

[image: Cover image: Milk by Alice Kinsella]




ALICE KINSELLA
      
Milk

On motherhood and madness

 

 

 

 

 

[image: Picador Logo]




Contents

Author’s Note

-9

Window (0, +1)

+1

0

+3

+1

0

+1

+2

-7

+1

0

-½

+½

 Egg (~)

 +4

 The art of preservation (+½–+2, ~)

 +2

 -1

 +1, ~

 Angel’s eye, devil’s hand (0, +1, +1½)

 +2

 0

 +3

 +2

 +1

 -6

 -4

 +6

 +4

 +6

 -8

 +7

 +2

 -8

 Representation (+7, +1, ~)

 -6

 +4

 -4

 +2

 +1

 +5

 +1

 -2

 0–1

 -7

 -1, 0+

 +1

 -228, ~

 +3

 -7

 +3

 +7, -40, 0

 +3

 -9

 -5, -1, 0

 -2

 +4

 +6, -96

 +4

 +3

 Before

 +6

 +2

 +5

 +6

 Imagined grief (+6, ~)

 +5

 +7

 +4

 -6

 Instinct (+4, 0, +19)

 0

 +7

 0

 +8

 +9, -3

 Self-prescribed Hydrotherapy

 -9

 +8

 -105

 +20

 +2

 +1

 Sin

 Sustainability

 Self

 +7

 +6

 +7

 Stolen hours

 -9

 0, +1

 +8

 +2

 Fall

 +8

 -8

 0

 +8

 -1

 Secret (+2, +4, +8, ~)

 -5

 +3

 +8

 +8

 +5

 +7

 +8

 Feminist(’s) son

 +8

 +8

 Extraordinary devotion

 +9

 +3

 Milk (-120, 0, +3)

 +5

 Later

 Acknowledgements

 Notes

 Bibliography

 Permissions Acknowledgements




For E and É. I love you.

And for my grandmother, Cáit, Bean Uí Néill.




Author’s Note

Everything in this book is refutable.

The people that feature, namely my mother and my son, bear only the faintest resemblance to their real-life counterparts. These glimpses of representations are poor imitations of the complex individuals they are. In this book, they serve as shadows, temporary ideas to the person who was writing it at that time.

Reading it now, I find myself disagreeing with things, questioning ideas, desperate to erase what I (now) see as my past ignorance. But I, in my present state, knowing what I know now, didn’t write this book. So, I leave it be.

I don’t call this book fiction, as I at no point intentionally made anything up, but I would not be bold enough to claim it as fact either.

It is what it is, the at-times chaotic musings of a woman trying to write her way out of madness.

Alice Kinsella, spring 2022

   
 

-9

It starts with my breasts. Two comets about to burst apart entering the earth’s atmosphere. I think, this is what it will be now, parts of my body turning into other things.

A living metaphor. Become poetry.

   
 

Window (0, +1)

My son is born during a particularly hot July. Our new eco-friendly house is designed for west coast winters. We sweat away in futuristic humidity. I become obsessed with water.

I sit by the nursery window, rocking this warm bundle to sleep. Outside, I can see trees, a mountain, the ivy-clad wall of an abandoned building. We live in town, so I am lucky to have a view like this. I’m trying to make a habit of reminding myself how lucky I am.

I can also see two streetlamps.

By day I don’t notice them, but by night, when heat breaks into a vicious, urgent rain, the lamps bring water into focus. They look like light peeking through a crack of an open doorway. Two doors in the sky.

It seems to rain only at night. The summer is late in its ending, the days still hot, people still filling the beaches. But at night, rain. The water, white in the light, sprays.

Perhaps this is one of the things I’m not noticing properly.

The nursery, dimly lit and quiet, feels hermetically sealed from the world. It is too dark to see if drops are hitting the glass. The triple glazing blocks out all sound. All I can hear is the gentle pant of the baby’s breathing. His breath is warm and milky. A little sour, not in a bad way, like a rich yoghurt.

