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      Since June 24, 2022, many Americans no longer have the choice whether to continue with a pregnancy. The characters in my book are fictional, but the scenarios and stakes they face are very real in states where the right to bodily autonomy has been revoked.

      It is important to me to tell these stories.
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      I’m up, I’m up. Seriously, I’m up. If I keep telling myself this lie it’ll eventually feel true, right? My five o’clock alarm feels cruel this time of year, when the days are getting shorter and the sun is rising a hell of a lot later.

      I drag my hands down my face and sit up, fumbling with my phone as I scramble to turn off the alarm before it wakes my daughter. The only thing worse than getting up this early to work on my side hustle would be to get up this early and not be able to work on my side hustle because Ruby needs my full attention.

      I walk to the door gingerly, sending up silent praise that the floorboards don’t creak under my weight. I’m pretty religious about oiling the door hinges and checking the knobs for squeaks, but there never seems to be much I can do about 90-year-old pine boards groaning as I try to sneak out across the back yard to my garage, which I have converted to a makeshift studio.

      I grab myself a glass of water and a green apple as I slip out the back door. I figure the walk in the freezing air will stand in for any stretches I should probably do, and I recite tongue twisters as I hurry along, to warm up my voice. It sounds a lot like I’m imitating the neighbor’s cat, but it works.

      I know voice acting is a dumb pipe dream for a guy like me, but I’ve been getting some steady work lately recording lectures for a local university and it’s nice money. I fell into the work accidentally when one of my clients heard me talking to myself as I installed her ceiling fan. Who knew she’d be looking for someone to record her research? Ask me anything about Appalachian literature. I’m practically an expert.

      I leave the garage door unlocked in case Ruby has an emergency. She knows where to find me in the mornings. I usually get 45 minutes to record before she’s up and our day runs away from us. I fling open the curtain on my little booth—not much more than a hula hoop with blankets and a music stand with my monitor on it. It looks like a camping shower from the outside…and I guess I did use the same supplies to rig it up. I suspended my mic from the ceiling instead of a hose, and it feels a little bit like an echo of my former life. Back when I had access to real equipment and studio space.

      Before.

      I finish up gargling and shout a few times before I pull up my work from where I left off yesterday. I pop my lips a few times, take a deep breath, and…I jump because I hear a huge clatter from outside.

      I sigh, assuming it’s the neighborhood raccoon on a bender in the alley behind the garage. Ruby and I have an end townhouse near the park, so we get more critters than the folks at the other end of the street.

      I can edit out a few little bangs in the background if he drops another trashcan lid. But the clanging continues, rhythmically, and I’m suddenly gritting my teeth against pounding rock music.

      “What the actual…farts!” I have to stay strong when it comes to ‘red words’ or Ruby will start repeating them at school again. I can’t handle another conversation with her principal about profanity, but I’ll admit it’s been difficult curbing my instinct to cuss all the time.

      I yank open the curtain on my sound booth as the music swells even louder. Nobody on this street would be blasting music like this before dawn. It’s mostly retired people and a few families. Even if they’re up, they’re more likely to listen to the morning news or similar shit. “Shiz,” I correct myself out loud, flinging up my garage door.

      I squint in the bright light pouring from the warehouse across the alley. I don’t know who thought it was a good idea to build a residential neighborhood so close to an industrial warehouse, but here we are. I remind myself how inexpensive my house was back when the warehouse was vacant.

      Recently, the owner divided the building into little storage units and workshops for small businesses to rent, but it’s mostly people who make small batches of ice cream or robot vacuum prototypes. I barely noticed anyone was there.

      I hold a hand up to block the glare and, squinting through the foggy cacophony, I see a woman hurling barbells at the pavement in the alley.

      I take a step closer, wondering if I didn’t actually wake up with my alarm. Maybe this is a dream I’m having as Ruby pounds on my chest or something. But no. There’s a white woman with long brown hair, standing in the cold in a sports bra and leggings, thrusting a barbell over her head and then slamming it into the ground before she squats and picks it up all over again.

      A small crowd of other women stands around her, watching intently, all of them swaying to the music. Is this a class?

      I take another step closer, definitely not looking at the woman’s cleavage as she hoists the weights again. I also do not look at her stomach as she pauses for a breath with her arms over her head before letting the weight drop.

      “Woo,” she says in a high-pitched voice that carries above the music, dusting off her hands as the other women applaud. “See? You can work up to that. We can⁠—“

      She stops when I take another step forward. I stand in the halo of light pouring from the end unit of the building—a space that was up until this moment quiet storage for custom rain barrels.

