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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 across from 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 perfect suede.

“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.”

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 host 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 be an adult, she forced her gaze to their host.

“Welcome to Belmont.” The lady smiled. “I’m Camille.”

“Thanks.” Isla shifted her feet. The woman already knew their names. Isla didn’t have to announce hers, did she?

Jody grinned again, an annoying habit that seemed worse today than usual, and looked Isla’s way as if she’d solved world hunger. Man. She hadn’t even shaken the lady’s hand. Mumbling thanks was hardly an accomplishment. With her lack of social skills, how would she survive a job interview?

The Belmont lady took them through a pair of pocket doors that were bigger than most of her eight foster bedrooms and into what the woman called a ladies’ parlor, where she was immediately dumped into the eighteenth century.

Didn’t these people appreciate modern furnishings? Her mother probably would have loved this place. Isla eyed a pair of wide chairs squatting on the floor on either side of a polished table topped with a silver tea set. The chairs were only about eight inches off the floor. Why would anyone want to sit that low?

They continued the tour, Jody fawning over boring antiques and history. After a dining area and a restored library, they passed into a music room. This one, like the men’s and ladies’ parlors, held a smartly decorated Christmas tree twinkling with tiny lights.

Isla passed the decorations, drawn to a violin on a stand in the corner. Beautiful! She hadn’t had one in so long. Not since the one her parents had given her had accidentally been lost at her first foster home. Stolen by one of the other teens and sold for drugs, more likely.

She ached to touch its polished form, her fingers itching to draw out notes she hadn’t experienced since her parents died. Memories scorched through her, burning down pathways she’d tried to keep closed off for years. She sucked in a breath and forced the pain back into the dark corners of her heart. No point blubbering over the past. It didn’t do any good.

After a few heartbeats, the moisture in her eyes cleared. Isla’s gaze drifted up from the violin to the papered walls, and a flicker of something caught her eye.

What was that?

A painting hung on the wall, depicting an ancient tree and a sweeping field. Isla blinked. There it was again. Did the painting…move?

She stepped closer, eying the tree. She could have sworn those leaves had shivered in an unseen breeze. She leaned in, catching a whiff of something sweet. Something she’d never smelled before. An air freshener? She glanced around the room. She didn’t see any plug-ins or potpourri jars.

The women still babbled on about the house’s history. Isla looked back at the painting. There! The leaves moved. They shimmered. It had to be a trick of the light. She stepped to the side.

Music.

Was that music?

“Isla?”

The sound of her name snapped her out of the trance. Her fingers still hung midair where she’d reached toward the painting. She dropped her hand, and heat stung her cheeks as if she’d been caught stealing.

“Yeah?”

“Camille asked if we were ready to see our rooms.”

She cast another look at the painting, the tiny hairs on her arms standing on edge. “Uh, yeah.”

The women left the room and Isla followed, a strange melody drifting behind her.
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Something totally weird was going on here. Isla shivered as she made a turn on the stair landing and headed to the second floor. This place better not be haunted.

“And this room belonged to Ella,” the lady said, catching Isla’s attention with the name. Hadn’t the other woman, Camille, mentioned that Isla looked like her?

This new lady, Sandra, seemed to be the local historian. She was short, even shorter than Isla’s five four, with silver-tinted hair that swept her hips. She had a genuine smile, and her eyes sparked with quick wit and a love of the history she’d spouted since they’d met downstairs.

“Did you say Ella?” Isla asked, drawing the woman’s eye. “Who is she?”

Jody gave a slight shake of her head. Oops. Sandra had probably already said that. Isla must have drifted off into her own world again. Her cheeks heated.

“She was the lady of this house,” Sandra said, not sounding at all annoyed. “The one who wasn’t supposed to be.”

Isla cocked her head and Sandra’s eyes sparkled. “Not supposed to?”

“She rescued an orphaned baby and came here looking for a nursemaid. Pretended to be the widow of Westley Remington.” She winked. “But he was still very much alive.”

Isla poked her head into a rose-colored room. A massive carved bed topped with an antiquated quilt dominated the space. “Why would she do that?”

“To save the baby and help the nursemaid,” Jody explained.

She should have listened. “Oh.”

Sandra offered her a sweet smile. “The Federals were here looking for taxes at the start of reconstruction after the war. Sibby, the Black woman who ran Belmont in Westley’s absence, wouldn’t have been able to keep the Federal soldiers from overtaking the house, because in that time, they didn’t have many rights. So Ella pretended to be the lady here and struck an arrangement with Sibby. They told the soldiers Ella was Westley’s wife and the baby his son.” Sandra laughed. “Worked well. Until he came home.”

She could imagine. “Sounds like a book.”

“What is life but a story?” Sandra laughed again and gestured toward the room. “You should take this one since you look so much like our Ella.” She gave a mysterious wink and gestured to a connecting door. “Jody, you can have Westley’s room.”

Jody followed Sandra through the connecting door while Isla surveyed Ella’s room. What an interesting story. Ella had adopted a child and brought him here. Isla’s mind began to swirl, and she allowed herself to dig up memories long buried. Her mother’s long, fiery hair. Large green eyes. Family features that had been passed through generations of Scottish descendants.

On the wall next to an old-fashioned fireplace stood a full-length mirror set in an oval wooden frame. Isla positioned herself in front of it and narrowed her eyes. Ella looked like her? Like her mother? Maybe. But so what? Lots of people had those features.

Still…

Something tugged at the back of her memory. Something misplaced and begging for attention long denied. Isla closed her eyes and tried to grab the memory before it escaped her. Old stories her mother had told. Stories of a family line from Scotland. Of lands in America and a woman who had changed the family’s fortunes…

Her mother’s face filled her mind. Her heart clenched suddenly, like the way her calf cramped when she ran too long without a water break. She took slow breaths and let herself focus on the face.

Momma.

Breath ripped from her lungs, and she sucked in more air in a worthless attempt to cool the burning in her throat.

Enough!

Isla spun away from the mirror. It was crazy to think she could be related to this woman just because they both had red hair. Lots of people had red hair. How desperate was she becoming if she was looking to find family with long-dead strangers?

She ground her teeth and took several deep breaths to focus. Keep the past locked away where it belonged.

Bury the past. Stay strong. Survive.

Her mother’s features faded and the threat of tears receded.

She wasn’t related to a woman who had taken a baby not her own and risked everything for a lie to protect him. But that would’ve been pretty cool. Isla tugged her hair into a ponytail.

She put her hands on her hips and surveyed the room. No TV. She pulled her phone from her jeans’ pocket. Not much signal, either. What was she going to do for a week out in the backside of nowhere?

“Do you like your room?”

Isla turned at the sound of the woman’s voice and gave Sandra a nod. The woman kept staring at her as if she were some freak show.

Isla shifted her feet on the rug. “So…what happened to that family?” She still wanted to know. Just because they weren’t her family didn’t mean they weren’t interesting. “Why aren’t they still here?”

Sandra looked wistful. “They lived here for several generations, but eventually the children moved away. After a time, none of them could care for this big place. One of them used it as a hunting lodge in the sixties, which helped cover the maintenance. They finally sold it, and Joshua Cain, the current owner, was able to restore it and turn it into this bed and breakfast. We try to find furnishings and items that take it back to the times when the first Remingtons lived here.”

Shyness melting under curiosity, Isla found herself nodding along. “To honor the family and keep their legacy alive.”

Sandra brightened. “Exactly!”

“Do you still have anything from the family?”

“Not much. Most of it was distributed over the years. We do still have one of Ella’s paintings and a few pieces of furniture.”

But not the instrument her fingers had itched to touch. To feel the notes pour from. She brushed the strange feeling aside. She hadn’t played in years. Probably wouldn’t ever again. Not without Momma to hear her.

“Ella painted the tree in the music room.” The words left Isla’s tongue without her permission.

Sandra lifted her eyebrows. “Yes. That’s the one.” She tilted her head. “How did you know?”

Because it had called to her. Whispered to her imagination. “Just a guess.”

Sandra eyed her for a moment. She opened her mouth, but whatever she was about to say stopped when Jody stepped back into the room.

“Let’s get our bags, and I’ll pull the car around to the parking area.” She glanced between Isla and Sandra. “Everything okay?”

“Yeah.” Isla shoved her hands in her pockets. How could she explain her weird feelings about an old painting? The violin made sense. The painting did not. Still, something had definitely been off about it. That, or she was going crazy. Totally possible.

Jody smiled and gestured toward the door, and Isla hurried out of the room and bounded down the stairs, the older women trailing her, talking about the craftsmanship of the intricately detailed ceiling molding. Isla couldn’t keep from glancing at the music room to her right as she opened the front door and stepped onto the porch.

Magnolia trees filled the yard, so big that, as a child, she would have been able to make castles out of the droops of their branches. Trunks shielded by the sweep of limbs created hiding holes underneath. They’d be so beautiful in the summer, the white flowers in full bloom.

Isla breathed the cool-but-not-cold damp air, the warm spell not unusual for a Mississippi winter. The afternoon temperature hovered in the mid-sixties, and, if not for the low-hanging clouds, it would be like a transplanted spring day—thrown into the middle of winter to offer a brief oasis. God was good like that. Offering bits of light to dark places and warmth where there was only cold.

Isla thanked Him and then blinked away her contemplations. She popped open the trunk and grabbed the duffle bag Jody had bought her. It was a lot better than the black trash bag she usually had when her social workers showed up without warning to move her from one house to another.

Old-fashioned orphanages were probably better. At least those kids always had each other and a consistent environment, even if they didn’t have family. Not really any wonder she didn’t like people.

Okay, not totally true. She found people fascinating. From a distance. People were always better at a distance. Daddy had once told her that—

She set her teeth and slung the bag over her shoulder. What was wrong with her today?

Jody offered a smile Isla didn’t return. In typical fashion, Jody didn’t seem bothered. What would it take to rile the woman? Each foster mom had a thing. Something Isla would do that sent them over the edge and sent Isla packing. The trick was figuring out what it could be, because they were all so different.

Oblivious to Isla’s thoughts, Jody deposited her suitcase on the porch, came back to slam the trunk, and then got in the car and shut the door. The taillights blinked on, and the car pulled around the side of the house. Isla stood in the driveway with her bag over her shoulder, not sure what else to do.

The middle of nowhere. They were literally in the middle of hundreds, probably thousands, of wide-open acres of farmland without a thing in sight. Good thing she’d brought books. Christian historical fiction from the library. Something different for this trip, and very different from her usual teen fantasy. One was a Civil War book by Jocelyn Green. The other was about a cursed woman named Misty Wayfair. It was part modern, part historical. Looked interesting.

