Abortion - Audre Lorde

from I've Been Standing on This Street Corner
a Hell of a Long Time: A Bio-mythography

HALF-REMEMBERED information garnered from other people’s friends
who had been “in trouble.” The doctor in Pennsylvania who did good
clean abortions very cheaply because his daughter had died on a kitchen
table after he had refused to abort her. But sometimes the police grew
suspicious, so he wasn’t always working. -A call through the grapevine
found out that he wasn’t.

Trapped. Something —anything—had to be done. No one else can
take care of this. What am I going to do?

The doctor who gave me the results of my positive rabbit test was a
friend of Jean’s aunt, who had said he might “help.” This doctor’s help
meant offering to get me into a home for unwed mothers out of the city
run by a friend of his. “Anything else,” he said, piously, “is illegal.”

I was terrified by the stories I had heard in school and from my friends
about the butchers and the abortion mills of the Daily News: cheap kit-
chen table abortions. Jean’s friend Francie had died on the way to the
hospital just last year after trying to do it with the handle of a #1 paint-
brush.

These horrors were not just stories, nor infrequent. I had seen too
many of the results of botched abortions on the bloody gurneys lining the
hallways outside the Emergency Room.

Besides, I had no real contacts.

Through winter-dim streets, I walked to the subway from the doctor’s
office, knowing I could not have a baby and knowing it with a certainty
that galvanized me far beyond anything I knew to do.

The girl in the Labor Youth League who had introduced me to Peter
had had an abortion, but it had cost $300. The guy had paid for it. Idid
not have $300, and I had no way of getting $300, and I swore her to se-
crecy telling her it wasn’t Peter’s. Whatever was going to be done I had
to do. And fast.

Castor oil and a dozen Bromo-Quinine pills didn’t help.
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Mustard baths gave me a rash, but didn’t help, either.

Neither did jumping off a table in an empty classroom at Hunter, and I
almost broke my glasses.

Ann was a Licensed Practical Nurse I knew from working the evening
shift at Beth David Hospital. We used to flirt in the nurses’ pantry after
midnight when the head nurse was sneaking a doze in some vacant pri-
vate room on the floor. Ann’s husband was in Korea. She was beautiful
and friendly, small, sturdy and deeply black. One night, while we were
warming the alcohol and talcum for P.M. Care backrubs, she pulled out
her right breast to show me the dark mole which grew at the very line
where her deep-purple aureola met the slightly lighter chocolate brown
of her skin, and which, she told me with a mellow laugh, “drove all the
doctors crazy.”

Ann had introduced me to amphetamine samples on those long sleepy
night shifts, and we crashed afterward at her bright kitchenette apart-
ment on Cathedral Parkway, drinking black coffee and gossiping until
dawn about the strange habits of head nurses, among other things.

I called Ann at the hospital and met her after work one night. I told
her I was pregnant.

“I thought you was gay!”

I let that one pass. Iasked her to get me some ergotrate from the phar-
macy, a drug which I had heard from nurses’ talk could be used to en-
courage bleeding.

“Are you crazy?” she said in horror, “you can’t mess around with that
stuff, girl, it could kill you. It causes hemorrhaging. Let me see what I
can find out for you.”

Everybody knows somebody, Ann said. For her, it was the mother of
another nurse in Surgery. Very safe and clean, foolproof and cheap, she
said. An induced miscarriage by Foley catheter. A homemade abortion.
The narrow hard-rubber tube, used in post-operative cases to keep various
body canals open, softened when sterilized. When passed through the
cervix into the uterus while soft, it coiled, all 15 inches, neatly into the
womb. Once hardened, its angular turns ruptured the bloody lining and
began the uterine contractions that eventually expelled the implanted fe-
tus, along with the membrane. If it wasn’t expelled too soon. If it did
not also puncture the uterus.
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The process took about 15 hours and cost $40, which was a week and a
half’s pay.

I walked over to Mrs. Munoz’s apartment after I had finished work at
Dr. Sutter’s office that afternoon. The January thaw was past, and even
though it was only 1:00 .M., the sun had no warmth. The winter grey
of mid-February and the darker patches of dirty Upper East-Side snow.
Against my peacoat in the wind I carried a bag containing the fresh pair
of rubber gloves and the new bright-red catheter Ann had taken from the
hospital for me, and a sanitary pad. I had most of the contents of my last
pay envelope, plus the $5 Ann had lent me.

