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THE LONGEST NIGHT

For the last few hours before his water broke, Rick had felt strange.

Not the kind of strange that had defined the past six months—the surreal reality of being a man inside a pregnant woman’s body, of adjusting to hormones and cravings and the sensation of an entirely new life growing inside him. That had become familiar in its own way. Manageable.

This was different. A feeling that gnawed at him from the inside, a discomfort that he couldn’t quite name. Not pain exactly, but something just beneath the surface, pressing against him, making it impossible to get comfortable.

It had been difficult to sleep for the past month. Too much weight on his hips when he lay on his side, too much pressure when he lay on his back. But tonight, sleep had finally come, and he had welcomed it like an old friend.

And then, just fifteen minutes later, it was gone.

He woke suddenly, an odd wetness spreading beneath him. For a moment, he panicked, thinking maybe he had lost control of his bladder. But then reality settled in, sharp and clear.

His water had broken.

The strange feeling hadn’t been just discomfort—it had been the start of labor.

Heather had a big game today. One of the most important of the season. But babies didn’t care about schedules. They arrived when they were ready, whether it was convenient or not.

"Are you sure?" Heather asked, her voice still thick with sleep.

Rick didn’t even dignify that with a response. He simply gestured toward the soaked sheets.

Heather was out of bed in an instant, moving with the kind of energy that only true panic could bring. She started shouting before she was even fully upright.

"Don! Jenna! Get in here, now!" she called, loud enough that Rick was fairly certain the neighbors two houses down were also about to become part of this birth story.

The kids rushed in, both looking groggy and slightly alarmed.

Heather wasted no time. "Your dad is having his baby," she said. "You both know what you’re supposed to do."

Before she could finish whatever instructions she had planned, a contraction ripped through Rick like a bolt of lightning.

"AAAAAHHHHHH!!!"

Both kids froze in place, their eyes going wide. Then, as if someone had hit an invisible panic button, they bolted.

Don ran straight for the phone. First, he called Anna Blaine. No answer. She was out on an emergency.

Next, he tried the midwife who had helped deliver Anna’s baby. No luck. She was with another expectant mother. Apparently, Rick wasn’t the only one bringing a new life into the world tonight.

Don hesitated for only a second before making his next call.

"Sam?" His voice was rushed. "Dad’s in labor. I can’t reach Dr. Blaine, and the midwife is already with someone else."

"I’ll be right over," Sam said without hesitation.

Meanwhile, Jenna had moved into action, knowing exactly what needed to be done. She started preparing the makeshift delivery room in the den. The clinic wasn’t set up for childbirth, so they had planned ahead, converting part of the house into a space where Rick could deliver safely. She worked quickly, setting out supplies, adjusting the bed, making sure everything was ready.

Then, she and Heather helped Rick into the room.

Each step sent sharp waves of pain through him, contractions hitting in shorter and shorter intervals.

Once Rick was settled onto the bed, Don rushed back in.

"Only Sam is available," he reported, slightly out of breath.

Rick clenched his jaw and took a moment before responding. Then, through gritted teeth, he said, "Call Sam back and tell him to bring the epidural."

Heather placed a hand on his shoulder. "Dear, Sam can’t administer the epidural. Only Anna can."

Rick groaned. "At least it’ll be here when she arrives," he snapped. Then another contraction hit, and he let out a scream that was, without exaggeration, the loudest sound he had ever made in his life.

And so it went.

For the next three hours, Rick screamed. Every contraction was a force of nature, tearing through him with no regard for anything else. Sam was there, helping in whatever ways he could, offering comfort, checking vitals, but there was only so much anyone could do. Heather stayed by his side, whispering reassurances that felt utterly useless in the face of what he was experiencing.

At one point, between contractions, Rick locked eyes with her.

"You don’t know what I’m going through!" he shouted.

Heather just smiled. She didn’t argue. She didn’t push back. She just sat there, rubbing his hand, waiting for the next wave to come.

Also in the room was Don.

This had been a deliberate decision.

After Don and Jenna had announced that they wanted to stay switched, Rick and Heather had talked. Long conversations, late at night, about what it would mean for Don to live the rest of his life as a woman. About everything he would have to experience.

Rick had insisted—if he wants to stay, he should know exactly what it means.

So Don stood there, watching. Taking it in. Seeing, firsthand, exactly what awaited him if he ever found himself in this position.



Heather didn’t take it personally when Rick yelled at her.

How could she? She had been exactly where he was now, gripping the sides of the hospital bed, sweat clinging to her skin, feeling like her body was being torn in two. She knew how pain stripped away reason, how it turned words into weapons, sharp and thoughtless.

She had vivid memories of the things she had shouted when she was in labor with Don. And later, with Jenna.

She had sworn vengeance. Promised impossible punishments. Said things about Rick—threatened things—that, had they been taken literally, would have had her locked away for life.

If words alone could be considered a crime, she would have been sentenced to death a million times over.

And now?

Now Rick was gripping her hand, his face contorted, his voice raw with pain, saying things she was certain he didn’t mean.

She just nodded, held his hand tighter, and let him say whatever he needed to say.


Don’s parents had decided it was time for another lesson—another moment designed to remind him what it truly meant to be a woman.

This time, it wasn’t just words or lectures. It wasn’t about babysitting or learning to take care of a newborn. It was bigger than that. It was about labor. About birth. About the raw, relentless process of bringing another life into the world.

Don spent most of the day in the hospital at his father’s side. The same father who, for all of Don’s life, had been the most stereotypically male figure imaginable. The same father who now clutched the bedside rails, his body trembling with pain as he rode out each contraction, his breath coming in sharp, uneven bursts. His face, flushed and contorted, bore an expression that was equal parts agony and awe.

His parents thought this experience might shake him. That maybe, just maybe, it would make him reconsider everything. That witnessing labor firsthand—the groaning, the exhaustion, the sheer physical toll of it—would force him to see womanhood differently. That it might send him scrambling back to his old self, eager to return to a world where he would never have to endure this.

But if that had been their hope, they were wrong.

Don sat there, watching intently. He took in every detail, every moment, every second of it. The way his father’s hands clenched into fists. The way his knuckles turned white as he braced for the next wave of pain. The way his breathing hitched and staggered, caught between control and surrender.

And Don? He loved it. Every single part of it.

Because as he sat there, he wasn’t just watching his father. He was picturing himself in that bed one day. He was imagining his own body—Jenna’s body—bearing life, carrying a child, going through this same breathtaking, terrifying process. He could almost feel it, as if some part of him had already begun the journey. The thought sent an unexpected thrill through him, so deep that his entire body seemed to respond to it.

A rush of warmth spread through him, pooling low in his stomach. By the time he registered what was happening, it was already too late.

His underwear was damp.

His father, between contractions, turned his head slightly and fixed Don with a look that was both exhausted and knowing.

“If you really want to be a woman,” he gasped through gritted teeth, “then you better get used to this, Don. Because one day, it might be you lying here.”

Don didn’t flinch. Didn’t hesitate.

Instead, he just smiled.


As Anna Blaine eased her car up the long, winding driveway leading to the McMillan house, a scream split through the night air. It was raw, desperate, and unmistakably human.

She gripped the steering wheel tighter. It had been a strangely quiet month in the Patience area when it came to births, almost unnervingly so. But tonight, as if the universe had been saving up for a dramatic entrance, four babies had decided to make their way into the world within hours of each other.

The first call had come from a farmer’s wife going into labor at two in the afternoon. Anna had expected a straightforward delivery. After all, the mother had been through this three times before. But what she hadn’t anticipated was that the woman was carrying twins.

Then, around ten that night, the local midwife was called out, stretching resources even thinner. And now, here she was, standing in the McMillans’ dimly lit bedroom, trying to mentally prepare for what was bound to be an exhausting night.

The moment she stepped inside, Rick McMillan locked eyes on her and, through gritted teeth, managed to say, "Hurry, give me an epidural."

Anna looked over at Sam, who had been monitoring the situation. He gave a small shake of his head, confirming what she already suspected. "Sorry, Rick, but it’s too late for that. You’re too far along."

Rick let out a sound that could only be described as a primal wail, his frustration and pain merging into one guttural cry. "NNNNNNNNNNNNOOOOOOOOO!!!!!!!"

Anna kept her expression calm, but she knew this was only going to get more intense. She turned back to Sam. "How far along is he?"

Sam, still keeping an eye on Rick’s contractions, responded with a quiet certainty. "He’s at eight."

Anna exhaled, already mentally preparing for the hours ahead. Eight centimeters meant progress, but it wasn’t the finish line. Not yet. She rolled up her sleeves and stepped further into the room. This was going to be a very, very long night.


Calling it a long night didn’t even begin to cover it.

Rick was still in labor by noon the next day, and at that point, time had lost all meaning.

He had no energy left for dignity. No patience for politeness. During labor, he realized, a woman didn’t have to act ladylike. And so, he hadn’t. He had screamed. He had sworn. He had used every curse word he knew and invented a few new ones just to make sure his suffering was fully expressed.

Heather had stayed up with him the entire time. Later, she would admit it wasn’t out of some deep fatherly obligation—it was simply because there was no way she could sleep through his screaming.

Don had managed to last until four in the morning before exhaustion finally won out. Heather and Sam had carried him to bed. Jenna, on the other hand, had woken up when Rick’s water broke, looked mildly alarmed, then—after ten minutes of staring at the chaos—had promptly gone back to sleep.

Sam had left at nine to head to the office and cancel all of Anna’s scheduled appointments for the day.

And yet, after eighteen hours of labor, there was still no baby.

Down in the kitchen, Anna and Heather stood over cups of coffee that neither of them were really drinking.

"If the baby isn’t here in an hour," Anna said, rubbing a tired hand over her face, "I think we’ll need to do a C-section."

Heather frowned. "Isn’t that risky this late in labor?"

"Yes," Anna admitted. "But I don’t think Rick can take much more of this."

Heather exhaled, running a hand through her hair.

Before either of them could say another word, a scream tore through the house.

"HEATHER! ANNA! COME QUICK!!"

Both of them ran.

By the time they reached the room, Rick was gripping the sheets with white-knuckled hands, panting between gasps.
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"I think this baby has finally decided to make an appearance," he said, voice breathless but laced with something close to relief.

Anna moved quickly, lifting the sheet to check.

"It sure has," she confirmed.

A minute later, Rick’s legs were in the stirrups, and Anna was giving the command he had both been dreading and praying for.

"Push."

If labor had been bad, delivery was an entirely new level of torment.

Compared to this, labor had been nothing. Labor had been a warm-up, a slow-burning ache, a prolonged discomfort. But this—this was a hurricane ripping through his body, demanding to be felt.

Between pushes, he turned to Heather, his face twisted in pain.

"I am going to kill you!" he yelled.

Heather just smiled. "You wanted to see what it was like to have a baby," she reminded him softly.

"One more push," Anna said, voice steady. "And that should do it."

Rick clenched his teeth, gathered every last ounce of strength he had left, and gave one final push.

And then, the world changed.

A cry filled the room—small, piercing, impossibly new.

And just like that, Susie Ashley McMillan was born.

The moment Rick saw her, all the pain, all the exhaustion, all the hours of suffering—none of it mattered anymore.

She was perfect.

Nine months of pregnancy. Seventeen hours of labor. A night full of screaming and a body pushed to its absolute limit. It had all led to this. And somehow, despite everything, it had been worth it.

A few minutes later, Don held his newborn sister for the first time, staring down at her with a mix of awe and the kind of quiet reverence Rick had never seen on his face before.

It was a moment Rick wished he could capture forever.

He turned to Heather. "Don’t you have a game tonight?"

Heather blinked. It was as if she had just remembered that life outside of this room still existed.

"I forgot about that," she admitted. "I can’t leave now."

Rick shook his head. "Go. Anna and Don have everything under control."

It took some convincing—more than he expected—but eventually, Heather left for the football field.

Later, Jenna told him that when Heather arrived, she had found every single player wearing the letters SAM on their helmets.

An honor to their coach’s baby.


THE DANCE, THE DRESS AND THE TRUTH

Mark Steel was sixteen, and he lived on a farm just outside a small town called Patience. The farm had been in his family for three generations, passed down like an unspoken promise. It was the kind of place where routines were etched into the land itself, where mornings smelled like earth and livestock, and where everyone knew everyone else’s business—sometimes before they even knew it themselves.

He wasn’t a jock. Never had been. Sports fascinated him, but more in the way an old movie fascinated him—something beautiful to watch but impossible to be a part of. He had discovered early on that his body didn’t quite move the way athletes’ bodies did. He had given Little League a try once. The only reason he ever got to play was a rule that said every kid had to step onto the field at least once per game. He preferred the trumpet anyway. Music made sense in a way that running bases never did.

At one point, he had wondered if not fitting into the sports world meant something bigger. So he made an appointment with Dr. Kirkland. People in Patience could see Dr. Kirkland whenever they wanted. That was the way she explained it—like an open door.

“Mark,” she had said, her voice steady, reassuring. “Liking music and not being good at sports doesn’t mean you have an identity problem. Think of Ephram Brown from Everwood. He plays the piano, he’s not a jock, and he likes girls. Do you think he’s confused?”

Mark had thought about it and shook his head. “No, he isn’t.”

That had been the end of that.

His parents, Tom and Erica, appreciated what the program had done for the town, especially since it saved his mother from making a 150-mile drive every week just to see a doctor. But appreciation wasn’t the same as understanding. His father had summed up his feelings in one simple statement: “I don’t see why any man would want to know what it’s like to be a woman, even for a minute.”

His mother had only shrugged. Mark had the feeling that, if given the choice, she might have swapped places with his dad for a short while—just to see. But she also knew that was a conversation that would never happen.

A lot of kids had questions about identity. Patience had its own way of answering them. Kids who were unsure could talk to the ones who had switched and ask questions. Some of these conversations were private, others took place in groups. Either way, confidentiality was guaranteed.

Mark had spoken to Jenna McMillan many times. He liked her. A lot. But liking someone and admitting it were two different things. He had been wrestling with two problems since school started. First, he wanted to ask Jenna to the Homecoming Dance. Second, he needed to tell his parents that the girl he wanted to ask was Jenna McMillan. He had never been comfortable using the old names of the switchers. To him, a name should match the person standing in front of him.

The biggest issue? The possibility that Jenna might say no.

A week before the dance, he finally brought it up at breakfast.

[image: ]

“Mom, Dad, I want to ask a girl to the Homecoming Dance.”

His dad barely looked up from his coffee. “Good for you.”

His mom, always more direct, asked, “Who’s the girl?”

“Jenna McMillan. Doc Mac’s daughter.”

His dad nearly choked. “WHAT? Why her? Or should I say—why him?”

“It’s her,” Mark said, keeping his voice calm. “I like her. She’s my best friend. And it’s just a dance.”

His mother frowned. “What about Becky? You’ve known her forever.”

“Two reasons,” Mark said. “One, Becky already has a date. And two, I like Jenna.”

His dad set his mug down harder than necessary. “What will people think?”

Mark had been expecting that. He let out a slow breath before answering. “I don’t care what the grown-ups think. The kids in this town accept the switchers. Why can’t you? You appreciate what Dr. Kirkland’s program has done for this town, but you still keep your distance from the people in it.”

His parents didn’t respond, so he continued. “In seven years, no one from the program has ever been invited to sit at this table for a meal. Mom, have you ever asked Dr. Blaine or Dr. Mack over for dinner? To thank them for saving you all those trips?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “No, you haven’t.”

“We’re just thinking about you,” his dad said. “And what the others will say. It’s not about what they think of us, it’s about what they’ll think of you. They’ll look at the Steels and say, ‘Their son is dating a boy who wants to be a girl.’”

Mark’s hands clenched into fists under the table. “I don’t care what people think. You’d be surprised at how many old-timers’ kids are dating switchers—whether their parents know about it or not. I know at least one other couple going to Homecoming together.”

His mother sighed. “Mark, before you ask Jenna, let me and your father talk it over.”

He nodded. “Fine. You have today. But I’m asking her tomorrow.”

What he didn’t tell them was that he already knew how most of the school would react. The Homecoming Committee had actually asked him to invite Jenna. They wanted her there.

And so did he.

That night, his parents sat him down. “Whatever you decide,” they told him, “we’ll support you.”

It was the best answer he could have hoped for.


Nearly a year had passed since Don had stepped into Jenna’s body. Eleven months of learning, adjusting, and watching his reflection shift into something that no longer felt entirely foreign.

His body had changed in ways that both fascinated and unsettled him. The gradual transformations of adolescence had crept in, reshaping him into an unmistakably feminine form. Last year, he could throw on a sweatshirt and move through the world without anyone suspecting what lay underneath. Now, that was impossible. His chest had filled out—somewhere between an A and B cup. Not drastic, but enough to be noticed.

And his waist. That was the real difference. A sharp contrast between the curve of his hips and the narrowness of his midsection. A six-inch difference that turned heads in the hallways, that made boys stare longer than they probably realized. He was aware of it. The way certain outfits clung to his body, the way tight clothes accentuated what was now undeniably an hourglass shape. He didn’t mind it. If anything, he leaned into it.

But being Jenna wasn’t just about how he looked. It was about how the world treated him, and sometimes, that lesson arrived at the most unexpected moments.

One evening at dinner, the conversation took an abrupt turn.

“I’m almost sixteen,” Don said, setting down his fork. “Shouldn’t I be getting my learner’s permit?”

His mother barely looked up. “You won’t be able to get yours for another two years.”

Don frowned. “What? Why? Everyone else I know has at least their permit. Some already have their licenses.”

His mother’s voice was calm, matter-of-fact. “Because, as far as the outside world is concerned, you are Jenna. And Jenna just turned fourteen last month. The DMV will ask for a birth certificate.”

“So Jenna can get hers, but I can’t get mine?” he asked, frustration creeping into his voice.

“No, she won’t either,” his father cut in. “If the two of you stick with the plan, Jenna won’t be allowed to get her permit until she turns seventeen. And you? You’ll get yours when your birth certificate says you can.”

The realization sank in. There was no loophole, no way around it. He felt frustration bubbling up, but arguing wouldn’t change reality.

The next day at lunch, he was sitting with a group of girls, idly picking at his food, when Mark approached the table.

“Can I talk to you alone for a second?” Mark asked.

The reaction was immediate. The other girls giggled, whispering behind their hands. One even puckered her lips and made a dramatic kissing sound. Don ignored them, pushing back his chair and following Mark across the cafeteria.

Mark hesitated only for a moment before blurting out, “Jenna, I want to take you to Homecoming.”

Don’s mouth fell open. He hadn’t been expecting that.

Mark groaned, running a hand through his hair. “Dang it! I practiced that for, like, an hour, and it still came out wrong.”

Don barely processed the words. His heart was pounding. “Yes! Yes!” he said quickly. “Definitely, I’d love to go with you.”

Before they could say anything more, the five-minute warning bell rang, signaling the start of the next class.

Don walked to class in a daze—part excitement, part disbelief. He wasn’t about to give his parents any excuse to ground him, not when something this big had just happened.

The last class of the day was his mother’s, which meant that as soon as the final bell rang, he wasted no time.

“Mark asked me to the Homecoming dance!” he announced, practically vibrating with excitement.

His mother smiled. “That’s wonderful, dear. We can go to Howell’s tomorrow and pick out a dress.”

Don’s excitement deflated slightly. “Mom! Howell’s?!”

Howell’s was the tiny mom-and-pop department store in town, a place that, while useful for everyday essentials, had nothing suitable for an event like this.

His mother raised an eyebrow. “What’s wrong with Howell’s? You’ve been to dances before.”

“This is different,” Don insisted. “This is my first big dance. And it’s with Mark.”

His mother’s expression shifted slightly, amusement dancing at the edges of her features. “So my little girl has a crush on Mark,” she said knowingly.

Don felt his face heat up. He didn’t say anything.

She chuckled. “I’ll talk to your father tonight. If he’s okay with it, we’ll go to the city on Saturday morning.”

Don’s mind raced with possibilities. “Could I get my hair done, too?”

His mother tilted her head, considering him. “This dance must be really important to you.”

“Yes,” Don answered, completely serious.

The next morning, at breakfast, his mother placed a hand on his shoulder.

“I want to be out of here by 7:30 tomorrow morning.”


