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Walter Cocoran had a secret. Inside, she was @taridoy Cocoran instead of
the eleven-year-old boy everyone thought she welset quiet desperation,
Christina tried to be the best girl possible. Stikederything her parents told
her to do, even the stupid boy things, and did thappily. Every night, she
would pray that she would wake up a normal girle Plarity of her faith was
noticed and she was given a choice; one that s#nifé, and countless others
in @ much different direction than she could ewerehpossibly imagined.

Set in Phoenix, Arizona in 201The Wisher's Paradais a fantastic novella
that acts as a catalyst for exploration of magi@alsgender transformations
and the idea that the things that make us who eamad how others perceive
us cannot be easily undone without unraveling &ei¢ of our own lives.
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Chapter 1 - TheWish

Looking around her room, Christina smil&tlell, it's as clean as | can ge
it, anyway!Wiping her hands together, she turned to leavel¢oededly
boyish bedroom, catching sight of herself in theromithat was the door tc
her closet.

Her smile melted every time she saw herself. laktédahe tiny blonde girl
she saw herself as, very much like her mother RWthlter' was a tall husky
boy with short brown hair like her father David.gAing the depression awe
with a shake of her head, she forced herself th &mmin. It's not as thoug
she were overweight. She was actually quite athlbtiilt just like her father
who wouldn't look out of place as a linebackerdgrofessional football
team. Look on the bright side! You know who you are, ngodbing good in
school, you have lots of friends, and no pimpWgh a sigh, she headed
out into the living room to vacuum before her motpet home from work.

No one asked her to do it. She did it so that laeemts wouldn't have to.
Moving the furniture was easy for her. Even at efe\she was almost as
big as her mother and, if her father were any nreasiuwhere her body was
headed, she'd end up over six feet tall and a shvagtetwo hundred pounds
of easily obtained muscldlot exactly the girly typeshe mused with a
giggle as she pushed the couch out of the way éetoming the vacuum
over the exposed carpet.

Straightening up after cleaning, she looked ardaedoom with a satisfied
smile and headed back to her room to do her honmewor

Writing her given name at the top of her paper,&hddn't help but sigh ir
mild sorrow. Ever since she was three years oldnaade her first friends,
all other girls, she knew herself to be a girl ltkem. She enjoyed playing
dolls, house, tea parties, and other games witlyitheein her neighborhood.
The few boys she'd met played games she couldmdratand. Army men
and their pretend wars, cars, and other such ghaféled her. It was her



best friend Kathy who'd given her the name Chrastleven a few years
later though, her friend didn't even remember tumme& She was "Walt'.

It was then that she realized that she wasn'thigeother girls. All too soor
she'd realized that her body was a boy's body.dr#ltlan turn sad or angr
though, Christina was different. She was the eteyp@mist and tried to just
not let it bother her.

Shaking herself from the doldrums that threateonadke her, Christina pL
a smile on her face and dived into her Englishgassent.

Two hours later, Ruth Cocoran turned off the engihleer car and sighed
exhaustedly before opening the door, letting thad obthe air-conditioned
Interior out and the ninety-three degree air iepPing out into the heat that
had come down from almost a hundred degrees etraeday, she was
nearly sweating by the time she opened the froat,dmrrying the bag of
groceries in with her.

"Walt!" she shouted from the entryway as she kickexdfront door closed
behind her. "I'mhome sweetie!"

Bounding out into the living room like an excitedgpy, Christina ran up
to her mother happily. "Welcome home, Mother!" Takihe groceries
from her arms, the oversized girl beamed as thehghhadn't seen her in
days, even though it had only been since brealtiasimorning. "Let me
help you with that! How was work?"

It was the same as most afternoons for Ruth, sbehavior didn't seem a
all out of place to the accountant, mother, anéwNVork wadine, sweetie.
How wasschooP" Even as she asked, she was kicking off her shbéds
Christina took the food to the kitchen.

"School was OK." the girl answered noncommittakbyshe began to put
the newly purchased food in the refrigerat@h!" You should haveeen



the outfitKathywore today! | can'believethat her mom let her wear a to
that didn't even cover henidriff! | gave her @it of a hard time about it!
You could almost see hbera, it was so short!"

Shaking her head as she put her briefcase neltetodsk she used at home
Ruth arched a brow at Christina's revelation. "@ikkewhot it was today,
| almostenvyher! Ah, to beyoungagain!"

Stopping her self-assigned chore, Christina leangaf the kitchen back
into the living room and looked at her with eyeslevi'Mothen"

"Oh, Walt" she retorted. "l was a girl of theghties sweetie! Wenvented
the bare midriff!"

Her turn to shake her head, Christina resumedds&r tWell,l think it's a
little too risqué if you askmé | mean, I'm nojudging her for it, butstill."

Biting her lip to repress her desire to correctdtald for talking so much
like a girl, Ruth closed her eyes and took a brddthmatter how long
Christina had been acting so femininely, which waar six years that the
woman could tell for certain, she just couldn't ge¢d to it coming from
such an obvious looking boy. "I'm going to hophe shower before | star
dinner, sweetie. Thank you for putting away thecgrees for me. You
didn'thaveto, you know."

"I know!" Christina replied cheerily. "I'rthappyto help, Mother! Enjoy
your shower! | need to get back to my English papenless you'd likene
to cook dinnefor you?"

"No!" Ruth almost snapped. "That is, you shouldi®on your school work.
Let metake care of dinner, sweetheart. Alright?"

"OK, Mother!" Christina chirped as she almost ske@ack to her room.



Heading into the master bathroom, Ruth tried noesml too much into he
child's feminine behavior. At first it had worrieédth her and David, to the
point that they'd ha@hristinagenetically tested to verify she was in fact
male and not misidentified at birth. The test haohe out as expected; sh
was a perfectly normal bghysically but her personality wakefinitely
female. When she and David had talked to her abouth open minds,
they still didn't get anywhere. She could still \mber the conversation.

Ruth looked at her five-year-old eating lunch aftehool a week followinc
the doctor's visit. "Honey? Your daddy and | wanask you something."

Trying to be supportive, David Cocoran nodded. tmsto your mommy,
Walt. It'simportant OK?"

Seeing that they were serious, Christina's eyesmad and she put down
her glass of milk. "OK, Daddy. I'm listening."

Gathering her courage, she asked, "Honey? Your gaadl | want to help
sopleasebe honest. Do you know why you don't act likeother boys?"

Biting her lower lip, Christina slowly shook herdte "No."

With Ruth frustrated on that front, David took antu"Walt? Do you know
why youdo act like thegirls in your Kindergarten class?"

Suddenly happy and animated, Christina smiled mt hOh! You mean
like Kathy and Rachel and Lindsey and Beth and &hand..."

