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Honest, warm, and witty, this memoir reads like a chat with a dear friend sharing her insight

and taking us along as she heals. Complete with family stories over cocktails and a praying

mantis named Claude.“I drive and say to myself, if I am dying, if this is how I die, then this is

how I die.” When N. West Moss finds herself bleeding uncontrollably in the middle of a writing

class, she manages to drive herself to the nearest hospital. Doctors are baffled, but eventually

a diagnosis—uterine hemangioma—is rendered and a hysterectomy is scheduled. In prose

both lyrical and unsparing, Moss takes us along through illness, relapse, and recovery. And as

her thoughts turn to her previous struggles with infertility, she reflects on kin and kinship and

on what it means to leave a legacy.Moss’s wise, droll voice and limitless curiosity lift this

narrative beyond any narrow focus. Among her interests: yellow fever, good cocktails, the

history of New Orleans, and, always, the natural world, including the praying mantis in her

sunroom whom she names Claude. And we learn about the inspiring women in Moss’s family—

her mother, her grandmother, and her great-grandmother—as she sorts out her feelings that

this line will end with her. But Moss discovers that there are ways besides having children to

make a mark, and that grief is not a stopping place but a companion that travels along with us

through everything, even happiness.A remarkably honest memoir about heartache and

healing, Flesh & Blood opens up a conversation with the millions of women who live with

infertility and loss.

About the AuthorN. West Moss is the author of the short story collection The Subway Stops at

Bryant Park, which Kirkus called ''gorgeously nuanced.'' Her work has appeared in The New

York Times, Salon, McSweeney's, Ars Medica, and more. She is the recipient of three Faulkner-

Wisdom gold medals and winner of The Saturday Evening Post's Great American Fiction

Contest. A MacDowell fellow, as well as a fellow at the Virginia Center for Creative Arts (VCCA)

and Cill Rialaig in Ireland, she has been a visiting scholar at the University of Virginia School of

Medicine. Moss holds an MFA in Creative Writing and a CPA in Narrative Medicine from

Columbia University. She is an Academic Programs Specialist at one of the New Jersey State

universities, where she also teaches medical humanities and creative process classes.--This

text refers to the audioCD edition.Review''Flesh & Blood sparks and consoles. So frank and

warm and full of humor, this book became a friend to me. I want to keep its tenderness and

stunning wisdom always as my guide.'' --Jackie Polzin, author of Brood''N. West Moss is an

exemplary talent. The words come alive on the page. You feel as though you are living inside

this luminous book.'' --Luis Alberto Urrea, author of The House of Broken Angels''N. West

Moss doesn't romanticize our world; she loves it honestly, in all its messiness. As I read Flesh

& Blood I saw not only that world but also the human body anew. This memoir is a tender,

elegant, wry meditation on being a woman, being sick, and recovering; on reading and nature;

on loving foremothers and rendering them into history with word rather than womb.'' --V.V.

Ganeshananthan, co-host, ''Fiction/Non/Fiction'' podcast, Literary Hub, and author of Love

Marriage''Part journey into the dark crevices of illness, but also a paean to the joys of the daily

world, N. West Moss opens her arms wide and embraces the reader with her brilliant �and

hilarious -- observations. This book uncovers the wonderful 'brightness in the middle' for

anyone who has navigated medical puzzles, grief, or just . . . life.'' --Marie Myung-Ok Lee,

author of Somebody’s Daughter''N. West Moss brings us on a journey that is both medical and



spiritual. We experience the vertiginous churn of diagnosis and treatment, but also the

liberating clarity of connection with the world. Honest, thoughtful, and courageous.'' --Danielle

Ofri, MD, PhD, author of When We Do Harm: A Doctor Confronts Medical Error''A captivating,

multilayered story of perseverance. It turns out that the real subject of Flesh & Blood is not so

much illness as the author’s ever-regenerating powers of vision, her appreciation of the

tangible world, the beauty of the here and now.'' --Zachary Lazar, author of Vengeance''An

amazing book! Moss has a gift for describing stones, plants, celery soup and even praying

mantises as needed accompaniments to sickness and recovery, along with her kind husband

and generous mother. Her singular stories, honesty, and sly humor infuse this memoir of illness

not with sadness, but joy.'' --Theresa Brown, New York Times bestselling author of The

Shift''With a series of gentle incisions, this memoir cuts deep. Moss shows us a grief and

gladness that, until now, we could not name.'' --Martha Witt, author of Broken As Things Are --