Heather never thought she’d find herself in a department store, standing in the middle of a dress section, helping her son pick out the perfect gown for Homecoming.

And yet, here she was.

Still in Rick’s body. Still adjusting to the sheer size of herself, the broader shoulders, the unfamiliar way her arms hung at her sides. And still trying to shake the feeling that something was off every time she caught her reflection in a passing mirror.

There were two very good reasons why she was the one taking Don shopping and not Rick.

First, Rick had no sense of fashion. None. He was the kind of man who once wore navy and black together and defended it. The kind of man who had to keep spare socks in his desk at work because he had a habit of grabbing mismatched pairs in the morning rush.

The second reason was even more practical—Rick was home, breastfeeding Susie.

So it was Heather, in Rick’s body, standing next to Don, listening to Jenna talk nonstop about dresses, accessories, shoes, and the absolute necessity of finding the right clutch to match.

Heather, meanwhile, was experiencing something completely new.

Worry.

Not about the dress itself, but about the cost of it all.

When she had been in her old body, money had never really crossed her mind in moments like this. She had been a doctor’s wife. And doctor’s wives were expected to dress a certain way, spend a certain way. If she needed something, she bought it. Simple.

But now, standing in Rick’s shoes—literally—she found herself thinking about the final bill before they had even stepped into the first store.

Don, on the other hand, was prepared. He had researched which stores to visit, had flipped through catalogs, had consulted with other girls about what was in style, what was acceptable, what would work best for his body type.

Heather had never seen him this methodical about anything before.

At the first store, Don took a full hour just deciding which dresses he even wanted to try on.

Which is when Heather made her first mistake.

She had completely forgotten that, to the outside world, she was not a mother shopping with her daughter.

She was a man.

So when she tried to follow Don into the fitting room area, one of the store employees stopped her with a polite but firm, "Sorry, sir, men aren’t allowed back there."

Heather opened her mouth, almost ready to argue before remembering—right. Right. She wasn’t herself right now. She was a six-foot-tall, broad-shouldered man trying to walk into the women’s dressing room.

"Of course," she muttered, stepping back, feeling incredibly stupid.

And that’s when it hit her.

She had just learned a very important lesson.

This? This is what it felt like to be a dad dragged along for dress shopping.

This is why Rick always looked so bored when he had to sit in those uncomfortable chairs, waiting for her to try on outfit after outfit.

This is what men complained about.

And she hated it.

If Rick ever ended up in this position again, she would never roll her eyes at his impatience. Because now, now, she understood.


Don didn't even have to think about it as he pulled the first dress over his—Jenna's—shoulders, letting the fabric settle against his body. This wasn't it. Neither was the second. And the third? No chance. He already knew he wouldn’t be buying any of them. He just needed to see himself—herself—in them, to build a comparison point in his mind for when the right one appeared. And he knew exactly what that would be.

The third store delivered what the others couldn't. A blue sequined dress, thin straps over Jenna’s shoulders, shimmering under the store lights like a fragment of the ocean caught in motion. He stepped into it, let it cling, mold, reshape. It was seamless. Almost too perfect. Nothing obscured, nothing hidden.

When he stepped out of the fitting room, his mother’s reaction told him everything. She simply stood there, mouth slightly open, blinking as if trying to reconcile the image in front of her with the daughter she thought she knew. Eventually, she found her voice.

“If that’s the one you’re wearing, then we still have plenty more shopping to do.”

Don nodded. “Yeah. This is the one.”

Victoria’s Secret was next. His mother took charge immediately, flagging down a sales clerk. “She needs pantyhose so sheer it looks like she’s not even wearing any,” she explained. “The dress is form-fitting. We need everything smooth.”

Don had worn pantyhose before, but nothing like what he tried on that morning. The sheerest of sheer, featherlight against his skin, so close to invisible he felt like he was wearing air. And the underwear? Barely there at all. A whisper of lace, translucent to the point of scandal. The bra, strapless and structured, lifted everything just enough to align with the dress’s intent. He and his mother both agreed on a shade of blue that perfectly matched the sequins.

Shoes followed. He was used to heels, but nothing this high, nothing this elegant. These weren’t just shoes—they were a transformation. A final, undeniable stamp on his appearance.

By the time they had a moment to sit, the best they could manage was a quick drink before rushing to his hair appointment. No time for anything drastic—no perm, no elaborate styling, just something polished. He had been to salons before in Patience, the town where everyone knew him, where he had grown up as a boy. Conversations there were mild, careful, restrained. But here? Here, among a row of teenage girls, he was just another one of them, no history, no baggage. They spoke freely.

A pair of girls sat closest to him, chatting in the kind of way only best friends could.

“You have to go out with Paul,” the first insisted.

“Why?” the second asked, skeptical. “I’m dating the quarterback.”

“There are at least three reasons why.”

“Like what?”

“Well, for starters, I’ve seen what your QB is working with, and it’s… underwhelming.”

“You’re kidding,” the second girl said, voice laced with disbelief.

“Nope. Meanwhile, Paul is on a whole different level. And I mean different. More than eight inches of different.”

The second girl gasped, half laughing, half scandalized. “You don’t mean—”

“Oh, I do,” the first said, grinning. “And let me tell you, every single inch of it was worth it.”

Before the conversation could go any further, a hairdryer roared to life, drowning them out. Don smirked.

His mother had taken the opportunity to slip out and do a little shopping of her own while he was in the chair. When he emerged, freshly styled and stepping back into the world as Jenna, she was waiting just outside the salon, holding a small box in her hand. The kind of box usually reserved for engagement rings.

Puzzled, he took it and flipped it open. Inside was a pair of delicate stud earrings, sparkling under the streetlights.

“Mom, you didn’t have to do this,” he murmured.

“Of course I did,” she said simply. “You needed something to complete the look.”

Before the switch, Jenna had never gotten her ears pierced. But it had been one of the first things Don had done once their places were reversed.

On the drive home, his mother gave him an instruction that caught him off guard. “You need to take a nap,” she said.

“A nap? Why?”

“Because my mother made me take one before my first big dance,” she said. “And trust me, it made all the difference. By the end of the night, when everyone else was slowing down, I was still going strong.”

Don didn’t argue. He leaned back, closed his eyes, and let the rhythm of the car soothe him into rest.


Motherhood was a contradiction.

It was the worst experience and the most wonderful experience at the exact same time.

Rick had known, in his old body, that he had helped create Don and Jenna. He had been there, waiting outside the delivery room, pacing nervously, feeling the weight of responsibility but never truly understanding what Heather had been going through.

But with Susie?

It was different.

This time, he hadn’t just helped create her. He had carried her. He had felt her growing inside him, twisting, stretching, hiccupping at odd hours, shifting with every move he made. He had been the one who lay awake at night feeling her kick, the one whose body had changed to accommodate her existence. And now, holding her in his arms, he finally understood something he never could have grasped before.

The bond between a mother and the child she carries isn’t just emotional. It’s physical. It’s biological. It’s in the way his body knew before she cried that she was hungry. In the way she calmed instantly the moment he picked her up. In the way she curled into his chest, warm and trusting, as if she had always known that he was home.

That bond continued in the little moments—every diaper change, every sleepy sigh, every time he unbuttoned his blouse and let her nurse. There was something incredible about watching her tiny face, so peaceful, so content, as she fed. She didn’t know anything about the world yet. But she knew him. She knew his heartbeat, his warmth, his scent.

And next week, he would have to leave her.

Rick was already dreading it.

He had never fully understood how difficult it was for mothers to return to work after giving birth. Sure, he had known it was hard. But knowing and feeling were two very different things.

Now, the very thought of it made him sick.

His family had been wonderful. If Susie needed a diaper change and anyone else was available—Heather, Don, Jenna—they would do it without hesitation. It wasn’t about avoiding the work. It was about knowing that every small act of care was a moment of connection, a moment he wouldn’t get back once he returned to his job.

And now, as he sat in the quiet of the house, he heard the familiar sound of a car pulling into the driveway.

Heather and Don were back from shopping.

Rick exhaled, bracing himself. He knew what this meant.

The dance.

One of the most important things in his daughter’s life. A moment that meant everything to her.

And, unfortunately, a moment that was about to cost him a lot of money.


Jenna couldn't deny it—there was a small part of her that envied her brother.

Back when she was younger, still in her old body, she had imagined what it would be like to have her mother guide her through all the little rituals leading up to her first big dance. The dress shopping, the hair styling, the delicate touch of makeup applied with careful precision. It was meant to be a moment shared between mothers and daughters, a rite of passage that carried its own kind of magic. But now, even if she and Don ever switched back, that moment had slipped through their fingers. That tradition, that quiet bonding, would never belong to them.

Thinking about everything that had happened over the past year, Jenna had come to accept one undeniable truth. If the switch ever reversed, her parents should never expect grandchildren from her. The thought of returning to her old life, her old body, felt impossible now.

At Don’s old school, he had always been the one people feared—the bully, the kid no one wanted to cross. Now, living in his body, Jenna understood why. When you stood half a foot taller than everyone else in your grade and outweighed them by fifty pounds, intimidation was easy. Too easy. There were times she felt like an action hero who had been dropped into a high school filled with people who weren’t quite sure if they should be impressed or terrified.

It only took two days for her classmates to figure her out. She might have looked like a grizzly bear, but underneath, she was more of a teddy bear. And while she had no interest in being the kind of person Don had been, she had quickly discovered that her size could still be useful.

At her new school, bullies didn’t stand a chance. If someone wanted to pick on someone smaller, they had to go through her first. And after a few carefully chosen words—and, in one case, a single well-timed glare—she found that most of them changed their minds before things ever went too far.


THE PRICE OF A CROWN

Jenna (previously Don) had never been allowed to wear makeup before. At the start of the school year, she had been granted a small exception—just a touch of lipstick, a dab of blush. But tonight was different. Tonight was Homecoming.

With her mother standing behind her, she carefully applied mascara, feeling the soft bristles against her lashes, then dusted a bit of eye shadow that matched the shade of her dress. Each motion felt precise, deliberate, a ritual she had waited years to be part of.

"A girl needs to look just perfect for an important occasion like her first dance," her mother said, her voice warm but firm.

Jenna wanted to ask questions—so many questions. About the makeup, about the dress, about what she was supposed to do or say when she finally stepped out into the world that night. But she knew this wasn’t the time. Some questions needed to wait.

Her mother was helping her into her dress when the doorbell rang. Jenna knew without asking who it was. Mark.

She moved to hurry, fumbling with the fabric in her rush to be ready, but her mother placed a steadying hand on her arm.

"Slow down, Jenna. One of the first lessons for a girl on her first date—she is never on time. Besides, if a boy is smart, he plans for it."

Jenna hesitated. "Won’t Mark worry?"

Her mother smiled. "No. On my first date, I was an hour late."

Jenna blinked. "Didn’t that bother him?"

"Not at all," her mother replied. "He married me anyway."

Jenna paused. "Wait. You made Dad wait an hour?"

Her mother laughed softly. "Yes, I did. And it was worth it for both of us."

Finally, Jenna stepped into the living room to meet Mark.

The moment she entered, she knew she had made the right choice. The look on her father’s face, the way Don momentarily forgot to make a sarcastic remark, and the slight, nervous shift in Mark’s stance—it all told her everything she needed to know.

Breaking the quiet, she pointed at the small box in Mark’s hands. "Is that for me?"

Mark nodded. "Yeah," he said, handing it over.

Jenna lifted the lid to find a corsage—a delicate arrangement designed to fit around her wrist, the flowers perfectly matching her dress.

She raised an eyebrow. "How did you get the color exactly right?"

Mark finally managed more than one word. "I, uh… bribed your mom to call me once you picked it."

Jenna turned to look at her mother, who simply shrugged. Before she could say anything, her father interjected, "I did the same thing when I went on my first date with your mother."

Since neither she nor Mark had their driver’s licenses yet, their parents had already arranged transportation—her father would drive them to the dance, and Mr. Steel, Mark’s father, would pick them up afterward.

Almost immediately, Jenna learned one crucial fact—walking in spike heels was not as simple as it looked. Every step was a challenge, her feet already protesting, but she wasn’t about to change shoes now. Not after all this effort.

In a town where not much happened, school dances were a major event. And Homecoming? It was second only to Prom in importance. The boys were in tuxedos, the girls in elegant dresses, everyone playing their part in this yearly tradition.

For the first few dances, Jenna stayed by Mark’s side, their movements careful, a little awkward, but sweet in their own way. Then, the moment arrived when she was asked to dance with someone else. Or rather, Mark was asked.

"Mark, would you mind if I danced with Jenna?" Peter Drexel asked.

Mark, ever the gentleman, simply shook his head. "No problem."

Jenna felt a slight tension settle between them. She and Peter hadn’t spoken much since she had made it clear that she wanted to stay in Jenna’s body permanently. And in that moment, as he reached out for her hand, she realized just how distant they had become.


Mark knew that plenty of guys would have had a problem with another man asking their date to dance. It was the kind of situation that often led to tense conversations, misplaced jealousy, and awkward standoffs in dimly lit gyms. But for him, there were two reasons why he didn’t mind when Peter asked. First, Jenna and Peter had been friends long before her transition, back when things were different. Their history wasn’t his to rewrite, and he wasn’t the type to feel threatened by the past. Second, Peter had come to him a day ahead of time, looked him in the eye, and asked permission. That mattered. Respect mattered.

Then came the moment that everyone had been waiting for—the crowning of the Homecoming Queen and her court. The whole event was handled differently in their school compared to others. Here, no one could simply declare their desire to be Queen. In fact, if a girl was caught campaigning for the title, she was immediately disqualified. Instead, the decision was left entirely to the students. Each person wrote down the name of the senior girl they believed should be Queen, along with their choice for princess in each class. The girl with the most votes took the crown, while the runner-up was named Senior Princess.

The announcer’s voice rang through the gym, clear and steady. “The Senior Princess is Maureen Ferris.”

Maureen, a tall redhead with an easy confidence, stepped forward. She had once been a star athlete, playing in almost every sport the school offered until a terrible accident tore both her ACL and MCL, shattering the future she had envisioned for herself. She had found other ways to make her mark since then, but there was no denying the bittersweet look in her eyes as she walked toward the podium.

“The Junior Princess is Cindy Winters.”

Cindy’s name was met with immediate cheers. She had a way of making life feel lighter, of spreading an energy that lifted people up. With her light brown hair and bright eyes, she could transform even the worst day with a few words. People gravitated toward her, not because she demanded attention, but because she made others feel seen.

Then came the moment Mark had been expecting.

“The Sophomore Princess is…” The announcer paused, scanning the card in her hand. “Jenna McMillan.”
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A strange stillness filled the gym. For a moment, no one reacted. Then, from somewhere in the back, a single clap broke through the quiet. The sound echoed, sharp and deliberate. Another followed. Then another. And before long, applause rippled through the crowd, growing louder with each passing second.

Jenna was the first student from Dr. Kirkland’s program to ever be chosen for Homecoming or Prom Court. It was a moment bigger than any one person, a shift in the way things had always been. This was the reason the Homecoming Committee had asked Mark to invite Jenna to the dance in the first place.

Not that they needed to. He had already made up his mind long before they even thought to ask.


If Mark hadn’t been right there, steady and solid, Jenna was sure she would have collapsed. Her legs felt unsteady, her breathing uneven, her pulse quickening in a way she didn’t entirely understand. The room, once full of laughter and music, felt different now—tense, waiting.

Near the back of the gym, a shift in energy caught her attention. It wasn’t loud, not yet, but there was a tension that pressed against the atmosphere, subtle but unmistakable. A group had formed, bodies leaning in slightly, the way people did when something was about to happen. Voices lowered, movements stilled, and Jenna knew without a doubt that trouble was building.

Wally Claxon stood among his teammates, arms crossed, a smirk settling into place as the Homecoming court was announced over the crackling stadium speakers. It was a Friday night, the kind that smelled of popcorn and freshly cut grass, with the distant hum of the marching band tuning up in the background. The crowd clapped politely, the cheerleaders grinned with their pearly, unwavering smiles, and the chosen girls took the stage, all polished hair and sequined dresses, their movements careful, their expressions radiant.

Wally had always seen himself as the kind of guy who knew how to talk to women—or at the very least, how to make them laugh. A showman, a flirt, a man with an ego just a touch too big for his own good. And if there was one thing he prided himself on, it was his ability to run his mouth. His greatest flaw and his greatest strength, all wrapped up in a single trait.

Which was why, without thinking twice, he leaned toward his teammates and declared, “By the time football season ends, I will have slept with every girl on the Homecoming court.”

A round of laughter followed, the kind that thrived in locker rooms and under stadium lights. Some shook their heads, amused. Others exchanged knowing looks, anticipating the disaster ahead.

Tommy Brother, his left offensive tackle, was the first to respond. A tank of a guy, all muscle and bravado, he grinned and said, “I’ll bet you a hundred bucks you won’t even make it to first base with a single one of them.”

Wally barely hesitated. “You’re on. And let’s make it more interesting—I’ll throw in another hundred if I score with any of the four. You pick the girl.”

Tommy barely needed a second to think. “Easy,” he said, his voice laced with amusement. “Jenna McMillan.”

And just like that, the conversation took on a life of its own. Word spread fast. Side bets were placed, whispers traveled through the ranks of players, and the stakes climbed higher. There was no slipping out of this one now—not with half the team eager to see him either succeed or crash and burn spectacularly.

Then, in the middle of all the chuckling and nudging, a single voice cut through. Andy Tucker, Wally’s best friend since middle school, was the only one who wasn’t laughing. “Are you insane?” he asked, shaking his head. “That’s the coach’s daughter. You do realize that, right?”

Wally shrugged, nodding toward Jenna, who stood under the stadium lights, smiling sweetly as she accepted a bouquet of roses. “Look at her,” he said, lowering his voice. “She’s dressed like she’s asking for attention.”

Andy stared at him, expression unreadable, then exhaled sharply and looked away. It should have been a warning. Maybe the words alone, maybe the way Andy had said them, maybe the sharp pulse of hesitation that rose in the back of Wally’s mind like a flare in the dark.

But Wally had never been good at listening to reason. Not when the thrill of a challenge loomed large. And especially not when the whole team was watching, waiting to see if he would back down.

That was the moment—the precise moment—when he should have taken a step back, shaken his head, and laughed it off. But instead, he did what he always did. He let his pride answer for him.


Randy Wolf had always known two things with certainty: words had the power to save a person, and life had a way of pulling the rug out from under them.

He was a Poetry and English Composition teacher at Patience High School. It was his first steady teaching position since earning his Master’s in Poetry, and he had to admit, it felt good to be in a classroom where he wasn’t just passing through as a substitute. But the truth was, Patience wasn’t unfamiliar to him. A decade ago, his family had been part of Dr. Kirkland’s program. That month—those brief, impossible thirty days—had been the happiest of his entire life.

It had been a month of clarity, of feeling right in a way that had always seemed just out of reach. Because Randy had spent his entire life knowing, in that deep, undeniable way that didn’t need words, that he should have been a girl. But life, or biology, or whatever forces dictated existence, had decided to play a cruel joke on him. He had the thoughts, the emotions, the instincts of a girl—but the body of a boy.

And then, for that month, he hadn’t.

For those four weeks, he had lived inside his sister’s body, and for the first time, he wasn’t fighting against his reflection. He had even embraced the less glamorous parts—the cramps, the hormonal shifts, the ache in his lower back when he curled up in bed. None of it had mattered, because everything else felt so right. He had even done the math in his head, figuring out how many times he’d get his period before turning forty, as if it were a promise rather than a hypothetical.

He had done everything he could think of to make the switch permanent. He had tried, in ways that now felt desperate, to ensure his sister would stay in his old body. But none of it mattered in the end. She had made her choice. She wanted to go back.

And he understood, in a way.

She had explained it to him later, with guilt in her voice, her words tangled with the weight of something neither of them could change. She had seen what it was like to live as him. She had felt what he endured daily. And she simply couldn’t do it.

Because Randy was small. At twenty-four, he stood at five foot four and barely tipped the scale at one hundred and twenty pounds if he stepped out of the shower fully dressed. His size had made him a target. School had been relentless. The other kids had treated his existence like a joke, something to push, prod, and corner for their own entertainment.

In the end, he had done the one thing that he hated himself for. He had learned to fight back. The first time he kicked a bully in the groin, he had felt sick to his stomach. The third time, he barely felt anything at all. After that, they left him alone.

