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The ideas you shared, the stories you told, 

and the support you gave me shaped every page of this book. 
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  Chapter One


Rylee carefully pulled into the parking lot and scanned for Sam’s car. A few vehicles were scattered around the large lot. She spotted Sam’s distinctively dark blue hybrid at the far end, near the trail that led through the tree-lined path to Tietjen Beach.  
She pulled in next to his car, sighing as she checked her watch. Just after 8 a.m. So much for being early. 
Of course, he’d picked the beach. Grabbing a nearby picnic table and talking things out would have been so much easier.
No. Sam was not going to make this easy for her. Nothing said ‘we’re done’ like a forced march along the worn asphalt trail to remind her of happier times. After all, Tietjen Beach had been their special place.
Rylee blinked back tears as she exited the car, automatically locking it and tucking her keys into a pocket as she walked over to the northern trail entrance. She knew where to find him. He would be waiting for her on the farthest access point to the beach, far away from anyone taking an early morning walk. 
A slight chill seeped past her loose linen sundress and the damp wind caressed her bare arms. The forecast had called for a chance of rain later in the day, but it had been so warm at home that she hadn’t thought to bring a wrap. 
Rylee glanced through the window into the backseat. She didn’t see her spare sweater. Dammit, she thought. By the time she got to the beach, she’d be freezing.
No help for it. Time to get going. With any luck, Sam would agree to continue their conversation over breakfast at a nearby restaurant.
She could feel the random pebbles and irregular pavement through the thin soles of her leather flats as she walked. The trees overhead flickered in the damp breeze, birds happily chirping as they greeted the morning sun. 
As she followed the trail deeper into the forest, all Rylee could think of was how crappy it was that Sam had chosen this place to meet. It felt like the ultimate punishment. So many memories, good and bad. 
She could feel the tears starting again. She wiped at her face with the back of her hand and kept walking.
The summer beach parties with the robotics team. That time someone had lit up the entire lakefront with a bunch of possibly illegal fireworks.The community barbecue the summer before her senior year, when she first thought he might be interested in her.
Their first kiss had happened right along this trail, during last year’s Winter Wonderland Hike. These trees had even witnessed their last fight.
Rylee stopped walking, stretching her neck to look up at the tree canopy. No! she thought. She was not going to give him the satisfaction of seeing her break down. Not now. 
Maybe she should just go. He didn’t love her. Maybe he never did. Maybe all she had been to him was someone who gave him sex on demand, like some anonymous plastic sex doll. 
She wiped her face with both hands. That wasn’t true, she told herself. Somehow, she knew Sam had genuinely cared for her, even if he could never bring himself to say the word ‘love’. Cared? Yes. Needed? Absolutely. But never loved. 
Rylee crossed her arms, blinking back tears as she rocked back and forth for a long moment. There was only one way to find out if he could help, and that was to keep going. Besides, she could see glimmers of the beach peeking through the trees up ahead. No sense turning back now.
As she approached the beach, she noticed the small details. His vague silhouette stood against the backdrop of the calm lake waters, his faded blue t-shirt and old jeans making him blend in. His dark red hair was a vivid smudge against the shades of blue around him.
Sam stood with his back to the trail, the small waves lapping up against the monochrome shoreline at his feet. He was staring off into the horizon, to that place where the sky kissed the shimmering lake water. 
He might have been lost in thought. Or, more likely, he was avoiding even looking at her.
She stepped off the trail and onto the beach, if you could call it that. Sandy pebbles littered the shoreline, with larger stones and pieces of driftwood scattered around as if Mom Nature had had another temper tantrum with the last storm.
“Dammit!” she cried out, bruising her toes as she tripped over a small tree branch. “Why the hell did you want to meet on the beach when there are perfectly good picnic tables closer to the parking lot?” she complained as she got her balance and looked down at her shoe. A shallow scrape marred the dark leather. 
She looked up, annoyed. Sam hadn’t even noticed her distress. Of course, he hadn’t. 
Rylee made herself continue walking until she reached his side. “Sam, I’m cold,” she told him. “Can’t we go someplace else?”
When he didn’t respond, she reached for his hand as she tried to make a connection. 
He pulled away, shoving his hands into his front pockets as he took a step away from her. “Just tell me what you want, Rylee,” he told her, his voice dark with anger. He continued to scan the horizon, eyeing the dark clouds that were gathering out over the lake. “We broke up. It’s over. There’s nothing more to say.” 
“It’s really chilly out here,” she whimpered, rubbing her cold hands against her arms to ward off the chill. “I can’t talk when I’m freezing to death!” 
Sam knew how sensitive she was to the cold. Once upon a time, he’d cared enough to put his arms around her against a sudden chill. Not now, though. She felt the tears threaten to start again and held up one hand under her nose to try to hold back the sniffle. 
Sam turned to her, his hazel eyes blazing with unspoken rage. “Let’s go,” he snapped. Before she could do more than blink, he grabbed her by the arm and dragged her across the beach to the trail that led through the woods behind them.
