

[image: ]




[image: ]





DEDICATION

To Jonathan

[image: image]





[image: image]

ONE

“BEWARE, YE AROMATEUR; LAY YOUR TRAPS OF LOVE, 
BUT DO NOT YOURSELF GET CAUGHT.”

—Larkspur, Aromateur, 1698

MOST PEOPLE DON’T know that heartache smells like blueberries. It’s not the only scent, but it’s the main one, and if someone comes to us smelling like blueberry pie, Mother and I turn them away. The heartbroken need time to heal before we can work our magic.

According to Mother, today’s client does not smell like blueberries, which is why I’m in our workshop, crushing cinnamon for the client’s elixir—what the rest of the world calls a love potion—instead of doing my algebra homework. Under our new arrangement, I get to attend public high school instead of being homeschooled, as long as my duties as an aromateur don’t suffer. Unlike the mothers of most fifteen-year-old girls, mine doesn’t give a Turkish fig about homework.

The blue door of our workshop heaves open and Mother steps in, all five feet of her, looking like a blue fairy with her pixie cut, and her gardening uniform of denim shirt, jeans, and visor. She wears only blue, not because she’s sad, but because any other color distracts her nose. “Our three thirty just drove up. You ready?”

“Uh, sure.” Why wouldn’t I be ready?

With a sigh, she rolls her SPF sleeves down her skinny arms. “Mimosa, we talked about this. You do the secondaries for the men from now on.”

“Oh, right.” So today’s client is male. Mother always does the initial intake but wants me to handle the secondary sniffs for the men, since their scentprints are not as complex as the women’s. I don’t share that I haven’t read the client’s application yet. Juggling seven periods of classes and my work as an aromateur is proving trickier than I thought. If Mother knew I was falling behind, I could kiss high school good-bye, and I haven’t even made it to two months.

“Meet you in the courtyard in ten.” The door closes with a thud.

After a few more grinds with my mortar and pestle, cinnamon sings over all other scents in our perfumery. The only one the spicy aphrodisiac can’t muscle out is our crown jewel, the orchid Layla’s Sacrifice. As its bud unravels into three perfect petals, its marmalade scent becomes so strong, it drowns out everything else, even from behind its glass terrarium.

I drop my pulverized bark into a jar of ethanol, then shelve the tincture between cloves and cardamom on one of our apothecary shelves. Cardamom’s running low. I should do a complete inventory so Mother can plan her buying trip, but later. It’s already waited a month. It can sit tight for a little while longer.

Just outside the workshop lies a small courtyard shaded by a banana-sweet ylang-ylang tree and its buddy, an eggnog-scented nutmeg. Even plants that ordinarily wouldn’t grow in Northern California flourish in our garden, a three-acre parcel shaped like a painter’s palette. Our workshop sits where the thumbhole would be.

I plop down on one of our teakwood benches. The scent of our client tickles my nose, even before I see him. I close my eyes. It’s not a complete scentprint, more a slight change in the ambient notes that intensifies the closer he comes. The top notes whiz by first, grub lichen, caper, and pepita—an earthy, spice-filled scentprint that is oddly familiar.

My eyes pop open. Mr. Frederics, my algebra teacher?

I jump to my feet. Of the two million single eligible people who inhabit the Bay Area, population nearly seven and a half million, did it have to be him?

Mr. Frederics’s black and balding figure glides alongside Mother down the path that connects our house to the workshop. He’s wearing the same argyle cardigan he wore in class today, and his face is remarkably wrinkle-free like his pants, despite his fifty plus years.

By the time the pair step into the shade of the courtyard, I manage to stop gaping, though Mother can smell my shock. Her amber eyes become slits. She knows I didn’t read his application.

“Hi, Mr. Frederics,” I say brightly. “Won’t you sit down?”

“Hullo there.” His voice has a rich timbre that makes it hard to dislike him.

He settles down on one of the benches. Mother and I share the one opposite him. He squeezes his finger joints, one at a time, the same way he did last week when he explained factoring polynomials. “Now, Mimosa, I don’t want this to be awkward, so if you’re not okay with it, I’ll understand.”

“Not at all, Mr. Frederics,” Mother answers before I can. My toes curl against the leather soles of my sandals. “We are delighted to have you as a client. And let me reassure you, Mimosa will not be taking advantage of the situation. You know we adhere to the highest standard of conduct.”

I scowl. Rule One of our ancient code of ethics states that “an aromateur’s nose shall never be employed in the creation of elixirs for personal gain, but for the betterment of society,” meaning we don’t charge for our services. However, the rule is vague, leaving the aromateur to decide what personal gain means in gray areas.

“We’ve decided Mimosa will be dropping algebra until the end of the semester.”

“Wh—?” I get out before Mother shoots me a look that could cause my hair to catch fire. Three years I spent teaching myself enough math to qualify for algebra. Not to mention, Mr. Frederics is the only teacher who doesn’t jump every time he sees me.

I clamp my lips, but the scent of my anger, like burnt rubber tires, blackens the space around me.

Mr. Frederics pulls at his collar. “Oh, I wouldn’t feel right about that.”

“I assure you, Mimosa is as committed to our work as I am. Isn’t that right, Mim?” Mother places a hand on my knee, which has started to bounce. “Mim has a very packed schedule, and she’s bright. I’m sure she can pick up with algebra next semester.”

Mr. Frederics casts me a worried gaze, and my smile starts to hurt. If Mother loses face because of me, there will definitely be no algebra. Better to play along for now. “It won’t be a problem.”

