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 The
Second First Chance is dedicated to the real Patrick (Paki) who
made my first college experience an adventure. And like with
Jayden’s Packy, we lost touch for decades. Writing this novel
jarred his last name from my memory, and we have reconnected. Some
friendships are meant to last a lifetime just like ours.

With love and gratitude,

Blakely


PROLOGUE – June 2015

“Do you
think you’ll make it through the eulogy?” Sweet Pea asked me on the
second worst day of my life.

Sweet Pea was my kid sister Shannon, not
that we were kids anymore by a long shot. At the overripe age of
48, I had lost my husband, my whole reason for living. My daughter
Ashley might suggest to me I was being overly dramatic, and I
couldn’t blame her. I had told her that at least a thousand times
during her childhood, and she was still in payback mode. Not that
she would say it today. Not on the day we had the funeral service
for her dad.

Even though Callahan and I considered
ourselves agnostic, I had allowed his huge southern family to
cajole me into an open casket viewing before the service, which I
personally found barbaric. The love of my life would be cremated
after the affair, half of his ashes would come to me, and the other
half would be buried in a plot of his family’s choosing. He was the
baby with five older sisters and just taking on one of them at a
time was daunting. All of them at once, I had no chance to win the
fight. However, they had mostly stayed out of our lives, and I knew
they needed to grieve in their own ways.

“Why are you the one giving the opening
eulogy?” my sister Shannon asked me again. “I mean, how will you
get through it?”

We were in a separate room from the rest of
the extended family. I needed time away from all of the crying to
gather myself together.

“It’s usually the best friend who gives it,
and I was definitely his. Plus, I owe it to him.”

“I don’t see how that’s true but okay. I’ll
be standing by with the tissues.”

“Please make sure the song plays at the
right time.”

“I’m on it.”

The Pastor of the funeral home came in and
told us to follow him. My bright outfit might put off the
congregation of friends and family, however, Cally thought funerals
should be a celebration of life, so I wore his favorite color:
teal.

A cacophony of conversation and array of
fragrances assaulted my already overwhelmed senses as we entered
the chapel.

Everyone else wore the requisite black as I
saw pew after pew filled with all the people who loved my husband
of twenty years. They had to open the divider to expand the room,
and people were still lining the walls because there wasn’t
sufficient seating for everyone in the already large space.

Shannon and I, with the eulogy clasped in my
hand, sat with Ashley and my parents in the left front row as the
Pastor began.

“Callahan East, father to Ashley, husband to
Jayden, brother to Jeanie, Stacy, Susie, Sissy, and Frannie and
son-in-law to Mr. and Mrs. Cooke, has passed safely into the loving
arms of his already departed parents...”

My sister and I glanced at one another, and
I did my best not to cringe. Callahan and his parents never saw eye
to eye on politics or religion, and the last place I could imagine
him would be in the arms of his parents. My mother squeezed my
hand, and Ashley leaned against me, tears streaming down her
cheeks.

The pastor continued, “This space, here
today, is a testament to how many lives Callahan touched during his
sixty years on this earth. On behalf of the Easts and the Cookes,
we thank you for showing your love and support today. Callahan’s
wife, Jayden, will speak first, and then their daughter Ashley, and
finally his sisters. Jayden?” He held out his hand for me to join
him behind the pulpit.

I rose, not feeling at all grounded in my
body as if the nightmare was reaching the pinnacle, which would
jolt me awake. Once I reached the stage, the pastor took a seat
behind me. I glanced at the golden wood coffin beside me,
thankfully closed, and then out at all the people waiting for me to
start.

My mouth dried up, and I tried to swallow
down the lump that had lodged itself in my throat. I coughed, and
the pastor must have sensed my distress or was used to it.

He poured a glass of water and handed it
over to me.

After drinking a few sips, I set the glass
on the podium and took a deep breath.

“Let’s get this over with, love,” I heard
Callahan whisper to me as he had on many occasions when we felt
obligated to attend a function but would rather be alone together
anywhere else.

“Okay,” I said to him and then the audience
let out an audible sigh. I looked down at my notes and then pushed
them to the side, deciding to wing it. “Shannon, my sister, asked
me why I was giving the eulogy for Callahan and here’s what
I said.” I paused, taking another deep breath and forged on, “Cally
was my best friend, my soul mate, my life blood, the cause of my
greatest joys along with our daughter Ashley. Our relationship, we
believed, defied the odds and every day we re-chose our life
together. Callahan felt that funerals should be a celebration of
life and not a mourning of death. This dress I am wearing today was
one of his very favorites although I looked much better in it ten
pounds ago.”

The congregation laughed.

“I often wished I could see myself through
his eyes. For him to tell it: I was the most beautiful woman in the
world. The best mother, the best wife, the best friend, but we all
know love blinded him.”

The audience chuckled again.

“Thankfully, I was the lucky recipient of
his love and loyalty. Twenty years. It was, however, way, way too
short. No time would have been long enough with him but this, this
was the greatest love story interrupted.