Isla stepped onto the front porch and leaned against the railing. What would it have been like to live back in the eighteen hundreds? Back when war divided the country and women wore giant skirts? Her imagination swirled. Maybe she’d read the Civil War novel first. Since she was here and that’s the kind of thing this house and its people had been through.

Jody came back around the side of the house and smiled. “Why didn’t you go on up?”

She shrugged. “Waiting on you.”

Jody’s smile widened. “Thank you for coming with me on this trip.”

As if she’d had a choice. “You’re welcome.”

“I’m glad you’re here.”

Just words, Isla reminded herself to push away the warm feeling that tried to thaw her insides. Words didn’t have meaning. Isla and Jody were stuck together. For now. The clock ticked in her head. Six weeks. Then Jody would be gone like everyone else.

Isla followed Jody back into the house and up the stairs. She unpacked her bag, which took all of three minutes. She laid the books on the nightstand next to the bed, looking at a woman on one of the covers with dark hair and a sad but determined expression. She’d probably lived in a place like this. Tending wounded soldiers she didn’t want in her house.

Isla shook her head. What was she thinking? That woman was made up. Never existed. Something about this place was totally messing with her head. She had to get it together.

The door between hers and Jody’s room stood open. Jody humming Jingle Bells begged for a festive mood Isla simply didn’t feel. Better scurry before Jody tried to talk her into singing carols again.

Isla headed back down to the first floor. Pausing at the bottom of the stairs, she looked around for the two women who ran the house, but found no one. The wide hall had as much furniture as a living room. Who needed so many living areas? With the wide halls and two parlors, a library, and a music room, they sure had a lot of options. No problem finding a place to hide and read. She’d explore a little more. But first, her curiosity drew her to the mysterious painting.

She passed into the music room and trailed her fingers over an old piano, then gave the violin a glance before standing in front of the painting. It didn’t move. No weird noises or smells.

Why had she expected anything different?

Stupid. Isla studied the artistry. It was beautiful. Wide brush strokes gave texture to the trunk and depth to the leaves. She looked closer. The leaves had a strange shape. Almost like little stars. Weird. What kind of tree had leaves like that? Maybe Ella had added her own whimsy.

Mrs. Davis in ninth grade art had said paintings needed an identifiable light source. Ella must not have had that lesson. The leaves seemed to have light shining on them from all directions rather than from a particular spot.

The longer Isla stared at the painting, the more the light seemed to brighten. The colors were so vibrant. How had they stayed that way for, what, a hundred years? No, had to be more than that. A hundred fifty?

Isla lifted her hand. Despite the peculiar shade, the grass around the base of the tree seemed so real. Almost as though she could feel it slipping between her fingers. She reached closer.

Light sparked. Isla yelped and jumped back, her heart hammering.

What was that? She glanced around the room, but no one came running at her outburst. She put a hand to her collar bone. Her chest rose and fell with heavy breathing. That hadn’t been her imagination. Had it?

She took a hesitant step forward. The colors in the painting nearly glowed. Isla slowly raised her hand, waiting for a pulse of light. Maybe someone had rigged it with electric wiring or something to keep it from being stolen.

No wires above or below. She peered around the sides. Nothing. And this didn’t look like the kind of place to have high-tech security. It wasn’t a museum, and Ella Remington wasn’t Rembrandt. Isla lifted her hand again and reached for the painting. Her fingers rested on the golden frame.

Nothing happened. The hairs on the back of her neck stood on edge. She eased one finger up to feel the texture of the paint.

Her hand slipped right through the canvas and grazed soft swaying grass.
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Isla snatched her hand back. Her fingers remained in place, miraculously unharmed. Impossible! She examined her palm, heart hammering.

What in the world…?

She backed away from the painting.

“Isla! There you are.”

Isla yelped. She spun around, pulse skittering. Jody stood in the music room doorway, her forehead wrinkled and marring the perfect smoothness of her fawn-colored complexion.

“You okay?”

Nodding, Isla glanced at the painting. Crazy.

Jody followed her gaze. “What is it?”

Isla could only point.

Seeming concerned, Jody stepped past Isla and up to the canvas. After staring at it a moment, she shrugged. “I don’t get it. I just see a painting.”

“It moved,” Isla whispered.

“What? Moved?” Jody frowned. “What’re you talking about?”

Isla stared at her foster mom. How could she explain? No one would ever believe her. She didn’t really believe herself. Yet she’d felt that grass between her fingers.

Jody blinked a few times, then offered a placating smile. “Camille made snacks. Why don’t you come get some with me?”

“Okay.” But her feet seemed stuck to the rug.

Jody paused another moment, then sighed and stepped out of the room.

Isla clenched her hands. It was just a stupid painting. And she was a lot of things, but crazy had never been one of them. She stared at it, ignoring her racing pulse. Fear wouldn’t get the best of her, either. She lifted her hand and thrust it into the middle of the tree.

Her whole body fell through.

Isla screamed. She landed on her back in a bed of shimmering grass. Light sparked around her so brightly that she flung her arm across her face.

Not happening. Totally not happening.

She squeezed her eyes tight. The grass tickled her skin and smelled of purity and hope. Had to be a dream. A weird, vibrant, impossible dream.

Music drifted on the air, sounding of peace and perfect harmony. Despite her bizarre circumstances, peace blanketed her.

Isla breathed deeply. The air smelled sweet. Like a blend of Momma’s snickerdoodle cookies and Daddy’s favorite apple turnovers. The ache of missing her parents pressed down on her heart like a boulder of regret, and a tear escaped and slid across her cheek.

No. No time for that. She blinked it away and opened her eyes. A tree bent over her, spreading its long arms like a protective shield and draping her with the fringes of sparkling foliage. Star-shaped, the leaves glimmered as though covered in thousands of tiny diamonds.

No way. She sat up.

How in the world had she gotten inside Ella’s painting? Or was she even in this world? And what would make something like that possible? Isla rubbed her eyes and blinked.

Nope. Not possible at all. She rose and lifted her hands to brush off any grass from her jeans.

What…?

No jeans. No worn-out-but-still-loved sweater. Isla stood under the tree dressed in a long white gown. The fabric shimmered in the bright light, and she spun around to watch it glisten.

Great. What next? She swallowed hard and took a cautious step forward. Alice had found both beauty and horror in Wonderland, after all.

A field extended past the tree in a sea of swaying grass. Same thing in the other direction. Nothing but the single star-leaved tree and grass as far as she could see.

Panic tightened her throat. How was she going to get out of here? Isla pressed her hand against the tree, then drew it back in surprise. Rather than rough bark, the sturdy trunk felt as soft as velvet. The massive tree towered over her, wider than the span of her arms. She trailed her fingers along the trunk as she stepped around it.

Her heart skipped. On the other side, a golden frame hung suspended in the air. Isla eased further around the tree. No walls, no wires, no giant hooks held it in place. It floated like a balloon almost out of helium. Light enough to hover, not enough helium to drift away.

Isla focused on the art inside the frame. Wait. She recognized that room! The music room at Belmont! She hurried toward it. If she’d fallen into the tree painting and gotten here, then this other painting had to be the way back. She reached forward. Then hesitated.

This place wasn’t bad. Peaceful. And full of…something. Something that felt familiar yet nearly forgotten. The sense of home. Belonging. Hope.

Family.

The voice inside her—the one that whispered warnings to keep her heart guarded and stay safe—told her to get out of this place as fast as she could. Still, she lingered. What would it hurt to stay a little longer? Isla remained suspended in indecision, her hair drifting around her face with the kiss of a silent breeze. Maybe she could come back. Who would have to know? She could get her book and come back to lie under the tree. She could read in peace and solitude.

The light draping over her soaked into every pore, seeping into shadowed recesses of her bruised heart. Maybe—just for a little while—she could rest. Let down her guard.

What would it hurt?

Isla reached for the suspended painting again. But…what if she went back to the house and then couldn’t come back into the painting?

You better worry more about being stuck here.

The thought made her stomach clench. She reached forward, and her fingers slipped through as though it were nothing more than an open window. Relieved, she put both arms in.

Nothing happened.

Isla pulled her arms back and rested her hands on the frame. Slowly, she leaned her head into the music room at Belmont. Weird. Why didn’t she fall through? Isla thrust both arms inside. And again, nothing.

Seriously? Looked like she would have to climb through this time. In a dress.

Heaving a sigh, Isla hiked the shimmering white gown up to her knees and tried to swing her leg over. Good thing it was a big painting. Still, she couldn’t reach. It hung too high in the air.

She dropped the skirt. Should she call to someone in the house? No. That would be too hard to explain. Excuse me, I’m stuck in the painting. Anyone want to help me out?

Isla rolled her eyes at her own sarcasm and braced her palms on the frame. She pushed down and tested her weight. If she broke Ella’s painting, she’d be in trouble for sure. It didn’t budge. The frame remained suspended unnaturally in the air even as she heaved and lifted herself up until her hips rested on the edge. There. Now she just had to get a leg over and—

She fell through, landing in a tumble on the floor.

Graceful like always. Groaning, she lifted herself on her knees, the dress tangling around her. Why had the painting changed her clothes? She looked down at herself from where she remained on all fours.

Wait. Another dress? This one lacked the shimmer of the white one she’d worn inside the painting and tangled around her legs in a massive heap of heavy green fabric. She sat back on her heels. What in the world was going on? Grabbing handfuls of material, she snatched the mess away from her knees and struggled to her feet, falling twice in the process.

She narrowed her eyes at the dress. Ridiculous. Utterly, completely, ridiculous. By far, this had to be the craziest dream she’d ever had. She didn’t remember going to sleep, but then, maybe the entire trip to Belmont was part of the dream.

Groaning, she crossed her arms over the stiff fabric cinching her waist. White lace lined the seams along the tight, fitted top and then finished the hem of the long skirt. More green fabric fell from drapes around her waist in heavy folds. Pretty, though cumbersome. Long sleeves tapered down to her wrists, the sides lined with little white buttons.

She looked like something from a Disney princess movie. The little girl in her skittered out of a cold corner and begged to twirl in the finery. Isla ignored her. Now wasn’t the time to be distracted by an overactive imagination and—

“Oh! My goodness!”

At the sound of the voice, Isla snatched her head up, heat flooding her cheeks for having been caught by one of the Belmont women wearing this unexplainably crazy outfit. Isla opened her mouth, but it remained unhinged without a single syllable slipping free.

The woman who stood before her was neither the bubbly Camille nor witty Sandra. Instead, the person staring at her in astonishment looked so much like her mother that Isla’s heart nearly stopped. Hair the color of a perfect sunset cascaded in tight curls from a knot at the top of her head and swept down past her ivory cheeks and to the top of her shoulders. The woman’s hand fluttered to her throat, where she grasped at lace ruffles.

