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      Josie

      

      “The one. The only. Josie Thatcher!” I rumbled my voice into my toothbrush and mentally applauded my reflection in the mirror.

      It was T-minus ten hours before I hopped the plane to cowboy pound town, and I. Was. Ready. My scheme to live out my favorite romance novel under the guise of a big, fat lie was genius, if I did say so myself. And I did say so myself—hence the congratulatory reward of a brand-new book for my spank-bank collection and the standing ovation from the shampoo and lotion bottles cluttering my countertop. A brief wave of self-pity flashed through my thoughts, but I shook it off as quickly as it’d crept into my mental stability.

      “Snap out of it, Thatcher.”

      I peered through the water stains on my mirror and leaned in closer. I pressed my fingertips to my temples and lifted, wondering how at the age of twenty-four, I’d already begun to show signs of crow’s-feet. My skin dulled under the cheap halogen bulbs my apartment manager had installed to “go green.” Except I was pretty sure these bulbs were anything but green. They blazed a blinding inferno in my bathroom, illuminating every nook and cranny in my lackluster skin.

      He had probably swiped the offending bulbs from an unoccupied apartment when the tenant passed by her bathroom mirror and thought she’d seen the ghost of a decrepit granny. The frightened young lady had escaped her haunted flat, only to realize her reflection had packed her luggage in sagging eye bags and left with her. At least, that was the story I told myself. Also, word to the wise: unflattering light would get you nowhere in life. I hoped that young lady had moved somewhere with proper lighting and realized she was beautiful.

      I flicked off the light switch and hightailed it away from the bathroom. I couldn’t tolerate any negative thoughts before my trip. My mission to shag a cowboy needed me at my best and my sexiest. I was a lioness, damn it, and soon enough, some lucky boot-knocker would see my wild heart for himself. But only for a night. After all, I had a life. Or at least, I guessed I could call it that.

      “Good night, Fred. Good night, George,” I called out to my trailing-ivy potted plants perched atop the kitchen window ledge.

      I sighed at George’s leaves curling around the edges. When I’d noticed my poor houseplant was sick, I’d immediately checked out a horticulture book at work and learned I’d lovingly fed him too much water. This parenting thing was not for the faint of heart.

      I shuffled my fuzzy slippers across the thinning linoleum, ignoring the mound of coffee mugs piled in the sink, and double-checked that I’d locked my door. Just last week, an elderly neighbor had reported a Peeping Tom, and for a split second, I had fantasized about what it would feel like to have someone desire me enough to want to peer through my window and see me naked. But then reality struck, and I cringed at the audacity I had to entertain the idea of flirting with a perpetrator. That was when I’d realized I needed to get laid and booked a rendezvous into my not-so-busy schedule.

      I snatched my latest purchase—My Filthy Cowboy Fling—along with the folder crammed with my trip itinerary, off my kitchen table and skipped to bed.

      “Sorry, boys,” I said as I sashayed down the hall and ran my fingertips across the worn spines of my collection of romance novels.

      They sat, neatly stuffed and alpha—get it?—betically arranged in order of most thrilling book boyfriends to duds I’d rather keep in the friend zone, preferably on an island far, far away. I’d named this island Snoozefestpalooza.

      “There’s a new sheriff—er, cowboy in town, and Mama’s gotta get prepared!”

      I turned on my bedside lamp, peeled the blankets back, and kicked off my slippers. I should get a boatload of beauty rest before my early flight, especially after the callous mirror incident. But I couldn’t resist the alluring call of a new book fresh off the printer. It begged to be stretched out, worn out, broken in, flipped this way and that, and bent out of shape until it became a floppy wreck. I understood. We needed the same things.

      I curled into bed and grabbed next week’s itinerary, prolonging my excitement and edging myself until I could bookgasm.

      “Buck Off Ranch, Women’s Retreat,” I muttered, opening the brochure attached to my schedule.

