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Christmas
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DEDICATION

To all the dogs who help humans discover
pawsibilities.


Chapter
One

The box arrived as usual. A large brown van
pulled into the driveway and tooted its horn. Then the driver
jumped out and placed the box in the wagon on the drawbridge. A
moment later, the wagon rolled toward the castle. The thick, double
wooden doors swung open and a voice announced, “Package for Ryan
Madison.”

Though Uncle Horace changed the mail
conveyer to a medieval-style wagon to please the younger children
in the household, elfenchaun Dorinda took as much delight in the
process as her grade-school-aged niece and nephew.

“Maybe it’s an early Christmas present!”
Dori’s delicate green wings fluttered in excitement as she placed
the box on the dining room table in front of Ryan. “It’s from ‘L.
Levereaux’. Who’s that?”

“Name doesn’t ring any Christmas bells for
me.” However, Ryan was so focused on his upcoming marriage to Dori,
not much else entered his mind. For years he bided his time,
wanting to be sure Dori loved him and wasn’t simply enthralled by
this modern world where she had been transported from 1849
famine-plagued Ireland in Uncle Horace’s time machine.

After a number of years, Dori’s eyes still
glowed at the abundance here in the twenty-first century.
Christmas, in particular, triggered her delight—from the colored
lights outlining rooftops in town to the human-sized, automated
nutcrackers that marched back and forth between the decorated watch
towers of this castle where Ryan had lived with his family since he
was a child.

When excited, Dori tended to transform from
a woman into an elfenchaun, a magical being who was part elf, part
leprechaun. Her wonder sparked a matching appreciation in Ryan, and
he felt a renewed gratitude for everyday conveniences as well as
the extra gifts of the holidays. Though this year was particularly
special, as their wedding was to be held on Christmas Day.

As Dori watched in hushed anticipation, Ryan
cut the tape on the box and opened the cardboard flaps with a
flourish.

“Oh, no. It’s broken.” Dori transformed back
into a woman, her bow-shaped mouth turned down slightly in a frown.
“Maybe the company can replace it.”

Ryan stared at the silver pieces of metal in
the box, while a memory in his head trembled to be set free. He dug
out a hand-printed note that read, “I’m sorry. I hope your uncle
can put this back together.”

Then his mind tumbled back, back, back, as
if he was riding in the time machine Uncle Horace had built. He
landed with an emotional bump in the first grade. His dad had died
and his mom was so wracked with grief, she mentally retreated to
the 1950s. Aunt Maddie and Uncle Horace took them all in—Ryan and
his twin sister as well as their mom.

Though they had no children of their own,
Aunt Maddie and Uncle Horace set about making life an adventure.
They built this home shaped like a castle and Uncle Horace turned
his inventive mind to creating toys to please and delight two
six-year-olds. Walking and barking mechanical dogs were one of the
first of these treasures.

He and Rissa proudly took their dogs to Show
and Tell. Other kids had real puppies, but they were the only ones
in first grade to have mechanical dogs. Rissa treated her dog like
a real one and didn’t let anyone else even touch it without close
supervision.

Ryan made the mistake of letting a cute
little blonde take his dog.

“I want to show it to my friends!” Laycee
squealed as she rushed off with it.

However, the next day the biggest bully at
school brought just the dog’s ear and shoved it in Ryan’s face.
“Stay away from my girl or there will only be pieces left of you
too.”

Laycee refused to talk to Ryan after that
and he never saw his mechanical dog again.

She broke my dog just like
she broke my six-year-old heart, Ryan
thought.

“Ryan?” Dori’s look of concern finally
registered in his brain. “Does this mean something to you?”

Ryan stared at the box of metal pieces a
moment longer. “It’s nothing important.”

He threw the box in the garbage as he walked
out of the room.

 


~ * ~

 


For a few surprised moments, Dori stared at
the discarded box. Then she gingerly lifted it out of the can,
careful not to spill the pieces. Fortunately, the automatic garbage
dispenser had crushed and bagged earlier remains so there was no
slimy stuff clinging to the box.

