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Synopsis

Throw a handful of women together at a lesbian resort
and things can get complicated.

Malley plans to profess her secret love for Lizzie,
her best friend. Lizzie is trying to get away from her ex, who
incidentally tracks her down. Jessie, Malley’s dangerously sexy
next-door neighbor, shows up unexpectedly. Circumstances throw
Malley and Jessie together, disrupting Malley’s plans to be with
Lizzie. Toss in forbidden desires, an unexpected love, and Malley
soon finds herself in the middle of a love triangle.

Amidst the spiritual red rocks of Sedona, Malley
embarks upon an unexpected journey, causing her to question her
desires and face her greatest fears. Will Malley choose to play it
safe in life and love or will she shatter her comfort zone and take
a chance on true happiness?
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Dedication

For my Dad

See you later, alligator.


Prologue

The Kachina Woman

Fifteen Years Ago

 


I’m not sure what I expected to find. Maybe an
hourglass-shaped, voluptuous figure with lots of cleavage.
Something with peaks and valleys in all the right places. We were,
after all, looking for a woman. And considering I was fifteen years
old with raging hormones, it wasn’t crazy to want to find a buxom
beauty, even if she was a rock formation.

Sweat stung the corners of my eyes and rolled down my
back. My dad and I had been hiking in Sedona, desperately looking
for a woman. But not just any woman. The guy at the Red Rock
Visitor Center called her the Kachina Woman. She sat on top of a
ridge, towering over Boynton Canyon. How could we possibly pass up
an opportunity to see that?

The hike started out well enough. We were excited,
anticipating a new adventure. But it didn’t take long for us to
tire in the ninety-degree heat, trudging uphill through rough
terrain. My legs burned, my shirt became drenched in sweat, and my
heart pounded. If it wasn’t for the woman, I think we would have
turned back. We stopped often to stand in the shade and chug down
water.

I liked the pause between activities with my dad
best. That was when we had some of our best chats. I could tell him
anything. In fact, I came out to him during the Super Bowl
half-time show. He didn’t even bat an eye. He hugged me and said
he’d always love me no matter what. He was cool that way.

“She’s got to be around here somewhere,” Dad said.
We’d been walking for miles, climbing over rocks, dodging lizards,
and with no woman in sight.

“Howdy,” Dad said to a hiker passing us on the trail.
“Does this lead to the Kachina Woman?”

“Yes. It’s just around the bend and over that hill.
You can’t miss it.”

“Do you hear that?” I asked no one in particular,
picking up a faint strain of music in the distance. “It sounds like
a flute.”

“Oh, you’ll hear and see lots of strange things in
Sedona,” the hiker said.

“You mean like blue lizards, ‘cause I almost stepped
on one back there.”

“That and more.” His blue eyes twinkled in the
sunlight.

My dad thanked the hiker as we continued on our trek.
The longer we walked, the louder the music sounded, like the melody
was being carried along the warm breeze, swirling around our
bodies.

The hiker was right. After we turned a curve and
fought our way up to the summit, the woman practically smacked us
in the face. She was tall, sturdy, with an air of confidence.
Honestly, at first I didn’t see a woman. All I saw was a big glob
of red rock. But then I remembered what the man in the visitors’
center said, so I relaxed my gaze and squinted my eyes. And there
she was. Cleavage and all.

My hand brushed the ankles of the Kachina Woman as we
walked around the base, looking for the cause of the stirring
music. As we rounded the corner I spotted an Indian with a flute
sitting cross-legged under a twisted juniper tree. He looked about
a hundred and five, with deep crevices in his face and hands. When
I gazed in his eyes a jolt of electricity coursed through me. I
know this sounds weird, but they were an exact replica of my
grandmother’s eyes. The color of brown sugar, they brimmed with joy
and anticipation. Even on her deathbed, as Grandma was taking her
last breath, her eyes never dimmed.

Perhaps feeling our presence, the Indian stopped
playing and rested the flute in his lap. He allowed a few moments
to pass before he spoke, staring straight ahead.

