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            IN WHICH I MUST DEAL WITH A PUKING POTATO

          

        

      

    

    
      Nothing gets you out of bed faster than the sound of a dog about to puke.

      I’ve retched twice by the time I disentangle myself from my sheet and flail out of bed. Even though I only had the one sheet on, I’m still drenched in sweat. The dry heaves aren’t helping. Spud stands beside my closed bedroom door, alternately looking at me and at the door while shuddering as if he’s cold. Which isn’t possible, given the temperature of my room. The window is open, but I can already tell the day’s going to be a hot one.

      Great.

      “Just a second!” I practically wail as Spud gags again. I wrench open the door, careful not to hit the dog with it. He trots out into the hallway, his gait jaunty even though he’s still threatening to barf all over the floor. And, I mean, Mom and Dad did just get laminate flooring put in up here, so it’s not like I’d have to clean Chihuahua puke out of the carpet. But . . . still. I don’t exactly want to start off my day on my hands and knees with a bottle of spray cleaner and a roll of paper towels.

      Spud hops down the stairs, rather impressively for a creature who’s still heaving. I follow as quickly as I dare, peeling away from him in the foyer so I can grab his leash. And my shoes. Which, of course, are not where I left them, so I have to go searching. Dad’s got this thing about shoes by the front door, so I know he’s put them away somewhere. Unfortunately, I can’t find them, and Spud’s tiny retching noises are echoing throughout the hallway. I grab the first footwear I see—a pair of red jelly sandals that always give me terrible blisters—and tug them on, hopping down the hall as I fumble with the buckles. Spud scratches at the door, and I know that if I don’t get him out soon, I’m going to have a mess. So I open the front door and let him squeeze outside while I finish fastening my shoes. Through the gap, I see him run to his favourite bush in Mom’s garden and lift his leg.

      “I thought you had to puke,” I say, grabbing my keys from the table beside the door. My phone’s there, too, and it’s finished charging, so I unplug it and try to slip it into a non-existent pocket. Right. I’m wearing pyjama shorts.

      Again. Great.

      Spud finishes with the bush and goes sniffing along the edge of the garden. I call him back, and he comes right away, looking totally innocent with his buggy brown eyes.

      “Well?”

      He tilts his head with a little whine, like he often does when I ask him a question. It’s like he wants to answer, but he knows he can’t, and he knows I know he can’t, so he can’t figure out why I’m even asking.

      “You gonna puke, or what?”

      He looks toward the street. I sigh as I bend down and clip the leash to his collar.

      “Fine. We’ll walk. Might as well do it now before it gets hellish out here.”

      Not that it’s that far off. It’s not late—just after nine—but the sun is already heating the air to an uncomfortable degree. The house should be nice and miserable by the time we get back. Mom and Dad don’t get it. They get in their air-conditioned cars and drive to their air-conditioned offices, ignoring the poor child they leave behind to swelter. Mom suggested I get a summer job washing dishes or something, but I really don’t see how working in a hotter-than-hell kitchen would be an improvement.

      Spud trots ahead of me, straining lightly at the leash, his stomach upset seemingly forgotten. It’s not the first time he’s magically been cured with the prospect of a walk. But these episodes aren’t always false alarms. Better safe than sorry.

      I turn off my phone so it doesn’t warm up my hand too much, then just let Spud lead the way. Our neighbourhood is not the nicest place for walking, especially on a day like today. It’s not that old, which means that the subdivision was basically denuded of trees when it was built. There’s not much shade to speak of. But I also know that, a few blocks away, the houses are much older, and there are some beautiful tree-lined streets with plenty of shade. Spud seems to be having similar thoughts because, when we reach the corner, he automatically turns the way I was about to.

      As if the day isn’t miserable enough, the air is kind of thick and itchy. It’s just smoke from wildfires in another part of the province, but if I didn’t know any better, I would say those fires aren’t that far off. The sky is free of clouds, but it’s not really blue, either. It’s sort of a hazy grey, heavy with smoke. My eyes will probably be burning by the time we get home.

      Spud trots merrily along, pausing to sniff at a few things, but scampering ahead of me again before I need to tell him to get moving. His guts seem fine now. I wish I could say the same. The queasiness is still coiled in the pit of my stomach, ready to strike at the least provocation. Like, for example, if Spud actually does decide to puke.

      It doesn’t take long before we reach the shady streets. I’ve always loved this neighbourhood. I think the catchment boundary for the schools is a few blocks back, so I never went to school with any of the kids who live around here. Too bad.

      In addition to lots of trees and their accompanying shade, this area also has proper sidewalks with boulevards. Spud trots right down the middle of the cracked cement pathway, tail straight up like a proud flag. I look up into the leaves. It’s prettier on a day when the sun sparkles through them, but this is still nice.

      My sandals are rubbing my feet the wrong way, and I know I’m going to have blisters by the time I get home. Unless I take the jellies off. But I really don’t feel like stepping on something and having to go to the emergency room. It’s summer vacation. I’m supposed to be relaxing.

      Luckily, I spot something up ahead. One of the homeowners has put a bench out on the boulevard. It’s made of wood, kind of rustic, but clean enough that I don’t mind sitting down to give my burning feet a break. Spud doesn’t really notice I’ve stopped until he reaches the end of the leash with a surprised tug. He looks back at me reproachfully.

      “Deal with it. You dragged me out here. The least you can do is give me a chance to rest.”

