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  One


No. Oh no.  Amelia Cabrera flung her dish towel over her shoulder and fought against the bile boiling up her throat. This couldn’t be happening. If she ruined Chef’s espagnole she’d be toast for sure.
She jammed a spoon into the brown mixture, and her stomach dropped. Too thick. Had she really left the heat that high? She could have bet her toque hat she’d reduced it to simmer—something that took at least an hour—before turning to other duties. Lowering the heat now did no good. Browned bits clung to the bottom of the pan, and the smell wrinkled her nose, overpowering the other aromas of Chef Dubois’s delicacies coating the bustling kitchen.
Maybe if she thinned it out with a little water. Biting her lip between her teeth and flinging a prayer heavenward for a miracle, she drizzled a few tablespoons of tepid water into the sauce. She needed this job. The rent in Atlanta was high enough to make a girl almost starve. She was already behind on the weekly amount she paid her roommate for the closet-sized space she crashed into in the wee morning hours. If she didn’t perform well enough in her two-week trial to land this position, she’d be out of cash and—
She shoved thoughts of rent to the back burner. No time for that now.
Pots clanged, and sous chefs clamored to one another as the kitchen ramped up for the busiest time of the evening. Their customers would settle into tables they’d reserved weeks in advance, ready for a night of culinary perfection. Amelia whipped her whisk through the concoction, but the lost cause defied her with unappealing lumps.
What else could she do? Broth, maybe? If she dug out the burnt bits and strained the lumps, then maybe she could put enough stock in to salvage most of it. It would be less than the regular batch and would take longer than planned, but anything was better than starting over. At least she hadn’t yet added the truffles. She could pay a month’s rent for what those things cost.
“And here I thought you were a saucier.” Nadine’s snide voice cut into Amelia’s panicked whisking and sent a cold tingle along her arms.
Where was that strainer? She couldn’t risk disrupting the orchestrated masterpiece of beef tenderloin with truffle and shallot demi-glace. She pursed her lips at the mess. Hopefully no one would order the most popular dish in the restaurant for the first hour of the evening.
“And is this all you made?” Nadine leaned over the pan and sniffed. “Hardly enough, even before you ruined it.”
Amelia watched her stride away. Commenting wouldn’t do any good anyway. In the grand total of twelve days she’d worked in the La Petite Fleur, she’d somehow managed to make the blond her enemy. Now she only had two days left to earn Chef’s respect. She didn’t have time to worry over why someone disliked her.
Setting the pan aside to strain once it cooled, she snagged another from the hook overhead and gathered her ingredients. A rich stock she’d simmered yesterday, butter, and flour. Would she need to chop a new mirepoix? Chef would notice for sure if she set to chopping a new batch of the onion, celery, and carrot mixture. What tricks could she use to speed up the process? She collected the tomato puree and the sachet of herbs.
She’d have to make a quick new roux and simmer it with stock. Then mix in the strained sauce and use it to deepen the flavors. If she pushed the heat to the highest simmer possible…maybe. Sweat gathered in her hairline and trickled down the back of her neck.
Rushing could give her nothing more than a large batch that might as well dance off the spoon and yell “amateur!”
Mamá’s  advice squirmed into her thoughts. Better right than rushed, mijita. Time and care make for the best results.
The memory of Papá’s gentle hands guiding hers through their family recipes brought a tight pinch, and she had to make herself tuck it away for another time.
“Cabrera!”
Her whisk clattered to the floor. She let the mess drip off her tennis shoe and snatched another utensil. She couldn’t risk ruining the roux. Not even to face Chef properly.
“Yes, sir?” She worked the tool through the sauce with shaking fingers.
Chef prodded the contents of the discarded pan. “What happened?”
Heat broiled up her neck, and she renewed her vigorous whisking. “I thought I turned it to simmer, but I guess…” Lame. Totally lame. There was no excuse for overheating.
“Hmm.” He lifted a spoonful to his nose. “Shame. Could have been a good batch.”
Her stomach twisted at his disappointment.
“This is the third offense in as many days, Cabrera.”
The knot cinched tighter. “Sorry, Chef.”
“And you had such high marks.” He plopped the spoon into the pan and splattered brown liquid across the stove. He shooed her from her task.
She yielded her overworked whisk and stepped back to wring her hands. Would he yell at her? Dismiss her? That knot threatened to eject her meager lunch. No way. She forced the feeling down. She would not get sick in the kitchen.