“Let’s move forward, shall we?” Mother pans her face to me. “Mim?”

“We’re happy you chose Sweetbriar Perfumes to be your relationship intermediaries.” I recite the spiel Mother wants us to use for all clients, never mind that we’re the only aromateurs on the planet, not including Aunt Bryony, who lost her nose when she was nineteen. “Everything we use in our elixirs is botanical, no synthetics. We grow what we can here in our garden. The rest comes from organic or wild sources.”

He nods. “Good, wonderful. You know I’m a big proponent of reducing our carbon footprint. I drive a Prius.”

“You’re not currently in a relationship, is that correct?” I ask.

“No. I haven’t dated in seven years.”

Mother’s petite nose wiggles. This is a key part of the interview. A lie smells like pewter and sour grass with stale yellow undertones, rather like a sweaty palm that has been clutching dirty coins. Mother can detect a lie as easily as most people smell dead fish. My own nose—which looks like someone took pliers to Mother’s, tweaked it longer and a pinched a bump on the bridge to be funny—doesn’t detect a single wayward molecule, though Mother’s the expert.

She could have waited until next summer to take him on as a client. It’s not like we don’t have enough people on the waiting list—six hundred or so lonely hearts last time I checked.

Mother raises her thin eyebrows at me and ticks her head toward Mr. Frederics. Get on with the program.

“Could you tell us a little about, er—” I don’t know the target’s name.

“Sofia,” says Mother.

He beams. “I’d be happy to.” The grassy sweet smell of the flower heartsease drifts from under his collar, the telltale sign of a crush. He’s got it bad.

“As you probably know, she’s a bit of a neat freak, but I love her for it.”

But why would I know she’s a neat freak?

“She’s smart, as is obvious.” He looks at me, waiting for confirmation. A chill passes through me, the way the temperature drops when a cloud passes over the sun. I really should have reviewed the application. “Read all the books in our library, which, as you know, is considerable.”

Our library means the Santa Guadalupe High School library. “Ms. DiCarlo?”

Mr. Frederics coughs and straightens his sweater cuffs. “Er, yes.”

I would never have put Mr. Frederics and the school librarian together. The math whiz listens to ethno jazz and his breath smacks of oats and honey. There’s a laidback vibe to him, despite his snazzy outfits. Ms. DiCarlo, a petite redhead, buys hand sanitizer in bulk, and probably goes to bed in business casual. But, it could work. Both are middle-aged, use words like juxtaposed, and have good posture. Most important, their scents don’t clash.

Mr. Frederics’s eyes shift to Mother’s. “Oh dear, I’m sorry, I thought—”

Mother’s cheeks flash pink, and her eyes become pestles, grinding into me. “There is absolutely nothing to be sorry about. Mim has not had time to read the file.” The smell of burnt tires drifts from under her collar, stinging my nostrils. The teakwood plank suddenly feels too hard under my bottom and I shift from side to side.

If the librarian is the target, what’s next? Is Mother going to ban me from checking out library books? Ridiculous. 

“She is single, yes?” Mother gets the interview back on track.

“Absolutely. Never married.” Mother taps my sandaled foot with the toe of her clog and discreetly points to her nose as she inhales. The vein across her forehead has begun to throb. She’s as annoyed with me as I am with her, but I have more to lose by showing it. So I focus on the task at hand: decoding Mr. Frederics’s scentprint. Mother can do it in one quick sniff—she’s that good—but I’m still learning. I take a deep inhale and unravel his unique combination of scents, layer by layer.

Besides the top notes of lichen, caper, and pepita I already detected, Mr. Frederics smells like candelabra and Guinea millet, not surprising given his African roots. All in all, at least eighty more notes play to my nose like a complicated chord.

Aromateurs perceive smells like most people see faces. A single glance can take in a thousand pieces of information, from the curve of the cheek to the exact shade of skin. It’s the same with our noses, only it’s easier to remember smells, since the olfactory bulb neighbors the limbic system, the area closely associated with memory and emotions in the brain.

“So what seems to be the problem?” Mother takes charge.

Mr. Frederics blows out a breath and his chest collapses. “Thought everything was on the up and up. She let me buy her a granola bar at the vending machine. When I told her I’m the president of the Latin Hustle Club, she said she’d think about joining. Then over the summer, her rabbit died and she shut down.”

Still no lies. Mother nods empathetically, chin tilted to encourage him to go on.

“My mother wants to see me knotted up before the chariot swings lo for her.” Mr. Frederics adjusts his necktie. “She’s ninety-two. Thought Ms. DiCarlo would be the one. She favored me, too; I could tell by how she always processed my requests before the other teachers’. Polished my books nice and shiny.”

Probably deciding I am no longer fit to conduct this interview, Mother launches into a final set of questions about his background and criminal history. Unlike in the classroom where Mr. Frederics speaks with an easy confidence, now he stammers and sometimes blushes, though his answers are honest. The lovelorn are often self-conscious. Clients come to us when they’ve tried everything to woo the target but can’t get the fire going, whether due to shyness, insecurity, or even prejudice. Elixirs free the inhibitions. Coax the spark into a flame.

“Mim, the rules.” Both Mother and Mr. Frederics are looking at me.

“Right.” I clear my throat. “Our elixirs don’t guarantee a love match. They only breathe on the embers. No embers, no fire. If a fire comes to life, you must maintain it. We never rekindle.”

We can reignite love that has died as long an elixir was never used to form the original bond. Only one shot at the love apple. It’s in the Rulebook.

“Sure, I understand. How soon can it be ready? I’m in a bit of a hurry. My mother’s heart’s been acting up. Think it’s the stress of me not being married.”