      A modern and picturesque inn, tucked below snow-capped peaks, stretched over the front of the advertisement. The massive cabin’s windows expanded from floor to ceiling, displaying a majestic view of the valley and Dames Creek. If I followed that creek, I’d eventually find my way to The Narrows in Mount Odina National Park.

      I’d wanted to hike The Narrows ever since I’d stumbled across an old hiking book in the library. I became fascinated with the thought of taking up hiking and immediately purchased everything I thought I’d need to start this new hobby. To test myself, I stayed overnight in a nearby park right outside of town. After two hours of trying to set up my tent and realizing that I didn’t have a pot to piss in, I’d packed up and driven, shame-faced, back to my apartment. After all, I was a city girl at heart. My hikes to the doughnut shop were interesting enough.

      I flipped through pages of women’s enlightenment activities and quote upon quote from jilted brides, scorned wives, and old maids. I definitely wasn’t subscribed to that set of issues. My only experience in love had been a fuddy-duddy after I tried and failed to become a pickup artist, thanks to yet another book I’d read. But my playgirl days were short-lived after only one romp. Steve, Tom, or Harry—whatever his name was—hadn’t been worth it.

      Time after time, I’d relied on my old faithfuls to get me through the lonely nights. After a long day of adulting in the library, I would return home to pluck a book from my shelf and settle under my heirloom quilt. The decades-old blanket had been meticulously sewn by the tired hands of other women who, like me, daydreamed there was more out there, somewhere, tucked into the night and waiting quietly to pounce.

      My bloodline, from generations back, had grown as restless as I was in this new era, except they didn’t have social media and social proof that there was indeed more out there. Instead, they’d spent time around a campfire, wistfully wondering when they could tell their shaman to shove it, grab the reins of their own lives, and ride off into the sunset in search of their lustful destiny. That was the story I told myself anyway.

      My books kept me company in my dreary existence by warming my nights and stoking my own fires. I fantasized about alpha heroes sweeping me off my feet, gooey cinnamon-roll lover boys melting me with their hands, dukes brushing their lips against my knuckles, and dominating men tying me into pretzels that hurt. So. Good. But I reserved my favorite trysts for nights like tonight—cowboys. Rope me. Ride me. Satisfy me.

      Blame it on my roots.

      I swept my hand across the quilt and gave it a pat but continued to read accounts of women who had “found” themselves at Buck Off Ranch.

      One woman, Margie, said: After my husband, Johnny, left me for a twenty-something tattoo artist from Paris, I came to Buck Off Ranch to decompress. I needed silence and solitude. But instead, I found friends and camaraderie. The women at Buck Off helped me to heal and remember my purpose. I returned home, refreshed and stronger. I now visit Buck Off every spring.

      “Well, that’s all fine and dandy, Margie. But I’m calling bullshit,” I said, focusing on the cowboy photographed in the distance.

      He carried a rope in one hand and led a horse with the other. Even from his blurry profile, I sensed his ruggedness. I bit my lip. If Buck Off Ranch truly wanted to heal hurt women, it should come with a set of rules.

      Rule number one: Don’t buck the cowboys.

      But what are rules really? Just someone’s opinion on how to live my life? No, sirree! I’d specifically made travel arrangements and invented an entire lie about my past heartbreak just to get to the ranch and break rule number one with every ounce of my needy, aching body. And I would hopefully break it numerous times before I had to return home to Fred and George. My fake butt nugget of an ex-boyfriend owed me that.

      I tucked the brochure into the folder and set it aside. My Filthy Cowboy Fling beckoned from the pillow next to me. I grabbed the book and spread its pages, plunging my nose into its spine and taking a deep, long breath. I fluttered my eyes shut and breathed in the inky parchment before letting out a long sigh and sinking further into bed. My toes curled with anticipation.

      “Chapter one,” I breathed out, shedding all my thoughts, presumptions, and desires so the author could whisk me away in my new book boyfriend’s golden-bronzed and muscular arms. Oh boy, were they muscular.