Outside, through the window, I see the two white torches of furious rain. I wrap my son in a blanket and nudge the window open to the cooling splashes.

When morning comes, I forget to look for the streetlamps. There is too much to do. Changing feeding laundry pain medication bathing rocking burping repeating. It’s easy to forget things.

When I look out the window by day, I see them again: mountain, the ivy, and the relentlessly blue sky of this summer that will not end. I hear the traffic cutting through town, on the way to and from the beaches that hug the bay.

The town is a baby. Lulled asleep in the cradle of the bay. The two mountains, postcard iconic. To the north, the father’s table, and closer, softer, the mother. Atop the woman mountain the queen’s grave is perched like a mocking nipple.

•

In the hospital they wanted me to feed faster. They had me use shields, little plastic hats for my nipples. Now the baby gets confused by the softness of my skin. His world is plastic, bottle teats and silicone, while I milk myself, a sore and heavy farm animal.

•

At night my son sleeps well. I know this because I watch him. Sleep when the baby sleeps, everyone says. Ha. I sit in the rocking chair in the nursery, the small weight of heat asleep in my arms. I vary, to keep myself alert, between watching my son, and watching the white of the doorways fill and empty with rain.

•

I watch my son in the bath. His shocked face is soothed by the warm water. He knows this better than the cupping of my hands or the rotating light projections on the bedroom ceiling. This is familiar to him. Not two weeks ago he was a creature of water.

•

The sound of the rain fuels the obsession. A rhythmic pelting on the windows, like a jar of pennies spilled on the floor.

When the baby is unsettled, I pat his bum and make shushing sounds. In the womb his bum was close to the beating of my heart. The shhhing lulls him like the lap of amniotic fluid.

•

One day, I bring the baby to the sea. It doesn’t rain and I’m disappointed. He sleeps in the sling and I look at the blue waves, the kite surfers, the children collecting shells. I’m glad he’s asleep; this isn’t the sea I want to show him.

•

One o’ clock, three o’ clock, five o’ clock. I open the window. There have been weeks of heat. Sweaty wards. Waking up sweating. Swollen hands and feet. Blood hovering constantly just under the surface of my skin. The heat of healing on torn tissue.

Now, the nights hold hours I have lost. The unravelling of cold, a full emptying and refilling of my lungs, like a dying animal at a watering hole. There is time to listen to the baby’s fast and steady breathing, to watch the water fall from the sky in its certainty.

•

I throw away the shields. He drinks for longer. He drinks in his sleep. I open the window so the rain will keep me alert.

Sometimes the rain is so gentle it looks barely there. There are no drops on the glass of the window, but in the crack of light I see it. Swirling in the gusts like dust particles in a ray of sun.

•

As August runs into September, it rains. On the other side of the world the Amazon is burning. The lungs of the earth. We’re running out of air.

•

The more I stay awake the less I can sleep. Sleeping becomes abnormal, neglectful.

•

On still nights, the doors in the sky show the plumb line trajectory of the raindrops. One after another after another. Without the influence of wind, they can’t help but fall straight down.

•

Most days I feel like I am, in one way or another, failing my child. If we stay in, I worry he is sheltered, not getting enough vitamin D. When we go out, he may sit in a nappy longer than usual, or inhale fumes while waiting at traffic lights. If I meet every need, I worry he’ll be precious. In that way, love itself becomes neglectful. I’m starting to think I’m the problem.

•

I stay up all night. When it grows light, we go for walks. Him, oblivious, wrapped to my body. Around the corner and up the hill. Grey pavements. We walk around the grounds of the convent. Here, the trees are old and there’s a smell of home. Pine resin and drizzle. The baby turns his face up to the droplets. The velvet of his brow crinkles. Like everything else, this is new to him.

•

When the baby latches, I am instantly thirsty. It’s as if the association of drinking reminds me how little water I’ve consumed today, like how the sound of waterfalls makes people need to pee. Later, I read that the release of oxytocin causes thirst because women need to drink more to keep up with milk production. I haven’t fact checked this yet. I keep forgetting to.

