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~ 1 ~

Carson looked up at me as I plodded down the stairs. “Grab a seat, Mattie. Got

something to show you.” I sat, feeling as though I’d been summoned. The guy has

a habit of talking down to people, which—surprise, surprise—most people find

annoying. I’m probably the only one who puts up with it.

“Check out this video.” He switched his laptop display to the flat-screen on the

wall. I saw an empty hallway, beige wallpaper, nondescript brown carpet. There

was no movement. It took me awhile to recognize the scene: upstairs in my own

home. The door to the bathroom was open; light on, sink and mirror in view.

“Where’d you get this?”

“Spycam,” he said, “in the smoke detector. Here we go.”

Someone emerged from a side door, below the camera, and walked along the hall

to the bathroom. That someone was me, stark naked. My stomach sucked itself

into my lower intestine. No…

Carson threw me a glance. “It gets better.”

The figure in the video picked up a tube from the counter and stepped into the tub,

which could be seen reflected in the mirror. I didn’t need to read the label to know

what it was: Veet in-shower hair removal cream. The figure smeared its arms and

legs with the ointment, then its face and chest.

Carson studied his laptop. “No point watching you stand around for the next ten

minutes.” The video sped up. The figure sat down briefly, then stood up and drew

the curtain. Steam billowed out. The figure emerged and quick-dried itself.

I found my voice. “Tell me the camera runs out of memory…”

He grinned. “Nope. Wireless streaming to a modem in the basement, then back

here via the web. I wasn’t watching it live,” he added.

No point asking how he’d done this. Carson takes care of our cat when we go on

vacation. “You must have weeks of video.”

“Nah. Got an app that scans for motion between frames. Only saves the segments

where someone walks through. I deleted the scenes with your mum and dad, and

most of yours too. Only kept this one.”

Oh, God… “How’d you know?”

He shrugged. “I’ve known you a long time, dude. It shows.”
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I felt dizzy. “You mean… everyone knows?”

“Doubt it. Most people aren’t all that observant.” The figure had finished quick-

painting its toenails with Mum’s hot pink nail polish, fanning its feet like they

were on fire. The video paused as the figure emerged from the bathroom, catching

it in the act of turning toward my parent’s bedroom.

My mouth went dry. I knew what came next. “Wh-why record this?” I covered my

eyes. “You didn’t… You’re not gonna post it, are you?”

“Certainly not. Your secret is safe with me.” He paused. “Do me one little favor

and I’ll make sure it stays secret.”

So that was his game. “What do you want?”

“All in good time. Let’s watch this out.”

The bedroom door remained open. The camera could see a short distance inside,

to the foot of the bed and part of a dark red bedspread. The figure could be seen

moving between the closet on one side and the vanity on the other, slowly adding

clothing as it went. A black full-cup Wonderbra, stuffed with a pair of balled-up

socks; charcoal pantyhose and a pair of white control-top panties.

Carson shook his head. “You must be color blind.”

I took a deep breath. “There was only the one control-top panty. The bra had to be

black, to go with the slip,” which the figure duly slithered into next.

“White panties under a black slip? Seems tacky.”

“Since when do you know so much about lingerie?”

He shrugged. “Just common sense.”

The figure added a pair of black pumps with ankle straps, then spent considerable

time seated at the vanity with only its lower half visible. Repeatedly, it leaned

toward the mirror then back, as if admiring its handiwork. At last a thick cloud of

dark hair dangled into view. The tresses bounced as slim hands plucked the ends,

removing snags, followed by a thorough finger-combing.

I began considering how best to end my life. No guns in the house, no bridge

within easy reach, no cliff to power-drive off of… so maybe good old-fashioned

sleeping pills were the way to go.

A female figure drifted across the room, at ease in narrow heels, casually tidying

her hair. A black dress fell onto the bed. The woman bent to undo the zipper, long

hair falling across her face. She held the garment up, found the waist and stepped

through, then pulled the dress over her shoulders and fumbled with the zipper.
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“Weird how erotic this is,” Carson muttered.

The woman settled the zipper at the nape of her neck, lifting her hair as she did so.

I had to admit, it certainly didn’t look like a wig; her hairline was visible and the

colors matched. She let long tresses flow through her hands as she returned to the

vanity. The counter was off-screen but I knew she was looking for Mum’s pearl

necklace and the teardrop earrings that went with it. I had my ears pierced during

our last trip to Europe. A lot of guys there wore twin studs.

The video froze with the woman in the doorway, head turned halfway, one hand

feeling for the light switch. “This is how I first saw her,” Carson said. “I thought

she was your aunt, or maybe a cousin. Doesn’t look like you at all.”

“I guess.” I looked out the window, high on one wall. Blue sky, partly obscured by

the population of a flower bed next to the front door.

“It’s a compliment. She looks good.” He sounded impressed.

“Practice makes perfect, huh?”

“You’ve got some natural advantages too. Big eyes, small mouth, weak chin… not

to mention being short.” He gestured at the screen. “She’s exactly the right height

for a woman. Short enough to wear whatever heel she wants, but not tall enough

to make her date uncomfortable. Perfect.”

Her date? “You seem to have given this a lot of thought.”

“I have. Now, about that favor…”

“Can it wait? I might be sick or somethin’.” I headed for the stairs.

“Come back tomorrow and we’ll talk.” He waited until I was halfway to the door

for his final instructions. “One more thing: tell the folks you’re heading back to

college early.”

“I can’t. Campus housing doesn’t open ‘til next week.”

“Tell ‘em the policy changed. Get packed up tomorrow, then come down here on

Monday and hide your car in the garage. No one’ll know you’re still in town.”

I didn’t bother to ask what I’d be doing. I had a pretty good idea.

*

When I arrived Monday morning, Carson was loading a suitcase into the trunk of

his aunt’s Nissan Micra—which, in glorious turquoise, is pretty much as girly as a

car can get without wearing lipstick. “Going somewhere?” I dared hope that his

plans for me had fallen apart.
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“Nope. Aunt Di has to go visit her own aunt, who’s having a knee replacement or

something. She’ll be gone for days.” He closed the trunk. “We’re off to the airport.

You can hang out here.” He nudged my arm and winked. “Feel free to check out

the lady’s closet.”

I was used to sneaking around; being invited in seemed too good to be true.

Diana emerged from the house. “Hello, Mattie. Coming with us?” No doubt about

it, the woman was a babe. She had the kind of figure men dream of—chestnut hair

fanning across her shoulders; wide eyes and prominent cheekbones over a small

mouth and turn-up nose. She hefted her carry-on bag and smiled at me.

I didn’t dare speak. She was wearing a black-and-white floral day dress, which I

briefly regretted would not be available for my own use. Of course, I knew all too

well that she owned other interesting items… I shook my head.

“Take care, then.” She stooped to brush my forehead with her lips. Diana was the

youthful second wife of Carson’s uncle, Gregor Thorne—a colonel in the army

who was often away, as now, on business. I felt a little sick, knowing it would just

be Carson and I in the house all week. How could my cross-dressing possibly be

of any use to the guy?

I went inside and watched the Micra pull away from the curb. I knew that Diana

kept her clothing in her own room upstairs, where she often slept. For various

reasons, rumor had it, the Colonel wasn’t the best guy to share a bed with.

I went so far as to open her door and peer inside, but that’s as far as I got. Poking

through someone else’s belongings seemed wrong; my mother was family, which

sort of made it okay. Besides which, the woman hadn’t even left town yet. She

could waltz through the front door at any moment, in theory.

Instead, I spent a futile hour trying to break into Carson’s laptop. I’m sure he had

the incriminating video backed up in half a dozen different places by then, but I

had to try. I checked YouTube but it wasn’t there either.

I wandered into Carson’s workshop, in the basement at the back of the house. It

resembled a Dr. Who set, being crammed with all manner of electronics, most of it

computer-related. I’d seen it all before, but one item was new—and thoroughly

out of place. It was a plastic head, the sort used to hold a wig in its proper shape.

Most of them have generic faces, but this one I knew.

Diana? If I hadn’t seen the woman leave, very much alive, I might’ve considered

the possibility this was actually her, beheaded and plasticized. The likeness was

that good. I was still staring at it when Carson returned.

“Behold the future,” he said, “the personalized wig head.”
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“Pretty damn creepy. How’d you do it?”

“Remember that lifecast I took of your face? I did the same for Aunt Di. Promised

her I’d whip up a custom wig stand.” He patted the head. “Took nearly three hours

in the 3D printer.”

“Aren’t those really expensive? Printers, I mean, not wig heads.”

“They’ve come down a bit. But yeah. Uncle Greg bought it for me, once I sold

him on the idea it would help me set up a business.” His uncle had been getting on

his case for months about doing something useful with his dean’s-list comp-sci

degree, but Carson seemed to prefer puttering in his workshop.

He opened a storage cabinet and waved me over. Two pale faces gazed out at us

with empty eyes—his-and-her life-masks; Diana and me, together at last. She and

I had something in common after all.

“I scanned both molds,” Carson said, “in 3D, of course—and wrote a program to

compute the difference between her face and yours. Turns out you’re just a little

smaller than her, which is perfect. I sent the design to the printer and this is what

came out.” He opened a metal box to reveal a woman’s face. It was Diana again,

of course, but now in living color. With her eyes closed, she appeared to be asleep.

I had to remind myself that she was probably on the airplane by now.

He tapped the plastic base. “See this? The stand is a replica of your face and neck.

But you put the mask on top and it looks like her. Get it? The mask transforms you

into Aunt Di. Is that cool or what?”

Clearly, the dude was off his nut. There could only be one reason to create such a

thing. “Jesus—you want me to impersonate your aunt?”

“You catch on quick.”

“But why?” I trailed him into the rumpus room and repeated the question.

Carson dropped onto a well-worn leather couch that once belonged to his uncle’s

first wife. His eyelids drooped, as they often did when he was thinking. “Ever hear

of the Outback Opal?”

“No.” I sank into a soft reading chair, hoping to disappear into it.

“It’s a black opal some prospector found in the middle of Australia, early in the

twentieth century. It’s not the biggest opal around, but experts think it might be the

best quality. Really, really pure, which makes it pretty damn valuable.”

“What about it?”

“I think Aunt Di keeps it in a safe deposit box downtown.”
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I thought about it. The woman has to flee an abusive boyfriend, leaving behind all

her worldly belongings; she marries an older man; and yet she’s supposedly sitting

on a gemstone worth—who knows?—maybe enough to spend the rest of her days

riding a boy-toy on a beach in the French Riviera. It didn’t make sense. “How do

you know?” I asked. “She tell you?”

He laughed. “Let’s just say you’re not the only guy who roots around in a lady’s

drawers. She has newspaper clippings about the Opal, reprints of old magazine

articles, books on famous gemstones—and a key from the American Trust at

Elmhurst and Pine. You do the math.”

“Why would she keep it—why not sell it?”

He shrugged. “Probably waiting for the right time. It’s hot, you know. Stolen from

a penthouse in New York twenty years ago and not seen since.”

“Twenty years? She’d have been—what—ten years old? Twelve?”

“I’m not saying she’s the thief. Maybe her old boyfriend did the deed; she always

said he was bad news. More likely though, he got it from somebody else and she

took it from him when she left. Maybe that’s why she left.”

“So your aunt’s a jewel thief… and you want me to impersonate her.”

“Not just that. I think she’s after Uncle Greg’s money too.”

“Right. She’s a gold digger with a million-dollar opal—so why the hell would you

want to turn me into her?” Silence. Carson stared at me, waiting. I imagined the

Outback Opal hiding in a sealed vault downtown. I thought about the mask in the

next room. It took me awhile. I’m not the brightest bulb in the chandelier.

“No way! You want—you want me to walk into that bank as her and just… steal

the thing?”

“What’s the big deal? You cross-dressers are always looking for an excuse to dress

up as a woman. From what I’ve seen online, a lot of you like to be forced. So I’m

forcing you.” Carson stood up. “You either turn yourself into Aunt Di and get the

opal, or that video will wind up on top of YouTube’s most recommended list. It’s

your choice, Mattie.”

Some choice.  �
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~ 2 ~

The stairs creaked underfoot. “Car,” I whispered, “what the heck are we doing

here?” ‘Here’ was an old hotel down by the shipyard, which decades ago had been

converted to retail and office space—extremely low-rent, to go by the tenants at

street level. Tattoo parlors and tarot readers aren’t big money-spinners.

Carson muttered “You’ll see” and we headed for the third floor. My teeth clicked

shut. Sometimes it’s hard to remember why I ever became friends with the guy in

the first place.