This text refers to the audioCD edition.
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Feral Cat82 Storing Up BeautyEpilogueAcknowledgmentsPrologueI was six years old when

Grandma Hastings died, at the end of the year she came to live with us. The night before her

funeral, my mother rolled my hair around plastic curlers, which pressed painfully into my scalp

as I tried to sleep. My father said that at Grandma’s funeral I cried like an adult, real sobs of

comprehending grief. My mother remembers that I went from ashtray to ashtray at the church

gathering spent matches, then sat cross-legged under a table eating the burnt match heads,

acting out some inexplicable ritual of mourning, the sulfur crumbling on my tongue. Ashes to

ashes.Even before I got married and put her wedding ring permanently on my finger, Grandma

Hastings was with me. For a lifetime now I’ve thought of her as I fell asleep at night. When my

mother reads to me, I hear my grandmother’s soft voice. Grandma Hastings is with me when I

write, when I mourn the loss of my own unborn children, when I walk in the woods, when I visit

New Orleans. She is with me, hardly perceptible but there like the air, like the unnoticed but

vital pull of gravity.We do not always choose who walks with us, who we will find ourselves

leaning on in times of duress. I only understand this in retrospect, long after the story I’m about

to tell, long after the illness, diagnosis, and recovery are behind me. I woke up one morning

and thought: Grandma Hastings has been beside me all this while. How much harder this

would have been without her.I have a writing room, an office called Beside the Point. It’s up in

the attic where the world can’t interrupt me. There is a chair there that I bought at a thrift store

for $9.99. It is large and comfortable and piled with books and papers, but now and then I clear

it off as an invitation for Grandma Hastings, a woman who briefly, when I was almost six years

old, opened up worlds for me. I like to imagine her sitting with me while I work.Part OnePre-

DiagnosisOneBloodexsanguinate (ek-sang’gwi-n��B“  1. To remove or withdraw the circulating



blood; to make bloodless—At fifty-two I am old to still be bleeding so much, but my body is a

stranger to me. The blood flows, insistent as a river, dragging me from my bed at night, over

and over. Messes to clean up in the dark. My strength pouring out of me. For months and

months and months, I have been bleeding a lot. How can I have this much blood? How can

there be more?When will it end?Will it ever end?Already an author, I’ve decided to take an

advanced writing class at the school in New Jersey where I am an adjunct professor, and I

wear a pretty dress because I am happy to be in this class with a teacher I love, happy to be

writing.The dress is from Old Navy and is white with tiny flowers scattered over it. Because of

all the blood, I am also wearing a super plus tampon, and a maxi pad, the biggest they make.

My body and I are two different entities now, and I don’t know what to expect, like it’s an

unreliable child I’m bringing along who might need snacks or to be reprimanded, might be

charming or throw a tantrum. All I am sure of is this body is unpredictable.So, beneath my

dress I have my gauzy armor in place when the professor says, after several hours of class,

“Let’s take a ten-minute break,” and classmates begin to rustle around me, stretching and

gathering up their papers.Time slows as I stand up and blood just spills out of me, right through

the super plus tampon, right over the sides of the enormous pad. It travels down the length of

my thighs, over the hills of my knees, past my shins and the knobs of my ankles, and within

less than a second, it starts to puddle beneath the arches of my feet inside my shoes.I’m sure

that everyone has seen and is horrified. (I find out later that no one noticed anything—a lesson

I’ve had to learn over and over again, that no one is ever looking at me, as much as I dread

and hope that they are.) I take my bag and walk quickly, without making a noise, to the nearest

bathroom (which happens to belong to the dean of the college). I go as fast as a person can

with her legs pressed together. I’m shaking. My feet are squishing in the blood that’s filling my

shoes.On the toilet I feel clots coming out of me and it reminds me of that big second-trimester

miscarriage from years ago. But now there’s no cramping, no panting. The blood clots are so

large, though, that I can feel them like islands in a river. There is an enormous amount of blood

—an alarming amount. There is blood all over my legs. Blood on the floor.I spit on wads of toilet

paper and scrub my ankles and thighs. I bunch up the toilet paper and then paper towels

between my legs and wash my shoes in the sink, and then I get on my hands and knees and

clean the floor, trembling, quiet as a mouse.Because this is the dean’s bathroom, and because

this is all happening at a school where I slid from visiting professor to lecturer to adjunct, and

where I’d like a real, permanent job one day (that I won’t ever get), the complexity of the

situation dumbfounds me, telescopes away from me into outer space.It occurs to me as I

frantically clean that I have spent a lot of my life cleaning up after myself in fear and shame. I

think too about how my uterus and I have been at odds for forever. It has given me a lot of work

and mess and worry over the decades, and for what? No children to show for the years of late-

night trips back and forth to the bathroom, for the in-the-dark sinks full of cold water, for all the

ruined mattresses, thrown away underwear, interrupted sleep.A tear falls into the blood on the

floor and makes a little clear spot through which I can see the white tile. I feel too old for this. I

feel too old for everything. It would be nice to lie down on the cool tile floor, I think, press my

cheek against its chilly face, to just give up and rest. Soldiering on feels beyond my capacity.

