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PROLOGUE

Locals say the dirt in Cutwater isn’t good for farming. Too swampy, too clotted with clay, too much rain in the fall and not enough in the spring. But behind our house the tulips break through the mud, fearless, staking their claim in the terrible soil.

They are night bloomers.

Tiny green sprouts twirling upward in wild, broken rows beneath a star-crusted sky. Full of promise.

But after a time, when the smooth, silky heads begin to unfurl under the dusky light of a spring moon, the blooms reveal their truest, darkest nature.

The white petals are marred.

Imperfect.

Cut through as if by a villain’s bone-sharpened blade.

Crimson streaks run down each delicate, buttery petal, as dark and gruesome as blood freshly broken from young veins.

Mrs. Thierry, who lives half a mile down the dusty, rutted lane, calls it a curse. Some peculiar poison in the land. Others say it’s a result of the graveyard whose headstones once dotted the meadow behind our house, bodies rotting beneath the earth, ancient blood leaching up into the tulips. A reminder of what lies below.

Whatever the cause, these rare tulips have darkened my family for generations. For it’s not only the tulips that others find strange…. It’s us.

The Goodes are a family to be avoided. The odd and unordinary. The ones who speak in riddles before we can even walk, who prefer night over day, who drink sunrises and sleep in a drafty, cobwebbed attic. Or so the locals like to say. Most of it isn’t true.

Far from it.

But still, they steer clear of us, of the teetering house where we live, built—foolishly—over Forsaken Creek. Glacier water rushes beneath the floorboards at all hours, even while we sleep—our dreams are saturated with the sound of it—the current threatening to carry the old, rotted house away into the elm woods, into the soft, grassy valleys at the lower end of the state. Good riddance, most would say. Because the Goode family is anything but good.

When I was young, I used to believe it was the creek that split us apart, made our family wild and feral and heedless. But it’s the tulips that make us go mad.

The tulips… that will destroy us all in the end.
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ONE

Their eyes stab my flesh, the back of my skull, watching as I rise from my seat at the front of the bus and escape out into the cool spring air, drawing it into my lungs.

They fear me. They should.

I don’t turn. I don’t glance back at the faces of my Cutwater High classmates, gaping out at me through the dirty square windows of the school bus, relief in their eyes, glad to be rid of me. Poor Lark Goode, they think, eyes skipping past me to the awful, slack-roofed little house at the end of the driveway. The only house on this sad stretch of backwoods road that sits half-perched on wooden stilts to keep the wet, swampy ground from swallowing it up. To keep the creek from spilling through the floorboards. Poor cursed Lark, who has to wake up in that shithole house each morning and return to it every day after school. With no way out. No other option. A life handed to her by fate—cruel and snickering, with fingers crossed behind a back.

The bus spews out black smoke, sputtering on up the road—taking their awful glaring eyes with it. I know their pity is fleeting, because it’s mostly fear that occupies their small minds. A wariness of getting too close. Lark Goode will snatch out your heart and bury it in the garden behind her house. If only that were true. If only I could.

I slide the headphones down around my neck, pressing stop on the ancient Walkman—Cyndi Lauper’s “All through the Night” ceasing to vibrate in my ears. The Walkman belonged to my mom when she was a teenager. The stack of cassette tapes beside my bed was hers too. But the clunky Walkman isn’t a token of my retro coolness, it’s just the only option I have. It’s one of the few things Mom left behind the day she dragged her suitcase out the front door, the broken wheels thumping down each step, while the early-morning sun speared through the elm trees beside the driveway, making her dark hair glisten like raven feathers.

She never looked back.

Not once.

I yank open the tiny metal door of the mailbox—overstuffed, always—letters spilling out. Lipstick marks crisscross the envelopes, pastel hearts sketched with marker and eye pencil beside the address, 114 Swamp Wells Road, followed by tiny sunflowers and daisies trailing up from the o’s and the s’s. As if these symbols were a part of our address—the post office unable to deliver our mail unless these hieroglyphs of love have been properly accounted for. Unable to deliver as addressed; more hearts required.

I scoop up the fallen letters, irritated—Archer didn’t even bother to get the mail—and I make the long march up our driveway, stepping wide over the cold creek that cuts in front of our slanted porch. I wrestle with the front door—always stuck, always hanging wrongly from its hinges—and finally push inside. “You got more letters,” I shout to Archer, tossing the envelopes onto the kitchen table, knowing tomorrow there’ll be even more. And more the day after that, jammed into our mailbox until the postman has to leave a stack in the dirt, neatly tied with string.

Archer is perched against the kitchen counter, spooning a mouthful of sugared cereal into his mouth. He smiles crookedly, impishly. “It’ll only get worse,” he answers, still chewing. “Did you see the garden?”

Dropping my canvas bag onto the wood floor—damp from the creek roaring below, moisture stuck to everything—I move past him to the sink, fill a glass with cold water, then down the whole thing. The bus ride home is always too warm, humid and thick, the windows all stuck shut, so we sweat and breathe in fumes and one another’s teenage stench, arriving home like animals sent to market. “Haven’t noticed,” I lie, because in truth, I can see the whole god-awful garden from my back bedroom window. I wake to it each morning, the sea of green stalks teetering in the sharp morning air. Taunting me, cloying and malevolent.