"Yes!" he interrupted her. "Likdneni Don't you have anpoysthat are
your friends?"

Thinking hard, Christina shook her head. "Nuh uhey all playdumb
games and aren't any fun! Robert even pushed Kathiie playground
and called her a dumgirl, and boy diche get it when | toldeacheY



Looking at one another knowingly, they both recegdithe way she'd
answered and sighed, having been warned by Waltimfician that she
might have gender issues. Knowing they had tolesknevitable, Ruth
waited for David to nod before turning to Christinéloney? Do... do you
think you're agirl?"

Hearing them ask, Christina swallowed hard. Of saushe felt like she
should be a girl. She alwaysdfor as long as she could remember, whi
was at least the last two years. However, she latgav that she was a boy
on the outside and that nothing short of a mirateild change that, for
she wasn't just a boy, she was a masculine-loakmag even at five. Beinc
a practical girl, she just accepted the inevitablgthout anyone telling her
she should, that she was a boy and could nevergeharShaking her head
slowly, Christina did her best to answer her mothgquestion.

"No. | know I'm a boy. Girls are... different.”

Stymied, but partially relieved, the parents préesser for hours as to why
she acted so much like a girl, but the only anstvey could ever get from
Christina was that she knew she was a boy, budjdstt like boy things.

Stepping out of the shower, Ruth dried herselbefbre throwing on a light
summer dress that would keep her cool in the hghiecevening. For six
years she'd watched Christina become more and f@miaine, all the while
Insisting that she was a boy. They'd taken hee¢oaschild psychologist a
six, but all he could tell them was the same tidigistina kept insisting,
that she was a boy, despite her naturally femiheteavior. Even speaking
to their pastor, Reverend Brookes, didn't produgeamswers.

Afraid that Christina might be gay and fearing tfmibled life it would bring
her due to the intolerance of others, they'd hddli@ate talk with her at age
seven, asking if she liked boys, fully preparedupport her no matter what
she said. Remembering her response made Ruth ¢gjufly. He looked



S0 cute sticking his tongue out and going "Bleaby8aregros$ No way
would | marry aboy! | ama boy!"

Fixing the spaghetti she'd planned for the evemiegl, she heard her
husband's car pull up the driveway and the mowirdo the background
noise of the air conditioner keeping the house.c®uililing, she shouted,
"Waltl Your father'shome! Dinner in fifteen! Go wash up!"

"OK, Mother!" she shouted from her room as sheshied putting her work
In her backpack for the next school day. Hurryimghte front door, she
opened it just as her father was reaching for tdwlaob. Daddy" she
shouted, hugging him with all the considerablergitie in her.

"Ugh!" David groaned at the bear hug his child voegb him in. No small
man at six-foot-two and well over two hundred paunéflwell-toned muscle
his eleven-year-old child's robust stature onlgat Shorter and her growing
strength made him wince.

"Sorry, Daddy!" Christina giggled. "Did you have a goayd"

Stepping in and closing the door behind him, hdrelanodded curtly. "It
was alright. | had a sales review, but don't watnput your old man! He
can whip the rest of the salesmen on the lot wigrefies closed!" Throwing
a fake punch at Christina, he smiled at her playful

Shying away from the punch and pulling back to ddfeerself the way he'd
taught her, Christina giggled and put her fistsrumpmock combat, but threw
her father for a loop with her word$dddy No fair! | wasn'tready"”

Putting his fists down, he sighed as his smile @aeltOK, sport. I'm going
to go take this monkey suit off agduneed to get cleaned up for dinner!

Moving in quickly, Christina hugged him again befdre could stop her
and smiled as she stepped ba€kK;' Daddy! I'll bequick" Racing off to



the bathroom, she tried to be happy with her ldifen So I'm not Daddy's
little girl! I know helovesme! What more can a daughtskfor?

A quarter hour later the three sat down for dirtogether at the table as
usual, the three joining hands while David saidgreeyer of thanks as he
did every night. Once more with her head boweduire gaith, Christina's
thoughts turned to Godldo thank you for everything | have, God... but..
well...you know. Please?s her father and mother said "Amen." she joine
them with a smile and the three enjoyed their meal.

Once dinner was done, Christina went off and tomkdmower while her
father cleaned the dinner dishes and her mothaxedIto pick a movie
they could watch together. The evening seemedffereint than any other
as Christina sat in her boy's plain gray pajamathertouch between her
loving parents watchingngels in the Outfieldone of her favorites.

In truth, even though she was a girl of eleven <Tina believed in angels.
She even still believed in Santa, though she wgshang to doubt that he
was a real physical person, but more of a wayfefeveryone should live.
It's why she tried so hard to @eerything her parents told her, ahén
some She knew that the angels were watchingthatithe only way she
would ever get her heart's desire was to be as ge@ossible.

She did far more than they ever asked. She hadyrmaafect grades, was
never tardy, would neve@onsiderskipping school, refrained from using
bad words, even when her parents weren't aroumidnaall ways tried to
be the perfect little lady. Even when her fathgned her up for football,
she smiled and threw herself into the task, trgonge the best player she
could be, even though she disliked the game. Itenfiah happy, so she triec

Even as the three watched the movie, they were angatnat they too wert
being watched by unseen eyes.



When at last the movie ended, Christina stretcineldgat up. "Thanks for
the movie, Mom! | know you guys muséateit by now! | must have seen
that atleasta dozen times!"

"Just thisyear" David joked.

"Oh, Daddy" she almost whined. "I'm nahat bad!" Reaching down she
hugged him, careful not to overdo it this time.

Returning the hug, David was surprised when sheeki$iim on the cheek
He needn't have been as she'd been doing so agétyoh her life, but the
action still seemed so at odds with his child'sguipye and insistence that
she was a boy. "G'night, sport!" he said. "Sweeadrs and God bless!"

Hugging her mother gently, Ruth also received a &isthe cheek.
"Goodnight, Mother! See you in the morning!"

"Night, sweetheart!" she answered back before @hairad her hair petted
by the woman. "Want me to tuck you in?"

"No." she sighed. "It'fine, Mother. I'm a big... boy!"

Hardly noticing the slight hitch in her only chdd'eply, Ruth smiled and
nodded. "OK, baby. Goodnight and God bless!"

Heading for her room, Christina smiled weakly tosed. | gotta watch
that! | almost called myselfgirl! She knew her parents were concernec
about her feminine behavior. She wasimt naive, but felt that she neede
to keep it from them so they wouldn't worNot like there's anything they
could do about it, anywayphe'd tried acting less girly, but no matter wh
it jJust came out. Closing her bedroom door behied tine hair bristled on
the back of her neck as she looked around thet sd@em cautiously, feeling
like she was being watched for a moment. Seeingneahere, she relaxe
and turned down her covers before kneeling neketded.