“If he were here, he would say, ‘Jayden,
love, you’re doing a great job, and you’ll be fine without me. You
were always the rock.’ He would be wrong. He was the rock, and I
was the roll, he was the stalwart who tethered my flighty airheaded
balloon to the earth, which would have otherwise flown toward the
sun and popped. He was the foundation, and I was the decoration. He
made me feel safe in this crazy world, and with him at my side, I
could conquer anything.

“He made friends wherever he went, fearless
in the face of rejection. I envied the confidence he had in himself
and his convictions even if I had to be the one to point out the
flaws in his reasoning every once in a blue moon. And of course, we
had our big rows on occasion, but he had the good sense to know I
was usually right.”

I heard mostly feminine laughter that
time.

“Like any couple who has been together for a
long time, you occasionally talk about what would happen if one of
you dies before the other. We had those conversations. We both
would want the other to find other loves and to continue to live,
and yet we both admitted we probably would never love again. And
how would that even be fair? No one could ever live up to what we
created together. Our life...” I sighed heavily.

“So if you don’t see me moving on as fast as
you think I should, hold your tongue. Few have had a love like
ours, and Callahan’s love will always be with me. Thank you, Cally,
for the best twenty years a gal could ever ask for. Shannon?”

My sister pressed start on the CD player and
“Everything I Own” by Bread filled the space. I sat back down in
our pew and held Ashley as we both cried.

Once the song finished, I helped Ashley dry
her eyes and whispered, “Are you sure you want to—”

“Yes, Mama,” she said as she rose. Looking
tall and regal in black and so much like her Dad with her thick
mane of rich tawny hair, Ashley walked up to the pulpit and spread
her pages out in front of her.

She cleared her throat and began, “My father
was the greatest man I have ever known. He could be hard on me,
always believing I was capable of doing more, giving more, creating
more and he was right. Although we had our trying times through my
early teens, he never gave up on me. He held his expectations high,
and I now know it caused me to strive to be a better student and a
better person.”

She glanced down and then continued, “For a
girl with her parents so in love, it was hard at times. As a young
child, I remember feeling jealous of their connection. Most of the
girls I grew up with had divorced parents. My friends wished their
parents were like mine. As I grew older, I realized that very few
couples love each other like they do. Did...”

Her tears resumed as she continued, “I thank
you both for showing me what real love is, and I promise you, Dad,
I won’t settle for less. Thank you.” She stepped down and returned
to her seat.

I managed to remain for her whole speech,
and once I had her settled into her grandmother’s arms, I left
through the doors to the outside. Callahan’s sisters would probably
be pissed that I hadn’t stayed inside to hear them speak, but I
needed to be alone. I needed fresh air. I needed to breathe.

The large oak trees swayed in the light
summer breeze, and I had to admit the sisters had picked a
beautiful spot in Live Oak, Florida for half of Callahan to rest.
Not that I really thought his ashes embodied him. I didn’t. His
wish was to have his ashes scattered on the beach in St. Augustine
and into the ocean across from the very spot where we met. I had
every intention of carrying out his request, just not right away.
It was symbolic of letting him go, and it would be a long while
before I’d be ready for that.

Love and hate broiled within me. I hated
that he left me and not only on our vacation but also on our
twentieth anniversary, marring the day we pledged to be together
forever. How could that happen to us? Forever turned out to be
mighty short by my estimation. I never spoke these thoughts to
anyone. They wouldn’t understand.

We had plans. Ashley was finishing her
senior year in high school and had gotten into her first-choice
school at Florida State University. We had saved up, which wasn’t
easy given the economy and our chosen careers: me a high school
English teacher and he an insurance sales representative.

We finally had enough to pay for Ashley’s
college and chase our dreams, of me being a novelist and he a
painter. We planned to sell the house and live simply. Now I was
left to figure out another life for myself.

I wanted to beat on his chest with my
fists.

Several times over the years, I had jokingly
said to him that I would kill him if he left me early. Yes, I felt
angry, although in light of everything the word was weak. Painfully
weak. I had no recourse to expend my rage, no god to blame. His
sisters repeatedly expressed how it was ‘all in God’s plan,’ and I
had to settle with clinching my fists at my sides instead of
smacking each one swiftly across the face. No, just god
would take my love away from me. No, I could never believe in one
so cruel and heartless. If anything, Callahan’s death reinforced
that for me.

Just then, five white butterflies swirled
around me, and I gasped. The white ones had always been our
favorites. “Are you here?” I turned on the spot, seeking an answer.
I received no response. As quickly as they appeared, the white
flapping wings flew away. We had talked about having a sign as a
way of communicating after death, only we’d never chosen one. Was
that the sign?

A lady once told me that every time she
found a penny, she knew her husband from the other side had sent
her a message of love. Being the skeptic, I thought, you should
have made it a five-dollar bill and then you would have really
known. I still do think of her every time I find a
penny, though.