The offices here seemed to belong to lawyers and accountants, although I couldn’t

imagine any respectable professional setting up shop in such a place. The lone

exception was a so-called spa at the back of the building, offering a wide range of

dubious treatments such as phrenology, reflexology and therapeutic touch.

Needless to say, this turned out to be our destination.

The nurse at the front desk, more intent on her chain-smoking than anything

resembling work, waved us to seats in the waiting room.

I picked up a battered copy of At Home With Homeopathy and flipped idly through

the pages. “If ‘like cures like’,” I said, “then maybe you can cure me—chop up a

wig, dilute it with water about a million times over, and I’ll drink a glass of

whatever’s left.”

Carson frowned. “Do you want to be cured?”

I stared at the carpet. “Sometimes. When I feel lonely, like I don’t fit in anywhere.

When it feels like no one will ever understand me.”

“But then there’s those other times, right? When you’re sitting in front of a mirror,

all shaved and padded, wearing a silk slip, showing some serious cleavage and

getting ready to lower a nice long wig over your head. That’s what you guys live

for, isn’t it? Would you want to be cured then?”

I dropped the magazine. “Why are we here? Is there a ‘therapeutic touch’ that will

suck the urge to cross-dress right out of me? If there is, I’ll consider it.”

“Don’t be silly. This is a real clinic.” He yawned. “They’ll do any of that weird

shit if you want, but mostly they just take bullets out of guys who can’t go to a

regular doctor. They bring ‘em up the back way.” He pointed down the corridor.

“The place could be full of ‘em right now.”

“What’s that got to do with us? Is this a trial run for when you get me shot for

robbing that bank?”
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“We’re not robbing anyone. The bank doesn’t own the Outback Opal, and for that

matter neither does Aunt Di. It’s up for grabs.”

“Uh-huh. Does that mean you’re planning to return it to the rightful owner?”

“Hell no. I’ll flip the damn thing as fast as I can find a sucker with more cash than

brains.”

I gazed up at a stylized chart of the acupressure points on the human body. “This

is a real clinic, huh? I repeat—why am I here? If it’s to pump me full of estrogen,

prepare to be disappointed. Growing tits takes months.”

“That’s not it, although I could make it happen if you want.”

“Hey, guys!” The nurse didn’t bother getting up. “Room two.”

*

The doctor—assuming he was one—resembled a cadaver of indeterminate age.

Stick him a black cape and fangs and he could body-double for Bela Lugosi at the

height of his career. He peered sadly at his clipboard. “So we have a young man

who wishes to impersonate the fair sex. Who can blame him for that?” His smile

held no mirth. “Which one is it?”

Carson pointed at me. I considered pointing back, but didn’t.

“Very well. Up on the table. Open wide.”

I needed a stool to reach the top, which was padded but not covered with the long

strip of paper you usually see. At a guess, I’d say it was wiped down once a day, if

that. As requested, I opened my mouth. The doctor took a quick look, then hit me

with a cold spray down the throat.

The back of my throat turned to rubber.

“Topical anaesthetic,” the cadaver said. “Inhibits the gag reflex.”

My tongue felt numb. “Could’a—warned—mlee.”

“I could have. But I’ve sprayed a lot of teeth in my time, so I know better.”

He had me lay down, face-up, and guided my neck into a padded headrest. I was

strapped to the table with the kind of belt used to secure crates on flat-bed trucks.

A slightly smaller strap passed over my forehead. “This is delicate work,” he said.

“Can’t have you moving around.”

He tilted the headrest back. I found myself staring at his crotch, which is when the

panic set in. Carson held my arms as a dental bite-block was forced between my
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lips. It settled over my teeth, locking my jaw in place. I could only hope the thing

was clean. The cadaver cranked it open and aimed a flashlight into the opening.

“Hold still. Just a bit more topical…”

The spray struck far down my throat. He waited until I was done coughing, then

probed the area. “Good. There should be no difficulty placing the clamp.”

My eyes were pooling over, but my voice was offline and my so-called best friend

wasn’t letting go—which is too bad, because I had big plans to feed him his own

ass. A minute later and the cadaver was back with another instrument, tipped with

what appeared to be a small plastic O-ring, with a gap on one side.

I shut my eyes and willed the world to go the hell away. Instead, I felt a worrisome

nipping at the base of my throat, followed by pressure and a loud click. Thanks to

the anaesthetic I didn’t feel any pain, but the good news stopped there. I could

breathe, but it still felt like gagging on a piece of plastic tubing.

Carson wiped my eyes with tissue. “Ya did great, Mattie. Flying colors.”

I hated him and his guts. They removed the bite-block and the straps, and helped

me sit up. As soon as I could, I slapped his hands away.

The cadaver paused at the door. “Don’t try to talk, at least until the freezing wears

off. At least two hours. I had one patient who got angry and shouted, and now he’s

living in LA doing voice-over work as Daisy Duck. So it’s not all bad news, eh?”

He cackled to himself. “See the nurse on your way out.”

Apparently money had already changed hands—and since I hadn’t bit, stabbed or

shot the doctor, Carson got his deposit back. He tucked three hundred-dollar bills

into his wallet and guided me into the hallway.

I mouthed ‘What the hell?’ while gesturing at my throat.

“It’ll help you sound more like her. The clamp constricts the vocal chords and

raises the pitch of your voice.” He grinned. “It isn’t permanent. I could take it out

myself, but you probably don’t trust me that much.”

We headed downstairs. “I know what you’re thinking,” he said, once we were in

the car. “You won’t sound exactly like her. Probably more like a woman with a

lingering throat infection. But that’s all we need.”

Great. Add ‘lingering throat infection’ to the list of what cross-dressers fantasize

about at night. But why did it have to be me blazing a new trail for the transgender

community? I’m no hero. I just like being pretty.

*
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I spent the afternoon learning to forge Aunt Di’s signature. Carson was busy

trying to debug the control software for the mask, whatever the hell that meant. As

usual, the guy’s explanations lagged way behind my questions.

Diana Wiggfield. Apparently, she’d kept her own name when she married Uncle

Gregor. Maybe being progressive was what had pissed off her previous boyfriend,

who by her own account was both possessive and abusive.

Diana Wiggfield. According to the laws of nominative determinism, someone’s

surname plays a major role in determining key aspects of their job or character. So

maybe that explained her affinity for wearing wigs. Her hair was short when she

first came to town, and she’d wore one until her own hair grew out.

Diana Wiggfield. Spelling the name wasn’t an issue, but getting her loopy hand-

writing right certainly was. The ‘D’ and the ‘W’ were all over the place, with the

rest of the letters at least a bit more readable. I spent a good hour practicing just

those two letters before returning to the full signature.

Diana Wiggfield. By dinner time my throat had unfroze and didn’t hurt too much,

but I chose to remain silent and not tempt fate. Doing cartoon voice-overs wasn’t

my idea of a great career choice.

Carson got takeout from Szechuan Palace. We ate in silence. He turned on the TV

but neither of us paid much attention. I couldn’t get it out of my mind—by this

time tomorrow I would actually be Diana Wiggfield. One more night on the couch

and then I’d be sleeping in her bed, wearing her clothes, and answering to her

name. Carson was very clear on that: he would treat me as though I was her, and I

had to stay in character until the job was over. The prospect of spending two full

days as a woman, and living someone else’s life, was terrifying.

But on the other hand, it’d be a dream come true. So there’s that.  �
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~ 3 ~

Next day, I was fresh from the shower when Carson sat me down to coat my face

with a thin layer of glue. “Ever hear of artificial muscles?”

I had not. With my face still stinging from heavy-duty hair removal cream, and

everything else strangely smooth after a double-dose of Nair’s somewhat kinder

‘Cool Gel’ depilatory, I was in no mood for a quiz.

“It’s a material that contracts or expands in response to a mild electric charge. It

moves the same way real muscles do—hence the name.”

I was flat on my back in the rumpus room, head tilted over an armrest on the

couch to expose my throat, and wearing a bathrobe that once belonged to Uncle

Gregor’s first wife. Carson applied a layer of resin to the back of the mask. He’d

chosen a dual-tube surgical adhesive that took only minutes to bond, so he had to

work fast. “My point is this—I built them into the mask.”

Okay, that got my attention. “Why?” My voice felt strange. It was certainly higher

than it used to be, although it was hard to tell from the inside. Carson assured me

that I sounded exactly like a woman recovering from a nasty bout of flu.

“Contract the muscle and you change the shape of the face. It’s what real muscles

do when you frown like that.” He lowered the mask onto my face, tucked the

mouthpiece over my lips and set to work smoothing the synthetic skin.

Maybe I’m dense, but I didn’t get it.

“The material came from the robotics lab at Berkeley.” His fingers never stopped

kneading. “While the mask was printing, I paused it and added strips of artificial

muscle. You pin the ends down and let the printer add more layers. When it’s done

you can’t see the muscles at all.” Carson checked his watch. “Cool, huh?”

The mask was composed of a compound of latex and rubber, with trace amounts

of chemicals that at least sounded toxic. Pigments gave it the color and the texture

of Aunt Di’s skin. Carson had added a high-res photo to the process, allowing the

printer to reproduce variations in her complexion, right down to the freckles on

her cheek. The technology sounded like it’d be worth a fortune, but apparently

three multinationals were already hard at work in the same field. In a few years,

everybody and his dog would be able to wear a living mask.

I sat up and flexed my face. It felt tight, as if all the moisture had been sucked out.

“How’s it look?” I touched my cheek. The sensation was muted, as if through a

layer of nylon—but still, I could feel it.
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Carson grinned. “It looks like Aunt Di decided to cut her hair, bind her chest, and

pretty much let herself go.”

“That’s gonna go over great at the bank.”

“No worries. We got time to polish your image.”

Yeah, two whole days. Forty-eight hours to turn myself into a woman capable of

waltzing into a bank and fooling everyone in sight. Not possible. Two months and

the help of a skilled surgeon? Maybe.

“Building the mask was the easy part. Lemme tell you, the software’s a bitch. I’m

still working on the iPhone app. Trigger the muscles the wrong way and people

will think you’re having a seizure. They’ll either call 911 or an exorcist.”

Terrific. “What app?”

“Didn’t I say? The mask software runs on the phone in your purse. It’s disguised

as a makeup advice app—which it will actually give you, by the way. The muscles

provide electrical feedback, which the software analyzes so it can figure out what

you’re trying to do. Then it helps you do it. For example, a lot of cross-dressers

don’t smile like real women do—but you will.”

I conjured up an image of Diana, standing in the bank, grinning like a fool. If they

didn’t call the cops I’d end up in a psych ward.

“There’s more.” Carson returned from his workshop with a pair of fleshy globes.

“Fresh from an overnight print run.”

Another lifecast? “Don’t tell me she actually let you—”

“No, no. This might sound a little weird, but I got the dimensions from photos of

Aunt Di, taken from the front and sides—and one angling down from above.”

I shook my head. “For the record, that’s creepy.”

“You know what? If it’s creepy to create a 3D model of your aunt’s bust, use a

state-of-the-art 3D printer to build a pair of boobs, and then glue them to your best

friend’s chest so he can turn himself into her—then fine, I’m creepy.”

“Make that super-creepy.”

“Whatever.” He had me lie down. “What’s really impressive is that these bad boys

do double duty as the batteries that power the mask. Everything’s a gel, so nothing

much is solid in there. And it’s close enough to transfer power through magnetic

induction. Just don’t hide a credit card in your cleavage.”

I opened my robe. Carson applied glue to my chest. I held the breasts in place

while he showed me the final piece of my transformation: an artificial vagina.
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“Jesus—how’d you get the dimensions for that?”

He laughed. “It’s a standard pattern I found online; there’s a few of them out there.

It’s made from the same material as the mask. I just scaled it to your size.”

I watched him apply the glue. “Is that really necessary?”

“You never know. You might get patted-down in the bank—or even strip-searched

by the cops, if the job goes tits-up. No point taking chances.”

Cheerful thought. I let him settle the garment over my hips. Never had a guy

handle my junk before, but there’s a first time for everything. The seams on the

appliance vanished as they warmed, as did the outline of the breast forms. What

remained was clearly a female body.

Carson grinned as I whipped the robe shut. He drew a skin-tight cap over my hair.

A bit more glue secured the rim to my scalp. “I left a few gaps around the edges,”

he said. “The little combs inside the wig should slide right under.”

Done and done. Carson returned to his workshop while I headed for the stairs.

“Remember,” said, “as soon as you get dressed, you’re her for the duration. Try to

stay in character, okay?”