Once the month was over, once his sister reclaimed her body and he was forced back into his own, his family had moved away. The years passed. His parents were still together, gearing up to celebrate their thirtieth anniversary next month.

Randy had thrown himself into the two things that had always given him solace: poetry and teaching. He went to college, earned his degrees, and when it came time to apply for jobs, he only sent out one application—to Patience High. Dr. Kirkland had helped him secure the position, and here he was, back where everything had changed.

And here was his secret, the one he held close and only allowed to exist within the walls of his home.

At school, he was Randy Wolf, a quiet, unassuming teacher in one of three suits that he rotated through the week. But at home, the name on his lips was Rachael. Or sometimes Rena. His closet was filled with dresses, skirts, blouses that fit the version of himself that felt real. The students didn’t notice him much, which suited him fine. Better to be overlooked than to be examined too closely.

Tonight, though, was different.

Tonight, he was on duty as a chaperone for the Homecoming Dance. And by sheer chance, as he stood by the refreshments table pretending not to exist, he overheard something he wasn’t supposed to. A bet. A wager between Wally and Tommy.


Jenna had been floating ever since the announcement. Sophomore Homecoming Princess. It still didn’t seem real. Every step felt lighter, as if she were moving through a dream, barely touching the ground. The music, the lights, the warmth of Mark’s hand in hers as they danced the traditional royal court waltz—it all felt like a scene from a movie, one where she had somehow landed the lead role.

That feeling stayed with her, even as reality tapped her on the shoulder. She needed a break. A necessary pit stop, courtesy of Mother Nature.

The school’s locker room had two entrances. One led straight from the gym, but with the bandstand set up and the crowd pressed in close, that route was blocked. That left the hallway entrance, which was quieter, more private. She didn’t think twice about heading that way.

If she hadn’t been so lost in her own happiness, she might have noticed Wally and Tommy slipping out of the gym behind her.

Her dress, elegant and perfectly fitted, was not designed for speed or efficiency. It took longer than she expected to get everything situated, the fabric resisting her movements. When she finally stepped out of the locker room, adjusting the folds of her dress, she barely had time to register what was happening before Wally grabbed her arm and shoved her against the wall.

He was bigger than her. A lot bigger. At least eighty pounds heavier, towering over her with the kind of presence that made it clear she wasn’t going anywhere.

Jenna tried to speak, tried to force her body into action, but all that came out was a single word. "No!"

It didn’t matter. Wally’s lips were already pressing against hers, one of his hands gripping her tightly while the other fumbled at the hem of her dress, trying to find its way underneath.

Then, suddenly, a voice cut through the moment. Sharp. Commanding.

"STOP!"

Mark.

Jenna barely had time to feel relief before Tommy moved. In an instant, he had Mark locked in a bear hug, holding him back with an ease that suggested this wasn’t the first time he’d overpowered someone.

Jenna heard Tommy’s voice, calm in a way that sent a shudder through her. "She wants it as much as we do. Don’t worry, you’ll get your turn when we’re done."

Then, just as suddenly as it had started, Wally’s grip on her loosened. His entire body stiffened. Jenna looked up, confused, and saw why.

Mr. Wolf was standing behind him.

For a long moment, no one spoke. Wally turned slowly, trying to regain control, his confidence slipping. "You shouldn’t have done that," he said, his voice attempting authority but missing its mark.

Mr. Wolf didn’t flinch. He shifted his stance, his movements measured. "Before you make another mistake," he said, his voice even, "you should know—I’m a third-degree black belt."

Whatever was left of Wally’s bravado disappeared.

Then another voice entered the mix. Mr. Brown. "I saw everything," he said, his tone leaving no room for argument. "Wally, Tommy—you’re both suspended until further notice."

Both boys opened their mouths to argue, but Mr. Brown cut them off. "If I hear another word from either of you, I’ll add an extra week."

Jenna barely registered the words. Her whole body trembled, her mind struggling to catch up with what had happened. Mr. Brown turned to her, his voice softer now. "Are you okay, Jenna?"

She nodded. It was all she could do. Tears burned at the edges of her eyes, and she had no energy left to stop them.

"Do you want to go home?"

This time, she found her voice. A single word. "Yes."

Mark spoke up. "My dad isn’t supposed to pick us up for another hour."

Mr. Brown nodded, then turned to Mr. Wolf. "Randy, can you take them home? Let their parents know what happened. I’ll come by tomorrow to discuss everything."

Mr. Wolf nodded. "Of course."


Rick knew something was wrong the moment he heard the car pull into the driveway.
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It was a feeling—an instinct, sharp and immediate.

Seconds later, Heather was at the front door, moving faster than he’d seen her move in months. Jenna was right behind her, held tightly by Mark, his arm firm around her shoulders as they hurried up the porch steps.

Rick barely had time to register what he was seeing before Heather’s voice rang out.

"WHAT’S WRONG?"

Mark barely hesitated before answering. His voice was steady, but there was an edge to it, something controlled but unmistakably angry.

"Wally Claxon tried to assault Jenna."

Rick felt his entire body go rigid.

Then, from behind Mark, Randy Wolf spoke up. "It was stopped before it went too far. Just kissing and—" He hesitated, choosing his words carefully. "—petting."

Rick didn’t hear the rest.

His blood roared in his ears, and before he could even think, before he could process, he was already moving.

"I’ll kill them!" The words tore out of him before he even knew he was saying them.

He turned, ready to grab the rifle from the closet. The one he knew was there. The one he had never touched before but suddenly felt very certain he could use.

But before he could take another step, Randy blocked his path.

"Doc Mac," he said firmly. "Don’t do something you’ll regret."

Rick’s breathing was sharp, his hands clenched into fists.

"Your first priority should be Jenna," Randy continued. "Then, once she’s safe, you sit down and think about what the best thing to do is."

Rick knew Randy was right.

Didn’t mean he wanted to hear it.

Didn’t mean he didn’t still want to hurt someone.

But Jenna.

Jenna came first.

So he forced himself to turn back, helped Heather guide Jenna inside, helped settle her into bed. Her body was tense, her fingers curled into the blanket like she was holding on for dear life. Rick sat beside her, brushing a hand over her forehead. Heather handed him a sedative, and he pressed it gently into Jenna’s palm.

"You’re safe," he murmured. "You’re home. Just rest."

She swallowed the pill without a word, eyes fluttering closed moments later.

Only then, once she was asleep, did Rick allow himself to leave the room.


Twenty minutes later, he, Heather, and Randy sat in the living room, the tension in the air thick enough to suffocate them.

Randy was the first to speak.

"It was a simple case of peer pressure," he said.

Rick stared at him, disbelieving. "Simple?"

Randy met his eyes. "Not excusable. But simple."

Heather exhaled sharply. "Explain."

Randy leaned forward slightly. "I was close enough to hear how it started. Wally made some big, cocky statement—said he’d been with every girl on the Homecoming Court. Tommy called him on it. Told him he was full of it. Bet him he couldn’t."

Rick clenched his jaw. "And then?"

"Wally doubled down. Said he’d do it with whoever Tommy picked."

Heather stiffened. "And he picked Jenna."

Randy nodded.

There was a long silence.

Then Heather spoke again, her voice tight. "There were at least three other girls on that court. Why her?"

Randy ran a hand over his face. "Maybe because he thought she’d be an easier target. Maybe because he knew she wasn’t… fully used to this life yet." His voice softened, regretful. "Maybe just because Tommy’s a coward."

Rick swallowed hard, his hands still clenched.

"Mr. Brown suspended both of them," Randy added. "Punishment will be decided later."

Heather’s jaw tightened. "At the very least, they’re off the team."

Rick didn’t say anything.

Because at the very least wasn’t enough. Not nearly enough.


The moment Heather said that Wally and Tommy were off the team, the phone rang.

She didn’t need to look at the caller ID to know who it was.

She sighed, running a hand over her face before picking up the receiver.

"Coach, I just wanted to call and say how sorry Wally is. How sorry we are. Our whole family," said William Claxon, Wally’s father. His voice was low, tense, the kind of voice a man used when he was trying to keep control over something he already knew was slipping through his fingers.

Heather leaned against the counter, gripping the phone a little tighter than necessary.

"Sorry isn't the word my husband was looking for," she said, her voice measured. "It was his rifle, William. He has calmed down some, but he’s about to call the sheriff."

There was a beat of silence on the other end.

Then William exhaled, slow and heavy.

"You have every right to call the sheriff. And to kick Wally off the team," he said. "I’d understand. But, Coach, is there any way this can be avoided? You know there are colleges looking at him. If he gets kicked off the team, or if rumors start spreading about what happened—" He hesitated. "That’s it. His chances are gone. He won’t get to college. Not without a scholarship. And if charges get pressed…"

He didn’t finish the sentence. He didn’t need to.

Heather already knew.

The Claxons couldn’t afford tuition. And if Wally had a record? That was it. No second chances. No backup plan. Just a kid with a ruined future and no real way out.

She ran a hand through Rick’s hair.

"I’ll talk to my husband," she said eventually. "But what we decide will depend on how Jenna comes through all of this."

William let out a breath. "That’s all I can ask."

And then the line went dead.



By pure luck, Dr. Hilary Kirkland was in town for one of her monthly visits.

Heather filled her in later that evening, laying out everything that had happened.

Hilary listened, her expression calm but thoughtful.

When Heather finished, she nodded.

"I’ll go see Jenna in the morning," she said.

Dr. Kirkland knocked gently on Jenna’s bedroom door, her voice calm but firm. "Jenna, may I come in?"

From the other side, Jenna’s response came sharp and immediate. "Go away! I don’t want to talk to anyone."

Dr. Kirkland exhaled, adjusting her stance. "Jenna, you need to talk to me. I’m not leaving until we do."

Minutes stretched on, the silence between them dense and unmoving. Finally, the door cracked open just a little, just enough for Jenna to see that Dr. Kirkland was still there, standing her ground.

"I told you, I won’t leave until we talk," Dr. Kirkland repeated, her voice even, unwavering.

Jenna didn’t respond. Instead, she turned away from the door and walked back inside, leaving it open. Dr. Kirkland took that as an invitation and stepped in.

Jenna sat down on her bed, her posture guarded, her arms wrapped around herself. Her face was blotchy, her eyes red. She had been crying for a long time.

After a moment, she finally spoke. One word, small but loaded. "Why?"

Dr. Kirkland sat down on the chair near the window, choosing her words carefully. "I don’t have an answer to that," she admitted. "I wish I did. But what I can tell you is that what happened to you happens far more often than people want to believe. At least 80% of the women I know—including myself—have been through something similar."

Jenna’s head snapped up. "This happened to you?"

Dr. Kirkland nodded. "Yes. When I was in college."

Jenna hesitated. "How did you deal with it?"

Dr. Kirkland leaned forward slightly. "With the help of some very close friends. That’s where you’re lucky."

Jenna looked away. "Why?"

Dr. Kirkland softened her tone. "Because my family was on the other side of the country when it happened to me. But you have your family here. You have friends who care about you."

Jenna’s voice was quiet. "Friends? Who would still want to be my friend after this?"

Dr. Kirkland studied her for a moment before answering. "How about Mark? Do you know he slept on your front porch last night? Still in his tuxedo. Your mom found him when she went outside to get the newspaper. He never went home."

Jenna’s face shifted slightly, as if something inside her was easing, if only just a little. Knowing that someone was still standing by her side, still choosing to be there, seemed to steady her in a way that words alone never could.

Her voice was softer now. "What’s going to happen to Wally and Tommy?"

Dr. Kirkland kept her response simple. "That’s still being decided."

She left not long after. Later that afternoon, she learned that Jenna and Mark had gone horseback riding together. That was a good sign.



A meeting was held in the teacher’s lounge at Patience High. Around the table sat Heather and Rick McMillan, Principal Brown, William and Brenda Claxon, Terry and Wilma Brothers, and Dr. Kirkland herself. Outside, waiting for their fate, were Wally and Tommy.

William cleared his throat and spoke first. "My wife and I, along with the Brothers, understand that our boys did something disgraceful. And that they could go to jail for it."

Terry leaned forward, his voice urgent. "I swear to you, my son will never do anything like this again. But please, don’t do anything that could destroy their future over one terrible mistake."

Heather folded her arms. "My family isn’t looking to ruin their lives. But they need to understand that actions have consequences. They don’t get to just walk away from this."

Brenda’s voice was uneasy. "You’re not talking about kicking them off the football team, are you?"

Dr. Kirkland shook her head. "That wouldn’t solve anything. I have other plans for the side bettors."

Wilma hesitated. "And our boys? What happens to them?"

Rick, who had been silent up until now, finally spoke. "My first instinct was to grab my rifle and deal with this myself. But that wouldn’t help anyone."

Wally’s voice was small. "So what’s our punishment?"

Mr. Brown cleared his throat. "They’ll be allowed back in school on Tuesday, but their absence will be recorded. That means they’ll lose their perfect attendance records. And whenever we need volunteers for anything—cleaning up after games, setting up events—Wally and Tommy will be the first ones called."

A scholarship incentive had been in place for students who never missed a day in twelve years. That goal was now out of reach for both boys.

"They’ll also be required to identify everyone who placed bets," Mr. Brown added.

Terry tensed. "So they can be suspended?"

"No," Mr. Brown clarified. "They’ll each write a 5,000-word essay on sexual abuse. That will be their punishment."

Heather’s voice was level. "The football players involved in the betting will face additional consequences. I’ll determine that myself."

William exhaled. "And beyond that?"

Rick leaned forward. "Their punishment will have two parts. My wife and Dr. Kirkland have agreed—if they meet both conditions, there will be nothing further."

Wilma’s voice was careful. "They’ll stay on the team?"

Heather nodded. "Yes."

Dr. Kirkland finally spoke. "First, they will attend mandatory therapy. I’ll arrange sessions every Saturday in the city."

Brenda’s shoulders stiffened. "And the second?"

Dr. Kirkland met their eyes. "After football season, they will spend a month in my program. They need to experience what it’s like to walk in someone else’s shoes."

William’s jaw tensed. "And if they refuse?"

Rick’s tone was firm. "Then they’re off the team, and a report will be filed with the Sheriff’s Office. After that, it’s up to the District Attorney."

Mr. Brown added, "They’ll also be suspended for a week."

Wilma hesitated. "You want Brenda and me to switch with our sons?"

Dr. Kirkland shook her head. "That would be too easy on them. A couple of high school girls have been wanting to try my program but never found partners. They’ve volunteered to switch with your boys."

Terry exhaled. "Can we talk to them before making a decision?"

Dr. Kirkland nodded. "You have until the first bell tomorrow. If Wally and Tommy are in class, we’ll take that as your answer."

Wally and Tommy were called into the room, and as Dr. Kirkland, Rick, Heather, and Mr. Brown stepped out, William’s voice followed them.

"Don’t leave just yet."

Mr. Brown nodded. "We’ll be in my office for thirty minutes."


As Mr. Brown stepped toward the exit, the Claxons and the Brothers arrived, their expressions a mix of determination and nerves. The afternoon had stretched on longer than expected, and yet, the moment felt strangely suspended, like the pause before an overdue apology.

“We’ve made up our minds,” Wally and Tommy declared, their voices synchronized in an almost rehearsed way. “We’ll take the deal.” Wally handed over a slightly crumpled piece of paper. “This has all the names of the people who placed side bets.”

Mr. Brown took the list without looking at it right away. He had already anticipated most of the names that would be on it, but he let the pause linger just long enough to make the two boys shift uncomfortably.

“I expect your essays on my desk by Thursday morning,” he instructed, his tone even but firm. “You’ve had a full day’s notice. Everyone else will have until Friday.”

“Yes, sir.” The response came quickly, as if they had practiced that, too. Then, turning toward the McMillans, they spoke again. “We really are sorry about all of this. We didn’t mean for things to go the way they did.”

Heather McMillan, standing with her arms folded, didn’t let them off the hook so easily. “We aren’t the ones you should be saying that to,” she reminded them, her voice calm but unyielding.

Wally and Tommy exchanged glances before nodding in unison. “We’ll make things right with Jenna,” they promised, the words spoken with the kind of conviction that might have been genuine—or might have been just another performance. Time would tell.

Mr. Brown watched them for a moment longer before adding, “Let me be absolutely clear. This is not going to be swept under the rug. If I ever hear so much as a whisper of either of you getting involved in anything even remotely similar, I will bring this up again. And next time, there won’t be a deal.”


A DEAL WITH FATE

By the time the announcement came through the crackly intercom during first period on Monday morning, Wally Claxon already had a sinking feeling in his stomach.

“Will the following students please report to the gym,” the voice instructed, rattling off a list of names. He didn’t even need to hear his own. The moment he recognized the names of the side bettors, along with Tommy and himself, he knew exactly what this was about.

When they arrived at the gym, Mr. Brown was standing near the bleachers, arms folded, his expression unreadable. The gym smelled of old varnish and last Friday’s sweat, and the dull squeak of sneakers echoed from a PE class somewhere down the hall.

“I know about what happened Saturday night between Wally, Tommy, and Jenna McMillan,” he said, his voice steady and firm.

Tim Walker, standing near the back, narrowed his eyes. “If you already know everything, why did you pull all of us out of class?”

Mr. Brown barely hesitated before answering. “Because I also know about the bets the rest of you placed,” he said, looking at each of them like a man taking inventory of his patience. “And that’s why you’re here.”

Brad Dilford, still half-grinning, shrugged. “We were just messing around. It wasn’t a big deal.”

“It wasn’t amusing to Jenna,” Mr. Brown shot back. “And it’s certainly not amusing to me. And I promise you, it won’t be amusing to any of you by the time we leave this gym.”

Brad’s grin faltered. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“For your involvement in what happened Saturday night, every one of you is going to write a 5,000-word essay on sexual assault. It will be on my desk by the end of the school day Friday.”

A chorus of outrage followed. “WHAAAAAAT?!” The groans and complaints rippled through the group, some louder than others. Wally ran a hand through his hair, already dreading the long hours of writing.

Someone in the back, whose voice was almost lost in the noise, asked, “And what if I refuse?”

Mr. Brown didn’t even flinch. He simply turned his head and pointed to the wooden paddle leaning against the wall, its surface riddled with holes. “You have a choice,” he said, his voice still calm. “One spank for every dime bet. Just imagine what these holes do to skin.”

The group fell quiet.

Then another voice, sharp and quick, called out. “What about Wally and Tommy? They did more than just place a bet.”

Mr. Brown nodded once. “They have separate punishments. First, they’ll be sent home after this meeting, which means they lose their attendance bonus. There are also a few other disciplinary measures I’m not at liberty to discuss. But I will say this—” He let his gaze sweep across the football players in the group. “Coach McMillan has his own ideas for your punishment.”

A collective groan filled the space.

“Oh, and before I forget,” Mr. Brown continued, raising his voice just enough to be heard over the grumbling. “These essays will be handwritten. If I catch anyone cheating, the entire paper will have to be redone, and the guilty party will meet the business end of that paddle.

One last thing—your parents don’t know about this. Yet. If I have to resort to any spankings, they will.”

He paused, as if waiting for anyone to object. No one did.

“Meeting dismissed.”


Monday’s practice had been brutal. But Heather hadn’t done anything out of the ordinary. Nothing excessive. Just a hard, grueling session—one that left the team sore, gasping, and cursing under their breath as they dragged themselves off the field.

But before the day was over, she managed to catch one of the side betters alone. She didn’t need to say much. Just a simple message, delivered low and even:

"Your punishment starts tomorrow."

She didn’t wait for a response. She didn’t need one. She just walked away, knowing full well the message would travel faster than anything else that had happened on that field.



Tuesday afternoon. The air was thick, the sun pressing down on the field. The team jogged out, loosening their limbs, murmuring among themselves as they saw what had been set up.

Heather stood in the center, arms crossed, watching as the equipment manager finished placing the tackling dummies.

Eight in total. Arranged in two neat rows of three, spaced twenty yards apart. The last two stood at opposite ends, framing the course like goalposts.

The drill was infamous. The kind of thing that left players bent over, sucking air, praying for the whistle.
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Each dummy would be held up by a player. The others—one at a time—would have to sprint full speed, tackle the first, then get up and charge across to the next row. Then another. And another. Until they had hit all eight. No slowing down. No cutting corners.

