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Chapter One

“WHATEVER.”

There it was again. That word. Dan tried to make it seem like a positive thing, as if letting her decide everything was a courtesy. But all she heard was him pulling away, literally. Shutting down.

“Well, I guess I could go on my own?” Joey said, hoping he’d hear how much she didn’t want that to be the case.

Fight for me, she pleaded silently to the back of Dan’s head. Remind me that I’m not in this alone.

“I don’t care, Jo, really. We need to talk, but just tell me if I need to get dressed or…”

He didn’t finish the sentence but drifted back to looking at his phone. Apparently, that’s how little she meant to him now. She wasn’t even an afterthought in his mind, but an incomplete one.

“Maybe we can talk when I get back?” she suggested, still trying to catch his eye.

A reaction from Dan, finally, as he looked up at her for a moment with a haunted expression.

“Whatever you think. We probably should…”

What he thought they probably should discuss, however, he didn’t say. He and his phone headed toward the guest bathroom before she’d even had a chance to kiss him goodbye.

Joey hated herself for thinking it, but she missed how they used to fight. She could deal with anger. But this? This was apathy. Anger, at least, meant he still cared.

His words bounced around inside her head as she finished getting ready, and they were still on repeat as she wound her car through the familiar streets of their old neighborhood. As she turned the engine off and gave herself a once-over in the rearview mirror, she hoped the few tears she couldn’t blink back hadn’t messed up her mascara too much.

Not that it mattered. When Joey Shaw walked into a room, people always seemed to notice. It wasn’t that she was pretty. She was, but she carried herself like she wasn’t, so sometimes people forgot she was almost striking.

It was more that people could sense she’d entered a room, so they always turned to look. She brought with her a sense of…delight? Was that the right word? A sense that the room would be different now she was in it. She wasn’t loud and she’d never purposely sought attention, but she made people feel good, and that was a welcome addition to any room.

*

THIS FEELING WAS usually magnified by the fact Joey typically entered rooms with Dan. Everyone also noticed when Dan entered a room, and there was no confusion about it being a feeling. Dan was beautiful and impossible to ignore. He was kind and had the same air of what we’ll call delightfulness as Joey had, but it was his looks people noticed first.

Thus, when Joey walked into her twenty-year high school reunion, everyone did their typical noticing, then also craned their necks for a glimpse of Dan.

But Dan was not there.

Word quickly spread through the gymnasium that Joey Shaw had entered Dan-less and even though Joey knew it would happen, she prickled with indignation and felt herself losing the will to be her typical self. Dan hadn’t even gone to Conquistador High School. That hadn’t stopped everyone at her school from knowing who he was while she attended, and the fact they’d been together since basically kindergarten had just led everyone to assume they’d show up to the reunion together.

Maybe that was why, on top of everything else they were dealing with, Joey had given Dan the option to skip the reunion, at least the evening festivities. Sure, they’d show up tomorrow with the kids to the family picnic, but Joey was tired of dragging this new, sad Dan places he clearly didn’t want to be.

The gym was decorated to look exactly as it had for one of their dances back in 2002 and Joey smiled as her eyes adjusted to the dim lighting and the full picture came into view. Duke Photography had set up a cheesy backdrop for pictures, twinkle lights crisscrossed over the dance floor, round tables with plastic covers made a semicircle around the room, and approximately five people were on the dance floor while the band played “Love Shack” from a slightly raised platform directly across from her.

Joey relaxed a little as she took in her sister, Betty, on that stage, wearing her best early aughts attire, then groaned as she realized the clothes were actually from those years and still fit her younger, beautiful sister. Betty and her roommate, Rachel, made up half of an all-girl cover band called the Lovely Ritas, and they were all gorgeous, talented, and single. Joey could already see some of her male classmates trying to sneak looks at them while their wives sent daggers Betty’s way. She hoped they were coming up on a break soon so she could tell Betty that Johnny Sanglin, whom they’d both had crushes on in high school, was openly staring at her, much to the chagrin of his wife.

