should be called, Rose thought. Then there was the loud click of the lock being turned in the door. The cat was gone! Betty stood in the doorway.

“Oh, hello, Rose.” Betty blinked as if Rose were a stranger trying to collect money for some cause or asking that a petition be signed to protect the habitat of an endangered toad. Or maybe Betty had a fleeting moment of thinking that Rose was simply an unexpected guest, which was exactly what she had been just twelve days before.

“Betty, there was a pretty cat here just a second ago.”

“Oh, that three-legged one. Yes, it hangs around. I don’t believe in feeding cats. They can become a nuisance.” She pursed her lips and shook her head in disapproval.

Rose believed in cats—in feeding them and cuddling them. She did not find cats a nuisance in the least. She found them soft, quiet, gentle, and for the most part accepting. She loved the feeling when a cat plopped in her lap. She often wondered how they could be so comforting without ever saying a word. How they could seem to listen, to understand. Her mom had bought a cat for her when she was quite little and Rose had named it a rather stupid name, Moon Glow. But hey, she was four. They had called her Moony. But Moony had died three years ago. It turned out she had feline epilepsy. Her seizures became worse and worse, and finally one day she staggered into the kitchen, started shaking violently, and keeled over, dead. Rose hadn’t been there to see it, but she dragged every single word of how it had happened from her mom. Then they collapsed on the couch in the den, her mom folding Rose in her arms, and they cried and cried.

Her mom had made a big deal out of Moon Glow’s funeral. She had invited Rose’s friends over and served lemonade and cupcakes. There were pictures of Moony on a table with a bouquet of flowers. They had buried her in the backyard with a stone marker that her mom had found someone to engrave. It read “Here lies our friend Moon Glow. Indeed a bright light in our lives. RIP.” Rose had actually made herself a mourning outfit. All black, of course, it was made from a slip of her mom’s and part of a witch costume she had worn the previous Halloween. All very drapey and topped off with a black straw hat she had found in a thrift shop with her mom, to which she had attached a black veil. She wore it for three days and then got tired of it. Her mom had taken a picture of her standing by Moony’s grave. She remembered her mom saying something about her looking like a teensy Jackie Kennedy at President Kennedy’s funeral.

Then, just three years later, all the lights in Rose’s life went out. And here she was at 4605 North Meridian Street in Indianapolis, Indiana.

There was no funeral for Rose’s mom, because there were no remains. There was a memorial service. She could not even remember what she wore to the service. Rose was barely conscious during it. She felt as if the minister was speaking about a stranger.

“Your grandmother is in the greenhouse,” Betty said. “Why don’t you go out and visit her? Or do you want to go to your room first and freshen up?”

Freshen up? Who used words like that, except old people? Rose nodded, not an answer so much as a dismissal, and then stepped into the large, shadowy entrance hall. From the tall windows, the occasional shaft of amber light fell on the polished wood floors. A staircase rose majestically with a lovely curving banister that cried out for a kid to slide down it. But here was another hope dashed: there was a stair lift fitted to the banister that made it impossible to slide down. That was how her grandmother ascended to the upper realms of the house where her bedroom was, as well as various guest bedrooms, a study, and a small library devoted mostly to books about plants and horticulture.

“You know, dear, your grandmother is often at her best when she’s in the greenhouse. Very alert when she’s fiddling about with her plants,” Betty said as she closed the front door behind Rose.

“Don’t call it fiddling, Betty.” Her grandmother appeared in the arched doorway beneath the stairs, leaning on her walker. “It’s anything but fiddling.” She was swathed in shawls. A pair of reading glasses dangled from a ribbon around her neck, and her thin, white hair looked as if it had been tossed with salad tongs, then pinned with what appeared to be chopsticks. A calligraphy of wrinkles creased her cheeks. Her eyes were a pale, almost colorless blue. She was neither thin nor fat but seemed rather shapeless. It was her feet, however, that fascinated Rose. She wore old-lady shoes that were black and laced up tight. Her feet were puffy, oozing over the edges of the shoes like rising bread dough in a small pan.

“Come along, dearie. Betty can have Cook send in a snack.” Rose had noticed that the live-in cook was only ever called Cook—she wasn’t sure if it was actually her name or not.

For the past twelve days, Rosalinda hardly seemed to acknowledge Rose, let alone the death of her mother, and now she wanted her to “come along”? Rose shook her head. “I have homework to do,” she said, wondering: Why is she asking me now? She had spoken of Rose’s mother as having been misplaced, not dead. Had she grieved at all? There was certainly no sign of grief. Did being eighty years old with dementia give one a pass on feelings?

Rosalinda was already pivoting with her walker to return to the greenhouse. “Oh, come along, we’ll only be a minute.”

But it wasn’t a minute. For that was the first instance that time started to go a bit catawampus, as her grandmother would say. It was there in the greenhouse that time would begin to strangely warp.





