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			This one is for the wild child.

			The passionate and indulgent.

			Those who burn with big emotion and dreams,

			afraid no one can really see you behind the flames.

			May you never burn out or fear destruction, but

			surround yourself with the strongest kindling.

		

	
		
			
				Success is like reaching an important birthday 
and finding you’re exactly the same person.

				—Audrey Hepburn
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			Author’s Note and Content Warnings

			I’m so excited for you to dive into In Your Dreams! Before you begin, I want to share a few notes to help make your reading experience comfortable and enjoyable.

			This story includes mild themes of grief and heart attack, as well as emotional trauma that leads to anxiety and an on-page panic attack. As someone who personally lives with panic attacks, I approached this scene with care and sensitivity and kept it brief.

			Additionally, please note that there are consensual on-page intimacy scenes in Chapters 29 and 35, along with adult language and themes throughout.

			With love and happy reading,

			Sarah

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Madison

			New York

			101 Days Until I Fail…

			I have a personal vendetta against the phrase give it your best and forget the rest. That motto only works for a select few—the naturally gifted and the “somehow I always come out on top” success stories. I’ve never been a member of either club.

			Instead, here are some of life’s rules, both silly and serious, that I’ve always found to be true:

			
					
					If I jump off the roof of the shed with an umbrella, gravity will definitely take over, and I will end up with at least a broken leg.

				

					
					A good cry pairs well with almost any emotion: happy or sad.

				

					
					Nothing beats a classic chocolate chip cookie.

				

					
					Every family has one person who is considered The Failure—and in my family, that person is me.

				

			

			No matter how hard I have tried to shake off the label these past thirty years, it always seems to pull me back in. (Or more honestly, I jump headfirst right into its comforting embrace.) And though my three siblings would never call me that to my face, I know that deep down they think it. (Because it’s true.)

			At first, my inevitable misdeeds always present themselves as sparkling, hopeful opportunities. A bright shining star on the horizon. Cut your own hair, little six-year-old Madison. It’ll look so cute. (It did not. I looked like Weird Barbie.) Improvise your lines on the opening night of your theater performance, twelve-year-old Madison. It’ll take everyone by surprise and make you look so funny and creative. (It was a disaster. No one laughed and my fellow castmates were furious at me for weeks for ruining the production.) Spike the punch at prom, seventeen-year-old Madison. Everyone will love you for it. (Well, they did love me for it, but it also got me detention for the rest of the school year and community service on the weekends.) And last but not least, Quit your secure elementary school teaching job, adult Madison. Go to culinary school in New York and wow everyone with your high-profile chef position. (Or develop anxiety and panic attacks that keep me from ever wanting to step foot in a professional kitchen ever again.)

			And when I fail, which is often, the fallout is almost always bigger than the big bright idea that started it.

			I should have listened to my gut and quit culinary school a year ago, like I’d planned before I got everyone’s hopes up that I’d actually follow through with something. The city was panning out to be nothing like I’d expected, and I missed my little small-town home in a way I never anticipated.

			I went back to Rome, Kentucky, intending to stay for good. But Emily, in her wise older-sister love, encouraged me to stick it out. She reminded me of my dream and how much I’ve wanted this, adding that I would be full of regret if I quit halfway through. It was a classically moving pep talk from someone who always succeeds in the end.

			But I am The Failure—so even after returning to New York with a motivational speech under my wings and warmth in my heart, I still messed it all up.

			I hoped to graduate as a badass chef like my idol, Zora Brookes. She was a small-town chef who cooked her way to two Michelin stars in New York City. She’s basically the Catwoman of chefs, if you will. Efficient. Cunning. Outfitted in full leathers. (Just kidding about the leathers—though, from the photos of her in the Bon Appetit feature, she could pull off the look.) I had dreamed of following in her footsteps.

			Instead, I’m a lost alley cat, emerging from behind the dumpster with matted fur, a broken spirit, and a fractured heart.

			For possibly the first time in her life, Emily was wrong. This dream might not be for me—and I don’t know how much longer I can keep hoping it is.

			Reading my mind, Josie, an early-twenties classmate sitting beside me, leans in and whispers, “What are your plans for after graduation?”

			My metal chair squeaks as I adjust to find a comfier position. “Red wine and a sexy book. You?”

			“I didn’t literally mean after this graduation,” she says with a laugh, gesturing to the ceremony we are currently part of.

			What Josie doesn’t know, and what I’ll never admit to anyone, is that I barely made it here. I was one percentage point—really let that sink in—above failing my final evaluations. The only reason I get to walk across the stage tonight? Early in the semester, my instructor offered extra credit: Anyone willing to scrub down countertops and mop the kitchen floors after labs for a month would earn bonus points toward their final grade. If I’ve learned anything in my thirty years, it’s that if your name is Madison Walker, you always take the extra credit. And this time it kept me from flunking out altogether.

			Well, that and the lemon thyme risotto I cooked in the third semester that made Chef Cobalt stop talking for a full sixty seconds. Which, if you knew Chef Cobalt, was basically a standing ovation. That was back before the panic attacks really started.

			“I mean after the ceremony,” says Josie, her amber eyes sparkling as she pulls her warm-brown, waist-length box braids over one shoulder. “Did you decide on a restaurant to work at?”

			I nearly laugh at her implication that I have choices. As if restaurants all over the city are clamoring to have me work in their kitchens.