Turning around, I saw that I had traveled
far from the funeral chapel. I forced myself to head back to be
present for the end of the service. I dreaded the line of all the
condolences and people telling me it would be okay. It would never,
ever be okay, and I despised hearing it over and over again.
However, I couldn’t abandon the rest of the family to cope with the
line of well-wishers without me.

Reentering from the side door, I hovered
along the wall as Frannie continued to speak.

“...charmin’ everyone. I think it’s because
he had six mothers in our house. All of us girls took turns holdin’
and carin’ for him. I don’t think his feet hit the ground for the
first two years of his life. We loved him in life and will continue
to love him in death.” She tilted her head toward the casket and
said, “I look forward to seein’ you again in heaven. Callahan, you
were the best brother a sister could ever want.” She ended with a
shuddered breath and descended the steps.

Once the pastor stood, I hurried back to my
seat. He seemed relieved to see me. “Thank you all for your
attendance. The burial ceremony will take place in a week, and all
are welcome to attend. You can pick up a leaflet with the
information on your way out. The family has requested that in lieu
of flowers you donate to Doctor’s Without Boarders or to the Arbor
Day Foundation. These were important causes to Callahan, and this
will honor his memory.

“Sissy has opened her home and will be
receiving guests in thirty minutes time. Her address is on the
placard by the door. Can the family please line up outside?”

I took Ashley’s hand, and Shannon grabbed my
free one. We did as bid and headed into the sunshine. Where is a
good thunderstorm when you need it?

The condolences seemed endless, and once the
final person, a work associate of Callahan’s, hugged us, I turned
to my mother and said, “Can you take Ashley with you to Sissy’s? I
want a few minutes alone with Cally.”

“How will you get there?” she asked.

“I’ll take her,” Shannon said. “I’ll wait
outside for you.”

“Thanks, Sweet Pea.” I hugged Ashley and
Shannon and closed the door behind them. To the pastor, I said,
“When are they moving the body?”

“You have time.”

I shook his hand and thanked him.

He closed the inner door, and I had the now
cavernous space to myself. Well, Callahan’s body and I did. I sat
on the edge of the raised platform with my back to him.

“Forgive me, Cally, but I’m going to curse.
I know you hate it, but if there was ever a time, it is now. How
the fuck could you leave me like this? We had plans, lots of plans.
We made a deal, and you broke it. I don’t know how I’ll ever be
able to forgive you. I no longer know how to navigate the world
alone anymore. Now Ashley is talking about taking a year off from
college to stay with me as if I’m an invalid without legs. Don’t
worry, I won’t let her, but you know there will be a battle ahead.
You were always the one who knew how to handle her. Goddammit,
Cally. What the hell am I supposed to do now?”

I groaned aloud and continued. “What kind of
asshole dies on his anniversary while on vacation? What happened to
looking both ways? That was a really fine touch. Yes, I know. You
didn’t plan to have the car hit you as you ran back across the
street after getting a flower for my hair to make the anniversary
sketch of me perfect, as you said. But tell me what are the odds?
None of it makes any sense. My life doesn’t make sense
anymore.”

I closed my eyes, hoping to reach him on the
other side. Are you there?

Warm, loving energy and the smell of
cinnamon surrounded me, but somehow it didn’t feel like Callahan. I
opened my eyes and yelped, “Holy hell, who are you?”

A man I didn’t recognize stood in front of
me dressed in an expensive-looking, tailored white suit. His
assessing white-blue eyes held mine.

“I didn’t hear you come in. Are you a friend
of Callahan’s?”

“No. I’m here to talk to you.”

I stood and stepped back, hoping to
outdistance the profound sweeping energy that reverberated all
around me. I touched the closed coffin as if my dead husband could
assist me from the grave. “I ... this isn’t a good time,” I said,
sweeping my hand around the room. “My sister’s waiting for me.”

“We have time,” he said with a calm, assured
voice.

“I don’t know what you mean. I have to—”

“I’m here to give you a second first
chance.”

“Excuse me?” I said, backing up until my
butt pressed against the casket.

“Please, don’t be frightened. I mean you no
harm and, in fact, I’m here to take away your pain.”

“Oh, great,” I said sarcastically.
“Are you here to convert me? Help me find God? You’re
wasting both of our time. I really must go.” Scared to pass by him,
I used the door that led into the family waiting room and ran out
the front to my sister’s car.

“What’s wrong?” Shannon said when I
hurriedly got in.

“Please, drive!”

She pulled out of the parking space with the
tires squealing, and headed down the road.

“Some odd man came into the chapel, and I
think he wanted to convert me. He said something about chances and
smelled like cinnamon.”

“Cinnamon?” She glanced in my direction.

“It was very weird. Did you see anyone at
the service with ice-blue eyes in a white suit?”

“No.” She turned right at the light and
headed east.

In a moment of impulse, I pulled my
cellphone out of my purse. “Fuck.”

“What, Jayden? Are you okay?”

“Yes, damn it. I was about to text
Cally.”

