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    Synopsis: 
 
      
 
    Celia Orne has a dream, and she's finally been given the opportunity to chase it. 
 
      
 
    A botanist by day, poet by night, Celia uproots herself and moves to Florida in order to search for a legendary plant she's always hoped was real. With recent heartbreak and long-past tragedy dogging her steps, she hopes that this new life of adventure will give her a chance to find some closure. 
 
      
 
    She never planned on fate throwing Gem Raglan in her way. 
 
      
 
    Gem is alluring, carefree, and a shameless flirt. She also knows the beaches and islands of Florida like the back of her hand, and she's more than happy to help Celia explore. What's so bad about having a little fun with her, as long as it doesn't distract Celia from her quest? But before Celia has a chance to step on the brakes, her feelings for Gem grow into something more than just "a little fun." If Gem's smoldering glances are any indication, she feels exactly the same way. 
 
      
 
    But soon, getting distracted from her search isn't Celia's only problem. The closer they get to finding the legendary plant, the clearer it becomes that Gem is hiding something. And Celia, torn between the woman who sets her heart free and the dream she's chased all her life, must make a decision. 
 
      
 
    Will making one dream come true mean giving up on the other? 
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    Chapter One: The Song 
 
      
 
    It was like a tiger lily. 
 
    That’s what the sky reminded Celia Orne of, that first evening in Florida. She sat at the end of an aluminum floating dock in the marina, skimming her toes across the surface of the warm Gulf sea, as the low hum of boat motors and the clinking of sails against masts soothed her ears. The flaming orange-red of the sky above the horizon was dotted with tiny clouds, each one a dark speck backlit by the setting sun. They made her think of the black flecks that decorated the petals of Lilium superbum, or tiger lily. 
 
    The bay beneath Lucine Point, a small town just north of Port Charlotte, was warmer than any ocean Celia had ever imagined. She didn’t have much experience with oceans in general, but back home in Michigan, the vast lake could freeze you to the bone. Celia smiled faintly as she trailed her foot in the water, flicking a splash of salty droplets into the air with her toe. She would have to start shifting her mindset. Lucine Point was her home now. 
 
    A lucine was apparently a type of shell, Celia had learned: a small, roundish, clam-like shell. Celia didn’t know its Latin name; after all, she was a botanist, not a marine zoologist. 
 
    Up in the town, less than a mile from here, was Celia’s new home. The movers had finished unloading her furniture that afternoon and there were mountains of boxes waiting to be unpacked. Celia felt strange about being in that house, all alone. She’d been in such a hurry to get outside that she hadn’t even bothered to change out of the comfortable yoga pants she’d worn on the drive down. It was easy enough to roll them up to her knees, to take off the sweatshirt she wore over a tank top and let the balmy breeze kiss her bare shoulders. Out here, she could breathe better. 
 
    The sky over the bay was magnificent and huge, a crimson and orange canvas that bled into pale purple and finally indigo above her head. Soon the stars would appear as tiny pinpricks of light. Words began to surface in Celia’s mind, words that painted feelings like the setting sun painted the sky. 
 
    Back in Michigan, her colleagues laughed at her for writing poems, saying that a scientist couldn’t be a poet. Celia didn’t agree. She thought science and poetry were uniquely suited to each other. Besides, who were they to say something like that to a botanical illustrator? 
 
    Small clumps of sea grass floated just beneath the surface of the water at Celia’s feet. Tomorrow, she’d come down here with a notebook and sketch them. It would make her feel more at home. Fate had brought her to Lucine Point, and here she’d stay. 
 
    As Celia sat on the dock piecing words together, she almost didn’t realize what she was hearing. Then, over the faint lapping of the water and the unobtrusive sounds of the moored sailboats, the notes of a song caught her attention. She sat up, uncurling her back, and pressed her hand down on the crown of her floppy-brimmed straw hat to discourage the breeze from stealing it. The tune floated to her across the waves. Someone was singing. 
 
    Boats meandered all through the bay, returning with the tide, but Celia couldn’t see anyone nearby on the docks or on the concrete walkway that led up to the marina’s parking lot. But then movement caught her eye, and she noticed a sailboat that rocked gently by its mooring at the other end of the marina. A woman emerged from the cabin and moved about the boat with a leisurely, unhurried grace. Could she be the one singing? 
 
    Celia strained her eyes and caught a glimpse of the woman’s lips moving. It was her. As the woman climbed up onto the cabin’s roof and walked, barefoot, down to the bow, Celia drew in her breath. She was good with words (at least on paper), and her mind was already in a poetic state: this person could only be described as arresting. 
 
    The woman’s hair was loose, falling in a dark chocolate cascade down her back and over her shoulders. She didn’t seem to take any notice of the wind as it blew strands across her face; she was so at ease, like she was born with a deck beneath her feet. The sun etched the curves of her body against the deepening blue sky. 
 
    Spellbound, Celia gazed at her, her eyes following the woman’s relaxed figure as she settled down on the prow, legs dangling on either side of the boat’s nose. She was singing wordlessly to herself, oblivious of anyone watching. Her voice, although low, was as clear as if she were a seasoned performer. Her back was to Celia now and she faced out to sea; like her sailboat, she looked as if she were positioned to embark on a journey. 
 
    Something about her made Celia’s heart crack open with yearning. Maybe it was the freedom this woman embodied, or maybe it was the way she fit so perfectly into the landscape that it was if she’d been created by the wind and sea itself. Or maybe it was the haunting, lovely tune that still brushed against Celia’s ears, a note here and there partially swallowed by the gentle lapping of the waves. 
 
    Well, today was already a fateful day, wasn’t it? It was Celia’s first in Florida. The universe had aligned itself to make her new life here possible. Living here, she’d be able to make good on a promise she’d long given up hope of keeping. New adventures for a new life. So why not carpe diem—get up off this dock, walk down to the sailboat, and say hello to this entrancing woman? 
 
    Celia got to her feet and picked up her sneakers. As she stood with them dangling from her fingers, another boat motored across the harbor, heading straight for the docks. There were dark gold letters painted on the side of the prow: Wastrel Wind. The grumble of its motor cut through the quiet evening, and the notes of music were drowned out. 
 
    When Celia turned her attention back to the woman on the sailboat, all she saw was a quick movement and a blur of dark hair as the woman ducked swiftly into the cabin. 
 
    Celia’s heart sank. There goes that chance... All of her poetic daydreams vanished in a puff of motor oil-scented smoke. She wasn’t about to go over to some stranger’s boat and knock on the cabin door just to say “I was spellbound by your singing and I thought maybe we were meant to meet.” That was a sure way to start a rumor that the new girl in the neighborhood was a little nutty. She had missed her opportunity and the moment was lost. 
 
    Downcast, she sat again to put her sneakers back on and then headed for the steps that led up from the docks. The sun was disappearing into the sea and the evening star shone like a diamond in the dark azure sky. It was time to go home. 
 
    Celia wondered what it would be like to spend her first night alone in her grandmother’s house, the house she’d never visited. She hoped she’d be able to sleep. But whether it would feel cozy or empty or foreign or like the home she hoped it would...she would soon find out. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Two: Agnes 
 
      
 
    The house was on a quiet plot near the edge of town, surrounded by other similarly well-manicured homes. Only a few streets away was a mangrove-lined river that flowed into the bay. Celia made her way up the street, which was still so unfamiliar that she had to look for her car in the driveway to recognize her new home. The houses in this neighborhood were so similar that sometimes it was only a matter of questionable garden statuary that told them apart. 
 
    It was a one-story house built of brick, and the stucco-covered walls were painted a cheerful light peach. She paused on her way up the flagstone walk to smell the hibiscus bush by the door; its dark pink flowers were another reminder of how much this place felt like a tropical paradise. Maybe if she stayed here long enough, she’d start to feel the way she imagined that woman felt. 
 
    Inside the house, it was cool and dark. She flipped on the lights and gazed unenthusiastically at the cardboard boxes that made a city skyline against every available wall. The furniture was all in place, at least, her own mixed with the pieces of her grandmother’s that she’d chosen to keep. And she had a suitcase full of necessities from her drive down. She didn’t need to start unpacking quite yet. 
 
    Funny, Celia thought as she wandered aimlessly through the living room and into the kitchen. I thought just being in her house would make me feel at home. But Celia had never visited this house when her grandmother was alive, and she had no memories of it to comfort her. Now that her grandmother was gone, the last thread that tied Celia to her family was broken. 
 
    Celia’s grandmother had been the only one in her family who still seemed to care about her. She was certainly the only one Celia ever saw or talked to on a regular basis. After Celia left for college, she hadn’t seen her parents even once. For a year or two, they still talked on the phone or e-mailed each other occasionally, but even that small contact had long ago petered off into nothingness. 
 
    It wasn’t their fault. Celia said it to herself like a phrase memorized and repeated so often it became meaningless. Her family fell apart after Mariel. 
 
    As much as she tried to fight it off, loneliness settled over her like a lead blanket. Now that her grandmother was gone, who did Celia have? She supposed a few friends from Michigan might visit or call now and again. She recoiled like she’d been burnt when she started to wonder what her former girlfriend, Alaina, might be doing right now.  
 
    This would all be much scarier, though, if she didn’t have such high hopes for Florida. For as long as she could remember, Celia dreamed of adventure. She had this idealistic, romantic notion of striking off into the unknown with nothing but a backpack and a half-drawn map. But for her entire adulthood, it seemed like that wasn’t what life had in store for her. She had a stable job and a stable relationship...well, until she didn’t anymore. 
 
    Celia took comfort in the fact that Michigan, and everything that happened in her life there, was behind her. This place wasn’t somewhere she ever thought she’d end up, but somehow she had. Here, she fervently hoped, she’d find the adventure she’d always dreamed of...even if she had to make it herself, like by talking to beautiful strangers on boats. 
 
    And maybe, along with it, she’d find closure. She would keep her promise and finally give a last gift to Mariel. 
 
    Celia’s stomach rumbled, interrupting her thoughts. Lunch had been nothing but a granola bar and a banana bought at a gas station eight hours ago. And, of course, there was nothing in the refrigerator. I guess my first adventure will be finding a grocery store...or a take-out joint. 
 
    The unexpected knock on her door made her jump. She hadn’t noticed anyone pass the window by the front door. There was no way she’d be getting packages so soon after moving or at this time of night; it must be a stranger stopping by, or somebody soliciting signatures. Celia quickly combed her fingers through her wispy, wheat-blond hair to smooth the windblown strands back into shape, wishing she’d changed into something a little more presentable than her comfy long-car-ride clothes. Well, no time now. She approached the door and pulled it open. 
 
    The woman who smiled up at her was shaped like a pear and had on a pastel blue sweatshirt (even in this weather, Celia marveled) decorated with embroidered hummingbirds. Her short white hair was permed in neat curls. 
 
    “Hello, hello!” the woman chirped. Her face was very wrinkled and Celia guessed she might be in her eighties, but nothing in her manner or gait showed the frailty she’d expect in a woman of that age. The woman held up a foil-covered Pyrex dish, displaying similarly wrinkled, gnarled hands. “I saw the moving truck here earlier. Thought maybe you hadn’t unpacked your cookware yet. How do you feel about macaroni and cheese?” 
 
    “I feel really good about macaroni and cheese,” Celia replied truthfully, her surprise propelling her past any standard greetings. The woman didn’t wait to be invited in; she just stepped over the threshold and Celia let her pass, then Celia scooted ahead to show her into the kitchen. 
 
    “I’m Agnes,” the old woman told her. “I live right next door and I couldn’t help but wonder who might be moving in over here.” 
 
    “Well, your timing was impeccable,” Celia said. It was a relief to find that at least one of her new neighbors was friendly. She tended to keep to herself for the most part, but she didn’t want to have to. Celia took the dish of food from Agnes; it was still piping hot. “I’m Celia. This used to be my grandmother’s house.” 
 
    “Oh, you don’t say! I just loved Patty!” Agnes patted her on the arm. “Such a sweet lady. We all miss her very much. It’s too bad she passed away so soon after moving to the neighborhood. I would’ve liked to get to know her better.” 
 
    “She had nothing but wonderful things to say about living here.” Celia was impressed by Agnes’s thoughtfulness when the old woman revealed a stack of paper plates tucked under her arm and started scooping each of them a dish of macaroni and cheese.  
 
    “Did you ever come to visit? I can’t recall seeing you before, but I promise I don’t keep a pair of binoculars by my window,” Agnes told her with a wink. Celia laughed. Oh, good, I haven’t moved in next door to Mrs. Kravitz. That was a relief as well. 
 
    “I wish I had visited,” Celia said with a regretful tilt of her head. She accepted the plate of pasta and the plastic fork Agnes thrust into her hand. Okay, so company for dinner hadn’t been in her plans, but it wasn’t as if she’d really had a plan in the first place. “But I never managed to get down here. It always seemed like work kept me too busy.” 
 
    “Are you here to stay, then?” Agnes asked. “Or just cleaning out? The moving truck clue only gets me so far, you know.” The mischievousness of her smile was only heightened by the folds and creases around her brown eyes. 
 
    Even though it wasn’t in Celia’s nature to tell her life story to someone she’d only met two minutes ago, she felt compelled to make an exception. There were so many empty holes in her life right now, so many holes left behind by people who, for whatever reason, were now out of her reach.  
 
    “I’m here to stay,” Celia told her with a shy smile and a shrug. “It was a surprise when I found out she’d left me the house, but my grandmother did always know exactly what I needed and when I needed it.” She paused thoughtfully, then realized that last statement probably needed some explanation. “Right after I found out I had inherited this house, the company I worked for went out of business. It just seemed like the right time to pull up roots.” 
 
    No matter how desperate she was for conversation, though, she didn’t mention that her job hadn’t been all that ended. Things blew up with Alaina about the same time. The prospect of moving away had never looked so good. 
 
    “Oh? What do you do?” Agnes asked her. She leaned against the counter, working away at her plate of macaroni and cheese and looking truly interested. 
 
    “I’m a botanical illustrator.” Celia took a bite and paused to mmm appreciatively. It was a pretty perfect macaroni and cheese: the crisp top layer was lightly sprinkled with bread crumbs and the cheese was the perfect mixture of melty and stretchy. 
 
    “That sounds fancy!” Agnes widened her eyes. Celia shrugged, chuckling. 
 
    “It just means I draw plants for textbooks and nature guides and things like that.” 
 
    “Do you like it?” 
 
    “Oh, yes, I love my work,” Celia said. She was about to add that she hoped to continue it here in Florida, but Agnes just kept up the rapid-fire questions. 
 
    “And are you married?” 
 
    Celia lowered her eyes. She’d much rather talk about plants. “No.” 
 
    “How about a boyfriend? Anyone who’ll be coming to join you?” 
 
    “No...” Celia gave a small shake of her head and busied herself with eating. She wasn’t ready to come out to this near-stranger yet. After a moment in which Agnes waited, clearly hoping for clarification, she added, “I just ended a relationship.” 
 
    “Oh, well, then!” Agnes waved her fork in the air. She looked as if she’d been waiting to hear something like that. 
 
    Celia quirked an eyebrow at her skeptically.  
 
    “You’ve got to join me for the card game tomorrow!” Agnes declared. “You’re sure to meet new people. It’s at my church, and everyone is as friendly as can be. Half of them you won’t see anywhere near a pew come Sunday,” she added amiably. “But everybody does things their own way and I wouldn’t have them do otherwise. I’ll pick you up at six; we should have just enough time to grab a bite to eat and get on over there before the game starts. The schedule tomorrow night is pinochle, cribbage, and crazy eights, but there’s a weekly bridge game going on and somebody’s always up for whatever else you  might want to play.” 
 
    Celia’s initial reaction was to decline the offer. She’d never really minded being solitary before; in fact, she enjoyed it. But this town, as beautiful as it was, felt somehow very wide and empty to her. She needed to start filling it, and she had no time to lose. Besides, it couldn’t hurt to build a good relationship with a neighbor. 
 
    Agnes seemed to sense her hesitation and she powered on.  “I won’t take no for an answer, young lady. I know Patty wouldn’t want her granddaughter to feel unwelcome, and I don’t intend to let her down.” 
 
    That brought a smile to Celia’s face. “Okay,” she agreed, and Agnes nodded with approval. Celia dug into her macaroni and cheese. “But I haven’t played card games since I was a kid,” she added between bites. “You guys’ll have to go easy on me.” 
 
    “Oh, my dear,” Agnes laughed. “Nobody goes easy on each other at card night.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Three: Matchmaking 
 
      
 
    Agnes’s church was on the other side of Lucine Point, in the small downtown area farthest inland. The sandstone building had a façade constructed of several concentric arches leading to a thick wooden door. A small dome on the roof of the church was surrounded by sloping terracotta roof tiles. There were palm trees flanking the entrance, each lit by floodlights, and all together it made for a beautiful and impressive building. 
 
    Once inside, Agnes ignored the open doors to the stately, pew-lined nave and made a sharp turn down a set of stairs to the left. The community room was below the main floor of the church, and that was where the card games were held. This room was much more casual than the rest of the church: the brown and white checkered linoleum floors looked like they’d been there since the seventies, and the walls were covered in crayon drawings and construction-paper collages presumably made by kids in Sunday school. Tables of varying sizes were crowded everywhere, most occupied by chatting elders. By the door as they came in, there was a large table of snacks. 
 
    “Let’s nab us some provisions before I take you around,” Agnes said, grabbing a plate. She loaded up on cheese doodles and added two brownies. With a sly smile, she leaned closer to Celia and whispered, “These are normal brownies, of course. Some of the fuddy-duddies here practically had a heart attack once when I jokingly asked if they were special brownies. They could really use them, too,” she added with teasing resentment. Celia bit back a giggle. That did away with any fears she had of inadvertently shocking her new neighbor. 
 
    By the time Celia had grabbed a couple of cookies and a few potato chips, Agnes was already chatting away with a group of ladies at a nearby table. Celia surveyed the room, chewing on her lip. Agnes said she’d introduce her, but there weren’t a lot of empty chairs. Of course everyone here already knew each other; that was a given. Celia just hadn’t thought about what it would be like to try to make friends surrounded by this many strangers. 
 
    The community room was stuffy and humid, more so than outside. Celia started having second thoughts. She didn’t prefer to be indoors even in Michigan when it was below freezing or stormy, let alone here when she could be enjoying the balmy, breezy Florida night. But she was here, and the least she could do to repay Agnes’s kindness was to try to have fun. 
 
    It was only a moment before Agnes came back over and led her to a couple of tables to show her off to various folks as “Patty’s granddaughter who inherited the house.” Everyone seemed to have known Celia’s grandmother and they all accepted Celia as if she’d been the one who lived in their neighborhood for two years. 
 
    Introductions led into conversations as Agnes branched off to other local news, and Celia found herself glancing around the room to see if there was anyone here who was closer to her own age. With chagrin, she recalled Agnes’s eagerness when she found out that Celia was single. Surely Agnes wasn’t going to try to set her up with someone here... 
 
    Before long, Celia spotted a young man, the only person in the room who didn’t appear to be over sixty. He was passing out decks of cards to the tables. Just as she did, Agnes caught sight of him too and bustled over to him, catching Celia’s arm as she went by and towing her along. Celia tried to keep the reluctance from showing on her face. 
 
    “Drake!” Agnes sang, and the man looked up. His smile when he saw Agnes could’ve given Celia a sunburn. 
 
    “Aggie! I hoped you’d make it tonight. Where were you last week? Jan trounced me at bridge because I didn’t have my better half.” 
 
    “No, Jan trounced you because she cheats,” Agnes said pointedly. Her smile clearly told how pleased she was to see him. “And I was out at the movies with a couple of the girls.” 
 
    Drake saw Celia behind Agnes and peered over the old woman’s shoulder curiously. “Who’s this? Your sister?” 
 
    Agnes snorted. “Kiddo, if you try to feed me any more of that crap I’ll never play bridge with you again,” she retorted, but it was clearly said with affection. Drake merely grinned. “This is Celia. Patty March was her grandmother, and now she’s going to be living down here. She inherited the house, you know.” 
 
    “You don’t say!” Drake put out his hand and Celia shook it politely. He was strikingly handsome, with sun-bleached blond hair and a cleft in his chin and GAP-model cheekbones. Celia was surprised that his teeth didn’t literally sparkle.  
 
    “Glad you could make it, Celia,” Drake told her. “Lucine Point’s a great little town. Now, are you two getting in on the bridge game? I set up your usual spot,” he said to Agnes, motioning to a table behind him. There was a pad of paper and a plate with a pile of cheese doodles there. 
 
    Agnes laughed and patted him on the arm. “I’m going to play a few warm-up games with Celia first, but you’re too sweet.” She picked up the plate of cheese doodles and added them to the pile on her own plate. “I’ll be over in a little while.”  
 
    They found a table where a game of crazy eights was starting, and Celia sat down between Agnes and an elderly gentleman with hair to rival Albert Einstein. “Well?” Agnes asked, lifting her eyebrows at Celia with a secretive smile. Celia stared back at her in uncertain silence. “Drake’s a good-looking young man, don’t you think?” 
 
    Celia groaned inwardly. Her fears hadn’t been unfounded after all. “Yeah, I guess,” she offered weakly. 
 
    “And he’s single! I’ve been trying to find somebody to hook him up with, and since you mentioned you’re available...” Agnes tilted her head with a coaxing look. Celia winced and tried to figure out how to tell Agnes that in no way had she said she was available. “What?” Agnes asked, reading the look on her face. 
 
    “He seems like a really nice guy,” Celia told her. “He’s just...not my type.” She hoped that would be enough, but it didn’t surprise her that it wasn’t. 
 
    “No?” Agnes pursed her lips, thoughtful. “Too blond? Too young?” 
 
    Here goes nothing, Celia said to herself. She inhaled. “Too male,” she said neutrally. 
 
    For a moment, Agnes’s face was blank as her mind worked it out. “Oh!” she said then. “Well, gosh, why didn’t you tell me that in the first place? My grandniece needs a girlfriend and I bet you two would get along just great!” 
 
    Now it was Celia’s turn to stare in surprised silence. Is she serious? But there was nothing but sincerity on Agnes’s face, and Celia had to admit she was impressed by Agnes’s persistence. Nevertheless, the old woman’s efforts were misplaced. 
 
    “I’m really not sure I’m ready to date again,” Celia said. Agnes nodded, but she kept on talking as if Celia hadn’t said anything. 
 
    “I’ll invite her for dinner soon so you can meet her. She’s such a good girl—a very hard worker!” 
 
    “Oh...okay,” Celia murmured doubtfully. She wasn’t thrilled at the prospect, but it seemed clear that Agnes wouldn’t be turned away from her mission (or anything else, from the sound of it) so easily. Agnes, for her part, considered the matter settled and dove into their game of cards. Celia tried to turn her attention to the game too, but she was troubled. Apparently her adventurousness had a limit; maybe moving across the country alone had reached that limit. She hoped not. 
 
    Slowly, though, the cheerful friendliness of the players eased her tension. After a few rounds of crazy eights, they started up a game of gin. The folks at Celia’s table were an uncompetitive group; from the sounds of it, the bridge table nearby got pretty cutthroat, and she was glad she wasn’t over there. But by the end of the night, she found she really had enjoyed herself. 
 
    Back at home, Agnes waved goodbye as Celia crossed the yard back to her own house. Celia felt spent. She locked the door behind her and went straight to the bedroom, only to groan when she remembered that she hadn’t put any linens on the bed. An hour and three mislabeled boxes later, she gave up and called it good enough with just the single set of sheets she’d been able to find. 
 
    The overhead fan had a light, which was a good thing because all of Celia’s lamps were in a corner of the living room and walled off by boxes. She sat down on the edge of the bed and breathed out. Agnes hadn’t meant to put this sudden pressure on her to get back into dating, but there it was. It was souring Celia’s enthusiasm about her new life here, and she resented that she couldn’t shrug it off. 
 
    The truth was that Celia was exhausted with the idea of romance. She looked down at her hands; they looked naked without the ring Alaina gave her. 
 
    It hadn’t been an engagement ring. They’d both been clear with each other about that. But it had been a symbol, a token of love and commitment. The silver band was molded with a tiny lily, something Alaina said reminded her of Celia. The necklace she’d given Alaina in return—Alaina didn’t like wearing rings—was a glimmery, pale green peridot, Alaina’s birthstone. Celia knew for certain that it wasn’t hanging around Alaina’s neck right now; it hadn’t been there for months even when the two of them were still together. 
 
    Looking back on it now, there had probably been a significant moment in which Alaina took it off and didn’t put it on again, and if Celia had been paying attention maybe she would have noticed it. But she didn’t. She never imagined that Alaina would fall in love with a woman she met at her CrossFit class, the woman who Celia always thought was just a good friend. It never crossed her mind that when Alaina said she was too busy with work in the evenings to go out to dinner and couldn’t find time on the weekend to hang out, Alaina was actually going to this woman’s apartment in the city. 
 
    Alaina had been sorry. She’d been so sorry. But that didn’t heal the rend in Celia’s heart that Alaina made when she told her she was in love with somebody else. 
 
    For her entire life, Celia had believed that she could find a love that would last. She still believed it, but that belief was buried deep, covered in snow and hibernating. It was still there, she knew, but she was too tired to dig it out. 
 
    What she wanted right now was freedom. Adventure. The beauty of chasing after her dream. Suddenly the woman at the marina appeared in her mind’s eye. She looked so free, sitting there on the bow of her ship, her face lit by the setting sun’s glow on the horizon. An effervescent feeling filled Celia’s chest, like champagne bubbles bursting. 
 
    She got up on her knees to pull the light cord overhead and then lay down on her back on the cool sheets. She’d have dinner with Agnes and her grandniece, but she wasn’t going to attach any expectations to it. She was in Florida for another reason, a bigger reason, and she couldn’t let herself forget that. All she wanted was to find the thing she’d been looking for ever since Mariel died. And now that she was here, she was so close. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Four: A Jewel 
 
      
 
    Florida mornings were unlike anything Celia had ever seen. When she woke up and went to the window, the sky was a delicate peach that melted into blue in the west. Mockingbirds sang their eclectic songs high in the palm and cypress trees. Her sense of optimism rose alongside the sun, and Celia could barely delay herself enough to eat breakfast before she burst out the door, pulling on her backpack and carrying her big floppy sunhat. 
 
    Celia’s fine, flyaway hair was just long enough to put up in a ponytail to keep it off her neck. It was incredible, after the Michigan winter, to walk out the door in the morning wearing just a teal tank-top and jean shorts. Her sandals had sneaker treads and closed toes, making them good for hiking as well as keeping her feet cool. Lucine Point State Park was only two miles away, and its beaches were reputed to be the prettiest in the area. 
 
    In Celia’s backpack were her sketchbooks and pencils, her charcoal sticks and plant identification guides, as well as a map she could write on, a bottle of water, and a bagged lunch. This was what she was here for: the plants of Florida were ones she’d always wanted to sketch live in their native environments. The thought of identifying and drawing even common plants excited her, but what excited her even more was the milepost today would be: it was the day she’d start her search for the Balm of All. 
 
    It wasn’t long after Mariel got sick that Celia came across a storybook about the Balm of All, a legendary plant that cured any illness. Celia was eight years old; she read the book over and over, soaking in every detail. She studied the watercolor paintings, which were meticulous in their depiction of plants surrounding the Balm of All. But the legendary plant itself was just that: a myth. 
 
    Mariel, Celia’s older sister, had been a softball star until she fell ill. When she wasn’t in pain, the chemotherapy made her cripplingly sick. Celia would have done anything to help her feel better, but her mind fixed strongest on the legend of the Balm of All. She scoured the local libraries for historical books about plants and borrowed obscure accounts of settlers in the West Indies through inter-library loan programs. By the time Mariel was at her sickest, Celia had learned only that the Balm of All supposedly grew in semi-tropical regions, and that early Spanish missionaries to Florida spoke of a rare panacea the local native people found along the western coast. 
 
    Mariel passed away at age fourteen, when Celia was eleven. Nothing was the same after that; Celia’s parents didn’t actually divorce until after Celia left home, but their family had been destroyed by Mariel’s illness and death. 
 
    Celia never told her sister about the depth and dedication of her search; the first time she mentioned the Balm of All to Mariel, Mariel was too sick and frustrated with her condition to think there was any point in learning about it. But Celia promised Mariel’s memory—and therefore herself—that someday she would find out if the Balm of All really existed. As she grew older and botany became her passion, her dream shifted: she would find the real-life (but obviously not miraculous) plant that gave rise to the legend. And if she truly was the first to document it, she’d give it a Latin name based on Mariel. 
 
    Even on a weekday, the beach at the state park was crowded with people basking in the sun, swimming, and combing for seashells. Celia walked down the weathered wooden planks of the boardwalk across the dunes, then followed the steps onto the white sand. She took off her sandals and buried her toes in its warmth. Celia had never seen such sand before: the grains were so fine that they felt like powdered sugar, so perfectly uniform, and they glittered. 
 
    Celia felt like she was walking through a postcard, and thinking back to the gift shop she’d passed on her way there, she probably was. The sea stretching out to the horizon was a mind-blowing field of turquoise, laid in striations of pale blue-greens where the water was shallower and cerulean out in the depths. A line of frothy white waves far out from shore marked some sandbar or swift current. There wasn’t a single cloud in the sky. 
 
    The north end of the beach was less busy, and Celia strolled in that direction. She would find a nice, secluded area and spend the morning drawing before going in search of some of the plants that were rumored to grow in the same area as the Balm of All. Her passion for researching the plant hadn’t dimmed after starting her career in botanical illustration; over the years, she found bits and pieces of stories that mentioned it, either directly or obliquely. Celia owned notebooks full of clippings, printouts, notes, and clues. 
 
    A dilapidated pier marked the end of the beach’s popular section. It stood on pilings in the water like some great long-legged centipede that had been hewn into pieces. There was no way onto it from land anymore. Celia passed by it and looked up the sandy slope to her right, noticing the crumbling cement blocks that used to anchor the pier to the land. The sand that flowed around them was tangled with the roots of grass and studded with white shells. 
 
    The beach curved inward on the other side, making a small cove where rocks and marshy patches replaced the welcoming sand. Celia picked her way through, certain she would find more interesting plants in that area. It was silent there except for the roll of the waves and the crying of seabirds. 
 
    Though she had thought at first that the cove was mostly marshland, when she had crossed the first section of reeds and grasses she found that a sliver of the sea stretched in on the other side. The water was deeper, with only a small rind of white sand separating it from the grasses. Celia sat down nearby on a group of rocks and dug through her backpack for a sketchbook. 
 
    Drawing calmed her spirit like no other pastime. The sound alone, the gentle scratch and scrape of her pencil or charcoal on the paper, was enough to make her feel at peace. The texture of this notebook’s paper was smooth as silk, perfect for the tiny, delicate lines she drew with her mechanical pencil. She kneaded her gray rubber eraser for a few moments to warm it up as she looked around, searching the grass for her first subject. 
 
    The thing that caught her eye was a creeping vine by her feet with small purple-pink flowers. She gently lifted a piece of it. The blooms reminded her of wild peas, with a flat “bib” and a puffed curving section that resembled a beak. Celia got out her field guide and flipped through until she found it. Canavalia rosea, the seaside jackbean or beach-bean. She smiled with satisfaction as she examined the round leaflets emerging from the vine and matched them to the image in her book. 
 
    Faint lines flowed from her pencil onto the paper as she sketched. Even the sounds of the waves and birds faded away, swallowed by her focus. First, she drew a detail of the leaflet clusters and the small curling tendrils, making sure to note where spurs emerged from the stems. Then she carefully plucked one of the flowers and held it between her fingers, turning it this way and that as she copied its details onto paper. The soft purple petals had feathery white stripes that emerged from the center of the bloom. Some buds on the stalk were just about to open, and she looked closely at them to see how the sepals folded around them. 
 
    A loud splash not ten feet away made her heart jump, and she fumbled her notebook and pencil. Maybe it was the dazzling sun or her eyes adjusting from focusing close up to far away, but the indistinct shape that suddenly loomed close to her startled her so much that she lost her balance and toppled off the rock where she sat. 
 
    Two firm hands captured her by her upper arms and caught her before she hit the ground. They were cool—deliciously so—on Celia’s sunbaked skin. She blinked up as the face before her became clear. 
 
    The eyes that met hers were a color Celia had never seen before. Perhaps they were green, or very light brown, but in the sunlight they flashed a tawny color that was almost yellow. 
 
    The next thing Celia noticed was that this woman was wearing nothing but a deep ruby bikini, and she was very close, her hands still wrapped tightly around Celia’s arms to steady her. A flush coursed over Celia’s skin and she diverted her eyes quickly back to the woman’s face. For a handful of seconds, neither of them moved. 
 
    The woman had features that struck Celia as somehow intriguing, though she wasn’t sure why. There was a sprinkling of freckles across her nose beneath the suntan, and her lips were plump and naturally a dusky red (unless she was wearing lipstick while swimming, Celia thought, but who did that?). Then the woman offered a questioning smile, as if asking whether Celia were all right. Dimples appeared in her cheeks, and Celia realized why her face was so captivating. 
 
    There was a sweetness there, a charming freshness that somehow both complemented and contradicted the impression Celia got from her body language of almost brazen assurance. Here this woman was, crouched barely a foot away from a complete stranger and holding tight to her arms, with nothing preventing Celia from getting a marvelous view down the front of her bikini top. This was someone who appeared to be utterly free from any insecurities. 
 
    A blast of recognition hit her. When Celia looked up at the woman’s face again, her flush deepened into a prickling wave of heat that rolled up her back and neck. 
 
    It couldn’t be... 
 
    This woman looked remarkably like the one Celia had seen yesterday sitting on the bow of a sailboat. 
 
    “I’m so sorry I scared you,” the woman said, breaking through Celia’s stunned feeling. Her voice was a soft alto that, like her appearance, mixed light pleasantness with an undercurrent of strength. “I was just swimming in the cove and I wondered what you were doing up here.” She released Celia’s arms, and Celia bent down to retrieve her fallen sketchbook. “You’re drawing, right?” the woman asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Celia said, brushing sand off her paper. Her heart was pattering rapidly in her chest and she tried to get hold of herself. You’re acting like a crazy person, she scolded. What are the odds that this is her? You’re going to miss out on a nice conversation with somebody if you don’t snap out of it. “I’m a botanical illustrator and I just moved here,” Celia continued. “I thought I’d warm up by drawing a few of the local plants.” She pulled her knees up and laid her notebook on them, then tucked a strand of hair behind her ear with a shy smile. Whether Celia had seen this woman before or not, she was distractingly beautiful. 
 
    The woman reached down by the side of the rock and picked up Celia’s straw hat. When she held it out, Celia clapped her hand down on the top of her head in surprise. She hadn’t even noticed she’d lost it. The woman laughed, and then she sat down beside Celia on the rock. 
 
    “I’m Gem,” she said. The rock wasn’t all that big, but still, Celia noticed that Gem sat down a lot closer to her than strictly necessary. Her wet swimsuit dripped dark spots on the gray stone. She laced her fingers around one knee, and Celia caught the scent of salt and sunscreen.  
 
    Celia said the first thing that came to mind. “Like Jem and the Holograms?” 
 
    That won a chuckle from Gem. “No, it’s spelled with a G, as in the shiny rocks you’d put on a ring.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s pretty,” Celia said. She mentally slapped her forehead at such an insipid response. But the mention of a ring brought to mind last night, and how naked her finger felt. She swallowed and shook it off. There was a gorgeous woman sitting close to her on the most perfect beach in the world, and she was thinking about Alaina? “I’m Celia,” she said. 
 
    Gem leaned closer to peer at Celia’s sketch. With one hand she swept her wet hair over her other shoulder. The dark strands were drying in the sun and starting to take on a slight curl. 
 
    “Are you sure your name isn’t Charles Darwin?” Gem asked with a teasing grin. “Didn’t he sail all over the world drawing plants and birds and stuff like that? I mean, when he wasn’t busy pissing off boatloads of theologians by proposing evolution.” 
 
    “The two did kind of go hand-in-hand,” Celia replied, but she was a bit too distracted for banter. Gem’s arm pressed against hers as she leaned into Celia to get a better view of the drawing, and Celia could feel the droplets of water that clung to her skin. It sent a wave of goosebumps over her, and she knew it wasn’t just because of the chill. No amount of willpower could keep her gaze from being drawn to the curve of Gem’s breasts in her bikini top, now practically beneath her nose. The smooth skin there dipped down into tantalizing shadow. Celia felt short of breath. 
 
    A wicked glint came into Gem’s eyes and she hunched her shoulders slightly, deepening her cleavage. She angled a look up at Celia. 
 
    “All right, Darwin, whatcha got here?” She reached her arm over and tapped Celia’s sketchbook as if to draw her gaze there, but the smile on her face showed she was beyond pleased by Celia’s attention. 
 
    “It’s—it’s a seaside jackbean.” Celia swallowed. There was absolutely no mistaking that Gem was flirting with her, and flirting hard, but Celia couldn’t pull her thoughts together enough to figure out how to flirt back. Whether she ought to flirt back or not wasn’t a question that even entered her mind. She was even too twitterpated to be surprised at her luck. 
 
    Celia wanted to show Gem the plant itself but she didn’t want to move; she didn’t want to break the casual-yet-meaningful contact Gem had so easily made between them. So she gestured down at the sandy ground with her pencil. 
 
    “It’s down there. See? The vine with the pinky-purple flowers.” This caused Gem to lean across her even more, and the fluttering in Celia’s heart expanded to fill her entire chest and abdomen. She could feel her knees shaking, and she willed them to stop. Come on, be smooth. Flirt back. Don’t just sit here like a mannequin. “And if you’re going to give me a nickname,” Celia continued, going with her first thought and hoping for the best, “I’d rather it be ‘Beatrix Potter.’” 
 
    Gem slowly sat back up, but she kept her shoulder pressed up against Celia’s. She raised an eyebrow. “Isn’t that the Peter Rabbit lady? What does that have to do with drawing plants?” 
 
    “Well, along with writing Peter Rabbit, Beatrix Potter was a botanist.” The energy zinging through Celia’s veins calmed somewhat. Talking about something she was familiar with made her feel a little more in control. “A mycologist, specifically.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Gem asked. Her bright eyes were full of genuine interest when they met Celia’s, and their color reminded her of sundried dune grass. 
 
    “Someone who studies mushrooms.” Again, Celia’s concentration slipped away and she was only half aware of what she was saying. Gem’s closeness to her made her feel strung tight in the most strangely pleasant way, like she was a harp string that would let out a heavenly note of music if plucked. As for Gem, even though her entire attention was on Celia’s words, the look in her eyes matched Celia’s feeling that their conversation was merely a cover for what they were exchanging in their gazes. 
 