“You know this place?” he asked.

“This is our first time here,” Dad said. “It’s
beautiful.”

The Indian motioned for us to sit beside him. My dad
and I sat cross-legged under the tree, one of us on each side of
the Indian.

“This sacred land is home to Kachina Woman,” he said.
“She guards and watches over all who enter the canyon.”

Chills cascaded throughout my body when the Indian
stared directly at me with Grandma’s eyes. In one graceful move, he
held out his fist as though he was handing me something. Not
knowing the protocol in this particular situation, I sat there like
a lump.

“Take,” he said. Peering past the Indian, my dad
nodded his approval. The man placed a red sandstone rock in the
palm of my hand. A heart-shaped rock. Within seconds it warmed my
palm.

“Fear is of the mind,” he said. “Love is of the
heart. Kachina Woman say always listen to the heart.” The Indian
tapped my chest with his fingertips three times as his eyes
twinkled with what resembled delight.

I looked past the Indian to the Kachina Woman. The
rock was the exact color as she was, a fiery red that came alive in
my open palm. Shards of limestone imbedded in the rock sparkled
like diamonds in the rays of the sun. I ran my thumb over the
smooth surface, tracing the perfect outline of a heart. Then I
slipped the rock into my pocket to keep as a souvenir. How many
people have heart rocks handed to them by an ancient Indian on top
of a sacred site? It was too cool not to keep.

The Indian raised his flute and began playing as my
dad and I closed our eyes. The haunting melody reached deep inside
me, swirling up all sorts of emotions in the pit of my stomach. It
made me want to laugh and cry all at the same time. When the music
stopped, my dad and I opened our eyes and the Indian was gone. We
glanced around the juniper tree, even got up and looked down the
trail and around the Kachina Woman, but he was nowhere in
sight.

My dad scratched his head and looked as confused as I
did. The Indian couldn’t possibly have gotten up that fast and down
the trail without us hearing or seeing him. For a minute, I
wondered if we hadn’t imagined the whole thing. I slipped my hand
into my pocket, feeling the warmth of the rock against my
fingertips. I wasn’t so sure about the Indian, but the heart rock
was definitely real.


Chapter One

A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to
Sedona

Present Day

 


One minute I was in heaven and the next screaming my
lungs out. Lizzie and I were cruising down Arizona Highway 179 on
our way to the Rainbow Lodge in Sedona. Just the two of us, for
three solid weeks, all alone. Well, mostly alone. Eighteen other
lesbians would be there, but who counts them? It’s not like I was
planning to make friends. I was on a mission.

So we were traveling down the highway when all of a
sudden tires were screeching, the nauseating scent of burnt rubber
filled the air, and my heart thumped so loudly that the pulse in my
ears practically made me deaf to my own screams. Then I saw it.
Panic in the eyes of a deer. It was one of those fight-or-flight
moments, except I couldn’t run or punch the deer ‘cause I was stuck
in the passenger seat of a Lexus. So I did the irrational thing, of
course, and grabbed the wheel, causing the car to skid across the
deserted, thankfully, two-lane highway and right into a ditch.

After all that drama, coming to a jolting halt made
everything seem eerily still. Shaking my head a few times like the
coyote does in that cartoon after falling off a cliff, I saw Lizzie
rubbing her forehead. I hate to admit it, but I felt a pang of joy.
Maybe I’d have an excuse to hold her hand, caress her face, and
even kiss the boo-boo.

Don’t get me wrong. I wasn’t a pervert who took
advantage of injured women. I was in love with Lizzie. It didn’t
matter that we’d never dated, or kissed, or even touched for that
matter. I didn’t have to do any of that to know she was everything
I ever wished upon a star for in a soul mate. Sounds perfect, huh?
Well, it was, except for one small problem: her girlfriend,
Heather. Actually, it was her ex-girlfriend. For the moment
anyway.