      I cross my arms and raise my brows and wait for someone to turn down the music so we can discuss this situation like rational humans.

      The cult leader tosses her ponytail back over her shoulder and adjusts her shoulders. “Welcome to Pipe Fitters,” she shouts, smiling at me.

      I recoil. I know the guys in the pipefitters union. They are not up before dawn trying to crack asphalt with metal barbells. They’re already out on the job cracking concrete with tools. I take a step toward her part of the warehouse and identify the source of the sound: a speaker flashing disco lights to the beat of the music blaring out of it. I bend over, jab at the power button and turn around to see the women have all followed me inside.

      The space is no longer filled with rain barrels. There are duct-taped weight benches and old tires and it looks like someone hung ropes from the ceiling. I tilt my head to look for the support joists and frown at the rusty light fixtures.

      “Can I help you?” The bra-woman seems affronted, as if I somehow ruined her morning and not the other way around.

      “You already ruined my day. Try to follow the noise ordinance from now on.” I spin on my heel and stomp back to my own garage, refusing to look at this nuisance as she bends over to adjust the music, turning it back on at a more reasonable volume. Too late to do me any good, because as I roll my own garage door shut, I hear Ruby patter into the room.

      “Can I have some of your coffee, Cash?”

      She looks up at me hopefully as I shake my head. “We talked about this, Rubes. You’re supposed to call me Dad.” I pull her in for a side hug and kiss the top of her head. I don’t actually mind that she uses my first name. We are a team, after all.

      “I’d remember that if I had some coffee.” She reaches for my hand and I squeeze her cold fingers as we walk back toward the house we’ve shared since she was a baby.

      I ruffle her hair with my other hand. “I’ll pour a splash of it in your milk. But no sugar.”

      She squeaks, happy with this news. By the time we sit at the table with our morning drinks and I look out the back window, the door is shut across the alley and all the sound is gone. It’s possible I imagined the entire thing.
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      Well that was unexpected. As I watch the beefy neighbor—a tall, white dude with bright red hair— stomp back into his garage, I try not to think about all the other men in my life who have tried to interfere with my business. That’s what brought me here, to this alley with my small following of moms looking for welcoming fitness classes.

      I shake my shoulders and smile at the gals. “I guess he didn’t like our music.” I smile and they titter with polite laughter. “Anyway,” I continue, pointing to the weights, “what I showed you is the full movement with weights. We are going to start the movement with just a PVC pipe, to make sure you’re comfortable and using proper form.”

      I gesture for everyone to follow me back into my new gym. It’s not really a gym yet—still mostly a garage with some equipment in it. But like I told this early crew, Rocky Balboa trained in a barn and he managed to eventually beat the Russian in Rocky IV.

      The previous tenant left a few things behind when they moved out, and I took advantage of some of the barrels and lightweight tubes. I pass out some of the tubes and show the class how to move their bodies through a deadlift, a high pull, and an overhead thrust. By six o’clock, all of them have the form down pat, even if just those bodyweight movements are a challenge.

      “Think of all the good work you did for your bodies this morning.” I high five each of them as they gather their things to hurry home before they need to put their children on the bus. “You can practice with a broom at home!”

      When I made the abrupt choice to quit my job at the corporate gym and open my own, I hadn’t quite built a name for myself with as many young moms as I wanted. My long-term plan was to work my way into a bunch of moms’ hearts and eventually bring them with me when I opened my own mom-centric gym.

      Moms tend to enroll in the big box gym because it has on-site childcare. I knew that going in and I did my best to snag as many moms as I could in the personal training program there. It was rewarding work while I dreamed of the future, but my abrasive male colleagues on the training staff slowly tried to poach each and every one of my clients away from me.

      These dude bros undercut me in any way possible, but even if they had the look of a fitness-obsessed beefcake, they totally lacked compassion for the clients who need to figure out ways to prioritize themselves and their health after motherhood turned their worlds upside-down.

      A few weeks ago, after a particularly passionate venting session, my friend Esther convinced me to quit and told me she’d give me seed money for my own gym. So here I am, shivering a little in a shabby old building with a few eager Pipe Fitters.

      One of my students lingers as the others file out. She sighs. “Piper, I just don’t know if I’ll be able to make class at this time slot consistently.”

      I flip a five-gallon bucket upside down and pat it for her to sit. I squat on the ground next to her. “Tell me what’s going on, Sarah.”

