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Amanda HawkinsA Time Machine! (sort of)

Dear Professor Hazaärd:

I left you this letter to tell you that I have to go away. I’m sorry to
take off like this, but I screwed things up pretty badly and now I have
to leave town and start a new life somewhere else. I can’t be around
my family anymore. They wouldn’t understand what I did or why I did
it. You won’t either. Probably nobody will, but I have to tell someone.

I’ll write what follows like it’s a story; maybe dramatize it a little.
It’s just easier that way—like pretending it happened to somebody else.
I wish it had, but I’ve got no one else to blame. I brought this on myself.

�

I’ve known Professor Hazaärd for a long time. I grew up in the house next to his,

which was a big old Victorian mansion at the closed end of the street. My buddies

thought it was haunted, but I knew better. I used to run errands for him, to earn a

bit of cash, and in the summer I’d keep his yard tidy because he never had time for

stuff like that. The Professor was a PhD at the university, but he didn’t teach much

anymore. Just grad classes and research—lots and lots of research.

When I got older I helped him out in the lab too. He had a real laboratory in his

basement and I’m pretty sure no one else was ever allowed inside. It wasn’t the

kind of lab you seen in movies, with all kinds of glassware and chemicals and

stuff like that. The Professor wasn’t that kind of scientist. He’s a physicist,

probably one of the smartest ever. But he’s got really bad people skills, so no one

else knows how smart he is. Maybe the students he teaches do, but they don’t stay

around long enough to get to know him. He doesn’t even publish much anymore;

not since he started building his time machine.

When I went to the university myself, I lived on campus so I didn’t see him very

much during the term. But every year, during the summer, he’d hire me as his

research assistant and I’d help him out in the lab—as well as running errands and

keeping his yard clean. The pay was pretty good; that, plus the scholarship, was

enough to keep me in school. I wouldn’t have been able to go otherwise; my mom

is a single mother and she works hard to provide for me and my younger brother,

Tommy. It’s enough to keep a roof over our heads, but there’s never much left for

anything else. The Professor knew my mom back in high school; not real well, but

I think he carried a torch for her and maybe that’s why he was so generous.
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Things changed when I came home after third year. My first day back in the lab he

told me what he’d done. The time machine worked (sort of), he said, but he didn’t

seem very happy about it. I never did understand half of what he told me—a lot

less than half, actually—but I knew that the physics the machine was based on put

some pretty significant restrictions on what it could do. No inanimate objects: that

was a big one. So you couldn’t reach back in time and snag artifacts, or collect a

big pile of gold or anything like that. It only worked on living material. He tried to

explain why that was, but it never made sense to me.

Another big restriction was that it only made copies. Most time machines you hear

about—the fictional ones, I mean—they act like doorways. You step through and

you’re transported through time and space; or as we say in the biz, space-time. But

that’s not how it works in real life. The machine was supposed to reach back and

select a particular person—they had to be unconscious or sleeping, for some

reason—and then bring an exact duplicate of that person into the here-and-now.

They’d be naked, of course, but you can deal with that. Have clothes ready!

The advantage of this is pretty obvious: you don’t change the timeline. In other

words, no paradoxes. The original person stays right there in his or her own time,

to live out their life as God (or whoever) intended, while the copy can do whatever

he or she wants in the present day. The Professor really liked that part.

“Edmund,” he’d say, “I am very much looking forward to speaking with Einstein.

Think of it—a fellow physicist, the most brilliant mind that ever lived. Once he

gets caught up with all the progress we’ve made since his time—he could attend

the university, perhaps as a special appointee—imagine the contributions he could

make! Yet I agonize over the choice I must make: at what age should I bring him

forward? The young Einstein, fresh off his discovery of general relativity? Or an

aging Einstein, during his futile pursuit of a unified field theory? The first would

give him more working years here, but the second would make for a more natural

continuation of his life. And then I think, perhaps I could have both!”

