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FRACTURED FOUNDATIONS

Rick didn’t have the patience to hear it this morning.

"Heather, please," he said, his voice thick with the weariness of a man who had already fought the day before it even truly began. "I don’t have time for complaints right now. I don’t care if Don’s burning down the house."

For the last year and a half, it seemed like every conversation with his wife, Heather, revolved around complaints about their children. The way she always found something to criticize, even before the sun had fully risen. It wasn’t the kind of morning banter they used to have, where their words flowed easily between them. Now, it felt like every sentence from her was just another complaint.

“I’m not complaining, I just wanted to remind you about our appointment with Dr. Walker this afternoon,” Heather said, her voice tight with the effort of being heard.

“I don’t think I’ll make it,” Rick replied, already feeling the pressure of his never-ending list of things to do. "I’ve got a packed day ahead."

Heather’s response was swift, matter-of-fact. "That excuse won’t work this time. I called and had the appointment put on your schedule."

Rick exhaled in frustration. The feeling of being cornered, outmaneuvered by his own wife, was starting to gnaw at him. "I guess I don’t have much of a choice then. I’ll see you there," he muttered, stepping out the door with his frustration clinging to him like a second skin. 

As Rick left, Heather stood there for a moment, letting her thoughts settle.

Why was it that every time she tried to talk to him, he acted like she was just complaining? Did he not realize that she had more on her mind than the endless list of inconveniences and problems? It was as though he’d stopped listening to her altogether. Every word, every concern felt like a distant echo.

She wasn’t sure when it had started, but now it seemed like both of their children were following their father’s example. Their words passed through their heads like a fleeting breeze, never sticking long enough to make any kind of impact. She felt invisible to them, too. Just yesterday, she’d been told that Don was this close to facing disciplinary action for harassing a girl in his class. And Jenna… well, Jenna was struggling with the confusion and chaos that came with puberty. The girl was only just beginning to understand what was happening to her body, and already, it was a storm.

And when they got together? Heather shuddered at the thought. The fighting, the endless bickering. It was as though her house had turned into a battleground between two sworn enemies. She’d rather be stuck in the middle of a catfight than listen to the two of them.

She thought again about Rick. Did he even try to understand? Did he offer any kind of support? No, and no. She was alone in this, it seemed.

At least, for now, the kids were being civil with each other. But it didn’t feel like a victory, just a temporary ceasefire. 

Jenna sat at the kitchen table, trying to focus on the morning’s chaos around her. Her mind kept drifting, and this time, it wasn’t to the usual complaints about her mom’s moods or the endless instructions from her dad. No, today she was planning.

Planning how she would get back at Allison Barker for ruining her life in the most childish of ways: by refusing to help her with homework.

Let’s talk about Allison for a second. She was smart, probably the smartest person in their sophomore class, but she had one major flaw. A flaw Jenna found absolutely hilarious: Allison was flat-chested. Flat, flat, flat. You could practically see the ribs through her shirt. And it wasn’t just that—Jenna had heard the snickers, the whispers. It was the kind of thing that seemed to stick to a person no matter how smart or talented they were.

So Jenna had a plan. She wasn’t just going to get back at Allison by telling her off—no, that would be too simple. She needed to embarrass her. She’d swiped one of her mom’s bras. Right before school, she’d tape it to Allison’s locker and write a message with a thick black marker.

“When will Allison need this?” she would write above it, then below it in big bold letters: "NEVER."

Jenna smirked to herself. By the time she was done with Allison, she would wish she’d transferred out of the school altogether. 

Don, meanwhile, was having his own little battle of wills with the world.

What was he supposed to do with one of mom’s bras?

Should he tell her about it? Of course not. The last time he’d tried to talk about Don’s antics, it had ended with him in more trouble than it was worth.

But still, he wondered: why couldn’t Don understand? Life wasn’t easy for a girl at Jenna’s age. Everything was changing, and none of it felt good. He wished he could somehow let Don in on what it was like to go through this stage of life. The constant confusion, the unending questions about who you were supposed to be in a body that felt so alien.  

It was supposed to be just another ordinary day at the hospital, but as soon as Rick walked through the door of his office, he could tell something was wrong.

There was Nurse Waltrip, standing with her arms crossed and an expression that made Rick feel like he was being judged. Waltrip was one of those nurses no one wanted to work with, the kind who never seemed to fit in anywhere but couldn’t be gotten rid of because of her years of experience. She was the one who was called in when someone else was on vacation or sick. And now, it seemed like she was standing in his office for some unspoken reason, waiting for him.

He looked at the note Carol had left him. She had called in sick again, citing her usual excuse—“PMS problems.” Rick rolled his eyes. Carol always seemed to find a reason not to come in, and it was starting to annoy him.

“Why can’t Carol just work through her woman problems?” he muttered under his breath. “Does she think everyone else gets to take a break when they’re dealing with things?” He shook his head, wishing for a moment that the world was a little bit simpler. But it never was. 

Thirty minutes into her first class of the day, Heather's phone buzzed with an unexpected announcement. The voice over the loudspeaker cracked through the room, announcing, "Ms. McMillan, please come to the principal's office immediately."

Heather’s stomach did a small flip. She didn't need to be told twice that something was wrong. The students in her class had been whispering, their hushed voices carrying just enough for her to catch snippets of a troubling conversation. She caught something about Don, and Allison Barker, and... a bra? The details were murky, but the whispers were enough to set off a chain of worry in her chest.

When she arrived at the principal's office, she found her son, Don, sitting alone in the hallway, his expression a mixture of defiance and embarrassment. As soon as he saw her, his shoulders slumped. He looked like he had been waiting for this moment, dreading it for hours.

She didn’t need to ask him what had happened—she already had a pretty good idea. And it wasn't good.

Inside the principal’s office, Mr. Brown didn’t waste any time with pleasantries. His voice was calm but firm, his words slicing through the air like a blade. “As of right now, Don is suspended for the rest of the week for what he did today.”

Heather took a steadying breath, trying not to show the panic bubbling just under the surface. "What exactly did Don do?" she asked, her voice barely concealing her frustration. "I’ve heard rumors, but nothing solid.”

Mr. Brown didn’t hesitate. "Don taped one of your bras to Allison Barker’s locker, then wrote in magic marker above it, 'WILL ALLISON EVER NEED THIS?' and below, in very large letters, 'NEVER.'"

Heather’s mind spun for a moment, trying to process the information. She had known Don was capable of mischief, but this... this was something else. She couldn’t help but feel a deep pang of embarrassment for her son. This was the kind of thing that could destroy a reputation.

"Is there anything that my husband or I can do to keep him in school?" she asked, her voice a little more pleading than she meant it to be.

Mr. Brown’s eyes softened, but there was no trace of leniency. "For your sake, I’ve let Don get away with a lot of things, but this incident… it broke the camel’s back," he said, his tone hardening. "Suspension won’t be the only punishment. I want a 15,000-word handwritten essay on my desk the day Don returns. It needs to be on the topic of Student Harassment. Also, I had to agree to a punishment set forth by the Barkers. This is the only way they’ll drop any idea of suing the school district or your family."

Heather felt her chest tighten, her thoughts spinning. "What punishment is that?" she asked, her voice now a little quieter.

Mr. Brown didn't hesitate. He reached into his desk drawer and pulled out a small, neatly folded garment. It was a bra. The same bra Don had taped to Allison’s locker. Mr. Brown held it out, his expression hard to read. "Don will be required to wear this to school for the first week he’s back," he explained flatly.

Heather stared at the bra, her mouth going dry. She couldn’t believe it. "You have to be kidding me. How am I supposed to get Don to wear this?" she asked, the words escaping her before she could stop them.

"It’s either this, or I’ll have to transfer him to Demented High School," Mr. Brown replied, his voice unyielding. "Those are the only two options the Barkers have given me. Either he wears the bra, or he goes to Demented High. Take your pick."

Heather’s mind reeled. The very idea of Don in that bra made her stomach turn, but the alternative… she couldn’t even imagine. "My son wouldn’t last an hour at Demented High," she said firmly, her voice rising slightly in disbelief.

"Then I suggest you make sure he’s wearing it when he returns," Mr. Brown said. "I won’t be dragged into a lawsuit over this."

Heather’s thoughts raced. She couldn’t bring herself to let her son be humiliated like this, but what choice did she have? "I’ll have to talk to my husband," she said, trying to steady her nerves.

"Either Don wears the bra Monday morning," Mr. Brown said, his voice final, "or you can take him to Demented High."

Heather's mind was a whirlwind. "What if I decided to quit if my son has to go to Demented High?" she asked, the words spilling out without thinking.

Mr. Brown gave her a sympathetic look, though his hands were tied. "I’d hate to lose you, but my hands are tied in this matter. It’s either the bra or Demented."

Heather stood up, feeling a surge of frustration. She wasn’t sure if she was angry at Don, Mr. Brown, or the situation in general. She felt trapped, stuck in a nightmare with no way out.

"May I have some time to take my son home?" she asked, trying to regain some sense of control.

"I have no one to take your place," Mr. Brown answered. "Have him take a taxi."

Heather nodded, still in a daze as she left the office. She walked back into the hallway, where Don was sitting, waiting for her. The expression on his face said it all—he knew what was coming. He stood up quickly when he saw her, his eyes searching hers for some sign of mercy.

"I want you to go home," she said, her voice steady but tired. "Wait for your father and me to get home. We’ve got an appointment, and we won’t be home until after six. Don’t leave the house until we get back. Understand?"

Don nodded slowly, his shoulders slumped. She left him standing there, waiting for his taxi, feeling more than ever the chasm that seemed to be widening between her and her family.

She had no idea what would come next. All she knew was that the world she’d once known had shifted. And now, she was stuck trying to navigate the wreckage. 

Dr. Walker was just about to open the door to his office when he heard the familiar sound of footsteps in the hallway. Moments later, the door swung open, and he heard Heather’s voice, sharp with frustration, as she greeted her husband.

"I see you made it just in time," Heather said, her tone one that mixed relief with irritation.

"At least I’m here," Rick replied, his voice tinged with weariness, as though the effort of showing up had already drained him.

Dr. Walker hesitated for just a second before pushing the door open, cutting the conversation short. "Please, come in," he said, his voice calm, though he knew the tension in the room could be cut with a knife.

As was his custom, Dr. Walker allowed the couple to settle in quietly for a moment before he spoke. He preferred to let the silence fill the room, giving them both a chance to unwind from the stress of their daily lives, a small reprieve before diving into the chaos of their emotions. It was always hard for them to admit that things weren’t going well, and silence often allowed them to avoid confronting the elephant in the room. But today, the air felt particularly thick with unresolved feelings.

Rick was the first to break the silence, his frustration bubbling over. "I’ve got enough problems at work. I don’t need to come home and listen to my wife complain about every little thing that’s happened. I don’t have the energy left to face a bunch of small issues when everything feels like it's falling apart."

Heather’s face flushed, her anger surfacing immediately. "Don getting suspended for the rest of the week—that’s not a small problem, Rick," she shot back, her voice tight with frustration. "Do you even care that Don is most likely going to be sent to Demented High on Monday?"

Rick's face hardened at the mention of the alternative school. "No son of mine will ever go to Demented High," he said sharply, his words final and devoid of any compromise.

"Then you’d better find a way to tell Don he’s going to have to wear a bra to school for a week," Heather retorted hotly, her voice cracking slightly with the intensity of her emotions. "That’s the only way he’s going to be allowed back at his old school."

Rick blinked, taken aback. "What did Don do to deserve this?" His voice was laced with disbelief. "Why does he have to wear a bra to school?"

Heather let out an exasperated sigh, shaking her head in frustration. "What hasn’t he done?" she asked rhetorically, her voice filled with a mix of exhaustion and despair. "What he did today—this is the last straw. It broke the camel's back."

Rick’s face contorted with frustration as he turned toward Heather, his voice taking on an accusatory tone. "Why didn’t you tell me about all of this sooner?" he demanded, the words bitter in his mouth.

"I’ve tried, Rick," Heather responded, her voice suddenly cold and distant. "I’ve tried over and over again, but you wouldn’t listen. And now, look where we are."

Dr. Walker, who had been listening quietly, sensing the tension escalating, felt it was time to intervene. He cleared his throat, his voice cutting through the back-and-forth. "Enough," he said firmly, his tone carrying an authority that made both of them pause. "For the last five sessions, all I’ve heard from the two of you is the same thing. It’s clear that neither of you listens to the other, and because of that, neither of you really knows what’s going on in the life of the other. You’re both just talking at each other, not to each other."

Rick shifted uncomfortably in his chair, looking at Dr. Walker, his face twisted in frustration. "So what do you suggest we do?" His tone was sour, as though he were daring Dr. Walker to come up with a solution that wouldn’t be yet another disappointment.

Dr. Walker looked at both of them carefully, his mind racing for the right words. He had dealt with many couples on the brink of disaster, but this was something different. The cracks in their marriage were deep, and both of them seemed to be sinking into them without even realizing it. "Unless you start working together—really listening to each other and trying to help each other—I’d suggest you start seeing a divorce lawyer," he said bluntly, his words hanging heavy in the room.

Heather’s face went pale, and she nearly leapt from her chair. "I love my husband," she said, her voice almost breaking. "I can’t bear the thought of leaving him." She was trembling now, the raw emotion spilling out of her before she could stop it.

Rick’s expression softened for a moment, his eyes sincere as he looked at her. "I don’t want a divorce either," he said, his voice quieter now, tinged with genuine regret. "The thought of losing you, Heather… it makes me sick." His voice trailed off, and there was a flicker of something resembling vulnerability in his eyes. Almost pleading, he added, "What can we do to stop it from going that far?"

Dr. Walker sat back in his chair, his eyes moving from one to the other, his mind already calculating the best course of action. "I have a colleague," he said after a moment, his voice calm. "She runs a program that has a 95% success rate for saving marriages with most of the problems you’re facing."

Heather and Rick exchanged a look, both of them holding their breath, waiting for more. "Who is she? Can you get us in to see her?" Rick asked, his voice urgent, as though this was the last chance for their marriage.

Dr. Walker nodded. "She’s a woman," he clarified, "and I can call her to see if she has availability for you."

Heather leaned forward, the curiosity in her eyes tinged with desperation. "What exactly does her program involve?" she asked.