“Oh, one of those funny texts?”

Tears spilled down my cheeks. “Yeah. Text
to self: Don’t trust men in white suits.”

She chuckled, but it sounded painful, and I
could totally relate. “He would have cracked up, given the
circumstances. Was the man a friend of Callahan’s?”

“No. He said no.”

“That does seem strange. Well, I wouldn’t
worry too much about it. I’d worry about the wrath of the angry
sisters once we arrive at Sissy’s.”

I sighed. “Today of all days, they have to
cut me some slack.”

“Don’t worry, babes, I’ll run interference
and be glued to your side.”

“Thanks, Shannon. Did you see Del? I saw him
standing at the side when I came back in.”

“I can’t believe he showed and took
the kids home with him,” she said as she parked her car a block
away from Sissy’s home. “Damn, the streets are crowded with
cars.”

“Good thing Sissy kept her parent’s house in
the divorce. She’s the only one who could hold all these
people.”

“Yeah,” she said, staring off.

“You and Del don’t have to get divorced. You
don’t have to sign the papers, you know. You could try again.”

“I’ve been thinking about it. Del keeps
telling me he’s ready to work on our issues.”

“Maybe he means it this time.” I unbuckled
my seatbelt.

“And if he doesn’t?”

“Better to be a fool for love than scared to
take the chance.”

“Yeah. Thanks, babes. Please think about you
and Ashley staying with me for a while. I imagine it has to be hard
to be in your house without him.”

“I’ll talk to Ash later and let you know.
Please stay glued.”

“I will.”

Shannon didn’t allow anyone to linger around
me for long, and I spent most of my time on the flowery couch in
the living room while picking at the plate of food my mother
brought to me.

An uncontrollable sob threatened to erupt
once the reason for the gathering fully sank in. I hopped up,
almost knocking Ashley’s plate over. I placed mine down on the
coffee table and locked myself in the bathroom by the front
door.

The doily that lined the top of the toilet
along with the teacup and kettle wallpaper didn’t help my mood. The
bathroom catapulted me from 2015 back to the year I met Callahan in
late 1994. The decor hadn’t changed. After washing my hands and
splashing water on my face, I snuck out the front door.

As I strolled down the street, I thought
about Mr. and Mrs. East. They had never granted me permission to
use their first names and forget about calling them Mom and Dad.
Cally’s parents had always been polite to me on the surface, but
they couldn’t hide their apparent distaste for my liberal
persuasions. His mother would tell the sisters who would
immediately pass on the unwanted information.

As I continued to reminisce, the smell of
cinnamon hit me again, and I searched the street for the odd man
cometh. Across the way, I saw him resting against a giant maple.
Tucking my chin to my chest, I strutted down the sidewalk, leaving
him and Sissy’s house behind.

As I came around the block, the man with the
very pale blue eyes had settled against an oak on my side of the
street.

“Ahhh,” I yelled. “How did you do that? This
is beyond stalking.” I folded my arms across my chest and stepped
back. “Why are you following me? Do I need to call the police?” A
wave of love eddied around me, and I looked behind me, expecting to
see Callahan’s ghost there.

“No. I’m here to help you. As I stated
before, I just need a few minutes of your time.”

“And then you promise you’ll leave me
alone?”

“If that’s what you want, then yes.” He
stood up straight, and in the shade of the tree, I noticed the
striking unlined features of his face. I couldn’t place his
age.

“Why do you smell like cinnamon?”

“I thought it would be pleasant to you.”

I tightened my arms around myself. “You have
two minutes, and then I hope never to see you again.”

“Well then, let me get to the point.”

“Please do.”

“Callahan was not set to die on June
tenth.”

“Not set?”

“Excuse me. Scheduled.”

“What the heck are you talking about?”

“I am not going about this at all well.”

“Clearly,” I said, stealing a look back in
the direction of the house. I wondered if I could outrun him.

“When you are born, you are dispatched with
an eternality group of souls. This is not unlike the friendships
you forge during your time here on earth. However, the eternality
group spans lifetimes and supports those within the group who are
currently occupiers.”

“Occupiers?” I unfolded my arms. I decided
that if the man in the white suit meant to kill me, he’d have
gotten to it already and wouldn’t be wasting my time with his
cockamamie bullshit.

“Souls within a body. Some never care to
venture in, but most rotate from supporting the occupiers to being
one themselves.” His warm energy relaxed me. Plus, the smell of
cinnamon reminded me of my grandmother baking apple pie and
cinnamon rolls.

“What does this have to do with Cally and
me?”

“Your husband’s sentinel failed. Callahan
crossing the street should have been delayed, and therefore, he
would not have come into contact with the speeding vehicle.”

“If you’re trying to make me feel better,
you’re failing miserably.”

“I am here to possibly rectify a
scathe.”

I shook my head.

“Rectify a wrong.”

“I see. So are you going to say a voodoo
spell and bring him back to life?” Not that I believed he could.
“Why didn’t you do that in the chapel?”

