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My mother was a beautiful woman, in her younger days. I state this as a simple

fact, not in the pursuit of some kind of unnatural attraction. Admiration, yes. I did

admire the woman, I admit this freely. But attraction of the sort you, dear reader,

might be imagining—no. Never that. My interests lay elsewhere.

She passed away not long ago, after a long and full life—with few regrets, if our

final conversations are to be believed—leaving me the owner of our once-proud

family home. It was a three-story manse at the end of a heavily treed lane on the

outskirts of London, with a lot large enough to keep the neighbors at arm’s length.

Mother valued her privacy.

In this, I am no different. I have a life elsewhere in merry old England, with a wife

and child, but they play no part in this narrative. Ostensibly, I had returned to tidy

the house and sort through my mother’s belongings to separate what was to be

discarded from what I might wish to keep. It was in this spirit that, early on, I

found myself digging through the walk-in closet in the master bedroom. Among

boxes of my late father’s belongings—a man I barely knew, having passed when I

was a small child—is where I found the mask. It was in a container all its own, a

sturdy metal strongbox sealed with a dollop of wax.

That was strange enough. Inside, mounted on a plastic manikin head of uncertain

vintage, was a life mask of my mother; not as she was at her passing, or indeed

anywhere in her golden years, but back in her heyday. Certainly no more than my

own current age of thirty-eight, I mused. The surface of the skin was smooth and

supple to the touch—unsettlingly real. I couldn’t begin to guess the provenance of

such an item, whether it had been created recently or back in the day. I had no idea

such a thing even existed, or where it might have come from.

As to why it might exist: that was less of a mystery. Mother was always somewhat

vain and very aware of her appearance. She was ever well-dressed, stylish, and

even in her latter years an expert in beautifying herself with cosmetics. Her vanity,

I had noticed, held a wide array of cosmetic tools. I was at something of a loss as

to what to do with it all, as my wife had no interest in such matters.

I don’t know what possessed me to wear it. Perhaps it was no more than simple

curiosity, to see how the mask might look with a human face animating its

features. Perhaps it was no more than that, although I have my doubts.

The mask opened in the back, by means of the most delicate zipper I’ve ever seen.

It was made of nylon, with a tab barely large enough to grasp, but nonetheless felt
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strong and well-engineered. It was so thin that it was readily concealed by the tiny

flap of skin-like fabric that folded across it. Carefully, I unfastened the zipper and

removed the mask from its mount.

The interior was, if anything, softer than the outer surface. It was shiny, in a moist

sort of way, with a golden sheen that made it seem an item of great value. Perhaps

that was the moment I knew I had to try it on. It slipped easily over my head. My

own short hair, slicked back, offered no resistance to the slider. It was a tight fit,

though, all the way to the base of my throat. Briefly, I had difficulty swallowing.

In the bathroom I spent several minutes in front of a mirror, adjusting the fit. The

oral cavity had a rubbery flap that tucked behind my lips, providing me with a

fuller and rather sensuous mouth. It took some careful tugging to properly affix

the eye sockets, such that the eyebrows were in the right place, and to settle the

mask along the jawline.

The result was beyond amazing: although the head was bald, the face in the mirror

clearly belonged to the parent I remembered from my youth. I exercised the face,

testing out a knowing smile, a stern look that was terribly familiar, even her polite

laugh. My voice, I realized, really did resemble my mother’s throaty contralto. My

wife had once observed as much, but I paid no attention at the time.

Perhaps it was that voice, speaking to me from the mirror—in metaphorical terms,

of course—that drove me to do what I did next. I had nowhere else to be for some

days, no appointments to keep. I was free to do as I wished, and all of a sudden

what I wished was to see if I could more fully recreate my mother’s image.

I returned to the bedroom. My mother’s vanity beckoned. I was no cross-dresser,

but I’d watched her decorate herself often enough when I was young. She’d even

taught me various makeup techniques, for the Halloween nights when I trolled the

neighborhood as a witch or a prim nurse, or in my teens attending a friend’s party

as a call girl. All in good fun, but the experience certainly came in handy now.

The mask required little foundation, and no contouring. The silicone/latex surface

provided extra padding over my cheekbones, and it managed to make my face

look at once thinner and more angular. I took my time adding eye liner and

mascara, and affixing a set of false eyelashes fresh from the package. Everything

had to be the epitome of good taste, as my mother had never been one for garish

displays. Just enough eye shadow to subtly enlarge my eyes, and then the lipstick.