Like I could ever forget.

*

Aunt Di’s room was terrifying. The color scheme was mostly pastels, with a few

throw-ins like sky-blue curtains and a floral bedspread heavy on roses. In spite of

the hardwood floor it was clearly a woman’s bedroom. That wasn’t the scary part.

The woman in question was me—that’s what left me hyperventilating.

I sat on the bed. The mask had reached body temperature and no longer felt like a

separate layer. The same could be said for my breasts and the appliance between

my legs. Now I just felt naked, which was also pretty scary.

It wasn’t like this before. At home, dressing-up was something to be anticipated.

The moment my parents were verifiably away—a phone call from another city

was the gold standard—I was into Mum’s closet faster than you can say ‘tranny’.

Not this time. Carson’s plan had taken the fun out of it. Instead, I chucked the robe

and crawled under the covers. The satin sheets were a bit cool, but the electric

blanket fixed that. Aunt Di’s sleep mask slid over my eyes.

There was no chance of forgetting where I was, of course; the feel of my new

chest alone saw to that. You’re her now, I told myself. So relax. It’s a dream come

true, right? Just let it happen.
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I imagine myself getting up that morning, dressing and fixing my face, because I

have to be at the airport by ten o’clock. Mother needs my help and as any good

daughter knows, when your mother needs something, off you go. My suitcase is

packed and my annoying nephew is ready to drive me. His friend Mattie is there

too; a cute boy who’s been crushing on me from day one. I give him a quick kiss on

the head, knowing the effect it has. I’m the kind of woman who attracts male

attention, and I rather enjoy it.

We reach the airport, but my flight is delayed and ultimately cancelled. Then

mother calls to say that her sister agreed to stay longer, so I don’t have to come

after all. So it’s back home, and back to bed too, since I barely slept a wink the

night before—what with all that worrying about the trip…

I awoke when our idiot neighbor fired up his leaf blower. Nearly noon; time to get

dressed and do something with the day. I kicked that ratty old robe under the bed

and went to my bureau. The top drawer yielded a full-support brassiere, in black,

because in my mind I already knew what outfit I’d be wearing.

I fumbled the clasp closed and tightened the straps. The support felt good, as my

chest seemed heavier today. Probably retaining water.

Nude pantyhose and black panties. No tampon required, as it wasn’t my time of

the month—and never would be, I thought grimly. Juggling two different versions

of myself wasn’t going to be easy. Forget the past—just be her.

A half-slip in black satin. What else would you wear under a black skirt?

When dressing, cross-dressers are often unsure of what should go on first—the

clothing, the makeup, or the wig. It doesn’t help that each step comes in layers:

lingerie and outerwear, foundation and details such as lipstick and mascara, and of

course there’s donning the wig and styling one’s hair. To complicate matters, you

can shuffle the layers around, if you’re so inclined, and every tranny that ever

lived probably has her own approach.

Of course, none of that applied to me because—as you know—I’m a woman.

I pulled a stool up to my vanity and inspected the array of cosmetics. Applying

foundation before doing my hair seemed easier—and less messy—than the other

way around. I inspected my options and picked Mat Velvet, by Makeup Forever.

Full coverage with a satin finish, in Natural Beige. Perfect.

It felt odd, working on a face that was manifestly not my own. It was a feminine

face, in general terms, but from different angles seemed to contain aspects of both

Matthew and Diana; sort of like a hologram. Leaving that to dry, I searched the

closet and found my wig in a box on the top shelf.
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I used to wear this all the time, back when I had short hair. Since it grew out, not

so much. Hmm… human hair, good quality. Only the best for this girl.

I set the wig stand on the bureau, draped the tresses over the edge and spent a

good ten minutes working through the knots; first with my fingers, then a wooden

comb. Holding it in the air, I gave it a gentle brushing. Back to the vanity.

What on earth happened to me? My hair’s all gone; it looks like I was in a fire or

something. Maybe an accident in the kitchen. I wore too much hair spray, and got

too close to the gas burner—and foof, up it went! Gone in sixty seconds. Just lucky

I didn’t get burned…

I cleared the opening, bent down and drew the wig over my head. The combs in

the lining slipped into—make that ‘tucked under’ the band-aids I put there earlier.

I straightened up and gave my head a shake. Brunette hair rained down upon my

shoulders, more or less where it should be.

Much better. In spite of what silly bald women might say, ladies shouldn’t walk

around without hair. It isn’t natural. This is who I am.

I set to work on my face. Sculpting Blush, also from Makeup Forever—an oil-free

powder blush, in Matte Rosewood. It seemed appropriate. I applied the powder

and blended around both cheeks with a small sponge, although I couldn’t get the

contours quite right. I also blended the edges of my forehead, although you really

couldn’t tell I was wearing a wig. Not to mention a mask—but I erased that

thought and dusted my face with finishing powder.

A knock came at the door. I instinctively clutched at my chest. “I’m not decent!”

I really did sound like a woman.

“You left your iPhone downstairs.”

“Don’t you dare come in here, young man!”

The door opened a crack. A hand appeared, dangling a mobile. “Just keep it near

you, okay? It’ll help firm things up. You know… muscle tone, that sort of thing.”

I took the phone and shut the door. Silly boy. As if a cell phone can—

My face twitched. Strange. Hell of a time to develop a nervous tic.

I returned to the vanity, but the twitch kept going. Bit by bit, my skin grew tighter.

I stared at the mirror, horrified, as my face transformed. The changes were subtle,

but one thing was certain: all traces of Matthew were being erased.

Oh, God. Diana stared back at me. Her face, her hair, even the breasts she clutched

at helplessly—it was all her. Matt was gone, and it was Diana who cried out as

though she’d just seen the ghost of Freddy Krueger.
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I sat still for awhile, as the shock wore off. Really, what did it matter? I was here

to impersonate this woman, right? So the mask doing what it was supposed to, that

was a good thing. Yep, a darn good thing—and I hugged my stuffed pooh-bear

until I managed to convince myself. Then I kissed Ollie on the nose, put him back

on the bureau and returned to the vanity.

More from the Makeup Forever collection: matte-finish Artist Shadow, in Sienna;

Aqua Creamliner in matte black; Aqua Smoky Lash, also black, providing volume,

length and instant curl, according to the package; and Rouge Artist Natural, a

creamy lipstick in Griotte Red. I leaned into the mirror and set to work, feeling as

though I was spying on this poor woman through a pinhole camera in her makeup

mirror—all the while mimicking her every movement, stroke for stroke.

If I didn’t know better, something like that would be truly disturbing.

I brushed my hair and added a dash of Diana’s signature scent—Sensual Elixir, by

Chanel No. 5—to wrists and throat, and behind each ear. Then I floated over to the

closet, hunting for the skirt suit I had in mind. It was a three-piece set: jacket, skirt

and blouse, all in matte black. A bit formal for daytime wear, perhaps, but I knew

that she—or rather, I—often wore it to work.

I lay the set on the bed. The pencil skirt had a knee-length flip-hem with a pattern

embroidered into the edge. I stepped through, drew it over my waist and zipped up

the back, all the while staring into the mirror. I pursed my lips and turned

sideways, tugging to smooth out the fabric and checking for lines.

Very nice. Love the way it kicks out below the knee. Perfect fit, too. And why on

earth wouldn’t it be? I’m the one who bought it.

The blouse was a basic shell, also black, with a scoop neckline. It was there to

stop me from flashing too much cleavage. I let it shimmy over my chest, then

pulled my hair free. Part of me felt oddly embarrassed, watching this woman dress

herself—but most of me didn’t.

This is my body too. Satin feels nice. Pretty decent figure you’ve got there, babe,

for a chica pushing middle age. Way to drive the boys wild…

The jacket: long sleeves, tailored darts to pull in the waist, and three buttons down

the front. I slipped it on, my lips toying with a smile. No one would know; no one

could even guess. I was the real deal.

Jewelry. I rooted through a velvet-lined box in the top drawer of the vanity, and

for no particular reason chose a thick silver necklace and the earrings to match. A

bit over the top, perhaps, but I was a girl with attitude.

To drive the point home, I popped a ring on either hand.
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Shoes. I picked out a pair of peep-toe pumps 

with narrow heels, then packed a handbag 

with makeup, kleenex and my iPhone, and 

headed downstairs.

Carson was waiting in the living room. He 

handed me a lady’s wallet. “You dropped 

this,” he said, not batting an eyelash at my 

appearance.

I looked inside. Driver’s license, 

credit card, cash… “You’d think 

someone would miss this.”

“They’re spares. Remember, 

you mislaid your license a few 

weeks back and had to get a 

new one. This is the credit card 

you keep for emergency use.”

“Oh, yeah.” I slipped the wallet into 

my bag. “And I wouldn’t need to take 

my college ID card on a trip, like say 

to visit my mother.”

“Exactly.” He grinned.

I strolled over to the picture window. 

The sun had crept past its zenith and 

the house cast a pale shadow over the 

leaves littering the yard. No wind, but 

I knew it was getting cold. I coughed, 

feeling a tug at the base of my throat. 

“I seem to be at loose ends,” I said. 

“Um… what’s the plan?”

“Got work to do. And so do you.” He 

seemed to enjoy my surprise. “I called the 

college,” he said. “Told them your trip was 

cancelled and you could come in after all. 

Your first appointment is two o’clock.”

“You can’t be serious.”

“Totally serious. Better get moving.”
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“Diana’s a counselor. I can’t do her job.”

“Sure you can. You’re Aunt Di, aren’t you? So go be a counselor.”

“Matt’s been in therapy,” I said softly, “you knew that.”

“True. Two whole years, I hear. Bet he could do the job himself by now.”

Bastard. I didn’t say it out loud, though. It’s not something Diana would do.

Carson handed me the keys to the Micra. “I’ve been reading up on cross-dressers

lately,” he said. “No particular reason, of course. Just curious.” He began pacing

the room. “At first, all they want to do is dress up as women. Head to toe, as best

they can, but in private. And that’s good enough, for awhile. But once they get the

hang of it, they get terribly antsy. They want to go outside. They want to be seen.”

He stopped. “You see where I’m going?”

I let myself breathe. “Get to the point.”

“Take Matt, for instance. He’s at the stage of wanting to pass himself off as a real

woman. In fact, he’s past that—he’s already done it. The question is, what comes

next? As a psychologist you should find this interesting.”

I crossed my arms, feeling the weight of my chest. I knew what was coming.

“The next stage is passing as a specific woman, a real person—and interacting

with people who know her. For a cross-dresser, that’s the ultimate thrill.”

Damn him. Of course it is.

“You see this sort of thing online, in all those body-swapping fantasies where the

son turns into his mother, or whoever. But that’s just magic, and of course it’s not

real. With the help of modern technology, Mattie has the chance to do that in real

life.” He stood beside me, touching my arm. “Aunt Di? As a professional, what do

you think Matt should do?”

I found myself smiling, but whether it was more me or the mask… I wasn’t sure.

“I can’t very well give advice to someone who’s not here, can I? Tell your friend

to make an appointment. I’m going to work.” I kissed my nephew on the cheek,

reminded him to shave, and headed out the door.  �
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~ 4 ~

I’d been to the Counseling Center before, lots of times. But never as a woman, and

never as one of the counselors. Even walking into the building was different. My

heels rang off the concrete floor like gunshots and I had to focus on forcing myself

to believe that what I was doing was normal.

My name is Diana. I work here. I help students with their problems. I belong here,

people know me. I come here every day. I often wear a skirt.

Felicity was manning the front desk. “Hey. I heard your trip was cancelled.”

“Cancelled, yes. My aunt decided to stay on after all.”

“Goodness, what happened to your voice?”

I fanned my throat. “Bad case of the flu. Spent the weekend in bed.”

“Lucky you. Are you okay to work? No offense, but you sound awful.”

I edged toward my office. “I’m fine. Not infectious or anything. The end of it just

got stuck down there.”

“You know best.” She glanced at the clock. “Your two o’clock should be here any

minute. I left his file on your desk.”

I closed the door and sagged into my chair, willing myself to calm down. I had

passed. I was Diana to someone who knew her, to someone who worked with her

on a daily basis. I was high as a kite; as high as that guy who jumped out of a

balloon from the edge of space. Better than drugs but just as addictive.

It was also terrifying. One false move and campus security would be all over my

ass. Couldn’t offer much of an explanation either. Nothing to see here, officer; I’m

just pretending to be my friend’s aunt so we can steal her incredibly valuable

gemstone. That oughta buy me a few years in a women’s prison.