    “Mushrooms, huh?” Gem said dreamily. “Seems a shame when there are so much more beautiful things to study.” The connection between them sparked and broke for a moment when Gem lowered her eyes, but Celia felt it flare up again when Gem’s gaze caressed her down to her bare toes. Celia’s breath hitched and her cheeks burned with heat. Finally, the thought came through: I can’t believe this is happening. 
 
    But it was happening. She couldn’t have imagined a more magical first day in Florida if she’d written it into a poem herself. 
 
    “Some mushrooms are very beautiful,” Celia murmured. Her eyes never left Gem’s. “If you stop to look closely at them.” 
 
    Gem didn’t reply, but the smile on her lips was confident and the look in her eyes was knowing. She combed her fingers through her hair, pushing it back from her face in a way that made Celia certain she’d gotten it out of the way for a reason. Celia’s heart jumped and cartwheeled; from the way Gem’s eyes lingered on her mouth and the way her chin lifted as she angled closer, it was clear what Gem was about to do. 
 
    Celia’s skin tingled. Nothing like this had ever happened to her before. She couldn’t remember the last time someone flirted with her, let alone made a move like this. It was like a scene out of a movie. She’d come here, to paradise, and now she was about to kiss the most beautiful woman she’d ever seen. 
 
     The light in Gem’s eyes suddenly flared like a torch and her smile became a triumphant smirk. She set her chin on her fist and shifted her weight, and the cool length of her that had been pressing so close to Celia drew away, leaving a chill dampness behind. Celia’s heart dropped into her stomach and she reddened even further. Her eyes were wide. 
 
    “So,” Gem grinned. “Are you here to study those beautiful mushrooms?” 
 
    Celia stammered wordlessly. What just...? There was no way in hell she’d misinterpreted the signs. So was Gem just teasing her? Playing with her? But if, for some perverse reason, she was out to humiliate Celia, she wouldn’t still be sitting here with her elbow tantalizingly brushing Celia’s. The smile on her face was impish, and with those dimples and almond-shaped eyes, she looked more like a mischievous child than someone who aimed to break hearts. 
 
    Celia shook her head at her, unsure whether to act offended or to ignore the teasing entirely. She settled for scooting away on the rock with a significant look that only seemed to amuse Gem more. “No, I’m not,” she replied pointedly. She was more confused than ever now, and it didn’t help that all the warning bells that usually went off inside her when a woman was bad news were inexplicably silent. “I’m here to find a particular plant,” Celia continued. “It’s called the Balm of All.” She held her breath, surprised at herself for dangling that piece of information in front of Gem. But even if Gem had been feigning her interest in Celia’s drawings, Celia still didn’t want her to leave. The attraction that coursed through her wouldn’t be ignored. 
 
    “I’ve never heard of it,” Gem said. There was no mischief on her face now, no indication that she was thinking something different from what she was saying. It was as if they were two friends having an ordinary conversation. 
 
    Celia’s shoulders relaxed. She’d almost gotten her dander up, but the alluring casualness that surrounded Gem made it hard to be offended. “Hardly anyone has,” she said. “Nobody’s even sure if it really exists. It shows up in legends and stories, and from time to time there’ll be mention of it in the records of early European settlers in southern Florida and the Caribbean. Just in passing, though. I’ve only found one or two descriptions that contain actually useful information.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Gem shrugged her eyebrows thoughtfully. “And is this purely an academic interest? Or do you think this plant is valuable?” She grinned. “I’ve seen a lot of get-rich-quick schemes in my life, but that’s the most creative by far.” 
 
    Celia hadn’t thought much about that, to be honest. There would be historic and scientific value in it, of course, but that certainly didn’t translate to money. “The people back then certainly thought it was valuable. They believed it was a panacea, that it could cure any disease. I’m sure it’s not; there’s no such thing.” Celia frowned down at her notebook. She’d left that fantasy behind long ago.  “In all likelihood, it won’t have any use to humanity at all. But I have...personal reasons for looking for it. I want to know if a real plant inspired those legends, and if it did, whether it can still be found and documented.” 
 
    Gem watched her for a few heartbeats and then turned to look out to sea. Her eyes were thoughtful and it made her look older. “Well,” she said at length. “I know a lot of places around here. I’ve lived in this area my whole life. And I run kayak tours when I’m not scaring the pants off of unsuspecting botanical illustrators.” She nudged Celia with her elbow; Celia smirked and took the opportunity to edge closer again. “I already have a tour scheduled for tomorrow, but how about Friday? I guarantee I can take you anywhere you want to go.” Her voice dropped to a sultry purr, and this time Celia laughed and shoved her. 
 
    “Is this your way of apologizing for teasing me earlier?” 
 
    “If ‘apologizing’ means ‘asking you out on a date,’ then yes.” 
 
    Little sparks of excitement kindled in Celia’s stomach and a tentative smile replaced her laughter. “You’re not still teasing me, are you?” 
 
    Gem bit her bottom lip, her eyes dancing but apologetic. “I was just playing around before, to see what you’d do. I didn’t mean to come off as manipulative. Forgive me?” 
 
    Celia’s practical side told her to weigh this carefully, to consider before she agreed to spend time with this woman she’d only known for a handful of minutes. But the poet in her only saw Gem’s striking eyes, her open, unguarded expression, and the lovely curving lines of her throat and neck and shoulders against the impossibly blue sea. 
 
    “I forgive you,” Celia said, and Gem’s back straightened and her chin lifted with delight. “Where and when should I meet you on Friday?” 
 
    “I’ve got a boat down at the Lucine Point marina,” Gem replied, and Celia felt herself blush as she wondered what Gem might think if she knew how Celia watched her yesterday. “You know where that is?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Celia told her breathlessly. Gem grinned. 
 
    “We should go out early,” she said. “I’ll pack some lunch. Meet me there at seven?” 
 
    “Can do!” For a split second, Celia’s mind turned to the things she’d need to bring: a scrapbook full of research notes, her sketchbooks, camera, plant identification guides... But then all of her thoughts were consumed by imaginings of what a day spent with Gem would feel like. 
 
    One thing was certain: there was sure to be plenty of adventure. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Five: Boat Trouble 
 
      
 
    It was late afternoon when Celia walked home. Gem had taken her leave after the two of them made plans for Friday, saying that the ocean was calling her and she’d let Celia get back to her drawings. Celia almost told her to wait, that she wanted to talk more, but the view of Gem’s curvaceous behind as she walked away into the surf stole Celia’s breath. 
 
    Her neighborhood was just as quiet today, and Celia gazed at the pointed fronds of the palm trees against the blue sky as she walked beneath them. Friday shone like a star on the horizon. 
 
    In her entire life, Celia had never met someone so immediately captivating. Was it true what she told Agnes, that she wasn’t ready for anything romantic to happen in her life? Maybe it was. Celia’s feelings were tangled beyond recognition in that area of her heart, and she was reminded of the mangrove roots in the river on the other side of the houses she walked past. It seemed strange that anything could adapt to such an uncertain environment, with the water levels rising and dropping so drastically, but she knew that an entire ecosystem was perfectly suited to living there. Maybe something as unlikely as a dream romance would be possible here, too. 
 
    At any rate, even if falling in love was too intimidating a thought, Gem could make a hell of a fun friend. And Celia wanted to meet people down here. She didn’t like the way her comfortable appreciation of solitude had suddenly morphed into loneliness. And the fact that Gem was incredibly pleasant to look at didn’t hurt. 
 
    Anyway, if they did strike up a friendship and it evolved into something, that was the way Celia preferred meeting women. She wanted things to develop organically. Being set up on dates had never been her thing. 
 
    With a light sigh, Celia dropped her eyes from the trees above her and saw that she was approaching Agnes’s house, and her own house beyond it. Agnes meant well, trying to fix Celia up with a relative. It had never worked out well for Celia when somebody tried to match her with a date based solely on the fact that they were both lesbians, but it couldn’t hurt to just go over for dinner. For all she knew, Agnes’s grandniece might turn out to be someone else she’d like to have as a friend. 
 
    Celia passed Agnes’s house and walked up her own front path, and when she got to her door there was a flower-shaped sticky note attached to the frosted glass window. She pulled it off. 
 
    Agnes had what Celia had always considered to be “typical old lady handwriting.” By that she meant that Agnes’s handwriting was nearly perfect, a readily legible cursive that likely came from schooling in penmanship. The note said: Celia – My grandniece will be coming over for dinner tomorrow night. Please join us! I hope you like roast chicken. Come knock on my door if not. 
 
    With a smile, Celia turned her key in the lock and went inside. Dinner with the neighbors would be a pleasant way to pass the time until Friday. 
 
      
 
    --- 
 
      
 
    Celia couldn’t help feeling a little bit nervous as she crossed her lawn toward Agnes’s house the next night. She’d dressed nicely in a sleeveless button-down shirt and floral skirt for the sake of politeness, but she was quite certain not to assume that any kind of sparks would happen between her and Agnes’s grandniece. But what kind of expectations would this woman have of her? Agnes was sweet but she did tend to embellish things, and Celia had her doubts that Agnes had really been listening when she expressed her reticence. The last thing she wanted was for this grandniece to show up assuming Celia was desperate for a girlfriend. 
 
    The front door of Agnes’s house looked much like Celia’s own, but it had a cartoonish tin hummingbird hung in front of the window. The sight of it put Celia a little more at ease. When she rang the doorbell, she heard the lazy “ruff” of a dog who obviously wasn’t very concerned. 
 
    Agnes opened the door moments later, a yellow lab at her side. The dog’s muzzle was silver and he looked up at Celia with placid brown eyes. 
 
    “Oh, you’re early! Come in, come in.” Agnes brought Celia inside, and the dog ambled through a door to the living room and flopped down on the area rug beside two sleeping cats. 
 
    “I thought I could maybe help with dinner,” Celia said. She watched as the lab rolled over onto one of the cats, who got up and resettled on top of the dog’s legs. Agnes noticed her attention. 
 
    “That’s Bertie, and the cats are Rick and Ilsa. I’ve got three others around here somewhere—cats, that is—but Norma’s shy around guests and Scarlett and Rhett are indifferent to the goings-on of us humans.” She grinned and winked when she noticed how amused Celia was by those names. 
 
    “I take it you like classic movies?” 
 
    “Oh, yes! Though most of them weren’t classics yet when I first saw them,” Agnes said. “My mother loved going to the pictures and she took me even when I was probably far too young for what was showing. Come on into the kitchen and you can get some silverware to set the table.” 
 
    When they walked into Agnes’s small kitchen, Celia could smell the roast chicken in the oven. There was a skillet of stir-fried green beans sizzling on the stovetop and a baking dish covered with foil nearby. 
 
    “You like mashed potatoes, I hope?” Agnes asked. “Of course, what sane person doesn’t?” Celia smiled and gathered three sets of silverware. 
 
    “I count myself among the sane, then, at least in this case.” Setting the table took only a few moments, and then she came back into the kitchen. Agnes kept up a constant string of questions, asking Celia about how she was enjoying Florida and encouraging her to share stories about her grandmother, Patty. The chicken was out of the oven and everything sat warm on the stove while Celia talked, and for a little while, she lost track of time. Then Agnes set her hands on her hips with a grimace. 
 
    “Now where can that girl be?” She peered out the window, as if doing it one more time would make her grandniece appear. “She’s late now and again when she comes by, but not usually this late.” Then, with a firm shake of her finger, she went over to the kitchen table where her purse was sitting. “I might’ve missed her text with all of our gabbing,” Agnes said and found her phone. She tsked and nodded ruefully. “Yes, here one is.” 
 
    Celia came over to her side, chewing on her lip. She’d been feeling all right while she and Agnes chatted, but now tension started to fill her again. She just wanted to meet this woman; waiting even longer would be nerve-wracking. 
 
    “Oh, goodness,” Agnes murmured. “I’m sorry, dear, but she won’t be able to make it at all. She’s stranded an hour south of here, waiting for a bus. Had some boat trouble, she says.” 
 
    Celia couldn’t deny that she felt more relief than disappointment at this news, but it didn’t last. I just wanted to get this over with. I know Agnes will just reschedule the dinner, no matter how much I drag my feet. Cynicism, which was an unusual feeling for her, reared its head. What kind of an excuse is that, anyway? Doesn’t she have a car? 
 
    Then a thought hit her. Celia opened her mouth and shut it again. No, there was no way... But she had said... 
 
    “Agnes,” Celia began. “What’s your grandniece’s name?” 
 
    “I never told you?” Agnes looked up from her phone absently as she typed a response. “Her name’s Gem. Like the stone, not like the brother in To Kill a Mockingbird.” 
 
    A wide smile broke out on Celia’s face, but she reduced it to less goofy proportions when Agnes glanced up at her curiously. Celia’s cheeks turned pink with happiness, and Agnes quirked an eyebrow at her, obviously confused as to why the cancelled dinner would please her so much. 
 
    “See, when I met her, I asked if it was spelled like the cartoon rock star from the eighties.” Agnes squinted at her as if she’d just started speaking in Russian, and Celia stifled a giggle. “Sorry—I didn’t realize who she was until right now, but I happened to meet Gem yesterday. I was down at the beach and she asked about my drawings. It’s funny that it turned out this way.” 
 
    Agnes shook her head in wonder, then laughed too. “Well, Lucine Point isn’t a big place after all, so I suppose I’m not surprised. I’ll just go ahead and reschedule dinner, then?” She nodded eagerly at Celia. 
 
    “Actually...” Celia’s smile turned shy and she fingered a strand of her dark blond hair. “We already kind of have a date.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Six: The Pearl Queen 
 
      
 
    Celia woke up with a warm, glowing sensation in her stomach that felt like the happier cousin of butterflies. A day with Gem lay before her, full of sunshine and adventure and, she was sure, intriguing conversation. Even if nothing happened other than sailing around with Gem, Celia would still get a chance to sate this newfound craving: she wanted to study every movement Gem made, every toss of her head and angle of her shoulders. Everything about Gem came together like a lyrical poem in Celia’s eyes. 
 
    Beauty, attraction, and love were inextricably linked to poetry for Celia. For years she’d worked on one very special, beloved poem. It was several pages long and all but complete; every so often Celia took it out and prodded it, tasting each tiny piece to mold it into perfection. It was her great creative endeavor, her heart poured into inked lines on paper. The only real problem was that lately, she got the feeling that the words wanted not just to be written, but to be sung. And Celia wasn’t a musician. That piece, she thought, would always be missing. But she didn’t fret about it. Poetry was her comfort, her creative outlet. Her passion, on the other hand... 
 
    Celia caught her breath with another flash of excitement. That’s right—today she might very well find a valuable clue that would lead her to the Balm of All. She got out of bed and smiled at the stack of notebooks on the kitchen table beside her backpack. But then, for a brief moment, a confused twinge dimmed her good mood. The first thing she thought about upon waking today hadn’t been fulfilling her life’s dream and her promise to her sister. It had been Gem. 
 
    Celia shook her head and shrugged. It was nothing to be worried about. Gem was fascinating, yes, and beautiful beyond measure, but if anything grew between them as a result of this date, it could take its time. Celia wasn’t in this to get laid, although the prospect made her toes curl; she missed intimacy like an empty well in her heart. 
 
    Thoughts of Alaina, her warm skin and enveloping embrace, came unbidden to her mind. Celia slammed the door on them. It wasn’t so strange, she supposed, that she was so immediately attracted to Gem; she had a type, after all. Alaina was a mountaineer and a fitness expert. A love of the outdoors, of getting her hands dirty exploring the world, was what drew Celia to Alaina in the first place. Alaina even had dark chocolate brown hair like Gem, only Alaina’s was corkscrew-curly. 
 
    But Alaina was inconstant. Celia wrote it off as just part of her personality—Alaina had a short attention span when it came to romance, but she always came back. Until she didn’t. 
 
    There was no way to make that feel okay. She wanted to leave it behind in Michigan where it belonged. So Celia would take this slow. What would make her feel better right now was to get to know Gem better and to explore this land that was as exotic to her as if it were halfway around the world. 
 
    After a quick shower, Celia ate a protein bar while packing her things for the day. She had so many notebooks that she vacillated on which to bring, but in the end, she selected one that had the most concrete information about plant habitats and locations and slipped it into a plastic bag to keep it dry. Her camera, a guide book of local flora, pencils and a sketchbook, and measurement tools went in underneath some snacks and a bottle of water. Last of all she put in an empty jar, just in case. The idea of filling it with soil and planting a specimen of the Balm of All to bring back made her head spin with giddy excitement. 
 
    Outside her door, the early morning met her like a cool splash of water on her face. Today, the sky was a pearly pink overhead and no trace of clouds could be seen. Was every morning perfect in Florida? 
 
    The marina wasn’t a long walk away, and when she reached it, there was still a swath of the pale blue night on the western horizon. Now that she was out in the open, she could see a few strands of fluffy clouds in the east, white and gold against the pink sky. The sound of water lapping against the docks mixed with the gentle clinking of lines against metal masts. 
 
    Down at the far end of the marina was Gem’s boat. Celia veered toward it, unable to keep her feet from hastening into a jog. There Gem was, crouching on bare feet on the roof of the cabin, readying the sail. She wore an old blue baseball cap on her head and her long hair was twisted up in a loose bun at the back of her neck. How she could look so casually sexy Celia had no clue, but she was really good at it. Never had Celia thought she’d appreciate a plain white tank top this much. And the knee-length black bike shorts certainly didn’t hurt; the fuchsia stripe down the sides emphasized Gem’s curves like she wore it for that sole purpose. Maybe she did, Celia thought with a dreamy sigh. 
 
    When Celia set foot on the dock, Gem heard her steps and hopped down into the boat’s cockpit. Her smile was bright as a shooting star. 
 
    “Hey there, Madam Naturalist!” 
 
    Celia stopped by the side of the boat. “Permission to come aboard?” she grinned. 
 
    “Consider permission granted indefinitely,” Gem replied with a suggestive quirk of her lips. Celia’s cheeks turned red and she bit her lip to hide a smile. 
 
    Slow. We’re taking it slow, remember? 
 
    “Let me just get a few things settled and then I’ll help you on,” Gem said, ducking below for a moment. She came back up and adjusted some of the lines before stepping up onto one of the seats and holding out her hands for Celia. 
 
    Celia’s first instinct was to climb onboard herself, passing by Gem’s assistance. She was perfectly comfortable with boats, having grown up near the Great Lakes, and she wanted to show Gem that she was no inept damsel. But then she looked at Gem’s hands, both outstretched toward her, and she reconsidered. What better excuse to touch? 
 
    When Celia’s hands met Gem’s, a tingle passed through her arms and all the way up her spine. She set her foot on the gunwale and just as she was about to step down, Gem’s hands unclasped hers and instead gripped her waist. Gem swung her down easily and set her on the cockpit’s deck. 
 
    For a few moments, Celia remained with Gem’s hands on her hips, her own resting on Gem’s shoulders where she’d hung on in surprise as Gem lifted her down. Celia’s heart felt like a balloon that swelled and floated inside her chest. She gazed up into Gem’s face, searching her pale sandy-green eyes for any sign of the teasing she feared. Celia couldn’t easily interpret what she saw: Gem’s eyes were smoky and her mouth curled up at the corners, and all Celia knew was that Gem was very pleased with the situation. Her intentions remained a mystery. 
 
    “Welcome aboard the Pearl Queen,” Gem said softly. Her voice brushed against Celia like silk. Then she let her fingers slip away from Celia’s waist and swept an arm around her to display the boat. “Shall I give you the tour?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Celia agreed breathlessly. She didn’t consider herself to be a very eloquent person when it came to spoken words, but Gem’s charms seemed to explode even what little articulation she had. Gem smirked, obviously aware of this fact. 
 
    “The Pearl Queen is a Beneteau First 20, if that means anything to you,” she began. Celia shook her head. She wasn’t versed in the different kinds of sailboats out there; she was lucky if she remembered to call ropes “lines” when on board and to pronounce “boatswain” correctly, like “bosun.” “She’s twenty-one feet long with a square-top mainsail and furling genoa-style jib. There’s an outboard motor for puttering around when the wind’s not cooperating, but for the most part I use the sails. Feels more exciting that way,” she added with a grin that showed off her dimples. Celia nodded and hoped her smile wasn’t too besotted. 
 
    Gem led her down into the cabin next. It was small but it felt spacious, with two benches on either side and a wide, V-shaped berth down at the prow. Much of the open space was taken up by two kayaks leaned against the cabinets, but Celia noticed a miniature refrigerator and a microwave built onto a shelf. The berth was scattered with blankets and pillows. 
 
    “Do you stay here sometimes?” Celia asked. Gem smiled and tilted her head proudly. 
 
    “This is my home.” 
 
    Celia’s eyebrows went up. She felt more impressed by the minute. “You live on a boat? All year?” 
 
    With a laugh, Gem leaned against the traylike table. “You can do that down here, you know.” 
 
    “Oh, right,” Celia said. For the past few days she’d felt more like she was time-traveling than actually living somewhere where it was this warm in the winter. So many things she took for granted about living up north just weren’t accurate down here. “That must be incredible.” 
 
    “It’s the freest thing you could ever imagine,” Gem said, and there was a light in her eyes that made Celia’s heart unfurl with yearning. “There’s nothing that can compare with living on the open ocean.” 
 
    Gem nodded toward the steps up to the deck with an inviting smile and Celia followed her out of the cabin. The sun peeked up over the line of trees to the east and lit Gem’s face with golden-red light. 
 
    “So, where do you want to go today?” Gem asked. She moved behind the wheel and leaned on it with her forearms. “What sort of places are you thinking about to search for this plant of yours?” 
 
    Celia sat down on the cushioned bench beside the captain’s seat. Her backpack was at her feet, but she felt reluctant to start pulling out her things just yet. “I’ve done years of research,” she began, “but unfortunately I haven’t turned up all that much. What I do know is that this area is full of phosphate deposits, and delicate plants grow well in that kind of environment. The big wooded islands and sandbars are particularly rich in phosphate. I read about how phosphate mining used to take place all around here, but as technology evolved, most of the smaller operations were abandoned in favor of bigger mines inland. It would follow that anywhere they mined must’ve been rich in phosphate, right? Do you know where any mines might have been?” 
 
    Gem thoughtfully toyed with the bun at the back of her head with her long fingers. “You know, I think I know just the place. I’ve been by it dozens of times, but I’ve never gone ashore. It’s up a river nearby—you can see remains of the brick retaining walls they built on the edge of the sandbar.” With a crooked grin, she started the boat’s motor. “Sounds like that fits the bill!” 
 
    With direction from Gem, Celia helped keep the wheel steady while Gem untied the lines from the dock and pushed off. They backed out of the marina and soon were cutting through the brown water of the shallows toward the open sea. 
 
    “So your boat’s not having any trouble today?” Celia asked casually. The wind ruffled her hair and she combed her fingers back through it to sweep it out of her face. She had a hunch that Gem was as oblivious to their arranged date as Celia had been. Gem took the wheel and frowned. 
 
    “No... Should she be?” 
 
    Celia’s grin communicated loud and clear that she had a secret, and Gem returned it with a puzzled smile of her own. 
 
    “Oh, I just thought, you know, since you said that’s why you couldn’t make it to dinner with your great-aunt last night...” Celia snuck a look at Gem, who squinted and mentally replayed their conversation to see if such a thing had come up. Then the light dawned and she opened her mouth in surprise. 
 
    “Are you telling me you’re the one Aunt Aggie’s trying to set me up with?” 
 
    “None other,” Celia replied, laughing. 
 
    “Wow, what are the odds?” Gem shook her head. When she looked back at Celia there was a different light in her eyes, one that was a little more contemplative and even impressed. 
 
    Celia shrugged one shoulder. Whatever it was that had drawn them together, she approved. “Agnes says this is a small town. But if the Pearl Queen is fine, what did you mean when you said you had boat trouble yesterday?” 
 
    “Ugh, God.” Gem rolled her eyes. “It wasn’t my boat, but it was trouble enough. I told you I had a kayak tour, right?” Celia nodded. “I own a half-dozen kayaks so I can take people around, and I was out with three tourists. Two of them were experienced but one had no clue what he was doing...and he sank one of my kayaks. I had to give him mine so he and the others could paddle back to their cars while I waited for the bus like a schmuck.” She grimaced. “I’m going to have to pay somebody to fish my kayak out of the river. What a twit.” 
 
    “Oh, man, that’s awful,” Celia said. “It was nice of you to give yours up, though.” 
 
    “What else was I going to do?” Gem shrugged. “I’m sure the kayak will be fine once I clean it out. But it was a huge hassle.” She glanced over at Celia and nodded at the wheel. “You want to take this for a minute so I can get the sail up?” 
 
    Celia swapped places with Gem. “Just keep it going in a straight line?” she asked. Gem climbed up onto the port bench and then onto the roof of the cabin, where she crouched and began unfurling the sail. 
 
    “Yeah, just keep it between the red and green signs ahead,” she told her, pointing. Celia craned her neck to see. “Those mark the channel. We’ll have to keep inside them since we aren’t going out to sea, or we could run aground. The water’s not deep here outside of the channels.” 
 
    Celia piloted as best she could while Gem unfastened the ties and raised the sail. Soon the wind caught it and the sail was pulled tight, and Gem hopped back down to take her place at the helm. 
 
    “It’s not too far. We’ll sail down the coast for a ways until we reach the mouth of the river. The place I’m thinking of is a couple of miles inland. We should be there in under an hour.” 
 
    Celia sat back on the bench, listening to the creak and flap of the sail and relishing the warm sun on her face. There was nothing quite like being out on the water with a day of adventure ahead. She looked up at Gem, who took off her baseball cap and tossed it into the cabin. Strands of Gem’s dark hair were pulled by the wind from the tie that held her bun in place and wreathed her head in a wild tangle. She caught Celia’s eye and her smile was pure joy. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven: Ghost Town 
 
      
 
    The wind became gentle after they sailed into the mouth of the river, and the boat moved more slowly. Celia found that she didn’t mind. Excitement was buzzing in her veins at the thought of finally starting an honest-to-goodness search for the Balm of All, but somehow that was balanced by the contentment of sailing down this quiet river at Gem’s side. 
 
    They chatted idly as they went. Gem pointed out landmarks, and at Celia’s urging, she identified all of the passing trees she could. They were even going slowly enough that Celia could bring out her notebook and sketch the skyline as they sailed along. Royal and king palms towered above the thick cypress trees and mangroves like sentinels. 
 
    Before long, they veered down what Celia thought was a split in the river. As Gem switched their propulsion over to the outboard motor, though, Celia saw crumbling remains of brick walls along the bank to their left and she realized that the river hadn’t split at all. They’d simply gone along the right side of a large, forested sandbar. Gem climbed up to take down the sail, and once they found a quiet spot, they dropped anchor. 
 
    Celia slung her backpack on and picked up her hat. She’d left the straw sunhat at home, choosing instead a khaki research hat with a cord so she could let it hang down her back when she didn’t need it. Gem tied on a pair of sneakers. 
 
    “We’ll have to kayak over since there’s nowhere to land the boat,” Gem said. “The kayaks are below. Have you kayaked before?” She looked up at Celia as she finished tying a lace. 
 
    “Yeah, a couple of times,” Celia replied. “I’m not too worried.” She chewed on her lip as she surveyed the shore. The mangroves didn’t grow as thickly on this little island and it looked like they might be able to easily climb up what was left of the brick retaining walls, which had been built in blunt triangular shapes all along the edge. It wasn’t getting to land that she was worried about... “I didn’t think to ask this before,” Celia confessed, glancing at Gem. “But is this legal? Are we going to get shot for trespassing?” 
 
    Gem stood and sauntered closer to her. She leaned her hands on the gunwale and angled a sly look at Celia while she faced the sandbar. 
 
    “I won’t let anything happen to you,” Gem purred. “But the fact that it might not be exactly public property makes it all the more exciting, right?” 
 
    Celia’s heart pirouetted in her chest. She’d been right about Gem and her taste for adventure. Celia wasn’t timid, but she’d never willfully broken the law before. It gave her pause, but that’s all it gave her. Gem’s flashing eyes and that roguish smile, so deliciously at odds with the sweetness of her features, made up Celia’s mind for her. 
 
    “What are we waiting for?” Celia said with a little bounce. Gem pumped her fist in the air. 
 
    “Help me bring the kayaks up and we’ll be on our way in no time!” 
 
    They carried up the two kayaks stowed in the cabin below and lowered them into the water using ropes (Celia joked that she could call them “ropes” instead of “lines” the moment they passed over the gunwale). Then they dragged the kayaks around to the stern where Gem unfolded a portable ladder. She held tight to Celia’s hand when Celia climbed from the ladder into her kayak. 
 
    The river was slow-moving and the air was still, so they crossed easily from the Pearl Queen to the sandbar. The triangular sections of brick wall Celia had noticed proved perfect for landing: they tied their kayaks to a cypress tree that hung over the water and climbed up the step-like sides of the walls. Once on solid land, Celia straightened up and breathed in deeply the wet, green smell of the forest. 
 
    They’d chosen a section of the island that looked the least thickly wooded, but it was still difficult to make their way through the ferns, bushes, and vines that grew beneath the larger trees. Here and there in the wetter parts along the shore, patches of mangrove created a barrier like a jail cell of aboveground roots that they couldn’t squeeze through. Spanish moss hung above their heads from the cypress trees and insects swarmed around them. 
 
    Gem led the way, and soon she spotted a lighter green patch in the trees ahead of them. When they reached it, they found that they’d come out onto the overgrown, grassy remains of a road. Gem looked over her shoulder at Celia with triumph in her smile. 
 
    “This leads the way to the old mine site, I’ll wager.” 
 
    Celia nodded enthusiastically. She paused to sweep away some of the grass and dirt with her foot and uncovered a broken piece of pavement. “There are definite signs of development here,” she said. “How long has this been abandoned?” 
 
    Gem made a thoughtful sound as they started walking again, this time side by side. “I’m not sure exactly,” she replied. “But I suspect it hasn’t been in operation since the early nineteen-hundreds.” 
 
    “Wow.” Celia whistled. “I can’t wait to see how fully the forest has reclaimed the buildings, if there are any.” 
 
    “There probably are,” Gem told her. “They would’ve needed somewhere to break down the rock enough to ship it out to a refinery. Didn’t your research turn up any pictures?” 
 
    “A few,” Celia said. “But none of this place in particular. It seems like a small place for a whole mine.” 
 
    “Well, from what I know, any mines on the sandbars were first operated with manpower—just picks and shovels. Suction dredges were used later, but when the technology started to outgrow the scale of some of the little mines around here, they were abandoned in favor of bigger, more convenient places.”  
 
    Celia was silent for a few moments, imagining what lay ahead of them. The ghost town was only the tip of the iceberg. For all she knew, the Balm of All might be growing deep in the forest here. “We’ll see soon,” she said, anticipation dancing in her voice. 
 
    Walking by Gem’s side, Celia took the opportunity to sneak a few curious looks at her. Gem walked down the rubble-strewn, grassy road with sure steps, glancing at the ground every so often but not as much as Celia had to in order to keep from tripping. She looked back and forth into the woods around them, at once attentive and comfortable. Words started to string together like beads in Celia’s mind, unbidden as they often were. Gem would be a truly magnificent subject to write a poem about. 
 
    She was like a wild creature, Celia thought, tracing her eyes over Gem’s bright profile and the curves of her bare shoulders. She wasn’t noticeably muscular; her curves were feminine and powerful. Most of all, Celia saw that she was unafraid and entirely at home in this untamed world. 
 
    Maybe that’s why I’m so attracted to her? Celia wondered. Gem inspired her artistically and spiritually. But there wasn’t only one flavor of attraction there. It wasn’t something Celia could dissect like a flower bud or a seed pod to identify every part. 
 
    The only way to understand her attraction was to get to know Gem better. As they passed down the road, it curved gently to the right, heading upriver from where they had landed. There was no sign of the abandoned mine yet, but the trees masked a large portion of the sky. 
 
    “You said you’ve lived here all your life, right?” Celia asked. Gem nodded. “Before now, I only ever lived in one town too,” Celia told her. “This seems like another world to me. What’s it like living around here?” 
 
    Gem shrugged her eyebrows as if she’d never really thought about it. She continued to glance around them into the trees and down the road. “It’s probably not that different from every other place once you get used to it,” she said vaguely. After a space, she continued, “There are two different worlds here. Some people see both and some see just one or the other.” 
 
    Celia waited but Gem said no more. It struck Celia that her manner, usually so open and almost flippant, had quieted into something Celia might even call cagey. For somebody who had shown herself so far to be very talkative and sometimes even too familiar, it seemed odd. But questions like that were probably just too personal for two people who just met, Celia thought. Though that didn’t stop her from teasing me and making me think she was about to kiss me less than twenty minutes after she set eyes on me, she added to herself, shaking her head. 
 
    Although they didn’t speak, the forest was by no means silent. Birds called and sang all around them, and after a little while Gem started identifying them for Celia. They didn’t see many—a scattering of cranes or herons flew over the gap between the trees above them—but Gem could recognize the voices of many more. 
 
    They had been walking for no more than fifteen minutes when the trees began to thin out on either side of them. The grass beneath their feet was patchy now, and little hillocks rose from the ground near the road. Looking at them, Celia surmised that they had once been no more than piles of dirt left behind after excavations. 
 
    Then, all at once, they came out into the open and were at the edge of a long strip of land that ran parallel to the river. The forest was thick on either side, and overhead, the sun beat down on the remains of iron and wooden structures. 
 
    The largest was a crumbling wooden building shaped like a large house or barn with a peaked roof. The roof itself had mostly fallen in, and a huge hole the size of a bus gaped darkly into the interior. From where they stood, Celia could see a ramp or track of some sort running from an upper story of the building down into the trees, where its end was hidden by greenery. From its rusted color, she guessed it was made of metal. 
 
    There might have once been a similar structure on the other side of the building, but it was now only a pile of scrap overgrown with vines and grass and a jagged tongue of metal hanging out from beneath the roof. A ridge of land to the left of the building looked like it might be the edge of a pit. 
 
    Gem surveyed the area with an awestruck smile. She shook her head. “I imagined what it would look like but this is way cooler,” she said. “Let’s explore!” 
 
    Celia followed her toward the building, digging her camera out of her backpack. There was something haunting and beautiful about an abandoned site like this. As they got closer, they could see broken holes and gaps in the walls’ planks. Sunlight filtered in solid rays through the dusty interior; all else was dark. 
 
    “You’re not going in there, right?” Celia asked nervously as Gem plowed through the tall grass. “You could fall through the floor.” 
 
    “Nah, I’m not that stupid,” Gem replied. She tossed a smile over her shoulder at Celia. “But it’s not because of the floor. Things are mostly built on concrete slabs around here. I’m more worried about surprise snakes and crap falling on top of me.” She peered inside from about five feet away, moving this way and that to get a better view. “I can’t see much, but it looks like old machinery.” 
 
    “That must have been where they processed the ore,” Celia said. She continued slowly around to the front of the building and Gem veered away to join her. It wasn’t far before they approached the lip of the pit. 
 
    It didn’t look all that much like a mine anymore, but Celia could picture what it might have once been like. A man-made ravine fell before their feet, a chunk torn out of the earth. It went down in steep stretches broken up by the occasional flat area like a huge step. The earth was thick with ground cover now, grasses and low bushes and even a cactus or two. But at the bottom there were several metal minecarts, some overturned and some still standing upright. Up the side of the ravine, pointing toward the building, climbed the remains of a track with rails. 
 
    “Whoa,” Celia breathed, looking down the slope. “And this is a small mine?” 
 
    “Big ones can be ten times this size,” Gem told her. “All considered, the mineral must’ve been pretty abundant here for them to only have dug this much.” 
 
    “Maybe it was only in operation for a little while,” Celia mused. She bent down to examine some of the plants on the edge of the pit. “The Balm of All was said to grow in the shade, so we don’t have to climb down there, thankfully. It looks only marginally safer than the building back there.” 
 
    Gem shaded her eyes to gaze around them. The area was teeming with green plants, but flowers were scarce. “So where should we look for this magic flower of yours?” 
 
    “If the miners came across it, they probably took no notice,” Celia said thoughtfully. “But they must’ve known where was best to dig for phosphate, so let’s explore the woods right around here. The damper and shadier, the better.” 
 
    They moved around the left-hand edge of the pit, opposite the building, and struck off into the trees. Gem went first—she’d brought a machete and she cut back the growth with precision so they could move through. Every so often, she paused and turned to Celia, who kept stopping to take pictures of unfamiliar plants. 
 
    “See anything?” 
 
    “No,” Celia sighed. “I could stand here all day and never run out of plants to examine, but I don’t see anything to suggest that the Balm of All grows here.” Her brows pinched together and for the first time today, worry burrowed into her heart. “Maybe I was too quick to jump right into this,” she said. “I could wander all over southern Florida and never come close, not when I can’t narrow my search.” 
 
    Gem moved closer to her with a determined flicker in her tawny eyes. “But you have narrowed it, right? That’s why we’re here where they used to mine.” 
 
    “Sure, but...” Celia shrugged and pursed her lips. “That doesn’t narrow it down as much as you’d think. It’s not like this is a flower that’s going to scream out ‘I’m here’ with hot pink blossoms as big as my head.” 
 
    “What does it look like?” Gem asked. 
 
    “It’s actually quite small.” Celia fumbled in her backpack and brought out her notebook. Inside the front cover was a color photocopy of a drawing done in colored pencil and watercolor paints. “This is from the storybook where I first heard about it. At first glance, the Balm of All looks a little bit like lily-of-the-valley. See? It has a raceme—the curving stalk where the flowers grow—and basal leaves, which means that the leaves sprout from the base of the stem. But the Balm of All’s flowers are like little pale yellow stars, and the leaves have this unusual lobed shape.” She pointed to the green leaves of the flower, which were smooth and tear-shaped until the tips, which were separated somewhat like a fern. 
 
    “Hmm.” Gem studied the drawing, then looked back up at Celia. “Well, if the phosphate doesn’t narrow it down enough, what other clues do you have?” 
 
    Celia flipped through the pages of her notebook. “There’s some cause to believe that it grows near where particular birds roost, probably owing to the chemical composition of the soil with their droppings. Are there great egrets anywhere around here?” 
 
    To Celia’s surprise, Gem snorted and started to laugh. Celia frowned at her, wondering if she should be offended. “What?” 
 
    “I thought you did your research!” Gem said. “This area might as well be a sanctuary for them. They’re all over the place. There’s a roost farther upstream on this very sandbar, even. If you’d mentioned this earlier, we could’ve started there.” 
 
    Celia stared at her, her periwinkle-blue eyes round. Then a grin broke out on her face. “We have no time to waste, then! Lead the way!” 
 