			Aside from a weeklong lab exercise we partnered on early in our second semester, Josie and I haven’t interacted enough to be friends. And we didn’t intern in the same kitchen either. If we had, she would have known better than to ask me that question. Because as it currently stands, I’m considering walking away from the culinary life altogether and finding yet another career path. Now I can put former fourth-grade teacher and culinary school failure on my résumé.

			The saddest truth, however, is that even if I still wanted to find a job in this industry, I doubt Chef Davis would give me the recommendation I need to get a good one. Most likely, he’d deter any interested restaurants from hiring me.

			I press my lips against a smile and opt for the shortest answer I can give. “Not yet—how about you?”

			Josie is like Emily. Meaning, she succeeds in everything she does. She was born for this kind of place—high expectations, pressure, perfection. The kind of girl who didn’t tense up when receiving a grade. I bet she used a mandolin slicer in the womb. So it’s not a shock when she rattles off the top restaurants (by the dozen) who have already given her a call-back interview.

			Suddenly, I’m glad I never pursued a friendship with her, even if I really needed a friend around here. But I already have one Emily in my life, and though I love her to bits, I couldn’t stomach having another person to compare myself with.

			Josie is mid victory speech when my phone goes off in my lap, buzzing wildly as my sister group chat comes alive. “Sorry to interrupt you,” I tell Josie, not actually sorry at all. “But I need to read this text.”

			Her feelings aren’t hurt. She turns her attention to the guy sitting beside her and I zero in on my phone.

			Emily: I’m bored. What’s everyone doing?

			Annie: Staring at Will because he’s so hot I can’t stand it.

			Emily: WILL GRIFFIN! How many times do I have to tell you the sister group chat is sacred and you are NOT allowed in here?!

			Annie: Sorry. Annie’s in the shower. I’ll go get her. [image: Smiling face with smiling eyes emoji.]

			Ever since Will and Annie eloped a few months ago, Will has been angling to gain a place in our sibling group chats. Emily reminds him—repeatedly and sternly—that he’ll never be invited. But I think this is her way of punishing him for giving in to Annie’s desire to elope, telling no one until after it was done. (Personally, I support it. Annie hates attention, and her little sneaky church wedding with Will was perfect for her.)

			Amelia: Cool. I guess that means we won’t be hearing from her for a while…and I’m not busy. Just watching Jeopardy with Noah.

			Emily: As every world-famous pop star does on a Saturday night.

			It’s a wild story how my brother met Amelia, aka Rae Rose, world-famous pop star. But in a nutshell, her car broke down in his front yard, and she hid at his house for a few weeks to get a break from fame. They fell in love, bing bang boom—they’re married. She loves Rome and the life of normalcy it offers her when she’s not on tour, so she and Noah live there together full time. And we love having her in the family. I’ve never met someone so down-to-earth. Hand to my heart, I’m more conceited than she is.

			Madison: You small-towners are embarrassingly boring.

			Amelia: Oh yeah? Name one thing in the big city that’s more fun than eating chicken pot pie while your husband rubs your feet after getting back from a four-month-long tour?

			My heart jolts. Because as much as I’d like to say I don’t want that kind of life, I really, really do.

			When I was home a year ago, right before I came back to New York, is when I first experienced the shift. I saw what Emily and Jack, and all my siblings, had—and for once, I thought it looked nice. Wonderful even. I decided I was going to change some things when I got back to New York.

			If only it had worked out like I planned.

			MADISON: You haven’t lived until you’ve known the thrill of clutching your purse against your chest and trying to make it home after dark without getting murdered.

			Emily: Maddie…are you trying to ruin my night with anxiety over your safety? Because it’s working.

			I glance up, noting that the guy three seats down from me has already been called. It’s almost my turn.

			Madison: Sorry, Em! No anxiety necessary tonight. I’m actually having a quiet night at home.

			Emily: YOU NEVER STAY IN! WHAT’S WRONG? ARE YOU SICK?! DO YOU NEED ME TO FLY OUT AND BRING YOU SOUP?

			Annie: I’m here!! Sorry you’re sick Maddie!! What do you have?

			Madison: Omg, I’m fine! Just had to block out the night to take an everything-shower. Speaking of, gotta go rinse off the self-tanner!

			I lock my phone as the dean calls my name over the microphone. I stand and make my way up the stairs as a sea of strangers watch me cross the stage in my white chef’s coat, shake hands with the dean, then receive the chef’s hat that I don’t deserve but am awarded anyway because I disinfected the counters a few times.

			There’re only a few sparse claps in the audience for me from a few of my classmates since I lied and told my family that the Culinary Institute of New York doesn’t do a formal graduation ceremony. If I had told them the truth, they would have flown out and cheered obnoxiously loud for me. Probably with a glitterized poster board displaying the phrase Yes Chef in bold font. But I didn’t want that. It would have been too difficult for me to fake my way through a night of celebration that I hadn’t truly earned.

			Yes, I technically graduated, but it doesn’t mean the same thing for me as it does for everyone else who has walked across this stage tonight. In my case, it only means I get to leave this place with a sliver of my dignity still intact.

			I exit the auditorium, breaking away from the graduating students who will go prepare their last meal in the school’s kitchens and then present it to their loved ones. It’s tradition—one that I won’t be upholding.

			I find a back door and follow it out into an alley that takes me to the street. When I pass a public trash bin, I take off my undeserved cap and shove it onto the mountain of rotting fast food bags and god knows what else before walking away as quickly as possible.

			The more distance I put between me and the building, the more my eyes burn. I can’t cry yet. I won’t cry yet. I need to get through a four-minute walk to the station, take two quick trains, and then a five-minute-ish walk back to my old brownstone apartment—and then I can let the tears fall.

