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My name is Carolyn Shefter (née Wheeler). I came of age in the early Sixties and,

like a lot of girls, got married not long after high school and had my one and only

child—a boy named Aiden—not long after. By the time I was forty, I was recently

widowed and working full-time at a career that I’d come to fairly late: executive

secretary for the CEO of a company that imported ladies wear from overseas and

sold it on to department and chain stores nationwide. It was a good place to work,

and I was good at my job, but this story isn’t about that.

By the time my son turned twenty, the age I was when I got married, he’d been in

college for two years and was doing… okay. He’s a lovely young man, easy to get

along with, everyone’s friend. But as a boy he was always on the small side, and

that never changed. He isn’t athletic or particularly masculine, and even though

he’s smart he never learned to apply himself. No ambition, I often bemoaned.

“Honestly,” I’d say, “what are you going to do with your life?” He’d just shrug.

I’m not sure what came over me. Perhaps, upon turning forty, it was a mid-life

crisis rearing its ugly head. But for some reason, I got it into my head that Aiden

looked exactly like me when I was his age—or at least he could, with the right hair

and makeup, and of course clothing.

This was something he could do for me

to celebrate Mother’s Day, I said, given

that he was hanging around the house

for the summer anyway. As usual, being

so easy-going and not at all bothered

about being teased, he said “sure”.

A few days later, with the help of some

of my lady friends, he’d been outfitted

with a lovely bouffant wig, given a total

makeover—including a set of almond-

tipped fake nails—and dressed in some

of the clothes I’d saved from that period

of my life. Lord, it was like looking into

a magic mirror! The years fell away and

there she was: my youthful self.

My best pal from back then, Betty, said

we should call her Amelia, which is my

middle name, so that’s what we did.
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It was three days until Mother’s Day. I figured Aiden would need that much time

to get up to speed with being a girl, so we could do the full mother-daughter thing

on the Day itself. But to my amazement, he took to it like a duck to water. Every

morning he’d shower and shave, dress himself in the lingerie and other clothes I’d

given him—including a pair of silicone breasts one of my friends inherited from

her late mother. I’d help him with his makeup and then he’d attach and style his

wig. Every day, he’d surprise me all over again. He looked and even sounded like

a young woman. To be honest, it made me wonder about him.

The first day, ‘Amelia’ just puttered around the house doing the sorts of chores a

real daughter would do: sweeping, dusting, washing and folding laundry—all the

things I used to have to guilt Aiden into doing, and even then hours or days would

pass before it got done. I was delighted: Amelia was so well-behaved! And by the

third day she was running errands: to the dry cleaners, to the grocer’s, even to the

corner store for flowers to brighten the place up for Mother’s Day. She carried a

little purse with her when she went out, for her wallet and keys and such. It was

just so cute, I had to take her picture. I even used black-and-white film, so I could

pretend it was me in the photo. I don’t know why I did that, and I certainly didn’t

tell anyone, but that’s what I did. Am I a terrible person?

My doubts vanished that Sunday, when I opened my eyes to the sight of Amelia

getting ready to serve breakfast in bed. She was dressed in a pink blouse and my

navy blue pleated swing skirt, along with a pair of kitten heels. “Don’t you dare

get out of bed, Mother. This is your day, so just relax.”

“I’ll try,” I said, “but I make no promises.” I propped myself upright.

She popped the legs on the breakfast tray and placed it over my legs, then set the

plate down. “Eggs florentine with homemade hollandaise,” she said, with a hint of

pride in her voice. “And a grapefruit and rosemary mimosa.”

“That dish is tricky, I hear. I hope you didn’t go to much trouble.”

She shrugged. “I made it for myself yesterday, just to get the kinks out. This one’s

a lot better.” She seated herself at the TV table next to the bed, where an identical

plate awaited her. “To my lovely mother,” she said, raising her glass.

“To my lovely daughter.” We touched rims.

The day was everything I’d ever dreamed about. Amelia had booked us a mother-

daughter makeover at a fancy beauty parlor across town. She must have told them

what to expect, as well as what she wanted done, because while they worked on

me—a facial, a new hairstyle and a mani-pedi—they escorted her straight into the

back room. When she emerged, two hours later, they had completely restyled her

wig into a more flattering bouffant, as well as re-doing her makeup.
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She smiled at me. “Surprised, Mother?”