“Malley, why did you grab the wheel?”

Because I’m a control freak? I thought it better to
leave that conversation for my therapist, so I chose a more mature
response.

“I’m sorry. I panicked. Oh my gosh, Lizzie, are you
okay?” With trembling hands I carefully pushed her bangs aside.
God, her hair was soft.

“You have a bump. Did you hit your head on the
steering wheel?” I regretted bringing up the wheel the moment it
was out of my mouth. We probably wouldn’t have been sitting in a
ditch in the middle of nowhere except for my quick thinking.

At that point I was about as close to Lizzie as I’d
ever been. Our noses almost touched, and I could feel her warm
breath tickle my lips. As I gazed into her eyes, looking for signs
of a concussion, of course, I thought for a moment we might
actually kiss. Even the remote possibility of our lips touching
made me breathless.

“Malley, what are you doing?”

Oh my God. I was staring at her lips while
unconsciously running my fingers through her hair. I may have even
rubbed her shoulders. God, I hope I didn’t try to kiss her. Maybe I
was a pervert.

“I’m checking to see if your eyes are dilated,” I
said, which made no sense whatsoever since I was staring at her
full, sensual lips at the time.

“I’m okay. Just shaken up. Thank God we didn’t hit
that poor deer.” She was so considerate. “But we do seem to be
stuck in a ditch. A very deep ditch.” I wanted to wipe the worried
expression from Lizzie’s beautiful face.

“You sit here for a minute, and I’ll go out and
survey the damage,” I said, and stepped into the
ninety-eight-degree sweltering heat. Was I insane—attending a
retreat in the desert in the middle of June? Jessie was probably
sitting in her West Hollywood apartment with the air conditioner on
full blast, snickering at the thought of me dying of heat stroke
while buzzards flew overhead. But then I remembered why I was going
to Sedona and smiled broadly.

Lizzie had finally done it. She and Heather were
history. Granted, they’d broken up and gotten back together a
million times over the past year, but Lizzie had actually made
Heather move out this time.

So when Jessie had told me about her friend
Clarissa’s three-week lesbian retreat in Sedona, it didn’t take
much effort to convince Lizzie that she needed a relaxing vacation
away from the drama of the breakup. Little did she know, I had an
ulterior motive. Now that Lizzie was single and free, I could show
her we were perfect for each other. In fact, I even had a
three-week plan mapped out in Excel to convince her of just
that.

Tab one of the spreadsheet included various retreat
activities perfect for us to spend time together, like leisurely
walks, hiking, and biking, with romantic spots highlighted in each
category. Hiking trails included location, mileage, and elevation
so we didn’t do anything too strenuous and make Lizzie realize I
was horribly out of shape. Tab two of the spreadsheet included
romantic restaurants around Sedona, which I Googled beforehand and
included Weight Watcher’s points so I’d know what to order.

During a romantic dinner at the end of the three
weeks, I planned to tell Lizzie how I felt about her. Just the
thought of that confession made me queasy. It’s not easy putting
yourself out there. What if she laughed or, God forbid, never
wanted to see me again?

I popped my head back into the car. “Start ‘er up and
see if you can go forward or backward.”

Lizzie cranked her Lexus, which was a good sign, but
the wheels did nothing but spin in place as she accelerated. After
a few unsuccessful attempts, she opened her door to let a hot
breeze in.

“We’re not going anywhere, Malley.”

“Don’t worry. All I have to do is call AAA.” Just as
I grabbed my cell phone we heard a thunderous roar, coming from a
quickly approaching motorcycle. A yellow motorcycle. A yellow
motorcycle with a figure that looked curiously like Jessie. Oh my
God, it was Jessie!

“Thank goodness for dykes on bikes,” Lizzie said as
she got out of the car. Jessie pulled up behind us and cut off her
deafening motor.

“What in the world is she doing here?”

“You know her?”

“That’s Jessie.”