    Gem took them back to the mining site and they skirted the pit toward the far end of the field, opposite to where they originally entered. Celia could scarcely keep from running. This could be it. She could be moments away from the greatest discovery of her life. She tried not to get her hopes up, but her heart was flying high on wings as strong as an eagle. 
 
    At the edge of the clearing, the land began to slope gently down. Gem cut a careful path into the woods and together they scrambled past bushes and beneath the mossy limbs of trees. The humidity closed in. Gem led them in a path that leaned to the right, and soon the smell of mud and the soft hushing flow of the river came to them. They were on the edge of a patch of mangroves and the ground was becoming wet. 
 
    “The roost is close,” Gem whispered. “It’s along this edge of the sandbar. You can see them through the trees.” She slipped close to Celia’s side and pointed, putting her face close to Celia’s so their cheeks were almost touching. Celia’s body warmed even more than it already had in the midday heat. She felt dizzy, like her head was full of sparks. 
 
    Swallowing, Celia followed the line of Gem’s finger. A flash of white through the branches—and another, and another—brought her back to herself. The egrets were there, not more than a dozen meters away. 
 
    “We have to be as quiet as possible,” Gem told her softly. A thrill skipped up Celia’s spine: Gem’s lips were so close to her ear that she could feel Gem’s breath. “We’ll sink knee-deep in the mud if we go too much farther this way, but the ground looks pretty solid over there.” She indicated an area to the left and Celia nodded. In a moment of fancy, she wished they could stay this close as they searched, pressed elbow to elbow with Gem’s hair tickling her cheek. 
 
    But that was silly and impractical, Celia told herself. She had more important things to focus on than the way Gem’s closeness made every inch of her come alive as if buzzing with tiny bolts of lightning. 
 
    Together they crept slowly around the edge of the network of mangrove roots, trying to make as little sound and rustle as few branches as they could. Celia’s eyes were glued to the ground, roving this way and that for any signs of yellow flowers. Perhaps the Balm of All wasn’t even blooming this time of year. The leaves were distinctive enough, though, and she added that to her visual search. Everything else retreated from her attention. 
 
    The croaking call of the egrets filled the air around them, punctuated by the high-pitched peeps of chicks. Branches and leaves shook and rustled overhead as the birds landed, took off, and hopped from place to place flapping their wings. It wasn’t easy to get a good look at them through the trees, but Celia’s eyes were pointed down, not up. 
 
    This part of the sandbar was only about a hundred feet across, and they were nearing the northward tip. The mangrove swamp curved up and around the tip, and peering through the network of roots, Celia could see that plants growing in the mud were scarce. They walked the edge of the mangroves and back around, Celia in front, making sweeps back and forth. Celia lost track of time; on her usual research outings, she often passed hours in searching for and identifying plants. Now she didn’t even bother to photograph the more interesting specimens she came across. She only had eyes for the Balm of All. 
 
    They passed the point where they started the search, but Celia kept looking, winding her way through the forest with deliberate steps, laser-focused. It came to her notice—she wasn’t sure how much later—that she couldn’t hear the egrets calling or moving about anymore. She looked up to find Gem and spotted her through the trees a little ways ahead. She was standing in the mine clearing. 
 
    Celia blinked and turned to look behind her. She’d made sure to go as far as she could toward each shore of the sandbar with every sweep, and they were back at the mine already? 
 
    A black pit of disappointment opened up in Celia’s chest. She’d been careful; she knew she hadn’t missed anything. Nothing that resembled the Balm of All grew here. 
 
     It had been foolish to expect she’d find something on her very first day out. But all the signs were right: the soil was rich with phosphate and there were great egrets roosting nearby. Still, that only improved her chances of finding the mythical plant by a tiny amount. 
 
    And that’s what it was. A myth. It likely had a basis in reality, but for all she knew, the reality looked nothing like the seventeenth-century descriptions and she’d stepped right over it. She’d never know. 
 
    With a long sigh, Celia pushed through the undergrowth and out into the clearing where Gem stood. She couldn’t, wouldn’t accept that she had no hope of finding the Balm of All. Not when she’d finally found a way to start the search in earnest. She clung to that optimism—it was one of her saving graces, she always thought—but suddenly the enormity of the journey she had before her was driven home. 
 
    Gem looked back at her when she stepped out of the woods, and for a brief moment she raised her eyebrows questioningly. But the downtrodden expression on Celia’s face told her all she needed to know. 
 
    “No luck, huh?” Gem asked sympathetically. Celia shook her head. “Well, this area’s covered in places where they used to mine phosphate,” Gem said. “Today we’ve just checked this one off the list.”  
 
    Celia tried to offer a grateful smile, but it was deflated. She trudged forward, heading back toward the kayaks, and Gem caught up with her. 
 
    “Hey, you know, you haven’t told me much about this flower aside from the fact that it’s supposed to cure any illness,” she said. “What’s this legend all about, anyway? How did you first hear of it?” 
 
    This time, Celia had an easier time smiling. “Fair warning, I’ll probably talk your ear off about this. You may be sorry you asked.” 
 
    Gem’s voice dropped into that suggestive tone Celia was starting to recognize. It made her pulse race every time, no matter whether Gem was joking or not. Now, Gem’s eyes flickered with a playful light. 
 
    “I’m never sorry I asked.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight: The Legend 
 
      
 
    Celia bit her lip with a shy, happy smile. Hearing Gem say that made her feel like she was back in middle school and some much cooler high-school girl had just noticed her. She adjusted her backpack straps and talked as they strode through the long grass toward the other side of the clearing.  
 
    “When I was a little kid, I came across a picture book at the library called Catalina and the Healing Flower. My mom was a history teacher, so she always looked for books for me and my sister that would give us a taste of life in the past. This one in particular took place in Florida in the seventeenth century, when it was ruled by the Spanish. 
 
    “It was about a settlement of Spanish immigrants in a coastal area, but it didn’t say what part of Florida. One woman in the settlement fell ill with a disease that nobody could identify or figure out how to treat. The villagers thought she was possessed, or cursed, or maybe just crazy. Nothing they tried would cure her. As a last resort, the physician finally proposed what the book called ‘a cruel and experimental treatment,’ which I’m guessing refers to trepanning or something like that, where they’d drill a hole in her skull to let the demons out. But another woman in the town, a dear friend, refused to let them. Her name was Catalina.” 
 
    They reached the forest beyond the mining pit and passed onto the old overgrown road. Celia glanced over at Gem with a secret smile. “You know what I think?” 
 
    “What?” Gem asked. 
 
    “I think Catalina and the ill woman were lovers.” 
 
    Gem’s face lit up with a delighted laugh. “Now you’re talking! The book probably didn’t say so, though, right?” 
 
    “Nope,” Celia replied, making a wry face. “It’s hard to find kids’ books that acknowledge the existence of queer people now, let alone thirty years ago. But I was convinced.” 
 
    “Well, don’t keep me hanging,” Gem urged. “Where does the flower come in? Although I can kind of guess where this is going.” 
 
    “Catalina knew that the settlers had only been there for a few decades,” Celia went on. “She couldn’t believe that they’d discovered every plant that it was possible to make medicine from. The new world was vast. So she went into the forest nearby to search. She didn’t know what she was looking for, but because her need was selfless, she felt sure she’d be given a sign. 
 
    “She walked and walked, and as the day wore on she started to lose hope. Then, just as she was about to turn around, a great egret landed on a mangrove tree just above her. He was shining white in the sun, and with his big feathery wings, she thought he looked like an angel. The egret hopped from branch to branch, pausing to look back at her, and Catalina realized he wanted her to follow him. 
 
    “Slowly Catalina pushed through the forest, keeping the egret in sight, until she reached a huge roost where a hundred egrets lived. On the ground beneath their perches were tiny star-shaped yellow flowers, growing in a thick carpet and shining like stars against their green leaves. Catalina decided to name the plant the Egret’s Star. She picked a whole basketful. Then Catalina returned to the village, where she crushed all the blossoms and leaves and steeped them in hot water. She gave the mixture to her lover, and it cured her completely.” 
 
    Gem snorted. “What a stroke of luck that she didn’t get poisoned, randomly picking and ingesting some strange flower.” 
 
    “Well, it is a kids’ book,” Celia said. “And no one ever said legends have to make sense. At first glance, there’s no reason anyone would think it was based in truth, but I was obsessed with the idea. Even so, I probably would’ve grown out of it if I hadn’t happened across a mention of something remarkably similar in records of the Spanish settlers in Florida. I was just a baby researcher then.” Celia looked over at Gem with a self-deprecating smile. “But I was tenacious.” 
 
    “So you’ve ruled out the possibility that the whole thing was just made up by the person who wrote the picture book?” Gem’s question was more of a statement, not a challenge, and Celia appreciated that. But in truth, what she’d found only corroborated a small piece of the story. 
 
    “The author likely did make up the story of Catalina and her friend’s illness,” Celia said. “But I have reason to believe that the plant, at least, was based on fact. I’ve gone over as much historical evidence as I could get my hands on, and I’ve found a scattering of references to a cure-all that reportedly grew in the forests of southwestern Florida. We’re limited, though, because all of the accounts of the time were written by the Spanish—and they were written for reasons besides documenting the native flora and local healing practices. I haven’t been able to find anything at all in records left by the native people.” 
 
    They were nearing the point where their path moved into the woods and back to the riverbank where their kayaks were moored. Gem located the place where they emerged onto the road earlier and held back a low cypress branch so Celia could pass through. 
 
    “So did any of these Spanish explorers believe the plant could actually cure all diseases?” Gem asked. 
 
    “Some of them did and some of them didn’t,” Celia sighed. “At any rate, it doesn’t appear they ever managed to get hold of any to try out. All I’ve found are oblique references to it, and even with those, it could be argued that they’re not related at all.” 
 
    Gem went first as they squeezed and ducked through the sandbar’s vegetation. Every so often, she glanced over her shoulder at Celia to indicate that she was still listening. Celia was deep in thought as she spoke, lost in the history. 
 
    “The most solid clue I’ve found is a mention of a panacea in writings by some of the Spanish missionaries. Supposedly this medicine was made out of a local flower. The monk writing it didn’t believe such a flower existed, but apparently some of the servants at the mission did, and they called it the Balm of All. But that’s the extent of the information: it was nothing more than a few sentences in a letter from the missionary back to Spain, complaining about the servants. 
 
    “There is another account, though, from a settlement nearby the mission. It’s wrapped up in the conflict between the Spanish and the native people. The Spanish were hunting great egrets for their feathers, and the locals drove them off because the place where the egrets roosted was important to them—important, specifically, because of the plants that grew there.” 
 
    “Ooh!” Gem perked up. “No wonder you were excited when you heard about the egrets here. That’s pretty compelling evidence. So do you think the Native Americans who lived here then knew about the Balm of All?” 
 
    “I haven’t found any direct reference to it,” Celia replied. “And obviously if they were familiar with the plant, they’d know it wasn’t some magical all-healing herb. But if it were in fact real, it likely had some kind of medicinal use to spark the myth.” 
 
    “And that’s what you’re out to find,” Gem stated. “The real plant that sparked the myth.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    They came to the place where the kayaks were tied, and as Gem held onto Celia’s arm to help her step down into the seat, there was a curious look on her face. She seemed to be searching Celia’s expression while trying not to be blatant about it. When Celia glanced up at her after settling into the kayak, Gem seemed on the verge of saying, or asking, something. But then she just untied Celia’s mooring rope and got into her own kayak. 
 
    Celia recognized that look. Gem wanted to ask her why she was so determined to find the Balm of All, like everyone she told about her search. But unlike most of those people, Gem hadn’t acted on her desire. And Celia was grateful for that. 
 
    People usually accepted Celia’s explanation that it was a mixture of scientific curiosity and a cherished childhood dream. She rarely told them about Mariel. It tended to make people uncomfortable, hearing that she was keeping a promise to her dead sister. Even down here where her life was starting anew, she didn’t feel ready to put that out in the open, almost as if giving voice to a reason that important would jinx her search. 
 
    Celia paddled behind Gem across the gently swirling river. The sunlight penetrated the brown water and shone through the silt in ever-changing rays. She’s so casually intimate, Celia mused, taking delight in the sliver of skin revealed between Gem’s shorts and tank top when she reached up to grab onto the sailboat. But she isn’t pushy. That’s what makes her intimacy feel so unthreatening. 
 
    They climbed up into the sailboat and Celia helped Gem pull the kayaks up and stow them below. As Celia assisted in getting underway again, she realized that her sense of disappointment was blunted. She still had all sorts of time to spend with Gem on the way back to the marina. Sure, she was let down by the fact that they hadn’t found any traces of the Balm of All. But that aside, being with Gem all day was exhilarating in a way she found totally unique. It was okay that she didn’t find the flower today. She wasn’t on a deadline. And now they had more opportunities to search for it together. 
 
      
 
    --- 
 
      
 
    Celia sat down beside the pilot’s seat where Gem stood with her hands resting loosely on the chrome wheel. Gem was concentrating on pulling the boat around, and when she took a pair of sunglasses out of her satchel and put them on, Celia was sorry to see her eyes disappear behind the dark lenses. Gem’s eyes were so expressive, and yet at the same time there was a strange unfathomableness about them. Celia mused that she would’ve been content to spend the entire day just watching Gem pilot the sailboat, drinking in all of the little quirks and elements of personality she showed in her movements. 
 
    But just after Gem raised the sails and came back down to lean leisurely back against the stern, Celia thought of something. This day had been entirely about her...even though it was supposed to be a date. 
 
    “Are you having a good time?” Celia asked suddenly. Gem looked down at her with an amused, questioning smile. 
 
    “What do you mean? Of course I am.” 
 
    “I just...” Celia toyed with the cord of her hat that hung down her chest. “You asked me on a date, and then I decided where we were going to go and what we were going to do. I didn’t even ask if you’d rather do something else. This is my personal quest; I’m afraid I’m just treating you like a chauffeur, a tour guide.” A thought struck Celia and her eyes got big. An abashed look passed over her face. “Oh, my gosh, shouldn’t I be paying you for this? This is just like a tour. It wouldn’t be right—” 
 
    Her words dried up when she heard Gem’s laughter. Gem took off her sunglasses and Celia’s heart sounded a quick drumbeat when those almost catlike eyes fixed on her. They were filled with fond pleasure. 
 
    “You are adorable,” Gem told her. “Don’t be so embarrassed. I asked you on this date after I offered to take you around the area, remember? It’s nice to show someone around who doesn’t expect me to do the dorky tour-guide shtick. Besides, I’ll take any excuse to go exploring, especially if we have to sail to get there.” The flirtatiousness of Gem’s tone doubled when she shrugged elegantly and bent toward Celia. “Add a beautiful woman to the mix, and it’s so much more appealing than a day by myself that it might be criminal.” 
 
    Celia’s spine straightened and she scooted forward on the seat, almost as if a hook and line attached to her heart were pulling her closer to Gem. The space between them wasn’t far in the boat’s small cockpit, and one step was all it took to bring Gem close enough that Celia could see the thick, lush eyelashes that rimmed her beautiful eyes. 
 
    Those eyes pinned Celia in place when they met hers, but then they roved over Celia’s face and down her chest, lingering there like a caress before moving on to appreciate the rest of her. The look was just long enough to convey a smoldering attraction, but Gem’s expression was gentle and somber enough to prevent Celia from feeling leered at. 
 
    “You know,” Gem said, her voice low. It was hard to catch her words over the wind and the snap of the sails. “I think you remind me of a bird. Of one of your egrets.” 
 
    Celia felt balanced on the edge of her seat, unwilling to pull away but unable to find the courage to move closer. 
 
    “Really?” Celia asked. She wasn’t very good at accepting compliments, but now she just felt curious rather than skeptical. Gem shrugged her eyebrows and a smile hooked the corner of her mouth as if she were about to reveal something tremendously important. 
 
    “Really. The way you move is deliberate and gracefully slow, like an egret hunting in shallow water. And from the first moment I saw you, I noticed what delicate bones you have.” Gem slipped her fingers beneath Celia’s hand where it rested in her lap and brought it closer. The tips of her fingers were a cool tickle against the inside of Celia’s wrist. “It’s a delicateness that hides great strength.” 
 
    Celia couldn’t find any words. Warmth bled through her and filled up parts of her she hadn’t thought of in years. She wanted to say something in return, something sexy and poetic that would make Gem feel as good about herself as she’d made Celia feel. But her mind was blank, so flooded with seeing and hearing and touching Gem that no coherent words could come together. 
 
    What Celia really wanted, she realized with startling clarity, was for Gem to kiss her. She wanted to taste those lips and feel the power behind them, the intriguing mix of sweetness and heat that Gem seemed to embody. To hell with taking it slow, and to hell with the consequences. Something about the magic of this moment, Gem’s allure and the river and the green trees around them, made all of Celia’s rationality seem far away. 
 
    There was an ardor in Gem’s eyes that made Celia feel sure that the same things were going through Gem’s mind. But slowly, as the wind pulled at their hair and the boat rocked gently, Gem settled back against the stern and the space between the two of them lengthened. It wasn’t like that time on the beach when they first met. This was no tease. 
 
    The loss of that moment pinched at Celia’s heart; but strangely, she didn’t feel spurned. It seemed to her that, instead, Gem’s restraint was almost a compliment. 
 
    Celia chuckled inwardly with surprise. Gem was all contradictions. 
 
    “I’m hoping you’re the egret, actually,” Celia said, tilting her head at Gem. Gem raised an eyebrow and Celia smiled. “And like in the legend, you’ll lead me to the Balm of All.” 
 
    “I’ll do my damnedest,” Gem replied with a crooked grin. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine: Drake 
 
      
 
    It was mid-afternoon when they returned to the Lucine Point marina. Celia’s skin felt fresh, wind-kissed, and salty after their time on the water. As Gem slowed the engine and moved closer to the docks, Celia noticed the boat she’d seen come in on her first night there—the Wastrel Wind. 
 
    Gem was always alert, that was something Celia had noticed about her, but when they neared the dock Gem’s demeanor changed. It was more like she was on guard. Her eyes flicked over to the Wastrel Wind and Celia was surprised to see something like worry pass over her face. But Gem piloted the sailboat over to her docking space and turned it around, then deftly backed it up to the dock. 
 
    She gave Celia directions for helping her tie up the boat, and for a few minutes, Celia forgot the strange stiffness that had taken Gem over. But once the boat was securely moored, Gem hurriedly gathered Celia’s things together and helped her off onto the floating dock. If Celia hadn’t known better, if she didn’t have an intuition she trusted telling her that Gem was very interested in her, she would have thought Gem was trying to get rid of her. 
 
    But Celia glanced surreptitiously at Gem’s face as they walked swiftly off the dock and across the path atop the marina’s concrete sea wall. She didn’t look annoyed or impatient. Her eyes had a wariness about them, and her jaw was tight. Gem was deeply uncomfortable; maybe even...scared? 
 
    It was so opposed to the Gem that Celia had seen so far that it made a curl of dread open in her stomach. Gem almost looked as if she wanted to run and hide, and that was the farthest thing from the way she’d acted since the moment they met. 
 
    “Well, hi there!” a voice called from behind them, and Celia frowned at the same moment as Gem picked up her pace. The voice sounded kind of familiar, somehow. 
 
    Celia looked over her shoulder even while Gem tugged on her elbow. A young man came jogging up the steps from another dock nearby, a big, shining smile on his face. Celia blinked. It was the guy from Agnes’s card game. What had his name been? 
 
    “Drake...” Gem’s tone was one of restrained displeasure. Apparently deciding that escape was impossible, Gem turned just as Drake reached the two of them. Celia shot a glance at Gem. What about this overly cheerful guy had her so on edge? 
 
    Drake didn’t appear to notice that Gem’s face was a mask of blank stoniness. “I am so sorry to hear about your accident yesterday, Gem!” he said. “It’s going to be a gigantic pain to get your kayak up off the bottom of that river. Have you found an affordable dive team yet?” 
 
    His face and his voice were both sympathetic, but Celia felt a twinge of misgiving. Acting kind of smarmy when you were cheering on a senior citizen bridge game was one thing, but this was quite another. 
 
    Gem didn’t reply, and so Drake went on. “You know you can always borrow my kayaks if you find yourself short. You only need to ask.” By now his saccharine tone had intensified so much that the mockery was impossible to miss. 
 
    “That’s very generous of you,” Gem replied with frozen-hard sarcasm. “But I have it all under control.” She grasped Celia’s arm and was about to turn away again when Drake sidled around them. 
 
    “Who’s this?” he asked with a toothpaste-commercial smile. “Are you on an official tour or is it just...casual?” 
 
    Celia furrowed her brows at him. What did he mean, who’s this? She’d been introduced to him less than a week ago. Her skepticism rose a few more notches. This guy was unrepentantly nosy. 
 
    When Gem’s fingers dug into Celia’s arm, Celia looked up at her in surprise. The hard, distant light in Gem’s eyes had flared to the surface. Her entire body was coiled as if to flee, but the expression on her face was one of defiance hiding an undercurrent of fear. Celia had only a split second to feel alarmed before she made a decision. 
 
    “I’m a botanist,” Celia said to Drake. She hoped her ultra-polite tone conveyed just how rude she thought his question had been. “Gem was kind enough to take me on her sailboat to a few places where I could see southern Florida’s unique plant life.” 
 
    Drake’s perky smile remained in place, but its brightness faded and Celia could tell he didn’t believe her. What does he think we were doing? she wondered. 
 
    At that point, Gem recovered herself and slipped her arm through Celia’s. 
 
    “So nice to chat with you,” she said acerbically. “But she isn’t a customer you can snipe out from under me. So I suggest you shove off.” 
 
    Drake gave a surprised little chuckle and flicked two fingers at them in a casual salute. “Ladies.” He turned, thrust his hands into the pockets of his baggy shorts, and sauntered back toward the docks. 
 
    “Ew,” Celia said under her breath. His slimy attitude was off-putting, but Gem’s reaction concerned her more. She kept her arm tucked closely in Gem’s as they walked together up to the parking lot. If she hadn’t been so preoccupied by what had just happened, she probably would have felt overwhelmed by Gem’s protective touch. 
 
    “You know him?” Celia asked when they got far out of earshot. Gem’s lip curled. 
 
    “Yes.” Celia waited for her to go on, but just like earlier today when she’d asked about what it was like to live here, Gem’s usual ebullience vanished. After few seconds of silence, she said, “Don’t get mixed up with him. He’s bad news—always up to something.” Gem grimaced. “Usually something stupid.” 
 
    They slowed at the edge of the parking lot near the road. Celia’s home wasn’t far, but she hadn’t expected Gem to walk her there. It wasn’t an unpleasant thought. Still, Celia hesitated and turned to face Gem. 
 
    “Actually, I...” She glanced down at the marina and the Wastrel Wind bobbing slowly by the dock. “I met Drake already. Agnes took me to card game night at her church the day I got here, and he was there.” 
 
    Gem’s eyes widened with alarm, but she quickly smothered it. She scowled. “Figures. I don’t want him around Aunt Aggie.” 
 
    With a reaction like Gem was having, Celia didn’t want Agnes around him either. She’d seen nothing objectionable about him there, though. 
 
    “All the old folks seem to love him,” she said, doubtful. Gem snorted. 
 
    “He’s good at fooling people,” she said darkly. “Too good.” 
 
    Celia looked down at the docks again and, seeing Drake puttering about on his boat, turned her eyes away. This was unsettling, but she didn’t want to let it mar her day. There was bound to be drama in any little town like this. 
 
    Gem straightened her shoulders and seemed to try to put it out of her mind as well. “When can I see you again?” she asked, her voice softer now, with the saucy edge Celia was used to. 
 
    The response on Celia’s lips was I’d like to see you anytime, for no reason at all, but she held it back. Here on dry land, it once again seemed like a good idea not to rush things. And as much as Gem intrigued her and whirled every one of her feelings up into a miniature hurricane of excitement, she still wasn’t at all sure of Gem’s intentions. Would Gem want to date her long-term? Exclusively or not? Or was she still just playing around? 
 
    Good Lord, Celia, get a grip, she chastised. You’re getting way ahead of yourself. It’s only a date; we’re not picking out wedding colors. Gem wants to see me again. Let’s just start there. 
 
    “Well...” Celia smiled. “I want to go to the library in town to do some research. I haven’t been able to get my hands on any local records so far, and I think they’ll be vital to finding clues about the Balm of All. Would you like to come with me?” At that point, self-consciousness washed over her and she shook her head. “I know, that’s the dorkiest date ever. I won’t be insulted if you say no, I promise.” 
 
    But Gem was laughing. “Do you work all the time, or do you ever just relax?” 
 
    “This isn’t work,” Celia told her, grinning too. “It’s my dream.” 
 
    Gem’s eyes softened and a questioning curve appeared on her rosy lips. She looked, again, like she was thinking of asking Celia why finding the Balm of All was her dream. But, just like before, she didn’t. 
 
    “I think the library sounds like a scintillating place for a date,” Gem said without sarcasm. “When would you like to go?” 
 
    “I don’t have a lot planned, since I just moved here,” Celia said. “You’re the one with a job and a schedule to work around. When are you available?” 
 
    “How about Tuesday?” Gem’s gaze floated down to Celia’s mouth, and little flames of desire leapt up inside Celia’s stomach. Would this be...? 
 
    Gem leaned down and, quick as lightning, pressed a chaste kiss to Celia’s cheek. Then she stood back with a smoldering look. 
 
    “Tuesday’s great,” Celia whispered. She felt faint. 
 
    “The library opens at ten o’clock,” Gem said. A satisfied smirk made dimples appear. It was obvious that she knew the affect she had on Celia. “Meet you there then? And maybe later we could find someplace to refuel after all that hard work?” 
 
    “Okay,” Celia told her in the same weak voice. Gem grinned even wider, and then she walked past Celia and back down the steps to the marina. Celia turned to watch her go. The view of Gem’s behind in her tight bicycle shorts made Celia sigh out. 
 
    Thoughts of feeling those curves beneath her hands took over Celia’s mind for a moment, until Gem’s demeanor changed again and she began to jog toward her sailboat. As Gem leapt gracefully over the gunwale and disappeared below, Celia chewed on her lip. Whatever was going on between Gem and Drake, she hoped he would leave Gem alone. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten: Snowy Orchid 
 
      
 
    The doors were still locked when Celia arrived at the Lucine Point Public Library on Tuesday. She glanced at the clock on her phone with chagrin; she’d been so excited to see Gem (and to do research, she reminded herself) that she arrived early. It had only been a handful of days since their first date, but Celia couldn’t get Gem off her mind. 
 
    Celia fidgeted with the strap of her canvas tote bag and stared up at the front of the library. It was one of the town’s few multiple-story buildings. The architecture was uncomplicated: it was a simple block-shaped stone building with a wide, windowed cupola on the top. Celia imagined it opened onto an atrium or some such thing. The name of the library was mounted in metal letters on the outside wall above the door. 
 
    At two minutes of ten, Celia heard the rapid snicking sound of a bicycle’s wheels and Gem turned the corner around the building. She coasted down the short driveway into the parking lot and hopped off near the bicycle rack. Celia’s heart leapt like a bird. 
 
    Gem was wearing Birkenstock sandals and cropped, loose linen pants that showed off her muscular calves. Her button-up shirt, navy blue with lighter pinstripes, was rolled up to her elbows. Even though she’d been riding a bike, she wore her hair down, and its waves were as glossy as polished walnut in the sunlight. Celia was so caught up in admiring her that she jumped, startled, when one of the librarians unlocked the door from the inside. 
 
    “Been here long?” Gem asked as she strolled up to the door. Her ensemble gave her a softer, sweeter look than the other clothes Celia had seen her wearing, but the flirty tone and cocky smile gave that sweetness some spice. Even her dimples couldn’t cancel out the mischievous look in her eye that she got when she knew Celia was ogling her. 
 
    “Yeah, I didn’t know how long it would take me to get here,” Celia replied. That was always her excuse for showing up somewhere ridiculously early. “Ready to go in?” 
 
    “Always! This is one of my favorite places in town.” Gem waved to the librarians behind the front desk when they entered. “I probably borrowed every book in the young adult section at least once. The librarians were always nice to me, and didn’t mind me holing up here for the entire day sometimes.” 
 
    “I brought the perfect guide again, then,” Celia told her with a smile. “I can’t say I’m surprised.” Gem pointed out the reference desk and Celia spoke with one of the librarians for a few minutes about where the information she was looking for might be found. The local history archives were upstairs, and as Celia and Gem climbed the open staircase in the center of the atrium, she looked shyly at Gem. 
 
    “This kind of feels like I’m on a date in high school,” she said. Moments before, Gem had offered to carry her bag. “I never dated in high school, though, so I wouldn’t know. But maybe this is what it was like?” 
 
    Gem shot her a sideways smile. “More like a high school date in a movie from the eighties,” she said. Then she leaned close as if sharing a secret. “Real high school dating is never this good.” Celia flushed with pleasure. “But I’ll honestly be surprised if you tell me that everybody wasn’t all over you in high school. With that face?” 
 
    Celia blushed even redder. “Prepare to be surprised,” she said. “Only one person has ever been ‘all over’ me...but she found somebody else to be ‘all over.’” Celia’s mouth pulled to one side wryly. “And then that was all over.” 
 
    Gem scoffed with disgust. “It wouldn’t be safe for you to date somebody that stupid anyway,” she said, and Celia gave her a small, grateful smile. “But I guess I should be glad, because her mistake was my good luck.” 
 
    Thinking about Alaina still caused a deep ache in her heart, but for the first time, she saw a true silver lining that wasn’t merely forced optimism. She would never be glad it happened—it had hurt too much—but she realized she’d rather be right here with Gem than back with Alaina before things turned sour. 
 
    The local history archives were kept in a room at the back of the library’s second story. It wasn’t a silent study area, so Celia and Gem could talk while they looked through the books and papers. They settled down at one of the tables and Celia unpacked her things while Gem swung a chair around to sit backwards in it. 
 
    “The librarian said the files are chronologically ordered and then separated into categories within each decade,” Celia said. “That is, for those decades that have enough stuff to separate. There isn’t much prior to eighteen hundred.” The metal shelves were arranged in parallel rows, and the upper half of the first shelf was a section marked 1700-1800. Celia perused it and found that nothing went back farther than 1760. She frowned at the shelf; Spanish missions in Florida didn’t survive much past 1700. There still might be something, though, right? The majority of information she’d found hadn’t been directly from the source anyway. 
 
    Celia brought a stack of papers and binders over from the shelf and plunked them down on the table. She sat down beside Gem and opened up her newest research notebook. On the inside cover, like all her notebooks, she had taped a copy of her secret magnum opus: her love poem. 
 
    Just seeing the familiar lines inspired and motivated her. It didn’t have anything to do with her search for the Balm of All, really, but she was proud of it in a way that she’d never been proud of a poem before. Or, honestly, of anything. Seeing it every time she opened a notebook made her feel dauntless. 
 
    At that moment, Gem leaned over toward her, just like she had the first time they met and she looked at Celia’s sketchbook. This time, though, Celia caught the light scent of her perfume. Gem smelled like apples and cinnamon—a perfect match to her captivating mix of sweetness and spice. 
 
    “What’s that?” Gem asked, raising her pale hazel eyes to Celia’s. Her curiosity was genuine, and Celia felt a pleasant mixture of shyness and pride to think that Gem really wanted to know. 
 
    “It’s just a poem I wrote,” Celia replied. She was struck by a stab of self-reproach that she was downplaying the importance of something that meant so much to her, but she’d never shared her poem with anyone. It was even more personal than her motivations for finding the Balm of All. 
 
    “You’re a poet too?” Gem rested her cheek on her fist, her elbow hooked over the back of her chair. “Man, I wish I had half your talent.” She didn’t look reproachful or chagrined; her eyes danced as if she’d just delivered the smoothest pickup line of all time. Celia drew up her shoulders with happiness and tucked a strand of wispy, wheat-blond hair behind her ear. 
 
    “It’s a hobby,” she explained. Then she chuckled ruefully. “The people where I used to work always made fun of me for writing poetry. They were all plant biologists too, and they kept saying that it was pointless for us scientists to try to be poets. Like the two were mutually exclusive. Sometimes people don’t think science and the arts have a lot in common, but they really do. My line of work is a testament to that.” She shrugged. “Apparently poetry was going too far for them.” 
 
    Gem snorted. “They were just jealous. I think poets are incredibly attractive.” She batted her eyelashes at Celia, who laughed. “So is that your poetry notebook?” 
 
    “No, it’s one of my research ones. I put the poem in there to inspire me.” Celia lifted her eyes to Gem’s face, tracing over the plump lines of her cheeks and the ruddy tint of her lips. Gem inspired her, too. She’d never felt the same way about a person as she did about the world’s natural wonders or the feelings that she usually wrote poetry about, but Gem was different. 
 
    Celia realized with a start that Gem’s gaze was moving back and forth over the lines of her poem. Without thinking, she flipped the cover over on the spiral binding and searched for the nearest blank page. She was too embarrassed to notice that Gem wasn’t offended, but instead was smiling fondly at her. 
 
    “Um,” Celia floundered, looking back and forth through the pages of notes. “My prior research shows that a Spanish mission in this part of the state collected a lot of knowledge about local plants. Best-case scenario, I was hoping to find a copy of their botanical notes. It doesn’t look like that’s going to happen, though,” she said. “The information here at the library doesn’t go back that far, and the librarian said they have the oldest collection of records in the local library system.” 
 
    “Wow, a little place like this?” Gem was impressed. 
 
    “It was the special project of one of the past librarians, apparently,” Celia told her. “Want to help look? Pretty much anything except census records could have a clue. And, wait, census records could, if they list occupation. Any botanists, gardeners, or physicians might be worth looking into further. And add chemists to that list, too.” 
 
    Gem took a few of the books and folders from the stack. “Oh, right, because that’s what they used to call pharmacists.” She flipped a frayed, cloth-bound book open. “So this is what a research date is like, huh?” A sidelong grin appeared on her face, and Celia chuckled. 
 
    “You knew what you were in for.” She shot her own joking glance in Gem’s direction, and Gem laughed as well. 
 
    They spent hours poring over documents without finding anything of interest, until Celia came upon a thick volume of papers submitted by local residents to the Florida State College for Women in the early twentieth century. She was reading through the index when she saw a research paper about orchids dated 1913. 
 
    “Well, here’s something plant-related, at least,” she said, and Gem perked up. Celia slid the book closer to her and they bent over it to look at it together. 
 
    “Look!” Celia said after a few minutes of reading. Her voice trembled with excitement. “The author actually says right here that she used information from a botanical record compiled by an old Spanish mission! The record itself is probably lost, but there’s got to be something in here...” Her eyes skimmed over the words and she turned the pages feverishly. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Gem suppress an amused smile. 
 
    “Okay, okay, listen to this!” Celia’s heart sped as she pointed to a paragraph. “She writes: ‘The missionaries prized in particular one orchid that has since been named Habenaria nivea, the snowy orchid. While not spectacular in appearance, the snowy orchid was sought after by missionaries because of a curious legend associated with it. Superstition held that the snowy orchid grew in conjunction with another plant, one that if found could be made into a powerful medicine, and therefore by marking the presence of snowy orchids, this plant could be discovered.’”  
 
    Gem’s mouth fell open. “Jackpot! That has to be the Balm of All!” 
 
    “Right?” Celia bounced in her chair with excitement. “It’s clues like this that will lead us to it, I just know it.” She picked up her pen and began scribbling furiously in her notebook. “Now we know that it grows where great egrets and snowy orchids can be found. It’s just a matter of finding those places and cross-referencing them...”  
 
    Celia fell into silence as she wrote, flipping through the pages and copying down information. Gem watched her for a moment with an affectionate smile, then shook her head and went back to looking through her own stack of materials. 
 
    A little while later, Celia was searching the USDA website on her phone for nearby counties where the snowy orchid was reported to grow. Her laser-focus usually blotted out everything around her, but slowly a sound began to penetrate the fuzzy barrier of her concentration. Goosebumps prickled on her skin before she even realized she was hearing something. 
 
    Beside her, Gem was humming. 
 
    It was the same song Celia heard her singing that first evening at the marina, when she watched Gem from far away. The tune reverberated deep within her; something about the notes and how simply and perfectly they fit together was just...sublime. 
 
    Celia didn’t realize she was staring until Gem looked up from the book she was reading and lifted her eyebrows. 
 
    “Sorry, was I humming? Was it bugging you?” 
 
    “No!” Celia shook her head and put her pen down. “It was such a pretty song I couldn’t help but listen. What is it?” 
 
    Gem’s dimples appeared, causing Celia’s heart to skip a beat. “I don’t know,” Gem said. Her smile was warm and wistful. “It’s a tune my grandmother used to sing. She was a music teacher and a composer, so maybe she wrote it? I never thought to ask her while she was alive.” 
 
    Celia’s skipping heartbeat sped to a full-blown run. This was the first time Gem had told her anything about herself, about her family or her past. She wanted to leap on the chance, but at the same time she was afraid of sounding too nosy and scaring Gem off. Gem seemed fond of the memory of her grandmother, though, so maybe she wouldn’t mind a little conversation... 
 
    “It’s really cool that you had a musician in your family,” Celia said cheerfully. “My grandmother was a gardener. Well, she worked in an office as her paying job, but gardening was her passion. She’s the one who left me the house next door to Agnes.” 
 
    “Oh!” Gem said with interest. “I have her to thank for you coming down to live here, then.” She smiled, and Celia felt weak in the knees. She’d never been so susceptible to flirting before. 
 
    “Did your grandmother live around here?” Celia asked, hoping the question was neutral enough not to sound prying. Gem nodded and strummed the corner of a paperback book on the desk with her index finger, making a sound like cards being shuffled. 
 
    “Yeah, she raised me,” Gem replied. “She used to sing all the time. She played the guitar and like a zillion other instruments. I was never good at any of them,” she added, tossing Celia a wry smile. “But she loved me anyway.” 
 
    “She sounds really nice,” Celia said. Gem made a soft sound of agreement; then the distant look appeared in her eyes and Celia decided to back off. She set her phone down on the table between the two of them and pointed at the screen. “This website says the snowy orchid grows in Pinellas, Charlotte, and Lee Counties. Sounds like we’re in the right area already! Now I just need to call around to any botanical societies here and ask whether they’ve seen snowy orchids, and if so, where they can be found.” 
 
    Celia glanced over at Gem again to see what she thought about that plan, but Gem’s eyes were unfocused and a slight furrow was between her brows. She looks so much older, Celia thought, when she’s not smiling. But the somber look imparted its own beauty on Gem’s face, transforming it from cute and impish to an enigmatic, mysterious loveliness. 
 
