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  To Ruth Bader Ginsburg 

You taught us that real change, 
something that will endure, 
happens one step at a time.
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  Chapter One


Sam stood on the rocky beach, watching the small waves lap against the monochrome shoreline. It was late August, but the wind coming off Lake Michigan was a bit chilly.  Probably should have brought a jacket, he thought as he shoved his hands deep into his front pockets.
He kicked at the pebbles that littered the beach, then pulled his phone out of his back pocket to check the time. 8:10 am. It was too early for this shit.
Sam shaded his eyes as the sun momentarily poked through the somber clouds, then slid the phone back into his pocket and glared at the horizon. Of course, Rylee was late. She was always late.
He sighed. Rylee was the kind of girl that you could love one minute and hate the next. Bright blue eyes that just drew you in. Long black hair and a saucy smile. Curves in all the right places. She knew what to say, when to say it, and what it took to get her way.
And that was the problem. Rylee always got her way.
Not this time, Sam thought as he kicked at the sandy pebbles at his feet. No more meaningless late-night texts. No more screaming fights over some imagined insult. No more scheduling and rescheduling his life around her ever-changing wants and needs. It was over. Done.
He heard her cuss as she stumbled across the damp rocks and pieces of driftwood that littered the beach, her complaints almost lost in the mindless hiss of the surf as she slowly made her way across the deserted beach. He ignored her. 
“Sam, I’m cold,” Rylee said when she finally reached him. That telltale whine warned him she was already in a mood. “Can’t we go someplace else?”
Sam felt her tentatively reach for him. He pulled away and shoved his hands into his front pockets again. “Just tell me what you want, Rylee,” he said, eyeing the darkening clouds that threatened rain out over the lake. “We broke up. It’s over. There’s nothing more to say.”
“It’s really chilly out here,” she whimpered. “I can’t talk when I’m freezing to death!” 
She sniffed as if she was holding back tears. He turned and one look was enough. Melodramatic expression. Bloodshot eyes. Blotchy skin from crying. 
That was the last thing he needed that morning. “Let’s go,” he muttered. He grabbed her arm and forced her to walk toward the trail that threaded its way through the woods surrounding the beach behind them. 
Sam felt her stumble over a small piece of driftwood and glanced down. Soft leather flats peeked out beneath a long dress that were more at home on a riverboat cruise than on sandy terrain. No matter how many times they’d been to Tietjen Beach, she just couldn’t take the hint and wear sensible clothes. 
He released her arm as they slowly made their way through the overgrown trail to the stairs. Wild grapevines, goldenrod, and assorted weeds crowded the entrance to the limestone steps and made it almost impossible to reach the rough, wooden handrails as they climbed.
They approached the top of the bluff. Sam headed for one of the benches that used to overlook the beach below. Now, trees and small brush huddled against the hill, creating an almost impenetrable view.
He sat down. “Tell me what’s going on,” he asked as gently as he could. Sometimes it was easier to just go with it.
Rylee slumped onto a nearby bench. Almost on cue, tears started rolling down her cheeks. “We can’t break up, Sam,” she whispered. She brushed her long, black hair away from her face. “I need you.”
Sam turned away, staring at the clouds that randomly filtered through the foliage around him. It was definitely going to rain. He could smell it in the air.
“Rylee, it’s over.” Sam ducked his head, staring at the sandy ground. “You broke up with me. We’re done.”
“No!” Rylee stood, fists clenched, as she screamed at him. “You don’t understand. We made a mistake!”
Sam leaned back and wearily looked up at her. “How many times do we need to break up before you finally accept that it’s over, Rylee?” he asked, lightly mocking her. “Two more times? Five?” He searched her face for any bit of understanding. “Breaking up was your idea.” He paused for emphasis. “Both times!”
Rylee screwed her eyes shut and turned her face to the sky. “I was wrong,” she whispered. She opened her eyes and wiped her face with both hands. “Things have changed, Sam.”
“What things?” Sam demanded. “I’m really tired of this, Rylee! Tell me what’s going on!”
She sat down and slumped against the bench, covering her eyes with one hand. “It doesn’t matter, Sam,” she told him. “I’m probably worried about nothing.”