God? It's Christina. Same thing as always! | kndelu must get tired of
hearing me ask for the same thing every nightdéees years straight, but
If it would be OK... would you make me a girl whevake up? Please? I'n
really trying to accept being stuck in a boy's body.dwrhere isn't much
can do about that because the body you gave rstisgvergonna look
girly no matter what | do, but | knoywu could change me to fit the inside

I'm still trying to be the best girl | can be, judte | promised! Even if the
answer's no, it's OK, though. I still love you dade the family you gave me
I'm sure if | told Mother or Daddy that | wantedlte a girl they would try
and help me be one, but you know Hioat would work! I'd still look like a
boy, no matter what clothes | wore or even if | &orakeup and had my
long blonde hair! Anyway... please? Can | be a@irlove you! Amen!

Climbing into her bed, she still couldn't shaket flealing of being watched.
It scared her more than she even wanted to adrhargelf. Sliding under
her covers, she almost felt like hiding under trarpulling her pillow over

her head. Trying to settle her nerves, she toakeatb and tried to ignore
the feeling until sleep claimed her.

Ruth dragged the brush through her hair after lgpmiashed it and blown
it dry while David brushed his teeth and settléd imed. "David? Did you
notice anythinginusualabout Walt tonight?"

Putting down the book he'd started reading, Daxidéd toward the open
door of the bathroom. "Hmm. Now that ymentionit, yes" he agreed
thoughtfully. "He seemed..." Searching for the vgpiite was at a total los
how to describe it.Huh. | can't put my finger on it, byes.. there was
somethinglifferent."

Frustrated that he'd had no better a time recagmithe difference than sh
had, Ruth began angrily pulling the brush throughhair. "I don't know
either Just something.off... you know? Like he wassad? No! That'snot



it! Um... maybe..conten? If | didn'tknowbetter, I'dswearthat he was..."
Putting the brush down, she regarded herself imtineor with a stunned
look. "David Do you think he might have a..galfriend?"

Sitting up, David thought back to Christina's babaduring dinner and the
movie. Furrowing his brow, he pursed his lips amsbght hard. "Well, he
doeshave quite &wgirlfriends, but | assume you mean somethimaye
than the girls that hefaendswith?"

Coming out of the bathroom and snapping off thietlas she did so, Ruth
brow was similarly bunched as his own. "Yeah, thatiat Imeant but...
no... it's... it's somethinglsethat | just can't put my finger on. He almost
seemed..smaller Not physically | mean... | meaemotionally Like he
was giving something up that he usedike. You know?"

"Not really, no!" David laughed. "But $upposd can see that." Pausing a
moment, he was about to continue when he had anfeefing crawl up
his spine. Shhi" he whispered.

"What'swr..." Ruth began, only to be shushed again as hebvama got out
of bed and silently retrieved his Smith and Wesswolver from the
nightstand.

Opening the cylinder, he loaded all six chambeth Wie deadly copper-
jacketed hollow-point ammunition, ready to put doawny intruder that
might threaten his family. Flicking the weaponhe tright with his wrist,
the cylinder clicked into place as he crept uplenliedroom door, listening
beyond it cautiously. The last thing in the worlwanted to do was shoc
another human being, but he would iffed to in defense of his family.

Seeing David spooked was rare for Ruth. He'd omyy acted like this once
before, shortly after they'd brought Walt home fribra therapist and one

of the front windows had been shattered while thelept. It had just beer
mischievous teens then, but it was enough of aedbat he'd bought the gu



the next day. She wanted to stick close to himkbetv that if he needed
to defend his family, the last thing he needed exsclinging to his back.

Slowly, David opened the bedroom door and peer¢thtmthe darkened
hallway that led to the living room. Edging his wagwn the hall, he notet
that Christina's door was open a crack. Nudgimog&n with a shoulder, he
guickly swept the room with his eyes to see if gh@as anyone threatenir
his child. Seeing her sleeping form breathing sk deep and covered
head to toe under blankets, he moved throughouetief theihome
cautiously, making sure that no one could be hidingwhere and that all
the doors and windows were in fact locked.

After an interminable wait, Ruth heard him comiragk down the hall at ¢
normal pace, the sound of their child's door beloeged before he returne
to their bedroom as he closed the door behind hifm avilook of relief.

"Whatwasit, David?" she begged.

"Nothind" he chuckled. "I wasurethat | heard someone moviagound the
house for a moment, but there's no tre¥eand we're locked uiight, so..."

"...S0 you were just beingaranoid?" she joked.

"Cautious" he corrected her as he unloaded and returnecttodver to
the drawer. Believeme. | take my responsibilities as a father andand
seriously" Settling back into bed, David shook his heatrydo clear the
odd feeling he couldn't shake, but just ended apngg it. "l worry."

"About what?" Ruth asked nervously as she climbed into thenestito him.
"About ignorant fools thinking that just becauseli¥&.. well...delicate

that he would make a godarget" he admitted. "l won'et anyone hurt
him...or you... out of ignorance, fear, bate"



While the two talked quietly to one another, in t@xt room Christina wa:
dreaming of her one wish coming true. As she dishéth looked down or
her with a gentle smile and watched her beautifeéoh unfold. With a slow
blink, she sighed at the simple desires of the pabtrapped in a body that
was so unlike her true self; the small thin blotitke matched the girl's soul

Dear Christinalshe spoke into the girl's dream in the only wagsue for
her to communicate, as pure thougfiu are such an innocent and beautif
girl' Your faith is pure, unselfish, and trusting the Creator's wisdom, no
your own. You don't know how rare a gift that ishiight it is seven years
to the day that you first made your promise to@heator that you would
be the best girl you knew how to be! You have y@mt promise and the
Creator remembers it! The Creator has decided ytoat are deserving of
an even more precious gift... that of choice.

Christina was standing in the middle of a fieldaaidflowers. The sun was
warm on her skin through the thin fabric of her t@Hloral sundress as he
long blonde locks tickled gently across her shawdaie the light breeze. A
she looked around, she saw the beautiful womanngakt her and smiling,

the words she spoke without moving her lips singgpearing in her mind

"Who... who are you?" she asked nervously.

A friend! Lisbeth thought to the girMy name is Lisbeth. You people give
us somanywonderful names, though! Spirit, fairy, elf, fggnie, nymph....
butyou Christina, you would call me an angel.

Her breath caught as she looked at the woman wdroes® no different
than any person she'd ever met, save that sherneaswnonly beautiful
and could speak to her wordlessly. Swallowing hah&, looked at the
creature and stepped closer cautiously. "W-whatceam | being given?"

