

“This tale belongs to you.
Let it change who you become
and guide you toward a self
that aligns with your dream,
a realm where desires breathe and awaken.”
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No Neat Ending

~~~

Dave Callahan had barely taken his first sip of coffee when he heard a soft knock at the door. It wasn’t the usual brisk tap of someone with numbers to crunch or forms to sign. This was different, hesitant, maybe even rehearsed. Before he could call out, the door eased open, and Charlene stood in the doorway with her fingers clenched around the edge.

“Dave?” she said, her voice quieter than usual but steady enough to raise his eyebrows. “Can we talk for a minute? It’s… important.”

He gave her a small smile, the kind you offer someone when you’re trying not to jump to conclusions. Then he gestured to the chair across from him, nodding once. “Come on in, Charlene. Have a seat.”

Dave watched her as she crossed the room with the kind of elegance that didn’t look forced anymore. She reached for the edge of her skirt, smoothing the fabric down across her thighs like she wasn’t even aware she was doing it. She crossed one leg over the other with a slow, practiced ease, graceful and familiar, not just for her, but for him too. There was a time, not all that long ago, when she had to think about every gesture, every step, every fold of fabric. Now, it just... was. Still, the way her hands shook ever so slightly gave her away. Whatever this conversation was going to be, it was already eating at her.

Dave leaned back in his chair, watching her with that direct look he’d never quite figured out how to soften. She always found it unsettling. Maybe because his eyes, sharp and blue and knowing, used to look back at him from a mirror that belonged to someone else. And maybe that’s what unnerved her, the shared past, the faces they’d both worn.

“I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” Dave said. His voice had taken on a tone that meant he wasn’t joking. “Especially at 9:12 on a Monday morning. Doesn’t sound like work stuff. Sounds personal. Am I close?”

Charlene nodded, her mouth tugging into something like a smile, but her eyes gave it away.

“You’re right,” she said. “It’s personal.”

There was a pause, just a breath, but it held more than either of them was ready to admit.

“I’m handing in my notice,” she continued, her voice tightening around the words like she had to push them out all at once or not at all. “Philip asked me to marry him.”

Dave’s expression didn’t change immediately. But something behind his eyes flicked, like a light struggling to stay on. He blinked, once, slowly. He knew she’d been dating. He wasn’t oblivious. He’d even caught glimpses of them together once or twice, hand in hand outside the office, or waiting for a cab. But marriage? That part caught him off guard.
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Still, Charlene tried to soften the moment with a crooked smile. She always did that when emotions ran high, she joked, danced around the raw part of things.

“Come on,” she said. “I’m almost thirty. Gotta lock it down before my face starts falling apart.”

Dave laughed, but only a little. The kind of laugh that didn’t quite know where to land. It wasn’t about her leaving, not exactly. It was about everything that came before and how quickly it all felt like it was shifting again, just when he thought they’d found some version of normal.

Dave let out a long, measured breath, the kind that made his chest tighten before it released. Then, with a calm that didn’t match the restlessness brewing behind his ribs, he said, “Well... I hope the two of you find all the happiness you’re looking for. Truly. When are you heading out?”

Charlene’s voice came quietly but firmly. “At the end of the month.”

The words landed with finality. But she wasn’t done.

Her lips trembled as she tried to keep her composure, but the emotion was already showing in the way her eyes shimmered, fighting back tears that refused to stay tucked away. “Oh, Dave,” she said, her voice cracking ever so slightly. “I’ll never forget you. I mean that. I don’t even know how to begin thanking you for everything you’ve done for me.”

Dave didn’t answer right away. Instead, he rose from his chair and crossed the room with the deliberate steadiness of someone trying to hold himself together. His hand came to rest on her shoulder, firm, warm, and strangely comforting. He didn’t squeeze, didn’t shake. Just held it there, anchoring them both to a moment neither of them would forget. “You’ve done just as much for me,” he said, the truth of it clear in his voice.

Even as she nodded, Dave knew those words would stay with him longer than most conversations he’d ever had. He’d carry them in a place that didn’t get air or light, the part of himself where the hardest truths lived.


Dave often wondered, in the quiet spaces of his life, whether their strange, impossible switch had left him better off or not. Who had gotten the cleaner deal? Who had learned more? Who had sacrificed more than they realized? There was no scale for it. No formula that could weigh what they had both lost, and gained.

His thoughts drifted back to that day in late November, nearly five years earlier. The memory came with crisp air and the smell of wet leaves. Back then, Dave had been Dave in the conventional sense: a 42-year-old corporate manager buried in back-to-back meetings and budget projections. The reflection in the mirror had shown a man who looked every bit his age. He stood just under six feet tall, his build softening around the middle, with hair that had started to give up the fight at the crown. His brown eyes were tired more often than not. He looked like every other guy juggling deadlines, family, and the creeping realization that the body didn’t bounce back like it used to.

And Charlene? Charlene had been twenty-five, a sharp-minded, endlessly efficient assistant with a smile that disarmed clients and coworkers alike. She stood about five-foot-eight, and moved like she knew exactly how to draw attention without asking for it. Her wavy red hair always seemed to fall just right around her shoulders, and her green eyes made it impossible to lie to her. Her face had a warmth that made people open up before they even realized they were doing it. And her figure, well, it turned heads. Long legs, a trim waist, and a kind of effortless confidence that never felt put-on.

But Dave hadn’t hired her for her looks, and he would have told anyone that, including his wife. Sabrina had never asked, though. She was her own kind of beautiful, radiant in that way that didn’t demand attention, but held it when it came. Dave had been married to her for over a decade by then, and though life had pulled them in a thousand directions, he’d never once thought of leaving. Their life was solid. Full of rhythm and love, and two kids who brought more joy than chaos, most of the time.

Still, something had started to crack beneath the surface. Not in his marriage, but in him. The kind of wear that came not from one bad decision, but a thousand small ones stacked carelessly on top of each other. He didn’t smoke anymore, not since Sabrina gave him the ultimatum seven years earlier. But his eating habits were awful, his stress levels constantly climbing, and his body was issuing warning signs he didn’t want to read. Blood pressure ticking up. Cholesterol edging into dangerous territory. And the only cardio he got came from pacing the office when a client pulled out of a deal. He’d tell Sabrina not to worry. “I’m fine,” he’d say, brushing off her concerns. It was practically his catchphrase. The only argument they returned to over and over again.

But he hadn’t been fine. Not really. And what happened next, what rewrote the rules of everything they knew, was the consequence of that denial.

He didn’t understand it back then. But he did now. Every part of it. Every exchange. Every price paid.

And now, as Charlene prepared to walk out of his life, not just from the office but from this shared experience that tied them so inexplicably together, Dave realized there was no neat ending. No clean way to close a chapter when the story didn’t have a map.

But if this was goodbye, then so be it.

It had never really been about fairness.

It had been about survival.

The last fight he and Sabrina had before everything changed had been brutal, the kind that left both of them exhausted, saying things they couldn’t take back and hearing words that would echo long after the door shut. It ended with her voice cracking as she stood by the kitchen sink, eyes brimming, chin trembling. Her final words came out in a sob that she tried to swallow but couldn’t.
“You’re going to work yourself into an early grave, Dave. And when you do, I’ll be left alone to raise our kids without you. And what kills me most is that you don’t even seem to care!”

He remembered freezing in the doorway, briefcase in one hand, car keys in the other. He wanted to argue, to defend himself like he always did. But the look in her eyes stopped him. So instead, he just turned around and left, the slam of the door behind him doing all the shouting for him.

They didn’t speak much after that. Not really. There were words, sure, about laundry, dinner, homework. But the space between them had stretched out, tight and uncomfortable. It was the sort of tension that hummed beneath every small exchange, making ordinary things feel brittle. Still, he tried. When he left the house that Friday morning, he leaned into her doorway as she packed the kids’ lunches and told her, “I’ll try to leave early today.”

And he meant it. He really did.
Just not in the way things turned out.


The Day the Sky Broke

~~~

That Friday was unpredictable from the start. One of those strange early autumn days where the morning light feels like a promise, but by lunchtime, the sky changes its mind. The morning commute had been calm, crisp air, blue sky, but by eleven, gray clouds had crept in from the east, stacking one on top of the other until the whole city sat beneath a brooding sky. By noon, the rain came down in waves, hammering the sidewalks and drowning the sound of traffic. It wasn’t just rain. It was the kind of storm that took over the sky like it had something to prove.

Charlene had poked her head into Dave’s office around noon, damp curls framing her face. “Do you want to just order in?” she asked. “I don’t think it’s letting up anytime soon.”

He agreed. Neither of them wanted to deal with umbrellas or the mess outside. They placed the call for sandwiches and salad and waited it out in the office, the hum of the storm outside oddly soothing.

Dave cracked a smile as he glanced at the spreadsheets on his desk. “If we push through and stay focused, maybe we can wrap up early and actually get home on time for once.” His voice held an easy warmth, the promise of change. For once, he wasn’t thinking about the next quarter or his overloaded inbox. He was picturing movie night with the kids, maybe grilling with Sabrina if the weather cleared. He was thinking about rest, about presence. Something he hadn’t given his family nearly enough of.

When the delivery guy finally arrived, he looked like he’d just climbed out of a swimming pool. His jacket clung to his frame, and water dripped from his hair onto the tile floor. Dave handed him a generous tip, muttering, “Man, you earned this one.”

Charlene took her lunch, pasta salad and an iced tea, and sat at the small conference table. Dave pulled out a submarine sandwich nearly the length of his forearm and unwrapped it with a sheepish grin.

Charlene gave him a look. A full-on judgmental stare as she raised one brow and pointed at his lunch with her plastic fork. “You’re impossible.”

“Oh come on, Charlene,” he said, laughing as he opened a napkin. “Don’t you start too. I’ve already got one woman at home on my case.”

He took a big bite, chewed, and reached for his drink. Then it hit him. Sharp and sudden, like something inside had snapped without warning. It started in his left arm, a jolt of pressure that didn’t feel right, and then spread fast, an overwhelming grip across his chest like something massive was pressing down, squeezing the air from his lungs and the strength from his limbs.

His hands flew to the table. The sandwich dropped, untouched, onto the wrapper.

“Charlene!” he gasped, his voice loud and panicked. “Oh God. I think, I think I’m having a heart attack!”

Dave’s body pitched forward, legs buckling under him as the pain hollowed him out. The sandwich hit the floor with him, untouched. His knees struck the carpet, and then his shoulder, then everything disappeared, just like that. One minute, he was in control, and the next, the world went black.

There was no graceful descent, no dramatic farewell. Just the sudden and terrifying absence of everything. As the edges of consciousness slipped away, one final thought passed through him, thick with regret. He wished he’d listened. To Sabrina. To his own body. To every warning sign he’d ignored with stubborn pride. If only he had taken better care of himself. If only he had believed he wasn’t invincible. He would’ve traded anything, everything, for just one more chance. A do-over. A way back.

