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~

The Maître d’

I was informed shortly after their arrival that the Turnbulls would be our target for

the evening. They were young, in their mid-to-late twenties. Perfect candidates.

The husband, Brett: tall and well-built, with curly dark hair and a trusting face.

The wife, Belle: a pretty woman, vivacious, with long wavy brown hair. She wore

a simple black dress and was not overly made-up, even though it was their third

anniversary, which suggested a casual approach to life. Not that it mattered.

They had, of course, reserved a table for two. We provided them with the privacy

they requested: a small balcony overlooking the main dining area. Private in the

sense that their conversation would not be overheard, but otherwise they were in

plain view. That didn’t matter either, but it suited Mr. Stimson.

They ordered a bottle of red wine—a Lambrusco di Sorbara; rather sweet for my

taste, but it’s not my palette—and an appetizer, and when those arrived they

ordered the main course: Coq au vin for the lady, beef bourguignon for the gent.

Not what one would call adventurous, but perhaps that was just as well. Their

evening was destined to be exciting in a very different way.

Once the waiter departed, I approached the husband with the news that a call was

waiting for him in the office. He looked surprised, but they had been asked to turn

off their mobiles inside the restaurant, so it wasn’t entirely outside the realm of

possibility. He followed me into the back, down a short hallway and into the room

I indicated. It was little more than a refurbished closet, with nothing inside but a

dental-style reclining chair and the mind-tap apparatus.

That’s when he noticed the gun in my hand. “Sit down, Mr. Turnbull.” I gestured

toward the chair. He sat, but demanded to know what was going on. My sous-chef

fastened the straps to his arms and legs, and lowered the helmet onto his head. I

pressed the button and his eyes closed. The machine had placed him into a state of

electrical anaesthesia, which never ceased to amaze. So much more civilized than

chloroform, and he would awake the moment it was turned off.

We left the husband there and closed the door. My sous-chef departed to summon

the wife. She would be told that her husband had collapsed and was requesting her

presence, and that a call to emergency services had already been made. When she

arrived, we ushered her into a second room, next to her husband’s.
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I must give her credit; she didn’t scream. My sous-chef was ready with a cloth just

in case, but it was not needed. She too demanded to know what was going on. All

in good time. Once she had been anesthetized I left her alone and closed the door.

We were ready for the next stage.

I stepped into the control room, where my employer was staring into a split-screen

monitor. It showed both Turnbulls, each bathed in dim red light. “I think we found

our man,” said Mr. Stimson, tapping the husband’s side of the screen.

“As you wish, sir.” I did what was necessary and activated the main console.

Back in the hall I waited the requisite five minutes for the transference to finish,

then entered the wife’s room and deactivated the machine. She awoke instantly,

realized something was wrong—and of course demanded to know what the hell

was going on. This time, I provided an explanation.

“You and your wife have just undergone a mind-swap.” I held up my hand. “Don’t

ask me why, it’s just something we do around here. But there is a problem, I’m

afraid. The machine is still somewhat ‘experimental’, shall we say, and it may not

have worked precisely as it should have.”

That was a lie, of course. The procedure was perfectly safe and reliable, but the

hardware was terribly expensive. The helmet and its apparatus, and the control

console, were only the interface; the real action was in the basement, where a

machine the size of a small automobile sat in a cold room burning through enough

electricity for a small data-center. The government uses such devices to place

spies behind enemy lines, rich men like Randolph Stimson use them to prolong

their own lives, and the company that builds the damn things makes a fortune. An

ordinary man such as myself cannot hope to afford such a device. Even access on

a temporary basis is strictly controlled. But I’ve been promised that my day will

come. Perhaps one day I will become a woman not unlike Belle Turnbull.

“The transference sometimes fails in one direction or the other,” I told Brett, who

now inhabited his pretty wife’s body. “It works eight or nine times out of ten. Do

you see the problem? If the transfer fails, then one of the two people involved is

left unchanged. Alas, the other mind is lost. You know who you are, but you

cannot know for certain whose mind is in the other body.”

Belle’s jaw dropped as Brett digested the information. “Can’t I just—ask?”

Gravely, I shook my head. “That, I’m afraid, is against the rules. You are hereby

required to maintain the pretense that you are in fact Belle Turnbull, until eight

o’clock tomorrow morning. After that, it’s up to you whether or not to bring up the

subject. Your former body will, of course, be given the same instructions.”
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“But—why?” she breathed. “Why the hell would—”

“Enough! Yours is not to know the reason why, yours is just to do… or die. You

must follow my instructions to letter. Fail and your life is forfeit. We have planted

tiny transmitters on both bodies. We will know, instantly, if and when you break

character. Armed men will be nearby to carry out the sentence.”

Her eyes bulged as poor Brett thought about that.

“Think of it as a game,” I said. “No doubt you played ‘pretend’ as a child. Perhaps

you acted in school plays. Being Belle is your role for this evening’s performance.

What’s at stake, however, is more than a poor review or a few ripe tomatoes. And

let me assure you—your audience will be very attentive.”

I helped her up, where she swayed on unfamiliar high heels. The feet themselves

were no strangers to such footwear, of course; only her mind was unaccustomed to

balancing this way. Live and learn. As for myself, I was looking forward to the

experience. Someday.

