 




The hungry


The sheets are cold on my feet. I wrap my legs around them to cool off. I need to feel the crispness of them, the freshness of them as she pinches on my nipples for the twenty-fourth consecutive hour. It’s a sharp, sort of burning sensation. Sometimes it smarts, sometimes nothing.


I have a sticky layer of sweat filming over my body. It smells. Or maybe it's not the sweat but the leftover part of my uterus still shrinking, still healing, still expelling parts of itself.


Every part of me aches: my eyes wide open, sore from the strain of trying to stay awake enough to see what she needs, my back from bending and lifting her tiny body.


And it's not two to three hours, it's every hour. Every hour, around the clock. Sometimes one hour just merges into the next, with only a wet diaper setting them apart. And when I want to get up and walk around, get some air, I have to sink back down. Slip back into the couch or the bed or the newly painted rocking chair with the cowboys and roses on it. Sink back and submit. Submit to her soft little lips and clawing sharp finger-nailed hands, letting the milk ooze out and the prolactin ooze in. Into me, making me not care that I sink back down. Just giving into it like a warm glass of milk before bed. Because no matter where I go, I hear it—the cry, the call, the words, the hungry.


They, the doctors, the nurses, the others, tell me in a couple of months I'll think it's a breeze. She'll only be feeding every three to four hours. 


But in a couple of months it hasn't stopped. This stoned feeling that I get. Like when I've got this smooth buzz going and I don't want to be disturbed. I just want to settle into it. Stare at the blades of grass, zone out, but I can’t because I’m completely interrupted. Because it’s like getting a call from my boss, on a Friday night when I’ve just settled into a good glass of Cabernet and a hot fire. It’s like she’s telling me, I have to come right over and work on something that I know I just can't handle in this frame of mind. But I've got to go anyway. I've got to work and somehow straighten up. So I do. And it’s still every hour. So I do.


But how I'd rather sleep. Take those few minutes in between breasts and just melt into my own pillow, alone. Without anyone or thing to keep me from that wonderful deep slumber I haven't known in months and am afraid I won’t recognize in a few years.


And then it happens. Okay it’s not the promised three or four hours, but it's one and a half, two, as opposed to the forty minute jags I’ve grown accustomed to and pretended were a full hour. They feel like long hours. I take a drive into town and I’m not spending the better part of the journey sitting in the parked car staring at the backs of peoples’ heads as I nurse her. I can actually wait until I've got her back home. She even sleeps a little. (Though this I can't fully enjoy because that feeling that she's gaining on me won’t stop gnawing at me.)


It lasts for three days. I think this is a breeze. They were right. Until the fourth day when she starts throwing up. First, it's just a little, little spurts of creamy white droolings. But soon it’s chunks, cottage cheesy-like chunks coming out of both sides of her mouth in streams. And then it seems like she can't keep anything down, but this doesn't deter her from eating. In fact, she seems to be making up for lost milk. Instead of every three to four hours like they promised, it escalates. Now it seems I can't even get up to change her diaper or take a pee myself. And when I’m not feeding her she's crying. That piercing, loud, only-you -can- save- me- Mommy-cry- the hungry.


All the shoulders of my shirts are becoming wet and then stained an off -yellow. The cloth diapers we mop her dribble up with are soaked. I feel afraid to burp her and afraid to feed her. But she insists. Nothing satisfies her but barreling into my soft flesh and digging in. Digging in greedily. Breathing tiny little fierce breaths, anticipating the treat, a crazed smile spreading out across her innocent little face now hungry with desire. 


But soon even this comes to a halt. She climbs on and off, her head jerking away, looking towards something, I don’t know what, something, on the opposite side of the room, back and forth, first slowly, then quickly, then in a frenzy, back and forth, back and forth and yelping in between—this bliss, her bliss, gone, only the pain and the wet vomit remain. 


And at the doctor’s they say she’s not overfeeding. They say 

this because she’s exactly where she should be on her growth curve. 



“She’s moving right along the curve just as she should be.” 


And this is how they determine if she’s overfeeding or not. There seems to be no accounting for the lost milk.


 I don’t know what to make of all that vomit and the brevity of intervals between visits to the all you can eat smorgasbord. How are these figured in?


So they send me away, without much of anything new to look to for comfort. They say maybe I could introduce her to rice cereal soon as a semi-cure. Something about the weight of the cereal having a great impact on keeping the milk down. So I go away discouraged, but feeling like I’ve done what I can. 


Until the next couple of days when the forty minute intervals turn into twenty minute ones. Nothing seems to soothe her and I feel tortured every time she gropes for my breast seeking relief. 


So now when I call the doctor he recommends medicine that he says won’t hurt her even if they’re wrong about her diagnosis, which he seems to be admitting they might very well be. I don’t want to give my three month old baby medicine that adults take for ulcers, but I don’t know what else to do.


When I get to the pharmacy I ask the pharmacist what possible side affects this medicine has. He says it shouldn’t have any. But then I ask him what about over a long period of time because I’m beginning to realize that this isn’t a cure to the problem, only the symptoms. He says he’s not sure but if I leave my number he’ll call me.