Fate, or luck, or the simple fact that corporate liability laws had gotten stricter that year, offered him that chance.

Their company had recently installed automated defibrillators throughout the office and insisted all staff receive basic training. It was a decision no one had taken too seriously, until the day it mattered.

Charlene, startled at first, had reacted fast. Her instincts had kicked in almost instantly. As soon as she recognized the look on his face and the way he collapsed, she knew. It wasn’t just stress or indigestion. This was a full-scale cardiac emergency.

She bolted from the room, sprinting down the hallway in heels, grabbing the defibrillator from the wall without hesitation. Her hands, steady despite the storm raging both outside and inside her, worked quickly. Back in the office, she knelt beside Dave, her breath short, her heart pounding not just with fear, but with responsibility.

Later, much later, she would tell Dave what went through her mind in that moment. Even as she turned him onto his back and ripped open his shirt, her brain was spinning in ways she hadn’t expected. She thought about his life. How it had been consumed by deadlines and stress and compromise. She thought about all the ways he had poured himself into work and let the rest fall through the cracks. And she thought, too, about herself. About her own frantic pace. The hours she clocked. The exhaustion she wore like a badge. And she wondered, with a lump in her throat and defibrillator pads in her shaking hands, what it might feel like to walk a few miles in his life, to feel the toll it took. Would she make the same mistakes? Or could she find a way to do it differently?
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Outside, the storm had escalated. Wind howled against the windows. Thunder clapped like it had something to say. As she prepared to apply the paddles to his chest, a violent roar cracked across the sky and echoed through the building. At that exact instant, every light in the office blinked out. Darkness pressed into the room.

But Charlene didn’t falter.

Even without the glow of the overhead bulbs, even as emergency lights failed to kick in, she stayed focused. Her breathing was ragged, but her hands stayed firm. She powered up the device. She pressed the paddles to his chest.

The first shock surged through Dave’s body, his arms jumping slightly, then falling still. No response.

She didn’t panic. She simply reset the device and prepared to try again. Her hand hovered over the trigger when, just as the second jolt shot through him, the office lights snapped back on with a sharp hum that filled the air.

And everything changed.

In that split second, as the electricity surged not just through the wires but through them, something inexplicable occurred.
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The Woman in the Mirror

~~~

When Dave opened his eyes again, his world felt unfamiliar. Off. As if he was seeing it from the wrong angle. His perspective had shifted, literally.

He wasn’t looking at Charlene.

He was looking out from her.

And she, staring back at him in his own body, wide-eyed and pale, was doing the same.

They had switched.

In the middle of a thunderstorm. In the middle of a rescue.

Their lives had been swapped in a surge of lightning, adrenaline, and timing no one could ever explain.

It didn’t make sense. None of it did. One moment, Dave had slipped into unconsciousness, his body failing beneath the pressure of his own choices. The next moment, clarity snapped into place like a curtain being yanked open. He wasn’t just awake, he was fully alert. Aware. Present.

But the world around him was off.

His field of vision was lower. His balance felt different. His limbs responded with strange softness, his chest felt unfamiliar, and his breath came out in a different pitch. When he looked down, he saw her, his old body, on the floor, chest slowly rising and falling, breath returning like a stubborn machine coming back to life. That was him. Or had been. Now, he was leaning over it, no longer looking out of his own eyes, but through Charlene’s.

He, no, she now, was breathing again, and Dave knew, even through the confusion and surreal dread, that time was still against them. He needed help. Fast.

Without thinking, he spun on bare feet he wasn’t used to and grabbed the phone from the wall. The receiver felt lighter. The cord felt longer. Even the buttons felt smaller beneath his fingers. He punched in 9-1-1, his hands trembling slightly but moving with purpose.

As soon as the operator picked up, Dave launched into the essentials. The address. The building. What had happened. His voice, her voice, was quick and pitched high, too melodic to ever be his. But it came naturally, which made it more unsettling.

Then the operator asked, “What’s your name, ma’am?”

Dave froze. Just for a moment. That question struck him like a cold wind. He hadn’t prepared for that. He wasn’t ready to answer, not because he didn’t know, but because the truth still felt like it didn’t belong to him.

“Miss?” the woman asked again. “Is everything still all right over there?”

He forced the words out, the syllables catching in his throat.

“Yes,” he said finally. “My...uh...boss seems to be breathing okay now. And my name is Charlene Sutton.”

As he hung up the phone, Dave found himself standing still in the middle of the office. He took a slow turn in place, his eyes catching reflections in the framed glass on the wall, in the black screen of a nearby monitor. The woman staring back at him wasn’t an idea anymore. She wasn’t a memory or a concept or a friend. She was now his mirror.

A strand of hair slipped into his vision, long and a deep auburn that shimmered in the dull office light. Without thinking, he brushed it away. The hand that did it was smaller, narrower, with nails that had been shaped and painted. The contact startled him. That was his hand now.

He exhaled and heard a voice, his own new voice. Soft. High. Sweet and too light to match the chaos pounding in his chest.

And then there was the chest itself, full and pressing against the fabric of a fitted dress he hadn’t remembered choosing. Every detail was impossible to ignore now. Every part of his body announced the change. This wasn’t a dream. It wasn’t something he could shake off.

He was her.

Dave didn’t know what was happening inside his old body, if Charlene’s mind was there, trying to wake up, trying to make sense of being him. He looked down again, and saw his former self, her now, still unconscious as the paramedics took over. One of them knelt beside her with a bag valve mask, the other prepping a stretcher. There were voices, commands, urgency, and reassurance spoken in clipped tones, but all Dave could hear was the thought looping inside his head.

This isn’t possible. And yet, it had happened.

When they confirmed that her, his, condition was stable enough for transport, one of the EMTs told Dave they’d be heading straight to University Hospital. Dave nodded, feeling numb and exposed in a way he couldn’t begin to explain.

The moment the ambulance doors closed, he reached for the phone again, this time with a different kind of fear in his fingers. He was about to make the one call he’d been avoiding ever since his eyes opened in this new body.

Sabrina.

Fortunately, Charlene had met her before. They had spoken more than once. It wouldn’t be like a stranger calling from nowhere. Still, the dread in his stomach curled like a knot as he dialed the number.

Sabrina answered on the second ring.

Dave didn’t even get past the first sentence before she interrupted with a sharp cry.

“Oh my God! What happened?”

He swallowed, steadying his voice.

“There was an emergency. Dave had a heart attack,” he said, keeping his words as simple as possible. “They’re taking him to University. He’s stable. But you should come now.”

Her voice cracked. “Will you meet me there?”

“Of course,” he said softly, and hung up before his nerves could get any worse.

Dave paused by the desk drawer, the bottom one, the one where he always kept the spare key to his car. His BMW. The key was right there, resting in its usual spot like nothing in the world had changed.

But everything had.

His hand hovered over the handle for a second before he pulled it back, his chest tightening with frustration. He couldn’t take that car. Not now. Not like this. How would he even begin to explain to Sabrina why Charlene Sutton was pulling into the driveway behind the wheel of her boss’s luxury sedan? The story would unravel before it even got started.

No, this was already complicated enough.

He made his way to Charlene’s desk instead, finding her purse tucked neatly beside the file cabinet. The soft leather strap brushed against his arm as he lifted it, unfamiliar yet oddly intuitive in its fit. He unzipped it, dug around for the jingling sound of keys, and pulled them free, two metal pieces on a ring with a pink key fob that read “Saturn.” Right. Her car.

He looped the bag over his new shoulder and headed toward the elevator, high heels tapping across the tile floor with a rhythm that should’ve felt ridiculous. And yet, it didn’t.

As he stepped into the parking garage, a strange memory pushed its way into his thoughts, a movie he hadn’t seen in years. The Hot Chick, the one with the man who wakes up in the body of a woman played by Rachel McAdams. He remembered how the film made a big show out of the high heels. All the exaggerated stumbling and slapstick falls. It had been funny at the time, overplayed, but entertaining.

And now, here he was, walking briskly across the garage in a pair of sleek three-inch stilettos like he’d been doing it forever. No wobbling. No awkward foot placement. Charlene’s body moved with an ease that didn’t require conscious thought. Her muscles knew what to do, and he had no choice but to follow their lead.

He made it to the car, unlocked it, and slid behind the wheel, adjusting the seat out of habit even though it already fit him well. The drive to the hospital passed in a blur of red lights and nerves. His knuckles whitened against the steering wheel. The radio was off. All he could think about was what would happen when he saw Sabrina. How he could even begin to be near her without giving everything away.

At last, he pulled into the hospital’s visitor lot and found a space near the emergency entrance. The air outside was damp and cool, remnants of the earlier storm still clinging to the pavement. Dave hurried into the ER, his heart thudding hard for reasons that had nothing to do with cardiac arrest.

He didn’t wait long. Minutes passed, each one slower than the last, until she appeared, Sabrina, rushing through the sliding doors with panic in her eyes. Her hair was slightly mussed, her purse strap slipping from her shoulder as she scanned the room.

Dave stood up before he could think. His instinct was to run to her, hold her, tell her she wasn’t alone. He wanted to blurt out that her husband was safe, that he was right there, closer than she knew. But the logical part of him, the one still clinging to whatever rules applied in this surreal situation, knew that would only make things worse.

Still, as she burst into tears, he couldn’t hold himself back completely.

He stepped forward and wrapped his arms around her. And it felt so natural, so needed, that he didn’t question it. Her face pressed against his shoulder. Her hands clutched his blouse. And his own eyes, Charlene’s eyes, began to sting with emotion.

Without thinking, he stroked her hair gently, the way he used to when she cried in bed late at night after a hard week. “There, there,” he whispered, his voice soft but certain. “It’s going to be all right.”

To his surprise, she didn’t pull away. She let him hold her.

They sat together, hands intertwined, an odd mirror of the past they once shared, now sitting side by side, one of them wearing the other’s life.

Then a doctor stepped into the waiting area. A man in his late forties with kind eyes and a clipboard pressed against his chest.

“Mrs. Callahan?” he asked, addressing Sabrina first. “Your husband is stable. He’s out of danger. Fortunately, it looks like his heart didn’t suffer any permanent damage. We’ll be moving him to a private room shortly. He’s awake now, though still very drowsy from the meds. You can see him in about thirty minutes.”

Sabrina pressed a hand to her chest and nodded, tears flowing again.

“Thank you, doctor,” she said, her voice catching on the words.

Then the doctor turned toward Dave, his brow lifting in recognition.

“You’re Miss Sutton, correct?”

Dave nodded slowly, unsure how to respond without giving too much away.

The doctor smiled warmly. “What you did today saved his life. The paramedics said your CPR and defibrillator response were textbook. Thanks to your quick thinking, I believe he’ll make a full recovery.”

As the doctor walked away down the hallway, his clipboard pressed to his chest and his shoes echoing faintly against the tile, Dave felt his entire body begin to tremble. It started in his fingertips, traveled up through his shoulders, and settled somewhere deep in his chest. Everything that had happened, the heart attack, the impossible body switch, the shock of seeing his own face on that stretcher, it pressed on him from all directions. His knees felt weak, his hands cold. His brain couldn’t seem to pick one thing to panic about, so it simply chose everything.

Sabrina noticed. Of course she did. She didn’t know the truth, couldn’t have known, but she could read people. And she could tell that Charlene, who was really Dave, was unraveling in slow motion.

She reached over and wrapped him in a tight embrace, her cheek pressing against his collarbone. Her voice, though damp with emotion, still carried the steadiness she’d always used when trying to comfort him. “Charlene, sweetie, you should really go home,” she said gently. “You’ve done so much already. You’ve been through a lot. Dave and I... we owe you more than we’ll ever be able to repay. I don’t even know how to thank you.”

Dave couldn’t respond. His throat tightened with words he wasn’t allowed to say. He looked at this woman, the woman who had shared his bed, his name, his worst days and his best, and for a split second, he wanted to tell her everything. That it was him, her husband, still right here, just not in the way she could recognize. But instead, he just nodded, managing a small smile through the chaos inside his head.

He leaned in, hugging her again, the scent of her shampoo stirring memories so vivid they nearly knocked him off balance. Then he turned away, heels clicking softly on the tile as he walked toward the doors.


Borrowed Breath

~~~

By the time Dave stepped outside, the weather had shifted again. The rain had passed, leaving behind wet pavement that glistened in the new brightness of the day. Puddles reflected streaks of blue between drifting clouds, and the air smelled fresh, damp, and oddly calming. The storm had moved on, but Dave hadn’t.

