Bloodletting

I learned about secrets the summer I was twelve. My brother Paul and I were taking turns mowing the acre yard behind the house with the push mower because the tractor was broken again. We each mowed for fifteen minutes then rested. It was my turn for a break, and I headed into the house grimy and covered in grass blades. My sister Joanie was sitting in the family room, watching T.V. with our youngest brother, Chris. 


“Mom was calling for you a minute ago.”


“Why didn’t you come get me?”


“Because Paul said you still had four minutes left.” Smarty-pants smirked up at me. She had convinced my parents that she was allergic to grass, which was why she was inside. Her only required chore was dusting. I turned and trudged up the stairs, skipping the coffin-shaped one I used to believe housed vampires out of habit now rather than childish superstition.    

My mother was lying on her bed with her back to me. I felt crabby and hot and tired of mowing lawn. My parents did not believe in central air so we were all sweltering in our stuffy suburban house. I wanted to lie alongside her even in the close, stale air of the bedroom without the interruption of another voice calling “Moommma!”  But I wouldn’t do that in the daylight anymore. Instead I stood in the bedroom doorway, poking just my head into the room.


“Did you want me?” My voice was the only cool thing in the house.


“I need you.” She barked a little cry of pain, drew her knees into her chest. She rolled from her side to her back several times, making that same sharp cry. I thought of a fox stuck in a trap. It sounded as if it was coming from deep inside her. I didn’t say anything. I didn’t move. I watched.   


Maybe she was having an asthma attack. Serves her right, insisting on no air conditioning in this stifling house out in the middle of the sticks. I was stricken with instant guilt at my anger. Where did those emotions come from, I wondered? I backed away from the room’s darkness. Hatred at my mother’s weakness rose more and more frequently lately. I was both fascinated and terrified by it.           


“I need you.” She forced the words out with three quick gasps, rolled her legs off the bed and stood up, still clutching her arms around her hips as if embracing something worth holding onto to keep it from falling away from her. A round red spot marked where she had lain on the bed, jagged at the edges as it seeped into the stark white cotton.    

*


*


*


*
One day the summer before, my older cousins Candace and Carrie and I had waded in the shallows of the lake where our families shared a cottage. We picked up stones, practiced skipping them over the water’s surface. Some were dotted with what looked like plump scarlet raisins. A couple of the raisins attached themselves to my eldest cousin’s foot and ankle. Candace splashed over to the pier and hoisted herself onto its boards. Her sister and I watched as she pulled the becreatured foot on top of her other thigh then picked off one squishy blob after another, flinging them backward over her shoulder. They made a tiny “plink” as they hit the water on the other side of the pier. 

“What are those?” I asked.

“Leeches.” Candace was matter-of-fact. “They suck the blood right out of you if you don’t pull them off. That’s why they’re plump, they’re fat with blood. Doctors used to prescribe them for patients with high fevers. They thought they could bring a temperature down by letting the leeches suck bad blood out of their patients. It’s called bloodletting.” She enjoyed the dubious look of disgust on my face, and knowing that she had knowledge I didn’t. We’re both first-born children but she’s three years older so when our families come together, she gets eldest status and I feel resentfully displaced. I didn’t completely buy her explanation, but she’d convinced me enough that for the rest of the day I stayed on the pier and resolved to look up the practice in my World Book Encyclopedia the next time we went home.  

*


*


*


*
The stain on my mother’s side of the bed was bigger than the largest leech. I tracked her as she walked through the vanity area of her bedroom toward the bathroom. She staggered with the exaggerated sway of a gorilla - one leg forward and then the other, crouched low to the ground. A dark red trail dripped from between her legs. I thought for a moment of Hansel and Gretel, then I thought that I should not be in there. When she reached the tiny bathroom, my mother didn’t bother to shut the door. I crept further into the bedroom until I was slouching against the closet door directly across from where my mother had collapsed onto the toilet groaning, baby doll nightie hitched up around her thighs. The hem of her gown had gone from pink to crimson, soaked in her blood. What a beautiful word, crimson, I thought, watching the scene unfolding before me as if I were a casual observer. But my next thought led to panic: she was dying right in front of me. I took a step forward, clutching the marble sink for support. My legs were wobbly; my bare feet would not move across the doorjamb onto the cold tile floor of the bathroom. 

My mother let out a shriek. I cowered, grabbed the vanity tighter, forced myself to stay right where I was instead of fleeing the room. I am an adult, I told myself. I have been babysitting for other people’s children since I turned nine because I am so mature for my age. I can handle this, whatever this is. But the panic grew larger and I felt  certain that my mother was about to leave me with three young children and a father to care for, certain that she would not be there in her bed when I came in looking for comfort that night. How would I ever sleep again?  


My mother screamed and I screamed with her. I started crying first, but then I saw the tears on her face as the pain took over. I knew about getting periods but mine hadn’t started yet. If this was what it was like, I wanted to be a boy. I wanted to die before I bled like my mother was bleeding. 

“Stop looking and do something!” The fierce command made me cry harder.
“What?” I pleaded. “What should I do? Do you need a…” I hesitated, the word still unfamiliar enough to feel embarrassing on my tongue, “…a tampon?” This time her cry was desperate, as if I was failing her somehow. 
“Go downstairs.” She winced again. “Bring me a container.”  

*


*


*


*

On the same day I learned about leeches, Candace and I walked up from the pier into the house after lunch. We both had to use the bathroom. She’d been paying more attention to me than usual that morning; normally I understood that she just barely tolerated me, preferring to spend time with my younger sister who adored playing royal subject to our cousin’s pretty but bossy queen bee.        


When we reached the bathroom, I followed Candace inside but she turned and shut the door, shoving me out into the living room. 

“You can’t come in this time.” It was as if she had slapped my face, the easy companionship of the morning swept away by the sting of her rejection. 

“Why not?” 
We’d always gone to the bathroom in front of each other. Often all four of us sister-cousins would pile in at once, with one sitting on the chair in the corner, one perched on the edge of the tub and another tucked into the sink bowl careful not to let the faucet dig into her back while the fourth peed. Then we’d rotate positions, giggling and telling each other stories. 


“I have to change my tampon,” Candace declared, as if that decided everything. But her response only made me more curious. The age gap between us widened in that instant – eleven and fourteen felt lifetimes apart instead of just a few years. 

I wanted to know how it felt to bleed, how to push a tampon way up into yourself to a place you couldn’t even see. And I believed Candace would share all that with me. She’d given me Forever to read the summer I was nine, and that was how I learned about the names boys gave their penises, and making love, and romance. Until one of our younger aunts alerted my mother to the content of what I was reading while looking so innocent curled up in the wicker armchair on the front porch. The tattletale aunt, my mother and Candace’s mother had all come out onto the porch and stood clustered around me. My mother took the book from my hands and flipped through the pages, reading the most explicit passages aloud to my aunts. The three of them howled in hysterics while I withdrew further and further into the deep cushion of the chair, cheeks burning with embarrassment as I listened to my mother say words she’d never used in front of me before, like “fuck” and “ejaculation.” I didn’t know what the latter one meant, but I sensed that I was right to be discomfited at hearing my mother proclaim it aloud. The scene got worse when Candace walked in and spied the book jacket in my mother’s hand. Her mother stifled a laugh and glared at her. Candace turned and glowered at me, hissed “stupid kid,” and stalked out the screen door. She’d refused to speak to me for the rest of the week, even when I filched three cigarettes from Aunt Monica’s purse to prove to her that I wasn’t so stupid after all.                     


This was my chance to learn about what it would be like when I started my period. “I don’t mind that you have to change your tampon,” I said brightly, thinking that maybe she was afraid I’d be grossed out. But she shot me the disgusted look of disdain I still remembered from the contraband book incident. All the shame came rushing back. I’d said something wrong again. 


“I need my privacy.” She’d locked the bathroom door with a turn of the old-fashioned metal key in the keyhole. I could hear her, a woman, just on the other side of the closed door. I was still a little girl. 


*


*


*


*

Standing in the bathroom with my mother, I was one year closer to initiation into the mysteries of the feminine and I was suddenly so afraid. Afraid to tell her I didn’t understand why she needed a container; afraid she’d see that wasn’t old enough for whatever it was she needed me to do. I stood there silently, remembering my cousin’s dismissal, wishing that Candace were there as the oldest instead of me. 

“Go to the kitchen. Call your father at the office and tell him to come home. Then bring me a Tupperware, medium-sized with a lid that fits.” My mother looked at my puzzled expression then closed her eyes and sobbed when she realized she had to explain what was happening. “I have to save the parts of the baby to take to the doctor’s.”

Dutifully I went downstairs, followed her instructions. Parts of the baby, parts of the baby, parts of the baby sang over and over in my head like some gruesome nursery rhyme. I whispered to my father over the phone so that my sister and brother wouldn’t hear. 

“She has to take the parts of the baby with her to the doctor,” I blurted matter-of-factly after I told my father to come home because Mom was bleeding. It was as easy to say as “We’re having meatloaf for dinner.” He coughed in response. 

“I’m coming now, Big Girl.” It was all he said before I heard the dial tone ringing like an alarm in my ear. He was gone. So was another sister or brother. 
Almost another one in this house already full of them. A narrow escape. I hardly allowed the thought to enter my mind before pushing it out again. Don’t feel it, I warned myself. Don’t bother to call up the anger and betrayal because it is already gone, it did not survive. 

I took the container upstairs. My mother reached out for it then shut the bathroom door. I had no desire to be on the other side. Her voice found me though, muffled but distinguishable. “Don’t tell the kids about this,” she instructed me. Her words drew me to her in the cell of the bathroom. A brother or a sister. We’d never know which. I imagined a deflated leech with a baby head and wide baby eyes floating in a red lake, all the life sucked out of it. It was our secret.        
PAGE  
7


Bloodletting