Heather didn’t have to say anything. She could see it written across their faces.

They knew what was coming.

She let the tension build before finally speaking.

"You can all see what’s set up," she said, voice steady. "But I do have some good news. Most of you won’t have to run this drill. Only a select few."

Wally, Tommy, and the rest of the side betters stepped away from the group.

They knew.

Heather scanned the rest of the team, then picked the eight largest players she had to hold up the dummies. They stepped forward without complaint.

Then she turned back to the guilty ones.

"Tommy, Wally, you won’t be running the drill," she said.

For a second, they almost looked relieved. Until she added—

"You’ll be standing at each end, watching. And you’ll be reporting any slackers."

She let that sink in before turning to the ones who would be running.

"Anybody who doesn’t go full speed? You’ll do the whole thing again."

Brad, one of the players in the group, wiped the sweat from his brow and frowned. "How many times are we running it?"

"Six times. Back and forth."

A groan rippled through them.

"Oh, and Wally, Tommy," Heather added, tilting her head. "For every slacker you don’t report, the entire group will run it an extra time."

Brad’s expression darkened. "What if we refuse?"

Heather didn’t even blink. "Then you’re off the team. And I’ll be calling your parents to tell them exactly why." She paused. "Oh, and just so we’re clear—we’re running this drill tomorrow. And Thursday."

No one spoke.

No one argued.

She could see it in their faces—Wally and Tommy knew exactly why she was making them watch instead of run.

They had power once. At the dance, they had been the ones people looked to, the ones others followed.

Not anymore.

After today?

That was never happening again.

Heather took a step forward, looking at each of them in turn.

"You think I’m doing this because it happened to my daughter?" Her voice was calm, but there was an edge to it. "No. I would do this to anyone who was involved in something like that."


Trouble had a way of arriving all at once, like a sudden downpour when the sky had been clear just moments before. Dr. Kirkland knew this better than most.

The moment she stepped back into her office in the city, she barely had time to set down her bag before her phone rang. She reached for it, already bracing herself.

"Hilary, where have you been?" The voice on the other end belonged to her sister, Martha. No greeting. No pleasantries. Just immediate urgency. "I've been trying to reach you since Friday night."

Dr. Kirkland exhaled. "I was out of town with my program. What’s going on?"

Martha’s response came fast, clipped, full of controlled emotion. "Vanessa tried to kill herself on Friday afternoon. That’s what’s going on."

Dr. Kirkland's grip on the phone tightened. Vanessa was her fourteen-year-old niece. Martha’s only child.

"Is she alright?" she asked.

"Physically, yes," Martha said. "I tried calling you because I needed help understanding why she would do this."

Dr. Kirkland didn’t hesitate. "I’m coming over now."

"No rush," Martha said, though her voice betrayed her exhaustion. "When we couldn’t get ahold of you by Saturday morning, I called your friend Dr. Waterman. You always said if you needed help, he was the one you’d go to."

Dr. Kirkland nodded, though Martha couldn’t see it. "What did Arthur say?"

"He wouldn’t tell us much," Martha admitted. "Said he needed to speak with you first. But he put Vanessa on suicide watch at the hospital."

That told Dr. Kirkland everything she needed to know. She had worked with enough patients to recognize the pattern. Some people attempted suicide once, a desperate cry for help. Others kept trying until they succeeded, unless the root of their suffering was identified and addressed. If Arthur had placed Vanessa on suicide watch, it meant he believed she fell into the second category.

Dr. Kirkland wasted no time scheduling a meeting with Arthur. Catching him without an appointment was like trying to hold onto smoke.

When she finally sat across from him, Arthur leaned back in his chair, expression grim. "Vanessa is experiencing severe gender dysphoria. She is convinced she was meant to be born a boy."

Dr. Kirkland nodded. "How bad is it?"

Arthur's response was immediate. "It’s consumed her to the point that she doesn’t want to live in the body she has."

Dr. Kirkland tapped her fingers against the desk. "Would transitioning help? Hormones, surgery?"

Arthur shook his head. "She’s already looked into it. She knows that even after surgery, she’d still feel like a woman with masculine features. What she really needs is a way to live as a boy completely." He hesitated. "If only she had a brother who wanted to be a girl, she could have gone through your program."

Dr. Kirkland considered this, the gears in her mind turning. "Actually, that brings up an interesting possibility."

Arthur raised an eyebrow. "Why?"

"There’s a young man in Patience," she explained. "He’s twenty-four. He believes just as strongly that he should have been born female. He went through my program with his sister, but after a month, she wanted to switch back. It devastated him."

Arthur’s eyes sharpened. "That could be the answer."

Dr. Kirkland leaned forward. "Maybe. But the real question is, will my sister and her husband see it that way?"

"Only one way to find out," Arthur said.



That evening, Dr. Kirkland invited herself to dinner at her sister’s house. But before that, she stopped by the hospital to see Vanessa.

"Vanessa," she said gently, stepping into the dimly lit hospital room. "Why didn’t you come to me? You know I would have listened."

Vanessa lay on the bed, arms crossed over her chest. "You’re my aunt. You would have told Mom."

Dr. Kirkland sat in the chair beside her. "I’m also a doctor. If you had come to me, I couldn’t have told your parents. That would have been a violation of patient confidentiality."

Vanessa hesitated. "Then why did Dr. Waterman tell you?"

"Because he thinks I might have a way to help you," Dr. Kirkland said. "But I can’t tell you about it until I talk to your parents. And I can’t talk to them without your permission."

Vanessa turned toward the window. "Do you really think you can help me?"

"Yes," Dr. Kirkland said firmly. "But I need your parents’ permission. And I need one thing from you."

Vanessa looked at her. "What?"

"Your promise that you won’t try to hurt yourself again."

Vanessa swallowed. "What if my parents say no?"

Dr. Kirkland’s voice was steady. "Then you still have to keep the promise."

Vanessa’s voice barely rose above a whisper. "I don’t know if I can."

Dr. Kirkland sat forward. "Then let me make you a promise too. If my plan works, it’ll be worth keeping your promise. But I need to hear it from you. No promise, no help."

Vanessa said nothing for a long moment. When Dr. Kirkland returned ten minutes later, her niece met her eyes. "I promise."

Dr. Kirkland reached out, offering her hand. Vanessa hesitated before shaking it. "Don’t I need to sign something?"

Dr. Kirkland gave her a small smile. "Your handshake is good enough for me."



Later that night, her sister and brother-in-law wanted answers as soon as she stepped through the door. "Not yet," Dr. Kirkland said. "After dinner."

The meal was tense, but they made it through. Once coffee was poured, Dr. Kirkland finally spoke. "Vanessa has gender dysphoria. She feels so trapped in her body that she’d rather not exist than stay in it."

Martha’s face paled. "I should have known. When I explained puberty to her, she swore she’d never have a period. When it happened, she was devastated. She felt like her body had betrayed her."

Ben rubbed his jaw. "I knew she was different. But what do we do? Therapy? Hormones? Surgery?"

"Surgery won’t help," Dr. Kirkland said. "What will help is my program."

Ben frowned. "Your program is for family dynamics. How does that help?"

Dr. Kirkland met his eyes. "It’s exactly what she needs. I have a young man who wants to be a woman just as much as Vanessa wants to be a man. They can switch."

Martha’s voice was small. "How would we explain this to people?"

"You won’t have to," Dr. Kirkland said. "For the first month, they’ll live in a town where my program is accepted. No questions. No judgment."

Ben and Martha stared at her. Finally, Martha whispered, "We need time to think."

The next morning, Dr. Kirkland’s phone rang at six a.m. It was Ben.

"Martha and I talked. We’re going to support whatever Vanessa decides. Visiting hours start at ten. Can you meet us there?"

Dr. Kirkland exhaled, relief settling in. She would tell the young man soon. But first, she needed coffee.


Randy’s alarm blared at seven sharp, its shrill insistence jolting him out of a restless sleep. Barely a minute later, his phone vibrated against the nightstand, rattling against a pile of unread books. He reached for it, rubbing his eyes as he fumbled to answer. The caller ID displayed a name he hadn’t expected at this hour—Hilary Kirkland.

Her voice came through crisp and direct. "Randy, how would you like to be a fourteen-year-old girl for a little while? Maybe even permanently?"

For a moment, his mind lagged behind the words, still sluggish from sleep. He managed a groggy, "Huh?" His thoughts hadn’t caught up to his mouth yet.

Shaking his head, he sat up, trying to force himself fully awake. The meaning of what Hilary had just said finally hit him like a bucket of ice water.

"What exactly are you talking about?" he asked, his voice more alert now.

Hilary didn’t hesitate. She launched into an explanation, laying out the details as only she could—efficient, precise, every fact neatly arranged. It was about her niece.

Randy listened carefully, his grip tightening around the phone as she spoke. When she finished, he took a moment before responding. "Do you really think she’ll go through with it?"

"There’s no way to be certain," Hilary admitted. "I believe she’s open to trying it for a month. After that, it’s impossible to predict."

She paused just long enough for the question to settle before continuing. "Are you willing to try?"

Randy barely had time to consider before the answer was already out of his mouth. "Yes, I am!" His heart pounded, adrenaline creeping in. If he thought too long about it, doubt might take over. Better to leap before hesitation could sink its claws in.

"Alright. I’ll call you later with all the details," Hilary said, her tone businesslike but firm. Then the line went dead.

Randy stared at the screen for a moment. He set the phone down slowly, exhaling as he tried to piece together what had just happened.


TRADING PLACES

Ever since her conversation with Aunt Hilary, Vanessa found herself unable to think about anything else. The possibility lingered in her mind, pulling her thoughts away from everything else. She needed a way out—something beyond what had already been considered. Surgery wasn't an option. And simply dressing differently, having people call her by another name, pretending—it wouldn't be enough. She would still be trapped in a body that didn’t feel like her own.

It was already past ten when the bedroom door opened. Her parents entered first, Dr. Kirkland, Vanessa’s aunt Hilary, following just behind. Their expressions were softer than usual, full of something like guilt, maybe regret. The next few minutes were a blur of quiet apologies, embraces that felt both comforting and overwhelming, murmured reassurances that didn’t quite reach the place inside her that needed them. And then, finally, Dr. Kirkland sat on the edge of Vanessa’s bed and spoke in a voice that carried a kind of gravity Vanessa hadn’t heard before.

“Vanessa,” he said, “how would you like to live in a man’s body for a month?”

Vanessa blinked. “A month?” she repeated, the words landing strangely. “That doesn’t make sense. Surgery doesn’t work that way. And everything else I’ve heard about just means I’d still be stuck in this same body.”

Dr. Kirkland gave a knowing smile. “There’s another way,” he said. “A third option.” He let that hang there for a moment before adding, “If you could do it, would you try?”

Vanessa didn’t need time to think. “Yes,” she said quickly. “Yes, I would. But I want to know exactly what you mean.”

Dr. Kirkland leaned in, lowering his voice just slightly. “It’s simple,” he said. “A mind swap.”

Vanessa stared at him, waiting for the punchline. “That’s not possible,” she said, more of a statement than a question.

“It is,” Dr. Kirkland replied, his expression steady, unwavering. “I’ve been doing it for over a decade. It’s how I help people—families, individuals, people who feel lost.”

Vanessa struggled to wrap her head around it. “But who—who would switch with me?” she asked, suddenly unsure. “Why would anyone want to trade places?”

Dr. Kirkland didn’t answer immediately. Instead, he glanced at her brother, Vanessa’s father, who cleared his throat but didn’t speak. Then he said, “There’s already someone willing to do it.”

A thought struck Vanessa, and she turned toward her dad. “Not you?” she asked, feeling the absurdity of the question even as she said it.

Ben shook his head. “No,” he said, a hint of sadness in his voice. “Even if I wanted to, I wouldn’t be allowed.”

Dr. Kirkland nodded. “That’s one of the rules. No parent-child swaps. It has to be someone else.”

Vanessa’s pulse quickened. “When can we do it?” she asked, her voice eager. “Can we do it today?”

“Not so fast,” Dr. Kirkland said, raising a hand. “There are steps to take first. Your family will need to relocate—just for a little while. It’s part of the arrangement. You’ll live out West during the swap.”

That made Vanessa pause. “Do I have to switch back?” she asked carefully.

Dr. Kirkland didn’t give a yes or no. “I can’t make any promises,” he said. “It’s a decision that involves all of us—your parents, me, and the person you’re swapping with.”

Vanessa’s mind reeled. “Who is he?” she asked, the idea becoming more real by the second. “What’s his name?”

“Randy,” Dr. Kirkland said. “Though, technically, he’s not a boy. He’s twenty-four.”

Vanessa frowned. “Why a man? And why would he want this?”

Dr. Kirkland’s expression softened. “Eight years ago, Randy and his sister swapped places—along with their parents. But his sister wanted to go back. So now, just like you, he’s in a body that doesn’t feel like home.”

Vanessa’s mother, Martha, spoke up. “So what do you recommend?” she asked. “How do we move forward?”

Dr. Kirkland’s answer was simple. “Meet him. Spend some time together. Get to know each other. And when the swap happens, it would be best if the four of you—your family and Randy—live in the same house.”

Vanessa tilted her head. “Why?” she asked.

“To keep you safe,” Dr. Kirkland said. “Randy’s an adult, but if he’s in your body, the world will see him as a fourteen-year-old girl. That comes with risks.”

A thought formed in Vanessa’s mind, an image of Randy. “I’m picturing someone tall,” she said. “Six-two, maybe six-three, around one ninety?”

Dr. Kirkland laughed softly. “You’re out of luck there,” he said. “Randy is five-four, one twenty—soaking wet.”

Vanessa exhaled through her nose. “Couldn’t you have found someone a little taller?” she muttered.

Dr. Kirkland’s tone turned serious. “You’re not the only one struggling,” he said. “This isn’t just about you. This is a chance for both of you to find something closer to the lives you want.”

Vanessa thought about that. About what it would mean for someone else to feel the way she did. She swallowed. “So what happens after the switch?” she asked. “Do I still have to go to school?”

“No loopholes there,” Dr. Kirkland said. “You’ll go to Patience Junior High as Randy. And he’ll go to work—as you. He teaches high school.”

Vanessa’s dad frowned. “Won’t that be confusing?”

“Not at all,” Dr. Kirkland said confidently. “Patience already has several siblings attending school in each other’s bodies. There’s even a boy graduating this year—in his younger sister’s eleven-year-old body. And she’s in high school—as him.”

Martha’s brow furrowed. “What about the town? Don’t people notice?”

Dr. Kirkland smiled. “Patience was on the verge of becoming a ghost town before my program started,” he explained. “Now, it’s thriving. Businesses have come back. Families have stayed. Even the town’s two doctors are part of the program. Before they arrived, the closest medical help was seventy-five miles away.”

He paused, letting it sink in. “People are happy here. Most who swap back decide to stay. And those who don’t switch back? They find it easier to live in Patience than anywhere else.”

Ben folded his arms. “I still find it hard to believe people would choose not to go back,” he said.

Vanessa hesitated before asking, “And if I don’t want to switch back?”

Dr. Kirkland’s voice remained steady. “Like I said, it’s not just up to you. It’ll be a decision we all make together.”

They kept talking for nearly an hour, the conversation stretching between them like an uncharted road. When Dr. Kirkland finally stood to leave, he handed Vanessa a slip of paper. Randy’s email address.



After the first tackle dummy drill, Brad walked over, his jaw set like he had rehearsed what he was about to say. His voice was even, controlled, the kind of voice people used when they wanted to make sure there was no room for argument. “For the rest of the football season, we—the side betters—will play like we always have. But outside of that? You two don’t exist.”

Tommy and Wally didn’t respond. There wasn’t anything to say. It wasn’t a request, wasn’t a discussion. It was a verdict.

Not long ago, the two of them had been among the most respected guys in class, leaders both on and off the field. Now, they were on the outside looking in, their names whispered in hallways, their presence barely acknowledged. The change hadn’t been gradual. It had been instant, like a switch being flipped.

They spent the days after the fallout trying to track down the two girls who had taken their place. The ones who had, for reasons unknown, agreed to switch. That search ended abruptly on Monday when Mr. Brown intercepted them in the hall between classes. He stood squarely in front of them, his presence blocking the way forward.

“I hear you two have been asking around,” he said, voice measured but carrying an unmistakable edge.

Wally’s stomach tightened. There was something about Mr. Brown’s tone that made it clear they weren’t just being warned—they were being given one last chance.

“Stop looking,” Mr. Brown continued. “Unless, of course, you’d like to spend more time in their bodies.”

Tommy, who had been shifting awkwardly beside Wally, suddenly stilled.

Neither of them said anything. There was nothing to say.

By the end of the week, the rumors had begun to shift. The focus had moved away from Tommy, Wally, and the side betters entirely. A new mystery had taken center stage: Mr. Wolf had left Patience early Saturday morning. No one had seen him since.


Martha had known for two days that Randy Wolf was coming. Two whole days to prepare. But standing in the doorway, looking at the person who had arrived, she realized nothing could have truly readied her for this moment.

The person on the front porch met her eyes with a steady confidence, standing with the kind of ease that suggested he was exactly where he was meant to be. He extended a hand, his voice calm but sure.

"Martha Bream, I am Randy Wolf."

It wasn’t the words themselves that took her by surprise—it was the presence behind them. She had pictured someone softer, more delicate. A trace of femininity in the features, maybe a certain gentleness in the way they carried themselves. Instead, the person before her had the kind of rugged, unmistakably masculine look that brought to mind Tom Selleck or Burt Reynolds. Strong jawline, broad shoulders, the kind of person you’d expect to see in an old Western, leaning against the bar with a knowing smirk.

Randy must have noticed her hesitation, because he smiled, a bit of humor playing in his expression. "Appearances can be deceiving," he said, as though he had delivered that line a hundred times before.

And just like that, Martha knew. She knew this wasn’t just a desperate idea or some wild experiment. This was the right thing. The program wasn’t just a possibility—it was exactly what her family needed.

The days leading up to their move became a blur of packing, sorting, and, surprisingly, talking. More talking than their household had seen in years. It wasn’t the usual fragmented conversations of passing each other in the hallway or checking in at dinner. This was different.

They sat together—really sat together. No distractions, no escaping into phones or television. Just words passing between them, building bridges that had long since started to crumble. It struck Martha, in those moments, just how much had been left unsaid between them over the years. They had let themselves drift apart, each person retreating into their own worries, their own struggles. But now, here they were—an entire family, plus a man they had only just met, actually talking. And not just talking—listening. Absorbing what was being said instead of waiting for their turn to speak. It was a shift, a quiet but meaningful change, and Martha held onto it with everything she had.

Vanessa, of course, had her own priorities. She was adamant about one thing, and that was making sure she wouldn’t have to wear any of Randy’s clothes. The moment she found out about his wardrobe, her reaction was immediate and firm.

"When I am in his body, I don’t even want to see anything feminine," she declared, arms crossed, her voice carrying the kind of certainty only a fourteen-year-old could manage.

So, they went shopping. Browsing racks, selecting clothes that Vanessa deemed appropriate for the experience ahead. Martha watched her daughter move through the aisles with a focus she hadn’t seen in a long time. This mattered to her. It wasn’t just about clothes—it was about control. About making sure she had some say in what was happening, even in the smallest of ways.


Randy had played this moment out in his mind countless times before stepping into the classroom. He had imagined different reactions, prepared for a spectrum of responses, but nothing quite matched the reality of standing at the front of the room, inhabiting a body that wasn’t his own, watching familiar faces shift between confusion and amusement.

Some students barely looked up from their desks, too lost in early morning grogginess to notice that anything was off. Others stared with varying degrees of skepticism. And then, of course, there were the ones who immediately sensed that something was different. One boy near the back, clearly not paying attention, muttered as he squinted at him, "Hey kid, you’re in the wrong school."

Randy set his books down, squared his shoulders, and cleared his throat before speaking. "This is my class. And for those of you still struggling to put the pieces together, I am Mr. Wolf."

A sharp inhale from one corner of the room. A rustling of papers as heads turned, mouths dropping open. And then, from the center of the room, a single voice—loud, incredulous: "WHAT?!"