I felt somewhat chastened as I rolled and blotted my full red lips. Charles, really?

Her voice seemed to speak inside my head. A lady should not be bald.

There was a wig on a shelf in the closet. It was a wavy blonde updo in a style she

had often affected in her mid-thirties. I didn’t hesitate.
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Surprisingly, it fit like a glove. There were, I noticed, half a dozen tiny combs set

just within the hairline—and they neatly fit into tiny slits in the scalp of the mask.

I discovered this quite by accident, trying to position the wig the same way as my

mother would have. With the combs in place, the wig felt secure enough to be my

own hair. The style required little brushing to fall into place.

The result was her head affixed to my body; an unnatural amalgam of Sylvia van

Bethancourt in her prime and a drab male figure. It didn’t take much imagination

to anticipate her response: that simply won’t do.

Back in the bathroom, I undressed and spent considerable time improving the look

and feel of my body. With the overhead fan thrumming softly, I waxed my arms,

legs and chest. I pumiced my feet, moisturized my hands, and exfoliated

everything else. While the body lotion sank in, I spent long minutes clipping and

filing my unkempt nails into curved almond-shaped tips. Mother disapproved of

showy fingernails and these looked fairly feminine, even without polish.

By this time the mask had warmed to body temperature and had fully adhered to

my face. I peeked into the mirror now and then, and whatever expression I chose

to make the mask moved with me. There was no longer any slippage. The material

was thin enough in places—the nose, around my mouth, across my forehead—that

the touch of a finger came through undiminished.

Truly, and amazingly, it felt like real skin; like my real face—which simply made

me all the more determined to force my body into the same pattern.

In the bedroom, I rummaged through the dresser and found a white firm-control

corselette that looked to be a good fit. I began with panties, then wriggled into the

corselette and fastened the garters to a pair of sheer black stockings. Mother had

foresworn pantyhose in favor of traditional hosiery, although not quite so old-

fashioned as to include a seam up the back. At the bottom of the drawer I was

surprised to discover a pair of mid-sized mastectomy forms. She’d had a breast

cancer scare some twenty years before, but had never mentioned surgery. Yet the

evidence was there in my hands—and then, moments later, it was nestled gently in

the cups of my corselette. I was certain she wouldn’t mind.

I found a white silk slip hanging in the closet and put that on, then sorted through

the dresses on offer. For reasons I could not articulate I chose a paisley dress in a

delicate shade of red with pale blue leaves. It seemed to be the sort of thing a

society maven might’ve worn back when the woman who owned this face had

attended gatherings hosted by some of the richest families in the Empire. I stepped

through the back, slipped my arms into three-quarter sleeves, and with a tight hem

clutching at my knees I drew the zipper up my back. I bent to tug on the hem and

straighten the slip underneath. Nearly there.
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From Mother’s extensive shoe tree

I felt drawn to a pair of silver-glitter 

d’Orsay pumps with pointed toes

and three-inch stiletto heels. They

fit surprisingly well, considering

that my feet were not abnormally

small for a man. Or were they?

I sat to buckle the straps that bound

the shoes to my ankles, giving silent

thanks that she and I were so close to

the same size—in both footwear and 

vestments. Mother had neither gained nor 

lost much weight over the years, so I looked 

forward to being able to wear pretty much 

whatever I chose from her wardrobe. Why 

that might be important was yet another 

notion I could not then articulate.

I minced back to the vanity, my stride 

subtly hobbled by the hem of the dress.

I felt like something of a thief, pawing 

through my mother’s jewelry, but a quick 

look in the mirror cured me of that. Was I 

not her now? Was this not my jewelry?

A pair of red jade earrings hooked through 

the pierced ears that Charles’ wife had 

suggested some years before, in the belief 

that men could wear studs. Well, they can 

but I’d already discarded the tiny diamonds 

she’d given him. Besides which, women

have much better options when it comes

to jewelry—and the color, I noted with 

satisfaction, nicely set off my lipstick.

A set of stackable gold bracelets adorned

my left arm, while a gold lame evening

bag seemed the ideal accompaniment for 

my right hand. Into that I placed a few 

items of makeup, a pack of kleenex, the

keys to the house—and Mother’s wallet.
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I had to wonder about that. The age on the ID wouldn’t match the woman I was

now, which could be an issue were anyone to check it. That and the fact she was

legally deceased. A memory gnawed at the back of my mind. Wasn’t there a place

where she kept mementos of her past? I found them in a box on the top shelf: old

keys, ticket stubs, and every form of identification she had ever owned. I chose a

driver’s license that expired four decades prior, but which clearly showed the face

now coolly gazing back from my reflection.

