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  A Prayer and a Punchline
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Dear God, it’s Jocelyn again.
I know, I know. You’re probably tired of hearing from me on Tuesday nights when I’m sitting on my bathroom floor in my good pajamas, eating cereal straight from the box, wondering why every single woman I know under the age of thirty has a ring on her finger and a Pinterest board titled “Our Forever Home,” and I don’t even have a second date lined up. I’m thirty years old, Lord. Thirty. I say it out loud sometimes just to see if it stings less. It does not.
Yes, that was my prayer 6 months ago to God. But let me tell you about the time I fell in love three times in a single day. Because I did. All in one day. I didn't think God was listening, not only was he listening but he had a little fun in the process even though he already knew the ending to the story. He also likes to remind us that what we think we want, and what we actually want are like Venus and Mars. 
 Jocelyn Mound sat cross-legged on her bathroom floor in Charlotte, twisting a loose thread on her pajama sleeve, and the whole ridiculous week rearranged itself behind her eyes like a movie she couldn’t stop watching.
It had started, as most disasters in Jocelyn’s life did, with her best friend Rosy Parker showing up unannounced with a duffel bag and a plan.
“Pack a bag,” Rosy had said, letting herself into Jocelyn’s apartment with the spare key she was absolutely not supposed to still have. “We’re going to Texas.”
“We are not going to Texas.”
“We are going to Texas. There’s a ranch outside Dallas. Horses, cowboys, a pool, and zero men who know either of our humiliating middle school nicknames. It’s a birthday gift. For you. You’re welcome.”
Jocelyn had looked up from the couch, where she’d been half-watching a home renovation show and eating a truly embarrassing amount of string cheese. “My birthday was four months ago.”
“I’m efficient, not punctual.” Rosy had already opened Jocelyn’s closet and was holding up two sundresses like she was deciding which one deserved to live. “Also you’ve said the words ‘I think I’m just going to be alone forever’ out loud three times this month, and I’m your best friend, so I’m legally required to intervene.”
“That’s not a law.”
“It’s my law.” Rosy tossed the yellow sundress onto the bed. “Pack this one. It matches your eyes and it makes your waist look like a Disney princess drew it.”
Jocelyn had laughed — really laughed, the kind that surprised her, the kind she hadn’t done in weeks — and that, more than anything, was what convinced her to go. That, and the fact that arguing with Rosy Parker was like arguing with a hurricane that had strong opinions about eyeliner.
Jocelyn was, by nature, the sort of woman who apologized to furniture when she bumped into it. She said “sorry” more than she said her own name. She was soft-spoken in a world that rewarded volume, gentle in a world that rewarded sharp elbows, and she had spent most of her twenties feeling like she was standing just outside a party she’d been invited to but couldn’t quite make herself walk into. She had rosy cheeks that flushed at the smallest provocation — a compliment, an unexpected question, the mere suggestion of romance — and soft brown hair that never quite behaved the way the hairstyling videos promised it would. Men had always found her lovely and, more than that, found her safe, in the way that made them protective of her without her ever asking to be protected. She hated that about herself sometimes. She loved it other times. Mostly she just wanted someone to see past the softness to the woman underneath, who was, she suspected, a great deal stronger than anyone gave her credit for — including, most days, herself.
Rosy, meanwhile, was her opposite in every way that mattered and her mirror in every way that counted. Where Jocelyn apologized, Rosy provoked. Where Jocelyn shrank, Rosy expanded to fill whatever room she was standing in, usually with a sarcastic comment already halfway out of her mouth before she’d finished walking through the door. They had been friends since the sixth grade, when Rosy had defended Jocelyn’s ugly-cry over a broken retainer with the sheer force of her personality, and they had been inseparable ever since — through breakups, through Rosy’s disastrous year of community theater, through the slow unglamorous work of becoming adults who still didn’t quite feel like adults.
“Besides,” Rosy had said, zipping the duffel bag closed with the finality of a woman who did not lose arguments, “my brother has a place out there. Well — not out there out there, but close enough. We can crash if the ranch lodge is booked.”
“Your brother,” Jocelyn had repeated carefully, “Adrian?”
“Do I have another brother I’ve been hiding from you? Yes, Adrian. Try not to let him ruin your whole trip with his personality.”
Jocelyn hadn’t thought much of it at the time. Adrian Parker was just Rosy’s older brother — three years older, impossibly successful, a man who wore tailored suits the way other men wore t-shirts and who had, as far as Jocelyn could tell, sworn off marriage sometime around his twenty-eighth birthday and never looked back. He was handsome in the sharp, expensive way of a man who knew exactly how handsome he was and had decided it was mildly inconvenient. He teased Jocelyn mercilessly whenever their paths crossed — about her taste in reality television, about the time she’d cried at a dog food commercial, about basically everything — and she had spent a decade telling herself she found him irritating.
She had not spent nearly enough time asking herself why she remembered every single thing he’d ever said to her.
But that was a thought for another night. That Tuesday, kneeling on her bathroom floor with her cereal box and her prayers, Jocelyn wasn’t thinking about Adrian Parker at all. She was thinking about Rosy's ranch idea, and the horses, and potential cute cowboys on the ranch with the kind eyes and the soft drawl who could change the entire shape of her week before she’d even had her boots on the ground.