“The Jessie? To quote you, the exasperating,
frustrating, irritating Jessie? The next-door-neighbor Jessie? Wow,
you never told me she was a babe.” I gave Lizzie one of my
raised-eyebrow looks, but she didn’t notice since she was too busy
gawking at the bronze statue straddling her motorbike. All right, I
admit it. Jessie was gorgeous. A super-hot, olive-skinned,
green-eyed beauty with a killer body. No wonder I’d never
introduced her to Lizzie. Jessie whipped off her helmet and
swaggered our way, flashing that dangerously sexy grin of hers.

“Well, well, if it’s not O’Conner,” she said.

“Well, if it isn’t Barnett. What the hell are you
doing here?” Jessie and I stared each other down like it was high
noon at the OK Corral.

Lizzie cleared her throat. “Isn’t anyone going to
introduce me?” She looked back and forth between Jessie and me.
When neither one of us made a move, Lizzie extended her hand to
Jessie, who reached for it without taking her eyes off me.

“Lizzie, this is Jessie.”

“I’ve heard so much about you.” Lizzie held onto
Jessie’s hand longer than necessary.

“All excellent, I’m sure.” I rolled my eyes with
enough flare that I hoped Jessie would notice. “It looks like you
girls got yourself into a predicament. Are you okay?” Jessie looked
at me with what actually seemed like concern.

“Lizzie bumped her head, but we’re fine,” I replied.
“Aside from being stuck in a ditch, that is.”

“You sure you’re okay?” Jessie placed her hand on
Lizzie’s arm, which was all it took for her to morph into a
teeny-bopper. Lizzie fluffed her hair, giggled, and twisted around
like she needed to pee. Seriously? I thought she was smart enough
not to fall for Jessie’s obvious charisma like every other lesbian
in LA did.

“Barnett, what are you doing here?” Even though I
already knew the answer, I wanted confirmation.

“Well, after I told you about Clarissa’s retreat, I
thought what the hell. That sounds like fun. Three weeks away from
manic LA to spend time with a bunch of lesbians in the beautiful
red rocks of Sedona. Count me in!”

“Goody! It should be way cool!” Goody? Way cool? Was
Lizzie fifteen years old or thirty?

Blistering, stagnant air surrounded me as the sun
beamed down. I attempted to take a deep breath, forcing hot air
into my lungs. My face felt flush and my blood pressure soared as
my agitation grew, which wasn’t entirely weather related.

“You mean the Beverly Hills P.D. can actually do
without you for three weeks?” I asked.

“Oh, you’re a police officer?” Lizzie expressed so
much enthusiasm that even she must have heard how fake it sounded.
Apparently, she was not only a teenager but had Alzheimer’s as
well, since I know I’d told her before that Jessie was a cop.

“Yeah, she’s a Beverly Hills cop.” I knew
Jessie assumed everyone thought Beverly Hills police officers did
nothing but help Paris Hilton find her lost dog and maybe took a
slap or two in the face from a temperamental actress stopped for
speeding. I also knew how much she wanted to be with the LAPD. Not
that I was mean-spirited, but I had to break up the love fest
between Lizzie and Jessie. And fast.

Jessie sneered before nervously looking around in the
knee-high grass growing in the ditch. She picked her legs up high
and tiptoed out of the weeds to stand on the asphalt.

“Why don’t you girls come over here? Snakes love tall
grass. And ditches.”

“You mean to tell me that big, bad Officer Barnett is
afraid of snakes?” I loved to tease her.

“Just the poisonous, deadly ones, O’Conner.” Jessie
seemed anxious as she peered into the ditch. She actually looked
pretty adorable when she wasn’t so cocky. “Summer is a haven for
rattlers in Sedona. You know, the poisonous ones?” Jessie threw me
a venomous look. That was enough for Lizzie to dart out of the
ditch and stand next to Jessie…unnecessarily close to Jessie. I
opted to stay in the ditch.

“So, what happened here?” Jessie asked.

“We almost hit a deer. And obviously ended up in a
ditch in the process,” Lizzie said.