Chapter 2

Dirt Memory

“It’s a Tudor greenhouse,” Rosalinda said, emphasizing the “Tudor” like it held some special meaning for Rose. She lifted her walker over the sill of the door, and then together Rose and Rosalinda entered the balmy glass space. The warm, humid air was laced with scents. It seemed as if she were untangling a skein of fragrances. There was definitely a rose fragrance, but as she followed her grandmother, she detected an exotic, spicy smell that began to nip at the sweetness of the roses.

As she stood beneath the soaring glass roof, she felt as if she had entered a crystal castle. Indeed, there were three intersecting roofs, as there were three different areas of the greenhouse. Large cupolas floated like bubbles at the junctures where the roofs met, their glass panes tinted different colors. There was a calendar propped on an easel indicating which plants, depending on the time of the year, were to be hoisted on a rope-pulley system into the cupolas for exposure to the light. But there were winding staircases to these lofty realms as well. “This is amazing,” Rose said in a hushed voice, forgetting herself. “What are those?” she asked, pointing up to one of the cupolas where vines with white clusters of star-shaped flowers swayed in a spectral breeze.

“Jasmine, a tropical.”

Rosalinda was now perched in her planting chair, which was adjustable so that she could raise or lower it a foot or so, depending on which table she was working at. The tables ran for thirty feet down the center of the space and held tray upon tray of small plants and seedlings. Rosalinda explained that when they grew big enough, these plants would “graduate” to another area. This explanation began their longest conversation to date.

“Uh . . .” Rose was not quite sure what to call her grandmother. Granny? Grandma? Her best friend back in Philadelphia had called her grandmother Nana. Cook and Betty called her Mrs. A. Surely she shouldn’t call her that. She supposed Grandmother would be okay.

“Grandmother, why do you call it a Tudor greenhouse?”

“Because that’s what it is. It was an architectural style back then. And it’s not a kit, mind you. I designed it. After I built mine, they stole the design and made build-it-yourself kits. But none are like mine. Never could be. You can’t stuff a century into a kit.”

“A century?”

“Sixteenth,” Rosalinda mumbled. Her reply was barely audible.

“What?”

“Never mind,” she snapped. “I need you to thin out those ragged robin seedlings over there in that tray.” She pointed. Her finger was gnarled and bent, the knuckles swollen into knobs. “But before you do that, get me one of those pie tins and put some water in it from that pitcher. I have to soak some seeds overnight. Gives them a good start. Then you can do the thinning out.”

“Thinning out?”

“Yes, pluck out some of the little ones. The bigger ones need breathing space. Survival of the fittest, you know.”

But if she was ripping out the weaklings, was it survival of the fittest or murder of the frailest? She looked at her grandmother again. She was over eighty and seemed pretty frail, but something had changed since her grandmother was in the greenhouse. She seemed more alert. Even her eyes had lost that vague look they always had. For the first time, Rose could see a resemblance to her mom.

“Ragged robin—funny name.” She began pulling out the weaklings. It was an oddly restful activity. She felt as if she were allowing the other ones to breathe a bit.

“Nothing funny about the plant,” Rosalinda replied. “The leaves make a fine tea, and their flowers are delicate and lovely. With any luck they’ll be in bloom by Christmas. Let others have those hideous poinsettia plants.”

“You don’t like them?”

“I loathe them,” Rosalinda snarled. “Their immodesty offends. Wanton showgirls!”

Rose almost giggled. She sneaked a look at her grandmother, who had a most determined expression in her eyes now. She continued thinning out the ragged robin. Within a few minutes she had finished. The notion of studying for the upcoming spelling games dissolved. They no longer had spelling tests but games where you did stuff like rearrange the letters in a word to get a new word, like “carouse” out of “discourage.”

“Is there something else I can thin out, Grandmother?”

Rosalinda looked up. The trace of a smile played across her face and something halfway between a snort and a chuckle escaped. “Try that seedling tray next to it—the love-lies-bleeding.”

And from there Rose went on to another table where there were more plants with names like heartsease, cupid’s dart, scarlet snowcaps. Rose felt as if she were walking through a poem, or perhaps the shadows of very old legends. Stories swirled about her. Cook came and brought tea and small cakes. The afternoon faded into evening and Cook came again, this time with two trays of food, but neither Rose nor her grandmother was particularly hungry. Rose had learned how to take the seedlings that had become “plantlings,” her grandmother’s word, and move them into larger pots. It was a delicate operation. “Always let some of the old soil cling to their roots,” Rosalinda instructed.

“Why is that, Grandmother?”

“Memory—dirt memory. Nothing comes clean into this world. It shouldn’t. Spick-and-span, pristine, perfect—ridiculous notions.” She had held up a young fern. “You see this fern here?”