Calm blue ocean. I smoothed my skirt and ran my fingers through my hair.

I opened the folder. Myles Wexler, a freshman. He’d been seeing one of the other

counselors, but she was away this week. I read through her notes. Shy, low self-

esteem, trouble adjusting to life away from home… pretty standard stuff. Hell, I’d

been there myself. Maybe I could pull this off.

Felicity knocked on the door. “Room Two, Diana.”

Showtime. I tottered down the hall on wobbly legs.

I do this all the time. I help people. I’m a woman, dammit!
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“Hello, I’m Ms. Wiggfield.” My voice, surprisingly, was firm—way stronger than

I felt on the inside. I sat down. “You must be Myles.”

He nodded, crouching in his seat like a frightened rabbit. A small guy, no bigger

than myself. He’d make a wonderfully convincing woman.

The silence stretched. I had to remind myself who was in charge. “Your previous

counselor is away this week. Would you mind talking to me instead?” That was

precisely what another woman had once said to Matthew. The idea was to get the

subject talking and bring him out of his shell. Worked like a charm too.

“Uh… sure.” He looked at the floor, the walls, the door; anywhere but at me.

I bit my lip. “Is there a problem?” The boy shook his head. “If you’d rather speak

to someone else, I’m sure that can be arranged.”

His eyes widened. “No, ma’am. It’s just…” His face got redder. “The other lady…

she wasn’t so pretty, I guess.”

I had to smile, again with the aid of the mask. “That’s all right. Pretty girls are just

regular people, same as you.” I touched his hand, but only briefly. “Do you have

trouble talking to girls?” He nodded, now unable to tear his eyes away. “After you

talk with me I bet you’ll be able to do much better with girls your own age. Okay?

Let’s get started.”

We reviewed what he’d told the previous counselor, which seemed like an easy

way to kill off part of the session. Now and then I threw in an opinion of my own,

partly to give him the benefit of my own experience and partly to make it look like

I knew what I was doing. He was relating a recent visit home to see his mother

and older sister—the father being long out of the picture—when I noticed his

fingernails. They were a bit on the long side, with the tips neatly filed, and he was

wearing clear nail lacquer. Most people wouldn’t notice, but I’d been doing the

same thing for years. It works in boy-mode, and as a girl you can either leave them

that way or give ‘em a quick coat of color.

“That doesn’t sound too bad,” I said, when Myles came up for air. “How does it

make you feel, when they talk to you like that?”

“I dunno. Like I don’t count for much, I guess.”

“Not unusual for a younger brother. Have you always felt this way?”

“Pretty much. They’re both bigger than me too, which kinda sucks.”

“Mmm. Did either of them ever dress you up? In their own clothes?” I tapped my

pen on the table. “When you were younger, perhaps for Halloween?”

Lemurs have really big eyes. So did Myles. “How’d you know?”
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“It’s more common than you think.” I pretended to consult my notes. “You fought

them at first, is that right? Just a little? But they’re older than you, and bigger, so

you really didn’t have much choice.”

He stared at the floor. “It happened every year. Snow White, Cinderella, Sleeping

Beauty, Belle… We watched those movies all the time.”

“But as you got older, something changed.”

Silence. I could hear him breathing. “Brenda made me go to a Halloween party as

a witch—a pretty one. She said everyone expected it, because of all those other

costumes. She said they’d be okay with it.”

I didn’t have to fake empathy. “Were they?”

His eyes sparkled. “Yeah. It was okay.”

“And you’ve been doing it ever since, at costume parties.” He nodded. I scrawled

something indecipherable on my notepad. “And sometimes at home, is that right?

When your family isn’t there?” He ducked his head. Might as well have engraved

his name on a full confession.

I had no idea how Diana might handle such a situation, but for me it was easy.

“Listen—there’s nothing wrong with you. You’re what we call a ‘cross-dresser’.

No surprise there, but here’s what you don’t know—you’re normal.”

He hugged his knees. “How can I be normal? People make fun of me.”

“That’s wrong. Who makes fun of you? Your mother?”

He shook his head. “She don’t know. Brenda found out.”

“Sisters often do. They can be supportive, if you’re lucky, but it can go the other

way too. They might feel you’re invading their turf.”

“Yeah. It’s like that. She helps me dress up, when Mum’s not there, but then she

says I’m a plain girl and, like, she’s so pretty. And she is, too.”

“Mmm. I bet you look a lot like her, when you’re dressed up. And since you’re

younger and smaller… she might be jealous.”

“You think so?”

“I’m sure you make a very pretty girl.” I added to the scrawl on my notepad. “But

living away from home changed things, correct? You buy your own clothes now,

probably online. Skirts, dresses, wigs…”

He was staring. “You sure know a lot about this stuff.”

Whoops. “I took a grad course in autogynephilia.”
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“What’s that?” He seemed to be relaxing.

“Just a fancy name for cross-dressing.” I glanced at the clock. “Here’s the bottom

line—there’s nothing wrong with you. A cross-dresser is a man who appreciates

women in a different way. End of story. It isn’t right or wrong, just different.”

He shook his head. “I never heard anyone say that before.”

“It’s part of what makes you unique. How far you take it is up to you, but don’t

run away from it. If being a woman is part of who you are… then embrace it, take

what you need from it, and most importantly—lose the guilt.”

His head bobbed. “Thanks, Ms. Wiggfield.”

A quick double-knock came from the door. From my own therapy I knew it was

Felicity, signalling time. “Just remember,” I told Myles, “if anyone gives you any

grief—they’re the ones with the problem.”

A chill slid down my back, as the freshman left. What would the real Diana say

next week, when Myles started talking about cross-dressing? Hopefully she’d be

smart enough to let him talk and help him, rather than exclaiming that it’s news to

her. With any luck they wouldn’t compare notes about this session.

The rest of the afternoon was taken up with two more appointments, both of them

students Diana had counseled before, both of whom remarked on the state of my

voice. I wondered how much mileage this ‘flu’ story had left; if I didn’t get better

soon people might start wondering. In the long run, throat surgery might make a

better excuse.

I added an entry to each student’s treatment record, in the same style Diana used

for previous entries. If she didn’t check the date, I hoped she’d assume it was her

own handiwork. She couldn’t possibly remember the details of every session with

every student; that’s what records are for!

All in all, it wasn’t what I expected. Being Diana was a blast, when I took the time

to notice where I was and what I was wearing. But mostly it just felt like being

myself. What does that say about me?

*

Counseling was upstairs in the Student Services building. So after work it was

down the staircase, across the concrete floor where my heels rang like gunshots—

everyone must be staring—and into the stairwell leading to the underground lot.

Only I didn’t get that far. I was halfway across the foyer when a man stood up and

flashed me an awkward smile. “Hi. Did ya miss me?”
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I stopped. The guy was tall and thin, with an unruly mop of dark hair. His smile

faded but he didn’t seem threatening. I hadn’t a clue who he might be, so I opted

for an innocent look. “Do I know you?”

His jaw dropped. “God, what happened to your voice?”

I waved at my throat. “I’ve been sick. And, uh… I fell in the tub. My GP says it

should heal up on its own.”

“That’s too bad.” He took a step closer. “Can we talk? I know, I probably don’t

deserve it. But I’d like the chance to explain. Please?”

I hesitated. Who was this guy—an ex-boyfriend? Part of me wanted to get the hell

out of there, but it was tempting to hang around. Being Diana for another woman

was one thing, but to be with a man who might have known her more intimately?

Another chill slid down my spine. Seriously, it’s an addiction.

We found a table in the cafeteria, in a corner away from the crowd. The man—I

still didn’t know his name—bought me a hot drink. “I remember what you like,”

he said, “but I added honey. Mum always said it’s good for a sore throat.”

Apparently Diana was an aficionado of chai tea, but at least it was sweet.

“You look fantastic,” he said, blowing on his coffee. “Really professional. I know

you’re a teacher, but I never figured you as the college type.”

“The skills are the same,” I said, easing in and out of eye contact. Teacher, huh?

You tend to forget that the woman you’re impersonating has a past.

“I guess. It’s just weird to see you all buffed up like that.” He looked embarrassed.

“Sorry. It’s just really good to see you.”

“It’s good to see you too,” I said, feeling the waters deepen.

“You mean that?” He seemed surprised. “I mean… I know what you must have

thought. Cops all over the property, busting up the barn, searching the house.” He

paused. “I hope they weren’t too tough on you.”

Cops? I weighed my options. “No… it wasn’t too bad.”

“Good.” He sighed. “I’m the one they were looking for, of course. There was no

way I could get back. When I saw the cops, the DEA vans and everything… all I

could do was drive on past. But I felt awful, leaving you there.”

“Like you said, they weren’t after me.”

His voice fell. “I guess they told you about the meth lab and all that stuff.”

Meth lab? What the hell? That’s when I realized—this was the guy Diana had run

away from, the one she always said was bad news.
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“What they didn’t tell you was why I did it.” He shrugged. “No one knew.”

Apparently, having a master’s degree in poly-sci isn’t exactly a ticket to fame and

fortune. Go figure. He ended up jobless, well over fifty grand in debt and his only

asset the worthless farmhouse his late parents had lived in, having long since sold

off the adjacent fields to a multinational. Debt must run in the family.

“But I knew this guy in college,” he said. “Kind of a sleazeball, but he could get

me the raw materials and he knew some guys who’d take the product off our

hands. We split the profits. All I had to do was provide space and do the cooking.”

He sighed. “Couldn’t see any other way out.”

I muttered something noncommittal into my chai tea. With every sip I felt the pull

of my chest, and restless hair stirring next to my face. It was a reminder that as far

as this guy knew I was his former lover. I had to act accordingly.

“It took a few years—those guys had me by the balls—but I managed to pay off

my student loans and stash nearly as much in one of those nameless accounts in

the Caymans.” His hands were wrapped around his coffee cup, absorbing the heat.

“I was trying to get out. You were part of my life, by that time, and I wanted us to

start over somewhere else.”

He stopped, perhaps expecting a response. “I didn’t know,” I said softly.

He groaned. “I was gonna tell you. Really soon too. I was reducing the yield,

telling them I had equipment problems, the feedstock wasn’t pure, that sort of

thing. So they’d rely less on me and more on other suppliers. Then I was gonna

torch the barn and we’d take off. They’d figure the lab blew up, and hopefully me

with it, so they wouldn’t come after us.”

The guy must watch too much TV. “Only the cops showed up first.”

“Yeah.” He managed to look both sad and angry. “Someone sold me out. Had to

be—either my buddy or someone in the cartel.” He stared at his hands. “I left

town. Been living in my cousin’s basement ever since.”

Not much of a life. “How’d you find me?”

He perked up. “I stumbled across your picture online. It was posted by someone at

your wedding, but I only found it last week. That’s how I knew you changed your

last name, and grew your hair.” A look of dismay crossed his face. “Look, I’m not

one of those creeps who stalks women. I mean, yeah, I found out where you work

and I’ve been watching you come and go for a few days, but…”

I sat back. “That’s what stalkers do, isn’t it?”

“I guess. But I’m not like them.”
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The hell you ain’t. I placed my empty cup between us. “I should go.”

“Please, Diana, don’t be like that. I never once followed you home!”

Give the man a prize. I stood up. “I’m a married woman.”

“Sure, but he’s way older than you. You were running away from a bad situation,

right? So it can’t be—”

“I love my husband.”

He cringed, as if I’d slapped him. “Can’t we talk about this? Please. I know it

must be hard, seeing me again. How about I come back tomorrow? We could meet

right here, after you finish work. Is that okay?”

I just wanted to get out of there, and tomorrow—if all went well—I’d go back to

being someone else. So I agreed. I knew he was watching, as my heels filled the

foyer with staccato echoes, but as far as I could tell I wasn’t followed.

Being a woman is complicated.

*

I found Carson in his workshop, hard at work coding—or zoning out; I was never

able to tell the difference. With a grunt, I dropped into a beanbag chair.

He smirked from behind his laptop. “Tough day at the office?”

“You could say that. I ran into an old friend. Apparently, we were once an item.”

“No kidding. Sounds awkward.”

“Ya think? He’s the guy Diana…” I paused to regain my focus. “He’s the guy I left

before coming here.” I told him the sad tale of the man who had tried and failed to

beat the system. “You know why he’s here, right?”

“Sure. To let you try on the glass slipper he’s hauling around town.”

“I wish. He must be after the Outback Opal.”

“Oh, yeah… that must be it.”

I mimed smacking him with my purse. “What are we gonna do?”