Sam sighed as he stood up. “Fine,” he growled. And, with that, he walked away, trying to ignore the quiet sobs behind him. He had better things to do than to deal with the drama queen.






  
  Chapter Two


The next day, Sam was back in the zone. One last afternoon with his crew and then it was time to start packing up for his move back to campus.  
“She did what?” Lucas snickered as he unwrapped his burger to set it on his tray. “After all the hell she put you through, she wants you back now?” 
Sam clasped his hand against his chest, fingers spread as he looked at Lucas. “We made a mistake,” he whined in a mocking imitation of Rylee. “I need you!”
Mason laughed. “Yeah, she needs you to stroke her ego!”
“That’s crazy, bro!” Colby said with a snort. 
“Nah,” Lucas drawled. “That’s Rylee!” 
Everyone cracked up, even Sam. He took a bite of his burger, savoring the flavor and the company. For a moment, he sat back and listened to the easy banter. He had to admit that yesterday morning had been kinda crazy, even for Rylee.
They’d broken up twice already. Once because the college tennis season started up in January and he couldn’t come home to visit on demand. The next time it was because he hadn’t made a bigger deal about Rylee getting accepted into Wellesley College. Yeah, they’d done away with the whole ‘automatic legacy admittance’ policy, but her parents had made sure that her entire high school experience had been tailored specifically for Wellesley. Of course, she’d been accepted. It didn’t seem like a big deal—until it was.
A woman in the booth across from them shot Sam a dirty look as she unwrapped a burger for her toddler. He nodded. The restaurant was almost completely empty, and they were probably making too much noise. Time to rein it in.
“So, Lucas,” Sam cut in, “you’re going to mentor the Mega Hawks this build season?” Robotics was always a safe topic. They’d spent all four years working in the Weston Prep School’s robotics lab for high school students. He’d known Lucas the longest. They’d met in kindergarten and had each other’s back ever since. Ryan, Colby, and Mason came later, after he’d joined the team. 
Lucas nodded. “Yeah,” he drawled, grabbing a few fries. “Looks good on the resume and, if the design team is able to work its magic, we might be able to get to the global championship this season.”
Ryan elbowed him. “So, getting back-to-back Autonomous Awards while we were on the team isn’t good enough for you?” he joked. “Or do you just miss the twelve-hour days during build season?” Build season kicked off every January. It was six grueling weeks of designing, programming, and building a robot for competition.
“Nah,” Lucas responded, a goofy grin on his face. “Just trying to avoid going home on the weekends.”
Mason laughed. “Dude. We go to the Milwaukee School of Engineering. It’s only twenty minutes home, door-to-door!”
Lucas picked up his soda. “And?” he asked, an innocent grin on his face. He shook the cup and slurped the last of it.
Mason shook his head, laughing.
Lucas turned to Sam. “When are you headed back to campus?” he asked. 
“Next weekend,” Sam told him. Unlike the others, he attended an out-of-state college. “I am so ready. We scored a sweet condo just a few miles from campus.” Four bedrooms. Right on the campus shuttle route. He couldn’t wait to get the keys and settle in.
Sam’s phone buzzed. He dug it out  of his back pocket to check the caller ID. Not  Rylee. 
“Wendy,”  he mouthed to the group before he answered. “Hey,  Mom—” 
“Don’t you ‘hey, Mom’ me, young man!” she snarled.
That didn’t sound good. “What’s wrong?” Sam asked, taken aback.
“I can’t even—” his mom stuttered, her rage reducing her to a few simple sentences. “You get home right now!”
“Okay . . . ”
“That effing whore!” The line went dead.
Sam looked down at his phone, confused. What the hell? he thought. Effing whore?
Lucas smirked, swirling a handful of fries around the splatter of ketchup on his wrapper. “Rylee?” he asked, then crammed them into his mouth.
Sam sighed. “Yeah,” he said. “I’d better get going.” He started to clean up the remnants of his lunch. The longer it took for him to get home, the worse it would be. 
“I hope Rylee didn’t throw a temper-tantrum at church,” Colby said with a grin. “Before you know it, the ladies’ Bible study group will have you back together again and planning your wedding!”
Sam snorted. “Not likely,” he told the group. “Wendy can’t stand Rylee. The last thing she’d want is for us to get married.” He clutched at his fake pearls, then stood up. “I mean, what would the congregation say?!” 