Dr. Walker hesitated for a moment before answering. "I’m not entirely sure what it entails," he admitted, "but I know it works. Ninety-five percent of the time, it works. And it’s helped couples just like you."

Dr. Walker stood and left the office, heading toward the phone. He knew time was of the essence. If this couple had any hope of salvaging their marriage, they needed help immediately.

When he picked up the phone, he dialed the number for Dr. Hilary Kirkland, his colleague. "Hilary, it’s Adam Walker," he said, his voice warm with familiarity. "I’m glad I caught you."

"Hilary, it’s been a while," Hilary’s voice came through the phone, friendly and familiar. "How have you been?"

"I’m doing well," Adam replied, "but listen, I’ve got a couple here in my office, and they’re about a step away from a divorce. They need your help. I know you run a program for couples."

Hilary’s voice became more focused, professional. "Yes, I do. Do you have someone in mind who needs the program?" she asked.

"There’s a couple in my office right now," Adam replied. "She’s a high school teacher, and he’s a pediatrician. They’ve got two kids—one’s a fifteen-year-old boy who’s in serious trouble, and the other is a thirteen-year-old girl who’s struggling with puberty. The mom says it’s hitting her hard."

Hilary took a moment before responding. "Sounds like they’re in a tough spot. And I’m guessing the kids aren’t exactly getting along either?"

Adam chuckled wryly. "You’d be right. The brother and sister can barely look at each other. It’s a mess."

Hilary didn’t hesitate. "I have an opening tomorrow afternoon at 5. I can see them then."

Adam smiled with relief. "I’ll check with them and see if they’re available."

When he returned to his office, he poked his head in and said, "Dr. Kirkland has an opening tomorrow at 5."

Without a second’s hesitation, Rick nodded. "We’ll take it," he said, the decision made. It was a small step forward, but at least it was a step. For the first time in a long while, there was hope in the air.


SHATTERED TRUST

Rick and Heather walked in silence as they left Dr. Walker's office. Heather’s face was tight, her eyes avoiding Rick’s, and Rick could feel the tension in every step.

As they reached the car, Rick couldn’t help but break the silence. His voice, strained and uncertain, echoed his frustration. "Heather, what exactly did Don do to deserve being sent to Demented High? This doesn’t make sense. It seems like it’s all gotten out of hand."

Heather exhaled sharply, her frustration bubbling to the surface. "A lot of things," she said, her voice tight with barely contained anger. "But today’s stunt—it was the straw that broke the camel’s back. Don swiped one of my bras and taped it to Allison Barker’s locker at school. Then he wrote something on the locker—something degrading, something demeaning."

Rick frowned, his mind racing to make sense of it all. "That shouldn’t be enough to send him to Demented High," he said, shaking his head. "There has to be more to this than just one stupid act."

Heather’s eyes flashed with a mix of exasperation and helplessness. "It’s not just today’s stunt," she said, her voice almost shaking with the effort to keep her composure. "It’s the seventh incident in two weeks. Seventh, Rick. Seven different acts of harassment against Allison. It’s been escalating, and now the Barkers are threatening to sue unless Don faces this punishment. The only way to avoid the lawsuit is for Don to wear a bra to school for a week—or he transfers to Demented High."

Rick’s jaw clenched at the mention of the alternative school. "What are we supposed to do about this?" he asked, frustration lacing his voice. "This whole thing is ridiculous. What kind of punishment is this?"

Heather’s voice softened, but her words were no less piercing. "I don’t know what we can do, Rick. But we have to figure something out. Don’s punishment is going to be a disaster either way. I can’t imagine what this is going to do to him, to us. How do we fix this?"

Rick let out a long sigh, feeling a knot form in his stomach as he thought through their options. "First," he said, his voice low but firm, "Don is going to go back to school wearing a bra. But I think we wait until Sunday night to tell him about it. I don’t want to make this any worse for him than it has to be."

Heather turned to look at him, her eyes searching his face for a hint of reassurance. "What about the three days he’s suspended?" she asked. "What’s he supposed to do then?"

Rick smiled grimly, the beginnings of a plan forming in his mind. "I have an idea," he said, the words coming with a mixture of resignation and resolve. "It’ll keep him busy and maybe even teach him something important."

Don sat in the living room, staring at the muted TV, but his mind was far away. He had known he was in deep trouble when his parents walked in, but neither of them said a word. The silence between them was deafening. His mom went straight to the kitchen, her face tight with that unreadable expression she got when she was about to break down, and his dad retreated into the den, his steps heavy with something Don couldn’t quite place.

Then came the sound of his dad’s voice from across the house, calling him in. "Don, could you come in here?"

The familiar dread that had been swirling in his stomach since the suspension only grew stronger. He stood up slowly and made his way toward the den, trying to think of something to say, something that might make all this go away. But nothing came to mind.

The moment he stepped into the den, his dad motioned for him to sit. For a moment, they just stared at each other—father and son, both at a loss for words. Finally, Rick broke the silence, his voice stern and unyielding. "Don, what do you plan on doing during your suspension?"

Don blinked, caught off guard by the question. He hadn’t really thought about it. "I don’t know," he muttered. "Probably just sit around, watch TV, and play video games."

Rick’s expression didn’t change, but his tone was sharp. "You really think I’m going to let you get off that easy?" he asked, his voice hard. "Do you?"

Don’s stomach churned. "I figured I’d just have some extra chores to do," he said, his words coming out almost as a question.

Rick’s face didn’t soften. "You won’t be watching TV or playing video games for the rest of the week," he said firmly, standing up as if he’d just made a decision. "And I’ve found something for you to do that’s much more productive."

Don’s heart skipped a beat. "What is that?" he asked, his voice laced with the slightest hint of panic.

"You remember my friend Ben Phillips?" Rick asked, his voice almost casual as if the punishment he was about to announce were no big deal.

"Yeah, he owns that riding stable," Don replied, his mind still racing, trying to follow along.

Rick nodded. "Well, what you didn’t know is that the guy who cleans out Ben’s stables is out of town for a funeral until Monday," he explained, as though he were just stating a simple fact.

Don furrowed his brow. "Why would I care about that?" he asked, genuinely confused.

Rick fixed him with a steady look. "Simple," he said. "Starting tomorrow, when school would normally start, you’ll be cleaning out the stables. You’ll work there until school lets out. For the rest of the week."

Don’s mouth fell open. "WHAT?!" he screamed, incredulous. "You can’t do this to me! This is insane!"

"Oh yes, I can," Rick said, his voice steady, but there was no mistaking the finality in it. "And I did. And for every time Ben catches you not doing your job, I’ll add an extra day to your punishment. That means you’ll be working on Saturdays, too."

Don’s anger flared, but he could see the seriousness in his dad’s eyes. He didn’t dare push it further. "Now get out of here before I decide you need to do more than just clean stables," Rick added, his voice sharp.

Don stood there, his heart sinking as he realized just how badly he had misjudged the consequences of his actions. This wasn’t just about a suspension. This was going to be an entire week of hard labor. And worse still, it was just the beginning. If he didn’t do his job well, it could stretch on longer.

With one last glance at his father, Don turned and walked out of the room. He had no choice but to accept it. It wasn’t just about cleaning stables—it was about avoiding the even worse consequences of the punishment Mr. Brown had laid out for him. And somehow, that thought made the punishment feel even more suffocating. 

Dr. Hilary Kirkland studied the records sent over by Adam Walker with a practiced eye, her fingers tracing the pages thoughtfully. She had been doing this work long enough to see when couples were teetering on the edge. But there was something about this case that made her pause. Dr. Rick McMillan wasn’t just another name—he was a doctor. That didn’t matter as much to her, but she knew it would to him. What struck her more deeply was that this program could be exactly what Rick and Heather needed to stay together.

When the couple walked through the door, Hilary noticed something different. Unlike their meetings with Adam, they arrived together. A small thing, maybe, but it mattered. The distance between them was palpable, but so was their effort to cross it.

She didn’t waste any time with pleasantries. "So, how much did Dr. Walker tell you about my program?" she asked, leaning back slightly, as if gauging how far they were willing to go.

Rick spoke first, his voice calm but wary. "He mentioned your success rate," he said, "but not much else."

"That’s intentional," Hilary said, her tone decisive. "If too much information about my program got out, it would have to be shut down. And that would hurt people—people who don’t deserve it."

There was a pause as Heather and Rick exchanged glances, each of them waiting for the other to speak. Finally, Heather broke the silence. "So, what is your program, exactly?"

Hilary leaned forward, her gaze direct. "First, let me make something clear," she said. "The only people who will know about your participation are the two of you and your children. No one else."

They looked at each other again, a flicker of uncertainty passing between them before they both nodded. "We agree," they said in unison.

"Good," Hilary said, her voice softening slightly. "How would you feel about living in each other’s shoes for a month?"

Heather’s eyes widened. "You mean switching places?" she asked, incredulity mixing with nervous laughter. "That would be impossible to hide. My husband is a doctor, and I’m a high school teacher."

"I’m not talking about a simple role reversal," Hilary explained, her tone patient but firm. "I’m talking about a mind transference. Your consciousness will be placed in each other’s bodies. You will live as one another for a month."

For a moment, there was only stunned silence. Rick’s brow furrowed as he processed what she was saying. "Is this even possible?" he asked, his voice skeptical but curious.

"It is," Hilary replied. "The process is real, but it’s kept under wraps for obvious reasons. If it became widely known, it could be misused. But I assure you—it works."

Heather’s curiosity was piqued, but her practical side took over. "Even if this is possible, there would be too many questions. How could Rick go to the hospital in my body? And how could I teach high school in his? People would notice."

"Living in the same place would indeed create too many complications," Hilary said with a nod. "But there’s a solution. During the time you’re in the program, you’ll live out West. There’s a small town where people know about the program and keep it confidential. It’s beneficial to them, so they protect it."

Rick leaned forward, interest glinting in his eyes despite himself. "What would we do in this town?"

"You would practice medicine, Rick," Hilary said simply. "And Heather would teach at the local high school."

Rick’s skepticism returned. "You’d just set me up in a practice?"

"Not exactly," Hilary clarified. "You would take over for the local doctor while she’s on maternity leave. She’ll work with you for the first month, and she lives in town, so if you need help, she’ll be there."

Heather’s expression shifted, her mind racing through the logistics. "So we’d be living out West for how long?"

"Six months," Hilary replied. "The program is free, but it requires a commitment of six months."

Rick nodded slowly, considering it. "What about our children?" he asked.

"There are three options," Hilary said, ticking them off on her fingers. "One: they can stay with friends or relatives. Two: they can live with you. Three: they can also switch minds and come with you."

Heather’s mouth fell open slightly. "You can do that with them too?"

"If they’re willing," Hilary said. "Many kids have wondered what it would be like to be the opposite sex. This could give them a chance to experience it."

Heather’s mind immediately went to Don. "It might actually help him," she said quietly, then told Hilary everything—Don’s cruel prank on Allison Barker, the Barkers’ imposed punishment, and the looming threat of a lawsuit.

Hilary listened carefully. "If Don chooses to wear the bra as part of his punishment, don’t tell him about this program until next Friday. He might surprise you."

Rick shifted uncomfortably in his chair. "I have a question," he said, his voice hesitant. "What happens if someone doesn’t want to switch back?"

"I’ve had over forty couples decide to stay switched," Hilary said. "But no one has ever been forced to stay that way. If even one person wants to switch back, I ensure it happens."

Heather’s eyes softened as she looked at Rick. "We need to think this over," Rick said, his voice thick with emotion. "We’ll give you an answer by Monday."

"That’s fine," Hilary said, rising to shake their hands. "It’s a big decision."

Rick paused at the door. "How quickly could I take a leave of absence?"

"Three weeks at most," he said.

They walked out together. For the first time in a long while, they were walking side by side—tentatively, perhaps, but together. And that was a start. 

As Heather drove, she was caught off guard when Rick spoke up, his voice thoughtful. "You know," he said, breaking the tense silence, "Dr. Kirkland was right about one thing. Most teenagers wonder what it would be like to be the other sex. I did."

Heather’s eyebrows shot up, intrigued by his honesty. "Really?" she asked, a mix of curiosity and surprise. "Did you ever try anything, you know, to see what it was like?"

He nodded slowly, looking out the window as if remembering something distant. "Yeah," he admitted. "When I was younger, I… I experimented a bit. Tried on some of my mom’s clothes, hid under the sheets and imagined things were different. It was… a phase, I guess."

Heather reached over, placing a comforting hand on his thigh. "We haven’t been close in a long time," she said softly, her eyes on the road but her focus on him. "Maybe tonight?"

Rick looked at her, the hint of a smile playing on his lips. "You mean it?"

She nodded. "Yes. Give me a few minutes after the kids go to bed."

At home, Don met them at the door, exhaustion written across his face. "Dad, please," he started, desperation in his voice. "I can’t go back to Mr. Phillips. I’m so sore I can’t even lift my arms."

Rick held up a finger, signaling Don to hold on. He moved to his bag, pulled out a small box, and handed it over. "Here," he said, his tone matter-of-fact. "You might need this."

Don stared at the box. "Ben Gay? Seriously?"

"I’m doing this for a reason," Rick said firmly. "The next time you even think about harassing someone, I want you to remember this. Every ache, every blister."

"But Dad…" Don tried again, a last-ditch effort.

"One more word," Rick said, his voice firm. "And you’ll be mucking out those stables on Saturday too."

Defeated, Don fell silent. He stayed quiet through dinner, clearly hoping that his silence might make his father change his mind. But Rick wasn’t budging.

By nine o’clock, Jenna had retreated to her room, and Don, with nothing else to do, had done the same. Heather gave Rick a knowing look, a glimmer of warmth and anticipation in her eyes, before disappearing into their bedroom. He followed a few minutes later.

When he entered, he paused, surprised. Where his pajamas should have been, there was a delicate nightie and a lacy pair of panties. He looked up, confused. "Heather? Where are my pajamas?"

She stepped out of the bathroom wearing his sleepwear, a playful smile on her face. "I thought you might want to try something different."

There was no hesitation. He stepped out of his clothes, feeling a mix of nervousness and exhilaration as he slipped into the nightie. The fabric felt strange, intimate. By the time he was dressed, every nerve was on edge.

That night was unlike any other. Heather took control, a role reversal that left Rick both vulnerable and exhilarated. It was tender, passionate, and for the first time in a long time, they felt truly connected. Afterward, she explained, "I wanted you to experience this—to prepare for what might come."