“I’d say we better get it before he does.” He gestured at the screen. “I upgraded

the software for the mask. Gimme your phone.” He connected it to the laptop and

tapped on the keyboard. “Today was good experience,” he said. “You were her for

a bunch of people who know her, so the bank should be a cake walk.”

I took a deep breath. “Wish I had your confidence.”
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“You will. Check this out.” He showed me a tiny cylinder, rubberized all the way

around. “It’s a wireless earbud. Low-power Bluetooth; just enough to reach the

repeater hidden in your right breast.” He tilted my head, parted my hair and used

tweezers to push the thing into my ear.

The things I have to put up with. But imagining what my mother would say, if and

when she saw that video, was more than enough to keep my trap shut.

“It’s got a built-in microphone,” Carson said. “Ambient sound is passed through.

But when I need to tell you something, you’ll hear me instead. No one else will, of

course,” he added.

“Where will you be?”

“Anywhere. The signal goes from earbud to repeater to your phone, then to my

phone. So I’ll be able to hear whatever you hear, and give you advice on how to

proceed. Call it the ‘voice of reason’ in your head.”

Just what I need. “Can you pop it out now?”

“Nope. You need to get used to it.”

*

Lying in Diana’s bed, wearing the silk nightgown her husband had given her for

their wedding night, I could think of nothing other than a gender identity that was

turning out to be more flexible than I thought possible. Was I a man or a woman?

The answer no longer seemed obvious.

Yes, you are a woman… a beautiful woman. You may appear to be a man, but you

are a woman. You have always been a woman. You were never really a man…

You are a woman. You want to dress like a woman. You want to style your hair and

wear makeup, like a woman. Because you are a woman…

Why fight the inevitable? It might not be the voice of reason, but it’s awfully hard

to argue with a voice inside your head.  �
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~ 5 ~

I had the strangest dream. I was being lectured on the benefits of womanhood by a

middle-aged lady who was at once my mother and my first-grade teacher, the one

who enjoyed cracking knuckles with a yard stick. They were both convinced I’d

been faking the whole ‘being male’ thing my whole life, and now that I looked the

part—about goddamn time, one of them said—I should get on with the serious

business of being a woman. ‘Join the sisterhood’ the girls in the class sang, as the

boys fled out the back door and I was left alone, the sole occupant of no-man’s

land. Was I really that different from everyone else? Did I really have a choice in

the matter? I was already wearing a pink pinafore…

I awoke to the glow of my iPhone, on the beside table next to my head. It appeared

to be active, but there were no messages and no missed calls. Probably the mask’s

hidden control app, doing its thing. My mouth did feel a bit stiff, like it had been

doing chin-ups half the night.

My first shower as a woman was revealing. My prosthetics withstood a cascade of

hot water and showed no signs of giving up their grip, or for that matter of even

being prosthetic. Through the mask I could feel the heat and the texture of the

washcloth—why call something like that a ‘mask’ at all? Synthetic skin is what it

was; practically a skin graft. Carson called it permeable, which meant that it could

‘breathe’ the same way real skin does. It might as well be alive.

Feminists can say what they like, and I’m usually right there with them, but to me

a woman with a bald head is like a day without sunshine, on the surface of Pluto.

Thank God I don’t have to live like that. I wrapped myself in a floral bath towel,

retrieved my wig and restored it to its proper place.

You are a woman, I thought. Diana faced me across the vanity as she brushed her

hair. Her lips mimed, “Why fight it?” You want to dress like a woman. You want to

style your hair and wear makeup, like a woman. Because you are a woman…

Real women don’t want to stand out for the wrong reasons; they just want to look

like themselves. So I took it easy on the blush, opted for minimal eye makeup, and

chose a lipstick that wouldn’t make anyone look twice. For my hair, I chose an

off-the-face look. This girl has nothing to hide.

What does one wear to rob a bank? In my case, nude pantyhose, black panties and

a half-slip to match. Full-support bra, silk cami and a pencil skirt with a cute little

side-slit, all in black, which must be my favorite color. On top, a dark houndstooth

jacket with three-quarter sleeves. And classic pumps with a narrow heel.



28

Stylish, yet practical. When you’re trying to take something that isn’t yours, you

totally need to blend in. And no jewelry. Push comes to shove, I can just wear the

damn Opal out of the bank.

*

The American Trust branch at Elmhurst and 

Pine opened at ten o’clock. Carson drove 

the car and I sat in beside him sweating 

bullets. Why on earth did I decide to 

wear a thick pair of driving gloves? 

Are fingerprints that big of an issue?

“This is crazy,” I said, as he parallel-

parked around the corner. “I can’t just 

wander in and take the darn thing.”

They’d lock me up with a three 

hundred pound ex-NFL player 

named Bubba, and I’d have my 

choice of being his favorite

fuck-toy or being dead.

“For Christ’s sake, Aunt Di, how many 

times do I have to say—it isn’t stealing 

if you already own it!” He pushed me 

out of the car and slammed the door.

I tugged on my skirt, stuck my shades 

atop my head, and headed for the door. 

Might as well get this over with.

A voice whispered in my head: “Be 

confident. You are Diana Wiggfield.”

My lips forced my mouth into a smile. 

Well, duh. Looking like this who else 

could I possibly be? One of my 

nephew’s pathetic little friends? 

What nonsense.

I am a woman. I’ve always been 

a woman. I was never a man…

When your brain talks, you listen. You believe.
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“I need to access my safe deposit box.” Not bad. Keep it simple. I pushed through

the big glass door. Now say it to a real person.

I stuck to the script for about three seconds. Then I touched the base of my throat.

“Please excuse my voice, I’m still healing down here.” I showed the teller my key,

added my ‘Diana Wiggfield’ to the signature card, and off we went.

“I’m alone,” I said out loud, once I was alone in the viewing room. My ‘voice of

reason’ told me to open the box. There wasn’t much inside. Papers, documents…

no jewelry. No fucking Outback Opal. I said it out loud.

“Put it in your purse,” the voice said, “all of it.”

“What’s the point? It’s not here. I did this for nothing!”

“Just do it. Remember the video. There was a nanny-cam in the stuffed bear too,

so it’ll be an old-fashioned double feature if you mess up.” The voice chuckled.

“Look at it this way. You’re out in public, dressed and passing as a member of the

fair sex. Every cross-dresser on the planet would give both nuts and their best wig

to be in your shoes. Is that nothing?”

He had a point. I stuffed the papers into my handbag. Ten minutes later I was back

in the car and Carson was gunning it down the street, like we’d just pulled off the

biggest bank heist this burg had ever seen.

I returned the sunglasses to my nose. “There are easier ways to make a tranny’s

dreams come true, you know. You could’a made me look like Marilyn, or Princess

Di. Someone who wouldn’t come after me if they found out.”

“Where’s the fun in that? Danger is a huge kick in the adrenal gland, as you well

know.” He took the next corner at speed. “She’s probably got the thing stashed

someplace else. Try searching her office at the college.”

“Not exactly a secure hiding place.”

“Maybe the desk has a secret compartment.”

I shook my head. “It’s standard issue. The whole school’s got ‘em.”

“Whatever. Look for a book box in with her textbooks.” He gestured at my lap.

“Empty your purse. I want to know what was in there.”

I shuffled through the papers. “This one’s a teacher ID,” I said. “Diana McMaster,

grades six to eight.” I waved it at Carson. “That guy mentioned she changed her

last name.” I opened the paper it was folded into. “Wow, she’s really organized.

It’s all here; the meth lab in the barn, his buddy from school, pickup and delivery

schedules… The guy’s name is Lucas Breymar. You know what? With all this, it

could’ve been her who turned him in.”
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Carson seemed to be heading for the college. “What else?”

I opened a small envelope. “It’s another id card.” My voice wavered. Oh, crap…

“It has her picture. She—she’s an FBI agent. Diana Fairchilde.”

“No kidding.” He didn’t sound surprised.

“Dude—you made me impersonate a federal agent! Never mind the bank; I’ll be

doing hard time in a men’s prison, with a bunch of lifers who haven’t seen a real

woman in decades. They’ll line up around the cell block to pop my cherry.”

“Keep your panties on. No one knows who you are. No one ever will either, unless

you flip out and tell someone.”

No chance of that. The envelope yielded a trio of three-by-five index cards. “This

one’s about your uncle,” I said. “Name, address, social security, military service,

where he works—everything.” I showed him a second card. “This is yours. Name,

address, schools, friends…” Matt was on top of that list. The third card was all

about Diana Wiggfield: family history, schooling, past jobs… a fairy tale, all of it.

“It appears that I don’t exist.”

“Look at it this way,” Carson said. “You’re not impersonating a federal agent after

all. You and the actual agent are both pretending to be this Wiggfield chick, a

civilian, and she isn’t even real to boot. So you’re off the hook.”

“I doubt the feds will see it that way.” I glared at him. “You knew about this.”

“Sort of. Not for sure…” He flashed me a grin. “I had to be sure.”

“There is no ‘Outback Opal’, is there? Because I sure as hell wouldn’t have agreed

to do this if you’d told me the truth.”

“Truth is an interesting concept,” he said. “Humans make such a big deal of it, but

it usually causes more damage than a carefully constructed lie.”

“Why’s the FBI so interested in you and your uncle?”

“They’ve got this crazy idea that Uncle Greg is involved in shipping weapons to

terrorist groups in the Middle East. He travels a lot—in the States, Europe, all over

the world—so on the surface it’s plausible. He figures it came from a company he

refused to deal with. Some of them are just too sleazy.”

“He told you that, huh?”

“Sure. The thing is, he never suspected Aunt Di of anything. I did, but I couldn’t

accuse her without proof.” He touched my arm. “Sorry I dragged you into this.”

Pun intended? “Why the hell would he tell you the truth? ‘Sorry, kid, but them

thar terrorists are darn good customers.’ You think he’d say that?”
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“What’s your point?” He flung the car around another corner, barely missing an

elderly man stepping off the curb.

“He’s being investigated, so maybe there’s a good reason.”

“I trust the man, Mattie. So should you. You’ve known him as long as I have.”

“I’d like to. But—dude, it’s the FBI. You can’t fight Washington.”

“Guess again.” He tapped the back of one of the index cards. “Is that what I think

it is? An email address?”

It was the Wiggfield card. “Yeah. It says ‘field contact’.”

“Thought so. Here’s what we’ll do. Soon as I get home, I’ll send a message to that

address, routed through an anonymous server. We’ll set up a meeting between you

and your field contact, to discuss the case.”

“Are you nuts? I don’t know anything about the case.”

“We’ll keep it short and sweet, in a public place. Tell ‘em you don’t have much

time, you just need to tell them something.”

“Like what? Your uncle is a total saint who loves puppies and would never ever

sell out his country?”

He frowned. “Too simple. You could say you haven’t found anything to implicate

him—which is true. But we need something to throw them off the trail. Maybe

even implicate someone else.” Carson pulled up in front of the Student Services

building. “I’ll let you know what I decide.”

“What am I supposed to do here?”

“You work here, don’t you?” He took the index cards. “Better hang on to the rest.

You never know.”

“You can’t do this, Car. When can I go back to being Matt?”

He shooed me out of the Micra. “Keep your phone on. I’ll be in touch.”

*

Felicity was pissed off. “Where the heck have you been? I had to reschedule four

appointments so far. One of them spoke to someone else, but you’re gonna be

busy tomorrow—and don’t you dare blame me.”

“Um, sorry. I was at the bank. My doctor too.” I stroked my throat, which was

getting to be a nervous habit. “He says I might need a small operation. Nothing

too serious.”
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“Too bad. You know, they’ve got these neat things called ‘phones’. Some people

even use ‘em to call the office when they’re running late.”

“Sorry. It was set to voicemail.”

“Just get your ass into Room Two. The poor kid insisted on waiting.” She handed

me a file.

Oh, my… Myles Wexler had taken my advice to heart. He was wearing a purple

shift dress, black tights and a pair of Mary Janes with a low heel, topped off with a

blonde pageboy—presumably a wig—and light makeup. Unfortunately, he’d been

crying and his mascara had sprung a leak.

“You gotta help me, Ms. Wiggfield. Some guys in residence got into my room and

found my stash. They say they’re gonna get me kicked out.”

“They can’t. The college isn’t allowed to discriminate against anyone on the basis

of race, gender, sexual orientation—you name it. They can’t make you leave.”

He collapsed into a chair. “How can I go back? They all know!”

I sat next to him. “Did you walk all the way across campus like that?”