“There is talent here.” He tapped the whisk on the edge of the pan. “Just not enough.”
The knot deflated and her knees weakened. She clutched the stainless-steel counter before he could notice.
“Come back in a few years, oui? When you have settled that nervous streak and can be more reliable.”
“But, Chef, I—”
“Nadine!” The name cut through the clamor and settled every gaze on Amelia’s humiliation.
The thirtysomething woman sidled over in a perfectly clean jacket. “Yes, Chef?”
He waved a hand at Amelia’s station. “Fix this.”
“Of course.”
As she twisted the handle to reposition the pan, Amelia could have sworn a victorious turn slid over Nadine’s lips.
Wait. Hadn’t Nadine stopped by to look at her sauce about twenty minutes ago? Surely, she hadn’t adjusted the temperature. No. That would be…
Amelia’s fists tightened. Yesterday when her hollandaise broke, hadn’t Nadine been there handing her the butter? She’d thought maybe they’d been reaching a working relationship. But what if she’d been sabotaging her?
“Did you turn up the heat on my sauce?” The words fired between her lips before she could capture them.
Nadine rolled her eyes. “Fumbling to place blame for your failures? How unbecoming. Not to mention entirely unprofessional.” She rolled the spoon around the edge of the pan, not meeting Amelia’s gaze. “Look, it’s a tough business. Not many are cut out for it. Perhaps you should go home to your family’s restaurant and make some simpler, ethnic dishes. I’m sure you’ll be much happier there where you belong, instead of an upscale place like this.”
Amelia’s jaw slackened. She’d coated every word with honey, but the thick layer of cyanide underneath soured her mouth. “Excuse me?”
“Best collect your things, dear. If Chef notices you hanging around his kitchen past your welcome, it won’t be pretty.”
“How dare you!” Amelia ripped the spoon from Nadine’s hand. “You think I’m going to tuck tail and run because you don’t like me? What reason you could have, God only knows. But I worked too hard to land this job to let you steal it from me.”
Something tickled between her ears over the pounding of her pulse. It took a moment to register the sound.
Silence.
No clattering pots. No shouted orders or calls for ingredients.
Amelia puffed out her cheeks and faced her audience. Everyone stared at her. She clenched her teeth and found the one pair of eyes she dreaded most.
Chef stalked her way. What felt like a gallon of popping candy fizzed in her stomach, but she notched her chin higher and locked her gaze on his. He opened his mouth.
Now or never.
Amelia pointed the spoon at her adversary. “She’s been sabotaging me. She turned the heat up on my sauce when I wasn’t looking, and yesterday, she…she…” What could Nadine have done with the butter? Slipped in too much when she wasn’t looking?
Chef’s focus swung to Nadine, who stirred Amelia’s espagnole. “Explain.”
Nadine lifted her shoulder. “The child is distraught and searching for excuses. What possible reason could I have to take an interest in a newbie?”
What possible reason? Maybe because Amelia had graduated at the top of her class at NOCHI—New Orleans Culinary and Hospitality Institute—or because she’d been the youngest sous chef ever invited to intern at La Petite Fleur. Who knew? Maybe the woman felt threatened.
“I will not suffer drama in my kitchen.” Chef clapped his hands, making the other gawking sous chefs jump. They turned back to their tasks with renewed vigor. “Miss Cabrera.”
Miss? Not a good sign. “But, Chef, if you’ll let me explain.”
He held up a hand. “Another word and my good faith offer for you to return when you’ve had a little time to grow up will expire.”
She snapped her teeth together. Grow up? She was twenty-three! As Nadine’s lips curled, Amelia fought against the urge to bonk her over the head with the dripping spoon she clutched between white knuckles.
“Take your leave before you make it worse, oui?” He thrust his chin toward the rear door where the chefs left their personal effects.
Her mouth might as well have been stuffed with a dozen persimmons. Her best shot at becoming an executive chef in this city turned on his heel and strode away as though he hadn’t just shattered her dreams.
Nadine leaned over the sauce and inhaled slowly.
Amelia clutched her spoon like a guide wire. The only thing between her and a fall into misery. Except it didn’t do her any good.
Mustering every shred of dignity she could scrape from her core, she deposited the spoon on the stainless-steel counter and wiped her hands down her jacket, leaving brown smears.
Little needles pricked behind her eyes, but she wouldn’t cry. Would not. She gathered her purse and keys and slipped into the dark alley. She fingered her phone for several heartbeats before connecting to the person she most hated to disappoint.
Her mother answered on the third ring.
“Mamá?” Her throat constricted.
“Oh, mijita. What’s wrong?”
“I–I have to come home.” No words had ever tasted so sour.






