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The Centre of the Universe
Aisling Walsh

They usually sever the pulsating puce and indigo cord right 
after we are expelled into the steel-edged, fluorescent sterility 
of the delivery room. The obstetrician clamps and snips before 
we are even passed into our (m)other’s waiting arms. His scissors, 
rendering the separation between (m)other and baby permanent, 
create two bodies where, moments previously, there was just one. 
The remaining stump is secured with a little plastic clip resembling 
a clothes peg. The slack on the cord, still dangling from between 
our (m)other’s legs, is used to tug out a six-chambered, burgundy 
flat cake. The meaty flower, still a palpitating, nourishing life force, 
is then disposed of as medical waste or sold to the cosmetics 
industry to add shine to other people’s hair. 

The two inches of cord still attached to us must be cleaned 
daily until the wound heals and dries, at which point it simply 
falls away. All that remains of this once vital, but now superfluous, 
appendage is the little indent or protrusion at the centre of our 
bellies. Only the most sentimental, or perhaps morbid, of parents 
hold on to the dried and shrivelled cord. They may tape it onto a 
page of our baby books or lock it away in a silver keepsake box 
alongside our first lock of hair and the milk teeth we left out for 
the tooth fairy, building their collection of cellular souvenirs from 
our earliest developmental milestones. 

In the absence of physical unity, our infant selves, the most 
dependent of mammals, have an urgent and prolonged need for 
nourishment and security which keeps our (m)others  emotionally 
and physically tethered to our orbit. As we rub our gums against 
our first soggy carrot, speak our first words and move forward 
under our own propulsion, we begin to realise that we inhabit a 
whole separate body than the one that grew us and pushed us 
into the world. We crawl, then stumble, and eventually run further 
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afield, testing the outer limits of our universe until the lingering 
umbilical connection is pulled taut and snaps, dissolving into 
little more than a sense memory in the wake of our ever-
increasing autonomy. 

 Beyond these years it is rare for us to consider the pulpy cord 
that secured our amphibian selves within our (m)other’s amniotic 
cosmos. We might probe with a curious finger to extract tiny 
clumps of that most mysterious, and apparently useless, of bodily 
substances: belly button fluff. We compare our innies and outies 
with siblings and friends, debating over whose looks stranger. 
As we grow into our adult bodies, some of us get a thrill from 
piercing the loose flesh above our navels with a surgical steel 
bar fastened on either end by a glinting, diamante flower. Others 
find joy and freedom in dances from the Middle East that allow 
us to celebrate our curves and tap into the potent energies at 
our cores. How many of us pause to consider that those ridged 
protrusions or indents are the most tangible evidence that we 
were grown from, and fused with, another body for three quarters 
of an earth’s orbit around the sun? Who of us remembers that the 
belly button marks the point where our (m)other’s body ended 
and ours began while we were bound together in the continuous 
exchange of life-sustaining blood along this matrixial channel? 

My mother was, perhaps, an exception to this. At 47 she 
confessed to me a fear of belly buttons. We were sitting at her 
kitchen table, sucking milky tea through soggy digestives when 
she revealed how she could not stand to have her belly button 
touched nor could she touch others’ navels. I am terrified of 
spiders, a phobia I inherited from her, and one we share with 
millions of others around the world. Omphalophobia, the fear of 
navels, on the other hand, is rather niche. I did not, thankfully, 
inherit this particular phobia and I have yet to meet another 
person who shares such a fear.

My mother could not offer any explanation for the origin of 
her aversion to belly buttons. And I, still unsure of the limits of our 
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recently rebuilt mother-daughter complicity, did not dare to probe 
further into the buried traumas that might have produced such a 
fear. Instead we giggled some more about the absurdity of the 
flesh and exchanged notes on the burdens of inhabiting bodies 
whose experience is so conditioned by the presence of a uterus. 
More bizarre confessions spilled over the table between us in 
conspiratorial whispers, punctuated by hushed giggles designed 
to deliberately exclude those occupants of the household who 
did not share this particular anatomical feature. It was one of the 
rare moments we had alone together in a year that had been 
consumed by her battle against a rapidly advancing cancer that 
would soon be declared terminal. 

I often find myself retreating back to the memory of that 
conversation to scrape for the crumbs of maternal wisdom she 
had left scattered across the table. Her insistence that I would, 
unlike her, go for regular pap smears, left an almost hysterical 
hypochondria when it came to anything related to my own sexual 
health and almost erased the memory of her omphalic revelation. 
Indeed, a fear of belly buttons seemed a trivial concern as my 
mother began to fade away in front of my eyes. A few weeks 
after our conversation she slipped over that barely perceptible 
line between fighting for life and preparing for death. She was 
transferred to the hospital, and then the hospice, and would not 
be home again. 

As I grappled with the reality that our earthly connection might 
soon be severed permanently, something awakened at my core. 
Whenever I strayed from her bedside for more than a few hours 
I would feel a gentle, but persistent, tugging at the centre of my 
belly accompanied by an overwhelming sense of urgency to drop 
whatever I was doing and run to her. The first time I noticed this 
sensation I was traversing the, by then routine, commute from 
home to hospice. It was an unusually warm Saturday afternoon in 
early August, and sitting on the sweltering bus amidst gaggles of 
teenage girls in shorts and string vests, I was already regretting 



 46     NONFICTION

the sticky confinement of my jeans and shirt. I raised the volume 
on my headphones to drown out the eager screeches about their 
city excursion and tried to focus on my book. I was unable, or 
unwilling, to share in the particular delight aroused in the Irish by 
the all too rare appearance of the summer sun. 

Alighting in the middle of the Saturday bustle, I pushed 
through the throngs of shoppers and headed north. Walking 
across the bridge over the River Lee I noticed a tightness in my 
belly. It felt as if a rope had been fastened around my abdomen 
and some invisible force was pulling me forward. The closer I got 
to the imposing Victorian red brick building overlooking the city, 
the stronger it became. I huffed and puffed up north Cork’s steep 
hills with a frustrated urgency that my legs would not take me 
to her bedside fast enough. The force on the other end of that 
invisible rope could only have been my mother, who seemed to 
be calling me home to her bedside with the strength of the cord 
that still bound us.

Its presence became stronger and clearer in the weeks 
that followed. If I half-closed my lids and unfocused my eyes, 
I would catch glimpses of burgundy arteries and indigo veins 
emerging from my belly and twisting themselves into a ridged 
cord protected by a whiteish membrane that spun out towards 
her. Bracha Ettinger calls this way of seeing a state of floating 
attention, which allows us to access the wisdom and experiences 
stored in our cells from the time when we inhabited the womb.1 
I recognised it as the state of concentration the heroine of Philip 
Pullman’s His Dark Materials, Lyra Silvertongue, would enter as 
she learned to search her Alethiometer for messages from cosmic 
dust, infused with conscious understanding.2

At twenty-two, this cord transmitted not the oxygen, nutrients 
and antibodies that had nourished me for the nine months I 
nestled in her womb, but love and a deep, ungovernable need 

1  Ettinger, Bracha. The Matrixial Borderspace. University of Michigan Press, 2005.
2  Pullman, Phillip. His Dark Materials. Scholastic UK, 1995-2000.
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to be near her and stay with her. It acted as a channel of matrixial 
communication, conducting subtle messages through mothercells 
across space and time, bridging the demarcated physical borders 
that had been imposed on us from the moment the obstetrician 
cut the cord. If I strayed for more than a few hours, the slack 
on the cord would twist itself into a knot that only unravelled 
once I was back at her bedside. At home each night I would lurch 
from my bed, gasping for air, dripping with sweat and crying for 
my Mummy the way I had at five years old when I was the one 
admitted to hospital and she was the one left at home. 

I never uttered a word of this to anyone, but it was as clear 
to me then as it is now, that our umbilical connection had never, 
in fact, dissolved. It had simply lain dormant, lost in the noise of 
every life, the pushes and pulls of growing up and growing apart. 
It reawakened in the moment the danger of her disappearance 
from my physical world became imminent. This happened 
just in time to help me realise that it did not matter what else 
might be going on in my life, what other commitments might 
seem pressing, the only thing that really counted in those last 
few weeks was to spend the remaining time we had together. I 
requested compassionate leave from the job I had just started 
and convinced the nurses to let me sleep in a spare bed down a 
forgotten corridor at the hospice.

Sometimes, even sitting beside her was not enough. I had to 
repeatedly fight the urge to climb onto her bed and curl myself 
into a ball beside her, desiring more than anything else to be 
held and comforted like a small child. I found an echo of these 
urges years later as I read Eva Peace’s explanation for the love 
sacrifice of her only son, Plum, in Toni Morrison’s Sula: “After all 
that carryin’ on, just gettin’ him out and keepin’ him alive, he 
wanted to crawl back in my womb and well… I ain’t got the room 
no more even if he could do it. There wasn’t space for him in my 
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womb. And he was crawlin’ back (…) I had room enough in my 
heart, but not in my womb, not no more.” 3