My sous-chef escorted Belle (née Brett) back to her seat. I entered the husband’s

room, where I awoke him, provided the necessary instructions and sent the man

back to his seat at the table for two. I had done my duty. Small solace, alas, for the

damage done to a pair of innocent lives.

Brett Turnbull

A mind-swap? The guy must be crazy. But yeah—hard to argue with the mounds

on my chest, or the long hair dangling from my head. I didn’t have to feel between

my legs to know that I was in a female body.

Oh, God. He said we switched bodies. So this was Belle’s body? I was wearing

her dress, or one just like it. But why? It’s just something they do? What kind of

people are they? How can they mess around with someone’s life like this?

Experimental? What the hell does that mean? My mind is in her body, but her

mind… Oh God. She might, or might not, be in my body. And if she isn’t, then

she’s just… gone. Ohmygod, this can’t be happening. “Can’t I just—ask?”

Apparently not. Upon pain of death, no less. For both of us.

My mind was spinning as someone escorted me back to our table, half-supporting

me all the way. For at least the next twelve hours, I had to pretend to be Belle.
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I sat, with Belle’s purse clutched in one hand. I placed it in my lap, as I’d seen her

do when we dined out. Then I fumbled for her compact, popped it open. The tiny

mirror showed me Belle’s face, her eyes frantic. I’d never seen her look so fearful,

or so lost. A wave of tenderness washed through me. I wanted so badly to comfort

her, to hold her close, to make her fears go away. But I couldn’t.

I was Belle. Her fear was my fear. It was me who felt lost, not her.

I returned the compact to her purse—to my purse. I picked up the wine glass in

front of me; her hand was trembling. This would not do. I had to relax. I had to be

Belle or we’d both… I drank, draining the glass. I needed courage.

I knew what had happened, but it was still a shock to see my own body winding its

way across the restaurant. He sat down, flashing me a quick smile. “Wouldn’t you

know… wrong number,” he said.

I licked my lips, tasting her lipstick. “Wrong number?”

“The call in the office. It was for someone else named ‘Brett’. That maître d’ is an

idiot.” He picked up his own glass and drank.

Was that how Belle would act, if she was trying to be me? Was it how I would act,

if somebody dragged me away from my anniversary dinner on a fool’s errand? I

couldn’t tell. I’d never watched myself speak before. It was nothing like seeing

yourself in a mirror.

A look of concern crossed his face. “Are you, uhm, okay? My de—darling?”

I couldn’t let it show, what I was feeling. Our lives were at stake. I forced myself

to smile. “Of course I am… sweetheart. I’m just hungry, that’s all. By any chance,

did you pass the kitchen? Any sign of our dinner?”

“No. The office was in the other direction. But the meals I saw on other tables—

they smell pretty good. This is a nice place.”

I agreed and we moved on to small talk about safe subjects, like the weather. I’m

sure she’d forgive me if I slipped up and said something that Belle wouldn’t know

about, but I had to stay totally in character—in case he was me. Although, if that

was the case then Belle was gone—just like that? erased?—and I wouldn’t have

much to live for. My mind skittered away from that place.

Eventually, the meals arrived. With something inside me, I managed to relax.

Halfway through my coq au vin I recalled that Belle rarely cleaned her plate; she

usually took part of her meal home. So I poked the remainder into a neat pile and

lay my fork on the plate. “I’ll save some for tomorrow.” She always said that.

“Suit yourself.” My former body proceeded to finish his own meal.
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Was that something I would’ve done? Hard to say. I often took some ‘to go’ just

so she wouldn’t think I was a total pig, but on the other hand the beef bourguignon

smelled heavenly and I had been known to clean my plate at times. Or was this

Belle over-compensating for being male?

He used a credit card to pay for the meal. Belle didn’t know my pin number, but in

any case it was a ‘tap’ transaction. I led the way back to our car, while he searched

his pockets for the key. Belle had never been a man before, I told myself. She

wasn’t used to keeping keys in a pants’ pocket.

For that matter, I wasn’t used to walking in heels and carrying a purse, but I had to

pretend that I was. We were being watched. I could feel their eyes upon me. So I

moved slowly, almost languidly, as I imagined a woman would—my foot pointed,

so that heel and toe came to ground at the same time. Rolling my hips just enough

to put a sway into my gait. It might have looked like I was coming on to my

husband, who was just behind me, but that couldn’t be helped. Besides, it was

exactly what Belle would do, if she was feeling frisky.

In the car, Brett made a show of turning on the GPS unit. “Oh, man, I always

make a hash of programming these things. Can you do it?”

I leaned forward. “Where would you like to go, dear?”

“Home, of course. Things to do.” He grinned. I shrugged and entered our address,

along with the restaurant’s location. The unit displayed the first of its directions.

Brett read it through and put the car in gear.

He drove carefully, keeping to the speed limit, just like Belle. I began to relax, in

spite of the situation. It wasn’t so bad, being Belle for the night. Come tomorrow

we could return to the restaurant and they’d switch us back. Why else would they

have that rule about eight o’clock in the morning? It was all a game; the maître d’

said so. And the game was: be each other for one night. Literally—to see how the

other half lives. Assuming the transfer had worked. Fingers crossed.