Archer chews loudly, noisily—on purpose, just to annoy me—then drops his empty bowl into the sink, spoon clanking against the drain. Our kitchen cupboards are poorly stocked with boxed cereal, dried rice, canned beans, and a few jars of peanut butter. A sad assortment. Dad sends us grocery money from time to time, he pays the utility bills online—thankfully—but it rarely seems like enough. If it weren’t for Archer’s flirting, for the jars of homemade jam, baked strawberry pies, dusted sugar cookies, and casseroles that adoring girls leave on our front porch for him, we’d never have a proper meal.

“End of May, just like clockwork,” he adds, walking to the screen door at the back of the house and resting a hand against the doorframe, the wind stirring his black T-shirt and his dark hair.

My twin is comfortable in his own skin, cool and calm, a sanguine ease in every move he makes—a nonchalance that came easy to him right after birth. While I have tiptoed carefully around in my skin, certain I was born in the wrong house, in the wrong town, in a place meant for someone else.

My self-assured brother has never once stumbled, never woken with hair that wasn’t perfectly tousled or with clothes that were damp and wrinkled. He strides through town with his wicked, cloying smile that can charm the skirt off any girl or boy who has the unfortunate luck to happen across his path, never again able to look away. He is a twin that casts a shadow, long and lean, a shadow that’s nearly impossible to crawl out from under.

But to be honest, I like it in the dark. In the shade of invisibility.

Because I’ve felt the opposite: the madness that comes from standing in the light. The way others contort themselves to be closer to a Goode. Then run screaming when the seasons change.

It’s safer in the dark. And that’s where I’ll stay.

“You missed school again,” I point out, uncoiling my hair from its braid, letting the auburn waves spill down my shoulders and using my fingers to work out the spiderweb knots.

“Like I said”—he nods through the screen door at the garden beyond—“they’re almost in bloom.”

I stand beside my brother, gazing out at the acre of dark, ruddy soil. He’s right: the tall green shoots—wide leaves peeled open, with closed buds shaped like teardrops—will soon crack apart and reveal their strange, unnatural petals to the sky. Scarlet and vermilion, like dark red wine. Like blood. Like a sacrifice.

This season’s crop… is about to bloom.

“You should stay home too,” he adds, gray eyes cutting over me as he pulls the blue guitar pick from his pocket and flips it easily through his fingers. He claims that it’s his lucky guitar pick. But luck in this family doesn’t come from guitar picks. Our fate is determined by that acre of flowers. “No point going to school now. You’ll only make it harder on yourself.”

My throat tightens. The afternoon breeze rolls throughs the garden of tulips, their weighted heads like babies unable to hold up their own skulls, as if they’re a little drunk—chugged too many beers at one of Roy Potts’s infamous lakefront-cabin parties during midsummer. “There’s only a week left,” I answer, holding strong to the promise I make to myself every year: Stick it out, suffer through these last few days before summer break. Finish school, graduate this year, because even if I can’t afford college, at least I’ll have something. A high school diploma. At least I won’t repeat the same mistakes my mother made: dropping out when she was only seventeen. Pregnant and alone.

Archer shrugs, raising a perfectly framed eyebrow, then walks to the kitchen table to rip open one of the letters. “Soon enough you’ll be getting as much mail as me.”

“I don’t encourage it like you do.”

He flashes me a smug look, the guitar pick now perched between his lips. “It’s more fun this way. Might as well use our fate for something.”

I feel my teeth clamp together, hating the self-satisfied way he brushes everything off like it’s nothing at all, like our lives aren’t some cruel, inescapable joke. In a few days’ time, late one night, the tulips will break open, unfurling their rare, curse-ridden petals toward the stars. But Archer’s never cared what any of it means, he only cares what it does—the side effect bestowed on him.

On both of us.

Because when the tulips finally bloom, love and madness knot themselves together, and your heart is no longer your own. It belongs to us. To the Goode family.



The sun rises into a gray, rain-weighted sky—the tulips still not yet bloomed—and I board the bus to Cutwater High while Archer sleeps in. He’s no longer interested in attending the last week of our senior year.

I sit at the back of the bus, headphones on, listening to the Counting Crows August and Everything After album, imagining Mom playing this same cassette, on this same ride to the same awful school. Lives repeated.

Inescapable.

Destined.

I feel the eyes of Abby Reece, seated across the aisle, skip over me once, twice, until the bus stops to pick up Mia Churchill, and Abby bolts from her seat and moves three seats away, unwilling to take the risk any longer.

To live in the town of Cutwater is to know countless stories about the Goodes—fables of heartbreak and madness and desire.

But to understand the truth of our past, one must go back to the middle. Because the beginning is too far away and too troublesome, wrought with lies and riddles that I’ve still never quite picked apart. Lies are that way: sticky, honeylike, melted into the truth until it’s impossible to know the sweet from the sour.