He let the reaction settle for a moment before continuing. "Let me explain," he said, keeping his tone calm but firm, as if he were about to deliver an impromptu lesson on history rather than the surreal reality of his presence. "A young girl was in trouble, and Dr. Kirkland asked me if I would switch places with her for a while."

The silence stretched, filled only by the sound of shifting bodies and pencils being nervously twirled between fingers. He could tell they needed more. Their expressions ranged from skeptical to utterly bewildered, some eyes darting between each other as though searching for confirmation that they weren’t collectively hallucinating.

So, he elaborated. "I’ve always been curious about what it would be like to see the world from the other side," he admitted. "But I never had the opportunity. No one to swap with. And, since I’m not a minor, I didn’t need my parents’ permission. So, when this situation came up, I agreed."

A girl near the front leaned forward, frowning. "What about the girl?"

"She’s attending her first class right now at Patience Junior High," Randy answered. He paused, making sure they were keeping up. "One other thing—I would like you all to refer to me as Miss Wolf while I’m here."

A few heads nodded slowly, as though processing an equation that didn’t quite add up. Then, from the far side of the room, another question: "Will the switch be permanent?"

Randy hesitated just briefly before answering. "That’s still up in the air," he said, keeping his voice even.


For Vanessa, stepping into the school that morning was more than just the beginning of a new experience—it was the realization of a dream she had carried with her for as long as she could remember. This was what she had always wanted. To walk through those halls, to exist in the world, to be seen as the person she truly was.

She didn’t care about the numbers—five-foot-four, 120 pounds. Those were just statistics. What mattered was the body she inhabited now. The body that made sense in a way her old one never had. And the simple, undeniable fact that when she looked down, everything was finally as it should be.

Her parents, understandably, had wanted to be there. Hovering, watching, offering nervous reassurances as she stepped into this new reality. But she had put a stop to that idea as quickly as it had come up. "I need to do this on my own," she had told them. And, miraculously, they had listened. It probably helped that Don McMillan had offered to be there for support.

As she moved through the hallways, she felt an odd sense of belonging. It wasn’t perfect—there were, of course, some details that stood out. The face she wore belonged to a twenty-four-year-old man, which was definitely a contrast against the younger faces surrounding her. But beyond that? She fit. Her posture, her presence, the way she moved—it all felt natural in a way it never had before.

Her first stop was the principal’s office. A formality, but an important one. She stepped inside, shutting the door behind her, and met the principal’s expectant look.

"Vanessa, Dr. Kirkland explained your situation to us," he began.

She straightened slightly. "May I interrupt for a second?" she asked. "My name is Randy, and that’s the name I’d like to be referred to as."

The principal nodded without hesitation. "Certainly, Randy," he said. "Now, let’s get a few things straight. There won’t be any special treatment. You will be treated like any other fourteen-year-old boy at this school. That includes gym class and using the boys' locker room. You aren’t the first student to go through this. We’ve had over a hundred students from Dr. Kirkland’s program attend, and most of the kids here have seen it all before."

"That’s all I ask for," she told him simply.

The principal leaned back slightly. "I’ve looked into your academic records. You’ve already met ninety-five percent of the requirements for eighth grade. With some extra effort—help from teachers, fellow students, and tutors—you should be fully caught up by the end of the school year."

She frowned. "Hey, I met all the requirements at my old school," she pointed out.

He gave her a level look. "Not according to your records. Your old school covered for you. Here, there’s no covering up. Every student is expected to attend class, do the work, and pass on their own merit."

She studied him for a moment before asking, "Is this because I’m a boy now?"

"No, certainly not. Ask any student—whether they’ve been part of Dr. Kirkland’s program or they’ve lived in Patience their whole lives. The rules are the same for everyone."

The meeting ended shortly after that, and then she was off to class. In each one, she had to hand the teacher a note. Each teacher would skim it, nod, and then, without fail, turn to the class and read the explanation aloud.

By lunchtime, the entire school knew that a week ago, she had been a girl. But what mattered was that no one seemed to care. They treated her the same as any other boy. No whispers behind her back, no odd looks—just acceptance. And that, more than anything, was what she had hoped for.

She hadn’t wanted to wait to participate in gym, so she had come prepared, bringing her gym clothes along that morning.

And as she moved, stretching, running, feeling the way her body responded, she knew she had made the right choice.

She loved it.


The final game of the season was last night. The scoreboard had long since gone dark, the cheers had faded, and now, with nothing left to tie them here, Tommy and Wally were heading east to complete the last phase of their punishment. The strange thing was—they weren’t dreading it. In fact, there was a part of them that almost welcomed the change.

Anyone who has ever gone from standing at the top of the social ladder to being completely ignored in a single day would understand what they had been through. For those who hadn’t experienced it, well, imagination would have to do. Before the Homecoming dance, people gathered around Wally like he had the most important things in the world to say. Now, if he so much as stepped toward a group, the conversation would stutter to a halt, eyes would dart elsewhere, and within moments, they would scatter, leaving him standing there alone.

The loss was undeniable. The two of them knew that no matter what they did, they would never reclaim everything that had slipped through their fingers. The friendships, the admiration, the casual nods in the hallway—those were gone. The best they could hope for was to get back a fraction of it. Maybe a third, if they were lucky.

But if nothing else, they understood now. They saw what they had done for what it was—selfish, careless, wrong. It hadn’t just damaged their reputations; it had changed the way people saw them. And, more importantly, it had changed the way they saw themselves.

Wally had spent a lot of time thinking about that night. About Jenna. About the conversation they had when he finally swallowed his pride and apologized. He had made her a promise then, one he intended to keep. If he ever had the chance to prevent someone else from making the same mistake—if he could stop another person from feeling the way she had felt—he would do it. No hesitation.

And somehow, despite everything, despite the punishments and the cold shoulders and the lost friendships, there had been people willing to help him find a way forward. Because of that, because of the ones who still saw potential in him, Wally had signed a letter of intent. A major university wanted him to play football. A real, undeniable opportunity was waiting ahead.


THE PROMISE KEPT

Tommy knew they were in trouble the moment his dad steered the car up the winding dirt road leading to Dr. Kirkland’s cabin. Even before the tires crunched to a halt on the gravel driveway, his stomach twisted with a feeling he couldn’t quite name, an instinct honed from years of narrowly avoiding disaster. As the car rolled to a stop, his worst suspicions were confirmed. Standing outside the rustic wooden cabin, arms crossed in a way that suggested she had been waiting for this moment, was a woman he recognized instantly.

Mrs. Walker.

Which could only mean one thing.

Kendra Walker was inside.

Kendra—better known in his world as ‘Olive Oyl’—had earned her nickname for obvious reasons. She was all limbs and angles, a girl who looked as though a strong breeze might carry her away. If anyone was a living embodiment of the cartoon character, it was her.

Tommy’s stomach clenched. His throat tightened. And then, before he could stop himself, the words erupted out of him.

“Oh no! No, no, no!”

His mother turned in her seat, alarmed. “What is it, Tommy?”

Tommy shook his head, as if that might erase reality. As if he could make the last few seconds disappear just by willing them away. “I just figured out who the two girls are,” he said, voice edging toward panic. “The ones who volunteered to switch places with us.”

He swallowed hard, as though he could already feel the trap closing around him. “It’s Olive Oyl and the Blimp.”

His mother didn’t look surprised. In fact, she looked almost… resigned.

“We know,” she said simply.

Tommy’s head snapped toward her. “What?”

“We’ve known for a week,” she continued, as if this was the sort of information that didn’t require immediate disclosure. “We had to start moving your things to their room.”

Tommy’s hands clenched into fists. He could feel the heat creeping up his neck, the frustration bubbling under his skin. “You have no idea what you’ve done,” he said, barely keeping his voice in check.

His father, who had been uncharacteristically quiet up to this point, finally spoke. “We know about the promise Kendra and Annie made you.”

Those words made Tommy freeze. Because, of course, he did know. He remembered every detail of that promise, etched into his memory like a carved warning on a tree.

It had been six years ago. Back when he and Wally had first started using those nicknames—Olive Oyl and the Blimp. Back when Kendra and Annie had still been inseparable, two best friends who never went anywhere without the other. It had started as a joke. A casual lunchtime conversation. A bit of harmless fun. Or at least, that’s what Tommy and Wally had told themselves.

But Kendra had walked right up to them, her expression unusually steady, her voice sharper than usual.

“Stop calling us that,” she had said, her words measured, controlled. “Or one day, we’ll make you pay. I promise.”

Tommy and Wally had laughed. Shrugged it off. Ignored the warning completely.

By the next morning, the damage was done. The nicknames had spread like wildfire. It was the kind of thing that, once it started, couldn’t be stopped. By first period, those names were everywhere.

And from that moment on, for six long years, Kendra and Annie had never let them forget. They had never needed to say much—just two words, delivered with the kind of patience only someone truly committed to long-term revenge could muster.

“One day,” they would say, lifting their index fingers, aiming them like weapons.

“One day.”


Wally knew he had gotten off easier than Tommy. At least he hadn’t come face-to-face with any of the girls’ parents. That was a small mercy, but it didn’t change much. It felt like every time he thought things couldn’t get worse, life found a way to prove him wrong.

Bad news never seemed to come alone. It traveled in clusters, piling up until it was impossible to ignore. And lately, it had been showing up like clockwork, always aimed right at him.

He had, at one point, tried to find some silver lining in all of this. If there was any advantage to swapping bodies, it had to be the fact that he would finally step foot inside the girls’ locker room. Sure, he wasn’t exactly himself, but he still had his mind, his memories. It wasn’t perfect, but it was something, right?

That thought lasted until yesterday.

Mr. Brown caught up with Wally and Tommy again, this time in the hallway between classes. His expression was unreadable, but Wally had learned by now that whenever Mr. Brown sought them out, it wasn’t to deliver good news.

“Starting Monday, and until you swap back, both of you will be in study hall instead of gym,” he informed them, his voice firm, allowing no room for argument.

The words hit like a punch neither of them had seen coming. Wally didn’t even have to look at Tommy to know he was just as disappointed. Mr. Brown, noticing their stunned expressions, didn’t let the moment linger before explaining.

“Do you honestly think I would let either of you, in any form, anywhere near the girls’ locker room?”

Tommy, still reeling, muttered under his breath, “Are we ever going to be treated as anything other than outcasts?”

Mr. Brown didn’t hesitate. “Not in my school.”

He looked at them both then, his expression harder than before. “The decision was made that one very bad mistake shouldn’t destroy your lives completely. But you made that mistake. And it’s not one I will ever overlook. If it were up to me, you’d both be spending the rest of your lives behind bars.”

Wally knew there was something deeper behind Mr. Brown’s anger. Everyone did.

Ten years ago, Mr. Brown’s only sister had been sexually assaulted. She had never recovered from it. And he had never forgiven the world for letting it happen.


Heather and Rick were standing on the edge of a decision. One final step away from calling Hilary Kirkland and making it official.

They weren’t switching back.

It wasn’t a rash choice. They had talked about it endlessly—late at night, in the early mornings, even in the quiet moments between their lovemaking, when the world felt smaller and simpler. It wasn’t a question anymore. This was their life now.

And then there was Sam.

They had tried calling her Susie. They had tried calling her Sue. Suzy. But it never stuck.

She was Sam.

She had always been Sam.

Rick felt something with her that he had never quite felt with Don or Jenna—not because he had loved them any less, but because this was different. He had carried her. He had lived through every kick, every sleepless night, every craving, every strange shift in his body that reminded him, every second of every day, that he was growing a life inside him.

How could he walk away from that?

But then, the email arrived.



From: Mom
Subject: McMillan Family Thanksgiving

Rick, Heather,

We’ve decided to have the Thanksgiving get-together in Patience this year.

Your father and I will be arriving two days early to help with the preparations. Looking forward to seeing everyone.

Love, Mom



Rick sat frozen at his desk, reading the words over and over, as if somehow, if he stared at them long enough, they would change.

They didn’t.

He felt his chest tighten, his mind racing through possibilities. Excuses. Deflections. Anything to delay the inevitable.

He was so distracted that he didn’t even hear Nurse Sam walk in.

She leaned over his shoulder and skimmed the email before he could stop her.

"You never told your family why you moved to Patience?" she asked, her voice far too calm for the existential crisis unfolding in Rick’s head.

"No," he admitted, his mouth suddenly dry.

Sam let out a low whistle. "Does your mom even know about little Sam?"

Rick shook his head. "Not yet."

Sam crossed her arms. "It’s been over a year since the switch. Why haven’t you told her?"

"When we first joined the program, it was only supposed to be for six months," Rick explained. "Heather and I thought we could get through it without anyone finding out."

Sam arched an eyebrow. "But now? You’ve settled in. Don and Jenna have decided to stay switched. And you still haven’t told a grandmother that she has a brand-new granddaughter?" She exhaled, shaking her head. "I honestly don’t know which part of this is going to make your mom the angriest."

Rick didn’t respond.

Sam handed the phone back to him, then patted his shoulder. "Good luck," she said before walking away.

For the rest of the day, the only words spoken between them were the ones required between a doctor and a nurse.



By the time Rick got home, Heather, Don, and Jenna were already at the dinner table.

He didn’t say anything. Just pulled out his phone, opened the email, and passed it to Heather.

She read it, her face unreadable. Then she set the phone down. "Any way we can get out of this?"

Rick shook his head. "No. Once a location is set, there’s no backing out." He hesitated, then added, "I think there are two reasons we were picked. One, we didn’t go last year. And two, they want to know why we decided to stay here permanently."

Don, ever the strategist, leaned forward. "What if we just act like we’re still our old selves?"

Rick exhaled, already having thought about it. "And what happens if I get an emergency call? What if someone recognizes me? We’ll be in way more trouble for lying than we would be for telling the truth."

Heather, who had been quiet up until now, suddenly straightened. Her expression shifted, clarity settling into her features.

"That’s it," she said.

Rick frowned. "What’s it?"

Heather turned to him. "Your mom is coming early. Tell her the truth. And then ask her how to handle the rest of the family."

The room fell silent.

Rick didn’t want to do it.

But he knew she was right.

It was time.


Kendra had waited for this moment longer than she could even measure. Time had stretched and folded around the thought of it, wrapping itself into the fabric of her days. And now that it was here, she could hardly believe it. When she first heard about Wally and Tommy’s impending punishment, a sense of elation had settled into her, bright and unwavering. It hadn’t dimmed since. If anything, it had grown stronger, more absolute.

She had once confided in Dr. Kirkland about her fleeting curiosity—what it might be like to experience life as a boy. It had been a thought that came and went, an idle notion rather than a longing. And even then, even in those passing moments of wonder, she had known the truth that lived inside her, clear and undeniable. She was meant to be a girl. She had always known.

Six years earlier, she had made a promise, one that had never faded from her mind. And now, after all this time, she finally had the chance to fulfill it. The people closest to her—her friends, her true allies—were fully aware of what was taking place today. The only two who didn’t know the full scope of it yet were Tommy and Wally, though if they had any inkling, they would soon understand exactly what had been planned for them.

She and Annie had talked through every detail, mapping it out with care, deciding who would exchange places with whom. It had to be Tommy and her, and then Annie and Wally. The reasoning was simple, even if the implications were anything but. Tommy had spent his life as a towering force on the football field, a lineman whose size and presence had shaped his entire existence. Now, he would experience the world from the opposite end of the spectrum, discovering firsthand what it meant to take up less space, to be small in ways he had never imagined. Wally, on the other hand, had never encountered the struggles of fluctuating size, never known the particular burden Annie had carried with her. That was about to change. In one swift exchange, both of them would be forced to see beyond themselves, to feel a reality they had never before considered.

Wally remained back at the main cabin while Tommy was taken to the lab. The moment his eyes landed on her, a flicker of recognition passed through them—an unspoken realization that it was her and Annie who had stepped forward as volunteers. As for Tommy, Kendra had to give him credit. He didn’t waver. He didn’t resist. Without hesitation, he stepped into the tub, fully committing to what was about to unfold.

An hour later, she stood watching as her former body pulled itself up from the water’s surface. And in that moment, pride surged through her, an undeniable certainty that she had done something right, something necessary. It was then that Dr. Kirkland’s voice rang through the room, firm and commanding.

“Kendra, go get Wally.”

She turned toward the door, ready to carry out the instruction, when a sudden stop came just before she could step forward.

“I said Kendra, not Tommy.”

The words landed with an unmistakable finality, an affirmation of the their new reality.


The wait stretched on far longer than Wally had the patience for. Sitting still, doing nothing, wasn’t something he handled well. Every second felt drawn out, his nerves buzzing with restless energy. He wanted answers. He wanted this to be over. He wanted—

Finally, the door opened, and Kendra stepped inside.

Relief surged through him, but it was short-lived.

“Hey, Kendra,” he greeted her, his voice filled with anticipation.

The girl shook her head. “I’m not Kendra,” she said. “I’m Tommy.”

The words hit him like a punch to the gut. His mind struggled to make sense of it, to process what she—he—was saying.

“You don’t mean…” Wally started, his voice uneven, his stomach tightening with dread.

“Yes,” Tommy—Kendra—answered with an almost exhausted certainty. “Annie is in the lab. She’s waiting for you.”

Before Wally could respond, the door swung open again. This time, it was his dad. He looked at Wally, his expression calm but firm.

“Dr. Kirkland figured you might need some help with this.”

There was a moment—just a brief one—where Wally considered running. The impulse was immediate, an instinctive fight-or-flight response. But he didn’t move. He knew where running would lead. Jail. And in jail, there were worse things than this. Worse fates. Worse realities. He had no intention of becoming someone’s property behind bars.

So instead, he did the only thing he could. He swallowed down the fear clawing at his throat, forced himself to take the next step, and muttered, “Let’s just get this over with.”

And that was that. There was no victory in it, no sense of relief. Just inevitability. Two miserable boys—no, two miserable girls—boarding a plane home that evening, carrying nothing with them but the weight of what had been lost.


SECRETS, SURPRISES AND A NEW BEGINNING

Something happened to Randy, previously Vanessa that day. It wasn’t life-altering, not the kind of event that would be marked on a calendar or whispered about for years, but it was the sort of moment that sticks in the mind like an old song lyric—both embarrassing and oddly amusing. And because embarrassment loves company, he figured he might as well share it.

It had started with an urgent need. Not the mild sort of need where a person can wait politely, making small talk or pretending to browse a menu. No, this was an immediate, all-consuming necessity. So, with a kind of desperate focus, Randy had barreled into the restroom, barely acknowledging the world around him as he claimed his rightful place on the porcelain seat—an equalizer of all humankind. He exhaled, muscles unclenching, the crisis seemingly under control.

And then, a sound.

The stall next to him became occupied, the shuffle of footsteps and the soft rustling of fabric cutting through the quiet. That was fine, expected even. But what wasn’t fine—what sent a cold shock of panic down his spine—was the glimpse of fabric beneath the divider. Not jeans. Not slacks. A pair of delicate, pastel-colored panties crumpled on the tile.

A realization thundered through him: he had charged straight into the wrong restroom.

Before he could so much as shift on the seat, a voice, clear and pointed, called out.

“Who’s in there? I know you’re a boy. Who are you?”

His mind scrambled. He knew that voice. It belonged to one of the girls from Dr. Kirkland’s program. And he was certain that within the next few seconds, he would be nothing more than an anecdote, whispered through classrooms and passed along in knowing smirks.

Still, he answered. “It’s Randy Bream.”

He braced for it—the laughter, the teasing, the kind of reaction that could ruin a person’s day. But instead, there was a pause. And then, words he never expected to hear.

“That happened to me once,” the voice admitted. “I walked into the boys’ by mistake.”

A strange, unexpected sense of relief settled in. Maybe he wouldn’t become a cautionary tale after all. He opened his mouth, about to ask for help, when she spoke again.

“Hold on. I’ll check if it’s safe for you to leave.”

And she did. A few moments passed—long enough for his pulse to settle—before her voice returned, low but firm. “Alright, coast is clear. You can go.”

He didn’t hesitate. Moving with newfound purpose, he slipped out, half expecting to see a sea of onlookers waiting to point and whisper. But there was no one. No cruel jokes. No knowing glances. Just the quiet hum of the building and an exit he hadn’t fully appreciated until that moment.


At first, Wally had no trouble adjusting to being in Annie’s body. It wasn’t ideal, but he managed. That was, until he got home.