“Darling, take off your skirt and panties now while I boil this.” Mrs.
Munoz took the catheter from the bag and poured boiling water from a
kettle over it and into a shallow basin. I sat curled around myself on the
edge of her broad bed, embarrassed by my half-nakedness before this
stranger. She pulled on the thin rubber gloves, and setting the basin
upon the table, she looked over to where I was perched in the corner of
the neat and shabby room.

“Lie down, lie down. You scared, huh?” She eyed me from under the
clean white kerchief that completely covered her small head. I could not
see her hair, and could not tell from her sharp-featured, bright-eyed face
how old she was, but she looked so young that it surprised me that she
could have a daughter old enough to be a nurse.

“You scared? Don’t be scared, sweetheart,” she said, picking up the
basin with the edge of a towel and moving it onto the other edge of the
bed.

“Now just lie back and put your legs up. Nothing to be afraid of.
Nothing to it—I would do it on my own daughter. Now if you was three,
four months, say, it would be harder because it would take longer, see.
But you not far gone. Don’t worry. Tonight, tomorrow, maybe, you
hurt a little bit, like bad cramps. You get cramps?”

I nodded, mute, my teeth clenched against the pain. But her hands
were busy between my legs as she looked intently at what she was doing.

“You take some aspirin, a little drink. Not too much though. When
its ready, then the tube comes back down and the bleeding comes with
it. Then no more baby. Next time you take better care of yourself,
darling.”
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By the time Mrs. Munoz had finished talking she had skillfully passed
the long slender catheter through my cervix into my uterus. The pain
had been acute but short. It lay coiled inside of me like a cruel benefactor,
slowly hardening and turning angular as it cooled, soon to rupture the
delicate lining and wash away my worries in blood.

Since to me all pain was unbearable, even this short bout seemed in-
terminable.

“You see, now, that’s all there is to it. Now that wasn’t so bad, was
it?” She patted my shuddering thigh reassuringly. “All over. Now get
dressed. And wear the pad,” she cautioned, as she pulled off the rubber
gloves. “You start bleeding in a couple of hours, then you lie down.
Here, you want the gloves back?”

I shook my head, and handed her the money. She thanked me. “That’s
a special price because you a friend of Anna’s,” she smiled, helping me on
with my coat. “By this time tomorrow, it will be all over. If you have
any trouble you call me. But no trouble, just a little cramps.”

I stopped off on West 4th Street and bought a bottle of Apricot Brandy
for 89¢. It was the day before my 18th birthday and I decided to celebrate
my relief. Now all I had to do was hurt.

On the slow Saturday Local back to my furnished room in Brighton
Beach the cramps began, steadily increasing. Everything’s going to be all
right now, I kept saying to myself as I leaned over slightly on the subway
seat, if I can just get through the next day. I can do it. She said it was
safe. The worst is over, and if anything goes wrong I can always go to
the hospital. I'll tell them I don’t know her name, and I was blindfolded
so I don’t know where I was.

I wondered how bad the pain was going to get, and that terrified me
more than anything else. All pain was unbearable and I had no measure.
But the terror was only about the pain.

I did not think about how I could die from hemorrhage, or a perforated
uterus.

The subway car was almost empty.

Just last spring around this same time one Saturday morning, I woke
up in my mother’s house to the smell of bacon frying in the kitchen, and
the abrupt realization as I opened my eyes that the dream I had been
having of having just given birth to a baby girl was in fact only a dream.
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I sat bolt upright in my bed facing the little window onto the airshaft,
and cried and cried and cried from disappointment until my mother came
into the room to see what was wrong.

The train came up out of the tunnel over the bleak edge of South Brook-
lyn. The Coney Island Parachute Jump steeple and a huge grey gas stor-
age tank were the only breaks in the leaden skyline.

I dared myself to feel any regrets.

That night about 8 p.M., I was lying curled tightly on my bed, trying
to distract myself from the stabbing pains in my groin by deciding whether
or not I wanted to dye my hair coal black.

I couldn’t begin to think about the risks I was running. But another
piece of me was being amazed at my own daring. I had done it. Even
more than my leaving home, this action which was tearing my guts apart
and from which I could die except I wasn’t going to, this action was a
kind of shift from safety toward self-preservation. It was a choice of
pains. That’s what living was all about. I clung to that and tried to feel
only proud.

I had not given in. They hadn’t gotten me. I wasn’t being a pebble in
somebody else’s ocean, washed along by any wave that came along.