At home, I imagined what we would do, if we were our normal selves. On our last

anniversary, I recalled, we’d made an early night of it. Belle would know that.

Ever the gentleman, Brett took my coat and hung it in the hall closet. Then he took

me in his arms and kissed me. “What ever shall we do next?” he whispered into

my hair, nuzzling my ear.

I knew what Belle would do, so I kissed him back. “The girl needs lovin’.”

“I was hoping you’d say that.” His hand slid up into my hair, cupped the back of

my head, and we shared a long kiss. “Babe, how about you slip into something

more comfortable. I’ll score us something to drink.”
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“Don’t be long.” I stroked under his chin with Belle’s long fingernail. Then it was

upstairs to our bedroom, where—with difficulty—I managed to unzip my dress

and return it to Belle’s side of the closet. I rooted through her dresser drawer for

something skimpier than a slip and pantyhose, and scooted into the en suite to put

it on. As I did, Brett arrived in the bedroom. Drawers banged open and closed. She

was overcompensating, I thought; men don’t have to act like neanderthals.

I ended up wearing a black teddy that left my thighs exposed. The hem and bodice

were trimmed with pink lace. It wasn’t something Belle often wore, but she might

for a special occasion. I took a brush to my hair. Belle looked absolutely fantastic

in the mirror, with cleavage exposed and hair dancing around her shoulders. I had

to admit, it felt wonderful to be inside that gorgeous body and feeling that lovely

hair caressing the skin of what was for the moment my body.

My body. I was female. In a few minutes I’d be bedding down with a man. The

fact that it was my former body didn’t seem to matter. Once the lights were off it

could be anybody, any male body. And in due time that man would insert part of

his male body into my female body. Was I up for that?

I put the brush down, giving my hair a final shake. I had no choice. This was what

Belle would do and I had to stay in character. Our lives were on the line.

Brett was already in bed when I stepped out of the bathroom. Two glasses of wine

sat on the side table. Coyly, I sat on the bed and ran my finger down his chest.

“Here are the rules of the role-play,” I said. Belle usually took the lead in setting

the guidelines. Now what would she say… “You’re a salesman, at a conference, in

another city. You’re happily married, with kids, but your wife stayed home. She’s

a teacher or whatever. And I, uh… I’m one of the booth babes you talked to at the

conference. I convinced you to buy me dinner. Then I sweet-talked you into

bringing me back to your room, even though you said you don’t want to cheat on

your wife. I’m here to convince you otherwise. Ready—set—go.”

He handed me a wineglass, two-thirds full. “A drink, my dear?”

My lashes fluttered as I accepted it. “My goodness, sir, I do hope you’re not trying

to get a lady drunk. Not something a gentleman would do.”

“Not at all. I mean, I am,” he said awkwardly. “A gentleman, that is. Because in

spite of how this might look, I intend to be faithful to my wife.”

“Of course. I wouldn’t have it any other way.” My fingers slid slower. “But just

for tonight, couldn’t you pretend I’m your wife?” I set the glass aside and lay next

to him, remembering what Belle did the last time we were intimate. She was the

playful one. For me, that sort of thing is a stretch. I reached across his chest. “I can

be her. Please? Let me be her. Just for one night?”
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He looked confused, which was perfect. “Uhm, okay. You can be her. Her name is

‘Belle’, by the way. She’s a teacher or something.”

“You don’t sound too sure.” I drew circles on his chest. “If I’m Belle,” I said,

pouting a little, “I can teach you things, if you’ll let me.”

His eyebrows rose. “Teach away.” He doused the bedside light.

“I really am your wife,” I said, slipping under the covers. “I’m Belle. I do look

like her, don’t I?” I knew he could see me; light from the street cast a colorless

glow across our floral bedspread.

A rough hand caressed my cheek. “Well, whaddya know. You really do! Funny I

didn’t notice that before. Maybe you really are my wife.”

“I am. Never doubt that.” My fingers entwined with his.

“I’m glad you’re here.” He grinned. “I was really tempted by a hot booth babe I

met today. Who knows what would’ve happened…”

Oh, he was good! Or rather, Belle was. She was really getting into the spirit of the

role-play. It was hard to sort out who I was supposed to be, but what I had to do

was clear as a bell. My wife was a passionate woman. In bed, she never failed to

play me like a fiddle. Now it was my turn. I slid over to him, pressing my body

against his. “Your Belle will make you forget all about her.”

Our lips met. The last time we were together, Belle hadn’t wasted any time getting

down to business. Her body didn’t seem to need much in the way of foreplay, and

now I could see why. My heart was pounding and between my legs already felt

damp. My God, the woman was sex on wheels! How could I not have noticed this

before? I’d always been so focused on taking it slow.

No longer. Not with her in charge of my old body. Male fingers kneaded my right

breast and tweaked the nipple. An electric charge surged through my womanly

body—through Belle’s body, with me along for the ride. My mouth opened. His

tongue found mine and we made love like a pair of anacondas. My own fingers

fumbled their way between his legs and stroked what they found there. It wasn’t

the largest such object in the world—but damn if it wasn’t hard as a rock!