Even though it had been her idea to show up alone, Joey immediately questioned that decision as a group of women waved at her and she realized she couldn’t think of any of their names. Dan was always so good at remembering names. Even at a school he didn’t attend, Joey bet he’d have had at least half of their names locked and loaded or would have been able to charmingly ask for them in order to cover for her.

In an effort to pretend she hadn’t seen them, Joey took a sharp right and headed for the snack and drinks table, set up where it always had been at school events, but then noticed the tent next to it that she’d never seen before.

MADAME FATE, FORTUNE TELLER: SEE YOUR FUTURE read a banner pinned above the entrance.

Joey knew exactly what her future held, and it wasn’t good. Everything with Dan had been accelerating at a pace she knew she couldn’t control and the last thing she needed was a reminder of that. But the group of women whose names she couldn’t remember had moved in her direction, and as her normal charm and wit felt out of reach at that moment, she grabbed one of the available glasses of wine from the table and quickly stepped into the tent.

“Haalllo, you have come to see vat your future holds?”

Joey tried not to laugh. She failed. A woman dressed like Professor Trelawney sitting at a tiny card table hit her with a booming voice and terrible Russian accent as the tent flaps closed behind her. The tent was bigger than it looked from the outside and was cut off in the middle by a divider just behind Madam Fate.

“Uh, no, actually,” said Joey. “I was just looking for a place to drink this and hide for a minute, if that’s okay?”

Madam Fate furrowed her eyebrows and looked Joey up and down.

“Sit.” She pointed to the chair opposite her, the accent suddenly gone. “You’re the first one in here all night. I’m Mary. Mary Fate.”

Joey laughed again, but this time with Mary, as the latter reached into a bag and pulled out a flask. Joey sat across from her and they both said cheers before taking large gulps of their respective drinks.

“I actually am good at this stuff,” Mary said. “But some people like the whole character thing, so I go with it. You sure you don’t want me to tell you anything about what’s coming?”

“I came here tonight to forget about what’s coming.” Joey finished her glass of wine with another swig. “I thought it might be fun to remember back when life was easier, you know? Back when I stupidly believed…back when things weren’t so…”

Mary gave her a few seconds to finish the thought, then said, “Can I see your hand?”

The wine was making everything a little fuzzy, and since Mary had dropped the whole crazy act, Joey obliged, and placed her hand into the fortune teller’s palm.

“Ahh, I see what the problem is.” Mary was still looking intently into Joey’s hand.

“I need to moisturize more often?”

“That wouldn’t hurt,” Mary said with a laugh. It was a light, airy laugh that suddenly jarred something in Joey. She couldn’t remember the last time she had laughed like that.

“You married the wrong person,” Mary told her. “I mean, it’s fine, but there is someone else who you’re supposed to be with and that’s why everything feels wrong.”

The words sucked the air out of the small tent and Joey tried to pull her hand back, but Mary held it tighter. Who the hell did this woman think she was? She and Dan had three beautiful kids and a life most people would envy, and sure, things lately were, well, not good, but…

“The valentine,” Mary said. “Who gave you the valentine?”

“What did you say?” Joey gasped.

“You were supposed to end up with the one who gave you the valentine.” Mary traced a spot on Joey’s hand with her fingernail. “Do you want to see what could have been?”

“What are you talking about? Who told you about that valentine?” Joey stood and this time pulled her hand sharply back from Mary’s grip, nearly stumbling backward in the process. The tent was warm, and the wine had hit her quickly on an empty stomach.

“It’s okay, Joey,” Mary said, now looking at her with concern. “Behind this screen, you can see your past. Do you want a chance to make some changes?”

It’s just a screen. This woman is crazy. I’ve never told anyone about that valentine. What in the hell is going on?

Joey’s thoughts were swirling, and she knew she had to get out of the tent, but she could hear voices near the entrance and didn’t want to burst out on the verge of tears. Every teenage insecurity came rushing back and her number one rule had always been to not stand out. There was only one option to exit, so she told herself it was just a screen, this was all pretend, and ignored Mary’s outstretched hand to steady herself before taking a step forward—

Then everything went dark.


Chapter Two

WHEN JOEY OPENED her eyes again, she knew she must be in the hospital and had likely been heavily sedated. What else could explain how well rested she felt? And that back pain she woke up with every day? Gone. Damn. They must have given her some good pain meds.

But when she looked around for signs that she had, indeed, been taken somewhere for help, she instead decided she must have died. She’d always wondered what heaven would look like and was immediately disappointed to discover it looked like her childhood bedroom.

I was hoping for Disneyland, she thought, taking in the full view around her.

Yes, this was definitely her childhood bedroom, just as she’d left it. For starters, she was lying on a waterbed. She rolled to her right and felt the familiar slosh of water and saw the assortment of pictures, books, and knickknacks decorating her bed’s built-in bookshelf. A picture of her and Betty dressed as princesses from her favorite Halloween, one of her and Dan at prom, and a framed shot of the three of them the day she got her driver’s license.

As she turned to see the wall opposite her bed, she realized something felt a little different. She reached down and laughed as her hands discovered two small, perky boobs, quite the difference from the large, post-motherhood ones she’d been carrying around for years. But wait, that must also mean…ah yes, her hands went further down to discover a tiny, flat stomach and an equally small pair of thighs.

How did I ever think I was fat, she sighed, remembering hours spent agonizing that she didn’t look exactly like the Calvin Klein underwear models who frequented her Cosmopolitan magazines. Well, if heaven was her childhood room, it kinda made sense that she had her old body back.

She stood up and was amazed to feel the floor under her feet. She kinda thought she’d float, but maybe that came later? She felt her arms, and everything appeared to be pretty solid. Maybe this was some sort of processing center, like in Chances Are? Yeah, that would make sense. Maybe when you die, they send you somewhere familiar first, so you don’t freak out. She was really starting to figure out this whole “being dead” thing.

Figuring it all out made sense, because she also felt mentally clear for the first time in…forever? She felt like she could do calculus again and it would all just click. This also made sense; as she had her high school body back, the brain had come with it. And, oh, what a brain it had been.

It’s not that she wasn’t a smart adult. Sure, she’d felt pretty dumb when the kids were little and they sucked every spare brain cell from her during the years of sleepless nights, breastfeeding, endless laundry, and Yo Gabba Gabba!. But even as they had gotten older, the brain she’d been so famous for as a kid always felt just slightly out of reach.

But now, in this weird limbo state she seemed to have found herself in, she could feel synapses connecting that hadn’t done so in decades. Which is why not being able to figure out how she’d gotten here was so jarring.

Thinking about it logically, she could remember every moment of being in the tent. It had felt warmer and warmer, but that was partially the wine. Or had it been the beginning of a heart attack? No, surely, there would have been some pain. There was something about going behind a screen. Then the panic because a stranger had told her she’d married the wrong person.

Dan. Had she left Dan behind? And the kids?

Before the weight of that thought could fully register, a knock on the door pulled her back to reality. Or whatever this new reality was, anyway.

“Just making sure you’re up, sleepyhead,” came a voice from behind the door.

“Dad?” she choked out, suddenly aware she could speak.

But whomever had spoken to her had moved on. She could hear feet shuffling through the house. A clock on her nightstand said 7:30 a.m. Her alarm had always been set for 7:32, a weird quirk because she loved numbers that were divisible by three, but that hadn’t stopped her dad from knocking a few minutes early every day. It had bugged her then, but the memory of it now made her oddly happy. Or the experience. This wasn’t a memory; it had just happened. Or had it?

If she could hear things outside this room, it stood to reason there were other things outside this room. This felt both logical and illogical at the same time. She could stand, she could talk. What else could she do?

She sat down at her desk and moved the mouse next to her teal iMac. The screen woke up, so she opened a document.

“I need to make a list,” she said out loud, again testing that her vocal cords worked.

She made a column and titled it “Evidence I Am Dead.” Underneath, she began to type:

Have magically returned to being a teenager

Felt a little funny at reunion

Family history of heart disease

No one knows what heaven is like; this could be it

Back doesn’t hurt

She scrunched her nose and looked at the list. Any good scientist would now test their hypothesis, but another thought nagged at her. What had Mary said? Something about seeing what her life could have been like? She made a second column and titled it “Evidence I Have Time Traveled.”