He grabbed his tray to dump it out before heading for the door, ignoring the laughter behind him. He could only imagine what Rylee had done to get his mom all riled up.

Sam told himself that it couldn’t be that bad as he pulled up to the house. No sign of Rylee. Dad wasn’t home. Just some strange car parked on the street in front of their house.
His mom appeared in the front window and beckoned to him. She looked pissed. He hurried across the driveway and let himself in. A nondescript blond stood in the vestibule, wearing a dark blue windbreaker with white ‘Process Now’ lettering near the shoulder. His mother glared at him, her hazel eyes almost bulging with outrage.
Sam looked from one to the other in rapid succession, frantically trying to figure out just how badly he’d screwed up. What did this Process Now person have to do with Rylee pissing off his mom? “What’s going on?” he asked.
The woman eyed him. “Samuel Maxwell?” she said, the grave tone making it less of a question and more of a statement. 
“Yeah, that’s me,” Sam said, hesitantly. Just the sound of her voice made his stomach churn.
The woman handed him a large manila envelope. “You’ve been summoned to Milwaukee County Children’s Court to discuss financial support for your embryo. The initial court date has been assigned for next Monday.” 
“Wh-what?” he stammered, the envelope almost falling out of his hands. He heard the words, but they didn’t make any sense. “Court date? Embryo?” What the absolute hell?
She held out a stylus and tablet. “It’s all in the documents. Sign here, please.”
In a daze, Sam juggled the  oversized envelope and the tablet while he tried to scrawl something  semi-recognizable with the stylus. Then, the process server pushed the tablet  at his mom. “As the defendant is under the age of twenty-one, I’ll need you to  sign as well.”      
Wendy  pursed her lips and looked like she was going to refuse, then shook her head  and signed.
“Thank you,” the process server said with a tight smile. “Have a good weekend.” And then she let herself out, striding across the lawn to her car.
“I can’t believe you got that whore pregnant,” Mom snarled, the flush on her face almost matching her dark, copper hair. “How many times did we tell you to use protection!”
Sam turned to his mom. “I don’t understand, Mom,” he said. “She broke up with me. It’s over. Rylee can’t be pregnant.” He stopped and thought back to yesterday morning. Rylee had insisted that she needed him. That things had changed. 
Almost in a fog, he slowly walked into the living room and sat down, the envelope forgotten for the moment. Why hadn’t she told him that she was pregnant? And why sue him for financial support? Her family lived in River Hills. They had money!
He looked up. “Okay,” he said, giving his head a quick shake. “Let’s just say Rylee is pregnant. Not a big deal, right? I mean, yeah, if it’s mine, at some point I’ll have to pay child support. But I’m still in college and don’t have a job, so there’s not a lot she can do to me. It’s not like she needs the money!”
Wendy ripped the court documents out of Sam’s hands. “Idiot child!” she hissed. “That new law was just upheld by the Supreme Court. If that baby is yours, your life is over. Don’t you understand that?” 
“How? And what does the Supreme Court have to do with it?” he demanded.
Wendy  looked at him for a long moment and then turned away in disgust. “Just wait  until your father gets home. At least he  listens to me!”

A few hours later, Sam studied his dad’s face as he methodically went through the documents. Andrew Maxwell was an intellectual property attorney, but had always prided himself on being a fast learner. 
“Well,” Dad said in that slow, melodic tone he used when he was trying to keep the peace. “The documentation seems to be rather straightforward. From what I can tell, Rylee went to the Faith and Prayers pregnancy crisis center to confirm an at-home pregnancy test. Once she’d tested positive, the center was required by law to notify Child Protective Services and she was taken into custody.”
“Wh-what?” Sam leaned forward, digging his fists into the couch cushions on either side of him. “Why? Why would they do that?”
His dad shuffled through the papers on the coffee table until he found what he was looking for. “Well, Rylee is not legally married,” he told Sam. “This new law requires pregnant women that are either unmarried, or in the process of getting a divorce, to be held in a medical detention center until their court date to prevent them from harming themselves or their embryo.” He held up a hand to stop Sam from interrupting. “There’s a psych evaluation, I believe, and the hearing is required to be held within three business days of detention.” 