    “Hey,” Celia said brightly. “I think we’ve made some great progress here. Want to go find somewhere we can talk above a whisper?” 
 
    Gem seemed to return to the present, and her pale eyes lit up again. “Yeah, I know just the place!” 
 
      
 
    --- 
 
      
 
    When Celia heard the word “cantina” before now, she always imagined the one from Star Wars: a “wretched hive of scum and villainy” crammed with suspicious characters and dark dealings. So when they got into Celia’s car and Gem directed her to the Prickly Pear Cantina just outside of Lucine Point, Celia was dubious. 
 
    But instead of a gritty, smoke-filled hole-in-the-wall, Gem led her to a sunny patio outside a small screened-in bar. Each round wooden table had an umbrella spreading over it and chairs with woven grass seats. Palm trees whispered overhead, their scaly trunks standing like pillars beneath a roof of leaves. 
 
    Gem pulled Celia’s chair out for her, and the gesture filled Celia with a strange, pleasant sense of importance. She gazed around at the scenery—the ocean twinkled with sunlight between the trees and a few small buildings down by the shore—and tried to calm her fluttering heart. This was more traditional date territory, and she suddenly felt inexplicably jittery. Why did this setting make her feel so much more self-conscious than tromping through the woods or researching at the library? 
 
    Well, it was pretty obvious. Celia was in her element in those other places. She could, if she wanted to, tell herself that her main reason for being there was her quest for the Balm of All. But right now, her only reason for being here was spending time with Gem. And that’s exactly what she’d wanted, right? It was no use denying that fact. 
 
    Gem snagged a menu from a box nailed to one of the palm trees and sat down beside Celia. “They have the absolute best margaritas here,” Gem said. “I don’t care what anybody tells you. Better than Mexico, even.” 
 
    Celia giggled. “Have you been to Mexico?” 
 
    “No,” Gem said airily. “But I know these are better. Don’t ask me how. It’s a state secret.” She caught Celia’s eye and a playful smirk flitted across her lips. 
 
    “Well, who am I to argue with that?” Celia replied, playing along. “I guess I’ll have to have one, then.” 
 
    They ordered margaritas and a sampler plate of appetizers, and then Gem leaned onto the table, turning her body towards Celia. She propped her head in her hand and stretched out until her upper arm was flat on the table. Her long, rich brown hair pooled on the worn wooden surface. 
 
    “Can I ask you something?” There was still a smile on Gem’s lips, but it was no longer roguish. Celia felt a warm glow in her stomach to be looked at like that, like she was the most important and interesting thing in the whole cantina. 
 
    “Sure,” Celia replied breathlessly. She felt like she was falling into Gem’s eyes, into the light brown-green depths that reminded her dry, waving grasses. 
 
    “Why is finding the Balm of All so important to you?” 
 
    Celia swallowed and cold fingers slithered around her heart. It always came down to this: no matter who she talked to about her search, they always eventually asked why. Gem had refrained for an admirable amount of time compared to the others, but it was inevitable that her curiosity would get the better of her. 
 
    Celia wanted to trust her. She’d always closely guarded her reasons, her silent promise to her sister before she died, and normally she didn’t want to tell anyone. But Gem, somehow, was different. Gem hadn’t shared anything very personal with Celia to warrant such trust in return, but even so, Celia wanted her to understand. She wanted Gem to know the depth of her dedication. 
 
    But even as she formed the words, they stuck in her throat. I don’t want pity. I don’t want to see that look on her face that everyone gets when they don’t know what to say, when they’re embarrassed for asking about my family. 
 
    Yes, she wanted people to take her quest seriously. But when she told Alaina, Alaina didn’t just take it seriously; she started to treat the whole subject with reverence, and then she stopped engaging in conversations about it entirely, for fear of upsetting Celia by bringing up her sister even tangentially. It had been born from kindness, but it made Celia terribly uncomfortable nonetheless. 
 
    Celia couldn’t do it. She couldn’t risk that happening with Gem, Gem who was so different from Alaina but also alike in so many ways. Not yet. Sudden doubt about her ability to judge Gem’s character appeared inside her like a hole. She’d obviously misjudged Alaina for years. How could she be so sure about Gem, after only knowing her for a few days? 
 
    Celia’s eyes were normally large and round, but she looked even more like a deer in the headlights for a split second before she dropped her gaze to the tabletop and hid behind her lashes. 
 
    “I was obsessed with it when I was a kid,” she began, putting as much nonchalance into her voice as she could. “The idea of something that could cure any disease... I couldn’t get it out of my head. You know how kids want to be big, important things when they grow up? Like firefighters or astronauts or world-famous singers?” Celia shrugged shyly and finally looked up at Gem. Gem’s face was attentive. “I wanted to discover a miracle drug. In the past couple of months, a lot of things ended in my life in Michigan, where I come from. So when my grandmother left me her house, it gave me the perfect opportunity to follow that dream.” 
 
    Gem nodded, her eyes fixed on Celia’s. There was a quiet thoughtfulness in her expression: she clearly knew that Celia wasn’t telling the whole story, but she didn’t press. Celia remained silent for a few moments and then their margaritas and appetizers came, which gave her an excuse to focus on something else. 
 
    Gem waggled her eyebrows at Celia as she picked up her salt-rimmed glass. “Don’t even try telling me you’ve had a better margarita anywhere.” She took a sip and her eyes drifted shut appreciatively. 
 
    Celia gave a half-smile. “If I have, you won’t hear about it,” she said. When she tried the drink, she shook her head in wonder. “Okay, you’re right. Best I’ve ever had.” 
 
    Gem burnt her fingers on a mozzarella stick and shook them in the air. “Hey, what does this orchid we’re after look like, anyway?” 
 
    After taking a forkful of crispy onion rings onto her plate, Celia brought her phone out and found a picture online. “Here.” She held it out to Gem. 
 
    The picture showed the snowy orchid’s cylindrical cluster of white flowers, each bloom like a tiny white fairy with its arms outspread. Gem frowned curiously and took the phone, bringing it closer. 
 
    “I think I’ve seen this before,” she said with surprise in her voice. “I assumed it would be super rare.” Celia sat bolt upright, her attention as riveted as if she were a cat and Gem was holding a can of tuna. Gem noticed her intense look and chuckled. “I’m not saying I’ve seen it growing all over the place,” she amended. “But I noticed it one time when I took some tourists out to get—ah, to photograph carnivorous plants.” Redness seeped into Gem’s cheeks and ears, but Celia was so excited that she didn’t notice or wonder at Gem’s uncharacteristic falter. She leaned forward, her face eager. 
 
    “Where was it? Do you remember?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Gem said glibly. She had her feet under her again. “I could take you there, if you want.” Her smile had more swagger in it than a drunk pirate. 
 
    “Yes! I want!” Celia clapped her hands with glee. She couldn’t believe her luck. Gem really was going to be her egret, showing her the way to the Balm of All just like in Catalina’s story. 
 
    “We could go out on kayaks this time,” Gem suggested. “That’s how I get around with my tour groups, mostly. You can squeeze into much tighter, shallower places with a kayak than you can with a big sailboat.” She winked. “And I’m not worried about you sinking one.” 
 
    “That sounds great!” Celia chirped. Her optimism had sprouted wings and was flying sky-high, and she dug into the tray of appetizers with gusto. 
 
    Their conversation drifted between casual topics, such as what local delicacies Celia needed to try now that she lived here (alligator and conch), and the afternoon flowed by them. When Celia dropped Gem off at the library to pick up her bike, the sun was already setting behind the low banks of palm trees that fringed the edges of the sky. 
 
    It was an incredible, unexpected delight that her search for the Balm of All was becoming entwined with getting to know Gem better. Already, they felt like two side-by-side roads to the same destination, roads that wove and crossed. 
 
    But was that a good thing? Celia was a determined person, an optimistic person. She had to be, to cope with everything she’d been through. So many things had changed for the better since she came here, since she met Gem, but there was one change that worried her: doubt was a much more frequent visitor than ever before. 
 
    Celia wondered, as she thought about Gem’s sweet smile and the red-hot light in her eyes, whether she shouldn’t be more careful. Should she be so swift to link these tentative, newborn feelings for Gem with her long-cherished dream of finding the legendary flower, of keeping her promise to Mariel? If things with Gem didn’t work out—they’d only been on two dates, for heaven’s sake—would that taint her enthusiasm for the search? She couldn’t afford to let anything break her down, and Celia knew full well how much it crippled her to have her heart broken. 
 
    But she was being careful. She was being so careful to take it slowly. Right, slowly, Celia said to herself with a humorless chuckle. She’d laid eyes on Gem a grand total of four times in her life so far, and already Gem had made her way into Celia’s most precious, protected secrets—even if Gem didn’t know it yet. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven: Adventure 
 
      
 
    That weekend, Celia arrived at the marina with her backpack stuffed full of supplies and her whole being vibrating with excitement. Last week’s disappointment at the abandoned phosphate mine was like a dark cloud far behind her, and the path ahead was flooded by sunlight. 
 
    The brightness momentarily dimmed when she didn’t see Gem standing on or near the Pearl Queen, but then she heard her name called in a clear voice that made shivers of joy tremble up her spine. Gem was down at the north end of the marina, to Celia’s right, standing knee-deep in water beside a concrete boat ramp that slid into the sea. She climbed out onto the ramp and wiggled her feet one at a time, like a cat who stepped on a piece of tape; she was shaking out her water shoes. 
 
    Near her on the ramp were two sea kayaks, one red and one yellow. Celia trotted down the stairs and across the marina’s sea wall to where the ramp angled down. Gem’s smile was brighter than polished silver. Today her hair was pulled back in a tight French braid, and Celia swallowed a breath to have such an unobstructed view of Gem’s graceful neck and smooth shoulders. 
 
    “The place we’re heading is down the coast,” Gem said when Celia joined her by the kayaks. “We’ll stick to shallower water for the most part. It should be a smooth trip.” She grinned, again reminding Celia of a cat. “I hope you remembered to wear your bathing suit.” 
 
    Gem’s gaze rolled down Celia’s body, over her filmy, thigh-length violet sundress and the black bicycle shorts she wore underneath. Celia twirled her fingers in her stubby ponytail with a shy, pleased smile. 
 
    “I absolutely did,” she replied. Gem was outfitted much like she’d been on their first trip in the sailboat, but this time with a tight surfing shirt to complement her curves. Celia couldn’t help but think about her first—no, wait, her second—glimpse of Gem, rising out of the water beside her and glistening with droplets like jewels. A rush of giddiness overtook her, and she went for it: “All I had to do was think about how you looked in yours the first day we met, and I couldn’t possibly forget.” 
 
    Gem opened her mouth in a delighted laugh, and Celia flushed pink. It shouldn’t have taken her so long to work up the courage to flirt back, but it was well worth the reward. Gem looked decidedly encouraged, her eyes sparking with a mysterious promise. 
 
    “I can hardly wait for you to return the favor,” Gem purred. She took Celia’s backpack from her and stowed it in one of the compartments in the yellow kayak. “I’ve got everything we could possibly need! I noticed you liked the mozzarella sticks the other day—I made sandwiches with fresh mozzarella, red peppers, and pesto. How’s that sound?” 
 
    “Sounds amazing,” Celia replied. It warmed her to think that Gem had put so much thought into what she might like. “I brought lots of snacks too, so we should be set for the whole day.” 
 
    Celia wasn’t a novice kayaker, but she’d never kayaked on the ocean before. Gem helped her get situated in the kayak and then pushed her into the water, where Celia paddled around in the calm bay of the marina while Gem got her own kayak ready. Then, side-by-side, they glided away from the docks and out to the mouth of the bay, where the Gulf of Mexico lay glittering like blue opal in the distance. 
 
    How many times since she arrived had Celia stared around her in disbelief that such a place was actually real? And this seemed even more impossible than the rest. The water all around them was a glowing cerulean, flowing with patches of deep sapphire where clouds drifted overhead and shining green where sandbars neared the surface. They paddled at a leisurely pace at first, and Celia trailed her hand in the salty, crystal-clear waves as if she were in a dream. 
 
    Gem led the way, but she always stayed within a few yards of Celia, keeping an eye on her and giving her encouraging instructions. Every so often, they passed over fields of underwater sea grass that waved in the currents like wind over fields. Celia peered down at it through the blue-tinged water; she’d never focused on marine botany before, but this was so enchanting that maybe it was time to start. 
 
    The coast trundled alongside them hundreds of yards to their left, a white strip topped by trees and dotted every so often with clusters of beachgoers or blocks of luxury condos. Celia felt like her eyes couldn’t possibly take in all this beauty, and she looked this way and that with an almost frantic joy. 
 
    About thirty feet away, something broke the gently rolling surface. It was gray-black, and she only caught a glimpse: a smooth mound rolling up and the flash of a pointed fin. 
 
    Celia’s breath froze in her chest. Her first wildfire thought—shark—was quickly extinguished when the scientist in her reminded her that sharks don’t round their backs like that at the surface. A wave of goosebumps started at the crown of Celia’s head and shivered down her back. 
 
    Dolphins. 
 
    “Gem!” Celia cried, her voice thready with awe. “Gem, Gem!” She waved her hand, and Gem looked alarmed for a split second before she saw the elation on Celia’s face. Celia pointed out to sea. “I saw—!” 
 
    Suddenly, closer and in front of them, another back arced out of the waves. One more joined it, sticking close by. Celia gasped. Then, in the distance, she saw another dorsal fin roll up into the sun. 
 
    “Dolphins!” Celia squeaked, her blue-gray eyes round and full of wonder. Gem beamed at her. All at once she looked proud and amused and surprised, as if she hadn’t considered the idea that Celia may never have even seen a dolphin before, let alone one this close. 
 
    “Yeah,” Gem said with a laugh. “There are dolphins all over the place here. They like swimming by the beaches and coming into the bays to catch fish. That’s probably what they’re doing now.” 
 
    Celia gaped as a dark, torpedo-shaped blot sped by her, and another darted under Gem’s kayak. Then a noise made her heart jump with surprise: a deep, loud pssht. She whirled in her seat just in time to see a gray dome and a closing blowhole before the dolphin disappeared beneath her kayak. 
 
    They floated on the water while dolphins surfaced and dove and flicked their flukes all around them. After a time, the dolphins appeared one by one farther away, and then they were gone, off to new hunting grounds. Celia was dizzy with joy. 
 
    “I used to pretend I was a dolphin all the time,” she said to Gem as they resumed paddling. “And we went to some aquarium that had them, once.” Once, with Mariel, before she got sick. After Mariel died, there were no more family vacations. “But I barely remember it. I’ve never seen them...like this. Never.” She was breathless. Gem smiled at her with satisfaction. 
 
    “You’ll be seeing a lot more of them from now on,” she said. As they lifted and dipped their paddles, Gem added thoughtfully, “You know, I used to pretend I was a dolphin, too.” 
 
    Celia perked up. She liked having that in common, but even more, she liked hearing Gem talk about herself. “So did you learn to swim before you learned to walk, living in a place like this?” she joked. 
 
    Gem snorted. “Swimming lessons are practically mandatory around here, what with all the canals kids can fall into,” she said. “But you’d think...” She shook her head. “You might not’ve noticed, but the public beach in Lucine Point is in the middle of, ah...the middle of a pretty posh area of town. They put in a new entrance about ten years back, but before that... Well, the road you went down to get there wasn’t posted as private, but you needed to, shall we say, meet a certain standard if you didn’t want to have the police called on you for trespassing.” 
 
    Celia’s shoulders fell in disbelief. “So, you mean... You couldn’t go to the public beach unless you looked like you were rich?” 
 
    Gem angled a cynical look at her and she shrugged. “There’s another beach to the south, and my grandmother used to take me there on the bus. That’s where I learned to swim.” Then there was silence, save for the slick splash of her paddles in the water. 
 
    Sensing that she wouldn’t be offering anything further in that area, Celia searched for something neutral to talk about. “I bet you can find some really amazing shells on these beaches, huh?” She was troubled to see Gem’s shoulders stiffen, but then Gem pointed south and out to sea. 
 
    “I didn’t think we were supposed to get any bad weather today,” Gem said. “But that says otherwise.” There was a mound of charcoal-gray clouds hanging low over the water in the distance. 
 
    “Do you think it’ll come this way?” Celia asked. She glanced at the shore; they were a good quarter of a mile out. 
 
    “It might,” Gem said doubtfully, but her face was tense. “The wind’s in the right direction. Or in the wrong one, in our case.” She grimaced. “Come on, we better head closer to shore just to be safe.” 
 
    Gem angled her kayak toward land and Celia followed suit, paddling a bit more forcefully than she had been before. They skimmed swiftly along for a few minutes. Then suddenly it seemed to Celia that she was getting fatigued; it was harder to paddle and her progress was much slower. When Gem looked over her shoulder at Celia with a frustrated, worried expression, Celia realized that Gem was also paddling with more difficulty than she had been before. 
 
    “We’re okay,” Gem called to her. “We’re crossing a current. It’s going to be hard going for just a bit until we get across.” 
 
    Celia glanced out to sea and, with a weight dropping into her stomach, saw the reaching hands of the storm clouds coming much closer now. As if to accompany the sight, a stiff wind blew her hair back from her forehead and her kayak rocked with the growing waves. 
 
    Salty water splashed up over the nose of Celia’s kayak, and she dug her paddle into the sea as hard as she could. Instead of propelling her forward, though, her kayak turned as if a rope were towing it in the opposite direction. She yelped and drove her paddle in to the waves on her other side, hoping to pull herself around, but the ocean seemed to have turned into a bumpy conveyer belt that was dragging her away. 
 
    Fear seized Celia’s throat and she tried to think of the small amount of kayak safety training she’d had. Dig the paddle in on your downstream side for stability. Lean to keep from capsizing. Doing so slowed her somewhat, but she was still moving away from shore, caught in the current. Flashing a panicked glance around her, she saw the bobbing red prow of Gem’s kayak an arm’s length away, pulled along with her by the water. 
 
    At the same time, Celia and Gem reached out and grabbed hold of the other’s kayak. The waves rocked and jostled them and the wind slowly twirled them in place, but with Gem’s hand firmly gripping the bungee lacing across the front of her kayak, Celia’s fright subsided a bit. She held tightly to one of the carrying handles on Gem’s kayak. 
 
    Gem’s voice rose above the wind and splashing. “Keep your eyes on me.” Her bright eyes burned with intensity, and they caught and held Celia’s attention like a nail pinning her in place. Still holding onto Celia’s kayak, Gem tucked her paddle under one arm and rummaged quickly inside the cockpit. She came up with a handful of bungee cords. “I’m not going to let go,” she said, “but we need to tie ourselves together. Hold your paddle under your arm like me and grab one end of this.” Gem thrust a bungee cord toward her. 
 
    Celia felt light-headed with the pounding of her heart and the swirling and rocking of her kayak, but she crushed her paddle to her side and leaned as far as she dared to snatch the bungee cord from Gem. 
 
    “Hook it to your deck lacing,” Gem called. At the same time, she hooked her end of the cord into the lacing over the front of her kayak. Celia fumbled with shaking fingers and fastened her end. They repeated the process until they were held together with three cords in the front and two behind their cockpits where there were fewer places to hook onto. Still they clung onto each other’s kayaks by their hands. 
 
    Safely lashed together, Celia felt a small rush of relief. She tried not to look at the land in the distance, retreating from view. Gem’s fierce gaze kept her grounded. 
 
    “I know where this current goes,” Gem told her steadily. “There’s a place where we can break out of it. It’s pretty far out, but there are islands nearby where we can land to wait out the storm.” 
 
    Celia nodded, unable to speak. As they sped on, the swells became larger, and each ascent to a crest and slide down into the trough felt like a roller coaster. Celia clung onto Gem’s kayak with one hand and gripped her paddle tight with the other; she knew she’d be utterly screwed if she lost it. But she wished desperately that she could hold onto Gem’s hand instead. 
 
    They heard the pattering over the slosh of the waves before they felt it: it had started to rain. Soon the downpour hit, and Celia huddled as far down as she could while still holding onto Gem’s kayak. Adrenaline was still pumping too quickly through her veins for her to even think about how uncomfortable this all was. 
 
    Celia’s fingers were starting to feel numb when Gem’s voice broke through her focus. 
 
    “We’re getting close!” Gem cried. “But we won’t be able to break out lashed together like this. We have to separate.” 
 
    Panic coursed through Celia like white fire. She began to gasp for air, and at that moment, Gem released her hold on Celia’s kayak and grasped her hand. 
 
    Celia curled her fingers tightly around Gem’s hand, trusting in the bungee cords to keep them together at least for the moment. She looked up into Gem’s face, and there was so much strength there, so much surety and determination, that Celia’s heart slowed and her breathing steadied. Gem’s hand was warm in spite of the wind and water. Her tight grip was like an anchor, a lifeline. The flames of panic gentled into warm, safe embers. 
 
    “We can do this,” Gem said, and Celia nodded. “I won’t let anything happen to you. You have my word. I’ll call instructions to you and we’ll be out of the current and into calmer waters in no time.” With one final squeeze, she said, “We have to unhook the bungees now.” 
 
    The secure glow remained in Celia’s chest even when Gem’s hand slipped away. Together, they unfastened the bungees one by one, still holding tight to each other’s kayaks. 
 
    “All right, we’re almost there,” Gem said. As their kayaks spun slowly in the current, Celia caught sight of a white and green blur through the lessening rain. Was that the island? “On three, we’ll let go!” Gem called, and Celia whirled back around to lock eyes with her. “Dig in with your paddle as hard as you can and head for that island! Follow my instructions!” 
 
    Once more, Celia nodded, and Gem looked deeply, intently into her eyes. Even though they were no longer touching, Celia still felt the warmth of Gem’s hand like a tether. “One,” Gem said. “Two...three!” 
 
    Celia’s heart somersaulted as she let go of Gem’s kayak and dug her paddle into the waves. The current spun her around and she searched for the island, and when she saw it she forced her kayak to angle in that direction. 
 
    Gem was close by, rocking over a swell. “Dig left!” she called. “Left again! Right! Left!” In this way Gem directed them out of the rush of the current, and Celia felt the pull of the water beneath her hull lessen. After several moments of hard paddling, they were out into calm, gently rolling waves. The wind still buffeted them and the rain splashed into the sea, but they pointed their bows toward the island and made their way steadily there. 
 
    As they drew closer, Celia saw that the island was a sandbar much like the one they’d explored a few days before. White beach (well, gray now with rain soaking it) skirted low shrubs and cypress trees with palms rising above. The part Celia could see might have been half a mile long; she couldn’t estimate how wide it was. 
 
    Finally, arms aching, Celia saw the sand come into view through the water beneath her kayak. She paddled until she ran aground and then she pulled herself out and dragged her kayak up onto the beach. The rain had slackened, but it still sheeted down in a fine mist. Gem’s red kayak pulled up in the surf beside her. 
 
    They towed their kayaks up onto the grass beyond the beach and took out their gear before turning the kayaks upside down. A small stand of palm trees was nearby, and they retreated there to get out of the rain. 
 
    Celia stood shivering, not so much with cold as with spent adrenaline. She could barely see land through the rain; it was nothing but an indistinct blur. She looked up at Gem beside her. Gem’s dark hair was plastered to her forehead, her face alert and contemplative. 
 
    “What are we going to do?” Celia asked after a time. She was angry at how fearful her voice sounded, but no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t make herself sound brave. 
 
    Gem turned to her and started to say something, but then she caught her breath. A light came into her face, akin to the look she so often gave Celia when she turned up the charm. This time, though, there was something deeper and more immediate in the pale tawny green of Gem’s eyes. 
 
    Celia trembled beside her, hugging herself and trying to breathe steadily. With her hair flattened by the rain and her large, worried eyes, she looked even more like a bird. 
 
    Without hesitation, Gem wrapped both of her arms around Celia and pulled her close against her. She rubbed Celia’s arms and then her back. For a moment, Celia’s heart raced even faster, but then it began to slow. Gem’s strong, warm arms encompassed her, and the tension bled out of Celia’s body like melting ice. 
 
    The thoughts racing through Celia’s mind—We could’ve drowned! What if we can’t get back?—all lowered in pitch as she stood with her head against Gem’s chest. Gem was tall enough to rest her chin on the top of Celia’s head, and that simple gesture made Celia feel so protected. She slowly uncurled her arms and wrapped them around Gem’s waist, feeling the warmth of her skin through her sodden clothes. 
 
    Gem’s chest rose and fell beneath Celia’s cheek, and she could hear the low tha-thump of Gem’s heartbeat. It was a bassline that kept her grounded. As the fear was washed away, Celia’s pulse began to rise again. Gem, whose very looks had tantalized her from the moment she first saw her, was holding her tight as a lover. 
 
    Suddenly Gem’s skin felt even hotter where Celia touched it. It seemed to burn and tingle beneath Celia’s arms, against her chest. A star flamed to life deep in Celia’s stomach. She lifted her head and Gem pulled slightly back to look into her face. 
 
    The light color of Gem’s eyes was darkened and smoky, and the stirrings of desire there made Celia’s heart jump and flip. Then, like a candle flame extinguished, Gem blinked and looked out over the sea. Her face was closed. Celia’s breath hitched to lose that connection. 
 
    “We’ll have to wait the storm out,” Gem said, and when she turned back to Celia her casual smile was back in place. She rubbed Celia’s arms one more time with her hands before stepping back. “But it’ll be perfectly safe to paddle back to shore once the weather calms down. I know exactly where we are, and I have a GPS in my bag just to double check, so we’re not lost. And I have all the survival gear we need.” She shrugged her eyebrows with a cocky quirk of her lips. “You have nothing to worry about with me here.” 
 
    Celia wrapped her arms around herself, unconsciously trying to replicate the feeling of Gem holding her. It didn’t work. She knew she didn’t have to worry about her safety with Gem with her. But nothing to worry about? That was the opposite of the case. 
 
    Had Gem been teasing her again? Even though she promised not to? Or had Celia been mistaken when she thought she saw lust in Gem’s eyes? She’d never been so ready to offer a kiss in her life, and for a moment, Gem seemed eager to take it. But then the moment just fizzled, like their chances of starting a campfire in this rain. 
 
    They’d only known each other for a few days; of course she couldn’t even begin to guess at Gem’s thoughts and motivations. Normally, she was so open, but Celia was beginning to learn that Gem’s few closed-off moments were very inscrutable indeed. 
 
    Gem bent down to open up the bags she’d brought from the kayak. They were tightly packed, and Celia’s interest was caught, helping to distract her from her confusion. 
 
    “I’ve got a rain shelter,” Gem said, drawing a package wrapped in waterproof fabric out of one bag. It was smaller than a roll of paper towels. “We can set this up as an A-frame tent and it’ll keep us dry. I doubt the rain will last that long, though—it doesn’t usually around here.” Next, she pulled out two short cylinders of the same fabric. “I always carry enough sleeping bags for whoever I’m traveling with,” she said, and she angled a cheeky smile up at Celia. “Not that I’m getting any ideas. This is purely for safety.” 
 
    Her flirty tone should have confused Celia even further, but instead, she found herself chuckling and shaking her head. She was, frankly, very impressed that Gem had such foresight. 
 
    “Were you a Girl Scout or something?” Celia asked playfully. 
 
    “As a matter of fact, I was,” Gem grinned. “Always prepared! I’ve got emergency rations and everything.” With a flourish, she revealed a handful of foil packages. 
 
    “Well, hopefully we won’t need those,” Celia replied, crouching down beside her. “We both brought lunch and snacks, right?” She tried to smooth the salt-stiff strands of her hair back into her ponytail, but it didn’t do much help. 
 
    Gem glanced at her hesitantly with a set to her mouth that made Celia frown with apprehension. “Well,” Gem said, drawing the word out. “We will be fine,” she assured her. The look of steady determination she showed when they were in the current was back in her eyes. “But if the sea stays this rough, we may have to stay the night. I know these waters, and they’ll certainly be calm enough to cross tomorrow morning.” 
 
    Celia just stared at her. It took her a few seconds for the truth of those words to sink in. She drew in a few slow breaths. Okay, this wasn’t so bad, right? They might have to sleep on a deserted island, but Gem had a tent and sleeping bags. They had food. They knew where they were and how to get home. 
 
    And this would be a thousand times worse if she were alone, right? In fact, she probably wouldn’t have survived the current, or she’d be even farther out in the middle of the ocean by now with no land in sight, not even tiny islands. 
 
    Gem had an apologetic expression on her face, a half-wince as if she expected Celia to faint or something. But Celia just sat down with a thump on the grass and shook her head. 
 
    “Well,” she said. “I wanted an adventure.” 
 
    Gem’s cocky grin made her smile in answer. “You’re sure getting it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twelve: Stranded in Paradise 
 
      
 
    The rain continued, and Celia helped Gem set up the shelter. It was a simple rectangular tarp propped up with two poles at each end to make a peaked tent. They pulled the cords attached to each corner tight and staked them to the ground. Inside, Gem spread another tarp for them to sit on and they opened up their lunches. As they ate, they watched the heaving ocean and the billows of rain that passed across their view out of the triangular tent opening. 
 
    Like Gem had predicted, the rain tapered off in less than an hour and the thick clouds began to move off to the north. The wind remained strong, though, and it shook their tent while large droplets of water plunked down onto the stretched fabric from the trees above. The waves’ edges were still sharp, and Gem grimaced as she surveyed them. 
 
    “By the looks of it, it’s going to stay rough,” she said. She wrapped up half of her lunch for later and put it back in her bag. “We might as well explore, right?” she asked Celia with an eyebrow raised in suggestion. Celia felt comforted by the rain having stopped, and she scrambled out of the shelter. 
 
    “Yeah! If we’re going to be here all night, we’d better learn the lay of the land. Of course,” Celia went on, “you probably already know all about this island. I haven’t seen a place so far that you don’t know like the back of your hand.” 
 
    Gem didn’t blush—Celia couldn’t quite imagine that happening—but she did look pretty pleased. Her dimples appeared, and Celia felt her own skin heat when she imagined what it would be like to trace them with her fingers. 
 
    “To be honest,” Gem said, “I knew this island was here, but I’m not sure how big it is or anything. So you were right, we need to check it out and see what we’ve got here. How about we walk up the beach? That way we can get a feel for its size.” 
 
    The sand was still wet from the rain, so they took off their shoes and walked barefoot up the shore, heading north. Gem’s gaze roved all around, from the sea and horizon to the beach in front of them and the trees to their left, but Celia found herself only looking inland to the sparse woods. 
 
    What if the Balm of All was growing on this island? They might even stumble across it, and wouldn’t that be an incredible twist of fate? But it wasn’t likely, Celia told herself. She hadn’t see any great egrets here, and as far as she knew, they didn’t nest this far from the mainland. If anything, the Balm of All was more likely to grow wherever they’d been headed before the storm blew up. Maybe, if they hadn’t gotten so off course, today would’ve been the day... 
 
    Strangely, the disappointment Celia expected to feel just didn’t come. She frowned to herself. Why was that so unsettling? I should be glad not to feel let down. And, she realized, she was glad. Even though she was stuck on a tiny island far from land, she was happy, and moreover, she wasn’t scared. 
 
    That in itself was what unsettled her. It was all because of Gem. It went further than simple gratitude: Celia was happy to share an adventure like this with Gem, even if they missed a chance to search for the Balm of All today. Even if their lives had been in peril. 
 
    Celia exhaled slowly and combed her fingers through her short ponytail. There’s nothing wrong with that, she told herself firmly. Whatever will happen... Just let it. 
 
    At length they came to a point where the sand narrowed out and disappeared into the sea like a spearhead. Around the other side, they saw the beach curving back the way they’d come; they had reached the northern end of the island. The sun came out while they stood there, shining in patches over the open ocean and lighting the water up with spots of brilliant turquoise. 
 
    “This’ll be a great place to watch the sunset,” Gem said, putting her hands on her hips with a satisfied nod. “We should bring our dinner over here.” 
 
    Celia gazed down the beach around the back side of the island. “Do you think we should keep going on or go back the way we came?” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking,” Gem replied, “and I’ll bet this island isn’t very big at all. We’d be able to see more of it in the distance that way if it curved out to sea. I’m guessing it’s long and thin, like a lot of the sandbar islands around here. Let’s keep going, and if we start to think we’ve gone too far without finding the southern end, we can turn around.” 
 
    Celia nodded in agreement. She wished she’d remembered to bring along her sun hat, but there wasn’t much more pleasant than ambling down this perfect white beach with Gem. Her imagination helpfully supplied some ideas that would in fact be more pleasant—ones having to do with Gem’s warm embrace and her curves and dimples and those bright, sultry eyes—and Celia ducked her head so Gem wouldn’t see her blush. 
 
    When they’d walked for another fifteen minutes or so, they came to a place where the beach angled out to sea and then curved sharply back in, creating a small crescent-shaped bay. Although the water at the edge of the beach they’d just come up was clear, the shallow bay was full of cloudy green splotches. Celia followed Gem around the pebbly edge of the crescent, this time keeping her feet out of the gently lapping waves. 
 
    They reached the innermost point of the bay, and Gem crouched down to look at the green substance that floated on the water’s surface. 
 
    “Looks like algae,” she mused. She chewed on her lip, peering down at the algae as if it were much more interesting than Celia thought. Then Gem lifted her head and offered Celia a cryptic smile. “What kind is it, do you know?” 
 
    Celia shook her head. She had a feeling that Gem was trying to get at something, but she didn’t know what it was. “No, I don’t know a lot about algae,” she replied. 
 
    “Huh, a botanist and everything!” Gem teased. Celia put on a superior look and folded her arms. 
 
    “Algae aren’t plants, FYI.” 
 
     “Oh,” Gem replied, raising her eyebrows with surprise. “Huh. What are they, then?” She stood up. 
 
    “A kind of organism,” Celia replied, then paused. That wasn’t terribly specific. “They can be made of single cells or multiple cells, and they photosynthesize. I think kelp is an algae, for example. I haven’t studied them, but from what I do know, the word ‘algae’ covers a huge group of organisms. But not plants,” she added with a grin. 
 
    “Well, gee! I learn something new from you practically every day,” Gem said. Her eyes twinkled with something a little more mischievous than Celia would expect from their banter. 
 
    “Why do you want to know what kind it is?” she asked. 
 
    Gem locked her fingers together behind her head and walked away, giving Celia a tantalizing view of the small of her back, bared when she lifted her arms up. “No reason,” Gem said lightly. Celia cocked her head with narrowed eyes and a curious smile, but she didn’t question Gem further. 
 
    Around the other end of the little bay, the beach stretched out again in a gently curving line down the island’s coast. It wasn’t long before it turned east again, back toward land, and they followed it around the southern end. The sun passed in and out of large clouds that sailed by overhead, carried by the wind. 
 
    Soon the bright yellow and red shapes of their kayaks came into view on the beach, and they returned to the rain shelter. The fabric covering was completely dry by now. Even though it didn’t look like the rain would be returning, they left the shelter up anyway to give them a little bit of protection from the wind. 
 
    When Celia looked up from pulling her water bottle out of her bag, she nearly fell over backwards in surprise: Gem was in the middle of peeling off her spandex surfing shirt. Celia remained crouched beside the shelter, unable to tear her eyes away. 
 
    Under her clothes, Gem wore that same ruby-red bikini, one that somehow mixed a utilitarian design with a revealing cut that flattered every one of her curves and angles. Her skin was a light bronze that made Celia think that Gem, unlike herself, must be the type of person who the sunlight tans instead of burns.  
 
    When she rolled down her tight, knee-length bicycle shorts, Celia’s face turned almost as red as Gem’s suit. The pants tugged down an inch or so of the back of her bikini bottom, revealing a smooth indent near the base of Gem’s spine. Something about the beauty of that small scoop of flesh made Celia’s nether regions spring to life. 
 
    Almost as if Celia’s thoughts really were as loud as they felt in her head, Gem peered around her bent shoulder as she pulled the shorts over her feet. Her rosy lips curved up in a smile that was nothing short of wicked. Celia’s eyes snapped down to her water bottle. 
 
    “Aww,” Gem murmured with teasing disappointment. “Didn’t you like the show?” 
 
    Celia tried to glare at her, but her mouth twitched. “Isn’t it obvious?” 
 
    “Come on,” Gem said, beckoning Celia over. “You must be incredibly uncomfortable in those wet clothes. We’ll hang them up and in this wind, they’ll be dry in no time. I can give you a towel to wrap up in if you’re shy,” she added with an innocent bat of her eyes. 
 
    Celia gave a good-natured groan and straightened up. It was embarrassing enough for her to watch Gem undress—considering how her body reacted of its own accord—but it was another thing entirely to disrobe in front of Gem, even if she was wearing a bathing suit. But she couldn’t deny that Gem was right; her clothes were salty and stiff and damp, and she itched to be out of them. So, with a sigh, Celia pulled off her shorts and shrugged her sundress up over her head. 
 
    The look Gem gave her when Celia emerged from the fabric was positively ravenous. For a split second, Celia was almost startled to see that look in her eyes, a depth of desire that stole her breath away. But in a blink, Celia’s heart filled to overflowing with yearning. Why was the energy she felt coming from Gem so ardent one minute and so walled away the next? 
 
    Celia folded her clothes in front of her, unconsciously shielding her two-piece tank-top-and-shorts bathing suit from view. She’d never been able to fill out a bikini the way she wanted to, not with a slight, straight figure like hers, and now she felt more than ever that her appearance was woefully lacking. But the way Gem looked at her... 
 
    Celia wanted Gem to act on that look. Why deny it? But when Gem stepped closer, her bare feet making elegant prints in the sand, and Celia’s pulse rocketed sky-high...all Gem did was gently take her clothes from her. 
 
    “I’ll rig up a rope that we can hang them on,” she said softly, her voice husky. Celia stared up at her, eyes full of questions, but she was too confused to make a move when Gem’s signals were so mixed. 
 
    Like it had before, the tension between them faded away while Celia helped Gem tie a rope between two trees and draped their clothes over it to dry. Celia was grateful that, for whatever reason, things didn’t get weird after these complicated and now-frequent interactions. She just didn’t know what to make of them, that was all. 
 
    When the sky began to turn a vibrant azure in the east and the setting sun blushed the western horizon pinky-orange, Celia and Gem took what was left of their lunches and walked up the beach toward the northern point of the sandbar. There they sat on a huddle of rocks, sometimes in companionable silence and sometimes talking about Gem’s numerous and often hilarious stories about guiding tourists around the waters of Lucine Point. 
 
    As the sky deepened from indigo to black, stars began to appear like pinpricks in the ceiling of the world. A sense of unreality washed over Celia, one that she was coming to recognize. She was in the most beautiful place she’d ever seen with the most charming, beautiful woman she’d ever met. How could this be real? 
 