She stumbled after him, tripping over another small piece of driftwood. His fingers flexed, painfully gripping her bicep, as he kept her from falling. She struggled to pull away from him and he abruptly let her go as they slowly made their way through the overgrown trail to the stairs that led to the bluff overlooking the beach. 
The limestone steps were nearly overrun by wild grapevines, goldenrods, and various weeds. They made it nearly impossible for her to reach the ancient wooden handrails as they headed for the bluff.
As soon as they reached the top, Sam moved to one of the benches that used to overlook the beach below. Over the years, the forest had taken over the bluff, obscuring the once picturesque view.
He sat, leaning back against the bench as if the very sight of her disgusted him. “Tell me what’s going on,” he growled. 
Rylee slumped onto the closest bench. There were so many things that she needed to say, but the words just wouldn’t come out. “We can’t break up, Sam,” she finally told him, brushing her tangled, black hair out of her face. “I–I need you.” I need your help.
Sam’s expression hardened and he turned away, staring at the random foliage around them. After a long moment, he told her the words she didn’t want to hear. “Rylee, it’s over.” He leaned forward, staring at the sandy ground between them. “You broke up with me,” he spat. “We’re done.”
His words hit her like a backhanded slap. She sprang from her seat, fists clenched at her side. “No!” she cried out. “You don’t understand. We made a mistake!” She choked back a sob; the words ‘I think I’m pregnant’ stuck in her throat. 
Sam leaned back and eyed her, scorn etched into his pursed lips. “How many times do we need to break up before you finally accept that it’s over, Rylee?” he asked mockingly. “Two more times? Five?” He glared at her. “Breaking up was your idea.” He paused for emphasis, then barked, “Both times!”
Rylee swallowed a sob, screwing her eyes shut as she turned her face upward. “I was wrong,” she whispered. She opened her eyes, wiping the tears from her face with both hands as if she could wipe away her fear. “Things have changed, Sam.”
He rolled his eyes. “What things?” he demanded. “I’m really tired of this, Rylee! Tell me what’s going on!”
She collapsed against the bench as she covered her eyes with one hand. She didn’t have the words to stand against his rage. This wasn’t him. Couldn’t be him. Not the Sam she loved.
Rylee took a deep breath and then looked up at him. It was obvious she couldn’t expect any help from him. “It doesn’t matter, Sam,” she finally told him. “I’m probably worried about nothing.” 
Sam glared at her for a moment, then sighed as he stood. “Fine,” he growled. And, with that, he sauntered away.
Rylee collapsed into tears, wrapping her arms around herself as she cried. Her last hope was gone. He really didn’t care. 
After a long while, she wiped away her tears and tried to pull herself together. Time to find some answers. 
She fumbled for a moment as she pulled her phone out of her pocket, then hit the button for the AI assistant. “Who can help figure out why I have been feeling nauseous?” she asked in a low voice.
“Hello, Rylee,” her phone answered. “According to your MediTrack app, your last menstrual period was July 16th. It is highly recommended that you seek out a gynecologist to rule out pregnancy before pursuing an alternative medical diagnosis.”
She thought about it for a moment. Her regular doctor was out. Dr. Marrow might contact her mother and she couldn’t have that. Not yet. Not until she figured this out. She tapped the app button again. “Where can I find a gynecologist that will see me today?”
There was a pause. “There are five gynecologists within a thirty-mile radius. One of them offers same-day appointments and confidential consultations.”
Rylee took a close look at her screen. The Faith and Prayers Pregnancy Crisis Center. According to her phone, it was just a few minutes away in Fox Point. 
She stabbed at her phone to make the call. It was early, she thought. Maybe they could get her in now.






  
  Chapter Two


Rylee glared at herself in the mirror again. The bathroom reminded her of a truck stop restroom off the highway in the middle of nowhere. The sinks were filthy, with a visible layer of calcified dirt on the faucets and brown paper towels littering the floor. The toilets and showers were no better. Even the bath towels provided were a faded gray-white, scratchy, and probably should be replaced. 
She picked up her brush and carefully combed it through her hair. It was made of cheap plastic and had been provided to her as a part of the ‘welcome to detention’ personal hygiene kit. The clear plastic bag had included a brush, a comb, and a simple elastic scrunchy to pull back her hair. She’d used a bit of shampoo from the travel-size bottle to wash them as best she could, but she was still mortified she might be using a previous detainee’s cast-off.
She put the brush down on the porcelain sink and got to work French braiding her hair. It had been a long and incredibly dehumanizing weekend. Dealing with other detainees. Forced participation in individual and group ‘counseling’ sessions. Being forced to sleep on an ancient, stained, incredibly thin mattress with a single blanket and a flat pillow. The food.
And that so-called medical exam. Rylee had never been seen by a male doctor before, not even as a child. It had been so humiliating for him to stare at her, almost as if she was going to star in his next personal jerkfest.