No way could it be me in there. I’d never been that stiff in my life. Relief flooded

through me. Belle and I were still together, even if I was her and she was me. We

were still husband and wife.

I moaned into his mouth. His fingers were inside me now, probing. Belle would

know just what to do with a pussy to make it purr. The least I could do was show

her what could be done with a dick. My fingers stroked the length of it, with a

light touch, lingering on the head before returning to the base. Softly, softly…
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Our mouths parted as he heaved himself on top of me. I spread my legs. It was

almost instinctive. Then he was inside me—and all I could think was that a vagina

must surely be a penis turned inside-out. The way he pressed against my skin ‘in

there’ felt like making love to a tight pussy—only the pleasure kept coming in

waves, far past the point where I would have climaxed as a male.

“You’re not my wife,” he hissed into my ear. “You’re just another booth babe in a

long line of booth babes. Don’t expect to see me again.”

“You’re such a bad—” Then his mouth closed in on mine and we writhed together

in unison; a single being joined at the hip and the jaw, and driven to madness by

the experience.

Madness. That was the only way to describe what we had done, and afterwards I

lay spent in his arms pondering what it was like for a man to turn into his wife for

a night of passion. It was a good thing, I decided. An evening of utter insanity to

teach me how to be a better lover. A day or two more wouldn’t be the worst idea

in the world. I fell asleep full of hope.

But in the thin light of morning, my husband was gone.

The Maître d’

I returned to the control room, where Mr. Stimson’s body lay in the chair awaiting

disposal. I stared at it with distaste, recalling our last conversation.

“We found our man,” he’d said, tapping the screen. “I ran a background check on

the guy. He’s clean. No debt, his credit’s good, no trouble with the law. And he’s a

looker to boot. Score!” He pointed at the desk. “I signed the papers. As soon as

‘he’ signs, everything I own will become his. Or rather, mine.” He grinned.

“Excellent choice, sir,” I said, as I prepared the chair for his occupancy. “I look

forward to working with Mr. Turnbull.”

“You’ll get your chance, old boy. One of these days.” He moved to the recliner. I

strapped him in and lowered the helmet. He faded out as quickly as the Turnbulls

had. Then I initiated the mind transfer. In the other room, when I awakened Mr.

Stimson in Brett’s old body, the young man roared, “By the gods, it worked!”

“It did indeed, sir.” I watched him scrawl his new name on the documents that

enabled him to reclaim ownership of his financial empire, which included this

restaurant, then walked the new Brett Turnbull back to his seat, all the while
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feeling horribly guilty. Such a pleasant young couple, and now their marriage was

over. A sad turn of events, to be sure.

But this was where it got tricky. There was a new mind in the body of Randolph

Stimson, and that mind could not be allowed to wake up. At least not here.

Stimson might not care what happened to his old body, but I did. A body thief I

might be, but a murderer I was very much not.

I administered a chemical anesthetic to the old man’s body, then turned off the

machine. While Stimson was off having fun in his new body, my night would be a

busy one: liberate a hopeless patient—with no mind left to speak of—from the

mental hospital across town, bring her here, transfer Belle’s mind into that patient,

return her to the hospital, and dispose of the old man’s body. Someone had to die,

but it need not be this young innocent mind.

The original Belle Turnbull, it was my hope, would someday be able to persuade

the doctors of her sanity and be released, and yet be able to make some sort of life

for herself. But all that was for the future.

Stimson’s final words to me, before rejoining his ‘wife’ at their table, haunted me

still. “I’m going to enjoy this,” he said, with a malevolent glint in his eye. “The

look in his—or her—eyes while he tries to figure out who I am; his precious wife,

or himself.” He laughed. “Imagine that. Wrong on both counts!”

I resolved that the next time this happened—whenever that might be—it would be

Randolph Stimson’s cruel mind locked away in a mental hospital. That would be

Belle’s final revenge, and mine as well.

Randolph Stimson

Marvellous. To feel young again, and so strong! No more aches and pains of age,

no more being winded by a simple flight of stairs. It was truly a miracle of modern

medicine. Such a pity more people can’t benefit, but the masses will come to

understand. There are only so many bodies to go around.

My aide walked me back to the table. And there she was: the man whose body I

now wore, ensconced in the form of his lovely wife. Let the games begin.

I flashed her a smile and sat down. “Wouldn’t you know… wrong number.”

“Wrong number?” She licked her lips, looking surprised.
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“The call in the office,” I said. “It was for someone else named ‘Brett’. The

maître d’ is an idiot.” No lie there. I sampled the wine they’d ordered and made a

face. An overpriced Lambrusco di Sorbara; far too sweet.

She was studying me, but without being too obvious about it; no doubt trying to

figure out who I really was—his precious Belle or just another version of himself.

That it might be someone else altogether would never cross his mind. It took a

great deal of self-control to avoid laughing out loud. Instead, I forced a note of

uncertainty into my voice. It wasn’t difficult; I’ve been bluffing people across a

boardroom table for decades. “Are you, uhm, okay? My darling?”

She managed to smile, which was impressive under the circumstances. “Of course

I am, sweetheart. I’m just hungry, that’s all. By any chance, did you pass the

kitchen? Any sign of our dinner?”