I spritzed myself with Mother’s favorite parfum, Dior’s Diorissimo, which she

had once described as a true realization of lily of the valley: a sharply feminine,

almost crystalline scent. I applied it to my throat and wrists. Then, hesitantly, I

picked up her wedding ring. It was a gold band with three small diamonds and a

pair of blue sapphires. She’d worn it faithfully since her wedding day, right up

until the last few years when it kept slipping off. It was a symbol of my parents’

love for one another—but when you think about it, so is Charles.

I checked my reflection in the mirror, as though seeking permission. Serenely, she

nodded: go ahead, it belongs to you. I slid the band onto the ring finger of my left

hand. With a tight smile, I took a moment to admire it. Another perfect fit.

Weeks after her passing, Sylvia van Bethancourt arose and left the room.

~

I’ve seen my share of Twilight Zone episodes, and with that in mind it wouldn’t be

hard to guess the fate of a man mysteriously compelled to assume his mother’s

identity. Soon enough he’d find himself cast back in time, to the months preceding

his own birth, inhabiting the fully female body of his parent and obliged to follow

through with the act of conception—lest he cease to exist.

That didn’t seem very likely, to say the least. Still, I was relieved to note the flat-

screen TV in the living room, my laptop where I’d left it in the hallway, and the

cell phone in my jacket pocket. When I opened the front door I could see a few

low-energy LED streetlights spaced along the block, which meant the outside

world hadn’t changed either. I stuck the phone in my purse and slipped into

Mother’s silver fox fur bolero—which I hoped was faux—and stepped outside.

The door closed behind me. I still had no idea where I was going.

I’ve read my share of ghost stories as well, enough to make me wonder—at least

in passing—if the life mask might be haunted. Perhaps my mother’s restless spirit

had decided to reclaim her place in the world, and was now in the process of

altering my body to that end. That would explain the subtle compulsion I felt to

disguise myself as her. Even so, it didn’t quite ring true.
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We’d always got along very well, she and I. I knew she loved Charles—as the son

she did have, so to speak. Why then would she wish to appropriate his body for

herself? It would be the very essence of selfishness. But Mother never had a

selfish bone in her body, I was certain of that. In fact, I’d stake my life on it.

More to the point, it didn’t seem that I was lacking control over my actions. This

felt like something I wanted to do—the dressing up, leaving the house, all of it.

The fact that I didn’t know why I wished to do these things, or where on earth I

was going—that was beside the point. I wasn’t a passenger in my own body. No

other mind rode with me as I paced down the walk, passed through the iron gate,

and stood by the curb, purse in hand, peering anxiously down the street.

Could my wife be behind this? It smacked of paranoid delusion, but if she wanted

to get rid of me, might she have subliminally programmed my mind, while I slept,

with the compulsion to disguise myself as my mother—and then planted the mask

for me to find? How better to rid oneself of a husband no longer wanted?

Well, there are simpler ways, such as “Here’s your suitcase: get out.” Besides that,

insofar as I knew, my wife and I were very much in love. I couldn’t imagine her

wanting to do such a thing to me, much less put the plan into action.

It had to be something else. Why was I out here in public, in the light of early

evening, dressed head to toe as a woman? What was I waiting for? It was

fortunate that none of the neighbors were in evidence, but how long could that

last? If I hung around much longer I was bound to be discovered.

A black limousine appeared in the distance. I willed it to stop, to turn around, but

its approach was relentless. It pulled up to the curb in front of me. The driver got

out, came around the vehicle and opened the back door—all without making eye

contact. I climbed in, taking the necessary care with my skirt.

Awaiting me, seated on the opposite bench, was an older man with a mustache,

wearing a black suit and a bowler. An old-fashioned walking stick lay across his

lap. His voice was firm. “Good to see you again, Agent Double-O-Nine.”

I blinked several times. “Do I know you?”

He sighed. “I must say, it does get rather tedious having to go through the same

rigmarole every time we do this. Still, it speaks to the effectiveness of the mental

block we placed upon you. As always, I shall persist.” He cleared his throat. “You

are a secret agent, in the service of His Majesty, the King.”

“I am?” I stared at him, clutching my purse tighter.

He grimaced. “Absolutely. Trust me, I’m in a position to know.”