She blinked back familiar tears and glared at herself in the mirror again. Her hair was a mess. Uneven strands of hair buckled against what should be a flat, carefully woven braid. One length behind her ear was threatening to escape.
Rylee leaned forward and scrubbed her hands through her hair, untangling the chaotic mess with nervous fingers. With a careful flip, she stood straight and watched her black hair as it settled around her shoulders. 
What the hell was she going to do? She only had ten minutes left before they took her to the courthouse for her hearing.
She nodded to herself in the mirror. You can do this, she told herself. You are going to get your shit together and tell that judge whatever it takes to get released from detention so you can go home.
Rylee picked up the brush again and carefully pulled it through her hair. You are a Williams, she reminded herself. She would do whatever it took to get out of this place. And that started with looking her best with whatever tools she was given. 

Rylee sat in the back of the transport van, looking out the window as the early morning traffic streamed by. Mondays in Downtown Milwaukee were always challenging, as cars jockeyed for position on the crowded, narrow streets. It was also the middle of road construction season, which meant that at least one lane was closed, forcing cars to merge at random intervals.
The ride took much longer than she’d thought. It was hard to tell because she still didn’t have her phone. After a while, the traffic seemed to blend together and she couldn’t tell where she was.
The van finally stopped in the loading zone behind the courthouse. She barely had time to register where she was before the side door opened and a police officer offered her a hand down. She automatically took his hand, grateful she hadn’t been handcuffed on her way out of detention. The orange jumpsuit was humiliating enough. Just wearing it made her visible against the drab colors around her.
Rylee carefully walked up the concrete steps, mindful of the police officer who escorted her into the building. She quickly got lost as they walked down one hallway, then another, before she was escorted to a room near the elevator. 
A small table with two metal chairs took up most of the room. The door locked behind her. She sat, feeling the strain. She hadn’t really slept since being detained.
It had been a surreal couple of days. The doctor at Faith and Prayers Pregnancy Crisis Center had insisted on performing a transvaginal ultrasound to confirm that Rylee was pregnant. She’d finally given in because she didn’t trust pregnancy tests.
Having a tube shoved up inside of her to search for a heartbeat had been embarrassing enough. Then, the center’s social worker started in on her, refusing to let her leave unless she’d talked about her plans for the pregnancy. That led to the center calling the police, who insisted she talk to a crisis intervention ‘specialist’ who eventually recommended that Rylee be detained for seventy-two hours because she might be a risk to herself or her unborn child.
Rylee grimaced. The only risk Faith and Prayers needed to worry about was the massive lawsuit coming their way. 
There was a knock on the door, almost immediately followed by a police officer, who poked her head in. “They’re ready for you,” she told her.
Rylee stood. “Is there time to go to the bathroom?” she asked. “Nervous bladder.”
The woman smiled. “Baby bladder,” she replied. “I understand.” She gestured. “Bathroom is just around the corner.”
Rylee moved down the hallway as the officer had indicated. It was just a small bathroom with two stalls. She was grateful she didn’t have to leave the stall open, but it was still embarrassing to know that the woman was right outside the metal door. 
A few minutes later, they were walking back to the elevator. From there, it was a maze of random hallways. They stopped at a door manned by another police officer.
He opened the door to the courtroom. It was a small room with four narrow tables. Sam and his family sat at the closest one, but she only had eyes for her mom and dad. Mom looked like she was almost ready to faint, her head resting wearily against Dad, the tangled blond strands almost obscuring his shoulder. Dad looked calm enough, but she knew that expression. It was the calm before the storm. 
The officer urged her forward, and Rylee slowly made her way past the Maxwells, careful to avoid eye contact. She could almost feel Mrs. Maxwell’s maternal glare as she passed their table and knew from the shuffling of his feet that Sam was almost as nervous as she was.
Mom launched herself from her chair, smothering Rylee with full-body hugs, almost wrapping herself around Rylee in an effort to soothe her sudden tears.
She glanced down at her dad. He looked sad, but gave a slight nod of his head and joined the family hug before urging them all to have a seat. Rylee found herself between her parents. Her mom scooted her chair over until it was firmly wedged against Rylee’s and wrapped her arm firmly around Rylee’s shoulder until she shrugged it off. 
She looked around the courtroom. Her family sat at the table on the right side of the room. The Maxwells sat on the left. Both faced the judge’s desk, and there was a small table on the other side of the room. A man stood near it. She made eye contact for a moment, then he sat and started sorting through the files on the desk. He found what he was looking for and returned the other files to the neat pile on the right side of the table.
“All rise,” the bailiff said. “The Honorable Judge Christina Olson presiding.”
Rylee stood, swaying a bit with anxiety. Her mom grabbed her hand tightly, her rings biting into Rylee’s skin. She quickly shook her hand away, flexing it before discretely clasping both hands in front of her.
The judge slowly walked to her desk, the expression on her ebony face a mixture of concern and contemplation. Her white lace collar reminded Rylee of Ruth Bader Ginsberg. She only hoped that this meant a quick, favorable outcome.