      She throws her hands out and waves them around. “It’s everything all at once. The baby is teething and my three-year-old has a bunch of half days coming up at school. Something about teacher trainings. Getting up and out the door for a five A.M. class just feels impossible.”

      I nod and adjust my weight, considering. “I hear you. Can we try to brainstorm some solutions?” I don’t want to pressure Sarah, but I also cannot afford to lose her tuition fee right now. Plus I really do want to help her figure out a way she can make space for herself. “What if I did like a web-cam thing and you could do the workout along with us at home? I don’t think I could make it interactive, but I could make sure you can see and hear me. You could even take your tube home with you to use!”

      Sarah bites her lip and silences the phone in her lap that has started to chirp with rapid text messages. “That’s probably Brad wondering where I am.”

      I pat her shoulder. “I know you have a lot of responsibilities at home. I just also know you seem really happy after you’ve had a good, cleansing sweat.” We both stand and I hold out the hollow length of plastic she’d been using this morning. “Take the tube with you and maybe I can email you once I’ve got a web cam and link and all that?”

      Sarah nods. “I think I can try that. Not having the drive on either end of the workout is a little better, right?”

      I grin. “Totally better! Look for my email by Wednesday’s class.” She heads out and I lie down on the cold, dusty floor. I don’t have another class until 9:30, when I see some moms after elementary school drop-off. I resist the urge to pick up my phone and call a friend right now, with my heart racing at the thought of how precarious my cash flow is.

      I know it’s a risk to sign a lease on this commercial space. Grumpy guy from the alley is probably right about noise ordinances. I’ve been a little rattled at the condition of my space, to be honest. The landlord showed me another unit when Esther and I were looking, since this one was full of rain barrels at the time. My actual space is…a little rustic.

      I’m still glad to be here, though. I lost my very last fuck when Ken from the franchise gym worked a newly postpartum client until she vomited. I’ll never forget her look of humiliation as he scolded her for lacking a tough mindset.

      “God, I hate him.” Just thinking of his smug face during our resultant team meeting sends me right back into rage mode. Ken wasn’t even reprimanded. The manager just wanted everyone to make sure we understood hygiene protocols for cleanup.

      I knew I couldn’t continue working for an organization like that, and I know I have the skills to build clients up physically and emotionally. I just…don’t have any experience running a business. Yet.

      Esther also tipped me off about this rental. I met her in this amazing group of women I stumbled upon one day after college. We call our group Foof…Fresh Out Of Fucks. Samantha came up with the name for our crew of entrepreneurs, engineers, and all around bad-ass women. A few times a month, we meet up for drinks in the back room of Esther’s bar, Bridges and Bitters and we just…support each other.

      Foof encouraged me to jump ship when I told them about the barfing incident, but Esther helped me make it actually happen. She really knows what she’s doing. Esther’s bar is this amazing space in a really classy neighborhood. She’s killing it and I want to be just like her when I grow up. Only with exercise instead of fancy cocktails.

      She wouldn’t have funded this gym if she didn’t believe in it.

      I take a deep breath and stand up from the floor. One thing I know about Esther, is she’s never sitting still if she’s at work. Even when she’s talking me through a life crisis, she’s always doing some sort of task at the bar.

      I decide to follow her lead and head outside with some bright chalk. I don’t have a real sign yet, so I figure I’ll just draw some arrows and letters in the alley to guide people my way. Just as I’m crouched over and finishing the last S on PIPE FITTERS, I’m startled by a loud honk.

      I jump and turn to see the bearded burly man from earlier, glaring at me from inside a truck. I back up against my building and he accelerates, shaking his head as he passes me.
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      My week does not improve, although I don’t hear the loud woman again. I always feel so flustered at school pickups on half-days. Whoever invented half-days for elementary school can choke on my back hair. By the time I get Ruby out the door and handle my first call of the day, I have to haul ass to make it right back home in time to meet her bus.

      I never seem to be able to remember all these impacted school days. Calendaring, as the PTA president calls it, is not a regular part of my life.

      I know I need to get better at this shit—shiz!—but it’s hard. Everything changes all the time…when she was a baby in daycare the schedule was exactly the same, day in and day out.

      I shake my head. I can’t let myself get hung up in that kind of thinking. Gotta keep looking ahead.

      Ruby tipped me off to the half-day early enough that I could schedule an afternoon job near the school, so I decided to pick her up at school rather than have her bus home. It’s probably a bad idea to bring a seven-year-old along to replace the GFCI outlets in someone’s house, but Ruby knows to keep her fingers away from the power source.