He placed the document back on the coffee table in front of him and looked up at Sam’s mother. “I’m not sure what to say, Wendy,” he admitted.
Both men watched as she paced the living room as if she was a caged animal, arms crossed like it was the only thing keeping her from throwing something. “This should not be happening,” she snarled. “The Governor and I talked about this law during his election campaign. He repeatedly assured me that holding fathers equally responsible for their unborn child’s welfare would have minimal impact on our community!”
Sam stared at his mom. Equally responsible? What did that even mean, he wondered.
“I know, Wendy,” his dad told her. “But this is what you voted for, unintended consequences and all.” He cleared his throat and looked down at the pile of papers on the coffee table. “I’m fairly confident that we’ll know more when we get to court,” he said, his voice soft.
“Dad, I don’t understand,” Sam said as he leaned forward to peer at the paperwork. “I know it’s bad, but I don’t get why this is bad . . . bad.”
Wendy stopped and planted herself in front of them. Her dark auburn hair seemed to reflect the rage in her hazel eyes. “Abortion is illegal in the state of Wisconsin,” she told him. “You know that, right?” She waited for him to nod. “Well, it’s also illegal for that whore to travel to another state to get an abortion.”
Sam pursed his lips, trying to ignore the name-calling. “Why is it anyone’s business if she gets an abortion?” He thought about it. The last time they’d had sex was mid-July, so Rylee couldn’t be more than a few weeks pregnant, right? Which meant that taking a trip down to Illinois to get her flushed out shouldn’t be a big deal.
Wendy started to answer, but his dad interjected. “Son, according to this, the clinic detected a heartbeat.” He shrugged. “Well, not really a heartbeat. Right now, it's just a cluster of cells that have started to emit an electrical signal that was detected by ultrasound. But the law says it’s a heartbeat and, as such, the embryo just became a ward of the state.”
“A ward of the state? I don’t understand, Dad!” Sam exclaimed, raking his fingers through his hair in exasperation. So what if the ultrasound detected something that looked like a heartbeat? That didn’t mean anything!
His dad sighed. He put an arm around Sam and pulled him close so that their shoulders touched. “It means that both you and Rylee are responsible for making sure that those cells become a baby and that baby is your responsibility until he or she legally becomes an adult. The State of Wisconsin is going to monitor both of you every step of the way.” 
“I don’t understand!” Sam scrubbed at his face, a feeling of raw panic making him sweat. 
“I guess we’ll find out on Monday,” his dad said as he released him. “We should probably retain an attorney. Let me make some calls.”






  
  Chapter Three


Sam trailed after his parents as they slowly walked down the hallway to the courtroom. His mom had insisted that he wear his good suit, the one that they made him buy for special events, like the occasional formal dinners or funerals. He only had time for a light breakfast, just toast with some sort of nut butter, before they hopped into the car. Dad had said that they were lucky to be at the top of the docket. But that meant that they had to check in before 8 am. 
As he stood behind his parents while they talked to the attorney, Sam looked around. The hallway was nearly empty. Children’s Court should start later in the day, he groused. 
The last three days had been sheer hell. 
Wendy had been in high rage and spent the entire weekend in fall cleaning mode. That meant going beyond the usual dusting/vacuuming/floor scrubbing and into full-blown carpet cleaning/window washing/household sanitizing frenzy. Her outrage was palatable. She was a godly woman, she told him repeatedly. This was not supposed to happen to families like hers.
Sam had tried to stay out of her way, almost barricading himself in his bedroom. He vaguely remembered that the state’s constitution had been amended a few years ago to include that life began at conception. But arresting Rylee just because she was pregnant sounded illegal. He needed to know more.
He had started with Reddit. Seemed like a logical choice. A quick search of ‘forced pregnancy’ brought up hundreds of individual posts, each of them overflowing with articles, opinions, and video clips. It was just too much.
Social media was a bust. Twitter was a nightmare of competing squabbles that seemed to flail around the ecosystem in a frantic quest for dominance. TikTok felt like a tsunami of short clips that seemed to alternate between an obsession with portraying pregnant women almost as if they were complete innocents in urgent need of protection and equating laws forcing women to carry unwanted pregnancies as fascism. Even YouTube let him down. 
