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  Agapi Mou was everything Rylee loved about downtown Milwaukee. As Rylee stepped through the entrance, the sunlight briefly cast a sharp spotlight around her, and she felt a part of herself relax. The three-star Michelin restaurant, a gem in Chef Austin's culinary crown, was one of her favorite places to eat. 
The restaurant’s dim lighting cast a warm glow over polished marble and mahogany. Crystal chandeliers hung like luminous icicles, adding a touch of old-world charm to the high-end bistro. Her dark blue eyes slowly scanned the dining room, smiling as she met one appreciative gaze, then another, before turning to look at Kathryn.
“Hungry?” she asked, touching one side of the four-strand braid to ensure the light wind off the lake hadn’t damaged it. 
“I could eat,” Kathryn absently replied as she took in the opulent surroundings. She tugged at the sleeve of her understated outfit, looking a bit uneasy with Rylee’s choice of venues. 
“I’m Rylee Williams,” Rylee said to the maître d' with a slight, flirtatious smile, letting her voice carry the assurance and flirtation that always got results. “I know we don’t have a reservation but I’m hoping that you can squeeze us in for a quick bite to eat.” She paused to look back at Kathryn. “I really have a craving for Chef Austin’s truffle fries.”
The maître d' quickly looked over the entries in his tablet. “Ah, yes, Ms. Williams,” he said with a nod. “Of course. Right this way.” 
Rylee smirked at Kathryn before turning to follow. Being a Williams had its perks.
He led them through the crowded restaurant to a table near the large bay window overlooking the cityscape. Rylee settled into her seat, the sound of quiet conversation and the occasional spike of laughter making her feel rejuvenated.
Their waiter appeared and presented the menus with a flourish. “Good afternoon, ladies,” he said, his brown eyes lingering on Rylee for a long moment. “My name is Nathan and I will be your server today. May I bring you something to drink while you look over today’s menu?”
She smiled. “I’d like to start with a signature lavender mocktail,” she told him, cocking her head to one side as she looked up at him. 
He nodded, then looked at Kathryn. 
Kathryn scanned the menu. “Do you have anything with pomegranate juice?” she asked.
Nathan nodded. “Absolutely, ma’am. Just juice or would you also like our bartender to create a mocktail for you?”
“A mocktail spritz would be fine,” Kathryn told him.
“Let me get that started for you,” he said. “I’ll be back shortly to take your order.”
Kathryn shifted in her seat, looking a bit uncomfortable. “This place is something else,” she remarked, still scanning the menu. “I can’t believe they just gave us a table. I heard that they were booked for months in advance.”
“They always leave a few tables open for high-end customers,” Rylee told her. She absently tapped the menu with an idle finger. “I think I’m going with the Dover sole. It’s Chef Austin’s signature dish. You should try it!”
Kathryn pursed her lips. “I think I’ll just have the salmon,” she replied with a shake of her head. 
“It will be my treat,” Rylee reassured her. She frowned, pretending to study the menu again. Of course, Kathryn was uncomfortable. Her parents had put her on a rather strict budget so eating at a high-end bistro would severely cut into her fun money. 
“It’s fine,” Kathryn reassured her. “Sometimes I just need to get out of the house.” She looked around again. “Thanks for inviting me.”
The waiter returned with their drinks, a practiced smile plastered on his face. “Ready to order?” he asked. 
“I’ll have the Dover sole,” Rylee told him as she handed the menu back. “And substitute truffle fries for the potato, please.”
“An excellent choice,” Nathan said with a nod, his eyes lingering again before he turned to Kathryn. “And for you, ma’am?”
“The salmon dish, please,” Kathryn replied before handing the menu to him.
“Of course,” he said. The waiter turned away to put in their order but before he could leave, Rylee asked him to put it on the Williams’ tab.
“Rylee!” Kathryn gasped. “You don’t have to do that!”
Rylee smiled at the waiter, waiting for him to nod in acknowledgment before turning back to Kathryn. “Of course I do,” she said. “You’re my best friend and I want you to enjoy our day out. Besides, you can pick up the tab next time we’re here.”
Kathryn snorted. “Whatever.”
Rylee took a sip of her mocktail, barely tasting the lavender in her spritzer. The quiet buzz of conversation was occasionally punctuated by sudden laughter. She looked around the dining room. She could almost hear her mother now, that overly sweet whisper designed with one purpose in mind: to put people in their place. Oh, my dear, that Christian Dior saddle bag purse is so 2026. And that overly textured 'Coco Chanel' dress that you’ve been preening about? I’m so sorry that you wasted money on such a poorly designed knock-off.
“Rylee, I know it’s only been a few weeks since you broke up,” Kathryn began cautiously. “You have to let Sam go. He’s just not worth it!"
Rylee felt her expression harden momentarily before she masked it with another bright smile. “Sam?” she asked with a slight sarcastic drawl. “He’s probably already hooked up with another girl from the Northwestern tennis team.” 