I was. My once very proper daughter

was wearing a short mini-dress—in hot

pink no less—and a cute pair of silver

pumps with a three-inch heel. The

stylists gushed over her new look. One

said that it looked like she just stepped

out of a Sixties fashion advert.

“It certainly brings back memories,” I

said, daubing at my eyes. With all that

fresh makeup, I didn’t want to start

tearing up. She looked awfully pretty.

*

That night, I lay in bed staring up at the

ceiling for a long time. Finally, I rolled

over, opened my bedside drawer and

stared at the thing inside. Its sunken,

withered aspect made it hard to believe

it had once been part of a living being.

I picked it up, recoiling inwardly at the

dry, leathery feel. Two of its digits were

erect, while the third curled down to

touch the palm. I stared at it, thinking

about my first wish.

I’d wished that Aiden would feel compelled to give me what I wanted most for

Mother’s Day, and he had done just that. The past few days had been wonderful. I

never knew how much I would treasure having a lovely, dutiful daughter until I’d

been given a taste of it. But that was all over now. Amelia would go back to being

Aiden in the morning. Laid-back, directionless Aiden who planned to spend the

rest of the summer upping his rank in Minecraft and Fortnite.

But just maybe… it didn’t have to happen that way. Muttering a hasty prayer for

forgiveness, I gripped the talisman and made my second wish. It quivered in my

hand, and the second finger curled inward.

With a strangled cry, I slammed the awful thing back into the drawer. Creeped-out

didn’t begin to describe how I felt, but it was mixed with disgust—at myself.

What kind of mother would do this to her own son? I didn’t want to think about it.
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*

Monday morning was sunny and gorgeous. I was puttering around in the kitchen

when Amelia came downstairs. She was wearing a floral sundress that had clearly

come straight from my closet, and she looked—different.

“I found the new wig you got for me, Mother. Thank you. It feels really nice.” She

smiled, but it looked a bit strained.

New wig? I had given her no such thing. Perhaps the wish I’d made—?

“I decided to extend our Mother’s Day arrangement,” she said, “and stay this way

for a while longer. Maybe the rest of the week? I hope you don’t mind.”

“Not at all. It’s lovely to have a girl around the house.”

“It’s lovely to be a girl around the house.” Her gentle laugh was music to my ears.

We moved most of my cosmetics and a selection of my wardrobe into the spare

bedroom, so she wouldn’t have to come

into my room every morning. Then I

went off to work while Amelia spent the

day doing one chore after another, and

even did the grocery shopping without

being asked.

That evening, over the simple meal she

had prepared, she showed me a photo of

herself out on the front lawn. “I baked a

cherry pie and took it to Mrs. Simmons

down the block. She’s had such a tough

time since her husband passed. Mister

Dawson from next-door took this

Polaroid as I was coming home.”

I stared at the picture. How many of our

neighbors knew? She did seem happy,

and I had to ask myself: Was what I had

done truly so awful? Do the ends some-

times justify the means? I felt a chill.

“So they were all, uhm, okay with what

you’re doing? Dressing up, I mean.”

“Oh, sure. Everybody thinks it’s so nice

what I’m doing for you. Every mother

would like to have a daughter.”
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I wet my lips. “Yes, well… that’s very open-minded of them.”

She giggled. “What did you expect? They’re good people. Welp, I’d better hop to

it and do the washing-up.” She began clearing the table.

I retreated to my bedroom to change. Briefly, I opened the drawer and took a look

at the now one-fingered talisman. To think that some dried-up old monkey’s paw

could accomplish all this! I blew it a kiss and went downstairs to watch Magnum,

P.I. with my wonderful daughter. We both think Tom Selleck is gorgeous.

A few days later I broached an idea that had occurred to me at work, while talking

to a few of the ladies down in shipping. Their job is to check all the garments that

we bring in from overseas—which arrive in huge pallets—do whatever mending

might be required, and then package the orders to send on to our clients. We only

employ women for that, because we deal exclusively in ladies wear and women

know what to look for.

“You know,” I said that evening, feeling tentative, “there’s an opening at work for

a young woman to help out the ladies in the shipping department. It’s just to the

end of the summer. You wouldn’t have to sew anything, just open the pallets from

overseas and check the dresses and such. Would you be interested?”