The choice to accept or deny your heart's greatestre.Lisbeth told her
with a gentle smileDo you accept it? | must warn you, it may not be al



you hope it to be. You need not accept. You'rewddigh now to know the
decisions have conseguences. This one is no differe

Suddenly realizing that the woman was offeringit@ dner a girl's body to
go with her girl's soul, her eyes went widé&/-wha® How can | sayo? |
mean, is there downsid@ Will | still look like a boy or something?"

Laughing gently, Lisbeth's mouth still never operidad! You will look as
you dohere It is the image the Creator gave you to sooth& yaaehing soul.
It is what you would have looked like, what yall look like if you accept
this gift, a mix of your mother and father. Are ygmuvain it would matter?

Smiling, Christina shook her head. "No! Neally! | mean, it'sniceto be
pretty, but | just want to begrl! | don'tcarewhat else! Just being able t
be calledChristinainstead ofWValt all the time! Oh, to be able to wear a
dress when | want to feel pretty, or grungy swedten I'm grumpy?¥eg"

With a slow nod, Lisbeth arched her browgive you this last chance to
refuse. Once done, it cannot be undone. Are yoeiygaum don't have any
guestions you would ask first before you decide lanswer truthfully.

Trying to think of any possible downsides, Chriatmarrowed her eyes.
"Will... will making me become a girl make me likey<"

Shaking her head, an almost mischievous grin cdolsselips.No! Not even
anangelcan change who you are. You will love as you wbake in your
old body, for it will still beyou. To change that about you would be to Kil
you and replace your soul with someone that isgumstlar to you. Only the
Creator can create new life. It is not within owwper to grant such a wisr
Your body is not you. It does not control your hear

Trying to think of anything else, Christina couldrely contain herself.
"Yes! | acceptHis gift! Pleasé Make me a girl!"



You alwaydavebeen one, Christind.isbeth admonished.our body is
just a vessel for your soul, which has always Qashas you are here. |
know your simple words are so limited that they/ttacapture what you
truly mean even part of the time, but | know yoeairtis desire... that your
body should reflect your soul. It shall be. Fronsttiay forward you will
have a girl's body which will grow into a womantsdly as though it had
always been yours. Nothing else will change. Ydiustll be yourself and
your promise will still be held by the Creator &g ift you offered freely.
Now rest and sleep. When you awaken, it will beed@woodbye, Christina!
Go with the love of the Creator!

Suddenly very sleepy, which she felt was odd for bleing a dream, the girl
lay down in the wildflowers and her eyes closed; ltst thing she saw
being the beautiful woman fading from view.

In her bedroom, Lisbeth stood watch over Chrisaigadner body slowly
transformed over the course of hours. It could H@een instantaneous, bt
Lisbeth wanted to ensure that the process wasgsaiand natural, allowing
time for her system to acclimate as her body shraekhair lengthened
and turned a golden fair, her bones shifted, andrab grew in her body.

When at last it was done, the sun was nearingdhedn and an alarm clock
buzzed from the next room where Christina's pargets. With a shake o
her head and a sad expression, Lisbeth sighednovséor the girl.You poor
creature. You did not have the experience or fanadint to ask the needet
qguestions. It will be hard on you, little one. Hardhan you ever thought
possible. Far easier a time you would have had @golu have turned dowr
the gift and just showed your parents who theirgkdar is. | do not know
why the Creator offered the gift to you, or whyuld not counsel one as
young as you without you asking. Still, you maypgesevere. May the
Creator watch over you, dear one! You are goingeded it!

At that, Lisbeth vanished from sight, even as tinksdather crawled out o
bed to get ready for work.



Chapter 2 - Unforeseen Consequences

Stirring slightly, Christina was in the wonderfulddle ground between
dreaming and waking, still not fully conscious, botlonger asleefisod,
that was a beautiful dreanshe mused sleepilit. all felt so real!

"Walt" Ruth shouted from just beyond the door. "Timeyé up!"

Hearing the name she'd fallen asleep to, Christigiaed frustratedly. Still,
she put a smile on her face and satGCguld be worse! She might have...

Pausing mid-thought, Christina immediately knew sthiing was wrong.
Her boy's pajamas sat on her body like a circus &re couldn't even finc
her hands as they were lost somewhere up the sleBkaking her head tc
clear it, she shrieked when tangles of blonde dleVs into her face and
mouth. Spitting to try and dislodge the waywaraistis from her teeth, sh
tried wiping them away with the sleeves of her gedg.

Hearing a mild "Eep!" from her child's room, Rutid & double take at the
closed door when she realized it was the voicegflaknocking, Ruth
tried to decide if she should just barge in or givalt a moment, possibly
to keep her from seeing something very embarrassuadving him and a

girl.
"Walt!?" she patiently yelled through the door. "Wy#8m coming in!"

When her mother walked in the door, Christina walsti/ing to get the
hair out of her face and pull the sleeves of hgarpas up until her hands
were free. "M... Mother?" Even as the word escapadips, she couldn't
recognize it as her own voice.

Seeing a girl in Walt's bed, wearing the very sgagamas that her son he
worn to bed the night before, Ruth's mind wentighiato the first place a
parent's thoughts would go in such circumstanadidit't involve angels.



Ruth screamed.

Still shaving in the bathroom, the sound of hisaigfvoice raised in fear
and shock made him drop the electric razor, itsllsbattering as it crashe
Into the porcelain sink. Ignoring his ruined appta, David ran for his
child's bedroom to find out what had terrified W$e so much that she'd
sounded as though she'd discovered a body, anddtmt he was wrong
in that estimation. "What!? Ruth! What's wrong?"

Even as her father rushed in to stand next to lm¢hen, Christina had
finally freed her hands from her oversized slearms$ saw the tiny fingers
and hands that only ten hours earlier had beenynagak strong. Now they
felt like toothpicks as she tried to use them totlge hair out of her eyes
and mouth as she turned to see the shocked exqresdiher parents.

"Walt" Ruth finally managed to shout as she couldké taer eyes off the
Intruder in her home. "Walt, get out herght now" Tearing her eyes away
from the girl, Ruth began scouring the room for vehleer child might be
hiding. " WALTER DEVON COCORANoOu getout here thisnstantand
explainyourself!"

Slowly catching up to what was going on, David wasined at the sight of
an eleven-year-old girl in his child's bed and wegathe nightclothes 'he'
had worn to bed, appearing to him as though shstdypanaged to get the
top on before he came in. "@od" It was all he could say before turning
to look away and provide the girl some sense ofestd

Losing her patience, Ruth began tearing throughs@ha's room, flinging
open closet doors, looking under the bed, and epening dresser drawers
as ridiculous as that seemed to be laMfalter Comeout, damn you!" Ruth
considered herself a modern woman and good anenpatiother. She could
accept that Christina had sneaked a pre-teemgrlher room overnight,
and even that the two might well have had sexhkuthild was now hiding



and trying to pretend it had never happened, wiwat making her more
and more angry by the second.