He was also pretty keen on grabbing JFK the night before he was assassinated.

“Think of it, Edmund,” he’d say. “The man was only forty-six when he died: still

in the prime of his life! Imagine what he could do now, with the nation divided as

never before, and where America and the world face challenges he could not even

imagine. Climate change, racial unrest, the reign of cash in our political system…

What better cure could there be than Camelot reborn?”

Professor Hazaärd had some big plans, which is why I got confused when he

sounded so down in the mouth. The time machine worked—but then he grimaced

and added, “sort of.” The devil’s in the details, they say, and this was one hell of a

nasty detail. The target had to be alive, but the copy that came back—wasn’t.
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That shocked me. “They die during the transfer? But—isn’t there something you

can do to protect them? To shield them from—”

He shook his head. The situation was not so simple. He was afraid that the basic

theory the device was based on was somehow flawed. The time machine didn’t

just kill the animal—he had tested the machine on numerous lesser lifeforms—it

hollowed the creature out. What arrived what nothing more than an empty husk;

the skin or pelt and nothing more. The flesh inside had either been somehow lost

during temporal translation—or not copied in the first place. Perhaps the machine

could sense only the exterior of a living being; the Professor didn’t know.

Actually, the truth turned out to be a lot weirder than that. Even though the husk

certainly looked and felt like real skin, or fur, it was different on the inside. The

Professor had sliced some of the husks open and found that the interior didn’t feel

like skin at all, but instead resembled a smooth fabric. It was almost as if the hide

had been ‘cured’ in some incredibly sophisticated way, to make it last. In several

weeks of testing, none of the husks he’d accumulated had shown the slightest sign

of deterioration. If they had once been flesh and once been alive, it appeared they

no longer were. What they were now, Wilhelm Hazaärd could not say.

I’m almost too ashamed to tell you what happened next.

No, scratch that: I am ashamed. But I’ll tell you anyway. What does it matter now,

if my mother and Tommy and everybody learns my terrible secret? Their shame

can’t hurt me now. Neither can their judgement.

I admit it: Edmund Trixler was a cross-dresser. Ever since I was a little kid, I’ve

been addicted to wearing my mother’s clothes. After school, with her at work and

Tommy out with his buddies playing baseball or ball hockey, I would go through

her dresser and her closet and dress myself in whatever I chose, always careful to

put the items back exactly where I found them. I don’t think she ever knew, but I

could be wrong about that. Doesn’t matter now.

Professor Hazaärd left me in charge of the storage room where the husks were

kept. They were stacked up on shelves, like the pelts at a fur trading post. Only

instead of bears, beavers and foxes, these had once been human beings. Yes, there

were animals as well, both large and small: several rabbits, a panda, a wild boar,

an Asian sun bear, and taking up one long shelf by itself, the husk of a woolly

mammoth. I’m sure the archaeologists would love to get their hands on that, but I

was only interested in the people—specifically, the women.

Yes, I know. Let the judging begin. I have no defense.

The Professor wanted a record of the work he’d done. In his zeal he had charged

through his testing, without fully documenting his results. His notes were a royal
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mess and it was my job to sort it all out. So there I was shuffling through the piles

of husks, writing down names and species, and trying to match them to the spidery

writing in his laboratory notebooks. Einstein, Kennedy, Shakespeare, Marilyn

Monroe… it was like a Who’s Who from history class. There were others as well;

lots of people I didn’t recognize.

The Professor had cut several of the husks open, which is how he knew the inside

was made of that slick fabric he told me about. That’s what got me thinking.

I was working through the dinner on a Friday evening in the summer term, when

Professor Hazaärd told me he was going out. Something about meeting an old

friend for drinks. He left me alone in the house—and my thoughts turned to one of

the female husks I’d seen—a young woman, her identity unknown, but from her

hairstyle I thought she might be from the Roaring Twenties. The Professor’s notes

had mentioned one test that reached back about eighty years.