    Celia glanced over at Gem sitting beside her. Gem’s face had the same open freshness, the same light of unfettered freedom that Celia had seen that day when she first laid eyes on her. Emotion surged in Celia’s heart, and she breathed out slowly, gathering her courage. 
 
    Trying to kiss her, though that was what Celia wanted to do most, would be too much. So Celia lifted her hand and lightly, tentatively laid it on top of Gem’s between them on the rock. Gem blinked—she didn’t start, not quite—and then warmth flickered in her eyes and she turned her hand over to clasp Celia’s. 
 
    They stayed like that, quietly holding onto each other’s hands, as the sea swallowed the last rosy light of the sun. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirteen: Blue Glow 
 
      
 
    The thin, lightweight sleeping bags Gem had packed were meant more for emergency warmth than cushioning against the hard ground. Nevertheless, Celia was deep asleep when Gem shook her shoulder. 
 
    It was very dark when Celia blinked her eyes open. She could feel rather than see Gem close by, hunched next to the opening of the shelter. As the sleep cleared from Celia’s eyes, she peered at Gem in confusion. 
 
    “Is everything okay?” she asked. Gem’s words had a smile in them that Celia couldn’t see in the dark. 
 
    “Yeah. It’s a few hours past midnight and the moon has set.” 
 
    Celia combed her fingers blearily through her hair. “...Um. Why does that matter?” 
 
    “I want to show you something.” Gem moved away, giving Celia the space to climb out of her sleeping bag and put her shoes on. 
 
    When Celia came out of the shelter she headed toward the clothesline to get her dress, but Gem draped a towel around her shoulders and steered her in the other direction. “Come on,” she said softly, almost as if she didn’t want to shatter the natural silence of the island. “This way.” 
 
    “In the woods?” Celia felt much more awake now, and more than a little skeptical. “We have no idea what’s in there.” 
 
    “I found a trail,” Gem told her. “There’s only a couple hundred feet of trees anyway between here and the other side of the island.” In the starlight, Celia made out a black gap in the bushes a ways down the beach. Gem led her in that direction. 
 
    “Are you going to tell me what you’re taking me to see?” she asked, starting to feel more amused than worried. 
 
    A soft chuckle came from Gem’s direction. “Nope. It’s a surprise. Watch your step; there are some roots.” 
 
    Celia carefully followed behind Gem through the rustling branches, straining her eyes to see. The only light came from the sky between palm fronds overhead, and it was a very dim light indeed. Celia was so intent on watching her feet and avoiding roots that she didn’t notice they were out of the woods until the muddy, trampled undergrowth turned to pebbles beneath her feet. 
 
    Then Celia’s breath was stolen away and she wondered if she was still asleep. 
 
    They stood at the back of the little bay. Its waters lapped softly against the shore and the rocks, and everywhere the sea met the land there glowed clouds and swirls and lines of brilliant blue light. 
 
    Celia’s mouth fell open. She was too stunned even to pinch herself. The glow rippled at the edges of rocks and in long, thin waves as it came up to shore. Luminescence softly bloomed everywhere, bright in the shallows and dimmer out in the deep water near the bay’s mouth. It was as if someone had come down out of the sky with a paintbrush and outlined the water with tiny, blue-white flames 
 
    Celia turned to Gem, struck dumb with wonder. In the glowing lights, Gem’s smile was ecstatic. Delight radiated out of every pore. 
 
    “I recognized the algae this afternoon,” she said. Her voice was hushed but she couldn’t keep the quiver excitement out of it. “Or, at least, I suspected. They’re dinoflagellates. Bioluminescent plankton. I wanted to see if you knew what it was or if I could surprise you.” 
 
    “You surprised me,” Celia whispered. She held her eyes open wide as if she thought the lights might disappear if she blinked. But no—when she finally had to blink they were still there, shining like nebulas of microscopic blue stars. “This is...unreal,” Celia breathed. “Magical.” 
 
    Gem made a soft sound like a laugh. When she spoke, her voice was wistful. “I’ll tell you, I don’t usually think of things that way. But seeing it through your eyes... Yeah, it’s pretty magical.” 
 
    Celia smiled over at her, and she felt as if her heart was glowing with the same enchanted light. “Is it safe to touch it?” she asked. 
 
    “Touch it?” Gem echoed with the hint of a grin. “I was about to ask if you’d do me the honor of swimming with me.” 
 
    Celia was still and silent for a few heartbeats. “We... We can swim in it?” Gem might as well have told her she had an honest-to-goodness magic carpet in her pocket. 
 
   
  
 

 “It’s totally safe,” Gem replied. “People do it all the time. It’s a big tourist attraction down in Puerto Rico.” She held out her hand with an inviting tilt of her head. 
 
    All of the romantic feelings Celia had been trying to keep under control hit her like a tidal wave. What could be more perfect than this? She’d never pictured this even in her wildest dreams. And here Gem was, asking her to bathe in a lagoon that glowed like it came straight out of a fairy tale. 
 
    Right now, Gem wasn’t acting flirty and she didn’t seem closed-off. She was bursting with joy and pride; not only that, there was desire there. Celia could sense it, she could see it in the way Gem leaned toward her and in her parted lips and the subtle quickening of her breath. All day Celia hadn’t been sure how to interpret Gem’s cues, but now she cast her doubt aside and left it on the beach with her shoes and towel. Her hand met Gem’s and their fingers entwined as if they were molded together. 
 
    Celia hesitated for a breathless moment before she set foot in the water. The sparkling blue outline of the surf crept toward her and retreated, and in the quiet night the pebbles clicked together with the pull of the waves. She stepped into the shallows and, even though she’d prepared herself for something wondrous, she still gasped. 
 
    A plume of blue light circled out from one foot and then the other as she moved into the water. It was brightest around her ankles and then faded as it spread out, like a corona. Blue glows blossomed in the water at her side as Gem joined her. 
 
    In the blackness of the water under the night sky, Celia felt like she was standing in a galaxy. Even as spellbinding as her first sight had been, it was nothing compared dragging her fingers through the water and seeing ghostly blue trails light up in their wake. 
 
    Gem released her so that Celia would have both hands free to touch the water, but she stayed close by her side, her shoulder and elbow occasionally brushing Celia’s skin. Celia swirled her hands in the water and felt like her childhood dreams of wielding magic spells had come true. 
 
    With a quick laugh, Gem darted forward suddenly and plunged beneath the surface in a smooth dive. The plankton erupted into light at the disturbance and she left a glowing trail behind her like a mermaid’s tail. 
 
    When she emerged, the blue light bleeding away from her and sparks of luminescence in her hair, she was so beautiful that Celia’s heart hurt. 
 
    Celia followed her into the water. She kicked forward in a slow breaststroke, and when she looked over her shoulder, the glow swirled in her wake like a comet. If it weren’t for the brilliant plankton, Celia wouldn’t have been able to see a thing; but the ring of light in the water ahead of her spotlighted Gem. It didn’t seem as if the tiny organisms in the water gave off light; it was as if Gem herself glowed. 
 
    Celia was pulled to her as surely as a falling star toward earth. The brightness floating around Gem moved nearer, and soon blue flashes appeared where her arms pushed through the water. The light reflected off the bottom of Gem’s chin, off the soft curves of her cheeks and jawline. Celia was breathless with her loveliness. 
 
    Gem smiled. “I’ve never done this before, but I think it’s even more incredible to see that look on your face.” 
 
    Celia fanned her fingers through the water, her heart beating double-time. “I can’t believe this is real,” she said, almost as if she thought she had to explain the look Gem liked so much. 
 
    “Well,” Gem said as she floated to the side, swimming a slow circle around Celia. “If something like this is real, who’s to say your plant won’t be magical after all?” 
 
    Celia let out a little awestruck laugh. It touched her deeply that Gem seemed to understand, without knowing the whole story, how important this all was to her. She turned like a compass needle as Gem swam around her, and when Gem paused in the water, Celia took a step forward. The glow around her began to merge with Gem’s. 
 
    “Thank you,” Celia whispered. “Thank you for all of this. For keeping me safe, for showing me such beauty...for believing in me.” 
 
    The light sparkled in Gem’s eyes, and the smile on her face was soft. Her gaze moved upwards from Celia’s face. 
 
    “Your hair is shining,” Gem said. With a flicker of blue, she raised her hand from the water and trilled her fingers over Celia’s temple and back through the strands that had fallen from her ponytail. Then Gem’s hand paused and she drew it back down to cup Celia’s cheek. 
 
    Every nerve in Celia’s body lit up brighter than the sea. Gem’s skin against hers was both warm and cool, and she imagined that the tiny points of light that illuminated the water around them were flaring in the space where their skin touched.  
 
    The unreality of this place gave her courage. When Gem’s hand softly slid around to the back of her neck, Celia breathed herself closer and put trembling fingers on Gem’s shoulders. Then she lifted her chin and, digging her toes into the bay’s sandy floor, she pushed herself up and met Gem’s lips in a kiss. 
 
    Gem’s fingers tightened with pleasure at the nape of Celia’s neck, and she wound her other arm around Celia’s waist beneath the water. Celia encircled Gem’s shoulders as she breathed in the kiss, tasting the salt on Gem’s lips. Gem’s chest rose and fell against hers. She nuzzled into Celia as they kissed, pressing her back and holding her close at the same time. 
 
    Celia felt a sudden, intense desire to feel the skin of her stomach against Gem’s. She released one arm to pull up her swimsuit’s tank top and flattened herself against Gem’s bare middle, and as she did, Gem’s knee slid between her legs. Gem buoyed her up in the water, holding her like she was weightless, and Celia wrapped her arms around Gem’s neck again and kissed her fervently. 
 
    Celia had pictured their first kiss many times, but never had her fantasies been set somewhere like this. Gem’s lips were just as soft and sensual as she imagined, though. As they nipped and pulled at her own, she felt the depth of Gem’s desire, the electric current that pulsed just below the surface and had so often revealed itself, only to be hidden again. 
 
    It was torture to pull her lips away from Gem’s warm, searching mouth, but Celia settled back against Gem’s arms so she could look into her eyes. 
 
    “Is this okay?” Celia asked. “I don’t want to rush you.” Perhaps that had been what stopped Gem all those times. She was such a flirt; Celia hadn’t considered that maybe Gem was telling herself to take it slow the same way Celia was. 
 
    “You rush me?” Gem breathed out a laugh. “I’ve been wanting to do this every time I see you.” She drew Celia close and graced her with another lingering kiss. “But... I got to thinking about the way I led you on that first day. How I made you think I was going to kiss you.” Gem looked into Celia’s face, and her eyes were somber. “Sometimes I just do things on impulse. But right now...this isn’t a whim. I don’t want you to think I’m only playing with you.” 
 
    Celia couldn’t keep a huge smile of relief from blooming on her face. Sure, she’d thrown caution to the wind, caught up as she was in the romance of the moment and her attraction toward Gem. But that didn’t mean all of the confusion she’d been feeling and the fears that nagged her had magically disappeared. Gem’s words meant an immense amount to her. 
 
    She was about to move in closer, to kiss Gem again as she so burned to do, but the serious light in Gem’s eyes made her pause. 
 
    “I’m not very good at this,” Gem said. “Flirting and messing around is easy. I haven’t honestly pursued anyone in a long time... I just needed to put some distance between things.” She paused, her jaw tightening, and then she shook her head almost imperceptibly. “But I’m serious about you, Celia.” 
 
    “I get where you’re coming from,” Celia replied. She tightened her arms around Gem’s neck and flattened her body against Gem’s. The memory of Alaina’s face when she told Celia that she was leaving, that she was in love with someone else, flashed through her mind, and she closed her eyes against it. “Everyone has something they’re running from.” 
 
    Beneath her, Gem’s body stiffened. For a moment all of her muscles were tight, coiled like springs, and then she swept Celia’s legs up with one arm to cradle her like a knight carrying a princess. The water blossomed a glowing blue all around them. 
 
    Gem dove into their kiss, passion flaring, and Celia’s heart soared. Stars were exploding in her belly as she drank Gem in, unable to release Gem’s deliciously soft lips even for long enough to trace other parts of her with her own mouth. Gem’s skin pulsed with warmth through the cool water. 
 
    This is real, Celia said to herself over and over. This is real. From the day she arrived in her new home, it felt like a new beginning, like the first blush of dawn. This moment was the sunrise. 
 
    And so what if her quest for the Balm of All was wrapped up entirely with Gem? Both inspired her, both filled her with purpose and exuberance and light. Why force them to stay separate when they both could make her so blissfully happy? Maybe she wouldn’t find the legendary plant, and who knew what the future held with Gem...but the outcome of one didn’t have to ruin the sweetness of the other. And no one ever said Celia couldn’t have both. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fourteen: Stay Away 
 
      
 
    When the sun peeked over the eastern horizon the next morning, the shoreline showed up as a dark green strip between sea and sky. Celia and Gem sat together outside their shelter and ate a breakfast of Gem’s emergency rations: almond and cranberry energy bars, dried apricots and apple pieces, a few handfuls of salted nuts, and orange juice in foil pouches. 
 
    The ocean stretched out before them like a gently rippling blue carpet. Not a trace of yesterday’s clouds could be seen. Already there were the white triangles of sailboats floating past in the distance. 
 
    Celia’s body wasn’t looking forward to the trip back. The muscles in her arms and stomach ached from all the hard paddling they’d done yesterday. But her heart and mind were lighter than the nonexistent clouds. 
 
    They hadn’t gone any farther than kissing last night, and never before had Celia thought that just kissing could be even better than sex itself. For a moment she took vengeful pleasure in remembering how much better Gem’s first base had been than Alaina’s home run, but she was in too good a mood to feel spiteful for long. 
 
    After breakfast, they packed the shelter back into its little cylindrical bag and stowed their gear in the kayaks. They dragged the kayaks down to the water’s edge, and then Gem stood looking back up the beach at the green forest between them and the phosphorescent bay. 
 
    She planted her hands on her hips. “I feel like we should give this island a name,” she said. 
 
    “What about...” Celia paused and then shot her an impish smile. “Lysimachia monelli?” Gem snorted and shook her head. 
 
    “Look, Ms. Scientist, you’re going to need to dumb it down a little bit for me.” 
 
    Celia laughed. “Lysimachia monelli is the blue pimpernel. The glowing plankton last night reminded me of their color.” 
 
    “Blue Pimpernel Island, then?” Gem cocked her hip and folded her arms. Her lips hooked up in a contemplative smile. “I thought pimpernels only came in scarlet.” 
 
    “Har har,” Celia shot back. “If you don’t like the name...” 
 
    “I think it’s beautiful,” Gem cut her off. She caught Celia by the waist and drew her close, and Celia went up on her tiptoes to meet Gem’s kiss. It was sweet and burning hot at the same time—a combination Celia felt she’d never get tired of. 
 
    “We’d better go if we want to catch the tide,” Gem said after a few lovely moments. Celia nuzzled her and pressed a kiss to her cheek. 
 
    “You mean you don’t want to spend another night on this beautiful island with me?” 
 
    Gem chuckled, and Celia started laughing too. 
 
    “I’d rather spend time with you somewhere we actually choose to go, instead of an emergency landing spot,” Gem said, “but I’ll take what I can get.” 
 
    A few minutes later, they were shoving off the pristine, sandy beach and floating out into deeper water, the prows of their kayaks pointed toward land. Not long after starting, they came to the current again, but today it was nothing stronger than a breeze. They crossed it with a few minutes of forceful paddling, and then the water was calm and gently rolling once more. 
 
    Even in beautiful weather like this, it was almost two hours before the marina came in sight. Gem paused in the shallow waters near a submerged sandbar a few hundred yards offshore, and Celia slid her kayak up beside her. 
 
    “We’re about to turn toward the marina, but if you’re up for it, I could still take you over to the place we were going to go yesterday,” Gem said. Celia chewed on the inside of her cheek. As much as she wanted to spend more time with Gem, she thought her muscles might give up the ghost if they did much more distance today. 
 
    “Can I take a rain check?” Celia asked, smiling regretfully. “Or maybe, more appropriately, a castaway check? That would give us an excuse to see each other again soon.” 
 
    Gem lifted her eyebrows with a saucy smile. “We need an excuse?” 
 
    With a giggle, Celia splashed her with a scattering of droplets from her paddle. 
 
    It was a little bit before ten a.m. when they skimmed across the water into the harbor. Celia was really starting to feel the fatigue in her trembling muscles, and she breathed a sigh of relief as her kayak nosed up to the concrete ramp at the marina. They pulled the kayaks up onto the walkway and each grabbed hold of a handle to carry the first one over to Gem’s sailboat. 
 
    Celia was focusing on carrying her end and not banging it against her shins when Gem, carrying the bow, stopped short. Celia jolted the kayak against her. 
 
    “Ah, sorry!” she cried. Then she traced Gem’s gaze up the marina walkway ahead of them. 
 
    Drake was standing at the end of the dock where the Pearl Queen quietly bobbed, his arms folded over his chest as he leaned against a wooden piling. The smile on his face was the sort you’d see in magazine ads for breath mints. 
 
    Celia swallowed and glanced at Gem. Gem’s shoulders were tight and she looked like she was holding in a breath, but then she started walking again and the two of them proceeded with determination toward Gem’s boat. 
 
    It looked like Gem was intending to walk straight past him without acknowledging him, but Drake stepped smoothly in front of her. 
 
    “Hi there!” he chirped. 
 
    “Excuse me,” Gem ground out. She dodged to the side, but Drake mirrored her motion, and Gem sighed loudly through her nose. 
 
    “Where have you two been?” he asked with innocent curiosity. Gem responded with a flat look, and Celia narrowed her eyes. Was he just the nosiest person ever, or did he have some kind of point to make? 
 
    “The grapevine’s been buzzing with bees lately,” he said. Celia squinted at him. Is that some kind of code? Like “the hawk flies at midnight” or whatever? But Gem just rolled her eyes and Drake nattered on. “I’ve heard that you two’ve been running all over the place the past week or so. Exploring, it sounds like!” A shrewd glint appeared in his eyes where before there had been only smarm. “Looking for something, are we?” 
 
    A cold stab of disbelief plunged into Celia’s stomach. Why was he acting like he was holding something over their heads? Maybe their mild trespassing had been a bigger deal than Gem said after all? 
 
    “Oh, butt out,” Gem told him with weary irritation. Celia snuck a look at her; she didn’t look spooked, just aggravated. 
 
    “Aw, don’t be like that,” Drake replied. He was shorter than Gem, but his feet were planted hip-width apart and his folded arms made him look like a bouncer at a teen idol concert. “You know what a valuable business partner I can be. Whatever you’ve got going, you want me to be a part of it.” 
 
    “Believe me,” Gem said, her voice razor-sharp. “We really don’t.” 
 
    “Look, you might think you’re onto something that’ll make you boatloads of cash,” Drake went on. His manner shifted and a glimmer of arrogance showed itself. “But you’ll never be able to keep it to yourself, not in this town. You see how easily I’ve caught on that you’re up to something? I’ll find out what you’ve got your eye on, and I’ll get there first. I’ve always been more savvy than you, Gem.” 
 
    Gem scoffed in disgust, but Celia just crinkled her nose at him, incredulous. 
 
    “We’re not ‘up to’ anything,” Celia said. “It’s just research. I told you, I’m a botanist.” She swung an arm out to gesture at the coast around them. “And Florida is full of plants I never got to see up north. We’re not out there looking for buried treasure.” 
 
    Now it was Drake’s turn to scoff. “I find that hard to believe.” He glanced from Celia to Gem and back again. “Or... Well, maybe that is what you think,” he mused, eyebrows lifted. “But don’t let her fool you. Gem always has some scheme. Hard as a diamond, I used to say.” He smiled at Gem, shark-like. “Back to your old tricks? I knew you couldn’t stay away.” 
 
    Celia was ready to bump Gem with the kayak to indicate that they should just walk away from this lunatic, but then she saw Gem’s face. She was pale to the lips, and her eyes were frozen open like a statue carved from marble. Her expression was just as immobile. 
 
    Drake gave a little huff of a laugh. “What? You haven’t told her? I’ve been trying and trying to decide whether this botanist is a customer or a friend, and now I’m even more confused...” 
 
    Gem didn’t even appear to have heard him. Her chest rose and fell, but that was the only movement she made. Dread began to climb up Celia’s spine. What on earth was going on here? 
 
    “Oh, well!” Drake sang. He chuckled, shaking his head as if someone had just told him a corny joke, and sauntered away past the two of them. 
 
    Celia only watched him go for a second. She turned back to Gem. Color was beginning to appear in Gem’s face again, and hectic red spots appeared over her cheekbones. 
 
    “What was that all about?” Celia asked, trying to make her voice light. She’d thought Drake was just trying to be obnoxious, but obviously Gem took it much more seriously than that. 
 
    Gem didn’t respond for a moment, and she didn’t look at Celia. “It wasn’t anything,” she said finally and tugged the kayak, with Celia at the other end, down the dock toward her boat. Neither of them said a word as they stowed the kayak and went to retrieve the other one and all of their gear. 
 
    When they were finished putting the kayaks away, Celia watched Gem with nervousness batting around in her stomach. She hadn’t known Gem long, but she’d spent enough time with her to recognize when she was acting strange. Gem was careful as she tidied up the boat and put away her supplies, but it wasn’t the casual, effortless way Celia had gotten used to seeing her do things. She looked instead as if she had to restrain herself from slamming and throwing things. 
 
    Everything was cleaned up and Celia stood on the dock beside the Pearl Queen with her backpack by her feet. She wanted to touch Gem again, to hold her and find out what was wrong and fix it. But the set of Gem’s mouth made her keep her distance. 
 
    “So when can I collect that rain check?” Celia asked. She rubbed one arm with her opposite hand. 
 
    Gem continued to rummage around in the cockpit for a few moments. Celia couldn’t see whether she was actually doing something or just moving things around to keep busy. 
 
    “I dunno, I’m kind of...booked up for the next...couple weeks,” Gem said haltingly. She didn’t look up, but her jaw was tense and her face stiff. Her eyes were hidden behind dark lashes. 
 
    Celia drew in a breath to respond, but then her stomach plunged. There was none of the apology in her tone that Celia would expect if that were the truth. And Gem certainly wasn’t teasing. 
 
    A cold, sick wave of shock bled down through Celia. What just happened? 
 
    “I can...work around your schedule,” Celia offered. Her voice trembled, and Gem looked over at her. For a moment there was a flash of pain in her eyes, and then she cast her glance away again. 
 
    “You know, I don’t think this is a good idea,” Gem said. Her voice was brittle. “There’s really not a lot I can do to help you beside boat you places, and I have paying customers I shouldn’t be neglecting.” 
 
    It felt like a fist had closed around Celia’s throat. The breath left her in a weak puff. 
 
    “I... I thought something was starting,” Celia murmured sorrowfully. “Between us.” 
 
    “I was just messing around.” Gem’s mouth twisted. “Just playing with you.” 
 
    Everything about Gem right now was the polar opposite of how Celia had always seen her: she was tense and clumsy, not making eye contact, and her words were forced. Celia’s heart stung to hear those words coming from her, but she didn’t for a second think Gem really meant them. Just last night she’d promised Celia the opposite. 
 
    “I don’t believe you,” Celia told her. She lifted her chin, silently daring Gem to meet her eyes. And for a split second, Gem did. There was such fear there that Celia’s resolve flickered in surprise. 
 
    “You should stay away from me,” Gem muttered fiercely, and then she darted into the boat’s cabin and shut the door behind her with a thunk. It sounded like the final period at the end of a chapter, and afterward there was nothing to fill the silence but the lapping of water and the far-off hum of boat engines. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fifteen: Pride 
 
      
 
    It was true that the dock beneath Celia’s feet rocked up and down gently with the waves, but to her it felt more like an earthquake. What in the world...? She stared at Gem’s door, and her heart jumpstarted from stunned paralysis and began to thunder in her chest. Gem was just being a tease again, right? If she is, a calm voice commented from somewhere far away inside her, it’s in very poor taste. 
 
    No, Gem wouldn’t fake something like this just to string her along. That would be cruel, and Gem wasn’t cruel. Those emotions, the almost desperate fear Celia had seen in her face, were true. Even if Gem’s words weren’t. 
 
    Minutes ticked by while Celia’s mind reeled. She couldn’t rip her eyes away from the cabin door, almost as if she was afraid Gem would peek out and see her looking elsewhere and retreat again. But nothing stirred on the Pearl Queen except the quiet clinking of the rigging against the mast. 
 
    Finally, Celia turned away. As her feet took her up the marina walkway and to the stairs leading to the parking lot, the gears in her mind spun and spun. What could this utter turnaround mean? Was this just a part of Gem’s personality that Celia hadn’t seen coming? Gem had been hot and cold by turns... It was something that bewildered Celia from the moment they met. But this was far more extreme.  
 
    And besides, last night, Gem explained that behavior. She said she’d been trying to put distance between some things, a prior relationship maybe, but now she was serious. And Celia had every reason to believe her. 
 
    Last night. Celia’s lips tingled when she remembered Gem’s mouth moving against hers, Gem’s hands sluicing through the water’s blue glow to caress her body. That was real. In the moment, she’d had to convince herself that it wasn’t a dream. But she knew, deeply and truly, that not only had it really happened—the feelings they shared were real as well. 
 
    Then again, she’d thought what she and Alaina had was real, and look how that turned out. 
 
    Celia crossed the parking lot and turned onto the street that would lead her home. The sun still beamed down on the water and the mockingbirds sang in the cypress trees, but to Celia it felt like she was only looking at a photograph of a beautiful day, sterile and drained of life. 
 
    There was no other explanation for it: something had upset Gem so much that it drove her to push Celia away. It could only have been something Drake said, even though his needling hadn’t meant much of anything to Celia. But if she doesn’t trust me enough to tell me what’s wrong... 
 
    Did that mean that Celia couldn’t trust Gem to keep her word? Gem had promised that she wasn’t just playing around, and she didn’t want to make Celia think so again. If Gem was going to act like this, to push her away so abruptly without even trying to explain...should Celia take that as a warning and give up? 
 
    She had her search for the Balm of All to think of, after all. Could she really afford to get herself into a situation where she might end up too sad and lonely to care? 
 
    Celia pushed out a sigh. To her surprise, she wasn’t feeling sad and lonely right now. No; she was confused and frustrated. 
 
    Last night had been a dream come true, held tight in Gem’s arms beneath the stars and surrounded by waters of magical blue swirls. Gem would throw that all away in a matter of seconds? And giving no better reason than that she needed to focus on paying customers? Hadn’t she just assured Celia the other day that their dates weren’t getting in the way of her business? Gem couldn’t possibly think she’d fooled her. So why? 
 
    The palm trees rustled above Celia’s head in the gentle breeze as she plodded down the paved road. As usual, her neighborhood was quiet. Soon her house came into view. 
 
    Celia couldn’t have kept her mind off of Gem’s kisses if she tried. And she didn’t want to try. Gem’s striking, pale green-brown eyes had her caught like a fish on a hook. That carefree manner, her easy laugh, her constant undercurrent of flirtatious heat, the way she could make Celia feel both safe and thrillingly dangerous at the same time... 
 
    It was all worth it. Gem was worth it. 
 
    Determination flared inside Celia, filling her with a stubborn sense of purpose. The same drive that kept her searching for the Balm of All for years in spite of faint hope, the same drive that kept her filling notebooks with poetry when no one took her seriously... That drive would win Gem back. 
 
    But she had to find out what on earth made Gem react like that. There had to be an explanation. Celia’s footsteps slowed and she wavered for a moment, glancing back down the road. Even if she turned around and marched back to the marina this instant, she doubted she’d get anywhere with Gem, not right now. But she couldn’t just do nothing. There had to be some way... 
 
    Agnes! Celia turned on her heel and headed quickly toward home, and toward Agnes’s house next door. Agnes was Gem’s great-aunt, and they seemed to be somewhat close at least, judging from the fact that Agnes had Gem over to dinner regularly. Agnes might be able to shed some light on this, or at least perhaps explain whether such drastic mood swings were merely a part of Gem’s personality. 
 
    She was too focused to consider how strange it might be for her to walk right up to Agnes’s house and ask to discuss the puzzling behavior of her grandniece. When Celia knocked on the door, Agnes opened it a moment or two later with a big smile on her face. 
 
    “Well, hello, neighbor! How’s life been treating you?” Celia let out a weak laugh, and Agnes raised one eyebrow. “That good, eh?” She motioned into the house. “Sometimes what you need’s a good chat. I’ve got a pitcher of mint tea in the fridge; want some?” 
 
    “I would love that,” Celia sighed, grateful. She hadn’t even thought to drop her backpack off at home, so she set it near the door on the shoe mat so it didn’t get sand on Agnes’s kitchen floor. 
 
    Come to think of it, I probably look like a wreck, Celia groaned to herself. Her clothes had been slept in, her hair was uncombed, and she could feel a sunburn beginning to dry out her pale cheeks. She tried to smooth her hair back into its ponytail, but the wisps that had fallen out were crunchy with salt. 
 
    Agnes put an icy glass of tea in her hand and, apparently sensing Celia’s sudden self-consciousness, ran her gaze over her without comment. 
 
    “I’m replacing the liners in my kitchen drawers and cabinets,” she said, nodding at the kitchen table. It was covered in rolls of nonskid rubber sheeting with pretty designs printed on them. “I just have to cut them to size. Want to give me a hand?” 
 
    “Sure,” Celia replied, taking her tea over to the table. Agnes seemed to know that having something to do while talking would be less awkward. They sat down and Agnes pointed out the pile of old drawer liners, which were faded and stained. 
 
    “Just cut a piece to match each one of these,” she said and handed part of the stack to Celia. “Now, if I’m to take a guess, I’d say you look lovelorn.” 
 
    Celia laughed again, just as humorlessly. “You sure know how to read people,” she said. Agnes tilted her head with a modest smile. “That’s actually why I came over,” Celia continued, picking up some scissors and carefully matching up the rubber sheets before cutting. “I wanted to know if we could talk about Gem?” 
 
    “So it was a date, after all!” Agnes prompted with satisfaction. 
 
    “It was several dates,” Celia replied. A corner of her mouth curved up wistfully. “We were getting along really well. I like her a lot.” She shot a shy glance up at Agnes, who cocked her head. 
 
    “But...?” 
 
    Celia paused and ran her fingertip along the scissors’ handle. “Something happened today. Gem’s been helping me look for the Balm of All, which is something for my botany studies,” she explained, too weary to go into any further detail about the plant. “We went out kayaking into the Gulf...” She made the quick decision not to tell Agnes about how they’d gotten caught in the current yesterday during the storm and ended up marooned on a deserted island all night. Part of her just wanted to keep Agnes from worrying, but another part of her wanted to hold the night close to her heart, a secret for her alone. 
 
    “When we came back,” Celia went on, “we ran into Drake, of all people. From card night, you know?” Agnes nodded, attentive. There was no sign of suspicion or dawning understanding on her face, and Celia chewed her lip. She didn’t want to trash Drake in front of Agnes; it had been easy to see how friendly they were that night at the card game. But she couldn’t think of anything else that could’ve spooked Gem so much. 
 
    “He was being kind of... I don’t know, a little bit nosy, I guess? And Gem got really upset. Not at him, I mean, but after he left. She just seemed rattled, and...and scared, almost.” Celia’s shoulders slumped. “And then when I asked her when we could see each other next, she said she couldn’t. That she didn’t want to. And then she told me I should stay away from her.” 
 
    From the look on Agnes’s face, Celia might as well have said that Gem took a sledgehammer and smashed a hole in the side of her boat. 
 
    “Are you serious? What is the matter with that girl?” She snorted with disgust. 
 
    Celia felt a little bit encouraged by Agnes’s reaction. “I was actually hoping you might have some idea...” Agnes put down her scissors and rested her chin on her fist, furrowing her brows thoughtfully. 
 
    “She really can be a bit of a mystery to me sometimes,” Agnes said at length. “She’s a sweet and thoughtful person, and so hardworking, but there’s a side to her that she just won’t let anybody see. She didn’t have an easy time growing up.” 
 
    Celia replied with a soft mmm of sympathy. Considering how Gem sidestepped any conversations that neared her childhood or teenage years, that made sense. 
 
    “My sister, Gem’s grandmother, is the one who raised her,” Agnes explained. “Gem’s mother and father weren’t ready to have a child, you see. They didn’t have money saved and jobs were scarce. Besides, and I don’t like to say bad things about my family, but this is the truth—neither of them were the most responsible people you might meet. 
 
    “So Maude, my sister, she took Gem in and brought her up. Maude’s husband had passed on before Gem was born, and so it was just the two of them. We lost track of Gem’s mother somewhere along the way, and her father, Maude’s son, thought he’d just mess things up if he stayed in Gem’s life. He moved out of state a while ago. There was a lot of uncertainty in her life, and I guess that’s why it’s always been in her nature to be secretive.” 
 
    “Is this just...the way she acts sometimes, then?” Celia asked. Disheartened, she felt as if the strength had been drained from her, and she sat back in her chair. She’d been so sure that this was something she could fix if she tried hard enough. 
 
    “That’s not what I’m saying.” Agnes shook her head and started snipping the drawer liner again. “Gem has a lot of pride, is all, and she can get it into her head to hide something if she thinks her pride’s in danger.” She looked over at Celia with a grimace of exasperation. “Do you know, I just found out recently that when my sister died, she left an awful lot of debt behind her. All medical bills—Maude was terribly sick for the last ten years of her life. Her debt fell on Gem, and the girl didn’t breathe a word of it to me. If she had, I would’ve helped her out in a heartbeat. But she’s always wanted to do everything for herself, and besides, she knows I’m not exactly loaded. It wasn’t until last year that she paid it all off and finally told me about it.” 
 
    “Wow.” Celia frowned. That’s a lot to take on your shoulders. For someone who seemed so carefree, Gem had a lot of responsibilities, and she seemed to take them very seriously. Maybe she really was worried about how the time she spent with Celia would affect her business? But why would that make her do an about-face so suddenly? 
 
    “Do you think I’ve hurt her pride in some way?” she asked. Or maybe Drake did? 
 
    “I couldn’t say for certain,” Agnes replied. “She feels threatened in some way, is my guess. But I can’t imagine what by. She’s capricious, but I’ve never known her to have mood swings that drastic.” 
 
    “It must have been something, then,” Celia said pensively. “Something serious. Up until then, I was sure everything had been going well between us.” 
 
    “Just give her a while, my dear,” Agnes responded, moving on to another piece of drawer liner. “If there’s one thing I know about Gem, it’s that she usually comes to regret it when she’s done something rash.” 
 
    Give her a while. Celia went back to her work pensively. At least Agnes seems to think I’ll see her again. “Thanks, Agnes,” Celia said a few moments later. “It really helps to hear this from you.” 
 
    “You know my door’s always open,” Agnes replied with a cheerful smile. “Especially if it means I’ll get someone to help me with chores.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Sixteen: Ultimatum 
 
      
 
    Back at home, Celia showered, changed into clean clothes, and absently put together an egg salad sandwich for a late lunch. She felt too troubled to be very hungry. Had Gem eaten yet? Their breakfast on the island was good enough to sustain them, but it hadn’t been a lot. Was Gem the type of person who didn’t eat when she was upset? Celia wished she could take her something. 
 
    With a long sigh, Celia went out on the flagstone patio in back of her house to eat her sandwich. The truth was that she didn’t know much about Gem at all, not in the grand scheme of things. They’d only spent a few days together. And before she met her, Celia had been utterly exhausted with the idea of love. Alaina’s betrayal had drained her, if not of hope than of the energy to open her heart. 
 
    One glimpse of Gem was like a renewal. In that scattering of hours they spent together, the attraction and fascination Celia had felt from the beginning started to turn into a connection unlike any she’d ever known. 
 
    She didn’t know everything about Gem. In fact, in many ways, Gem was an utter mystery. But what Celia did know was that she couldn’t give up on her. There was something special in Gem—like her name, she was rare and precious, a woman to be cherished—and it wasn’t in Celia’s nature to give up easily. 
 
    After all, she hadn’t given up on finding the Balm of All, had she? Celia was optimistic but she wasn’t stupid; she knew how unlikely it was that the myth was inspired by a real flower that still existed in the wild today. But she’d kept researching, kept hoping, and here she was, coming closer and closer. Gem was certainly worth just as much hard work. 
 
    Celia’s appetite returned and she finished up her sandwich. Sitting here and stewing wasn’t going to solve anything. Over and over, she replayed the moment when Gem rejected her. In the short time they’d known each other, she felt like she’d gazed at and admired Gem’s face so often that she’d memorized it. There had been no derision, no disgust or impatience in Gem’s expression when she told Celia to go. There had only been stifled desperation and pain. 
 
    Celia was convinced that deep down, Gem didn’t want to drive her away. She apparently felt, for some reason, that she had no choice. And Celia had to figure out why. 
 
    Agnes had only been able to shed a little bit of light on the situation. There was only one way to find out for sure. She would ask Gem herself, and prove that what they had was stronger than Gem’s fears. 
 
    Celia put on her floppy straw hat and locked the door behind her. 
 
    At mid-afternoon, the marina was a bit busier than it had been that morning. Celia glanced around cautiously for any sight of the Wastrel Wind, but it wasn’t docked anywhere nearby. With determined steps, she headed down the walkway and to the far end of the marina where the Pearl Queen rocked gently on the waves. Celia’s heart was pounding and her mouth was dry, but she clenched her hands into fists and kept going. 
 
    The Pearl Queen was quiet and the deck and cockpit looked exactly the same as they had when Celia left. Celia licked her lips and approached the side of the boat. 
 
    “Gem?” she called. When there was no answer, she steeled herself and took a deep breath to calm her speeding pulse. “Gem?” she called again, louder. Seconds ticked by, and Celia raised her voice even more. “Gem!” 
 
    No sounds came from within the cabin. The door was still shut. Is she even here? 
 
    Celia chewed on her lip and peered around the marina, standing on her tiptoes to see as far as she could. Gem wasn’t anywhere in view. She’s either here or she isn’t, Celia said to herself. If she’s not, she’s bound to come back. And if she is, she’s got to come out eventually. Celia walked down to the end of the floating dock and sat down on the edge. Her hair was still wet from her shower and she removed her hat, then pulled the tie out of her messy bun and ran her fingers back over her scalp. It would feel better drying in the sun. After a moment she took off her sandals and set them beside her. Her toes could just skim the surface of the water if she dangled her legs off the side. 
 
    The first half an hour was agony, but as forty-five minutes passed and then an hour, Celia started to feel calm settle over her. She would wait as long as it took. In her head, she played over what she wanted to say, tweaking and remolding it like one of her poems. 
 