The trip back had been long. The drive, the flight, another drive. And through it all, he had only used the bathroom once, and even then, it had been unavoidable. He had to go. Badly. Both ways. It was strange and awkward, but he had handled it. Barely.

By the time they pulled into the driveway, though, there was no holding it any longer. The second the car was parked, he bolted inside, his mind so preoccupied with relief that he didn’t stop to think about what he was doing.

He made a beeline for the bathroom. The men’s bathroom. The one he had always used.

Without hesitation, he yanked down the unfamiliar fabric of his panties, took his usual stance, and let go.

The problem became obvious immediately.

A warm stream hit the floor, splashing against the tile. His stomach dropped as realization crashed into him, but his body was already mid-process, and panicked adjustments didn’t help. Desperately, he turned, trying to sit instead, but nearly lost his balance. He barely caught himself, his smaller frame making the near-fall less disastrous than it could have been.

It was a mess. A disaster, really.

When he finally emerged, his dad was waiting, mop in hand. Without a word, he held it out to Wally.

“You’re going to have to use your mom’s from now on,” his dad said simply.

That was lesson one.

Lesson two came with school. The biggest question looming over Wally and Tommy wasn’t just how to navigate their bodies—it was how to explain any of this to their classmates. They didn’t have an answer, but Mr. Brown did.

On Monday, the start of Thanksgiving week, Wally barely made it through the doors before being intercepted by Mr. McMillan.

“There’s a full school assembly in the gym before first period,” McMillan informed him. “Head there and wait with Tommy, Kendra, and Annie. Mr. Brown will call for you.”

That was all he said. No sympathy. No warning. Just instructions.

By the time the student body had gathered, Mr. Brown stood before them, his voice commanding the room. “As most of you know, there was an incident at the Homecoming Dance. The individuals responsible have faced their consequences. The two boys who committed the act are now in the final stage of their punishment. And for the next month, I will not tolerate any form of harassment or ridicule toward them. If I find anyone crossing that line, you will join them in their punishment.”

He let the words settle before continuing.

“Wally Claxon, step forward.”

A wave of murmurs swept through the gym. Then, slowly, a few giggles bubbled up, scattered at first, but spreading. And then, like an uncontrollable spark, laughter erupted.

“STOP!” Mr. Brown’s voice cut through the noise like a blade.

Silence followed instantly.

“Tommy Brothers, step forward,” Mr. Brown instructed next.

Every eye in the gym was now fixed on them as they moved toward the front.

“As you can see, this is their punishment,” Mr. Brown declared. “For the next month, Wally will live as Annie, and Tommy will live as Kendra. They will learn, firsthand, what it means to treat a woman with respect.”

That was how it began.


Heather, previously Rick had agreed to cover Anna’s patients for the weekend before Thanksgiving. It was a fair arrangement—Anna got five uninterrupted days off, and in return, Heather would take on the clinic’s workload. She didn’t seem to mind, and Rick, previously Heather wasn’t surprised. Heather had always been someone who could take on more than seemed humanly possible without breaking a sweat.

But this also meant one thing.

Rick had to go pick up his mother-in-law.

There were worse tasks in life. He could acknowledge that. He had, after all, been through medical school. He had pulled back-to-back shifts in emergency rooms. He had delivered babies in less-than-ideal circumstances. He had dealt with difficult patients, difficult colleagues, and the occasional existential crisis that came with being a doctor in an increasingly chaotic world.

And yet, as he sat in the driver’s seat, gripping the wheel a little too tightly, he had to admit—this particular challenge filled him with a quiet kind of dread.

It wasn’t that he didn’t like his mother-in-law. That wasn’t it.

She was, objectively speaking, a lovely woman. A kind woman. A woman who was fiercely devoted to her family and always made sure everyone had enough to eat.

But she was also the kind of woman who noticed things.

She was observant. Intuitive. The kind of person who could walk into a room and, within seconds, know exactly what wasn’t being said.

And right now, Rick had a lot that wasn’t being said.

He exhaled slowly, finally shifting the car into gear. The airport wasn’t far, and the sooner he got there, the sooner he could get this over with.

As he pulled onto the road, he told himself it was just a normal drive. A simple errand. Just another task to check off the list before Thanksgiving. But he knew better.


Mildred knew something was different the moment she stepped off the plane.

It wasn’t obvious. Not at first.

Rick was there, standing just past the security checkpoint, exactly where she expected him to be. He smiled as soon as he saw her, the way a son does when his mother arrives after too long apart.

And for those first few seconds, everything seemed normal.

They embraced, warm and familiar, the kind of hug that comes after a year of separation. He kissed her cheek, she squeezed his arms, and for a brief moment, it was just a mother and son, reconnecting like they always had.

But then, she pulled back.

And something shifted.

She couldn’t put her finger on it, but it was there. A strangeness. A quiet, almost imperceptible distance, as if she were looking at her son through a slightly distorted lens.

She brushed it off, deciding not to dwell.

"Where’s Heather and the kids?" she asked, knowing she should have at least given the conversation a little breathing room first. But she had never been one for patience.

Rick hesitated. Not long, but long enough.

"Heather’s at work," he said, his tone even, rehearsed. "Don and Jenna are at school. And Sam is with Heather."

Mildred stopped mid-step.

"Sam?" she repeated, tilting her head slightly.

Rick shifted. Just barely. "Actually," he said carefully, "her name is Susie Allison McMillan. But we call her Sam. She’s your newest granddaughter, Mom."

Mildred blinked.

She opened her mouth, then closed it again.

The shock wasn’t quite shock. It was something quieter. Something slower.

A child.

A granddaughter.

That no one had told her about.

"You mean to tell me," she said, her voice calm but firm, "that you kept this from me for nine months?"

Rick didn’t answer right away.

Mildred exhaled, shaking her head. "You should have called me the moment Heather found out she was pregnant. You did with the other two. Why not this time?"

Rick let out a breath, one that sounded almost... relieved to finally be having this conversation. "I’m sorry we didn’t," he said. "Sam is four months old, Mom."

Mildred stopped walking again.

Four.

Months.

Not only had they kept a pregnancy from her, but a whole, living, breathing baby had been in this world for four entire months without her knowing.

She folded her arms. "How many other changes haven’t you told me about?"

Rick gave the smallest of smiles. "A few."

A few.

Mildred knew an understatement when she heard one.



The seventy-five-mile drive to Patience felt longer than it should have.

They talked, of course. About family, about old friends, about things that had happened over the past year.

But every so often, Mildred caught something—an odd hesitation, a moment where Rick didn’t seem to remember details he should have. She’d mention something from his childhood, an inside joke, an anecdote she had told a hundred times, and he would smile in that polite, noncommittal way people do when they’re trying to fill in the gaps.

It was subtle. Most people wouldn’t have noticed.

But she did.

She let it go.

For now.

There was a much bigger question pressing at the edges of her thoughts.

Why Patience?

Why leave a thriving medical practice in the city?

Why uproot everything?

She knew that Rick and Heather had been struggling before they moved. She had seen the tension, had sensed the way they avoided certain conversations whenever she visited.

But this?

This wasn’t just a fresh start.

This was something else entirely.

And whatever it was, she wasn’t going to get answers from Rick alone.

So she waited.

Because soon, she’d have both Rick and Heather in the same room.

And then?

Then, she’d get the truth.


Heather stood at the front window, arms crossed, waiting. Rick and her mother were due any minute, and she wasn’t sure if she was excited or terrified. Probably both.

When they finally arrived, there was the usual flurry of movement—suitcases being pulled from the trunk, her mother’s delighted laugh as she reached for Heather, pulling her into a hug that lasted a little longer than usual. Then Rick. Then Don and Jenna.

There was warmth, familiarity, the comfort of family reconnecting after too much time apart. But Heather knew that warmth wouldn’t last. Not once they told her mother everything.

For now, though, they let her settle.

They left her in the nursery with baby Sam, letting her have those private, quiet moments with her newest grandchild.

An hour later, Don and Jenna came home from school.

Heather and Rick led them to the nursery, where her mother was still standing over the crib, her face softer than Heather had seen in years.

"I can’t believe you never told me about this beautiful child," her mother said the moment they walked in.

She turned to Don and Jenna next, pulling them into her arms, kissing their cheeks, commenting on how much they had grown, how different they looked from the last time she had seen them.

Heather hesitated. This was it.

"Mom, there are some things we need to talk to you about," she started.

Before she could get another word out, the phone rang.

Don answered, pressing the receiver to his ear. "Mom, Sam needs to talk to you about a patient."

Heather barely had time to register the words before she saw her mother stiffen.

Her mother turned to Rick, her expression shifting from soft confusion to something sharper.

"Rick, why would this Sam need to talk to Heather about your patient?" she asked, her voice careful, controlled. "You’re the doctor."

Rick exhaled.

"Mom, I think you should sit down," he said gently.

Heather took the phone into the next room. By the time she returned, her mother was sitting, arms crossed, waiting.

"Mom, do you remember last year, when Rick and I were having problems?" Heather asked.

Her mother’s eyes narrowed. "Why did you just call Rick Heather?"

Then, after a pause, her expression changed completely.

"You are Heather."

Heather swallowed.

"That’s the point. I’m not," she said. "I’m Rick."

The room went still.

Then—

"WHAT?!"

Heather winced.

Her mother’s voice had shot up an octave. Her hands gripped the armrests of her chair.

"What on earth are you talking about?" she demanded.

Heather held up a hand. "Mom, please. Let me explain. Just listen until I’m done, okay?"

Her mother’s expression didn’t soften. But she nodded.

"Fine. I want to hear why you think you’re my son."

Heather took a breath.

"Eighteen months ago, Rick and I were one step away from divorce. Our marriage counselor told us we had two choices—see a divorce lawyer, or see his colleague, Dr. Kirkland."

Her mother frowned. "And?"

"We went to see Dr. Kirkland," Rick said. "She had a program designed for couples willing to do anything to save their relationship."

Her mother’s lips pressed together.

"And what was this program?"

Heather exhaled slowly.

"A mind swap," she said simply.

Her mother blinked. Then she let out a short, incredulous laugh.

"That’s impossible. That doesn’t exist."

"It is possible," Heather said. "And we’re the proof."

Her mother’s eyes darted between them. Then, as if something clicked, her gaze snapped to Don and Jenna.

"You don’t mean—?" She pointed between them.

Don straightened his shoulders.

"Yeah. Us too. And we’re not switching back."

Her mother scoffed. "This is ridiculous. I don’t believe a word of it."

Heather sighed.

"I thought you might say that."

She leaned forward, elbows on her knees, her voice softer now.

"I’ll prove it to you."

Her mother didn’t reply, but Heather could see the flicker of hesitation in her expression. So she pressed on.

"Remember when I was thirteen? Dad was out of town on business, and you wanted to visit a farm out in the country. You weren’t sure you could find it, so you asked me to navigate."

Her mother’s face twitched slightly.

"I remember that."

"Do you also remember what happened?" Heather continued. "We missed the freeway exit. You thought you could get there another way. And I—" She hesitated. "I panicked. I cried. I begged you to turn around. And when you finally did, I made you promise not to tell anyone about how I acted."

Her mother’s breath caught.

Her lips parted, her fingers trembling just slightly as she reached out.

"Rick?" she whispered.

And then, before Heather could say anything else, she was pulled into a hug, her mother’s arms wrapping around her the way they had when she was a child.

"I believe you," her mother said. "Tell me everything."

Heather exhaled. "The swap was supposed to last a month. But the program had a price—not money, but time."

Her mother pulled back slightly, her brows knitting together.

"Patience had only one doctor before I arrived. Anna. She and her husband were also in Dr. Kirkland’s program."

"That was the doctor who just called?"

"No, that was my nurse, Sam," Heather clarified. "Let me finish. At the time of our swap, Anna was seven months pregnant. To pay for the program, I took over her practice for the last month of her pregnancy and covered her maternity leave."

Rick added, "We decided to stay swapped for six months to avoid confusion. Imagine a town where one day, the woman doctor everyone trusted suddenly becomes a man overnight."

Her mother turned to Don and Jenna. "And them?"

"Don was struggling in school, especially with girls," Heather explained. "Jenna was having trouble, too. Dr. Kirkland offered them a chance to experience life from the other’s perspective."

"So we did," Don said simply.

Her mother stared at them. "That was a year ago. Why didn’t you switch back when your six months were up?"

Heather smiled softly.

"Because of the baby you’re holding."

Her mother’s breath hitched.

"You mean…?"

"Yes. Six weeks after arriving in Patience, I found out I was pregnant with Sam."

Her mother’s face went pale. "You carried her?"

"To full term," Heather confirmed.

Her mother covered her mouth with one hand. "And you…?"

"Yes, I nursed her too," Heather added.

Her mother shook her head, her face a mixture of disbelief and awe.

"So when do you switch back?"

Rick smiled.

"We’re not."

Don grinned. "I was never meant to be a boy."

"And I couldn’t be happier," Jenna added.

Her mother exhaled sharply, rubbing her temples.

"Oh boy. How are we going to explain this to the rest of the family?"

Heather smiled.

"That’s why you’re here, Mom. To help us figure it out."


BOUND BY RULES, TESTED BY FAITH

Jenna had always known that when her grandmother was troubled, she sought solitude. Not necessarily to be alone, but to be with the right company—someone who would let her think without interruption. And if there was one thing that seemed to clear her mind more than anything else, it was horseback riding.

So when Jenna heard her say, "I need some time to think," she didn’t hesitate.

"Grandma, how about a little horseback riding?" she suggested. "I’ll get Shocks ready for you."

Her grandmother looked at her, considering the offer. "Horseback riding? Shocks?"

Jenna nodded. "Don and I have horses. His is named Spots, and mine is Shocks."

There was a pause before her grandmother said, "Could you saddle both horses? And would you ride with me?"

Jenna smiled. "Of course."

Within minutes, both horses were ready, and they set off at a gentle pace. The rhythmic movement of the horses, the soft sounds of their hooves against the earth, the open sky stretching ahead—it was the kind of peace that allowed thoughts to settle.

It wasn’t long before her grandmother pulled back on the reins and stopped. She turned to Jenna, her expression thoughtful.

"Don, do you really want to stay in Jenna’s body?" she asked.

Jenna inhaled slowly, steadying herself. "Please call me Jenna," she said. "I don’t want to sound rude when I don’t answer you." She hesitated, searching for the right words. The simplest answer was the truest. "Yes, I do."

Her grandmother studied her for a moment. "Why?"

Jenna let her mind sift through everything, trying to put it into words. "I didn’t start out like the people you’ve probably read about—the ones who always knew, who spent years feeling different. I never even wore women’s clothing until that day at school when I was forced to wear a bra. But after that..." She paused, recalling the shift within her. "I just liked it. And when Mom and Dad gave me the chance to truly experience life as a girl, I couldn’t say no."

"Trying it out is one thing," her grandmother said. "Making it permanent is another."

Jenna swallowed. "Every day I spent in my old body, I felt trapped. The idea of going back started to feel unbearable. I had nightmares about it—about being forced to switch back."

Her grandmother nodded, absorbing her words. Then, remembering Jenna’s earlier request, she asked, "How does Don feel about all this?"

Jenna didn’t hesitate. "He wants it even more than I do."

They rode in thoughtful silence after that. Jenna could tell her grandmother was processing everything, so she didn’t interrupt. By the time they made it back to the house, an hour had passed. It took another thirty minutes to care for the horses, brushing them down, making sure they were fed and settled for the night.

As they stepped inside, they were met with Don’s voice from the other room. "Sam needs changing."

Jenna moved toward him but stopped when she saw he was busy preparing dinner. "I’ll do it," she offered.

Before she could, her grandmother spoke up. "Let me."

As she changed Sam’s diaper, she glanced at Jenna. "Who does most of the changing?"

Jenna shrugged. "It’s pretty even. Usually, whoever isn’t doing anything else at the moment takes care of it."

"All four of you?" her grandmother asked, her tone curious.

Jenna nodded. "Yes, all of us. Mom and Dr. Blaine even have someone at the office who helps with Josh and Sam."

Her grandmother raised an eyebrow. "That’s kind of her."

Jenna smiled. "Mary is retired and wanted something to do. So Mom pays her just under the amount that would affect her Social Security benefits. It works out well for both of them."

That evening, after Sam had been put to bed and the house had settled into its usual nighttime rhythm, her grandmother called for a family meeting.


Mildred took a slow breath, letting her fingers rest against the rim of her coffee cup. The room was quiet, the kind of quiet that only comes when a conversation has been teetering on the edge of something bigger.

She looked at her son—at Rick, sitting there in Heather’s body, looking more comfortable than she would have expected. She looked at Heather, who seemed lighter, freer, as if some unseen burden had been lifted from her shoulders. She looked at Don and Jenna, both of whom seemed content in a way she hadn’t quite expected from teenagers.

It was a lot to take in.

And yet, after everything, after the surprise, after the shock, after the sheer strangeness of it all, she found that her first words came easily.

"Let me start by saying this," she said, setting her cup down. "I like this program of Dr. Kirkland."

She saw Rick exhale slightly, as if he had been holding onto a tension he wasn’t even aware of. Heather leaned back in her chair, looking—if not relieved—then at least reassured.

"When I arrived at the airport and only saw Rick waiting for me, I assumed the worst," Mildred continued. "I thought maybe the family was in trouble. That something had gone wrong. That this move to Patience had been a last-ditch attempt to fix something that was already broken."

She shook her head, a small smile forming. "But that wasn’t what I found."

She let her eyes drift across the room, taking in each face. "What I did find was one of the happiest families I’ve ever seen. A home where a husband and wife understand each other. A home where the kids don’t need to be yelled at to do their part—they just do it. Not because they have to, but because they want to."

She exhaled slowly, letting the words settle. "That doesn’t just happen. That’s not an accident. That’s love."

She paused, thinking back to all the people she had known over the years. The families who had come apart. The couples who had drifted until there was nothing left. The friends who had sat across from her, blinking back tears over coffee, saying I don’t know how it got this bad.

"I’ve been thinking about this program ever since I got here," she admitted. "I know it wasn’t an easy decision for any of you. I imagine there were nights when you questioned whether you’d made the right choice. But if this program—this—can keep just one marriage from falling apart? If it can stop even one family from breaking?"

She shook her head. "Then it’s worth it."

Her voice softened. "I’ve seen too many people get hurt by divorce. Too many families that never recover. Of all the divorced couples I’ve ever known, I can only think of one where nobody ended up getting hurt."

She let that linger for a moment.

Finally, she sat up straighter. "That being said," she added, her tone shifting slightly, "I don’t think we should tell the rest of the family just yet."

Rick and Heather exchanged glances.

"Maybe in a couple of days, we can start figuring out how to tell them," Mildred continued. "But for now? Let’s just sit with this. Because once we open that door, there’s no closing it again."

She looked at her son—her daughter—at the life they had built, at the happiness she could see with her own eyes.

"Let’s do this on our terms," she said. "Not theirs."


The morning of the Wednesday before Thanksgiving turned out to be the worst day of Wally Claxon’s life.

He felt like he’d been flattened by an eighteen-wheeler and left pinned beneath its back wheels. His limbs ached, his stomach twisted in ways that felt unnatural, and his mood was buried somewhere beneath a thick fog of irritation. It was like having the flu—but without the fever, which made it even more frustrating.

Dragging himself out of bed, he shuffled toward Phyllis, his acting mother, hoping for mercy.

“I can’t go to school,” he groaned. “I think I have the flu.”

Phyllis didn’t even look up from the breakfast she was making. “You’re going to school,” she said. “You’re not messing up Annie’s attendance record.”

Wally let out a frustrated sigh. “I can’t go,” he argued. “If I do, everyone else will catch it.”

He launched into a detailed description of everything he was feeling—every ache, every discomfort, every miserable second of his morning.

Phyllis listened patiently, then, without a word, turned toward the wall calendar. She studied it for a second before a low chuckle bubbled up from her throat.

“Heheheheheh.”

Wally narrowed his eyes. “What’s so funny?” he demanded.

Phyllis shook her head, still grinning. “Oh, nothing,” she said. “I just realized what time of the month it is.”

A cold dread settled in his stomach. “You don’t mean—”

“Oh, I do,” she confirmed. “It’s your time of the month, and by the sound of it, you have a severe case of PMS. It should be over by Monday.”

Wally blinked. This couldn’t be real. This couldn’t actually be happening.