"So you’ve decided?" Rick asked, feeling both anxious and oddly hopeful.

"Yes," she said, her voice steady. "What about you?"

"I decided in Dr. Kirkland’s office," he admitted. "When do we tell the kids?"

"Friday," Heather said. "Let’s see how Don handles his own challenge first." 

Don had noticed a change in his parents lately. There was a spark of something—connection, maybe—that hadn’t been there in a long time. He even had a good idea why. Passing their bedroom late at night, muffled sounds told a story he didn’t want to think too much about. But it was enough to know they were… better.

Saturday and Sunday had been spent recovering from the punishment his father imposed—three long days of shoveling horse manure during his school suspension. By Sunday night, every muscle in his body ached, and his hands were raw. Still, he’d had plenty of time to reflect. If there was one clear takeaway, it was this: he wasn’t cut out for manual labor. Whatever he did from now on, it wouldn’t be worth the risk of getting permanently kicked out of school.

At 6 p.m. sharp, Don was summoned to his dad’s den. He entered to find both parents seated, with Mr. Brown, the school principal, already there. The seriousness of it all sent a jolt of anxiety through him. Rick spoke first, his tone steady but with a hint of gravity. "Don, we asked Mr. Brown here so everyone knows where things stand, including your final punishment."

Don blinked, taken aback. "Final punishment?" he echoed. "I thought I was done."

"You’ve served part of it," Rick said. "The school suspended you for three days. I added the stable work. But you haven’t faced the Barkers’ terms yet."

Don shifted in his chair, forcing a casual shrug. "How bad could it be?"

His mother leaned forward, her voice low but firm. "You might not find it so easy," she said.

"I can handle whatever they throw at me," Don said, trying to sound braver than he felt. "Anything."

Mr. Brown, who had been quiet until now, reached behind his chair and produced an object that made Don’s heart sink—a bra. "The Barkers want you to wear this at school for a week," Mr. Brown said. "Just like any other student would."

Don stared, words failing him for a moment. The realization of what was being asked of him hit like a punch. "You have to be kidding," he said, his voice rising. "If I refuse?"

"If you don’t show up wearing it tomorrow morning," Mr. Brown said evenly, "you’ll be transferred permanently to Demented High."

Don’s hands balled into fists. "You can’t do that. I wouldn’t survive a day there."

"Yes, I can," Mr. Brown replied. "And I will, if you don’t comply."

Don turned desperately to his parents, hoping for support. His father’s face was set. "I agree with this punishment," Rick said.

His mother’s voice was softer but no less resolute. "You wouldn’t last an hour at Demented," she said.

Rick leaned forward. "It’s your choice, Don. Wear the bra or go to Demented."

Don’s mouth was dry. "Do I have to decide right now?"

"Tomorrow morning, first period," Mr. Brown said.

Don swallowed, feeling a pit of dread in his stomach. "How am I supposed to explain this to my friends?"

His mother’s expression tightened. "They already know," she said. "Someone leaked it to Becky Abbott, and now everyone knows."

It would take months for Don to learn it was his mother who had leaked the news. For now, he was left to grapple with the humiliation. His earlier bravado cracked, but he bit back the bitter retort he wanted to make. Whatever choice he made, there was no easy way out.


THE COST OF CHANGE

Monday morning dawned with a peculiar kind of tension as Jenna noticed her brother, Don, shuffle into the kitchen. He wore a shirt that strained against the outline of something it was never meant to conceal—a bra. The sight of it sent an immediate pang through Jenna, a mix of surprise and the grim confirmation of all she had overheard at school. Even in junior high, whispers carried fast. The Barkers, known for their brand of extreme punishments, had imposed this consequence on her brother, and Jenna couldn't deny that part of her agreed with the severity of their decision.

From the time she was small, Jenna had always seen Don as a source of torment. Every jab, every insult, every smug look that seemed to diminish her had built a wall of resentment. For once, she wondered if he might be forced to understand what it felt like to walk in her shoes, even for a moment. If he knew, perhaps they could finally meet on some common ground.

As Don slouched into a chair across from her, Jenna's eyes narrowed. She leaned forward with a deliberate, almost slow movement, and reached up, snapping the strap of his bra. It was an act both calculated and impulsive, a mix of pettiness and longing for retribution.

“Jenna!” her mother’s voice cut through the room. It was sharp enough to command attention, yet it held a waver, a note of conflicted amusement she couldn't hide. Jenna knew the tone well. It was one of those rare moments when her mother’s words didn’t quite match the underlying sentiment.

“Oh, come on,” Jenna replied, with a half-smile that was both coy and knowing. “I just wanted to be the first. By the end of the day, he’ll lose count of how many people snap that strap.” She paused, savoring the moment, before twisting the knife just a little further. “Don, if you’re interested, I’ve got a matching pair of panties. You know, just to complete the look.”

For a fleeting moment, she wished she had a camera to capture the stunned expression on his face—a snapshot of humiliation she would have cherished. 

Don, meanwhile, moved through the rest of the day as if wading through a storm of quiet ridicule. As Jenna predicted, every girl on his bus seemed to take their turn, each one adding a layer of sting to his already raw nerves. At school, it was worse. Murmurs, giggles, and sidelong glances followed him wherever he walked. At his locker, he found a cruel reminder of his new status—a tampon taped to the door, a message scribbled beneath it: “Does Don need one of these? Nobody knows for sure.”

He trudged to Mr. Brown’s office, just as instructed, before his first class. The teacher was stern but lacked any real empathy. “Don, if you’re caught without wearing it, the penalties are clear,” he said. “First time, we add one day. Second time, it’s two days. A third? Six more days. Fourth time…” Mr. Brown leaned in, almost relishing the ultimatum, “Demented High.”

By the week’s midpoint, Don’s resistance had all but crumbled. Habit took over, and the motions of putting on the bra became routine. The strangest part wasn’t the routine itself but how his parents didn’t seem troubled by it. In fact, they seemed oddly content, as though the sight of him enduring his punishment brought a sense of order back into their fractured home.

In a quiet moment, Don even wondered if being caught without the bra would offer an excuse to keep wearing it. He couldn’t untangle whether it was rebellion, resignation, or a strange desire to confront whatever this meant for him. But for now, he simply carried on, feeling the eyes of the world—especially his sister—following his every move.
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Friday afternoon arrived, and Heather braced herself for what felt like the longest family discussion she and Rick had ever planned. With Jenna and Don seated across the table, the air carried an expectant stillness. Heather exchanged a glance with Rick, who gave a subtle nod, signaling her to begin. She inhaled deeply, her words carefully weighed. “So, Don,” she said, her voice even but gentle, “how did you feel about wearing the bra this week?”

Don shifted in his seat, his expression a blend of discomfort and resignation. He met his mother’s eyes, and for a moment, she glimpsed something vulnerable in her son that she rarely saw. “Honestly, Mom?” he replied, a small, rueful smile forming. “It wasn’t as bad as I thought. In a weird way, I think I kind of… liked it.”

Heather’s eyes shifted to her daughter. “And you, Jenna? What did you really think about Don wearing it?” She paused, gauging her daughter's reaction. Heather suspected that Jenna’s answer, paired with Don’s, might hold the key to how they all moved forward from here.

Jenna tilted her head, her eyes narrowing slightly in thought. “It was… interesting,” she said. “Seeing Don have to deal with even a small part of what girls go through every day. It was funny, but it was more than that too. Maybe it gave him a taste of things he never really understood before.”

Rick chose this moment to step in, his voice clear but soft. “There’s something important we need to ask both of you,” he said, leaning forward. “It might sound strange, but we want you to be honest. Have either of you ever wondered what it would be like to live in each other’s body?”

Jenna and Don stared at their parents, their expressions shifting from confusion to intrigue. For a few moments, neither spoke, and the silence grew thick with unspoken thoughts. Finally, Don broke it, his words slow but certain. “Yeah, I have thought about it.”

Jenna’s eyes widened, but she nodded. “I’ve dreamed about it,” she admitted. “But it’s impossible. It couldn’t ever actually happen.”

Heather leaned in, her voice low but urgent. “But what if it were possible? Would you want to do it? Actually live as each other for a month?”

Don leaned back, his brow furrowed. “What’s with all the weird questions, Mom?”

Heather exchanged another glance with Rick, who took over. “Your mom and I are asking because we’re planning to do exactly that,” he said. “Switch bodies for six months. It’s part of a program designed to help people understand each other in a way that’s impossible otherwise. We thought maybe you’d be interested too.”

Jenna’s jaw dropped. “Wait… are you serious? You’re actually doing this? I wish I could do it too.”

Don nodded, a hint of curiosity creeping into his voice. “Yeah, I’d like to see what it’s like. But why now?”

Heather spoke again, the emotion raw in her words. “You both know things have been difficult. Your dad and I… we’ve been struggling. Dr. Walker, our therapist, said we were on the brink of divorce. He introduced us to a colleague, Dr. Kirkland, who runs this program. The idea is that living in each other’s shoes might give us a new understanding.”

Don leaned forward, eyes sharp. “You said six months, right?”

Rick nodded. “Most people do one month. But because I’ll be filling in as the town’s doctor while their current one is on maternity leave, your mom and I agreed to stay for the entire six months.”

There was a beat of quiet before Don spoke up, surprising everyone. “Could Jenna and I do it too? For six months?”

Jenna, eyes bright with sudden enthusiasm, nodded. “I’d like that. Six months sounds… right.”

Heather’s heart pounded. “Are you both sure? This isn’t just some passing thought?”

Don nodded firmly. “I’m sure. I’ve gotten used to the bra. Now I want to know what it’s really like.”

Jenna’s voice was soft but determined. “I’m sure too.”

Heather reached for Rick’s hand under the table. 


Rick didn’t waste a moment. As soon as the decision was made, he picked up the phone and dialed Dr. Kirkland’s number. The call went straight to voicemail, and the beep felt like a starting pistol. “Hello, Dr. Kirkland, this is Rick McMillan. I wanted to let you know that my family is ready to join your program. I’ve started the process at the hospital, and it looks like my leave of absence should be approved within two weeks. Also, I wanted you to know—my son and daughter are interested in participating for the full six months along with Heather and me.”

He ended the call and set the phone down. The house was quieter than it had been in weeks. There was anticipation here, a kind of restrained energy, and it was in that silence that an idea sparked. “We need to start practicing,” he announced, turning toward his family with a determined expression. “If we’re serious about this, we need to begin learning what it’s really like to be each other.”

Don leaned back in his chair, eyebrows raised. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, we start switching roles right now,” Rick explained, the enthusiasm clear in his voice. “At home, at least. Obviously, we can’t do it at work or school, but here, starting today, I’m Heather. I’ll take on her responsibilities. Heather, you’ll be me. And the two of you,” he nodded to Jenna and Don, “will trade places as well.”

Don’s lips curled into a half-smile. “Not a bad idea. Might actually be fun,” he said, with a touch of playful defiance.

The arrangement began immediately. Each evening, as soon as Rick walked through the door, he shed the role of father and slipped into the rhythms of Heather’s life. There were routines he had barely noticed before—making dinner, ensuring the laundry was folded just right, managing the endless cycle of domestic tasks that never seemed to let up. It wasn’t long before he realized that his wife’s life was far from simple.

The change was not just logistical; it was physical too. By the end of the first week, Rick found himself wearing Heather’s clothes. At first, it was awkward—an ill-fitting attempt at empathy—but soon, it became an effort to fully understand. He started dressing the part every evening. Seeing him in Heather’s clothes prompted Don and Jenna to adapt as well, and suddenly the house was filled with lessons in walking, sitting, and moving like the other gender.

“Stand up straighter,” Jenna said one evening, smirking at Don as he stumbled over a pair of heels. “And don’t forget to smooth out your skirt when you sit. It’s automatic.”

The lessons weren’t only practical. Makeup tutorials became a nightly ritual for Rick and Don, guided by Heather and Jenna’s patient—if sometimes amused—instructions. There was laughter, plenty of frustration, and a surprising amount of growth. The boys learned to roll their hair, apply eyeliner, and navigate the sometimes ridiculous complexity of presenting themselves as women.

But there were lines that couldn’t be crossed, at least not yet. “We’re not talking about periods,” Jenna stated flatly one night, arms folded. “It’s just… too weird. Maybe when you switch, but not now.”

Heather backed her daughter. “We’ve discussed it, and it’s just not something we’re ready to share. Not yet.”

Rick and Don accepted this boundary, realizing that understanding could not always be forced. There were layers of experience, private and sacred, that would take time and trust to explore.

As the second week neared its end, Heather’s leave of absence from school was granted. Mr. Brown, her supervisor, was reluctant to let one of his best teachers go but seemed relieved at the prospect of Don being away for six months. The irony was not lost on any of them.

Rick felt a strange mix of pride and uncertainty as he prepared for what lay ahead. He was becoming Heather in ways he hadn’t imagined, just as she was stepping into his life. 

Ever since Dr. Kirkland mentioned the possibility of a replacement for her maternity leave, Anna Blaine felt a constant low-grade tension coursing through her. Being the sole doctor in their small, tight-knit western town wasn’t just a job; it was a lifeline for thousands. Finally, her phone rang, and the familiar voice of Dr. Hilary Kirkland greeted her. Relief mixed with anticipation.

“Anna, good news,” Hilary began, her tone carrying just a hint of satisfaction. “Dr. McMillan called to confirm—he and his wife are ready to join the program.”

“When can he get here?” Anna asked, unable to hide the urgency in her voice.

“He’s wrapping things up at the hospital. His leave of absence will start two weeks from today,” Hilary explained patiently. “Give it another week to complete the transition and get them settled out there.”

“That’s excellent news,” Anna said, the tension in her shoulders easing. “I’ve gone over his resume. With my focus on general practice and his specialty in pediatrics, it’s exactly what this community needs.”

“One more thing,” Hilary added. “The McMillan children are joining too. Would you mind asking your kids to help Don and Jenna get accustomed to things?”

Anna nodded, even though Hilary couldn’t see her. “Of course. I’m sure they’d be happy to help. Thanks for the heads-up.”

“Great. We’ll talk soon,” Hilary said before hanging up.