As he crossed the parking lot toward Charlene’s car, something else was happening inside him, something that didn’t match the emotional overload he’d expected. He wasn’t just shaken. There was a tight, pulling sensation in his gut and a restless buzz under his skin. He felt like crawling out of his own body. Then he spotted a small group gathered off to the side, near the curb. Six or seven people, huddled around a metal ashtray stand, their hands moving with familiar rhythm.

He stopped walking.

It hit him.

The irritability. The tremor in his hands. The sharpness of thought without any direction. Dave knew exactly what it was. He was going through nicotine withdrawal.

All those years he’d spent fighting the craving, all the hard-earned progress he’d made in quitting, and now he’d ended up inside a body that still smoked. The irony wasn’t lost on him. Not even close.

He reached into Charlene’s purse, which still hung off his shoulder, and began sifting through the unfamiliar contents. There were breath mints, a compact mirror, tissues, a few receipts, a half-used tube of lip gloss. Then, beneath a small zippered pouch, he found it. A pack of cigarettes and a pink disposable lighter.

He pulled them out, hesitated for a breath, and then walked toward the smokers.

No one looked twice at him. A few nodded in casual recognition, the way people do when they recognize a regular in the rotation. He returned the nod, placed a cigarette between his lips, and lit it with a practiced flick. His lungs filled with smoke, and it was as though a knot inside him loosened all at once. With the first inhale, the edginess began to fade. His hands stopped shaking. His shoulders eased down.

“Damn,” he muttered softly, exhaling a thin stream and watching it twist in the damp air. He hadn’t wanted to enjoy it, but here it was, the relief, the grounding, the terrible satisfaction. He remembered, in vivid detail, why quitting had been so difficult the first time around.

Then something unexpected caught his eye.

In the reflective glass of the hospital entrance, he saw himself, or rather, Charlene’s body, standing there in profile. The red hair blowing gently across her cheek. Her arm bent, wrist soft as she held the cigarette. Her chest rose as she inhaled again, the neckline of her blouse shifting slightly with the motion.

He watched his, her, reflection breathing, smoking, lips pursed, smoke curling against her cheek, and suddenly, Dave felt a rush of heat he wasn’t prepared for. Arousal. Not because of anyone else. But because of the image of himself now, her now, doing something that had always felt powerful, even when it was reckless.

He blinked hard, shaking his head. “Oh, come on,” he whispered under his breath, chuckling bitterly.

What a cruel joke.

After everything, heart failure, body swapping, finding himself trapped in a life he didn’t understand, now this?

He was getting turned on by the sight of himself smoking.

Ironic didn’t even begin to cover it.

One of the strange, embarrassing truths about Dave was that he’d always found women smoking to be oddly captivating. Not in the health-conscious, logical part of his brain, but in that stubborn, deep-seated corner where fantasy lived. Maybe it was the confidence, or the way lips wrapped around the filter, or how a woman’s fingers moved so naturally with a cigarette, it had always stirred something in him.

That was part of the reason he’d picked up the habit himself in his early twenties. And now, here he was, watching a delicate red-tipped ash balance between his fingers, Charlene’s fingers, and feeling that same tension all over again. Only now, it was directed at himself. Or at least the version of himself that now wore a dress, heels, and lipstick.

He took one final drag and ground out the butt in the ashtray next to the bench. Then he shook his head and exhaled slowly. “This is going to take a hell of a lot of sorting out,” he muttered.

There was no sense just sitting there. He walked back across the parking lot and slipped into the driver’s seat of Charlene’s Saturn. The leather of the seat stuck slightly to the back of his thighs as he adjusted the mirrors and caught a glimpse of his new reflection again. And then the next problem hit him hard.

He couldn’t go home. Not to his home. Not to the house Sabrina and the kids would be returning to. Not anymore.

He reached into Charlene’s purse and pulled out the wallet again, sifting through laminated cards and folded receipts until he found a license with her address on it. Southeast Garden Court. He recognized the name, it was a mid-range apartment complex tucked into one of the more well-maintained neighborhoods a few miles from downtown. It wasn’t far, and more importantly, it gave him a place to be that wasn’t crowded with memories of a life he no longer had.

Twenty minutes later, Dave pulled into the parking lot. The complex was clean, modern, and framed by tall trees whose leaves were just beginning to brown at the edges. The number on the building matched the one on the license. He parked, grabbed Charlene’s bag, and climbed the stairs up to her unit. The key turned easily in the lock, and when he pushed the door open, he was hit with a strange wave of familiarity.

Dave had never been here before. Not once. And yet, as he stepped across the threshold, he recognized pieces of it. The soft floral scent in the air. The framed landscape prints on the walls. The careful way shoes had been lined up near the entry. It wasn’t memory, exactly. It was more like inherited knowledge, like the body itself remembered what the mind didn’t.

The place was modest but thoughtfully arranged. A small living room with a tidy beige couch and a low coffee table. A desk in the corner with a laptop and some stationery. He wandered through, still in a daze, letting instinct guide his hands as he opened drawers and rifled through cabinets.

He didn’t know what he was looking for, exactly. But he found it anyway. A collection of things that made up the texture of someone’s life: an address book tucked in a kitchen drawer, a planner with upcoming appointments marked in blue ink, a few photo albums, a half-finished journal. He pulled them together and placed them on the coffee table in a neat stack.

His shoulders were stiff, his feet ached, and his head was spinning with questions that had no answers. He wandered into the kitchen, opened the fridge, and scanned the shelves. No beer. Not even a light one. But there was a half-full bottle of white wine on the second shelf, next to a small container of hummus and some leftover pasta. He took the wine, poured himself a glass, and leaned against the counter, taking a sip.

Not bad.

Back in the living room, he kicked off the heels, his ankles grateful, and tucked his legs up on the couch. He lit another cigarette, let the smoke curl toward the ceiling, and stared at the pile of Charlene’s life spread before him.

The nicotine hit quickly, bringing with it the faintest calm. Paired with the wine, it smoothed the edges of his nerves, let the questions slow to a dull murmur. He sat like that for a while, puffing and sipping, flipping through photos of people he didn’t know but whose names came easily now. Faces smiled out from birthday parties and vacations, and though the settings were unfamiliar, a strange emotional thread wove through them. As if her memories had folded themselves into him.

He thought back to what he’d actually known about Charlene before today. She had worked for him for two years. She was sharp, efficient, respectful. They’d always kept things professional. He knew both her parents were alive, that she was an only child. No boyfriend, no visible social drama. She’d studied business in college, just like he had. But that was the surface.

Who was she really?

What did she want? What kept her up at night? What dreams had she chased, or buried?

Dave didn’t know why he suddenly needed to answer those questions. Maybe because he sensed, deep down, that there was no going back. That whatever door he’d fallen through earlier that day had closed behind him. The body he now wore was likely his for the long haul.

And so, as he sat there in Charlene’s living room, smoking Charlene’s cigarettes, wearing her clothes, drinking her wine, he opened her laptop and began to type.

He felt strange writing about it all, stranger still that his tone didn’t match the madness of what had happened. He imagined someone stumbling on these words and thinking he’d lost his mind, or worse, that he didn’t care. That he wasn’t devastated. But that wasn’t it.

Of course part of him wanted to scream. Of course part of him wanted to smash things or demand answers or find someone to blame. But what would that do? What would rage fix?

None of it would change what had already happened.

And truthfully, after everything, the heart attack, the switch, the hospital, he didn’t have the energy left to be angry. He didn’t want to exhaust what little strength he had left on a fight he couldn’t win.

So he chose calm.

At that point, when everything else felt too foreign to grasp, the only thing that seemed remotely logical to Dave was to start adapting. Not with some grand plan or transformative epiphany, but in small, practical steps. He needed to stop spinning in circles and begin piecing things together. There was no guidebook for waking up in someone else’s body, but he figured sitting still and trying to understand the world he now belonged to was as good a place to start as any.

He dropped down onto the couch with a sigh that felt too deep for Charlene’s smaller lungs, pulled the stack of items toward him, and began leafing through them one by one. An hour passed slowly, the room filled with the soft shuffle of pages turning and the occasional clink of a wine glass being set on the coffee table.

He examined every planner, every photograph, every scrawled note in the margins of a calendar. There were birthday reminders, charity 5K registrations, a dentist appointment she had missed twice, and a letter from her mother clipped to a receipt from Backcountry. None of it gave him anything concrete. But taken together, it was a start. A trail of breadcrumbs into a life he hadn’t paid close attention to, until now.

When his eyes began to blur from staring too long at cursive handwriting and color-coded notes, Dave stood up and walked around the apartment with the slow steps of someone moving through a museum. The place was charming in its way, but definitely lived-in. The countertops had a fine layer of dust. Laundry spilled from a basket near the bathroom door. There was a coffee mug on the windowsill with a faint ring of lipstick on the rim and a small chip in the handle.

The cat, a long-haired tabby, emerged from under the couch just long enough to give him a disinterested glance before disappearing again.

He ran a hand through his hair, her hair, and continued his casual inspection. The bedroom was larger than he expected, with a bed that hadn’t been made, pillows bunched at one end. A collection of throw blankets were tossed across a chair, and a few fashion magazines were scattered across the floor.

There were framed pictures of snowy mountain slopes tucked between plants and paperbacks, and a few participation medals from ski races hanging by the door. Charlene, it seemed, liked the outdoors. Skiing in particular. There were two pairs of poles leaning in the corner beside a set of rollerblades and a yoga mat that looked like it hadn’t been unrolled in weeks.