“We’ll have to do some due diligence on Ms. DiCarlo,” says Mother, “but if everything checks out, we could have something for you by tomorrow.”

Great, a rush order.

“I appreciate what you’re doing here. I just hope I’m worthy of her.” Even in full shade, Mr. Frederics’s scalp is dotted with sweat. He tugs out a handkerchief from his sweater pocket and swabs his scalp.

“We wouldn’t be doing this if you weren’t,” says Mother smoothly. “Mim, I need you to get grub lichen from Arastradero. Go now before dinner while we finish up here.”

I groan. Arastradero Park is a good hour round trip on my bike. “I smelled some grub lichen growing on Parrot Hill Road. Can’t we use—”

“No.” Mother pastes on a smile.

She hates using roadside plants because of car pollution, but I wish she would make an exception just this once. I haven’t completed a homework assignment in days—not just algebra—and now with Mr. Frederics’s rush order, it looks like the truancy will continue.

Mother arches an eyebrow. We trade the annoyed smells of molded lemons for a moment, but I give in, as I always do.

“See you tomorrow, Mr. Frederics.” Hopefully from the third row of your classroom, if I can help it.

Clouds of crepe myrtle petals billow around my ankles as I trudge toward the courtyard with the wishing well just outside our kitchen. The aspens are getting ready to dump their fall plumage on me, too. At least my best and only friend, Kali, all six feet of her, will be helping me sweep this weekend. I collect my bike from the courtyard, then pedal down our long driveway.

Such is the lot of an aromateur, sacrificing our needs for the common good. We’re not even supposed to have needs. Our noses are like nun’s habits, cloistering us to a life colored by chlorophyll. We can’t afford the luxury of letting our hearts slip. Mother would faint if she knew I wasn’t going to high school just for the academics. That I had interests beyond the briar. That I wanted friends, more than just Kali. And that looking at boys was a nice change of scenery. Mother would lose her leaves over that one, for sure.

While there’s no explicit rule against romantic relationships, our colonial ancestor jinxed them in her Last Word: “Beware ye aromateur; lay your traps of love, but do not yourself get caught.” Fall in love and, like Aunt Bryony, lose your supersniffer. It’s why Mother chose my father from a list of donors she got in the mail like a Christmas catalogue. And why she named me after the flower mimosa, better known as touch-me-nots because their leaflets fold inward at the heat of a human hand.

Love witches can’t fall in love.
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TWO

“LISTEN WITH YOUR NOSE.

THE FLOWERS SING TO US IN ALL THEIR COMPLEX GLORY, 
SWAYING TO THE STRAINS OF A WHIMSICAL WIND.”

—Posey, Aromateur, 1809

THE TOOLS IN my bike basket rattle as I bump past the sweetbriar hedge our ancestors planted to deter the curious. Hooked prickles and dense foliage form the perfect screen for our peculiar lives.

I pull my bucket hat lower down on my head and steer toward Arastradero Park, the biggest patch of green in quiet Santa Guadalupe. Sometimes I think Mother goes out of her way to make work for me. It’s as if she wants me to fail, so she can be right about school being a distraction.

I pedal hard, sweating away some of the black pepper notes of my irritation. It can’t be easy for Mother, either. With me in school, she’s doing some of the heavier chores by herself now, resoiling, digging up dying roots. I help her during workshop hours from three to six, but it’s not the same as having me beside her all day. She rarely complains.

After locking up my bike, I hike down a running trail toward the scent of grub lichen, an invasive species Mother won’t allow in our garden. I bypass car-size lemonade bushes, zingy with a hint of gym socks, toward a patch of lichen flourishing at the base of a eucalyptus. I put my nose right up to the musty scent, even though it smells like raccoon urine. Aromateurs are trained from an early age to view each scent with objectivity.

“You lose something?”

I flinch and glance behind me.

Court “Warrior” Sawyer jogs in place with those feet fleet enough to net a spot in Sports Illustrated Kids’ The Top 20 Under 20. A sweat-soaked T-shirt with his number ten hugs his lean soccer physique, and a hoodie droops from his hips. I scramble to my feet, heart thumping.

“You scared me.” I didn’t even smell him approaching, with my head stuck in grub lichen and my bum in the air. Now that he’s right in front of me, he’s all I can smell. Driftwood, tonka bean, and something smoky, like the air after a campfire. I don’t usually pay attention to a person’s scentprint unless there’s a need, but sometimes, like staring, you can’t help it.

“Sorry. Thought you might have lost something.” Even when he’s not smiling, his brown eyes appear to be crinkled into half moons.

A clump of damp hair flops into his eyes.

Stop staring. Talk. “Oh no, I didn’t lose anything.” Only my dignity. “Just harvesting lichen.” Does that sound weird? Yes.

A pair of dimples materializes on either side of his mouth. “Hm, okay.”

“Okay.” I begin to turn away. I’m a comet that briefly passed into his solar system but now must return to deep space where I belong.

“I’m Court Sawyer.”

I suppress a laugh. No kidding. Our eyes connect. Sure, he’s cute, even up close, but overrated-cute. His eyes squint and he has one of those Count Dracula hairlines that, like the economy, is one day headed for a recession. That said, I can see why he’s a photographer’s dream, with dark features against a naturally pale complexion, and a sweet curve to his lips.

“It’s Mimosa, right?”

“Just Mim.”

“I’ve seen you here before. You’re the famous love witch.”

“Infamous, you mean.”

“Is it true you can smell a person five miles away?”