“Who…who are you?”

Isla took a step back. Who was she? Who was this woman who looked like Momma? And why were they both in old-fashioned dresses? Isla rubbed her temples.

Wake up.

“Excuse me, miss, but why are you in my house?”

Heat radiated up Isla’s neck and scorched her cheeks. Her house? Whose house? Wasn’t she still at Belmont…? Something clicked. The outdated fashion. The nineteenth-century hair. The woman who looked like Isla.

“Ella?”

The woman’s jaw dropped. “You know me?”

“Ella Remington, right?” Isla stepped forward, a strange excitement making her tingle.

A spark lit in the woman’s eyes. “Oh! Are you the cousin from Atlanta?” She waved a hand and didn’t wait for Isla to answer. “Of course you are. Who else could you be? But my, you are a few weeks early, are you not?” She glanced behind her. “Did Basil let you in?”

Ella had the strangest accent. It sounded partly Southern and partly Scottish. Isla could only stare at her.

“Come, Dorothy, I’ll get us some tea.”

The desire to lie, to be this Dorothy cousin of Ella, flooded her with such sudden intensity that Isla had to forcefully swallow it down. She wasn’t this woman’s family.

Still…couldn’t she be whoever she wanted in her own dream?

No. The truth. “Uh, I’m not Dorothy.” She shifted her weight. Ella remained silent, a single eyebrow quirked. “My name is Isla Laird.”

Ella cocked her head. “Laird?” Her eyes brightened. “A right good Scottish name, certainly.” She grinned. “How did you come to be in my house, lass?”

“Uh…” Isla stared at her. “I don’t know.”

Ella laughed, disturbingly unconcerned. “Well then, Miss Laird, what brings you to Belmont?”

A painting. “I don’t know.”

“You don’t?”

Oh, boy. Even in a dream the truth sounded crazy. “I, uh, touched the painting.” Her cheeks heated as she forced the words through her lips. “Then I…um, then I fell through.”

Ella’s eyes narrowed. Yeah, Isla knew how crazy it sounded.

“But that’s not how I got in the music room.” She sighed. This was insane. “Look. I fell through the painting. Landed in some field under a tree. Then on the other side of that tree I saw another painting, one of this room”—she shrugged—“so I went through that and ended up here.” She stared down at her feet, even though she couldn’t even see them under all that heavy fabric. “I know that sounds stupid, even for a dream.”

“Dream? I don’t believe I’m dreaming dear, so I…” Ella’s words trailed off and her eyes widened. But rather than call Isla out on her unbelievable story, she hurried across the room and grabbed both of Isla’s hands. “You’ve been to the tree?”

Ella studied Isla’s face with such intensity Isla squirmed. “Yeah.”

Ella leaned closer, her eyes sparking emerald fire. “And tell me, was it so vibrant you could barely stand the sight, so full of light and smelling of—”

“Hope,” Isla whispered, unable to stop herself.

Ella squealed. “You have been there!” She dropped Isla’s hands and spun in a circle. “Oh, to think!” She clasped her hands in front of her mouth, but it couldn’t hide the excitement on her face. “Did he send you? Did he have a message for me?”

“He? He who?”

Her face fell. “You didn’t see him?”

Tingles skittered down her spine. Had she missed someone by the tree? “I didn’t see anyone.”

Ella nodded slowly. “Even if you didn’t see him, it’s obvious he sent you to me.” She tapped her chin. “We will just have to discover why, of course.” She lifted her shoulders. “He always has a plan.”

“Who?”

Her eyes twinkled. “You’ll find out soon enough, I’m certain.” She brightened again and hurried past Isla in a sweep of blue fabric. “Is the entrance still there?”

Isla watched as Ella hurried to where the painting hung and gently traced her fingers along the paint. Nothing happened. No shimmering lights, no open window to an imagined field. Ella turned back to look at her, disappointment tainting beautiful features.

“I had hoped…” She shook her head. “Never mind. This time is about you.” She brushed her hands down her skirt and gave Isla an appraising look. “Tell me everything.”

Everything? How was she supposed to tell everything to this woman who was either a dream or—

“Ella, what year is it?”

She wrinkled her nose. “It’s eighteen-eighty-eight, of course.” Her expression became dubious. “Why?”

Isla glanced at the painting. Impossible. Had she stepped through Ella’s painting and wound up in the Belmont of the past? Why would she dream such a thing?

But this wasn’t a dream. It couldn’t be. Entirely impossible, but…she’d traveled back in time. No DeLorean needed.

The absurdity of the situation hit her full in the gut, and she couldn’t stop a laugh from spilling out.

“What do you find amusing?” Ella’s arched brow rose.

Isla sobered. She better get ahold of herself. No telling what this meant. Jody could be having a heart attack by now, thinking there was a kidnapper in the house or something.

“This is totally crazy.” She pointed around the music room. “The piano’s in the same place. But in my time, they have the painting on the other side of that window.” Now that she looked closer, the differences multiplied. “There’s flower wallpaper on that wall.” She pointed across the room. “And the other walls are a soft yellow. The furniture is kind of the same style but isn’t this, and Camille set it up differently.”

Ella remained silent, her face calm. Like Jody.

Maybe she could return later. Maybe Jody could even come with her. Wouldn’t she get a kick out of doing an old-fashioned Christmas for real? Isla marched toward the painting, tripping once on the long hem of the skirt but righting herself before she fell.

The brushstrokes remained immobile. No smells drifted from within, beckoning her to warm her soul in their light. Still, she reached forward and rested her hand on the tree that should feel like velvet.

“It would seem,” Ella said from behind her, “that he is not ready for you to return.”
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Isla shifted again on the padded seat, eyeing the tea set nestled between herself and Ella. It wasn’t the same one they had at Belmont. Well, the other one. Her gaze darted from the fire crackling cheerfully in the hearth, to the massive wooden doors pulled closed to separate this room from the other parlor, to all of the rose-colored fabric wrapping each piece of low-sitting, fancy furniture.

“Are you uncomfortable?” Ella’s voice had Isla’s focus returning to her hostess. The woman must have a thousand questions but seemed to have enough self-control to keep them tucked inside. Isla was having trouble doing the same.

“No.” She picked at her nail polish. Silence settled again, thick and awkward. “What’s with the dress?”

Ella cocked an eyebrow. “With it?”

“I don’t know why I’m wearing it. You know?”

Her hostess lifted the painted teapot, took her time pouring the steaming liquid into two delicate cups, then placed them on saucers. She handed one to Isla before speaking. “Do you dress much differently where you come from?”

“Jeans are so much easier. I look like I’m going to prom or something.” Isla gave a nervous laugh and gripped the tiny teacup. With her luck, she’d break it.

“Pardon?” Ella regarded her over the rim of her own cup. “What’s a prom?”

Something she’d never been asked to. “Nothing important.” She shifted the topic. “Where’s your family?”

Ella took a sip of her tea and smiled. “My husband, Westley, and our son, Lee, will be back from Greenville presently. My two daughters, Ailsa and Matilda, are visiting my dear friend Opal’s daughters at Riverbend and will return for supper.” Another friendly smile turned up her lips. “They’ll be delighted to meet you.”

Interesting. “Is Lee the baby you saved when you pretended to be Westley’s wife, before”—she turned out her palms—“well, before you actually were?”

Surprise flittered over Ella’s face but quickly disappeared. “I suppose he told you about that at the tree?”

Isla shook her head. “Sandra told me. She helps with the bed and breakfast.”

“Bed and breakfast?”

“You know. Like a hotel?”

Ella’s eyes widened. “You mean Belmont has been turned into an inn?”

“Kind of. It’s really nice, though. And they do their best to honor the family and the house’s history.”

Ella held up a hand. “Better I not know.” She studied Isla closely. “Hmm. Laird. If I remember correctly, we had distant cousins named Laird. Kin on my father’s mother’s side, I believe. They kept their Scottish name.”

Interesting. Maybe they were related after all. Maybe that’s why she was here. To find her family, her identity. “What were their names?”

“I’m not certain. Papa didn’t talk about them much. Something about clan disagreements and splits in the family. When he came to America, he changed his Scottish name and took an English one. I’m not sure why he thought such a thing would be advantageous, but Whitaker is the name he gave to me.”

“What was it before?”

She thought a moment. “McBain. Means son of Bain, a clan leader from the old days.”

Isla tapped her teacup. “Do you know what my name means?”

Her hostess flashed a smile, revealing straight teeth. “Laird? Certainly. Yours is an easy one. Laird is Celtic for the English word Lord. Like the nobility.”

Nobility. She liked the sound of that. An orphan without anything else at least had the heritage of people who had been important. At some point, anyway. Maybe she could pull up one of those ancestry sites and find out more.

“Isla is a beautiful Scottish name as well. It means island.”

Island. Perfect. Like all alone. Separated. “My parents liked Scottish names. My middle name is Elsie, short for Elspeth.”

Ella stared at Isla a moment before speaking again. “My grandmother’s name as well. It means chosen by God.”

Warmth flooded her. Nice thought anyway. Even if she felt more forgotten than chosen.

She settled back against the uncomfortable chair. Between that and the super tight dress, she felt as stiff as a cardboard cutout. “Hard to feel chosen when you’re an orphan.”

“Widows and orphans have a unique place in the Lord’s heart. He promises special care for them.” Ella glanced toward the music room. Maybe toward the painting. “If I were to guess, I would say that’s precisely why you’re here.”

“So you believe I’m from the future? Just like that?”

Ella studied her again in a way Isla was quickly becoming familiar with. Seemed this woman took the time to think before speaking. “Any other person may not. Therefore, I would advise keeping that detail to ourselves when my family returns.” She brushed a hand down her dress. “I, however, have been to that tree. It makes me more open to all kinds of possibilities.”

Isla set her teacup down and leaned forward. “You asked if I had seen him. Him who?”

Ella smiled cryptically. “That’s for you to discover. I shan’t ruin it for you.”

As quiet settled, the weight of her experience crashed into her. Isla shot to her feet. “Oh! I’ve been gone too long. Jody’s gonna have a duck fit.”

“A duck?” Ella blinked and leaned forward. “Who is Jody?”

“My foster mom.”

“Foster mom?”

Isla clenched her fingers and looked at the rug where it disappeared underneath the stiff boots on her feet. “You know. Foster mom. They’re people who take in kids who don’t have a family. But the state pays them to do it, so it’s just a job.”

“A job?” Ella frowned. “There are no orphanages in your time?”