Judge Olson sat, then cracked her gavel. “You may be seated,” she said in a quiet voice, looking from the Maxwell family to Rylee’s side of the room and back. There was a loud rustle as everyone complied.
She opened the file that lay on her desk, studying it for a moment before looking up again. “Rylee Williams and Samuel Maxwell, you have been brought before this court because your unborn biological child has been declared a ward of the state,” she told them. “Under State of Wisconsin statutes, we are here to determine the facts leading up to Ms. Williams’ viable pregnancy, enroll you in the Wisconsin Individual Family Education program, and to ensure that you finalize post-delivery financial and placement arrangements for your biological child, which is expected to be born—” she paused and looked down to confirm the date, “—in approximately thirty-three weeks.” 
Rylee buried her face in her hands, rocking back and forth as she tried to swallow her fear. Thirty-three weeks until she became a mom. Unreal.
Her mom reached out again, but she jerked away. Enough already! she mentally screamed. Leave me alone!
“Attorney James Mueller has been appointed as your biological child’s guardian ad litem,” the judge continued. “He is responsible for representing the best interests of your child. This includes a financial resource assessment and participating in child placement negotiations or adoption, if you both agree to it.”
“Investigate the facts?” Sam’s mom shrieked. 
Rylee opened her eyes, trying to peer past her father and attorney as Mrs. Maxwell turned to Sam. She couldn’t see him very well, but it looked like he was cowering. 
Sam’s mom turned her rage to the judge. “We don’t even know if this . . . this . . . this . . . girl is pregnant and, even if she is, that it’s my son’s!” she ground out.
The judge banged her gavel sharply. “Order in the court,” she said, annoyed by the outburst. “Mrs. Maxwell, I will have you removed if we have any more outbursts.”
“But Your Honor—” 
Sam’s attorney quickly stood; one hand firmly planted on Mrs. Maxwell’s shoulder. 
“Yes, Counselor?” the judge asked, quirking an eyebrow.
“Olivia Davis, Your Honor,” the attorney said. She looked down at Sam’s mom, then back up to the judge. “My client’s mother is distraught, and with good reason. May we ask the Court to validate how we know that there is a viable pregnancy? Sometimes tests can be deceiving.” 
The judge took a deep breath, obviously annoyed. “I’ll allow it, Counselor.” Davis sat and the judge turned to the guardian ad litem. “Mr. Mueller, was there more than one ultrasound to confirm the embryo’s placement and fetal heartbeat?”
The guardian ad litem frowned, squinting a bit as he looked at the judge. “Of course, Your Honor,” he told her. “It’s a standard procedure to repeat both the pregnancy test and ultrasound as a part of the intake process. Ms. Williams would not have been detained if we had not been able to validate that this was a viable pregnancy.”
“Thank you, Mr. Mueller,” Judge Olson replied with a sharp nod. “No issues found?”
Mueller looked at Rylee. “Your Honor, my client is approximately seven weeks old and appears to be healthy.” 
The judge smiled. “That’s good news!” she said, turning back to Sam’s attorney. “And, in answer to your next, obvious question, this court will rely on Ms. Williams’ sworn testimony to determine the child’s biological father.” She gave Rylee a sardonic look. “I don’t believe that I need to remind anyone about the penalty for perjury, do I?” 
Rylee buried her face in her mom’s shoulder. Of course, no one needed to tell her what the penalty was. Under no circumstances was she going back to detention!
She heard Sam’s mom start to sputter, but the judge cut her off. “Unless you have pertinent third-party testimony or another man who is claiming to be the child’s actual biological father, final determination will be made after the child is born with a court-mandated DNA test,” she said in a firm tone.
Rylee wiped her face and looked over at Sam’s mom. Her skin had turned an almost comical shade of red along her jawline. It looked like she hadn’t taken the time to blend her makeup. It just stopped. Even her neck was red. 
“Your Honor, will the Court allow us to request amniocentesis to test for birth defects and to determine if my client is the biological father?” Davis cut in.
Judge Olson turned to the guardian ad litem. “Counselor, I know that there is a small risk of miscarriage, but will allow it if you agree.”
Mueller looked down for a moment. “I will only agree to amniocentesis if Ms. Williams’ physician finds just cause. There is no reason to put my client at risk if we don’t need to.”
“So ordered,” the judge responded. 
Sam and his dad talked in low tones, but Rylee couldn’t make out what they were saying.
The judge cleared her throat, gently interrupting their sidebar. She turned her attention to Rylee. “Ms. Williams, I need you to confirm your date of birth for the Court,” she told her. “According to your driver’s license, you turned eighteen on December 22nd of last year. Is that correct?”
Rylee bit her lip. “Yes, Your Honor,” she murmured.
“Thank you for confirming that, Ms. Williams,” the judge replied. “I’m glad we don’t have to make a referral to criminal court for statutory rape charges.” She paused and looked down at the papers on her desk. “I also see no report of rape or domestic abuse. Can you confirm this for the Court?”