      If the book’s cover gave any hint as to what I was signing up for, I’d etch my name on the dotted line in my own blood. Signed. Sealed. Kissed. Take me as I am. But again, only for a short time. My library needed me, and so did my houseplants.

      I lost myself in between the pages of push-and-pull romance until my upstairs neighbors rudely lost themselves in between the sheets of their own push-and-pull romance.

      Thump. Thump. Thump.

      My eyes snapped to the broom leaning against the peeling ’80s wallpaper decorating my back wall. I purposely kept the broom within arm’s reach to stab the handle at the ceiling and tell the overzealous elder couple to pipe down. Some people weren’t retired and able to stay up all hours of the night bumping and grinding even if I was in bed at dinnertime. Some people—that would be me—had to work. And also, some people—again, me—were ridiculously jealous.

      My neighbors went at it all hours of the day and night.

      One morning, before I had grown awake enough to realize what I was doing—ahem—I might have even … sort of … used-their-lovemaking-as-background-noise-for-fiddling-my-diddle. There, I’d said it. Like I’d said, I needed to get laid—hence tomorrow’s escape to the small town of Gillibrook and Buck Off Ranch. Hungry cowboys were waiting for me. Hungry me waited for no one.

      I clenched my jaw and stuffed my face back into the book, continuing to read. But my rattling walls pulled my attention away from fantasyland and up toward aging yet seemingly satisfying sex.

      “This is ridiculous.”

      I flung the book aside and marched toward my dresser, where I kept my other old faithful—my noise-canceling headphones. I slipped them over my ears and smirked. I’d let the elders have their fun, but I’d be damned if a heavy-on-the-grunting grandpa would ruin my latest novel. I settled back into bed and tried to read again, starting over from atop the page.

      The iron rails on my bed shook so hard that they knocked my to-be-read pile from the nightstand.

      “Ugh!” I groaned, quickly picking them up and dusting off whatever filth lurked on my unswept floor. I preferred my books like I preferred my men—clean on the outside but dirty on the inside.

      The lamp flickered twice before completely shutting off, leaving my apartment with only filtered light beaming through the blinds from the sunset outside. I reached for my headphones and slid them down around my neck. A low rumble jolted inside my chest.

      “What the hell are they doing up there?” I threw the covers back and hopped to my feet.

      The floor trembled beneath me. Fire trucks howled in the distance, and admittedly, my first thought was of a mouthwatering fireman coming to my rescue. He stood, topless, with a smattering of ash, grease, and sweat trailing down his chiseled chest. I wanted to curl my fingers around his neon-yellow suspenders and pull him into me, faking distraught like a damsel in distress. Again, I needed to get laid.

      But after another tremor knocked my lamp over, I realized I wasn’t only under the attack of horny, old neighbors. I was also stuck on the sixth floor of a crumbling apartment building in the middle of an earthquake.

      “Ah!” I screamed, running from my bedroom.

      I grabbed my purse, my phone, and my wallet. I tried to remember what I was supposed to do in the event of an earthquake. I’d never practiced this scenario as an adult or even thought about it. My mind had been stupidly elsewhere in life, not on impending doom by being crushed by my bookshelf full of dirty novels and travel guides and suffocating to death.

      Think, Thatcher. Think!

      As students in school, we used to hide under our desks when the teacher yelled earthquake. I remembered because I’d dashed underneath one during a drill in first period algebra and hit my head on the disgusting underside. The rest of the day, I’d pulled ancient, chewed gum from my hair along with other questionable bits of gunk. But I didn’t have a desk to hide under, and thanks to the free doughnuts in the break room at work, I couldn’t squeeze my ass under my bed. It was a low-lying bed. Really, it might as well have been a platform.

      The only place I could hide was under my tiny two-seater kitchen table. But then again, I lived on the sixth floor. I didn’t want to fall on top of the poor guy below me. He sported a pornstache and mullet—the dude had enough problems as it was.