Her husk was one that the Professor had opened: a neat cut straight down the

back, where the spine should be. That’s what made it interesting. It was also the

beginning of my downfall.

I took the husk up to a spare bedroom on the main floor, and locked the door. I’m

ashamed to speak of this, but I took off my clothes. I got naked. Not to have

‘unnatural relations’ with the poor woman’s remains, but to put it on! Maybe

that’s worse; I don’t know. It’s what I did, that’s what matters.

I slipped into it easily enough; emphasis on slip. It was tight, but the fabric on the

inside was so smooth it felt like slipping into a pair of satin leggings—only it was

over my entire body. It sounds creepy as hell, but I even managed to get my own

head inside hers, like wearing a mask. The back wouldn’t fully close, but if I

didn’t move around too much it did kind of look like I was her. With me inside,

you could see what she must’ve looked like back then, with her breasts standing

out on my chest and her blonde pageboy swirling around my shoulders (although I

couldn’t feel it). I won’t mention the rest.

The trouble was, that same slickness inside meant that whenever I moved the husk

would slide around as well. That was especially noticeable for the face, which I

kept having to realign with my own. Still, it was a thrill. I was a real woman!

A week later, I managed to smuggle the thing home. Mom was out on a date and

Tommy on an overnight trip with his soccer team. I wore the woman’s husk, and

this time dressed up in my mother’s lingerie and a black cocktail dress I was

especially fond of. Again, as long as I didn’t shift my limbs around too much, I

looked an awful lot like she would have.

Yeah, I know. I’m a creepy ghoul who doesn’t deserve to live. So sue me.
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Being a student of the sciences, I thought I might be able to improve the situation

by dosing the husk with something to make it softer and a little less slippery on the

inside. Not that I wanted to glue myself into one, of course; that would be crazy.

Just get it to gently adhere to my own skin, like Cling Wrap, and make it feel more

like the real thing. It would be harder to put on, but easier to wear for awhile.

That was the lure, of course. To wear a female form for hours, fully dressed in

Mom’s lingerie and a modest skirt-and-blouse set, and maybe take a stroll outside,

in full daylight no less. Thus far, in my own efforts at cross-dressing, I’d been

afraid of doing more than walking around the block at dusk or taking a midnight

drive around town. The idea of being perfectly disguised as a woman was more

than intoxicating—it was utterly irresistible.

For months, during my own time I experimented with moisturizers and other skin

care products, various reagents from the Professor’s lab, and even a few biological

agents I swiped from the university. I ruined that first husk and several more, all of

which I disposed of in the school’s biological waste incinerator (I knew someone

who had access). I’d gone too far already and the Professor was bound to notice,

when he finally got around to checking what I’d been up to all summer. Thus far,

he’d been too busy trying to figure out where his theory went wrong.

But I couldn’t stop. Cross-dressing is a drug: the lure of looking more like a real

woman was too much to resist—not that I actually tried to resist.

As you might’ve guessed, the last of the female husks was Marilyn’s. It was from

her glory days in the Fifties. The thought of wearing it was both delightful and

downright blasphemous; like defiling the Vatican with muddy footprints. I held

out for nearly two whole weeks before caving. But then, in a weak moment, I slit

the husk open and applied the best combination of chemicals and other products

I’d been able to develop. Once it was dry I took it home.

Long story short: it worked. The husk felt so much like real skin I thought it might

rip when I put it on. The interior still felt slick to the touch, but not as much as

before—and when it warmed up through contact it did in fact stick to my own

skin. Just enough to make it stay in place when I moved.

God—I couldn’t believe it. Staring back at me from the mirror: Marilyn Monroe!