  
  Two


Top of the seventh. Two outs. Two to three count. A no-hitter on the line. Nolan Reed positioned his feet on the mound and leaned into the stretch. Third game of spring training and he was making good on his chance to play with the major-league starters. Sweat trickled down the back of his neck as he locked eyes with Fitzgerald, another AA guy who got a chance to show his stuff today in front of a crowd in Phoenix. 
He twisted the ball in his glove, fingers caressing the stitches. Deep breath. The hubbub dimmed. His focus honed. He forgot the heat of the Arizona sun, the scent of dust in his nose. All that mattered now was the pitch with the nasty drop their lineup hadn’t been able to hit.
One more throw and he’d retire another batter.
The catcher’s mitt loomed. Impossible to miss today. He pulled into the windup, rocking his weight onto his right leg. He gripped the ball, ready to let his sinker rip. The Ranger bobbed his bat. The umpire settled into position.
This was it. The pitch to make his splash.
Knee up. Weight shift. He propelled all his six-three frame down the mound, slinging every ounce of his body into the throw. His arm came forward.
Pain rocketed through his elbow and up his triceps and exploded behind his eyes. The ball came free. He dropped his glove and sank to his knees, vision blurring.
The crack of the bat registered between the pulsing in his ears. Nolan gripped his elbow and forced himself to his feet.
Fitzgerald tossed the bat and started toward first.
“Reed!” The trainer’s voice punched through the fog coating his brain, and the pain surged anew.
He grunted in response. Just needed to shake it off. He’d lost the no-hitter, but he still had time to salvage this inning. He released his elbow and let his hand drop. His stomach went with it. Despite his best efforts, the pain must have been obvious.
Martin gestured to the manager, and he approached with a grim set to his lips.
No. They couldn’t take him out. Not yet.
“I’m fine, Martin. Just give me a sec.” Nolan risked a glance at his elbow, then tried to turn the bruising flesh away from the trainer’s view.
No such luck.
“Looks like an olecranon fracture. You’ll need at least an X-ray. Maybe an MRI.” Martin waved him off the mound.
A hush settled on the crowd, and even though he knew they couldn’t hear him from here, he lowered his voice. “It’ll be fine.”
The trainer scoffed. “You can’t pitch with that arm. Now let’s go.”
Where was…? No hope for Counsell going to bat for him now. Once Martin made the call, that was that. The manager had already returned to the dugout where Nolan’s teammates looked on.
Nolan Ryan would have figured out a way to keep going. He was sure of it. The man had gotten in a fight on the mound, and now they sold autographed photographs of him with a busted lip and blood all over his shirt for upwards of five hundred bucks.
But he wasn’t his namesake.
And to be fair, a split lip and a busted elbow were leagues apart when it came to pitching.
Nolan trudged down the mound to the sickening sound of cheers. The fans meant well, sure. Glad he could walk under his own power or some such. But the clapping grated as they celebrated the end of his opportunity to prove himself and get called up to the majors.
“How long?” He ground out the words as he forced his body forward.
Martin matched his pace toward the dugout. “Few weeks, probably. If it’s not too bad, with care and therapy you might even be ready for the season.”
The minor league season. This had been his shot. Without spring training, he’d never make the big-league roster. “Are they sending me back to Biloxi?”
They stepped down into the dugout where he avoided the guys’ gazes. Would he find sympathy there? Or relief another man had been removed from the competition?
“That’s not my call.” Martin gestured him through the door.
In the medical area adjacent to the locker room, Nolan clenched his jaw and endured a series of prodding and poking, then a trip to the X-ray.
A half hour later, the team doctor narrowed his eyes at the picture. “Olecranon fracture. See this here?”
Nolan’s stomach turned as the middle-aged doctor pointed to the black-and-white film. Even he knew his elbow bone shouldn’t have a line going through it like that. “Surgery?”
The doctor clipped the image into a lighted display. “Fortunately, no. The bone is still intact and hasn’t fragmented. You’ll need immobility, rest, and physical therapy.”
A little good news, at least. That sounded like a better play than going under the knife. “How long?”
“With this level of injury, most pitchers can return to the bullpen in about four months.” The doctor leveled a look over his clipboard. “If they follow the treatment program.”
Four months? His mouth dried. He’d go on the injured list, and they’d send him back to Biloxi where he’d have nothing to do for months but sit in his tiny apartment.