“No, that cannot be done. Once a life has
been extinguished, in any given timeline, it cannot be resurrected
in his or her present state. However, there are other
possibilities.”

“Well, short of bringing him back to life, I
don’t see how you have anything to offer me.” I turned to walk
away.

When he touched my wrist, my heart skipped
several beats, and I gulped at the air.

“You’re not human!” I growled, yanking my
arm away. I ran from him as fast as I could, back toward the house,
but when I rounded the corner, he was there in front of me.
Shit!

“No. That is true, I’m not human per se,” he
continued as if I hadn’t run away from him like a bat out of hell.
“You and I, however, are both souls just currently in different
manifestations.”

“Is that supposed to make me feel any
better? Are you the one that let Cally die?”

“No. I am not of your eternality group. You
may think of me as an overseer or advisor.”

Something caught my eye, and I saw someone
come out of Sissy’s home. “We need to walk.”

We strode down the sidewalk away from the
house again.

“Why should I believe you?”

“You already do.”

“If you aren’t like me, why do you look
human? Are you God?”

“You don’t believe in God, Jayden.”

“Well no, I don’t, but then what is all of
this?” I wondered how he knew so much about me and what his name
might be.

“I’m known as Toly.”

“And you answered another question.” He
could hear my thoughts. “Please continue before I change my mind
and run away again.”

“We, all of nature and the universe, are
connected. We are at once one large entity and separate. The
connectedness is godlike but not the god of most religions. There
is no masculine deity deciding the fate of people or answering
their prayers. However, the will of the masses has the power to
cause change for the honorable or the profane. Some special souls
can heal outside the normal routes known to occupiers.”

“Back up for a bit. Are you saying this is
the first time anyone has allowed someone to die before their
time?”

“No, however, in cases where soulmates find
each other, there is special protocol.”

“Wait. So there is no free will? Our lives
are all prearranged?”

“That is not the case. Souls choose their
biological mother and depending where on the stratus of development
a particular soul resides, they may or may not set their occupying
end date. You and Callahan hoped to meet in this lifetime, but
there were no guarantees. The existence you created, the choices
you have made, were all your own.”

“Are you saying that people, who, say died
of cancer, chose their exit date?”

“Some, yes, and others are assigned.
However, because life is random, people do die outside of their
designated slot.”

I closed my eyes, shook my head, and opened
them again.

Toly still stood there, gauging my
expression.

“So according to you, I’m an occupier, and
people are supposed to be watching over me, over Callahan too?”

“Not people like you, but souls, yes.”

“So now what?” I shrugged. “What are you
suggesting?”

“You can stay here in this present time and
move forward. That is the simplest option to consider. However,
given the structure of this particular timeline, you can be
reinstated at thirty-eight, twenty-eight, eighteen, or eight.”

I threw my hands up in the air and huffed.
“What does reinstated mean?”

“You may be placed back into one of the age
frames I mentioned.”

“You mean I can go back ten, twenty, thirty
years and start from there.”

“Yes.”

“Will the ... the—”

“Sentinel.”

“Yes. Will he still be with Callahan?”

“No, not for this occupation.”

“What happens to Ashley?”

“She will be born again once you get
pregnant. However, since the circumstances may be different, she
could be different as well.”

“How do you mean?”

“Who inseminates the egg, when it happens,
who you are at the time and many other factors.”

“Will I remember me from now? Will I keep my
memories?”

“That is something you can choose.”

“Wow. I don’t know. Cal and I have often
wished we had met sooner in life. He was almost forty by the time
our paths crossed and had already gone through a horrible divorce
but— My head is spinning and like this entire day, I’m still
concerned I might be hallu—”

“Who are you talking to?” Shannon said as
she touched my shoulder.

I spun around in a circle, and Toly was
gone.

“I’m either having a severe flashback
hallucination from the few times I dropped acid in my twenties, or
I’ve gone certifiably insane and need to be directly deposited into
a padded cell.”

“I think you just need some rest. Mom asked
me to come looking for you. Guests are starting to leave, and Dad
has had enough of the gaggle of sisters.”

“Okay,” I said, allowing her to lead me back
to the house. I actually looked up into the trees lining the road,
expecting to see Toly perched on a high branch like a hawk sitting
in wait.

Ashley and I opted to go with Shannon to her
home. Both of her kids, Chaz and Tamara, had gone home with Del
after the service, so it was just us in the house. We climbed into
Tamara’s queen-size bed, and Ashley was asleep a few minutes
later.

I, however, lay in bed wondering if I had
crossed over into coo-cooville. I desperately needed to talk to
Callahan. He would know what to make of it all. If Toly was real,
could I walk away from the life we built and start over? There was
so much I could and would do differently.

I could go back to the age of eighteen and
hunt down Callahan, and we could start ten years earlier. I
wouldn’t drop out of college after my first year, throwing away my
parents gift of four years paid tuition, room, and board. I could
pursue creative writing from the start instead of waiting tables
for years as I paid my way to earn my teaching degree.