“Yeah.” I butted in before Lizzie could say anything
about me grabbing the wheel. “But I’m about to call AAA. They
should have us out of here in no time. Thanks for stopping, but I’m
sure we can handle it from here.”

Lizzie gave me a don’t-be-so-rude look, which I
ignored.

“You have cell service out here?” Jessie asked.

“Of course.” I looked at my phone. No bars. Damn
T-Mobile. “Lizzie has an iPhone. We’ll call from hers.”

“I’ll wait with you until AAA shows up,” Jessie
offered.

Before Lizzie could say, “Aw, that’s so sweet,” which
I could tell she was about to do by the look on her face, I said
something about it being too hot and that we’d wait it out in the
air-conditioned car. And really, Jessie couldn’t do anything
anyway. We needed a tow truck, not a biker chick. Reluctantly,
Jessie agreed and said she’d head to the lodge, but not before
Lizzie squealed, “It was so nice to finally meet you” followed by a
beauty-pageant wave if I’ve ever seen one.

❖

After the tow truck pulled us out of the ditch, we
were back on the highway. As Lizzie drove, I silently stewed about
Jessie showing up unexpectedly. She wasn’t part of my plan, and I
certainly didn’t need the competition. If I’d known beforehand that
she’d be attending, I would have suggested Lizzie and I vacation
somewhere else.

Lizzie suggested we find a bathroom pronto, and I
couldn’t have agreed more. I’m usually particular about the
cleanliness of public restrooms, but I needed to go so bad I could
have cared less if I’d had to use a smelly Port-A-Potty in the
middle of a cactus grove. Ordinarily, when it’s that bad I’d just
go on the side of the road, considering traffic was light, but all
that talk about snakes put me off the idea. Swinging the car into a
Snack ‘n Stuff, Lizzie and I rushed in frantically looking for the
restroom, hoping to find more than one stall.

“Bathroom?” I asked the cashier.

“Customer only,” she responded.

“What?”

“You gots to bees a customer to use our facilities.”
She actually said “gots to bees” but then said “facilities” like we
were in some fancy, smancy place. I slapped a pack of Red Rock
Gum―the nearest thing to where I was standing―on the counter. After
paying the woman, we headed to the “facilities.”

Since we’d been on the road for seven hours, Lizzie
and I decided to take a break and stretch our legs. While she was
perusing the snack portion of Snack ‘n Stuff, I checked out the
stuff. Red Rock T-shirts, a replica of Bell Rock inside a snow
globe (except it had specs of red dirt instead of snow), green
alien keychains with Sedona—We Were Here written on them, and tons
of other…well, stuff. Spotting a rack of CDs, I noticed one in
particular: a road-trip mix. How cool was that? I purchased the CD
without Lizzie noticing. It seemed like a fun thing to surprise her
with and a chance to show my playful, spontaneous side.

Actually, I’d been told I don’t have a spontaneous
side, but that didn’t come from Lizzie. That came from Patty, who
was my last girlfriend, and then Celia, the one before that. Pretty
much every woman I’d ever dated threw that up in my face at some
point during the lesbian-drama ending of a relationship. They
usually yelled “and you’re about as spontaneous as an ant!” right
before slamming the door on their way out. What does that even
mean? Admittedly, I’d made some bad choices in girlfriends
in the past, but those days were gone. Dating Lizzie would change
all that.

I’ll never forget the first time I met Lizzie. It was
about a year ago when I was sitting in my cubicle at work slaving
away on quarterly sales reports. Tim from Private Client Services
walked up behind me. I knew it was him from the smell of Aramis. I
was under a major time crunch and hoped that if I ignored him, he
and his scent would disappear. Instead, he cleared his throat and
said, “Malley?” Damn. Couldn’t the man take a hint?

“Hey, Tim, I’m really busy right now. Can this wait
until after lunch?” I kept my back to him.

“This will just take a minute. I’d like to introduce
you to our new employee.”

