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Dear reader,


If you’ve read In His Eyes, you probably recognize Belmont Plantation on the cover of The Hope of Christmas Past. It’s an honor to get to use real houses for my books, and this time I even had the pleasure of including some of the real people from Belmont in the story.

Currently a bed and breakfast owned by Mr. Joshua Cain, Belmont is a wonderful place to stay and take a step back in time. You will be hosted by Camille Collins and learn the house’s and area’s actual history from Sandra Stillman. Both ladies were gracious enough to make a cameo in this story. I had the pleasure of staying at Belmont near Christmas, and if you ever get the opportunity to do the same, I hope you take it!

While these lovely people are real, the history of Belmont Sandra gives to the characters in this novella is not. She describes the Remington family as the builders and historical occupants of the house. These are characters from In His Eyes, which ties back into this novella, but they are not historical figures. There also isn’t a painting in the house by one of the previous owners, and it certainly won’t take you back in time. But the idea sparked a fun, heartwarming Christmas story.

Please keep in mind, dear reader, that a story is all this is meant to be. It is not meant to spark a theological debate on whether God would allow the miracle of time travel. The Bible tells us “Man’s days are determined; You [God] have decreed the number of his months and have set limits he cannot exceed” (Job 14:5) and “My times are in your hands” (Psalm 31:15).

Several of the things regarding the time travel in the story are not possible, but it allows us to suspend what we know to be true to simply enjoy the fictional freedom of the what if…? So, come with me, imaginative reader. Let’s go see what it might be like to step back in time.

Happy Reading!

Stephenia
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The cheery Christmas music, the gingerbread-scented air freshener, and her foster mom’s happy humming couldn’t paint over the festering in Isla Laird’s heart. Because riding shotgun in a shiny red Honda on her way to spend an old-fashioned Christmas in an antebellum house wouldn’t change anything.

It would only mean more disappointment for them both.

“This’ll be great, won’t it?” Her foster mom grinned. “I’m so glad you came.”

The enthusiasm in Jody’s voice drew Isla from her contemplations, and she eyed the woman next to her. As if she’d had a choice.

At forty-seven, Jody looked good. She took care of herself, but not in an obsessive way. Her quick smile came often, and, in the eight months Isla had lived with her, the kindness in her deep brown eyes never faded.

Jody might be old enough to technically be Isla’s mom, but no one would ever mistake them for blood. Not with Isla’s red hair a striking contrast to Jody’s jet black, and Isla’s sun-starved complexion ghost-white against Jody’s flawless tawny beige.

“I bet they have a big tree.” Jody tried again, undaunted by Isla’s mood.

Isla stared out the window at an endless expanse of flat, brown farmland. “Yeah?” She smirked. “Wonder where they got a tree around here?”

Jody laughed. “Walmart? The Dollar General?”

Isla rolled her eyes. Not that she didn’t have that coming. She drummed her freshly painted nails on the center console. Great. She’d smudged her thumb. Typical. She never could wait long enough for them to dry. She’d always been impatient.

Until now. Now she wished she could slow time down. At least until she figured things out.

One month and fourteen days and she’d be eighteen. A legal adult. Free.

And utterly alone.

God, can’t you do something? I know it would take a miracle, but I—

“Isla?” Jody’s voice held concern. “You okay?”

Isla blinked. “Yeah.”

“Did you hear what I said?” Her tone held no irritation, which Isla always appreciated. Never once had Jody called her spacy, though Isla’s former foster mom’s description still fit.

The familiar urge to lie to please sprang to her tongue, but she pushed it away. Nope. No more. From now on, it would be the truth. No matter what people thought, she’d tell them the truth. Too bad truth was usually an ugly friend.

“Sorry. I spaced out.”

Jody nodded and turned her attention back to the road. “I think I missed our turn.”

Isla lifted her eyebrows. Seriously? “I know the GPS doesn’t work out here in the boonies, but”—she gestured to the flat, empty land—“how can you miss a turn? There’s nothing out here.” She eyed the sea of dead stalks that had once been cotton and corn. “Have you seen another road?”

“Yeah.” She shrugged. “A mile or two back.”

Isla stared at her. “So, you saw one road, the first in, oh, I don’t know, twenty miles of nothing, and didn’t think that might be your turn?”

The car bumped along the deserted backwoods road in the middle of nowhere in the Mississippi Delta. Didn’t horror movies start like this? People stranded in abandoned fields?