Kathryn frowned, her eyes searching Rylee’s. “Rylee, I know you’re still thinking about him. You took him back once after he cheated on you,” she reminded Rylee. “Then, he made fun of you for getting into Wellesley.” She paused to make her point. “One of the top colleges in the country and he thought it was a joke!”
Rylee frowned. “I know.”
“I just want you to be happy. You seem . . . different.”
“Different?” Rylee laughed, a touch too sharply. “How so?”
“Tired. Sad.” Kathryn sighed, clearly frustrated. “I’ll never know what you saw in him.”
Rylee took another sip of her mocktail, savoring the blend of flavors. She felt a pang of longing but quickly suppressed it. After all, it had been her idea to break up.
“To new beginnings,” she toasted, raising her glass with forced cheerfulness. “I have an entire gap year ahead of me!” Canton Home Mission was only four weeks away. And, after that, the possibilities were endless.
Kathryn clinked her glass against Rylee’s, her eyes filled with concern. “To new beginnings,” she echoed. “Sam is just a minor speed bump, Rylee. You’ve got this!”
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Later that afternoon, Rylee found herself in the family barn, grooming her horse after their short ride. The scent of hay and a warm, summery scent lingered in the air.
It was a familiar, comforting smell, one that had always made her feel safe. The old barn, with its four stalls and a small pavilion, was a kind of rustic sanctuary where she could find a few precious moments of respite from the prying eyes of her mother.
The old barn had been partially rebuilt after a bad storm a few years ago and she could see the new wood had started to fade into a weathered brown. The sun streamed through the open barn doors. Rylee closed her eyes, relishing the warmth against her skin. When she was younger, she’d dreamed of riding in competition and had spent a lot of time working with Dusty.
He might not be an Arabian, Rylee thought, but with his compact body and calm demeanor, he was the perfect companion. She knew she was going to miss him when she moved to campus next fall.
“Sorry I was late coming home, Dusty,” she told the horse. “Lunch took a bit longer than I’d expected. You know how Kathryn is.” She ran her free hand over his sleek, dark coat, suppressing a pang of guilt at how little attention she’d given him over the last few weeks.
Dusty snorted, shaking out his mane. He turned and looked at her over his shoulder. Make with the comb, he seemed to be saying.
“I know,” she crooned, leaning into long strokes to whisk away the dirt on his neck. “We haven’t been out riding much in the last month, have we?”
She sighed, feeling the horse relax under her hand as she worked. She just couldn't seem to shake the feeling that he was the only one who really understood her. Not her sisters or most of her friends. Definitely not her parents!
Her mom hadn’t been overly sympathetic about her on-again, off-again relationship. True, Sam was doing well at Northwestern University, but long-distance relationships never worked out, she’d warned. Even if Sam had been able to come home from college every weekend, it was inevitable that he would find someone else. Or, that the only way for Sam to stay in Rylee’s life was for her to violate her purity pledge.
Dad, on the other hand, had thought that their long-distance relationship was a good compromise as long as she remained committed to attending Wellesley next fall. He had told Rylee that he felt that neither of them was ready for a solid and committed long-term relationship. In his opinion, Sam was just one of many young men that Rylee would date before she was ready to settle down. She was, after all, a Williams girl.
The comb hit a snag, and Rylee applied a bit more pressure to loosen a clump of mud that had splattered him above his front right leg. Sometimes it had felt like Sam was much more interested in his tennis game than her. Towards the end, it felt like all they did was have sex, and it wasn’t even particularly good sex. Just sex in ‘discoverable’ locations.
She sighed. Kathryn was probably right. Maybe it was time to just move on.
She finished up with the comb and swapped it out for the brush. Using short, firm strokes, she slowly worked to remove tiny clumps of dirt and stray hairs. There was something about working with Dusty that was comforting. As she worked, she wondered if she could just brush away her feelings for Sam. 
She wasn’t sure what to feel. On one hand, she knew for a fact that he had cheated on her while he was playing at the NCAA tennis match in Orlando. Just thinking about it made her stomach churn.
But, on the other hand, his explanation made sense: one of his teammates, who happened to have the same type of phone, accidentally answered one of Rylee’s calls. Problem was, that same teammate was almost continually tagging Sam at all kinds of non-sports related events at Northwestern. Some of the photos even made it look like they were dating. 
Rylee clenched her jaw as she swapped out the brush for the hoof pick, her knuckles turning white as she gripped it. Kathryn was right. Time to stomp any lingering feelings for Sam under the carpet and move on. he wasn’t the right guy for her. 
There’s a difference between men and boys, she reminded herself. Men know how to put their partners first. Boys, well, they tended to see women as toys that they could just play with and move on.
She carefully lifted one hoof to gently scrape away the built-up mud in the central groove before moving on to the next. It was past time to pull out that calendar, she decided. Time to figure out exactly what else she needed to do so she could make the most of her gap year. An artist retreat, maybe? Or was it time to find a nonprofit
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