Then she also read the hand-printed note.
“I’m sorry. I hope your uncle can put this back together.”

Definitely more to the story of these broken
pieces that Ryan wasn’t sharing.

Cradling the box under one arm, Dori
descended the stairs into the basement workshop where Uncle Horace
tinkered with the many fascinating inventions that made the
modern-day castle where they lived even more interesting, such as
the automated mail wagon that delivered this package.

Long plank tables crisscrossed the cavernous
room, covered with metal tubing, engines, wire, and lights. A
bespectacled man with silvery hair standing in startled spikes
around a balding pate sat at a table surrounded by shelves stacked
with high-tech inventions and mechanical gadgets in various stages
of development.

Dori always felt as if she was treading on
sacred ground when she entered Uncle Horace’s workshop.
Subconsciously, she morphed into her elfenchaun self, feeling more
at home in this magical place as her faerie-like alter-ego.

She fluttered near the
table, a wispy three feet tall from her
tiny feet to the tips of her iridescent wings tinted a delicate
green. “What are
you working on, Uncle Horace?”

The older man looked up at Dori and smiled.
“Just testing the drone controls of the flying car. Perhaps my
Maddie won’t have so many crumpled vehicles if she doesn’t have to
worry about driving. What do you have in the box, child?”

Dori gently set the box on the workbench. One
at a time, Uncle Horace removed the silvery pieces and laid them
out in front of him.

“It’s a dog!” Dori exclaimed.

Uncle Horace nodded. “I made two of them—one
for Ryan and one for Rissa—when they were six years old. Rissa
carried hers around and treated it like a real dog—feeding it,
wrapping it in a blanket and tucking it into bed beside her. We
repurposed Rissa’s into an exhaust tracking dog, but Ryan’s
disappeared when he took it to school for Show and Tell. He
wouldn’t tell us what happened to it. Where did you find this?”

Dori told Uncle Horace how the box had come
for Ryan and how he frowned and grew quiet after opening it. Then
he threw the box in the garbage and left the room.

“Can you fix it?” Dori hovered near Uncle
Horace’s shoulder.

He picked up one of the pieces and examined
it carefully. “It may take some time, but it can be fixed. Perhaps
in time for Christmas.”

Relief flooded through Dori. She wasn’t sure
why, but this dog was important to Ryan, though he denied it.

 


~ * ~

 


Back in her human form, Dori walked slowly
up the stairs from Uncle Horace’s workshop. With only a few weeks
until Christmas and her wedding to Ryan, his twin sister Rissa was
home with her military husband to help.

Not that anyone had to do much with Rissa’s
mother-in-law organizing the event. Linda had been a military wife
for decades. A wedding was easy compared to packing up an entire
household in a couple days, then setting it up again in a strange
town or country within the same timeframe.

After her husband died, Linda moved into
Maddie and Horace’s household to bring some order to the eccentric
family. She soon became indispensable, even nudging Ryan’s mother
out of the 1950’s time warp where she had comfortably settled in
denial.

With wedding plans moving forward on
schedule, the women had time to talk while they decorated the
twelve-foot tall Christmas tree in the chapel room of the castle.
Dori switched back into an elfenchaun to string lights at the top
of the tree, circling downward in a spiral to hand them to Aunt
Madelaine, the tallest of the other women at six feet in her red
and green Christmas stockings.

“This is much easier than dragging out a
ladder,” Maddie said as she handed the string of lights around the
tree to Rissa, who looped them on another part of the tree before
handing them to her mother.

“I’m glad you and Ian will be closer to home
next year,” Daphne said. Once Rissa and Ryan’s mother traded her
saddle shoes for a pair of stilettos, she married a younger man
with two elementary school children, started a career, and grappled
with her regrets about emotionally abandoning Rissa and Ryan in
their childhood. “Maybe I should use Horace’s time machine to go
back and be a real mom while you and Ryan were growing up.”

“We’ve had this discussion.” Rissa started
hanging ornaments on the tree. “Changing history might mean I
wouldn’t have married Ian or any number of the good things that
have happened over the past twenty years. It’s best if we move
forward.”

