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      I hope it’s not too much of a spoiler to tell you this book features pregnancy.
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        * * *

      

      At the time I wrote this book, Americans like these characters had a choice whether to continue their pregnancy. Effective June 24, 2022, Americans no longer have that choice. If I were writing this book today, the plot and emotions expressed would be different. The stakes would be different. These characters would have had a different journey, and I think this trope carries new weight. Because our right to bodily autonomy has been revoked, I know reading this story might be difficult for some. Please know that I am fighting for reproductive justice.
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            THISTLE

          

        

      

    

    
      I finish the file I’m working on and realize I have time to take a break before I open my next one. This concept is so strange to me, taking breaks. Breathing.

      In New York City, I barely had time to double check tax codes in between frantic requests from my boss. My decisions, made quickly, mattered on an international level.

      Here, my decisions affect just a handful of people, but they matter deeply to those people, whom I know personally. And I have time to be thorough.

      I sigh and rest my chin on my palm, staring out the window to Main Street. It’s early, before nine, and the town hasn’t come to life yet. Everything looks peaceful and crisp under the recent snowfall. Bright.

      The snow hasn’t yet turned to gray slush, and with so few cars driving around the small town of Oak Creek, I think it might just hold onto its pleasant white brightness a bit longer.

      It bothers me now that I don’t have strong memories like that about my home town. I grew up here, but I was so busy plotting my escape from Oak Creek that I never took time to consider my surroundings. A lot like the career I just left behind—always snapping to check things off, look to the next move, consider the downstream impact.

      I really have no idea how to focus on the now.

      So I decide to stare out the window until I count to 100. That feels like enough time for a break, for me to catch my breath. I should look up how to meditate, maybe take a yoga class if my mom seems stable some night.

      I reach 85 and my mind starts plotting out which project I’ll tackle next, as soon as this break is over, when I see something that makes my heart stop.

      Fletcher Crawford comes dancing down the sidewalk with a baby strapped to his chest. I can see his lips moving, his head bowed over the baby, obviously singing. He bends his knees and cradles the baby’s head as they make their way up the sidewalk.

      A wash of confusing emotions floods through me. Jealousy, which I quickly dismiss. I know it’s his brother’s baby, that Fletcher is sticking around town to help them out since Abigail had such a hard time with the birth.

      Fletcher is in town indefinitely to try on his new role as Super Uncle.

      Frustration comes next. I’m frustrated that he seems to be able to come to his family’s aide so seamlessly, like it’s no sweat off his back to drop his work for a bit and just chill out in his hometown.

      Meanwhile, here I am home helping my mom, filled with resentment and anger at my father’s inability to emote and my brother’s refusal to step up and help at all.

      This is everything I never wanted in life. Caregiving. I didn’t want to be selfless; I wanted to travel. I wanted people to listen to me and I wanted to be in charge of important decisions. And I had all that. I had a career where I filled my passport, flying business class to Tokyo and Mumbai and Rome.

      All of it was pulled out from under me in a heartbeat when my mother got sick. My mother, who had given up her independence and her career to stay home and raise my brother and me—my mother had a stroke.

      Fletcher drops a kiss on the baby’s head. As they get closer to the window of the accounting office where I’m now working part time, I can see that the baby’s face is red, like he’s been crying. I  remember hearing that Louie is sort of a miserable baby.

      He doesn’t look miserable now, though. Strapped around Fletcher’s fleece jacket in a baby back pack on the front…what does Indigo call it? Not a sling…

      My ex-boyfriend’s jeans hug his hips in such a way that I start to remember the firm muscles beneath them. Those legs used to hold me up against fences and bleachers and all the places teenagers go to fuck in a small town. Those thighs I felt behind me just a few weeks ago.

      I shake myself out of those memories and realize that he’s going to see me sitting here in the window if I keep staring. I adjust the screen of my laptop and hunch lower so that only the top of my head sticks up.

      I breathe through my nose silently, as if he could hear me through the window, and wait what I hope is enough time for them to pass.

      Once I brave a quick glance above the monitor, I see the back side of Fletcher Crawford. The straps of the baby carrier are tied in such a way that I can see his shoulder muscles and broad back are every bit as delicious as they were ten years ago.

      And that ass in his jeans is worth the drop of drool I have to catch with the back of my hand before it splashes onto my keyboard.

      “Jesus, Thistle,” I mutter to myself. This is highly inappropriate. It’s not ok to drool over the memory of my high school boyfriend and it’s not ok to sit and analyze his uncle habits. I don’t know anything about him now, I remind myself. In order to find that out I’d have to talk to him again, which isn’t going to happen.