      I flew out of my apartment and downstairs, followed by groups of other people, some I’d never seen before. My pervy, old neighbors, wrapped in matching terry-cloth bathrobes, followed on my heels. I bounced down the stairs, clinging to the safety rail with each step. The crowd murmured with catching excited energy.

      If I wasn’t scared for my life, the spastic energy in the packed stairwell would have inspired me to unleash my wild side and do something crazy and out of character, like let out a whoop or jump, throwing my feet out to the side and clicking my heels together. I always wanted to learn to do that. But I couldn’t dance a jig or fist-pump the night away when I had to focus on surviving. I had a plane to catch in the morning, and this minor interference wouldn’t get in my way.

      My pulse quickened, thumping through my veins in a rush of panic and thrill as we burst out of the emergency exit and onto the sidewalk in one big ball of confusion and anxiety. The empty street quickly filled with others, similarly wide-eyed and slack-jawed. The sun had barely set, and the brief purpling sky gave off only enough light for me to peer around my neighborhood.

      The streetlights had flickered out, and the comforting neon sign in the deli across the way no longer blinked its hazy red hue. I used that familiar light as navigation to my apartment on the rare days I stumbled home from the librarians’ nights out. Us librarians knew how to party, one heavy-handed glass of Bostwick Black Label at a time. That wine was always trouble. I’d already stashed a bottle in my check-in luggage for tomorrow’s flight.

      I scanned the crowd in the direction of the fire truck speeding toward me before looking down at my favorite pair of pajamas and realizing my mistake. I swayed on my feet as a wave of humiliation overtook me. There weren’t any aftershocks in this earthquake. My knees trembled from embarrassment. I tiptoed backward, slinking away into the crowd and making myself as small as I could.

      I wasn’t decked out in a slinky black robe, nor did I wear tight leggings and a floppy boyfriend hoodie like the basic bitch I so wanted to be. My pajamas were pilled from years of use, a faded pink the color of textbook vulva, and decorated with birds. But these weren’t just any birds. This flock rolled with the wrong crowd. They read nudie magazines while sitting atop the toilet, smoked cigarettes, and flipped their middle feathers in the air with a devilish beaked smile.

      My future plan had been to leave a letter in my nightstand, explaining why I owned these pajamas, just in case I died in my sleep one day. I would write that my horrid garments had been gifts from a goofy great-aunt. But I never got around to writing that letter, and even if I had, it would have been a pathetic attempt at a bold lie. I’d bought these badass pajamas at a thrift store in Outer Forks because they made me laugh and felt like a warm hug from said goofy great-aunt, who didn’t exist. I’d even named the pigeon across my right boob that held both middle feathers in the air. Don’t fuck with Patrick.

      The fire truck whizzed by as I let out a relieved breath. There weren’t any sexy firemen saving my naughty feathered friends and me tonight. When the neighbors began making small talk with each other, I took that as my cue to do my thing. I slid my headphones back atop my head and began to scroll through my phone, avoiding anyone and everyone. Pornstache milled about behind me, breathing down my neck in sticky, hot breaths. I turned on my socks—at least I hadn’t worn my bear-claw slippers—and headed toward a corner before situating my back against the rough bricks.

      I glanced up from my phone every so often to take in my eerie surroundings. The usually packed coffeehouse down the street reminded me of a dystopian graveyard I’d once read about in a recent young adult novel. Empty cups and paper bags littered the sidewalk, as if their customers’ hands had shaken from fright so much that they couldn’t even hang on to their orders and instead dumped them and ran for cover.

      A garbage truck parked two buildings down had stopped mid-pickup. The overturned dumpster hung from its claws. The driver stood outside his vehicle, speaking with a police officer and unaware of the rotten stench that drifted through the breeze and all the way down to me. I scrunched my nose and turned my face downwind.

      The ominous silence blanketing Forks became deafening after I noticed the familiar constant buzz of electricity that flowed from store to store had vanished. My popular college town was known for never sleeping. People, animals, energy bustled during all hours of the day and night. But tonight, people were quiet, escaping into their own anxious thoughts and flittering about, lest one of the skyscrapers toppled over and created a domino effect.