So many conspiracy theories. It was information overload. Sam had spent two days slogging through it on and off, but couldn’t seem to make much headway, so he gave up.
After church on Sunday, he had tried again. An online article led him to Discord. He found a server called Bodily Autonomy, which led him to Prolife. From there, he found Forced Fatherhood.
Finally. The server included a number of channels, and he spent the afternoon delving into the dark side of things.
Apparently, according to Wisconsin’s state constitution, not only did life begin at conception, but actual citizenship, with all the rights and responsibilities, was conferred with the embryo’s first recorded heartbeat. And, just like Dad had said, unmarried women, or those who were getting a divorce, were automatically taken into custody to review their risk of hurting themselves or their embryo.
Assuming that Rylee was pregnant, and it was his, Sam still had no idea why he had to appear in court this early in her pregnancy. The channel talked about the need to establish paternity and some obligatory parenting program with mandatory mentorship meetings, but little else. 
He took a deep breath, trying to ignore the acid eating into his stomach. This was just a small delay, he told himself. After this was done, he could start packing up his car for the move into that sweet new condo right off of campus. Yup, just a few more hours and things would get back to normal. Absolutely.
“Sam?” his dad said, his voice slightly raised so that it echoed in the marbled hallway. 
“Yeah, Dad,” Sam answered. “Sorry, just a lot going on.” He walked around the bench his parents were sitting on so that he could join the conversation.
His dad sighed. “I know, son. But we need you to think. What day did you and Rylee break up? It’s important.”
Sam looked down and tried to focus. “Which time?”
Their attorney, an older woman with a perpetual frown carved into her face, leaned forward. “Explain,” she said.
“Explain what?” Sam asked. “We broke up a couple of times, but somehow things just didn’t end.”
The woman nodded. “Think carefully about this next question. Were you exclusive? Or did Rylee have other men in her life that she might have been sleeping with in the last few months?”
“What?” Sam exclaimed. “Why does that matter?” 
“Because if Rylee had sexual relations with anyone else, then we will be able to contest Rylee naming you as the alleged father,” the attorney drawled, a wicked smile twisting that frown. “You may not actually be the biological father.”
“We didn’t talk about our relationship, but Rylee didn’t sleep around,” he responded. “At least, I don't think so.” He thought about what he’d heard about Rylee and Kathryn and mentally shrugged. So what if she messed around with another girl. It wasn’t as if they could get married or anything. It had been a few years, but hadn’t the state passed some law that restricted marriage to just one man and one woman?
“What if he doesn’t really know, Olivia?” his mom asked, her voice dripping with fake concern. “Rylee does have a reputation at church. Could that be a way to get him out of this until they’re able to do a DNA test?”
Olivia shook her head. “The way that the law is written, at this stage we would need third-party testimony or the actual biological father to come forward to claim paternity,” she told them.Third-party testimony can be very messy and expensive to litigate. The court will not accept social media statements or even photographs or videos of the alleged relationship because deepfake technology is so good. So, unless the biological father steps forward and Rylee agrees, Sam is on the hook until a DNA test absolves him.”
His mom moaned and threw her head back to glare at the ceiling. “So, no matter what, he will still have to go through the motions and pay that whore money until we can get a DNA test done.”
“Mom!” Sam gasped. His mom never really liked Rylee, but this was getting really old.
The attorney ignored him. “Unfortunately, yes.”
Sam winced and looked over at his dad, hoping he would step in. Rylee might not be perfect, but the name calling was really beginning to get to him. So much for being a godly woman, he thought.
“Enough, Wendy,” Dad said, impatiently tapping his fingers against the side of his leg. “Based on what I read, Sam will have to pay half of the expenses related to Rylee’s pregnancy until a DNA test confirms paternity. Is that right?”
The attorney nodded. “Yes, but that’s only part of it.” She sighed, glancing up at Sam. “As unmarried parents, you will be enrolled in the Wisconsin Individual Family Education program. It includes classes like childbirth preparation, parenting, and even a finance class. If you are confirmed to be the biological father, you will also have to attend child developmental training on an annual basis until the child is three years-old.”
Sam found himself sitting on the bench next to his dad. It was too much. He had a full plate this year.
Olivia held up one finger to get everyone’s attention. “One more thing. Sam and Rylee are required to live together in a residence that is separate from either family beginning in Rylee’s third trimester.” She paused. “That way, you’re close by when she goes into labor.”
What the hell? 
“What if I don’t want to live with her?” Sam demanded. “It’s too late for me to find another apartment near campus for just the two of us!”
“Cohabitation until the baby is a few months old is not optional unless there is documented proof of domestic abuse or a pending rape trial,” she told him. “Be grateful that the girl hasn’t claimed either of these or you’d be on the hook for 100% of prenatal expenses until it was sorted out at trial.” 
She glanced at Andrew, then made significant eye contact with Wendy. “Last thing to consider: grandparents are allowed brief visits only. No babysitting until cleared by the guardian ad litem because the legislation isn’t clear on where the line is between the occasional sleepover and taking over parental care.”
“So, if this is my grandchild, I’m not allowed to have a sleepover or take them to church?” his mom snarled.
The attorney smiled, no doubt hearing the irony in his mom’s indignation. “That depends on what the guardian ad litem allows. And that depends on you. So, be nice, Wendy!”
The bailiff opened the courtroom doors. “The judge will see you now,” he said.
As they walked in, Sam noticed that the room was much smaller than he’d imagined. Gone was the elevated judge’s bench, a jury box, and tables for the prosecution and defense like he’d seen on TV. Instead, the room had four narrow tables with a small desk for the stenographer tucked in the far corner. One desk, that he assumed was for the judge, faced the room, with two smaller tables directly in front of it. Another desk was off to the side, with a number of files neatly stacked on the far-right corner. Enormous monitors hung on the side walls. 
Rylee’s parents were already seated at the small table on the right, along with their attorneys. Sam’s dad herded them into the room and, with a quick nod to Rylee’s dad, gestured for them to have a seat at the other table. Almost as if they had come to an agreement earlier, Sam’s mom wedged herself between the attorney and Sam’s dad. Sam took the seat on the far side, nervously brushing his hand against his tie as he sat.
He looked over to try to get some idea as to how angry Rylee’s parents were. Rylee’s mom looked like she was on the verge of passing out as she leaned her head against her husband’s shoulder, her bleached hair trailing off to one side. His black suit seemed to leach the color from her face, making her makeup a vivid and almost comical color against her ashen skin. Rylee’s dad didn’t look too well, either. He was on the River Hill’s Board of Trustees. This probably didn’t look too good for him.
A door at the other side of the room opened, and Rylee was escorted to her parents by a police officer. She was wearing an orange jumpsuit and her long, black hair was carefully braided down her back. No jewelry, and her ever-present iPhone was missing. She looked as lost as Sam felt.
Her mom sprang up and smothered her with hugs, alternatively smearing tears into her makeup and patting Rylee’s back as if she was a toddler. Her dad eventually got up and briefly joined the family hug before urging them to sit. At no point did anyone in the family even look in his direction.
An older man stood in the doorway, watching Rylee’s family for a moment before making his way to the side desk. He sat, sorted through the files, and pulled one of them out. The others were returned to the side.
“All rise,” the bailiff said. “The Honorable Judge Christina Olson presiding.”
Sam followed his dad’s lead as the judge walked into the room, absently smoothing his tie as he stood. She was a tall woman. Her ebony skin and closely cropped hair made her expression seem much sterner than he had expected. Her white lace collar was stark against her black robe.
The judge sat down, cracked her gavel, and got down to business. 
“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. 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 at the file on her desk—“in approximately thirty-three weeks.” 
Thirty-three weeks? Sam screwed his eyes shut. That took him past the entire NCAA tennis season and into the National Playoffs!
He opened his eyes, leaning forward to try and catch a glimpse of Rylee. She was hunched over; her face buried in her hands as she rocked back and forth, silently crying. Her mom reached out to hold her, but Rylee shrugged her off. 
Sam pursed his lips in sympathy. Rylee either needed to be completely smothered in hugs to be comforted or left alone. You never knew what she needed until you were in that moment.
The judge ignored the scene. “Attorney James Mueller has been appointed as your biological child’s guardian ad litem,” she said as she waved a hand to introduce the man sitting at the side desk. “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.”