“You can’t send me to school,” he insisted, feeling the panic creep into his voice.

“Yes, I can,” Phyllis said, crossing her arms. “And I will. Annie has never missed a day of school in her life. Not once. She always had trouble with PMS, and she still went. Consider this an important lesson in what it means to be a woman.”

As if the morning hadn’t been bad enough, the first person Wally ran into at school was Annie herself.

She took one look at him and smirked. “How are you feeling?” she asked, her voice laced with amusement. And then, without waiting for an answer, she walked away, giggling.

The day continued its downward spiral. By the time he reached his locker, there was already a welcome gift waiting for him—

A tampon. Taped right to the metal door.

Laughter echoed from around the corner. Familiar laughter. The kind that belonged to Brad Dilford.

Which meant one thing: everyone knew.

He confirmed it when he ran into Tommy later. Tommy, who looked vaguely amused but also slightly apologetic.

“Pretty much everyone has come up to me today and told me it was your time of the month,” Tommy informed him.

Wally groaned, rubbing his temples. “Tommy,” he muttered, his voice full of exhaustion, “could you please get this eighteen-wheeler off me?”

Tommy didn’t need to ask what he meant. He already knew.


Mildred sat at the kitchen table, stirring her tea with slow, methodical movements, as if bracing herself for the words she was about to say.

"Adam and Hilda are getting a divorce."

Heather blinked.

Hilda. Her younger sister. The one who had always been so sure about everything—her career, her marriage, her life. Hilda, who had once told Heather that people only got divorced when they gave up.

Rick set down his coffee.

"Dr. Kirkland’s program might be able to save their marriage," Mildred added, her voice careful, measured.

Heather let that thought sit for a moment.

Then Rick spoke.

"Before we tell them about the program, we need to figure out if they still love each other," he said. "There’s no point in offering them this option if there’s nothing left to save."

Heather nodded. It made sense. The program wasn’t a magic trick. It wasn’t therapy. It could only work if the people involved still cared—if there was something worth holding onto.



By the next day, the McMillans would start arriving. All thirty of them.

It was going to be chaos.

To make things easier, Rick had reached out to the school board and asked if they could use a school bus to pick everyone up from the airport. It was a long shot—technically, it wasn’t school business—but the board had agreed almost immediately.

[image: ]

It turned out, after everything Heather and Rick had done for Patience—her work as the town doctor, his role in the school and on the football field—the town was more than willing to return the favor.

Of course, picking people up from the airport was only one part of the logistics puzzle.

The other problem?

The thirteen children between the ages of eight and fifteen.

They would need something to do. Otherwise, they would be bouncing off the walls, testing the limits of the adults' patience within an hour.

Heather and Rick already knew that Socks and Spots—their two horses—wouldn’t be enough to entertain them all.

So, they went to Mark Steel’s father.

The Steels had become a bigger part of the Patience community since the Homecoming Dance, slowly gaining the acceptance that had been so hard-won. And when Heather and Rick asked if they could borrow three of the Steel family’s horses, Mr. Steel didn’t hesitate.

"You can borrow them," he said, "but I’m not liable if someone falls off. You take full responsibility for care and damages. I’m not getting sued because one of my horses decides it doesn’t like city folk."

Heather had laughed.


It had been decided that Jenna would ride with the kids closest to her age. Since, to all of her relatives, she was a fourteen-year-old girl, that meant joining the group of eleven- to fourteen-year-olds. The younger children were still allowed to ride, but only in a careful loop around the house under the watchful eyes of the adults.

As they rode along the quiet trails surrounding the family home, Mary Ellen turned to Jenna, her voice bright with curiosity. "So, how do you like living in Patience?"

Jenna had expected the question. She knew from past family gatherings that Mary Ellen and Jenna—her old self—had always been close. That familiarity made it easier to respond. "It’s great. Really different from the city, but in a good way," she said. She should have left it there. Should have kept it simple. But, of course, she didn’t. Her mouth, as usual, had a mind of its own. "I even have a boyfriend in my class."

"A boyfriend at your age ain’t much," Cousin Tim chimed in, his tone dismissive.

Jenna raised an eyebrow. "What do you mean ‘ain’t much’?” she shot back. "He took me to the Homecoming Dance."

Mary Ellen gave her a skeptical look. "You must have a strange high school. No eighth grader in Arthur would be allowed to go to Homecoming."

Jenna felt the mistake hit her like a wave crashing into shore. She had walked herself right into it. "I wasn’t just invited," she admitted, forcing herself to sound casual. "I was a Homecoming Princess. For the sophomore class."

The silence that followed was brief but sharp.

"How can that be?" Tim asked, frowning. "You’re only in the eighth grade."

Jenna felt her stomach drop. "Oooooopppppssss!" The exaggerated sound came out before she could stop it. Then, scrambling for an escape, she blurted out, "I think we better head back to the house!"

There was no way she was going to explain this one.

"Not yet," Mary Ellen insisted, narrowing her eyes. "I want to know how you can be in the tenth grade, Jenna."

Jenna pulled at the reins, guiding Socks into a tight turn. "That’s something I think Mom and Dad could explain better," she said quickly. Before anyone else could press her, she kicked her horse into a gallop and rode straight back toward the house.

By the time she arrived, she realized the situation had already gone from bad to worse. So much for keeping things quiet. Any hope of avoiding awkward explanations had vanished like smoke in the wind.

Her father stood in the middle of the living room, looking flustered and frustrated, doing a poor job of convincing her aunts and uncles why her mother had been called away for a medical emergency—when he was the doctor, not her.

Then Mildred tried to step in, attempting to calm everyone down. Instead, she made things even worse. "We can explain all of this," she said, voice steady but clearly strained. "But we need to wait until Rick comes home."

The response from her relatives was almost comical in its timing.

"Rick is home," they all said in near perfect unison, looking pointedly at her father.

Mildred, unfazed, simply shook her head. "No, he isn’t."

And just like that, the conversation hit a dead-end.

Jenna barely had time to process the confusion before the next disaster made itself known—the unmistakable smell of burnt food drifting through the house. By the time her mother finally returned, the turkey had been reduced to a charred, unrecognizable lump.

It was so burnt, Jenna thought, even the coyote from those old cartoons would turn his nose up at it.


Heather stood in the center of the living room, surrounded by her family. The room, usually filled with chatter and overlapping conversations, had gone unnaturally still.

They were all waiting, expressions ranging from curious to confused to outright skeptical.

She wasn’t going to ease them into it. She wasn’t going to soften the edges.

"Heather and I swapped minds before we moved to Patience," she said.

There was a beat of silence. A single breath of disbelief before a wave of reactions rippled through the room.

Some people blinked. Others frowned. Someone—probably Great Aunt Vivian—muttered, "You have to be kidding."

Heather didn’t stop.

"And before you start asking—yes, Sam was conceived after the switch."

That shut them up.

Now, instead of murmuring, they just stared. Some with their mouths slightly open, as if waiting for Heather to say just kidding and laugh at the absurdity of it all.

She didn’t.

Instead, she went on, her voice calm, unwavering.

"Most of you already know that Heather and I were barely holding our marriage together before we moved. We were one step away from divorce—a divorce that neither of us wanted. Our marriage counselor told us we had two choices: call a lawyer or call a colleague of his who ran a program designed to help couples willing to do anything to save their relationship."

Uncle Cliff looked pale, like he had been hit with too much information at once.

"How could you?" he asked, his voice almost desperate.

Heather turned to him, leveling her gaze.

"I have a question for all the men in this family," she said, her tone even.

They all shifted in their seats.

"How many of you, at some point in your life, have tried on your mother’s or sister’s clothes? Or wondered—even just once—what it would be like to live as a girl? Be honest."

The room stilled again. A pause, a moment of hesitation.

Then, slowly, hands started going up.

One by one, cautious at first.

Within seconds, ninety percent of the men in the room over the age of eight had their hands raised.

Heather nodded.

"Well, in our case, that dream came true."

She let that settle.

Uncle Cliff shook his head and turned his attention elsewhere.

"And what about you?" he asked, looking at Don now, his voice filled with uncertainty. "What do you think about all of this?"

Don grinned.

"Love it," he said simply.

Then, still smiling, he added, "Jenna and I decided to stay switched too."

That sent a ripple through the family. A collective intake of breath.

"You don’t mean—?" someone—no, at least half the room—began.

"Yes," Jenna said, stepping forward. "We switched, just like Mom and Dad."

She turned to the cousins she had been riding with earlier and shrugged.

"That’s why I’m in the tenth grade."

Aunt Vivian, who had remained suspiciously quiet up until now, finally spoke.

"Aren’t there… issues? With the townspeople? I mean, surely not everyone in Patience is fine with this?"

Heather smiled, already prepared for this one.

"There are at least twenty families in the program right now. And the program has been going on for years. People are used to it. Besides, before the program, the nearest doctor was seventy-five miles away. Now the town has two."

A few nods. A few considering glances. The beginnings of understanding.

They talked for another two hours before they even started eating dinner.


Anna Blaine’s Thanksgiving weekend had started with warmth, good food, and the familiar comfort of family. But by Sunday evening, all of that had unraveled into something she could only describe as a nightmare.

The night had begun like any other last Sunday of the month. She followed her usual routine, something she had done for years. A self-exam. It was a habit carried over from before the switch, when her wife had done it religiously. And so, Anna continued the practice, never once thinking it would lead to anything more than a passing moment of reassurance.

But this time, it wasn’t just a routine.

This time, her fingers moved over a part of her body and stopped. There, beneath her skin, was something unfamiliar, something that shouldn’t be there.

A lump.

Her mind instantly switched to its medical training. She knew, logically, that a lump didn’t automatically mean cancer. There were countless other possibilities—harmless cysts, benign growths, anomalies that meant nothing at all. But at that moment, she wasn’t thinking as a doctor.

She was thinking as a woman.

And she screamed. A long, raw, desperate scream that pulled every bit of air from her lungs and sent it out in one unfiltered burst of fear.

It was loud enough to wake the house.

Ron was the first one there, rushing into the bathroom, his face lined with concern but his voice calm, steady. "What’s wrong, honey?"

Anna tried to speak, but the words were stuck somewhere deep inside her. Instead, she reached out and placed her finger over the lump, pressing lightly, as if to prove to herself that it was real.

Ron’s face softened, but his concern deepened. "You found something?"

She gave a slow nod, unable to force a word past her lips.

By then, the kids had appeared in the doorway, their faces a mixture of confusion and worry.

"What happened?" Susie asked, her eyes scanning the room for answers.

Anna forced her voice to work. "It’s nothing," she said, though the words felt like a lie even as they left her mouth. "Go back to bed, sweetheart. And Susie, please check on the baby, just to make sure I didn’t wake him."

As soon as the kids were gone, Ron guided her to sit down, his hand a firm but gentle anchor on her back. "Listen to me," he said, his voice low and deliberate. "Finding a lump doesn’t mean you have breast cancer. You’ve seen this before. You’ve known plenty of women who’ve found lumps and later found out they were benign. Cysts, fibroadenomas, all kinds of things."

Anna inhaled sharply. "And how many women have I known who found a lump and lost both their breasts?" Her voice cracked as she said it.

Ron didn’t flinch. "That’s why you need to find out the truth. No guessing. No assuming the worst. Just facts." He reached over to the bedside table, picked up her phone, and placed it in her hands. "Call the hospital."

Her fingers felt stiff as she dialed, her throat dry as she spoke. "I need to schedule a mammogram as soon as possible." She gave them her name, her credentials, everything they needed.

The voice on the other end replied without hesitation. "We have an opening tomorrow at ten. Who is the patient?"

Anna swallowed. "Me."

After confirming the details, she ended the call and immediately dialed Heather.

"I need you to cover for me the next few days. Maybe longer."

Heather’s response was instant. "Of course. Anything else I can do?"

Anna hesitated before speaking. "I don’t want this getting around town. I found a lump during my exam tonight. I have a mammogram scheduled for tomorrow morning, but I need you to keep this quiet."

There was a brief pause before Heather said, "I’m so sorry, Anna. I understand."

Anna sighed, rubbing her temples. "I’m going to tell Sam, but no one else. Not yet."

That night, sleep refused to come. When it did, it brought cruel dreams. Women who had been stunning in every way but one stood before her. They had flawless skin, bright eyes, but where their breasts should have been, there were only scars. Rows of them, crossing their chests like reminders of battles lost. And they were calling to her, inviting her to join them.

By morning, she felt drained, her mind still tangled in the remnants of those images. When she stepped outside, she found Sam standing by her car, hands in his pockets, his expression unreadable.

Before she could ask why he was there, he spoke. "Ron, Heather, and I talked. You shouldn’t go to this alone."

Anna opened her mouth to argue, but she knew he was right. Ron had spent the entire night trying, and failing, to rearrange an important meeting. He couldn’t come. But Sam could.


Heather felt the ground tilt beneath her when Anna told her about the lump.

The words replayed in her mind, over and over, like a needle stuck on a record.

She had spent most of her life not thinking about things like this. When she had been Rick, breast cancer had been an abstract problem, a statistic she vaguely knew but never felt. She had understood, of course. Intellectually. One in four women. A reality that too many people had to face. But it had never been her reality.

Now, it was.

And it wasn’t just her. It was Jenna, too.

She was supposed to keep this to herself. Anna had trusted her with the news, and Heather had promised not to say anything until Anna was ready.

She broke that promise the moment she hung up the phone.

Rick noticed immediately.

"What is it?" he asked, voice tight.

Heather swallowed. "Anna found a lump during her breast exam."

Rick stiffened, his whole body going rigid. Then—

"NO!" The word shot out of him, raw and unfiltered, before he clamped his mouth shut, catching himself before he woke the rest of the house. He exhaled, rubbing a hand over his face. "What is she going to do?"

"She already called the hospital for a mammogram," Heather said. "After that… it depends on what they find."

Neither of them spoke for a long time.

Later that night, when the house was quiet and Rick had finally drifted into sleep, Heather lay awake, staring at the ceiling.

She had known, logically, that staying in Heather’s body meant facing things she had never considered before. But knowing and feeling were two very different things.

It wasn’t just about adjusting to a new identity, a new way of existing. It was about living with the medical realities that came with it. Breast cancer. Ovarian cancer.

Diseases she had once thought of as other people’s problems.

Now, they were hers.



By lunchtime, the entire school was talking about Dr. Blaine’s diagnosis.

Rumors spread fast, even when people tried to be discreet.

Heather knew it had to be worse for Susie—Dr. Blaine’s daughter. Finding out that your mother might have cancer from a whisper in the hallway? That was the kind of thing that left a scar.

So Heather made a decision.

She was going to talk to Susie before the rumors reached her first.

By some stroke of luck, Susie was in Heather’s next class.

As the other students filtered in, Heather pulled her aside.

"Susie, you might be hearing some rumors about your mother," she said gently. "I wanted to warn you before—"

Susie cut her off with a small, almost tired smile.

"You mean the one about my mom’s cancer?" she said. "I already know. My dad told us before school this morning."

Heather studied her for a moment.

"Doesn’t it… scare you?"

Susie’s smile faded slightly. She didn’t look away.

"The thought that my mom could die? Of course that scares me," she admitted. "But what scares me more is knowing that this is something I’ll have to face one day, too."

Heather didn’t respond right away.

"You see," Susie continued, "before I made my swap permanent, I researched everything. I wanted to know exactly what I was signing up for. The risks. The differences. The things I’d have to deal with later in life. I knew that breast cancer was something I’d have to think about eventually."

Heather nodded slowly.

"I just wanted to make sure you were okay," she said.

Susie’s expression softened.

"Thank you for your concern, Ms. Wolf," she said. Then, with a small nod, she turned and walked to her next class.

Heather watched her go with a strange mixture of pride and sadness.


Ron Blaine lasted about ten minutes before Mr. Andrews cleared his throat and fixed his attention on her. "Ron, is something wrong? You look like your mind’s a thousand miles away."

She barely hesitated before answering. "Right about now, my wife is in a doctor's office, having a mammogram. She found a lump last night."

Mr. Andrews didn’t say anything at first. He simply studied her for a long moment, then jabbed a finger toward the door. "Go. You shouldn’t be here. You should be with her."

Ron didn’t waste time. She left so quickly she barely remembered getting into her car, let alone how she drove there. When she stepped into the clinic, Anna was already in the consultation room, perched on the edge of a chair, her fingers gripping the hem of her sweater like it was the only thing keeping her grounded. Ron slid into the seat beside her just in time for the doctor to enter with a folder in his hands.

Dr. House placed the results in front of them and angled the screen so they could see. "There’s an area of concern here," he explained, pointing to a shadowy shape on the scan. "I can't tell you exactly what it is yet."

Anna’s voice was steady, but only just. "What do we do next?"

"A biopsy," he said simply. "We take a sample and analyze it. That will tell us what we need to know, and from there, we make a plan."

She swallowed, then nodded. "Today?"

"Tomorrow. I’ll schedule you first thing in the morning."

Ron stayed with Anna for a while after that, her hand wrapped around her wife’s, their fingers interwoven in a way that had always felt unshakable. When Anna’s strength wavered, Ron squeezed a little tighter, reminding her she wasn’t alone.

Later, Ron stepped into the waiting area and spotted Sam, who was already flipping Anna’s car keys around his fingers. He’d been waiting for her.

"Sam, we’re staying in the city tonight," Ron said, rubbing the back of her neck. "We’ll be back here tomorrow for the biopsy. The kids are old enough to manage on their own, but would you mind checking in on them? Just in case?"

Sam didn’t answer right away. He just studied her, his brow furrowed. "Is it serious?" His voice was quieter than usual. "Heather’s gonna ask as soon as I get home. What should I tell her?"

Before Ron could respond, Anna stepped up beside her and placed a hand on Sam’s arm. "I’ll call her myself," she assured him. "I’d rather she hear it directly from me."

Sam nodded, slipping the keys into his pocket. "Alright. Just let me know if you need anything."


By the time Sam returned, the news about Anna had spread through town like wildfire.

Everyone knew.

At first, it was whispers. Concerned nods exchanged in grocery store aisles. Women leaning over fences, lowering their voices as they spoke her name. Then, it became a thing. The kind of thing people felt the need to do something about, even if there was nothing they could actually do.

Heather saw it firsthand in her waiting room.

It was packed.

Teenage girls of every height, every shape, every shade of nervousness crowded the space, fidgeting with the straps of their backpacks, tapping their nails against their thighs. Some of them were part of Dr. Kirkland’s program. Some were just regular girls from Patience. But today, none of that mattered.

Today, they were here for one reason.

"Doc Mac… do I have breast cancer?"

The first girl had asked it so quietly Heather almost hadn’t caught the words. The second girl had said it a little louder, her voice slightly steadier, but still uncertain.

By the third girl, Heather knew this wasn’t going to stop anytime soon.

She picked up the phone and called Mr. Brown.

"We need to do something," she told him. "This isn’t just a few kids worrying. This is the entire school."

They talked for a while, throwing around ideas, weighing options. In the end, they settled on a plan.

A special assembly.

All the girls in town—every girl, regardless of age—would meet in the school gym for a talk. No boys allowed.

Except for a few exceptions. Annie/Wally and Kendra/Tommy, along with the other boys currently in Dr. Kirkland’s program, would be permitted to attend.

The rest?

They wouldn’t even be allowed inside the school until after lunch.

"That way, I can talk to everyone at once," Heather explained. "And if anyone wants to follow up privately afterward, they can come see me."

Mr. Brown nodded. Then, after a pause, he hesitated.

"What about the men?" he asked. "I know I’d like to learn more. And I’m sure there are plenty of husbands, fathers, and brothers in town who want to understand how this affects the women in their lives."

Heather considered that.

"I’ll hold a separate meeting for them," she said. "But I need to keep it separate from the women’s talk. There are things I’ll need to show the girls—like the correct way to do a breast exam—that the men don’t need to see."

Mr. Brown agreed.

They set the meeting for the following Monday.

By the time Friday rolled around, everyone knew about it.

Not just the students. Not just the teachers.

Everyone.

The women of Patience talked.


By the expression on Dr. House’s face, Anna Blaine knew immediately. This wasn’t a harmless cyst. This wasn’t something she could explain away as a misunderstanding.

"It’s cancer," he said, his voice firm but not unkind.

Anna swallowed hard, forcing her thoughts to stay in the present. "How bad?" The words were out before she could stop them, though she already sensed the answer wouldn’t bring comfort.

Dr. House exhaled, leaning slightly forward. "We won’t know until I go in and take a better look."

Anna nodded, absorbing the reality as best she could. "When do we do it?"

"As soon as possible," he answered. "When was the last time you ate?"

"Last night," she said. "I wasn’t very hungry this morning."

That was all he needed to hear. He stepped to his office door, opening it swiftly and gesturing for the waiting orderlies and a nurse to come inside.

"They’ll take you to pre-op," he told her.

And just like that, everything moved faster than her mind could process.

She woke up in a hospital room, the air thick with the sterile scent of antiseptic. Her head felt clouded, her body sluggish from the medication still coursing through her system. She turned her head slowly and saw Ron sitting in the chair beside her bed. He wasn’t just watching her—he was bracing himself, holding something back. And that was when she knew.

She raised her hand to her chest. Her fingers met soft bandages. No curve beneath them. Just empty space where something had been.

Ron saw the realization cross her face and took her hand. His voice was quiet, choked. "Yes, dear. They had to remove your breast."

Anna closed her eyes for a moment, pressing her lips together as she tried to steady herself. There had been a part of her, however small, that had hoped for another outcome. But this was the one she had been given.

Dr. House arrived later, clipboard in hand, his expression measured. "I want you to take it easy for the next week," he said as she prepared to leave the hospital. "If there’s any issue, call Doc Mac. She’ll reach me if necessary. And I need you back here in three weeks to start chemotherapy."

Anna looked at him directly. "Will I need to stay in the city while I’m doing chemo?"

Dr. House hesitated, considering her options. "That’s up to you. I’d suggest staying close for the first few days, just to see how your body reacts. But if you feel up to it, you can make the trip back and forth. Just remember—it’s 150 miles each way. That drive could take more out of you than the treatment itself."

Her mind immediately went to the clinic. Since Doc Mac had chosen to settle in Patience, they had expanded their practice. Anna had been worried about how the extra workload would be handled while she was in treatment. But it turned out, she hadn’t needed to worry at all.

Dr. Kirkland had already found a solution. Another doctor was set to join the program—a woman this time. A small but significant change.

Returning home brought another surprise. A get-well card. But not just any get-well card. This one was enormous—so large that her children had needed help carrying it through the front door. And it wasn’t just from a handful of people. It was signed by nearly the entire population of Patience and the surrounding communities.
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Later, she learned how it had gathered so many signatures. On Tuesday and Wednesday, it had been placed in the reception area of her office. By Thursday, the high school football team had taken it out to the rural farms and homes beyond the town’s limits. And on Friday, it had made its way through the local schools, where students had eagerly added their names.

Anna traced her fingers over the signatures, feeling the presence of all those who cared for her, who believed in her strength even on the days when she wasn’t sure she had any left.


The intercom crackled to life, its sharp announcement slicing through the classroom’s familiar hum.

"Will Annie Walker please come to the school’s office?" Ms. Yang’s voice carried across the hallways, its tone neutral, but to Annie, it felt like a summons.

Annie, previously Wally, barely had time to process it before the real Annie grinned at her from across the room. "Enjoy yourself," she said, her words dripping with something that was neither sarcasm nor genuine goodwill, just the kind of detached amusement that came naturally to her.

Annie—who was not Annie but lived inside her skin—sighed, pushing back her chair and stepping out of the classroom, her heart drumming against her ribs in a way that suggested that this was not just an ordinary visit to the office.

Outside, in the hallway just past the administrative desk, two figures stood waiting. Mrs. Walker and Mr. Brown. Mrs. Walker’s expression was as unreadable as ever, a practiced look of calm that barely concealed an agenda. Mr. Brown, meanwhile, remained in the background, a presence rather than a participant.

"I’m here to take you to your doctor’s appointment, Annie," Mrs. Walker said, her voice carrying the kind of certainty that left no room for argument.

Annie frowned. "Two things," she said, keeping her voice even. "Why do you need to take me? Doc Mac’s office is close enough for me to walk. And why didn’t my mom mention this when we talked this morning?"

Mrs. Walker’s answer came quickly, like she had been prepared for the question. "Your appointment isn’t with Dr. Mac. It’s in the city. And if you’d known about it in advance, you would’ve found a way to avoid it."

A slow, creeping unease curled inside Annie, a warning bell ringing somewhere in the depths of her mind. "What kind of appointment is this?" she asked, though a part of her already feared the answer.

Mrs. Walker’s response was blunt. "It’s with an OB/GYN. Annie has had a check-up every year between Thanksgiving and New Year’s for the past three years. We figured it was only fair that at least one of you boys should experience it."

Annie felt the words land with an impact she wasn’t prepared for. Her understanding of what exactly happened at these visits was limited to vague comments from her mother, hints and absences in conversation rather than outright explanations. But she knew enough to realize that this was going to be uncomfortable. And, worse, unavoidable.

There had been consequences before. When she was nine, she had made the mistake of speaking out of turn after her mom returned from one of these visits, and the punishment had been swift—two weeks without TV. That memory resurfaced now, coloring the edges of her dread with the weight of experience.

She had once tried to bring up the topic with Mrs. Walker, seeking clarity, maybe even reassurance. The response had been swift and final. "I don’t want to talk about it." Instead, she had handed Annie a single sheet of paper. "Study this. You’ll need to know it so you can answer the nurse’s questions."

The car ride was long, the silence between them stretching out like a drawn curtain. When they finally arrived, Annie moved to get out, but Mrs. Walker made no motion to follow.

"You’re not coming in?" Annie asked, surprised.

"I know this isn’t going to be easy for you," Mrs. Walker admitted. "To be honest, I don’t even like being inside Dr. Ashton’s office unless I absolutely have to. I hope you can understand."

Annie nodded, though she wasn’t sure she did. But she accepted it anyway.

Inside, the receptionist barely looked up as she tapped at a keyboard. "The doctor is running behind, but she’ll see you today, Ms. Walker."

Annie sat down. The only mildly redeeming factor in all of this, she decided, was that the doctor was a woman. At least there was that. It took an hour and a half before her name was called.

The nurse led her through the routine—checking her weight, guiding her into a small examination room. The first thing she noticed was the metal stirrups attached to the examination table. They looked like something out of a delivery room. A feeling of inevitability settled in.

The nurse took her blood pressure, then started the expected questions.

"Are your periods regular?"

"Every four weeks."

"Any changes in flow since your last visit?"

"No."

"PMS symptoms?"

"A few cramps, bloating, but nothing unusual."

"Any discomfort when using the restroom?"

"No."

"Anything else you think the doctor should check?"

"No."

The nurse nodded, then reached for a cabinet. She pulled out one of those gowns—thin, shapeless, tied at the neck but open everywhere else.

"Put this on," she instructed. "The doctor will be with you shortly."

Annie changed, the sterile air of the room pressing down on her skin. The minutes crawled by before the door finally opened, and Dr. Ashton stepped in.

The doctor smiled, setting down a clipboard. "Hi, Wally."

The name hit Annie like a blunt force.

She blinked. "How do you—?"

Dr. Ashton answered before she could finish the question. "I know all about Dr. Kirkland’s program. And about your punishment."

Annie struggled to process it. "Why? How?"

"Because I’m the OB/GYN for every woman involved in the program, and I needed to know. And because Dr. Kirkland and I went to premed together. She trusts me."

The air in the room felt heavier. She didn’t know what to say.

Dr. Ashton gestured toward the examination table. "I’ll talk you through everything as we go."

"Do you do that for all your patients?"

"For first-timers, yes."

"Annie has already had this done, though."

Dr. Ashton nodded. "Annie has had this exam every year since she turned fourteen. But this is your first."

The examination began. First, a visual inspection. Then, a physical one.

"Now I need to check internally," Dr. Ashton explained, her voice calm. "I’ll use my fingers first."

Annie flinched at the unfamiliar sensation.

"Now I’ll insert the speculum so I can collect a sample for a cervical screening."

Whatever she had imagined, it hadn’t prepared her for this. The discomfort was sharp, foreign. She clenched her jaw and tried to breathe through it.

Finally, the speculum was removed.

"Everything looks normal, unless the lab finds anything," Dr. Ashton said. She gestured toward the adjoining restroom. "There’s a bathroom right there. Most patients feel the need to go afterward."

Annie didn’t hesitate. She barely registered the doctor’s words as she rushed inside. The moment her body made contact with the toilet seat, she realized how much she needed it. The relief was instant, but it burned.

By the time she made her way back downstairs, Mrs. Walker was already waiting. The car ride home stretched out, both of them locked in a silence neither seemed willing to break.


A LIFE REWRITTEN

Dr. Kirkland had just settled into her office chair when the phone rang. She picked up without hesitation, expecting the usual inquiries or updates from her program. Instead, Dr. Heather McMillan’s voice met her on the other end, urgent and direct.

"Hilary, you need to get out to Patience right away."

There was no greeting, no lead-up, just those words, sharp and unyielding. Dr. Kirkland sat up straighter.

"Why? What happened?" she asked, already sensing that whatever it was, it wasn’t good.

Dr. McMillan didn’t wait for another question. "There’s been an accident. One of your patients has died."

Dr. Kirkland felt a slow, sinking dread settle in her stomach. "Who?" she asked, even though she wasn’t sure she wanted to hear the answer.

"Tammy Dawkins."

The words hit her like a cold wind. "Oh no," she breathed. Then, with a quick inhale, she said, "I’ll be there as soon as I can."

She barely registered the next few moments as she grabbed her coat and keys. The loss of Tammy would not only be devastating for the family but would also bring complications to her program. She knew that much already.

As she drove, her mind drifted back to when she first sat down with Alex and Vicki Dawkins to discuss the program. They had both been eager, even excited, about the swap. So eager, in fact, that they had asked if they could extend their stay in the program to six months instead of the usual duration.

The challenge had come when she brought up their children.

"I think Jenna will jump at the chance to be her brother," Vicki had said with certainty.

"There is no way Ted will ever want to," Alex had countered without hesitation.

As it turned out, they had both been correct. Tammy had agreed instantly, thrilled at the idea. Teddy, on the other hand, had refused outright. His response had been blunt, immediate: "No way!"

It had taken six months of bargaining, negotiating, and, from what she heard, an impressive amount of deal-making within the Dawkins household to get Teddy to agree to the swap. And even then, he had only committed to one month.

Now, two weeks into that month, everything had fallen apart.



Teddy Dawkins sat on the edge of his bed, staring down at hands that weren’t his own. Slender fingers. Tammy’s fingers.

He still referred to her as Tammy. Even now, even like this.

His sister was dead.

Even though he had been right there when it happened, it still didn’t seem real.

They had just stepped off the school bus, their shoes crunching against the frozen ground as they made their way up the driveway to their temporary home in Patience. Tammy had been talking—about what, he couldn’t even remember now—when her foot slipped.

It happened so fast.

One second she was beside him, mid-step, mid-sentence. The next, she was on the ground, her head colliding with the sharp edge of a rock that lined the driveway.

Black ice. Nearly invisible. Undetectable until it was too late.

Teddy had dropped down beside her, his hands shaking as he checked for any sign of consciousness. When she didn’t respond, he ran inside, fingers fumbling as he dialed 911.

Minutes later, Dr. McMillan and Dr. Blaine had arrived. He hadn’t needed to hear them say it—he had known just by looking at them.

It was already too late.

He had started crying before he had even hung up the phone, and the tears hadn’t stopped since.

His sister was gone.

And he was trapped in the body he had never wanted in the first place.

He wondered if he had made a mistake. If he should have stood his ground and refused to swap, no matter how tempting the offer had been.

The deal had been too good to turn down—at least, that’s what he had thought at the time. His parents had promised him sixty percent of the family inheritance, leaving forty for Tammy. They had even agreed to buy him a car of his choice once he got his driver’s license. And perhaps most importantly, Tammy had agreed that they would swap back before she ever had to experience her monthly cycle, something he had been absolutely unwilling to deal with.

Now, he had all of it—the inheritance, the car, everything.

But Tammy was gone.

And he was stuck in her body.


Heather had seen more dead bodies than the entire population of Patience combined—except for Anna.

But this was different.

The lifeless body of Tammy Dawkins lay before her, and for all her years in medicine, for all the experience she had, this caught her off guard. There was something about seeing this particular life ended that struck her in a way nothing else had.

She barely had time to register Teddy’s voice confirming his worst fear before she turned away and vomited into the grass.

Her hands were shaking as she wiped her mouth.

It didn’t matter how many times she had been in this situation before. It never got easier.

And it was about to get harder.

Because she was the Dawkins’ doctor. Which meant the hardest part of this wasn’t just confirming the loss. It wasn’t just seeing the body. It wasn’t just the awful, sinking finality of it all.

It was telling them.

Medical school didn’t prepare you for this. Hospitals could teach you how to diagnose, how to treat, how to save lives. But nothing—nothing—could prepare a person for what it meant to walk up to a family and tell them that someone they loved was gone.

Heather took a breath. She was about to start toward the house when she heard the low rumble of tires on gravel.

A car pulled into the driveway.

Alex and Vicki Dawkins stepped out.

Heather didn’t have to say a word.

They saw the blanket covering Tammy’s face, and the truth hit them like a physical force.

Alex swayed slightly, his hands clenched into fists at his sides. Vicki let out a strangled sound, something between a sob and a gasp, the kind of noise a person makes when they are trying to wake up from a nightmare that won’t end.

Heather moved without thinking.

She reached for Alex, gripping his hand tightly, grounding him in reality because he looked like he was on the verge of shattering.

Anna did the same with Vicki, her arm steady around her shoulders.

Together, they led them inside the house.

Heather tried to say something—some meaningful words of comfort, something that might ease the unthinkable pain—but nothing she said made a difference.

There were no right words. There never were.

So instead, she called Hilary.


Dr. Kirkland sat in the plush leather seat of the private jet, staring out at the endless stretch of clouds below. The plane, loaned to her by a grateful former patient, was quiet except for the low hum of the engines. Normally, she would have appreciated the solitude. Now, it only gave her more space to think.

She kept running through the words in her mind, trying to string them together in a way that made sense. Words that wouldn’t shatter Alex and Vicki Dawkins any more than they already had been. But no combination seemed right. Nothing softened the truth.

Every time she went over it, she reached the same grim conclusion: if the Dawkins family had never entered her program, their daughter would still be alive.

The thought hit her again, sharp and unrelenting. It wasn’t just an abstract possibility—it was fact. If Tammy hadn’t been in the program, if she hadn’t made the swap, if things had played out differently, she would have been walking into that house as herself, not as Teddy. And she would still be breathing.

Dr. Kirkland closed her eyes for a moment, pressing her fingers to her temples. Regret was an old companion in her line of work, but this was something else. This was a burden that had no easy resolution.

And then, there was the other issue. The one waiting for her just as surely as the grief-stricken parents.

Teddy.

Teddy, who was now trapped in a body he had never wanted. Who had only agreed to the swap under conditions that no longer mattered. Who now had to live the reality he had spent so much time trying to avoid.

Dr. Kirkland had no Randy standing by this time. No Vanessa situation to mirror, no solution wrapped up in a neat trade. And even if she had, it wouldn’t have mattered.

She let out a slow breath and stared out at the sky again, watching the horizon stretch endlessly ahead.


Teenagers don’t think about death. Not really. Death is for other people—older people, people with no way to avoid it. It exists in distant tragedies, in stories, in the news. But not here. Not now.

And yet, on that day, death landed squarely in front of them all, like a force impossible to ignore. It was blunt, sudden, unavoidable. It hit them like a wooden beam straight between the eyes.

Jenna found herself feeling something she never expected—pity for Teddy. Even though she had spent the past two weeks actively disliking him.

Since the Dawkins family had arrived in Patience, Teddy had made it his mission to get under the skin of every kid in Dr. Kirkland’s program. He had a way of bragging that was impossible to ignore, constantly reminding everyone how much better he had it. He had money, he had status, and, most importantly, he hadn’t been forced to endure what the other boys in the program had—to know firsthand what it meant to be a girl, down to the monthly discomforts they couldn't escape.

But then, all at once, it dawned on her.

Teddy needed help. And he needed it immediately.

It was clear to Jenna that no adult—neither his parents, nor Dr. Kirkland, nor any well-meaning authority figure—was going to step in the way he needed. They wouldn’t know how. And if they did, they wouldn’t know what to say. Which meant the responsibility fell to her.

She started making calls. Every kid she knew who had gone through Dr. Kirkland’s program. Even the ones who had aged out of it. Even Wally.

After the usual small talk, she got straight to the point.

"Wally, I want you to come over to the Dawkins’ with me," she said. "Teddy needs help. And I want you to try."

There was a long pause. Then Wally sighed. "I heard what happened to Tammy. Look, I can’t stand Teddy. He’s been an absolute nightmare to me ever since he got here. You know how much trouble he gave me about the month I had to spend as Annie."

Jenna didn’t flinch. "I’m not exactly asking," she said. Then she reminded him, "You owe me."

It turned out most of the others felt the same way Wally did. They didn’t like Teddy. They didn’t want to help him. But Jenna convinced them. One by one.

When they arrived, the first words out of Teddy’s mouth were, "You all came over to gloat, didn’t you? To rub it in?"

"No," Jenna said simply. "We came to help."

A shift crossed Teddy’s face, as if she was struggling to process this unexpected turn. "You mean after everything I’ve done? After everything I’ve said to you? You’re here to help me?"

"Yes," Wally said, stepping forward. "All of us."

Brandy, who had been part of Dr. Kirkland’s program longer than most, added, "We had a choice. You don’t. And until the adults figure out what they’re going to do, we want to help you get through it."

Teddy stared at them for a moment longer. Then, without warning, her expression crumpled, and she began to cry. Not just a few tears—deep, gut-wrenching sobs that seemed to take over her entire body.

Jenna sat down beside her without hesitation, offering her shoulder, letting her cry.

For the next hour, the tears didn’t stop.

And nobody left.

During the time he had spent in his sister’s body, Teddy had done everything he could to ignore the reality of his situation. He had refused to acknowledge what it meant to live as a girl, had refused to learn anything about the experience. But now, in the aftermath of his breaking point, his new—unexpected—friends helped him adjust. They stayed with him. They answered questions. They walked him through what he needed to know. And they kept helping, for as long as he needed them.

By the time Dr. Kirkland arrived, she found that the crisis had already been handled. And by the end of the week, Jenna had the feeling that Teddy wasn’t just coping.


EPILOGUE

Tammy still harbored the desire to become a man again, but she had learned the value of patience. The right opportunity, the right person—she was willing to wait. And if the time ever came, all she had to do was find Dr. Hilary Kirkland and apply for the swap.

Dr. Hilary Kirkland remained a quiet force in the world, working behind the scenes to help married couples in ways few could imagine. There would always be those in need of her expertise, and she continued her work with the same unwavering dedication.

Vanessa Wolf had found happiness. The June after her body's eighteenth birthday, she married Mr. Brown, the high school vice principal. Their life together was just beginning, and in three months, they would welcome twins into the world.

Wally had made it to college football and, against the odds, was drafted into the NFL in the later rounds. His professional career, however, was brief—five plays in three years. Still, he refused to let the dream die. Now, he played in the Arena Football League, still chasing the game he loved.

Jenna had carved out a future for herself in Texas. She and Mark Steel, now in veterinary school, shared an off-campus apartment. Children weren’t part of their plans just yet; Jenna had other priorities, including her part-time job—one that placed her in the national spotlight every Thanksgiving. If one knew where to look, they could spot her on television, wearing the uniform of a Dallas Cowboys Cheerleader.

Some stories, however, did not continue as long as they should have. Anna Blaine was gone. In her final moments, she had looked at her husband with love and certainty, whispering the words that defined their journey: "I never regretted our decision to stay in each other's bodies. I love you."

Heather and Rick McMillan remained pillars of their community in Patience. Heather continued practicing medicine, and Rick still coached football and taught at the local high school. Their life was steady, built on years of understanding and resilience.

Don McMillan, their son, was well on his way to forging his own path. He was now in his second year of law school at Harvard, a testament to the foundation his parents had built for him.

Lives had changed, futures had been rewritten, but one thing remained constant—love.


THE END
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