I also forget to fill a glass of water before sitting down to nurse. It’s like there’s a hole in the pocket of my mind, my only focus is the baby, looking after the baby, everything else (work, wonder, little tasks) is spare change.

At times my let-down, the rush of milk from duct, takes the baby by surprise. When I pull back my breast so he can cough, the milk shoots up, a white geyser, and soaks us both. More often than not I just wear underwear. It’s too hot anyway.

The days end prematurely. Heat hangs in the dark. The clouds gather and break. The doors in the sky open.

•

The light inside the house is blue. A duck egg. A bruise. I drive to the sea.

With the baby in the sling, I walk the promenade. He sleeps. The waves roll in and in and in. I taste salt on the wind.

There are people in the water, even though it’s autumn now, and the temperature has dropped to single digits. Their heads dip above and below the surface, like cormorants. I imagine the cold coating their scalps with each kick of the swell, the body’s involuntary shiver, as if unexpected fingers were running through their hair.

With that kind of cold, you feel the heat in yourself. The inside of your mouth, your stomach. The beat of blood in your ears.

In the sling, the baby stirs.

•

There’s a storm. The first of a new season. The wind drives the rain at speed. I rock the baby and hover by the window, opening it just a fraction of an inch.

The rain becomes chaotic. I have to focus to be sure it isn’t a blizzard, a sandstorm. The wind is coming from different directions, like sea currents. The movement reminds me of a murmuration of starlings, flying over the dunes at dusk, a thousand individuals moving as one beating wing.

The doorways in the sky illuminate the rain as it falls harder. At my breast the baby sighs. There’s milk on his eyelid, smeared on one cheek. The fluorescence catches the sheets of water, turning them white. The slices of light show what’s happening somewhere constantly, just out of sight.
   
 

+1

I have become the common myth. Mother. The sleepy hum of early memories. The smell of shampoo, of Olay, of lavender. The feeling of safety. The absence of fear.



 

 

 

 

 

My body, my life, became the landscape of my son’s life. I am no longer merely a thing living in the world; I am a world. – Sarah Manguso



 

 

 

 

 

I am a home now. The foundations of a life. Crumble, and untether him into the world.



 

 

 

 

 

MOTHER is our point of origin. And when she is gone we are homeless. – Kate Zambreno



 

 

 

 

 

My life is not my own. My death won’t be my own.
   
 

0

A category error.

I keep trying to put a shape on it.

Make sense.

	Trying to put words on something pre-language.

	The mind, the unphysical, where the ‘I’ lives,

gets lost,

travels elsewhere in the body,

and finds it

difficult

to find its way back.
   
 

+3

I care about beginnings now.

I find myself googling the etymology of words. The roots of language are not something I had previously thought about. I was the sort of person who said things like I’m not all that interested in history. What I meant was I didn’t have a head for dates and the people who studied history in college weren’t much fun to go drinking with.

Nothing is as long ago as it seemed. Like everyone said, time moves faster than I thought it would.

The future comes at me like a speeding car.
   
 

+1

A blackbird has taken up residence in the garden of the derelict house next door. I listen to him sing, wonder if his mate is nearby. There’s a sound of traffic. The smell of fried onions travels upwind from the local takeaway.

•

This house I never leave. These months hazy with hormones and flatpack furniture.

Downstairs can be dark; its one long room doesn’t get much natural light. That is, except through the lantern. The skylight that arches like a cathedral ceiling above our kitchen. When it rains you can’t hear another person speak. I stand under the glass and close my eyes. Imagine the water on my skin.

Lantern, coming from lamp, from the Greek lampein: to shine.

I’ve taken to staring at the sky through the lantern. Watching the swallows loop in and out of view, stray clouds interrupting the monotonous blue.

Sometimes, it feels like we live underground.

•

Outside, the blackbird will not shut up. Even my hairline is sweating.

•

Downstairs, I position lamps carefully around the room. I position lamps to create pools of light. That’s what the Instagram infographic calls them, pools of light. The space is what you make of it.

•

Moving rooms gives the illusion of time passing.