People love to exaggerate. “No. Four miles, max, and only if the wind is right.”

He smiles. “How do you do that? I can barely smell my own sweat.”

Magic? Mutant genes that grew billions more scent receptors than the average person? Probably a bit of both. I give him the short answer. “Genetics. It’s no big deal.”

“Genetics, huh.” The trouty odor of doubt floats away from him. “People say your mother locked you away in a tower. No one ever saw you until you started school.” He shakes out one leg, then the other, seeming uncomfortable with standing still.

“My mother wanted to homeschool me.”

“What changed her mind?”

A year of begging. A couple of all-expense-paid guilt trips. “The math got too complicated.”

He laughs, though I wasn’t kidding. I fumble around my messenger bag for my plastic jar and collection tools, hoping he gets the hint. As good as he smells, I can’t be late.

His face grows serious. “Can you really make people fall in love?”

“We open their eyes to the possibility of love. But the decision is theirs.” Every few years, some journalist writes about us, giving logical explanations for our singular sniffers, like the journalist in Scientific American, who said our genes hail from the Paleozoic era when humans still walked on all fours. Others call us frauds. Grandmother Narcissa, an anomaly even among aromateurs, put most fraud claims to rest when she scented out a rare prickly pear growing in Arizona, used to treat diabetes. She smelled it all the way from our home on Parrot Hill.

But still, we have our skeptics.

Court rubs the back of his neck. “So I’ve been wanting to ask, do you make potions to help people get over each other?”

I cough to cover my embarrassment. Him, needing our services? “We don’t work with minors.”

He flashes a smile, and my adrenaline spikes. “It’s not for me.”

“Oh.”

He doesn’t explain. Perhaps he’s talking about his mother. Last year, pictures of Court’s tech-millionaire father cavorting with scantily clad “models” surfaced on the internet. Even Mother knew about it, and she hates gossip.

I finally say, “It’s unethical.” It’s mostly true. We do make Potions to Undo Feelings, or PUFs, in extreme cases like aromateur error. Mother has never made a mistake, but she did make a PUF once before I was born.

“Making people fall in love isn’t unethical? I mean, opening their eyes to the possibility.”

I square my hat. “We have rules. The client and the target—I mean, the love interest—must be of sound mind, impeccable personal history, an adult over eighteen; the list is long.” Some of my hair gets in my mouth and I blow it out. “Anyway, Mother says falling in love is the easy part. Things get complicated after that.”

“I see.” He touches the peeling bark of a eucalyptus and looks up at the leaves.

The bluesy scent of friar plums drifts toward me, the subtle note of despair, and my annoyance fades. “My mother tells people who are heartbroken to plant roses. They require a lot of attention, and when they finally bloom, you’ll be ready to give them to someone else.”

“Roses, huh?” He’s looking at me.

“Yes. Only heirlooms. Hybrids don’t smell as sweet. April Love. Distant Thunder’s nice. They have a peppery finish over a dusky center.” I’m babbling.

“You’d be an intimidating person to buy flowers for.”

“Me? Oh, I don’t really need flowers.”

He grins. Pinching his shirt, he wafts it a few times then stops. “Sorry.”

“It’s okay. It’s nothing I haven’t smelled before.” That didn’t come out right. Hastily, I add, “I mean, everyone sweats.”

He scratches the back of his head. “So what do I smell like?”

My turtleneck feels like it’s choking me. “You smell like a campfire, with heart notes of fir needle, and nutmeg, plus a ton of cinnamon—” I stop. He might know cinnamon is an aphrodisiac. “And other stuff.”

He blows out an amused breath. “You want to know what I smell in you?”

Me?

He takes a step closer and sniffs, stopping my heart in its tracks. “Butterscotch pudding.” He keeps a straight face.

A flush migrates all the way to my scalp. “You’re making fun of me!”

“I’m sorry, all I meant was you’re not chocolate, vanilla, or strawberry. You dare to be yourself.” His eyes sweep up my five-foot-eight-inch frame, from my prairie skirt to my bucket hat, which hides most of my messy bob. “You’ve got style.”

Actually, what I have is a concerned mother, who makes me cover up as much skin as possible. I try to hold on to my anger, but it slips away. “I just wear whatever fits me from Twice Loved.”

“You hold your head up, even when people say you eat silkworms.”

“They taste heavenly with a bit of butter.” I press a hand to my heart and affect an expression of bliss, a look that must be too convincing, as his forehead crinkles in uncertainty. Cheeks burning, I add, “Also, I make humans fall in love with their shoes.” That’s the latest rumor. I freak a lot of people out. One girl at school even screamed when she looked up from her sandwich and saw me standing beside her. Kali said people are afraid I’ll put a spell on them, I just need to give them time—though I doubt time will make a difference.

He chuckles, and dimples once again light up his face.

I force myself to think about lichen. Black and scratchy like pirate whiskers. “I should finish up here.” Mother will start to worry.

“Right. See you at school.” He gives me a lopsided smile, then lithely jogs away. The word lifeguard is emblazoned across the hoodie wrapped around his hips.

I shave the lichen into my jar with a metal scraper, but my heart is still racing. At least I managed to keep the weird to a minimum. I shake thoughts of Court’s dreamy smile from my head, lid my jar, and stuff it in my bag. Job done; time to clock out.

Two bees follow me back to the running trail. I’m like an ice cream truck to them. Only instead of Popsicles, I peddle pollen, which is impossible to rid myself of without constant showering. Once they realize I’m no flower, they usually leave.