If I couldn’t convince Cally to love me
straight away, I would have the opportunity to have more sexual
experiences. He had so many more lovers than I did when we met that
he felt like I had somehow missed out. However, having sex with
another while still so deeply in love with Callahan might prove
challenging.

I wondered if I could change my appearance,
or if I would have to look the same as I did at eighteen. I was
attractive enough, but if I could change a few things here and
there... On the other hand, it would be amazing if Toly could hold
off cellulite until I was, at least, sixty or make me one of those
women who bounce back from pregnancy in a week and never look like
they had a baby in the first place.

The only stumbling block—well two of them
really—which stopped me from outright considering it: Ash lightly
snoring beside me and whether or not my mind had fractured over the
loss of Callahan and had decided to play trick or treat with
me.

I slipped quietly out of bed and went
downstairs to find some alcohol to help lull me into sleep. My
racing mind would not shut up.

In the cabinet above the refrigerator, I
found a bottle of Stolichnaya vodka. At the table, I poured an inch
into a tumbler and knocked it back. The smell of cinnamon wafted
over me just before Toly reappeared. “Back again, I see.” I poured
another shot into the glass.

“We had not completed our conversation.” He
bowed slightly. “My apologies for the abrupt departure.”

“Understood. Shannon would have swift kicked
you had she met you on the street. Of course, my sanity is still in
question. Whether I believe you or not is simply beside the
point.”

“To answer your question, the only change I
can make for you would be to retain your memory if you decide to go
back. In addition, as soon as you make your choice, I will be gone.
If you choose to remain here and now, I can wipe your memory of
me.”

“So you can’t make me enjoy cleaning or have
less of a sweet tooth?”

“No.”

“Wait a minute,” I bristled. “Do the
collective of watchers or whatever you called them see everything I
do? Even in my private alone time? Pick my nose? Touch my... Okay
now, I’m an open-minded woman, but that’s just—” I was about to say
fucked up but instead said, “Creepy.”

“Their purpose is not to judge or gawk, but
to guide when necessary. The more closed off the occupier is, the
less influence they have. You are considering eighteen for your
insertion time,” he stated, taking a seat at the table.

“Would you care for a drink?” I asked, my
southern politeness overriding the fear of my apparent lunacy.

“I have no requirement of sustenance and
prefer you refrain until our conversation has concluded.”

“Fine,” I said, pushing the glass away from
me. “Yes, eighteen makes the most sense to me or really is the most
appealing. I’m not sure I have any sense left. I would love an
extra ten years with Callahan, and retracing the same steps I’ve
already covered seems like a dreadfully boring prospect. I was
always the dreamer and the risk taker of the two of us. I know,
knew, know Callahan so well and yet, in this crazy scenario, I have
no idea what he’d advise. I do know he would take any opportunity
for a longer life together. But I feel like I’m abandoning Ashley
when she needs me the most. I get that she wouldn’t have been born
yet, but she will still be real to me.”

He watched me intently and waited for me to
continue.

“If I’m going to go full-blown into this
delusion, let’s get down to business. Can I tell Callahan about all
of this if I go?”

“Yes, but there are no guarantees he will
believe you.”

“I’m certain he won’t initially, but I think
I can get past that. And other people?”

“It would be ill-advised to share it with
others, but there is no rule against it.”

“Can you send me back with a lot of
money?”

“No. You’re financial situation will remain
the same given the particular time you select. However, once in,
you can manifest any changes you would like within the confines of
natural law.”

“Can I go back to the very day I arrived at
Florida State University after my folks drive away?”

“That can be done.”

“I know I already asked this, but please
tell me again that I will definitely have Ashley if I go back.”

“If and/or when you get pregnant, she will
be your first child.”

I forced out a breath and said, “Let’s do
it, but first I want to kiss her goodbye.”


CHAPTER ONE – August 1985

 In
a burst of consciousness, I quickly scanned the three boxes and two
suitcases that sat by the bed closest to the door in my small,
two-person dorm room. I remembered, as if it happened minutes ago,
my heated conversation with my mother over her wanting to help me
unpack.

“I can handle it myself,” I groaned.

My sister, Shannon who was always Sweet Pea
to me, made a funny face over our mother’s shoulder, and I had to
fight to hold back the laughter. I shot her a dirty look as she
mimed hysterical laughter, dipping forward and back, covering her
mouth. “Cut it out,” I mouthed when Mom joined Dad by the window on
the other side of the room, overlooking Landis Green.

“Come over here.” I hugged Shannon to me.
“I’m going to miss you, kid.”

“I’m not going to miss you a bit,” my bratty
twelve-year-old sister said, pushing out of my arms. “I’m moving
into your room.”

“No, you’re not!” I yelled. “Dad?”

“She’s just giving you a hard time because
you’re leaving. Sweetie, leave her be,” Dad said, leading Mom back
toward the door. “We’re going to take off and let you get
settled.”