•

Bedroom shower rocking chair

Bedroom

Shower

Rocking chair

Rocking chair rocking chair rocking chair

Hush little baby hush little baby

•

Moving in space, the space which is what you make of it, brings you through time. Forward, hopefully.

•

From the nursery I watch the sun set and rise. Light taking longer and longer to creep over the rooftops and shine through the glass.

•

The books from my hospital bag, the last things I’d planned to read, are tainted now. They lie in a heap with the leaflets, headphones, handheld fan, water bottle, painkillers, scrunchies, lip balm.

In the nursery: my shelf of poetry books. I will read them while he sleeps. My notebooks on the windowsill. I’ll still find time.

•

Form eludes me. Poetry has lost its meaning. It’s too beautiful and dishonest.

These early days, months, everything is hot and loaded. Love and panic. My friend tells me it will fade. Not the love, or the panic, but the intensity. It becomes normal. A new normal.

Like grief, says the baby’s father.

•

I become preoccupied with three pieces of art. Time Lived, Without Its Flow by Denise Riley, Ghosteen by Nick Cave, and Grief Is the Thing with Feathers by Max Porter. The first two relate to the death of a son, the latter to the death of a mother to two boys.

I can’t engage critically, only absorb. I am all feeling, even when that feeling is not feeling at all.

In these days of new life, I read about death.

Birth is not the opposite of death. The opposite of birth is sex. Birth and death move close together. Parallel lines about to diverge. They tie the mind to the body with more finality than we process in the day to day.

Something so real, so close to not existing at all.

A baby is closest to the elderly, the dying. Where they are going, the baby has just been.
   
 

0

Lying on the operating table I think

I don’t want to be here.

I try to focus on the lights, to think of something else.
   
 

+1

Even now, weeks later, I am there. The concept of tense has dissolved.

The newborns on the ward were skinny with huge eyes. They reminded me of old men in the final days of life. I could not think of this comparison with my own child, even though he was the skinniest, with the biggest eyes. There was no separation between him and me, between love and pain.

•

When anxiety kept me awake in years gone by, I would write in my head, occasionally jotting words down. Distract my mind until my dry tongue unstuck from the roof of my mouth, and my heartbeat slowed.

My body is overtaking my consciousness. There is no separation between the self and pain. I can’t pause this. There is no distraction.

•

The baby’s expression suggests agony.

•

I stroke the blue fabric of the book cover. The baby sleeps in the crook of my left elbow. The music plays softly in the background, so as not to wake the baby. I hold the pain of others close. Love brings about a new kind of grief. I need to be prepared.

•

I can’t read. I stray away from the construction of narrative. The beauty of metaphor. I try to put a shape on what is shapeless, find structure within the days.

It’s not that there’s no time.

It’s that the old rules don’t apply now.
   
 

+2

There’s a possibility,

that we are among the happiest

people in the world:

mothers.
   
 

-7

We’re driving from my house to hers when I tell her I’m going to be sick. My knuckles whiten as my mother waits to reach the car park of a country hotel. The car has barely slowed when I fling open the door and vomit straight into a raised bed.

Oh, she says, I thought you were going to use their bathroom.
   
 

+1

I am not the first woman to have a baby. But I feel like it. I plead with adolescent fury, You don’t understand. No one told me. No one tells us it will be like this. The world isn’t built for us.
   
 

0

Pumping milk is, for many women, a sharply private activity. It can also be physically and emotionally challenging, as it reminds the nursing mother of her animal status: just another mammal, milk being siphoned from the glands. Beyond photographs in breast pump manuals (and lactation porn), however, images of milk expression are really nowhere to be found. – Maggie Nelson

•

The baby is in NICU. Every three hours I make the journey from the maternity ward down the endless corridor to feed him. First in a wheelchair, then flinching my way there on foot. The wound in my stomach burns. I want to open it up, put the baby back in, where he was safe. Fifteen minutes before the hour I start the shuffle.

•

They wrap the baby in a blue blanket.

And so, it begins, I think.