      We had our moment of closure, and that was enough. Right? And I did him a favor, so now we’re even.

      Better to dive back into my work and try to forget that I saw him today. And I almost convince myself that this is true until I see Fletcher and Louie coming back for another lap around the square.

      This time, his eyes lock with mine through the window. He lifts his eyebrows in question, continuing to bounce and sing to the baby, who is now asleep with his head nuzzled against Fletcher’s chest. I want to smile at them and wave. I think I want that.

      But instead I frown and duck my head, staring at the spreadsheet on my screen until I’m certain they’ve walked away.
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        * * *

      

      The traffic from JFK to lower Manhattan is horrific. I lean my head on the window of the town car and roll my eyes. I could have gotten there faster if I’d taken the subway. But Thistle McMurray doesn’t take the subway anymore, I remind myself.

      Looking down at my beautiful manicure and my comfortable-yet-professional travel suit, I remember that I’ve just come from three days in Paris. In between long sessions coaching our CEO through the tax liability of an international merger, I spent evenings wandering around the banks of the Seine, drinking wine at darling cafes along cobblestone streets.

      Nobody really dreams of being an accountant, I don’t think. But I sure as hell knew I was getting out of my small hometown, and I knew a career in business was a surefire way to put me in first class on flights to the parts of the world I only ever saw in photographs.

      I lean back against the rich leather seats, knowing I should turn on my cell and face the onslaught of calls from my team, but wanting a few more minutes alone with my thoughts. I secretly hate that I can access wifi from the plane now. I used to cherish those hours where I was utterly unreachable. Now, my phone alerts are only silent during takeoff and landing.

      And when I’m taking a break in the back of the company car on the never-ending journey back to my corner office.

      My knee starts tapping, a habit I’ve developed recently that reminds me of my ex. I find it infuriating that I can’t seem to shake the shaking knee, even with adequate sleep and cutting back on caffeine.

      Not that I’ve had lots of sleep this month. Three different international trips to different continents. I’m almost to the point where I need a second passport. Sometimes I need it before it gets back from wherever it goes for the proper visas for travel with Smith Townson.

      The praise from my boss still rings warm in my chest after this latest merger. I smile, satisfied with the knowledge I’ve helped round out our portfolio by landing the small Parisian chocolatier. My knee keeps shaking and the longer the car sits, waiting to enter the tunnel, the worse it gets. My mind snaps to a distant memory, of me sitting in those awful plastic desks in high school and reaching my hand across the aisle to place it on the never-stopping knee of my then-crush.

      “You’re shaking the whole damn room, Fletcher Crawford.” He scowled at me and I blushed deeply, looking around as my classmates pretended not to notice.

      He raised an eyebrow at me and grinned, the first of many times I saw the sly spark of trouble glint in his eye.

      I sigh and roll my shoulders, chasing away the memory of a relationship and a town I left behind. As soon as we exit the tunnel, I clear my throat and ask the driver to let me out. I’m certain I can walk to the office faster than this, even with a suitcase and jet lag.

      As I roll my bag toward Grand Central Terminal, I pause, remembering my first trip to the city. Fletcher and I played hooky and took the train. For my birthday, he promised to show me the top of the world. We had just enough time that day to ride to the top of the Empire State Building and back down to catch the last train back to Oak Creek before our parents caught on.

      I try not to think about Fletcher Crawford. It’s been ten years. Mature, professional adults don’t let their thoughts linger on their high school relationships. We broke up, he moved away, and I raced up the career ladder just like I always planned.

      I’m probably feeling sentimental about Fletcher because I’m in between relationships. What’s it been? Six months since I was seeing someone? Eight months?

      I sigh again and load the wrinkled Metro card buried deep in my wallet. I hear a 4 train approaching and hurry along with the other New Yorkers, feeling a rush of exhilaration as I race to catch the downtown subway before it departs.
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        * * *

      

      A half hour later, I’m rolling my bag through the lobby and waiting impatiently for my assistant to come take it from me. He’s supposed to meet me down here with a briefing on this afternoon’s top priorities. I finally turned my phone on to see if I got service underground. His was the only text I bothered returning with the spotty reception.

      I spy Larry over by the bank of elevators, his brow furrowed, talking rapidly into his headset. This gives me pause. Larry never gets frazzled. It’s one of his most endearing and infuriating characteristics, and the reason I know he’ll go far in this industry.

      He sees me and hurries over, hanging up with whoever was on the phone. “Thistle, thank GOD,” he shouts, taking my bag in one hand and pulling me in for a hug with the other. “First of all, congrats, lady. Kick ass work getting kudos from Walter!” I smile as he continues. “Second of all, I just got off the phone with your brother.”