    The sky was beginning to turn pink as the sun sank toward the horizon when Celia heard a dull thunk behind her. Her heart sprang in her chest like a startled grasshopper and she whirled to look. 
 
    Gem was standing, open-mouthed, at the bottom of the gangway leading up to the marina walkway. The sound Celia heard had come from a canvas bag of groceries that had fallen from Gem’s fingers onto the dock’s aluminum surface. 
 
    Astonishment and fear and a fragile hope mixed on Gem’s face. Celia didn’t even stop to think. She leapt to her feet and sprinted up the pier, her footsteps rattling the metal planks, and without hesitation she launched herself into Gem’s arms. 
 
    Gem rocked back a step with the force of Celia slamming against her, but, as if by instinct, her arms wrapped tight around Celia’s waist. As easy and as inevitable as falling, Gem’s lips met Celia’s. 
 
    In that moment, there was nothing for Celia except the warm strength of Gem’s embrace and the heat of her mouth. She didn’t even feel relief that Gem didn’t run at the sight of her; she only knew the perfect rightness of their bodies pressing together, the starbursts and rising tides inside her, awoken by Gem’s touch. 
 
    Gem’s breath came in quick starts as they kissed, and Celia was set on fire by the swift rise and fall of Gem’s breasts against hers. The deliciously frustrating barrier of their clothing was a shock after last night, when they’d been wearing nothing but bathing suits. Celia was distantly amused that she found that frustration so arousing. 
 
    Gem trailed her hands down over Celia’s hips and held her away, not far, but enough so she could focus on Celia’s face. 
 
    “Celia...” She was at a loss for words. Luckily, Celia had been preparing for hours. 
 
    “I’m not going to stay away from you!” she said fiercely. Her large, gray-blue eyes flashed as she stared deeply into Gem’s, and her voice was strong as steel. “I won’t give up that easily.” 
 
    Gem made a soft sound in her throat, something like a chuckle and a sigh, and she leaned in to rest her forehead against Celia’s. 
 
    “I should have known better than to tell you that.” Her dark eyelashes flicked down as she closed her eyes. 
 
    Celia drew her close and pressed their cheeks together. She hugged Gem tight around the neck. “What happened?” she asked. “You were so upset. What made you say those things?” 
 
    The breath went out of Gem and she clenched her jaw. The furrows between her eyebrows hardened the usual softness of her face. 
 
    “It was that asshole Drake,” she ground out, and then she looked up into Celia’s eyes. Celia nodded, her suspicions confirmed. “Come inside with me? I’ll tell you about it.” Gem moved to pick up her grocery bag, but Celia snatched it up before she could. 
 
    “I’ve got it. Lead the way.” 
 
    With a grateful, apologetic smile, Gem hopped up onto the Pearl Queen’s gunwale and gave Celia a hand down into the cockpit. She unlocked the door to the cabin and they both ducked inside. 
 
    Gem pulled a few things out of the grocery bag to put in the refrigerator and then nodded toward the front of the boat. Celia followed and together they lay on their backs on the wedge-shaped mattress in the bow. Above their heads was a glass hatch, and on the other side, lazy clouds floated across the blue sky. 
 
    Celia nestled into the crook of Gem’s arm. The relief finally hit her and made her muscles weak. The biggest obstacle had been passed. She remained silent, intent on Gem’s face and caressing her dusky pink lips with her gaze. 
 
    “So,” Gem began with a heavy breath. “I used to work for Drake. And he’s pissed that I quit, so he keeps coming by and making a nuisance of himself.” For a moment, her jaw worked, as if she were trying to summon up the right words. “I’m not proud of what I used to do for a living,” she said finally, “and Drake knows it. I... I guess he thinks he can muscle me into coming back by trying to humiliate me in front of you.” The hesitation and forced lightness in her voice made Celia wonder if Gem suspected something other than what she said. 
 
    “That doesn’t seem like a very smart business plan,” Celia commented. “He actually thinks being such an ass will make you want to work for him again?” 
 
    “I never said Drake was smart.” Gem snorted. “But he is wily, and sometimes that’s worse...especially in someone with as little common sense as he has.” 
 
    Celia brushed her lips softly against Gem’s shoulder. Then she asked hesitantly, “Can you tell me what you used to do for him?” 
 
    Celia held her breath while Gem was silent. Gem shifted slightly and began to run her fingers up and down Celia’s arm, as if the distraction soothed her. She nodded. 
 
    “Drake runs a tour company,” she began. “But it’s almost entirely a scam. His goal is to find ways to make the most money with the least amount of work...but I swear sometimes he goes to more trouble than he needs to for no better reason than to sucker people, because he gets off on it.” 
 
    “What sort of scams does he run?” Celia asked. Drake didn’t seem much like a criminal mastermind to her. 
 
    “Oh, nothing as in vogue as credit card fraud, or anything like that. It’s too risky for him. He takes cash only to give hapless tourists an entirely fake Floridian experience. Some of the things he does...” Gem shrugged. “For example, he buys shells in bulk from China for pennies per pound and then plants them for tourists to find on shell-hunting day trips. Same with modern, factory-made arrowheads. He takes people kayaking to random, insignificant places and tells them made-up history.  
 
    “One of his favorite ones is to charge people huge amounts for ‘guaranteed’ dolphin sightings. Then, if they don’t end up seeing any in the first hour, he’ll have a buddy of his call his cell phone so he can give the tourists some bullshit excuse like red tide or El Niño or dolphin flu.” 
 
    Celia wrinkled her nose in disbelief. “But there are dolphins all over the place here.” 
 
    “I know!” Gem groaned. “He’d rather be duplicitous than just tell people there’s a chance they might not see anything, like every other whale-watching company does. But people can be surprisingly gullible, and he found out that they’d pay more for guaranteed sightings. Nobody reads the fine print in the brochure about ‘excepting unforeseen circumstances.’ 
 
    “I used to be one of his guides. He’s had a handful of us over the years, usually coming and going. He wants me back because I brought in a lot of income. People used to request me all the time, because I actually know the places to see wildlife, and because they felt safe with me as a kayak instructor.” A sideways smirk appeared on Gem’s face. “It probably didn’t hurt that I’m so smoking hot.” 
 
    Celia giggled. “That’s definitely why I would’ve requested you,” she said. Then her smile softened and she found Gem’s hand and squeezed it. “But Gem, knowing this doesn’t change anything. I don’t care how you used to make money. People do what they have to do to get by. Your business is legit now, isn’t it?” 
 
    “It absolutely is, yes,” Gem replied. She brushed hair back from Celia’s forehead, her eyes troubled. “But I don’t want to get mixed up in that again. At first I didn’t think it did much harm, that they were all just stupid, rich tourists who deserved to get fleeced. But just because they’ll fall for anything doesn’t mean they have all the cash in the world to spend. People save up for years to come to Florida on vacation. They deserve an authentic experience.” 
 
    “And that’s what you’re doing now,” Celia told her. Her brows drew together with earnestness. “It doesn’t matter to me that you used to work for Drake. What matters to me...” She lifted herself up on her elbow to gaze down into Gem’s face. Gem’s pale, dry-grass eyes followed her solemnly. “What matters to me is how you feel now. Gem, please... Are you honestly as attracted to me as it seemed like you were yesterday?” 
 
    The look of regret that pinched Gem’s face made her youthfulness rise to the surface; it was a heart-wringing contrast to the mature, restrained cynicism with which she’d told Celia about her old job. 
 
    “Yes. Yes, I am,” Gem implored. “This morning, after what Drake said to us...I just panicked. I shut down. It was so stupid of me to give you the cold shoulder like I did, but I was operating on instinct. I want to spend more time with you, Celia. I really...really like you.” The timbre of her voice dropped into huskiness on those last words. 
 
    A warm weightlessness billowed through Celia’s body. It was everything she’d hoped to hear. And to think, she might have decided to just give up, to forget about Gem. As if such a thing were possible. 
 
    Celia bent down and felt Gem’s breath tickle her lips. She stole a kiss, and Gem wound her fingers up the back of Celia’s neck and into her loose, gold-brown hair. Gem’s kisses were like fresh air washing into Celia’s lungs. 
 
    “I just... I have one condition,” Gem said. She caressed Celia’s cheek with her thumb and looked gravely into her eyes. Celia raised her brows, waiting. “Celia, I can’t take you out looking for your plant anymore.” 
 
    Celia froze as if the blood in her veins had turned to stone. Gem rushed to continue. 
 
    “Drake may not be smart and he may not be some master criminal, but he can be very dangerous. He’s got a bee in his bonnet about the fact that you and I are looking for something, and he won’t let it go easily. I’m only thinking about your safety, Celia,” Gem said, beseeching. “Drake is incredibly self-centered. I don’t know what he’d do to learn what we’re after, but I know it wouldn’t even cross his mind that somebody could get hurt. I can’t mix my old life with my new life, but I want you to be a part of my new life. For however long you want to be.” She pressed her lips together, sadness mingling with determination in her eyes. “No matter what you choose, I refuse to put you in danger.” 
 
    Celia stared down at Gem lying on the mattress beside her. Her mind was utterly blank. She groped for some indication that Gem was kidding, teasing, making a terribly tactless joke, anything but seriously offering her this choice. The worried yet resolute set of Gem’s mouth made it clear that she was nothing if not sincere. 
 
    Gem swallowed, unnerved by Celia’s silence. “Until you got the chance to move here, you never actually thought it was possible that you’d find the Balm of All anyway, right? So please, just stop looking for it. At least until Drake loses interest. If he doesn’t have any reason to dog your footsteps, he’ll leave you alone eventually.” 
 
    “What about you?” Celia whispered. It was the first thing to emerge from the stunned fog of her thoughts. 
 
    Anguish rose in Gem’s eyes, but she averted her gaze, hiding behind her lashes. “I can only hope he’ll give up on me someday. But I can’t know for sure. He thinks he’s got leverage on me now, but without it... That’s why I can’t take you. If he doesn’t think we’re up to something, if he doesn’t think he can use you to get to me...” An edge of bitterness crept into her voice. “Lucine Point is a small damn town. He has ways of figuring out where I am, and now, he’ll want to know where you are too. Please, you’ve got to give it up, or...or I can’t have it be my fault if something happens to you.” 
 
    Gem cringed, still looking away. Celia had never seen her so vulnerable before; Gem knew how selfish that last statement had been, and yet she couldn’t stop herself from saying it. But Celia couldn’t reconcile all of the emotions storming deep inside her, walled in by a barricade of shock. 
 
    She sat up slowly, her legs curled beside her on the bed. Gem shifted away, and the space of a few inches between them now felt like a canyon. 
 
    Finding the Balm of All had been Celia’s dream for as long as she could remember. Her childhood before she first read that storybook was like a blur, a black and white film. Throughout every change—Mariel’s death, the splintering of her family, her career moves and relationships and Alaina’s infidelity—this quest was a constant. And now she was so close. 
 
    Not only that, but an integral part of the dream had shifted. Celia wanted to find the Balm of All with Gem. Without her realizing it, what she’d feared had come true. Her search for the legendary flower had become inextricably linked with this beautiful woman who lay before her, pain and apprehension dimming her eyes. 
 
    Would it be a betrayal of Mariel’s memory to abandon her promise now, all for the sake of a woman she’d just met? 
 
    The cabin began to feel claustrophobic. How could she make a decision like this? How could Gem ask her to? 
 
    “I...” Celia swallowed, her mouth sand-dry. “I have to think.” 
 
    Gem clenched her teeth and nodded. She looked hopeless. But nevertheless, when Celia slid off the mattress and got to her feet, Gem followed and walked her to the cabin door. 
 
    Neither of them said anything. Celia paused by the steps up to the cockpit and looked back at Gem. 
 
    “I’m not giving up on you,” she whispered. Then she darted up the steps and climbed over the gunwale, and she didn’t let herself look back. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seventeen: Elegy 
 
      
 
    Celia felt like she was walking through a fog as she made her way home. Was this really happening? How could things with Gem go from so unbelievably good to so unbelievably bad in a matter of moments? 
 
    She stood for a few minutes and looked at the front door of her house, her grandmother’s house that she’d never visited. It was pretty and quiet and picturesque, and the hibiscus blooming by the door scented the air around her. But somehow, right now, it didn’t compare to her shabby apartment in Michigan. It wasn’t yet a sanctuary where she could curl up in a corner of the sofa and wrap a blanket around herself and dive into an old book of poetry until she felt better. 
 
    A distant part of her was exasperated and impatient that she had been so paralyzed by Gem’s ultimatum. Didn’t she tell herself not to rush into this? Hadn’t she warned herself against getting in too deep? So much for being cautious and deliberate. 
 
    But no amount of berating would change the fact that she had gotten in too deep. She could still feel Gem’s hands on her back like the afterimage of the sun when she closed her eyes. If Drake would just leave them alone, if Gem would only trust her, everything would be perfect. They could’ve stayed in the Pearl Queen’s cabin, twining together and learning the curves and slopes and warm places of each other. 
 
    Celia gazed bleakly through her bedroom door. The mattress was still on the floor and the boxes stacked high in the corner, mostly unpacked. She just hadn’t given it any attention these last few days; Gem and her quest took up every waking thought, and many unwaking ones as well. 
 
    The boxes were heavy in her arms as she shifted one after another off the top of the pile. Finally, she came to a hard plastic bin and snapped open the top. Dozens of spiral-bound notebooks were crammed in every available space. Celia dug through them until she found one. The date, a few months past, was written in black marker on the cover. 
 
    This entire bin was filled with drafts of her love poem, her private masterpiece. She always made edits and changes by hand, preferring what she saw as the safety of paper over a digital file on her laptop. The current incarnations were held in this notebook. 
 
    Celia flipped to the last page with writing on it. There, the familiar lines scratched by her favorite fountain pen danced before her eyes. 
 
    Those words always gave her such a feeling of pride. It was the glow of having created something so lovely you couldn’t believe it actually came from within yourself. But right now, reading those lines felt like opening a door to a once-beloved garden and finding instead a charred ruin. 
 
    The house seemed empty and full of echoes. Hugging her notebook to her chest, Celia stood up and left the room. 
 
    The Lucine Point public beach was dotted with people watching the sunset or dabbling in the shallows while they looked for shells. It was high tide, and smooth wavelets came right up to the bottom of the weather-worn steps descending from the boardwalk. Celia took off her sandals and gathered a fistful of her white, eyelet lace skirt to keep it from being soaked when she stepped into the water. 
 
    Away on the north end of the beach, there were fewer people. Celia found a spot up on the slopes of the nearest dune where patches of sandy ground showed among the waving shore grass. She sat down and buried her toes in the sand and opened her notebook again. 
 
    Her heart throbbed with an anguish like the crush of a vice. She’d never, not once, expected the fantastical love she’d written about here to come to life. It was her unreachable ideal, her way of indulging the irrational, romantic side of herself. She hadn’t searched for it, no matter how much she yearned. She knew better. 
 
    But in spite of how confusing and uncertain the past days with Gem had been, never had a face shown so clearly out at her from the window of these lyrics. 
 
    Yes, Gem was sometimes unpredictable, sometimes inscrutable. But the way she set Celia’s heart alight made Celia feel like she’d never really known what having a heart was like until now. Gem excited Celia’s sense of adventure, of discovery, of freedom. Meeting her had been like cool rain on a fevered face. 
 
    Celia wanted to explore this connection, to trace it inside and out, to learn its roots and veins and petals as well as she learned the plants she drew. She wanted that opportunity. Never before had she thought her poem might, someday, be about someone. But she felt with the certainty of gravity that she had written it about Gem. 
 
    Gem, her love poem, the Balm of All, Mariel... So many conflicting promises. Why am I always so quick to make promises when I don’t know if I’ll be able to keep them? 
 
    Celia furrowed her brow as a flame of anger licked at her stomach. And why should they have to conflict? Why should I have to choose between them? She doesn’t understand. This isn’t an all-or-nothing kind of situation. 
 
    The rim of the setting sun was a dazzling slice sitting atop the flat ocean horizon. It bathed Celia with orange light. The white page of the notebook on her lap looked peach. Those lovingly worked lines, her ode to love, had always given her so much hope and inspiration. 
 
    I’m not going to let this poem become an elegy. 
 
    As a scientist, Celia refused to assume that a problem like this had no solution. She had every reason to give it all she had. Notebook in hand, she stood up and went down to the wet stretch of beach where the waves played and paced back and forth, deep in thought. 
 
    So Gem refused to take her looking for the Balm of All again. Not only that, she urged Celia to give up the hunt entirely. If Celia didn’t accept those conditions, Gem wasn’t willing to see her anymore. 
 
    Okay, laying it all out like this helped put Celia’s mind in order again. Encouraged, she tapped her notebook pensively against her thigh. 
 
    But they had been so close to finding it. Celia was positive. Their discovery of the account that identified snowy orchids as growing close to a botanical cure-all was the final piece to the puzzle, she was sure. They had been on the precipice of discovery when the storm blew them out to sea. All she needed was for Gem to take her to a few more places, maybe even just one... 
 
    Celia stopped. A wave rushed in and covered her toes with foam. 
 
    Who says I need Gem to take me? 
 
    Celia knew how to kayak. She was a strong swimmer, if it came to that. And in an area like this that was such a common vacation destination, there were kayak rental places everywhere. With all the research she’d done, it wouldn’t be hard to pinpoint the most likely places where the Balm of All might grow. 
 
    I know I’m close. I feel it. If I go by myself and find it quickly, before Drake has a chance to catch up, that part will be out of the equation. Gem won’t have any reason to believe Drake will bother with me after that, and we can be together. 
 
    Her fingers itched for the notebooks and folders of research waiting at home. A solution was in sight, and Celia felt more and more empowered every moment. She pressed her notebook to her chest. 
 
    The poem had worked its magic again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eighteen: The Final Puzzle Piece 
 
      
 
    Celia sat at her kitchen table one afternoon later that week, a pencil clenched between her teeth and her hair in a messy bun on top of her head. All of her research was spread out on the table; her laptop was snowed under with notebooks and photocopies. 
 
    Around Lucine Point, there was no shortage of mangrove swamps near old or currently operating phosphate mines. Mangroves were ideal nesting places for great egrets. Celia had a map of the area, and in red marker she circled spots that the local wildlife rescue identified as protected roosts.  
 
    Getting hold of someone at the botanical society in Sarasota took a little more time, but finally, early one morning, a member called her back with information. This time she used a green marker to circle places where snowy orchids were known to grow. It was only a matter of a few moments before she had her targets narrowed down. 
 
    There were only a handful of places that fit the bill: they had to be near enough to an old mining site that the soil could be expected to be phosphate-rich, and there had to be known great egret habitats overlapping with the bogs where snowy orchids had been seen. With a yellow highlighter, Celia drew a big star over each place. Then she unearthed her laptop and used Google Maps to find the GPS coordinates of each spot. 
 
    If the Balm of All really did exist, all available data pointed to those few places. That was as good as it was going to get. 
 
    Armed with a full backpack and adamantine determination, Celia pulled into the parking lot at Daytripper Kayaks and Ski-doo Rentals. It was nothing fancier than a ticket hut in front of a set of storehouses that opened directly onto riverside docks. But the rentals looked fairly new and well cared-for, and in a handful of minutes Celia was stowing her supplies in the compartment of a bright blue ocean kayak. 
 
    The river was a calm mirror of brown water as she skimmed upstream. Celia felt as if there was a pinwheel in her chest, fluttering and whirling faster and faster. See? Gem is the reason I’m so motivated to find the Balm of All. These two dreams can exist side-by-side. There’s no reason they have to conflict. 
 
    She paddled past private docks and stretches of mangroves and wetlands, and the morning wore on. Celia checked her GPS frequently, and she strained her eyes at every turn to see if her destination had come into view in front of her. Finally, as the little circle that indicated herself on the GPS neared the pin-shaped marker of her end coordinates, she saw a hump of trees on the horizon. 
 
    It was a large island set in the middle of the river, and here the waters split and flowed swiftly around it like the eye of a needle. According to Celia’s research, there was a phosphate mine on the mainland to the southeast, one that was still in operation. As she paddled closer, she began to see open patches of marshy land between the cypress trees on the island. 
 
    The perfect environment for snowy orchids. 
 
    Celia kayaked up to the island’s shore. There were no beaches; like the island she and Gem had explored on their first date together, the shore was a mass of roots and crumbling retaining walls from some long-past development. Celia climbed out and scrambled up onto solid ground, then tethered her kayak securely to a tree. With her backpack on her back, she set off toward the nearest wetland section. 
 
    As Celia walked, she scanned the ground with her eyes. Sphagnum macrophyllum, she thought absently as her gaze skimmed over the mats of sphagnum moss that carpeted the marsh. This must be the Florida variety, floridanum Austin. Moss had always been a particular favorite of hers to illustrate; it was delicate and tiny, its own little world, and there was always new beauty to discover when you looked closely. 
 
    If sphagnum moss grew here, this must be an acid bog. Celia’s heart swelled with anticipation. Orchids thrived in an environment like this...and so, then, must the Balm of All. 
 
    She paused to inspect some plants that could have been snowy orchids either before or after flowering. After a quick check of her botanical guidebook, she shook her head and struck on. Here and there, she noticed specimens of Sarracenia minor, the hooded pitcher plant. It was a carnivorous species that resembled a tall green tube with white speckles and a reddish hood. 
 
    Hadn’t Gem mentioned taking tourists out to photograph carnivorous plants? In light of what Gem had just told her about her old job working for Drake, Celia wondered if photographing the plants wasn’t the entire story. Perhaps they had paid Drake’s company to collect specimens. The hooded pitcher plant wasn’t threatened or endangered, but plenty of carnivorous plants were. 
 
    The ground underfoot was springy with moss, and Celia picked her way carefully to avoid sinking into any of the wetter parts. A sparkle of white shone at her from the green and reddish growth. She caught her breath. 
 
    Scattered across the bog in front of her were dozens of stalks filled with white flowers. The clusters bobbed in the light wind. Celia dashed over to them and bent down to investigate. 
 
    These were snowy orchids, all right. Their delicate petals and spurs resembled tiny figures in fluffy skirts. The trail was growing hotter, and Celia could hardly keep herself from dancing. 
 
    Now, the real search began. It didn’t daunt Celia in the slightest that she only had a vague idea of what the Balm of All might truly look like; the only descriptions she’d read were sparse and the most detail she had was from the storybook. If those pictures had come purely from the artist’s mind, the Balm of All might be right under her feet and she wouldn’t recognize it. But what good did it do to think like that? 
 
    Her best guess, based on the available evidence, was that the Balm of All looked much like the storybook artist rendered it. So Celia crept through the grass and moss, looking for the curving stalks and the unique leaves that sprouted from the base of the stem and separated, up at the leaf-tips, into tiny lobes like ferns. Most of all, she searched for the pale yellow, star-like flowers that were said to hang from the stalks like lily-of-the-valley. 
 
    This had to be the place. The presence of sphagnum moss and orchids indicated how acidic the soil was, and phosphate made soil acidic. All she needed now was to find the roosts of great egrets, and the sweet spot would appear. Celia hoped against hope that the Balm of All would appear as well. 
 
    Great egrets preferred to nest in trees and mangrove forests, so Celia headed away from the open bog toward the wooded area curving around the edge of the island. She kept her eyes on the treetops and strained her ears for the sounds of feathers rustling and birds calling. There were birds here, of course—smaller varieties like cardinals and mockingbirds and flycatchers. But there had to be great egrets as well. There had to be. 
 
    The day grew hotter as Celia picked her way through the trees, skirting the island’s knotty shore. She pulled off the light button-down shirt she’d been wearing over her coral-pink tank top to ward off sunburn. 
 
    Where are they? Nervousness began to uncurl like a heavy snake in Celia’s middle. There was no sign of a great egret colony, or even of solitary ones passing through. The mangroves were too wet to walk through, but she could see the river on the other side of them. There was no way she could have missed a roost if one were here. 
 
    Judging by her sense of direction, she’d already walked around the edge of most of the island. Soon she’d be back to where her kayak was tied up. Celia was just starting to wonder whether she should go back and take notes and drawings of the snowy orchid, in case they could reveal any new clues, when a faint croaking call came to her ears. 
 
    While Celia liked birds, she wasn’t an expert by any means. She hadn’t thought to look up what a great egret cry sounded like, and although Gem pointed it out once, her memory of it was fuzzy. But the dry croak, clearly made by a bird of some sort, made her pulse start and jump like it had been touched with a live wire. Her head snapped up and she pushed through the brush toward the sound. 
 
    To her surprise and growing excitement, there were a few snowy orchids scattered around the wet ground. Something was making a ruckus in the low trees ahead of her. She saw movement, but it wasn’t the characteristic pure white feathers of the great egret. As Celia got closer, she saw several small, long-necked wading birds hopping about in the shallow water and roosting in the mangrove branches. 
 
    They had slate-blue feathers, some with darker, dusky purple on their necks and heads. They looked like living shadows beneath the trees.  
 
    Celia crouched down and unzipped her backpack to find the guide to birds she’d brought with her. After a few moments of flipping through, she identified them: they were little blue herons. 
 
    Disappointment crumpled Celia’s heart as she gazed at the birds. Her kayak was tied up just on the other side of this grove. There were no great egrets on this island; this time of year, she’d have been sure to see at least a few if they nested here regularly. 
 
    Celia hunkered despondently in the bushes, watching the little blue herons. She’d been so sure. All of the signs pointed to this place. There were even snowy orchids right here, where she thought they’d be growing if great egrets roosted above the ground and added their droppings to the chemistry of the soil. What if the other spots on her short list had no great egrets either? 
 
    A thought tickled Celia’s mind, and her brows drew together. Wait... If snowy orchids grew here, where the phosphate-rich soil was mixed with the droppings of little blue herons... And if the centuries-old records of the Balm of All indicated that they grew in phosphate-rich soil near great egrets, and that the two flowers reportedly grew together... 
 
    Celia’s thoughts jumped on that train and hung on for dear life. Logically, a phosphate-rich location where great egrets and little blue herons lived would be the ideal habitat for the Balm of All. 
 
    Celia stood up, lightheaded. Was she just grasping at straws? No. This is the missing clue. It has to be. This puzzle piece, the little blue herons, was all she needed for her faith to be restored. Celia shouldered her backpack and trekked quietly past the roost toward her kayak. 
 
    Only a teensy bit more research to be done, and her promise to Mariel, her life’s work, would be complete...and there would be no more obstacles between her and Gem. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nineteen: Rescued 
 
      
 
    The neon blue color of Celia’s kayak should have been easy to see through the trees near the shore. She pushed through the brush and searched the bright reflection of the water shining through the branches. 
 
    She could see nothing but brown water and the glare of sunlight on the eddies. Celia frowned, perplexed. She thought for sure she was coming up on the right place, but maybe the landscape tricked her. 
 
    Then she saw it: a flash of blue on the other side of the trees. But it was higher than it ought to be, and at an odd angle... 
 
    Celia rushed to the edge of the island and caught a glimpse of her kayak, forty feet out into the river. She swore under her breath. “I thought I tied it up tight!” she moaned. Then she scrambled to a halt, barely avoiding falling off the bank and into the water. 
 
    It turned out that her kayak was, in fact, tightly attached to a rope. And that rope was knotted to the railing on the back of the Wastrel Wind. 
 
    Celia’s mouth dropped open in indignant shock. Drake was leaning over the back of his sailboat, waving jauntily at her. 
 
    “How funny to see you here, Celia!” he called. Sarcasm grated against his maliciously cheerful smile. “Didn’t you know my pal Joey works at Daytripper? Oh, it mustn’t have come up...”  
 
    Celia stared helplessly at her kayak, and then turned on Drake with a wordless shout of rage. He snorted with laughter. 
 
    “What the hell is wrong with you?!” Celia yelled. “Bring back my goddamn kayak, you lunatic!” 
 
    Derek shifted his boat’s motor into neutral. “Oh, you want this back?” He leaned on the railing nonchalantly. “That’s easy. All you have to do is tell me what you’re out here looking for.” 
 
    For a moment, all Celia could do was sputter with disbelief. “For God’s sake,” she finally snapped, balling her hands into fists. “It’s nothing you would care about!” 
 
    “I’ll be the judge of that,” Drake replied. “You wouldn’t have come all this way, without Gem, I might add, if you weren’t onto something really lucrative. Did you find it? Unless you want to spend a lot more time with it than you’d originally planned, you’ll tell me all about it.” 
 
    “Fat chance, asshole,” Celia shot back. She stalked along the bank of the island, heading alongside him. 
 
    “My, that’s not very ladylike,” Drake tutted. “Well, let’s see. You’re a scientist, aren’t you? I’ll bet I can guess. There’s something rare around here, right? Something people would flock from everywhere to see? And maybe...pay a lot to get their hands on? There’s always some sucker willing to shell out big bucks for endangered things.” 
 
    Fuming hot anger built up inside Celia like steam in a kettle. “Go jump off a bridge.” 
 
    Drake pushed himself back off the railing with a careless shrug. “Tell me or don’t, it’s your choice. But I guarantee you that Gem will, the minute she finds out that you need to be rescued.” 
 
    “Rescued?” The rage flowing through Celia’s veins bubbled over, and she dropped her backpack on the ground with a thud. She didn’t hesitate for another second before she leapt off the bank and plunged into the river. 
 
     The water was a pleasantly cool shock after the heat of the afternoon, and when Celia surfaced, Drake had already revved the Wastrel Wind’s motor. She knew it was useless to even try, but nevertheless she set off at a strong swim toward where her kayak bobbed. 
 
    “I didn’t make you do that!” Drake screamed over the roar of his engine. He bent over the boat’s stern, fright wiping the smugness from his face. “You can’t tell anyone I made you do that!” 
 
    Celia spit out water and continued to swim a swift crawl stroke in his direction. The boat’s wake slapped her in the face. When she looked up again, the distance between her and her kayak had doubled. 
 
    The current of the river was strong as it rushed around the island, and Celia paused, treading water. It wasn’t merely hopeless to chase after Drake in his big, motor-powered boat; it was dangerous. She needed to strike for the other shore before she got too tired. 
 
    With one last glare of impotent anger at Drake, Celia turned toward land and swam with slow, powerful strokes across the current. 
 
    She didn’t want to get too far away from the island, even though she only had a vague idea of where she was in relation to any nearby towns. It was useless to fight the current, but Celia swam as hard as she could toward the shore in the hopes that she would land only a little bit downstream from where she’d started. 
 
    By the time she made it up onto the weedy, root-choked bank, her muscles were shaking from fatigue. Celia collapsed on her back in the grass. The anger and adrenaline that had fueled her leap into the water ebbed away, and she wondered why on earth she’d thought it was a good idea to swim to the other side of the river. Her backpack was still on the island. 
 
    A lead weight dropped in Celia’s stomach, and she winced as she wormed her hand into the pocket of her sodden pants. Yes, she’d jumped into the river with her phone in her pocket. And it definitely wasn’t waterproof. 
 
    Celia held the smartphone above her face as she lay. No amount of button-pressing brought it to life. Great. 
 
    Her GPS was in her backpack, and she wasn’t sure how soon she’d be able to make the crossing back. She’d have to walk up this side of the bank quite a ways to make sure she even hit the island, swimming across the strong current like that. And without the GPS, she had no idea where she was. All she remembered was that there weren’t any roads nearby...which was why she had to rent the kayak in the first place. 
 
    Celia groaned. And Agnes had called Gem impulsive... 
 
    Gem. Drake was probably already on the phone with her, coercing her to tell him about the Balm of All by holding Celia’s whereabouts over her head. Celia was ashamed to admit it, but she hadn’t seriously believed that Drake was as dangerous as Gem said he was. She just assumed Gem was extra sensitive, even paranoid, because of their past. She owed Gem an apology. If I ever see her again, Celia thought mournfully. 
 
    She was so exhausted she didn’t feel like she could get up, but she knew she had to. She had to figure out how to get out of here. Celia wasn’t sure how long she lay in the grass—she might have dozed off—but the sound of a boat’s motor rumbling up the river jolted her upright. 
 
    Celia’s heart bounded in her chest. She knew the shape of that boat... 
 
    It was the Pearl Queen, and as it rounded a bend in the river, Gem came into view, standing at the wheel with her dark hair streaming behind her. 
 
    All self-reproach for impulsiveness forgotten, Celia scrambled down the bank and into the water again. She didn’t think about how her sort-of-dry clothes were going to get soaked again; all she could see was Gem, and all she wanted was to be in Gem’s arms and to soothe with kisses the agonized look she could see even from here. 
 
    Gem pulled her boat up close to the shore and killed the motor, and Celia plunged into the deep water. Yearning gave her strength, and she made the short crossing to Gem’s boat in moments. She was only halfway up the ladder when Gem reached down and grasped her hands. Gem pulled her the rest of the way up with one strong tug that rocketed Celia straight into her arms. 
 
    How one person could feel like a comforting blanket and like a white-hot star of desire at the same time, Celia didn’t know. But in Gem’s enfolding arms, she was both sweetly safe and tingling all over with arousal. With a stifled gasp, Celia pressed her lips to Gem’s. Gem held her so close that not even a drop of water could have rolled down between them. Her lips were burning hot against Celia’s. 
 
    Celia’s feet barely brushed the rough, nonslip surface of the deck as Gem lifted her to deepen their kiss. Gem’s arms, locked tightly around Celia’s waist, were like a life-jacket. Celia hugged Gem’s neck, clung to her, and drank her in with each breath. 
 
    It was Gem who finally broke their kiss. She drew Celia back to look into her eyes, to run her gaze up and down Celia’s body with near-frantic worry. 
 
    “Are you all right? Are you hurt?” 
 
    Celia shook her head, desire pounding through her veins. She could barely keep herself from hushing Gem with another passionate kiss. Dimly, the strength of her feelings surprised her. 
 
    “No, I’m fine, I promise,” she replied, somewhat breathless. “He just took my kayak, that’s all. Drake called you, didn’t he? You got here so fast!” Celia’s head was spinning. 
 
    “We’re both lucky that I was nearby,” Gem told her. “Just down near the mouth of the river.” She shook her head, her mouth hardening. The pale green-brown of her eyes flashed like glass. “I told you how dangerous he is! Why didn’t you listen? Why did you go off on your own?” She put her hands on either side of Celia’s face, searching. 
 
    Celia couldn’t bring herself to be frustrated or insulted by Gem’s remonstrations. She was only filled with immense relief and affection, a pulling that drew her toward Gem surely and inevitably. It was more than affection, more than relief. This yearning, this upwelling of warmth, this desire never to be separated again... 
 
    This is what being in love feels like. 
 
    Celia swallowed and her breath faltered. As she gazed up into Gem’s eyes, she wondered whether the bright sparks behind the concern that flooded Gem’s face reflected that same feeling. 
 
    “Do you see now what he’s capable of?” Gem whispered, and Celia gripped Gem’s arms with her fingers. Gem was too freaked out right now to tell. That conversation, that exploration of the depth of their feelings, would have to wait. 
 
    “Drake’s an idiot,” Celia said, offering a smile she hoped was soothingly nonchalant. “But he didn’t want to hurt me. All he wanted was to pressure me into telling him what I was out here looking for. And then when I refused to tell him anything, he turned on you. You were totally right,” she added sincerely, and Gem’s shoulders relaxed somewhat. “He didn’t think about the consequences of stranding me. But when he thought I might be in danger—when I started swimming to the other shore—he booked it out of here like his hair was on fire. He didn’t want to have any part in getting me hurt.” 
 
    “But that’s what I mean!” Gem insisted. “It’s not just that he put you in danger of drowning, although that’s bad enough—there are alligators everywhere in these waters. He doesn’t even consider that what he does might hurt someone, and that makes him even more dangerous.” 
 
    Celia paled at the mention of alligators (yet another reason she should’ve thought before she dove into an unfamiliar river) but she steadied herself with a breath. “Yes, he’s dangerous,” she said. “I can’t deny that. But I can’t give up on my dream of finding the Balm of All. And Gem, I refuse to give up on you. I’m so close to finding it, I know I am. And once I do, Drake won’t care anymore and he’ll stop bothering us.” 
 
    Gem didn’t look convinced, but she didn’t pull away either, and that was enough to encourage Celia to go on. 
 
    “I know this scares you. But I refuse to accept that I have to choose between you and the Balm of All...unless you tell me that you really, truly can’t be with me unless I give up my search.” 
 
    Celia was banking on the hope that Gem had spoken out of fear back then. From the way Gem closed her eyes with a sigh that was both defeated and regretful, she guessed she was right. 
 
    “That was unfair of me,” Gem said. “But I just... I didn’t know how else to keep you safe.” She bowed her head and rested her forehead against Celia’s. Celia nuzzled her and pressed a soft kiss to her lips. 
 
    “I’ll be safer if we’re together. You see that, right? Help me look for it. I’ve narrowed down the search so far that if we can’t find it in one of these last few places...then I don’t think it’s here at all.” 
 
    Gem snugged her arms around Celia’s waist as if keeping her close could protect her from whatever Drake might try next. “I can’t argue with that,” she said. “I’ve been a nervous wreck since we saw each other last, anyway. And now that I know you’re still on the hunt...I’d rather be by your side than worrying about you from far away.” 
 
    Celia grinned and bounced on her toes. She kissed Gem again, but Gem’s face remained sober. 
 
    “Celia,” she continued, “if I’m going to trust you like this...I want to know the truth. Why is finding the Balm of All so important to you that you’d willingly put yourself in danger for it?” 
 
    Celia’s body froze. The secret, what happened to Mariel and her family, had been locked away in her heart for so long. Didn’t Gem deserve that much, though? She forced herself through the pang of fear and met Gem’s eyes. 
 
    “I’ll tell you. But can we...” A sheepish half-smile appeared on Celia’s face. “Can we go pick up my backpack first? I kind of left it on the island when I dove in to spite Drake for saying you were going to have to come rescue me...” 
 
    For the first time, the worry left Gem’s face and she snickered. Celia felt prouder of that than of swimming to shore, no matter how strong the current had been. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty: Mariel 
 
      
 
    With some creative use of a hook-ended pole, Gem snagged Celia’s backpack from the island’s shore and hoisted it onto the boat without having to leave the deck. Celia fidgeted in her stiff, damp clothing, trying to think of a way to start, and she was surprised when Gem pushed the engine into a higher gear and they began to motor up the river. 
 
    Gem cast her a soft smile. “I thought you might like to talk somewhere a little more...private.” Celia’s shoulders relaxed, gratitude warming her. In any other situation, she knew Gem would have put as much innuendo into that sentence as possible...but not this time. This time, there was only sympathy and caring. Celia’s heart swelled with the same distinctive yearning and sweet pull she’d been feeling ever since Gem took her into her arms today. 
 