And then there were the shoes.

He opened the sliding closet and stood blinking for a full minute.

Rows. Stacked and boxed, displayed like they were part of an exhibit. Flats, heels, wedges, boots. There were sneakers with neon laces and stilettos in colors he didn't even know existed. There were even silver pumps with rhinestones that looked like they belonged on a Broadway stage. He tried counting but gave up somewhere around fifty-three, when he spotted a second row behind the first and laughed softly to himself.

Dave rubbed his temples and leaned against the doorframe. Charlene had a thing for shoes. That much was clear. But more than that, she had depth. Personality. Complexity. She wasn’t just the competent assistant who knew how to navigate meeting schedules and client calls. There was a full life here. A full person.

In many ways, Charlene seemed like most women Dave had known in his life, actually, most people, period. A mix of contradictions and consistencies. Noble traits balanced by frustrating flaws. Strong beliefs threaded with small superstitions. She had habits that made sense and others that made none. She was capable, driven, impatient, affectionate, sharp-tongued at times. There were moments when she reminded him of the best parts of humanity, and others when she reminded him that everyone, no matter how put-together they seemed, had their own battles.

He had exchanged his set of those human contradictions for hers. And now, this was the skin he walked in.

Still in the bedroom, standing amid rows of designer heels and stray laundry, Dave figured it was time to call it a night. His brain felt like it had been running on an endless loop of questions and observations, trying to process too much at once. He turned toward the mirror near the closet, the full-length one Charlene probably used every morning, and faced it as if stepping up to meet a stranger.

Only, he wasn’t unfamiliar with her appearance. He’d worked beside her for years. He knew the structure of her face, the way she smiled, the color of her hair when the afternoon light from the office window hit it just right. But that had always been from the outside.

Now, he was inside.

Dave leaned closer, studying the reflection with a sharper eye. Her eyes, his eyes now, were a striking green, framed by lashes darker than he remembered. Her nose was straight, her mouth expressive even when still. She was, objectively, a beautiful woman. And if he had to go through such a bizarre transformation, at least he hadn’t ended up in the body of someone he wouldn’t recognize or connect with at all. Still, the whole thing felt surreal. He looked like someone he used to know, not someone he was.

He experimented with expressions, lifting one brow, then the other. Smiling, then pouting, then narrowing his eyes as if disapproving. Each movement shifted her features slightly, but it didn’t feel like they belonged to him yet. He turned his head to the side and tossed the curtain of red hair back, watching as it lifted and fell with a swish that felt oddly theatrical. The sensation of all that hair brushing his neck and shoulders was unfamiliar, and strangely distracting.

He stood like that for several minutes, maybe longer, unsure of what he was waiting for. A feeling of ownership, maybe. Or understanding. It didn’t come.

Eventually, his hands moved to the buttons of the cream silk blouse he was wearing, the one Charlene had chosen that morning, before either of them knew how this day would end. He undid each button slowly, revealing the intricate lace of a white bra underneath. The fabric was soft, delicate, and supportive. He paused.

Then, with a bit of clumsy maneuvering, he managed to unhook the clasp behind his back. The bra came off, and Dave looked down at the chest that was now his. Tentatively, he touched it. It felt… warm. Soft. Foreign and yet responsive to his touch. He didn’t linger. It didn’t feel wrong, exactly, but it didn’t feel right either. Not yet.

This was his body now, that much he understood. But it still felt like he was only borrowing it. A long-term lease he hadn’t asked for, in a neighborhood he didn’t know how to navigate.

He kicked off the pumps and peeled off the fitted black skirt, tossing it onto the nearby chair. It had hugged his hips in a way he hadn’t been used to, but now he hardly noticed. Sitting at the foot of the bed, he rolled the pantyhose down his legs, his motions slowing with fatigue. Every muscle ached, not from exertion, but from the constant emotional current running beneath his skin since the moment everything had changed.

His skin felt cold. Not the room. Not the air. Him. This new body reacted to temperature differently. His old one had been broader, more insulated. Now, everything felt closer to the surface.

He reached into a drawer and pulled out a long green nightgown made of soft cotton with a lacy white collar. It looked old-fashioned, but there was something comforting about it. He pulled it over his head and let it fall down to his ankles. It fit just right. Somehow, that made him feel more grounded than anything else had all day.

He began searching around the room for a pair of slippers, padding across the room barefoot on the cool floor. That’s when the phone rang.

He paused mid-step. The sound startled him more than it should have. And somehow, in the swirl of everything, he already knew who it was before he picked up the receiver.

It was Sabrina.

Of course it was.

He took a breath and brought the phone to his ear, his pulse jumping.

“Charlene?” Sabrina’s voice came through the receiver with a fragile edge, tinged with exhaustion and something deeper. “I didn’t wake you, did I?”

Dave sat down slowly on the edge of the bed, the phone pressed to his ear, the fabric of the long green nightgown rustling against his legs. His heart ached hearing her voice. Even though it wasn’t his name she was saying, it was him she was talking to. And somehow, that was enough, for now.

“No, Sabrina,” he said gently. “I was still up. How are you holding up? How’s Dave doing?”

There was a pause, just long enough to make him think she might be trying to collect herself.

“All things considered?” she said, her voice soft and low. “He’s doing really well. I just got home from the hospital a few minutes ago. They think he’ll be able to come home in a few days. The doctor’s pretty confident he’ll make a full recovery.”

Dave exhaled slowly, his shoulders sinking as a small wave of relief moved through him. He hadn’t even realized how tight his body had been until she said those words.

“That’s... that’s amazing,” he said, his voice catching slightly. “And what about you?”

Sabrina gave a tired, slightly shaky laugh. “Oh, me? I’ve had the scare of my life, but I’ll get through it. Eventually.”

Dave closed his eyes. He could picture her perfectly, even from miles away. Sitting at the kitchen table, probably still in her coat, phone tucked between her shoulder and ear. One hand gripping a mug, the other tracing circles on the counter. Brave. Pulled together. But close to breaking.

He wanted more than anything to be there with her, to hold her in his arms and tell her not to worry, that everything was going to be okay. But he knew those days were gone. That particular comfort was one he could no longer give. Not from this side of the story.

Her voice softened again. “Listen, sweetheart... I honestly can’t thank you enough for what you did. You saved his life.”

Dave swallowed hard.

“Oh,” he said, trying to keep his tone light, professional even. “I just followed the training. Did what anyone would’ve done in my place. I’m just relieved he’s pulling through.”

There was another pause. When Sabrina spoke again, it was with cautious warmth. “Normally, ICU is restricted to immediate family only. But he was asking for you tonight. Kept saying your name. His doctor thinks it might do him good to see you. If you’re free tomorrow, would you come?”

Dave’s throat tightened at the thought of it. His old body, his life, lying in a hospital bed. And Charlene, possibly trapped inside it, with no way to communicate the chaos she must be feeling. It was enough to make him dizzy.

“Oh! Yes. Of course,” he said quickly. “Absolutely. I’ll be there.”

He placed the phone back on its cradle, hands slightly shaking. Up until now, he had been so wrapped in his own confusion that he hadn’t allowed himself to fully consider what Charlene might be experiencing. She’d gone from the body of a young, healthy woman in her prime to the ailing frame of a middle-aged man who’d just survived a cardiac event. She hadn’t had any warning. No chance to prepare. If he was overwhelmed, she must be drowning.

He got up, walked to the other side of the room, and pulled back the covers. Climbing into bed felt surreal. The mattress was firm, the sheets cool. Everything smelled like her, lavender, lotion, the faint trace of shampoo. He laid down, then shifted again, searching for a position that felt right. Instinctively, he turned onto his stomach, the way he’d always slept.

And stopped.

That wasn’t going to work anymore.

He let out a small grunt, rolled onto his side instead, and pulled the blanket up to his chin. His thoughts raced. Questions he couldn’t answer swirled through his mind, how long would this last? Would it ever reverse? Could they tell anyone? Should they?

Despite everything, exhaustion crept in. Not just physical, but emotional. His body, now Charlene’s, ached in places he hadn’t expected. The day had taken more out of him than any other he could remember.

Soon, the darkness in the room deepened, and so did his breathing. Somewhere in the blur of fear and disbelief, Dave finally let go, his thoughts slipping into a restless sleep.


The Cost of Waking Up

~~~

When Dave opened his eyes that morning, the room was unfamiliar but no longer surprising. The soft morning light was sneaking in through the slats of the blinds, and for a brief second, he thought maybe, just maybe, it had all been some wild, fragmented dream stitched together by stress and adrenaline. But then a strand of long, red hair fell across his eyes, and another tickled his cheek.

He blinked and exhaled, bringing one slender hand up to sweep the hair out of his face. No, this wasn’t a dream. Not even close. The unfamiliar weight of his new body, the foreign feel of smooth skin against the sheets, the strange sense of gravity pulling in new directions, it was all there, exactly as it had been the night before.

He lay still for a moment, staring at the ceiling. The bed beneath him wasn’t his. The ceiling wasn’t his. And the body that had just shifted under the covers, definitely not his either. Not the one he’d lived in for over forty years, anyway.

Dave sat up slowly, the sensation of long hair brushing his shoulders still throwing him off. He was no longer a man in the traditional sense. He was, quite literally, Charlene now. Or at least in every external way that counted.
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He made his way to the bathroom, each step a reminder of how different his movements felt. His hips swayed slightly with each stride. His legs, longer and smoother, moved with a rhythm he hadn’t learned yet but that came automatically. In the mirror above the sink, Charlene’s face stared back at him, tired, contemplative, but still beautiful.

In the shower, the differences became even more pronounced. His usual routine, rough scrubbing, fast rinsing, and a towel dragged carelessly across his skin, wasn’t going to cut it anymore. His new skin was softer, more sensitive. The loofah felt like sandpaper. The water, too warm. Every nerve seemed closer to the surface.

And then there were the other parts, the ones he had no experience with but had suddenly inherited. His breasts reacted with a sensitivity that startled him. Every accidental brush of the washcloth, every rivulet of water, brought sensations that were... new. Surprising. His lower body responded the same way, alive in ways he hadn’t expected. But he didn’t linger. He had no desire to turn the experience into anything indulgent. Not yet. His mind was elsewhere.

He had never been one for philosophical questions, and he didn’t consider himself especially religious. But now his thoughts kept folding in on themselves, looping around questions that had no simple answers. Who was he now? Was he still Dave, the man with decades of memories, a wife, a home, and a heart that had betrayed him? Or had he truly become Charlene, defined now by the body he wore, the voice he spoke with, the reflection he saw every time he passed a mirror?

If he lived in her body, dressed like her, spoke like her, moved through the world as she did, did that make him her? Or was he just pretending, playing the role while the world watched?

And what about Sabrina?

Was he still her husband? Or was that title now meant for the man in the hospital bed, the one who looked like Dave, but held none of his thoughts, none of his past? If Charlene’s memories had somehow transferred into that body, if she was in there right now trying to make sense of everything just as he was, what did that mean for either of them?

It was too much. Too many questions stacked on top of each other. And none of them had answers.

He dried off gently and made his way back to the bedroom, wrapping himself in a towel that smelled faintly of lavender. He opened the closet and pulled out clothes without overthinking, something simple and easy. It was Saturday, after all.

He chose a soft yellow T-shirt and pulled it over his head. A sports bra had come first, and it took him longer than he wanted to admit to get it on right. Panties, then white shorts, slouchy socks that bunched just above the ankle, and a pair of white sneakers with a small pink trim. It was casual and comfortable, and more importantly, it didn’t require any zippers or complicated fasteners.

He stood in front of the mirror again and took a moment to assess himself. The hair needed attention, so he dragged a brush through it with gentle strokes, remembering not to pull too hard at the scalp. Then he opened Charlene’s makeup drawer, scanned its contents, and pulled out a soft pink lipstick.

He applied it with care, watching his reflection, trying to stay within the natural curve of Charlene’s lips. It wasn’t perfect, but it was passable. He remembered Sabrina doing this, years ago, blotting her lips with a tissue afterward. He did the same. That small act grounded him more than anything else had all morning.

He placed the lipstick back in its tray, straightened the hem of his shirt, and looked at himself one last time.

“I guess I’m ready,” he murmured, voice light but resolute.

Ready for what, he didn’t know.


Before Dave could fully register the weight of what he was doing, he was already outside the ICU doors of the hospital, standing in front of a small wall-mounted phone beside the entrance. His hand trembled slightly as he picked up the receiver, pressing it to his ear. A woman’s voice responded quickly, crisp and efficient. She confirmed his name, Charlene’s name, technically, and buzzed him in.

The doors slid apart, revealing the hushed world beyond. Machines hummed and monitors beeped with rhythmic persistence. The scent of disinfectant hung thick in the air, and the lights cast a clinical shine across the polished floor.

This was it.

The moment Dave had been trying to prepare himself for all morning, and yet nothing could have readied him for the experience of seeing himself, his former self, lying in a hospital bed just steps away. It was the first time since the lightning-struck moment of transformation that he would look directly into the eyes of the man he used to be.

The nurse on duty gave him a short nod and pointed across the unit toward a glass-walled room. Dave’s legs carried him forward almost automatically, like his body didn’t need permission from his brain anymore. He rounded the corner and stepped past the sliding glass door.

There he was.

Dave’s old body, his body, lay reclined in a hospital bed, pale but visibly alive. A plastic oxygen tube rested in his nostrils, and an IV bag dangled beside the bed, slowly dripping into the arm he used to call his own. The monitors around the bed displayed familiar readings: blood pressure, heart rate, oxygen levels. All stable. All functioning. Somehow, despite the chaos of the day before, he still looked... whole. Tired, but intact.

Dave stood frozen, hand resting lightly on the doorframe.

“D-Dave?” he said cautiously. Then added, “Charlene?”

The figure in the bed stirred and smiled. It was strange, surreal, even, to watch his old mouth stretch into that expression from across the room.

“Come on in!” the man said, his voice carrying more strength than Dave expected.

It was jarring. To hear his own voice, his old voice, coming from a face he no longer occupied. Dave felt like he was watching a movie of his own life, only now he was the supporting character looking in from the outside.

“Sit down,” the man said, motioning to the chair beside the bed with a familiar kind of authority. Dave nodded and obeyed, easing into the chair with slow, unsure movements.

There was a pause as both of them took stock, two people trying to make sense of an impossible trade.

“So,” the man began, tilting his head, “when did you figure it out?”

Dave looked down at his hands, Charlene’s hands, and exhaled slowly before answering. “Right away, I think. It was during the heart attack. I collapsed. The pain in my chest was sharp, worse than anything I’d ever felt. I was fading fast, barely hanging on. I remember seeing you... or, well, seeing Charlene, kneeling beside me with the defibrillator. You were lining up the paddles, and I was already halfway gone. I remember thinking how much of my life I’d squandered, how many things I hadn’t done, how much I wanted to start fresh. I actually remember thinking, I don’t care if I get another shot as a woman. I just want one. And then there was thunder, this loud, cracking sound, and everything blinked out.”

He lifted his shoulders helplessly. “Next thing I knew, I was in your body.”

The man in the bed, Charlene now, at least in soul, shook his head slowly, his expression somewhere between disbelief and recognition. “That’s wild,” he said softly. “I remember watching you fall. You just collapsed mid-sentence. I ran straight for the equipment. I was terrified. But as I reached you, kneeling down to check your pulse, I remember thinking, after I panicked, how strange it was. Even after all the stress and pressure and heart problems, there was still a part of me curious about what it’d be like to live as a man. What it might feel like to be on the other side of things. And then, right as I pressed the paddles to your chest, there was this huge clap of thunder. Everything went black for a second. And when I opened my eyes... I was here.”

There was a long pause. Neither of them spoke.

Then, at the exact same time, they both said it:

“I guess we both got our wish.”

Their voices overlapped slightly, his new soprano layered over her new baritone, and for a second, the tension between them cracked. They laughed.

Not a nervous chuckle. Not forced. It was the kind of laugh that came from somewhere deep inside, from a place where grief and absurdity meet.

It was the first time either of them had laughed since their lives had been split and sewn back together in reverse.

The next hour passed slowly, but it was the kind of slow that brought clarity, not boredom. Dave sat beside the bed, his old bed, technically, his posture straight but his fingers trembling slightly in his lap. Across from him, his former body lay propped up on pillows, Charlene's mind behind his old eyes, speaking softly in the voice that had once been his.

They spoke carefully, tentatively at first, but soon with more ease. Like two people stranded on the same strange island, finding comfort in the fact that at least they weren’t stranded alone.

They talked about how it felt, this sudden and bizarre turn their lives had taken.

"Strange," Charlene had said with a crooked smile, one that Dave knew from the mirror. That single word had held so much beneath its surface, but they both understood it without elaboration. Strange didn’t even begin to cover it.

They talked about telling others. Family, friends, coworkers. But neither of them had the answers yet. “Not now,” they agreed. The truth was too big. Too impossible. Who would believe it? And more importantly, what could anyone do even if they did?

So they made a pact.

“You lean on me,” Charlene said softly, fingers folding over the edge of the blanket. “And I’ll lean on you.”

Dave nodded. “Deal.”

There was a peace in that moment. Not resolution. But something resembling mutual surrender. They were in this mess together, and that meant they weren’t completely lost.

Eventually, Charlene glanced at the wall clock above the door. “Sabrina will be here soon,” she said, her tone careful. “You should probably go.”

Dave nodded. He understood. And yet, as he stood, a sudden tightness rose in his throat. He blinked, hoping it would pass, but the sting behind his eyes was harder to ignore. He reached out and took Charlene’s hand, his old hand, and held it with a kind of desperation he didn’t fully understand until that moment.

“Hey... Dave?” His voice caught, and he cleared it before speaking again. “Just in case we don’t get the chance to switch back... promise me you’ll take care of her. Of Sabrina. And the kids?”

The man in the bed, Charlene now, held his hand tighter, nodding once with a seriousness that needed no theatrics. “Yeah,” he said softly. “I promise.”

Dave nodded, but it didn’t feel like enough.

And as he stepped out of the room, he finally understood what had been clawing at him beneath all the confusion and panic. It wasn’t just about losing his job, his identity, or even the body that had once been his. The part that hurt the most, the part that pierced through all the chaos, was knowing that his connection to his family had been abruptly, maybe permanently, severed.

He thought of Sabrina’s laugh. Of his son’s awkward high-fives. Of his daughter’s hugs, always a little too tight, always just right. He thought about all the extra hours he’d clocked at work, all the weekends lost to golf, all the evenings spent tinkering in the garage instead of sitting at the dinner table. None of it had seemed wrong at the time. It had just been life. Normal. Necessary.

But now? Now those moments felt like currency he’d thrown into the wind, never realizing how valuable they truly were.

He stood waiting for the elevator, arms folded across his chest, Charlene’s body fidgeting restlessly beneath his clothes. His throat still burned. His jaw was tight. He tried to push the thoughts away, but they kept circling.

And then, without warning, the tears came.

First just a sting behind his eyelids. Then a few warm drops trailing down his cheeks. Then sobs, quiet but raw, that rose up and broke through. His chest heaved, his shoulders shook, and he pressed a hand to his mouth as if he could stop it. But it was no use. He had been holding on for too long.

That’s when the elevator dinged.

The doors slid open, and out stepped Sabrina.

She was dressed in jeans and a soft sweater, her bag slipping from one shoulder, eyes alert as she stepped into the hallway. She stopped as soon as she saw him. Her brow furrowed.

Dave, still crying, still stunned, froze.

As soon as Sabrina spotted him, Charlene’s body trembling, her eyes red and swollen from crying, her face went pale. She rushed toward him, worry carved into every line of her expression. Her steps were quick, voice unsteady as she reached out.

“Oh my God, Charlene,” she said, stopping short in front of him. “What’s wrong? It’s not, ” Her voice cracked.

Dave’s heart jumped. He saw where her mind had gone instantly. And he couldn’t let her sit in that fear for even another second.

“No, Sabrina,” he said, shaking his head fast. “No. Oh God, no. Dave’s okay. He’s really doing okay. It’s just...”

But he couldn’t go any further.

The rest of the sentence caught somewhere between his chest and throat, too tangled with emotion and confusion to come out. He wanted to explain, to find words that could capture the avalanche of thoughts and feelings coursing through him. But how could he? What language could possibly describe this?

Sabrina didn’t push. She didn’t demand clarification or try to reason it out. Instead, she did the one thing Dave hadn’t known he needed until it happened.

She pulled him into her arms.

Without hesitation, without preamble, she embraced him like a sister, like a mother, like a friend who saw past the confusion and straight into the ache beneath it. Her arms wrapped around his back, firm and sure. Her chin rested on his shoulder as she whispered, “Oh, sweetheart. I should’ve thought this would be overwhelming for you too.”

Her tone wasn’t pitying. It wasn’t clinical or overly logical. It was warm. Human.

Before he realized it, she was guiding him to a nearby couch. The waiting area was softly lit, a little too sterile, but she made it feel almost safe. They sat down beside each other, their bodies angled slightly, her presence anchoring him in place. She reached into her purse, pulled out a small handkerchief, and placed it gently in his hand.

He accepted it with a nod and dabbed his cheeks, thankful not just for the fabric but for the way she had given it, without commentary, without pressure.

He expected her to say more. He braced himself for the usual reassurances, the way he might have handled this situation in his old life. He figured she would tell him it was all going to be fine. That Dave was going to recover fully. That Charlene, he, had done everything right and didn’t need to carry this emotional burden.

But she didn’t.

She just held his hand in hers and slowly, tenderly, ran her fingers across his forehead, brushing back a strand of hair. Her touch was light, but full of meaning. She didn’t try to fix him. She didn’t try to explain away the storm inside his chest. She simply stayed close. Present. Offering comfort without a single instruction.

It was in that quiet stillness, her hand in his, her other palm resting against his temple, that Dave realized something he’d never fully appreciated before.

This was what it looked like when someone just let you fall apart.

Not every pain needed a solution. Not every tear needed to be rationalized. Sometimes, a person didn’t need advice, they just needed to feel safe enough to cry.

Dave had always approached life with the mindset of a fixer. If someone came to him in distress, his instinct was to act. Solve. Suggest. Create a plan. That’s what men did, wasn’t it? But now, sitting there with Sabrina gently rocking beside him, he understood a truth he had overlooked.

Men were trained to solve.

Women were trained to soothe.

He had heard that sentiment before, thrown around in books and articles, in therapy sessions and relationship advice columns, but it never hit him like this. Not until now. Not until he was the one needing comfort, and she gave it without a single condition.

He didn’t need a checklist or a motivational speech. He needed exactly what she gave him, presence, understanding, kindness without explanation.

Eventually, his tears slowed. The tightness in his chest loosened. He wiped his eyes with the handkerchief and offered her a small, grateful smile. “Thank you,” he said softly, voice still scratchy from crying.

Sabrina squeezed his hand again. “You don’t have to say that,” she replied. “You were there for him when it mattered most. Now let me be here for you.”

Dave nodded, even though words still escaped him.

After a minute, he inhaled deeply and composed himself as best he could. “You should probably head in,” he said, standing up slowly. “Dave might be wondering where you are by now.”

She stood too, her hands reaching for her purse again. “Are you sure you’re alright?”

He nodded, more convincingly this time. “I will be. Really. You should be with him.”

They embraced again, this time with more calm than sadness. He whispered, “I’m going to be okay. You don’t have to worry about me.”

“Alright,” she said softly. “But don’t disappear, okay? We’ll need you.”

As Sabrina turned to head toward the ICU, Dave watched her go, his chest aching with a mix of longing and gratitude. The woman he had once called his wife had just held him like a friend, like someone who mattered, and that meant more than he could say.

When she disappeared behind the doors, Dave checked the time. It wasn’t even noon yet. He stood there, feeling the weight of what had just happened, and realized he had more hours in the day than he expected.


Lipstick, Lies and Little Truths

~~~

As Dave made his way through the crowded parking lot, Charlene’s purse slung over one shoulder and the warmth of the morning still clinging to the pavement, his thoughts drifted back to the conversation he’d had earlier with the man lying in the hospital bed, his old body, now inhabited by Charlene’s mind. They had talked about everything from memory to identity to mascara, and somewhere in that surreal exchange, Dave had been offered a very practical piece of advice.

Now seemed like a good time to test it out.

He wasn’t too worried about the office. With Dave technically on medical leave, it would make perfect sense for Charlene to take the reins in his absence. No one would bat an eye if she stepped up to fill in. The irony, of course, was that she’d be covering for the man she now was, while being that man, just in a different body. It would have been funny if it weren’t so mind-bending.

No, his concern wasn’t with schedules or reports. It was simpler, and, in its own way, far more complicated.

Makeup.

He had pulled off lipstick that morning with minimal trauma. But anything beyond that? Total mystery. The tools confused him. The terminology, concealer, bronzer, setting spray, sounded like an alien language. He wouldn’t have known where to begin, and the thought of showing up at the office Monday morning looking like he’d applied everything with a paint roller was enough to make his stomach twist.

That’s when he remembered what Dave, Charlene, now, had suggested.

Go to the makeup counter at a department store. Don’t try to fake experience. Just say you’ve been working jobs where appearance didn’t matter much. Maybe construction, maybe factory work. Then say you’ve taken a new role where looking put together is more important. Ask for help. Pretend you're someone shy, a little unsure of yourself, but eager to learn.

“She’ll help you,” Dave had said. “As long as she thinks you’re planning to buy, she’ll treat you like royalty. Trust me.”

And, to Dave’s quiet amazement, that’s exactly how it played out.

He found himself in a softly lit corner of a department store, sitting on a tall stool in front of a mirror framed in polished silver. A young woman with perfectly arched brows and flawless foundation leaned close and asked gentle questions. What kind of look was he going for? Day or evening? Light coverage or full?

Dave stuck to the plan. “I’ve been in blue-collar work since I finished school. Never really got into all this... stuff,” he said, giving a sheepish smile. “But my job’s changed, and now I have to look more... polished, I guess.”

She smiled, warmly, reassuringly, and got to work.

For the next forty-five minutes, she walked him through every step. She explained which brushes did what. She showed him how to blend foundation along the jawline, how to apply blush without looking like he’d been slapped, and how to use eyeliner without poking himself in the eye. Dave followed along with quiet concentration, mimicking her movements, occasionally laughing at his own mistakes.

By the end of it, he didn’t just look presentable. He looked... good.

He left the counter $200 lighter, a paper bag filled with products he hadn’t known existed yesterday, and a strange but welcome sense of accomplishment blooming in his chest. It wasn’t pride exactly, it was more like the relief of discovering that, even in a body that wasn’t his, he could still figure things out. He could learn.

Lunch was a quiet affair at the mall food court. He sat at a table near the edge, eating slowly, people-watching without meaning to. Across the way, two women sat with iced coffees, talking and laughing with their heads tilted toward each other. A few teenagers with loud sneakers and louder music passed by, and an older man sat alone with a newspaper, glancing up every now and then.

Afterward, Dave wandered through the shops. He didn’t buy anything. Just browsed. A few display windows caught his attention, clothes he hadn’t noticed before, accessories that shimmered behind glass, but nothing pulled him in. There was no burning desire to dive into racks of clothing or bury himself in scented lotions. Not yet, anyway.

For now, he wasn’t shopping for fashion. He was learning how to exist. He was trying to understand how to inhabit this new life without feeling like a stranger in his own skin.

The truth was, he wasn’t there to fall in love with blush tones or chiffon. He was there to begin feeling human again.

Dave had always thought of himself as observant. Analytical. But nothing could have prepared him for how sharply the world seemed to shift when he stepped into it as a woman.

He had just exited the department store, arms filled with shopping bags and the dull ache of unfamiliar shoes pressing into his heels, when a man, somewhere in his fifties, with silver hair and a blazer that looked slightly too formal for the mall, hurried ahead to grab the door. He opened it with a smile that felt equal parts charming and patronizing.

“Here you go, miss,” the man said, with a nod that lingered just a moment longer than necessary.

Dave returned the smile automatically, murmured a thank-you, and stepped through.

A few feet beyond the entrance, near the food court, a group of high school boys stood clustered around a phone, laughing too loudly. One of them looked up, and Dave felt the flick of attention before it even landed. There was nothing subtle about the way the kid’s eyes moved from his chest to his legs and back up again. He tried not to react, just walked past with his chin slightly higher than before.

He kept moving, but the thoughts followed.

It wasn’t just the door, or the stares, or the way some people seemed to soften their voice when speaking to him now. It was in everything, the glances, the nods, the smiles exchanged with female cashiers who seemed to treat him not like a customer, but like a sister they’d known forever. And it was in the way men, especially older ones, paused just slightly when speaking to him, choosing their words with more careful politeness than they ever had when he was Dave.

He found himself smiling more. Smiling back more. He wasn’t trying to flirt. It just felt... expected. And strangely, it felt good to be smiled at. To be seen.

But the other side of it wasn’t lost on him either.

There had been a moment earlier, in the parking garage, when the echo of his own footsteps reminded him how alone he was. The rows of cars had stretched on, empty and shadowed, and as he made his way toward Charlene’s Saturn, he caught himself gripping the car keys tighter. As Dave, he never would have thought twice about a half-lit structure. But now, his body tensed automatically, alert in ways it had never been before.

Yes, the world offered more warmth. But it also carried sharper edges.

He spent most of the weekend in the apartment, away from the constant feedback loop of stares and small talk. The quiet gave him space to focus, to learn. He planted himself at the small table by the window and began the slow, meticulous process of trying to understand who Charlene was. He practiced putting on makeup, then wiping it off, then starting again. Foundation, mascara, eyeliner, each step was a small challenge, each smudge a minor defeat.

Makeup wasn’t instinctive. It was a language he hadn’t spoken before, and it showed.

But the greater task wasn’t eyeliner.

It was Charlene’s life.

He gathered every diary, every letter, every card, scrap, or post-it note he could find tucked into drawers or notebooks. Her handwriting was loopy and consistent, and she sometimes used hearts to dot her i’s when writing casually. Her college notebooks were meticulous, color-coded, with little reminders in the margins: “Call Mom back!!” or “Ask Jared about Friday.”

Dave sat there with a stack of her memories, flipping through them like chapters in a book he hadn’t written but was now expected to finish.

He chain-smoked without thinking, one cigarette bleeding into the next. Charlene’s brand was smoother than what he used to smoke, and the first time he lit one, it made him cough. But now, after a dozen or so, it had become habit again, just like the Diet Pepsi. He’d always preferred Coke, but her fridge was filled with cans of the silver stuff, and he drank it constantly as he read.

The more he discovered, the more overwhelmed he became.

Names, events, family stories, ex-boyfriends, work friends. There were photos of parties and Christmas cards signed by people he didn’t recognize. There were notes written in shorthand he didn’t understand. There were memories she’d lived that he now had to carry, or at least appear to.

It felt like trying to walk into a play halfway through the third act and pretend you’d known the script all along.

And yet, as frustrating as it was, Dave knew he had no right to complain. Not really. Because somewhere across town, Charlene, now inside his body, was likely sitting in his living room, staring at framed pictures of people she’d never met. A wife she hadn’t married. Children she didn’t know how to comfort. A life built over decades, now dropped into her lap without warning.

The confusion he felt was mirrored on the other side. And somehow, knowing that made it both harder and easier.

Dave blinked hard at the page in front of him, the words starting to blur and dance at the edges of his vision. His neck ached, his back throbbed in a spot that hadn’t bothered him before this transformation, and his eyes, strained behind unfamiliar lenses, screamed for relief. With a resigned sigh, he reached up and began the tedious process of removing his contact lenses. It was a task he never imagined he’d be doing again. Two years ago, he’d proudly walked out of that laser clinic with perfect vision and a smugness he didn’t try to hide. And now here he was, fumbling like a teenager over a sink, blinking into the mirror at a face that wasn’t his.

He muttered to himself as he placed the little plastic circles in their case. “Well, guess that savings plan just got a new line item.”

As he shut off the bathroom light, he shuffled across the small bedroom and climbed beneath the covers on Charlene’s bed. The mattress was softer than he preferred. The pillows had a faint scent of her shampoo, floral, slightly powdery. But it wasn’t those things that surprised him. It was the quilt. Earlier, when he’d first seen it draped across the bed, he’d rolled his eyes at the pastel butterflies stitched into the fabric, wondering what grown woman still chose bedding like that.

But that was before he’d flipped through one of her photo albums.

Tucked between snapshots of school plays and family barbecues, he found a picture of Charlene, eleven years old, beaming as she held up the same quilt with both hands, her grandmother beside her. The caption in ink read, “My last birthday with Nanna.” Just three months later, Dave had read in another note, her grandmother passed away. That quilt, which once looked so juvenile to him, had been the last thing she’d ever made.

Now, lying under it, Dave found himself feeling unexpectedly comforted. He wouldn’t have guessed that a handmade blanket, stitched decades ago, could carry so much meaning through time. But it did. It made him feel like Charlene, whoever she really was, had once been deeply loved. And if this was his life now, even temporarily, that love still lingered in the spaces she left behind.

By the time his head hit the pillow, the ache in his body had dulled, and his nerves felt slightly steadier. The apartment no longer felt as foreign. And he no longer felt as lost as he had the night before.


Wearing her Sunday Best

~~~

Dave slept longer than he intended, and when he finally stirred, the morning was already pressing in through the blinds. It was Sunday. A perfect excuse to stay in pajamas all day, to throw on a shirt and some stretchy shorts and pretend none of this had happened.

But as he sat up in bed, rubbing at his eyes, an idea began to take shape.

Why wait?

Monday would demand makeup, business attire, and the ability to carry himself like Charlene in front of colleagues who knew her better than he did. If he was going to mess up, today was the day to do it, without consequence.

He made himself a quick breakfast, instant oatmeal, a banana, and the last of Charlene’s Diet Pepsi, and then headed to the bathroom. This time, he wasn’t experimenting. He had a plan. He took out the brushes and palettes from the shopping bag he’d brought home from the mall the day before. Slowly, carefully, he applied each layer. It wasn’t perfect. The eyeliner wobbled, and he had to redo his blush after realizing he’d gone too hard on one side.

But the second time through, he looked at his reflection and nodded.

Not too bad.


Dave stood in front of the mirror, studying the array of dresses hanging neatly inside Charlene’s closet. It took him longer than he expected to make a choice, his hand hovering over fabrics and colors he would never have imagined wearing just a few days ago. Eventually, he chose a simple white dress scattered with bursts of bright flowers, pink, yellow, blue, like a garden caught in motion. The fabric felt soft beneath his fingers, light but structured, and when he slipped it on, it clung in a way that felt foreign yet strangely comforting.

He found a pair of white pumps with a modest heel, two inches, maybe a bit less, and eased his feet into them. There was a brief wobble as he took a few steps, adjusting his stride like a new dancer learning the rhythm of an unfamiliar song. But he caught his balance quickly. Chin up, shoulders back, he grabbed his purse and headed out.

His first stop was church. Catholic Mass. He hadn’t been in a while. Longer than he wanted to admit. Sabrina was a Methodist, faithful and consistent. She took the kids every Sunday, never missing. Dave, on the other hand, always had excuses. There was the lawn to mow. Groceries to pick up. Sometimes, he’d talk himself into a round of golf if the weather was just right. There was always some reason to stay away.

But now, everything had changed. And in this new version of life, this unrequested rewrite of his existence, he needed a reset. Church felt like the right place to start.

When the final hymn faded and the pews began to empty, Dave stood slowly and walked out feeling a little steadier than he had walking in. It wasn’t that the world had clarified, or that he had figured out what to do next. But he no longer felt completely adrift. He wasn’t as alone as he had feared.

From the church, he made his way back to the hospital. There had been no calls, no updates, but a sense, deep and persistent, told him he needed to check in. When he arrived, the woman at the reception desk smiled and informed him that Dave had been moved out of ICU and was now in a regular room. No more oxygen tubes, no beeping machines crowding the space. Just a hospital bed, some floral curtains, and a bit of sunlight spilling in through the window.

He walked in and found "himself" propped up against the pillows, color returning to cheeks that had looked so pale just a day ago. There was a nurse checking the chart at the foot of the bed, and Dave, or Charlene now, on paper anyway, smiled and called out, “Hi, Charlene,” with just enough brightness to keep up appearances.

Dave returned the greeting, the corner of his mouth tugging up. He waited until the nurse stepped out before crossing the room and taking a seat near the window. He remembered, just in time, to smooth the dress behind him as he sat, Charlene’s rule number one when wearing anything that wasn’t pants.

“I’m feeling a lot stronger now,” the man in the bed said. “Physically, I mean. That part’s improving. But mentally…” He trailed off, then gave a breathy laugh. “It still feels like I’m wandering through a fog.”

Dave nodded, knowing the feeling all too well. “You and me both.”

“There are a few perks, though,” the man said, grinning in a way that only Dave knew meant trouble.

“Oh?” Dave raised an eyebrow, bracing himself. “Like what?”

Dave leaned forward slightly, his hands folded in his lap, listening as the person in his old body, now "Charlene", spoke with a spark of amusement in their voice.

“Well, you know what surprised me?” the other Dave said, their tone laced with disbelief. “The doctors actually looked at me when I talked. They didn’t just nod while scribbling notes. They asked questions, and then, get this, they actually paid attention when I answered.”

Dave crossed his legs carefully, a movement he was still trying to perfect in this new form. The motion made him feel both self-conscious and strange. “Why does that sound so shocking?”

A soft laugh escaped from across the room. “You might have better experiences, sweetheart,” Charlene-Dave replied, voice low and steady, “but I wouldn’t count on it. There’s this subtle thing that happens, hard to describe unless you’ve lived through it. A certain tone. A way men look at you like you're not quite credible. You’ll start to feel it eventually, in tiny moments that pile up. One on its own is nothing. But together? It adds up.” She paused for a beat, letting her words sink in. “You know why they miss heart attacks in women far more often than in men? Because they aren’t looking for them. We’re often not taken seriously unless we’re falling apart.”

Dave said nothing. He let the words land, one by one. It wasn’t the first time he’d been offered a glimpse into how different life might be now. But this one hit differently. This wasn’t about makeup or shoes or how a dress clung to the hips. This was deeper. And harder.

Then the person in his former body shifted on the bed, the smile fading into something gentler, more thoughtful. “Look,” Charlene-Dave said, their voice softer now, “I don’t want you thinking you’ve been shortchanged. I enjoyed being a woman. I mean that. There’s...a softness we’re allowed to carry. I hope you give yourself room to feel that. I really do.”

He looked up, eyes fixed somewhere near the ceiling, and for a moment Dave wondered if he was seeing a memory unfold in the air above them.

“I’m not saying one gender’s better than the other. This isn’t some battle line. It’s just...I don’t know...like the world makes it easier for women to stay in touch with what’s going on inside. With feelings, with intuition, with tenderness. We don’t always have to pretend we’re fine.”

Dave blinked, unsure how to respond. There was truth there, too much truth for him to dismiss with a nod.

The conversation shifted then, pulling them toward deeper waters. They began to talk about Dave’s former life, now inherited by the woman across from him. He had done a little cautious asking around the hospital, enough to learn that memory lapses after cardiac episodes, especially when paired with electrical shock, weren’t unheard of. It was a plausible enough reason to explain the gaps, the confusion, the fact that “Dave” didn’t quite seem to remember certain key details about his own life. At least, not yet.

Until now, most of their talks had orbited around Sabrina. Dave had spent time filling in the history, how they met on a rainy afternoon when her umbrella flipped inside out, how their courtship bloomed slow and steady, how they built a life grounded in shared values and late-night kitchen talks. Telling that story had stung in a way that surprised him. It was like reciting a favorite book he could no longer open. He knew the ending already. There would be no return to those mornings filled with coffee and warmth. Sabrina would never wake up beside him again.

But when the topic turned to the children, Dave found himself choking on every word. He kept calling them “the kids,” or “the children,” as if refusing to name them might cushion the pain. As if a little emotional distance might soften the blow. It didn’t.

Dave Callahan sat motionless, his hands resting awkwardly in his lap, nails polished and just a little too long to feel natural. He kept staring at them, as if they might offer answers to questions that went far beyond appearance. The thoughts racing through his mind didn’t follow any clear path. They bounced, collided, ricocheted from deep introspection to minor absurdities, cosmic guilt one moment, fumbling for coins with acrylic nails the next.

In the quiet corners of his mind, a reckoning was unfolding. If he had ever convinced himself that his priorities were noble, that working long hours and climbing corporate ladders were acts of love for his family, that illusion was gone now. Completely gone.

He could admit it now, though it burned to say it, even silently, that his relationship with Sabrina had always taken second place to his career. Worse still, when it came to his kids, they hadn’t even been contenders. Patricia and Brian had floated somewhere in the background of his life, appearing occasionally in photos he kept on his desk or in the stories Sabrina would tell during dinner. They had been loved, deeply, but they hadn’t been present in his everyday thoughts. Not like they should have been.

Pat had just turned seven, all wide eyes and soft manners, a child who still instinctively reached for her mother’s hand in crowds. Brian, now three, was knee-deep in that chaotic toddler phase where every emotion seemed to erupt like a volcano. Dave knew them. He loved them. But the truth was clear: his time with them had been rationed, doled out in leftover minutes and weekend fragments. And that truth cut deeper than anything else.

That shame, raw and persistent, wrapped itself around him tighter than any dress ever had.

“I did love them,” Dave whispered to the room. Not to defend himself. Not anymore. It was more like a confession to someone unseen. “I just... I thought being the provider was enough.”

It hadn’t been.

Right then, Dave made a decision. It started as a small thread of thought, barely a whisper in his head, but it grew louder with each passing second. He didn’t want to spend this second chance wandering through life without connection. He didn’t want to be alone. Somewhere down the road, he would marry again. Not as the man he once was, but as the woman he had now become. And this time, he would do it right. He would build a life where parenthood wasn’t a burden or a background detail, it would be central. Non-negotiable.

Whoever her future husband turned out to be, he wouldn’t be allowed to vanish into his job or vanish into excuses. He’d have to show up. Be present. Dave wasn’t going to relive his past mistakes through someone else’s choices.

Patricia, named in honor of Sabrina’s mother, had always been the more sensitive of the two, timid, observant, the sort of child who noticed things adults overlooked. Brian, on the other hand, seemed to operate in a perpetual state of defiance, like a wind-up toy with too much tension in its spring. Watching them navigate this change from the sidelines made Dave’s chest tighten in ways he wasn’t prepared for.

He caught himself praying, soft, clumsy prayers to anyone who might be listening. He asked not for himself, not even for clarity or answers, but for mercy. For Charlene, now living his life, to find her footing. To embrace the unfamiliar world of being a father and husband with grace and a little grit. To shield those children from the confusion neither of them had asked for.

Was it too much to ask, really? The universe had already bent reality once. Couldn’t it spare a little compassion too?

Then, like flipping a light switch, Dave’s focus veered into the bizarrely practical. He stared down at his hands again. Those nails. A soft groan escaped his lips. How did women manage anything with these? Even pulling a coin from the depths of a wallet turned into a twenty-second ordeal involving pinching, swearing, and eventually giving up. The thought of trying to type like this on Monday made him shudder.

His mind was doing what it always did when it didn’t want to feel too much, shifting to distractions. But even the distractions had a way of looping him back to the truth.

The days began to stretch into weeks, each one blending into the next like smudged ink on a calendar page. Dave Callahan found himself swept into a current he didn’t entirely understand but had no choice except to swim in. The structure of work, the emails, deadlines, status meetings, became a strange kind of anchor, something solid to grip while the rest of his identity tried to take shape.

He returned to the office just a few days after Charlene’s world had become his own. The strange thing was, they’d assigned him back to what used to be his desk, Dave’s desk. The nameplate remained unchanged, a quiet joke between the universe and whoever was keeping score. For the first couple of weeks, that old workstation became both refuge and theatre, a place where muscle memory did most of the work and nobody looked too closely at the hands doing it.

They officially put him in charge of the department's current projects while the other Dave, his old self, focused on recovering. At first, Dave wondered if it was a mistake. If someone, somewhere, would realize how absurd it was to have him filling in for himself. But no one questioned it. The world, it seemed, kept moving forward no matter how surreal the details.

A temp had been brought in, someone from an agency with polished nails and a pink leather planner, to assist with filing and correspondence. But the brunt of the responsibility, the late nights and early morning planning sessions, all that landed squarely on Dave’s shoulders. In a way, it helped. Having too much to do meant there wasn’t time to spiral into memories or analyze what the hell had really happened. There wasn’t space to mourn what was lost when the schedule demanded productivity.

By the time the third week began, he caught himself doing things he never imagined becoming second nature. He now woke before the alarm, easing out of bed with enough time to shower, apply makeup, and choose an outfit that would look both professional and comfortable. That part still took longer than he liked to admit. Dresses that clung too tightly. Shoes that looked good but made walking feel like punishment. The tiny rituals had started to shape his mornings the way coffee once had.

Still, the sense of isolation pressed in during quiet moments. Even with the office noise around him, a part of Dave was always thinking just below the surface, trying to connect dots, trying to stay afloat. That was why, when Charlene’s body, now inhabited by the old Dave, finally made its way back to the office for short visits, it was like someone turned the lights back on in a dim room. His presence offered reassurance, a reminder that Dave wasn’t completely alone in this strange dual existence.

Doctors had encouraged light activity, and returning to work in short spurts was part of that. So Charlene, now “Dave”, began coming in for a few hours at a time. His footsteps were slower, more cautious, but his wit and insight remained razor-sharp.

Most of their time together wasn’t spent on spreadsheets or reviewing accounts. It was conversations in low voices behind closed doors. Sharing what they’d discovered, laughing over missteps, like misbuttoned blouses or embarrassing restroom confusion, and passing along tips on how to survive a life neither of them had signed up for. They had become each other’s mirror and map, trying to figure out how to walk in borrowed shoes.

Their bosses didn’t interfere. Maybe they sensed that something profound was happening beneath the surface and knew better than to interrupt it. Or maybe they were just happy the work was still getting done, even if at a slower pace. Whatever the case, no one breathed down their necks, and no one pressed for results.

Dave had the sense that the other version of himself, the one now moving through the world inside Charlene’s body, was adjusting at a pace that mirrored his own. They met often during those strange, quiet hours at the hospital or in Dave’s apartment, trading updates like teammates who’d been handed each other’s uniforms mid-game.

One afternoon, as the rain traced uneven paths across the windowsill, he watched Charlene, his former self, ease down onto the armchair across from him. She looked thoughtful. Distant. Her legs were crossed, her hands folded, and her voice, when it came, was almost a whisper.

“Sabrina’s been so gentle with me,” she said. “Supportive in ways I didn’t expect. I always knew she was a good person... but this, this has shown me so much more.”

She hesitated, biting her bottom lip in a way Dave now recognized as Charlene’s old nervous tic. There was a long pause, thick with implications neither of them wanted to speak into the room. And then, just before the silence became too wide to cross, Dave tilted his head and asked, “What is it? What haven’t you said?”

Her response was soft and tense, like a guitar string pulled too tight. “Sex,” she admitted. “I’m scared about sex. I don’t know if I can do it, with her.”

Dave blinked, caught off guard by the bluntness of it. It was one of those moments that made the body swap feel especially bizarre, he was discussing intimacy with a version of himself who now inhabited the form of the woman he’d once married.

Emotions pressed against his ribs, jumbled and pulling in opposite directions. Jealousy, sympathy, awkward curiosity. He took a breath, his voice more even than he expected. “If you're waiting for my permission, Dave... don’t. You don’t need it.”

He shifted on the couch, brushing a strand of hair from his eyes. “What matters most is that Sabrina’s okay. That she’s loved. That you’re okay. I think the best way forward, for both of you, is to live as husband and wife in every way that matters.”

The other Dave didn’t respond right away. He stared out the window, past the rain and into the blur of the street beyond. “It’s not only that,” he said eventually. “I’m scared I won’t even be able to... you know. Function.”

Dave couldn’t help it. He laughed, a quick, genuine sound that broke the intensity just enough to let the air move again.

“Oh, is that what’s worrying you?” he said, smiling now. “Let me give you a little secret, you can trust the machinery to kick in when it needs to. And honestly, I was never exactly Casanova. Sabrina’s expectations are pretty reasonable. You’re not walking into a bedroom with impossible standards hanging over you.”

Dave watched as Charlene cracked a reluctant grin. The tension between them softened just a little, enough to feel less like strangers and more like reluctant siblings trying to navigate a shared crisis.

But then Charlene turned her focus on him.

“And what about you?” she asked, her voice laced with genuine curiosity. “What happens when you meet someone? When you find a man who makes your heart race and your body... respond?”

Now it was Dave’s turn to freeze. That question landed in a part of him he hadn’t explored. He stared at the space between them, words tumbling over each other in his mind before any could reach his mouth.

[image: ]

“I... I really don’t know,” he admitted, his voice low. “I haven’t let myself think about that. I’ve been so caught up in figuring out how to walk in heels, how to breathe in shapewear, how to hold a conversation without sounding like an imposter... sex just hasn’t made the list yet.”

Charlene leaned forward, resting her chin in her hand with a knowing look. Her eyes sparkled with a strange amusement, like she held a secret the rest of the world wasn’t ready to hear.

“Well,” she said, her voice full of teasing promise, “when that day comes, I think you’re in for a surprise. A very pleasant one.”

“And what’s that supposed to mean?” Dave asked, raising an eyebrow, his voice a mixture of suspicion and amusement.

Charlene just smiled, wide and annoyingly knowing, like she was keeping the ending of a story he hadn’t read. “You’ll see,” she said. “You won’t really understand until it’s your turn. You’ve got to feel it for yourself.”

And she left it at that, which only made the curiosity worse.


Becoming Charlene