Horizontal seems much more peaceful than vertical, and I feel the floor pulling me down. But

no. As my shaking hands wipe up blood from the tile, my mind begins to plan what to do

next.Plan, plan, plan.I left my phone at home (god, I’m disorganized), so I can’t call my

husband, and I won’t go back into class now and ask for help. It’s too embarrassing and

frightening with my legs all bloody, and if I go in now and make a scene, I’ll never be able to

look at any of them again, and this teacher means a lot to me.Plan, plan, plan.No to the



classroom. No to calling my husband. Maybe I should go home and wait for Craig there, or

should I go straight to the hospital? I might be bleeding out. That’s possible. I’ve never gone to

the emergency room before, but yes, it dawns on me that being home in an empty house is a

bad idea if this is as bad as I suspect it might be. I probably have to go to the hospital. I don’t

want help, feel too well for an ambulance, so I guess I’ll have to get there on my own.I walk to

my car, breathing slow purposeful breaths, trying to approximate how a regular person looks

when she’s walking through a parking lot to her car. My shoes are soaking from washing them

in the sink, and they make a squelching noise as I near my car. It’s July and in the high

eighties, and still daylight but not for long. I get three of my swim towels out of the trunk and put

them on the driver’s seat, try to think clearly, will myself to focus, to think.Plan, plan,

plan.Program the GPS to the emergency room, I tell myself. OK. Done.Follow it closely. I

remind myself to drive slowly and stay in the right-hand lane so that if I begin to pass out I can

pull over and not cause an accident. I don’t know what is happening, don’t know how much

blood is still coming, don’t know if something has burst inside me, so I must be careful. And

maybe I’ve stopped bleeding too. That’s possible. I can’t tell.I drive and think, If I am dying, if

this is how I die, then this is how I die. I am not afraid exactly. For now I just have to drive with

precision, thirty-five miles per hour, till I find a parking space near the emergency room of our

local hospital and stand at the front desk asking if they will call my husband before I pass out,

before I forget his phone number. I want him there next to me, although I am aware of the

solitary nature of these moments, even when the people we love are standing right there next

to us.The word exsanguinate comes bubbling up into my mind as I drive. Perhaps I am

exsanguinating. Bleeding out. It’s a magnificent word, exsanguinate. Exsanguination. Latin,

probably. Worth a zillion points in Scrabble.I decide that I would prefer to die, if I am going to

die tonight, in the hospital where people are trained to cope with the mess of death. I don’t

want to die in my car because it would frighten people on the highway, and Craig would be left

with a car full of blood. It would forever be known as “the car my wife died in.” No, if I am

exsanguinating, I will get as close to the hospital as I can, and the second I begin to feel woozy

at all, I will get the car over to the shoulder so no one gets hurt.Something began when I stood

up in that classroom, a journey with a hazy destination, my companions for the journey as yet

unclear, the potential lessons utterly obscured by the immediacy of the moment. Regardless, I

am glad that I wore this pretty dress to class. I am alive, and staying alive requires that I park

and make my way, step by step, into the ER, blood pouring down my thighs.TwoThe Lifted

CornerTen years before my trip to the emergency room, right after we got married, Craig and I

bought an old farmhouse in New Jersey. My tiny black cat, Rosie, moved in and caught the

mice that crawled in through the kitchen wall. I fell in love with the pond out back, and with the

mallard ducks who nested in the reeds nearby. The chickens next door wandered into our yard

and lent our lives a bucolic, permanent air.When our first spring arrived, I called my mom to tell

her I’d found a thousand lilies of the valley beneath our maple tree, just like the ones she’d

planted when I was a kid. And Craig, who had been a playful, sweet boyfriend, grew into a

playful, sweet husband too, much to my relief.There were bad times, that first year, mostly my

fault. I was jittery. Before Craig there had been a series of bad relationships, and like a puppy

from a pound, I flinched at phantoms, so convinced that Craig would cheat or leave. I saw

betrayal where it didn’t exist.Money was tight, and I had trouble finding full-time work as a

teacher. We fought about joint bank accounts. (I didn’t want one.) I was furious at him, poor

guy, when the first piece of mail arrived addressed to Mrs. Craig Lombardi. Not one piece of my

name was on the envelope. I had been subsumed by his identity, or that’s what I feared.One

morning as I was leaving for work, I sneezed, and instead of saying “Bless you,” Craig said,