Sam’s mom had enough. “Investigate the facts?” she exclaimed, her face crimson with rage as she glared at Sam, then 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!”
The judge banged on her gavel. “Order in the court,” she said, sounding just a bit annoyed. “Mrs. Maxwell, I will have you removed if we have any more outbursts.”
Dad put his hand on his mom’s arm. “Stop,” he murmured. “You’re not helping.”
“But Your Honor—” 
Sam’s attorney stood. 
“Yes, Counselor?”
“Olivia Davis, Your Honor,” the attorney said. She looked down at Sam’s mom. “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. “I’ll allow it, Counselor.” The attorney sat down 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?”
Mueller looked surprised. “Of course, Your Honor. 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.”
Judge Olson dipped her head slightly to acknowledge the information. “Thank you, Mr. Mueller. No issues found?”
He smiled. “Your Honor, my client is approximately seven weeks old and appears to be healthy.”
“That’s good news!” the judge responded with a slight smile, then turned 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 turned away and buried her face in her mother’s shoulder.
Wendy began to sputter. The judge raised her hand to still her simmering outrage. “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.”
“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 asked. 
Judge Olson looked at 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.
“I don’t understand,” Sam whispered to his dad. “They can do a test to verify paternity while she’s still pregnant?”
Dad nodded. “Usually, people wait until after the baby is born to run the DNA test.”
The judge cleared her throat, not so subtly bringing their attention back to the bench. “Ms. Williams, I need you to confirm your date of birth for the Court,” she said. “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.”
“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 stared at her hands. “Yes, Your Honor,” she whispered.
The judge leaned forward. “Can you repeat that a bit louder for the Court?”
“Yes, Your Honor,” Rylee said, lifting her chin.
“I need you to be very clear with me on this,” Judge Olson told her, her dark eyes narrow with suspicion. “Did Sam Maxwell do anything physically or verbally that might cause someone to reasonably fear physical or sexual assault?”
Sam held his breath, looking from Rylee to the judge and back as he tried to swallow his outrage. What the absolute fuck?! Of course, he hadn’t hurt Rylee. She always said ‘yes’ when he wanted to have sex. Isn’t that what consent was all about?
After a long moment, Rylee slowly shook her head. “Of course not, Your Honor,” she said. “I’m not afraid of Sam.” He relaxed against his chair, struggling to keep his relief under control.
The judge nodded. “Thank you. 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.”
“Objection, Your Honor!” Davis sputtered. “My client is not pregnant and does not pose a risk to Ms. Williams’ pregnancy.”
“Denied,” Judge Olson snapped. “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.”
“Wait,” Sam muttered, leaning forward to try to get his attorney’s attention. “What?”
“She can’t do this,” Wendy growled at the attorney. “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,” Davis told her. “He will be forced to withdraw for a full year if he is unable to travel.”
The judge stared down at Sam, making him squirm in his seat as he tried to maintain eye contact. “Counselor, I understand that this will have an impact on his life, much the same as it will for Ms. Williams. 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.”
Before Wendy could even open her mouth to object, the judge banged her gavel. “Bailiff, remove Mrs. Maxwell from the courtroom. I’ve had enough maternal outrage for one day.”
The bailiff came to stand near their table and gestured with one hand. For a moment, it looked like Sam’s mom would refuse to go, but the attorney whispered something urgent, and Wendy picked up her purse and marched out of the room. 
“Next item,” the judge continued, “I will need both Ms. Williams and Mr. Maxwell to surrender their driver’s licenses and passports.” She ignored the quiet murmur from Rylee’s parents. “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.”
Sam stared at the judge in a confused rage. When did getting a girl pregnant become a crime? “What the hell?” he muttered beneath his breath. “They call this due process?”
Judge Olson looked at Sam, matching his rage with a determined glare. “As a matter of fact, it is, and we do, Mr. Maxwell,” she told him. “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 and looked down for a moment. “Yes, Your Honor.”
She pulled a document from the file and glanced over 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.”
She paused, leaning forward to get his attention. “If warranted, you may be required to submit to regular drug testing to validate your compliance. Is that clear?”
Sam nodded. That didn’t seem right, though. He wasn’t sure what to believe anymore.