      I roll my eyes. “I’m sure he was calling to see if he could get away with not coming home for Thanksgiving. The answer, as always, is that if I have to go, then he has to show⁠—“

      “No, Thistle. Not this time.” Larry’s voice has an edge of concern. I stiffen and meet his eye.

      “Well don’t keep me hanging here, Larry.” My skin feels like it has ants crawling inside. There’s something about his tone.

      He squeezes my arm and says, “Your mama had a stroke.”
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      “You’re invited!” The postcard features green and yellow raindrops pouring down on a cartoon baby. The happy font on the front of the card sits in start contrast to my sister’s angry scrawl on the back: You better come the hell home for Hunter’s baby shower. —D

      I toss it back in my suitcase along with the other mail my assistant thought I should have with me on vacation. I’m not sure how she managed to time the arrival stubs from paid bills and insurance documents perfectly with my island hopping, but I guess that’s what I pay her for.

      My brother Hunter is having a baby, and I’m camped out on a beach waiting for some no-strings tail to wander my way. I signal to the resort staff to bring me another drink and slouch lower in my lounge chair. I really don’t feel like going home to a family function where all my siblings are parading around their stable, respectable adult lives.
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        * * *

      

      The days in the Caribbean flash by in a drunken haze, but I’ve got another week or so until I need to be in Abu Dhabi to prepare for the next auto race program my company is producing.

      I extend my stay another week and let my sister’s calls go straight to voicemail. I’ve gathered that she’s been doing most of the planning for Hunter’s baby shower, but she also does a lot of the planning for all the dumb festivals in my hometown and nobody seems to care too much when I miss Autumn Apple and the Cherry Blossom parades.

      From the deck of my lanai I have a perfect view of the beach volleyball tournament that sprang up while I was sleeping off my last round of Pina coladas. I lean on the railing, sipping water and just watching. Every now and then an errant ball rolls close enough that I can wink at the pretty young thing who stoops to pick it up.

      Only because I’m this level of distracted do I answer the phone when my brother Archer calls. I vaguely remember that he’s been having trouble wooing a woman he likes. Again, I’m not sure why he thinks I can be at all helpful with that.

      “She’s gone skittish again,” he blurts, before launching into a long discussion of how he can’t seem to win over this woman that apparently only wants him for sex. Honestly, I’d love to have this sort of problem.

      Another tall, tanned athlete jogs over in her tiny bikini to snag the volleyball her opponent slammed into the sand. I think about Archer’s situation as I stare at her—wouldn’t it be nice if they all walked away from me immediately after sex? If they all ignored my calls instead of wanting something deeper? “It’s hard for me to relate to your situation, bro,” I tell him, taking a long pull from my water bottle.

      He sighs and asks if I’m coming to Hunter’s baby shower, which I’ve just noticed is taking place Thanksgiving weekend. “I don’t think so, man. It’s a lot of hassle to deal with customs and visas and all that. My next event is in the UAE. Besides,” I rush in before he can come back with a counterpoint, “aren’t baby showers usually just for women? Is that a thing men are supposed to attend?”

      We argue a bit more about what a shitty son I am for never coming home, and then my brother casually drops a bomb that turns my blood to ice. I drop my water bottle and the cool liquid splashes on my bare feet. I stare at the beads of water clinging to my toes. “Say that again?”

      “Mrs. McMurray had a stroke.”

      Thistle McMurray’s mother, Teresa, was friends with our mother for years. But they’re both in their 50s, and it makes no sense that my ex-girlfriend’s mother would have a stroke. I feel the hairs on my arms stand up as I think about Thistle, about the last conversation I had with her mother before I left Oak Creek ten years ago.

      Archer’s right about one thing. I really don’t come home too often. And there’s a reason for that: the McMurray family.

      I clear my throat and draw in a breath. “First of all, that sucks, dude. Second, why would you tell me that information?”

      My brother ignores the question and starts explaining that Teresa can walk and seems just fine other than not being able to talk. I stop paying attention again and work on my breathing, staring at the water on my feet as it evaporates in the hot sun.

      Archer rattles on. “Hunter was explaining it to me but it was all above my head. She can type and think still. Anyway, Thistle moved home. I’m going to hire her.”

      I stagger back on the deck, tripping on the lounge chair and falling onto it with a clatter. Did my brother seriously just say he’s going to hire my ex? “Like to work for you? What the fuck, Archer?”

      “Dad sort of suggested it. Well, him and the giant headache I got working until 4am to prepare Q-3 taxes for my last client ahead of the deadline.”

      “What does that have to do with Thistle?”