He could go back home three hours north of the Mississippi Coast to Brandon and stay with his folks. Dad would be disappointed. Probably tell him he should have done this, that, or the other to take better care of his arm. Dad would also encourage him, sure. But that wouldn’t mask the disappointment. At twenty-six, Nolan was already two years past the age when Dad had been called up to the Braves.
“You got that?”
His attention snapped back to the doctor. “Sorry. What?”
“You’ll be in the splint for four-to-six weeks. The doctor with the Shuckers will take periodic X-rays to check the healing. Ice as needed for swelling.” The doctor scribbled something on his notepad. “Here’s a prescription for the pain.”
“I don’t take anything stronger than Advil.”
The doctor tore the page free and held it out to him. “Up to you. Have this filled if you change your mind.”
Three hours later, Nolan plopped down on the hotel bed. The team had already secured tomorrow morning’s ticket back to Mississippi. He fumbled his phone out of his pocket with his left hand and jabbed his finger against the screen.
He set it to speaker and settled against the headboard. Dad answered on the first ring. “What’s the diagnosis?”
Of course, he already knew. He and Mom would have been watching the game on television. What had Dad done to stop Mom from calling before Nolan got back to the hotel?
“Olecranon stress fracture. Bone is still intact, so no surgery.”
“Thank you, Lord.” Mom’s worried voice came through the speaker.
Dad remained silent.
“Six weeks in a sling. Then physical therapy. Doc says I should be able to start the regular season.”
“But spring training is shot.” Dad’s matter-of-fact tone held little emotion. Another year gone. If Nolan didn’t move up soon, he’d remain a career minor leaguer.
“Why don’t you come stay with us?” Mom’s sweet voice grated where she meant to soothe. “You’ll need help without the use of your right arm.”
Right. Getting on the plane was going to be trouble enough. “We’ll see.”
“Amelia’s home.”
Dad’s two words had Nolan straightening. “What happened? Shouldn’t she be working in Atlanta?”
“Came home three days ago. Something about her internship not working out.”
“Actually,” Mom supplied, “she and Sarah are going to Biloxi this weekend.”
Despite all logic, his pulse quickened. The girl next door, his best friend’s little sister, was off-limits. Didn’t matter that his buddy had been gone for three years now. Derick would have punched him for making eyes at his sister.
The smile in Mom’s voice revealed she knew what he’d worked hard to hide. “Sarah said they were going to take a mother-daughter trip to a B&B down there.”
Dad chuckled. “I’m sure they’d love to see you, son.”
Yeah. He might give her a call. “Maybe they’d like to have lunch while they’re in town.”
After another plea from Mom to come spend his recovery at home where she could smother him in motherly affection and a short conversation about Dad’s experience with players who’d had similar injuries, Nolan said his goodbyes and disconnected.
Amelia Cabrera. Even if she wasn’t his late best friend’s sister, she was out of his league. That perfect honey-beige complexion and velvety-brown hair. He shook off the mental image of her charming smile.
He scrolled through his contacts and found the number for the Cabrera house, one of the few people he knew who still had a landline. He pressed the number and waited.
“Hola! Cabrera residence.” Sarah’s warm voice filled the line. To hear her now, you’d never know the blond-haired, blue-eyed woman hadn’t spoken a word of Spanish until the birth of her first child. She’d done an incredible job of keeping her husband’s Cuban heritage alive.
“Hola, Mrs. Cabrera. This is Nolan.”
“How are you? Is baseball going well?”
He wiggled the fingers on his right hand and withheld a wince. “Small injury. I’m headed back to Biloxi tomorrow.”
“What a shame. I’ll pray for a swift recovery.”
“Thank you.” He cleared his throat. “Mom said you and Amelia would also be headed down to Biloxi? If so, we should all get together for lunch while y’all are in town.”
“Sí!” She lowered her voice. “Amelia could use some time with a friend. I’ll tell her you’re coming. You two can have a good time without me.”
That might not be the best—
“Oh. Here she is now.”
Before he could respond, Amelia spoke. “Hello?”
“Hey.” A pause. “This is Nolan.” So lame.
“Hey. One sec. What Mamá?”
Nolan cringed. Sarah would make it sound like he’d asked her to lunch. Not both of them, which would be way less awkward.
“I talked to your mom about—”
“He did?” The surprised words cut off his explanation. “I’d love to have lunch with you, Nolan. It’ll be great to catch up.”
Was that a smile in her voice? “Yeah. Where are you staying? I’ll pick you up.” Oops. Driving would be a challenge with one arm. He could always call a rideshare.
“We’ll be at The Depot in Ocean Springs. It’s an old Victorian house they turned into a B&B. Saturday at twelve?”
“Sounds good.”
“Then it’s a date. See you then.” The line went dead.
A date? Nolan stared at the phone. Did he have a date with Amelia?
A sensation wound through his chest he couldn’t place. Maybe having to go back to Biloxi early wouldn’t be so bad after all.