“Yes, Grandmother.”

“Ferns are among the oldest plants on Earth; older than time, they are. Now just think if I had cleaned off all these roots. It would be as if I had sliced them from their history. From their great-great-grandmamma’s and grandpapa’s spores.”

“Spores?”

“One-celled little bitty things. They’re found on the underneath part of the fern frond. They’re in charge of reproduction. No romance. They can do it all by themselves. But still there’s a history. So you always start them in a nice little mixture of vermiculite, peat, and some soil that their ancestors have grown in. People always say that when you die you can’t take it with you. But with plants, especially very old plants, you can take it with you. So old dirt is good dirt. Let the soil cling—otherwise they’ll wither and die.” She paused and inhaled sharply. “It’s almost as if they get lonely.”

Rose shut her eyes. An ache swelled within her. Rosalinda reached out and touched Rose’s hand. Above, a flash of moonlight filtered through the glass ceiling. And outside she thought she heard the meow of a cat.

“You know, my dear, I’m too old, but that staircase winds up to the central cupola. It’s lovely on the night of a full moon. When shafts of moonlight fall through the tinted panes, it’s as if there’s a garden of light blooming up there. Go see for yourself. And say hello to the queen’s petticoat. It’ll have to be lowered tomorrow. We don’t want the poor thing moon-blinked. You know too much moonlight can do that.”

“What’s moon-blinked?”

“Slight confusion and then . . .”

Rose was already starting up the spiraling staircase. She felt the pools of colored light falling down on her. An intensity of scents swirled through the air. There were cinnamon and rose fragrances, then the spicy scent again mingled with something like lilies.

“And then what, Grandmother?” she asked over her shoulder as she climbed the stairs.

“Won’t bloom in its proper season—it will make a surprise appearance, too early or maybe too late,” her grandmother was saying from below as Rose ascended the staircase. “It will go catawampus. Plants can do that when confused.”

The blossoms of the petticoat plant were lovely, tiny bells no bigger than a baby’s fingernail. They hung on long green strands and swayed in a ghost of a breeze. The tinted glass showered them in an array of colors. Standing at the top of the winding staircase, Rose felt as if she were in the midst of a blooming rainbow. A calm stole through her. All the terrible words, the terrible images etched in her mind since that horrible day when her mom had died seemed to fade away. She felt free, and it was as if for the first time she could breathe again. She didn’t care what those three horrid girls thought of how she dressed. She wasn’t going to change because of them. She might even start writing her blog again. For some reason, her grandmother’s words about spores came into her head: “Let the soil cling—otherwise they’ll wither and die.” She had lost so much, but she couldn’t lose herself. She would wear her favorite skirt, one she had made out of a huge sweater her mom had bought for herself and then never worn. It had big deep pockets that Rose turned inside out, which made flounces on either side. She’d wear it with yet another bow tie—a big floppy one that she had made from a tablecloth she’d found in a vintage shop that specialized in lace. It made her feel good planning her outfit. She just wished the boxes with her sewing machine and other stuff would come. Caroline had promised to send them right away.

Rosalinda was gone by the time Rose descended the staircase. Betty had come to take her upstairs to bed. Outside, however, she thought she saw a fleeting bright shadow. Could it be that cat, September? Her glass was still filled with milk from her snack. She could pour it into one of the little pie tins that were stacked for soaking seeds. She quickly filled the tin and then walked to a door at the back of the greenhouse and set it outside. She couldn’t see the cat, but she sensed it watching her.

Rose left the greenhouse through the passage that connected it to the entry hall, where Betty was helping her grandmother into the stair-lift chair. Her grandmother leaned toward Betty and whispered, “Who’s that girl?”

“It’s Rose, your granddaughter.”

“Oh, of course.” But there was no hint of recognition. Rose sighed, saddened. It wasn’t the first time since she’d arrived that her grandmother stared at her as if she were a stranger. An intruder. The vague look in her eyes had returned. There was a hum as the stair lift began to glide upward on its rail. Just before it reached the big curve, Rosalinda raised her hand and gave a faint wave, opening and closing her palm like a baby might wave bye-bye.

“Bye now,” Rosalinda murmured.





Chapter 3

The Court of the Mean Queens

As soon as Rose set foot in the lunchroom the next day, she saw Carrie, Lisa, and Brianna huddled at a table. Their eyes landed on Rose like vultures spotting carrion, and then Carrie said something that made all of them look to each other and giggle. Rose saw Lisa and Brianna slide their eyes toward her again. They all laughed even louder. Rose turned away and spotted Myles sitting at a table with two other boys. She decided immediately to join them after passing through the cafeteria line.

“Hi, Myles.”

“Hi, Rose. Come on, sit here with us,” Myles said as Rose put her lunch tray down. “Rose, these are my friends Anand and Joe. They’re in Mr. Beatty’s homeroom. Joe’s a champion ice-skater.”