			All I want is to remove my contacts from my eyes, sink into some stretchy pants, curl up in a little ball, and sob my way through the night—and tomorrow I’ll figure out what the hell I’m going to do with my life.

			Rome, Kentucky, however much I want it to be, is not an option. I can’t bring myself to sleep on my siblings’ couches while I figure out how I’m going to make money. I can’t look any of my wildly successful sisters in the eye as I tell them I have to start over again because all I gained from school is a meaningless diploma and an aversion to industrial kitchens.

			Finally, I make it back and get through the door of my small, old Brooklyn brownstone apartment. I drop my purse on the counter, feeling a fresh sob cooking behind my eyes. And that’s when I notice my roommate’s closed door and signature black scrunchie around the knob, indicating she’s got a guy in there, and if I’m around, I should wear headphones all night.

			One point for Paper-Thin Walls. Zero for Madison Walker.

			Even the loud hum of our leaky window unit usually isn’t enough to drown out the sounds of her sexual escapades.

			I wish I could say I was happy for Bryce, but she’s a terrible roommate (which says a lot, coming from me). Works from home as a graphic designer, so she’s always here. Never picks up after herself. Listens to her reality TV shows at full volume. Leaves clumps of hair in the shower drain and pasted to the tile walls. But by far the worst thing about her is that she has a guy over almost every other night. Normally I’m the first person to celebrate a woman’s sexual fulfillment, but after two long years of this, I’m ready to bust into her room and scream, Can you watch HGTV for like one night, please?! I guess this is what I get for taking the freakishly cheap lease in the better part of town.

			Bryce owns this apartment (her grandfather paid it off before leaving it to her) and I rent her second bedroom. Apparently, she’s had issues in the past with other renters complaining about her…lifestyle. But instead of changing her ways, she lowers the rent a little more each time since that money is just a bonus for her.

			Tonight, I only needed a few hours to fall apart in my room without hearing her mating with some guy who grunts like a caveman, but I guess that’s too much to ask. So I retreat to my own space, hoping that—for once—it will feel like home. But when I shut the door behind me, all that greets me is claustrophobia. Opening the window won’t help either. It faces the wall of another faded brick apartment building.

			For the millionth time this week, my heart aches to go home. To the place I took for granted. To the green grass and blue sky and fresh air. To my sisters and our Audrey Hepburn movie nights.

			I see Sammy, my tortoise, chomping leaves in his plastic enclosure with a hot-pink ventilated lid, and wonder if he’s as claustrophobic as I am. But supposedly, living in his enclosure is what’s best for him right now while I help him heal. The unfortunate irony is that New York is what cracked both of our shells. If neither of us ever stepped foot in this damn city in the first place, we’d both still be whole.

			A familiar rhythmic thumping sound beats against my wall, shaking my dresser, where Sammy lives. His enclosure becomes a mobile home as it bumps its way across the surface. I reach it right before it plummets off the edge and catch it like a newborn baby.

			I can’t live here any longer.

			A breath trembles from between my lips and I know what I have to do. It’s time to call my sister and fess up. The pep talk didn’t work. I still hate it here, I’m not sure I ever want to cook again, and I don’t know what to do with my life now.

			There was a time when cellphone calls wouldn’t connect in Rome, Kentucky; but thankfully, service has come a long way in the last two years and you can reach almost every corner of my hometown now.

			I plop down onto my bed with Sammy and his plastic house perched on my lap as I dial Emily’s number. It rings and rings, and when it goes to voicemail panic wells in my chest. I’m drowning in here and I need her tether to pull me back to dry land.

			With blurry, tear-filled eyes, I try calling her boyfriend, Jack. He’ll answer, and most likely she’s with him anyway, since they spend every waking second together now that they live under the same roof.

			It’s going to be okay. Emily will fix me.

			The call rings several times, and just when I think there’s no hope, the line connects.

			I’m greeted with a deep “Hello?”

			But…that’s not Jack’s voice.

			I form my mouth around the word hi, but then decide to double-check my phone screen.

			Shit—shit, shit, shit!

			I called the wrong J name.

			Apparently, I’m now on the phone with James Huxley.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Madison

			I’ve known James my entire life, but this might be the first time I’ve ever heard his voice over the phone. Our parents were best friends until mine died shortly after my eighth birthday when a freak storm claimed their lives during a camping trip. From then on, Ruth and Martin Huxley kept us safely tucked into their family.

			James and my older brother, Noah, grew up more like brothers than friends, and so, by default, we’re friends too. But the kind where he’s four years older than me, so I had a ridiculous crush on him while growing up, and he mostly found me annoying. Had a thing for his younger brother too—but that was different.

			My crush went away eventually (out of necessity) and now, as adults, we both enjoy pissing the other one off as much as possible. But in a fun, good-natured sort of way.

			I haven’t had much contact with James since I moved to New York, though. We don’t have that kind of friendship. I see him every time I go home to visit because, like I said, he’s close with our family, but we never text or talk once I’m outside of Rome’s city limits. Which is probably why I’m having trouble forming words right now.

			“Hello?” he asks again. “You there?”

			I pull myself together and attempt to sound less tearful. “Hi. Yes. Hello.”

			There’s some sort of rustling in the background of his call. I wonder if he can hear the thumping and grunting in mine.

			“Who is this?” he asks carefully.

			See. He doesn’t even have my number saved in his phone. Proof that we never talk. Proof that he has no intention of wanting to talk to me either. Embarrassing that I used to hope I’d marry him someday. That desire ended a long time ago, but still.