Oops, I felt embarrassed for being so rude. “Oh, I’m
sorr…” I stopped mid-sentence because I’d spun around in my chair
and was staring at the face of an angel. Fluorescent lighting
beamed down on her golden spun hair at just the right angle to
create a halo effect. The fairness of her features contrasted to
her deep, kind, cinnamon-colored eyes.

“Malley, this is Elizabeth. She’s our new senior
portfolio manager. We’re lucky to have her. She comes from J.P.
Morgan. Malley is sales analyst for our Sales and Marketing
team.”

“You can call me Lizzie.” She had the sweetest smile
I’d ever seen. Grasping her outreached hand, I knew immediately
we’d be best friends.


Chapter Two

The Teal Arches

“Why do you hate Jessie so much?”

I practically choked on my McDonald’s Caesar salad.
Feigning a crouton mishap, I downed Diet Coke to kill time until I
knew how to answer Lizzie’s question.

We were driving through Sedona on the way to the
Rainbow Lodge when Lizzie said she was starving. Considering all
I’d eaten so far was a pack of Red Rock gum, I agreed to getting
some chow.

“Are you still on Weight Watchers? What can you eat?”
Lizzie asked.

“Yeah, I have an app with the point values of
hundreds of restaurants. I should be able to find something.”
Grabbing my cell phone, I starting punching in restaurant choices.
The thing about Sedona, though, is that it has very few chain
restaurants. Normally, that would be a big appeal, but not when
you’re counting Weight Watchers’ points to the tee.

It’s not that I was fat. Well, not too much anyway. I
had about fifteen pounds to lose. I was attractive, mind you, with
blond hair in a cute pixie cut, bright-blue eyes most people would
kill for, and a cute baby face that made me look younger than my
thirty-two years. After deciding to pursue Lizzie after she finally
dumped Heather, I got back on Weight Watchers because I knew Lizzie
was attracted to slim women.

“Mmm, how about a bakery?” Lizzie rolled down the
window as we both inhaled an intoxicating sugary scent wafting from
the cutest bakery I’d ever seen. Even though I probably gained ten
pounds from the fragrance alone, I took another deep, slow breath.
I could practically taste Grandma’s butterscotch cinnamon bun melt
in my mouth.

“What an adorable bakery,” I said.

Lizzie looked at me sideways. “Not that again,
Malley.”

“What?” I feigned ignorance. “It’s just a pipe dream.
Like I’d really quit my job and open a bakery in West
Hollywood.”

“It’s not that it’s a bad idea, but it’s so risky.
Businesses are closing down all the time. And you have such a
stable job. You’ve been there almost ten years.”

God, had it been that long? Lizzie was right, I know.
But it was still a nice dream to have every once in a while.

“Hey, since when did McDonald’s paint their M
teal?” Lizzie asked, changing the subject.

“Didn’t you know? This is a great Trivial Pursuit
question. The only place in the world that doesn’t have golden
arches is…drum roll, please…you guessed it, Sedona!”

“Wow. I didn’t know that.”

“We should take a selfie in front of the teal
arches,” I said. “And I hate to say it, but I could eat here if you
wanted. Their salads aren’t too bad, and I know the point values.”
Lizzie pouted but pulled into the parking lot anyway.

“Good God, it’s hot here,” she said. “Let’s take our
picture before my face melts off.”

Lizzie and I put our heads together as I held out my
phone and snapped the photo in front of the teal arches. Looking at
the picture, I couldn’t help but marvel at how good Lizzie and I
looked together. Like a real couple. We were so freaking adorable
that I planned to frame the snapshot when I got home. I suppressed
a nervous giggle and grinned widely at the thought of Lizzie and me
dating. It could actually happen. And in as little as a few
weeks.

So there we were, eating salads, when Lizzie
scrunched her eyebrows together and asked the question that made me
drink a gallon of Diet Coke.

“Why do you hate Jessie so much?”

“I don’t hate her, per se.”