Our birth—Archer’s and mine—was an inconsequential one. Trivial, at least according to our father, who paced the tulip rows unfettered by the event, while our mother bent her face to her chest with the pain of labor yet never made a sound—according to the two attending midwives whose names have never been told to us. What was also never told to us was the timing of our births: who was born first, Archer or me. We were told only that we came into that damp, rotted house sometime after midnight but before the sun rose. And that in the custom of all Goode family births, it happened in spring, just as the tulips began to bloom. As though the awakening of the blossoms had stirred our mother’s womb, calling us out. A curse awaits you, it’s time to be born.

But a curse is only known as such depending on the affliction. And to some, what we suffer might be seen as a gift, handed up from the soil each spring. A birthday always marked the same way: warm easterly winds through the elm trees and a tide of sweet floral scents carried through the windows.

At the onset of tulip season, when the garden breaks open with their snow-white blooms—a slash of color through each petal—desire and desperation, love and lust, are not far behind.

The bus idles to a stop in front of the school, and I find myself striding down the hall to first period, my classmates parting around me as if I were a death ship sailing through a black sea. They press themselves up against their lockers and duck into bathrooms. They know madness season is close. But some watch me with renewed, even if hesitant, curiosity. They look at me as if I were a flower breaking through my old skin.

A girl who they suddenly can’t turn their eyes away from—for reasons they don’t entirely understand.

By lunchtime, spring rain gives way to opal-blue skies, and I sit alone—far away from the others—in the grass near the high school parking lot, under one of the sagging elm trees, listening to “Lovefool,” by the Cardigans—a silly bubblegum song about a girl begging a boy to “leave me, leave me, just say that you need me.” I let it play while I eat my flattened peanut-butter-and-grape-jelly sandwich. Wiping the crumbs from my lap, I flip open my notebook and press the sharpened pencil to a fresh, blank page.

I scan the lawn, dotted with my classmates, their faces bent toward cell phones while their mouths lazily chew their food, most looking a little frayed—that anxious excitement layered with exhaustion from a school year that’s almost over. Only four days left until summer break. And you can feel the cracking edges, the parts of us that are ready to break.

Across the newly cut grass, Jude—a short, bony kid with coils of light blond hair and pale, close-set eyes—wanders through the sea of Cutwater High students. In his left hand he holds a chatterbox: a paper origami fortune teller, folded at the corners. He makes a new one every morning in first period, doodling on the outer corners in elaborate floral patterns with black ink. On the inside he sketches either numbers or words, like “ochre,” “azure,” “periwinkle.” And beneath the corner flaps are hidden fortunes. Little glimpses into your future that Jude writes himself.

Fate revealed on lined notebook paper.

I watch as he kneels down beside a group of freckle-faced girls from band class, flutes and harmonicas and trombones resting in their shiny black cases beside them. A girl named Clementine hands Jude something, and he takes it in his palm before sliding it into his pocket. He dispenses fortunes only in trade for something—they are never free. A stick of gum, a pretty piece of agate, a ride home after school, a song played on a guitar. I can’t see what Clementine gave him, but he never takes money, only a trade. “The barter system was the fairest form of economy,” he once proclaimed in fourth-period history class. He holds out the paper chatterbox for Clementine to select a number or word, then he opens and closes the origami to reveal her fortune.

Her cheeks turn pink, eyes watery and bright as she listens to him recite her fate. I can’t hear a word of it over the Cardigans singing in my ears. So I drop my eyes back to the notebook, my pencil carving out the slope of his cheekbones and a flat, pinched mouth. I wasn’t sure who I’d sketch today, but the coils of hair begin to form from the scalp, and I see Jude take shape from the end of my pencil, small eyes set into his soft face. As I shade in his hands, the chatterbox held delicately in his fingertips, my eyes lift to see that Jude has stood up from the group of girls. His gaze sways over the front lawn of Cutwater High, seeking the next person in need of a fortune, but when his eyes catch on mine—only briefly—he snaps his head away and starts toward the small, grassy hill at the east edge of the school. He’s never read my fortune. It’s not worth the risk. Like everyone else at school, he keeps his distance.

No eye contact, no straying looks.

I’m too dangerous.

But I keep my distance from them, too. When you risk madness laced in love every spring, you can’t risk friends. The few friendships I’ve made never lasted: a girl in fourth grade with black hair and clear-framed glasses who always chewed gum when she talked. We’d spend weekends at my house and mornings chatting on the bus, until the spring of fifth grade, when she began looking at me as if I were air itself. As if she wouldn’t survive if I didn’t love her back. Freshman year, I shared a locker in the south hall with a boy in my biology class who seemed unaffected by the pollen scent of my skin. For a time, I thought we’d stay friends until we graduated. But then three days before summer break, we stood at our locker and he lifted a finger, tracing a line of yellow sunlight—from a nearby window—across my cheekbone down to my chin. And I could see it in his swimming eyes, in the curious, soft flutter of his bottom lip—I knew it even before he did. He had fallen in love, just like that, snap your fingers and it’s tulip season.