I care about beginnings now. How early pink and blue divide. What that means.

•

Alone on the ward, unlike the other mothers with babies snoozing in the plastic crates at their sides. I have books, a small stack I planned to read during all the waiting. I have a notebook I brought with me, but I can’t focus enough to write. Besides, I have nothing to say. I read through the thick green folder at the bottom of my bed. The baby has one too. A few days ago, we shared a folder.

Failure to thrive.

I don’t know what this means. The baby is smaller than the sonographer said he would be. The on-call consultant frowned, checked his chart. They asked me questions about smoking, drug use, frowned more when I said I did neither.

I think my body was failing to provide him with sufficient nutrients. He was born starving. When the midwife shoved him onto my breast there was nothing for him to drink.

I am failing.

•

My mother’s mother, Mamó, had five of her six babies in hospital. 1960s and 1970s Dublin. I ask her about it, breastfeeding.

It was encouraged, she says.

‘You should breastfeed,’ you were told.

Yet, this was a time when the formula companies came to the hospitals with free samples.

There was a lot of theoretical goodwill towards breastfeeding. A lot of women would say they’d never manage it without such and such a one. But . . . there were an awful lot more that would say, ‘Ah here, give up on that, here’s the bottle.’

The rate of breastfeeding in Ireland in the 1970s was as low as 11 per cent.

•

At 8 a.m. on the second morning, three hours since the 5 a.m. feed, the midwife with dirty nails asks:

Why are you here? He had formula an hour ago.

I assume she has confused me with another baby’s mother. I find out months later that a brief stay in NICU is not uncommon for smaller babies. That he was not in the danger I thought he was.

My son is breastfed, I explain. I tell her my name, point to his. He has only my name. Though I am married, I have not changed my name, and have been recorded, repeatedly, as single. My decision to keep my identity puts me between him and his father.

Most of the midwives I meet are incredibly kind. Their job isn’t just medical, they take on the role of reassurer, of hand holder, of a woman who understands. Thank you cards plaster the bulletin board on the wall in their station.

But this one has taken a dislike to me. My questions, my punctuality. She doesn’t look up from the chart as she speaks.

You weren’t here, and he was crying through our meeting.

•

Breastfeeding and class were connected as far back as 2000 BC, when the use of wet nurses began. First, for royalty and noblewomen. Eventually, wet nurses were hired by merchants’ wives as it was cheaper to hire a wet nurse than to hire someone to cover the wife’s role in her husband’s work.

In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, wet nurses were hired to feed premature, sick, or motherless babies. They worked in foundling hospitals, institutions for illegitimate and abandoned babies, like the one which stood where St James’s Hospital in Dublin is now.

In the twentieth century, infant formula became the primary substitute for a mother’s milk. It provided a freedom for mothers, especially the ones who worked.

In a world where young women were now free to, expected to, live and work like men, formula put a time limit on the demands of a mother’s body.

•

Breastfeeding rates strongly correlate to maternal education and social class. The Growing Up in Ireland study found that 79 per cent of mothers who breastfed had a third-level degree compared to 29 per cent who left school at Junior Certificate level.

•

Mamó says, Breastfeeding was still something you’d do at home in the bedroom. Not out and about. There was a freedom to bottles. 

It was considered trendy. You could go anywhere with the baby with a bottle! You could go anywhere, you could even be at a wedding.

With breastfeeding, you couldn’t feed in public. To me, it sounds like a breastfeeding woman was almost confined to the house.

Breastfeeding, being cheaper (free!), was for poor people.

As well, there was an awkwardness about it. Older women would be inclined to stand in front of you, so that you weren’t on view.

There was, in the Ireland my grandmother had her children, an unmistakable shame shrouding breastfeeding. Inseparable, as it was, from a woman’s body.

The bottle was a feminist miracle. Women could go anywhere and still keep themselves covered up like men.

•

When my mother had me, in nineties Ireland, breastfeeding initiation rates were between 34 and 39 per cent, and this increased to 51 per cent by 2000. Though compare this to 98 per cent in Sweden. By 2016, Irish breastfeeding initiation rates were 56.9 per cent. Still one of the lowest in Europe.