Four girls on rollerblades whiz toward me in a cloud of sunscreen and hairspray. The predinner rush is in full swing. Arastradero gets especially crowded when the school year starts—it’s a prime running spot for the athletes and more interesting than the hamster wheel of our school track. I step off the path to let them pass, and recognize the head roller as Vicky Valdez, Court’s ex-girlfriend.

Coincidence? Or not. Kali told me that when Vicky and Court broke up, she became known as Exxed-Valdez. She’s still not over him.

The girls trailing her veer as far away from me as the paved path allows, casting suspicious glances my way. Vicky, though, stays her course, black hair flowing like seaweed and unencumbered by a helmet. Her gaze lingers on mine for a moment, cool and appraising, and the scent of disdain, like rancid kumquat, invades my nose. Without missing a beat, she muscles forward with her short but well-formed legs. She’s never spoken a word to me, but I don’t need words to tell me she doesn’t like me.

As they roll away, I catch a whiff of habañero peppers, so faint that if it were not for the breeze, I would’ve missed it. It’s coming from the direction Court ran. I inhale. Sifting through the plant smells, I find it again, the hot scent of panic. I run toward the source.

Just around a bend, Court’s lying curled up on the ground, his lifeguard sweatshirt a few feet away. The hot, honey aroma of bee toxin pricks my nose. He got stung?

Panting, I drop down beside him. “Court? Are you okay?”

He struggles to breathe. He must be allergic to bee stings. Those can be fatal.

“Do you have an EpiPen?” Frantically, I search his pockets, noticing the silver MedicAlert bracelet beside his watchband. I don’t find the EpiPen, but I do find his cell phone. I dial nine one one.

It rings once, twice, three times. Why doesn’t anyone answer?

As the phone continues to ring, my nose guides me to the sting, which is right under his bicep. There’s a deep scratch mark where he failed to remove it. The black stinger sits just under the skin. Carefully, I dig it out with my fingernail.

Ring. Ring. “What is your emergency?”

“My friend got stung by a bee. He’s allergic.”

“What is your location?”

“Arastradero Park, about a hundred yards from the giant lemonade bushes.”

“The what?”

I look wildly around me for another landmark. “We’re in a grove of gum cannabis.”

“Cannabis? Is this a crank call?”

“Oh no, not that variety . . . Er, east of the tennis courts? Hundred feet from a water fountain?”

She pauses for at least four seconds. “Okay. I’ve dispatched the ambulance.”

After I answer more questions, we hang up.

“You’re okay,” I tell Court. “They’ll be here soon. I need to fetch something.”

Court’s eyes are bloodshot and watering. I pillow his head with his sweatshirt. Dumping the lichen out of my specimen jar, I scurry off in search of plantain weed, which grows everywhere except when you’re looking for it. I try to follow the scents but the lemonade bushes and buckwheats are interfering, and an uneven breeze stirs everything together.

I drop to my knees and sniff the ground. Got it. The zesty trail leads me to a strong patch just a few yards from where I harvested the lichen.

Court’s nearly unconscious when I return. Fighting down panic, I stuff plantain leaves into the jar, add stones, then shake the whole thing to release their oils. I pull my sleeves down to cover my hands and lift his head onto my lap. Then I undo the jar and hold the opening to his mouth and nose, praying the anti-inflammatory weed will reduce the swelling.

At last, his chest moves a fraction, and soon he’s breathing in short shallow breaths. I set the jar back down. Sweat trickles into my eyes and I wipe it away with my sleeve. His bicep is taut and curved, even at rest. I take a plantain leaf and hold it against his bee sting, being careful not to touch my skin to his, even though I already touched him to get out the stinger. I’ll take care of that later.

I listen hard for the wailing of an ambulance. His head feels heavy and hot in my lap, and I shift around to get comfortable. It strikes me that this is the closest I have ever come to a boy, much less one so popular. His pheromones pelt my nose from all angles; it’s like being hit by a confetti canon.

Court moans and turns his head to one side.

“Can you hear me? Court?” I should talk to him. But what about? I could ask him some questions.

Right. Poor guy can barely breathe, let alone answer questions.

I could do something to distract him from his pain until help arrives. Sing? Dance? Tell a joke? If I did any of those, I might make things worse. Maybe I could tell him a story, if only I could think of one. Well, I do know one.

My throat has gone dry and I swallow hard to get my voice working again. “My mother says we’re related to the Queen of Sheba. You see, the queen gave King Solomon rare spices for the chance to pick his brain, which led to the world’s first power couple. They had a son, and when he began to crawl, they discovered he could sniff out a single poppy seed stuck in a hundred-foot-long carpet.”

A siren wails. The paramedics will be here soon. Time for the neutralizing mist, which Kali dubbed Boy-Be-Gone, or BBG for short. When you live and breathe flowers, it’s not just the bees who are drawn to you. If I touch individuals predisposed to liking me—most often boys, but sometimes girls—residue from the thousands of elixirs Mother and I create transfers off my skin, like the dust from a moth’s wing, causing attraction. It’s why I always wear hats and long sleeves in public, though I draw the line at gloves, which would just make me look like a germaphobe. BBG nixes any mushy feelings that may arise from contamination by this “aromateur’s pollen.”

From my bag, I pull out a crystal atomizer that fits into my palm and is as small as a perfume bottle. My finger feels for the pump, and just as I’m about to spritz, Court’s eyelids flutter open. I catch my reflection in his startled eyes, bewitched and bewildered, like I was the one bitten.

“I, I—” Closing the door on my doubts, I spray. One dose lasts a lifetime.