      I rest against the brick wall outside the school gym, hoping this is the door where they release the kids. Different age kids come out different doors now that everyone has to go through metal detectors and shit. Shiz.

      I look around the blacktop to see if I recognize any other parents from Ruby’s class.

      I spot a mom I’ve seen before. And then I realize I also saw her this morning in my alley. Just great.

      She waves and makes her way toward me. “Cash! Hey. Aren’t these half-days the worst?” She’s got a baby on one hip and a toddler clinging to her ankles. She blows some hair up off her forehead and looks over her shoulder. “I can never remember which door our kids come out…”

      I breathe a deep sigh of relief. “Me neither. I think we’re both at the right place though.” The toddler squats and shoves a piece of gravel in his mouth, and I quickly bend and scoop him up, without thinking. “Hey, man, spit that out.” He looks at me, stunned, and starts to cry. I wipe the pebbles off his tongue while his mouth is open to scream.

      “Oh my goodness, thank you. He keeps doing that!” Sarah—that’s her name—tries to reach for the boy while keeping the baby on a hip just as the doors open and a flood of screaming children pours out of the school.

      “It’s okay, Sarah. Ruby ate rocks until at least kindergarten.” Sarah tries to juggle both her kids and I realize I’m definitely not the only one here feeling like I’m in over my head. “Here, let me hold the baby, maybe, and you can help him calm down.”

      “Are you sure?” She seems uncertain. I don’t blame her. There aren’t very many men at school pickup. I know how all the stereotypes go. I also know Ruby had no choice in the matter, so I just got good at keeping her alive. Babies usually like me. My mom says it’s the red beard. I scoop up this sweaty baby, and she reaches two damp hands right into my mustache. Sarah bounces the toddler and smiles.

      We both scan the sea of yelping gremlins for our kids. Sarah looks like she’s about to say something to me, and then pauses. “What’s up?” I say this around a mouthful of baby fingers.

      Sarah shrugs. “You seemed really grouchy this morning with Piper. Do you know her?”

      “Piper?” I pretend like I forgot the name of the woman from the alley. The woman with the loud music and crumbling ceilings and a muscled line down the center of her abs that I definitely would never lick.

      Sarah sets the toddler down and reaches for her baby. “She’s the best fitness instructor I’ve ever had. She just really gets what it’s like for moms to actually make it in person for a workout.” Sarah dabs at the baby’s face with her own shirt collar and smiles at me. “She’s hooking me up with online classes until I get more in the swing of things with the school year.”

      I’m about to tell Sarah there’s no way Piper has adequate internet service in that concrete warehouse. I can’t even make a cell phone call from my neighborhood half the time. But it doesn’t matter because both our kids crash into us at the same time and small talk flies out the window.

      “Cash!” Ruby punches me in the hip. “I got an 18 on my spelling test.”

      “Hey, Dad,” I mumble, waving at Sarah and her son as Ruby runs off toward my truck. I hardly fit in the back seat to help her with her booster seat, so I stand on the curb and try talking her through buckling herself properly. “Is 18 a good score or a bad one? Here, honey, you have to let the belt go all the way back in when it’s stuck like that. Try again.”

      “Eighteen is terrific. I get to move up to the green spelling list.” She clicks the buckle into place and I nod, closing the door and tossing her backpack up front with my stuff.

      “And I take it green is also a good thing?” I pull out from the curb slowly, making sure to avoid darting children and flustered parents. I think of Ruby’s maternal grandparents begging me to move near them, where the schools have parking lots and pickup lanes and crossing guards.

      I look back at my daughter, who is thriving in the city public schools despite the frantic pickup procedures. She rattles off her new spelling words to me from memory—button, mitten, kitten. How could I ever move her to a state where her rights are limited? A state where her mother died bringing her into this world?

      I tug a hand through my beard, feeling a little crust where the baby drool is hardening. “Hey, Rubes, you good to come with me on a job this afternoon? Hold my tool belt while I fix some outlets?”

      “Sure, Cash. How do you spell cotton? Is that one with an -en?”

      “They do all sound similar, huh? You know I used to have a teacher who made us pronounce things very, very slowly and use all the different parts of our mouths.”

      “A teacher at electronic school?”

      “Electrician, Rubes. And no. This was when I was in college. When I met your mom.”

      “Show me the mouth tricks.”

      I pull over in front of the house for my next job and turn around in my seat, smiling. I haven’t thought of these specific vocal exercises in a long time. Ruby laughs as I open my mouth wide, stretching my cheeks and flicking my tongue as I say COTTON very slowly, much deeper than my usual register.