Have magically returned to being a teenager

Back doesn’t hurt

Have read extensively about time travel and it takes many forms

Crazy woman in tent alluded to similar scenario

I appear to be fully corporeal

This doesn’t feel like heaven

Joey looked at both lists for a few minutes, back and forth, as she tried to make sense of them or come up with a third, more logical answer. If she had gone back in time, what day had she gone back to? She stood up to shake out her hands, and looked around her room a bit more, hoping another clue might catch her eye. She opened her closet, saw a long, black robe hanging first in line, and gasped.

It could only be one day, and it was the most fateful of her life.


Chapter Three

MAY 15, 2002! It had to be! She had picked up her cap and gown the day before graduation and had obviously only worn it that day.

Suddenly, option two felt like the only thing that made sense. Heaven couldn’t be some sort of Groundhog Day thing that made her relive this day over and over. It had been a good day, but her high school graduation wouldn’t have cracked the top five for the best in her life. In fact, it had been kind of ordinary, up until the end.

So ordinary, in fact, that she realized she typically couldn’t remember what she had done until the evening. Or, at least, her grown-up self couldn’t remember, which she knew because the kids had asked her for details dozens of times over the years.

Think, Joey! she commanded. Now she was in possession of her teenage brain, the memories of that day started to materialize.

It was hot, because it was Phoenix in May, but not terrible. She remembered the weather because her whole family had gone for a walk that morning. Wow—how long had it been since she’d remembered that? It was such an eventful day, but that walk had been the last one they’d taken, just the four of them, and Joey was thrilled at the thought of reliving this day in particular. She made a mental note to put one point in the heaven column.

Dad had suggested a family walk because it was Joey’s big day and he thought it would be nice to spend time together. He’d seemed a little emotional, but Dad always got emotional on big occasions, and Joey’s mind had been so focused on her speech that she hadn’t taken the time to really think about what that walk meant until, well, now. Dad must have known what was coming that night but didn’t want to spoil the surprise.

And so, they had gone on a walk, with Betty rambling about her plans for the summer. They were both going back to NAU Summer Music Camp, Betty as a camper and Joey as a counselor. Betty was overly chatty, and Joey wondered if her little sister hadn’t also been sad that she was graduating and moving out soon, with excessive chattiness as her way of hiding her emotions.

Then there was Mom. Mom had walked a few steps behind her girls, taking it all in with her usual “how did this all go so fast?” energy. She’d suggested they sing a few songs along the way; Joey and Betty had obliged.

Before the walk, Joey had suggested they stop next door to see if Dan wanted to go, but Mom said he wasn’t home. They all could have seen his car wasn’t in the driveway, and Joey never questioned how Mom somehow knew that before they’d gone out, but now it all seemed so clear.

Dan was picking up Joey’s engagement ring. Her mom and dad both knew, maybe Betty did too.

She began to wonder why none of them told her. Sure, it was obvious where they were heading, but Joey had been a little blindsided that he’d decided to propose the night she graduated from high school. Didn’t anyone think they were too young? But when she looked around and saw both of their families surrounding them, eyes aglow with happy tears, everything seemed so predestined that she’d said yes without really even thinking.

Everything that came after felt the same way. If they were engaged, why not move in together? And since they were both going to ASU, why not get a little place near campus? And why drag out an engagement, when a wedding is such a fun event, and who knows how much longer some of our older relatives might be here?

She’d always looked back on this date as monumental because it was the day she’d gotten engaged, but suddenly it felt like the most cosmically important date in her entire life. No wonder Madam Fate had sent her back here.

Wait, was she really already believing that? Madam Fate was just a woman named Mary with a silly accent in a silly tent. Fortune telling isn’t real, and neither is this kind of magic.

And yet, here she was. In her old room with her old body on a day where just a few things going differently could change the entire course of her life. She knew exactly how things would play out if she followed the course. She knew happiness awaited her down the path she’d originally chosen. Sure, pain was coming in about twenty years, but she and Dan had built something amazing. She remembered how much Mary’s words about marrying the wrong person had hurt.

But what was it Mary had said about that valentine? As much as her logical brain wanted to dismiss everything else, Joey couldn’t shake the feeling that everything she was experiencing hinged on that one point.

On Valentine’s Day twenty-one years ago…or, she guessed, last year, if she was really back in 2002, she’d received her usual assortment of valentines. Student council organized a Valentine-gram program every year where students could send each other a little card and gift as part of a fundraiser. As junior class treasurer, she helped organize it every year, then helped deliver the grams during third period. Dan usually asked Betty or someone to buy one for her, and she always exchanged them with a few other friends too.

When she got back to English class after delivering the ones assigned to her, she found her desk covered with red and pink construction paper cards, heart-shaped suckers, and a teddy bear holding a jewelry box. Dan had sent her music note earrings with the bear, and the candy ones had come from the usual suspects, but one was left unsigned.

Dear Joey, I’ve had a crush on you for years and have been too shy to tell you in person. I think you’re amazing. I’ll be under the big tree behind the gym after school if you want to say hi.

Joey had blushed, then immediately shoved the valentine in her backpack. Everyone knew she had a boyfriend. Even if Dan didn’t go to Conquistador, he was around at school functions enough to make it clear to the rest of the boys in her school that she was off-limits. She preferred it that way. While other girls in her class primped and stressed over how they looked at school, being Dan’s girlfriend had afforded her a certain status that helped her feel like she could just focus on her studies. She’d had her sights set on valedictorian, and who needed all that drama?

As the day went on, though, she couldn’t help but wonder who would be so bold as to send her such a note. That was pretty mature writing for most boys her age.

The thought made her grab the card back out of her bag. She smoothed it out and studied it, hoping no one in her chemistry class would notice. The handwriting was loopy and romantic, with little hearts over each letter I. Not only was it too mature for boys her age to have written, the penmanship was like none she’d ever seen from the guys at her school.

Her logical brain made the only conclusion it could: her secret admirer was a girl.


Chapter Four

IF MARY WAS right, not only should she have not married Dan, she shouldn’t have married a man at all.

But Mary wasn’t right, she nearly shouted inside her head.

And besides, she didn’t even know who had sent the valentine.

Okay, she’d always had her suspicions, but that’s all they’d ever been. Short of comparing writing samples from all the girls in the school, she’d basically had no way to figure out who had sent it. Instead of stopping by the tree behind the gym after school that day, Joey had chickened out and walked to the front of the school instead. She did look around and try to see who might be missing, but in the chaos of teenage drivers peeling out of the parking lot while everyone shuffled off to afterschool activities, it was impossible to tell.

I have a boyfriend, I have a boyfriend, she told herself as she resisted the urge to run in the opposite direction. And it was true. She and Dan and Betty had been inseparable since her family had moved in next door to his house the summer before she started kindergarten. Going back to see who had a crush on her felt akin to cheating, by high school terms anyway. And the fact she was pretty sure it was a girl felt…exhilarating.

No, not that. It felt…wrong, right? She was in love with Dan and that meant she was straight. It didn’t matter that she had always thought girls were beautiful. They were the fairer sex, after all. And didn’t everyone have a crush on Jennifer Aniston?

Wait, not a crush. Joey just really loved her on Friends and wanted to be like her. Not, like, be with her.

Sitting in her childhood room, Joey felt a rush of those old feelings come back. She had told Dan over the years about women she’d found attractive, and he was always intrigued, but she’d laughed it off as something she could only share with him because he was her husband and best friend. Taking the thoughts any further than that would be admitting what she’d tried really hard to ignore since middle school.

When she and Dan were fourteen, their friendship had blossomed into the proverbial something more. Suddenly, having him over for sleepovers, like they had when they were kids, was tense. Betty had always had a crush on Dan, but she was boy crazy years before her tomboy sister. It wasn’t until they watched Casper together one night and Joey looked down to see Dan’s hand holding hers that she realized the butterflies she felt when he was around were something more than the junk food and soda swirling around her stomach.

Betty cried for days when Joey told her she and Dan had kissed at the park one day, but she wrote some of her best songs that summer and won a prize at camp. And besides, everyone could see that Joey and Dan belonged together, so what did the hurt feelings of a little sister mean when compared to destiny?