He shook his head, his hair flaring delicately. “I took my suitcase. That’s where I

kept my stash. The lady at the desk let me change in your office.”

“Did she.”

He giggled. “She didn’t figure I’d come out like this. But I had to show you what

I can do. See? I’m a girl, aren’t I?”

“You certainly are. Very passable.” I slid the kleenex box his way.

“Oh…” He pulled a compact from his purse, blotted around his eyes and fixed his

makeup. “I call myself ‘Myla’,” he said, blinking furiously. “I mean, I know I’m

nowhere near as pretty as you, but…”

“You know, Myla,” I said, “most people these days are quite accepting of cross-

dressers. Those boys were probably just surprised.”

He—she closed her purse. “They said some pretty mean stuff.”

“They were in a group, full of beans, hopped up on hormones… people often say

things they don’t mean. You live in a co-ed dorm, right? Boys are more civilized

around girls. When you go back, you’ll see what I mean.”

She shook her head. “I can’t go back. Not right now.”

“Sure you can,” I said. “First thing tomorrow. It’ll blow over by then.”

Her eyes got big. “Will you come with me? They’ll listen to you.”
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I hesitated. Still… It didn’t look like Matt was coming back anytime soon.

“Can I crash at your place? I don’t know who else to ask.”

Carson would love that. “What about your own home?”

She sagged. “It’s too far away. Plus, I’d hafta tell Mum why.”

“Just for tonight.”

*

I had two more sessions to get through. Myla waited in my office, then whined

about being hungry. I told her to check out the cafeteria; say as little as possible,

buy a pre-packaged salad, and she’d pass no problem. Halfway through my final

session, during a lull in the conversation, the ‘voice of reason’ slithered into my

right ear: “At 5:30 tonight, a man will enter the Student Services building. Dark

blue suit, yellow tie. Meet him by the bookstore. Give him the spiel and get out.

I’ll be waiting out front.” The spiel? What fucking spiel?

“Listen carefully,” Carson continued, “here’s what I want you to say…”

I managed to finish the session without embarrassing myself or bringing disrepute

to the profession of student counselor. I made it downstairs with time to kill and

went looking for Myla in the cafeteria. Of course, I’d forgotten all about my date.

Lucas waved at me from a table by the window. Beside him sat Myla, who smiled

nervously at my arrival and resumed pecking at the chef’s salad in front of her.

“You two know each other?” I sat down across from them, in one fluid motion

smoothing my skirt beneath me. Funny how quickly some things become habit.

“A couple of boys were teasing her,” Lucas said. “I set ‘em straight. She wants to

dress like a girl and that’s nobody’s business but hers. They got the message.”

I was shocked, but managed to avoid saying so. I touched the girl’s arm. “See?

Didn’t I tell you how accepting people are? It’s just a matter of maturity.”

She nodded owlishly. “Mr. Breymar says he’s a friend of yours.”

I looked at him. “You could say that.”

He grinned. “More than friends, but we can talk about that.”

“I told you before, Lucas. I’m a married woman.”

“Oh, good. I was starting to think you’d forgotten my name.”

I sat up straight, hands clasped in my lap. “Seriously, I don’t know what you want

from me.”
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“Yes you do.” He leaned forward. “Side by side on the porch, watching the stars

come out to play. Holding hands at the movies. The nights we spent together, our

bodies entwined… You can’t have forgotten. It was only a year ago.”

I averted my eyes. “It can’t be like that again. I… I can’t tell you why.”

He crossed his arms on the table, looking surprisingly relaxed for a man whose

true love had just slammed the door on his nuts. “I’m not dumb, you know. I know

what happened, back at the farm.”

“You do?”

“Of course. There’s only one way the cops could’ve missed me that day—because

you didn’t tell ‘em I was going out.” He took a deep breath. “I found out later the

whole gang got rumbled. Everyone but me. You let me go—because you care.”

I didn’t trust myself to speak, I just nodded. Myla’s eyes kept snapping from me to

Lucas and back again. We were in over our heads here, all three of us. Only I’m

the only one who knew.

Lucas shrugged. “I dunno what they paid you to do that, but I figure it was all

worked out before we even met.” He looked straight at me. “It couldn’t have been

easy, I get that. In the end, the only choice you had was whether or not to send me

to prison with the rest of them. And you didn’t. Thank you for that.”

“You’re welcome.” I felt weak.

The voice of reason was back. “Here’s what you do,” it hissed. “There’s a wanted

man sitting right in front of you. Feed him to the FBI and that’ll take the heat off

all of us—you, me and Uncle Greg.”

I glanced at the dainty Crystal Bulova on my wrist. Half-past the hour; I had to go.

Time to sell out a man Diana had chosen to spare. I knew what Carson would do,

and Matt would probably toe the line as he usually did. But Diana?

Hard to say.  �
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~ 6 ~

The bookstore was closed, but there was a man with a yellow tie standing at the

window staring into the store—most likely using it as a mirror to keep an eye on

my approach. He alternated that with browsing through the student newspaper,

although it was apparent he was no student.

I stopped next to him and studied the cover of Dawkins’ The God Delusion, which

I fervently hoped was full of crap, because I could sure use a hefty dose of divine

intervention right about now. He edged closer. “Report,” came the whisper, which

at first I thought might have come from Carson. No such luck.

I took a deep breath. “We’re on the wrong track,” I said. “Thorne is clean. There’s

no evidence he’s abusing his position with the army.”

The man seemed confused. “What are you talking about? The army guy doesn’t

matter. You know damn well it’s his nephew we’re after.”

Say what? Just blind luck that the words caught in my throat, or I’d have outed

myself right there. Damn that Carson—the bastard lied to me, again. What kind of

friend does that?

“We need to know how he does it,” the man said. “Hacking into federal computers

ain’t easy—or it shouldn’t be. Have you checked his equipment?”

“I did try to get into his laptop.” I stroked my throat, considering my options, then

repeated what I’d been told. “But there’s no evidence Carson Thorne is a hacker,

or has any interest in government secrets. His computer has been infected by a

deep-web botnet, probably based in Russia. They’re the ones we’re after.”

He studied my reflection. “I’ll pass that on,” he said, his voice guarded. “Is your

cover intact? We can pull you out right now.”

“I’m fine.” Extracting myself from this mess was item One on my priority list, but

being whisked off to FBI headquarters wasn’t the way to do it. “No one suspects

anything.”

“A few more days, then. We need to be sure.”

*

It was getting dark outside, with rain on the way. Lucas and Myla were waiting, as

per my instructions. “We have to go,” I said, not bothering to stop. For all I knew,

the whole campus might be crawling with G-Men.
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Lucas caught up as I swept down a curving staircase. “Why?”

“The guy back there is FBI. If he figures out who you are, you’re toast.”

“What’s he doing here?” He caught my arm. “Why were you talking to the feds?”

“Not important. Do you have a car? You need to get out of town.”

“I came by bus.”

Crap. The Micra was waiting with its engine running. The doors unlocked with an

audible click. Myla was right behind me, hauling her luggage on tiny wheels. “Get

in,” I said quickly, “both of you.” I slung the suitcase into the trunk, then hastened

to the passenger door and slid in next to Carson.

“What the hell’s going on?” The back seat suddenly got crowded.

“Just drive.”

He put the car in gear. Unfortunately, a fully loaded Micra doesn’t do anything

quickly. We eased into the darkened street that skirted campus housing, slipped

past the football stadium and escaped at last into suburbia. Carson was miffed.

“Why the hell didn’t you do what I said?”

I wanted to smack him upside the head. “I told him what you wanted me to say.”

“You know what I mean.”

“You have a lot to learn about friendship.” We drove in silence, until I figured out

what it was I really wanted to know. “Carson… the FBI—why are they after you?

The truth, for once.”

Another long pause. Finally, “The human race has some serious issues on its plate,

dude. I needed answers.” He threw me a glance. “You’re smart; you know what’s

going on. Nukes, climate change, overpopulation, resource depletion… the list

goes on. It’s all stuff any intelligent species has to get past, sooner or later. For this

planet, the time is now. I wanted to see what their plans were.”

Dammit, the guy really was a hacker and I just lied to the FBI. Federal prison, and

my three-hundred-pound bff, here I come… “What’d you find?”

“A whole lot of short-term thinking, sad to say.” He really did look sad.

“Politicians worry about their own butts. They never think farther ahead than the

next election. Bureaucrats focus on their own areas and the department budget. No

one gets to see the big picture, except maybe a few scientists.”

For this insight I had to turn into a woman? I shook my head, trailing my fingers

through my hair. “Well, thank god an unemployed comp-sci grad is on the job.

Were it not for people like you, all hope would surely be lost.”
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“I’d tell you to eff-off,” he said, “but that’s no way to talk to a lady.” His voice

fell. “The trouble is, you’re right.”

Back at the house, I took Carson aside. “This may be foreign to your nature, but

I’m responsible for these people. I can get them where they need to be tomorrow,

but they need a place to stay tonight. That better be okay with you.”

He looked past me. “Do whatever you want. I won’t be here.”

Whaddya know, the guy still had a few surprises up his sleeve.

“I’m the one they’re after,” he said. “I can’t stay here. I’ll take Matt’s car and head

up to the old quarry.” His touch was gentle. “If anything should happen… tell

Gregor I said goodbye. Just remember: Klaatu barada nikto.”

“Klaatu—what? What’s that mean?”

“Klaatu barada nikto. He’ll understand. You got it?” I repeated the phrase. Carson

gave me a quick hug and hurried off. Moments later, my old Impala emerged from

the garage and faded into the night. I went inside.

*

It was a strange evening. Lucas and Myla were both under the impression that I

was the one and only Diana Wiggfield, and I had to act accordingly. Of course, by

this time behaving as a woman came as easily as if I’d been born to the gender.

I had long since forgotten that a mask concealed my face, and wearing a skirt and

heels had come to feel natural. Only a passing glimpse in the hall mirror reminded

me I was living someone else’s life.

After dinner, Myla retired to the spare bedroom. I showed Lucas to Carson’s room

upstairs, then retreated to my own bedroom to change. On impulse, I put my hair

up—with others in the house, the wig had to stay on—and took a bath, then

slipped into a cotton nightdress and collapsed on the bed, more tired than I’d ever

been. Way too much had happened. Klaatu barada nikto. What on earth could that

possibly mean?

A light knock came on the door. “It’s open,” I called.

Lucas stepped in. He was wearing Carson’s Darth Vader pajamas, which barely fit

him. I made a half-hearted attempt to cover my chest, but he wasn’t looking. He

perched on the edge of the bed, near my feet. “I finally figured out what’s going

on,” he said. Unlikely!

“You’re an FBI agent,” he continued. “The Diana I knew never existed.”

It was more than I expected. “I never meant to hurt you, Lucas.”
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“I know. Otherwise you wouldn’t have let me get away.” He leaned back on his

elbows. “What’s more, you’re undercover right now, aren’t you? Diana Wiggfield

doesn’t exist either.” He looked at me, his eyes pleading. “Tell me the truth, is

your name even Diana?”

I nodded mutely, feeling the pull of deep waters.

“Good. But—I have to say, I’m not sure you’re cut out for this job. You let me go,

you told that guy the feds were after him… You identify with the suspect. That’s

what your boss is gonna say. You can’t hide it forever.”

I shrugged. “Guess I have a conscience.”

He nodded. “That’s what makes you a wonderful woman, and a great counselor…

but a lousy cop.” He laughed, looking rueful. “You know what I mean. Not lousy,

just the wrong line of work.”

“Look who’s talking.”

“Guilty.” He touched my ankle through the bedspread. “What I’m saying is… you

don’t have to do this anymore. You can come with me. We can start over again,

somewhere else. Together. A new life, a new identity… even a new country.” He

grinned. “How’d you like to be Canadian?”

The guy was a dreamer. I reminded him of my marriage.

“Bull-cookies, my love. You married the old guy so you could spy on his nephew.

He’s away all the time, so it was an easy-in. You even got your own room.” He

looked around. “Did you ever even sleep with the dude?”

What could I say? From what I figured out myself, that was egg-zactly what the

real Diana was doing. I told him some things were none of his business.

Lucas pulled himself onto the bed to sit cross-legged beside me. “Kinda makin’ a

mess of this, aren’t I? The point is—what we had, back there on the farm… that

was different. It was real. You know that.” He moved closer. “So here’s the deal.

I’ll lay low for awhile—my motel should be safe, I paid cash and used a different

name. You can finish this job, then pack your stuff, hand in your resignation, and

two days later we’re house-hunting in the Great White North.”

I shook my head. “Why Canada?”