I glanced up at my mother, noticing her
tear-filled eyes. “Thank you so much for everything, and as soon as
I have the phone turned on, I’ll call you.” I hugged my mother
first, breathing in her sweet perfume.

“I love you, and please be safe,” she said,
holding me tight.

“I love you too, and I will.”

“I’ll lock your bike to the rack
downstairs,” Dad said, giving me a quick hug and a pat on the
back.

“Thanks, Dad.”

Shannon buried her curly-haired head against
my chest and with her little arms squeezed my ribs as hard as she
could.

“I’ll miss you most of all scarecrow,” I
said, staring down at her and holding her face.

“You’d better,” she said, peering up at me.
Her eyes were wet as well.

“I’ll see you in a few months, and you can
call me anytime.”

“Let’s go,” Dad said, pulling my sister
along.

Although I intended to skip their departure
and the pressure it placed on my heart, it was there with me
anyway.

I looked around the dorm space and opened
the closet on my roommate’s side. As I recalled from the first
go-around, I found her clothes already hanging there.

Mental note: I will not steal any of her
yogurts this time around from the refrigerator we share.

I quickly unpacked my clothes and set up my
stereo/record player right beside the door. I shoved my crate
filled with records and cassette tapes under the bed. I set the box
of school supplies on my side of the partitioned two-way desk and
stuck the final box into my closet.

As I washed my hands at the sink in my dorm
room, I hazarded a look into the mirror. I gasped. Then I pivoted
from side to side, taking in my face from different angles. It’s
amazing what another thirty years of perspective can give you. Wow,
I’m hot! I now appreciated the angle of my high cheekbones and
my abundance of rich brown curls. I’d worn it long for so many
years, shoulder-length with bangs wasn’t nearly as bad as I
recalled. The fullness of my lips, which I detested as a kid,
looked incredibly provocative on my young face.

I stripped off my clothes and stepped into
the cramped bathroom between my room and our suitemate’s room. On
the back of the door hung a full-length mirror. Damn, girl, you
had it going on and you never knew it. I admired my high, round
butt that I used to think was way too large and the narrow dip in
at my waist. Callahan’s love for my abundant cleavage caused me to
appreciate my breasts on my younger self in a new way.

The jiggle of our dorm room door startled
me. I yelled, “Just a second.” I swept up my shorts and T-shirt
from the floor of our room and practically dove back into the
bathroom to dress. “Okay.”

After putting my clothes back on, I came out
to re-meet Debbie. “Sorry about that,” I said, extending my hand to
her. “I’m Jayden.”

“I’m Debbie, and I don’t plan to be here a
lot,” she said, shaking my hand.

“Oh,” I said as if I didn’t know why.

“I have a boyfriend, and my parents aren’t
ready for us to live together, so I’ll be at his place a lot.”

“No problem at all.” I turned away and then
said over my shoulder, “I’m going to go for a ride around campus
and then finish unpacking in a bit. Catch you later?”

“Sure thing.”

I grabbed my small purple fanny pack off the
desk, placed my key with a few dollar bills and change in, and
headed out the door. Downstairs, out front of Cawthon Hall, I bent
over to unlock my bicycle. I heard a cluck of appreciation from my
left and tilted my head up to say, “Hi.”

“Hi yourself,” said a cute gangly boy around
Ashley’s age.

“Well, I’m off for a ride,” I said, pushing
off and leaving the jailbait behind. I may be eighteen in body...
No way am I going there! Ewww as Sweet Pea would say!

I hadn’t been on a bike in years and
immediately lost myself in the pleasure as I roamed the streets of
Tallahassee, Florida. I had forgotten the beauty of the campus with
its lush trees, rolling hills, and brick buildings. Letting go of
the handlebars on my white ten-speed bike, I held out my arms in
victory.

I passed one of my favorite spots and came
to an abrupt stop. With my feet on the street, I shuffled back a
few steps and then dismounted. I propped the bicycle up against the
glass storefront and entered The Sweet Shop to buy a decadent apple
fritter. I stopped allowing myself to indulge in the future but
planned to set that right again.

You might expect me to be pining for my
husband and daughter, but truly, it felt like such a dream that I
only felt elated. Physically, I felt better than I had in years.
Gone were the chronic neck ache and the sore ankle from standing
too long. Plus, I had this smokin’ body that I had zero
appreciation for the first time around.

I knew if I waited a few more minutes before
heading back, Debbie would be gone for the rest of the day. The
call to the phone company had to come first, which I had
procrastinated on taking care of last time. Next, I had to figure
out where Callahan might be living. This was his period of flux as
he’d put it. I planned to check Gainesville first. The pay phone in
the lower level of my dorm building, I recalled, had phone
books.

Motherfucking shit! Just then, it hit
me: no internet, no computers, no cellphones, or even Facebook. I’d
have to use the computer center to type up my work for class. Then
I burst into laughter, fritter in hand, leaning on the side of my
bike. Good thing I didn’t think about that first, I might
not have come. I doubled over laughing, trying to catch my
breath.