She was pretty when she smiled. Long dark hair framing a face with near-perfect

symmetry. Decent figure too. This was going to be fun. I shook my head. “The

office was in the other direction. But the meals I saw, on other tables, they smell

pretty good. This is a nice place.”

When the meals arrived, I dove in. I hadn’t had much of an appetite in years, and

the bourguignon was quite good—superb, in fact, although that might be my new

palette talking. The girl didn’t—or couldn’t—finish her own meal, but that meant

nothing to me. I did wonder if eating everything might be out of character for this

man, but there was little point second-guessing myself. She would no doubt be

wondering the same thing.

One does encounter a few challenges when pretending to be someone else. Brett’s

credit card, for instance. Thank God for ‘tap’ technology. I had trouble finding the

keys to his car, and of course I had to let the girl walk ahead to show me where it

was. It was amusing to watch her totter along in high heels, trying to pretend they

were everyday items. Her body language told me they weren’t. I managed to

avoid laughing at her.

Needless to say, I had no idea where the Turnbulls lived. Fortunately, the car was

equipped with GPS. I’d never used such a thing before, but did manage to turn it

on without too much fuss. “Oh, man,” I said, coyly. “I always make a hash of

programming these things. Can you do it?”

She seemed happy to oblige. “Where would you like to go, dear?”

“Home, of course. Things to do.” I grinned at her. It was their anniversary, so a bit

of suggestive foreplay was surely in order. That meshed with my own plan for the

evening; a happy coincidence.
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Their house was nothing to write home about, but that didn’t matter. I’d only be

staying the one night. Once inside, I played the suitor and swept her into my arms.

At first, I was very aware that I was kissing a man in a woman’s body. Not that it

put me off—far from it. That was the whole point of this exercise.

I held tight and whispered into her ear, “Whatever shall we do next?”

She kissed me back. “The girl needs lovin’.”

Again, most impressive. Brett was good at imitating his late wife. I say late,

because by now her mind had certainly been discarded along with my own former

body. Tragic, one might say, but there have to be winners and losers in this game

of musical bodies.

“I was hoping you’d say that,” I said, channeling my inner Clark Gable. I gripped

the back of her head and kissed her, long and hard. “Babe, how about you slip into

something more comfortable. I’ll score us something to drink.”

“Don’t be long,” she said, stroking my chin with her fingernail. That was a nice

touch. It was easy to believe she was looking for action. Hell, maybe she was.

When I arrived with the wine, Belle was in the bathroom, doing whatever it is men

imagine that women do to get themselves ready for sex. I glanced through their

drawers, then realized I didn’t need pajamas after all. For what I had in mind,

‘naked’ would do just fine. I climbed into bed and waited.

She strolled into the room like Jayne Mansfield in heat, wearing a black teddy that

left little to the imagination. She was sexy as hell, although I’d had better. More of

a girl-next-door type, really, but she’d do for the night. Particularly since I hadn’t

had a satisfactory erection in well over a decade.

She ran her finger down my chest and my body responded. “Here are the rules of

the role-play,” she purred. Incredible, that a man could be so damn convincing as

a woman. Brett must value his life a great deal—or hers, for that matter—to so

thoroughly disgrace his masculinity.

A faraway look came into her eyes. “You’re a salesman,” she murmured, “at a

conference, in another city. You’re happily married…”

I listened with half an ear as she droned on, studying her mannerisms. The way

she tilted her head and toyed with her hair, the way her lashes trembled when she

looked at me, like she wanted it bad. I could only assume that Brett was parroting

what he’d seen his wife do in similar circumstances, but either the man was an

Oscar-caliber actor—actress might be more accurate—or his female body was

getting the upper hand. I smiled inwardly, imagining the silent cry to help as his

body’s feminine urges became impossible to resist.
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Belle fixed me with a steady gaze. “Ready—set—go.”

I handed her a glass of wine. “A drink, my dear?”

Her lashes fluttered. “My goodness, sir, I do hope you’re not trying to get a lady

drunk. Not something a gentleman would do.”

I feigned awkwardness. “Not at all. I mean, I am. A gentleman, that is.”

Her fingers probed my crotch. Again, I almost laughed. Here was a man in his

wife’s body, pretending to be his wife, who was pretending to be a booth babe on

the make, who was pretending to be my wife. And if Brett could keep all that

straight in his head, then he was a better man than I. As for myself, I wasn’t

worried. All I had to do was get it up.

“I can be her. Please? Let me be her. Just for one night?” I hemmed and hawed

before agreeing. She drew circles on my chest. “If I’m Belle… I can teach you

things…”

Whatever. I snapped the light off and she joined me between the sheets. “I’m glad

you’re here. I was really tempted by a hot booth babe I met today. Who knows

what would’ve happened…”

She pressed against me. “Your Belle will make you forget all about her.”

We kissed. Her excitement was obvious, which meant that Brett was responding

exactly as a woman should. Might he be a closet homosexual? How else could a

man slip so perfectly into the female role? I kneaded her breast. Then her mouth

opened and I surged inside. Her fingers found my rock-hard dick and played it like

a violin—just like a woman would.