Isla turned out her palms. “People get paid to keep unwanted kids, and a lot of them don’t do a great job.” Her conscience pinched. “Jody isn’t like that though. She’s actually a good one. But she’s not married, and I’m almost eighteen anyway.” The words tumbled out, probably making no sense to Ella. The fact that Jody never married didn’t matter. Truth was, she was a nice lady, and she didn’t deserve the chaos Isla usually put her through. All the poor woman wanted was a nice Christmas. Leave it to Isla to ruin it.

Ella’s brow remained puckered. “I see.”

Wow. Ella was talented if she’d understood that spew of words. “Anyway,” Isla said, struggling to her feet. “I better go. Don’t want to worry Jody.” Jody might think she’d run away again. Like the time when she’d been living at the Malorys’. But that had been different. Isla actually liked Jody.

“I better go. But it was cool seeing you and all.”

Ella nodded.

A pang twisted in Isla’s chest. Stupid. Why had she actually thought Ella would ask her to stay? She was a stranger with an even stranger story. Ella was probably trying to be polite long enough for her husband to get home and kick the crazy girl out. What kind of nut job was she, anyway? Thinking that just because Ella looked like Momma and maybe, possibly, in some distant way they could be related, Ella would insist they were family and Isla must come and live here with them. In the eighteen hundreds without even electricity. Right.

Had she gotten that desperate? She didn’t even know these people. And besides, she couldn’t leave Jody without an explanation. Even if the woman lied to herself about their relationship, at least Jody tried. Leaving Jody to think she’d gone missing or had run away wouldn’t be fair.

She needed to go. It was the right thing to do.

“You are welcome to try, if you must.” Ella interrupted Isla’s internal battle. “But I suspect you’ll not find admittance again just yet, as I doubt anything has been accomplished in so short of a time.”

What? “You think I’m stuck here?”

“I think you are to remain until you learn whatever it is you need to learn, yes.” Ella sipped her tea.

So she had to stay. Not her fault. Part of her welcomed the time here, and part of her stung with guilt for leaving Jody. Isla groaned. None of this made sense. Her insides were a mess.

A warm hand settled on her arm, and Isla yelped.

Ella had stood and crossed the room unnoticed. Now, she offered a gentle smile. “I didn’t mean to startle you. Are you unwell?”

For some very strange reason, the question broke through another locked door somewhere deep inside and ripped at wounds still raw from neglect. The back of her throat burned.

No. She would not cry.

Before coming to Belmont, Isla hadn’t cried in two years. Not when the foster boy at the Malory house killed the kitten she’d found. Not when the girls at school ridiculed her. Not even last year when those girls had put dead flies in her lunch, her only meal of the day. She was stronger than all of that.

Isla Laird did not cry. And certainly not because some stranger spoke gently. Or because that stranger reminded her of her mother.

So why then did she feel utterly exposed and unnerved? Isla whirled away and hurried toward the painting. She needed to escape. Run away, find a safe place, and give herself time. Close the doors, fortify the internal walls. Protect herself.

She dashed through the parlor doors, across the entry, and through the door to the cold music room, where no one had lit a cheery fire. The painting still hung on the wall, looking flat and dull and not at all like a portal to another time and place.

Isla hurried to it anyway and thrust her hand forward, smacking her fingers against unyielding canvas. Tears burning in the back of her throat gathered force and moved to prick her eyes.

No. This couldn’t be real.

A hand rested on her shoulder. Isla didn’t turn. She didn’t want Ella, or anyone, to see her like this. She couldn’t be weak. Weak wasn’t safe. But the scalding in her eyes leaked down her cheeks despite her repulsion.

Ella turned Isla to face her, looking too much like Momma. Isla needed to get out of there. But her feet wouldn’t budge, the tears wouldn’t dry, and her lips couldn’t contain the sob she didn’t want to escape.

Without warning, Ella wrapped her in a hug. She smelled of lavender and wood smoke.

Isla buried her face in the fabric at Ella’s neck as Ella’s melodious voice brushed the words of a forgotten hymn over her crumbling heart.
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How weird to feel both at home and out of place all at once. The whole out-of-place thing Isla was used to. She carried that baggage around like a ragged teddy bear. But how could she feel at home with these strangers? Bizarrely dressed people she’d met only an hour before had happily invited her to their table, shared their food, and now excitedly talked about their Christmas plans with her as if she belonged?

The cheery crackle of the fire warming her back gave the room a festive atmosphere, and the plates of food stacked on the sideboard across the room gave off delectable aromas that mingled with lively conversation. She surveyed the Remington family as she chewed on a warm yeast roll.

Westley, Ella’s husband, sat at the head of the long dining room table. He looked the part of the romantic hero, only a slight limp swaying his perfection back toward humanity. She could see why any woman would love a man like that. He’d pulled the chairs out for each of the ladies at his table, Isla included.

Ella’s son had dark hair and eyes the same as Westley’s, but Isla could tell they weren’t related. Or maybe she could only see it because she knew the family’s history. Either way, Lee had more refined features than his father, and his full lips curved into a smile that hadn’t seemed to leave his mouth all evening.

The two daughters appeared radically different. Matilda, who looked a couple of years younger than Isla’s own age, shared her father’s dark hair, which had been artistically piled on the top of her head. Her green eyes must have come from her mother.

The eldest, Ailsa, who sat at Isla’s side, was a striking beauty of about eighteen or so with flaming auburn hair and a set of stormy blue eyes. She’d shown no great surprise by Isla’s presence and had greeted her with a quick smile. Isla found her interesting, not only because of her striking appearance and welcoming attitude, but mostly by the very odd way she dressed. From what Isla could tell, Ailsa’s elaborate dress sported a “bustle.” And a bustle was a weird contraption attached to a girl’s backside.

Isla dropped her gaze before Ailsa could catch her staring and stabbed a chunk of roasted pork with a silver fork. Why would anyone want their bottom to look huge? She cut a glance to her side. How did Ailsa sit in that thing? Her own dress covered her with entirely too much material, but at least she didn’t have to try to sit on—what was that under there? A kind of pillow?—underneath it all.

On the way into the dining room, Isla had made a point to notice the backside of Ella’s dress. It had folds of fabric falling in a waterfall of ruffles but lacked the distinctive plushness of her daughter’s dress.

Matilda seemed less interested in the ridiculous fashion, though her own lavender gown still sported plenty of folds along the rump. The quiet girl hadn’t said much so far, but her open face sprinkled with light freckles held warmth and acceptance.

“Tell us, Miss Laird, how are you related to the family?” Ailsa asked, poking at a pile of cooked carrots.

Isla cut a glance at Ella. “Distantly, I think.”

Westley waved a hand at his daughter and laughed. “I’m sure our guest would rather speak of things more interesting than family lineage.”

Did he just wink at her? She looked back to Ella, who gave her a knowing grin. So she’d informed her husband about Isla’s unusual appearance, had she? And neither of them were freaked out by that? Was something wrong with these people?

Rather than being annoyed with her father, Ailsa only laughed. “Forgive me, Miss Laird. Of course you will wish to speak of other things.” She looked around as if to think what those other things might be, then her eyes sparkled. “Christmas! Of course. We shall speak of Christmas. Will you be joining us for the festivities?”

Before she could form an answer, Lee leaned over the table from where he sat at his father’s side. “You really should join us. Mother makes quite a fuss, and we celebrate for three days! Basil will have more food in this house than all of Greenville could eat!”

“And will your lovely Miss Presley be joining us this year?” Matilda asked, a sly smile bringing and awkward grin from her brother.

“I had thought to ask.” He glanced at Westley. “With your permission, of course.”

What weird people. They were both friendly yet proper, sophisticated but warm. Isla forked a succulent spoonful of creamed potatoes into her mouth and watched the interactions of the people around her. What would it be like to have a family like this?

They continued their conversations, lightly teasing about Lee’s sweetheart and debating whether Ailsa’s beau would ask for her hand this Christmas or wait until the New Year celebration. All very archaic and proper, which Isla found fascinating. No one had their face stuck in a phone, more interested in the virtual than the people in front of them. They all seemed happy to be together.

They included her in their talk, telling her of Scottish traditions and how, since Christmas had been banned in Scotland for, like, forever, Ella made a point to have a lavish affair at Belmont every year. Ella told her all about bannock cakes and black buns and how they kept the Scottish New Year celebration—called Hogmanay—with traditional Scottish food, dancing, and songs.

Peace filled this place in a way Isla hadn’t been able to enjoy in such a long time. Guilt panged her as soon as the thought crossed her mind. That wasn’t totally true. Jody had offered a warm environment and always tried to make things fun. Isla was the one who had continually shoved those attempts aside.

What was Jody doing now? Worried sick over where Isla had gone?

“So you’ll help us make them, won’t you, Miss Laird?”

Not used to being called by her last name, it took Isla a second to respond to Ella’s question. “Uh, sure.” What were they making?

Dread pummeled her like a linebacker from the blindside. Not something in the kitchen! She didn’t do any sort of cooking. Not since that day in the Yates house.

Invisible flames from the recesses of her mind flared around her, and Isla had to forcefully blink them away. She didn’t want to do anything that would wreck these nice people’s Christmas. Besides, she wouldn’t be here that long. After supper she’d step back through the painting.

But after supper there were card games by the crackling fire in the parlor, stories of Christmases past, and cups of tea with gingerbread cookies. It had grown well past dark by the time Isla slipped away and returned to the music room. But she found the painting as closed as it had been hours before.

“I don’t think it will allow you through again,” Ella said from behind her. “Not until your purpose here is completed.”

Lamplight flickered across the carpeting, giving a merry glow to the room dipped in shadows. Isla sighed. “What purpose?”

“I’m not sure,” Ella responded, “but my guess is that you will know it when the time is right.”

How could she be so calm about something like this? “And you don’t think this entire time-travel thing is just crazy?” Isla threw up her arms. “I mean, I came through a painting on your wall. I don’t belong here.”

Ella wrapped a comforting arm around Isla and held the lantern up toward the painting with the other. “This painting was meant to try to capture a place too beautiful to ever be contained by something made of human hands.” She gave Isla’s shoulder a squeeze. “I admit to being rather surprised that you visited a place that only came to me in my dreams. But then, I know God often has a very strange way of doing things.” She laughed. “Well, strange to us, perhaps. I imagine His ways are perfectly sensible to someone who knows everything.”

Isla shifted. “You think God sent me through a painting?”

“I see no one else who possibly could. It is a rather outlandish occurrence and completely outside natural ability.”

God preformed some kind of special miracle for her. But why?

God is the Father of the fatherless and protector of widows.

Bits of scripture floated into her head and warmed her heart. He was doing something special for her because orphans were dear to Him. In that moment love filled her in a way she hadn’t experienced before. It filled her from deep within, as though God opened her heart to pour love inside and then got distracted until it overflowed onto everything else.

The painting had hung flat on the wall in the B&B back in the twenty-first century. Lifeless. Until God himself did something miraculous. For her.

Something Ella had said earlier clicked. “You asked me about a him. You didn’t really see God by that tree, did you?”

Ella gently turned Isla away from the painting and guided her toward the door. “I saw the most beautiful place in my dreams and spoke with someone whom I can only remember as the embodiment of love. I do believe God used those dreams to speak to me and guide me through a difficult time.” They stepped out of the music room and into the hallway. “And after praying about it, I believe you’ve been sent here to me because I have something to teach you.”

“What?”

Ella started up the stairs. “I have no idea.”

Great. Torn between wanting to stay and see what happened and worry over Jody, Isla remained quiet. What could she do about it anyway? On the upper floor, they passed the room Sandra had told her belonged to Ella, where Isla was supposed to be staying, and turned into a room across the hall.

“I took the liberty of having a room prepared for you, as well as some necessities for your stay.”

When had she done that? Isla poked her head into the room, where a bright fire crackled in the fireplace and the warmth chased away the chill that settled on the hallway. Isla shifted her feet. “Uh, thanks.”

Ella guided her through the door. She set the lamp down and then turned a little knob up at the bottom. The light brightened. “A nightdress and dressing gown are there.” She pointed to a chair, where two long garments were draped. Then she pointed to something by the wall that looked like someone had taken five tall shutters and stuck them together. “There is a washbasin and soap behind the dressing screen.”

Isla nodded. Oh. So that’s what that thing was.

“And I provided a couple of dresses in the wardrobe for you to choose from in the morning.”

Remembering the thing Ailsa wore, Isla withheld her grimace and managed a polite, “Thank you,” before Ella closed the door and left her to examine the room on her own.

The same house, two very different times. Though, now that she thought of it, other than the missing ceiling fan and a lamp instead of lights, nothing had really changed. Same old-fashioned furniture and—

Wait. Where was the bathroom?

Isla frowned. Ella had said something about a basin. She stepped over by a large mirror to the wood partition creating a private nook in the corner. Behind the divider, a wooden stand contained a big bowl and a pitcher. Her frown deepened.

History had not been her thing, but she was pretty sure that some people had plumbing in the late eighteen hundreds. Didn’t they?

She made a slow turn until her eyes landed on a box by the side of the bed. She stepped over to it and lifted the lid, revealing a big white pot.

The forgotten term chamber pot slithered into her mind, and she shuddered. No way. Not happening.

Isla stared at it. Nope. She could wait until morning. There had to be something better somewhere else in the house. With that in mind, she set to work on all the buttons down the front of her dress. No less than a dozen tiny buttons later, she had the front of the thing open and finally got her arms free. She shimmied the rest of the way out of the pool of fabric and draped it across the bed.

Despite losing the dress, she still had another skirt on underneath. She had to reach behind her to untie this one. After she stepped out of that, there was another thing wrapped around her waist. A corset. This proved harder to untie, but thankfully she finally got it unwound from her waist and dropped it on the floor.

She now stood in a very long nightgown with a pair of lacy pants underneath. Why not just wear this dress to bed instead of the other one? Deciding it didn’t make any difference, she gently arranged the dress and its many pieces across the top of the desk and then turned the covers back on the bed.

The mattress was lumpy but soft. After a moment under the quilt, she realized she’d have to do something about the lamp, so she got back up, crossed the room, fetched it, and placed it on her nightstand. She turned the knob down as she’d seen Ella do, but that only dimmed the light. She couldn’t leave even a tiny flame burning while she slept.

Isla cast a glance at the fireplace. That was different. After inspecting the lantern for a moment, she realized the shaped glass could be removed. She gently lifted it, set it aside, and blew out the tiny fire. Pitch black immediately engulfed her.

Fear tingled down her arms, and she squeezed her eyes tight. If she couldn’t see how dark it was in here, then she couldn’t be afraid. Insects loudly buzzed outside—at least she hoped they were all outside—filling the air with nature sounds she hadn’t listened to in years.

Breathing slowly, Isla tried to forget the darkness and asked God to help her through this very weird experience. Here alone in the stillness, the reality of her situation caused her stomach to sour and her heart to pound.

She wanted Jody.

The realization struck her with such force that her eyes popped open. Where had that come from? In the years since her parents’ deaths, each time she’d found herself afraid, she had always longed for her mother. When had that longing been replaced?

Had she betrayed her mother by caring for Jody?

Peace settled over her. No. It wasn’t a betrayal to the mother who couldn’t be with her. Instead, it said something about the relationship she had been developing with Jody. The woman made her feel safe. Accepted.

Isla groaned. She’d been so stupid. Repeatedly pushing Jody away.

Tears pricked and ran down her cheeks as Isla stared into the darkness. She’d hoped to find family here, but what if the family she longed for was the one left worrying about her in the future? Did Jody think she’d run away?

I’m sorry, Lord.

The prayer drifted up to the canopy over her, slipping to the unseen places. If she ever made it back to the right time, she owed Jody an apology as well.
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“Good morning!”

The cheery cry ripped Isla from her sleep, and she bolted upright in the bed. It took a second for her eyes to focus on the redheaded woman standing in her doorway. At the sight of Ella looking as chipper as a caffeinated squirrel, the past day’s events sprang forward with sudden clarity.

“I’m still here.”

Ella flounced into the room and closed the door behind her. “So you are. I’d begun to wonder since it’s well past sunrise, so I’ve come to check on you.” She grinned. “But here you are. Still abed.”

Isla blinked at the tightly drawn curtains. “What time is it?”

“Already a half past eight.”

And that was late? She withheld her grumbling and swung the covers off, placing her bare feet on the cold floor. The fire must have gone out sometime in the night, and the room hadn’t held onto any of that warmth. She rubbed her arms down her sleeves.

“I’ll help you dress, and then we can join the rest of the family for a late breakfast.”

Isla pinched her lips together.

“Then we have an entire day of festivities planned.” Ella grinned and walked over to the closet, swinging open the doors with a flourish. “The men will go cut evergreen branches for us, and I spotted the perfect tree this summer that Westley promised to fetch for me.”

She pulled a brown dress covered with small white flowers from the closet. “You’ll help us decorate. It’ll be lovely!”

The prospect of an old-fashioned family Christmas did sound fun. Her heart pinched. Poor Jody had wanted that too. “I’ll have to check the painting first. I need to at least tell Jody where I’ve gone.”

Ella handed her the dress. “Certainly. But if it remains closed, you’ll promise to enjoy this day the Lord has given us.”

She’d given a statement, not asked a question, but Ella waited as though expecting a response from Isla anyway.

“Okay.”

Ella tilted her head. “You have a strange way of speaking, my dear, but may I assume you’ve given your acquiescence?”

“Uh…yes.”

“Good.” She took the dress back out of Isla’s hand. “I’ll help you dress.”

“Why?”

Rather than answer her question, Ella merely stared at her. “Are you unaccustomed to another lady helping you with your dressing?”

“I haven’t had anyone help me get dressed since I was, like, six.” She took a step back. Totally weird.

Ella offered a reassuring smile. “Very well. If you need anything, just call. Someone will come to assist you.”

She stepped out of the room, leaving Isla standing in confusion. It wasn’t until after Ella closed the door, however, that she realized she still didn’t know where to find the bathroom. Isla dashed across the floor and pulled open the door.

“Hey!”

Ella turned at the top of the staircase. “Yes?”

“Where’s the bathroom?”

“I’m sorry, what?”

Isla walked out into the hall, and Ella’s eyes widened. She hurried forward and gestured Isla back into the room. “You can’t come out of your chamber without a dressing gown!”

What? Isla looked down at her long nightgown. What was the big deal? But her need to find a bathroom outweighed any argument, and she allowed Ella to guide her back into the bedroom.

“The bathroom. You know. The place with a shower, tub, and toilet? You have those, don’t you?”

Ella stood in the doorway with her forehead crinkled. “Yes, we do have a bathing room. It’s located by my daughters’ rooms.” She crinkled her nose. “But I’m afraid you’ll need to wait for a bath until this evening. We haven’t had any water heated this morning.”

“I don’t need a bath.” A shower would have been nice. “I need to, well, you know, use the bathroom.”

Ella stared at her. “But you just said you didn’t need a bath.”

“Ugh.” Isla threw up her hands. “I have to pee!”

Ella blinked, swallowed, then blinked again. Her cheeks reddened. “If you need to relieve yourself, there is a chamber pot in your room.”

“That’s gross.” As soon as the words slipped out, she regretted them. “I’m sorry. That was rude.” She shifted her feet. “I mean, I’m just used to using a toilet.”

“Forgive me. I’m sure you have many things in your time that we may not.” She dipped her chin. “If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to let the family know you will join us shortly.”

She closed the door. Isla hadn’t meant to be rude. After a few seconds of debate, she finally resigned herself to the use of the chamber pot.

After that and washing her hands with water she had to pour from the pitcher into the bowl and then pour again in order to rinse off the strong-smelling soap, Isla picked up the brown dress she’d dropped on the floor.

Ella hadn’t given her any underwear. Of course she wouldn’t. Who would want someone else to borrow their underwear? She probably figured Isla would just wear what she already had. But, the painting hadn’t given her anything but this long dress and the lacy pants. Well, there had been that corset thing wrapped around her middle, but why would she need that? She was plenty thin already. She tossed that on the bed.

Isla tugged the tight dress down over her head, glad to find this one also had buttons on the front. If they had been in the back she would have needed help. That’s probably what Ella had meant. She buttoned them from her waist all the way up to her throat. Then she had to button the tight cuffs along her wrists.

What else?

No need for that extra skirt she’d had yesterday. That was just clunky. She ran her fingers through her hair. No one had given her a comb. Or worse, a toothbrush. Or deodorant. Isla groaned. What a mess.

Nothing more she could do about it. Better not keep everyone waiting too long. She hurried downstairs and into the dining room.

As soon as Isla crossed into the room Ella yelped and leapt from her chair, sending it screeching across the wooden floor. Isla froze. Ailsa and Matilda gasped. Westley and Lee jumped to their feet and immediately turned their backs on her.

What in the world?

Ella and her daughters rushed to Isla in a swarm of colorful fabric. One of them clutched her by the elbow. They hauled her up the stairs, made the turn at the landing, and then all but dragged her back into her room.

Ailsa closed the door behind her and leaned against it, her cheeks inflamed. “Oh, my!”

Matilda burst into laughter while Ella shook her head. Isla backed away from them, her pulse thrumming in her ears.

She clenched her hands. “What?”