But that same year, Joey had roomed at camp with Taylor Page, arguably the coolest girl in their school. Taylor was kind to Joey and even let her tag along to the social events during camp, but Joey was infatuated and terribly confused whenever they hung out. Where Joey was well-liked, Taylor was adored. Surely, Joey was responding to that same energy, she told herself. Taylor was the same age as Joey, but her body looked…not like Joey’s. Pictures of them together looked like Barbie and Skipper.

Taylor wasn’t popular like the other girls in school. She was an incredibly talented cellist, and everyone knew she was going to be a professional musician someday. She was shy, but easy to talk to once you could get her going. Talent, beauty, and humility are basically the trifecta to make up the coolest girl at camp.

On the last night of camp, Joey and Taylor stayed up late, chatting about how camp had gone, and what school would be like that year. They’d gone to school together for years, but as high school loomed, they knew things would be different, especially as some of their classmates went to other schools, and kids from other schools joined them at Conquistador.

“Are you worried you’ll miss Dan?” Taylor asked, as they sat together in Joey’s bed, sharing a bag of popcorn.

“Nah,” said Joey. “I see him every day. I mean, l like having him around at school, but it’s okay.”

“Yeah. I get it. I’m going to miss Melanie though.”

Melanie was Taylor’s best friend. Her family and Dan’s had both opted to send them to a smaller, private school that specialized in science. Joey was good at science but had no desire to focus on it when she was just as good at other subjects. Taylor struggled in most classes, but since she’d probably get a scholarship for music, she’d decided to stick with the public school option too.

“Do you want to play Truth or Dare?” Taylor asked.

“Just the two of us?” Joey said. “Or do you want to go see who else is up?”

“Nah, just us,” Taylor laughed. “Maybe I’ll dare you to go wake someone up at some point.”

They both laughed and turned to face each other on the bed.

“You first,” said Joey. “Truth or dare?”

“Truth.”

“What size bra do you wear?” Joey asked, realizing she felt bold after three Cherry Cokes.

“Ha,” said Taylor. “Um, I guess a C? I was a B, but they’re kinda tight, so, yeah, C.”

“You’re so lucky. I wear an A, but there’s not much there.”

“You’ll get them and you’ll hate them. They get in the way of my cello.”

A fit of giggles hit them both before Taylor said, “Okay, truth or dare?”

“Truth.”

“Do you like girls, or just boys?” Taylor asked, her face suddenly serious.

“Oh, uh, boys. You mean like like, right?”

“Yeah. I didn’t know if you just like Dan, or maybe if you’ve ever had a crush on a girl…like I have.”

It was the first time a friend had ever shared something so intimate with her and Joey knew in that moment a good friend should make Taylor feel okay about the whole thing. She knew this, but it didn’t stop her from blurting out, “You’re gay?”

Taylor looked taken aback, giving Joey a second to bring her original, kinder reaction to the surface.

“I mean, cool. That’s cool. You like girls. Okay.”

“Yeah,” said Taylor. “Johnny Sanglin kissed me after the dance this year and it just kinda hit me. Plus, I think I’m in love with Jennifer Aniston.”

“Me too!” Joey exclaimed.

“Johnny kissed you?” Taylor asked.

“Oh, er, no. I meant I love Jennifer Aniston.”

“But you said you only like boys.”

“Well, I thought you only liked boys. I thought you and Johnny were kind of a thing?”

“No, we’re not, but you could have told me you like girls like that, even if you didn’t think I did. I mean, I just told you.”

“I’m sorry.” Joey was confused. “I guess I don’t really know. I know how I feel about Dan, but maybe…”

“Maybe?” Taylor said.

“Uh, I think it’s your turn. Truth or dare?”

“Dare.”

And maybe it was the caffeine buzz, or maybe it was the darkness in the dorm room they shared, lit only by the nightlight Joey had packed. Or maybe it was Taylor’s C-cup breasts that Joey had been darting glances at as they sat perfectly underneath her pajama top for the past two weeks. But whatever it was, something told Joey it was now or never. So, she went with now.
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