~~~

More than a year slipped by after that cryptic conversation. The world spun through seasons, work weeks blurred into weekends, and Dave kept moving forward, piece by piece, adapting to a life that no longer matched the reflection he saw each morning.

Then, unexpectedly, Sabrina, of all people, decided it was time for him to start dating.

He had been spending more evenings at her house lately, helping with Patricia and Brian, reading bedtime stories, packing school lunches, and generally trying to be useful in ways he hadn’t been the first time around. It brought a closeness between them he hadn’t anticipated. So when she casually mentioned a man from her church who was “sweet, stable, and single,” Dave was too surprised to come up with a decent excuse.

That first date wasn’t the disaster he expected. Sure, he spent nearly an hour just picking out the right blouse and skirt combo, another forty-five minutes trying to fix the eyeliner he smudged twice, and a good part of the afternoon worrying about whether to wear heels or not. But when the doorbell rang, he felt… ready. Nervous, yes. But prepared in a way that surprised him.

The man, Russell, was polite. He complimented her earrings, asked thoughtful questions, and even pulled out her chair at dinner. He smiled a lot and laughed in all the right places. But there wasn’t much spark. No heat. When he kissed her cheek at the end of the night, it felt more like the polite end to a networking lunch than the beginning of a love story.

Dave tried not to let that bother him. He reminded himself, awkward dates happen. And if you fall off the metaphorical bicycle, well, you dust yourself off and climb back on.

The second time around, it was someone closer to home, a colleague from the office who’d been slowly making conversation near the coffee machine for weeks. That night ended differently. The man was confident, not cocky, and his touch was warm, lingering, and a little electric. The kiss at the door made Dave’s knees nearly give out.

But still, he wasn’t ready to go all in. He had only just started to understand what it meant to live in this new skin. Giving himself to someone like that felt too soon. So, he drew the line, politely but firmly. Over the next three years, there were others, moments when temptation whispered in his ear. Some men were charming, a few dangerously so. But none of them crossed that final line. He was learning patience, learning to wait for the kind of connection he once thought only existed in fiction.

Then came Philip.

Philip wasn’t flashy. He didn’t use tired pick-up lines or make bold declarations. He just listened. He was steady. Kind in a way that felt honest. And when he told Dave, now living fully as Charlene, that he believed in saving sex for after marriage, it stopped her in her tracks. Not because she shared that conviction, but because it came from a place of respect, not shame.

And now, here she was, five years later. The arc of their strange, impossible journey had curved into something close to peace. Charlene stood in the office where it all began, looking at the chair Dave used to sit in, the desk that once belonged to her old self. They weren’t just pieces of furniture anymore, they were artifacts of a life once divided and now fully lived.

She thought of Dave, now living a quieter life, a fuller one. They didn’t talk every day anymore, but the bond hadn’t frayed. They had passed through something extraordinary together, and no amount of time could erase that.

As Charlene reached for her purse, ready to step out for the last time, the same questions circled in her mind, like they always did in quiet moments.

Was she still Dave? Or had she become someone else entirely?

And then the answer arrived, not as a sudden revelation, but more like a calm acceptance. It didn’t matter.


THE END

OEBPS/image_rsrcM9.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrcMB.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrcMD.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrcM8.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrcMA.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrcM7.jpg
Y

MIRROR«FLAME





OEBPS/image_rsrcM6.jpg





OEBPS/nav.xhtml

Table of contents

		Beginning




Guide

		Cover

		Beginning




		1

		2

		3

		4

		5

		6

		7

		8

		9

		10

		11

		12

		13

		14

		15

		16

		17

		18

		19

		20

		21

		22

		23

		24

		25

		26

		27

		28

		29

		30

		31

		32

		33

		34

		35

		36

		37

		38

		39

		40

		41

		42

		43

		44

		45

		46

		47

		48

		49

		50

		51

		52

		53

		54

		55

		56

		57

		58

		59

		60

		61

		62

		63

		64

		65

		66

		67

		68

		69

		70

		71

		72

		73






OEBPS/image_rsrcMC.jpg