I dressed up that night like never before, prancing around the house, from mirror

to mirror, admiring myself every chance I got. But then I realized that looking

exactly like the illustrious Miss Monroe (circa 1952) had one very big downside:

I couldn’t go outside. Even after more than a half-century, the lady was an icon

and someone was bound to recognize her. So after a fabulous evening as a woman,

I smuggled the husk back to the lab and packed it away.
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What I needed was someone who wouldn’t be so easily recognized; an attractive

young woman that nobody could pick out of a crowd. The trouble was, I was fresh

out of husks! The Professor had continued his testing, off and on, all summer long

but he had resolved to target only small animals until he could somehow tweak the

device to fix the problem. But that never happened.

I don’t recall exactly when I chose my target. It was probably some random Friday

night with my mother and brother out of the house, sorting though Mom’s closet

to figure out what outfit might best turn my boyish figure into something more

womanly. And then—a terrible, malign idea rose from the depths of my mind, like

a monster lifting its loathsome body from the fetid waters of a swamp. If the

Professor could bring back the husk of a twenty-something Marilyn Monroe, then

I should be able to retrieve a copy of somebody else—my mother, for example—

at about the same age. I’d been watching the Professor operate his time machine,

without even realizing what I was training myself to do.

I know how this must look. But cross-dressing begins in childhood, and most of us

see our mothers as role models. What do you think we’re doing, when we put on

her clothing? We’re trying to look as much like her as possible. In a strange and

twisted (and possibly deranged) way, we’re trying to become her. Not literally, of

course. No one wants to take her place—in spite of what some of the stories say

that you find online. But become as much like her as possible? Sure thing.

Still, I can’t help feeling I had to be a little bit crazy to do what I did. Maybe I

spent too much time alone with the husks of historical personalities, that I stopped

seeing them as people, or the remains of people. Even though their original lives

weren’t affected by anything the Professor or I did, they deserved more respect.

I waited until the Professor was out of town for a few days, Mom was back East

visiting her mother and Tommy was off camping with his friends before school

started. I used the time machine to reach back more than twenty years, to a time a

few months before (according to my calculations) my own conception. No point

complicating matters, although it probably wouldn’t have mattered.

The process worked. I opened the husk and applied my witch’s brew of chemicals,

skin care products and a viral therapy cream that’s supposed to relax the molecular

bonds of human skin—to open the pores and flush out toxins (assuming that any

exist). It was a failed product developed by a biochemist at the university, but it

did have a positive affect on husks. When the thing was dry I took it home.

The final step in my undoing happened that night, when I slipped (with difficulty)

into the husk of my young mother. I aligned the face with my own, pulled the arms

and legs tight, and twisted my body back and forth to settle the torso in place. It

was a better fit than Marilyn; the edges of the seam were almost touching.
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The face in the mirror was familiar. It wasn’t the mature, gently lined face of my

short-haired, middle-aged Mom; instead, it was the version I recalled from family

photos taken around the time I was born. It was the Cynthia Trixler from her ill-

fated wedding, with her long auburn hair and still-youthful beauty.

Then the pain began. It started with a crawling sensation on my skin and quickly

moved through extreme itchiness to a low-level burn. I figured (duh) I’d better

take it off, but it was already too late: it was stuck to my skin. I picked at the seam,

but it wouldn’t peel back at all. Then I started feeling dizzy.

The pain (thank God) didn’t get any worse, but the room was spinning and I could

barely stand up. I collapsed on my bed, wondering what the hell was going on.

Then I passed out. Probably for the best, as it turned out.

When I woke up, the sun was just peeking over the horizon. The pain was gone

but I felt sick, like I wanted to puke. So I stumbled into the bathroom and did just

that—and the other thing too (lots of it). I wondered if I was turning into a husk

myself, emptying out my insides, but when it was over I was still alive.

I jumped straight into the shower. The warm water felt good, and it took awhile

before the truth hit me. Wearing Marilyn or any of the other husks was kind of like

wearing a wet suit with breasts; it was skin-tight, but you couldn’t feel anything.

This was different. I could feel the water all over my body. I could feel the skin of

my breasts. I could pinch myself and feel that too. Her skin had become my skin.