My own urges took control. He isn’t a man anymore, I thought. I jammed my

fingers inside her. She moaned and her fingers got busier. I rolled myself on top

and she spread her legs. Instinct; she was all woman now, body and soul. Triumph

surged though me—I had done it! I turned a man into a woman. It was the greatest

turn-on I could imagine.

I plunged into her like a bull in heat. In and out. Again and again. “You’re not my

wife,” I told her. “You’re just another booth babe in a long line of booth babes.

Don’t expect to see me again.”

She moaned. “You’re such a bad—”

I sealed her mouth with mine and together we writhed like beasts in the field.

*
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Brett was still asleep when I arose early from their martial bed and departed; her

energy drained, his masculinity destroyed. My work was done.

I took a cab to my lawyer’s office. He knew of my plans and had already received

the documents that made me heir to the Stimson fortune. Together we mapped out

how to inform my staff and complete the handover. I also signed papers to initiate

Brett Turnbull’s divorce from Belle. “When all that has been settled,” I told him,

“I want to legally change my name—back to Randolph Stimson.”

He gazed at me through watery eyes. “I would advise against. It would be rather

odd, shall we say, for an heir to change his name to that of his benefactor. If the

press found out you had access to that machine, they might put two and—”

“Don’t care. I’ll take the chance. I want my name back.”

“All right. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” He returned to his paperwork.

I leapt up to pace the room. “Don’t worry, old friend. I remember our deal. As

soon as I’m back in charge, a brand new body will be yours for the asking. Tell

me, honestly—if you could choose, would you be a man or a woman?”

His eyes widened but he kept his composure. “Haven’t given it much thought,” he

murmured. “But since you ask… a woman. College age. On her gap year, perhaps;

bound for Europe. London, Paris, Rome—”

I slapped him on the back. “The ‘legally blonde’ thing, eh? You old dog! Looking

for romance in all the right places. Well, stick with me and you’ll be flat on your

back before you know it, making some young Parisian beg for his next baguette.”

He pursed his lips. “I see that your God-given talent to turn a phrase inside-out is

still functional. I suppose that’s a good sign.”

“It means I’m still me,” I said, striking a pose. “Randolph Stimson has cheated

death. Tell hell to cancel my reservation.”

Belle Turnbull

I was no longer myself. I could remember that awful headwaiter threatening me

with a gun and tying me to a chair and putting that strange helmet on my head, but

after that—nothing. Until I woke up in this awful place, with white-washed walls

and antiseptic odor, strapped to an iron-frame bed with doctors and nurses telling

me my name was, and is, Candice Wormwood. Who?
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Silly people. I told them who I was, but all they seemed to care about was that I

could talk at all. Because I couldn’t tell at first, you see. I was strapped down, and

even when I wasn’t I was wearing one of those long hospital gowns, so I couldn’t

see my body. Yes, I felt older and heavier and sort of wrinkled, but that’s how you

tend to feel when you’ve been through—well, whatever it was I’d been through.

Plus, there simply weren’t any mirrors—with good reason, as I found out in due

time. Most patients in a psychiatric ward are better off if they don’t know how

simply awful they look.

I was sure they must have mixed me up with someone else when I was admitted.

And I was worried about Brett, because wouldn’t he have told them who I really

was? And if he wasn’t here looking for me, then where was he?

It was two weeks later, when I was deemed to be no longer a threat to myself or

anyone else, and I was in the doctor’s office discussing my prognosis, and she let

me see myself in a little mirror she kept in her desk—that’s when I found out.

“There, you see? You’re just who you’ve always been,” she said.

Only I wasn’t. It wasn’t my face in the mirror, she was some stranger. She was

older—by twenty years, as it turned out—and a bit heavier and, well… I hate to

speak ill of anyone, least of all someone who’s me, but she wasn’t all that good-

looking either. Of course, she’d been through hell. A serious car accident—not her

fault—had left her body intact but her mind unresponsive, according to the doctor,

and several years spent flat on your back will ruin anyone’s figure. And where the

figure goes, the face follows. But that’s just me.

Then I did go a bit crazy. Who wouldn’t? I ended up back in bed, strapped down,

with supervised bathroom visits, for a whole week. But it gave me time to think. I

wasn’t crazy, I knew that much. So how could this happen?

I considered the possibility of divine intervention, but it made no sense that God

could have this much of a hate on towards me—whatever he might think of this

Candice woman. Then I remembered a night several months ago when I couldn’t

sleep and wound up sitting in the kitchen, drinking herbal tea and listening to the

radio. It was some program where a bunch of wacky guys chat about conspiracy

theories. The subject that night: body-swapping.

I didn’t pay much attention at the time. The guest insisted that the government had

access to body-swapping technology and if that sort of thing became widespread it

could lead to the end of civilization—because how could you ever be sure who

anyone else was? I remember thinking, “Pffft, yeah right!” But now, here I was in

someone else’s body and there was no arguing with that.

So someone must’ve stolen my body. That’s what happened in the restaurant.
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Who would do such a thing? Surely not the government. They might not give a

hoot about the average citizen, but I was no one important. So then, a member of

the public; somebody rich. They’d have to be, to get their hands on that kind of

technology. Some old lady, I figured, who wanted to be young and pretty again.