“Four.”“What?” I asked.“Four sneezes.” He was tying his tie, looking in the hall mirror. “When

you sneeze,” he said, “you always sneeze four times in a row. I thought you should know.” It

was such a delicate expression of how closely he was paying attention, an expression of such

surprising intimacy. I felt like a thirsty flower, Craig’s affection a jar of water soaking my roots.At

night, when I came to bed, even if I had just returned from the bathroom at three in the

morning, Craig held up a corner of the blanket for me to get under. Every single time. The tiny

gesture hit me so hard, made me so suddenly forgive everyone who had ever hurt me, that I

didn’t tell him how much I liked it. Craig was afraid of jinxing Notre Dame football, so when they

played he wore his lucky underwear. It was for fear of jinxing my good fortune that I never

mentioned the lifted corner of the blanket to Craig.By the end of that first year, as we set up a

joint bank account (I kept my own account as well), I began to relax ever so slightly. We settled

into a peaceful rhythm of getting to know each other, getting to know the sounds of the house

at night, and getting to know ourselves as these new people with titles that belonged still more

to our parents than to us. It became clear that we were OK at marriage, that the fears I had

brought with me from another life had nothing to do with us. Happiness slowly piled on top of

my sorrows and fears and began to submerge them.Then I got pregnant. When Craig got

home from work that day, we sat staring at the pregnancy test. We laughed and then we

panicked. “When are the adults coming home?” he asked.“Seriously.”I was forty-one, and we

hadn’t planned on having kids. I had no expectations about being a mom, thought it would be

OK whether or not we had children. But getting pregnant changed that. The world celebrated

when they heard our news. My body hummed. I called my best friend in Chicago. “You’re going

to be a great mom,” she said.My family was happy too. Mom said she’d come help if I wanted

her to. Dad, who was still alive back then, couldn’t stop singing songs with words like baby in

the lyrics. Because his hearing aids were rarely turned on, he sang loudly.Their joy and my

hormones made me deeply invested. I wandered through the baby department at Target

looking at tiny outfits the color of candy. Friends advised me what strollers to buy, and people

planned parties. It was exciting.Craig was levelheaded and baby-proofed the house. He took

personal days at work so he could join me at doctor appointments, scheduled between my

teaching at the local community college. He framed the sonogram that confirmed the baby’s

heartbeat and put it on his desk. At night I read to him from pregnancy books. When I gave up

wine, he gave up beer, and we steered well into the second trimester.Then, like that, I started

to “spot,” which sounds harmless, like spotting a heron on a tree stump. When I called Dr. G,

my gynecologist, he said, “Wait a day. It’ll probably stop on its own.” But it didn’t stop, so Craig

took the day off and we went for another sonogram.I had learned sonogram-technician

etiquette by then. When the news was good, she turned the monitor to show us the peanut-

sized fetus, and then later, to let us hear the thrum of its heartbeat, like a handful of lightning

bugs buzzing in a jelly jar. When we went in this time, though, she wouldn’t look at me and

said, “I’m not supposed to interpret the sonogram for you. You’ll have to speak with your

doctor.” Well, I knew what that meant, and when the tech left the room, I told Craig that the

pregnancy was over.“We don’t know that,” he said. He was looking out the window.

“Everything’s fine,” Craig said. “Everything’s fine.”We waited under fluorescent lights for Dr. G,

who opened the door, looked into the room and into my eyes, and hesitated there on the

threshold, his hand behind him still on the doorknob. “You can say it,” I said, trying to be kind to

him. “It’s OK. I already know.”“There’s no heartbeat,” he said, closing the door behind him as he

entered the room with us. Craig, who had been rubbing a single spot on my shoulder, sighed

and let his hand drop to his side.We made an appointment for the next morning for a D&C at

the Wayne Surgical Center, behind Trader Joe’s. I would be uncomfortable tonight, Dr. G



warned. “Get Kotex on your way home.” But we didn’t stop. It was as though there were

menacing clouds on the horizon, so Craig took me straight home after leaving Dr. G’s office,

and then kept the car running so he could go back out for supplies. I was beginning to

cramp.“I’m getting into bed,” I told Craig, the persistence of what was happening to me

physically pushed all thought off. Craig let me out of the car, and as I stood I felt the blood soak

the pad I was wearing. “Get me the biggest Kotex you can find, will you?” I supported myself on

the car door. “Are you crying?” I asked him. His eyes were red.“No,” he told me, “I just have

dust in my eyes.” He pulled out of the driveway and left me there.I was going to feed Rosie,

who was circling around my feet inside the front door, but the cramps were changing to

something I couldn’t recognize, and I wanted to get to my bed while I still could. The coming

night loomed as I walked up the last few steps, hunched over, panting.I lay in bed on top of

spread-out towels, cramps coming in waves, and called my parents. Dad answered the phone.

“I’m having a miscarriage,” I told him.“Wait,” he said, “I don’t have my hearing aids in,” and he

handed the phone to my mom.“We just got back from the doctor,” I told her, pausing so she

could repeat it all for Dad. “We’re having a miscarriage. No heartbeat.” I could hear my sister,

who lived there, in the background say, “Oh no.” I wished I was home. I wanted my mom.As I

hung up, the cramps got stronger, unfamiliar, like there was a hallway yawning open inside me.

I called Craig’s cell and said to his voice mail, “Forget the pads. Just come home.”Then there

was the warmth of a lot of blood soaking the pad and maybe the mattress. I couldn’t stand up,

so I slid onto the floor panting and yelled Craig’s name as I inched on hands and knees to the

bathroom, the cell phone in my hand in case I needed an ambulance.Rosie ran to me, first by

the bed, then as I crawled down the hallway, and finally into the bathroom. She meowed in my

face as I shouted Craig’s name, and then she ran back a few feet to wait, and then ran back to

me. I thought about childbirth in movies, how people ran around tearing up sheets, and I

thought, Rosie would boil water for me if she could. She would tear up sheets if I needed them.

I remember being grateful to have her as a witness.I got up from the floor onto the toilet and

called Craig’s cell phone over and over. Once I yelled, “Hurry home,” and once I asked, “Where

are you?” and once I just said, “Please.” How long had he been gone? As the cramps

subsided, I called Dr. G, who said, “We can get you an ambulance if you want, but it sounds

like you are miscarrying right now. By the time we get you here, it’ll be over. Do you want to be

home for this or in the hospital?”There was a lot of blood. “Am I dying?” I asked.“No,” he said,

“You’re going to be all right. It just feels like you’re dying. Your body is doing what it’s supposed

to do, expelling the dead tissue.” He gave me his home and cell numbers, which I wrote in

eyeliner on the back of an ESPN magazine that was next to the toilet. Once I knew I’d survive, I

wanted to be home in our bed when it was all over.I gave in to my body. When it was still, I pet

Rosie, and when the waves resurfaced, I shouted for Craig. I called him on the phone one last

time and said, “It’s happening right now.”Finally, the inside of my body from up under my

ribcage down to the bottom of my spine heaved and shuddered, and out slipped something,

that when I looked in the toilet, looked like a crescent moon carved from soft opal. My body

relaxed.I cleaned the bathroom and myself, then went back to bed. (A decade later I would find

myself wiping up another bathroom floor.) Rosie climbed onto the pillow next to my head. I half

realized, as I drifted off, that I must have been in labor.By the time Craig rustled in with plastic

grocery bags full of supplies, the room was dark. “How long have you been gone?” I asked.“I

don’t know, half an hour?”He sat on the bed. “I think it’s over,” I said, sleepy, sorrow creeping

into the space left by the retreating fear. “I think I had the miscarriage just now.”“I got your

messages,” he said, lying down on the bed and petting my hair. “I forgot to turn on my phone.

You called seventeen times. I listened to the first one in the driveway and then just came up.”



He lay there and listened to all of the messages then. He saved them too, for a while, before

finally deleting them. He said they made his heart race.I thought that when something awful

happened, I’d lie in bed unable to move forever. But it wasn’t like that. “I’m cold,” I said, so Craig

pulled the blankets up, “and Rosie needs food.”Later Craig said, “I found some old videos I

made of an Odd Couple marathon. Let’s have ice cream for dinner and watch The Odd Couple.

How does that sound?”“Sure,” I said, taking one of the plastic bags he’d brought home with him

into the bathroom. “That sounds fine.”He brought me his Notre Dame ski cap. “To keep you

warm.” We watched The Odd Couple and ate bowls of chocolate ice cream, and we laughed,

just like that. I didn’t expect to laugh or for the ice cream to taste good, but it did.“I’m sleepy,” I

said, “but leave the tape on, OK?” I wanted to listen to Oscar and Felix argue, wanted to hear

the 1970s laugh track as I fell asleep.We went for the D&C in the morning. They put me on a

table, my arms strapped out in a cross, and clipped a plastic hose to my nostrils. The gas

smelled bitter. I winced and then nothingness. At home, later, I watched five videotapes of The

Odd Couple and ate ice cream for dinner again. Craig put Rosie’s dish by the bed so that she’d

eat.By the next morning I was sick of The Odd Couple, sick of the ice cream, sick of bed. My

sister was coming to visit, so I made a pot of rosemary stew like Mom used to make. There

was old snow on the ground. I wanted meat and carrots and rosemary, wanted to fill up my

belly with something warm and healing.By the time my sister arrived, the house was steamy

from the cooking stew. I had the ski cap on, would keep it on all weekend. My sister made the

calls that had to be made. I couldn’t do it, wasn’t ready to tell people the bad news over and

over and then console them.We got pregnant twice again, but kept those to ourselves, never

made the mistake of telling people, which made subsequent losses easier on us, if more

isolated.These things happen, we told ourselves. I got full-time work as a university lecturer,

teaching writing. We reminded ourselves of how we were lucky, how we had each other, and

this old house, with its pond, where the mallards returned every spring to nest and mate. And

then, well, life moved on. And all of that was a distant memory years later when I visited the

emergency room that summer night.threeDilation and CurettageDilation and curettage (D&C)

is a procedure to remove tissue from inside your uterus. Doctors perform dilation and curettage

to diagnose and treat certain uterine conditions—such as heavy bleeding—or to clear the

uterine lining after a miscarriage or abortion.In a dilation and curettage . . . your doctor uses

small instruments or a medication to open (dilate) your cervix—the lower, narrow part of your

uterus. Your doctor then uses a surgical instrument called a curette to remove uterine tissue.

Curettes used in a D&C can be sharp or use suction.—After all that blood and my trip to the

emergency room, I’m home, and other than being shaken, I’m OK. The bleeding has slowed

back down from alarming to heavy, and I decide I can return to night two of my writing

class.The day after that is my appointment with my gynecologist. I tell him what happened, that

I had this sudden and alarming amount of blood, went to the ER, the bleeding subsided, and

now what? The doctor tells me that we should do a D&C to try and figure out why there is so

much blood, so about three days after the ER visit, I’m back at the same dreary place I went

years ago, after the earlier miscarriages, at the Wayne Surgical Center behind Trader Joe’s on

Hamburg Turnpike. (Could anything be more depressing?)Dilation is the widening of the cervix.

Curettage is the scraping out of the effluvia in the uterus. Words are sometimes pretty,

sometimes descriptive, sometimes explanatory, but not usually all three. Curettage is a prettier

word than scraping, but scraping is more accurate, more graphic, more frank.Paperwork and

health insurance are the bureaucracy of my illness, whatever this illness turns out to be. How

many times must I tell these strangers my birthdate? With all the computers buzzing around

us, don’t they know who I am? Again and again they ask for my date of birth. It feels so



impersonal for such a vulnerable moment: “Date of birth?” They don’t even look up from their

glowing screens, their clipboards, and if anyone smiles at me in the outer office, they don’t

smile all the way to their eyes.It feels dystopian, another way for them to demonstrate how little

they know or care about me, to remind me that I am one of a long line of women lining up here

today to be gowned, splayed on a table, and scraped clean, like mackerel.I think of Grandma

Hastings, whose interest in biology, chemistry, and physics made her dream of becoming a

doctor. That was frowned upon for women of her era, but she studied biology at Sophie

Newcomb anyway and became a lab technician at Charity Hospital in New Orleans. She was

proud, my mother told me, that she was one of the few lab techs who could quickly identify

typhoid from a slide. So I think of her and of how I was allowed to sleep in her bed with her

when I was five. I wish I could infuse the clinicians at Wayne Surgical Center with a

combination of her medical savvy and her deep love for me.But it doesn’t work. This is a

different time and place, and I remain aware that these people don’t want to get sued because

of operating on the wrong person, so they check and double-check my date of birth. It’s clear

that I am both a patient deserving of gentle care and a problem who must be managed

correctly to take up the right amount of allotted time. Oh, I am also a potential litigant. They are

likely afraid that I will sue them, and I am afraid that they might think of me as only a birth date,

or an annoyance, and will further injure this one body of mine. We are foes in some

fundamental way that I find inescapable while I frantically try to think of a way to make them

care about me as they would for a friend or family member.Craig has taken the day off from

work to be with me, but we’re pulled apart after the paperwork—another inexplicable cruelty—

and I find myself in a gown and on a gurney in a chilly, curtained-off room. They have put a thin

yellow blanket over my legs, and I’m willing myself to stay calm, to breathe, to think about

happy things like my garden and the ancient but failing pear tree in our backyard. I have a

shower cap over my hair and a needle in the crook of my arm attached to a hose and a bottle,

the bottle hanging on a metal coatrack-looking thing. I’m cold. And I’m bleeding, of course.The

fifth or sixth nurse enters my curtained area. She’s wearing scrubs and carrying a clipboard.

She is annoyed by something, I can tell, something outside of me, but still, her annoyance is

with her in my tiny, curtained-off, freezing “room.” I take a deep breath.“Date of birth?” she

says, not looking up. She’s clicking her pen. Click click click. She wants to punch someone.

That’s what it feels like, and I’m sure that if I knew the details, I’d be on her side, but since I’ve

been asked my date of birth at least five times already, I’m annoyed, and have to will myself not

to sigh or roll my eyes as I recite my date of birth . . . again.“Do you know what you are here for

today?” She hasn’t looked up yet. Click click click.“A D and C,” I say, wanting her to look at me.

“Dilation and curettage.” I want her to see that I am smart. “With a hysteroscopy,” I add. I am no

dummy. It’s a way of asserting my humanness to know big words, to understand what is

happening to me. I try to convey all that to this stranger as I sit here, without underwear on,

bleeding all over the gurney, ashamed.“Have you had any prior surgeries?” she asks, sighing.

Poor thing, she’s probably had to ask this question a dozen times this morning alone. She’s

bored, in addition to seeming angry. Hurry up, I feel her saying to me with her mind.“I’ve had

three miscarriages, and I think only one required a D and C afterward.”“So is this your second

surgery?”I’m not sure. I may have had another D&C in there somewhere. I’m getting confused

and wish that Craig was with me. In our house, he is the one who is in charge of numbers, and

I am in charge of words. But he is back in the waiting room.She taps her pen against her

clipboard. What does it matter how many surgeries I’ve had?“How many children do you

have?” she asks. Tap tap tap.I wish she’d leave me alone. “None,” I say, and I feel my jaw

tighten as I try to say it the way a normal person would say it, as though I’m just answering a



simple question.“Oh dear,” she says, letting her pen and clipboard fall in front of her stomach.

All of a freaking sudden she’s looking at me. Like really looking. “How awful.” Her eyes become

puddles. Then so do mine. I could kill her. She’s crying and has gone from not seeing me at all

to seeing way too much of me, and there is no curtain for me to draw between us. The pity in

her eyes and all the sorrow of the gone-by years wash over me like a drowning wave, pulling

the garden and the woods and the deep breathing out of reach. I am fine, I tell myself, I am

fine. But all of the picturing of Craig’s smiling blue eyes is erased, so that when they wheel me

in for surgery, I’m upset, rattled, the until-now-submerged sorrow bobbing to the

surface.Fuckers.When the D&C is over, Craig and I go home to await the pathology report to

find out what is happening to my body. It takes some time, a week maybe, and all that week

while we await results, the only pain I feel is from where some orderly ripped the tape off my

arm to take out the IV needle.In fact, even months later, after everything unfolds, I will still have

a scar from where the adhesive lifted off the delicate skin inside the crook of my elbow. It will

be the only scar I’ll ever see from this, or from anything that is about to happen to me, and

provides some sort of tangible evidence that anything ever happened to me at all.fourThe Feral

Cat and the French FriesFeral cat: A feral cat is a cat who has either never had any contact

with humans or her contact with humans has diminished over time. She’s fearful of people and

survives on her own outdoors.—For years now, I’ve been dancing a dance with a feral cat, wiry

and ugly, skinny as a fist, his face striped right down the middle, one half black, the other

orange. He is my little unhoused ghost.I figure it’s a “he” because he and Zonker, our male cat,

howl at one another over the summer nights, the peepers in the background singing harmony.

Other nights he yowls all alone by the compost bin. I want to go to him, but if I make a sound, if

I disturb the air currents between us, he can feel it in his whiskers, and vanishes.After Rosie

died, we got two badger-sized cats from the pound, part Maine coon, enormous all by

themselves and overfed on top of that. They’re brother and sister, and identical except that

Zonker (the male) has only one good eye. Craig chose Zonker’s name and I named Crinkle

(the female). When they lie on top of me in bed (which I encourage them to do), I can hardly

breathe under the weight of them.He was gone once for almost a year, the feral cat. I fretted,

always looking, assuming his death, I hoped not from starvation, which seemed a protracted

and awful way to die. But then I saw him under the rhododendron, plump almost, and I was

filled with such joy. I leaned against the kitchen door, my arms folded, beaming, knowing that

any noise would make him run down to the pond and then on into the woods near the abbey.

Do the monks feed him there? I hope he has somewhere to go where he can rely on

someone.We have a neighbor, a woman with gray hair to her waist. She rescues roosters,

which makes her a bad neighbor but a decent human being. She talks and talks, this neighbor,

as though no one has ever listened to her before, and sometimes I just have to walk away from

her down her long driveway with her still talking at my back, telling me over and over again her

same stories of loss. “How do you make friends?” she asked me once. How do you make

friends?
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Jill Jepson, “Lovely and Powerful. Flesh and Blood is a beautifully written, moving, and

masterful work that traces the author's experience with illness, surgery, treatment, and

recovery. Along the way, it explores the heartbreak of infertility, the agony of physical pain, and

the fear and uncertainty that overwhelm us when our bodies falter. Yet, ultimately, it is a hopeful

book, full of optimism, joy, and love. As the author tells the story of her surgery and its

aftermath, she dips back into childhood, adolescence, and young adulthood, creating a lovely

mosaic of memories and experiences. Her memoir isn't merely about illness and healing, but

about love, support, kindness, and friendship. At times funny and sweet, at times deeply

moving, Flesh and Blood is a delightfully rich and enjoyable read.”

MM, “About more than infertility. This book does very thoughtfully detail the author's experience

with infertility but you don't have to be familiar with that particular challenge to find it interesting

and applicable. It is relevant to anyone whose life hasn't gone in the direction planned, who has

struggled to decide when to accept that they aren't going to get something they desperately

want, and who has faced the difficulties of retaining and reclaiming possession of your body

after serious medical interventions. It is also a beautiful exploration of what it means to leave a

legacy and how the stories we tell can belong to more than just our children. I highly

recommend it!”

Gorgeous, “LUCENT + POETIC + POIGNANT. N. West Moss' voice sings in this stunningly

beautiful medical memoir. It is not what I expected. I admit, I am afraid of doctor things. I was

pleasantly surprised at how this candid, personal tale was so full of heart and humor. I loved

every letter, and even every space where my elderly education would have dictated a comma

be placed. My, how things have changed! It is literally a different world now. As long as Moss

keeps writing, I'M IN! The world created in this wonderful book renews my faith in humanity.

Thanks for the great ride, West! 'd"Each person's grief is an ocean wide, forced into a thimble." -

N. West Moss”

shay robertson, “A must read for anyone with a body and a soul.. There is no describing the

feeling of having read a book that changes your perspective forever. The intersection of our

bodies and our minds is brilliantly explored in this elegantly written memoir. This is a book for

any woman exploring her purpose, battling her body, or longing for legacy. And it is a book for

any man who loves that woman. This is a book I will read again and again.”

Bradley Shields, “Riveting. A breathtaking achievement. I could not put this book down.. I plan

to re-read it. I can’t remember the last time I wanted to re-read a book that I had finished. N

West Moss takes us on incredible trip.A moving, graphic and hilarious book.A bloody marvel”

Jean Marshall, “For women of all ages. This book is delightful, poignant, and fills a niche. The

chapters are short, but chock full of emotions, thoughts, and real life situations. It’s

conversational at times, lyrical at others. The author becomes very ill and faces symptoms and

the unknown. Her husband, mother, neighbors, and friends are comforting and precious. There



is a monastery next door and nature plays a role also. Delightful, sweet, and endearing. I’m

sure I will return to it and read it again and again.”

Ginny Fite, “Reflections on immortality. What does it take to move a reader to tears, to laughter,

to thought beyond the words on the page? West knows the answer and knows how to lead us

to it.”

susan, “A great read. This is a really lovely book of one young woman's rather painful journey

through an illness, the resulting hysterectomy, and her long recovery from the surgery. But it's

not "miserabilis" - not at all, in fact, in many places it is quite humorous. It is also a paean to the

strength of the mother-daughter bond - and the good old indomitable spirit which we can all

have (the author does!), if only we look for it. I really enjoyed reading the book, and highly

recommend it.”

The book by N. West Moss has a rating of  5 out of 4.5. 50 people have provided feedback.
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