Even as her parents lost their minds, ChristineHess and she could only
stare in stunned shock at her tiny hands. "D..Daddy?" she finally
managed to eke out as terror gripped her throat.

Clearing his throat, David furrowed his brow andi@s$sed the strange girl.
"You... your daddy isn't here, young lady. Youlie@urson'shouse... irhis
bedroom... in hi®ed"

Sure now that Walt was nowhere in the room, Ruthoiat to search the
rest of the houseWalt'" she screamedWhereveryou are, you get your
fannyout here anaxplainwhy there's @irl in yourbed"

Hearing her mother scrambling around the housamgoior her, Christina
slowly looked over at her father, her eyes widéear. 'Daddy?"

Crossing his arms, David shook his head. "No.Whait'sfather,David. Do
you wearglasse® Where did you put them before you... um..." Tlaaam

couldn't bring himself to sapefore you climbed into bed with Walt.vas
too big a shock, given his child's innocent nature.

Now in shock that her own father didn't know henyi€tina began to cry.
"Oh, Daddy" She tried to say more, but the wracking sobg kep from
being even slightly coherent.

Seeing the poor girl reduced to tears and wantergdther, David was torn.
He wanted to comfort this strange girl who obvigushs something special
to his child, but at the same time he knew it wdaddnappropriate to evel
get within arm's reach of her. Examining the robuat his wife had just torn
apart searching for Christina, David started logknmself, this time for
the girl's clothes that he determined she must nara to come into their
home.lt must have beenerthat | heard last nighthe told himself.



Meanwhile, Ruth was at her wit's end where eldedk for her wayward
child. Reduced to near hysterics, she forced Haxsehlm down and lower
her voice as she walked around the house and tedkibe walls.

"Walt? It's Mother. It'OK, sweetheart! promisel'm not going tohit you
or spankyou! We just want tealk to you,OK? Pleasecome out! You can
alwaystalk to us abouanythind You knowthat! We're nothad We're
just... we'rdrightenedfor you! That poogirl you left alone in your room
Is frightened{oo! Walt This is no way for a... manto behaveWalter"

Hearing his wife getting nowhere, and not having lack in finding the
girl's lost clothing, David moved to the door. "RuHoney? Would you
come here, please?" As soon as she was near ervangd,lowered his
voice. "Let's switch. Maybkcan find Walt angoucan find the young
lady's clothes? | can't evéalk to her without her breaking into hysterics
and wanting her father!" As he was about to ledegpaused and added,
"Oh, | think she wears glasses. She thouiglws her father."”

Nodding in understanding, Ruth entered Christir@osn cautiously while
David left to search the house. Seeing the girbsapbuncontrollably on
her child's bed, there was something almost famalmut it, reminding he
of times when Christina was young and would wakeviip a nightmare.
Her instinct to help a hurt child overcame her dmtort with the idea that
this girl had slept with her son and she approatheadvailing girl.

"Shhh It's alright, dear!" she soothed, moving close enough to rband
on her shoulder, not wanting to scare the girl mdA&e're notmad dear!
You don't have to bscared No one's going tbiurt you, OK?Shhh"

Hearing her mother's soothing voice made Christeed to feel the woman'
embrace. "OhMother" she cried as she turned and latched onto herdik
life preserver, sobbing as she tried to bring Imeoteons under control.
Why is it so hard to stop cryingghe wondered.



Having the strange girl call her 'Mother', and tiekng to her as though she
were, unnerved Ruth. After a moment she wrappeditmas around the girl
and tried to calm her. "Italright, dear! You'resafe OK? Do you think you
can calm down enough to tell me yolameée"

Pulling back slightly, she regarded her motherulgtotear-stained eyes.
"It... it's me Mother! Christind" she burbled between sobs, unaware of
own faux pas

Pulling the girl into a supportive embrace, Rutirdwed her brow in
confusion. "A... Alright. Your nameGhristina I'm Ruth,Walt'smother.
David is my husband and Walfather. He said you might need your glass
Do you know where they are?" She glanced arounduined room briefly,
hoping to spot them without releasing the girldsume her wailing.

Confused, Christina pulled away again and triecoimpose herself. "I... |
know who youare, Mother! | don't needlasses| never havebeforg"

"Why do you keep calling miglother? I'm notyour mother, sweetie! I'm
Walt'smother! You'reconfusedlt's OK! It's understandableYou... you
werescaredandsurprised Take agoodlook at me, OK Christina?"

Hearing her secret name spoken aloud finally madedalize that her
parents had no way of knowing who Christina ewasg let alone that she
was also Walter. Thinking of all the stories shre'ad where a qirl like her
gets magically changed to have a girl's body, thelevworld had always
changed so that she was instantly accepted assahewgh it had always
been solsn't that what the angel said would happesti2 wonderedyeah!
She said, 'you will have a girl's body, which \gibw into a woman's bod
as though it had always been youtbking into her mother's eyes, her
sad and scared expression dissolved into a giddg.stn.. I'm agirl!"



Seeing the stranger happily state the obviousch susimple way made
her back away slowly, thinking the girl must behktly crazed. "Um... of
courseyou're a girl, Christina. What's yolast name?"

Rolling her eyes at her mother, the giddy girl ¢gglg "The same agurs
silly! Cocoran"

Still backing away, Ruth shook her head. "No! Yoyau're tooyoungto
have married Walt! Playing pretendfis), but your name is still the same
as it was before yomethim, dear. Whais it?"

Her smile fell as she saw that her mother wasitinget. "No, Mother!
You don't underst..."

"I'm not yourmother Christina!" Ruth nearly shouted before calmingsk#
once more. "You... you aren't my Waltge, so I'm not youmothet I'm
only his mother! Where are yowiothe®"

"My clothe®" she pondered curiously. "In tbkset of course!"

Moving to look, the woman saw no girl's clothesréhat all. "l don'see
them. Do... dyou?"

Pointing at her shirts that hung in the closet,i€lima sighed in exasperatiol
"Therd Thoseare my clothes, Mother! I'nWwalt"

The stunned expression on Ruth's face was a pateghof the stunned
feeling in her heartThe poor girl'sinsané¢ she told herself.

Even as Christina said the words, David was nedhadpedroom once more
Sure that he must have misheard, he knocked befaeging. "Safe to come
in, love?"



Nodding absently, Ruth took a moment before shiezezhhe couldn't see
her. "Y... yes, David. It's safe..tHink."

Frustrated that her mother didn't seem to beli@re@hristina was about
to get up off the bed when she felt her pajamaobwgtand boxer shorts star
to fall off her much smaller hips. Grabbing thenmclily before she flashec
her parents and sent them screaming from the roaralk the cops, the girl
just sat quickly, suddenly very aware of the charngener anatomy within
the loose boxers. The thought made her giggle orare like a mad girl.