“You must tell me what’s so incredibly funny
that it’s put you in a state of conniption hysteria.”

“Psychology major?” I asked, lifting up my
elbow for him to shake. I held onto my bike with my right hand and
the partially devoured glazed fritter in my left. My eyes finally
met his, and immediately I was taken by his dark, penetrating gaze
and longish, wavy, light-brown hair.

He looked like he should be playing tennis
in his tight blue-striped Polo shirt and short, white shorts with
front pockets. “Travis,” he said, taking my proffered elbow into
his hand.

Behave, girls, I mentally snapped at
my nipples. “Jayden.”

“Nice to meet you. I’m a professor of
literature and writing at FSU.”

“Interesting. Well, maybe our paths will
clash again.”

“Let’s shoot for cross. If they do cross,
you have to promise to tell me what was so funny.”

“Oh, I could never do that. You wouldn’t
believe me anyway. Listen, I should probably shove off. I still
have some unpacking to do and...”

He stared at my mouth, which caused me to
brush my lip, thinking some glaze or crumb had settled there. “Why
don’t you give me your number so—” he started.

“I don’t have a phone yet. Gotta run.” I
kicked off and pedaled down South Copeland just past Eppes Hall.
God, he was hot, even in his dated clothing. I took the
sidewalk across campus to Convocation Way. Get a grip! Don’t
forget you’re on a mission, Jayden, I berated myself as I stood
on the bike pedals to increase my propulsion. I headed north past
Reynolds and Murphy on my way to the door. I zipped to the front of
Cawthon Hall to lock up my bike.

Before heading up to my room, I waited in
line for my turn at the payphone, shifting my weight from my left
to my right foot, still impatient as I was at eighteen. I missed my
cellphone already. Finally, I stepped up and called the phone
company. They informed me my line would be live within forty-eight
hours.

“Shit,” I mumbled. “Does anyone have a pen?”
I glanced over my shoulder to the students behind me.

“Here,” said an adorable boy, holding out
his hand.

“Thanks.”

Just as our fingers touched, his face went
crimson.

I smiled, liking how the new, old me had an
apparent effect on the opposite sex. I tore off a piece of a page
from the inside of the phone book, hanging underneath, and wrote
down my new number. Noticing that the phone books were local only,
I decided to call information.

“I have to make one more call,” I said to
the girl next in line.

After I had hit in 4-1-1, I waited as the
phone rang. I wondered if people still used 411 in 2015. Me, I
looked up numbers on the web. Numbers, addresses, restaurants,
shops, travel; I used the internet for all that and more.

“Yes, sorry, Gainesville, Florida.”

“And the name?”

“Callahan East. C-A-L-L-A-H-A-N.”

“There is no listing for Callahan East.”

“Oh, crap...” I thought for a second. “Wait.
Can you check Live Oak for Callahan East?”

“Yes, ma’am... No, ma’am. There is no
listing for a Callahan East in Live Oak.”

“Okay, thank you.” My shoulders dropped in
disappointment. I guess it’s not going to be so easy to find
him.

Back in my dorm room, empty as expected, I
sorted through the boxes and put everything in my suitcases away.
After I’d made the bed, I pulled out the crate filled with my
record collection and various cassettes, some blank. I slipped Led
Zeppelin’s debut album on the turntable, starting at song four on
side one: “Dazed and Confused.”

While I lay in bed listening to my old
records, which I had given away years ago, I remembered Patrick, my
best friend in college. Packy, as I’d called him, lived on my floor
on the other side of the building. At eighteen the first time
around, I had wished quite often, he was straight. Closing my eyes,
I recalled how we met.

He tugged a heavy, square refrigerator down
the hall. His dark, floppy, straight hair fell into his face, and
he kept flipping his head to get his long bangs out of his
eyes.

“Want some help?” I asked.

“Sure,” he said with a heavy
sigh.

We manhandled the fridge to the end of his
bed and then he flopped down onto the mattress by the window.
“Upper body strength has eluded me all my life but don’t expect me
to be paying for a gym membership anytime soon.”

The way he said it, with a flourish, caused
me to crack up. We laughed together, and I started falling in love
with him that very day.

After I’d dropped out of college, we lost
touch.

No chance I would lose contact with him this
time around. Hell, now I could give him my email address of the
future, and we’d never be without a means to reconnect. Lying in
bed, I tossed back and forth whether to wait for that exact moment
again, two weeks from now, or meet him sooner.

The wonderful thing about Packy was his open
mind. Although Toly warned me about sharing my second chance, I
knew immediately that I would share it all with Packy.

Still impatient at forty-eight, I scooted
off the bed and headed down the hall to the other side of the
building. The door to his room hung open, and I saw Jamie, his
roommate, unpacking his clothes into the front closet.

“May I help you?” Jamie said in his formal
speak, which he loses halfway through our freshman year. His
girlfriend Lenore—they haven’t yet met—who lives
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