He watches the beads of mist float in the air. A gentle breeze carries some of them away. He turns his puzzled eyes to me.

“It’s just something I, er, do. It’s calming. I feel calm. Don’t you feel calm?” Living with a human polygraph, my mother, means I lie as well as grass.

I hear the chatter of girls and raise my voice. “Hello?” Maybe someone can flag down the ambulance when it comes. “Can someone help me?”

A girl half skates and half walks into the grassy clearing, and I recognize her from the group of rollerbladers who passed me earlier. Her mouth drops when she sees us. One by one, her friends pile up behind her, including Vicky who cries out, “Court?”

Her blades kick up clumps of grass as she dashes to us. “What happened?”

Court squints at her, then his eyes close again.

“A bee stung his arm.”

“He’s allergic!” she says, as if I didn’t already figure that out. “Oh my God, Court baby. Did you find his pen?”

Baby? Gross. “He doesn’t have one on him.”

She kneels beside me and elbows me out of the way, lifting his head and placing it on her own lap. “Move over.”

I eye her long gold-painted nails, hoping she doesn’t scratch his face. “Maybe you shouldn’t move him.”

“Are you a medical expert?” Vicky shoots back. The sharp, weedy odor of her hostility—stinging nettles—peels at the inside of my nose.

The other girls, now crowded around us, glare at me as if I’m the bee.

Sirens wail louder now and a truck rumbles up, the red visible through the screen of plants. A pair of medics rush to us, holding equipment. “Step aside, please,” barks one of them. The girls back off.

“He’s allergic to bees,” Vicky tells the medic, her throaty voice tight and high.

Court opens his eyes again. “I’m, I—” he mumbles.

The first medic pulls out an EpiPen from his bag and sticks Court in the thigh. The medic’s partner examines Court’s arm, which is no longer angry and swollen.

“How are you feeling? Any trouble breathing?” asks the first medic.

“No, no, I’m fine.” Court struggles to sit up, aided by Vicky who straps her arms around him from the back.

“Just rest against me, baby,” she coos. “You’re going to be fine. I’m so glad I found you in time.”

I dig my arms into my stomach. Anyone else might be repulsed by her boldness, but I remind myself it’s better this way. I am a mere comet.

The medic asks Court more questions, which he answers mostly through nods and monosyllables. Slowly, I get up. He’s in good hands now.

Court catches me stealing away and says in a quiet voice, “Mim? Thanks.”

Vicky cuts her gaze from him to me, and her eyes lose their anxious cast and harden. The unmistakable scent of jealousy, like sour milk, putrefies the air.

No good ever came of that scent.

“You’re welcome.”

I refill my jar with lichen, then hurry away, but the scent of jealousy stays in my nose long after I’ve left the park.
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THREE

“EVERYTHING SMELLS, ESPECIALLY EMOTION.”

—Mu Jin, Aromateur, 1621

I LIFT A pair of poached eggs out of the pot, willing them not to break. They make it to the plate without incident, so I add a banana scone to my arrangement. Free and easy. I cannot coax Mother into a good mood if I’m giving off stress smells.

At our kitchen table, Mother looks up from Friday’s crossword puzzle. The wagon-wheel lamp bathes her with warm light. She pulls off her reading glasses and lifts an eyebrow. “Confined.”

I don’t lose a beat. “Constrained.” Mother and I used to do the crosswords together until I started school.

“Cramped.”

“Caged.”

“Cornered.”

I set the plate before her. “I dub you Sir Synonym, but there will be a rematch,” I say good-naturedly, even though I have another one up my sleeve: curbed.

Mother grins, and I return the smile despite the fact that I’m so tired, even my face droops. She was up even later than I was, but unlike me, there’s no stoop to her shoulders, no circles under her eyes. Her hair is neatly combed in place, not tangled like brambles under a slouch hat.

She tucks her bookmark with the pressed flowers into the seam of her crossword book. “You should’ve slept in, though this is a nice treat. My favorites.”

“I felt like banana scones, too.” Their caramel goodness swirls like a halo of scent above each buttery wedge.

Smell and emotion are closely linked in the brain. Pleasant smells trigger positive emotions, which then give off more “feel-good” smells. I fed Mother banana scones before asking permission to attend high school. It worked, too. She let me go.

The earthy scents of vetiver and French sage warm the air. Good, she’s relaxing.

“I haven’t changed my mind about algebra.”

Though I keep my expression neutral, the scowlish odor of molded lemons gives me away. I grasp the back of a chair and focus on a narcissus flower engraved on the window frame.

“You’re already taking too many classes.” She waves around a scone. “What is so urgent about that subject?”

“Math is useful. We might be able to formulate algebraic expressions for the elixirs using ratios of base notes to hearts and tops.” Maybe there are even formulas for calculating attraction, maybe even love.

Her scone slips from her grasp and detonates the eggs. Yellow blood oozes forth, sulfury with a hint of sunflower seeds, which our chickens love to eat. “Why would we do that when we have our noses? It would be so cumbersome.”

“For future generations.” As the only two aromateurs left on the planet, the survival of our kind is hanging by a spider thread. “We could leave a roadmap behind after we’re gone.” Maybe the gene pool would spit up another aromateur.

The eggs seem to stop oozing, held in place by the sudden chill in the room. “Why? Are we planning to go somewhere?”

“No,” I quickly say, regretting the turn in conversation.

Her eyes tighten. “Each client is unique and elixirs can’t possibly be reduced to a formula. Our knowledge has been passed down from mother to daughter for thousands of years. That is all the formula we need.”

