I’m not big on volunteering, but I donate blood.  Every couple of months, I take a long break from work and drive to the blood bank to donate a pint of blood.  This is one little way that I like to give back, karma for having a strong healthy body.  I also have a couple of qualities that the blood bank likes to see:  O negative blood and “great” veins. 

Anyone can receive O negative blood, so it’s always in demand.  I never thought much about veins until several nurses looked at my arms and commented on them.  Personally, I think my veins are ugly, they stick out and are blue, but from a nurse’s perspective, they are easy to find and poke, and it seldom hurts when they do.  

When I attended my first blood drive, thirty years ago I was worried.  Was it going to hurt?  How would I feel afterwards?  I don’t like needles; I never can watch when I get a shot, but it was quick and relatively painless.  There weren’t as many restrictions, then. Donated blood saves lives, but if the blood is not properly screened, it can actually make people sicker or cause death.  The complete list of questions and restrictions can be accessed on-line. 

I make sure to eat a good meal and drink lots of fluids before donating. I also bring my reading glasses so that I can fill out the form, answering many questions about my activities, travel, medications and diseases.  A screener asks other questions in person.  Before any blood is drawn, I receive a mini health exam: blood pressure, heart rate, temperature and a blood sample is squeezed from a pin-prick on my finger to check hemoglobin.  

The actual taking of blood seems anti-climatic.  The friendly nurses are patient, efficient and open to questions.  They explain exactly what they are doing and why.  For instance, they must rub with iodine for 60 seconds the spot where the needle will be inserted. They give you a hard rubber ball to hold and explain that the blood will flow quicker if you squeeze it once every 30 seconds once the needle is inserted. I always feel well tended-to. We talk about hiking, gardening, bicycling and vacations.

When the bag is full and the needle withdrawn, I choose a pretty Band-Aid, walk to the sitting area, drink a glass of juice and eat a cookie.  After waiting a few minutes to make sure I’m stabilized and feel okay, I’m free to leave.  My blood will be screened for diseases like aids west Nile virus before it is used.  
The whole process takes less than an hour. The only restrictions afterwards are to refrain from physical exertion for five hours, and avoid caffine and alcohol.  My next meal will be a hearty one.  

I  know that my act will aid someone through a crisis in his or her life, or help a newborn baby through the trauma of birth.  And in two or three months, life permitting, I’ll do it again.   

No matter what your blood type is, if you are healthy your blood is needed.  So contact the blood bank at your closest hospital.  You can feel good about saving a life too.
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