    In comfortable silence, they sailed upriver for several minutes, and then Gem angled the Pearl Queen into a small tributary river. Just beyond the mouth, there was a quiet, roundish pond fed by a smaller stream coming down through the marshes beyond. Cypress trees and palm trees lined the banks, draped with festoons of green-gray Spanish moss. Gem slid the boat beneath one of these that was tall enough not to entangle the mast. The moss hung all around them like a curtain. 
 
    “I discovered this place a few years ago,” Gem told Celia. “I thought you might like it, because it’s so pretty here. And surrounded by a million kinds of moss,” she grinned with a slightly teasing tone. 
 
    Celia chuckled softly. When Gem sat down on one of the seats in the cockpit, Celia scooted nearer to her and drew in a slow, steady breath. Okay, here goes. Gem turned to face her with an attentive expression. 
 
    “The whole thing began with the picture book, just like I told you,” Celia started. “When I read it for the first time, I was intrigued. But the reason I became so obsessed with it... The reason I’m still obsessed with it, I think...is my sister, Mariel.” 
 
    It wasn’t so much that it was hard to talk about Mariel’s death. Celia had lived with that memory every day for decades. And all her friends eventually came to know that Celia had no contact with her parents, but not many of them knew why. It was the shattering of her family and the connection between that and her search for the Balm of All that caught in her throat when she tried to describe it. 
 
    But Gem’s eyes, so bright and somber, had a strength behind them that calmed Celia. Gem didn’t seem like the sort of person who would get flustered and awkward when she found out about Celia’s highly emotional motivation. Celia trusted in this and soldiered on. 
 
    “Mariel was diagnosed with cancer when she was eleven. I was eight. She lived for three years after we first found out, and she was so sick during those years. Even though she was in misery, she wanted to try every treatment, no matter how hard on her it was. All I wanted was find a cure that wouldn’t make her sick in the meantime, or at least something that would make her feel better while she was getting other treatment. And I was convinced that the Balm of All was the solution. 
 
    “I made the mistake of telling Mariel about this. I showed her the book, but she got mad; she didn’t want some fairytale cure, she told me. She wanted a real medical treatment that would make her cancer go into remission. I was devastated at the time, but I got the message, and I understand now where she was coming from. 
 
    “I didn’t give up, though. I just stopped telling her whenever I found out some new piece of information...which wasn’t often, believe me. Back then, it would be a couple of years before we even got a computer with access to the internet. Stuck in Michigan, thousands of miles from the tropics, in-depth research on such an obscure topic was no easy task, especially for a kid.” 
 
    Gem murmured, nodding. “You had a lot of drive, even then.” 
 
    Celia smiled shyly. “If by ‘a lot of drive,’ you mean it was easy for me to put blinders on when I was interested in something, you’re right. You know, I got into botany in the first place because that was something I could actually find information about. It was easy enough to find basic botany textbooks at all sorts of reading levels.”  
 
    Locking her hands around one bent knee, Celia gazed up into the gently stirring canopy of branches and moss. This was such a huge part of her life that she wondered at how she’d managed to have close relationships without talking much about it. A surprising sense of relief and gratitude bled through her veins at the thought of sharing it with Gem. 
 
    “When Mariel died, I promised myself—and her memory—that I would find out whether the Balm of All existed. Or,” she amended with a shrug, “if a plant that inspired the legend existed. As I got older, I came to understand more and more that if I were to find anything at all, it would be that. My belief that it was an honest-to-God miracle cure disappeared pretty fast. 
 
    “It would be an understatement to say that my family splintered after Mariel died. That kind of loss would be hard on any parents, but mine were in a rocky place to start with. Her death was the straw that broke the camel’s back. They lived together until I left for college, but sometimes I feel like it would’ve been better if they hadn’t. 
 
    “And as for me... Like I said, I get fixated on things, not just botany—” Celia thought of her love poem with a wistful smile. “—And I tend to ignore everything else. So I did great in some classes in school and abysmally in others. I fought with my parents all the time because they wanted me to do sports and other things that would get me out of the house. None of us could really stand to be with each other.” 
 
    For the first time since Celia started talking, Gem rested her hand gently on Celia’s knee. Celia’s heart somersaulted at her touch, and she swallowed with difficulty. Then she twined her fingers between Gem’s. 
 
    “I feel like...finding the plant and fulfilling this promise will mean that something successful came out of that time. I don’t wish I had a better relationship with my parents; I’ve accepted that it is what it is and it’s better for me not to see them. But I wish none of us had to go through that. Finding the Balm of All... It’ll give me something to memorialize Mariel, but also the fairly happy family we had when we were both little.” 
 
     Gem’s fingers tightened around Celia’s hand, and she nodded slowly, her face pensive and solemn. Then she wrapped her arms around Celia and pulled her so close that Celia could feel Gem’s heartbeat. 
 
    “I understand,” Gem whispered. “It wasn’t for me to say whether your reason was ‘good enough.’ If it sounded like I was asking for justification for your passion about this, I’m sorry.” 
 
    Celia pressed her cheek into Gem’s shoulder and breathed in her wild, spicy-sweet scent. The reaction she’d always feared was nowhere to be seen, and Gem didn’t resent her for her secretiveness. She understood. Celia suspected that it was because Gem felt the same way about her own reasons for acting the way she did. 
 
    That made Celia remember her conversation with Agnes. Had she invaded Gem’s privacy by asking Agnes those questions? Whether she had or not, Gem deserved to know. 
 
    Celia sat back, but she kept her hands on Gem’s thighs. “Thank you,” she murmured earnestly. “It’s hard to open up sometimes...and I think you feel the same way. I hope it wasn’t going too far, but when you told me to stay away from you—” At this, Gem winced and squeezed her eyes shut. “—I went to see Agnes, in case she knew something I didn’t that would explain why you didn’t want to see me anymore.” 
 
    For a brief moment, fear splashed across Gem’s face. Then she furrowed her brows and gave a tiny shake of her head, as if she were throwing something off. She pressed her lips together and met Celia’s eyes. 
 
    “Aggie’s a sweet person,” she said. “She cares about me. I don’t mind if you talk together. But she doesn’t know everything about me.” With her fingers, Gem combed a strand of dark hair back from her temple. Celia wasn’t accustomed to seeing her looks nervous, and she reached for Gem’s hand. Gem squeezed hers. 
 
    “The simple truth is,” Gem began, “I was scared. It’s not just Drake, although I guess he’s the embodiment of my fear. I was just scared... I am scared that my old life will bleed into my new one. I don’t want that to happen. I don’t want you to get mixed up in my old problems, or God forbid, get hurt...” Her grip on Celia’s fingers tightened. 
 
    “Now that you’re with me, I won’t get hurt,” Celia assured her. “And once we get Drake off our asses, we’ll be fine, right?” 
 
    “It’s not that easy,” Gem replied. “I mean, objectively, it might be, but it’s not that easy for me to accept it. My old life...” Her gaze dropped, and her striking green-tan eyes were hidden behind dark, thick lashes. The two of them breathed together in silence for several heartbeats. 
 
    “My grandmother raised me,” Gem said. “I don’t know if Agnes told you that. My parents were...” She shrugged. “Well, I assume they would’ve been crap parents anyway, from what everyone told me, but they weren’t around for me to see for myself. My grandmother and Aunt Aggie were all I had for family, and none of us were well off. When Granny got sick, I was almost done with high school anyway, so I dropped out so I could work and pay the bills. The jobs I took weren’t exactly legal. 
 
    “I kept telling myself that I would get a nicer job after my grandmother died. But she had been sick for years and years, and when she went, I couldn’t find anything that would pay enough to cover the debt from her treatments.” Gem clenched her jaw, still not looking at Celia. She hesitated as if wavering about something, and then went on. “With no high school degree and no experience that I could count on for a good reference, there was no way anyone reputable would hire me around here. So I just kept up the same jobs until I made enough to pay off the debt. That was only last year.” 
 
    Gem finally looked up, and the intensity in her eyes drew Celia closer like a magnet. Gem lifted Celia’s hands, clasped in her own, and pressed them against her chest. 
 
    “My life is just starting now. That’s how I feel. What I used to do is like this dark shadow, and the faster I run, the farther behind I leave it. I want you to be part of my life, Celia. And I can’t let Drake or anything else threaten that.” 
 
    Celia gave their clasped hands a slow, significant shake, thumping them gently against Gem’s chest. “I’m not going to let that happen. We can move on together,” she said, her voice trembling for a moment before she squared her shoulders and gazed intently into Gem’s eyes. “I found another clue today, Gem, a huge clue, and I think this could be it. There can’t be more than one or two possible locations that all the clues point to. If it’s a dead end this time...” She swallowed the instinctive fear that rose up. “Then the Balm of All isn’t here to be found.” 
 
    Gem still looked reluctant and worried, but she nodded nevertheless. “From now on, we need to be very careful,” she said. “We can’t just rush into things.” 
 
    Celia cocked her head with a wry chuckle and gave Gem’s hands another squeeze. “I think today’s impromptu swim in the river has cooled my head in that regard,” she said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-One: Leverage 
 
      
 
    That Saturday, Celia stood in front of her bedroom mirror, trying to decide how to spruce up her utilitarian “day out sailing” outfit. She and Gem were planning to sail up the coast today. No quests, no research, and no getting stranded—just a day to relax together. Though Celia had to admit that she wouldn’t have been all that opposed to spending another night on a beautiful deserted island with Gem... She’d just rather it was a planned stay this time. 
 
    All of Celia’s calls to the local birdwatchers’ society to find places where both great egrets and little blue herons nested had turned up nothing, but mostly because the most active pair of members was on vacation that week. Monday, she promised herself with determination. They’d be back on Monday, and she’d get hold of them. It wasn’t an easy task, but Celia tried to keep her hopes and fears in check at least until they had their final destination squared away. 
 
    Celia had chosen a pair of brown pedal-pushers and a flowy sleeveless blouse with tiny flowers sprinkled across the pale blue fabric. There would be less tromping about in the brush today, but the wind while sailing never treated a cute hairstyle well. Celia gathered her fine, caramel-blonde hair into a clip at the back of her head and put on a lace headband to hold back her wispy bangs. There, that was cute, right? 
 
    God, I haven’t felt this way since I was eighteen and had a crush on my RA at college. Celia chuckled as she put on some sheer pink lipstick. Merely a few days ago, she would’ve been angry at herself for getting more excited about a date with Gem than about research. “Balance” had been her mantra, but it turned out that finding common ground between her two deepest desires was the answer after all. 
 
    A cool breeze stirred the kitchen curtains as Celia went to the table to make sure everything she needed for the day was packed in her backpack. Then, from outside, she heard a shout. It was Gem’s voice, and she didn’t sound pleased. 
 
    Celia ran to the door and pulled it open. Gem’s bicycle was lying in the driveway, dropped flat, and Gem was stalking across her lawn toward Agnes’s house. Celia immediately saw why Gem seethed with anger: Drake was sauntering casually down the walk from Agnes’s front door. 
 
    Celia stepped out, the door slamming behind her, and started to cross the lawn, but Gem saw her and held her hand up. 
 
    “Stay away from him!” she said sharply, still glaring at Drake. Celia stopped where she was, and a flicker of defiance passed through her. I can hold my own around this asshole, she thought. I proved that the other day. But if staying back would keep Gem calmer, she’d do it. 
 
    Gem paced up to Drake with her frame leaned aggressively forward. “What did you do to Agnes?” she demanded. Drake folded his arms and gazed at her with taunting indignation. 
 
    “I didn’t do anything to her! I’m surprised at you for suggesting such a thing.” 
 
    Gem growled wordlessly, but Drake merely tossed her a smirk. 
 
    “I stopped by to see how my friend Aggie is doing,” Drake told her. “All we did was chat about what the neighbors were up to.” He noticed Celia and his smile turned shark-like. “I hear tell you’re looking for a little thing called the Balm of All?” 
 
    A cold shiver ran up Celia’s spine and down her arms to her fingertips. Drake knew about the Balm of All? But she’d only mentioned it to Agnes... How much could he know? From his self-satisfied grin, it looked like he knew an awful lot. 
 
    Drake shrugged one shoulder as if it were no big deal, but Celia could see how excited he was. “Don’t get me wrong, I understand why you’d want to keep it to yourself. A shell that warrants as much searching as you’ve been doing must really be something else. And I always thought freshwater shells were nothing to write home about! What, is this one especially big? Especially colorful? Especially delicate?” 
 
    Celia opened her mouth in confusion, but shut it again quickly. He thinks the Balm of All is a kind of seashell? That explained why Drake was so adamant about finding it; he thought he’d be able to make big money swindling tourists who wanted to find one. Celia tried to think of something to say that would further throw him off the scent, but before she could come up with anything, he spoke again. 
 
    “I know you two are close to finding it,” he said, suddenly serious. He turned to Gem with hard eyes. “If you don’t tell me exactly where you’re planning to look, then I’m going to tell your little friend here—and Agnes—the real reason you joined my company in the first place. And you don’t want that...do you?” Drake’s smirk was acid and humorless. 
 
     The color drained from Gem’s face, and Celia instinctively took several steps toward her. Gem’s fists clenched and unclenched and she gritted her teeth. 
 
    “You delusional idiot,” she said, deceptively calm. “There’s nothing out there that’ll be of any use to you.” As much as she tried to hide it, though, the fear in Gem’s eyes was impossible to miss. 
 
    “You’ll have to forgive me, but I’m afraid I just can’t trust your judgment on that,” Drake replied snidely. “I won’t be satisfied until I see for myself. But maybe Agnes could convince you to be a little more reasonable?” He turned on his heel and headed back up the walk toward Agnes’s door. 
 
    “Wait!” Gem’s voice cracked like a gunshot. Drake turned back to her with a growing smile on his face. 
 
    Celia looked back and forth between them. Anxiety danced in her middle. Was Gem really going to tell him? Or would she just make something up and hope he was satisfied? From Gem’s pained expression, Celia suspected she felt forced to tell him the truth. What kind of secret could be so important to her? Celia thought Gem had already told her everything that Drake might possibly know. 
 
    “We don’t know much about where it is, all right?” Gem began, stalling. Drake folded his arms again and lifted his chin impatiently. “All we’ve got is a couple of little clues.” 
 
    “Let’s hear ‘em,” Drake said. “They can’t be that little if you’re as close as I know you are.” 
 
    Gem glanced at Celia, and there was desperation in her eyes. Celia made no move, neither trying to stop her or tell her to go on. 
 
    “We’re looking for a place where snowy orchids grow,” Gem said. Her voice was defeated. “And it has to be the same place where great egrets and little blue herons roost.” 
 
    Drake raised an eyebrow, but was obvious from Gem’s face that she was telling the truth. “I don’t see what all those things have to do with shells, but you two are the ‘scientists,’ not me.” He sent an amused, dismissive look over at Celia. 
 
    At that moment, the door behind Drake opened and Agnes poked her head out. 
 
    “I thought I heard voices!” she exclaimed. She shot an annoyed look at Drake. “I told you, if absolutely must feed your silly desire for local gossip, you’ll have to find another old lady! I recommend Bernice from the whist table.” 
 
    Drake laughed lightly, as if Agnes were kidding, and waved to her as he walked away toward his car. When he was gone, Agnes lifted her eyebrows at Gem and Celia. 
 
    “What was that all about? Are you two okay? You were right, Celia; he is nosy.” Agnes snorted. 
 
    “We’re fine,” Gem assured her quickly. Her face was still drawn, and Celia glanced at her with worry. Clearly, Gem wanted Agnes to have nothing to do with any business between them and Drake. 
 
    “Actually, we’re going out sailing today,” Celia spoke up. She smiled brightly at Agnes. “Another date.” 
 
    Agnes’s displeasure vanished. “Oh! Well, isn’t that just nice! I won’t keep you, then.” She winked at Celia. “Have fun, girls!” 
 
    Gem walked quickly toward Celia, her head down, and Celia went to meet her. When Celia spoke, her voice was pitched low. 
 
    “You know you can tell me anything, and it won’t change how I feel about you, right?” She searched Gem’s face. “Why is it so important that whatever this is be kept from me?” 
 
    Gem’s eyes flicked over to where Agnes was crouching over an azalea bush by her front windows, inspecting the flowers. Then Gem looked back at Celia and her brows drew together significantly. Celia drew in a soft breath and nodded. 
 
    She doesn’t want Agnes to know; that’s the thing. Maybe Gem would open up to her about it later, when they were alone. Gem touched Celia’s arm lightly and they went back through Celia’s yard. Celia jogged inside to get her backpack and then joined Gem, who had picked up her bike from the driveway. 
 
    Together, they headed to the marina. Gem was quiet, and the ticking whir of her bicycle wheels as she walked it down the road was all that broke the silence. Discomfort ran its fingers down Celia’s back. Is this the way it’s always going to be between us? 
 
    After a few minutes, though, Gem cleared her throat. “I’m sorry,” she said softly. Her voice was gravelly. “I didn’t know what else to do.” 
 
    Celia waited for her to explain why she’d been so desperate to keep Drake quiet, but the explanation didn’t come. Celia chewed on her lip. 
 
    “What do you think Drake intends to do?” she asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Gem sighed. “But... What I told him probably isn’t going to do him any good, right? He’s not going to find some amazing shell out there. And by the time he gives up and comes to us demanding more information, we’ll have either found the Balm of All or we’ll know it’s not here. Then we can tell him exactly what we were looking for, and he’ll see that it’s of no use to him.” 
 
    Celia gripped the straps of her backpack and watched the ground as she paced forward. Gem was right, Drake wouldn’t find any rare, spectacular shells based on the clues she gave him. But what if he did find the real Balm of All, the flower? Gem always said Drake was stupid, but he might just be smart enough to put two and two together if he noticed such an unusual plant. Then he’d probably pick them all to sell to tourists as a miracle cure. 
 
    And sometimes, with rare plants, there are only isolated patches of them surviving in the wild. If Drake picked all of them before Celia got there, that might be all there were. She’d lose her only chance to see them, to document them for future botanists. 
 
    Celia had to stifle the urge to run back home and resume her research. This was a real race against time now. But it was the weekend; none of the birdwatching societies were accepting calls, and none of the researchers at the local avian rescues were at work. She’d done all the research she could on her own. All she could do was enjoy her day with Gem. 
 
    Gem looked no happier than Celia did, but Celia guessed it was for a different reason. Celia summoned a smile and nudged Gem with her shoulder as they walked. 
 
    “There’s nothing we can do about this today,” she said. “Let’s just have fun out on the ocean, okay? And if I leap into the water this time, I’ll make sure I leave my backpack somewhere it’s easily retrievable.” Gem’s lips quirked and she gave a halfhearted chuckle.  
 
    An hour later, they were sailing around the tip of Lucine Point and up the coast. The sun glittered on the gentle waves and the sail snapped in the wind above their heads. It was glorious to be out here, beneath the sky and skimming along the impossibly blue water, but whenever Celia asked a question or commented on a bird or dolphin, Gem replied with a mere handful of words and then lapsed into silence again. 
 
    Celia folded her legs beneath her on the seat cushion and gazed at Gem behind the wheel. Her dark waves of hair were bundled into a thick braid that she’d pinned up at the back of her head, and tendrils of it floated about her face and tickled her shoulders. Gem had her sunglasses on and so it was hard for Celia to read her expression, but her shapely lips were tight and she looked older than usual, a sign Celia had come to recognize. Gem was retreating into herself. 
 
    Celia turned back to the sea as a heaviness settled into her chest. 
 
    Will she ever really trust me? 
 
      
 
    --- 
 
      
 
    When Monday morning came, Celia called the birdwatchers’ society at eight a.m. sharp. She didn’t really expect anyone to pick up; there weren’t any paid employees, after all. It was a private recreational group. But all the nearby wildlife rescues pointed to them as the most up-to-date on bird locations, so Celia knew they were her best bet. 
 
    She was doodling nervously on a scrap of paper when someone answered the phone, and she jumped in surprise. “Hello? Hi, is this the Greater Estuary Birdwatching League?” 
 
    “That’s us,” a cheerful, rumbly male voice said. 
 
    “Great!” Celia pumped her fist triumphantly and breathed out with relief. “I was sure nobody’d be in yet.” 
 
    “We just got back from vacation and we’ve got lots to do. How can I help you?” 
 
    Celia spread out her map of the area in front of her on the table. “I’m hoping you know a couple of locations where particular birds roost. I’m a botanist and there’s a particular plant I’m looking for that thrives on their droppings,” she explained with a little laugh. The man on the other end of the line chuckled appreciatively. 
 
    “Don’t worry, that’s not the weirdest request we’ve ever gotten,” he said. “What type of bird are you looking for?” 
 
    “I need to know if there’s anywhere that great egrets and little blue herons both roost.” 
 
    “No kidding? Well, those are both pretty common. We’re working on a database of known nesting locations, and we’ve already filled in most of the birds people tend to see regularly.” Celia waited, tapping her fingers on the table, while the man found the information. “You’ve got something to write with?” 
 
    “Yup!” 
 
    He gave her six locations in the surrounding area, with both GPS coordinates and descriptions of their whereabouts in relation to landmarks like rivers and towns. Celia copied all of the information down and opened Google Maps on her laptop so she could make sure she had exactly the right places before she marked them on her own map. 
 
    “Thank you so much!” Celia said in a rush. Her heart pattered excitedly in her chest. 
 
    “My pleasure!” the man replied. Celia was about to say goodbye when he continued: “Are you on some kind of research team? Because a fellow called me with the exact same question last night. Not sure how he got my private number. I figured he might be a botanist or something too because he asked if we knew any orchid experts.” 
 
    Celia froze. Her stomach dropped like she was in a plummeting elevator. When her heart restarted, she balled her hand into a fist to keep her fingers from shaking. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s... That’s someone I know. Um,” she floundered, her mind racing. “Did you have any experts to recommend?” 
 
    “Oh, sure!” The man rattled off a name and phone number that Celia didn’t even listen to. She was frantically sorting through her papers to find her map of snowy orchid locations. 
 
    “Okay, great, thank you again! Bye!” Celia sped and ended the call. She swore under her breath as she searched and finally found the map she was looking for.  
 
    It only took a few minutes, but to Celia it felt like they were minutes ticking down until a bomb exploded. Out of the six locations the birdwatcher had given her, only one of them overlapped with places that snowy orchids were known to grow. 
 
    Celia scrambled to put her most important notes back into her bag and collect the things she’d need for an expedition today. Maybe the orchid expert wouldn’t be available. Maybe they wouldn’t know about the particular spot Celia had pinpointed. There were a million things that could’ve gotten in Drake’s way. 
 
    With a final frantic check for protein bars, water, and a glass jar big enough to pot a specimen of the plant, Celia flew out the door, leaving papers drifting to the floor behind her. A second later she came back in, ran to get her bathing suit, and dashed out again. 
 
    On the way to the marina, she called Gem’s cell phone. 
 
    “I found the location,” she said, breathless. “The one place that all three habitats coincide. And Drake may already be on his way.” 
 
    “What?” Gem’s voice rose in alarm. “How do you know?” 
 
    “The guy I spoke with at the birdwatchers’ society said he talked to Drake last night, and it sounds like Drake’s already on the trail to figure out the orchids’ locations. We need to hurry. We can’t let him get there first.” 
 
    Gem was silent, and Celia squeezed her eyes shut briefly as she half-ran down the sidewalk. Please, please... 
 
    “You’ll find some way to get there even if I don’t take you... Am I right?” Although she sounded resigned, there was a tiny sliver of teasing in Gem’s voice, and that encouraged Celia. 
 
    “You’re dead right, I will.” 
 
    Gem sucked in a long breath and blew it out again. “Okay. If he’s going to drag you into something dangerous again, it’ll be better if we’re together. I should’ve known it would come down to this. I’ll start getting the boat ready.” 
 
    “I’m up in the parking lot,” Celia puffed, jogging toward the marina stairs. In her ear, Gem’s dusky chuckle rose. 
 
    “Of course you are.” 
 
    A sudden blaze of excitement sang through Celia’s veins. Gem was in this with her. This was happening. It was today, or never. If the Balm of All really was out there, this was the day she’d find it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Two: Shells 
 
      
 
    Gem had the Pearl Queen rigged and ready to sail moments after Celia arrived at the dock. Luckily, the boat had a GPS, because Celia had forgotten hers at home in her mad dash out the door.  
 
    She also hadn’t given a second thought to what she was wearing. Gem raised an appreciative eyebrow at Celia’s high-cut running shorts and the loose tank top she slept in; she had planned to take a shower once she’d finished making her phone calls, and putting on a bra hadn’t made it onto the schedule yet. Blushing, Celia crossed her arms over her chest. 
 
    “Aww,” Gem murmured with a teasing pout. “Spoilsport. I was enjoying that view.” It made Celia’s heart leap to see Gem in a good mood despite the situation, and she dropped her arms for a moment while she dug in her backpack for her bathing suit. Gem whistled. 
 
    “I’m putting this on,” Celia said pointedly, but her smile revealed that she wasn’t at all serious about the subtle reprimand. “Can you put in the coordinates while I’m below?” 
 
    “Aye-aye, Captain,” Gem smirked as Celia disappeared into the cabin. 
 
    The boat motored away from the dock while Celia changed into her suit and put her shorts back on over it. When she returned to the sun and wind on deck, Gem was studying the GPS screen. 
 
    “Did you see where this is?” she asked, looking up at Celia. 
 
    “Yeah, down the coast a ways, isn’t it?” Celia sat down beside her. 
 
    “This is right near the place we were supposed to go the day we got caught in the current.” 
 
    Celia’s mouth fell open and she leaned over to look at the screen. “No way! I was in such a hurry to compare the right bird-and-orchid-areas that I didn’t even realize.” She paused. What might have happened if they’d made it there that day? Celia barely knew Gem at all then. In her excitement about finding the Balm of All, would she have retreated into her research and lost the chance to get to know Gem better? Would that have been the end for them? Ships, so to speak, passing in the night? 
 
    Celia hoped not. But for the first time, she thanked her lucky stars that she hadn’t found the Balm of All yet. 
 
    Even though leaning over like this to see the GPS screen twisted her spine in a funny way, Celia didn’t want to move away. The warmth of Gem’s body was like sunshine. 
 
    In a soft movement, Gem’s arm slid behind her and curled around her waist. A breath escaped Celia’s lungs and she leaned into Gem’s chest, tucking her head beneath Gem’s chin. Even with the rumbling purr of the motor, she could feel the pulse in Gem’s throat against her forehead. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re here,” Celia said. “And not just because I needed a ride.” How could she tell Gem how much this meant to her? She’d tried, and no matter how truthful she’d been about her search and Mariel and everything, she felt like nothing she said conveyed how deeply grateful she was that Gem was still with her, in spite of her obvious misgivings. 
 
    Gem’s arm tightened around Celia’s waist. After a moment or two, she said, “I’m glad I’m here too. And not just because I think you’ll be safer.” 
 
    Celia shifted just enough that she could lift her head and look into Gem’s eyes. Gem met her gaze fully, and although she looked pensive and hesitant, there was none of the closed-off distance that Celia had seen when they were last together. Warm relief spread through Celia’s stomach at the frank light behind those strikingly bright eyes. 
 
    “I know I have a hard time trusting people,” Gem said softly. “Just... Please believe me when I tell you that I’m working on it, okay? All of this happening at once—meeting you, and Drake suddenly stepping up his asshole game—it’s a lot for me.” 
 
    “I get that,” Celia replied. She curled her legs up on the seat beside her and leaned into Gem’s side. “I normally don’t talk to people about Mariel at all. And when I decided to tell you, I didn’t do it with the expectation that you’d offer some secret of your own, or at least I didn’t mean it to seem that way. I wasn’t asking you for some tit-for-tat thing.” 
 
    Gem’s lips twitched to one side. “You show me yours, and I’ll show you mine?” she asked in a voice that dropped into husky suggestiveness. Celia snorted softly and nudged her with a shoulder. After a time, Gem spoke again, leaving the jokes behind. “What I want is to feel ready to tell you every single dark secret I have.” She ran her fingertips up Celia’s bare arm, and goosebumps skipped over the flesh in the wake of her touch. “But when it comes down to it, I still just can’t get the words out. It’s like something inside me is trying to sabotage the rest of me.” 
 
    “Maybe that part just needs someone to be patient with it,” Celia said. She took in the lines and contours of Gem’s face, the round youthfulness of her cheeks that contrasted with her sensual, knowing mouth. Celia’s heart fluttered up into her throat. “Maybe you can’t get out the words you want to say now...but I’ll still be here when you can.” 
 
    A light flush came over Gem’s cheeks then, something Celia had never seen before. The color was subtle, but that made it even more delicious. Her words had taken Gem aback; nothing else felt quite as satisfying as that. 
 
    Gem closed her eyes and released a long breath, as if something within her was uncoiling. Then she ghosted her fingers along Celia’s cheek and guided her face up for a sweet, lingering kiss. 
 
    “Nobody’s ever said they’d wait for me before.” 
 
    Celia smiled and gave Gem another quick peck on the lips. “Have you ever told anybody you’d be back before?” 
 
    Gem chuckled. “Fair point.” 
 
    In just under two hours, they were nearing the blinking destination point on the GPS. A cove broke up the coastline ahead of them. The bushy heads of palm trees crowded the shore and the white sand beneath the shallower water turned the waves a dazzling turquoise. 
 
    Gem turned the Pearl Queen toward shore and they sailed into the inlet. They passed small islands and sandy peninsulas that broke up the cove. The point on their GPS was near the back of the cove, by a stream that emptied into it from some inland river. 
 
    As they sailed farther into the cove, Gem stood and shielded her eyes. Another sailboat had just come into view around a bend in the coastline. The hard anger that came over Gem’s face told Celia all she needed to know. 
 
    “That’s his boat, isn’t it?” Celia worried her lip between her teeth. She’d hoped so hard that Drake wouldn’t get here first. But the fact that his boat was here didn’t mean he’d already stumbled across the flower. 
 
    Gem nodded and steered the Pearl Queen on a course toward the Wastrel Wind. Celia squared her shoulders, preparing herself for a confrontation, but the deck of Drake’s boat was silent even when they neared the boat and Gem shouted his name. 
 
    They waited for a few tense moments, but nothing moved on the other sailboat. “He must not be there,” Celia murmured. “Come on, we should just keep going. I’ll keep an eye out for some sign that he’s gone ashore.” 
 
    Gem switched to the motor now that they were in the cove, and they kept near the channel down the middle to keep from bottoming out. As they rounded a small peninsula toward the back of the cove, a spot of bright red on the water caught Celia’s eye. Several more of different colors followed. 
 
    “There are kayaks up there,” Celia said, and Gem turned to look where Celia was pointing. 
 
    “Shit, that’s him,” Gem growled, recognizing the blond hair and stylish sunglasses of the man out in front of the others. Then she frowned in confusion. “Wait, who’s with him?” 
 
    They drew closer, and Celia saw with a chill of foreboding that the other kayakers included two couples, one elderly and one younger, along with a teenaged boy. The six of them were heading toward a narrow place between an island and the shore where the wide stream poured into the cove. 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” Gem breathed. “That frigging moron. He’s going to get someone killed.” 
 
    Celia wouldn’t have noticed this a month ago, but owing to recent experience, she could see that a strong current sped from the stream’s mouth where it was pinched between the shore and island. The kayakers were just struggling onto a narrow, sandy beach across from the island. 
 
    Drake had gotten out first and seemed to be uninterested in providing the others with assistance. He pulled a long bundle out of his kayak and unwrapped it, revealing seashell sifter scoops on poles. These he handed to the tourists as they dragged their kayaks onto the beach. 
 
     “How did he even find people this fast?” Celia leaned over the side of the boat, bewildered. Gem shook her head with a disgusted scoff. 
 
    “He takes every opportunity to cash in. He knows he might not even find anything here, but he’s willing to drag unsuspecting tourists along just to make an extra buck. I wonder what insane story he’s come up with to sell these poor schmucks this time.” 
 
    They didn’t have to wait long to find out. The rumble of their motor caught Drake’s attention and he looked over at them. His tourists were busy scanning the beach for shells; Drake waved jauntily at the Pearl Queen and then called to the beachcombers, “Oh, my gosh! It’s them!” 
 
    His alarm was so obviously feigned that Celia couldn’t understand why the family didn’t see through it, but they stared at Gem’s sailboat with offended shock. Drake raised his voice dramatically. 
 
    “That’s the illegal shellfish operation I was telling you about! If they harvest any more of these endangered sea snails to sell as expensive delicacies, the population will drop critically! Quick, we need to find empty shells before they get here so we can stake a claim on this area as a protected habitat!” 
 
    Gem groaned in derision, but Celia could only wrinkle her nose and glare at Drake in disbelief. “What the hell? That’s not how conservation works!” she burst out. 
 
    They may or may not have heard her. Either way, the tourists went at their search with renewed enthusiasm. The teenaged boy even waded in waist-deep to check out the bar of shells that collected at the top of a drop-off. 
 
    One moment, he was reaching down with the water almost against his ear to pick a shell off the bottom. The next, the current swept his legs out from under him and he was yanked away from shore. 
 
    Celia didn’t even waste the time it would’ve taken to get her shorts off. She hopped up on the gunwale and dove overboard. Dimly, she heard Gem’s cry of surprise just before she hit the water. 
 
    Immediately, Celia felt the powerful tug of the current. She surfaced and scanned the water for the boy, then spotted him some ways away, struggling to keep afloat. He was moving swiftly into the channel, and in the few moments since he was caught, he’d already been pulled downstream of Celia. That, at least, was in her favor. 
 
    The crawl stroke was Celia’s strong point. She shot through the water, propelled by the current, and kept the boy in her sights. He didn’t see her until she was nearly on top of him, but the moment he did, he grasped for her arms. 
 
    “I’ve got you! Float on your back!” Celia commanded. They floundered in the water for a few moments before the boy complied, and Celia snugged her arm beneath his chin in a rescue hold. “Don’t flail if you can!” Coughing, the boy stayed as still as possible while Celia quickly surveyed the water around them. A calmer swath of water some distance away indicated that they were near the other edge of the channel. Celia made the decision to head that way rather than turning back, and out of the corner of her eye, she saw the Pearl Queen following after them. 
 
    The moment Celia reached calmer water, the current let go of them and it was no longer a fight to keep moving. She swam more slowly now, moving with care farther and farther away from the current. The rumble of the Pearl Queen’s motor filled her ears. 
 
    Gem was already climbing over the side and down the ladder at the boat’s stern when Celia released the boy so both of them could tread water. Gem threw them a life preserver tied to a rope, and Celia reached for it and pulled it closer to the boy so he could grab on first. In a matter of moments, Gem had hauled them in. 
 
    The boy scrambled clumsily onto the deck and rolled into the cockpit, where he lay gasping on the seat cushions. Celia didn’t even get halfway up the ladder before Gem crushed her close in a one-armed embrace. 
 
    “What is with you and jumping into rivers?” Gem asked her with a hint of panic fraying her voice. Celia could do nothing but laugh weakly. 
 
    “At least I had a better reason than pride this time,” she said. Gem’s arm around her chest was strong and supportive, and she let her frenzied muscles unclench. Gem kissed her wet forehead and then helped her struggle up the ladder and onboard the boat. 
 
    They were all silent as Gem turned the sailboat back toward shore, where the older couple was waiting knee-deep in the water with horrorstruck faces. The other two adults, obviously the teenager’s parents, were dragging one of the kayaks down to the shore. When they saw the boy sit up in the sailboat’s cockpit, they all shouted with relief. 
 
    Gem maneuvered the Pearl Queen close enough to shore that the younger woman could paddle her kayak over to them. She shot up the ladder and wrapped the boy in her arms. 
 
    “Connor!” she sobbed, while the boy tried to tell her (not very convincingly) that he was fine. Finally she turned to Celia, who was sitting nearby, exhausted. “God, thank you. Thank you so much. I don’t have words to thank you enough.” 
 
    Celia smiled, her limbs heavy with exertion and relief. “I was a lifeguard in college,” she said, and Gem looked at her with both eyebrows raised. 
 
    “In Michigan?” 
 
    “We have kind of a big lake there,” Celia shot back, amused. “You may have heard of it.” 
 
    “Whatever the reason,” the boy’s mother said, “that was a very brave thing to do. You saved his life.” There was a crease of uncertainty between her brows, and for a moment Celia couldn’t understand why. Then Gem spoke up. 
 
    “We’re not from an illegal shellfish operation,” Gem stated. “That man—” She found Drake on the shore and pinned him in place with her eyes. He looked as if he would have gladly climbed a tree or jumped into the current himself to get away. “—is scamming you.” 
 
    “What?” the woman asked. The other tourists on the shore clearly heard Gem’s voice; they turned to look at Drake. 
 
    “He’s dragged you out here to look for a rare kind of seashell that he thinks will make him millions, but no such shell exists. Whatever he told you about us, he made it up. And it isn’t the first time.” 
 
    The silence was sharper than a broken shard of glass as the tourists stared up the beach at Drake. A cornered, desperate fright turned his handsome face ashen. His eyes kept flicking over to the teenage boy on Gem’s boat. 
 
    “You can’t sue me!” he shouted shrilly. “You signed a waiver!” His frantic gaze fixed on Gem. “I had no way of knowing the current would be so strong! You must’ve known it would be too dangerous to wade, and you didn’t say anything about it!” 
 
    “That’s because we’re not looking for a shell, you fucking dumbass!” Celia burst out. The woman covered her son’s ears. Celia went to the side of the boat and leaned over the railing, and Drake recoiled as if he thought she might spit acid at him. “I told you, I’m a botanist! I’m just looking for plants!” 
 
    A reddish purple blush replaced the pallor of Drake’s face. As the wheels in his head turned and he processed this, his expression shifted from panic to confusion to an ill sort of resignation. 
 
    Gem’s voice rang out. “Drake, you’ve put people in danger one time too many. The next time you try some crazy scheme just to fleece a bunch of tourists, you’re going to get somebody killed. Is that what you want?” 
 
    The color bled out of Drake’s face again, but now he looked angry—too angry to keep up any semblance of his façade. “Of course not! Do you think I’m insane? There’s no point in doing all this work to get rich if I’m stuck in jail and can’t spend it!” 
 
    Before Gem could reply, the older man on shore said, “Wait, has something like this happened before?” 
 
    “No!” Drake immediately exclaimed with obviously feigned indignation, but Celia cut him off. 
 
    “He followed me while I was doing field work and stole my kayak,” she declared. “He thought I was muscling in on his shelling grounds or something, and he left me stranded on an island.” 
 
    “That was just a...a joke!” Drake would have been better off denying it, though; the tourists were beginning to look infuriated. 
 