Rylee found herself looking down at her hands. She didn’t want to admit it, but she’d had sex with Sam before she turned eighteen. “Yes, Your Honor,” she whispered. 
The judge leaned forward. “Can you repeat that a bit louder for the Court?”
Rylee lifted her chin to look at the judge. “Yes, Your Honor.” 
The judge looked back, dark eyes suddenly narrow with suspicion. “I need you to be very clear with me on this,” she snapped. “Did Sam Maxwell do anything physically or verbally that might cause someone to reasonably fear physical or sexual assault?”
Rylee swallowed hard. That wasn’t it at all. Sam was the kind of guy who had captured the spider someone had found in one of the parish storage closets so he could take it outside. There was no way he would ever raise his hand to someone. She slowly shook her head. “Of course not, Your Honor,” she finally said. “I’m not afraid of Sam.” 
The judge nodded in reply. “Thank you,” she said. “Now, there are a few other items to discuss. You are an unmarried couple and, as such, your child’s physical and developmental safety is at risk. Until this child is born, neither of you will be allowed to travel more than 50 miles from this courthouse.”
What? No travel? What about the Home Mission next month?
“Objection, Your Honor!” Sam’s attorney exclaimed. “My client is not pregnant and does not pose a risk to Ms. Williams’ pregnancy.”
That was the wrong thing to say. “Denied,” Judge Olson snapped at her. “The statute is very clear. Your client will fully participate in his biological child’s pre- and postnatal development. And he can only do that if he is local.”
“She can’t do this,” Sam’s mom grumbled, shooting a glare at Rylee. “Sam is leaving for Northwestern in a few days!”
Sam’s attorney leaned forward. “Objection, Your Honor. Undue burden.”
“On what grounds?” 
“My client is enrolled at Northwestern University in Illinois,” the attorney told her, a slight lilt in her voice, as if she was stating the obvious. “He will be forced to withdraw for a full year if he is unable to travel.”
The judge turned to stare at Sam. “Counselor, I understand that this will have an impact on his life, much the same as it will for Ms. Williams,” she told them, looking vaguely disappointed at Sam’s attorney. “However, it is this Court’s opinion that your client will be better served if he focused on preparing for the birth of his child. He always has the option of taking online courses or transferring to a local college. Request to travel outside of the state is denied.”
There was movement at the Maxwell table. It looked like the only reason Sam’s mom hadn’t leaped to her feet in protest was their attorney’s hand on her shoulder. 
The judge banged her gavel. “Bailiff, remove Mrs. Maxwell from the courtroom. I’ve had enough maternal outrage for one day.”
The bailiff walked to their table and gestured with one hand. Sam’s mom sat back in her chair with a stubborn expression on her face. The attorney whispered something urgent, and with that, Mrs. Maxwell suddenly picked up her purse and walked out of the room without so much as a glance back.
The judge looked over to Rylee and then Sam. “Next item. I will need both Ms. Williams and Mr. Maxwell to surrender their driver’s licenses and passports,” she told them in a stern voice. 
Rylee’s mom gasped, but the judge ignored her. “You will each be given a provisional driver’s license so that you can travel to work, school, medical appointments, and your parents’ homes until you have rented a place to live. In addition, you will each be fitted with a GPS ankle bracelet to track your location.”
Rylee’s mom leaned back to whisper to her dad, “What about our Christmas vacation?” she whispered.
Rylee glanced up at her dad. His face was strangely blank as he shook his head. “Later,” is all he said.
“As a matter of fact, it is, and we do, Mr. Maxwell,” she said directly to Sam, apparently responding to something he’d said. “This Court must always act in the best interest of the child, regardless of their birth status. As an unmarried father, you are also a flight risk, as this Court has learned the hard way.”
Sam gulped. “Yes, Your Honor.”
Judge Olson pulled another document from the file and glanced at it. “Mr. Maxwell, I see that you have a birthday coming up. The provisional license includes a prohibition on the purchase or consumption of alcohol and CBD edibles,” she told him. “Although you will soon be of legal drinking age, please be aware that you will be arrested and referred to criminal court if you so much as step one foot into a bar, dispensary, or liquor store until your privileges are reinstated after the baby’s birth.”
He didn’t respond, so she paused, leaning forward. “If warranted, you may be required to submit to regular drug testing to validate your compliance. Is that clear?”
The judge pulled out another piece of paper from the file on her desk. “I will also be issuing a court order to have all mail and packages for both households be diverted to a special unit of the Children’s Court before delivery to ensure that abortifacients are not sent to your homes,” she told them. “As you know, abortifacients are illegal in this state. Please note that we are aware that this does not preclude individuals from personally delivering them to the defendants, but the Court will grant a standard request from the guardian ad litem for immediate criminal investigation if Ms. Williams miscarries. This includes an emergency access request for all electronics, including household security systems.”