“It’s tough to deal with the guilt
sometimes.”

“We’ve had some wonderful misadventures with
Aunt Maddie and Uncle Horace.”

“Like the mechanical dogs Uncle Horace
built?” Dori asked.

“How do you know about those?” Rissa paused
with an ornament in her hand to look at Dori.

As Dori hung ornaments around the top part
of the tree, she explained how a box of broken pieces arrived for
Ryan earlier that day with a note from someone named “L.
Levereaux.”

“So Ryan’s dog has come home. It disappeared
one day when we were in first grade and he never told us what
happened to it.” A frown flitted across Rissa’s brow. “The name ‘L.
Levereaux’ isn’t familiar. Wonder who’s had it all these
years?”

“I’m surprised one of you didn’t drop those
dogs out of the convertible when we were chasing rainbows with the
top down,” Aunt Maddie said.

Rissa laughed. “That’s why we named them
Rainbow 1 and Rainbow 2—because of those rides we went on.”

Sadness drifted over Daphne’s face as she
stared at a shiny ornament. “Children should have a real
puppy.”

“You can get a puppy for J-J and Jonathan.”
Rissa took the ornament from her mother and hung it on a
branch.

“I missed most of your childhood because I
was mentally lost in a 1950’s time warp. What if I screw up my
stepchildren’s lives too?”

“What if you’re the best thing that’s ever
happened to them?” Rissa challenged her mother gently as she hung
another ornament on the tree.

“Horace and I didn’t have birth kids, so you
all were a blessing.” Aunt Maddie looped tinsel on the branches.
“We would have missed out on so much of life without you and we
probably wouldn’t have built this castle—which has been an
adventure in itself.”

“And probably the coolest place for a couple
of kids to grow up.” Rissa stepped back to admire the tree.

“I retreated to be a bobby-soxer when I
should have been going to meetings with your teachers. I wasn’t
even born during the fifties. Why didn’t I go back to a time I
actually knew?”

“You know the counselor said you were
looking for innocence after Daddy died, and that seemed like an
innocent time.”

Daphne’s eyes brimmed with tears. “Sometimes
I still miss Charlie so much, and I feel disloyal because now I
love Brenner, then I feel disloyal to Brenner because I miss
Charlie, then I wonder if Charlie would still be alive if he hadn’t
married me, but if we hadn’t been married, then I wouldn’t have you
and Ryan, and even if I wasn’t a good mother, you’re still the best
things to happen in my life—except for Brenner and J-J and
Jonathan, and of course my sister, Maddie, and Horace has been so
gently strong through all this, but he has his inventions, even if
they don’t always work—well, eventually he works out the bugs,
but…”

As Daphne ran out of breath, Aunt Maddie
spoke up before she could resume her meandering dialogue again.
“Maybe we just live as best we can with the people we love and
enjoy the beauty we make together, like this wonderful Christmas
tree.”


Chapter
Two

Budding actress Laycee Levereaux glanced
around her new living quarters. Okay, so it was the dusty attic of
Gram’s house in her hometown, where she slunk back in the dead of
the night with her ponytail tucked under her chin.

The same room she occupied when she was a kid
and her mom got tired of being a parent. Same white metal bed. Same
white painted dresser. Looked like even the same pink princess
curtains, now faded from the sun shining through the single window
tucked under the peak of the roof at the end of the house.

Smaller than one of the bathrooms at the
mansion where she and Butch had been living.

“We’re going to be frickin’ rich, Laycee,”
Butch declared the day after they graduated from high school. He
tossed their frayed duffel bags in the trunk of the eight-cylinder
muscle car.

“Are you sure it’s okay if we take your
dad’s car?” Laycee ran her hand along the sleek, black metal until
she reached the door handle. The polished chrome on the back of the
mirror distorted her heart-shaped face.

“The old man will be in jail at least a
year. In that time, we’ll have enough money to buy a dozen cars
like this.”

The cream-colored leather seats cupped Laycee
like a glove as she slipped into the front seat.