“Oh, I dunno.” He got a faraway look. “It’s clean, wide-open, not so many people.

Politics less corrupted by money. It’s a good place for a fresh start.” His fingers

stroked my thigh. “Some say it’s too cold, but that’s only part of the year. And if

Ontario isn’t to your liking, we could always try the west coast. I hear Victoria is

nice. You could find work at a college.”
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“I’m not really a counselor, Lucas. Like you said.”

He laughed. “On a deeper level, I think you are. Or you should be.”

It was a struggle to stay in character. What would the real Diana do? Alas, I had a

pretty good idea of what—and who—she’d ‘do’ right now, given that she wasn’t

the most professional of federal agents. On the other hand, she wasn’t the one who

told Carson he was under surveillance. That was my doing.

Lucas leaned over me to switch off the bedside lamp. Darkness plunged into the

room. A shadow crouched next to me on the bed, sheets rustling as it slid beneath

the covers. “Lucas, please… I can’t give you what you want.”

“I only want you,” he said, softly. “My Diana…” He kissed me.

I touched his arm, but made no move to push him away. My mouth relaxed into

his, although I couldn’t tell how much was my doing and how much was haptics

built into the mask. Our lips moved in unison. Kissing a girl was never like this.

A glimmer of light from the street filtered through gauzy curtains. My voice was

barely a whisper. “We can’t.”

“I’m not here to take advantage,” he said. “I know you’re confused. There’s a lot

going on. We can talk about it tomorrow.” He pressed against me, one arm around

my waist. “Let’s just be together, the way we used to.”

I lay on my side, facing the glow of my phone on the bedside table. Through the

layer of silk covering my derrière I could feel his growing interest, but the hand on

my tummy never strayed. Surprisingly, I slept…

You are a woman… a beautiful woman. You have always been a woman. You act

like a woman, and as a woman, because you are a woman. You respond to men as

a woman would, because your mind is female…

In the dreams that followed, I was forever smiling.

*

The next morning the world felt different. After dressing, I sat and watched as

Diana brushed her hair and fixed her makeup. The same face from yesterday, and

the same hair, but now it all just seemed to fit. My throat still felt like someone

had taken a hacksaw to it, but other than that…

I wasn’t pretending anymore. If this was the aftereffect of spending the night in a

man’s arms, then sign me up for the full-meal deal. Being a woman was more than

long hair, lingerie and a snappy pair of heels. It was about someone looking upon

you as the world’s most precious commodity. It was about being loved.
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I packed a purse, not forgetting my phone, and

went downstairs. Lucas and Myles were busy

in the kitchen making breakfast, the student

having resumed male dress for his return to

campus. Right away, Lucas drew me into the

living room. “You look lovely,” he said, taking

my hands in his. “So. You’ve had a chance to

think about my offer. Are we good to go?”

I stared at his hands. They were well-muscled,

with a few hairs and one small scar. A practical

man, I thought. A man who knows how to take

care of himself. He’d be fine, in the long run.

“I’m sorry, Lucas. I can’t be the person you

want me to be.” His face crumpled. I felt like a

bitch, but soldiered on. “I’ll take you to the bus

station. You need to leave town.” I freed my

hands, but touched his arm. “You can still go to

Canada. I hope you find what you’re looking for.”

“What I’m looking for is right here.” He gripped my shoulders, drew me to him,

and then his lips found mine and his arms gave me no choice but to respond and

my mouth opened and my hands spread across his back and our mouths expressed

their hunger. How much from the mask and how much from me? I didn’t want to

lead the guy on, but my whole body was one big mixed message.

The trouble was, I didn’t want to give this up—any of it.

“Who’s that guy?” Myles was staring out the front window. A stocky man with

graying hair stood at the curb while a taxi driver removed his bags from the trunk.

His face was grim. He was staring straight back at us.

Oh, God. It was Uncle Greg. My husband.  �
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~ 7 ~

It’s funny the turns life can take. Instead of beetling through town in my little

Micra, returning Myles to his dorm, I found myself in the back seat of an aging

Saturn, Red Line Edition, headed for an abandoned quarry way out on the far side

of nowhere. Lucas had volunteered to drive, because the colonel was in no shape

to do so, and Myles was riding shotgun because I could think of nothing else to do

with the kid other than bring him along. It all happened so fast.

Curiously, Gregor seemed more upset at finding Carson missing than catching his

wife in the arms of another man. Oh, he was angry all right, however briefly. He

called me a few names my mother would have blushed to hear, and he nearly

stuffed Lucas right through the living room window, but when I told him where

his nephew had gone, and what he’d said, it was like someone just shot his dog. I

thought he might hit the roof, but instead he just kept saying “I have to get there,”

over and over. His anger had vanished, like it never existed.

The man was exhausted. As it turned out, he’d been up all night on the red-eye

from Zurich, most of it on the phone struggling to close a deal that would transfer

six hundred slightly-used M1 Abrams battle tanks to the Romanian military. The

client didn’t like the price and it took some serious arm-twisting to hammer out an

agreement. Put him behind the wheel of any kind of mechanized vehicle and he’d

be a threat to the road and everyone on it. I couldn’t let him do that.

So here I sat, legs demurely together and bent to one side, half-facing my husband

on the seat beside me. In spite of nominally being his current wife, I’d known the

man for years as a kind of surrogate parent and the notion that I was now the

object of his carnal affections just didn’t make sense. My comfort level as Diana

didn’t figure in; it still felt like sitting next to good old Uncle Greg.

The weird thing is, none of it mattered. All Gregor wanted to do, all the way out of

town, was talk about his first wife, Ekaterina.

They’d met some twenty years ago, when he was a young officer fresh out of West

Point. She was a willowy brunette with a foreign accent and was new to the area

as well—a freelance journalist, or so she claimed. His friends suggested, only half

in jest, that she might be a Russian spy. Gregor didn’t care. The state department

and the CIA had nothing on her and, more importantly, he was in love. They both

were. Lucky them.

Twelve happy years followed. Then she was killed, in a car accident.

Bummer. I remembered hearing about that, only not from him.
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I pulled my coat tighter. It was cold out and the Saturn’s heater was on the blink.

Fortunately, when God made woman he also made pantyhose.

“I was overseas when the call came. By the time I could get back she was already

in the morgue. You can imagine how I felt.” He glanced at me. “Or not. Have you

ever been in love, my dear? For real, I mean.”

What could I say? I tried to put myself in the shoes of an undercover agent who

had married a man just so she could spy on his nephew. It’s easy if you try. “Only

with you, my… my love.” Did she even have a pet name for the guy?

“Give it a rest. You spooks have been after him for years.” He waved my protest

off. “I know the score. There’s only one reason a sweet young thing like yourself

would marry an old mutt like me.”

I thought about it. The ground was already littered with lies; there was little point

adding to the mess. “Actually, I’m FBI.” Okay, now I was guilty of impersonating

a federal agent. Ten years in the slammer, serving up my butt on a silver platter to

all comers. Bubba’s eyes would just light up when he laid eyes on his new roomie;

like a little boy on a certain December morn. He’d pop my cherry in two minutes

flat. Curiously, the notion no longer seemed as threatening as it once had.

Gregor laughed, rather bitterly. “Internal security. The feds got it wrong.”

Myles looked back at me, his eyes wide. “Jeez, Ms. Wiggfield—you mean you’re

not really a counselor after all?”

I shrugged helplessly. “Sorry I got you mixed up in this.”

“That’s okay. It’s just too bad you won’t be around campus any more.” He went

back to staring into the ancient forest that lined the road. “The only person who

ever understood,” he muttered.

The interstate was clear sailing, but the old logging road that led to the quarry sure

as hell wasn’t. It was clear of deadfall—someone must use it now and then—but

that was about all you could say in its favor.

“I had to pull a few strings,” Gregor said. “It took nearly a week before I got her

body back. They wanted to send her straight to the undertaker.” He took a deep

breath. “I couldn’t take the chance. Good thing it was an accident or they’d have

done an autopsy. God knows what would’ve come of that.”

This is where his story grew rather hazy, mostly with regard to its credibility. Why

not just bury the old girl and get on with his life, like any other grieving widower?

Not Gregor. For some reason, he had to take the body to the old quarry, way out in

the Ramparts where no one ever goes. Why here?
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The answer he gave made no sense. Either the guy was out of his mind, or life as I

knew it was pretty much over. At the time, ‘crazy’ was ahead in the vote.

The quarry was a pit a quarter-mile across, open on one side. We emerged from

the tree line and drove straight in. The walls had long since slumped into the

cavity, scattering debris across the floor. We drove as far as we could and there we

found the old Impala, parked and empty.

We got out. Lucas voiced what we were all thinking. “Why would the kid come up

here?” Not Gregor, of course; he knew. But he was stark raving mad.

“I didn’t know what else to do,” he’d said, back in the car. “So I brought her back.

I thought maybe it could take her back home. Better that than being dissected in

some lab. At least she’d have her dignity.”

We struck off through the debris field. Where once there was only a giant bowl,

caught between deep sky and ancient bedrock, the world of the living had fought

to reclaim what it had lost. All around was forest; white pine and spruce jostling

for space, while thickets of mountain laurel spread down the embankment. A cold

breeze spilled long hair across my face. I drew it back as fear began to bubble up

from within. What if he was telling the truth?

We reached an area where the debris had been pushed aside, some ten feet across.

Revealed was a smooth expanse of metal, its finish dulled by dirt and dust, and its

full extent hidden under the rubble. Whatever was down there, it wasn’t just a

coffin. Maybe it was a whole mausoleum. Gregor pounded on the metal with his

fists. It didn’t budge, but now I could see a circular pattern etched in the surface;

possibly the outline of a doorway. “What’s the damn password?” he cried. “She

told me once—but for Christ’s sake, that was fifteen years ago!”

Oh, God. I knew the answer. Carson’s words tumbled out.

“That’s it!” Gregor faced the object. “Klaatu—barada—nikto! Open sesame,

damn you!”

A rumble passed underfoot. With a grinding sound the hatch rose, lifting on one

edge to reveal steps that disappeared into shadow. What arose from within…

My grandfather’s generation might have called it a ‘mechanical man’, but—hell—

this is the twenty-first century. It was a robot—eight or nine feet tall, twice the

girth of a man, with dangling arms and thick legs. Imagine a Transformer made of

plasticine and you’d be close, except that it moved with a liquid grace that spoke

of centuries, if not millennia, of engineering know-how. That alone convinced me

the thing must have come from beyond this world.

Dammit. First contact, and here’s me wearing a cute skirt and kitten heels.
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“You have no business here.” There was nothing mechanical about the creature’s

voice. Perfect English, nice medium baritone, no trace of an accent; it could land a

newsreader job at CNN no problemo.

Gregor stepped toward the robot, which was the opposite of what the rest of us

were doing, although—to give us some credit—no one actually fled. “Please,” he

said, his hands outstretched, “I have to see him.”

The robot intoned, “You were followed. Vehicles approach this location, by land

and by air. Our departure is imminent. You must leave the area.”

“Please… Don’t let it end like this.” I thought he might kneel and kiss the robot’s

oversized foot, but he managed to restrain himself. Ten years ago, he’d said in the

car, he brought his wife’s body to this very spot and the robot had borne it down

into whatever lay below. And when Gregor returned home he had with him not a

wife but a nephew, one that until that time had not existed.

I had to admit, it would explain a lot. Carson was brilliant, but he never even tried

to fit in. And there was his interest in finding out the government’s plans for

dealing with humanity’s growing pains, and his despair that we might fail to do so.

It all made a certain terrible sense. We were being studied, and perhaps judged.

“Greg?” It was a woman’s voice, not unlike that of my namesake. She stepped

into view from the shadows below; a thirty-something woman with curling dark

hair, casually dressed in a tank top and yoga pants.

“Kat?” Gregor approached tentatively. “It’s you,” he said with a sigh. “It’s really

you.” Trembling fingers touched her arm.

She smiled. “Enough time has passed. I am able to assume this form ag—”

He swept her into his embrace. “I thought I’d lost you.”

“Not forever,” she said, almost playfully. “Nothing is forever.”

“What the hell’s going on?” Lucas whispered.

“It’s Carson,” I whispered back. “The guy who picked us up.”

He stared. “How is that possible?” And of course, I had no answer.

Ekaterina held Gregor’s hands. “You have to go,” she said gently. “They’re

coming.” From deep in the forest came the wail of a siren.

“Can’t you just move the ship? We can start over, somewhere else. Anywhere!”