“I was watching an 18-wheeler barreling toward the stop sign. I didn’t think he would stop and didn’t want him plowing into us.” She shrugged again, her polka-dotted scarf rising up to her Christmas-present earrings. “I bet I should have turned there. That had to have been 438. I think that intersects Highway 1.”

Isla blew out a frustrated breath. “So turn around.”

Jody didn’t seem bothered, but she never did. Even when Isla tested her. The woman was solid. Steady. Her kind gaze never changed. Like she still wanted them to be a makeshift family—if Isla wanted.

She’d thought she wanted a new family once. People who wouldn’t replace her parents, but would at least be there for her. But that stupid dream died three foster homes ago. And now she was too old. What would be the point?

Isla eyed Jody again. Why bother? Sure, people liked to make themselves feel good by taking in stray kids, and Jody probably thought she checked off her “good deed” box by taking Isla to a place her history-professor parents would have loved. Good for her, but Isla knew better.

If no one had wanted an orphaned youth who’d tried too hard to be loved, then what kind of brain defect made Jody Choi think she needed to attach herself to the state of Mississippi’s leftovers now?

Maybe that was it. She could do her good deed with someone temporary. Aging out of the foster system meant she didn’t need to be adopted. No commitment.

Jody glared at her phone.

Isla rolled her eyes. Still no GPS in the sticks.

That had to be it. Isla was a safe choice because she wouldn’t expect to be adopted. No long-term hassle. Kind of like those people who said they didn’t need a piece of paper to actually be married. What they really meant was that they wanted to be able to leave whenever they were fed up without having to deal with courts.

“Ah. There it is!” Jody jerked the wheel, and they made a sharp turn.

“Crap!” Isla clawed at the passenger door. The Honda rocked dangerously to the side. When they righted, Isla gripped the door with white knuckles.

“Oops.” Jody laughed. She pointed ahead. “There it is!”

A smattering of lonely trees opened to the back of a massive brick house. Chimneys poked fingers at the slate sky as though reaching heavenward. The size of a decent motel, it seemed as out of place in this empty expanse as a mall in the middle of the ocean.

“Isn’t it pretty?”

Isla ignored the question as they came to a stop, and Jody flicked on the right blinker, apparently to warn the dried stalks of their ironically snaillike turn.

“We’ll turn here.” The car glided onto the empty Highway 1. “And there’s the drive.” Jody commentated as if Isla needed a play-by-play as they turned between two wrought-iron gates flanked by sturdy brick columns.

Ancient magnolias lined the drive, and, at its end, the two-story mansion was decked in Christmas finery. Green garland dotted with wreaths and merry red holly hung from the white railing on the balcony and front porch. Bright sunlight glinted off windows containing tapered candles.

Festive. And isolated. No one but her and Jody and a bunch of strangers who had nowhere better to be than a bed and breakfast for Christmas. Yay.

“Won’t this be great?” Jody pulled into the circular drive that curved in front of the house and put the car in park.

Sure. It’ll be great! The lie died on her tongue. Honesty. Right. There was no point in trying to impress anyone anymore. One month and fourteen days. Six weeks. “This whole thing is just putting icing on an expired cake.”

Jody sighed. “It’s Christmas, Isla. Can’t you at least try?”

“Why?”

She wrinkled her forehead, causing her bangs to shift. “Why? Because.”

Which of them was the adult? “Because…?”

“Ugh. Because it’s Christmas, and Christmas is supposed to be fun.”

“Then we shouldn’t have come here.”

Silence filled the car almost as thick as the gingerbread-scented air freshener. Her smile fading, Jody opened her door and climbed out without a word.

Shame slid over Isla as she followed Jody up the brick stairs. Jody knocked on the front door. Isla shouldn’t have said that, even if it was true. But what was the point of this little experiment? In six weeks she would be kicked out of the system, and she didn’t even graduate until May.

Her social worker had tried to talk about it at their meeting last week, but Isla hadn’t been ready to face the future. She’d panicked and shut down.

Now she wished she knew her options. Then maybe the unknown wouldn’t keep poking at her.

The large door with a gaudy wreath swung open, revealing a lady with a wide smile and perfect teeth. “You must be Jody!”

Dressed in a festive blouse and jeans, the hostess had shoulder-length brown hair curled under at the ends and expressive eyes.

Jody grinned. “And this is Isla,” she said, pointing over her shoulder.

Isla stared at her shoes. She hated introductions.

“Hi, Isla.” A pause. “You look like our Ella. She had red hair, too.”

Who? Isla gave a nod without looking up. She followed Jody into the house and paused at a wide entry, but all she could see of the house was the tips of her Converse on the wooden floor. Reminding herself she would soon
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