I raged at that for awhile. Some people—some selfish people—think that having

money gives them the right to push everyone else around. Damn them!

I calmed down after awhile. You can only be angry for so long. But I decided to

keep this to myself. No one would believe a word of it—duh—and I didn’t want

the word ‘crazy’ hanging over my head for the rest of my life. So I stopped

insisting I was anyone but Candice Wormwood.

The doctors were happy. The nurses were overjoyed. I became a model patient.

Six months later they let me out. I wasn’t quite free as a bird; I had to live in a

group home for the mentally challenged. Only I wasn’t challenged in the slightest;

I knew exactly who I was—and who I wasn’t.

The first day they let me wander around on my own, I went home. I’m not sure

what I expected to find there. The old bat who stole my body surely wouldn’t be

living there; she’d be off on some beach in the south of France, flaunting her ill-

gotten goods. Brett might be home, mourning the loss of his wife, although he

wouldn’t know who the heck I was. So I marched up to the door with a story ready

to go: I lived the next block over and was looking for my lost cat, a cute little

black-and-white fluffball and have you seen her?

But it wasn’t Brett. It was Belle that opened the door, Belle who listened to me

stutter out my lost-cat story, Belle who said sorry but she hadn’t seen the fluffball.

I don’t remember leaving the house or taking the bus, but I ended up back at the

group home. Nothing made sense. Why would that thieving old biddy want to live

in my little house? It was nothing special. Why would she want to take over my

all-too-ordinary life? No. Something else was going on.

It wasn’t hard to find out what had happened to Brett; it was in all the newspapers.

Several months before he had divorced his young wife, inherited the estate of a

wealthy old man—who died of natural causes, the police said, in the back of the

restaurant he owned—and even changed his name.

Needless to say, I knew the name of the restaurant.

Ah, I thought. Brett’s body must have been stolen, just like mine. But where was

Brett’s mind? Rotting away in some psychiatric patient, maybe one less functional

than I was? Or… good God, could that have been him I spoke to at our house? It

was mind-blowing, the idea my husband might have become a woman…
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Unfortunately, there was another possibility. Belle might be, well, just Belle. She

might be another version of me. For all I knew, my mind could just as easily have

been copied as ‘swapped’.

I couldn’t just knock on the door and ask her. “Excuse me, Ms. Turnbull, but are

you really you or are you actually your former husband?” If she was me, she’d

freak out, and probably call the cops. No, I had to figure this out for myself.

I started hanging out in the neighborhood; going for coffee, shopping, sitting in

the park. We kept running into each other—no big mystery, since I supposedly

lived in the area. We ended up in the same yoga class, had coffee a few times,

exchanged phone numbers. I called her a few times, just to chat. She seemed like a

really nice, down-to-earth girl. The differences were subtle, but I teased them out.

There were things about her past that I knew, and she didn’t.

One night we met for dinner, at a little bistro a few blocks from home. It was one

of our regular haunts, as a married couple, and I noticed her looking around with a

sad expression. My heart skipped a beat. I’d booked us a table for two in the

corner, separated from other diners by an ornate driftwood carving.

“You’ve been here before,” I said, over twin glasses of white wine.

Her smile faded as quickly as it came. “Is it that obvious?”

“Not really. I know the signs, is all. I’ve been here too. Fairly often, in fact.”

“Me too. I don’t recall seeing you.”

“It was awhile back. I’ve changed a lot.” I leaned forward. “Listen… I hope this

isn’t too out of line, but… We’re friends, right?” She nodded and I took a moment

to half-drain my glass. “It’s just… well, I can tell that you weren’t always… you

know… a woman.”

Her jaw dropped and she pulled back. “How the hell—”

“It isn’t obvious,” I hastened to ad, “it’s just that I know the signs.”

Her shoulders slumped. “And here’s me thinking I was doing so well.”

My heart leapt again. “You are! Doing really well—I mean that. It’s… no one else

would ever have known. Only—” I licked my lips. “Only me.”

She threw me a suspicious glance. “What’s so special about you?”

My hands crept across the table. “Because you’re Brett—and I’m Belle.”

“Belle?” I’ll spare you the details of what followed. I told him things that only his

wife would know. We traded stories of what had happened to us. All this time he

believed I had simply taken his body and left. There were tears.
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“It’s that awful old man,” I said. “Why else would ‘Brett’ change his name to

Randolph Stimson? He’s the one that did this to us.”

We spent that night together, back in the bed we had shared as man and wife. And

the next day, we returned to the restaurant.

The Maître d’

When I saw them, I wept. The guilt I felt would allow for nothing less. To look at

them was to see two women, arm in arm. But I knew better. Belle and Brett had

found each other. And they wanted answers.

I told them everything. I begged their forgiveness. And they told me exactly what

I would have to do to get it. I could refuse them nothing.

It wasn’t difficult. Mr. Stimson often visited the restaurant, still playing the game

he loved so much. Not to swap himself with anyone else, of course, but to switch

some young couple around and watch the action play out according to the rules of

the game. Most often, although not always, the man and woman would return the

next day to be returned to their former bodies.