			I try to clear the shake from my voice. “This is the president of the United States. I’m calling to inform you that the old Carhartt hat you wear every day is gross and needs to be thrown out. It’s a matter of state emergency.”

			“Madison?”

			I smile weakly. “Hi. I’m impressed you recognized my voice.”

			“I recognized your humor,” he says, sounding mildly amused. “Why are you calling?”

			A longtime participant of the friends-by-default club, he’s as confused to hear me over the phone as I am to hear him.

			Unfortunately, his question seems to have tugged my emotions back to the surface. I’m frantically blinking away tears, hoping he won’t notice anything different in my tone. “Oh—yeah…” Unintentional sniffle. “I was trying to get ahold of Jack to find Emily, and I accidentally dialed you. Sorry about that. I’ll let you go. Bye.”

			I quickly end the call, toss my phone down beside me, and move Sammy’s home to the mattress so I can cry into my hands. I hate it here. I hate the intermittent pounding against my wall, I hate the horns constantly blaring outside my window, and most of all I hate that I don’t fit in here like I’d hoped.

			New York was supposed to be my city. My own little part of the world where I would thrive with self-discovery. But now that I’ve lived here, all I want is to go home. The sad part is, I’m not sure I’d feel any better there either. Maybe I’m meant to be a nomad, floating from place to place, never taking root.

			Not for the first time, I wonder what my mom and dad would think of me and the life I’ve lived so far. Would they be proud? Worried? Something tells me I’d be the daughter they leave off the list when reciting their children’s achievements at their high school reunion.

			My phone buzzes on the mattress against my thigh, and my body tenses when I see that it’s James calling me back. I let three vibrations of indecision pass before finally answering.

			“Hello?”

			“Are you crying?” he asks—right to the point.

			“No…well…sort of. But I’m okay. Crying is a regular occurrence for me.” I wince, wishing I hadn’t said that out loud. It’s not news to James that I’m emotionally messy, but it sucks to confess it to him so intimately on a day like today, because he is never a mess.

			“Madison, what’s wrong? What happened?” There’s worry coloring his tone. And this is so James. He’s always been protective, even more so than my own brother in a lot of ways. Noah takes a “my sisters know what they’re doing” approach to our lives, and James is more of the “I’ll grab the shovel so I have something to bury the body with” kind of guy. It’s not special treatment. It’s how he is with everyone.

			“Nothing specifically happened,” I lie. “But I…” I pause when I remember who I’m talking to. “God, sorry. No—don’t worry about it. I don’t want to take up your night. You’re probably very busy wishing on every star to wake up tomorrow with a higher IQ. I’ll keep trying Emily!” And that joke? It’s not personal either. It’s just how we talk to each other. Always have.

			“Don’t you know by now I’m more selfless than that? If there’s a shooting star, I’m wishing for you to finally get a good sense of humor.” I smile into the phone, and before I can say anything else, he adds in a softer, more subdued tone, “I’m not busy, Madison.” But a horse whinnies in the background, indicating he’s in the barn.

			“It sounds like you’re working.”

			It’s after eight p.m. Sort of late for James to still be doing farm chores. Especially since he rarely even does the barn duties anymore. His farm is ninety percent produce, but he has a few horses and dairy cows just for fun.

			“I am. One of my guys called in sick today,” he says with strain in his voice, like he’s tossing something heavy. “I took on his jobs, so I’m getting finished a little later than normal. Putting away Clover’s tack now.” He sounds tired.

			“That’s the definition of busy. I’ll let you go.”

			This entire conversation is weird. Talking to James about what’s going on in my life would be even weirder.

			I mean, yes, I often wear one of his shirts, but that was technically an accident. I found it at Noah’s place at some point and thought it looked comfy, so I stole it—not even realizing it belonged to James. He knows I have it because he saw me wearing it when I was home last year, but I informed him he would never get it back and he seemed fine with that. Because at the end of the day, we’re friendly. But making him hear my sob story over the phone? That feels like a step too far.

			“Since when do you give a shit if you’re interrupting me or not? Stop trying to get off the phone and either tell me now what the hell is wrong, or tell me to my face after I get on a plane and show up at your door.” See…he’s a shovel guy. I wish I could say it didn’t give me butterflies, but it really does. Only baby ones though. Little inconsequential flutters.

			The bumping against my wall intensifies again and I look over at my dresser just in time to lean in and catch an unlit candle before it tumbles off. “My roommate is having sex.”

			There’s a long, understandable pause.

			James clears his throat. “And that’s…upsetting…you?”

			I squint my eyes shut. “Well, I do feel bad that Sammy is having to listen to it again.”

			“Who’s Sammy?”

			“My turtle. Sorry—tortoise. He doesn’t have fins.”

			“You have a turtle?” he asks and again, another grunt pushes through his voice, accompanied by the sound of metal jingling. I picture him removing a saddle and hanging it on the wall. Oddly, this mental image is comforting and soothes a little of the ache in my chest. I know exactly where James is standing in the barn. I know what it smells like. I know that if he takes roughly fifteen steps to the left, he’ll be outside and staring up at the dark, inky sky, and there will be a thousand glittering stars.

			I can’t see the stars very well in New York. Only one or two here and there. Something I never expected would bother me.

			“Tortoise,” I correct. “I found him half-squashed in Central Park. So I rescued him from the wide-open space and now he lives in plastic captivity with a pink Band-Aid on his shell.”

			“Every reptile’s dream.”

			Obviously, it was more involved than that. I took him to a vet. They did the official mending and told me he’d need to be kept safe for about six months while he healed. Truthfully, though, I’m scared to let him go again. Maybe New York isn’t what he thought it would be either.

			“I’ll let him go when he’s ready. But for now he gets to enjoy a never-ending supply of top-of-the-line leaves.”

			“You’re president of the United States and a saint. You’ve really changed since you left Rome.”

			Not as much as I would have liked.

			And then the thumping sounds are not all that’s filling the air. Bryce and her date are vocally identifying where they’re at in their naked choreography.

			“Geez, you weren’t kidding about your roommate,” James says. “I don’t think poor Sammy is coming out of this one uncorrupted.”

			“His therapy is going to be expensive.” I lie back on my mattress and stare at the ceiling, pretending I’m looking up at the stars above Huxley Farm.

			“Is that really why you’re crying? Are you…in love with your roommate or something?”

			“Oh god no!” This actually makes me laugh, which feels so good. I haven’t laughed in a few days. Weeks? Maybe months, honestly. “Even if I wasn’t solely into guys, she’s a miserable person and I think I hate her? She’s so messy, and it’s been hard going from living with my sisters and our special dynamic of chaos to sharing a tiny apartment with this stranger who I can’t stand but don’t want to get rid of because at least she’s not a murderer, you know?”

			“She must really be messy if you—the chaos gremlin—are commenting on it.”

			“Rude.”

			“It’s just a fact,” he says easily. “How many cups are on your bedside table right now?”

			My eyes slide to the surface in question. “None.” My response is smug.

			“Bullshit. I’m guessing…” He sounds like he’s squinting and, knowing James, cupping the bill of his hat. “Four?”

			“You couldn’t be more wrong.”

			“Six?” He pauses.

			“I would never.”

			“Seven?!” he adds with surprised delight.

			I let out a theatrical sigh. “Fine. Six glasses…and two old coffee mugs.”

			“I knew it. Your roommate must be absolutely nasty.”

			“She is!” I roll onto my stomach, feet swinging back and forth in the air behind me. “Yes, I’m messy. And chaotic. But James, she is dirty. Like leaving spaghetti sauce caked onto the countertop until it either rots and grows something fuzzy or I clean it. And don’t even get me started about all the used condoms in the trash can that she never takes out.”

			“That’s criminal.” I hear him slide the barn doors closed and then his feet crunching over the gravel and dirt path. “Here’s what you do. Tomorrow, take the trash can and set it on her bed. Better yet, empty it out onto her bed.”

			“I can’t do that! I still have to live with her until—”

			In my silence, James asks, “Until when?”

			“I actually don’t know,” I say in barely a whisper as I remember the reason for this phone call.

			“Madison?” James prompts when I don’t speak again for a while. “What’s going on?”

			I swallow and, for once, don’t hide the truth. “I graduated today.” There’s a heavy silence on his end of the phone. I don’t wait for him to fill it. “I graduated, and I didn’t tell anyone because I didn’t feel like making a big fuss.”

			“Why? You like a big fuss.”

			This makes me smile. “I do. But only when it’s for something I love, and…I don’t love anything about my life here. It’s not what I thought it would be—my career included.” My smile fades. “And today…today was an especially bad day.” I keep Chef Davis’s words from my shift this afternoon before graduation to myself: I have let you stay on here too long, and I can’t deal with your incompetence anymore. Get out of my kitchen. You’re fired.

			“I wish…I wish I could come home and—I don’t know—move at a slower pace until I figure it all out. But everything here feels so urgent and overwhelming.” I have the honesty of an intoxicated person but the depression of a fully sober one.

			“Why can’t you? Come home?” His voice is a soft, low rumble, and something about it has me all too aware that this is officially the longest one-on-one, genuine conversation I’ve ever had with James.

			I open my eyes, and the white and yellow stained ceiling blots out the sparkling stars of my imagination. “Because there’re no entry-level kitchen jobs available in Rome. Or even near it.”

			I’ve only been searching for entry level since I have no illusions that Chef Davis will recommend me for anything beyond scrubbing dishes, but I haven’t even found a single prep cook or porter job listed either.

			And even if there was a position available, I don’t know if I’d want to take it. I used to love being in a kitchen, experimenting with recipes and forcing my family and friends to taste test everything. But after this year, I can hardly stand inside the threshold of one without having a negative physical reaction.

			I should probably scurry back to Rome and live on Emily’s couch while she makes me hot chocolate and picks up the pieces of my life yet again. But I’m tired of that pattern. I want to go home—but not as The Failure.

			“If I come back, I need to have a secure job to return for, or I’m not sure I’ll be able to face everyone.” I immediately regret voicing that thought. Who’s to say I can even trust James with it?

			There’s such a long pause that I think maybe he hung up. “James?”

			“Sorry. I’m here. I just got inside the house and…was thinking about something.”

			“Oh, yeah! Sorry!” I say, embarrassed that I’ve been boring him enough to lose his attention. This is a new level of pathetic. “I’ve taken up too much of your—”

			“No, I was thinking about something that might help.”

			“Oh.”

			I hear him take in a long breath. “What if I were to tell you I was opening a restaurant on the farm, and…I want you to be the chef?”

			A laugh jumps out. “I would say you’ve lost your mind. Starting a restaurant is a huge endeavor and you definitely don’t want me at the helm of that ship.”

			“So that’s your answer?”

			I laugh again, still thinking this is some weird joke, but when he doesn’t join me, I swallow. “What do you mean?”

			“Is that your official answer to the job offer? A no?” He sounds resigned.

			“James…” I sit up slowly. “Are you serious? Are you opening a restaurant?”

			There is the longest pause in the history of long pauses before he answers. “Yes.” But he says it in such an odd tone. Almost like a question. But I don’t have time to consider it before he’s continuing with a more confident air. “Yes, I’m serious. I am opening a restaurant. With…Tommy.” Wait. There it is again. He said Tommy slowly, like I’ve never heard the name before. “We’re working together to open a restaurant on the property…to modernize the farm.”

			Has James been drinking? The way he’s talking paired with how out of left field this news is makes me think he’s two sheets to the wind. Then again, I haven’t lived in Rome for two years. Maybe it’s not a surprise to anyone who lives there and my family has all forgotten to mention it to me.

			“How come I didn’t know about this?”

			“Well…it’s still in the building phase right now. And I didn’t originally offer the job to you because I knew how much you didn’t want to live in Rome. I didn’t want you to feel pressured to take it. But now…you know, if you need somewhere to find your footing after graduation, maybe it would be the perfect option for you. A place where you can have full control over the menu and the kitchen and figure everything out.”

			I can’t lie—this offer is more than intriguing. But I have concerns…

			“And what if I come home and realize I don’t want to be there after all?”

			I hear him inhale as he takes the time to consider my question. “Then…once the kitchen is up and running, if you’re not happy, you’ll have something great for your résumé that could hopefully help you get any job you want somewhere else.”

			My résumé! Meaning, if all goes well, I can completely bypass using Chef Davis for a recommendation. If I can make this job work, maybe I can salvage my culinary career. Maybe I can also find my way back to loving it. I get to go home to Rome, Kentucky…but with my chin held high.

			I have zero reasons to turn this down. Well, other than the glaringly obvious one where I’m not at all qualified.

			“You’re actually serious, James? Like serious-serious?”

			“So serious I could cry,” he says again in that weird resigned voice. But maybe I’m reading too much into it and he’s tired. Or wants to be off the phone with me by now. “So…what do you say? Will you come be our chef?”

			I’m in shock. I know I should jump at the chance, but still my mouth opens and closes like a fish until finally I find a few words to toss out. “Just for my peace of mind, you do know it’s me—Madison Walker—that you’re talking to, right?”

			A soft, short laugh cuts through the line. “The five-foot-tall brunette with dark brown eyes who once crashed a tractor into my pond after promising me she was a great driver?”

			“Yes…”

			“The repeat offender of stinking up my kitchen with roasted Brussels sprouts and force-feeding them to me even though I hate them?”

			“They’re good for you.”

			“The girl Noah and I had to pick up from the sheriff’s office her freshman year of college for a public indecency offense after she went skinny-dipping in the lake with her boyfriend?”

			“Technically, yes, but he wasn’t my boyfriend. We only saw each other like two times after—You know what? Never mind.” Best to let that one go unsaid.

			Despite all of this, with absolute certainty in his voice, James says, “Yep. You’re the one.”

			“James…”

			He chuckles. “Madison, if you don’t want the job, just say so. You won’t hurt my feelings. But if you do want it, I want you to have it. I can’t think of a better person to run my restaurant. You know this town. You’re a hell of a cook, and you also know all the trendy dishes from the city that could bring people in. So if you want this job, it’s yours.”

			My heart is racing. I shouldn’t take the position for several reasons. What I really should do is tell him the truth right now. But once again, life is handing me extra credit, and since I’m Madison Walker, I have to take it.

			“Okay. When do I start?”

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Madison

			Rome

			73 Days Until I Fail…

			I am a terrible person.

			I’ve had four weeks to reflect on my choices—and they really don’t look good. I shouldn’t have said yes to the job. Even as a lowly intern I could barely keep my shit together in Chef Davis’s kitchen, so how in the hell am I going to run, let alone launch, my own restaurant?

			Knowing this, I should call James and fess up.

			Buuuuut…

			There’s a reason no one has ever accused me of being the moral Walker sibling. How could I decline when he dangled my dream job in front of my face?! A farm-to-table concept in my hometown where I wouldn’t have to work under an explosively angry chef? Incredible produce right outside the kitchen door and completely at my disposal?

			Opportunities like that almost never come along fresh off the graduation block. It’s the perfect solution to my problems. The perfect excuse to bring me home with no one ever having to know it’s because I actually failed in New York.

			I have no choice but to make this job work, and so I am committed to putting every ounce of fake-it-till-I-make-it into my work from here on out. Because now, it’s not just my pride on the line, it’s Huxley Farm’s reputation too.

			“Madison!” a male voice calls from somewhere in the airport pickup lane, but there must be another Madison around because I don’t spot James’s F-250 pickup truck anywhere.

			“Madison! Over here!” I spot the guy in a little BMW a few cars down the line. He’s frantically waving at me from the open passenger’s window and it takes me a few seconds to realize the guy with Gucci sunglasses pushed up into his floppy blond hair is Tommy, James’s attractive, successful, metropolitan younger brother.

			I guess James isn’t picking me up after all. Sort of like how he hasn’t emailed or called me since that night either.

			We hung up, I got an email from Tommy two days later with an official job offer, and that was that. James never contacted me again. It was like our chat that night never happened.

			I wish I knew why that bothers me so much.

			Tommy, however, has emailed a few times about various odds and ends pertaining to the job. And now here he is, picking me up from the airport. Strange to think how long it’s been since he and I have been face-to-face, as he rarely ever comes around Rome, Kentucky. He doesn’t like our hometown, and our hometown doesn’t like him.