At the next town council meeting, Anna announced the news with measured optimism. “We’ve got a pediatrician coming in during my leave,” she said, knowing how significant it was for their isolated town. The murmurs of relief were immediate. Their nearest alternative doctor was seventy-five miles away, and this meant peace of mind for everyone. The meeting grew louder when she added, “His wife, who’s a high school teacher with fifteen years of experience, will be here too.”

When Anna returned home, she gathered her children to share the news and ask for their support.

“Of course, Mom,” her sixteen-year-old son, Anthony, said without hesitation. Before participating in Dr. Kirkland’s program, Anthony had been her youngest daughter, Susie. “I’ll help however I can.”

Janet, her thirteen-year-old daughter, stepped forward next. She had once tried living as a boy through the program but chose to revert after a month. “I’ll help Don with, you know, being a girl,” she said, with a mix of confidence and compassion.

Ten-year-old Susie, the youngest, wore a frown. “No one my age?” she asked, disappointment clear in her voice. Before her switch, she’d been a tomboy, but after Janet and Anthony exchanged places, she had eagerly embraced the opportunity. Anna offered a comforting smile. “I know it’s not what you hoped, sweetie. But maybe you can help in other ways.” 

Meanwhile, as the McLeans prepared for their move, the movers, Al and Bob, loaded their possessions. Al scratched his head as he watched. “That’s one unusual family,” he said to Bob, lowering his voice.

Bob, who had a keen eye for details, nodded knowingly. “You’re just now noticing? I picked up on it when I saw that boy, Don, wearing low-rider jeans. Only girls wear those.”

Al chuckled, though there was a trace of discomfort in it. “Yeah, and I caught a whiff of perfume on him and the father. The doc dresses more like a woman than a man.”

“You missed the best part,” Bob said, leaning in conspiratorially. “When the doc bent down to pick something up, I saw lace. Panties. Underneath.”

Al exhaled sharply. “This is all way above my pay grade.”

“Tell me about it,” Bob replied with a shrug. “But we’re getting paid double, so I’m not asking questions.”

With a final laugh, Bob mimicked a familiar character from old TV reruns. “Like Sgt. Schultz—‘I see nothing, nothing!’” The two men shared a laugh and returned to their work, deciding that whatever was going on with this family was none of their concern. They were simply here to help them start over somewhere new.


INTO THE UNKNOWN

The day had finally come. Rick stood in front of the mirror, buttoning up one of his old shirts. The fabric felt rougher than he remembered, as if it were trying to remind him of the years he had spent in this familiar armor. Heather insisted there would be no remnants of femininity on her new body, and he had agreed—if they were doing this, they would go all in. He asked her not to wear anything masculine in his body either. It seemed a fair, if not peculiar, agreement between two people on the brink of becoming someone else.

As he finished dressing, Rick’s reflection reminded him of how much had already changed. Beneath the familiar clothing were layers of subtle transformations. Yes, the movers might have noticed his silk panties if they paid close enough attention, and if they had really looked, they’d have seen the pantyhose too. But the point wasn’t their reactions; it was his. He took a breath and steadied himself. This wasn’t a whim. It was a commitment, like so many others he had either made or failed to honor.

For the first time in months, Rick and Heather shared a moment of genuine happiness. There was fear beneath it, of course—change always carried that—but for now, they focused on the hope. The program would either rebuild their fractured lives or leave them shattered. And wasn’t that what divorce threatened anyway?

In preparation for the move, Rick had spent the last week in regular conversations with Dr. Anna Blaine, whose absence they would fill. She was eager to transition as soon as Rick felt ready. “The town is excited,” Anna had told him. “We’ll support you every step.” Heather’s position as a teacher was already secured, and the city council had even organized a potluck dinner for the family’s arrival—a chance to meet their new neighbors and introduce themselves in whatever form they would become.

Their children had been equally engaged. Anthony Blaine and Jenna spent hours chatting online, exchanging notes, questions, and small jokes. Meanwhile, Janet and Don followed suit, forging their own connection across digital lines. For Rick, it was a strange comfort to see them invest in this new chapter with something resembling enthusiasm.

From the town’s mayor, Rick learned more about why this remote community had volunteered to host Dr. Kirkland’s program. Just a decade ago, the town was on the edge of ruin—shops closing, families leaving, even the flies seemed ready to relocate. But then came the first couple from the program. They launched a business that required fifty employees, revitalizing the town and drawing new families. People adapted quickly, caring little about whether participants stayed in their original forms. Prosperity was prosperity. And now, Dr. Blaine’s presence as the only doctor for miles had cemented the town’s stability.

The journey to the transference site was long, the road winding and relentless. Three hours of driving led them to a hunting lodge deep in the country. Dr. Kirkland had explained that it was her family’s, a secluded place perfect for their unconventional work. The door creaked open before they even reached it. There stood Dr. Kirkland, her expression warm but solemn, a gatekeeper at the threshold of transformation.

“Welcome,” she said simply. 

Dr. Kirkland led Jenna and Don into a room that had a soft, muted light and a worn but comfortable-looking armchair in one corner. She gestured for them to sit, her face kind but serious. “Before we move forward,” she said, her voice low but firm, “I need to make absolutely certain—you both want to go through with this?”

Jenna didn’t hesitate. “I haven’t thought of anything else since our parents told us,” she said, a mix of determination and excitement in her eyes. “I can’t speak for Don, but I’m all in.”

Don, who had been studying a spot on the floor, lifted his head. “I want this too,” he said, with a steadiness that surprised even himself.

Dr. Kirkland nodded, seeming satisfied. “All right, then.” She guided them back to where their parents were waiting. “Here’s how it will work,” she explained, her tone all business now. “The process will take about an hour. Rick and Heather will go first. You two can stay here in this room—there are books, a TV, and a few games to keep you occupied. No phones, no computers. When I’m working, I prefer not to be disturbed.”

The hour stretched on like elastic. Jenna tried distracting herself, flipping through channels and glancing at the clock every few minutes, but her eyes kept drifting back to Don. He sat across the room, seemingly calm, flipping through the glossy pages of a Seventeen magazine. It was surreal—her brother, who had always been restless and quick to tease, now appeared lost in a world of beauty tips and clothing ads.

Don’s discomfort wasn’t as well-hidden as he hoped. He felt Jenna’s eyes on him, and each glance made his skin prickle. The magazine in his hands was a weak shield against his racing thoughts, but at least the advertisements were somewhat useful. He studied them carefully, absorbing every detail about sanitary napkins and tampons, products that he had always dismissed as distant curiosities but now felt crucial to understand. His mother and sister’s refusal to talk about their experiences had left him grappling with a void he wasn’t sure how to fill.

Eventually, the tension broke. “Why are you staring at me?” he snapped, more out of nerves than anger. “Do something else.”

Jenna crossed her arms and leaned back, a small smile playing at her lips. “I can’t help it. I’m too wound up to do anything but sit here. Funny how you’re handling it so well.”

Don shook his head. “It’s an act. On the outside, I’m fine. Inside? It’s like a tornado.”

And so the minutes dragged by. Jenna watching. Don pretending to read. Both of them, in their own way, counting every second.

Meanwhile, in the basement, Dr. Kirkland was guiding Rick and Heather through the next steps. “The first thing you need to do,” she said, her voice steady and clinical, “is strip down completely.” There was no room for modesty or hesitation. As they undressed, she prepared the equipment—two air masks connected by hoses to an air compressor.

“These go on,” she instructed, handing them the masks. “Once you’re ready, you’ll enter the pool. It’s important to stay submerged. If you float, try to remain face down. Just breathe normally—the compressor will handle the rest. Most people find it easier with their eyes closed. I’ll ring this bell when it’s done so you’ll know it’s over.” She struck the bell lightly, letting its soft chime linger for a moment.

Rick moved first, stepping into the water without hesitation. There was a determination in his movements, a resolve that surprised Heather. He turned, a hint of a smile on his lips. “Come on in. The water’s… well, it’s not bad.”

Heather hesitated only briefly before sliding in. As her head slipped beneath the surface, she glanced over to see Rick already floating, his body relaxed. She closed her eyes and let herself drift. The sensation of floating was all-encompassing, a strange mix of surrender and anticipation.
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Then the bell rang.

Heather surfaced, disoriented but aware. She looked across the water and saw her former body—Rick, now wearing her face—looking back. Her hands moved instinctively, reaching down, confirming what she already knew. She had become him.

Rick, now inhabiting her former body, pulled off the mask, eyes wide and shining. “It worked!” he shouted, the voice unmistakably hers. 

Rick stood still for a long moment, staring at Heather. It was a surreal experience, seeing his own body right in front of him without the filter of a mirror. Everything felt wrong and unsettling, as if reality had cracked open just enough to reveal an impossible new version of their lives.

Taking a tentative step forward, he nearly stumbled. His balance, which he'd always taken for granted, felt completely foreign. Instinctively, he reached out, grabbing Heather—well, himself—and pulling her close. They clung to each other, laughter mixed with an overwhelming sense of vulnerability. For a full minute, they held on, exchanging kisses that blurred the line between familiarity and strangeness, until their need for air forced them apart.

Dr. Kirkland’s voice brought them back. “We’ve got two more people waiting to make the switch.”

Heather leaned in, her voice low but playful. “We can pick this up later tonight.”

They began dressing quickly, every motion an awkward dance. For Rick, it was especially challenging. When it came time to fasten the bra, his frustration mounted. He had always relied on twisting the hooks in front before sliding it around. Now, two unfamiliar breasts blocked the way. Heather stepped in with a chuckle, fastening it for him. “I’ll help you this time, but you’re going to have to learn how eventually,” she said, her tone equal parts teasing and sympathetic.

They were only partially dressed when Dr. Kirkland returned with Don and Jenna. Rick, now standing there in just a bra and panties, tried to lighten the mood. He spun around theatrically. “Well, what do you think of your dad now?”

The children’s eyes widened in disbelief. “Is that really you, Dad?” they asked in unison, their voices a mix of awe and hesitation.

“Yes, it’s me,” Rick replied, forcing confidence into his tone.

Dr. Kirkland’s expression grew serious as he turned to the kids. “All right, both of you—remove all of your clothes, every bit of it.”

Don shifted uncomfortably. The only time he’d seen a woman’s naked body was in a friend’s contraband magazine. The idea of undressing now, in front of everyone, was a nightmare. His parents—or rather, his dad-now-mom—seemed to understand. “If you need privacy, Don, we can turn around,” Rick said gently. “But keep in mind, Jenna is going to be very familiar with your body soon enough.”

Jenna, unbothered, had already shed her clothes. That only made things worse for Don. His body betrayed him in the most obvious way, and he tried to hide his growing discomfort by turning away. But Jenna, ever curious and completely unfazed, stepped closer for a better look.

Don swallowed, his face flushed. He couldn’t stop staring at the body he would soon inhabit. Jenna’s form, though not fully developed, showed clear signs of emerging womanhood. The thought of stepping into that life overwhelmed him.

“Don, is that…?” Jenna’s voice was both teasing and genuinely curious. “I’ve only seen little ones on babies before. This is different.”

Still blushing furiously, Don managed to reply. “Yeah, it is. Let’s just get this over with.” 

Jenna felt a mix of nerves and excitement as she looked over at Don. She hadn’t seen anything like it before—Don’s was the first male arousal she’d ever witnessed in person. There was a part of her that knew she should slow down, take her time. But anticipation overruled restraint. She wanted to step into Don’s life as soon as possible, to feel what it meant to inhabit his world. Six months felt like a short span, and she and Don had already talked it over with their parents—they wanted to stay switched for as long as their parents were.

But the siblings’ conversations went deeper than that. Without their parents’ knowledge, Jenna and Don had entertained the idea of never switching back at all. It was just talk for now, tentative and uncertain, but it carried a quiet thrill. They wanted to know—truly know—what it would be like to live as the other before deciding anything permanent.

Following Dr. Kirkland’s instructions, they entered the pool and laid themselves flat on their stomachs. As Jenna closed her eyes, the sensation that enveloped her was one of lightness. She drifted, untethered. It was as if her body had been shed, leaving only thought and feeling behind.

When the bell chimed, signaling the end, she rose from the water, dripping and unsure. Across from her, her old body blinked and stared.

“Did it work?” her mom—now in her dad’s form—asked, voice tight with anticipation.

Stunned and disoriented, Jenna nodded slowly. Meanwhile, Don—inhabiting her body—seemed to be adjusting far more eagerly. She spun in place, her motions quick and almost carefree, like a child in a new costume.

“Okay, let’s get you dressed,” their dad said. His voice held that practical, no-nonsense edge that Jenna was all too familiar with.

But before she moved to obey, she paused. The pull was irresistible—she wanted to touch, to explore. Sure, she’d seen a baby boy before, but this was different. This was hers now, for a time at least, and she reached out experimentally.

“Jenna, knock it off and get dressed,” her dad’s voice cut in, stern and a bit weary.

She glanced at Don, who was just as engrossed, one hand resting over a new breast and the other tracing unfamiliar contours. It was hard not to laugh; the absurdity of it all struck her.

“Kids,” Dr. Kirkland interjected, his tone carefully measured. “Not the time for that. We need you to focus.”

Their mom’s voice erupted with the authority that could end any argument, from bedtime battles to sibling squabbles. “I said STOP! Get dressed. Now.”
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When their mom spoke like that, there was no room for hesitation. Both of them knew they had to listen. 

Rick’s feelings were complicated as he watched Don and Jenna exploring their new bodies. Part of him understood their curiosity; after all, he had felt the same sense of strangeness and intrigue. But he also needed space. Tonight was meant to be about reconnecting with Heather—about reclaiming some of what they’d lost.

“Dr. Kirkland has offered to let you stay in the other building tonight,” he told them, his tone carefully neutral.

“So you two can have sex?” Don—now in Jenna’s body—quipped, his words as blunt as ever.

“Girls shouldn’t talk that way,” Heather interjected, trying to sound firm but betraying a hint of embarrassment.

“I’m not a girl anymore,” Don shot back, his voice calm and deliberate. “But don’t worry, we’ll stay out of your way.” He turned, motioning for Jenna to follow, and the two exited without another word.

As soon as the door closed, Heather—now Rick—moved toward him. She wrapped her arms around his unfamiliar frame, and their kiss quickly deepened, becoming more than a kiss. Her hands traveled, touching him in ways he once touched her, and for a brief moment, it was like nothing had changed. Breathless, she pulled back, a smile playing at her lips. “So, what’s this plan of yours, you shameless flirt?”
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“Give me thirty minutes,” he replied, grinning. “Come to the bedroom then, and you’ll see.”