I had not been the eye on the ceiling, until it was too late.

There was a tap on the alley door, and I looked out the window. My
friend Blossom from school had gotten one of our old High School teachers
to drive her out to see if I was “okay,” and to bring me a bottle of Peach
Brandy for my birthday. She was one of the people I had consulted, and
she had wanted to have nothing to do with an abortion, saying I should
have the baby. Ididn’t bother to tell her that black babies were not adopted.
They were absorbed into families, abandoned, or “given up.” But not
adopted. That was just another little piece of that secret knowledge which
later came to be known as cultural differences. But when I saw Blossom,
nonetheless I knew she must have been worried to have come all the way
from Queens to Manhattan and then to Brighton Beach.

I was touched.

We only talked about inconsequential things. Never a word about
what was going on inside of me. Now it was my secret; the only way I
could handle it was alone. Somewhere they were both grateful.
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“You sure you're going to be okay?” Blos asked. Inodded.

Blossom knew how to make anybody laugh. Miss Burman suggested
we go for a walk along the boardwalk in the crisp February darkness.
There was no moon. The walk helped a little, and so did the brandy.
But when we got back to my room, I couldn’t concentrate on their con-
versation any more. I was too distracted by the rage gnawing at my belly.

“Do you want us to go?” Blos asked with her old characteristic blunt-
ness. Miss Burman, sympathetic but austere, stood quietly in the door-
way looking at my posters. I nodded at Blos gratefully. Miss Burman
lent me $5 before she left.

The rest of the night was an agony of padding back and forth along the
length of the hallway from my bedroom to the bathroom, doubled over
in pain, watching clots of blood fall out of my body into the toilet and
wondering if I was all right, after all. I had never seen such huge red
blobs come from me before. They scared me. I was afraid I might be
bleeding to death in that community bathroom in Bright Beach in the
middle of the night of my 18th birthday, with a crazy old lady down the
hall muttering restlessly in her sleep. But I was going to be all right.
Soon this was all going to be over, and I would be safe.

I watched one greyish mucous shape disappear in the bowl, wonder-
ing if that was the embryo.

By dawn, when I went to take some more aspirin, the catheter had
worked its way out of my body. I was bleeding heavily, very heavily.
But my experience in the OB wards told me that I was not hemorrhaging.

I washed the long stiff catheter and laid it away in a drawer, after ex-
amining it carefully. This implement of my salvation was a wicked red,
but otherwise thin and innocuous looking.

I took an amphetamine in the thin morning sun and wondered if I
should spend a quarter on some coffee and a Danish. I remembered I was
supposed to usher at a Hunter College Concert that same afternoon, for
which I was to be paid $10, a large sum for an afternoon’s work, and one
that would enable me to repay my debts to Ann and Miss Burman.

I made myself some sweet milky coffee and took a hot bath, even
though I was bleeding. After that, the pain dimmed gradually to a dull
knocking gripe.

On a sudden whim, I got up and threw on some clothes and went out
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into the morning. I took the bus into Coney Island to an early morning
foodshop near Nathan’s, and had myself a huge birthday breakfast, com-
plete with french fries and an English muffin. Ihadn’t had a regular meal
in a restaurant for a long time. It cost almost half of Miss Burman’s five
dollars, because it was Kosher and expensive. And delicious.

Afterward, I returned home. I lay resting upon my bed, filled with a
sense of well-being and relief from pain and terror that was almost eu-
phoric. I really was all right.

As the morning slipped into afternoon, I realized that I was exhausted.
But the thought of making s10 for one afternoon’s work got me wearily
up and back onto the Weekend Local train for the 1%4 hour’s trip to
Hunter College.

By midafternoon my legs were quivering. I walked up and down the
aisles dully, hardly hearing the string quartet. In the last part of the con-
cert, I went into the ladies’ room to change my tampax and the pads I
was wearing. In the stall, I was seized with a sudden wave of nausea that
bent me double, and I promptly and with great force lost my $2.50-with-
tip Coney Island breakfast, which I had never digested. Weakened and
shivering, I sat on the stool, my head against the wall. A fit of renewed
cramps swept through me so sharply that I moaned softly.

Miz Lewis, the black ladies’ room attendant who had known me from
the bathrooms of Hunter High School, was in the back of the room in
her cubby, and she had seen me come into the otherwise empty wash-
room.

“Is that you, Autray, moaning like that? You all right?” I saw her
low-shoed feet stop outside my stall.

“Yes mam,” I gasped through the door, cursing my luck to have walked
into that particular bathroom. “It’s just my period.”

I steadied myself, and arranged my clothes. When I finally stepped
out, bravely and my head high, Miz Lewis was still standing outside, her
arms folded.

She had always maintained a steady but impersonal interest in the lives
of the few black girls at the high school, and she was a familiar face which
I was glad to see when I met her in the washroom of the College in the
autumn. I told her I was going to the College now, and that I had left
home. Miz Lewis had raised her eyebrows and pursed her lips, shaking

229



her grey head. “You girls sure are somethin’!” she’d said.

In the uncompromising harshness of the fluorescent lights, Miz Lewis
gazed at me intently through her proper gold spectacles which perched
upon her broad brown nose like round antennae.

“Girl, you sure you all right? Don’t sound all right to me.” She
peered up into my face. “Sit down here a minute. You just started?
You white like some other people’s chile.”

I took her seat, gratefully. “I’m all right, Miz Lewis,” I protested. “I
just have bad cramps, that’s all.”

“Jus’ cramps? That bad? Then why you come here like that today
for? You ought to be home in bed, the way you eyes looking. You
want some coffee, honey?” She offered me her cup.

“*Cause I need the money, Miz Lewis. I'll be all right, I really will.”
I shook my head to the coffee, and stood up. Another cramp slid up
from my clenched thighs and rammed into the small of my back, but I
only rested my head against the edge of the stalls. Then, taking a paper
towel from the stack on the glass shelf in front of me, I wet it and wiped
the cold sweat from my forehead. I wiped the rest of my face, and blotted
my faded lipstick carefully. I grinned at my reflection in the mirror and
at Miz Lewis standing to the side behind me, her arms still folded against
her broad short-waisted bosom. She sucked her teeth with a sharp intake
of breath and sighed a long sigh.

“Chile, why don’t you go on back home to your mama, where you be-
long?”

I almost burst into tears. I felt like screaming, drowning out her plain-
tive, kindly, old-woman’s voice that kept pretending everything was so
simple.

“Don’t you think she’s worrying about you? Do she know you in all
this trouble?”

“I'm not in trouble, Miz Lewis. I just don’t feel well because of my
period.” Turning away, I crumpled up the used towel and dropped it in-
to the basket, and then sat down again, heavily. My legs were shockingly
weak.

“Yeah. Well.” Miz Lewis put her hand into her apron pocket. “Here,”
she said, pulling 4 dollars out of her purse. “You take these and get
yourself a taxi home.” She knew I lived in Brooklyn. “And you go right
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home, now. I'll cross your name off the list downstairs for you. And
you can pay me back when you get it.”

I took the crumpled bills from her dark, work-wise hands. “Thanks a
lot, Miz Lewis,” I said gratefully. I stood up again, this time a little
more steadily. “But don’t you worry about me, this won’t last very
long.” T walked shakily to the door.

“And you put your feet up, and a cold compress on your tummy, and
you stay in bed for a few days, too,” she called after me, as I made my
way to the elevators to the main floor.

I asked the cab to take me around to the alley entrance instead of get-
ting out on Brighton Beach Avenue. For the first time in my life, I was
afraid my legs might not take me where I wanted to go. I wondered if I
had almost fainted.

Once indoors, I took three aspirin and slept for 24 hours.

When I awoke Monday afternoon, the bedsheets were stained, but my
bleeding had slowed to normal and the cramps were gone.

I wondered if I had gotten some bad food at the Foodshop Sunday
morning that had made me sick. Usually I never got upset stomachs, and
prided myself on my cast-iron digestion. The following day I went back
to school.

On Friday after classes, before I went to work, I picked up my money
for ushering. I sought out Miz Lewis in the Auditorium washroom and
paid her back her 4 dollars.

“Oh, thank you, Autray,” she said, looking a little surprised. She folded
the bills up neatly and tucked them back into the green snap-purse she
kept in her uniform apron pocket. “How you feeling?”

“Fine, Miz Lewis,” I said jauntily. “I told you I was going to be all
right.”

“You did not! You said you was all right and I knew you wasn’t, so
don’t tell me none of that stuff, I don’t want to hear.” Miz Lewis eyed
me balefully.

“You gon’ back home to your mama, yet?” she asked, dryly.
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