I take a deep breath and let it out slowly. Arguing the point will not help my cause. “Fine. But how exactly does algebra break Rule One?”

“Mr. Frederics could unintentionally favor you in grading.”

“I’m not going to college, so grades aren’t important. I’m just there to learn.” I hold my breath, hoping I didn’t just send lie odors into the environment. It’s mostly true.

“We have to avoid even the appearance of impropriety. Our business is built on reputation. If people don’t trust us, they’ll stop coming. Our skills, our noses, will go to waste. Don’t you want to be an aromateur?”

“Of course.” This is the third time she’s asked me that since I brought up the issue of school. It’s like asking me if I want to be Persian, Welsh, Inuit, Chinese, or any of the other seventy-two ethnicities in my genetic makeup. I didn’t choose them, I just am them. “But people will never stop coming. We’re the only love witches in the world besides Aunt Bryony—”

“She is no longer an aromateur,” Mother says of her estranged twin, and the vetiver and sage drain away. When my aunt lost her sense of smell, she became, in Mother’s opinion, “useless.” The two lost contact twenty years ago when my aunt left. “Honestly, Mim, people don’t go to high school to learn. They go there to suffer. Teenagers are a different species, angsty and hormonal with that canned apple juice smell. It’s much nicer here.” She gestures toward the window, which offers a glimpse into our ten-thousand-plant garden. “Plants are our books, and we have a full library.”

I groan. It occurs to me that it isn’t just dropping algebra that bothers me. It’s also Mother’s refusal to care about my interests. Of all people, she knows how multilayered people are. We spend our lives decoding people’s complexity. For once, maybe she could decode mine. As hard as it sometimes is to believe, she was a teenager once. Didn’t she ever wonder if there was more to life than mixing elixirs? “I have a whole life of weeding ahead of me. I just want to—”

She puts a hand on her hip. “You want to what?”

Take up a sport, like football, or crew, and limp away, flush from victory. Join the debate club, and say things like “That’s a logical fallacy!” Scream over boy bands. I don’t want to waste my teen years elbow-deep in soil and begonias. But if Mother knew I wanted to have a life outside the briar walls, she’d think I was planning to defect, maybe like Aunt Bryony. “Not weed.”

I gather my books and my lunch into my messenger bag, almost knocking our chipped guacamole bowl off the counter. If I was the type to throw things, that ugly bowl would make a satisfying crack against the wood floors. The frustrated scent of loosestrife peels off me, a noxious weed that smells like garlic breath. “I’m late.”

“Mim.”

I pause in the doorway, but don’t turn around.

“I’ll think about algebra,” she says.

In front of the library, a modern building with large glass windows, I remove the vial of elixir from my bag. A tiny fragment of Mr. Frederics’s handkerchief with a sample of his saliva floats inside. Saliva’s a key component of elixir.

I warm the vial in my palm, then shake it vigorously. Usually, we shoot the arrow by sprinkling the elixir directly on the target, or something we are certain the target and no one else will touch. Elixirs are clear, tasteless, and virtually undetectable by the regular human nose. They’re also the same temperature as skin, and lighter than rain, making them nearly impossible to feel. The elixir affixes to the target and in a few days, the target starts subconsciously “noticing” the client’s scent. Magic.

Through the windows, I spy Ms. DiCarlo at her desk, rubbing an alcohol-soaked cotton ball over a book cover with such vigor, she might erase the picture. Her red hair bounces around her shoulders, flipped up at the ends into a single fat curl.

I walk right up to the librarian’s desk. “Hi, Ms. DiCarlo.” Beside her keyboard lies a small Starbucks cup filled with a shot of espresso, still steaming, with a D marked on the side for what must mean “decaf.” I could drop the elixir into the cup. Mom made it so concentrated, a single drop will work, even if Ms. DiCarlo doesn’t finish her drink.

First thing’s first. Our Rulebook requires us to verify that the target is not married and is not a sociopath. We learn about these things during the client interviews and a background check. I simply take a few whiffs of the target to confirm.

Windex and bran muffins with splashes of peaceful green notes, like holy basil, the scent of pensiveness. Decoding a person’s scentprint—peeling away the outside package to see the person inside—is usually my favorite part of the job. But it’s not what I came for today.

She blinks at me with her doll-like eyes. “Hello. Are you new?”

“Yes. I’m Mimosa,” I say, feeling dumb at my lack of a last name. “Please call me Mim.” Another sniff. I don’t detect sour mash or black rot, which could indicate psychosis.

Ms. DiCarlo sits up so straight, her chair rolls back a few inches. Even faculty isn’t immune to the rumors about me. “Oh yes. I’ve heard you were here. May I help you?”

“So far, no one has signed up for the Puddle Jumpers’ teachers’ team.” Kali put me in charge of recruiting for the charity event she leads every year, buddying troubled youth with SGHS teachers and students. She thought it would help people get over their hesitancy toward me by showing them that I can be fun, too. Plus, it’s something we can do together outside of the garden. “Are you interested? You’d be perfect. Kids always love librarians.” I sniff deeper. I don’t detect any male odors on her whatsoever. No female ones, either, other than her own. Single for sure.

“Oh, well, yes, that’s true.” She tries to suppress a smile, but it doesn’t work, so she waves my comment off. “Well, when is it?”

“Next Friday during homecoming week.”

“Let me check my calendar.” She opens a drawer and pulls out a bound stack of papers that looks like a manuscript. Under the manuscript, she finds her day planner, which is thick as a bible. As she replaces the manuscript in the drawer, I catch the words, Avoiding the Torture Chamber of Medieval Library Collections, by Sofia DiCarlo, on the cover page. She’s a writer.

She flips through the mostly blank pages of her planner and finds the right day. “Looks like I’m free.”

“Great. Is there anyone I might ask to be your faculty partner?” If she says Mr. Frederics, we definitely have a match.

Her traffic-light green eyes shift to the corner, while she thinks it over.

I help her along. “Mr. Frederics, maybe?”

She tilts her chin to the side. “Why not? He always makes the students laugh.”

I catch a zing of anticipation, the one that smells of iced tea, followed by happy puffs of apple blossom, meaning compatibility. Check. Moving on. “One other thing, I’m searching for a book called Women in Nineteenth Century America: Socialites to Spinsters.”

At the word spinster, I detect a note of something salty spiking her natural scent. Something wistful. She’s definitely open to love.

She types something on her computer, then frowns. “It’s in special collections. I’ll fetch it.”

Standing, she smoothes her blouse into the waistband of her tailored skirt, then hurries toward a back room. When the door closes behind her, I dump in the contents of my vial. More than enough.

A minute later, she returns empty-handed. “I’m afraid the book is missing, but City Library has a copy if you want me to make the request.”

“No, that’s okay. Thanks, anyway.”

The Rulebook requires me to witness Ms. DiCarlo take the bait. I exit the library and spy on her through the library windows. She goes back to polishing book covers, still not touching her espresso.

When I pick up the scent of a campfire, my heart jumps.

Court treads toward the library, his arms swinging easily, eyes unfocused and relaxed. The school songbird, Cassandra Linney, bounces alongside him with her arm hooked through his. The two might have stepped out of the pages of a J.Crew catalogue. On him: cashmere V-neck in moss green, size medium. On her: the clambake skirt in seaport blue with cropped pinstripe jacket, size petite. Cassandra flips back her corkscrew hair with a snap of her wrist.

For reasons I don’t understand, my secondhand sundress suddenly feels as shabby as it is. The Aromateur Trust Fund set up by our medieval benefactors only covers business expenses, meaning we live frugally. Still, did I have to choose this cable-knit scarf and this ratty hat? Looks like something out of a grandma’s closet. I wish I didn’t care so much. After all, once my stint here at Santa Guadalupe High has ended, I will disappear back into the briar, as always.

I shrink into the shadow of a building post as they approach, hoping Court’s too distracted by the living mass of Cassandra’s hair to notice me. The sound of her trilly laugh makes my teeth hurt.

I return to spying on the librarian. She still hasn’t drunk her beverage. What’s wrong with her? No one likes lukewarm espresso.

“Mim,” comes Court’s smooth voice.

I straighten back up. “Oh, hello,” I say, as if I just noticed them.

Cassandra’s blue eyes grow large at the sight of me, and her corkscrew hair seems to straighten momentarily in fright. Her unease wafts over me, the slightly molded smell of rained-on pavement. “You’re Kali’s friend.”

“Yes.”

“Well, if you see her, tell her I’m looking for her.”

“Okay.” I hope she’s not still mad about the homecoming half-time show. Kali said Cassandra threw her sheet music when she learned Kali, a junior, would be sharing the stage with her.

“I’ll catch up later,” she tells Court. After a last look at me—the fruity rooibos smell of curiosity joins her unease—she sails off toward a group of seniors.

“H-how are you feeling?” My voice sounds unnaturally chipper.

“Good as new. Thanks again for saving my life.” He touches his arm where the bee had stung him. His dimples appear, one on the left, and two on the . . . I shake myself free.

“You’re welcome. You should really carry an EpiPen.”

“I usually do, but I left it in the car. What was in that jar?”

“Crushed plaintain weeds.”

“You saved me with weeds? Wow. Someone could make a fortune.”

“They have to be fresh.” I shrug. “The power of the flower.”

“So what happened to the kid?” When I don’t say anything, he adds, “Queen of Sheba? King Solomon?”

“Oh.” So he did hear my story. Curls of blushing bromeliad, smelling like sun-kissed pineapple, rise from under my scarf. “He became the emperor of Ethiopia. But I’m sure we had our share of dirtbags and pond scum, too.”

He moves closer, and his shadow slips over me. “Maybe you can tell me about them over burgers sometime.”

“B-b-burgers?” I stutter. “You mean like eating with you?”

He laughs. “That’s generally what happens.”

“Oh, I couldn’t do that.” I squeeze wrinkles into the worn cotton of my sundress.

“Why not?” His voice softens. There’s a freckle on his neck right in the notch below his ear.

“I have dietary restrictions.”

“You’re vegetarian?”

“Yes. I can’t eat refined sugar, vinegar, or salt.” Our overdeveloped sense of smell requires us to follow a finicky diet. Nothing too pungent, like garlic or onions, and absolutely no salt. A single bite of a honey-baked ham almost did Mother in one Thanksgiving. She lost her sense of smell for a week and refused to eat anything but rice.

“But doesn’t that get a little bland?”

“Actually, most of what people perceive as ‘taste’ comes from our sense of smell. So when we smell foods, we’re getting the full flavor experience.”

He grins, and I detect the amused vanilla scent of animal crackers. Maybe I don’t need to be so truthful all the time.

“Well, maybe we could just go enjoy some dinner smells together. It’s the least I could do to thank you.”

Of course. An appreciation dinner. The BBG would’ve neutralized any feelings he might have developed for me. “Thank you, but it’s not necessary.”

Disappointed notes of blue hydrangea weigh down the air like sad jazz
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