“Well, you definitely don’t like her.”

“I told you about Jessie before. She’s an obnoxious
playgirl who probably only dates airhead models who wear no bigger
than size zero. She struts around the apartment building in her
tight uniform just to show off her ass and her gun.”

“Mmm…she could arrest me anytime. I’m ready for my
strip search, Officer.” Lizzie coyly shrugged. “Sorry, guess I’ve
been a little horny since I threw Heather out.”

The thought of Lizzie being horny made me incredibly
hot. And being in the middle of a family restaurant with screaming
kids isn’t the place to get hot.

“Anyway,” I said, trying to divert my mind from
Lizzie being strip-searched. “Jessie thinks she’s all that and a
bag of chips.”

I’d heard that phrase on the Jerry Springer show one
day when I was home sick and thought it was hilarious. So much so
that I told Lizzie about it the next day at work, and we routinely
said it when describing a conceited person who thought they were
better than everyone else. I then broke into a five-minute
soliloquy about how annoying Jessie was, like playing Melissa
Etheridge at top volume when she knew the walls were paper-thin and
I lived right next door. And really, Melissa Etheridge? How clichéd
was that? And once when she was working out in the gym, I was
pretty sure I saw a tattoo on her lower back when she bent over to
pick up a dumbbell. Lizzie knew how much I hated tattoos, so I
didn’t even need to explain why that irked me so much.

“I don’t get it,” she said, shaking her head. “I know
you. You’re not a judgmental person. There must be some other
reason Jessie ticks you off so much.”

“She’s annoying as hell!” That came out a little
louder and higher pitched than I’d intended. With her mouth wide
open, Lizzie jerked her head up from her Southwest Salad.

“Oh. My. God. You have a crush on her!”

A torrent of emotions passed through me all at once.
Shock. Confusion. Speechlessness. One not-so-great thing about me
is that when I get flustered all I can do is shake my head, blink
wildly, and flail my arms around.

“This is so classic. There’s a fine line between love
and hate, Malley. The sparring is like foreplay.” Foreplay?
“You’ve seen romantic comedies,” Lizzie said. “Boy meets girl. They
clash for whatever reason, and then halfway through the movie Meg
Ryan and Tom Hanks kiss, realize they’re in love instead of hate,
and live happily ever after.”

“You are soooo wrong, Lizzie. You have no idea how
wrong you are.” I was inches away from telling her why, but the
timing wasn’t right. I didn’t want to ruin my well-thought-out plan
by blurting out my love for Lizzie when I was blinking nonstop and
waving my arms around like a crazy person.

“Trust me,” I said, “you’re totally wrong about
Jessie.”

Lizzie shook her head. “Methinks she doth protest too
much,” she whispered, and I pretended not to hear.

I’ll admit that when Jessie moved next door six
months ago, I thought she was drop-dead gorgeous. We bumped into
each other as I was coming out of my apartment and she was moving
into hers. Her muscular arms were straining from carrying what
appeared to be a heavy box, and she was panting in a way that
turned me on. When she peered over the box, I was met with the most
beautiful emerald eyes I’d ever seen. At the risk of sounding
ridiculous, all of my vital organs―essentials such as breathing and
heart beating―stopped with that one look. Maybe it was wishful
thinking, but Jessie seemed as mesmerized as I was. It wasn’t just
that she was beautiful. In a way, Jessie seemed familiar, like we’d
met before. That wasn’t possible, though, because I would have
remembered her eyes for sure. So I thought maybe she was an actress
and I’d seen her on TV. We were in LA, after all.

“Hi,” she said. “I’d shake your hand, but…” Jessie
cocked her head toward the box in her arms. I loved her voice. Sort
of raspy and breathy, but in a sexy way, not in an
out-of-shape-smoker way. I blinked rapidly and reminded myself to
breathe.

“Let me help you with that,” I offered. Taking the
key dangling from her fingers, I unlocked her door. I glanced
around the apartment, looking for a missus or, God forbid, mister.
No one in sight. And no ring on the appropriate finger. Things were
looking up.