“Tell this old shanty town to kiss your
lily-white.” Butch slid behind the wheel and the engine started
with a rumble. “We ain’t never coming back here.”

Elation filled Laycee as Butch burned rubber
and sped toward the interstate. Freedom at last!

The big money took longer than a year to show
up, but they scored a few smaller pots of cash that bought enough
credit to live above their means. She filled the walk-in closets of
the mansion in Russett Hills with flashy jewelry and designer
clothes. No more dresses from the dollar-a-bag rummage sale at the
church.

When Butch’s get-rich scams started to
actually pay off, Laycee didn’t bother to think beyond her next
pair of shoes. She had been ignored or abused all her life. She
deserved this for all her years of suffering.

If a niggle of discomfort occasionally
nudged her conscience, she washed it away with another glass of
burgundy wine. On the mornings she woke up beside a passed-out,
snoring Butch and realized she didn’t really like the man, she
simply added a dash of whiskey to her coffee.

Her sobering moment came abruptly when she
discovered Butch had been ensnared in a scam set up by the cops. A
con man taken in by a con.

As Laycee looked back on the wreckage of her
life, she realized nothing really changed from her childhood.
Instead of her mother controlling her life, Butch stepped into that
role.

Perhaps she really was the dumb blonde the
attorneys labeled her. However, they couldn’t prove she was part of
Butch’s schemes, so she escaped jail time by the skin of her capped
teeth.

“We’ll be watching you,” the prosecutor
warned. “One slip-up and your pretty little backside will be guard
bait in the slammer.”

So she wasn’t off the hook.

Literally left on the street, Laycee was
determined not to screw up this second chance. So she filed for
divorce and called her grandmother. Though she resented being
dumped at Gram’s house when she was a child, if she looked past the
anger at her mother, this little attic room had been a refuge of
sorts. Quiet and safe, unlike the places her mother crashed with
her latest boyfriend.

Gram even mentioned a job, though she was
rather vague about the details.

“Here are some clean sheets and bedding.”
Gram’s voice brought Laycee back to her current,
less-than-spectacular circumstances. “If I had known you were
coming to town, I could have scrubbed this room and bought new
curtains.”

I didn’t know I was
coming, Laycee thought.
I had no intention of ever returning.
Humiliation washed through her as sharp as the
catty comments when a classmate saw her in the first grade wearing
clothes she cast aside. Tears pricked her eyelids as Gram started
to strip the dusty linens off the bed. “I can do that.”

Gram glanced up at the abruptness in
Laycee’s voice, and guilt poked her in the conscience. It wasn’t
her grandmother’s fault she hitched her future to a loser. In fact,
Gram tried to warn her Butch was trouble with a capital T. Laycee
couldn’t tell Gram that Butch seemed to be her only chance to get
out of town and stay out of even more trouble. “I don’t want to
cause you any bother. Thank you.”

After another moment of examining her
granddaughter with a searching look, Gram nodded. “The Blue-Haired
Ladies are playing cards this afternoon down at the City Hall.
Would you like to join us?”

“I-I think I’ll just rest.”

With a shrug, Gram disappeared down the
stairs, spry as a woman half her age.

Laycee sank onto the bed, puffing up dust
from the hand-sewn quilted bedspread. She sneezed once. Twice.
Three times.

With a despondent sigh, she stood up and
pulled the dusty linens off the bed. As she smoothed the clean
sheets and another hand-sewn quilt onto the bed, her mind wandered
back to the luxury life she had been living with Butch. Only the
finest satin sheets and down comforters adorned their king-sized
beds. No department store bargains or anything handmade.

Yet for a moment, her fingers lingered on
the stitching of the quilt. Gram made this quilt the summer Laycee
was eleven. As she sewed precise, even stitches, Gram told Laycee
the facts of life. Mesmerized by the fact each stitch was an exact
duplicate of the one before, Laycee didn’t bother to tell Gram she
knew more than how babies came about, thanks to unsupervised
television programs while her mother grunted and sweated in the
bedroom with her latest boyfriend.

