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“Welcome to Castle Frankenstein.” The blonde man who had introduced himself

as Mr. Raffles smiled—rather unpleasantly, Jeremy thought. “That’s a joke, of

course,” the man said. “The hotel has a rather colorful past. It used to belong to a

film studio, and doubled as Frankenstein’s castle in some bizarre movie about a

transvestite from ‘transsexual Transylvania’, if you can believe it. But I doubt that

would interest you.” He picked up Jeremy’s bag. “Right this way, sir.”

Jeremy followed the concierge upstairs, musing that man must have played up his

resemblance to Riff-Raff in that very film. His hair was long and loose, although it

was less straggly and in general he was better groomed. Raffles opened the door to

a third-floor suite and dropped the key on a low bureau—or vanity.

Jeremy took in the decor, from lace curtains and pink wallpaper to an oval mirror

and a vividly floral bedspread. “This looks like it should be a woman’s room.”

Raffles pursed his lips and looked around. “Now that you mention it—yes, it does

seem like a woman should be staying here. I’ll look into that.” He attempted

another smile. “Dinner is served at seven. Try not to be late.”
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After the man had left, Jeremy went to hang

his dress shirts and pants in the old wooden

wardrobe next to the door to the bathroom,

only to be confronted with the spectre of a

woman’s wig mounted on a crude cloth

head, itself stuck on a pole attached to

a tripod base. Nearby hung a variety of

women’s dresses, at least one business-

like skirt suit and several blouses, plus

a few pairs of high-heeled shoes neatly

lined up beneath the feminine clothing.

“What is this, a joke?” Jeremy shook his

head, reminding himself one more time

not to get paranoid. They’d probably put

him in someone else’s room by accident.

A phone call to the front desk disabused

him of that notion. Mr. Raffles swore that

he’d been placed in the correct room. “If

the clothes are in your way, Mr. Bradley, I

will have them removed asap. Until then, do

feel free to do whatever you wish with them.”

Jeremy hung up, feeling obscurely disrespected. The man wasn’t much help. But

perhaps it would be a different story were he a regular hotel guest, instead of a

participant at a weekend retreat on self-actualization. To the hotel, the group that

organized the retreat was the real customer, and it would be judged mainly on the

content of the up-coming seminars. The concierge could afford to act casual.

Dinner came and went, along with the customary talk to provide an overview and

introduce the speakers. Afterwards, the hostess, Ms. Cassia Murphy, drew Jeremy

aside and spoke in a hushed voice. “Mr. Bradley? I understand you were given the

Travestia Room. I do apologize. The clothing you found there was provided by

the hotel, for use by the occupant. Needless to say, you need not feel obligated. If

it makes you uncomfortable—although I can’t imagine why it would—I’ll see that

it’s disposed of asap. Tomorrow morning, perhaps.”

“It isn’t a big deal,” Jeremy said. “I just thought they must belong to somebody,

and she’d probably want her stuff back. Plus the wig’s a bit creepy.”

Cassia laughed. “If I had a nickel… Well, you needn’t worry. It’s just a wig. It

certainly can’t hurt you. Much.” A giggle escaped her lips. “I’m sure it’s more

frightened of you than you are of it.”
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Not a fright wig, but a frightened wig? Jeremy mulled that one over all the way

back to his room. On impulse, he pulled the wig stand out of the wardrobe and set

it atop the vanity. Its curled tresses dangled downward like spectral fingers.

He sat to remove his shoes. “Looks like it’s jes you and me tonight, darlin’,” he

said out loud, eyeing the wig. “You got nothin’ to worry about, though. I promise

to be a perfect gentleman.” He wondered if the wig had been hurt before, by other

guests, and if that might be the source of its discomfort.

He folded his clothes and placed them in an empty drawer in the vanity. The upper

drawers, he noted in passing, were chock full of cosmetics and lingerie. Weird. On

his way to the bathroom he gave the wig a gentle pat, finding its hair surprisingly

soft. “Everything’s gonna be fine,” he whispered. “You’re safe with me.”

During the night Jeremy felt a tickle on the top of his head, as though something

was crawling around up there. Half-asleep, he pawed at his scalp. His fingers sank

into thick, soft hair. The wig? “Ya little dickens,” he murmured. “If you wanted to

cuddle, all you hadda do was ask.” He drew the object under the covers, tucking it

under his chin, and sank into dreamless sleep.

In the morning he found the wig sprawled on the floor, next to the vanity, like a

drunkard who couldn’t quite make it all the way home. He returned it to the crude

stand. Perhaps, he mused, it had blown off during the night. He’d left the window

open a crack, so a stray breeze might’ve done the trick. As for the wig invading

his bed while he slept—it couldn’t possibly have flown that far, could it? And then

back towards the window? Stranger things have happened, but an odd dream was

a lot more likely.

The morning seminar was a history of self-actualization, focusing on Maslow’s

“hierarchy of needs”. Pretty basic stuff. Jeremy figured he had the physiological

and safety needs well in hand: he was healthy, well-fed, slept like a baby, owned

his own apartment (paid for in full, thanks to his parents’ passing), lived in a good

neighborhood, and his 401(k) account was going strong. The ‘social belonging’

business was a bit trickier; he had friends, but there was no one special in his life

and he wasn’t close with his remaining family. Still, he did feel a certain sense of

community with the society around him. Not to be sneezed at.

What he really needed to work on was self-esteem. Maslow considered it more

important than the lower condition of receiving respect from others, which Jeremy

felt he also lacked. He wasn’t the sort of person to compensate by seeking fame or

status, which left him—according to the speaker—with a decided psychological

imbalance, and was probably why he oftentimes felt depressed.

All of which left him feeling, well… a bit down in the mouth.
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Jeremy returned to his room late that afternoon, to find the clothing undisturbed

and the wig perched on its stand in the wardrobe were he’d left it that morning. He

shook his head. The staff of Oakley Court left much to be desired!

A call to the front desk brought little satisfaction. “Awfully sorry about that, sir,”

Raffles said. “Things got pretty busy today, with two of our people off sick. And

we’re up to our heinies at the moment getting dinner ready. I’ll try to get to it later

on, but no promises.” Jeremy hung up. No promises? What kind of hotel was this?

That night the wind rose and the dream returned. The wig was back atop his head,

only this time it stayed there. Jeremy poked at it, but could muster little strength in

his fingers. After awhile he gave up and let it be. His scalp prickled, as the wig

seemed to be entwining itself into his own hair. Such insecurity! Jeremy tried to

reassure the poor thing that it had nothing to fear, but his lips failed to form the

words. Eventually, he sank back into slumber.

When awareness returned, the room was filled with the dim, watery light of a sun

veiled by clouds carrying rain to the good people of Bray on Thames. Jeremy lay

on his back, gazing up at the ceiling. He couldn’t move. On both sides of his head,

his pillow was shrouded in a blanket of thick dark hair.

A moment later Raffles hove into view. “He’s awake.”

Cassia arrived next to him. “It’s about time. Thought he was gonna sleep the day

away. The wig really did a number on this one.”

“The heart wants what the heart wants. Maybe he’s a keeper.”

“She’s pretty choosy. I’ll believe it when I see it.”

Raffles lugged a machine into view that resembled a car battery fused with a 70’s-

era stereo amplifier. He plugged it into the wall and picked up two thick cables.

One ended in a metal loop, the other in a pair of spring-loaded clamps. Cassia

flipped the blankets aside, revealing Jeremy’s slender physique.

“Ooh, no wonder she likes him! He’s halfway home already.”

Raffles leaned over the bed. “Listen up, kid. We are not here to hurt you, okay?

The voltage you’re about to feel is nowhere near fatal, so try to relax.” He clipped

the metal loop around Jeremy’s neck and tightened it for a snug fit. The clamps

clipped onto Jeremy’s bare feet. “All you’re gonna feel is a crawling sensation on

your skin. I’m told it feels like ants walking all over you. It won’t hurt, but it

might tickle a bit. Or a lot.”

Cassia nudged him. “Don’t say that! You’ll creep him out. Ants—really?”
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“The wig needs the extra power,” Raffles continued. “It isn’t strong enough to do

what it has to on its own.” He consulted his watch. “It’ll probably take a couple of

hours, give or take. We’ll be back.” He pressed a button on the machine, which lit

up like a Christmas tree.

They left Jeremy alone with his thoughts, which were anything but relaxed. What

the hell is going on? His skin began to crawl and it did feel like about a million

ants dancing the Watusi on every square inch of bare skin, but the sensation soon

became less of a relentless tickle and more of a massage. In spite of his incipient

panic, his muscles began to loosen. Layer by layer, the wig’s ceaseless energy

sank deep inside, until even his bones began to resonate with the energy flowing

through his body. Not long after that, he fell asleep.

Awareness returned at the speed of a racing tortoise. Eventually, Raffles’ craggy

visage swam into view. “She’s awake.”

“Wow, full conversion in less than ninety minutes.” Cassia’s voice was hushed.

“That’s gotta be some kind of world record.”

“Shall I alert the good people at Guinness Books?”

“Don’t get snarky, it doesn’t suit you. Or maybe it does. Let’s get her up.”

They helped Jeremy sit upright. Only slowly did he begin to realize that he was

capable of movement, but he felt as weak as the proverbial kitten.

“Hey, kid, listen up. You’re gonna feel like crap for awhile, like you just went ten

rounds with the champ—and I don’t mean golf. But you’ll get over it.”

Cassia elbowed the man aside. “C’mon, hon. Let’s get you into the bathroom.

Over the next hour or so, you’re going to drop about fifty pounds and you need to

be on the crapper for that. It won’t happen all at once, of course—thank god. Just

remember to keep flushing and you’ll be fine. I’ll be right outside the door.”

And so it came to pass… When it was over, Cassia helped him into the shower.

Jeremy looked at her with wide eyes. “What just happened?”

“That was the wig bringing you down to a typical weight for a woman your age.

You’re probably sitting at one-twenty or so, same as me. In case you hadn’t

noticed, we’re close to the same size now. As far as I know, the process doesn’t

change the size of your head—it might tweak the shape a bit—but everything else

has been slimmed down. Lucky you, huh?” She turned on the tap.

“A woman my age? What does that even mean?”

“Were you too busy flushing to notice that you’re female?”

“What?” Jeremy’s brain pressed the panic button. Also the sheer terror button.
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“Save it, okay?” Cassia drew the shower curtain and yelled through it. “Don’t

panic, try not to think, just focus on cleaning yourself and we’ll talk when you’re

done. Is that clear? And don’t forget to use shampoo and conditioner. That wig’s

been on the shelf longer than you’d think.”

An hour later, Jeremy was slumped on the bed, wearing a thick terrycloth robe and

a pink towel wrapped around his hair. Cassia pulled up a stool. “Now that you’re

feeling better, there’s something you need to know. This isn’t the kind of thing you

can soft-soap, so here it is: the wig is an alien symbiote.” She stopped and waited.

Jeremy eyed her dully. “A what?” His voice was entirely feminine.

“A symbiote. That’s a critter that has to live in partnership with some other kind of

critter, to their mutual benefit. I dunno where it hails from or why it’s here, I only

know what it does—which is transform men into women.”

“That’s… insane. Isn’t it?” He shook his head. “Mutual benefit? What benefit?”

“Well, the wig gets to experience the world from the POV of one of us human

beings, and you get to be a member of the fair sex. I’d call that a fair trade.”

“What kind of trade—I’m a man.”

“Not anymore. Pretty soon you’ll learn to appreciate that. Trust me.”

“Whaddya mean? Is this thing gonna take over my mind?” He clutched his head.

“Nothing so dramatic. Calm down.” Cassia unwound the towel and let Jeremy’s

thick tresses swing free. They were almost dry. “You’re still yourself, aren’t you?

That’s not gonna change. The wig doesn’t ‘take over’, it only communicates. It

does that by placing thoughts into your mind. No words, just concepts. They feel

the same as the ideas you cook up on your own: I feel like a banana, I feel like

taking a walk, I feel like dressing up in a nice cocktail dress and hitting the bars.

That sort of thing. You won’t be able to tell the wig’s ideas from your own

thoughts; it’ll all just form one seamless stream of consciousness.”

“That’s horrible, it’ll be able to make me do whatever it wants!”

Cassia shrugged. “That’s true, but it’ll feel like you’re doing what you want to do,

so what’s the diff? Just relax and enjoy the ride.” She stood up. “C’mon, let’s get

you fixed up.” Back in the bathroom she applied product to Jeremy’s hair, then

gave it a quick blow-dry and a thorough brushing.

“Lovely thick tresses,” she mused. “A perfect match between your hair and hers.

No wonder she likes you.” She put down the brush. “How do you feel?”

Jeremy stared into the mirror. “I dunno. Maybe I like it? It feels nice.”

“I bet it does.” She chuckled. “So… what would you ‘like’ to do next?”
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His eyes met hers. “I, uh… I’d like to get dressed.” He swallowed hard.

“In what? We’ve got men’s duds, but also some lovely women’s clothing.”

His gaze fell. “A dress, I think. Something with a nice tight skirt. And lingerie,”

he added. Then he sighed. “Did that come from me or the wig?”

“There’s really no telling. But it’s just as well: your old clothes wouldn’t fit you

anymore.” They left the robe in the bathroom and returned to the dresser. “I’ll lay

out a few things,” Cassia said. “You’ll need a brassiere, panties of course—the

pink ones are cute—and nude pantyhose for daytime wear. Aaand let’s go with a

nice silk slip. Women don’t wear these often enough anymore, but I’ve always

been fond of the classics.” She lay the items on the bed.

Jeremy sat down and got dressed. He had no difficulty fastening the clasp of his

bra behind his back, and he guided the delicate nylon onto his legs like he’d been

doing it for years.

“That’s the wig at work,” Cassia said. “Don’t ask me how she does it, but she can

share procedural knowledge with you at the level of pure thought. It’s like you’ve

done this stuff before, and you’re instantly just as good at it as she was. I suppose

the wig could teach you to dance like Baryshnikov or write like Margaret Atwood

if she wanted to, provided that she’d done it herself in the past. With one of her

previous hosts, I mean.”

“It’s nothing but a parasite,” Jeremy said, gritting his teeth. He pulled a stool up to

the vanity and sat. “I’m just the latest host in a long line.” Nimble fingers set to

work with foundation creams and finishing powder and several tints of blusher;

expertly coloring and contouring. His mood softened. “That’s not true. She cares

about me. She can’t lie; it has to be true. I’m—” His voice caught. “I’m special.”

Cassia nodded. “She wouldn’t choose just anyone, you know.”

Jeremy applied a liquid eyeliner and feathered the edges. “I never really felt loved

before. But I do now.” He touched Cassia’s hand. “Thank you for sharing this with

me.” He worked mascara through his lashes, then added a pair of false eyelashes

and used a tiny brush to blend the fibers in with his own.

“You’re really good at this,” Cassia said. “Better than me.”

“She’s been doing this for a long time,” Jeremy said. With a deft touch, he added

two shades of eye shadow on and around his eyelids, blending to hide the seams.

After applying lipstick, he tilted his head and looked straight at Cassia.

“I just had a thought,” he said, blinking in momentary confusion. “I really am a

woman. I should be treated like one. My name,” he added, “is Janet.”

“Welcome to the world, Janet.” Cassia took her leave.
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Janet Bradley was in the midst of adding a long 

string of pearls to the dress she’d chosen from 

the wardrobe when Raffles opened the door.

“I see that you’ve acclimatized.” Smiling,

he closed the door behind him.

“If by that you mean I’ve accepted the

fact that I’m a woman, then yes, of

course I have. Why wouldn’t I?”

“No reason at all. But I must say,

m’lady, that not everyone carries

womanhood as well as you do.”

Her lashes fluttered. “I know.”

Raffles stopped beside the bed. “I

imagine you’ll be checking out soon.

The seminar isn’t over, but I don’t

suppose a gal like you needs any

more help with self-actualization.”

Janet glanced at her reflection. “No, I believe I’m fully actualized.”

“There’s no hurry. We’ll dispose of the man’s luggage, as per usual, and of course

you’re welcome to take whatever you like from what’s here. When you’re ready,

I’ll arrange for a car and your bags will be brought down.”

“As per usual.” She smiled and approached. “That isn’t all you’re here for, is it? I

seem to recall an expectation of providing other… services.”

His grin widened. “Whatever you need. Or desire.”

She caressed his cheek with the tips of her fingers. “I’m not sure why, but I’m very

attracted to you. My old self was quite interested in women like—well, like me.”

“Things change,” Raffles said. “We all have to adapt. Me, I used to be a pikeman

in the army of Richard the Lionheart. Every twenty or thirty years since then, the

wig hops on and rides me for an hour or so and I come out a younger man.”

She nodded. “The symbiote was stronger then. It didn’t need extra power.”

“Yeah, she’s getting weaker. For a century I’ve been helping her, but—”

Janet silenced his lips with a touch. “No longer. This host will be her last.”

Shock spread across his face. “What? Why—?”
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“Hush, dear man. The creature is ancient but her time is come. This life she shares

with me will be her last.” She pouted. “For you too, my friend. One last life.”

His back stiffened. “I’ve had my fair share. A lot more than that, actually.”

“Both were fortunate, you and she. This is not a time for sorrow.” She lifted her

face toward his. Raffles took the hint and kissed her. When they parted, she turned

around. “Unzip me, please. I had enough trouble zipping it up.”

With a coy glance, she stepped from her dress and draped it over the stand mirror.

“You’ve done this before, n’est-ce pas?” She placed her arms around the man’s

neck. “With other hosts over the years?”

“Nearly all of them. My reward, she said. For my loyalty.”

She laughed. “So like a man. Immortality isn’t enough, it has to be about sex.”

“Well, you should know. You were—”

“No. I think like a woman now. As for the symbiote…” Janet paused to think.

“Even after all this time, she still doesn’t understand the male of the species.”

“Join the club,” Raffles grunted. “I assure you, we don’t understand us either.”

“A club that wouldn’t have me as a member isn’t worth joining.” She unbuttoned

the man’s shirt. “I’ll stick with being female.”

A knock came at the door. Raffles looked annoyed. “Who the heck is it?”

A woman’s voice, muffled by the thick wood: “The author.”

Janet’s eyes widened; she raced to retrieve her dress. “It’s open,” she called.

A tall woman sashayed into the room. She was stylishly dressed in a black two-

piece dress, a pair of pointed D’Orsay pumps and some serious bling—as might

befit a successful writer—and her long hair (naturally) was draped elegantly over

one shoulder. “I bring good news,” she said, waiting while Janet struggled to do

up her zipper. Raffles re-buttoned his shirt.

“Got a lot of nerve, showin’ up out of nowhere like this,” he muttered.

“Authorial privilege. That’s a thing, you can look it up.” She strolled around the

room. “Interesting… stories sure do look different from the inside.” She stopped

in front of Janet. “But you certainly turned out nicely, didn’t you?”

Janet took a deep breath. “I’ve had a rough day, lady. Get to the point.”

The woman laughed. “It’s true what they say: characters really do talk back.” She

raised her hand. “Like I said, good news. The beta version of this story generated

some serious buzz. My agent managed to get it optioned by Netflix, for a very tidy

sum. You’re going to be a star, my dear. Your own series!”
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Janet looked shocked. “Me? My own series?”

“Yes indeed. In each episode you’ll travel to

a new town and bestow upon some deserving 

transgender person—a cross-dresser or an 

actual transsexual—a magic wig that will turn 

them into the woman of their dreams.”

“Sounds pretty hokey,” Raffles said.

“Not if it’s done right. The secret lies

in quality writing, which is why I’ll

write the scripts myself. It’ll be

something like the old Touched

by an Angel series, only with a

more modern, transgender twist.”

Janet perked up. “Sounds like fun!”

The author shrugged. “It’ll probably

only last a single season. But 30 years

from now, when nanotech wigs become 

available that do more or less the same

thing? Guaranteed cult classic.”

Raffles moved toward the door. “Yeah,

have fun with that. I’m outta here.”

“Not so fast. A series needs more than

one continuing character. Janet here is

going to require a travelling companion;

a manager and fixer who knows how to

get things done, and that would include

a certain amount of sexual tension.”

Raffles perked up. “Hey, I can do that!”

“Of course you can.” The woman gathered

both of them together. “Stick with me, guys. 

We’re going places. This wild ride may not 

last very long, but while it does I’m gonna 

make sure it’s a transgender sky-rocket in 

flight—with a nice big explosion at the end.”

Arm in arm, they left the room.

<Aaaand CUT! That’s a wrap, people.>  