“Please, come in,” Jessie said. She put the box down
and extended her hand. “I’m Jessie.”

“Hello. I’m Malley.” Was it my imagination, or did
she just check out my ring finger?

“Malley. That’s an unusual name. I like it.”

A goofy grin flashed across my face. I really needed
to work on my flirting skills. “So, where are you moving from?”

“Long Beach. I love it there, but this is so much
closer to work.”

“Where do you work?”

And that’s when everything came crashing down. Any
hopes of a romance were killed within the next two seconds.

“I’m a police officer with the Beverly Hills
P.D.”

Damn. Out of all the thousands of careers in the
world, she’d have to be a cop. Well, it was a nice fantasy while it
lasted. She was totally out of my league anyway.

“Ah. It was nice to meet you, Jessie.” I made a
swift, ungraceful exit, tripping over her box before darting down
the hall. Real smooth. As I walked to the elevators, I considered
friendship with Jessie but quickly tossed that unrealistic notion
aside. The thought of trying to be friends with a woman I was just
moments ago lusting over would never work. I’m serious when I said
my heart actually stopped beating.

Instead, I chose the immature route and attempted to
keep my distance from Jessie, which was difficult living next door.
I played it cool and detached when we’d run into each other around
the apartment complex. It didn’t take long for her to take the
hint. At first, I felt bad about it. She seemed nice enough. But
then it got to where every time we interacted, we’d usually end up
in an argument, with me wanting to throttle her. But now that I was
in love with Lizzie, maybe Jessie and I could be friends after all.
Maybe.

❖

My face was probably as red as Bell Rock. I’d been
stewing for at least five miles about how Lizzie could possibly
think I had a crush on Jessie. Foreplay? Me and Jessie? Was she
kidding? We were like oil and water.

By mile six my heart rate was almost back to normal
as I caught glimpses of Cathedral Rock in the distance. I’d
forgotten how breathtaking Sedona was. My first time there was
after my dad got a job in Phoenix and we drove up one Saturday, not
knowing what to expect. Most of the drive was through desert with
nothing but rocks and cacti for miles, with the wind whipping up
mini tornadoes of dust. It wasn’t until we got closer to Sedona
that my eyes popped out of my head.

“Malley, honey. Up ahead is Bell Rock.” My mom
pointed, which was completely unnecessary since it would have been
impossible to miss. A ginormous blood-red, intricately carved rock
towered over our blue Ford. No sooner had we passed Bell Rock than
we came upon an equally ginormous structure with even more varied
carvings and formations. Pretty soon we were completely surrounded
by oddly shaped mountainous rocks, painted in striations of red and
pink.

The best part of that trip was when my dad and I
hiked to the Kachina Woman. After all those years, I never forgot
about the disappearing Indian, and I still had the heart-shaped
rock. Every now and then I slipped it into my pocket to use as a
touchstone. It seemed to calm me when I needed it most. I’m not
sure why, but my dad and I never shared that experience with
anyone. Not even my mom. It was sort of a mysterious thing, with a
disappearing Indian and all, so I guess we wanted to keep it to
ourselves. Or maybe we were afraid no one would believe us.

“Are you okay?” Lizzie’s voice brought me back to the
present. I considered telling her about the Indian and the heart
rock. If I were to share it with anyone it would be her. But I
didn’t. It didn’t feel right.

“Yeah,” I said. “Just breathing it all in.”

“It is beautiful,” she replied. We rode in silence a
few more miles, enjoying the scenery.

“My mom’s excited to meet you,” I said. “I’m glad
we’re going to take a day and drive up to Oak Creek Canyon.”

“How’s she doing?”

“She’s coping. It’s hard, you know? But she loves
living in the cabin.”

“You know, Malley, if you ever want to talk.”

“I know. Thanks.” But talking about it was the
absolute last thing I wanted to do.
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