What Heather didn’t know was how much thought Rick had put into this night. He’d spent hours shopping, preparing for this moment. For weeks, he’d been trying on her clothes in secret, experimenting, adjusting, waiting until he could truly fill them out. He wanted something special for tonight—a nightie so delicate and transparent that it bordered on scandalous. It had taken two and a half weeks to find the right one and another week to arrive from Paris, with a hefty shipping fee for expedited delivery.

Rick went through the ritual he’d watched Heather do so many times before, brushing his hair carefully, applying perfume in places he now understood in a different way. The anticipation built as he lay down, positioning himself on the bed. He tried to steady his nerves. Then he heard footsteps and the door creaking open.
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“Hey there, looking for some fun?” he teased, voice low and playful.

Heather stopped in her tracks, mouth slightly open. It took a moment before she found her voice. “Rick,” she said, a mix of surprise and amusement in her tone, before rushing forward to climb onto the bed.

Rick had been waiting for this. “Heather, stop playing around,” he murmured, urgency threading his words. “I need you now.”

“With pleasure, my lady,” she replied, her voice warm.

In the intimacy that followed, they rediscovered each other. Rick felt everything in a new way, from Heather’s touch to the warmth of her body. It was overwhelming, indescribable, and as they moved together, he understood just how different everything could feel. For the first time, he was in a different role entirely, and it brought both joy and vulnerability.

The night stretched on, filled with moments both passionate and tender. At one point, Rick asked for something Heather had always refused—a lingering, intimate kiss—and she granted it without hesitation.

By morning, Rick felt exhausted, every muscle sore, but a deep contentment settled within him.


SWITCHING LIVES

Jenna and Don didn’t mind when their parents decided to take some time to reconnect. As Jenna stepped forward with tentative movements in this unfamiliar form, a mix of awe and discomfort rippled through her body. Each step brought with it a surge of strange, unfamiliar sensations. The awareness of changes in her anatomy added a layer of disorientation that she realized would require both patience and curiosity to navigate.

Her first hour alone was spent in front of the large, ornate mirror that dominated the room, reflecting every detail of her transformed physique. Gone were the depictions from the medical books of her father; this was reality, raw and immediate. She could not look away, drawn in by the intricacies of every inch she examined. It was not a clinical study; it was something more, a journey to understanding herself anew.

Fifteen minutes passed before she worked up the nerve to extend a hand and explore. She touched hesitantly at first, unsure of what she would find. What followed was a cascade of curiosity, her fingers tracing along as if guided by an innate drive to understand. With each touch and gentle press, Jenna’s reflection was her silent audience, absorbing every flicker of emotion.

Eventually, she decided to take Don’s advice. She focused on a mental image of her old self, closing her eyes and letting it unfold. When she opened them, her body reacted—evidence of a transformation she couldn’t fully grasp. She stared, half in wonder, half in disbelief. This was a new chapter, unfolding in ways she had never anticipated. 

Meanwhile, Don found himself undertaking a parallel exploration. Staring at the mirror, he faced a reflection that felt both alien and familiar. His hands, moving with a mind of their own, traced the soft curves and delicate contours. It was a study, a tentative attempt to understand. He thought back to conversations with his mother, to moments of observation that now resonated deeply. There were changes and unknowns that made him pause, but he kept moving forward, learning as he went.

“Am I really thinking this way?” he asked himself, shaking his head. But he continued, driven to understand the complex reality of this new form. Thoughts of biology and the intricacies of life crossed his mind. They were questions with no simple answers, and he knew he was in over his head.

Before their explorations could go further, Dr. Kirkland’s voice cut through the air, firm and commanding. “Don, Jenna—get dressed and come down for dinner,” he called. It was a jarring reminder of the expectations still upon them. The world, for all its changes, still demanded they carry on.

Don soon discovered that life in a new form came with its own set of challenges. The blouse and shorts he chose felt strange, and the bra was far from the simple accessory he had imagined. As he dressed, Jenna’s old body betrayed every awkward moment. He remembered snippets from movies and cultural references, trying to find humor in an otherwise overwhelming situation.

That night, curlers in his hair added yet another layer of complexity. Sleep did not come easily, and the discomfort was real. But when morning broke, there were smiles at the breakfast table—fragile, perhaps, but hopeful. 

Rick had always been the driver during family trips. It was one of those unspoken roles he embraced, a task that gave him a sense of direction and purpose. Now, in Heather’s body, he maintained the tradition. The steering wheel felt different in these hands, smaller perhaps, and the seat adjustment was unfamiliar, but he pushed aside those sensations. The open road stretched ahead, both literally and metaphorically.

At a roadside diner, Heather, wearing Rick’s form, looked over with tired eyes and placed a hand on his leg. The touch was hesitant but lingering. “Can’t we call it a day?” she asked, her voice low, almost pleading. As she spoke, her touch shifted slightly, a mix of tension and longing beneath the surface.

Rick shook his head, trying to keep his own voice steady. “No, we need to keep up the pace,” he replied. He didn’t mention that he had already planned for them to stop at a motel ten miles further than their day’s goal. It was a small indulgence he hoped would go unnoticed, a buffer for what he suspected Heather might need.

Don and Jenna shared a room next door. Their laughter and murmured conversations were a reassuring presence, a reminder of life’s complexities beyond the confines of his and Heather’s journey.

Once inside their room, Heather turned to him, a flash of something between desperation and relief passing across her features. “Do you know how hard it’s been, waiting for this?” she whispered, the rawness in her voice cutting through the air.
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Rick’s response was simple but filled with layers of meaning. “Show me.”

Moments later, they were tangled together, unburdened by pretense or propriety. There was no need for grand gestures. They barely managed to push their clothes aside before falling into each other’s arms. Their connection was raw, unfiltered, and deeply needed. It was like grasping for an anchor in a sea of uncertainty.

The pattern repeated every night of the trip. He drove the necessary distance each day, only to find the closest motel that would give them space to pause. Their reunions were both urgent and tender, an unspoken attempt to rebuild what had felt shattered. On average, they made love multiple times during each stop, as if afraid that the next day might pull them further apart. Between moments of intimacy, there were touches, glances, and quiet laughs—brief glimpses of who they used to be. 

Jenna and Don were not oblivious. They exchanged knowing glances, whispering to each other when they thought no one else could hear. Motel walls did little to muffle the sounds of their parents’ newfound connection, but neither sibling was inclined to make it a topic of conversation. Instead, they found solace at the pool, splashing away the hours and soaking up whatever peace they could.

For Jenna, there was an unexpected challenge in her new form. Swimming was freeing, but each time she left the water and sat poolside, a towel became her constant companion. The persistent discomfort was a reminder of the changes that had taken root in ways she had not anticipated. She later learned this was a quirk of teenage switches, a fact that brought a mix of exasperation and reluctant humor. 

Heather found the trip to be a test of endurance. Hours spent sitting next to her old body, exchanging glances and half-hearted conversations, made every mile feel endless. The only reprieve was their nightly connection. It was their anchor, keeping them from drifting too far apart in this strange new reality.

As they finally approached their destination, the town’s welcome sign came into view, stretched proudly across the street. “PATIENCE WELCOMES THE McMILLAN FAMILY,” it read, followed by their switched names and identities. Further down, townsfolk stood with handmade signs, their faces bright with smiles of encouragement and curiosity.

“How did you know when we’d get here?” Rick asked, still processing the unexpected crowd.

“A trucker spotted you and gave us a heads-up,” someone replied with a grin.

Dr. Blaine stepped forward, relief evident in her expression as she looked at Rick. “I was starting to worry I’d have to deliver my baby while on shift,” she joked, her words laced with a mix of exhaustion and gratitude.

Their journey had led them here—a place where everything felt new yet strangely familiar. It was the first step into an uncertain future, one they would face together, whatever that might bring.


A NEW PERSPECTIVE

Last night had been a whirlwind of new connections and unexpected moments. Jenna reflected on it as she sat, restless in her new homeroom. The evening had introduced her to over fifty people—individuals either enrolled in Dr. Kirkland’s program or alumni who had chosen to remain in Patience, the place where unconventional transformations became part of daily life. These encounters had left Jenna both intrigued and wary, a feeling that lingered like a hum beneath the noise of the school day.

The children she had met were nothing like any she had known before. From her own experiences and what she and Don had endured, she knew the scars that often came from being the new kid—especially one who didn’t fit in. She shifted uncomfortably, aware of just how “different” her own circumstances were. After all, she wasn’t just any teenager; she was a thirteen-year-old girl living within the body of her fifteen-year-old brother.

Now, seated in a room filled with other thirteen-year-olds, Jenna felt distinctly out of place. That morning, she and Don had uncovered yet another challenge to navigate. Despite inhabiting her brother’s body, she was still academically at a sixth-grade level, which meant fitting back into a younger group. The mismatch wasn’t lost on Don either; it gnawed at him. He had always been the tallest boy in class, towering over his peers. Now, as a thirteen-year-old girl, he was not only the smallest in his year group but was, amusingly enough, eclipsed even by nine-year-old Susie Blaine, who was a grade ahead.

Jenna’s thoughts turned back to Janet, who had kindly offered to help her settle in. They’d met most of the kids online, which made the transition slightly less jarring. But even as Jenna adjusted to this new rhythm, there were parts of the experience that she couldn’t ignore. The locker room, for example, had become a peculiar space. Before and after gym class, Jenna found herself lingering, unable to help comparing her fifteen-year-old anatomy with those of the other boys. It was a bizarre, conflicted curiosity—one that was both clinical and deeply personal.

Don, meanwhile, had plunged into what felt like an unending nightmare. Once the largest boy in his class, he was now a freshman in the body of his thirteen-year-old sister. The stark change was a constant reminder of how drastically his reality had shifted. High school hierarchies didn’t help either; even Anthony Blaine, a junior, seemed distant and unapproachable despite their shared circumstances. In this new body, everything felt alien. At least there were ten other students from Dr. Kirkland’s program in the same school, including two freshmen who had promised to help him adapt. But even that comfort felt tenuous.

The first day, predictably, was rough. Not five minutes into homeroom, Don was called to Vice Principal Mr. Skinner’s office. The man, stern and imposing, wasted no time. “Miss McMillan, I’ve read your record from your previous school,” he said, his voice devoid of warmth. “Let me be clear: I won’t tolerate a repeat of any incidents.” He then reached for a paddle—one side smooth, the other drilled with half-inch holes—a blunt symbol of authority. “The first infraction warrants the smooth side. The second…” His words left little to the imagination.

Don’s question broke the tension, though his voice betrayed his discomfort. “Are you allowed to…spank a girl?” he asked.

“Yes,” Mr. Skinner confirmed, his eyes unyielding. “As long as my secretary is present. You can, however, challenge me through Principal Davenport if you believe any punishment to be unjust. But I’d suggest using that right wisely.”

As Don processed the warning, Mr. Skinner offered one final note. “You have a clean slate here, Jenna,” he said, though it was clear the history was not forgotten. “Consider this your only warning.”

Heather, meanwhile, remained at home, overseeing the chaos of unpacking. The real estate agent had arranged a sprawling ranch house, complete with a stable—a detail that sparked immediate excitement in both Don and Jenna. It was a small comfort amidst so much upheaval. 

The movers stood near the doorway, watching as furniture and boxes were slowly being carried into the new house. Bob adjusted his cap, his eyes narrowing as he glanced at his partner. “I said it before, Al. This family is…different,” he muttered, recalling their initial encounter. Packing up the McMillan household had been anything but ordinary.

“Yeah, I know what you mean,” Al replied, taking a longer look at Rick McMillan, who was currently giving instructions on where to place the heavier boxes. “Last time we saw him, he had this, I dunno, softer energy. Dressed differently too—perfumed and delicate. Now look at him. He’s all sharp lines, stern jaw…even wearing boxers today. Total shift.” He shook his head slowly, as if trying to fit the pieces of an impossible puzzle together.

Bob nodded, frustration evident in his posture. “What I can’t wrap my head around is why he doesn’t respond when I call him ‘Doc.’ It’s like he can’t even hear me. To get him to turn around, I actually have to tap him on the shoulder.”

“Yeah, well, can’t say I’m not ready to wrap this up,” Al said, his voice low. There was something about all of this that made him uneasy—something beyond the usual oddities of moving strangers into new homes.

“Same here,” Bob replied. The two exchanged a glance that carried more questions than answers before returning to their work. 

Meanwhile, Rick found himself in his new office at exactly eight in the morning. He had always prided himself on punctuality, but today it was more than just routine; it was grounding—a way to grasp some semblance of normalcy. The first appointment wasn’t until ten, leaving time for introductions and acclimation. Anna, a warm yet professional presence, guided him through it.

“This is Sam Shepard,” Anna said, gesturing toward her head nurse. Sam was a man in his early fifties, with a kind smile that contrasted sharply with the formality of the situation. “Sam’s been with me since before I moved to Patience.”

Rick blinked, absorbing the information. He hoped his face didn’t betray his surprise. Anna leaned in slightly, as if sensing his question before it left his lips. “Sam and her husband are part of Dr. Kirkland’s program too,” she explained. “Her spouse runs a gas station here in town.”

This revelation prompted Rick to ask something that had been lingering in his mind. “How do your patients feel about, you know, the fact that you were—previously—a man?”

Anna smiled, as if the question was a familiar dance. “Surprisingly well, actually. When it comes to deeply personal matters, having a doctor who’s been both genders creates a unique kind of trust. It breaks down walls in ways you wouldn’t expect.”

Rick nodded, “And what about patient exams? Male doctors usually need a nurse present for certain procedures. How does that work for you?”

“I have both Sam and a younger female nurse who hasn’t started yet,” Anna answered. “We leave it to the patient’s comfort. Most specify in their records whether they want someone else present. For younger patients—anyone under twenty-one—it’s non-negotiable. They’re never examined alone. In your case, expect company until the patients become familiar with you.”

They spoke for nearly an hour, covering everything from protocols to the nuances of living in Patience. Then, just before ten, a wave of uniforms filled the waiting room—the local police department, all there for their annual physicals. Anna noted his raised eyebrow and explained, “All city employees have mandatory annual check-ups. There’s a second session in July for students needing physicals for school.”