Had she ever been
innocent? A momentary sadness drifted
through Laycee before she pushed it away. She didn’t need a trip to
some place that could never be. She simply needed time to figure
out how to move toward a different life.

As a yawn pushed its way through her
confusion, Laycee laid back down on the bed and fell asleep,
dropping into a dream that smushed together and convoluted her
childhood and more recent events leading up to the mess she was in
today...

Inside the classroom with One-A on the door,
Laycee chose a seat near the rear wall of the room. As was her
habit, she made sure her back was never to any of the kids who were
mean or disruptive.

“Don’t make me go to school to get you
out of trouble.” Her mother didn’t need to warn Laycee of what she
already knew.

A quiet boy named Ryan who always stared at
the papers on his desktop sat to her right, and a nonstop
wiggle-poke-snorting bully named Butch held court in the desk on
her left. He wouldn’t be in class long, she knew. Ten minutes at
the most before he ended up in detention.

Sure enough. Soon Butch was marched out of
the room and down the hall, but not before he hissed at her,
“You’ll eat lunch with me today.”

Laycee didn’t really like Butch, but the
other kids didn’t tease her when he was around. Even the first day
of school, she wore second-hand clothes. Not name-brand jeans like
most of the kids. Butch came in new jeans and a shirt, but looked
rumpled and muddy by the end of the day.

Ryan’s jeans didn’t look new, but soft,
well-worn and clean. Day in and day out. A monotone of quiet, just
like the boy himself. Until the day he brought the mechanical dog
for show and tell.

“My uncle is an inventor and he made this
mechanical dog for me, and made one for my sister too.” Ryan’s eyes
glowed as he showed how the dog barked and walked.

At recess, most of the kids
gathered around Ryan to watch the mechanical dog. For a few
moments, Laycee stared from the edge of the circle.
Everyone will like me if I have that
dog.

She worked her way through their classmates
to stand beside Ryan and put on her best smile. The one her mother
said would turn grown men into drooling zombies. “Your dog is
really cool. May I borrow it?”

When Ryan hesitated, she turned up the
wattage of her smile and picked up the dog. “I’ll bring it back.
Promise.”

With the dog tucked under her arm, Laycee
turned and ran.

“Hey, where ya goin’ in such a hurry?” An
adult Butch pulled up beside Laycee and revved the engine of the
eight-cylinder classic muscle convertible that belonged to his dad.
“Get in.”

Laycee tried to hide the mechanical dog
under her jacket.

“Come on. I’m wasting gas idling
here.”

Against her better judgment, she opened the
car door.

“What’s that thing?” Butch grabbed the
dog out of her hands. “This belongs to the goober-geek.”

“No!” In horror, Laycee watched the
little mechanical dog arc over the back of the car, sure to be
smashed to pieces when it hit the pavement.

But instead of being smashed, the little dog
hit the street on its feet and began to grow. And grow. And
GROW!

“Omigosh.”

“It’s just a stupid toy.” Butch scowled
as he shoved the car into gear. Then a gutteral growl spun his head
around. “What the—”

“It’s going to attack us!”

Butch popped the clutch and burned rubber.
Laycee scrambled to fasten the seat belt as they raced down the
street.

The giant mechanical dog loped along behind
Butch and Laycee as the quiet main street of Watermark, Oregon,
became a streaming freeway of traffic into Los Angeles, California.
The sun glinted off its silvery metal body, big as one of the
eighteen-wheel trucks Butch dodged in and out among, trying to
escape the dog’s jagged metal teeth and laser gaze.

As Butch careened off an exit, Laycee
glanced over her shoulder. “It’s still following us.”

“There’s the house. Maybe the gates will
stop it when they close behind us.”

Laycee watched in horror as the dog stepped
over the gate that provided the only access in the six-foot tall
brick fence that surrounded the mansion where they lived.

And the only exit.

Now they were trapped inside the estate with
a giant mechanical dog spewing out heavily armed police SWAT team
members like troops had poured out of the Trojan horse.

Butch screeched to a stop in front of the
mansion and ran inside, not bothering to see if Laycee followed.
She did. They ran through the rooms, jumping over furniture and
heading for the panic room downstairs.

