


Oh, earth, you're too wonderful for
anybody to realize you.

—Thornton Wilder, Our Town

eorge was a hyperactive baby, even in the womb, For all

my wishing that I could get pregnant, actually being

pregnant was much harder than I remembered. I was
also almost a decade older. But that girl jumped and kicked and
danced with such fervor that Gus would watch my rolling belly
in horror. “Is that normal?” he'd ask.

1 was convinced she was coming early. I began having Braxton-
Hicks contractions toward the end of January. Sharagim had
helped me find a wonderful midwife who worked through the hos-
pital, so just like when I had Gus, I would have all the safety nets
of a hospital at my disposal but the personal empowerment of nat-
ural birth. Nancey Rosensweig, an Ivy League—educated midwife
with children of her own, brought a great deal of compassion to
my healthcare. We met in my home, where she nursed the whole of
me and looked after my mental health and my worries about hav-

Inga healthy baby. She gave great advice regarding Gus and how to

keep him involved and a priority. She brought me food and natural
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homeopathic remedies to ease my aches and pains and heartburn.
Oh Lord, never in my life had I experienced such heartburn.

As we neared February, she told me, “The head is very low. I can
feel it.” b

“She’s coming soon, right?”

“It seems that way.” Shit. Jeff had killed himself over the past
year, working crazy hours and coming home from Georgia every
chance he got. It was a heroic show of endurance and commitment
to our family and farm, but we’d decided that once George was
born, he'd take some time off. That meant knocking out as much
work as possible before her arrival. He was headed on a cruise for
The Walking Dead, a convention that thousands of fans were attend-
ing partly based on the assurance that he would be there. Right
after that he was booked for another convention on the other side
of the planet in Australia. “Honey, I'll be home by the sixth,” he

told me. “Baby isn’t coming till the eleventh.”

“You know that’s not written in stone, right?” I countered. “She
could come any day! I can feel her head now!” I was antsy and
worried. [ wanted to move around like the cows do out in the field

when they're getting ready to go into labor.

Throwing on my boots and an old military surplus coat, [ walked
the perimeter of the farm. I labored under my own weight and
against the eight or so inches of snow I trudged through. It felt
good. Belike a cow was my mantra.

Only this cow overdid it and twisted her ankle.

When Jeff came home from the cruise, we had to have a serious
talk about the Australia trip. “Babe, she’s coming early,” I fretted.
“I'm dilating already.”
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“But I'll be there and back days before the due date.”

"L Am. Freaking. Out.” There was no otherway to say it.  needed
him. In the last days of what I knew would be my last pregnancy
ever, Ineeded him tolie in bed with me and make me feel safe, and
no other person on the planet could fill that role.

He stayed.

The weekend of the Australia trip flew by. I was having con-
tinual contractions, but nothing was kicking into high gear. My
mother had come up weeks before, stocking the fridge and freezer
with food. My dad had taken the week of the eleventh off work so
he could drive up and be here for the birth. Each day, Gus, my par-
ents, and Jeffrey sat around staring at me.

“Today?” They’'d ask.

“Maybe.”

This kid had been killing me. She clearly wanted out. But she
was toying with me.

My mom'’s birthday, February 7, came and went. I was big as a
house, but we took her to dinner at Le Petit Bistro in town. That

place is the Cheers of Rhinebeck. Everyone we know goes there, so

of course we ran into various friends, who all noted, “You haven’t
given birth yet?”

No. Not yet.

The eleventh came and went. Nancey continued to check me
out. “She’s still just hanging out. Very low. And you're still 2 centi-
meters dilated. I can’t believe you can walk!”

I'took a peek at the journal Gus had started keeping. Day after
day he wrote the same thing: "Still Prignit.” Yepw. still pregnant.

The week dragged on. On Valentine's Day, Jeff presented me with
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beautiful amethyst earrings, a ring, and a necklace. I was dripping
in our daughter’s birthstone. Bruce over at the jewelry store had
outdone himself. “It was gonna be a baby present,” he said. "But
she's taking her sweet time.”