      I can almost feel Archer rolling his eyes at me, but I don’t give a shit and wish we could go back to just talking about this woman using him for sex. He spits out, “Thistle is in town for the foreseeable future. She’s a CPA, too. It makes sense.”

      “I’m not comfortable with this,” I manage to grunt out.

      “Well, man, if I hadn’t told you, you wouldn’t even know because you never come home. So.” Neither of us speaks for awhile. I hear him tapping his fingers on the table. “You gonna offer me any advice about Opal?”

      When I don’t answer, he starts back in asking me if I’m coming home. I can’t think. I hang up and flop back in the chair.

      I focus on my breathing, knowing that my high school girlfriend from ten years ago shouldn’t be affecting me this viscerally anymore. It’s not normal. I grab onto my hair and start tugging, finding the stinging sensation on my scalp to be soothing as I try to calm down.

      It’s not like she and I had any sort of noteworthy ending, apart from the fact that I got her pregnant and fucked up both of our life plans. I also lost the respect of every adult in town, including Teresa, who will evidently never scream at me again because she can’t talk anymore.

      A shrill whistle from the volleyball game draws my attention back to the present and I stand up. Suddenly, I can’t be here anymore. I need to move, get my ass in gear. If I bury my head in work and prepare for the next event, I won’t have to think about all this shit.

      I pull out my phone and dial my assistant. “Emily,” I shout as soon as she picks up. “Get me the next flight to Abu Dhabi.”
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      I pace the hallway outside my mother’s hospital room, trying to calm down. I can’t focus on the pain of what the doctor told me, how my mother’s brain lost oxygen and they just can’t be sure the extent of the damage.

      I try to think about logistical stuff, like who is going to water my plants and forward my mail and…”Shit.” I have to call my assistant. Who the hell is going to take care of my life in New York while I’m here?

      As I rummage in my purse to find my phone, I catch a whiff of my father’s cologne. I hear him clear his throat behind me and I turn to find him adjusting his tie. “I’m glad you could be here with your mother, Thistle. She needs you right now.”

      I scoff. “Yeah, right, Dad. You mean you need me to be here right now so you don’t have to interrupt your quota.”

      He inhales sharply through his nose, nostrils tightening just a bit, but he doesn’t engage in an argument with me. I scowl at him and wait for him to say something next. Maybe, I don’t know, for him to at least acknowledge that I’m dropping my entire life right now so that he doesn’t have to.

      My father leads the life he does exactly because my mother has always been here behind the scenes, taking care of all the details. Giving him babies to pat on the head a few times a week. Giving him an immaculate house to relax in during his brief stints home from his work as a regional sales director for an engineering company.

      We’ve always had plenty of money. What my mother didn’t have was a life outside of taking care of this family. I swore I’d never become that, never return here, to the place that cemented so clearly the life path I absolutely did not want.

      But here I am, surrounded by the ghosts of my past challenges, still swirling trying to drag me down.

      When my father doesn’t speak, I flare my own nostrils and say, “I’ve got two months of leave before I have to return to my career. Mom’s doctors are estimating at least six months of her being incapacitated. What’s your long-term plan?”

      He looks taken aback, and I know that my fears are coming to fruition. I am the long-term plan. Me.

      The assumption has been that I will just come home, drop my life. Take care of my mother. “She raised you, Thistle,” he says, adjusting his tie again, then moving his nervous hands to his cuff links. “She needs you.”

      I shake my head at him. “Just go the fuck to work and leave me alone so I can take care of things like I always do.” I walk away from him before he has a chance to respond to my words.

      I walk straight out the front doors of the small hospital, across the parking lot—there’s not even a gate, let alone fees to park here. The concept is so foreign to me after six years living in New York. There’s a willow tree outside with stone benches all around it, and I wander over there, still rummaging for my phone.

      Larry picks up before it even rings. “Thistle, oh my god! What is going on??”

      I update him on Mom’s condition—she evidently had a stroke in her sleep. She woke up and crawled to the toilet and my father heard her retching for awhile, and then heard her crumple to the floor. “She’s not paralyzed or anything, we don’t think,” I explain, “but she can’t talk. Larry, she moves her mouth around and no words come out and then she cries.”

      Larry gasps and says, “Oh, lord, that sounds awful.”

      I allow myself a few shaky deep breaths before I switch back into “do” mode. “So I’m going to need your help with a few things,” I say.

      “Hit me!” I rattle off a list of my top concerns—mail forwarding, finding an apartment sitter, getting a phone appointment with HR, and Larry, as usual, adds a few items I hadn’t even considered. “We need to make sure your health insurance works in PA. You’re going to need benzos to get through this, boss.”