Almost safe!
she thought.

Laycee thrashed on the bed, trying to wake
up. “Safe…safe…” But the dream wouldn’t release its hold.

Aliens materialized in front of her, eyes
glowing neon green in their bulbous heads. They threw money in the
air, and yelled with their mouthless heads, “Do not steal! Do not
steal!”

As the money showered down on Butch and
Laycee, it transformed into diamond rings on their fingers and fur
coats draped over their shoulders.

Trapped between the cops and the aliens,
they looked around frantically, but there was no escape. As the
cops clicked handcuffs over their wrists, a moving company entered
the house and started carrying away the furniture. They shoved
everything into a vehicle the size of an ice cream van that should
have held only a couch or two. Yet they piled in couches, antique
chairs, king-sized beds and dressers with hand-carved mirrors while
the speaker of the van droned out tinny music. When the house was
empty, they drove away.

At the police station, Butch and Laycee were
separated. Two officers played good cop-bad cop with Laycee. With
each question she refused to answer, they stripped one of the rings
off her fingers, and finally the fur coat.

Her adult body was still wearing the
second-hand little girl dress she wore the first day of school.

“She’s just a dumb blonde,” one cop said
with a sneer. “Not bright enough to be part of the scam.”

They tossed her out of the police station as
they dragged Butch off to jail. “It was all her idea! I told her
not to do it!”

When the door of the police station swished
closed behind her, quiet crowded around Laycee. Stunned and
shivering in her thin dress, the eerie darkness was somehow
comforting after the earlier chaos.

Laycee tried to force her eyes open. Tried to
fight the images. It’s only a dream—a nightmare...

“There she is! Get in!” Laycee’s mother
staggered out of a beat-up junker car and pushed Laycee into the
back seat. The vehicle stank of stale cigarettes and vomit. A
half-drunk man with a missing front tooth pushed the gas pedal of
the old car to the floor. The car belched black smoke and jerked
several times before it lumbered onto the street.

When they stopped, her mother’s fingernails
dug into the skin of her arm. “Get in the house. I’ll deal with you
in the morning.”

Her mother’s leering boyfriend pinched her
butt as Laycee pushed through the door, but she had the
satisfaction of hearing him groan and curse as she planted her
stiletto heel hard on his instep. She slammed the door to the
bedroom and shoved the bolt into place, knowing the clown poster on
the outside of the door would keep the creep away from her at
night.

However, she barely closed her eyes when her
mother was poking at her again. “Get up. We’re going to the welfare
office.”

The adult Laycee rubbed her eyes and tried
to focus on her image in the mirror. Though still wearing her
little girl dress, black eyeliner ringed her eyes and red lipstick
smeared a slash across her mouth. “This is never going to
work.”

“Keep your mouth shut and do as I say.”
Her mother tried to focus her bleary eyes as she yanked Laycee’s
hair into two lop-sided ponytails—one on either side of her head.
“Let’s go.”

The worker didn’t even bother to look at
Laycee. Just shoved a stack of money toward her mother, and
smothered a yawn as she called out, “Next.”

They rode without speaking in the beat-up
car, which made too much noise even if they had wanted to talk.
Within a few minutes, Laycee had once again been transported
through time and across state lines to her grandmother’s house in
Watermark, Oregon.

“This is your stop.” Laycee’s mother and
her boyfriend laughed uproariously as they left her and her luxury,
leather-trimmed luggage on the sidewalk. Her mother obviously
didn’t realize the suitcase and what was inside was worth many
times more than the money she received from the welfare worker so
bored with her job she didn’t question anything.

Gram came out of the house smiling and
hugged Laycee. “We’ll bake cookies and drink hot chocolate after
you get settled.”

She led the way to the attic bedroom where a
white metal bed was placed under the single window at the end of
the house. The pink princess curtains were freshly ironed and
pulled aside with tie-backs to let in the afternoon sunshine. “You
put your clothes in the dresser and I’ll change the sheets.”

“Laycee? Laycee?”
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