"David? Anyluck?" Ruth asked, never taking her eyes of their segyi
Insane intruder.

He shook his head ruefully. "No. The doors and wwasl are all still locked
and the chains are still set on all the doorsf be ieft the house, she lockec
up after him... which means he's been gone since beforgotvap."

"I'm right here Daddy!" the girl cried petulantly. "I'Walter Or at least...
| wasbefore last night."

Looking over at his wife, he saw Ruth nod with eyage. "That's what
she told me once already, David... after tellingan@rst that her name is
Christina... Christin&€ocoranof all things!"

Stepping closer to his wife defensively, he lookéthe strange girl sternly.
"Now see here young lady! Enoughersough Where has ousongone?
When did he leave theous® What's youreal name?"

Now scared that her own parents might throw hemgtit nowhere to go,
Christina began to panic. "Mother!? Daddy&h Walt! Ask meanything |
canprovel'm your daughter!"

"We don'thavea daughter!" David barked. "We havea This sick joke
has gone on long enough! Wher&\ialt?"



Now sobbing again, Christina was near to hystetlerasé You'vegotto
believe me! I'mWalter I'm yourson I... | always wanted to be a girl and
last night | got mywish It wasn't supposed to be anythiliige this! This is
supposed to be the happiest day oflifi@y Now | feel like I'm going to lose
everythind Please! Tell me you stilbove me, Daddy!"

Seeing the girl close to a total breakdown, Dategised away from his wife
"Stay with her, love. I'm going to call the authi®m$ and get it straightene:
out just who this girl reallys!"

"No!" Christina screamed. "Daddgleasé¢ Don'tdo that! They'll lock me
up, thinking I'mcrazy"

"You're notwell, dear." Ruth offered sympathetically. "You ndwdp and
we need to know where ogonis!"

As David left the room to use the phone, Christimexd to get up again an
chase after him, but the baggy bottoms of Waltdspaljamas tripped her u

and sent her crashing to the floor before Rutha@catch her, sending her
back into black unconsciousness.

When at last she regained consciousness, she alkdaedaip at her mother's
concerned face as the woman kneeled over MatHer?"

"No, Christina. I'mRuth CocoranAre you OK?"
"l... I think so." she replied. "My head hurts."

"You took a nasty tumble, dear." Ruth explainedali’¥ pajamas... um...
don'tfit you very well."

"I know." she sighed frustratedly. "I thought becaogia girl would be a
dream comeérue, but it's turning into aightmare | just want to wake up



back in myold body! At leasthenyou'd know it wagneand wouldn't senc
meaway"

Concern still marring her normally lovely featur&sith looked closely at
the girl. "You reallydo think you're Waltdon'tyou? This isn't just some
gameyou two are playing ats it?"

"Of courseit isn't, Mother!" she nearly cried. "How caproveit to you?"

"I don't believe yowcan Christina." Ruth admitted. "This is tieal world.
People don't magically change gendarernight You don't everlook like
Walt! Your hair and eyes atmthwrong! My Walt has brown hair and
green eyes. Yours are blonde and blue."

"Just likeyou" Christina pointed out sadly. "It... it's howlaysimagined
myself... being as pretty &su, Mother."

Hearing the way she spoke sent an eerie shiver ti@wspineHer speech
and way of talking sounds so much like Welii¢ shiveredShe must go to
school with him and listened to him for a long tirder heart went out to
the poor girl. "It's alright, Christina. You... yoeivery pretty. I'll bet Walt
really likesyou! Do... do you know where heent? Pleasetell me, dear!
You'rescaringme!"

Beginning to cry again, Christina closed her eyestaed to will herself to
wake up back in her old body with the love of hargmts waiting for her.
Then she would tell them her secret right way. $déalt down the side of he
face and into her small ears that looked exactystime as David's. Then
remembering what Lisbeth told her, that her newgenaas a blend of her
mother and father, she tried to calm herself.

"M... Mrs. Cocoran?" she stopped herself from ngllher Mother as she sal
up. "Will you do something for me?"



"Of course dear!" the woman offered.
"Look at mereally closely. Don't yowseeit? | look like you andDaddy"

With a patient sigh, she humored the girl. "Wetlynthat youmentionit,
you do look a little likel did at your age... and those ears and nosedook
much like your fath... | mean... like MCocoran's"

Hearing the Freudian slip, Christina sat up in hdeé I'm yourdaughtet
| mean... youson | mean..."

"It's OK dear!" Ruth tried to soothe her once more. "Disyp'aand sit up,
alright? You might have a concussion. Try to liekband don'talk, OK?"

"But | have toconvinceyou!" she nearly cried. "Before tltepscome and
haul me away to thieonybin... or wherever it is that they senohaway$"

"You're arunaway?" Ruth caught her outAh Sothat'swhy you're scarec
of us calling the police! Are you ready to tell p@ur real name now?"

"No!" she protested. "I mean, no, you damterstandlIf the copscome and
you turn me over tthem | only have two choices! Tell the truth about whe
am and get locked up for people thinking €mazy, or tell themmothingand
get locked up on suspicion of me beingiaaway which is what they'thave
to assume is the reason | won't tell them my ndPhedseMother! Don't let
them take maway | loveyou somucH"

Listening to the girl try to dig her way out of telgp of the tongue, then
hearing her words dissolve into wracking sobs anoee, Ruth wished
there was some way she could help her.

Just then, David came back in. "The police areheir wvay, along with an
ambulance." he said calmly. "Walt's not under ammes juvenile hall, so
that'sa relief, anyway. They're checking hospitals anan... themorgue"



Suppressing her worst fears, Ruth looked downeatiiing girl. "She...
she's either utterly convinced that she's Walsher's the best con artester,
David."

"Either way, she's natur problem! Either she needs the police or a docto
"My parentshateme!" Christina sobbed. "You botlate me!"

"We don'thateyou, Christina!" explained David. "You... you ju@en't our
son Do... do you think you're boy? Inside | mean? Ishat why you want
to be our Walt?"

"No, Daddy!" she cried. "l don't think I'm a boy insid'm agirl, like |
alwayswas but now I'm a girl outside¢oo!"

"Our son wasn't a girl inside, Christina." he régdr "Hetold us somany
times."

"No | didn't" she shot back. "$odid not, Daddy! You only ever asked if
thought | was airl, but Ididn't think that! Iknewl was stuck being a boy.
but inside | kept being Christina a secret so..."sNear to tears again, sh
couldn't bring herself to say out loud the readwgicskept it a secreko you
wouldn't have amigly daughter! Now it's going to cost me my enilifie

David shook his head. "Sweetie, our gmowsthat we know he's.different
Delicate He knows that if he was a girl inside that welgmort him to be
himself, or | guess in that caker to beherself He'd have noeasonto keep
it hidden from us!"