The day was a blur of routine exams and unexpected questions. By the time Rick walked through the door of his new home, he was exhausted. But the sight that greeted him—a house bustling with his wife, children, and new neighbors working together to unpack and organize—brought a fleeting sense of belonging. The bed, familiar and worn from years of shared stories and restless nights, beckoned. He fell into its comfort, feeling for a moment as if the pieces might finally start to fit. 

Don’s first week as the new kid was an uncomfortable blur. Anyone who’s ever transferred schools mid-year would know what he was facing—the stares, the whispers that always seemed to follow. By Monday morning, though, something else weighed on him. He woke feeling…off. His joints ached in odd places, like they were learning to bend in ways they hadn’t before, and there was a dull discomfort in his abdomen. He couldn’t quite describe it, but it was there, nagging and unwelcome.

He pulled on the clothes he’d set aside the night before—his go-to outfit, simple and comfortable. Only now, everything pinched or pulled. As he finished dressing, the door creaked open. Jenna stood there, a look of half-concern and half-annoyance on her face. “I’d change if I were you,” she said, eyeing his too-snug shirt. “Something looser might be a good idea. And here.” She extended a sanitary napkin with a practiced nonchalance that made Don’s face flush. “You’ll need this. Congratulations, the period fairy’s paying her first visit.”

Don stared, mouth open. “Why can’t I just use a tampon?” he blurted out, equal parts dread and disbelief.

Jenna crossed her arms, her tone matter-of-fact. “Tampons aren’t really recommended for girls your age. Trust me on this.” She hesitated, then added, “And maybe try not to give Dad too much grief the next couple of days. Mom and I used to sync up, so…he’s dealing with his own first visit this week too.”

School was a challenge of its own. Somehow, every girl seemed to know. “Janet, how’d you even know?” Don asked during a break, bewildered by how fast word traveled.

“It’s not rocket science,” Janet replied with a shrug. “Boys might not notice, but girls do. You’re wearing clothes that are a little baggier than usual. It’s a dead giveaway. Don’t worry, though—give it a month, and you’ll be able to tell when the rest of us are on our cycles too. Mine’s next week.”

Don tried to muster a reply but found himself nodding absently instead. By Thursday, the reality hit in crimson and cotton—the bloody napkin was more than a symbolic initiation. 

Meanwhile, Rick faced his own lessons that week. What had once been abstract sympathy for his female colleagues became tangible reality. He learned quickly that words and pain didn’t do justice to this experience. If calling out sick had been an option, he would have seized it.

On Monday morning, Anna didn’t offer comfort—only pragmatism. “Next month, I won’t be around to bail you out,” she said plainly. “You’ve got to learn how to work through this. It’s not going anywhere.”

The look on Rick’s face must have been telling, because Anna tilted her head, an amused glint in her eyes. “You’re wondering how I knew, right? Your wife told me,” she said before he could ask.

By the end of their first month in Patience, there was a strange sort of rhythm to their lives. In many ways, it felt like they’d returned to their former selves, inhabiting familiar habits and patterns. But that illusion shattered just as quickly, bringing with it a change that would upend everything.


LESSONS IN EMPATHY

Rick couldn’t believe how much had changed in three months. Standing by the kitchen window, he watched as Don and Jenna played outside, their laughter a distant melody against the quiet street. It was almost impossible to think that, not long ago, their bodies were entirely different. His children had adjusted to life in Patience more seamlessly than he’d expected, but beneath that surface was a journey lined with discomfort, resilience, and small triumphs.

Heather had found her stride at Patience High. She seemed more vibrant these days, her enthusiasm rekindled by teaching students who were finally responding and engaging in a way she hadn’t seen in years. Rick could see how the work energized her, a contrast to the growing exhaustion in himself.

Then there was Anna Blaine. Seven weeks ago, she delivered a healthy, nine-pound baby boy with the help of a local midwife. Rick had stood nearby, hands ready but mostly unneeded, as Anna trusted in the midwife’s calm expertise. Seeing mother and son both thriving brought him a quiet kind of relief; in the middle of everything else, at least one thing had gone as planned.

That fragile stability cracked this morning. Rick woke suddenly, nausea churning. Barely making it to the bathroom, he retched into the toilet, cold sweat breaking out across his forehead. The sickness lingered, gnawing at him with an eerie familiarity. By the time he arrived at his office, a realization had begun to take root—an idea both absurd and somehow inevitable. Alone, he prepared a sample for a pregnancy test, his hands trembling slightly. When he handed it to Sam, his head nurse, he tried to maintain a veneer of calm.

“This is yours, Doc?” Sam asked, one brow raised, a knowing glint in his eyes.

“Yes. It is.” Rick’s voice was steadier than he felt. “How did you…?”

“I can tell,” Sam said, a small smile playing at his lips. “It’s like a sixth sense when it comes to mothers-to-be.”

“So, it’s… it’s likely, then?” Rick’s words came out slowly, each one laden with disbelief.

“It is,” Sam confirmed before walking away, leaving Rick alone with thoughts spiraling faster than he could catch them.

By noon, the test results came back positive. He closed his eyes, exhaling a shaky breath. “The rabbit died,” he murmured, recalling the old euphemism. He walked to the front desk. “Cancel my appointments for the rest of the day,” he told his receptionist, his voice firmer now.

She blinked. “All of them? It’s just—”

“Yes,” he interrupted, forcing a small smile. “It’s a family tradition.”

As soon as he left the office, Rick called Anna. “I need you to come in tomorrow,” he said.

“Sure. Who’s the patient?” Anna asked.

“Me,” Rick replied, unable to keep the tremor from his voice. “The rabbit died. The test was positive.”

“Rick, congratulations,” Anna said warmly. “I’ll be there first thing. We can talk before the whole town knows.”

When he got home, Rick moved automatically, his mind a tangle of thoughts and plans. He asked Don and Jenna if they’d stay over at friends’ houses that night, insisting when Don hesitated. It took a little bribery—a ten-dollar bill waved in front of him—to convince his son. 


Hours later, Heather arrived home. She was late, thanks to a parent-teacher conference that dragged on. The moment she stepped through the door, a rich aroma greeted her—one she hadn’t smelled in years. Her mouth watered, and she stopped in her tracks, recognition dawning slowly. Rick was cooking *that* meal, the one reserved for only the most special of occasions.

“Rick,” she said, stepping into the kitchen, her voice tinged with both wonder and reproach. “You know we agreed you wouldn’t make this unless…”

Turning from the stove, Rick met her eyes, one hand resting on his stomach. “I had to,” he said quietly. “It’s tradition.”

For a moment, time seemed to stop. Then comprehension lit her face. “You’re…you’re serious?”

“I am,” he said simply. “You’ve got me pregnant.”

Heather closed the distance between them, wrapping him in a fierce embrace, tears spilling from her eyes as she kissed him. They held each other tightly, the kitchen’s warmth pressing around them.

Eventually, Heather pulled back, breathless. “Do the kids know?”

“Not yet,” Rick said, smiling through his own tears. “We’ll tell them tomorrow. Tonight, it’s just us.”

They shared the meal slowly, savoring every bite, every memory it called back. Later, they lay together, whispering dreams and fears. Heather traced a finger along his arm. “So…how do you want to handle this?” she asked softly.

Rick’s reply was immediate. “There’s nothing to handle.”

“You still want to switch back in three months?” she pressed.

He shook his head, eyes resolute. “Not a chance. I want to carry this baby. I want to be the mother.”

Heather’s breath caught. “You mean that?”

“I do,” he said. “I’ve listened to women talk for years about how men don’t understand. Now I can. And I want to know everything—pregnancy, birth…even breastfeeding.”

She didn’t answer with words. Instead, she kissed him again. 

The next morning, Rick and Heather sat at the kitchen table. They had already talked through this together in hushed tones during the night, but this call felt different—more real.

Rick dialed Dr. Kirkland. When the familiar voice answered, it was comforting in its warmth and professionalism. “Dr. Kirkland, it’s Dr. McMillan,” he began, his tone polite but threaded with something close to excitement.

“Rick! Heather! How are you both?” Hilary Kirkland’s voice carried a friendly lilt, genuine and curious. “How’s the experience of being in each other’s shoes treating you?”

Rick glanced at Heather, who nodded encouragingly. “Actually, it’s going really well. Which is part of why we’re calling. We’ve been thinking…would it be possible to extend the switch for another twelve months?”

Dr. Kirkland paused, but when she spoke again, her words were measured. “It wouldn’t be an issue on my end. But what about your old hospital? Staying in Patience would mean putting your return on hold.”

Rick took a breath, the decision suddenly feeling even more real. “When I left, I mentioned that there was a possibility I might not come back. They know that.”

“May I ask why you want to stay longer?” Dr. Kirkland’s question was gentle, but it carried genuine interest.

“I’m pregnant,” Rick said, the words settling over him. “I want to carry this baby to term and even have a few months afterward to bond.”

Dr. Kirkland’s voice brightened with warmth and support. “Congratulations. That’s wonderful news. Have Jenna and Don been told?”

“Not yet,” Heather interjected softly, feeling the significance of every word.

“Understood,” Dr. Kirkland said. “When you’ve spoken to them, give me a call. Whatever you decide, you have my support.”

“We’ll talk to them tonight,” Rick confirmed.

“Good. You have my home number if you need it,” Dr. Kirkland added before her tone shifted, as if recalling something important. “Oh, and Rick—there might be more familiar faces coming to Patience soon.”

“Who?” Heather and Rick asked in unison, their curiosity piqued.

“The Drexel family. They’re considering my program. But don’t worry—they have no idea you’re here,” Dr. Kirkland assured. “I never disclose those details unless both parties agree.”

After the call ended, Rick turned to Heather. “Let’s hold off on mentioning the Drieforts to the kids until we know for sure.”

“Agreed.” Heather’s smile was small, but it was there. For the first time in a long while, they felt like a team.

Before the kids left for school, Rick and Heather pulled them aside. “Be home right after school,” Rick said, his tone gentle but firm. “We need to talk.” 


At school, Heather’s day was a whirlwind of classes, meetings, and the occasional stolen moment of reflection. As she gathered papers for her next lesson, a colleague knocked on her classroom door, stepping inside with a curious expression.

“How did Rick take the news?” the colleague asked, a knowing smile playing on her lips.

Heather blinked, momentarily caught off guard. “News?”

“I had an appointment with him yesterday,” the woman explained. “He found out about the pregnancy while I was there. I assumed he told you.”

Heather nodded, a hint of a laugh escaping. “He took it well, actually. Even made our traditional announcement dinner last night.”

“Let me guess—he’s planning to switch back soon, isn’t he?” the colleague asked, half-joking.

“Nope,” Heather said, shaking her head. “He’s determined to carry the baby. He wants to experience everything—right through to the end.”

The woman’s eyes widened, a mix of surprise and envy. “I wish my husband could do that. Maybe then he’d stop pestering me about having another.”

Heather’s smile softened, understanding the sentiment all too well. Four months ago, her colleague had just returned from maternity leave after her third child. The exhaustion was still etched into her face, but so was a fierce, protective love.

“Sometimes it takes stepping into someone else’s shoes to truly understand,” Heather said quietly, thinking of her own husband—now, in many ways, experiencing something few men ever could. 


Rick and Anna arrived at the office just as the morning sun was climbing higher, warming the town in muted light. Anna had her newborn son in tow, cradled close to her chest. It was a sight that stirred something deep within Rick—a mix of anticipation and awe that he hadn’t expected to feel.

Once the examination was over, they settled into the familiar rhythm of conversation in their shared office space. The room smelled faintly of antiseptic and the morning coffee they had brewed minutes earlier. Anna shifted her son in her arms, a practiced motion that came naturally.

“Well, from what I can see,” Anna began, her voice calm and steady, “there shouldn’t be any major issues with you carrying the baby to term. Looks like your wife’s body is adjusting well.”

Rick leaned back slightly, taking a moment to absorb the reassurance. “My wife…” he echoed, as if tasting the words for the first time. “I’m the one carrying this baby. Heather and I have already talked to Hilary Kirkland about staying in the program for another year.”

Anna’s eyes softened with understanding. “So you’re really going to go through with this?”

He nodded, a small smile forming. “I’ve heard it too many times, you know? ‘You’re a man; you don’t know what it’s like.’ This time, I’ll know exactly what it’s like. No more theorizing.”

As if on cue, Anna’s baby stirred, a soft whimper escaping his tiny lips. She instinctively began to nurse him, her movements gentle and fluid. Rick watched, the sight both grounding and surreal. “I want to experience everything,” he said quietly. “Even what you’re doing now.”

Anna nodded, as if she had already known. “I don’t see why not,” she replied. “But there are a few things we need to keep in mind. Because of your age, I’ll need to see you every two weeks. For now, I can come in early, like today, while I’m still on leave. Afterward, we’ll make it work before patients start arriving. And if Sam tells you to slow down, listen to her. That’s not a suggestion—it’s doctor’s orders.” 

Later that day, Don knew something was different the moment his dad insisted that he and Jenna spend the night out. It was unusual, and Don’s instincts told him it mattered. Now, as they sat at the kitchen table, the air felt charged, as if waiting for the right words to give shape to whatever was coming.

Rick’s expression was serious, but there was a warmth there too, as he spoke. “Kids, how would you feel about staying in Patience for another year?”

Don’s eyes widened. “So, you and Mom aren’t switching back?”

“It’s not that simple,” Heather said, a touch of humor softening her voice.

“Then why?” Don pressed, leaning in.

Rick exchanged a glance with Heather. “In about eight months, you’re going to have a new sibling.”

Don and Jenna both stared. “You’re pregnant?” they blurted out together.

Rick nodded. “Yes. I found out yesterday. And I’d like to stay in your mom’s body for at least four months after the baby is born.”

Heather added, “Dr. Kirkland said it’s fine, as long as we remain here in Patience.”

Don’s mind raced. “What about us? Do we have to switch back in three months, or can we stay the way we are for a year? Or…maybe longer?”

“Maybe?” Rick asked, one brow arched.

Jenna stepped in, her voice steady. “What Don’s trying to say is…what if we want to stay this way?”

Rick’s eyes met hers. “Is that what you really want?”

“I don’t know about Don, but I’m happy as a girl,” Jenna said.

Don nodded. “And I like being a boy.”

Heather spoke up, her tone thoughtful. “We could talk to Dr. Kirkland about extending the program for you both. If, after a year, you still feel the same way, we’ll support whatever decision you make.”