Matilda grinned and bounded across the room, latching onto Isla’s arm. “Did you see Lee’s face? Why, it was priceless!”

Isla stared at her.

“Matilda!” Ella barked. “That’s improper.”

Matilda huffed and stepped away. “Oh, fiddle. It was hilarious, and you know it.”

Ailsa offered Isla a warm smile and placed a gentle hand on Isla’s shoulder. “Miss Laird, I’m not certain how things are done where you come from, but here, a lady doesn’t present herself in public without her underpinnings and with her hair unbound. It isn’t proper.”

Ella scrubbed a hand down her face. “I’m the one at fault. I should have stayed to help her dress.”

What? She looked down at the brown dress. Underpinnings? What did that mean? And if they were supposed to be under anything, how did they know? She’d kept the lacy pants so she’d have on something underneath. Her face warmed. But she hadn’t worn a bra. The dress was so thick and her figure so slight, she hadn’t thought anything of it.

Too embarrassed to say a word, Isla allowed the three to usher her behind the dressing screen to put on another nightgown. When she came back out, they then wrapped the corset around her and laced it up tight.

“This will help you keep a proper posture,” Ella explained, “as well has make sure the dress fits properly.”

Next came the heavy skirts Ailsa called petticoats.

“The petticoats give fullness to your dress and complete a finished look.”

“Why didn’t you give her a bustle, mother? A young lady should be in fashion, even at home.” Ailsa eyed Isla and tapped a finger on her chin. “She’s not that much thinner than I, and I’ll venture she can wear one of my gowns instead of that ancient thing you gave her.”

Ella scrunched her nose. “Ancient? Listen to you.”

“Um, no bustle, please.” Isla looked between the two. “The brown dress is fine.”

Ailsa shrugged, and Ella grabbed the gown from the back of a chair. After being pulled, stuffed, and cinched, the three women finally declared her suitable.

Isla turned to the mirror. The Remington women had her layered in enough fabric to make a polar bear sweat. No wonder these people survived in the winter without central heat.

“Now.” Matilda grinned. “I’ll do your hair.”

Ella guided her to the dressing table and gestured toward a straight-backed chair. Isla plopped into it. No wonder they had perfect posture. She could hardly move in this getup.

She waited while the three of them debated over what to do with her hair. Why all the fuss? Isla started to twist it into a braid when Matilda noticed.

“No, no. That won’t do.”

Giving up, she watched as they tugged, twisted, and piled until she had an elaborate bun on the top of her head. Finally, the three women stepped back to eye her. Feeling like a puppy being inspected at the pound, Isla remained still under the scrutiny, her fingernails digging into the course fabric of the dress.

“There.” Ella smiled. “Much better.” She clapped her hands together. “Come, girls. Basil will be having a fit over a cold breakfast.”

They marched out of the room, leaving Isla to stand there in her old-fashioned costume and wonder what could possibly go wrong next.
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The house smelled like Christmas. The warm scents of cookies, hot cocoa, and evergreen branches filled the air. Isla carried the prickly green branches in her arms across the foyer. Everything felt strange and foreign, but at the same time comfortable.

What would it be like to simply stay here? They would accept her into the family. At least she was pretty sure they would. It would take some getting used to. But it would solve her problem of not knowing what to do with her life after her birthday. She could just live with Ella, helping her around Belmont.

A feminine voice drew her attention. From the music room? She set the branches on the foyer table and stepped across the threshold. The room stood empty. Weird. She was sure she’d heard someone.

“I’m worried. What if something happened to her?”

The familiar voice quickened Isla’s pulse. “Jody?”

She dashed into the room and to the painting. The tree had disappeared. Instead, the painting transformed into some type of window that looked directly back into the music room. Jody stood with Camille, the B&B lady. They both looked upset.

“Jody!” Isla called.

Neither woman responded. Could they not hear her as she could hear them? She placed her hand to the painting.

Nothing.

She knocked. Neither woman noticed.

Tears streaked down Jody’s face. “I was hoping we could spend a wonderful Christmas together.” Her voice hitched. “I thought maybe we could bond over cookies or something.”

Camille placed a comforting hand on Jody’s shoulder, concern filling her eyes.

Isla knocked on the painting. “I’m here, Jody!”

But they couldn’t hear her.

“I wanted us to be family, you know?” Jody swiped her eyes. “She’s had a hard life. I have too. I thought maybe…” Jody shook her head and let the sentence fall away. She dug into her pocket and pulled out a folded piece of paper. “I wanted to show her this. The judge approved an adoption.” She heaved a sigh. “But I guess I’m not the mother she wants.”

Jody wanted to adopt her? Even though she was about to age out? Isla pressed her forehead against the glass. Tears stung her eyes. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t worry, I’m sure we’ll find her.”

“I’m here,” Isla whispered.

The scene became blurred like when rain pelted a window. The voices from inside the painting faded away.

The swish of skirts alerted her to someone’s presence, but Isla kept her hand on the painting.

“What happened?” Ella asked.

Isla lifted her head, unsurprised to see the painting had returned to normal. “I heard my… mom.” The word felt foreign on her tongue, but somehow so right. Jody wanted to adopt her. She wanted to be a family. “She’s worried about me.”

Ella rubbed the back of Isla’s shoulders. “But it didn’t let you through?”

“No. They couldn’t even hear me.”

“She must care for you very much.”

“And I’ve done nothing but push her away.”

Ella stepped back and wiped a tear from Isla’s cheek. “Why is that?”

She lifted her shoulders, even though she knew the answer. If she kept people at a distance, then she could protect herself. But, had that cost her a new life with Jody?

Ella waited, her expression gentle. Instead of answering Ella’s question, Isla asked one of her own. “Why did you take in a baby that wasn’t yours?”

“Because he needed me and I loved him.”

No hesitation. She’d loved him, and that was that. But Isla wasn’t a cute little baby like Lee had been. She was an almost eighteen-year-old who was acting like a brat. But Jody wanted her anyway. Time-traveling through a painting paled in comparison to that miracle.

“Did you love him as much as your own children?” A rude question, she knew. And not at all polite to ask. But she needed to know. “Even though he wasn’t yours?”

Ella pulled Isla toward the small couch by the wall. “Family is many things. You don’t need to share blood, only the heart.” She squeezed Isla’s hand and tugged her down to the couch.

The fears she’d kept buried bubbled up within her. She opened her mouth, then closed it again. Guilt warred with hope. She shifted on her seat and looked down at her hands, unable to meet Ella’s gaze. “But…if Jody adopts me and officially becomes my mom, then won’t I be betraying my parents?”

“Why?”

Isla stared at her. It seemed pretty obvious.

“You don’t think you can both love the parents you lost and the mother God has given you? Why must one replace the other?”

Isla hadn’t thought of it like that.

“Something to think on, yes?” She patted Isla’s hand.

“Yes.” A weight shifted off of her heart. She drew a deep breath and expanded her lungs. How could a single word shatter so many bindings that she suddenly felt free again?

“Now.” Ella gave her a squeeze and then looked back at the painting. “I think we are uncovering some of the heart lessons you needed.” She glanced at the painting. “But maybe not all. Since it didn’t open for you to return, then it’s not yet time to leave.”

Isla pinched her lips. She had to admit, her short time here had been more liberating than the last two years of therapy. But what else did she have to learn before she went home?

Ella smiled sweetly. “I suggest you pray over the information you’ve been given and ask the Father what He wants you to learn from it.”

So straightforward. Simple. The thought made her smile. “I’ll try my best.”
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Christmas Eve. Isla sat in front of the fire in the ladies’ parlor and twisted her fingers. Her third day at the wrong Belmont. She’d prayed. A lot. And she had to admit, she felt more at peace. Her heart and mind more clear. But even though the past couple of days had been filled with laughter and joy being with Ella and her family, the ache in her heart only grew.

Matilda hummed as she placed another trinket on the tree in the corner already filled with ribbons, lace ornaments, and walnuts that had been painted gold. Isla didn’t feel like decorating anymore. She should have been doing these things with Jody.

Instead of the joyous holiday Jody had planned, the poor woman had spent the days worrying over where Isla had gone.

Please let Jody be okay.

Isla rose and strode across the thick carpet, guilt and worry once again tugging her to the music room. But the painting remained closed.

She sighed. Lord, whatever lesson you need me to learn, please show it to me and let me get back to Jody before Christmas. She deserves better than this.

“Isla?” Matilda’s voice drifted through the house. “Where are you?”

Isla cast one last look at the painting before stepping out into the front hall. “I’m here.”

Matilda beamed. “Come.” She grabbed Isla’s hand as if they were old friends. “We’re making bannocks and Mama’s special tablets!”

“Tablets?” Like an iPad? “What’s that?”

“The sweetest sugary treat you’ve ever tasted.”

An uneasy feeling squirmed in her stomach, but Isla forced it away. “Okay. But I’ll just watch.”

The girl seemed confused but didn’t respond. Instead, she led Isla through the parlors, into the dining room, and then out another door. Cold wind blasted her in the face. Isla paused. “Wait.” She squinted up at the dreary gray clouds. “Is that snow?”

Matilda paused. “What?” She peered up at the sky. “We hardly ever get snow, and never this early.”

Isla stared at the sky, and, sure enough, thick flakes began to fall. Matilda giggled and rushed toward the summer kitchen calling for her mother and sister. They gathered on the covered walkway between the dining room and the kitchen watching thick flakes stick on the ground.

“Oh, how lovely!” Ella reached out a hand and caught one of the flakes. It melted on her fingertips.

They watched for a little while longer until Ella clapped her hands and declared they better get to work or there would be no treats for Christmas.

They passed through another door and entered a snug little kitchen slightly removed from the rest of the house. The hearth crackled with a roaring fire. The cook, Basil, sang Angels We Have Heard on High with gusto. The lady, who came during the day to help around the house and cook the meals, filled any space despite her slim stature. Her dark hair was hidden beneath a bright red scarf, and her warm hickory cheeks bunched with a joyful smile.

“Basil, darling, shouldn’t you be getting home?” Ella took a rag from Basil and then put a hand on her hip. “You know your family will be waiting on you. And Sibby will have a conniption if you don’t hurry.”

Basil grinned. “I was just finishin’ up.” She gestured toward a covered basket. “Made sugar cookies for the littles.”

“Delightful.” Ella picked up the basket, handed it to the young woman, and planted a kiss on her cheek. “Now be gone with you.”

Basil laughed. “You sure you’re all right without me?”

Ella gestured to her daughters, who were already covered in flour, and then to Isla. “I have plenty of help. Enjoy your family.” She opened the door. “But you be sure to bring those babies up to see me tomorrow.” She winked. “I have something for them.”