Rylee stared at her, shocked. Criminal investigation? Someone from the court pawing through every package sent to the house to look for abortion pills? Unreal. It was illegal to send those pills through the mail. Everyone knew that you had to travel outside of the state to get them. 
“Next, you will be enrolled in a program designed to facilitate your transition to parenthood,” the judge continued. “These classes, including prenatal, childbirth, and postpartum recovery, as well as essential parenting skills, will be taken jointly and at your own personal expense, unless your income falls below a certain threshold.” She looked down at another paper in the file. “The good news is there are several low-cost programs that meet statutory requirements, and some online courses are included. These courses, along with weekly participation in motherhood and fatherhood support groups, are mandatory. Failure to complete these requirements within the timetable provided will result in mandatory jail time.
“Last item before you are fitted for your ankle bracelets and released into your parents’ custody,” the judge said, glancing at her watch. “Ms. Williams, you are required to provide this Court with the names of all medical providers within the next three weeks. I will be issuing a court order so that your physician can legally provide copies of your medical visits and test results to the Court.” 
Rylee stared at the judge. She didn’t know what to say. 
“This is a standard waiver of pregnancy-related HIPPA that allows the state to monitor your pregnancy,” the judge told her. “You do have the legal right to appeal this request.” From her tone, Rylee knew that any appeal would be in vain. It was like the transvaginal ultrasound all over again.
“Any questions?” the judge asked. “If not, we’re adjourned.” 
Rylee wiped her face against the fresh onslaught of tears. She was going home. Finally!






  
  Chapter Three


Rylee sat on the edge of her chair, staring at herself in the mirror. The remnants of her attempt to find something to wear lay discarded haphazardly across her bedroom floor. The small transmitter just above her ankle seemed to defy every effort to hide it under comfortable clothes. 
Rylee had spent the better part of an hour trying to get dressed. The plastic band around her ankle had enough ‘give’ to be able to pull a thin sock underneath it, but otherwise, it rubbed, especially if she wore tapered pants. Shorts or capri pants were completely out of the question.
She had finally settled on a pair of blue high-waist striped trousers that had wide pant legs draping past her ankles. She was just about to pick out a shirt to go with it when there was a knock on her door. Her mom peeked into her room.
“Family meeting, sweetie,” her mom told her, eyes carefully averted. “Your dad’s office when you’re ready.”
“Be there in a minute,” Rylee told her. She moved deeper into her closet, stepping over clothes that littered the floor until she reached her seasonal tops. She quickly grabbed a white scoop-neck t-shirt and a pair of low heels and hurried down to the first floor.
Heart pounding, Rylee paused long enough to grab a bottle of artesian still water from the under-counter fridge just inside the kitchen before heading down the hallway to her dad’s study. The main house was roughly T-shaped and his office was set at the farthest corner of the house. It gave him a clear view of both the guest house and Mom’s extensive flower garden.
Dad’s desk was near the door at the front of the room. Her sister Chloe and her mom sat on the couch in front of the bay windows. Two of the family attorneys sat across from them, with another woman standing near the fireplace. 
What was Chloe doing here? Rylee wondered. This didn’t have anything to do with her.
“Thanks for your assistance, Governor,” her dad said, cupping his office phone against his shoulder with one hand and gesturing for her to join them with the other. He was all business. “I appreciate your staff’s quick response.”
Rylee moved past his desk as he hung up, taking the remaining seat on the couch. She placed her bottle of water on the floor next to her feet. Her dad cleared his throat, pursing his lips before looking at Rylee, an uncomfortable look on his face.
“I know you’re just getting settled after a trying weekend, Rylee,” he said in a gentle voice. “But we need to make sure that we’re all on the same page as to what happened and determine what the next steps are.” 
Rylee reluctantly nodded, trying to swallow the sudden wave of nausea crawling up her throat as she looked at the attorneys and the woman. 
“It’s okay, Rylee,” her dad told her. “Take your time.” Her mom reached for her hand, gently squeezing it in support. 
One of the attorneys leaned forward. “What can you tell us about the events that led to your detention, Rylee?” he asked intently. “What exactly happened last Thursday?”
Rylee bit her lip and closed her eyes with a slight nod. “I had taken a home pregnancy test about a week ago, but didn’t really trust the results,” she told them. “Too many false positives, you know?” She opened her eyes, staring unseeingly at the antique mahogany coffee table in front of her. “My phone recommended Faith and Prayers as a place where I could see a doctor that day, so I made an appointment.” 
“Sweetie, why didn’t you come to me first?” her mom implored. “I could have taken you to our family doctor. None of this would have happened if you had just come to me!”
Rylee pulled her hand away, slowly rubbing it against her pants. “Because if the second test came back negative, it would have been okay. No need to talk to anyone about it.”
Her parents exchanged a guarded look. 
“Understood,” the second attorney interjected. “Please continue.”
“After it came back positive, the nurse at Faith and Prayers insisted on doing an ultrasound to confirm that I was pregnant,” Rylee told them, looking up at the wood panels that hugged the office walls. “Pregnancy tests can be wrong.”