“The rest of the summer?” I caught the look of dismay that crossed her face, but it

vanished as quickly as it came. “I, uh— Sure! It’d be cool to work with you.”

“We wouldn’t be in the same area. My desk is upstairs, outside Mr. Hankenson’s

office. But we could certainly drive in together every day.”

“That’d be great!” She nodded a little too vigorously, but I ignored that.

*

That summer was a dream come true. Amelia and I commuted to and from work,

all the while chatting a mile a minute; we often took lunch together, when she

wasn’t hanging with the other ladies in shipping; and our weekends were spent

puttering around the house, shopping and the occasional trip to a salon. When I

went out on one of my infrequent dates, she had a pot of hot coffee ready upon my

return. In fact, I didn’t see it coming until it happened, but Amelia quickly became

my best friend. There were times I had to remind myself that under it all she was

still my son—and his third year in college was fast approaching.

I often found myself peeking into the drawer beside my bed and eyeing the

withered little freakshow inside. I teased myself with the thought of how easy it

would be for my third wish to make him my daughter forever. But what gave me

the right to make that choice? Conversely, I could choose to end this charade and

return Aiden to normal—and perhaps even make him forget what I’d done.
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I took to toying with the thing while I lay in bed, almost daring myself to make the

choice right then and there. And one fateful night, I fell asleep that way.

When I awoke, the room was dark. Dawn had barely begun to paint the eastern

sky. I turned on the lamp beside my bed, and was horrified to find the monkey’s

paw under the covers next to me—it’s third digit now clenched like the others.

I flung it to the floor. I’d made my last wish, but what was it? I clicked off the light

and huddled in bed, afraid of what I might find. I was still there an hour later when

a strangled cry arose in the next room. I was out of bed in a flash.

When I flung open the door to the spare bedroom, where Aiden/Amelia had taken

to sleeping, I found her standing beside the bed, trembling. Crying. “What did you

do, Mother? What did you do to me?”

I was taken aback, in spite of my consuming guilt. “What do you mean?”

“Look at me,” she cried. “I’m a girl now, a real girl!” She was wearing a pair of

boxers and a T-shirt, so I couldn’t see anything, but she did seem ‘curvier’ than

before. “These are part of me,” she said, cupping her chest. Then she grabbed her

crotch. “So is this! And this isn’t a wig either.” She tugged at her hair.

What could I say? An apology didn’t seem like enough.

I hesitated briefly, then embraced my daughter. We stood there for a long time,

saying nothing, until she stopped shivering. At last she broke away and snuffled

into a tissue, eyeing me darkly. “Finally got what you wanted, huh? I guess that

ridiculous paw thingie was the real deal after all.”

My jaw dropped. “What? You knew about that?”

“I saw it while I was cleaning. I didn’t think it could actually do anything, but—

well…” She looked down at herself. “Hard to argue with all this.”

“I’m so sorry. I don’t know what happened. I just fell asleep and—”

“Forget it, Mom. Whatever you did is done. I’m a girl now and that’s that.” She

wiped her eyes, then frowned and moved to switch on the ceiling light. Her mouth

fell open. “Oh my god—what the heck happened to you?”

“Me? But I—” Then I caught sight of myself in the mirror on top of the dresser.

An old woman? I stroked my face. The skin was drumhead tight in places, sagging

loose in others… and all those awful wrinkles. I looked like my own mother, not

long before she passed.

I’d been denying it for weeks, even months. After each wish, I’d seen a few minor

changes; a bit more dry skin, an extra crease here and there. I’d tried to tell myself

it was middle age catching up with me, but no—it was more than that.
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I gazed at the girl my son had become. “I didn’t know it at the time,” I said at last,

sighing, “but I was trading my own beauty, such as it was, to turn you into a

beautiful young woman. And you know what? I’d do it all again.” Somehow,

knowing that I hadn’t escaped my crime scot-free made me feel better. I had done

a bad and very selfish thing, but I’d paid the price. That, I could live with.

Amelia looked wistful. “Dunno if this is just the paw talking, but—thanks. I could

definitely get to like this.” Together, we regarded ourselves in the mirror. A smile

crept across my face. I don’t know about her, but I’m already there.  