			Tommy is what most people would call…well…a douchebag. He’s great at schmoozing, only wears designer clothes, sleeps around endlessly, and has the cutest dimple in his right cheek. Personally, I’ve never had a problem with him. In fact, I’ve had a crush on him from age thirteen until last year when my DNA rearranged itself.

			Say what you will about Tommy, but the man is as successful as it gets. He was cocky enough to skip college altogether and go right into hospitality concept development in L.A. He started working with a friend of a friend’s small upstart boutique hotel and then worked his ass off for years, climbing the ladder rung by rung. Now he has one of the most successful and well-known firms in L.A. Every project SaltHaus facilitates turns to gold. That he’s developing James’s restaurant is another reason I couldn’t say no.

			As I approach the car, Tommy does a double take of me through the window before jumping out to help hoist my luggage into the trunk. My entire life of the last two years fits inside two suitcases and a backpack.

			“Madison Walker!” Tommy says in an enthusiastic tone after slamming the trunk shut and openly surveying me and my white T-shirt and cutoff Levis. His Rolex glints in the light, piercing my eyes and forcing me to squint.

			He tilts his head. “There’s no way to say this without sounding creepy, but I have definitely been picturing the wrong version of you while emailing back and forth.”

			“Hmm,” I say, scrunching my nose and lightly tapping his forehead. “Then maybe that thought should have remained an inside thought.”

			He clicks the side of his mouth. “Yeah, I’m not very good at those. Bottom line, you’ve gotten superhot. How long has it been since we’ve seen each other?” His grin is crooked and adorably innocent even though I know this man is the furthest thing from innocent you can get.

			“Somewhere right around eight years—since you came into town and I hit on you and you shot me down.” Seeing the appreciative twinkle in his eye vindicates my younger self, who wanted nothing more than a chance to sleep with Tommy Huxley.

			Thirty-year-old Madison, however, who has been out in the world and experienced guys like him more than once, is thankful that nothing ever happened between us. Not to mention this situation would have been a lot more complicated.

			Tommy’s nicely manicured eyebrows shoot up. “You came on to me? Not a chance. I would have remembered.”

			“I literally said, ‘You know where to find me if you’re lonely while you’re back in town,’ and you laughed and replied, ‘Yeah, right.’ ”

			He squints. “Not ringing a bell. But if the offer still stands…?”

			“Not a chance.”

			“Tommy, you’re a damn fool,” he says to himself with a shake of his head and a charming, self-deprecating smile. It’s almost cute enough to have me going back on my word. But I don’t, because like I said—too much at stake now and too many lessons learned.

			“But in my defense…” Tommy says when we’re both settled in the car. “The ‘yeah, right’ comment probably wasn’t directed at you as much as it was thinking about Noah finding out I’d fooled around with one of his younger sisters. Or even worse, James finding out.” He buckles his seatbelt and gives me one last Tommy Smirk before putting the car in drive and whipping out onto the road.

			“First of all,” I say, angling toward him as much as this tiny car will allow, “Noah is only loosely protective. He might express mild displeasure, but he mostly trusts my sisters’ and my judgment. And second, you’re giving James’s protectiveness too much credit.”

			Tommy glances at me briefly. “I don’t think you give it enough credit.”

			I groan. “I need to make him stand down on his surrogate brother role.”

			Tommy gives a sharp bark of laughter. “He does not act like your surrogate brother.”

			“You’re right. More like a babysitter. Like an annoyed adult, saddled with looking after the hellion child.” Which, I mean, isn’t far from the truth. “But I’m a grown-ass woman and I can do whatever and whomever I wish.”

			He nods affirmatively. “I support this notion and am willing to offer up my body for your sexual empowerment.”

			I hum a throaty sound and smile over at him. “Eight years too late, buddy.”

			“Damn.”

			I face forward, eyeing the road. “Speaking of my babysitter, though, why didn’t he pick me up?”

			I had sent James a text earlier this week (our only communication since our phone call) and asked him if he’d get me from the airport so I could surprise my siblings at Hank’s. It’s the perfect plan since they think I’m coming back next week. James gave me a thumbs-up, so I assumed that meant he would. I’m trying not to focus on the little hum of disappointment I feel from being passed off to Tommy instead.

			I just hoped…

			Ugh. Never mind.

			“He was going to, but when he was about to leave I told him I’d get you instead. I can’t sit still in Rome for too long or else my soul slowly leaks out of my bones, you know?”

			That used to be me too—all I wanted was to get out of there, but since I left, I’ve been dreaming of going home. But that feels too personal to tell Tommy, so I settle for “After going nonstop for the last two years, I’m actually looking forward to some mundane days.”

			“Give it a week,” he says with a sideways grin that definitely would have made my heart race in the past. Weird how it’s sitting dormant in there now. “Maybe you’ll decide you don’t want to work at the restaurant after all.”

			As we exit the airport and prepare for a long drive back to Rome, Tommy gets a work call that he takes on his AirPods. I stare out the window, watching as we speed past car after car, half of my brain consumed with why I’m so let down by Tommy showing up at the airport instead of James and the other half picking up on a reoccurring dinging sound coming from the car. It’s got to be some kind of warning? Are his tires low? Do fancy new cars alert for that kind of thing? I’m pretty sure this is a rental, so I’d assume they keep up with maintenance on it.

			When Tommy finishes his call, I finally ask him. “Hey, do you hear that? What’s making that chiming sound?”

			He frowns and removes his AirPods to get a better listen. He glances at his dashboard, then quickly over to me. “Shit, Madison. You don’t have your seatbelt on?”