“I will also be  issuing a court order to have all mail and packages for both households to be  diverted to a special unit of the Children’s Court before delivery to ensure  that abortifacients are not sent to your homes,” she continued. “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.”
He could almost feel the glare.
“Next, you will be enrolled in a program designed to facilitate your transition to parenthood. 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,” the judge said. “The good news is that 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.” She paused. “This is a standard waiver of pregnancy-related HIPPA that allows the state to monitor your pregnancy. You do have the legal right to appeal this request.”
Sam sat back to look at Rylee. She’d dried her tears and looked like she was doing better. 
“Any questions?” the judge asked. “If not, we’re adjourned.” Sam had never wanted to hear that gavel bang so bad in his life.  






  
  Chapter Four


It took hours for Wendy to calm down. She wandered around the house, crying on the phone to whatever sympathetic friend or relative she’d been able to hunt down. And just when Sam thought the worst of it was over, she would ramp it up all over again. 
Typical Wendy tantrum, Sam thought as he retreated outside. He felt downright nauseous every single time she picked up that phone. It seemed like everything in their world had to revolve around her.
It had turned out to be another blisteringly hot day, baking the garden beds that hugged the deck. The closed window curtains provided him with some semblance of privacy, knowing that Wendy could come looking for him at any moment. For now, he was safe. He sat down on a couch in the shade and tried to think.
It didn’t make sense that Rylee was pregnant. She’d complained about some kind of medical condition that had allowed her doctor to get her approved for birth control pills. Yeah, there was always a tiny chance of pregnancy, but Rylee had been so certain that she couldn’t get pregnant. He’d believed her. 
Rylee wasn’t his first, but she was definitely the most opinionated. More than once she’d told him that she hated how condoms felt and he didn’t question it. Why would he? When this was over, he swore to himself that he’d always glove up!
Sam laid his head back against the warm cushion and stared at the thin clouds in the distance. His attorney was already working on an appeal for the travel ban. She’d told him that this would probably take weeks and there was no guarantee that he would be allowed to travel out of state. If he couldn’t travel for tennis matches, he’d lose his place on the team, and his scholarship, for sure.
He took a deep breath. It was a small scholarship. Just enough to pay for his meal plan and books. Okay. Time to focus.
He still had his academic scholarship. It covered about half of his tuition and had to be protected. Step one was to reach out to his adviser. Maybe Professor Carr could give him some guidance on how to adjust his course load. He sat up and pulled out his phone. Then, he took a deep breath and made the call.
“You’ve reached the office of David Carr—” 
Sam closed his eyes and sagged against the couch cushion. He was still trying to figure out exactly what to say when he heard the beep. “Hey, Professor Carr,” he said, hesitantly. “It’s Sam Maxwell. I really need to talk to you about something that’s come up and I really need your help sorting it out. It’s urgent. Thanks.”
He ended the call with a sigh. That didn’t sound pathetic at all, right? Dammit, he didn’t even leave his number! Sam thought about it for a minute. If he didn’t get a call back from Mr. Carr, he’d call again tomorrow. 
Next up, Coach Swan. Workouts started in a few weeks. He found the number and forced himself to make the call.
“Swan.”
“Um, hey, Coach,” Sam mumbled. “It’s Sam Maxwell.”
“Hey, Sam!” As always, the coach was brusque and all business. “Looking forward to getting some serious time back on the court?”
Sam leaned forward and covered his eyes with one hand. “Yeah, Coach,” he said. “That’s what I need to talk to you about.”
“Sure. What’s up?”
“I don’t really know how to explain this, Coach,” Sam said. He blew out his breath and straightened up from his slouch. “I’m not allowed to leave Wisconsin for a while.”
There was a long pause. Finally, Coach asked the most important question, “For how long?” he asked, his deep voice raspy with disappointment.
Acid poured into Sam’s stomach as if he’d just swallowed a Carolina Reaper whole. “I don’t know, Coach,” he whispered. “Might be a few weeks. Could be more than a few months. I really don’t have an answer for you.”
“What’s going on?” Coach asked, and that was all it took for Sam to let loose. About Rylee’s pregnancy. About not being able to leave the state due to that new Wisconsin state law. About how he was afraid of losing his place on the team and
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