Blink your eyes and love has knitted beneath the bones.

“Love finds the Goode twins,” I hear them hissing in the halls. Even when they don’t understand why, even when they swear it won’t happen to them—because what is there to love about two half-orphaned misfits whose house is sinking into the wet, swampy soil? Two twins who, without logic or reason, smell like the wind, like a perfume spun from ancient magic.

So most stay away… from me, anyway. I sit at the far back of every class, near a window, where the fresh air dulls the heady scent of spring flowers on my skin. I sit alone outside at lunch. I keep myself separate. Unlike Archer, who strolls through town when he should be at school, wandering into the small music shop on the corner of Willow Street and Goose Neck Drive—the only intersection with a blinking light—where he thrums through the wall of guitars, playing a few chords. And by some lost, spell-spun magic, the girls walking by outside pause to press their fingertips to the glass windows, then shuffle inside the shop to watch him play. He’s not even that good—he could never play in a band—but it doesn’t matter. It’s him they’re after.

He just has to be a Goode. A boy born into a family where love comes easy.

And easy it does come. For all of us.

But it’s much harder to keep it away. To rid it from the skin once someone has clawed their nails into you.

I fold my notebook closed—a notebook filled with sketches of almost everyone at school. If I can’t get near them, at least I can draw them onto paper, feel some closeness in the gray lines that shade their eyes and chins and somber mouths. It’s a notebook filled with the people of this town, a collection of lives pressed flat onto paper.

The Cardigans’ cloying love song ends, and the next track begins: “The Great Divide.”

The irony is not lost on me. So I hit the fast-forward button—the sound of the spinning cassette tape shrieking against my ears.

A few yards away, Olive Montagu blows bubbles from a blue plastic wand she holds in front of her glossy pink lips, adorning her circle of friends with delicate, floating bubbles that break against their smiling, impossibly porcelain faces. Occasionally Olive glances my way, a touch of curiosity in her blue eyes, before blowing another wave of bubbles toward Lulu Yen’s phone, pointed in her direction. Olive’s group of five friends take countless photos of themselves throughout the day: a camera lens documenting every application of eyeliner in the bathroom mirror, every outfit planned and choreographed so they’re all color-coordinated as they stride into first period, talking to the camera as if they were talking to an audience—a delicate facade captured for the world to see. Every moment posted mere seconds after it happens. As if they’re afraid of being forgotten.

But unlike Olive and her friends, I want nothing more than to be forgotten. A girl lost to memory. Olive blows another wave of bubbles through the tiny wand, and they’re caught by the wind, spiraling through the warm air in my direction, but before the little orbs can reach me, I notice something from the corner of my vision.

I hit stop on the Walkman.

Across the grass, Tobias Huaman, who was seated on the concrete steps near the main doors, stands up suddenly, blinking away the brilliant midday sun. He is tall, muscled, with dark skin and dark, striking eyes, and I watch as he begins moving toward me, a smile taking shape along his arched lips—that terrible, familiar expression.

Shit.

The tulips aren’t yet in bloom, but the air that hovers around me has shifted—the promise of what’s to come—and the faintest hint of tulip pollen is already dusting my flesh.

His white sneakers start to carry him across the lawn, his green raincoat unzipped—a coat he wears because Jude once told him to beware of rainy days. And at Cutwater High we believe in fate and fortunes and bad luck. But before Tobias has taken even five steps, a hand grabs his shoulder, firm and abrupt, yanking him back. His best friend, Mac Williams—all full lips and football shoulders and midnight skin—stops Tobias from going any farther.

From getting any closer to me.

Several others on the lawn have paused to watch Tobias, breaths held in throats, a weighted silence suspended in the spring air.

Mac wheels Tobias around so he can no longer see me, then forces him to sit back down, crouching beside him and saying words I can’t make out—as if they’re in a halftime huddle and Mac is giving him an impromptu pep talk. Get a grip, bro, I imagine Mac muttering. Don’t be an idiot, she’ll have you following her around like a puppy by the end of the day.

And I could, if I wanted.

I could control every last one of them. I could be voted queen at prom, ice princess at winter formal, have my locker overstuffed with love notes on Valentine’s Day, be swooned over and pawed at and adored like royalty. They wouldn’t stand a chance.

I could have any boy or girl I wanted, just like Archer.

But instead I only want one thing: to get out of here.

I want freedom from this town and everyone in it.

Across the lawn, voices resume their muttering, a few side-glances are shot my way—but quickly; they never allow their eyes to linger for too long. For fear I’ll ensnare them. I’ll bewitch them like poor Tobias Huaman, who nearly stumbled closer, compelled by a feeling he didn’t understand.

The bell rings, lunchtime over—third period about to start—and the horde of students begins the slow, reluctant shuffle back toward the double doors of Cutwater High.

I stuff my notebook into my backpack, then brush away the grass clippings from my pale, bare legs and the blue summer dress embroidered with forget-me-not flowers that was once my mother’s—one of the few things she left behind in her closet.