			“Ohhhh, that’s what it is!” I tug the belt around and click it into place. “Sorry, bad habit.”

			It doesn’t help that my truck is so old it doesn’t have one of those handy safety reminders. I can count on one hand the number of times I wore a seatbelt back in Rome. Then again, I barely needed to get above thirty-five miles per hour around there.

			Tommy glances at me again, looking frazzled now. “Please don’t tell James I let you go fifteen minutes in the car with me before you put it on.”

			“Oh my god, not this again,” I groan, pressing my head back against the seat. “Your fear of him is unhealthy. You need to see a therapist.”

			“I’m serious,” he says solemnly. “Don’t tell him or I’ll never hear the end of it.”

			“Fine. I definitely won’t tell him—but mainly because why the hell would I? He doesn’t care whether my seatbelt is on or not.”

			He grunts and stares at the road. “You’re a beautiful, delusional little woman.”

			I fold my arms and stare at the side of Tommy’s perfectly chiseled face. “That was offensive and sexist. I’m calling HR. Do we have HR?”

			“Technically, that would be James.” He playfully dangles his phone in front of me.

			I give him a flat smile and push his hand away, not actually offended by what he said because I know Tommy. We have the kind of friendship history that allows this sort of playfulness. And truthfully, if this conversation had been taking place last year, I would have absolutely been flirting back. It’s a little terrifying how much a year can change a person.

			“So how long are you in town for?” I ask while leaning over to unzip my backpack and pull out Sammy’s enclosure. He rode in my lap on the plane, but while I maneuvered through the airport I had him safely ensconced in my backpack with rolled-up towels surrounding the enclosure to keep it level.

			Tommy sets his phone back on its magnetic holder. “Just long enough to—” He does a double take. “Is that a turtle?”

			“Tortoise.”

			“Do I want to know why you have one?”

			“Doubt it. You were saying? Just long enough to…”

			He looks like he’s still tempted to question my pet of choice but then lets it go. “To hammer down some last details for the restaurant with you and James, then I’ll be out of here.” A smile snakes across his mouth. “But I can be persuaded to stay a day longer if you change your mind and let me take you out?” His smile is the very picture of playboy promises. The kind of smile I used to hunt—back when I was content with hopping from experience to experience.

			“Nope. But it’s not personal, I just don’t date co-workers.” Not anymore.

			Not since Caden, a classmate who ripped my self-esteem to shreds back in New York. I met him pretty early on in my culinary school days. He was charming and hot and available. Our free time was scarce but it lined up a lot, so we started hooking up shortly after meeting and it carried on for a solid year. We’d have sex, then order takeout and occasionally watch a movie or something. The epitome of casual. And that wasn’t a problem…until it was.

			Apparently I’m not someone he could take home to his parents. Someone he had no problems sleeping with, but actually spending time together in public? I guess that was a step too far.

			He liked my body, but he didn’t like me.

			And that cut deep.

			That entire last year of school I had to see him in class and pretend his words hadn’t created a festering wound.

			After what feels like an eternity in the car, we finally cross into Rome city limits. Tears prick my eyes as we drive through the town square, passing Mabel’s inn and the Market and the Pie Shop. All the places I once couldn’t wait to escape, now I consider leaping out of the moving car just so I can kiss their sidewalks. I’m home.

			Technically, coming home means I failed, but no one here has to know it.

			“Are you coming in?” I ask Tommy after we pull up in front of Hank’s bar (the town’s Friday-night hot spot) and realize Tommy hasn’t turned off the car yet or made any moves to get out.

			“Nah. You know how much this town likes me.” Zero percent. “I’ll take your bags with me back to the house. Want me to take your…turtle?”

			“Sammy has attachment issues. I’ll keep him with me.”

			“Right. Have fun.” After I shut the door, he rolls down the passenger-side window and leans toward it. “Hey, Maddie.”

			I turn back.

			“You know where to find me if you get lonely while I’m in town,” he says with a wink, reciting my pickup line back at me.

			I can’t help it, I laugh. “Get out of here, asshole!”

			His absurd little BMW kicks up a cloud of gravel as he tears out of the parking lot. I tuck Sammy under my arm and follow the faint buzz of the flickering neon sign hanging above the door.

			Inside, Hank’s is the same as it’s always been—charmingly dingy. There’s sticky, old cracked leather over the barstools. Christmas lights strung across the ceiling. Jukebox against the wall with outdated songs that no one ever seems tired of, and the lingering memory of cigarette smoke from days past ingrained in every inch of the place. I hunted and hunted for dive bars in New York that could replicate this vibe but always came up short. Because none of them had the people or the memories that make Hank’s bar so special.

			My eyes sweep across the room, noting that none of my siblings are here yet, then freeze on the man sitting at the bar. James Huxley. He’s everything opposite of Tommy. He’s rough farm hands and old T-shirts. Wranglers and dark brown hair. He’s the bachelor everyone wants but no one can have. He’s also thirty-four to my thirty, and that used to seem like a big deal—but not anymore.

			There’s a lot of things about James that used to seem wrong to me, but now…

			Oh wow—nope. Can’t finish that thought.

			He’s sitting by himself at the bar, watching a muted TV with his tan forearms resting against the counter. His favorite old Carhartt hat hides his eyes, and as I stand here watching him the strangest desire sweeps through me. I want to go wrap my arms around him.

			I want to hug James.

			Likely this is just a side effect of missing home so much though.

			After forcing this weird urge into submission, I set my shoulders and meet him at the bar.
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