“Junior champion.”

“Cool,” Rose said.

“And I’m a junior tiddlywinks champion.” Anand offered.

“Really?” Rose said.

“NOT!” the three boys said in unison.

“Anand’s a mathlete, and so is Myles. They’re just modest,” Joe said.

“Mathlete? Like on a team?” Rose asked.

“School team,” Anand replied.

“I . . . I’m not on any team,” Rose said. Her voice felt a little quivery. She was actually tempted to say, “I’m an orphan.” But that would be so lame.

“What do you like to do?” Myles asked.

“Uh . . . sew. Design stuff.”

“I knew it!” Joe exclaimed, and high-fived Anand. “That shirt you wore the first day of school. I bet you got it in the boys’ department at Schockman’s, and the bow tie, perfecto!”

“Schockman’s?”

“The department store downtown.”

“Naw, got it in Philadelphia. Gilford’s—boys’ department. Cooler shirts in the boys’ department.” She had sewn three other versions of the shirt and special ordered the snap buttons.

“So you’re not at Court, I see,” Anand said.

“Court?”

Anand nodded toward Carrie, Brianna, and Lisa.

“Court of the Mean Queens,” Myles said, laughing. His laugh sounded slightly more like a hiccup now than the previous bubble laugh had. “That’s what we call them.”

“Or sometimes the Trio of Doom,” Anand added.

“That’s when it goes beyond mere bullying and they cross over into their special-ops mode,” Joe said.

“Special ops. You mean they go to extremes?”

“You got it. They can be very strategic. Myles’s wheelchair batteries were stolen one time. We’re pretty sure it was them.”

“That is nasty,” Rose said, trying not to look over at the girls.

Soul thieves, that’s what they are, she thought.

“Nasty?” Anand said. “That’s an understatement.” He turned to Rose. “You mean you haven’t got your passport yet?”

“What? A passport? What are you talking about?”

“See those two girls just sitting down with them now?”

“Yeah.”

“They must have just gotten their passports.”

“I don’t understand.”

“It’s like this, Rose,” Myles said. She was becoming accustomed to his way of speaking. “Once you’ve done enough of the Mean Queens’ bidding—like nasty tricks and all—you get your ‘passport.’ It’s a virtual passport that allows you into their small, foul world.”

“Who would want to be in that world?”

“They always have some sixth graders in training,” Joe said. “You know, some kids think it’s cool to be accepted or just noticed by older kids—even the bullies.”

“They long to belong!” Anand said. “See those two other girls trying to squeeze in at the table—those sixth graders?” Anand asked, nodding to two girls.

“Like remoras,” Myles offered, and laughed again.

“What?” Rose had no idea what remoras were.

“Suckerfish,” Myles replied. “They attach themselves to sharks. I did a science report on parasites in nature. Covered a lot—from strangler figs to remoras. Usually the relationships are mutually beneficial, but in the case of strangler figs, they kill their host tree. That one girl with the blond hair and the pink streak? She’s a Carrie wannabe, obviously.”

“What about the girl with the hair bow?”

“Sibby Huang,” Joe replied. “She worships Brianna because of her skating. She belongs to the same skating club I do. She’s good. Very good for her age.”

“Should we—uh—get emotional about strangler figs killing hosts, or just chalk it up to one of the cruelties of nature?” Anand asked as they kept their eyes fastened on the sixth graders circling the Court of the Mean Queens.

“What do the remoras do for the Mean Queens?”

“Play fetch, mostly, like obedient dogs,” Joe said. “And sometimes take the blame for their dirty tricks.”

“What are their dirty tricks, or special ops, as you called them?”

“The Mean Queens do a lot through texting—gossip, spread rumors. Don’t let them get hold of your cell phone. But they don’t limit it to kids. They were really mean to Ms. Elfenbach last year too.”

“The math teacher? She’s so nice.”

“Yeah, well, Carrie, who thinks she’s God’s gift to mathematics, was ticked off about her grade,” Joe said. “She claimed Ms. Elfenbach was drunk or something when she graded a test last year. She started a rumor that she was an alcoholic. Carrie and the rest of the Mean Queens started calling her Ms. Alcobach.”

Rose was aghast. “That’s terrible.”

“Yeah,” Myles broke in. “That’s what they consider really funny. So lame. Perfect example of their Trio of Doom behavior. Very destructive. Way beyond bullying.”

“So, moral of the story,” Anand said, “is: watch out.”

Rose did watch out. Until two days later, when she found herself alone in the hall. Her grandmother’s driver, Calvin, was planning to pick her up that day to take her to an orthodontist appointment after school. He had told her he would be a few minutes late. It was a minute or two past three, and the halls were empty since school had let out at 2:45. She was just getting the books she needed that night from her locker when she heard footsteps, then
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