So, Lord — she thought, closing her eyes — Dallas. Is this the place where the love of my life is? A Dallas handsome cowboy. I didn't have this on my bingo card but here we go, I have a feeling you’re not done with my love life yet.
She was right about that, at least.






  
  Boots on the Ground
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The ranch was called Whispering Pine, and it smelled like leather and cut grass and something warm and woodsy that Jocelyn couldn’t name but immediately decided she wanted to bottle and wear as perfume for the rest of her life. 
“Okay,” Rosy said, hauling both their bags out of the rental car’s trunk with the enthusiasm of a woman who had personally invented vacations, “this was a genius idea. I want that on the record. Genius.”
“You put it on the record every four minutes.”
“Because it bears repeating.” Rosy shaded her eyes and surveyed the property — the long white fences, the main lodge with its wraparound porch, the pasture rolling out gold and green toward a distant tree line. “Look at this. Look at the sky, Jocelyn. You don’t get sky like this in the city. This is a sky that wants you to fall in love.”
Jocelyn rolled her eyes, but she couldn’t quite argue. There was something about Texas in late spring — the enormous unbothered blue of the sky, the heat that sat on your shoulders like a friendly hand — that made a person feel like anything was possible, even for a woman who had recently cried at a home renovation show because a couple got their dream kitchen.
They checked in at the lodge, where a woman named Darlene with a voice like warm honey handed them room keys and a laminated schedule of ranch activities, and it was on their way out to find the stables that Jocelyn first saw him.
He was leaning against the split-rail fence with one boot hooked over the bottom rung, hat pushed back off his forehead, laughing at something one of the other hands had said. He had the kind of face that belonged on the side of a barn in a painting — strong jaw, sun-warmed skin, dark hair curling just slightly at the collar of his shirt — but it was his eyes that caught her. Even from thirty feet away, she could see they were soft. Not the sharp, assessing eyes of a man cataloguing her, but soft, the way a person’s eyes are soft when they’ve grown up around gentle things — horses, dawn light, wide-open land.
He looked over. Their eyes met. Jocelyn forgot, momentarily, how to be a person who walked using her legs correctly.
“Oh,” Rosy said under her breath, delighted. “Oh, we are going to have fun here.”
“Stop it.”
“I didn’t say anything.”
“You said ‘oh’ in your scheming voice.”
“I don’t have a scheming voice.”
“You have several scheming voices, Rosy, I’ve catalogued them.”
The cowboy pushed off the fence and ambled toward them — not fast, not urgent, just easy, like a man who had never once in his life needed to rush toward anything because good things came to him at their own pace and he trusted they would.
“Afternoon,” he said, and his voice matched the rest of him — low, warm, unhurried, with the kind of soft Texas drawl that made every word sound like it had been considered before it was spoken. “Y’all must be the two o’clock check-in. I’m Jace. Jace Carter. I run the trail rides here.”
“Rosy Parker,” Rosy said, sticking out her hand like she was closing a business deal. “This is my best friend, Jocelyn. She’s never been on a horse in her life and she’s terrified, so be gentle.”
“Rosy!”
“I’m being helpful.”
“You’re being humiliating.”
Jace laughed, and it was a good laugh, unshowy and genuine, and he looked at Jocelyn with an expression that made her feel like the only person standing on the entire ranch. “Well, ma’am, there’s no shame in being new to it. Everybody’s new to something once.” He tipped his hat, just slightly, just enough. “I promise I’ll take good care of you out there.”
Jocelyn felt her cheeks go warm — that traitorous rosy flush that gave away every feeling she’d ever tried to hide — and she managed, barely, to say, “Thank you. I’d appreciate that.”
It came out softer than she meant it to. Almost shy. Jace’s expression shifted, just a fraction, into something that looked a great deal like a man who had just decided this particular Tuesday afternoon was going to be memorable.
“Well,” he said, “I best get back to it. But I’ll see you two at the four o’clock ride. Wear something you don’t mind getting a little dusty.” His eyes lingered on Jocelyn one beat longer than they needed to. “It was real nice meeting you, Jocelyn.”
He said her name like it was something worth saying slowly. Then he touched the brim of his hat again and walked off toward the stables, and Jocelyn stood there, rooted to the gravel path, feeling thirty years old and sixteen years old all at the same time.
“Well,” Rosy said, watching him go with open appreciation, “I take back everything bad I’ve ever said about vacations.”
“You’ve never said anything bad about vacations.”
“I’m saying it preemptively so I can take it back. Jocelyn.” Rosy turned to her, grinning. “You are blushing so hard right now I could fry an egg on your face.”
“I am not.”
“You are radiating heat, sweetie. I can feel it from here.”
Jocelyn pressed her cool palms to her cheeks and tried, unsuccessfully, to will the color away. “It’s just — he was nice. That’s all. Cowboys are probably nice to everyone. It’s probably a job requirement.”
“Sure,” Rosy said, in the tone of a woman who did not believe a word of that and had no intention of pretending otherwise. “Sure, Jocelyn. Let’s go get changed. You heard the man. Something you don’t mind getting dusty.”
They walked toward their room together, and Jocelyn told herself, quite firmly, that her heart had absolutely
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