When I get home there’s a message on my machine. He says she should be fine- no real problem- sometimes convulsions- blankety blank...., I can’t understand what he’s saying, only bits and pieces—there’s something wrong with my machine—what the fuck is he saying-fine, fine, migraines, shouldn’t be a problem but call your doctor if ....,jaundice something, something, she’ll be okay. 


My husband and I listen and laugh. We don’t know what he’s saying but every other word sounds like we should induce vomiting. And yet she seems instantly better. She’s smiling again. She lets us put her down. On her back and her belly. She stretches out her feedings for a true two hours from beginning to beginning. She’s not throwing up nearly as much.


Two weeks go by and I think I’m coming to a clearing. But then it regresses. The hours turn into minutes and soon I can’t keep her off me. My mom calls and asks if baby is still feeding so frequently and I don’t know if it’s still or just again. The doctors keep throwing growth spurt at me and I am really at a loss for understanding. My mom asks what the doctors say and I say I don’t know. She says they’re not helping me and I don’t agree or disagree. 


Instead I take Jaime to a Mommy and Me group the next day. I’ve heard this is a place to really share one’s problems and that you feel better once you do.





Mommy and me


The room had these little chairs that didn’t have legs, but only backs and bottoms. They were arranged in a circle with blankets filling the center. Scattered on the floor were big pillows that many of the Mommies were laying their babies down on while they took off their shoes and chatted with one another.


I didn’t take off my shoes because I didn’t have enough hands. I couldn’t let go of Jaime, who squirmed and wriggled in my arms, but would scream if I put her down.


The leader’s name was Sandy and as she went around making her usual inquiries, people talked about their babies sleeping and eating habits  and just generally things they were going through. It was difficult to hear the discussion, though, as a high, screeching, piercing sound had begun to penetrate most of the room. It was coming out of Jaime’s tiny mouth.


I fumbled for my shirt buttons with one hand as the other tried to hold onto her now writhing body and pulled out her favorite thing in the whole world. She opened her mouth wide, groping for it, yet with each successful suck she would spit me out as if my milk were ipecac. 


I stuffed my tremendous and now leaking breast back into my bra and began walking her around, being careful not to step all over the blankets and the babies in my dirty Dr. Marten boots; I tried rocking her, and singing to her, and just holding her as tightly as I could, reassuring her that everything would be all right.


Sandy continued to go around the room with her question and answer period, but every now and then she would make a suggestion to us.  


“Dear, why don’t you two go sit in the rocker?” she would say.


And so I took Jaime, whose face was now looking reddish and scrunched up, over to the rocker. The change of scenery quieted her for a moment. We sat there and rocked back and forth just looking around at the happy little babies and their proud Mommies. But when that pained cry erupted again, Sandy suggested I take her outside the door into the courtyard. 


 “Sometimes the fresh air,” she said. “A look at a tree.” 


 Banished, we sat outside looking at a tree. We could hear the Mothers as Sandy went around the circle. 


“Well, mine’s sleeping through the night!” one of the Mothers exclaimed and got a big round of applause. 


“And then when I turned around there he was just rolling over and over,” another one said.


My sweet little spikey-haired baby rested her head on my shoulder, tickling my cheek. The coast appeared to be clear for me to go back inside and at least retrieve our belongings. 


When we slipped back into the room, I guess it was our turn, because Sandy said, “So. Now, what’s been going on?” 


All the eyes in the room looked at us, even the baby eyes, I think, as I tried to express the nature of our problem before never returning.  


“My Doctor says it’s a thing called reflux,” I told them. “I don’t know if it is or not, but she’s been nursing almost every minute of the day for the last week and throwing up quite a lot in between feedings. Today’s the first day she’s ever refused the breast and even though I don’t know what to do for her, it makes me feel better that, at least, she’s stopped throwing up, then nursing and throwing up, then nursing,” I said, as Jaime proceeded to puke. 


I was crying by now. Not sobbing or screaming like Jaime, but a sort of dejected, depressed, hopeless cry.     


Then it was time for song singing and baby games. Still hoping to come out of this day as a Mommy with some dignity, I tried to sing.  We even joined the group and sat in one of the legless chairs. Every now and then Jamie let out a yelp and I broke a sweat, but I refused to leave until the last few Mommies were out of the room.


I felt like I was at a group therapy session and I was the most disturbed person in the group. Only now it was worse because it wasn’t just me that was disturbed, now it was me and my disturbed baby; feeling like an outcast before I even arrived, now my baby was one also.


“This has just been a really bad week,” I explained to anyone that would listen. “We’re not always like this, you know.” 


People said they understood. But we didn’t go back to the group after that and whenever we would bump into any of the Moms at the playground or the mall or in the street or at a mutual person’s play group, they would all get this look on their face like they were remembering something and they’d all say, “Oh, yeah. I remember you two.”


Eventually I was able to wean Jaime off the medicine and the nursing. She never drank from a bottle, but it was kind of nice that she went right to the cup and once we pushed through that period, that time of the hungry, we both started to find more peace, at least for a while…