One of the attorneys cleared his throat, looking at the woman standing near the fireplace. She shook her head in denial.
“And that’s where they found the heartbeat, right?” the unnamed woman prompted.
Rylee nodded. 
“What happened next?” the woman gently coaxed.
“They insisted that I talk to a social worker, who wouldn’t let me leave,” Rylee complained. “She kept telling me she needed to confirm what my plans were.”
“Wait,” one of the attorneys interjected. “Wouldn’t let you leave? Were you locked in the exam room or somehow restrained?”
“No,” Rylee admitted. “I was told that I wasn’t allowed to leave until I answered all of her questions.”
“What questions?”
“Name, address, birthday, marital status,” Rylee told them, that feeling of being trapped closing in on her again. “I told her I didn’t believe that test was accurate. There was no way I could be pregnant, and their repeated insistence that I was didn’t help.”
The attorney nodded encouragingly. “And then?” he asked, gently.
Rylee looked down at her hands. Her fingers were tightly clenched around her knees. “She insisted on getting me help. For what, I don’t know. After that, they called the police,” she told him. “They kept pushing me to tell them if I was married and what my plans were for my baby. And I kept telling them that I just wanted to go home!”
“So, just to confirm, the social worker implied that you couldn’t leave until you’d answered all of her questions and agreed to some sort of assistance.” He tsked. “A delay tactic, rather than outright confinement. Just skirting the law.”
“You mean I could have just left?” Rylee demanded, feeling a deep flush warm her cheeks.
“Yes,” she was told. “If the center had physically restrained you or locked you in a room, we might have been able to make a legal case for unlawful detention. However, because you could have left the building at any time, we don’t have a basis to directly sue either Faith and Prayers or the doctor.”
Rylee threw back her head, closing her eyes against sudden tears. “So, if I’d have just pushed my way past her and left, we wouldn’t be here right now,” she whispered.
“Not necessarily,” the other attorney reassured her. “They did detect a fetal heartbeat and, if there was reasonable concern that you might seek an out-of-state abortion, they could have notified the authorities and you may have still been taken into custody.”
“I didn’t say anything about an abortion,” Rylee protested. “I just couldn’t believe that I was pregnant!”
“Interesting,” the attorney muttered. “And you didn’t indicate that you wanted an abortion to the police officers who took you into custody or anyone at the detention center?”
“No!” Rylee exclaimed. “I didn’t know what to think! I just wanted to go home!”
Rylee’s mom put her arm around her, pulling her close for a hug. Rylee broke down, sobbing as she clung to her mother in frustration. All of this could have been avoided if she’d just left!
After a long moment, Rylee pulled away. Chloe grabbed the box of tissues off of the end table and offered it to her. Rylee dabbed her eyes and blew her nose, then tucked the tissue into a side pocket.
Her dad cleared his throat. “Let’s table that for now,” he said, drumming the fingers of his left hand idly against his desk. “The Governor has agreed that the best course of action is for DHS to restrict access to the records of any woman detained under Act 292 due to privacy concerns,” he told them. “It will take a few days, but they will only be accessible through a Freedom of Information Act request.”
The woman nodded. “That will help,” she told them. “By the way, Rylee, I’m Samantha Brown. I’ve been retained as your strategic crisis manager to help guide your family through this.”
“Oh.” 
“I know that the questions we’re asking can be . . . uncomfortable,” she said. “But the information you provide will help me create a framework to address the situation. If the media gets a hold of this, they might blow it completely out of proportion, given the current political climate.” 
She waited until Rylee nodded. “Let’s start with some basics,” she said. “When did you and Sam start dating?”
Even though Rylee had expected the question, she couldn’t help but blush. “Last fall,” she admitted.
Rylee’s mom gasped. “What? I thought you started dating in January!” she exclaimed.
“We weren’t a couple until then, Mom,” she replied. “Sam was coming home almost every weekend. We kept bumping into each other at random community events and robotics meetings. It just seemed to happen!”
Mom pursed her lips, huffing a breath out of her nose in frustration. “I see.”
Brown picked up her iPad from the coffee table and used the stylus to take notes. “So, this started with you going out with a group of friends autumn of 2027, and you started to officially date in January 2028.”
“That’s right,” she responded, hesitantly. Please don’t ask me when we started having sex, she thought. Not in front of Mom and Dad!
“Next question: according to your medical records, you were on birth control pills. These were prescribed due to a diagnosis of polycystic ovary syndrome. Your doctor also suspected fibroids, as this runs in your family.” She paused and looked up. “When did you stop taking them?” she asked.
Rylee gaped at her, feeling her mom stir next to her. “I’m sorry; why do you need to know this?” she demanded.
“That isn’t true!” her mom hissed. She turned to Rylee in confusion. “Is it?” 
Chloe snorted, looking down at her coffee mug. 