      She claps her hands. “Do it again.”

      I grin. “Let’s do it together.”
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      A chunk of the ceiling fell down in my gym today. I’m kind of a mess about it.

      I feel like such a failure calling Esther all the time, but I’m honestly in way over my head here. She insists she can spare the money and just wants my business to exist, but I can’t help feeling like…a mess.

      I park sort of illegally in the alley near my new building and bite my lip, waiting to see if she can take my call right now.

      I lock the doors to my car and make my way into the new Pipe Fitters HQ. I know the name is kind of cheesy, but I want to lean in to my Pittsburgh union roots—my dad has been a card carrying member of the pipe fitters and boilermakers union for decades. Plus the name is cute. It just is.

      “What’s new, Pipes?” Esther doesn’t sound annoyed at all. I release a breath. I’m not sure why I worried she would be—she’s never been annoyed by any of our friends.

      I nod as I shove open the door to the gym and tell Esther that I think I need a building inspection. “Are there checklists or something? You know I just signed this lease kind of on a whim and now here I am with a few clients and a dream.”

      “Have you gone to the small business resource center at the library downtown?” I hear the clinking of glassware in the background. As per usual, Esther is in motion, doing all the small tasks nobody sees but everyone feels the minute they step into her bar.

      “I didn’t know the library had business resources…”

      “Oh, the library has everything. Hell, the one in Millvale rents out tools, Piper. You need a hoe?”

      I laugh, feeling some of the tension ease. Like somehow this small bit of guidance will help me feel more secure in my plans. “I don’t need garden tools but I might actually need tools to assemble all the gear I’ve got on order.”

      “Are you making any structural changes to your space? I’d deal with permits before equipment if you’re doing any construction.”

      “Hmm.” I look around the garage. I mean, it really is a garage, just walls and a rolling door. I don’t even have a bathroom in here. The landlord said the tenants have access to the bathrooms inside the larger building. It would be nice to have a water fountain at least. “Do I need fire sprinklers or whatever?”

      Esther grunts. Maybe she’s changing out a keg. “You’ll have to ask the library folks that. I have sprinklers, but I have more people here more frequently than you. Also I own my building.”

      “Ugh, why is all this so hard?”

      “What would Sam or Nicole say to that question?”

      We both robotically repeat If it were easy, everyone would do it. And then we share a laugh. I hear Esther pause whatever she was doing and she says, “Piper, you jumped in the deep end, but honestly those assholes gave you a shove. Go to the library, get organized, and maybe have your classes meet in the park or something until you figure out what you need in the building space.”

      “The park? Can I just show up there with paying clients and lead a workout?” I feel the need to emphasize paying clients. Esther didn’t put a time limit on the loan she gave me and I don’t even think she wants interest, but I still want her to believe I’m going to make it.

      “It’s a public space, Pipes. You can do pretty much anything in the park. Did Chloe tell you she walked up on people doing it in Frick Park the other day?”

      “No! In the city park? Were they naked?” It must have thrilled our friend Chloe to come upon that little tryst. She’s a steamy romance writer, although her books are all set in the 1700s.

      “She said partially. I bet she chased them away trying to ask questions.”

      “Ha! Imagine?” I imitate Chloe’s voice, saying,  “Excuse me, can I just ask you about your experience?”

      Esther and I laugh a little more about the park people and she gets off the line to start opening for the day. I decide to sit on a tire and map out some lesson plans. There’s a park a block from here that would work for my classes while it’s light outside. I still don’t have a good solution for my five o’clock mamas, though.

      It’s so important to me to build my schedule around my core clientele. These moms do so much for their families and put themselves last. I saw it in my own mom and, well, if I can prevent even one family from losing their mom too early by helping her stay healthy, then I’ll do whatever it takes.

      A loud honk startles me from my lesson plans and I jump to my feet. I peek out the door to the gym and see the grumpy man in his monster truck. Who drives a truck like that in the city? He’s laying on the horn pretty aggressively and I stick my head into the alley.

      I realize I must be blocking his garage. “One second,” I shout, running back into the gym to grab my keys. I fumble around with the lanyard, because I always feel flustered when I know someone is irritated with me.

      When I get outside I see that he’s blocked my car with his truck and he’s leaning against the door, his arms crossed and his expression hard. “I could have you towed,” he growls.

      “I said I was coming to move it. I’m sorry I blocked your garage.” I move to
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