She must have thought she wouldn’t need it. Or it wasn’t good enough to take.

Left behind: worthless and meaningless.

Just like me.

Just like the name she gave us: Goode. Her family name. Not our father’s.

But I wear her things because I long for her in a marrow-deep, aching part of my chest that I wish I could scrape away. I wish I didn’t miss her. I wish I didn’t think of her every day.

I wish I could just fucking forget her.

I stand up, sling my bag over my shoulder, but I wait before heading toward the school. I’ll be the last one to step through the doors—the last one to pass down the nearly empty halls, where only a few stragglers retrieve textbooks from lockers or hustle from bathrooms—then I’ll slip into my economics class just before the final bell tolls, skirting down the edge of the room to the back, eyes on the floor, careful not to look at anyone. This is how I get through the day.

But as the last of the students swing through the doors, the noise of footsteps and murmuring voices fading into the walls of the brick building, I notice something.

Someone who wasn’t there a moment ago.

Out in the school parking lot.

I pull my headphones off, slinging them around my neck, and blink through the midday sunlight—eyes narrowing on a boy standing in the shade of a crooked elm, long branches tilting in the breeze, not far from the weedy, overgrown soccer field. One hand is slid into his jeans pocket, the other holds a paperback book. His eyes are lidded and soft, settled on the pages like he hasn’t heard the bell at all. I watch him a moment too long—and his eyes tip upward, finding mine. A cool, clement green. Or maybe blue. It’s hard to tell at this distance. But they reflect the sunlight strangely, beautifully, as if he were some rare creature awoken from a storybook, whose eyes are meant to be seen only by the one who finds him, rescues him, who digs him up from some underground catacomb. But I don’t know who he is: I’ve never shared a class with him or seen him in the halls or at assembly or crowding out of school at the end of the day.

Either he’s new, a transplant from some faraway city, or he’s a boy who doesn’t go to Cutwater High.

I blink again, knowing I need to look away—if I stare too long, he’ll find himself shuffling closer, pulled by some strange thread in his chest, a need he didn’t know he had until this moment, as if caught by some indefinable longing. But before I can cast my eyes away, he turns suddenly—unaffected, unfazed—and strides casually out across the parking lot toward the street, the paperback book now slid into the back pocket of his jeans.

He walks away.

Away.

As if he felt no pull toward me, no sickening, undeniable enchantment swirling in his gut, no thread of need in the center of his chest. He looked Lark Goode dead in the eyes, met her stare, then walked away. As if, as though, he felt nothing.

An impossibility.

I swallow, feeling strangely unsteady, like my knees want to hinge, sink down to the dirt.

But the boy is already gone. A phantom, a chimera, slipped from the shadows back into the daylight.



I can hear the sounds of lovesickness as soon as I drop my bag onto the couch: the rustling fingertips, the laughter that is more desperation and need than the ease of real love. Through the back screen door I see Archer out at the edge of the garden, at the border of the woods—where he’s pressed a girl up against a swaying birch tree, her hair knitted between his fingertips, kissing her neck while she giggles uncontrollably, teeth smiling up at the cloudless afternoon sky. Tulip season is almost here, and the girls are already fretting over him, besotted, bending themselves closer, hoping they catch the light, catch a Goode in the palm of their hand. Although I’ve always thought they’d love him even if he weren’t a Goode. Even if he were a boy by another name, they’d spill into his arms like milk down a drain.

It makes me cringe, a bitter prick along my spine—that love can be so foolhardy and false, contorted by old, misunderstood magic. By a garden of tulips.

Love, I’ve always known, cannot be trusted.

Finally Archer slips away from the girl, flushed cheeks and lips, fingertips lingering against hers, arms reaching long, before at last they release each other, and Archer strides idly through the tulip garden toward the house, the girl following, brushing her palms down her cheeks as if she could wipe clean the dizzying lust she feels when she’s near him.

She doesn’t know that the garden of flowers where she walks is partly to blame for the desire she feels for my brother.

But Archer doesn’t bring her up to the back porch—he knows better. Knows I’m tired of the nameless girls he brings home, then never sees again. Knows it’ll start an argument between us—and starting a fight with your twin is like fighting with yourself. No one wins. Instead he walks her to the side of the house, where I can just see a sunshine-yellow bicycle leaning against the toolshed. He kisses her one last time before she pedals away up the driveway, then turns toward town. Five miles. Uphill. All to spend a few moments pressed against Archer.

I push open the screen door, and the air has that dreamy summer feel: bees humming, a woodpecker thumping against the trunk of a tree somewhere in the woods, searching for insects. The season is changing.

Archer perches himself against the porch railing, the sun in his eyes, and runs a hand through his hair. “How miserable was school?” he asks, looking lazy, casual, like James Dean in an old film poster.

But I ignore his question because I’m thinking of something else: the boy I saw at school. The one I didn’t recognize but who seemed completely unaffected by me—Lark Goode, who can ensnare another with just a glance.