I'was mortified. I'd been so convinced that our girl was coming

early. She was clearly as bullheaded as her mother.
My dad was going to have to leave that weekend, and I was so sad
at the idea of his missing George's birth. Lord knows he wanted

nothing to do with the delivery room. But my dad loves his grand-
babies, and a twelve-hour drive to the farm and back was nothing
to him—but so very much to me.

Five days after my due date, I lay in bed with Gus and Jeff. In the
quiet of the morning, the rising sun caught the snow on the ground
and filled our bedroom with bright white light. My boys glowed.
I turned to throw an arm over the both of them, and felt an odd
sensation. Like I had to pee, but different.

Tossing off the covers, I stood up, took two steps, and my water
broke.

“Oh my gosh!” I yelled. My water hadn't broken with Gus. This
was alien territory. I grabbed towels and started cleaning up the
mess, but every time I moved it just kept coming—like an oily
saline solution. I was doused and needed help.

"You okay?” Jeff mumbled from bed.

“Um, I might need your help.”

I called Nancey. "Are you having contractions?”

"Not yet.”

“Okay. Meet me at 11 at the hospital, okay? I'll bring some ho-
meopathic aides.”

Jetfrey loaded my bag into the truck and drove my mother and
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me over to the Neugarten Family Birth Center at the hospital. It
was a cheery space, dedicated to bringing life into the world. I
marched in with a huge smile on my face. The ladies at reception
said, “How can we help you today, ma'am?”

“I'm here to have a baby,” I declared.

Far from the wide open pastures where our creatures just drop
their babies in fields, the hospital had all sorts of implements to
help get you through labor. Nancey set me rocking on a large exer-
cise ball and had little homeopathic tablets that she told me to put
on my tongue every so many minutes.

“Why? What is it?”

“They’ll make your contractions successful.”

I didn’t know what that meant, but they kicked in very quickly.

Every single contraction was doing a lot of work. I rocked and

rocked and rocked, and when the rocking didn't help anymore, I

moved over to the shower, where hot water pounded onto my lower
back and I rocked standing up. Be a cow.

Jeffrey was in his Carhartt farming gear, snow boots, and a
baseball cap. He played music with his phone that he knew our girl
would like. I braced myself on his arm as Stevie Nicks and Jour-
ney powered through the speakers. Then something shifted deep
down in my guts and I just knew. I yelled out, “She's coming!”

All hands on deck, I was led to the bed. Back at Christmastime
my mother and sisters-in-law had conducted a blessing ceremony
for my pregnancy, gifting me with a necklace they had made of
various stones to empower me during delivery. My mother stood
next to me holding it and pattiLﬂg‘ my back. Focusing on those
stones, I prepped myself to push. But Nancey coached me to avoid
the pain I'd felt with Gus. “Let the contraction do its job. And then
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beardowninbetweenthe contractions to push her down the canal.”
Well that went against everything I'd ever heard, but I trusted her
and listened. She held warm towels against me to protect my body

— . 5 Cias
and give it a point to push against.

“I'd like a time estimate!” I yelled. “"How long do you think?”
There was a clock directly across from me. It was 4:50 p.m.

“Soon,” the nurse up by my head said.

“But like five minutes soon or thirty? I gotta know how to pace
myself.”

My motherlooked overat her and said, “She’s very goal oriented.”

Nancey and the nurse took a look. "By 5 o'clock” the nurse said.
Ten more minutes. [ could do that.

Any woman who has ever had a baby will tell you that those last
few minutes are outrageous. The thoughts racing through your
mind are insane. Why am I doing this without drugs? Who is this per-
son inside of me? Did I put the clothes in the dryer?

Jeffrey kept up the encouragement. “You're so pretty. You're
doing so good babe!” This time he had fully committed to being
down where the action was, excited to catch our daughter. At 4:58,
I had the contraction that set our girl free—she gently popped her
head out, and Jeff gasped as he took her into his hands.

Cradling her head, he kept saying, “She’s so beautiful, mama.
She’s so, so beautiful.” Then he brought her up to meet me. She was
dark, with full lips and a head of thick black hair. She was perfect.
After all those months, I could finally breathe.

My dad and Gus arrived to meet our new family member, and I
was literally up and walking around minutes after giving birth. I
felt no pain.
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George arrived on February 16, five days past her due date. She
sharesabirthday with my brother Billy and with Meg, my manager.

Jeff left after a while to get me a proper dinner. He must have
made a parade around Rhinebeck, because everyone in town knew
George had arrived. He bought a huge bouquet at the ETOCETY StoTe
and picked up sushi at Osaka, spreading the word. Everyone at
Samuel’s heard the good news. Bruce. Ed. Mari Bird. All our Astor
friends. Other shop owners in town. The outpouring of support
and congratulations from this community of people who had al-
lowed us in moved me.

After I gave birth to Gus, I'd been so lonely. All these years later,
to bring a child into this circle of warmth and kindness was every-
thing I had ever wanted. A snowstorm kicked up, guests left our
room, and Jeffrey settled in to sleep in a reclining chair. In the wee
hours of the morning, a young nurse started her rotation.

"How are you feeling?” she asked.

“You know what? It's weird. I feel perfectly fine. Like I didn’t
even have a baby.” It was true. There was no swelling. No pain. I
felt perfectly normal for the first time in months.

“Did you have Nancey?” she asked.

I nodded. "How'd you know?”

“Her nickname around here is the Vagina Whisperer. She's
the best.”

The Vagina Whisperer? Nancey had been underselling her-
self. She needed to lead with that in her sales pitch! She’s certainly
earned the moniker.
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~ There’s always the fear that you will forget someone when saying

thank you. So please let me begin by saying that I'm so grateful to

every single person in this book. As I said in the beginning, this is

alove letter. My affection runs deep for all the people, places, and

creatures in its pages. Happiness begins with gratitude, and so I

A humbly thankall the folks who have contributed to my family’s joy.
Now that that's established, let's commence with the love fest.

Alexis Gargagliano—I've been writing my entire life, but there
was so much I needed to be taught. Thank you for being a support-
iveteammate and a wealth of knowledge and patience. I respect the
hell out of you.

Meg Mortimer—since I was nineteen years old, you have been
my rock. Thank you for always defending me and never pushing
me to be anything other than myself. I love you very, very much.
Your husband and kids are pretty damn great too!

Rick Dorfman, Liz DeCesare, and Anthony Mattero—thank you
for believing in me and supporting me in the creation of this proj-
ect. You were the first to see the vision.

Katy Hamilton and the HarperOne family—thank you for hear-
ing my story and absolutely getting what I wanted to say with this
book. You are true champions, and I hope we continue to create
together.

The amazing team that supports Jeffrey and me: Robert Strent,
Jordan Manekin, Barry McPherson, Abe Altman, Jeanne Yang,
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Theresa Peters, Jen Allen, Sara Planco, and Stuart Rosenthal—you
all easily could have given us hell for running away and falling off
the radar. Instead, you put our happiness over any work concerns
and supported us at every turn. I'm so thankful.

Big shout-out to Steve Pregiato and Jeffrey Robertson for guid-
ing us through all of our stages—you two are so wonderful.

Danneel and Jensen Ackles—my God I love you guys. Thank you
for knowing what I needed, even when I didn't.

Claudia, Doris, and Brittany—thank you for loving my children
and helping me to be a better mother. We treasure the time you
have spent with our family.

The late Deborah Frank, who showed me immeasurable kind-

ness, Nancey Rosensweig, and the Neugarten Family Birth Center—

as a woman who wanted to “get back to nature,” I felt that the
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empowerment you gave me transcended childbirth.

Our various TV and film families: MTV, One Tree Hill, White
Collar, Lethal Weapon, Grey's Anatomy, Magic Gity, The Walking Dead,
my Christmas movie cult, and so many others—your enthusiasm
for our lifestyle really made all the difference. Thank you for see-
ing the magic in it and for going out of your way to accommodate
our special circumstances.

The Squatches: Ashley Hoyt, Erica Wible, Tory Silvestri, and
Sarah Baughman—it would be impossible for me to love you more.
Happiness is making movies in the Barnes basement and pool
parties at the Dawsons.

Nick Gray—my soul twin. Let’s make all the same mistakes to-
gether. Forever. - ]

To the folks who welcomed us with open arms here in the Hud-
son Valley: Rick Reilly, our lovely neighbors on West Pine Road,
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