What is so different about Ireland?

•

Now the bottle of formula is a symbol of the mothers eager to return to a cocktail; the women raised on bottles themselves.

Breastfeeding in public is seen as pretentious, exhibitionist, brave. It is a symbol of the luxury of not having to return to work.

When a woman is called brave there’s a whisper beneath the word,

You’re so brave. (I wouldn’t do it.)

No matter what we do, we’re doing it wrong, or for the wrong reasons.

•

In the hospital, breastfeeding is approached with caution. Posters advertise a breastfeeding clinic, a pumping room is available 24/7, formula brands are treated with insignificance. Developments in recent decades are evident. Yet the politics of it is tangible. The odd midwife whispers,

Bottle is just fine, you know.

I wonder if they can see me failing. Their job to mind the mammy as much as the baby.

Or, on seeing me nursing,

Good girl.

It’s not condescending. There’s a pride to it. Every day, these midwives see the battles of a gendered world playing out across the bodies of dozens of women.
   
 

-½

I haven’t felt the baby move in a few hours. I google variations of the same question dozens of times. I drink something cold, lie on my side, will the baby to move.

I pace the dark rooms, trying to jiggle him into motion.

The house smells of paint and sawdust. Outside, the orange streetlight is menacing. The street is still unfamiliar. The Edwardian houses with bay windows, gabled porches, and low walled front gardens, I could be back in the city. Here, like the last two streets I lived on there, named, in rebellion against its architecture, after a revolutionary. I think of one of my favourite books as a child. It’s the witching hour, out there, when anything strange can happen. I tell the baby’s father to call a taxi.

We go to the hospital.

The labour ward is empty. The midwife on call brings me into a private room, asks a few questions, gets me to lie down. She is quick to action with the doppler. The whooshing like waves.

The thump thump thump. I exhale.

Baby was probably just asleep. They need rest too, says the midwife. She gives me a cup to pee in and mentions keeping me in overnight just in case you’re worried. Once in, it’s difficult to get back out. I will learn that soon.

The midwife pops out. She’s gone for almost an hour. I sip water from the automatic machine and apologise for getting us out of bed. Down the hall, a moan I thought was bad plumbing becomes louder, guttural.

Now that we’re out and about, the baby is giddy. He rolls over and my stomach ripples like a bedsheet being shook out. I cup what may be his head, or his bum.

I say,

I just can’t wait until he’s out and I can see him. Then I’ll be able to stop worrying. 
   
 

+½

Sometimes, the let-down of milk causes tears to prick my eyes.

It tingles,

and hormones flood my bloodstream.

I gasp a little.

Like the moment after coming, when the pleasure fades,

your openness to love is silhouetted by the impenetrable distance between two people, and your absolute aloneness in the universe.
   
 

Egg (~)

They say prostitution is the world’s oldest profession, but they haven’t counted motherhood.

Every mother is rediscovering fire. Reinventing the wheel. Writing the first clichés.

•

I spent years with the possibility of motherhood. The promise of a feeling of completion. The greatest love. The reaching towards it. Fearing its unattainability.

Now, I fear its loss.

•

When I was a child, we kept chickens. Three hens and a cock. I collected the eggs, three a day, sometimes fewer. Eggs are quite sturdy, really. They need a sharp thwack against the pan to crack.

Once I found an egg without its shell. The membrane whole, unpierced. This had probably happened before, but been crushed by the bird and gone unnoticed in the wood shavings of the coop.

I carried it down to the house. The feel of it, rough but soft, like the underbelly of an animal. I don’t remember if we ate it. I remember the smell of raw egg, still warm from the bird’s body.

In the years we had the chickens, only one chick ever hatched. That hen nested with three eggs. The other two grew cold.

•

I hold anxiety in my mouth like a secret. It threatens to spill out or be drawn back and choke me.

We are all learning and relearning the same lessons. Nobody told me it would be like this. Or, did everybody?
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