She shook her head and the wind sent her own hair streaming. “It’s too late. They

know I’m here. They would never stop looking.” She kissed the back of his hand.

“It’s time I returned to my people.”
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His back stiffened. “Take me with you.”

She touched his cheek. “I’m sorry, my love. You would not survive. The stasis

chambers were not made for your kind.”

“I could survive, if I was like you.” He gripped her hand. “Transform me. If you

can become human then surely I can become…”

“You don’t know what you’re saying.” There was fear in her voice. “Our bodies

are nothing like yours.”

“I’m willing to try.” His voice shook. “It’s better… better than being alone, for the

rest of my life.” Silence. “I’m nothing without you.” His voice was empty.

Finally, she nodded. “We have two or three days until we must change. I can show

you what lies ahead.” Her smile was radiant. “Once we reach my world,” she said,

“we will be able to assume these forms whenever we wish.”

“I’ll show them what being human is all about,” Gregor said, and kissed her. He

looked back once, at all of us, then shrugged and turned away. He set one foot on

the stairs down and declared himself ready.

Ekaterina came to me and we linked hands, as women do. I still had a hard time

believing it. “Carson? It’s really you?”

“Guess we had more in common than you thought, huh?”

“Guess so.” Whaddya know, I was actually gonna miss the guy.

She took my arm. “Listen, Matt. We don’t have much time, but if you want I can

turn you into a woman for real. We have the technology.”

All eyes fell upon me. Schrödinger’s cat, to coin a phrase, was out of the box. One

glance at Lucas told me what he was thinking; crimson dismay splashed across his

face like wet paint. So much for the love of a good man.

Myles’ reaction was a bit different. “You’re a guy? That is so cool! Can you show

me how you did it?”

A fighter jet blew by, far overhead. Ekaterina raised her voice. “My people change

bodies like—well, perhaps not clothing, but almost as often.” She touched my

shoulder. “But for you, this is not such a simple choice.”

“Once in a lifetime,” I said, thinking about everything I’d learned about myself

the past few days. For one thing, I’d totally forgotten I was being blackmailed.

How could I go back to being a mere man, after this? “I’m ready.”

I felt a tug on my arm—Myles. “Um—room for one more?”

The woman shrugged. “If you want, the two of you can go through together.”
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The stairway led to a circular corridor lit with diffuse blue light. Ekaterina guided

us into a narrow alcove. On one side was a long line of portals, each inset with a

circular window. The wall opposite lit up with a set of complex controls. Her

fingers danced over the surface as it lit up with strange symbols.

I looked at Myles. “I hope you’re sure about this. There’s no going back.”

“What have I got to go back to?” He tried to laugh. “I’ve been watching Doctor

Who reruns my whole life. The way I figure it, she’s kinda like a Time Lord. You

know, one of the good ones.”

There are worse ways to rationalize being torn apart, right down to the atomic

level, and reassembled as an entirely new person. Who knew what alterations an

alien might choose to add to the mix? Two of the portals slid open. I stepped into

one and Myles the other.

“Your new forms will be based on your current DNA,” Ekaterina said. “The male

chromosome will be removed and the other one duplicated. You will be genetic

females, indistinguishable from born women.” She looked at me. “Mattie, the

computer can tweak your genome to make you appear as you do now. Of course,

your body’s internal age need not change.”

I nodded. There are worse fates than being Aunt Di for a lifetime.

“Myles, you would come out looking a lot like your mother. Is that acceptable?”

“It’s Myla,” he said. “Can you make me look more like her?” Meaning me.

She studied the display. “There appears to be enough overlap. People may assume

the two of you are sisters. However, your original family should still be able to

recognize in you something of themselves.”

“Will it hurt?”

“Not at all. For you, no time will pass. In the real world, a minute or two.”

The door closed with a loud hiss. The light faded. I had time to wonder whether or

not I was doing the right thing… and then the door slid open.

“I don’t feel any different,” I said, stepping out. I touched my throat and coughed.

My voice had changed. I no longer sounded like a plague survivor.

“You feel normal,” Ekaterina said, “because you’re not pretending anymore.”

Myla had changed in obvious ways. Wavy hair fell past her shoulders, a lot like

mine but blonde, and she was wearing the same blouse I was—not to mention the

same skirt, shoes and everything else. Sisters.

A normal woman? I touched my face. That was different too. No mask.
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Ekaterina led us to the exit. “I hope you find what you’re looking for,” she said,

then hurried away.

Gregor escorted us up the stairs. “Good luck, Matt. A word of caution. You will be

interrogated about this; both of you.” He glanced at Myla. “Tell them everything.

There are no secrets to keep.”

Gregor gestured across the quarry. Cars were emerging from the road through the

forest, blocking the entrance. Another jet flew by, closer this time. “You can tell

them this too: I’ll be back. I don’t know exactly when, but with this kind of

technology I figure it doesn’t matter. I’ll come back, that’s a promise.”

“I’ll tell them… I’ll tell everyone.”

He gazed up at the sky. “Kat was right, you know. How will it look if these people

show up and mankind is struggling with drowning cities and mass starvation? But

if we can deal with all those issues ourselves… Christ, that’s the only way we can

ever hope to meet them as equals. See what I’m saying? The future of the human

race is at stake. We can be members of whatever galactic fraternity is out there, or

we can be a freak show—a defeated people, a bunch of losers. Tell ‘em that!”

I nodded, trying to ignore the sensations from my new breasts.

“Three or four decades, Matt. That’s all you’ve got. Tell ‘em to get their butts in

gear.” He vanished into the ship. The robot did the same and the hatch slid closed.

The next time it opened would be under the light of an alien sun.

Myla and I raced across the debris field as fast as our kitten heels would take us.

Lucas was waiting in the car. “Didn’t think you’d hang around,” I said, slipping in

next to him.

He shrugged. “You could’ve left me behind, back there at the college. One good

turn deserves another chance.”

A low rumble crept through the earth as we fled the quarry. The road was blocked

at the treeline. We stopped and were immediately surrounded by armed police. We

got out but found ourselves ignored. All eyes were on the quarry, where the debris

scattered across the floor was coming alive. Rocks fled like rats from a steamship

on collision course with an iceberg.

From among the crowd of police, a woman stepped in front of me. She was

wearing a black-and-white floral day dress, which I recognized even before I was

able to focus on her face. And even then the sensation was curiously like staring

into a mirror. It was, of course, Aunt Di. Agent Fairchilde, in the flesh.

I wanted to tell her I was sorry, that it wasn’t my idea, that I was just as much a

victim in this impersonation as was she. But I never got the chance.
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An alien spacecraft lifted from the quarry. It resembled a flattened globe, which is

a fairly obvious shape for any vehicle that doesn’t have to kowtow to gravity, but

that’s where its resemblance to your garden variety UFO ended. I was left with a

lingering impression of the Millennium Falcon, minus the bits sticking out the

back. The ship paused, as if assessing its stockpile of energy, some twenty feet in

the air and with no visible means of support. No pillar of fire emerged from its

belly, and no high-pitched scream of warp engines prepared to tear apart the fabric

of hyperspace. That alone would be of great interest to scientists.

The ship then rose, slowly at first but with gathering speed.

The scream of an incoming missile broke the silence. It struck near the edge of the

spaceship. A fireball erupted into the morning air; first one, then another, followed

by a third from a different direction. Far above, several jet fighters screamed past.

The ship seemed unaffected. It continued its ascent, drawn skyward by forces

hidden to our eyes. Moments later it was gone, lost in the intense blue of a sky that

last night’s rain had washed free of clouds. Ekaterina was going home.

“Ladies…” The FBI agent skewered me with a stern gaze, and Myla too. Three

sisters we were, in genetic terms, where before there had only been one.

“I think we have a lot to talk about, don’t you?”  �
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~ Epilog ~

The feds did let us go, eventually. Once they convinced themselves we knew

nothing beyond what we told them—repeatedly and in great detail. I related my

story to higher-ups in the FBI and Homeland Security, the military, a few senior

scientists, the president, and ultimately an assortment of world leaders at UN

headquarters. As per my orders, I told them to get their collective ass in gear.

The clock’s ticking, you know. Thirty years or so ain’t really a long time.

They let me keep my new identity. Agent Fairchilde didn’t need it and just

changing my name was a lot easier than explaining what really happened. The

government altered its records to show that one Diana Wiggfield shared a birthday

with my old self, and they edited my school records as well. My parents received

a visit from an FBI agent who explained that their son had entered the witness

protection programme, receiving a new identity (and gender), but that the security

situation was such that keeping in touch would not be a problem.

It took some time for them to accept their new daughter—and they marvelled at

the sheer totality of my transformation—but they eventually came around, as did

Myla’s mother and sister. Having the FBI there probably helped.

Lucas came around too, literally and figuratively.

The three of us, Myla included, hung out together while we were ‘guests’ of the

federal government—after an initial set of one-on-one interviews, of course. It

gave us time to gel as a kind of surrogate family. Lucas got over his initial reaction

to me impersonating his girlfriend, aided by the fact that even she wasn’t the

woman he thought she was. And given that I had turned into the physical object of

his affections, maybe what happened was inevitable.

Less than a month after Ekaterina and Gregor left the planet, Lucas and I became

lovers. Upon our release we celebrated in the bridal suite of the downtown Hilton,

falsely claiming to be newlyweds. He proposed the following morning—to make

the room legit, he claimed. How can you not love a guy like that?

I’m Diana Breymar now. As women go I’m as liberated as they come; but I mean,

c’mon—Diana Wiggfield? Who’d go to the wall to keep that name?

A few months later we moved up to Canada, even though Lucas was no longer a

wanted man—except by me, of course. We settled in Kingston and I transferred to

Queen’s. My major? Chemical engineering, which was a rather large change from

my previous area of study. Everything else had changed so why not that?
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I explained it to my husband after I applied for graduate studies. “I’ve been having

these strange dreams,” I said, one night after making love.

“Mmm, me too,” he sighed. “Two kids, a condo and a cottage in Muskoka.”

“Not that kind of dream.” I was enfolded in his arms, spooned from behind. “I’m

standing in a desert somewhere and right in front of me there’s this huge industrial

complex rising out of the sand. It’s surrounded by fields of solar collectors—for

heat and power—and it has these huge turbines to suck air inside.”

He snuggled closer. “All that heat, probably needs a lot of cooling.”

“That’s not it. The air is funneled into a huge array of pipes that get smaller and

smaller until it reaches a reaction chamber—about the size of that dick pressing

against my leg.”

“That big, huh?”

“Well above average.” I kissed the back of his hand. “The weird thing is that I can

visualize the whole thing perfectly. From the shape of the chamber to the catalysts

it uses, how and when to apply heat and pressure, how to collect and process the

material that precipitates out… everything.”

He rested his chin on my shoulder. “Would I be correct in assuming these dreams

began shortly after you turned into the woman of my dreams?”

“Good guess.”

“You talk in your sleep.” He nuzzled my earlobe. “I suppose that’s why you got

into the whole chemistry thing.”

“I needed to write down the reaction sequence, in a way people will understand.” I

slid one hand between my legs, feeling for his joystick. “There’s more.”

“I was hoping there would be.” He buried his fingers in my hair.

“I see trucks leaving the building, every day. Pressurized tankers with ‘oxygen’ on

the side. Trucks with boxes of graphite rods and graphene sheets, bins of granular

carbon, buckets of buckyballs, bags of small diamonds…”

“Lots of carbon,” he said, as my fingers fell upon a different sort of rod.

“The thing is, they’re all outputs. It’s what the plant produces. And it releases

clean air downwind.” I ran my fingernail the length of it, lingering at the tip.

“Somebody wants you to save the world.” His leg eased over mine.

“That was my thought too.” I rolled over to face the soon-to-be father of my child,

whose birth lay six months in the future. “I guess there’s no need to spell it out for

you, huh?”



51

THE END

“Nope. Got better things to do.” He kissed me. Then our bodies folded one into

the other, he slipped himself inside me and we were off to the races.

*

I often thought of Carson in the years that followed, and spoke of him—or her—

to the people who joined our march to build carbon filtration plants in deserts all

across the world. Credit where credit is due.

I no longer doubted the quality of her friendship. Ekaterina was the best friend the

human race ever had, and mine as well.

Thanks Carson. You can turn me into a woman anytime.  �



Bonus Material

The revenge of a girlfriend scorned,
an elder sister who seeks the family
fortune for herself, a secretary who
wishes to replace her boss and move
up the corporate ladder… many are
the tales that cross paths in the midst
of a moment such as this.

Transgender Twilight Zone


