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My knapsack was starting to fade, the canvas wearing in places. It still shed most of the rain, and anyway I had the food and bottled water inside wrapped in plastic bags. Grocery bags, with the handles tied tight to keep out the wet – some survivalist camping gear. I’d be lucky to make it halfway.

It was still raining, a light mist that had kept up without stopping all week. My hood was gathered in tightly around my face, and the peak of my ball cap kept my eyes dry at least. Most of the time. Things looked a little blurry.

Hard to get a ride. No one came by. I picked up the pack and was about to walk down the shoulder when my gut started cramping again. There was a line of trees between the highway and a field. I started over to find some bushes to crouch behind.

Old habits die hard. And then, about the time I decided not to bother getting soaking wet in the wilting hedge, my gut decided the matter for me. Quickly I lowered my jeans and hunkered down beside the road shoulder. At least I was in time to keep this pair of jeans from getting soiled. Good. I didn’t want to go to the trouble of getting more clothes. I shouldn’t need anything but what I was wearing, until I got home.

The grass was wet, but a handful cleaned me. Gaah. I was turning into a real pig, but who cared what sort of godawful trail I left behind me? I got walking again, knapsack swaying, and my legs slowly lost that rubbery feeling. Walking did feel better than just lying around, waiting. The road being quiet, too, that was good. Better out here than back where the sounds of rain and water echoed down Main and Davies.

Creepy to hear waves washing up on shore in False Creek, and my bike the only thing moving down Main. No pigeons, even. There weren’t any birds out here, either, but that had to be the rain. They were off in their nests or wherever they go, maybe back in the weedy fields behind the hedges. Sure, it was hardly even spitting, but if it bugged me maybe it bugged them. Birds are like people that way.

It had been raining for a week. That bugged me all the time I was lying around inside, waiting. It didn’t bug me much more to be walking in the rain, once I had set myself up to it and got a raincoat from my landlady’s closet. Still, when I saw a gas station ahead, across the highway, I didn’t hesitate about going indoors.

I looked both ways before crossing the tarmac. Dumbshit. Old habits again.

The pumps were wrecked – glass broken, one hose torn off. The lid where they take dip measures of the big underground tank was off, and there weren’t any packs of cigarettes behind the broken windows. More of what lay behind me.

I looked in the door, careful of glass and motor oil from a crunched litre bottle. There was a coffee shop, not so smashed up. Some of the food would have gone bad, but chocolate bars or something would –

A woman stood behind the clean counter, wiping it with a white cloth. She looked up and saw me in the doorway. She folded up the cloth and put it away behind the counter, picked up her little notepad and pencil. “Can I get you anything?” Her voice was gravelly, but the Irish was still audible.

“Yeah, just something.” I came in carefully. “Nothing special.”

“Grill’s out.” She coughed. “I can get you a sandwich.”

“Thanks.” The sandwich was already made, wrapped in plastic. Kraft cheese slices. No mayonnaise, even. No, of course the fridge was out, too.

“Coffee?” The cup was cold. The coffee maker didn’t have that little red light glowing on it, either. She must’ve used cold water, probably from the tap. If the water still ran out here.

“No, thanks. I’ve got some bottled water.” I unpacked my second-to-last litre of Perrier and poured some into the dishwasher-scratched glass she set on a napkin beside my sandwich plate.

“That’s a good idea, drinking that,” she said, and the gravelly voice softened. “That’s good for your health, it is.”

“Yeah.” My watch beeped.

“Have you got an appointment, now?” she asked, her broad face wrinkling up in amusement.

I shook my head, swallowed the bite I was chewing. “No, it’s time to take my iodine pill.”

She looked astonished. “You don’t take goiter pills and all at your age?”

“It’s for the fallout,” I muttered. “The worst of it, anyway.”

“That’s the hard part, the hoping, isn’t it?” She took her cloth out and wiped the cold coffeemaker. “Me, I couldn’t be bothered to do something special like that. I’ll just go on as I always have. Better than trying all that and having it not work anyways. ...Not that I’m saying you’re wrong, mind. You go on doing what seems right for you,” she advised me, one finger pointing before she turned to wipe a milkshake machine that was already gleaming. “Like, you’re going somewhere. That’s good. And I’m staying here, and that’s right for me, too.”

There wasn’t much I could say. I finished the sandwich while she got a broom and began sweeping. After a minute she asked, “Have you heard any news on the radio, at all?”

“Uh, no.” I put my water bottle away. “Have you?”

“Not a word. Anybody know more about what happened, maybe in Vancouver, eh?” She had swept the length of the counter and had a small pile of dusty glass shards at her feet.

“I didn’t want to stop and talk with anybody I saw there,” I admitted. “Aren’t you taking a chance with me?”

She nodded and tsked, her tight curls bobbing about her broad face. “You got a lot better manners than the last ones. Bunch of wild lunatics, if you ask me.”

“Maybe they’re the guys who put my bike in their van and broke my glasses.”

The glass shards rattled into her dustpan, and she straightened. “You can’t go around with broken glasses,” she said, deeply concerned. “Just hang on, there’s some tape here. Maybe I can –“

“Nope,” I said, as cheerfully as I could. “They’re trashed.”

“So you’re going on, then? Going home? That’s good. Where is home, for you?” she asked.

“My parents’ place, up beyond Hope.”

She looked at me, shivering as I stood up. “It won’t be the same, you know. It never is, going home. They might not be –”

“I know. But I’ve got to check on them, and on –” I broke off, coughing. My throat was raw. She’d got me talking more than I had for days.

“Ah, you’ve got a sweetheart there, too, have you?”

I nodded, still coughing.

“Well, be sure to take that iodine pill your watch rang for and all. Do your best.”

I swallowed the pill with the last drops from my water glass. She said, “You take care, now,” as I headed for the door.

“You, too,” I answered, and went out into the rain. The wind was blowing warm from the west, and the misty rain was still falling. Steam rose from the ground to meet it. I kept walking unsteadily, with my back to the wind.
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It’s bothering me. The distinct odour of fresh blood on her breath is bothering me. I don’t expect a small, plump, grandmotherly woman (but a well-kept grandmother) to smile proudly at her husband at the lectern and confide to me in a stage whisper that she's pleased by how we young people react to his lectures, while the cloying smell of blood clots rolls forth with her every breath. She makes me think of meat, and steak, blue-rare. Instead of the lecture or the conference, I think of menstrual blood in the shower, spiralling down the legs and around and down the drain. I remember hospital visits for my new babies’ vaccinations, my brother’s traffic accident and the blood donor clinic at this convention with first-timers, very white, leaving after their donations.

I know blood donors from both sides, friends at the clinic down the hall and remembering ... I know that rush of other-blood in my veins: a trickle where the flow should be loud, hard, and long. The pulse should hammer where it fluttered weakly and the drip drip drip was no substitute. There was a golden-skinned nurse at my side, measuring, soothing and cooling me with her hands, but the drip drip was somehow not antiseptic enough, for I could smell it. Or was it my own blood? I remember the hemorrhage and the dizzy darkness and the splash from crotch to ankles. Surely they had changed the bed after I had spiralled down into the dark. Then I smelled it; I smell it again now. This old woman brought it all back for me, the memory and smell of the fresh gush and clots of bright and dark and the musky, salty odour like the harbour at my door.

That’s the tag that got this memory started, I realize. I live by the ocean, I smell it all day. Perhaps it’s just that my neighbour in the next seat has a perfume or personal scent that's briny, and compelling like homesickness. She could even be wearing my mother’s or grandmother’s perfume. But then she leans forward confidingly again to whisper in my ear that her husband loves doing these talks, though it's such a bother to bring her along and so little for her to do at these conventions for young people and writers. I want to wipe my ear of the clot and trickle running from it. Her lips are unstained, even by lipstick – no need for it, her colour is high, even florid. Her hand grips a purse with no tremor, an easy strength in hands unknotted by arthritis.

She’s like my grandmother: no arthritis. Strength in old age. I let the lecture run past me again and wonder how I can keep this friendly woman from unnerving me. Maybe I can get her to talk about herself and tell me stories like my grandmother does, my old mother, self/crone, my memory person who I am too much like already at the end of my youth. Last time I saw her was at Christmas, carving the turkey and setting out the bread and glasses of red wine at every place along the table. She held my babies and told me of her own mother putting binding bands on her children. She put no binding bands on my twins, but she wrapped me up tight. She told me stories while I wrapped twists of her white hair around my fingers into curls.

The smell of blood is becoming distressing.

The plump woman eases herself forward again to whisper of her husband’s joy in these talks. She’s glad it’s something they can share, we all can share, even if she really isn’t sure what all is going on. The sweat is starting out on me, and I don’t know what all is going on. The milk pricks in my breasts and sweat gathers to trickle down my side, salt and sharp, but without that copper tang that is madness and release.

I knew release, remembered it from when my children were born – first one, then the other, release and an openness like I’d never known as the bewilderment and panic of my labour burst from me and flowed away. The man was on my right hand, the woman on my left hand; my children, male and female, turned small heads to follow their voices. And I was unable to hold them, open to the world as I went down into that twisting dark.

Turning, the plump woman strains to reach a dropped pamphlet. She is wondering aloud if young people really have respect for the aged anymore. I mutter something affirmative, thinking of my grandmother. When she said grace, our heads were bowed, but she looked upwards with eyes open. I wipe my hands with a tissue and remember what my grandmother told me to eat to keep the milk flowing sweet and freely for the babies, and how to wrap them warmly, for they came from a warm place. The blood scent is there still, and damn the convention, damn the talk and the people crowding the building, crowding the room and my space, I want to track that scent to its source. It's not my time, and that woman must surely be past it ... But she hands me the pamphlet and with her whisper again comes the hot smell of hunger, and distress, and comfort.

I can’t face that need – not the distress and hunger and that need for comfort, for contact and binding around me and holding me. There is a moment of silence from the speaker at the lectern. In that quiet comes a rustling from the clothes and bodies of the people around me in the room, like that when my grandmother said grace, or when I told my family of the children I was carrying. When I look up, I see the change coming in this old woman’s face as she lifts it to me like a priest lifting the Host. She is old, so old, but her eyes are young as a child’s, and there is comfort in the set of her mouth. When she takes my hand, I feel the touch moving in me like the twins turning in me when I sang hymns in church at Harvest. With that I know who this stranger, this old woman, is for me; she is the Old Woman for me, Fate and Crone and Goddess for me, speaking in the flesh and the touch of hands. I know the comforting I must begin to give, and what she has just said that I did not hear. I twist out of the grasp of those strong, untrembling fingers and watch the white curls turn as I back out of the room, away from the crowded lecture and away from her words and unsettling breath.

At the end of the hall the young people move away from the phone for me. The coin drops, the dial turns under my hand and I will soon know if I can be there for my own old woman, my grandmother, when she needs me – like I needed her at the end of my youth.
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It was another grey day. Under the lead grey clouds, a cold, light wind picked up particles of snow to brush against the storm windows. Only -25°C today on the thermometer. Around -20°F on the other scale. Warmed up some. The old furnace could make some progress toward fighting the cold. On cue, the furnace rattled and boomed and the fan came on, blasting hot air out of the vents. The walls were too cold to lean against, and the windows were still sandwiched in a layer of frost between the inner plastic film and the storm windows. Another winter’s day. Maybe a little better than the last few, maybe not.

***
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“OUTPUT IS DOWN FOR Number Six.”

“Which one is that? What were we expecting?”

“There’s a novel in progress, another outlined, and several short term projects and articles that should be completed soon.”

“Oh, Number Six. Some of that will be what we want.”

“But output is down.”

“You sure? For how long?”

“The last few weeks. She sent only one 8x12 envelope from either of the post offices she customarily uses. That was a month ago.”

“And how many #10 envelopes?”

“Two.”

“Damn. She uses them for personal correspondence, too. Those were probably letters to her grandmother, not manuscripts.”

“Don’t knock it, boss. Some of those letters turn out to be first drafts for some pretty effective non-fiction.”

“Pieces of fluff.”

“With all respect, those pieces of fluff added up to three book-length manuscripts in two years. Two of which have already been sold.”

“Your taste, not mine. The novel’s the big project going right now. Check the progress on it and get back to me later.”

***
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THE TEAKETTLE WAS JUST coming to the boil. Tea with caffeine was the order of the day, to take the chill off and kick-start the mind into alertness. Maybe looking through the files of half-finished and recently completed writing would get something going. This mug had “Don’t mess with me, bucko – I’m a WRITER” on the side. Sugar from the Bavarian china sugar bowl, with silvered handles cold from the cupboard and bright primroses on the bowl. Those were the only primroses that would be blooming around here for weeks to come.

***
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“WHAT’S THE WORD ON the novel?”

“The three excerpts sent out as stories came back from two magazines and an anthology. And from the CBC Literary Contest.”

“Everybody gets rejected by them. So what?”

“Yeah, boss, but the anthology rejection must have mattered more. I don’t know if she did any work after that for some time.”

“Not Six. Her standard response to a rejection letter is to prepare another manuscript and another copy of the rejected one and send them both out to someone else. Look at the files.”
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