Rick leaned forward, his expression serious but gentle. “What do you think your friends would say if they knew?”

Jenna met his eyes without hesitation. “By the time we move back, no one will know I was ever a boy.”

Heather’s voice was calm but firm. “You’ll have to tell them, though.”

Rick nodded. “There’s a chance people might find out before then.”

“How?” Don asked, frowning. “We’re not telling anyone, and neither are you.”

“No, we’re not,” Rick assured him. “But there are other ways. Dr. Kirkland mentioned that the Drieforts might join the program.”

Jenna’s stomach dropped. “Peter? My best friend?”

“We don’t know yet,” Rick said gently. “But if they do come, they’ll have the same choices you did.”

They sat in silence, processing the possibility. Jenna spoke first, her voice low. “Let’s not worry until we know for sure.”

“Agreed,” Rick said, and for a moment, there was a fragile peace in the uncertainty, held together by the bonds they were slowly rebuilding.


THE BONDS WE BREAK

Rick picked up the phone as it rang, a familiar name flashing on the screen. “Dr. McMillan here,” he answered, his voice steady.

“Hi, Rick, it’s Hilary Kirkland,” came the warm reply on the other end. Her tone carried its usual blend of professionalism and care.

“Good to hear from you, Hilary,” Rick replied, a hint of anticipation creeping in. “I’m guessing this is about the Drieforts.”

“It is,” Hilary confirmed. “You wanted to know as soon as they made their decision.”

Rick leaned back, bracing himself for the answer he already suspected. “So, when will they be arriving in Patience?”

“Three months from now,” Hilary said, without hesitation. “But their timeline is different from yours. Anna’s absence was a pressing issue, and Patience needed you here immediately.”

Rick nodded, a mixture of relief and curiosity filling him. “What about their kids?”

“They’ll be coming along,” Hilary said, her voice softening slightly, “but they won’t be participating in any switches.”

Rick exhaled slowly. “That’s going to make things…complicated.”

“Why’s that?” Hilary asked, her tone genuinely interested.

“Peter Drexel is one of Don’s closest friends,” Rick said. “I keep wondering how Peter will react if he learns Don is seriously considering staying in his sister’s body.”

“Don is considering it?” Hilary asked, her surprise evident. “What about Jenna?”

“They both are, actually,” Rick admitted.

Meanwhile, across town, Peter Drexel sat with his father, the air around them thick with the kind of quiet that follows hard conversations. Peter’s mind raced, but he tried to keep his voice steady. “Dad…do you think I messed things up between you and Mom by saying no to Dr. Kirkland’s program?”

His father’s face softened. “No, son. It didn’t change a thing. Hilary told us not every boy wants to experience life as a girl. And that’s perfectly okay.”

Peter nodded, a mixture of relief and lingering discomfort gnawing at him. “To be honest, I’ve never even thought about what it would be like to be a girl. Some of my friends have mentioned it in passing, maybe tried on their mom’s or sister’s clothes for fun. But me? I never even felt the urge.”

His father’s expression remained open, understanding. “You don’t have to justify it. It’s about what feels right for you.”

Peter looked away for a moment, collecting his thoughts. “I hope you and Mom don’t think less of me for not wanting to switch.”

His father’s hand rested gently on his shoulder. “Not at all. We’re doing this because it might help us grow closer. We’d never judge you for making your own choice.”

Peter nodded, feeling a mix of emotions he couldn’t fully articulate. “I think it’s great that you and Mom are willing to try this. I’ve seen too many families fall apart, and this is you both trying everything you can to stay together. I hope, if I’m ever in that situation, I’ll have the courage to do the same.”

He paused, his voice turning lighter as he stood up. “Just one thing…please don’t tell my friends.”

His father’s smile was sad but understanding. “That might be harder than you think. Dr. Kirkland said a friend of yours is already part of the program.”

Peter’s eyes widened. “She didn’t say who?”

“No,” his father said gently. “Just that you knew them.”

Peter walked away, his mind racing. 

Since it was decided that the Drieforts wouldn’t know about the McMillan family’s involvement in Dr. Kirkland’s program, another family—one where only the parents had switched—was chosen to sponsor them. The entire town turned out three months later to welcome the Drieforts, as was tradition. It was a warm day, bustling with energy and curiosity, and everyone seemed eager to make a good impression.

By then, Rick’s pregnancy was visibly showing. The changes in him had become a quiet symbol of how much their lives had transformed. For Don and Jenna, the past few months had been pivotal. Both were inching closer to the decision to make their switch permanent. From conversations he’d overheard between his parents, Don knew they, too, were leaning toward staying as they were.

As the Drieforts stood surrounded by their new community, Peter’s familiar face appeared among them. Don felt his heart pound as he approached. He tapped Peter on the shoulder, and for a moment, the world seemed to hold its breath. Peter turned, and his expression shifted from confusion to stunned recognition.

“Jenna McMillan?” Mr. Drexel’s voice broke through, drawing everyone’s attention. “Your family is part of Dr. Kirkland’s program?”

“Yes,” Don replied, keeping his voice as even as he could. “My mom asked me to come invite you to our house. Dad’s busy at the clinic right now.”

Mrs. Drexel nodded, her face a mix of amazement and curiosity. “We’ll come by after we’ve settled with the Perkins, our sponsor family.”

Before Don could respond, Mr. Perkins, who had been standing nearby, stepped forward. “Actually, you’ll be staying at Doc McMillan’s. I was just the placeholder until you arrived.”

Mrs. Drexel turned back to Don, questions in her eyes. “Why isn’t your mom here with everyone else?”

Don offered a small smile. “Mom and Dad thought it’d be best to meet you privately. There’ll be plenty of questions later. I’m here to guide you to our place.”

Brenda, Peter’s sister, spoke up suddenly. “So, Jenna, how do you like living here?”

“I like it a lot,” Don said. “Even more since last week.”

Brenda tilted her head, curious. “Why? What happened last week?”

“Shocks finally arrived,” Don replied, watching the confusion cross Brenda’s face before clarifying, “Fifteen hands high, chestnut coat, blaze down his face.”

“You got a horse?” she squealed, her excitement bubbling over.

Don nodded. “Yeah, and so does Don. His is an Appaloosa.” The mention of the horses should have been a giveaway for the Drieforts—Don had always dreamed of a chestnut named Shocks, and Jenna’s favorite had been an Appaloosa called Spots. It had been part of their childhood games.

Brenda turned to her parents, pleading. “I want a horse too!”

Her parents exchanged a glance. “We’ll see,” they said, offering a cautious but hopeful smile.

Rick lingered at the house, feeling a mix of nerves and reluctance. He hadn’t wanted to face Brad Drexel with the whole town watching. There were too many questions waiting to be answered, and he preferred to handle this more privately.

He had barely settled when the Drieforts arrived. As they stepped inside, Brad’s eyes fell on Rick. His eyes landed on Rick’s rounded belly, and he smiled warmly. “Congratulations, Heather,” he said.

Rick shook his head, a smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. “Not Heather.”

The realization struck like a bolt. “Rick!” Brad exclaimed, his voice carrying both disbelief and shock. The children, Peter and Brenda, stared wide-eyed. “Doctor McMillan!” they chorused.

And then, to everyone’s surprise, Brad fainted. The implication must have hit him hard—the idea that this, too, could become his reality. After a hurried search for smelling salts and a glass of water, Brad came to, blinking up at Rick.

“How did this happen?” he asked, still disoriented.

Rick tried to keep his tone light. “Heather and I switched six months ago. Before that, we’d felt like teenagers again, falling in love. And after the switch…well, some things didn’t change.” He paused, a small laugh escaping. “Morning sickness clued me in a couple of months later. My nurse confirmed it—the rabbit died.”

Sue, standing in her husband’s body, spoke up. “But why didn’t you switch back? That was one of the questions we asked Dr. Kirkland. If one of us got pregnant, would we be able to switch back? She said yes.”

Heather, stepping into the room, answered for them. “We had the same option. We chose not to.”

Rick nodded. “I’ve lost count of how many times women have told me I’d never understand what it’s like to have a baby. Now I do.”

Peter turned to Don—his friend, now his sister—and asked softly, “What do you think about all of this?”

Don, standing tall in Jenna’s body, met his eyes. “It’s complicated,” was all she said. But there was a steadiness in her voice that hinted at just how much she’d grown. 

Don took a breath, steadying himself. “I like it,” he said, the words hanging in the air with a mix of confidence and vulnerability.

Peter, however, wasn’t buying it. His expression shifted from confusion to frustration as he pointed at Don. “I wasn’t talking to you. I was asking Don,” he insisted, his voice tinged with disbelief.

“But I *am* Don,” Don replied, a firmness in his tone that carried a challenge and a plea all at once.

For a moment, Peter seemed to freeze, his mind struggling to reconcile what he was hearing with what he knew. The shock washed over him, leaving him pale and wide-eyed. His mouth opened, but no words came, just a stunned stare.

Eventually, he managed to find his voice, though it trembled slightly. “You…you switched with Jenna?” His eyes darted between Don and Jenna, as if trying to find proof that this was some elaborate joke.

Don nodded. “Yes,” he said.

Peter’s face crumpled, a mix of hurt and bewilderment etched into every line. “How could you?” he asked, his voice breaking slightly.

Don swallowed hard, searching for the right words. “I know this is a lot. And maybe you won’t believe me, but I’m going to try to explain anyway.”

Peter’s arms crossed over his chest, his posture defensive but his eyes searching. “Go on,” he said, though his tone suggested he was bracing himself for something he might not want to hear. “When my parents asked if I wanted to switch places with Brenda for even a month, I said no without a second thought. No hesitation.”

Don nodded, understanding. “Not everyone feels the same way. Some boys are curious about what it’s like to be a girl, and some aren’t. Same goes for girls. I never really thought about it either—not until I was forced to wear that bra to school as punishment. At first, I hated it. I ripped it off as soon as I got home. But then, the next morning, I put it back on. I don’t even know why, but I kept wearing it. By midweek, I caught myself wondering what it would be like to really have…you know, to fill it out.”

He paused, taking a breath, giving Peter time to absorb it all. “When Mom and Dad told me about Dr. Kirkland’s program, I realized it was a chance to understand myself in a way I never could before. I wanted to know what it was like to be Jenna. To be a girl. Dr. Kirkland explained it to me, helped me work through a lot of it. The way I used to harass Allison Barker, the way I treated Jenna—it all came from something deeper that I didn’t even understand about myself.”

Peter stared, the lines on his face softening slightly as he processed what Don was saying. It was a lot, maybe too much, but Don saw a glimmer of understanding in his friend’s eyes—small, but there.

“Why now?” Peter asked quietly. “Why you?”

Don met his gaze. “Because sometimes life pushes you in directions you never thought you’d go. And when it does, you have to decide whether to run away or see where it leads.”

Peter nodded slowly, his defenses lowering just a fraction. “I don’t know if I’ll ever fully get it,” he admitted.

“Maybe you don’t have to,” Don said. “But thanks for listening.”

They stood there in the quiet that followed, two friends trying to find each other again across a divide they hadn’t expected.


REBUILDING BRIDGES

Rick had grown accustomed to the unusual, but even he had moments when the reality of his situation felt surreal. The baby he carried was already making its presence known in ways that couldn’t be ignored. It had nestled itself comfortably against his bladder, a fact he was reminded of constantly. He chuckled to himself as he thought about it, calling the baby “it” for now, since he and Heather had agreed to keep the gender a surprise until birth.

For Rick, responding to nature’s call had become a matter of urgency. When the need struck, there was no room for negotiation or delay. He found himself sprinting through the clinic’s hallways more often than he cared to admit, brushing past patients and nurses with hurried apologies. After his third such dash in a single day, his receptionist had hung up a sign as a joke:

WARNING: Expectant Mother Zone 

Do not get in the way of Doc Mac when she needs to get to the bathroom.

It didn’t take long for the nickname “Doc Mac” to stick. Within weeks of the family’s arrival in Patience, everyone, from patients to passersby, had adopted it with affection.

Anna, who had returned to work four months after giving birth, had perfect timing. Rick was more than ready to reduce his workload. Their schedules were arranged to allow each of them some quiet moments—Anna to nurse her son, and Rick to rest his aching feet. He’d watch Anna feeding her baby, feeling a mix of awe and anticipation. Soon enough, that would be him, nurturing his own child.

Heather found herself marveling at her husband’s new quirks, but she’d be lying if she said they weren’t driving her a bit mad. She remembered having odd cravings during her own pregnancies, but Rick’s were on another level. There was something both endearing and maddening about waking up to his sudden need for pickled herring and chocolate ice cream.

Heather often found herself unlocking Mr. Offerman’s grocery store in the dead of night to fetch whatever strange item Rick had decided he couldn’t live without. The bemused look on Mr. Offerman’s face never failed to make her blush.

But amidst all the chaos, Heather had recently experienced a moment of pure joy—a fulfillment of a childhood dream. Growing up as a tomboy, she’d always wanted to play football. When that wasn’t an option, she’d set her sights on coaching. Before the switch, she’d applied for head coaching positions back in the city, but none had panned out.

When Patience High’s football coach retired, Heather seized the opportunity. The school board’s decision came swiftly, and she knew exactly why.

During her interview, the chairman had asked, “Will you continue coaching if you and your husband switch back?”

“Absolutely,” Heather had replied, without hesitation. “This has always been my dream.”

She and Rick had discussed their future at length. Even if they switched back, they’d decided to stay in Patience. It helped that Don and Jenna had grown attached to their new life, with neither wanting to return to the hustle of the city. 

Dr. Hilary Kirkland made it a point to visit Patience regularly, usually about once a month, sometimes more if a specific request was made. Her goal was always the same: to check in on the families in her program, to see how they were truly doing beneath the surface of polite smiles and carefully chosen words. During this visit, her schedule included a private appointment with Don and Jenna—no parents present, at their request.

She suspected what they wanted to discuss. When the siblings arrived, there was a mix of anticipation and nervous energy between them. Don wasted no time, speaking with a directness that surprised even him. “Jenna and I don’t want to switch back,” he said, his words firm but his eyes searching for her reaction.

Jenna nodded quickly, adding, “I want to stay in Don’s body too.” She spoke with an urgency that hinted at how long she’d been holding back those words.