And yet the Goode curse is not a witch’s spell. It doesn’t force a person to love another. It’s merely a little enchantment, a glimmer in the eyes, a hint of seduction in the lips. My classmates still have control of their own minds, their own actions. They decide what to do with the desire they feel. But most are weak, unable to resist the magnetism that stirs inside them whenever they’re near a Goode.

Still, somehow, the boy at school seemed to feel none of it.

Not even a hint of fascination when he looked at me.

I shut my eyes, pushing away the memory, savoring the soft spring breeze against my cheeks.

“What will you do when we graduate?” I ask Archer, lifting my eyelids.

He stares down at the creek rushing below the house, tracking the path it makes through the center of the tulip garden before it disappears into the woods beyond, eventually joining with Rabbit Cross River and running all the way to the sea. “Doubt I’ll graduate,” he answers bluntly, elbows pressed against the railing. “I’ve missed too many classes.”

“Then why bother staying in town at all?” My brother has always behaved as if his own life bored him, as if he were indifferent to the outcome. As if life weren’t unfurling rapidly before us—and if we don’t grab ahold of it, if we don’t alter its course, we’ll be doomed to the fate of every Goode who came before.

My brother grins, cheeks still flushed from the girl. “Why would I leave? I can do whatever I want in Cutwater.”

He’s never felt a lump-in-the-throat desperation to escape this town like I have. He’ll probably live in this sorrowful, old house for the rest of his life. Maybe he’ll even marry a local girl, have babies—children who will be just as ill-fated by the Goode name as we are now. Somehow he’ll be satisfied to never see what waits beyond this shithole town.

I feel Archer looking at me. “You really think you’re getting out of here, don’t you?” he asks. I shrug, refusing to meet his eyes, and he snorts, lips curled down, holding back a laugh. “How? You don’t even have money for bus fare.”

I dig my thumbnail into one of the porch posts—the soft wood starting to rot, like everything else, the creek slowly taking back the house and the land.

“It’s not like you can get a job,” he adds. “You can’t scoop ice cream at the Tasty Swirl, or shelve books at the Cutwater Library, or run the cash register at Al’s Hardware. All the customers will fall in love with you.”

I dig my nail in deeper, making a half-moon shape in the wood, a marker that I was here—Lark Goode lived in this awful house. But he’s right. Any job won’t last. I’ve seen how quickly love can spiral into devotion and then obsession: I’ve seen the girls at school tattoo Archer’s name onto their forearms and wrists; and the boy who once sang a song to Archer during an assembly our freshman year, belting out “I Will Always Love You” in front of the whole school. But no one laughed, no one snickered at how lovesick and foolish it was. Because they all felt it too—a strange yearning to be near Archer. To me.

“If you just used our talent, instead of hiding from it, you’d have everything you want.”

“It’s stealing,” I say, dropping my hand from the post.

“It’s not stealing when they hand it over.”

“They don’t realize what they’re doing. They’re delirious.” I raise my eyebrows at him. “Remember Maisie Lee?”

Archer smiles so wide, his eyes gleam, the memory flicking through him. “She was a little delirious,” he admits. “But I only winked at her.”

“During tulip season,” I point out.

Maisie Lee used to work at the Square Mart gas station. Her father owned it—owns it still—but last summer Archer convinced her to sell him a six-pack of beer, and instead of making him pay for it, she gave him all the cash in the register. Over $400. All because he winked at her. The next day her father stomped up to our front porch in his muddy rain boots, arms crossed, hair oily and slicked back as if he’d just been crouched beneath a car engine in the repair shop beside the gas station, and demanded all the money back. Archer handed it over, with his apologies, but swore he hadn’t “stolen” it. Thankfully, Maisie’s father didn’t go to the local police. But Archer still manages to come home with cash in his pockets, an extra twenty-dollar bill handed back to him at the movie theater up in Favorville when he paid with a ten. Free ice cream at the Tasty Swirl by the baseball field, free soda and fries at Maple’s Burger Stop. He never pays for anything.

I suspect he could even get a free bus ride out of here if he tried.

But he wants to stay. This small, backwoods town gives him everything he needs. He stays because of the tulips, because if he left, his charm, his magnetism, might wear off. He needs the tulips.

But our mother managed to leave—without a word, without an explanation. She slipped out the front door and strode down the driveway as if she had already forgotten about the children she was leaving behind. And after three years she hasn’t so much as sent a postcard. She’s good and gone. Long gone. Never even glances over her shoulder, gone.

“You might as well stay,” Archer says, turning toward the screen door. “Nothing for us outside of Cutwater. Better just to get used to the place.” He steps back into the house, screen door slamming shut, and the thud is like a brick cracking against the hope growing inside me. Better just to get used to the place. But I have no intention of sticking it out here.

In a few days I’ll graduate, and I won’t die here, old and bitter beside that god-awful cursed garden of tulips.

Archer doesn’t know it yet, doesn’t know the plans I’m already making.

But I’m getting out of this town.

And I’m never coming back.
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TWO

Headphones on—the Smashing Pumpkins howling in my ears—I stretch out on my stomach, drawing the outline of his face, the curve of his jaw, his translucent eyes like fresh grass or a blue pond. It feels like tipping into a fairy tale, losing myself in the image taking shape at the end of my pencil, as the soft evening wind carries scents of earth and faraway rain in through my open bedroom window.

Usually, I sketch only faces, but I wasn’t close enough to see the small details (a freckle here, a stray hair across an eyebrow there), so I draw his shoulders, his torso, the paperback book in his hands. He leans against the elm tree, the afternoon sun speckled through the branches, slightly kissing his cheekbone, while his eyes are just barely lifted… meeting mine. Yet… he walked away after his eyes strayed over me. Grazed my flesh.

As if he felt nothing at all.

My head thumps, a tiny insect scratch at my skull. How could he so easily turn away? I draw him in my notebook to make sense of him. To fill in the parts I don’t understand. The boy has no name. A stranger. And in a town this small, you know when someone new moves in. You know the names of everyone, you know how long they’ve lived in Cutwater and the reasons they’ve never left.

But this boy… is something new.

I pull the headphones off, needing the silence to try and bring him to mind, capture some detail I missed. But he’s already starting to fade from my memory, the shadowed parts of his cheekbones becoming less distinct. The sound of the creek fills my ears—cold glacier water twisting its way down from the Middle Fork Mountains, then cutting south across Winterset Valley before turning into the lowlands and running straight under the Goode family home. But it’s not the creek’s fault it found itself here—caught up in the folklore and long-ago curses that haunt this house—it was my great-great-grandfather Fern Goode who built the house over the creek, who deemed it a reasonable place to make a homestead, in the lowest, swampiest soil in town.

A fool’s undertaking.

But over the gurgle and rush of the creek, I hear another sound….

The wind has died down, the woods fallen still, but the noise echoes softly through my bedroom window: a breaking open, like tissue paper. Like eyelashes on the surface of tepid bathwater. So gentle and quiet, it’s hardly there at all.

I sit up, knowing the sound as clearly as if it were a scream from fearful lungs. I’ve heard it season after season, since the spring I was born. I leave the Walkman on my bed, move to the back door, and step out into the night. It’s late, near midnight. But the noise is unmistakable—the heavy teardrop heads of the tulips are beginning their slow unfurling. Petals peeling open, tufts of silklike layers bending themselves back to peer up at the clear, moonless sky.

The tulips are finally blooming.

An effort that happens only at night, only in the dark, as if they don’t want to be seen. A secretive, seductive unveiling. Like ladies peeling away their robes. Showing their pale skin to the stars.

With my heart thudding in my ears, I move down the back steps, over the churning creek, and into the garden. The wind stirs, changing direction—it begins blowing from the east. An omen. A portent. I hold in my breath, witnessing the awakening of a plague.

In this dull light, the soft blooms with their snow-white petals and garish red streaks seem innocent enough—a garden of flowers to mark the changing season. But they are not harmless. They are responsible for every bad thing that’s ever happened in this family. I reach out a hand, running my fingertip over one of the newly opened petals. The stalks are unusually, unnaturally tall, the swaying heads of each flower grazing my shoulders—a crop that reaches the height of cornstalks some years. I draw the air tight into my lungs, each particle heavy with an intoxicating sweetness, making me dizzy, and I know what will come.

Tulip season has begun.

Madness season, most call it.

Because the locals in town don’t know that the tulips are to blame. They don’t know that these blooms are the source of their twisted-up desire each spring.

But from this moment on—until the tulips wilt back into the soil—locals will feel themselves inextricably, irresistibly drawn to the Goodes, to Archer and me. They will feel a nudge in our direction, a prick at the base of their necks that is nearly impossible to ignore.

When the flowers crack open to reveal their inner petals, the need others feel for us becomes something abnormal.

A hunger.

A feral wildness that is sometimes dangerous.

A love that becomes greed.

Standing in the garden, the spring air filled with the soft perfume of their petals, I think again of my great-great-grandfather—a man who sailed across the Atlantic from the Netherlands with a small linen pouch tucked into his waistband, a dozen tulip bulbs hidden inside. Secreted away. He claimed they were the rarest of bulbs—heirlooms saved from the infamous tulip madness that ravaged Holland in the 1630s. But when Mom told the story, she said he likely stole the tulips, killed a man—a royal gardener—who kept the bulbs in a dark, dry basement. Stolen or bartered, the bulbs contained a madness that made people crave them—a delirium of love and devotion. And when he planted the bulbs into this swampy soil, he hoped to make his fortune: he would sell the flowers, be adored and revered, admired from one county line to the other. But instead locals in Cutwater feared my great-great-grandfather. They thought it ill-conceived to build a house over Forsaken Creek, in the marshy lowlands. “No rational person would build their home so carelessly,” they whispered. And that first spring, when the tulips bloomed, showing their lurid white petals cut through with scarlet veins, the locals called it a curse and refused to buy a single bloom.