      But if these skittish citizens ever bothered to stop by the underfunded local library and learn about our city, they’d know we’d built our skyscrapers virtually earthquake-proof. At least, that was the story I’d told myself after reading about it in some book I’d picked up at work. However, my sketchy landlord and his ability to discern safety codes gave me pause.

      After a half hour, the electricity fired up again, washing the city in bright lights. The crowds cheered, and clapping echoed off the cement towers lining our block. Everyone tiptoed back inside, one by one, atop nervous feet, as if they could control the ground beneath them. Just one heavy stomp, and a ripple of aftershocks would send them right back outside to converse with neighbors they didn’t even like.

      I was the last one outside. There was something about my traumatic yet quiet night that kept me out here for longer than I’d intended. For once, I could see stars in my city. And the realization that there was more out there than city life caught in my chest. My thoughts filtered back to my ancestors’ comforting quilt and my nomadic lineage, which I could prove, thanks to my recent DNA test. Stargazing lived in my blood. By now you know, that was the story I told myself anyway.

      I climbed up the stairs to my apartment and collapsed back into bed. But sleep didn’t come for hours. If tonight’s events were a precursor to my upcoming trip, that was a bad omen. The negative juju I felt pressing down on my gypsy soul told me that already. And I didn’t need a bad omen. I needed to get laid.

      I shut my eyes and curled my knees to my chest, nestling snugly under the blanket.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow,” I whispered to the ranch, the cowboy, and myself.
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      I rolled over in bed and stared out the window after another sleepless night. The morning sun crested over the horizon, reflecting a blazing inferno mirage off Mount Odina and her sisters’ snow-capped peaks.

      Every morning, after checking the weather, I began my daily routine by letting my dog, Waylan, out and feeding him; brewing a pot of coffee; and showering before heading off to work. I’d whisper a word of thanks or a silent prayer to the sky and salute another day. I carried sunshine as my ray of hope. But on days when thunder rolled in the distance or I awoke to cloudy skies, my mood would grow as muddied as the pastures I roamed.

      I dragged myself out of bed and shuffled down the hall. Waylan stretched his back and greeted me with a nudge to the knee. I pried open the back door and peered into the yard, checking for bears, wolves, moose, or anything that could damage him before he bolted down the patio steps. The Miller land stretched for miles, and over the years, our wildlife visitors had become familiar and welcomed as part of the family. We’d even named the regulars—Tex, the lone wolf; Wanda, the bear; and my favorite, a moose named Knuckles.

      Knuckles had a reputation in Gillibrook for being a big dummy. Several times, my mother had caught him sauntering through her backyard and mounting the oversize concrete lawn ornaments. That wasn’t all he tried to hump either. The sheriff had even seen the wild beast in the middle of town, bent over a park bench, a postbox, and even one of those tiny electric tourist cars. No one on God’s green earth would drive one of those teeter wagons in Gillibrook. Our residents owned tractors, trucks, trailers, and horses. That poor tourist had learned a quick and dirty lesson about moose-rutting season before he hightailed it back to whatever highfalutin city he had come from.

      “Come on, boy.” I stepped aside, patting Waylan between his floppy ears as he passed, holding his nose up to the cool, dry air.

      He lazily wagged his tail before dashing off into the overgrown weeds and brush covering my makeshift lawn. A gust of wind blew across the patio, filling the air with the scent of soot and ash. I glanced in the direction of Memphis’s cabin at the end of the road. Smoke curled above his chimney before blowing away in the breeze. My brother had either had a late night or company or both. He’d never been one to wake at dawn and jump into work.

      I left the door open and walked to the kitchen, fumbling with the archaic coffeemaker my eldest brother, West, had so graciously left for me. He’d moved into the bigger cabin last summer with only the clothes on his back. None of us really owned much. We just passed stuff around like a bowl of potatoes
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