      I laugh for the first time in awhile. “Thank you, Larry, I needed that. But also I don’t think I really need any meds…”

      “Oh, you definitely need meds,” he says. “Also I’m going to sit the hell out of your apartment for you.”

      “Wait, no, I couldn’t ask that of you!”

      “Are you kidding? Do you know that I live in DUMBO? Do you know what that stands for?”

      “Um, actually I’ve sort of wondered…”

      “Down under the Manhattan Bridge. AKA Brooklyn. So yeah, boss. I’m going to squat in your penthouse for a bit while you’re not there. I’ll just bring your mail with me to work and have them forward it. Then there’s no paperwork to deal with on either end.”

      I slump back against the bench and listen as he maps out his plans to keep my life on pause while I deal with this situation. I can do this for a few weeks.

      My dad is right. My mother did raise me, and I can spare a few weeks to get her back on her feet.

      Not that I don’t wish my brother felt the same impulse. We could, I don’t know, split the time. But of course he’s following my father’s footsteps in sales. He even ditched his first name—“Nobody buys multimillion dollar contracts from someone named Rowan,” insists R.J. McMurray. Because somehow RJ is more sophisticated?

      “Hellooooo? Thistle?”

      I shake my head. “Larry, I’m so sorry. I’m really distracted here. I haven’t even slept yet, if you can believe it.”

      He shoos me off the phone and urges me to go get some rest. I check in with Mom’s team and confirm that they’ve got her on some medication that will keep her asleep for a bit anyway. I learn that ride share services have reached Oak Creek, and treat myself to a trip in some college student’s hatchback.

      I watch the scenes of my childhood float past outside. The storefronts on Main Street are largely unchanged. We pass the bakery, the newspaper offices for the Oak Creek Gazette, and I see Archer Crawford do a double take as he stares at me through the window of an office labeled CRAWFORD ACCOUNTING.

      God, I keep forgetting this whole place is swarming with Crawfords. I can’t think about them right now. We pull up to my parents’ house and I drop my designer bag on the carpet in my childhood room. I remember that Larry sneaked a sleeping pill into my bag as I was leaving town. “Just in case,” he’d told me with a wink. I really do need to pay him more, I decide, as I pull it out of my purse and swallow it down with a glass of metallic-tasting tap water.

      And then I drift off into a dreamless sleep.
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      One week down, I whisper as my alarm sounds by my head. I slap at my phone in frustration. Back home—I tend to think of my current apartment as “home” and this as the place I’m staying—I’m a morning person. I snap my eyes open ready to greet each day.

      Back home, in my penthouse apartment now being occupied by a 23-year-old, the sounds of lower Manhattan usher me into my morning routine. At home, I sip fresh Italian espresso from the little shop on the ground floor of my building. I hail a cab to work, rocking my perfected New Yorker stance.

      I close my eyes again and imagine my stilettoed feet splayed shoulder width, my hand extended confidently in the cab salute. “Aaah,” I groan and climb out of the twin bed. The wrought-iron frame squeaks as I stand up.

      I tug on my high school track sweatpants and zip up my high school track hoodie. This has become my new uniform here in Oak Creek, where instead of brokering international mergers, I help my mother with tasks like using the toilet and eating oatmeal.

      Today I have to rush a bit to help my mom get situated because I finally have that call set up with HR. Larry gets uncomfortable and cryptic each time I ask him about why it’s taking so long. I haven’t had much time to dwell on it, though.

      Mom has had hours and hours of physical therapy, speech therapy, occupational therapy. Some of these people come to the house and help me learn how to help her, but most of them work out of office buildings outside of town. I’ve been driving a station wagon. An automatic station wagon.

      I shiver and remind myself that soon enough, I’ll be back behind the wheel of my Mercedes.

      I consider asking Larry to arrange for someone to drive it here, but the thought of someone else behind the wheel of my baby is too distressing. She’s just fine in the garage for now.

      I flick on the coffee pot in the kitchen, feeling grateful I could at least have Larry overnight coffee beans from my preferred shop. It doesn’t quite taste the same, but it’s a nice comfort.

      I lean out the front door to snag the Oak Creek Gazette and set that up on the table next to my mom’s tablet device.

      It turns out she can still type with her left hand and write out her thoughts. She just can’t form them into verbal words. Brain stuff is all very foreign to me, but her doctors say this is relatively common for stroke victims. I hate that word victim, but haven’t thought of a better one yet.

      “Ok, Mom, you ready?” I call out to her as I walk down the hall. I’ve taken to narrating my entire day, which is really foreign to me and utterly
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