I recognised Plum’s desperation to return to the safety of his 
mother’s amniotic cosmos where the pain of the world might not 
reach him. I had spent many nights wishing there had been a 
way to hoist myself along the cord that still bound us, shrinking 
as I went, so I could climb back into her womb and lose myself 
inside her. In that primal space I might be insulated from the 
reality of advancing disease and encroaching death. Of course 
the laws of physics determined that such a want would remain 
unfulfilled, but the urge was so strong that I worried my mother 
could sense it. And so these desires were accompanied by a deep 
guilt for demanding so much when it was my mother who needed 
safety and comfort. I saw in Eva’s desperation my own mother’s 
exhausted fight to stay in this world and protect her children from 
the pain of such a premature and unexpected loss. I never acted 
upon those urges nor voiced my wishes, aware enough to know 
that my mother was beyond the point where she could bear the 
burden of my needs for sustained attachment. Just as Eva, my 
mother had no room for me; her cosmos had been thoroughly 
consumed by a tumour that had colonised her cervix and grown 
to fill, and eventually eclipse, the borders of her womb. Instead, 
I made do with bedside vigils, where I would distract myself by 
turning the pages of books I have no recollection of reading. Or 
we would watch daytime soap operas, comparing notes on the 
latest dramas from Albert Square in the ever-shorter moments 
of lucidity between the morphine delirium. And so we stayed 
together, as close as the boundaries of our bodies and hearts 
would allow, until the end. 

The matrixial pathway between us dissolved into the ether in 
the hours after her chest had slowly stopped rising. By the time 
I was pulled out of the chapel, where I clung to her still soft and 
warm arm, I could already sense the emptiness in my belly. My 

3  Morrison, Toni. Sula. Knopf, 1973.
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mother had been my home, my belonging. She had rooted me to 
this earth. In a world without her I felt as if I was propelled into the 
abyss with nothing to hold on to and no one to catch me. 

The processes of birthing and dying can be portals to 
accessing a deeper understanding of the subtleties of human 
existence, which are often lost amidst the multiple, and 
saturating, stimuli of twenty-first century existence. Belly buttons 
may indeed seem a trivial subject matter when compared to 
questions of cancer, death, and grief. I have spun many a yarn, 
factual and fictitious, trying to understand the impact of these 
processes on my twenty-something self. This particular yarn may 
seem a rather improbable flight of fantasy. Perhaps it should have 
been rewritten as speculative fiction rather than an attempt at 
memoir? Do belly buttons merit multiple drafts, 2500+ words and 
the attention of whoever’s eyes might read this? Even the name 
itself is absurd: belly button. The Spanish word is umbligo, and 
as well as sounding more serious, almost medical, it maintains 
the etymological relationship with umbilical. The English sounds 
like another corporeal euphemism to use with children when we 
mean something far more salacious. How can we ever take such 
subject matter seriously? 

The belly button, perhaps, only becomes notable through its 
absence. In Morrison’s Song of Solomon, the character Pilate was 
born without one. Her lack of a navel is a source of suspicion 
and superstition, raising questions over her very humanity on one 
hand, and the belief that it must be the source of her power and 
wisdom as a healer on the other. Morrison hints that it is neither, 
but rather a sign that Pilate has transcended the deep history of 
earthly pain endured by her enslaved ancestors and only has love 
to give to those around her.4

4  Morrison, Toni. Song of Solomon. Knopf, 1977.



 50     NONFICTION

Belly buttons are another reminder that our “humanity” 
does not save us from our animality, nor our expiration date. The 
little ridged indent or protrusion evidences that we are a body 
made from and nourished by the cells, blood, flesh, and fluids of 
another body, grown at their core. It reminds us that we were, for 
a time, the centre of each other’s universes. 

In the twelve years since my mother passed away I have lost 
myself many times, but was never totally consumed by the abyss. 
In all that floundering I have learned that I have to root myself to 
this earth, without depending on others to provide the grounding 
I have so deeply craved. I have begun to weave my own tether, 
braiding the moments of love, life, joy, and resilience with the 
lessons learned from confronting loss, disease, pain, and death. 

A writer, says Maggie Nelson, is someone who plays with the 
body of her (m)other.5 I have been compelled to play with her 
body, exposing the vulnerability of her flesh and the fragility of 
our bond across countless pages. Some have been released into 
cyberspace, but there are many more notebooks and virtual filing 
cabinets stuffed with documents which, to her probable relief, 
will likely never be read by eyes other than mine. Always a most 
discreet and private woman, I hope she would forgive me these 
fleshy expositions and umbilical confessions. Using words to play 
with her body has been one of the few ways I have been able 
to make some sense of how she lived, how she died, and the 
shape of our lives in between and after. In writing I have been 
able to pick apart the minutiae of these experiences, and find 
some meaning in the loss. To paraphrase Nelson once more: at 
times I remember my mother in death and how her body in all its 
details flooded me. I do not know how I would have survived it, if 
it were not for this, if it were not for writing.

5  Nelson, Maggie. The Argonauts. Graywolf Press, 2016.