Dr. Kirkland took a moment to absorb what they were saying. She’d seen this coming. Their records and her sessions with them had painted a clear picture—this wasn’t a rash decision. Don had long struggled with his identity, manifesting in ways he hadn’t understood until now. His torment of Allison Barker had been fueled by a deep-seated frustration at being trapped in a role he never wanted. Jenna, meanwhile, had been a tomboy who felt stifled when her mother tried to mold her into a “proper” young lady. They had both found something close to peace in their new identities.

“Have you talked to your parents about this?” Dr. Kirkland asked gently.

“We’ve mentioned it,” Don said, glancing at Jenna. There was a hint of frustration in his voice. “We said something when Dad announced he was pregnant. I don’t think they really heard us. They haven’t brought it up since.”

Jenna nodded, her expression troubled. “We tried. But I don’t think it sank in.”

Dr. Kirkland nodded, understanding the challenge ahead. “You’re still minors,” she reminded them. “Your parents will have to give their permission.” She leaned forward, her voice softening. “What do you want me to do?”

Don and Jenna exchanged a look, their silent agreement obvious. “We’d like you to be with us when we talk to them,” Jenna said.

Dr. Kirkland’s lips curved into a small smile. “I’ll be having dinner with your family tomorrow. We can discuss it then.”

Jenna’s eyes lit up with relief. “Actually, there’s been a change,” she said. “Don and I convinced Mom and Dad to switch your dinner plans. You’re coming to our house tonight.”

Dr. Kirkland raised an eyebrow, a mix of surprise and amusement playing across her face. “Well then,” she said, “I suppose I’ll see you both later today.”

They nodded and left, their footsteps quieter than when they had arrived. As they closed the door, Dr. Kirkland let out a thoughtful sigh. She had another appointment waiting—a session she had mixed feelings about. Phillip Drexel had also requested a private meeting.

When Dr. Kirkland took on a family, she took on every member, knowing their struggles often ran deeper than what was initially visible. Phillip needed help too. It was time to listen. 

Peter Drexel shifted uncomfortably in his chair, trying to find the right words. After some polite small talk that did nothing to ease his nerves, he finally got to the heart of the matter. His voice was low, uncertain, and tinged with frustration. “Dr. Kirkland, is there something wrong with me?” he asked. “Almost every kid I know whose parents are part of your program has wanted to try it at least once. But me? I never even considered it. And now, my best friend—the person I thought would feel the same—wants to stay in his sister’s body. It doesn’t make sense to me.”

Dr. Kirkland leaned forward, her expression calm but attentive. “Phillip,” she began gently, “there’s nothing wrong with you. In fact, you’re a lot like most young men your age.” She paused, allowing her words to sink in. “Many studies have shown that more than half of the men surveyed have never even entertained the idea of trying on women’s clothing or imagining what it might be like to live as a woman.”

Peter mulled this over, the gears in his mind slowly turning. “So, you’re saying my dad and Don are just… different?” he pressed, trying to understand what that meant for the people he cared about.

“Yes, Don does fall into that group,” Dr. Kirkland explained. “From what I’ve gathered through my sessions and reading his history, Don has always carried a profound longing—a deep feeling that he should have been born a girl. He struggled with this for years. It’s not uncommon for that kind of inner conflict to manifest as anger or frustration, sometimes even directed at others. Allison Barker became a target of that frustration because, in Don’s eyes, she was living a life he thought should have been his.”

Peter’s brow furrowed as he tried to piece together the meaning behind those words. “I’m not sure I follow,” he said. “Can you explain what you mean?”

Dr. Kirkland nodded sympathetically. “When someone feels trapped in a life that doesn’t align with their true self, it can lead to destructive outcomes,” she said, her voice softening further. “For Don, there were a few paths he might have taken if he hadn’t been given this chance to explore who he really is. Tragically, those paths could have led to something you wouldn’t wish on anyone—self-harm, substance abuse, or even criminal behavior that might have put him in prison.”

Peter’s eyes widened with shock and disbelief. “Why didn’t anyone see this before?” he asked, his voice a mix of anger and sadness.

“The study of sexual identity has made great strides, but it’s a complex field,” Dr. Kirkland replied, her tone tinged with sadness. “We now know that many cases of adolescent depression, anxiety, and even suicide have roots in unresolved identity issues. But society has been slow to understand and accept that.”

Peter was quiet for a moment, digesting everything. When he finally spoke, his voice was hesitant. “How am I supposed to deal with the fact that my best friend wants to be his sister?”

“The best thing you can do is support him,” Dr. Kirkland said simply. “No matter what path Don chooses, it won’t be easy. But having friends who stand by him will make all the difference.”

Peter nodded slowly. He had more questions—questions he’d been afraid to ask, even of himself. “Is that why my dad joined your program?” he asked, his voice barely above a whisper.

“Before your father learned about this program, he had never once considered what it would be like to wear women’s clothing or live as a woman,” Dr. Kirkland said.

“But then why did he do it?” Peter’s voice cracked. “Why would he put himself through this?”

“For love, Phillip,” Dr. Kirkland said, the sincerity in her voice striking a chord. “He loves your mother, and he loves you and your siblings. He was willing to do whatever it took to keep your family together.”

Peter’s shoulders relaxed, some of the tension leaving his body. “So, I don’t have to worry that one day I’ll suddenly want to become a girl?” he asked, a hint of apprehension still lingering.

“No,” Dr. Kirkland replied firmly. “I can say that with confidence. I usually have a sense of who might want to continue on this journey long-term and who won’t. Your parents? I’d bet everything that when the time comes, they’ll want to return to their original selves.”

Peter let out a breath he didn’t realize he’d been holding. “Thank you,” he said, his voice steadier now. “That’s a big relief.”

Dr. Kirkland offered him a reassuring smile. “I’m here anytime you need to talk,” she said. “And remember, you’re not alone in this.”

Peter nodded, feeling a little lighter. 

Heather had a feeling her kids were up to something. Even though she now inhabited Rick’s body, some instincts never changed. It was the kind of intuition she had always trusted as a mother, the same one that had made it nearly impossible for Don and Jenna to keep anything from her when they were little. So, she wasn’t surprised when she heard that dinner plans with Dr. Kirkland had shifted at the kids’ request.

Lately, she’d taken over making meals for the family, especially since Rick was nearing the end of his third trimester. It wasn’t lost on her how difficult it had become for him; he was about as big as she’d been before she went into labor. Maternity leave was just around the corner. Cooking helped her feel grounded and kept things normal—at least as normal as life could be in their situation.

That night at dinner, they went through the usual motions, sharing small talk over the meal. How was everyone’s day? Any problems? Anything new to share? The familiar routine was oddly comforting, a fragile semblance of normalcy. But as plates were cleared, the real conversation began.

Don stood abruptly, the anxiety clear on his face. There was no preamble, just a sudden burst of truth. “Jenna and I don’t want to switch back,” he announced, his voice loud and clear, echoing in the silence that followed.

“I want to stay Don for the rest of my life,” Jenna added, standing beside her brother.

Heather and Rick exchanged a glance, their expressions frozen with shock. For what felt like an eternity, no one spoke. The air was tense with words left unsaid.

Finally, Heather broke the silence. “Are you sure?” she asked, her voice trembling just slightly.

“Yes,” Jenna replied without hesitation.

Don nodded, firm and resolute.

This was the moment they had feared and anticipated—the possibility that their children might embrace their new identities. Heather and Rick had discussed it endlessly, watching as Don and Jenna grew more at ease in their new selves with each passing day.

“It isn’t because I decided to carry the baby before switching back, is it?” Rick asked, concern etched in his features.

“No, Dad,” Don answered. “Jenna and I talked about this possibility long before you announced the pregnancy.”

Jenna stepped in, directing everyone’s attention to Dr. Kirkland. “Dr. Kirkland thinks it’s for the best,” she said, placing their counselor on the spot.

Dr. Kirkland raised her hands, her tone measured but firm. “Jenna, let’s be clear—I said that both of you exhibit signs of struggling with your gender identity.”

“So, what’s your professional opinion?” Heather asked, seeking clarity.

Dr. Kirkland took a moment to choose her words. “In my professional opinion, they should continue living as they are now.”

“But what happens if they change their minds in six months?” Rick interjected. “Teenagers change their minds all the time. It’s part of growing up.”

“I won’t change my mind,” Don declared confidently.

“Neither will I,” Jenna echoed.

Dr. Kirkland leaned forward, her voice patient but firm. “They’ve been on my program for six and a half months. For adults, I usually recommend at least two years before making a decision permanent. For teenagers, one year is my recommended minimum.”

“Why the difference?” Jenna asked, curious.

“Teenagers are still in a formative stage, discovering who they are,” Dr. Kirkland explained. “It becomes much harder to revert after a year. For adults, most have already formed their identity. The process is different.”

Heather took it all in. “So where does that leave us?” she asked.

“The decision doesn’t have to be made today,” Dr. Kirkland assured them. “Don and Jenna have expressed their desires. For now, treat them as you would if you’d never heard of my program. This way, they can truly understand what the rest of their teenage years will look like in their new roles.”

Rick cleared his throat, shifting the focus. “Now that we’ve talked about the kids, Heather and I have something to share,” he began, pausing for emphasis. “We’ve decided to stay and live in Patience.”

“You want to remain switched too?” Dr. Kirkland asked.

“We haven’t decided on that yet,” Heather said. “But since we moved here, we realized how much we needed a change. City life wasn’t working for us. Here, Rick feels like a real doctor again, not just a cog in a hospital machine.”

Rick nodded. “And Heather is living a dream she never thought possible—coaching football.”

Dr. Kirkland looked at them thoughtfully. “Even if you do switch back?”

“Even then,” Heather confirmed. “This is where we belong, regardless of the roles we inhabit.”


TRANSFORMATIONS COMPLETE

The next day, Heather and Rick began to follow Dr. Kirkland’s advice. Their approach was deliberate, a turning point from what had come before. Now, they treated Don as a girl—not just a boy temporarily inhabiting a girl’s body. It was a subtle shift in behavior that signaled their acceptance of this new reality.

“Don, I need you to head over to Anna’s right after school tomorrow,” Rick said one evening, the firmness of his words softened by a layer of fatherly expectation.

Predictably, Don’s response came in the familiar tone of exasperation that defined most teenage interactions. “Why?” he drawled, stretching the word like he was questioning the entire universe.

“You’re babysitting Jason,” Rick replied, almost as if the statement needed no further explanation.

Don blinked, incredulity flashing across his face. “What? That’s Jenna’s job.”

Rick didn’t flinch. “Well, since you’ve decided you want to be Jenna, it’s your responsibility now,” he said matter-of-factly. Then, sensing the question still brewing in Don’s mind, he elaborated. “Traditionally, a daughter helps with a newborn. It means changing diapers, giving baths, everything. You’ll need experience if you’re going to understand what it entails. You and Jenna can go together until you’re comfortable handling it on your own.”

Don’s face twisted with confusion and mild indignation. “What’s the point? I can learn all of this when the baby comes,” he protested.

“You need the practice,” Rick insisted, not giving an inch. “This is part of what you signed up for. Real mothers don’t learn it all overnight. They pick it up through babysitting, helping with siblings, even from play. There’s a reason these traditions exist.”

Don’s groan was almost comical. “Fine,” he muttered, the resignation evident in his voice. “I’ll go. But I don’t have to be happy about it.”

That evening, the babysitting duties began. For the first two hours, everything went smoothly. Under Jenna’s watchful eye, Don managed to change a wet diaper. He was feeling cautiously optimistic when Jenna spoke up.

“Don, it’s time for another change,” she said, her voice low and almost sympathetic.

“How do you even know?” Don shot back, disbelief laced through his words. “You haven’t checked.”

“I can smell it,” Jenna replied with a grimace. “And you’ll need the bucket.”

When they had first arrived, Jenna had handed Don a small bucket, saying only, “You might want this later.” At the time, it had seemed absurd. Now, as Don approached the diaper change, he began to understand. The initial odor was unpleasant, but manageable. It wasn’t until he unfastened the diaper that reality struck him like a freight train.

He barely made it to the bucket before his dinner came up.

Jenna took over the diaper change, a calmness in her movements born from experience. “Most people lose it on their first really bad one,” she said, her tone a mix of reassurance and mild amusement. “I did. Twice, actually. That’s why Dad wanted you here tonight—to get used to it.”

When Don got home that evening, Rick simply nodded knowingly. “That’s why you needed to learn,” he said, leaving no room for argument.

Meanwhile, Heather was navigating her own challenges as she prepared for her first season as head coach of the high school football team. The role was demanding, even more so given the small pool of available players. With a town like Patience, there were unique complications—none of the children in Dr. Kirkland’s program could participate in sports. It was a rule designed to avoid problems down the road, given the physical changes and body discrepancies that could arise.

Determined to earn the respect of her new team, Heather called a meeting. The players were skeptical, but she was prepared. She started with a line she had always admired, channeling the legendary Vince Lombardi. “This is a football,” she declared, holding the ball up high. “You are a team. And my team plays together, or it doesn’t play at all. If you’re here for yourself, the door’s right there.”

No one moved.

“I haven’t looked at last year’s tapes,” she continued. “And I won’t. As far as I’m concerned, everyone starts fresh. Positions are open to whoever earns them.”

One player, Wally Claxon, raised an eyebrow. “But I was the starting quarterback,” he protested.

Heather’s response was swift. “You also went 0-9,” she reminded him. “The best player will play. No exceptions.”

With practices still weeks away, Heather encouraged the players to train together informally. “Get out there. Work with each other. If you’re serious, you’ll know each other like Johnny Unitas and Raymond Berry—practicing until the throws become second nature.”

But life had its own way of complicating plans. Just days before the first game, Rick, now nearing the end of his pregnancy, became restless. His discomfort had grown daily, mutterings of frustration escaping when he thought Heather couldn’t hear. Late one night, he poked her awake.

“Wake up, Heather,” he whispered urgently.

“Go back to sleep,” she mumbled, half-dreaming. “Big game tomorrow.”

“My water broke,” Rick said.

Heather sat bolt upright, all traces of sleep vanishing. “What?” she blurted.

“My water broke,” he repeated, panic and disbelief mingling in his voice.

In that moment, nothing else mattered—football, routines, everything faded as their new reality asserted itself with startling clarity.


TO BE CONTINUED…
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