“The doctor’s notes from DHS state that ‘the patient admitted to voluntarily stop taking birth control pills in the weeks leading up to her viable pregnancy’,” Brown read to them. “If your conception date was around the middle of July, then I would have to assume that you stopped taking them sometime in the spring.” She paused to look at Rylee. “Is that a correct statement?”
Rylee covered her eyes with one hand. “I don’t remember,” she told them. “Sometime in late spring, I think.”
“That makes sense,” Brown replied. “Thank you.”
“I still don’t understand why you need to know this,” Rylee whined, dropping her hand to glare at the woman. 
Brown smiled. “Just trying to establish a timeline,” she told her. “As I understand it from your parents, you and Sam broke up sometime in March and picked up again in May. Do I have that right?”
“I think so,” Rylee moaned. This was so embarrassing, she thought. 
Brown looked up from the note she was making. “Why did you break up?” she asked.
“He cheated on me,” Rylee told her in a flat tone, scooping up her bottle of water and slowly unscrewing the top. “I found out when some . . . girl . . . answered his phone for him while he was supposed to be attending an out-of-state tennis match.” 
He never trusted me with his phone, she thought bitterly, taking a quick sip of water. It explained so much. Why he had stopped coming home on the weekends. Why he had ghosted her for days at a time. The pictures he’d been tagged in on random stranger’s social media posts.
“When he came home at the end of the semester, did he apologize or offer any explanation as to how she got access to his phone?” Brown asked.
“Not really,” Rylee confirmed, slowly screwing the lid back on her water bottle. “He told me she was a teammate. She grabbed his phone by accident.”
Brown nodded, her eyes narrowing for a moment. “And you believed him, right?”
“Yes.” What else was there to say?
“Right,” Brown said. “So, you started going out again. Were you exclusive during that time?”
Rylee blushed, putting the bottle back on the floor. “I guess that’s what you’d call it,” she admitted. “I wasn’t seeing anyone else. I didn’t think that Sam was, either.”
Brown moved in front of the fireplace and made eye contact with Rylee’s dad. “There are a few ways we can spin this, sir,” she told him. 
Her dad nodded. “What are your thoughts?”
“The easiest story is that Sam and Rylee are a committed couple,” Brown told him. “They’d planned to get married and move out east after Sam graduated so that Rylee could continue attending Wellesley. They’d done the normal thing. Looked at engagement rings. Talked about how to let friends and family know about their relationship. The point is that having a child while they are still in college doesn’t change anything.”
She shrugged. “They will just have to move up their wedding day. Rylee will have to either transfer to Northwestern so that their young family stays together or delay college until after Sam graduates so that they can move to Massachusetts.”
Rylee shook her head in furious denial. “I’m not delaying college,” she exclaimed, furious at the idea. “If anything, Sam should transfer to a college near Wellesley!”
Brown looked at Rylee. “That’s also a possibility,” she allowed. “This scenario does require Sam’s buy-in, though.”
Rylee looked at her father. He was staring off into space, a slight frown accentuating the lines around his blue eyes as he considered the idea.
Oh, my God, Rylee thought, horrified at the idea. He’s actually considering the idea!
Her mom finally broke the silence. “Please don’t do this,” she quietly told Rylee’s dad. “Now is not the time to even think about a wedding.”
“Thanks, Mom,” Rylee breathed. “I don’t want to marry Sam.”
Her dad closely looked at Rylee, that frown smoothing out as he studied her. “Agreed,” he finally said. 
“Besides,” Rylee added, looking first at Brown and then back to her dad, “Sam and I broke up.”
“Ah!” Brown breathed. “And this was public knowledge?” she asked.
Rylee shook her head in confusion. “It’s not like we sent out announcements or anything,” she said. “I told a few friends. Sam probably told a few friends. I stopped going to most of the community events.” Especially the Tietjen Beach parties. “People probably noticed, though.”
“Got it,” Brown told her with a quick nod. She looked mildly disappointed. “Our next option is a bit more complicated.” She paused, looking down at the carpet for a long moment. “We say nothing for now.”
Her mom leaned forward. “Our family’s reputation is at stake,” she said, outrage dripping from her voice. “How does that help?”
Rylee leaned away, grabbing her water bottle from the floor again. Of course. It always came back to the family’s reputation. “We set the standard for our community,” she muttered as she unscrewed the bottle top and took a sip of water. 
Brown forced a smile as she looked at Rylee’s mom. “We need to put some distance between Rylee’s detention and her pregnancy,” she told her. “The less these events are publicly linked, the more likely her detention is to fade away.”
“Only up to a point,” one of the attorneys reminded them. “Rylee will still have to attend the WIFE program courses. Someone will notice.”
“That program is open to the public,” Brown replied. “Not just Act 292 detainees. If someone asks, we can put it out there that Rylee felt the program would help her as she transitioned to becoming a mom.”
Rylee’s dad nodded. “What do we need to do?” he asked. “Obviously, Rylee will need to stay close to home and won’t be able to travel for the Canton Home Mission.”
“That, plus wearing clothes that don’t call attention to either the monitor or her pregnancy,” Brown told
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