"l did it because | wasgly, Daddy! | couldneverpass as a girl, even if |
wore a ball gown and a dozen layers of makeupbk no use eveinying!
So | justprayedand tried to bgood.. and the angel granted mysh*



"Whatangel, sweetie?" Ruth asked curiously.

"l don't remember her name." she admitted. "Sbke.was really pretty and
talked without moving her lips. She gave me a alhticaccept the gift of
becoming a girl or just stay the wawas and warned me that there migt
be consequences and there was no going back! ldghsaidno! Being a
girl isn'tworth losing you two!" Once more the tears overwhelmedds
she finished talking.

Looking into one another's eyes, the two parentfdceee the hurt and
anguish the girl was suffering. After a moment,Rsthook her head. "Yol
won'tloseus, sweetie. We... we aren't your parents. We washwould

tell us where Walt is. We want him bac&mae"

As if on cue, the doorbell rang and the two lookpdat each other hopefully
"Walt?" David yelled as he ran for the door.

Realizing that it couldn't be Walt because she ngga#t in front of their
unbelieving eyes, Christina concluded that it weesgolice. "Mother?
Pleasedon't do this to meRon't send meaway You told me yesterday
that you wanted me to focus on sghoolwork How can Ido that if you
send meaway? Please Mother! Youhaveto know it'smd"

Hearing the girl refer to a conversation she'd\wad Walt when they were
alone the evening before was unnervidgw could she possibknow that!
Concluding that Walt must have told her, the omliyanal explanation, she
looked sternly at the girl. "Tell me where Walt inowhe told you those
things, so henustbe part of this ludicrous joke that's goneway too long!"

Giving up, Christina just lay back down and closed eyes before the tears
began to flow once mor&od? Please help me! Take it back! Please!

As she lay there crying, two police officers and fwaramedics came in the
room, the latter two beginning to examine her hyisly lights in her eyes



and taking her blood pressure, temperature, and fag¢a. Satisfied that
she was in no immediate danger, they told hergblay back.

Meanwhile, David was explaining in detail the laste he'd seen Walt, th
odd feeling that someone had gotten into their hthraenight before, then
the bizarre tale that Christina had been telliregritboth.

Seeing a lull in the conversation, the lead paracedk one of the officers
aside. "She has a mild concussiorcdtild explain mild delusions, but
someone more qualified would have to attest tq tQ#icer Martinez."

"Is she safe to move?" he asked bluntly.

"We'll need the stretcher in here, but yeah. Sttésrwise healthy as a
horse! Top physical shape for her age, I'd say."

"How old?" the senior patrolman asked.
"Hmmm... ten to twelve I'd guess. Probably has@dthed menarche yet."

"Great" Christina grumbled. "I get torn away from my pats and now
I'm gonna have to look forward to going throught alone!"

"What are your parent's names, Christina." thegiupatrolman asked,
hoping to catch her out with an honest off-the-aurféwer.

Looking up at him, she shook her dizzy head. "Dand RuthCocoran
Twelve-twenty-six Weshrctic Street." Seeing the irritated look on his fact
Christina shrugged and looked at her pareM&a® Did youexpectme to
lie?"

"l... I wouldn't expectWWaltto." Ruth admitted. "He waswayshonest."

"l still am, Mother." she stated sadly. "l just wish yob&lieveme."



Turning to her husband, the confused woman shrug@mdoessound an
awful lot like Walt, David."

Looking at her as though she'd lost her mind, lo®klnis head.No, Ruth!
That'scrazy That isnot our son!" he insisted, pointing at the girl.

"But maybe she's owlaughter David! Maybe we should send these pec
away andalk to her!"

Holding up his hand to forestall further debatefi€@f Martinez settled the
argument. "Let's not gétysterical Until we can positively identify the girl,
you two have done all yozan We'll take her to the hospital, then to juven
services to have her fingerprints and footprintokleel against the databas
for missing and exploited childrewe'll find out who she is and get her
home! As for your son, we've put out an Amber aleoet we find him
soon!”

Picked up and placed on the gurney, Christina \@es@nic with shock, only
vaguely cognizant of her surroundings and what heggening to her. Hel
mind in a fog, she was barely aware that she'd paem an ambulance anc
taken from her home and parents, then poked, pdydahal otherwise treate
like a piece of meat. When a doctor tried to usapa kit on her though, she
came out of it as they began undressing her.

Her scream could be heard throughout the emergeacy.



Chapter 3- On Her Own

Pacing her exam room like a caged animal, Chrigtadha fist balled up anc
ready to strike out again at the next person tohidwer, even as her other
hand held up the loose-fitting pajama bottoms amdabshorts. Her breatt
came in rapid intakes through her nostrils andh@ntmouth.

"Miss?" Doctor Ramsey tried to calm her down as he haldbruised cheek.
"Pleasesit back down so we can continue the exam!"

"Nextperson that tries to touch rtieereeats myknucklesagain, buster!"
she growled. "Daddy taught me howdefendmyself, so don't evetiink
you can get away with anything without losingegreyou're fond ofdod"

Looking at the two officers, he shrugged. "Patisnefusing treatment. It's
not a medical emergency, | don't have consent freem guardian, and yol
don't have a court order, so... thét's\Ve'redonehere."

"Waita minute!" Officer Raul Martinez told the doctblcet me talk to her!"
Seeing the doctor hold up his hands in mock sugerikiaul turned to her
and smiled kindly. Hi! Remember me? I'Raul Officer RaulMartinez"

Narrowing her eyes, she looked at him evilly. "Yglatlememberyou!
You're the one that took me away from mgthet She was about to let
me stayandlistento me!"

His friendly smile melted and he turned serioushatflsright. It's my job to
protectkids like you! Now thaloc here isn't going taurt you, OK? He's
just going to collect evidence from you in case'veureen raped..."

"l think I'd know if I'd beerraped.. Raul" she snarled. "The closest I've
ever come tahat is whathandsythere was about to do to nigd!"

"You mightnot know, young lady!" he countered. "You lost consesioess!"



"For about terseconds she snapped back. "Ten seconds alone with m
mothet"

Loosing patience, he tried to be blunt and usees@amtics. Look kid! Those
peoplearen'tyour parentsTheyadmittedthat and are accusiiygu of aiding
In their son being missing! Now are you gonna lgead girl andcooperate

or do | have to put you inandcuff8"

Scoffing, Christina turned away from him. "You dostareme mister! |
know you can'touchme for medical stuff without my parents' permissic
or a court order! Let mseeit!"

"Seewhat?"