  
  Three


Oh boy. They should have booked a room at the Best Western. Amelia mustered a smile as she gazed at the old house. The turrets and sweeping porches had a certain charm. But it probably didn’t come with Wi-Fi. And the sign said something about stepping back in time—inn with two  Ns, not one. Quirky and old.
“It’s muy bonita, yes?” Mamá extended her suitcase handle and clicked the button to lock her sedan. “Oh, look at that swing!”
“Very pretty, Mamá. Thank you for bringing me.”
Mamá wrapped her in a hug. “Can you believe I was able to get us two rooms, with a full breakfast included, for seventy-five percent off? Something about a celebration weekend package.”
Deep discounts could mean they were desperate for clients. Maybe for good reason. Mamá loved a good deal, though. Found them impossible to resist. “Yep. Great deal.”
Amelia scoured the house’s façade for signs of termites or whatever other critters an ancient house might hide but found nothing. The paint looked fresh, and every inch of the swept porch evidenced attentive care.
Mamá rang the doorbell. Another odd thing about not staying in a hotel. So weird to be renting a room in someone’s house.
The door flew open, and a woman with gray curls and a beaming smile clapped her hands. “You’re here! Right on time, no less. Not that I would expect anything different, mind you.”
Amelia exchanged a glance with Mam
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Dear reader,

As a historical fiction writer, I’ve always wondered what it
would be like if I could travel back in time and get a
firsthand glimpse of the eras I love to read about. Thus, the
idea for this series was born. It’s a fun way to imagine the

impossible.

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 this 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, and together let’s
go see what it might be like to “step back inn time and leave

our troubles behind”!

Happy reading!
Stephenia
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