God knows how this could happen. The husks were strange enough in themselves,

the chemicals I applied somehow changed them, and maybe the fact that my DNA

was so similar to my mother’s had something to do with it. Whatever the case, her

skin had bonded with mine. I was stuck with it (no pun intended).

My insides were still churning, even though nothing was left in my stomach—or

my intestines, for that matter. I was starving, but I didn’t dare eat. Instead, I lay

down, slept some more, and when I awoke late that afternoon my body insisted on

vacating itself again. What it was getting rid of I had no clue; it certainly couldn’t

be food. Then I drank about a gallon of water and slept even more.

My body settled down the next day. My waist was quite a bit smaller and my hips

were wider, and I weighed about fifty pounds less. The plumbing between my legs

seemed to be working fine. I don’t know what happened to my junk, but I couldn’t

feel anything hidden under the skin. As far as I could tell… I was female.

I wondered what a DNA analysis would show. Was I female only on the surface?

Was my DNA being rewritten throughout my body? I didn’t know then and I don’t

know now. Maybe it doesn’t matter if I’m entirely her, or just a female version of

my old self. Either way, Edmund Trixler is gone-gone-gone.
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God help us all, this is me now. I took this pic after my body had settled into its

final form. I’m pretty handy with makeup, after years of cross-dressing, and I

managed to style my own hair, although it took some practice. I’ve gone through

my mother’s closet and picked out all the old clothes she kept from back when she

was my age. She doesn’t need them, so I figure they’re mine now.

I’ll say again: This isn’t the Cynthia people knew way back when—this is me. I’m

Cindy Trixler now, and I’m a woman. Edmund is gone. He won’t be coming back,

not ever. I’m gonna have to live with that fact for the rest of my life.
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That’s my story, Professor. Now you know why I had to go away
and leave town forever. My Mom and Tommy wouldn’t understand,
and it wouldn’t be fair to them to have a young version of her hanging
around the house. I took enough clothes and stuff to start a new life
somewhere else. I’ll change my name too, so don’t try to find me.

I’ll leave it up to you, Professor Hazaärd, what to tell my family.
You can even show them this letter, if you think that’ll make it easier
for them. I’m sorry I went behind your back and used your time
machine, and did all those things with the female husks. I couldn’t stop
myself; that’s the truth. I guess I was weak. But if I did stuff that was
wrong and immoral, I had to pay for it too. My old life is gone, I’ve lost
my family and friends, and I’m all alone in the world. I’m not looking
for pity, though. I brought this on myself and now I’ll just have to learn
to live with it. At least I don’t have to cross-dress anymore.

Yours respectfully, Cindy Trixler (31st of August 2021)

~  Editor’s Note  ~

The above letter was discovered hidden in a wall, in the basement of an old

Victorian home under renovation. Its contents are bizarre to say the least.

According to government records, the home was owned 35 years ago by the

late Wilhelm Hazaärd, a university professor, and his neighbors at the time

were the Trixler family: mother Cynthia and sons Edmund and Thomas.

Records show that a police file was opened that September concerning the

disappearance of Edmund Trixler. Police searched Hazaärd’s home because

Edmund was known to have spent much time there, but no trace of him was

ever found and the case was never solved. Professor Hazaärd retired from

his position shortly thereafter and spent the rest of his life as a recluse.

Cynthia Trixler still lives in the area and bemoans the loss of her son. When

confronted with the letter, she strenuously denied that her son was a cross-

dresser, but confirmed that she did indeed misplace some of her old clothes

around that time. Her son Thomas said much the same. As for the house

itself, the basement was empty. Contacted for comment, a local physicist

stated that the “time machine” described in the letter was nothing short of

preposterous. However, no one has been able to explain why an amazingly

well-preserved woolly mammoth pelt was found boxed-up in the basement

storage room. Regardless, police consider the letter to be most likely a work

of fiction penned by Edmund Trixler himself in the months prior to going

missing. In all likelihood, though, the full truth will never be known.  �


