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Amanda HawkinsThe Subtle Magic of Womanhood
My mother looked embarrassed—not sorry, the

way most folks would if they’d done something

awful, just sheepish, as if they just noticed that

they had broke wind. “I’m sorry, dear. The

wand misfired. It’s really as simple as that.

No need to go looking for conspiracies.”

Misfired? That was rich. “So how come I

look like a younger version of you, Ma?” I

mean, turning your own son into a woman

is far more than just a simple faux pas.

Absently, I tucked a wavy blonde tress

behind my left ear. I wanted answers!

She sighed, then returned her wand to

its case. “I’ve been preparing this spell

for weeks. It’s something I do every ten

years or so: turn myself into a somewhat

younger version of, well, me. I’ve cast this

spell more often than I’d care to admit,

but I will say this: when I was a child

my family and I lived not too far from

the Lincolns. Very nice people. Poor

little Abe was just devastated when his

mother passed, but he turned out okay.”

My jaw sagged. I knew my mother was

a witch, ever since she’d accidentally

turned me into a real live vampire for

Halloween (I got a buttload of candy

that year), but I never realized that she

might be using her powers on herself.

I turned to the hallway mirror, noticing

that I was clad in the blush-red skirt suit

Mom often wore for visiting clients. “So

exactly how old are you?” I said, toying

with the loose coils of blonde hair that

flowed past my shoulders. I spoke in a

smooth feminine lilt—all too familiar.
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“Ah-ah, a lady never tells.” She straightened her tall, conical hat and swept back

her long black cloak so that it trailed behind her. “You should know that, since you

are one now.” She actually cackled, then looked surprised.

My hands slipped to my sides. “Okay, but you can change me back, right?”

“Alas, ‘tis not so simple, my girl.” She paced across the living room, her robe

billowing. “I shall need to gather the materials once more, and set it up as before.

As I said, it takes weeks. And of course, I will have to cast it on myself first.”

I pursed my lips. “I start college in September. I have to be me again by then.”

“Don’t count on it, dearie.” She cackled again. “By the time the second spell’s

ready to go, you’ll be well into spring semester.” She stopped by the window and

peeped through the curtains. “Even then, there’s no guarantee it will work. Gender

transformation spells are tricky.”

My eyes widened. “Whaddya mean? How can it not work? You’re a witch!”

She glared at me, her own eyes slits. “Yes, and at the moment—so are you.”

All I could do was stare. At last, I found my voice. “How do you mean?”

“I mean—you’re me, so you’re a witch. You don’t have the knowledge to go with

it, but the power is within you. Given time, you could learn to control it.” She

raised her hands. “What I’m getting at is that it’s difficult for one witch to cast a

transformation spell on another witch. Our powers get in the way of each other.

You have to do it just right and, obviously, I’ve never done it before.”

“So I’m gonna be a woman for months? That sucks.”

She shrugged. “It’s not so bad. I managed to put up with it for two hundred years;

I think you can manage seven or eight months. Sometime next summer, tops.”

“Next summer?” My hands flew to my hips, the way I’d seen my mother pose

about a thousand times, every time I messed up. “You can’t seriously—”

The front door opened and a black cat strolled in. With a flick of its tail, the door

slammed shut. Mom visibly bristled. “You can’t come waltzing in—”

The cat hissed. A moment later it transformed into a cadaverous old man leaning

on a staff of gnarled oak. He wore a black cloak, but no hat. He could’ve used one,

though, being bald as a stone. “You have miscast a very powerful spell,” he said in

a hollow, reedy voice. “There are, as there must be… consequences.”

Mom shook her head, clutching her hat when it slipped. “I’ll put it right,” she said,

her own voice growing reedy as she spoke. “I just need a few weeks. The boy can

handle being female for that long. He’s always been kind of a pantywaist.”
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The old man nodded absently. “Alas, ‘tis too late. You no longer have a son.” He

pointed at me. “She is now Cordelia Monmouth. You must become another.”

“What? No!” Mother—or whoever she was—flew at the man. “I’ll return the boy

to his former self, it won’t take that long. You—you’ll help me, won’t you?” She

grasped at his robe. “You’re the witchmaster! With the powers you command, you

could help me gather the herbs and such for the spell—really, really fast! The boy

won’t hardly have time to get the hang of walking in heels, it’ll be so fast. You can

do that, can’t you? You’ll help me turn him back?”

The man shook his head. “He—she—already knows. Your innate knowledge of

how to be a woman already belongs to her. She is every bit as female as you were,

including her—” His lips curled. “—sexual proclivities.”

I shivered. How could that—? No… it was true. The old man wasn’t much to look

at, but I found myself recalling how a warlock could be as well-hung as he wanted

to be. My mouth ran dry. I needed to learn more about such things.

The witch-lady wasn’t taking the news well. She shrieked and pounded on the old

man’s chest, but all the while she was visibly aging. In mere seconds, a bent crone

crouched where once stood an attractive blonde woman.

The man tidied his cloak. “I hereby reassign you to Halloween duty. There’s a lot

of work in October, but the rest of the year can be quite relaxing. Think of it as a

way of easing into retirement.” He addressed me. “Madam, while you yourself

may remember growing up as a boy, and becoming a young man, I assure you that

the rest of the world has forgotten you ever existed. You are now and forever shall

be the witch Cordelia Monmouth. I wish you well.”

He stamped the butt end of his staff on the floor. A moment later, both witch and

warlock flickered and shrank to become black cats. One hissed at the other, swung

its paw and jittered its tail. Then both headed out the front door, which obligingly

opened and closed all by itself.

I sauntered over the hall mirror and checked my hair. Perfect, as always. My lips

curled upward. “Well, Mother… looks like it’s just you and me now. Which is to

say—me. I am Cordelia.”

I touched the flat of my pelvis. How odd… I couldn’t even recall the boy’s name;

the boy I had once been, not so very long ago. I took a deep breath, stepped back

and gave my head a shake. I had no son. Never did.

I stepped outside, feeling strangely connected to the trees and flowers of my front

yard, and beyond to the glory of Nature herself. I smiled, feeling the subtle magic

of womanhood growing within me. My wand would not misfire.  