      He lets out a sigh and wanders closer to my feet to give them a sniff. I wonder if he can smell blisters forming. Pulling my attention away from the dog, I glance up and spot something on the lawn directly across from where I’m sitting. It’s a few feet back from the sidewalk, a cardboard box with the word “FREE” scrawled on the front in black marker. The addition of the quotation marks gives me pause.

      “Is it free or not?” I mutter. I don’t even know what it is, actually. Gritting my teeth, I stand up and hobble closer to have a look. When I peer into the box, I see a bunch of paperbacks. I crouch down, loop Spud’s leash around my wrist, set my phone and keys on the grass, and start to paw through the box.

      Unfortunately, there’s nothing that interesting. Not to me, anyway. It looks like mostly high fantasy stuff. Dragons. Elves. Women with their boobs falling out of leather bustiers. I snort as I pull out a book from the bottom of the box and peer at the cover.

      “Dominating the Dragonyx,” a voice reads from behind me. I startle a little and twist on the balls of my feet (which doesn’t make my nascent blisters feel good at all), only to find Lincoln—no, wait . . . Cash—staring down at me. I blink.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask. The question comes out embarrassingly accusatory. Shaking my head, I stand up. Cash’s eyebrows are raised, possibly in amusement. He’s kind of sweaty. But still cute. Annoyingly so.

      “What does it look like?”

      “Standing there, sweating.”

      He laughs. “Just out for a run. Before it gets too hot.” He pulls the back of his wrist across his forehead, and I notice what he’s got clasped in his hand.

      “Walking an invisible dog?”

      “Apparently. You haven’t seen him around here, have you?”

      “How would I, if he’s invisible?”

      With a smile, he turns and lets out an ear-splitting whistle. I wince.

      “Warn me next time.”

      “Sorry.” He’s still staring off down the sidewalk, back the way Spud and I came. “William! Hurry up.”

      “Your dog’s name is William?” I ask, unable to keep the smile off my face. He turns to me with a grin.

      “Yeah. We tried calling him Bill for a while, but he didn’t seem to like it.” His attention is drawn to a medium-sized mutt with apparent ADHD who’s zigzagging toward us. It’s like everything—every blade of grass, every sidewalk crack, every pebble—must be investigated, and it must be done now. The dog doesn’t even seem to realize Spud and I are standing here.

      “Is he friendly?”

      “Too friendly. If he tries to hump your leg, just push him off.”

      “What if he tries to hump Spud?”

      “Spud?” He looks down at my dog, who just stares back up at him. “You named your dog Spud?”

      “We can’t name all the dogs William.”

      He laughs. “Didn’t say we should.” He crouches down and holds out his hand so Spud can sniff it. “But we shouldn’t have to resort to naming them after root vegetables, either.”

      “He’s not named after a root vegetable. Not exactly.”

      “Not exactly?”

      “It’s short for Spudley.”

      An amused snort is all I get. Spud seems to have decided that Cash is okay, because he’s allowing a chin scratch.

      “I wanted to name him Tater. Dad wanted to give him a human name. Like Dudley.”

      “Ah. The great compromise.” He stands and looks around to see where William has ended up. The dog is getting cozy with the bushes, his leg lifted high. “William! Knock it off.”

      William finishes what he’s doing and lopes off across the front lawns. With a shrug, Cash turns back to me.

      “Shouldn’t you have that thing on a leash?” I ask.

      “Why? He knows his way home.”

      “Can he open doors, too?”

      Cash frowns. I’m not sure why everything that comes out of my mouth around this guy seems to be drenched in snark. But I can tell he’s noticed.

      “Sorry,” I say.

      “For what?”

      I shake my head. “I’m responding to you like . . .”

      “Like what?”

      “I don’t know. Just forget it.”

      “Responding to me like what?”

      I roll my eyes. “Like you’re . . . someone else.”

      There’s a pause. “Huh?”

      “Like I said. Never mind.”

      He chuckles. “I don’t know if I’d be able to pursue this line of questioning anyway. I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “I have no idea, either.”

      With a smile, he points at something. I look down and realize I’m still holding that book. “Find something you want to read?”

      “God, no.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, really,” I snap, turning to toss the book back into the box.

      “Dragons aren’t your thing?”

      “Not really. But it’s the ‘dominating’ part that has me more worried.”

      “So . . . you don’t like dragons. Or vampires. Or zombies.”

      I blink. “You remember that?”

      “I remember you said something about having to write a story in a genre you didn’t like to read, and something about vampires and zombies and Jane Eyre—”

      “It was a dream. Or a brain injury.”

      He frowns. “How’s your head?”

      “Fine.” Absently, I reach up to rub at the spot where my skull contacted the library toilet. “Sort of.”

      “Sort of?”

      “I haven’t felt right since then.”

      “Concussion?”

      “The doctor didn’t think so. But . . . I still get queasy. More than I should.”

      He nods sagely. “It takes time to heal from something like that.”

      “It’s been months.”

      “It can take months.” He stares off in the direction William disappeared, but he doesn’t seem too concerned. When he turns back, all his attention is on me. “How’d your short story turn out?”

      “Novelette,” I correct him. “Twice as many words to be ripped apart with gusto.”

      “That bad?”

      “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “I’m sorry.” He reaches out and puts his hand on my arm. I just

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/dreamflare-ebook-04b.jpg
ELEMENTS OF MIND






OEBPS/images/titlepage-dreamflare.jpg
NISSA HARLOW

NIMBLE HOPE
PUBLISHING