This was getting surreal. “Aaaand, who exactly are you?”
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“Morris Pritchard, at your service. We’re old friends, you and I. You’ll remember

this shortly, but to help jog your memory—I’m the head of the Secret Service.

Most people refer to me as ‘M’, but you, dear boy, persist in calling me ‘Emma’.

You’re the only one who does.”

“I see.” Pensively, I bit my lip. “It’s all rather hard to accept. I don’t recall being a

secret agent. Isn’t that the sort of thing one would remember?”

“You will. The mental block should lift any moment now.”

Something stirred in the back of my mind. “You knew my mother.”

He smiled. “Absolutely. Wonderful woman—one of our best field agents, back in

the day. I was truly sorry to hear of her passing.”

I was dumbfounded. “She was a secret agent?”

He looked annoyed. “Of course she was. You know all this, Double-O-Nine.

When she aged out of the service, we groomed you to take her place. The mask

you’re wearing was originally hers, to enable her to operate as a ‘femme fatale’

well into her fifties. Given your similarity in stature—and your transvestic

proclivities—it only made sense to have you wear it as well.”

I stiffened. “Hold on. Are you telling me I’m some sort of tranvestite?”

He smirked. “If by ‘some sort’ you mean ‘really good at it’, then yes.”

“But—I don’t remember any of that! I thought I was just a regular guy.”

“You are, when the mental block is in place. When it isn’t…” He shrugged. “Then

you’re an all-out, no holds barred transvestite who can’t seem to stop himself from

dressing up like his mother. We decided to use that. Once your agency training

was complete you stepped right into her shoes, as it were.”

It was all quite shocking, yet I could sense a glimmer of familiarity in what the

man was saying. Stalling for time, I adjusted my fur and accepted his offer of a

champagne flute. I asked him about my previous assignments, but found that I

knew the answers before he gave them. I was remembering.

“At least a dozen, I’d say, over the years. All of them as a woman. We call on you

roughly once a year, when something comes up that requires your particular suite

of talents. It confuses our enemies to no end when Sylvia van Bethancourt keeps

showing up, in spite of her known age. The most persistent rumor is that she had a

daughter who looks exactly like her.”

I forced a smile. “I suppose she did, in a way.” With her head atop my body, and

clad in tight lingerie and a dress my mother favored, I was torn between feeling

like her daughter—or Sylvia herself risen from the grave. But did it matter?
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I gave my head a shake, as though to clear it. “So I’m back on active duty,” I said,

touching a stray lock of hair. “What’s it this time, Emma? Yet another existential

threat to the Realm? Or do you need me to seduce a Russian agent who happens to

have a penchant for ladyboys? I seem to recall doing that once or twice.”

Morris harumphed. “We all have to play to our strengths, dear b—Sylvia. I don’t

recall hearing any complaints from you.”

I touched my hair in the back. “Mother always said, when you get the chance to

mix business with pleasure, count your lucky stars.”

He chuckled. “Quite. Pleasure aside, a situation has arisen that only an agent with

your talents can handle. Don’t get me wrong,” he added, “even not counting you-

know-who we have quite few men who I would say are better in a tight spot. Alas,

none of them can rock a tight dress and high heels like you can.”

“For king and country,” I said demurely, feeling a touch of pride.

“Yes… about that.” His voice fell. “Our new king, it would appear, has a bit of a

‘thing’ for ladies such as yourself. In the past he was able to indulge his fantasies

covertly, using his wealth to keep it all hush-hush. However, now that he is the

king, the situation has morphed into a state secret. Need I emphasize that our

humble country simply cannot afford to have its monarch viewed in any but the

best possible light? The most upstanding manner? That is why I need an agent we

can trust to, shall we say… ‘take care’ of the man.”

My jaw fell. “You mean—? You want me to—? With him?”

Morris shrugged. “I realized he’s a bit older than the men you’re used to, but he’s

not without his charms. I understand he has a marvellous wine cellar, and his habit

is to get his date thoroughly plastered before taking her to bed. My people will get

you prepped and freshened up before that happens, of course.”

I nodded. “I know the drill.”

“This job should be a dawdle, my dear. There’s no need to pump the man for state

secrets—not that he knows any. Just flatter him, and then let him pump you.” He

flashed a wry smile. “I’m told that this is one of the main appeals of an older man:

one quick cannonade into the ramparts and he’s done for the night.”

I bit my lower lip. “I’ll do what I must, for the sake of my country.”

“I know you will. For more than a thousand years, we English have been bending

over for our kings. At least this one will take you out to dinner first.”  �


