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A Note from the Editor



In between your hands are many voices, speaking their most intimate histories related to bleeding and menstruation. Together, they offer a glimpse of history as it lives under the skin and pulses through us.


This book is not a comprehensive collection of every story there is to tell about first blood, last blood, missing periods, birth, bleeding after transitioning, staining things, aching, grieving, communing, aging, and changing. Rather, it is a telling that has unfolded over my lifetime. It is a web of memories gathered from people I know, people they know—their parents, grandparents, friends, lovers—and eventually strangers I wanted to know—writers, experts, community leaders, activists, young people, and other visionaries.


Like periods, these histories are not tidy or neat. They trickle, overflow, and circle back. They can weigh you down, inspire sudden joy, and instill spirituality. These accounts are not what Americans might call “stuff for children,” and yet, they are what children live through.


Some voices in this collection echo one another, and others rub against one another, forming a chorus that resembles reality. Each account stands on its own, but if you read pieces in order, you may find that patterns, connections, and fateful threads await your discovery.


As much as I can, I want to share these stories with you the way I would in person. Sometimes I’ll tell you how a story came my way or how someone’s story has altered me, haunted me, or led me down unexpected life paths. Given all the blood spilled, it seems important to speak with you from an intimate, human place.










The Aunts
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I wonder what would have happened if I had understood shame as a young person. If this even could have been possible.


I’m only starting to understand it now. My friend Merkel explained it to me the other day while we were walking in the park.


“Underneath shame,” she said, “is a source of power that someone is afraid of you unlocking.”


And then she said, “I didn’t come up with that. I heard it from a friend who’s a witch, who also probably heard it first from someone else.”





 


 


 


This book begins with a memory I received when I was a child.


I was twelve and shy.


I had recently gotten my first period while on vacation visiting my widowed grandfather. Despite my repeated calls home, no one in my family was picking up the phone. I cried, helplessly, in my grandfather’s bathroom, holding an assortment of large tampons that must have been left behind by his deceased second wife.


Eventually, my grandfather drove me to a pharmacy, where he dropped me off in the parking lot and said, “Go inside and figure it out.”





 


 


 


A few weeks later, at a family Passover seder in Queens, I was sitting at the kids’ table, like every other year of my life beforehand. Clinking her glass, my mom announced to my extended family that I had “become a woman.”


Looking back on it, I understand this moment and the day of my first period as my first of many encounters with shame. Though I also know that memory is slippery and that this is an attempt now, at age thirty, to make sense of a heat and weight I felt in my body then, for which I did not have words.


My tante Nina, my great-aunt, must have recognized something in me. Later that night, in her bedroom, which smelled like cat litter and everyone’s winter coats piled onto the bed, she told me a story.










Tante Nina



I was thirteen. It was 1940. We were fleeing Poland and the deportation of the Jews. The atrocities committed by the Germans were getting worse. Ghettos were being formed. My uncles in Belgium and France went through enormous troubles to obtain visas and passage for us to get out. To reach Belgium, we had to pass through Germany. My story takes place on the train arriving from Poland at the German border crossing. The train stopped, and we were told to get completely undressed for the customs guards to search us.


The guards were mostly searching for hidden jewelry, and they looked in the most private places. It was horrible. I had hidden my yellow Star of David in my shoe, but it was discovered. In my fright, I completely lost it and peed in my pants. But when I looked down, what I saw was actually a stream of red. I raced into the compartment, and my mother saw what was happening. She rushed to the toilets at the end of the train and grabbed lots of rolls of toilet paper, one of which she shoved into my underwear. She was somehow able to do this so discreetly that my two sisters and brother never knew about this. She whispered to me that now I was going to be a big girl on whom she was going to have to depend, that this would happen every month. But most important, she told me, in Belgium and France, where we were heading, they had excellent napkins, much better than in Poland.





 


 


 


My great-aunt was tiny, with a large beak of a nose. She spoke with a thick French accent, and her voice was extremely nasal. Up until that point, our conversations had pertained mostly to making jewelry out of Sculpey and how much we both loved frozen waffles.


I knew she had lived through something. I knew she had fled “the war.” But even words like survive and Holocaust felt abstract to me, as a child who had lived through nothing. For the first time, I saw my tante Nina as someone who had once been my age.


You lived through that?





 


 


 


My mother and my aunts had never heard this story, either.


“So your period spared you from being examined by the officer?” my mother asked.


“Oui,” my tante Nina said. The officer had been too disgusted to continue.


“Why have you never shared this story avec nous?” my mom asked. “This story about your period saving your life.”


“Parce que ce n’est pas quelque chose à discuter.”


Because it’s not a subject we talk about.


My mom was shocked.


And yet, I had never heard my mother’s first period story, either.


No one, of any generation, it seemed, had shared anything in any direction.





 


 


 


It was only after my great-aunt shared her story that my other family members started talking.










Aunt Lienna



I was in the hospital for a tonsillectomy. I was not quite eleven, and in Soviet Russia, if you were not yet a teenager, they would put you in a room with ten other kids.


They had a wooden armchair, similar to an execution chair, with all these straps. They strap your legs, your arms, and your body, and a nurse is holding your head, because there is only local anesthesia.


At the same time, another surgery is happening across the room. So you see what’s happening—or about to happen—right in front of you. The other surgeon’s apron is splattered with blood, and of course everyone is screaming.


The surgery was such a shock to my body, I think, that I got my period. There were no antibiotics, so hospitals, afraid of bacteria, would not allow parents to visit. But I was fortunate because my mom had already told me about periods.


Bleeding from my mouth and my vagina, I went to the nurse. I said, “I have my period. Can you give me something?” And then she started freaking out, and said, “Don’t worry!!! It happens to EVERY WOMAN!!!” She was concerned I would lose too much blood. And also because I was so young.


At my age, there were few girls who had had their period. So there was no one to share it with. And then there was the extra hurdle that rooms were not separated by gender. But in a way, I think we were freer with bodies in Soviet Russia. We would run around naked, we would go swimming in just our underwear. Whereas here, girls cover their chests even before they have breasts.


When I was older and had fibroids, I would bleed so heavily that I would leave trails of blood on the floor or furniture. During menopause, I felt flashes of anxiety. A relentless wave, several times a day, sometimes at night. It’s exhausting. Even your heart gets exhausted. To cope, I would visualize surfing. I knew it would roll in and back out. I would have conversations where people were talking to me and I was not paying attention at all. I was just focused on surfing.


I know this sounds incomprehensible. But women didn’t talk about menopause because they were afraid to seem old. I had a friend in Russia who told me how women lied to their husbands. They’d put a little piece of liver in their underwear so that their husbands thought they still had their period and wouldn’t think of them as old.










Little Aunt Nina



(named after Tante Nina)


I didn’t have a mother in the traditional sense. What I had was a woman who knew she was dying. Who knew she would not be around to raise two little girls. My mom died when I was twelve and a half, and I got my period sometime that year.


Your grandmother and grandfather had a horrible history behind them of surviving the Holocaust, but when they had their children, they did not think about anything going wrong.


I know nothing of my mother’s period story, and that’s a shame. I just know that by the time it came close for me, she was already incapacitated by her disease. She also had enough neurosis left over from the war that she never felt like someone I could talk to.


That said, I did have an older sister who experienced everything before me. And I was no dope. When she wasn’t around, I would go snooping in her room. I found cigarettes, and so I started smoking. I also found tampons. It wasn’t like you, with your grandfather in CVS who just threw you into the ocean and said, “Go in there. Go figure it out.” I had an older sister who had already figured it out. I don’t know if she ever went into her cigarette carton or tampon box and said, “Huh, I wonder why five are missing!” I learned a lot just by playing with them, popping them out of their wrappers, wondering, Huh, where does this go?


There was a book on the bookshelf in your mom’s room that filled in a lot of gaps between not having had sex ed or a mother: Our Bodies, Ourselves. I taught myself by looking through all the pages and holding up a mirror. I also read a book called Are You There God? It’s Me, Margaret.


There’s a passage in Are You There God? where the protagonist has this chant to develop breasts, and I did it incessantly. I’m the only one in our family blessed by the breast fairy . . . so maybe that stupid chant worked.


When my period came, I didn’t know, because it wasn’t red. I thought, Did I shit in my pants? Nowhere did I read it could be brown, it could be thick, it could be thin, it could be ropy.


I didn’t live through any ritual. I lived through wanting to hurry it all up. I wanted the keys to the kingdom. I wanted to be done with the teenage years.





 


 


 


After I’d heard various family stories, my mom said, “Rachel, you are hearing stories that have never been told. By writing them down, you are doing something important. You are correcting an erasure in our histories.


“We should create a local archive of stories about menstruation,” she proposed. “And we can even ask community leaders to participate!” This seemed very daunting to me at age fourteen, but I agreed.


My mother rarely expressed her feelings, so when she did, I took note. Her convictions formed my world-view and I believed whatever she believed.


She was also extremely organized. She had a room full of newspaper clippings and sheet music that she kept in labeled boxes. Over the years, she asked various friends about their first period stories, which she either transcribed or helped edit and then diligently put in the right drawer.


These are a few stories that were shared with my mom, and then shared with me, which shaped my sense of the many people in our small city.










A Small City: Stories from Home
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Zannette



My first memory of my big day is marked by my dad’s congratulations on my passage into womanhood. My mother had told him about the arrival of my period, just as she had done for my older sister two years earlier. I remembered my sister’s disgust that my mother needed to share this event with my dad. In this summer of my twelfth year, I was experiencing that same feeling of being exposed and having more responsibility for myself. I nevertheless had a lot of good feelings because my mom had prepared me for this arrival.


Although my mother was a librarian by training, at the time of my first period, she was a stay-at-home mom. During my growing-up years, my mom practiced her library skills, such as her love of reading and the sharing of information, with her family and many of my friends. She gave my sister and me loads of books about menstruation, coming of age, female sexuality, and emotions years before our big day. Many of our friends would come over to our house to talk with my mom about their big day and growing-up issues. My friends felt uncomfortable discussing these topics with their own moms and knew we had a lot of information on the subject. She would always tell them to let their moms know that we were having these chats and that, if a mother considered this information inappropriate for her daughter to hear, she should let my mother know. Our friends’ moms saw my mother as a credible and supportive resource and found it okay that she was having these chats with their daughters.


She would tell us stories of how Black women came of age during the Depression and earlier in Virginia. She was brought up by her grandmother, who was born and reared in an enslaved African family in Virginia. Grandma was a young girl when her family was emancipated. My mother described how Black women used cloths during this early time because disposable sanitary napkins were not readily available. Women had to go through a painstaking process to take care of themselves during their monthly periods. My mother also relayed stories from her grandmother about Black women who had their first periods in Virginia during slavery. When these girls got their first period, it meant that they were now able to breed and suckle for their masters. It also meant that the young women lost the responsibility for their own bodies, feelings, and futures. Once these young women had their first period, they were often sold away from their families because they had become more valuable to their owners. The girls could be sold or hired out to other plantations for breeding or suckling duties. With the arrival of their first period, many of these young women were initially bred with their masters, members of his family, or other slaves on the plantation before they were hired out or sold to another plantation.


My mother always made us aware that as Black girls, our first period was one of the most significant events in our lives. We were now capable of becoming mothers and needed to become more responsible for our bodies, our feelings, and, in many ways, our futures.


On my big day, when my dad arrived with his well wishes, I was prepared for receiving them on many levels, though not for such a deep feeling of personal change. I knew when Dad congratulated me that I was no longer his little girl but a young woman. The carefree sense about myself, my body, and my life was over, and now I was responsible.


Zannette Eloise Lewis was a dynamic source of wisdom and a beacon of inspiration for the many communities she steadfastly served during her too-short life. Organizations that greatly benefited from her leadership include the Arts Council of Greater New Haven, Astrological Society of Connecticut, Inc., Connecticut Office of Higher Education, Episcopal Diocese of Connecticut, National Council of Negro Women, New Haven Museum and Historical Society, New Haven (CT) Chapter of The Links, Inc., and Yale Peabody Museum of Natural History. More than a decade after her passing, Zannette’s spiritual light continues to shine over Connecticut and beyond.





 


 


 


A few years after she wrote this story, Zannette’s story was read aloud by her family at her funeral.










Kica



My story begins about five years before I got my actual period. We had moved from Puerto Rico to Trinidad and were living in an apartment until we could find a house to live in. I remember one day picking up a piece of red candy from a bowl, popping it into my mouth, and sucking on it for a while. I didn’t like it, and since I was in the bathroom at the time, I simply threw the candy into the commode and flushed. Several hours later, my mother yelled for all of us girls (I am the youngest of four siblings; three of us are female) to come to the bathroom—immediately. She started grilling us about who had used the bathroom last, whether any of us were sick or bleeding, and whether any of us had gotten our period. We all denied it and asked her why. She finally showed us the water in the bowl; it was bright red. I then realized that the culprit was the candy and told her. The relief on her face was immediately apparent, and we all started laughing. She used the opportunity to explain to us yet again about periods. We already knew a bit, as we’d asked about the giant boxes of sanitary napkins prominently displayed in her bathroom.


In Latino culture, getting your period is a significant event, a time when you become a señorita. When my other two sisters got their periods, my mother announced it to the family at the dinner table with great pride. That was a bit much for me. I was fourteen when mine finally arrived. It was in the morning, and I was on my way to school. I simply changed my underwear, put on a sanitary napkin, and went to school. My mother found out eventually when she asked me about it. She was clearly hurt that I had not voluntarily shared this intimacy with her.


It would be a full year before she would finally agree to buy us tampons. Preserving your virginity until marriage in the Latino culture was sacrosanct, and my mother was a great believer. Unfortunately, that also meant not being able to wear tampons until you were married, lest it tamper with your hymen. The three of us girls rebelled at the dinner table one night. We made a case by pointing out to her that most of our girlfriends at school wore tampons and that it impeded our ability to play sports (especially swimming). When my father spoke up in our support, she relented. Relief ! For me, being able to wear tampons was a more momentous occasion than getting my period.


Kica Matos is a lawyer, social justice advocate, and organizer who lives in New Haven, Connecticut.










Nina



I think I was in the seventh grade. I had moved from a private school (class of twelve) to a public school (class of four hundred)—a big change—and had just cut off my braids and gotten my first bra. In class one day, I stood up, and my skirt stuck to me. I twisted around and saw a bloodstain on my tan corduroy skirt. It was only as big as a fifty-cent piece, but it seemed huge to me. Quickly I twisted my skirt around to the front and with my ballpoint pen colored in the spot. That was the official beginning of my career as an artist and the beginning of my staining many, many things: upholstered Louis XIV chairs at the Ritz-Carlton in London and myriad mattresses around the world, not to mention most of my clothes. And even though my period was regular almost to the day each month for about forty years, it always came as a surprise. I was never prepared. And with about nine pregnancies, when the doctor asked, “And when was your last period?” I never ever knew.


Nina Bentley is a visual artist whose work often deals with women’s social issues. Her sculpture Corporate Executive Wife’s Service Award Bracelet is part of the permanent collection of the New Britain Museum of American Art.










Xiao Ling



During the Cultural Revolution in China, toilet paper—the kind that comes in rolls—was tightly rationed. This was really discrimination against having girls. My family—with three girls—used to cope by taking the coarser brown paper towels, which were more readily available, and cutting them up in strips for everyday bathroom use, so as to save the toilet paper for us when we had our periods. Since I was the second oldest, I knew what to expect. But I was still anxious, because I knew the arrival of my period would put a strain on our supply of toilet paper.


At the time, having your period was still something to be kept completely secret. The day my period arrived, my family and I were scheduled to do our manual labor in a local park. We were to do planting, landscaping, and cleaning up. My parents offered to write a note to excuse me from my work, but I insisted that I go. I was so sure that such a note would instantly expose what was happening.


Ma Xiao Ling immigrated to the United States with her family in the aftermath of the Tiananmen Square massacre.





 


 


 


In high school, I told a teacher about the stories my mother and I had heard.


“What if it is something other girls in your class also want to share?” she asked. (Growing up, everyone around me used the words “girls” and “women” exclusively when talking about periods.)


I don’t know how to say this, because I think there is a romantic notion I have about a writer on a mission, driven by passion, but I really felt like I was being carried on a current. Someone had to write these stories down. It was the cultural equivalent of sweeping the streets or watering plants. It was just something someone had to do. And I happened to be doing it.


When I think back to high school and asking my classmates to share their stories with me, when these personal histories were all so recent, I feel bashful, even now. I doubt I ever said the words “vagina” or “uterus” or “menstruation” out loud.


Here are some fragments from the few friends I was willing to approach:





T


I was lucky to buy pads. One thing that’s different about periods in Kenya is that if you aren’t middle or upper class, you don’t go to school when you have your period because pads are so expensive. Girls will miss school for a week at a time, and if you miss school for that long, everyone knows why. It makes girls want to go back to school even less at the end of the week. It’s so sad because no one does anything to help. Except there is this one guy who crushes plants, and you put it in your underwear to help stop the bleeding. It actually works. I haven’t tried it, though.


M


In my family, when you become a woman, you can get your ears pierced. So every year, new girls would show up with their ears pierced at family reunions, and we would all know why: “Oh, there’s another one!” I didn’t want to get my ears pierced because everyone would know, and I really just didn’t see the need. So I waited a year and got them pierced when my sister got hers.


E


The only person at home was my father. And my father is a blusher. He doesn’t talk about anything to do with sex at all, so I had to ask him where my mom kept the pads. And he didn’t know because she didn’t keep pads—she kept tampons.


I asked him to explain to me how tampons worked, but he was so embarrassed that instead he drove me to the pharmacy and we picked up a box of pads. I had basketball practice, and we had to drive up together, as he was my coach. The thirty-five-minute ride was spent in silence. When we finally got there, I blurted out, “It’s just my period; it’s not that big a deal!”


J


In the bathroom, an elderly woman at the sink said something along the lines of “Hello, dearie, do you know you’ve got blood on your shorts?”





 


 


 


A pattern emerged. I would talk to one person who would say, “Oh, but you really need to talk to my friend who is a twin” or “There is a girl I know who got her period on September 11” or “This makes me want to ask my mother or grandmother because I’ve never heard any of these stories, either.”


And so stories started coming my way, in little floods.





 


 


 


Eventually, after hearing enough stories about bleeding, you start to see the world differently. For every moment in history, someone is getting their first period. During the first landing on the moon, during the fall of the Berlin Wall—at that exact moment. There is someone who has that story.


In other words, it is happening all the time.


I wonder what would happen if we could see history through the lens of blood. Not the violent kind of blood, but this kind of blood. Would we understand governments and policies and war and everything that happens “on high,” but down here, where the people are? Could we feel history all the way into our bodies?










Into the World
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An assortment of stories I’d gathered with my mother were published as a book. Afterward, I received letters from strangers telling me their memories related to menstruation. I was especially struck by a note from a single father about how lost he’d felt preparing his teenage daughter for her rite of passage, and how relieved he was to have personal stories to share.


Several years later, a theater director in Mexico City adapted that book into a play, and included stories she herself had collected in Mexico. I traveled to see the performance.


I heard the following story performed by three actors wearing all white, on an illuminated plush white stage.










Enrique



I was the oldest of four children, and the only boy. For this reason, I was called “blessed” among women. None of my three sisters ever spoke about periods.


To give you a sense, here is a typical scene from my childhood:


MOM: Set the table for dinner, would you?


MY SISTER: But I have horrible cramps!


ME: Oh no! Did you eat something weird?!


MY SISTER: No, no, this doesn’t have to do with food. This is just—


MOM: SHHH! We don’t speak of these matters with men!


ME: . . . Okay . . . Do you want me to set the table?


To be fair, at the same time, I also wasn’t really paying attention.


Many years later, when I met my wife, we rarely discussed the subject. When my wife was “on her days,” I just stepped aside and tried to give her space. The same continued after our first daughter arrived. But when she turned twelve, I received a phone call:


MY DAUGHTER: Dad, could you swing by the pharmacy and buy me some pads? I looked everywhere in the house and couldn’t find any.


ME: . . . Me?! Did you already call your mom?


MY DAUGHTER: Yes, she told me she’s in a meeting and can’t come for a while. Are you busy?


ME: No, no. It’s just that . . . Nope. I’m just . . . on my way!


MY DAUGHTER: Get the same brand Mom buys. Kotex. But don’t get the purple box. Get the pink one, for medium flow, okay?


I got in the car like an idiot. I knew that, for women, bleeding was natural. Intellectually, I understood this. But this was my DAUGHTER. And she was BLEEDING! And okay, I’m afraid of blood! My heart fell to my stomach. Was she in pain? How much blood would she lose? Was there a risk that she could DIE bleeding?! Yes, other women around me had survived, but now that we were talking about my daughter, everything was different!


I got to the drugstore and noticed there were enough kinds of pads to fill entire aisles. That’s when I realized that I’d spent my life surrounded by women, but in a tunnel. How? And why had no one told me?! And why did I never ask them any questions?! How could I be FORTY YEARS OLD and so not aware of ANYTHING?!


I started hearing voices, like whispers from my past:


I’m not angry, Enrique!! I’m just “on my days”! Go away!


What are you doing, Enrique?! Don’t touch that! That’s a women’s thing!


Don’t worry about them. You’re boys. Those are girl problems. GIRL PROBLEMS!


I was furious with myself. I returned to the car with one package from each brand, for each possible heaviness of flow, with options for day and night, slim or wide, and of course one in purple, pink, green, and blue. Plus a pound of cotton just in case none of those worked.


When I got home and saw my wife’s face, I knew I’d done something wrong.


“ARE YOU SERIOUS, ENRIQUE?” my wife yelled. “TWO HOURS TO GET PADS? AND WHAT DID YOU BRING HOME? THE WHOLE PHARMACY?”


“Dad! I JUST said the PINK box!!” my daughter added.


And that is how I realized that my “blessing” was just being an idiot.


Theater director Claudia Romero, who penned this story, writes that Enrique is “my brother and a male friend. And the women’s voices speak the common phrases in our country.” She followed up in Spanish: “La historia de Enrique no es la historia de un hombre, es la historia de muchos hombres, muchas mujeres, muchas familias en mi país, pero sobre todo, es una historia que nace desde otro género: EL TEATRO.”*


Claudia Romero is a theater maker. She directs, produces, writes, paints—whatever is needed. She is a theater believer.





 


 


 


When I came home from the play, I started asking odd sorts of questions.


I asked my boyfriend, “Do you have a period story?”


He said, “What do you mean?”


I said, “Do you remember learning about periods? Or . . . did you ever have to support someone through their period? Or . . . do you know your mom’s first period story?”


“Not really. No. And, uh, no.”


“That is so interesting.”


“Is it?”


“Yeah, because not learning about periods, or maybe even being kind of protected from learning about periods, is actually its own kind of story!”


I came to believe that everyone has a story about menstruation. Even if it doesn’t seem like it. And that perhaps not having or knowing a story should be closely examined and even considered shocking.





 


 


 


Several years ago, a library in a small city in Brazil was promoting period awareness. The library had selected several books, including mine and a Brazilian children’s book called A Mamãe Sangra, which translates to “Mommy Bleeds.” The book follows the story of a mother educating her infant son about menstruation and the wonderful uterine world from whence he came. I immediately wanted to talk with the author, who I gathered had based the book on her experience.


We corresponded through googled translations (“I am interested in your menstruation book!”) and eventually spoke together through the help of her friend. I asked her—it seems like a silly question to me now, but still, I asked in total seriousness—“Where did you get the idea of telling your son about menstruation?”





_____________________


* Enrique’s story isn’t one man’s story, it’s the story of many men, many women, and many families in my country, but above all, it’s a story from a different genre: THE THEATER.
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