In time the tulips spread, the small garden became a sea of blooms, and some in town found themselves drawn to Fern Goode for reasons they couldn’t make sense of—they fell in love with him every spring, like clockwork. And when he had three sons—who grew to be as tall and broad as Norwegian spruce trees—love befell them just as easily. A wild, feverish kind of love. And with each generation, with each Goode who was born into the house, the madness-invoked love became more deeply woven, more troublesome, the blooms braiding themselves into the blood and bones of every Goode.

Inescapable.

I drop my hand from the petal and turn on my heel.

When I was younger, I thought the tulips beautiful, enchanted, but now I hate them. Now I wish I were a girl with a different last name. Any name that wasn’t Goode.

Inside the house, I close my bedroom window—so the scent of flowers won’t saturate my room—then I sink beneath the sheets, pulling a pillow over my head. I don’t want to hear the soft splitting-open of tulips.

I don’t want the reminder of who I am. The fate I can’t escape.

Tomorrow madness season begins.



The morning sun bursts into the sky above the treetops, and the air inside the bus is already stifling, boxed in. I can feel the eyes of everyone watching me as I walk down the aisle to the last row of bench seats—a strained stillness in the air, breaths held tightly in lungs, the heartbeats of my classmates racing a little too quickly in their chests. I turn the volume up on my Walkman, Lauryn Hill vibrating through my eardrums.

Still, those seated nearest me can’t help but flick their eyes in my direction, once, twice, too many times. They feel a longing for anyone with the Goode last name, more persistent than it was yesterday.

Lark Goode smells different today, I imagine them thinking, a notion they try to shake but can’t. She looks more… like a girl I could fall in love with.

The microscopic pheromones contained in each bloom are now saturating my skin. Caught in my lungs. Leaving a cloud in my wake.

Like bloodthirsty dogs, they sense it.

Predatory and lovesick.

When the bus finally shrieks to a stop in front of the school, I can’t exit fast enough, scrambling down the steps and nearly tripping over my own feet. I glance to the tall elm tree beside the parking lot, looking for the boy. I need to see him one more time, capture the last details of his face so I can finish the sketch. But it’s more than that: there is also a curiosity inside me—I want to know, to see—can he look at me again and feel nothing, no strained urge to move closer? What if I walk toward him, will he still be able to turn his head and stride away so easily?

I doubt it. Not with the tulips now in bloom.

But across the parking lot there is no boy beneath the elm tree.

No sign of him.

I keep my head down, moving across the lawn, through the school doors, until I reach my locker in B hall—near the gymnasium, the stench of sweat and sneakers and Clorox clinging to the walls. I shove my bag into the metal rectangle, then grab my History of the World textbook for first period.

I turn the volume up on my Walkman, Lauryn Hill singing about the nature of all things: “Everything is everything; what is meant to be, will be.” My eyes are on the linoleum floor when I round the corner into the main hall, and I’m stopped short.

A crowd has gathered outside the doors into the lunchroom, near the drinking fountain that no longer works and the hand-drawn poster for Astronomy Club—WHO NEEDS MATH WHEN YOU CAN COUNT THE STARS, it reads in chunky black Sharpie.

I can’t make out who’s at the center of the crowd, or what’s happening, but I can hear the hum of activity through my headphones. Someone shouts, followed by a rush of voices, and I slip my headphones down around my neck, inching closer to the commotion—careful not to touch anyone, to meet anyone’s eyes. I slide along the row of metal lockers until I can finally stand on tiptoes, peering between two freshmen, to see Tobias Huaman—tall, broad-shouldered—facing his best friend, Mac Williams. Yesterday Mac stopped Tobias from moving toward me during lunch, from getting pulled in by the fabled Goode enchantment, but now they look like they’re about to fight—fists clenching, chests puffed, eyes willful and angry and narrowed.

“You already have a girlfriend!” Mac spits, lifting his chin.

“So do you,” Tobias barks back, taking a large step closer to Mac.

The crowd seems to press in around them, trying to get a better view before the first punch is thrown—a stupor of nervous excitement in the air. They love a good fight, especially between two of the most well-known guys in school, who only yesterday were best friends.

But clearly something has changed.

“You’ve always been an asshole,” Mac counters, and he shoves a hand against Tobias’s sturdy chest.

Someone makes a soft squeal, a tiny shriek, and my eyes swivel—finding the source of the sound. Clementine Morris, who yesterday had her fortune read by Jude on the front lawn. Now she stands with her black flute case in her left hand, only a couple of feet away from the two boys about to tackle each other. Her dull brown hair drapes long and flat over her shoulders, a few knots visible at the front, and her soft hazel eyes possess a curious glint. I think of how pretty she is—the kind of girl who will probably thrive in the outside world, in the real world. She’ll become a famous musician or invent a cure for an old disease. And everyone who attended Cutwater High the year she graduated will try to remember who she was but won’t be able to. Because right now, in the social ladder of high school, only the loud and glittery survive. Here she is unmemorable.

I scan the crowd, trying to understand what’s happening.

Tobias tries to take a step around Mac, a step toward… Clementine?

She looks briefly stunned, a little unsteady on her feet, but also… something else. A subtle twitch of delight pulls at her upper lip.
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