    “The board of tourism is going to hear about this,” the woman on Gem’s boat said, her voice trembling with anger. She turned to Gem. “I’m so sorry to impose on you, but would you be able to take my family back to where we left our car? It’s at a landing just out beyond the mouth of the cove.” 
 
    Gem glanced over at Celia, who nodded wearily. As long as Drake was scared straight for the moment, the Balm of All could wait an hour or so more. “Yeah, we’d be happy to,” Gem replied. The family looked grateful and those still onshore got their kayaks and made their way toward the Pearl Queen. 
 
    Gem cast a cold glance at Drake, who stood on the shore like a deflated balloon. “You need to stick with selling overpriced trinkets. Not that I think you’ll be able to stay in the tour business after what these folks have to say to the board of tourism, but unless you want to go to jail for negligent manslaughter...give it up.” 
 
    Drake swallowed. He looked sick. “Yeah. Yeah, okay.” For a moment he gazed helplessly at the shell sifter scoop in his hand. Then he threw it down with petulant frustration. “This gig was getting boring anyway.” 
 
    Celia stifled a scoff, but Gem didn’t bother. She let out one barking laugh and went to help the tourists up onto her sailboat. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Three: Trust 
 
      
 
    Celia was still trembling with adrenaline (and, if she was honest, pride) after rescuing Connor, but she still wasn’t sorry to see the family go. Gem pulled the Pearl Queen away from the small pier at the landing where the tourists’ minivan was parked, and Celia waved back to the bedraggled group that shouted thank-yous to her from the shore. 
 
    As the pier retreated in the distance, the thrill in Celia’s veins turned electric and her heart started to thump. She looked up at Gem, who was standing at the wheel with the sunlight skipping over her dark hair in waves of copper and gold. A spark ignited in Gem’s eyes and her lips curved with an adventurous, suggestive smile, as if to say, “Shall we?” 
 
    A heady rush of excitement pulled Celia to her feet, and she grinned back with a look that clearly responded, “Hell yes, we absolutely shall.” 
 
    Gem tapped the GPS screen and the destination Celia had calculated that morning popped up again. The engine revved as Gem pushed it into higher gear, and the Pearl Queen sped across the ocean swells toward the inlet. 
 
    The islands inside the cove were ringed with mangroves but they weren’t very large, and there was no sign of the bird roosts they were looking for. But Celia wasn’t discouraged: all of her research indicated that marshy areas suited to snowy orchids were more likely to be found on the coastal mainland. They passed by the beach where Drake had landed with the tourists—he and his kayak were nowhere to be found—and Gem cut the engine close to where the mangroves tapered away into a low boggy field. 
 
    Even though they’d moved away from the swift current and only needed to kayak a short distance, Celia’s muscles were shaking with fatigue by the time they got to shore. Gem dragged her own kayak up onto the grassy bank and then came back to help Celia. 
 
    “Are you all right?” she asked. There was a lightness to her tone that didn’t hide the concern in her eyes. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m totally fine,” Celia replied automatically, but when they finished hauling up her kayak, she put her hands on her knees and breathed heavily for a few moments. Okay, Celia, don’t be stupid, she told herself. Every part of her was zinging with anticipation for searching for the Balm of All in this most likely of places, but she’d been reckless enough lately. Practicality had to win out this time. 
 
    “Look, I’m the last person who wants to act like a mother hen...” Gem began skeptically, and Celia raised both hands with a laugh. 
 
    “I know, I know. You’re right. Can we rest just a little before we go on?” Logically, Celia knew that it could be many hours before they found a place with the right conditions for the Balm of All to grow, let alone before they found the plant itself (if it was even there to be found). It would be unbearable if she fell down with exhaustion and couldn’t continue before they’d finished making a thorough search. 
 
    On the edge of the boggy area were a series of bushes where masses of pinkish-white flowers bloomed. Their scent was intoxicatingly lovely, and Celia noted with pleasure that the bushes were Rosa palustris, the swamp rose. She sat down beside the bushes where their foliage cast a little shade from the hot sun. 
 
    Gem joined her and the two of them sat for several moments, breathing in the smell of the roses and quietly reflecting on what had just happened. Celia couldn’t quite believe it was merely noon; the morning they’d had felt like a whole day. 
 
    “Do you think it’s really over? That Drake will give up on his ‘the Balm of All is a shell’ fantasy for good?” she asked, curling her arms around her knees. Gem shrugged her eyebrows and pulled up a blade of grass. 
 
    “These past few weeks, I’ve been seriously scared of what he might do. I kept trying to tell myself that you were right, that he was just being a pest and didn’t want to cause anyone actual harm. But I couldn’t bring myself to believe it. I know I was being hypersensitive about it because of what he knows about me.” 
 
    Gem paused and sucked on her lip. There was a crease of discomfort between her eyebrows. “You were right, though. Drake’s a money-grubbing asshole, but I’ve known him for a long time, and he’s too scared of getting sued to willingly put someone’s life in danger. Now that that’s been driven home, I expect he’ll think twice where before he didn’t even think once.” She grimaced. “If anything could scare him into sticking to less dangerous bamboozlery, it’s this.” 
 
    Celia breathed out a sigh. If Gem, who had been so adamant, thought Drake wasn’t a threat anymore, she had no reason to worry about him either. She peeked over at Gem, trying to gauge her expression. 
 
    “And you think he’ll leave us alone now?”  
 
    Gem leaned back on her hands and looked up at the white scraps of clouds that floated through the blue overhead. The breeze stirred the leaves above them. “I think he’s finally got it through his thick, pretty-boy skull that we don’t have anything he wants. He has no need of the leverage he was holding over me.” 
 
    Celia went very still. She waited in silence while the tide murmured on its way down the cove at their feet. Hope and yearning swelled her heart painfully. She wanted, so badly, for Gem to tell her what that leverage was...but at the same time, Celia refused to ask. It doesn’t matter anymore, she scolded herself. Whatever hold Drake had over her, it’s finished. Asking would be too hard a push, and not only that, Celia had told Gem only hours before that she would wait until Gem was ready. 
 
    It was silly to think of it this way, but Gem reminded Celia of a shy cat who needed space, patience, and to be allowed to come closer on her own terms. Yet still, even on the brink of finding the thing she’d been searching for her entire life, all Celia wanted in the world was for Gem to trust her. 
 
    Gem’s gaze flickered tentatively to Celia’s face. Celia’s large, gray-blue eyes watched her with quiet, undemanding attention, but the desire and longing was as plain as a blush. Gem’s jaw tightened and then she straightened her shoulders. 
 
    “I never lied to you,” she said in a low, earnest voice. “I swear to that. But there were just parts of the story that I left out. It was all to protect my grandmother’s memory. I know...” Gem pressed her lips together almost as if she wasn’t sure she should go on. “I know you understand that.” 
 
    Celia nodded. An ache pulsed in her heart, one that never really went away; she’d just learned to make it part of her. Gem was talking about Mariel. 
 
    Gem’s gaze fell to her hands folded in her lap, and then she dragged it back up to Celia’s face. Her voice fluttered nervously when she spoke. “I joined Drake’s company so I could pay off the debt from my grandmother’s illness; that’s the truth. But it wasn’t just medical bills. My grandmother was addicted to painkillers. And I was stupid enough to let it slip to Drake, during the ten minutes or so that I actually trusted him when we first met.” She frowned fiercely at a point beyond Celia’s shoulder. “I always understood that it wasn’t her fault. Healthcare and prescription insurance is just so fucked up, and she wasn’t a junkie, she was just...in pain, and that pain got worse with withdrawal. So when we had to, we found ways to get pills that weren’t exactly legal. That’s how we ended up with so much debt.” 
 
    Celia wanted to leap in and assure Gem that she didn’t think badly of her grandmother, or her, for doing that. Raising a child alone was hard enough, but with a debilitating illness... And this was just one more thing that confirmed Celia’s suspicion that Gem had been forced to grow up awfully fast. Celia reached for Gem’s hand, and Gem threaded her fingers through Celia’s. The smile that ghosted across Gem’s lips was grateful but sad. 
 
    “Deep down, I never believed you’d think badly of me,” she told Celia. “But I’ve been keeping this to myself for so long. And there’s such a stigma with drug addiction, no matter the cause. When Drake threatened to tell Aunt Aggie... She’s old-fashioned that way, and she just wouldn’t understand how something like that could happen to her sister. My great-grandfather, their father, was a drunk. I think he used to beat up on their mom. Aggie isn’t a teetotaler or anything, but when she hears about addiction, all she thinks about is their dad. I doubt she has any clue that it can be genetic. And I don’t even know what she would say if she found out about Granny.” 
 
    Fear of people’s reaction to telling them your motives, the reason behind your drive, was something Celia knew all too well. She couldn’t blame Gem for leaving that part out. Most of the time, Celia would have done anything to avoid the awkward, eggshell-walking sympathy people showed to her when they found out about Mariel. Gem likely faced the same thing when she told anyone about her grandmother’s illness and the responsibility her addiction put on Gem even after her death. 
 
    Celia smiled gently, compassionately, and she put her hand on Gem’s cheek to guide her face up so their eyes met. “Not every secret has to be told,” she said. “Mariel never knew how hard I searched for any mention of the Balm of All. But the fact that you’re telling me this...” Happiness stirred in Celia’s heart, a happiness so bright and sharp that it was almost painful. “I’ll do everything I can to honor that trust.” 
 
    It felt like a raw, bare, perfect pinnacle of a moment in Celia’s life, like they were standing on top of a rocky mountain, about to take off into the sky. Gem had become so important to her, so integral, and the fact that she trusted Celia not to judge her and not to tell Agnes was as life-giving to Celia as fresh air. 
 
    Every tense muscle in Gem’s body relaxed, and she breathed out as she dipped her head to place a kiss on Celia’s lips. 
 
    “I was so scared of telling you, even though I knew I didn’t need to be...but now that I have, it feels like you’ve taken half of the burden.” 
 
    Warmth washed over Celia in growing waves, and she savored the softness of Gem’s mouth and the fervor of her kisses. “I feel the same way,” she told Gem, “about Mariel and the Balm of All. All of a sudden, I see that couldn’t do this alone.” 
 
    Gem leaned her forehead against Celia’s, and then her dune-grass eyes sparked with a flame of excitement. “Speaking of which... Are you feeling rested?” she asked, lifting her brows invitingly. 
 
    Celia’s stomach jumped and did a complicated flip. Here they were, sitting on the edge of the marsh where her decades-long journey might end. It was now or never. 
 
    Still holding onto Gem’s hand, Celia stood up and swung her backpack onto one shoulder. “That kiss was as good as a full night’s sleep,” she said coquettishly, and Gem laughed. 
 
    “Watch out, ladies, we’ve got a Casanova on our hands!” 
 
    “What, you think you own the market on flirting?” Celia asked, bumping gently into Gem with her shoulder. The hum of insects greeted them as they stepped through the long grass into the marsh, and the scent of wild roses followed after. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Four: Balm of All 
 
      
 
    Everywhere Celia looked, there were tufts of stunning green sphagnum moss. The bog looked like it was quilted, covered in small soft humps. As she and Gem walked through, water seeped up in their footprints. Celia’s heart was pounding like a steady drum in her chest. 
 
    There was Sarracenia minor, the hooded pitcher plant she’d seen on her previous search. Other plants grew here as well, and Celia named them absently as she walked among them, her eyes searching for the white blooms of snowy orchids: Bacopa monnieri, called water hyssop and herb-of-grace; Cakile lanceolate, which was coastal searocket; Batis maritima, called saltwort or turtleweed. Large stands of swamp rose bushes blocked their view of the entire marsh, and she and Gem meandered among them as they looked. 
 
    In a clump of cordgrass Celia saw a spot of white with a familiar shape. She hurried over; it was a snowy orchid, and Celia’s eyes widened with anticipation as she shared a glance with Gem. They both searched the area, and they found a few more orchids here and there, but there were no flowers that resembled the Balm of All. Celia had been expecting to see masses of orchids, but they seemed scattered here. And not a single egret or heron had called or flown overhead since they arrived. 
 
    Perhaps, like she’d wondered before, the Balm of All just wasn’t in bloom. She had no idea about the flowering cycles of the plant, except for the reports that suggested snowy orchids bloomed at the same time. But the climate of the world had changed a lot in the past centuries. Celia chewed her lip and bent down to part the stems of a patch of orchids in case the distinctive lobed leaves of the Balm of All might be beneath them. 
 
    At the same time that she heard Gem cry out, Celia also heard the snapping flutter of large wings. She looked up. Across the light cerulean sky came a flock of large white birds; the sun glinted on their wings and their long black legs were extended behind them. They flashed over Celia’s head and swung away toward the tree line at the back of the marsh. 
 
    “Egrets!” Celia burst out. She was on her feet and running after them in the blink of an eye. With Gem at her heels, she bolted across the springy moss and toward the trees. 
 
    As they got close, Celia began to hear hoarse, creaking calls and dry squeaks. She’d spent a lot of time on the internet this past week listening to bird calls so she could locate these animals, and she knew that was the sound of great egrets. But then, just as she stepped into the trees, she heard another sound. 
 
    It was a different bird cry, somewhat like the artificial duck call that hunters would use. It sounded somehow more aggressive than the great egrets, and goosebumps trickled over Celia’s skin. That was the call of the little blue heron. She was certain. 
 
    “Oh, my God, Gem,” Celia gasped as she ran. “The other birds are there too! The little blue herons! I can hear them!” She was almost too excited to realize that she should slow down for fear of scaring the birds away and being unable to find their roosts, when suddenly a gray wall of dirt and rock loomed up in front of her. Celia screeched to a halt. 
 
    It looked almost as if there had been a landslide here, years and years ago. A jagged slope stood before them, packed hard with sandy soil and pieces of shell and small stones. Celia looked up into the gap between the trees and the top of the slope and saw great egrets winging overhead. 
 
    “They’re going this way!” she said and looked frantically for a way to scramble up the hill. It was nearly vertical in places. 
 
    “It doesn’t look climbable here,” Gem said quickly. “Let’s see if there’s somewhere over there where we can get up there.” She headed to their left where the bushes and trees grew a little farther away from the slope, making it easier to skirt the bottom. “Hills are unusual around here. It can’t be very big.” 
 
    It became clear as they walked that the slope curved around and the top of it showed no sign of getting lower. Celia watched the sky overhead for more egrets, and they could still hear the birds’ calls. Maybe the roosts were on a plateau at the top of this hill? 
 
    Celia gave the ground a brief glance to keep from tripping on anything, and she saw that suddenly all around their ankles were hundreds of snowy orchids. 
 
    “This has to be it,” Celia breathed. She could feel how close they were in her bones. “We have to get up there somehow!” 
 
    Gem surveyed the increasingly ledge-like slope with a frown. “We’ll find a way. It can’t just keep going on like this forever. We’ll turn around and try the other direction if we have to.” 
 
    Celia gazed gratefully at her. She suddenly recalled that first day together on the island with the abandoned phosphate mine, and her daydreams about how Gem’s wild, poetic grace made her fit into the forest like she was born for it. Right now Gem stood with her hands on her hips, and strands of her dark hair that had escaped its braid traced out winding veins on her sweat-slicked neck. She looked as much at home here as a dolphin in the waves. 
 
    And when Gem’s eyes focused on a shadow twenty or thirty feet away from them near the bottom of the slope, her face took on an intensity that told Celia she was onto something. 
 
    Celia trotted quickly after her when she went to investigate. As they got closer, the shadow became sharper and revealed itself to be a crevice in the rocky slope. In some places, the packed dirt had fallen away. It was no wider than two feet, and although there was a rend in the top of the slope that let light in, the stone closed over it a handful of feet in. 
 
    Celia climbed up to it and peered in. The faintest suggestion of light glowed from far away inside. 
 
    If she’d been by herself, Celia wasn’t sure if she would have dared to go in. But Gem moved behind her, looking into the crack with her chin over Celia’s shoulder, and Celia felt braver than she’d ever felt in her life. The adventure she’d always longed for was happening to her right now, because of Gem. 
 
    The split in the hillslope suddenly lit up; Gem had brought out a flashlight. She swept it around and it revealed a narrow space between angular chunks of rock that emerged from the hard, shell-studded dirt. 
 
    “I bet we can fit through there,” Celia said in a voice that held more hope than certainty. A grin blossomed on Gem’s face. 
 
    “Of course we can. Here, you take the flashlight.” 
 
    Celia led the way. It was difficult to find good places to step, but not impossible. Immediately they felt cooler, and after several feet of clambering, Celia noticed that the walls of the crevice were now damp. They left daylight behind, but every so often the sky showed through a crack or eroded opening in the roof. 
 
    Every nerve in Celia’s body was alight with anticipation. She felt patches of moss under her fingers as she clung to one wall, training the flashlight’s beam on the uneven ground at her feet. The dim white glow ahead of them was growing stronger, and soon a low, echoing roar came to Celia’s ears: the sea. 
 
    “Do you hear that?” she asked Gem. 
 
    “This must come out in another cove or something,” Gem said. “I hope the other end of this cave isn’t underwater.” 
 
    Celia grimaced. She hadn’t thought of that. “We’ll go as far as we can,” she said with determination. Several minutes later, when they climbed around a large lump of rock jutting out from one side of the crevice and saw a jagged patch of light up ahead, Celia breathed a sigh of relief. When she inhaled again, she smelled a faint, flowery breeze. 
 
    After the darkness of the cave, the sunlight streaming into the opening was too bright to let them make anything out on the other side. Celia squinted as she climbed out and hopped down a short drop into the grass. The snowy orchids were here too, crowding at her feet. She shielded her eyes to look around. 
 
    Then she stopped still and stared. 
 
    In a horseshoe around them, eroded cliffs rose into the sky. The sea lay in the distance, a flat sapphire blanket beyond a spit of land that blocked off a shallow lagoon downhill from where they stood. The lagoon was mottled with mangroves, and dry calls and the flapping of wings filled the air. In the branches of the mangrove trees were hundreds of birds. 
 
    Groups of pure white great egrets sat together among the green leaves, and, less striking, the dusky purple little blue herons gathered in their own roosts. Around the tangled roots of the mangrove trees, roseate spoonbills walked, fishing in the shallow water for food. 
 
    Gem came up beside Celia and whistled low. To Celia, it was like she was in a dream, like her body was weightless. They stood at the top of a gentle, grassy slope that ran down to the lagoon; down closer to the mangroves, starting out as a sprinkling as light as sugar but then growing thicker and thicker into a carpet, grew thousands of tiny, yellow flowers. 
 
    Celia suddenly had the feeling that she was upside down, looking up into a surreal green sky scattered with innumerable yellow stars. Then her eyes focused on the delicate curved stalks of the flowers, and the world turned itself over once again. 
 
    This was it. This was them. They were real. 
 
    “Pinch me,” Celia heard herself say in a dumbstruck voice. Gem stifled a snicker and, unable to help herself, gave Celia’s butt a squeeze. Celia yelped, and it was like her fuse was finally lit: she dashed full bore down the hill and slid to her knees amongst the flowers. 
 
    Yes. Yes. It was exactly the way she hypothesized. Little star-shaped blossoms all along stems that curved like lily-of-the-valley or bleeding hearts. Basal leaves that grew from the very bottom of the stem with fernlike frills at the tips of each leaf. 
 
    This was it. The Balm of All. 
 
    Celia fumbled in her backpack, trying to find the right notebooks and sketchbooks and pencils. Her hands were shaking, so she turned her bag upside down and dumped the contents on the ground. Then Gem knelt down beside her. 
 
    “I have to—! I have to—!” Celia repeated wildly as she first grabbed a notebook and pencil, then dropped them as she decided to take pictures instead and groped around for her camera. Gem caught Celia’s face in her hands and the frantic energy quieted. 
 
    Gem’s hands were cool on Celia’s heated cheeks. Gem kissed her gently and deeply on the lips, and then her hands slid down to Celia’s bare shoulders. She looked into Celia’s eyes with such forthright honesty that Celia felt like she’d been brought safely to earth after being pummeled by a hurricane. 
 
    “There’s no need to rush,” Gem said steadily. “Neither of us are leaving this place until you get everything that you want.” 
 
    In Celia’s heart, love burst like the pods of the orange jewelweed plant that pop to disperse its seeds when touched. Desire unfurled inside her in a tingling wave, light and shining as sea-foam. 
 
    What she wanted, right now, more than she’d wanted anything before in her life, was Gem. 
 
    The force with which she kissed Gem toppled them both over in the grass. Celia’s heart overflowed and limitless joy consumed her entire body. She felt so filled with breathtaking happiness and desire and a hundred other unnamable things that she might come apart at the seams. If Gem had been surprised in the first moment of this kiss, she rallied immediately and dug her fingers into the small of Celia’s back as their embrace grew tighter. 
 
    For days, Celia had watched Gem and learned the contours of her face and body. She’d admired Gem’s beauty and her carefree poise and her fearlessness. And their kisses had been...well, they’d been literally beyond compare. So many things had convinced Celia to bottle up her desire: at first she didn’t want to rush what might be starting, then she was afraid of neglecting her search, and then everything that went on with Drake made her tentative about overstepping Gem’s boundaries. But now, it was like a rusted iron gate had been blown open. 
 
    Gem was on her back in the grass, propped up by one elbow as she twined her hand in Celia’s hair and their lips moved together in a passionate dance. But Celia wanted more than kisses, and when she drew back and shifted to straddle Gem’s hips, the darkening of Gem’s eyes mirrored her own hunger. Celia felt unraveled by the way Gem’s breath quickened and her lips parted as her face flushed with a fierce need. But Celia didn’t want to let Gem take over; Gem’s wild flirtatiousness made her knees weak, but she wanted Gem to know she could be wild too. 
 
    Celia pressed Gem’s shoulders back into the grass, and a sweet fragrance rose around them. It was the scent of the flowers, their flowers. Celia bent over Gem and drew a line of ardent kisses from Gem’s dusky pink mouth down her jaw and neck and to the place where her tank top strap lay. Gem’s hands tightened on Celia’s back. 
 
    The little moan of pleasure that Gem made set off sparklers in Celia’s belly. Celia smiled against her shoulder and pushed the strap down her arm, covering the sun-warmed skin with deliciously slow kisses. At that moment, Gem groped for Celia’s hand and directed it underneath her tank top. Laughing, Celia left Gem’s shoulder and moved down to kiss the soft spot above her navel. 
 
    Gem was sturdy and curvy, an enticing combination of toned muscles and soft flesh. Celia caressed the skin below Gem’s breasts with her thumbs, and Gem inhaled sharply. 
 
    “Too slow,” she said huskily, and she let go of Celia to roll her tank top up over her head. Celia was delighted to see that the shirt had a built-in sports bra and that without any more work, Gem’s breasts were bare before her. 
 
    Every curve and plane of Gem’s body made Celia want to write a poem about it, but her breasts made the air catch in Celia’s throat. 
 
    She’d always considered herself to be too flat; as a young teenager, she spent hours looking at fashion photos of women and longing for their shape. She realized she was a lesbian when she finally understood that she not only wanted to look like that, she wanted to touch and love and be with someone who looked like that. But all her preconceptions of what “perfect breasts” should look like disintegrated when she saw Gem. 
 
    Gem’s were perfect because they belonged to Gem. 
 
    Celia traced the swooping curve of Gem’s skin from her underarm down to her nipple, and Gem jumped a tiny bit when her finger touched the dark pink flesh. Celia placed a kiss there, and Gem exhaled a murmur. With the palm of her hand, Celia massaged Gem’s other breast and moved her lips back up to capture Gem’s mouth. 
 
    Gem’s kiss was impatient, and when she pulled away, she grasped Celia’s hand and moved it down to the waistband of her tight athletic shorts. 
 
    “Don’t. Be. Such. A. Tease,” Gem ground out. 
 
    Celia giggled. “Pot, meet kettle.” She was too turned on to tease any longer, though. She slipped her fingers between Gem’s shorts and her skin, relishing the tight feeling of the fabric pressing her against Gem. As Gem’s hips fell into a rhythm, Celia shifted to one side of her in the grass. She caressed Gem’s lightly freckled cheek with her own before diving into another kiss while her hand crept lower. 
 
    Gem was hot around her fingers. The pulse between Celia’s legs grew to a pleasurable throb and an effervescent, champagne-bubble feeling filled her stomach. Gem’s breath quickened feverishly as she neared the precipice—pride rushed through Celia to bring her this close so quickly—and Celia increased the pressure of her strokes. The pads of her fingers made circles and dots within Gem’s warm folds. 
 
    When Gem’s body tightened and rocked with tremors of pleasure, Celia whispered the only words she could think of into Gem’s ear: 
 
    “I’m here. We’re here. This is ours.” 
 
    Breathlessly, Gem wrapped her arms around Celia’s neck and drew her down beside her. Celia nestled her head onto Gem’s shoulder while Gem continued to pant and tremble. Celia looked over Gem’s beautiful breasts to the waving grass beyond, spangled with yellow flowers. 
 
    “This is real, isn’t it?” Celia asked, only half kidding. Gem chuckled, and Celia felt the rumble against her cheek. 
 
    “That was about the realest thing I ever felt,” Gem replied, “and I’ve been around the block a few times.” 
 
    “Are you surprised?” Celia said impishly. She hadn’t lived up to her serious-scientist persona all that well in the past few weeks, but she liked the idea that Gem might have been taken aback by her skill. But Gem just chuckled again and kissed her lips. 
 
    “Nope. Nobody I’ve ever met has as much passion as you do. I just bet not many people get to see as much of it as I have.” 
 
    “That’s the truth,” Celia replied. Her whole being pulsed with love and gratitude and wonder at how perfect this moment was. Then Gem plucked playfully at her swimsuit strap. 
 
    “Pretty inconvenient outfit choice, if you ask me,” Gem said, sliding her hand beneath the strap to caress the curve of Celia’s breast. Pleasure zinged down in an electric thread to Celia’s middle and sparks ignited in her center. 
 
    “Guess we’ll have to ditch it, then,” she said blithely, and with Gem’s help, she started to shimmy the bathing suit down over her chest and hips. 
 
    Gem’s touch was surprisingly gentle and reverent as she kissed and stroked and traced her tongue over Celia’s skin. But that sweet dichotomy that Celia loved so much was never far away, and as Gem’s ministrations grew boundless and unrestrained, Celia gazed up into the clear, impossibly blue sky, her vision blurry with ecstasy. 
 
    She tangled her hands in Gem’s waves of dark hair and Gem’s deft fingers brought her to the edge. A flower was about to open inside her, the petals unfurling quicker and quicker, and when finally it burst into bloom, as if by divine inspiration the final lines of her love song rippled into her head. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Five: Unsung No Longer 
 
      
 
    By that evening, when the sun began to sink into the sea, Celia had an SD card full of photographs, several pages of drawings, and half a notebook covered with information about growth patterns, root systems, distribution, and every other possible piece of data she could record about the Balm of All. She and Gem walked back through the marsh together as evening descended, Celia hugging a large glass jar to her chest. Inside the jar were three Balm of All plants nestled in soil from the lagoon. 
 
    Celia’s head hummed with awestruck happiness. It felt like the world had been born anew; she’d felt a change, a shift, the moment she arrived in Florida, but she never dreamed it would be this pervasive. She watched Gem as she followed her across the springy sphagnum moss toward the kayaks. Gem’s silhouette was like a powerful jungle spirit, relaxed and assured. In fact, Gem looked more relaxed than Celia had ever seen her before, and that was saying something. 
 
    It stunned Celia—and made her feel incredibly proud—to realize that as carefree as she’d always thought Gem was, going through what they’d been through together broke down those last subtle walls Gem had built. Even in her most uninhibited, easygoing moments, there had still been a secretiveness about her that Celia merely assumed was a natural part of getting to know each other. Now she knew better. Celia felt like she was floating inches above the ground when she thought about the days to come. 
 
    And the days to come were as bright and enchanting as she could have wished. She and Gem talked daily and saw each other almost as often. Celia dove full-force into her study of the Balm of All. She hadn’t yet identified its genus, but it was easy to decide on a specific name: marielii. In spite of her passion for the subject, she never felt the old single-minded fixation come over her. Whenever Gem called or texted, Celia hadn’t the slightest bit of trouble pulling herself away from her work. 
 
    When the two of them told Agnes that they were “officially” girlfriends, Agnes was over the moon and insisted right then and there that they throw a party to celebrate. Gem tried not to laugh as Celia convinced Agnes that they could just all go out to dinner together, and that would be enough celebration for them. 
 
    One evening, when Gem was out guiding a kayaking group, Celia went down to the Lucine Point beach with the ragged notebook containing her love poem. She sat in the soft, sandy grass at the back of the beach with her notebook on her knees, watching the sky turn pink as the glowing orange disk of the sun slowly fell into the sea. Her straw sunhat was on the ground beside her. 
 
    The familiar lines of her poem stretched like spun gold before her eyes. After so many years, so many revisions and changes and a constant sense of not yet, it finally felt complete. 
 
    Maybe it’s me that changed, Celia thought. She ran her fingers over the words. In her work as a botanical illustrator, when she drew a plant, she would come to a point where she knew instinctively that if she erased once more or fiddled with one more stroke of her pencil, she would ruin the drawing. She’d never felt that way about her poem before, but ever since the day with Gem in the lagoon, the day she’d found the Balm of All... The poem felt finished. 
 
    Celia looked up when she heard a faint rhythmic splashing, and almost as if her thoughts had summoned her, there was Gem paddling toward the beach. Celia got up and helped her bring in her kayak. 
 
    “I saw you sitting here on my way past in the Pearl Queen,” Gem explained. Her hair was up in a bun but windblown strands flitted around her face. When she smiled, her dimples seemed especially deep. 
 
    “Did you have a good group today?” Celia asked, and Gem threw up her arms with a shout of enthusiasm. 
 
    “They were fantastic! A bunch of old ladies from Sarasota came down because one of them wanted to learn to kayak, and I think I converted every last one. They’ve already made another reservation.” 
 
    “That’s wonderful!” Celia walked with Gem back to where she’d been sitting, and Gem flopped down beside her and peered curiously at the notebook. 
 
    “What’re you doing? Hasn’t this beach run out of interesting plants yet?” 
 
    Celia elbowed her jokingly. “I’m not drawing this time.” She paused and then smiled at Gem with a quiet certainty. “This is my poem.” 
 
    “You mean the one you had in your notebook back when we were looking up stuff at the library?” Gem’s eyes lit up with solemn curiosity. Celia recognized that look; Gem understood that this was something Celia considered private and special, something she guarded. Celia was surprised and delighted to find that the words couldn’t leap out of her mouth fast enough. 
 
    “Yeah. I’ve been working on this poem since... Well, a really, really long time. I’ve always thought of it as my magnum opus, even though I could never call it that out loud. It sounded far too important. But this is important to me.” Her heart thumped out such a strong beat in her chest that it made her fingertips tingle, and she passed the notebook over to Gem, who took it like she’d just been handed a thousand-year-old manuscript. 
 
    “It’s a love poem,” Celia said softly. “My greatest love poem. My masterpiece.” In that moment, saying it didn’t even sound silly. “And it’s finished.” 
 
    Gem turned the pages back to the beginning of the poem, and as she read, the only sounds were the wind rustling the tall, dry grasses, and the shush of the waves, and the cry of seabirds in the orange-lavender sky. 
 
    Minutes later, when Gem had read it twice, she looked up at Celia with such admiration that Celia turned bright pink with pleasure. “This...” Gem began, then she shook her head. “I can’t even start to tell you how incredible this is.” 
 
    The look on her face was a bigger compliment than anything Gem could have said. Celia scooted close to her and linked her arm through Gem’s. “You know,” Celia said musingly, and Gem lifted her eyebrows, listening. “I said it’s finished, but there’s still one tiny thing off about it.” Gem cocked her head, but Celia was smiling. “This poem... I think it’s really a song. For a long time I’ve gotten the feeling that it wants to be set to music.” Celia drew in a breath. It felt like there was a storm of apple blossom petals in her stomach. “Could you sing me that song again? The one you were humming at the library that day, that your grandmother used to sing?” 
 
    With a breathy, wondering laugh, Gem blinked. “Really? Okay, sure... It’s nothing special, though.” 
 
    “Oh, but it is,” Celia implored. She squeezed Gem’s arm and then touched the notebook on Gem’s lap. “You’re going to laugh... But that song is my very first memory of you.” 
 
    Gem raised an eyebrow with a confused quirk of her lips. “But we’d already gone out together before we went to the library...” She looked as if she wanted to ask if Celia had short-term memory problems. Celia couldn’t suppress a giggle. 
 
    “Before we met that first day on the beach, I saw you at the marina. You were sitting on the bow of your boat, and you were singing that song. Everything about you captured my attention. I’d never heard—or seen—anything more beautiful.” 
 
    Gem breathed out a laugh—it was a fragile, wondering sound—and shook her head slowly. Celia had always thought of Gem as the most self-assured of women, but her expression now said loud and clear that this revelation touched her deeply. Gem tucked a strand of hair behind her ear with a sweet shyness that made Celia’s breath hitch in her lungs. 
 
    Then, keeping her bright gold-green eyes locked onto Celia’s, Gem began to sing. 
 
    Her satin-smooth voice made the hairs on Celia’s arms stand up with pleasure. The wordless tune was simple and yet haunting, a slow rise and fall of notes that told of longing fulfilled. When Gem’s voice quavered into silence, Celia smiled through the tears in her eyes. 
 
    She picked up her notebook. “I think... I think there would be no more perfect melody for my love song. May I use it?” 
 
    Gem’s cheeks were rosy and her eyes narrowed with happiness. “There’s a good reason I never knew the words.... It was clearly waiting for the right ones.” She spread her hand flat on the notebook page as if she were blessing it. “It’s really incredible,” Gem continued, and she leaned toward Celia until she was almost nose-to-nose with her. “How finally finding the words can be so freeing.” 
 
    Celia slipped forward into the kiss as easily as breathing. On top of the notebook, their fingers threaded and clasped together. Celia tasted salt from the ocean wind on Gem’s lips. 
 
    A few minutes later, they were flushed and breathless, and Gem lightly smoothed her hand over Celia’s flyaway hair. A mischievous glint appeared in Celia’s eyes, and Gem smiled curiously. 
 
    “You know...” Celia put her head to one side with a contemplative grin. “I was reading this botanical journal I had packed in a box of old stuff, and there was an article about a rare, delicious root vegetable that supposedly grows on the hillsides of Tibet, and nobody knows if it’s real or just a legend...” She trailed off and waggled her eyebrows. Gem cackled with laughter. 
 
    “Do you know how long it’d take us to sail to Tibet? I don’t even know where the closest port is!” 
 
    Celia wrapped her arms around Gem’s waist, and her notebook fell off her lap into the sand. “I’ll never feel lost if you’re with me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
 
      
 
    If you enjoyed Unsung Love Song, you'll love Marian's novel Prairie Heart! In the little ranch town of Prairie Winds, Eleanor Higgins wants nothing more than to find the right lady for her best friend, Morgan, who just came out. Given her long-hidden crush on Morgan, Eleanor is heartbroken that this “right lady” is probably not her. But e5ver the good friend, Eleanor’s knows her own ex-girlfriend is the perfect candidate... 
 
      
 
      
 
    More from Marian Snowe: 
 
      
 
    Someone Like You: Maggie Zurek, a high-powered executive, is on top of the world until a sleep-deprived car accident causes her family to send her on a forced vacation to Maine. Maggie’s too angry about missing work to notice the beauty of the little island, but she can’t help but notice Delphine Moss, a free-spirited and reckless artist who challenges Maggie’s rigid ideas. In spite of herself, Maggie is entranced by Delphine’s siren song...but can two people who are so fundamentally different ever be happy together? 
 
      
 
    The Mountain Between Us: After quitting her tedious, dead-end job, Tess Monroe is looking forward to a vacation in the mountains. She’s certain this will be her chance for a fresh start, but when Tess slips off a steep, icy trail, her vacation and her life are in jeopardy...until she falls straight into the strong, capable arms of the world's hottest park ranger: Remy Labelle. Remy is captivating, but she’s also unpredictable and secretive, and Tess never takes chances when it comes to romance. Will Tess overcome her fear of heartbreak to try a relationship with Remy? And even if she does, can Remy drop her barriers and allow herself to love again? 
 
      
 
    Heart of Glass: Clara Duncan is adrift. When she abandons her old life and moves to a quiet, coastal New England town, she convinces herself that she needs nothing else...until she finds an antique porcelain urn washed up on the beach, a discovery that leads her to a beautiful historian who literally falls into her lap. The warm and enthusiastic Ginny is everything Clara could hope for, but their budding relationship is fraught with doubts. Can Clara and Ginny be together while still staying true to themselves? And why does Clara feel that unraveling the mystery behind the urn will answer the questions her own heart is asking? 
 
      
 
    Hereafter: Detective Samantha Easton’s life was turned upside down when she was wounded in the line of duty. Sam isn’t adjusting well to her recovery, and that’s only the beginning—her near-death experience has given her the ability to see ghosts, and this goes against everything in Sam’s rational, logic-based worldview. But when Mae, a beautiful spirit with amnesia, confronts Sam with a request to help solve the mystery of her death, Sam can’t help but get involved...but soon she finds herself falling hard for Mae. How can Sam help Mae pass over when all she wants is to be with Mae forever? 
 
      
 
    Rescue Me: Elise Giordano wants an opportunity to impress Sasha, the charismatic leader of the marine animal rescue where Elise volunteers and the woman of Elise’s dreams. Elise never guessed that an entangled mother humpback whale and her calf would provide that opportunity, but when the two women rush to the rescue, a love as deep as the ocean begins to surface. 
 
      
 
    Love Birds: Alexandria Dunn’s quiet, boring life gets a splash of color when she discovers a love of birds and birdwatching. At her first birdwatching event, Alexandria meets Nell, a beautiful and enthusiastic tour guide. When a series of misfortunes result in Alexandria being the only participant, Nell shows her a romantic afternoon that changes both their lives. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sign up to be notified when Marian releases anything new! 
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    My name is Marian Snowe, and I write stories about true love between women. I’m lucky enough to have found my soulmate, a beautiful and dauntless woman—and our love has inspired me to share the stories I’ve written about the adventures that two ladies can have falling in love. I’m entranced with the natural world, from mockingbirds to yarrow blossoms to cirrocumulus clouds, and it weaves itself into my writing as my wife and I explore it together. I hope you’ll get as much happiness out of reading my stories as I do writing them! Visit me online at http://mariansnowe.wordpress.com or stop by my Facebook page: https://www.facebook.com/marian.snowe  
 
      
 
    Learn more about Rose and Star Press, publishers of lesbian romance and fiction of distinction, at http:///www.LesbianRomance.org 
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