The woman marveled at the snow and then hurried out of the door, muttering something about crossing the creek. She closed the door behind her, leaving the others to their tasks. Sweet smells filled the space as flour dusted nearly every surface.

Matilda handed Isla an apron and then tied her own around her waist. “I’ll show you how to mix the tablets.”

Not wanting to be rude, Isla wrapped the apron around her and tugged a bow behind her back but remained in the corner by the door. “You go ahead. I’ll just watch.”

Ella laughed. “Nonsense. We have too much to do.” She gestured toward a big metal stove. “Grab a towel and pull out the bannock for me. It should be ready.”

Isla hesitated. She hadn’t tried to do anything in the kitchen since she’d started a fire at her first foster home. The mom there had called her irresponsible. And she’d been right. Isla had let her mind wander while trying to fry bacon. The grease fire had cost both a new set of upper cabinets and her placement in the house.

Isla couldn’t cause trouble for these people. Not after they’d been so nice to her. All she had to do was make sure she focused. No daydreaming.

Determined, she took the thick cloth Ella handed her and scooted around a large table, her long skirts swishing across the top of her buttoned boots.

Jody had wanted them to make cookies together. The thought brought a wave of guilt. What was Jody doing now?

Isla grabbed the handle of the iron stove and pulled the door open. A blast of heat hit her in the face and she blinked. A fire glowed inside. How did they create the right temperature in such a primitive oven?

She folded the towel multiple times and used it to grab the edge of the pan, pulling it free and then setting it on top of the stove. It contained a round, flat bread that resembled cornbread. She leaned closer, breathing in the earthy scent. Peace settled on her. It felt good to be surrounded by a family cooking a Christmas meal together while singing—

“Isla!” Ailsa screeched, causing Isla to jump back.

The girl lurched forward, grabbing at Isla’s dress. Only then did she notice the smoke rising from her apron. Terror surged in her chest as a small flame crawled its way up the front of her long skirt.

She screamed, stumbling backward even as Matilda tried to swat at her with a towel. Her foot caught on something, and she fell backward, landing hard on her bottom. An instant later, she was soaked. Sputtering, she looked up to see Ella standing over her with a bucket.

Isla sat on the floor, her skirt both blackened and soaked but otherwise unharmed. Heat flooded her face. She’d done it again! Sobs rose up in her throat, and she scrambled to her feet, tripping over the long dress tangling around her legs.

She had to get out of there before she destroyed another family’s home. Isla yanked open the door and rushed out into the swirling snow. The women called to her, but she ignored them. She should have never agreed to help in the kitchen. Now she’d caused another disaster and had ruined their Christmas. The snow covered the walkway, falling in a blanket of white thicker than she’d ever seen. Her slick little boots slid, and she nearly fell but managed to catch herself on the doorknob.

After thrusting open the door into the main house, Isla ran through the dining room and parlors, her wet shoes squishing across the carpeting.

A sob lodged in her throat. Jody! She dashed across the hall into the music room and to the painting. It hung on the wall, flat and lifeless.

“Let me through!” Isla screamed. She pounded her fist on the canvas, but it didn’t yield. “What do you want from me?”

Tears scorched down her face, burning trails of another failure and humiliation over her cheeks. She’d wrecked everything again. Her hand trembled over the canvas, and she dropped it to her side. Maybe she didn’t need to go to Jody. It was selfish to think it. She would only ruin things. Bad luck followed her like a curse, and Jody deserved better.

Footsteps pounded through the house, and an instant later Ella burst through the doorway. “Isla, are you all right?”

No. How could she be? She sank to the floor and wrapped her arms around her wet knees.

Ella hurried to her side and crouched beside her. “Are you burned?” She started peeling Isla’s hands back.

“No.” Isla pushed her away. “I ruined your dress.”

“But are you harmed?” Ella gripped Isla’s shoulder. “I don’t care about the dress.”

Isla looked up at her, finding compassion and concern in Ella’s emerald eyes. “I mess up everything!”

Ella plopped down fully on the floor, her ruffles and lace spilling over the carpet. She barked a laugh. “Come, now. Stop your haverin’.”

“What?” Isla stared at her.

Ella waved a hand. “Means you’re talking nonsense. There’s nothing to be upset about as long as you’re unharmed.”

Isla lifted her eyebrows and gestured to the blackened place on the dress. “I know you’re ready to get rid of me, but the stupid painting won’t let me in.”

The smile faded from Ella’s face. “Why would I want to be rid of you?”

Isla shrugged. “Last time I started a kitchen fire the foster family kicked me out.”

They were quiet for a moment before Ella tipped Isla’s chin and forced her to look her in the eyes. “You mean more than a few yards of cloth. We wouldn’t turn you out for an accident.”

Her throat constricted, and she looked away.

“I see now.” Ella sighed. “You were sent to me because you need to hear the same lesson I had to learn.” Her smile was gentle. “Truth be told, I still need reminding from time to time. Perhaps your visit is for us both.”

“What do you mean?”

“When I first saw that place”—Ella gestured toward the painting—“I struggled with feeling abandoned, unwanted, and as though I would never be good enough for anything.”

The words struck a chord somewhere deep within her soul, and Isla leaned closer. Ella seemed like such a confident woman. Why had she felt like that?

“The Lord used those dreams to teach me that no matter my circumstances, I was dear to Him. Precious in His eyes.”

Isla shrank back. She knew God loved her. But she was such a wreck. Always afraid, always screwing things up. “It’s my fault my parents died.” Her throat burned with pain screaming for release. “I was scared of a storm and insisted they come get me from a friend’s house. I never saw them again.”

“Oh, child.” Ella wiped the tears from Isla’s face. “That isn’t your fault. That was just their time. Were they believers?”

Isla nodded.

“Then you shall see them again, lass.” Ella kissed her cheek. “They loved you very much, and so does the God who made you. He’s given you this chance for healing.”

She glanced back at the painting. God had done something totally miraculous just for her. She didn’t deserve it, but He loved her that much anyway. Isla wiped tears from her eyes.

“Don’t lock your heart away.” Ella rubbed Isla’s shoulder. “I know life is hard, and trials tear us down. Don’t let those bad times mar the good ones He has in store by assuming you ‘ruin everything.’ When you do that, you push away the love offered to you.”

That was exactly what she’d done with Jody. Isla looked up at the painting. “I want to go home.”

Home. The future Belmont wasn’t her home, but maybe Jody was. She wanted to adopt her. Be her mother. And home was more about the people than the house they—

Ella gasped.

Isla snapped her head up. A light shimmered across the room, dancing in layers of brilliant golds that draped over their dresses. The painting! No longer dull, vibrant grass swayed around the base of a velvety tree decked with star-shaped leaves.

Isla leapt to her feet. “It’s open!” She hurried forward and stuck out her fingers, relishing the feel of the fresh breeze coming from within. All she had to do was reach through and—

She hesitated and looked over her shoulder. Ella’s mouth parted, and her wide eyes focused on the swaying grass.

“Come with me?”

Longing filled Ella’s eyes, but she shook her head and took a step back. “It’s not time for me to return.”

Ella’s place was here, with her family. And Isla’s was back with Jody. Something told her the painting would remain open a little longer, and she grabbed Ella into a tight hug.

“Thank you.”

Ella patted her back. “You are special, lass. Don’t you ever forget it.”

Isla grinned as Ella gestured her forward.

“Tell your family good-bye for me?”

Ella nodded.

“And tell them I appreciate how nice they were to me.”

“I will.”

“And tell them Merry Christmas.”

Ella laughed. “I will, lass. Now best you hurry.”

Isla turned back toward the painting and stepped close. The warm light caressed her face, bathing her in a radiant feeling of love and acceptance. It filled her heart, diving into the empty places she’d tried to hide.

Thank you, Lord, for loving me.

She reached forward and closed her eyes against the brilliant light. Her nerves tingled, and then the light enveloped her.
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Isla woke with a start and bolted upright. Light filtered through the drawn curtains and fell in muted stripes across the carpet. She sat up. Wait. This was the rose room. Not the room Ella had given her.

That meant…

“Jody!”

She leapt from bed, her feet landing on the thick rug, and hurried across the floor. Before she could grasp the knob to the adjoining door, it flew open.

“What’s wrong?” Jody rushed inside, her almond-shaped eyes wide and her black hair in a crooked ponytail. “What happened?”

Isla wrapped her in a hug. Her heart pounded. She’d made it back!

Jody froze for a moment, then returned the embrace. “Are you all right? What’s going on?”

“I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to leave, I promise.”

Jody pulled out of Isla’s tight grip. “Leave? What are you talking about?”

She didn’t know? What about the conversation she’d overheard Jody and Camille having? “Uh, what day is it?”

Jody stared at her. “What do you mean?” She pointed a finger. “You haven’t been experimenting with drugs, have you?”

“What? No.” Isla glanced at a digital clock on the nightstand. Seven A.M. “How long have we been here?”

Jody crossed her arms over her faded cat T-shirt. “We got here yesterday.”

Had the painting sent her back to the first night? “You didn’t miss me?”

“You mean after you were supposed to come have snacks with me but then missed dinner and then disappeared for the rest of the evening instead?” She sighed. “Of course I did.”

So Jody thought she’d hidden somewhere instead of going through the painting. Well, duh. Who would think to wonder if a person had fallen through a painting? But, that had been days ago. It should be Christmas Eve. Or maybe even Christmas Day.

Jody stared at her. “Did you have some kind of weird dream?”

Had she? Had the entire thing been a dream? She lifted her shoulders. “I went through Ella’s painting and ended up in the past. I spent several days in the eighteen hundreds.”

Jody stared at her a moment and then laughed. “Wow. That’s a crazy dream.”

But it hadn’t been a dream, had it? If it had, then that meant…

“Um, can I ask you something?”

“Yeah?”

Isla picked at her fingernails. “It’s going to sound crazy, and if this was part of my dream, then just forget I said anything, okay?”

Jody’s forehead puckered. “What are you talking about?”

Better just spit it out and get it over with. “Are you going to adopt me?”

Jody’s eyes flew wide, and her hand slapped over her mouth.

Isla’s heart lurched. She should have known. Stupid. “I’m sorry. I know I’m too old.” She looked at her feet. “Sorry. Forget I said—”

“How did you know?”

Her gaze snapped up. What?

Jody stared at her, head tipped to the side. Then she gave a little grin. “I mean, I was going to ask and see if maybe—”

“Yes!” Isla squealed and grabbed Jody into a fierce hug.

“Really?” Jody spoke against Isla’s tangled hair. “I know you’re almost an adult, but I thought, if you want…” Her voice cracked and faded into a sob.

Isla pulled back and took a deep breath. “I want to bake Christmas cookies with you. And sing silly songs. And tell you when I’m scared. And ask your advice when I don’t know what to do.” Her own voice thickened. “And…and—”

Jody grabbed her and pulled her close, nearly crushing any remaining words that might have been forming in Isla’s chest.

“Me, too.”

[image: * * *]

Fire popped in the fireplace, and the Christmas tree blinked merrily with hundreds of little white lights. The smell of sugar cookies hung on the air. Isla took a seat in the music room and stared at the painting on the wall. Had she dreamed the entire thing? Or had she really gone back to the past?

Either way, it didn’t matter. God had given her a beautiful experience, and through that time in the past, showed her that she had both a mother and a Heavenly Father who loved her dearly.

The violin sat underneath the painting, the smooth wood glinting in the twinkling light. The instrument called to her again, and she gave in to the urge. Isla gently lifted the instrument from the case and drew a deep breath as she settled her chin in the rest and raised the neck.

Contentment swelled in her. She shouldn’t have given up playing. Her mother wouldn’t have wanted her to quit. The bow sat next to the case, and Isla bent to scoop it up. The hairs were in decent shape, only one or two broken and trailing.

“Play something for us?”

Startled, Isla turned to see Camille standing in the doorway. She stepped into the room, followed by Sandra and a very surprised-looking Jody.

Isla lowered the violin to her side. “I’m sorry. I know it’s old. I was careful, I promise.”

Sandra and Camille exchanged a look, and then Sandra stepped forward. “Last year someone donated that to us to help fill the music room with period instruments. It’s been sitting there for months. And then, wouldn’t you know, a few weeks ago we had a guest who happened to be a music enthusiast. He did some tinkering while he was here. He said he would tune that violin, even though I told him we didn’t have anyone who could play.”

Intrigued, Isla lifted it to her chin again. “It’s been a long time. But if it’s okay with you…”

“Absolutely!” Sandra clapped her hands. “I’d love to hear it played.”

With their encouragement, Isla drew the bow across the strings. The beautiful instrument vibrated beneath her fingers, drawing warmth from deep within her. She closed her eyes and drew the bow again, coaxing out a deep resonance. She faltered once, then settled.

The strings yielded beneath her fingers, and her muscles relaxed into a favorite song. Jody grinned as the music swelled, and Isla returned her smile. As she played, the part of her that had withered through the years bloomed to new life.

Her heart filled with hope as the room filled with the soulful melody. Her fingers switched, and she molded the tune into Silent Night. The hymn filled the crevices of her heart, reminding her of the Savior who loved her beyond measure.

The tune drew to a close, and Isla lowered the violin, the last note hovering on the air. Jody stood with her fingers over her lips, looking every bit as pleased as Momma had always been. Isla loved them both. And loving Jody didn’t mean she’d betrayed her parents. God had given her a big enough heart for all of them.

And she wouldn’t keep it locked away any longer.

Isla grinned and gave a little bow, then met Jody’s eyes. “Merry Christmas, Mom.”

Tears filled Jody’s eyes as she smiled back. “Merry Christmas.”

[image: The End]

Dear reader,

I hope you enjoyed Isla’s Christmas tale. If you would kindly take a moment to leave a quick review at your favorite online retailer, I would greatly appreciate it. It only takes a sentence or two, and helps me keep getting books in your hands. Thank you and Merry Christmas!

If you would like to read more about Ella and Belmont Plantation, be sure to read In His Eyes!


Special Thanks


I’d like to thank Joshua Cain for allowing me to use Belmont Plantation in my books, and Sandra Stillman and Camille Collins for being gracious enough to let me write them into my fanciful tale. Thank you for the wonderful visits to Belmont, the history, the stories, and your friendship.

To read more about Ella, her story, and Belmont Plantation, be sure to read In His Eyes!


Scottish Recipes


Scottish Black Buns

This moist, fruity cake covered with rich pastry is traditionally eaten at Hogmanay (New Year). Make it in advance so the flavors have time to mature.

Preparation time: less than 30 mins

Cooking time: over 2 hours

Equipment: a 900g/2lb loaf tin.

Serves 10-12

Ingredients

For the pastry

12 oz plain flour (3 cups)

3 oz lard (6 tablespoons)

3 oz butter or margarine (6 tablespoons)

(Note that if you don’t want to use lard, increase the butter/margarine by an equivalent amount)

Pinch of salt

Half teaspoon baking powder

Cold water

For the Filling

1 lb seedless raisins (2¾ cups)

1 lb cleaned currants (2¾ cups

2 oz chopped, blanched almonds (Third of a cup)

2 oz chopped mixed peel (¼ cup)

6 oz plain flour (1½ cups)

3 oz soft brown sugar (Third of a cup)

One level teaspoon ground allspice

Half level teaspoon each of ground ginger, ground cinnamon, baking powder

Generous pinch of black pepper

One tablespoon brandy

One large, beaten egg

Milk to moisten

Method

Grease an 8-inch loaf tin. Rub the fats into the flour and salt and then mix in enough cold water to make a stiff dough (remember, it is going to line the tin). Roll out the pastry and cut into six pieces, using the bottom, top and four sides of the tin as a rough guide. Press the bottom and four side pieces into the tin, pressing the overlaps to seal the pastry shell.

Mix the raisins, currants, almonds, peel and sugar together. Sift in the flour, all the spices and baking powder and bind them together using the brandy and almost all the egg and add enough milk to moisten.

Pack the filling into the lined tin and add the pastry lid, pinching the edges and using milk or egg to seal really well. Lightly prick the surface with a fork and make four holes to the bottom of the tin with a skewer. Depress the center slightly (it will rise as it cooks).

Brush the top with milk or the rest of the egg to create a glaze.

Bake in a pre-heated oven at 325F/160C/Gas Mark 3 for 2½ to 3 hours. Test with a skewer which should come out clean; if not, continue cooking. An uncooked cake sizzles if you listen closely!

Cool in the tin and then turn onto a wire rack. Cool thoroughly before storing until Hogmanay.

*Recipe courtesy of rampantscotland.com

http://www.rampantscotland.com/recipes/blrecipe_blackbun.htm


Scottish Bannock Cakes

Oatcakes are a very traditional part of the Scottish diet. They were cooked on a griddle (a flat iron pot placed over the fire) but you can use a regular skillet or frying pan. In the story, this is what Isla pulls out of the oven.

Ingredients

4 oz (125g) medium oatmeal

2 teaspoons melted fat (bacon fat, if available)

2 pinches of bicarbonate of soda

Pinch of salt

3/4 tablespoons hot water

Additional oatmeal for kneading

Method

Mix the oatmeal, salt and bicarbonate and pour in the melted fat into the centre of the mixture. Stir well, using a porridge stick if you have one and add enough water to make into a stiff paste. Cover a surface in oatmeal and turn the mixture onto this. Work quickly as the paste is difficult to work if it cools. Divide into two and roll one half into a ball and knead with hands covered in oatmeal to stop it sticking. Roll out to around quarter inch thick. Put a plate which is slightly smaller than the size of your pan over the flattened mixture and cut round to leave a circular oatcake. Cut into quarters (also called farls) and place in a heated pan which has been lightly greased. Cook for about 3 minutes until the edges curl slightly, turn, and cook the other side. Get ready with another oatcake while the first is being cooked.

An alternative method of cooking is to bake them in an oven at Gas5/375F/190C for about 30 minutes or until brown at the edges. The quantities above will be enough for two bannocks about the size of a dessert plate. If you want more, do them in batches rather than making larger quantities of mixture. Store in a tin and reheat in a moderate oven when required.

*Recipe courtesy of rampantscotland.com

http://www.rampantscotland.com/recipes/blrecipe_bannocks.htm


Tablets

The Scottish tablet is a super-sweet, very sugary treat. It’s not soft like fudge, or chewy like toffee, but more crumbly in texture. The taste is one-of-a-kind. Impress your friends and family this year with a unique treat!

This generations old recipe has been converted to modern US measurements, so it’s easy for you to give it a try.

Ingredients

@ 4 Cups Granulated Sugar

1/2 Cup (1 Stick) Unsalted Butter (NOT Margarine)

1 14oz can Condensed Milk (NOT Evaporated Milk)

1 Small (1 fl oz) Bottle Natural Vanilla Extract

Directions

•    Lightly grease a baking tray (11 x 19 inches works well) with butter and set aside.

•    Put the sugar and milk into a fairly large, preferably heavy stainless steel saucepan (mixture will double in quantity as it heats).

•    Stir together

•    Add the butter and condensed milk and stir again

•    Put pan on medium-high heat and bring mixture to the boil (this usually takes somewhere around 10 mins), stirring occasionally

•    Once mixture comes to the boil, reduce the heat until mixture is boiling gently

•    Continue to let it boil for around 20 – 30 minutes, still stirring occasionally

•    Remove saucepan from the heat and add Vanilla Essence… and now comes the ‘elbow grease’… beat the mixture vigorously for 4 – 5 minutes, or until the mixture starts to feel more ‘stiff’ and ‘gritty’ under the spoon

•    At this point the Tablet is ready to be poured into the baking tray you prepared at the beginning. Allow mixture to cool a little and then mark it off into bars, or squares with a sharp knife

•    Tablet is ready to eat when fully cooled.

YOU NEED TO KNOW:

•    This Scottish Tablet recipe is pretty straightforward, but it can take a few tries to get it ‘just right’. But the good news is that even the ‘rejects’ usually taste great!

•    The boiling mixture will be VERY HOT, and can burn you quite badly if it sticks to your skin. Be careful while stirring the mixture, and stand well back as you remove it from the heat towards the end of the recipe.

•    Tablet hardens quickly once it’s removed from the heat, so soak the pan in warm, soapy water as soon as you’ve emptied its’ contents into the baking tray.

*Recipe courtesy of Scottish at Heart

https://www.scottish-at-heart.com/scottish-tablet.html


About the Author
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Award-winning author of several historical novels, Stephenia H. McGee writes stories of faith, hope, and healing set in the Deep South. When she’s not twirling around in hoop skirts, reading, or sipping sweet tea on the front porch, she’s a homeschool mom of two boys, writer, dreamer, and husband spoiler. Stephenia lives in Mississippi with her sons, handsome hubby, two dogs, and one antisocial cat. Visit her at www.StepheniaMcGee.com for books and updates.

Visit her website at www.StepheniaMcGee.com and be sure to sign up for the newsletter to get sneak peeks, behind-the-scenes fun, the occasional recipe, and special giveaways.

Facebook: Stephenia H. McGee, Christian Fiction Author

Twitter: @StepheniaHMcGee

Instagram: Stephenia H. McGee
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