There can be no doubt; the man was a monster. He got what he deserved.

I was also required to contact the company that built the bodyswap device. Once

they knew how it had been used, they recalled the machine and denied it had ever

been here. No one needs that kind of publicity. With that, the games came to an

end—alas, with me still stuck in a male body. Such is my penance.

I spoke with the Turnbulls one last time, when they came by to finalize our deal—

and no less important, to bestow upon me their forgiveness. We sat together and

shared a bottle of Lambrusco di Sorbara; still too sweet, but I knew they liked it.

And I held myself forever in their debt, for it was thanks to their generosity that I

now owned the restaurant in which we sat.

But there remained one aspect of the affair that confused me. “Forgive me for

asking, but I am curious. What made you decide,” I asked the young woman, “to

remain in your wife’s body?” Brett had chosen to live out his life as Belle, while

Belle’s mind had been transferred into her husband’s body—after which they had

remarried, with Brett as the bride. I attended as their guest.

She ran her hand through her hair. “I just… wasn’t a man anymore. Not after that

first night. Not after months of living as a woman… I couldn’t go back.”
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Brett took her hand. “It was her choice and I respect that. Frankly, after everything

I went through as that other woman, I needed a clean break myself.” He shrugged.

“We were married for five years, we dated in high school. We practically grew up

together, so pretending to be each other… it’s pretty easy.” He grinned.

“I was the girl next-door,” Belle said. She slipped her arm through his. “And we

don’t really have to pretend. Not anymore. This is who we are.”

As Mr. Stimson was fond of saying, it’s a game of musical bodies. Someone has to

win and someone has to lose. Well, sir, the music has stopped—and you lost. I sat

with the winners and we drank to their future.

Randolph Stimson

“Damn you—I am not this woman! My name is Randolph Stimson, and I am a

very rich man. I’ll ruin you—I swear it! Release me.”

Two doctors stood at the door while orderlies strapped me to the bed. One doctor

said, “It’s a pity. She was doing so well. Out on her own… and now this.”

The other said, “Lemme get this straight—she was comatose for five years?”

“Indeed. Then one day she just… woke up. Just as we always hope they will. But

she insisted she was someone else; some other woman. After that, she seemed to

make a full recovery, to the point where she was released into the community.”

She sighed. “I have no idea what happened to her last night, but she was returned

to the group home raving about—this. They sedated her, but she was no better this

morning so they brought her back. I fear she may never regain her mind.”

“Such an odd case. Not a single alternate personality, but two.” He paused. “I

believe this calls for an intensive programme of deep hypnosis.”

“I agree. It might not be a full cure, but she would at least be able to suppress the

delusions and live as herself. Perhaps in a group home. Someday.”

I screamed at them, and then again each time they came for me. I would never

become the woman they wanted me to be. But as the days and weeks passed, my

protests weakened and ultimately fell silent. The voice of Candice Wormwood

grew stronger in my mind, louder with each session of hypnotic programming.

At last there came a day when the truth descended upon me like a hammer to the

side of the head. Yes… I am Candice Wormwood. Yes… I am a woman.
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The Lawyer

I would never have stolen someone else’s life. I’m not like him. I waited—almost

too long, in fact, as death grew uncomfortably near—until a suitable body became

available. A young woman from the college, who had barely survived a drowning,

but whose mind was too long without oxygen. The surgical team was bribed, a

‘radical new procedure’ was attempted, and in the privacy of the operating room

our two minds were switched. Nothing was lost. An old man passed away in

peace; a daughter was reunited with her family.

I gazed up at the Eiffel Tower in wonder. So tall and solid and… phallic. Funny

how often things struck me that way. Perhaps the former occupant of this body

was trying to tell me something. I swayed on heels a little too tall for comfort, but

Jean-Pierre’s arm was there to catch me. We’d met the previous day on the Rue du

Plat-d’Etain and he had been my guide to ‘Gay Paree’ ever since.

“Careful,” he whispered into my hair. “At this very spot, many a fair lady has

fallen from her footwear attempting to take it all in.”

“Then I’m lucky,” I murmured back, “to have you at my side.” I leaned into his

embrace. Long dark hair swept across my neck as I looked up, presenting my face

for the expected kiss. When it came, I gave myself over to it and to him as never

before. With all my heart. “I think it’s time,” I said softly, as my lashes fluttered

unexpectedly, “for me to see what else in this city stands so tall and so proud…

don’t you?” I flashed him a coy smile.

“Véronique, it would be my pleasure. My place or yours?” He offered to bring the

wine, because such is required for making love in Paris.

“My hotel isn’t far. And there’s a deli near there that sells the most wonderful

baguettes. Ask me nicely and I might let you have one.”

He laughed and kissed me again. “You would have me beg?”

I kissed him back. “Wait and see.” Arm in arm, we strolled across the Champ de

Mars, two lovers-to-be in a city famed for that sort of thing. I was on the guilt-free

path to total womanhood and my regrets were few.

Randolph was a fool. He could have had all this and more, had he not been so

fixated on messing with people’s lives. Some of us, I mused, gazing up at Jean-

Pierre’s curly hair and lopsided grin, get exactly what we deserve.  �
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