"The piece of paper that lets Doctegelgoodover there stick his hands u
my yahooagainst mywill! Nobody's touched jetandhe certainly isn't
going to be my first! I'm onlglevenfor crying out loud!"

Smiling, Officer Martinez took out his notebooK.Herd You'reeleveth One
piece at a time! Why don't you just tell me yéwlt name and who your
parentsare and | can take ydwome Is that wer@Valtis? Atyour house?"

Rolling her eyes, she put a hand on her hip anglstihat pose that wome
have been using for centuries that tells a n@n really? Youhink so?'

Stymied by her obstinate refusal to cooperate, Rlanbk his head. "Alright!
Fine! We'll skip the rape kit! The nurse there was gdim make sure
nothingbadwas going to happen to you, but we'll dgaur way, OK?"

Calming down, she slowly edged her way closer ¢éoetkam table.

Tiffany Downs had been a nurse for ten years aodght she'd seen it all.
When this wisp of a girl was brought in for a fakam, they'd managed tc



do everything except the x-rays and rape kit withexen so much as an
acknowledgement of their existence from her. Tyf&new a little of the
girl's circumstances, but with her fully awake aadnbative she was sure
of how to proceed.

"Doctor Ramsey? Officers? Would you step out far@ment so | can talk
to her?" Seeing the policeman's hesitancy to leas/eharge alone withou
police observation, she held up her hands. "Whanesbe go? The only way
out is right byyouif you wait outside!"

Seeing her point, Raul huffed and stormed out Wighsilent partner in tow.
"Damnkidd We bust oubuttstrying to look out for them and..."

With just a withering stare at the attending physic Tiffany made him go
without a word. Turning at last to the obviouslyrifeed little girl, she smiled
warmly. "There! Now that there are ntenaround, why don't we have a
chat Hmm?" Sitting on the exam table, she patted gaEs next to her.

Still nervous that this was some sort of trick ltke officer had tried to
play on her, Christina slowly moved next to her touk a seat. "Thanks."

"Men arebrutes" Tiffany stated with a chuckle. "They have thasavity
of the averagéulldozet" Seeing that it made the girl smile slightly, she
returned the grin. "So why don't you telewhat happened? How did yoL
hit your head?"

Suddenly embarrassed, Christina bit her lower éiprously. "l... | fell out
of bed."

Nodding, the nurse looked at her wiseM/hosebed?"

Shocked at the insinuation that eakrecould follow, Christina's jaw
dropped. Mine!" she insisted after a moment.



Shrugging, Tiffany looked away. "Liste@hristing right?" Seeing the girl
nod, she continued. "Christina, | camipyou if | don't have all théacts
So start at the beginning.”

"You'd nevetbelieveme!" Christina moanedNobodywill believe me!
Heck! It happened tmeandl don't believe me!"

Laughing with the girl's self-deprecating sensé@uhor, Tiffany bumped
shoulders with her.Try me! You neveknow right?"

Knowing that she had to tell the nurse somethihg,v8as about to try
making something up when she noticed the fringestattoo on the
woman's left arm. "Whatthat?"

"On" Tiffany smiled as she lifted her sleeve, expgdine full image. "That's
Lisbeth Angel of Lost Souls. It's said that when a pensasuffering and is
truly deserving she'll grant them their heart'srged/ly mother used to tell
me stories about her! When | went to nursing sghdwhd her put on my
arm so that she'd always remind me to do whatewenkss kcouldin life."

Stunned once more, she looked into the woman's 8yes knowshe does.
She... she did that fone | couldn't remember hexame though."

Thinking the girl was having fun with her, Tiffamyayed along. "So then,
what wasyour heart's desire? Don't worry! It's not likdigthday wish!
WhenLisbethgrants a wish, there's no wayldseit!"

With a hard swallow, Christina took a breath andted this strange womar
with the image of her savior and tormenter on Iner. &l... | wished | could
be agirl. I... | was born doy. My legal name is Walter."

Tiffany's eyebrows shot up at that. Of all the gsrshe'd expected her to
say,that never would have even crossed her mind. "U@K!. Well, you
wanna tell me the whokling? Just start at the beginning and go slow."



Twenty minutes later, Christina was nearly hysadragain. "And then they

just wheeled me out and brought me here while mgmia stood by and did
nothind They let the cops take their owlaughteraway! Then lots of stuff
happened and the next thing | know thayis trying to pull myboxersoff!"

Listening intently, Tiffany looked away. "Well, yiour story werdrue, |
think | could understand why you freaked." Looklvagck at her, the nurse
tried to see the child ever being a boy. "Lisbeffeslid a number oypou"

"What do you mean?"

With a low laugh, Tiffany looked at the girlL8okat you! You don't look
anythinglike aboy!" She wasn't sure if she believed the girl's sturyot,
after all, Tiffanydid believe in angels, but it was a stretch everhéar

Nodding sadly, Christina sighed. "8owwhat can | do? | have rmrth
certificate, ngarents noschoolenrollment..HecK | don't even have my
shotrecords to prove I've had all my shotgtoto school! They'll probably
deportme for being an illegallien!"

Grimacing, Tiffany looked away. "You might not iseong Though they'd
have a hard time proving what country yalmcome from! Your accent is
typical Southwestern and no one is going to beleetonde-haired blue-
eyed girl came fronGuatemald’ Seeing that it made the glum girl perk t
some, she thought for a moment.

"OK, so let's say believeyou." Tiffany began. "I'm not saying thadld, but
just for the sake of argument, you say your mom el@se tabelievingyou?"

"Yeah." she nodded glumly. "But that gredgsant outside basically told
them to mind their own business and shipped metodrave myvirginity
taken by a guy three times rage"



Laughing gently to show understanding, Tiffany éwved her brow after a
moment. "So, we just need to make Officer Martidexp his investigation
and let you go back home." Tsking, she shook had h& hat's a tall order
girlfriend! See, Officer Martinez reallg a good and dedicated cop. All h
wants is to see you get home so he can know thateysafe and arrest the
scumbag he thinks kidnapped you, did awful thirngd you can't remember
and dumped you at that house and took Walt."

"So... I'm basicallydog-meat' Christina sighed. "Aobodythat's gonna end
up in a foster home 'till I'rthirty... living under the stairs and eatiggiel.
Thatwhat you're saying?"

"You watch too many movies." Tiffany smirked wittbamp of her shoulder
With a mischievous grin, Tiffany put her arm arouhd girl. "Sorry girl!
You're gonna have to come up with a better stbmatone will get you
lockedup!" Hugging Christina with one arm, she shook herthe "Why
don't you tell me whateally happened? promise whatever it is, it has to
be better than getting labeled asud"

Seeing that even an adult tmaightbelieve her wouldn't, Christina shut
down and refused to talk. When nearly ten minutesty with no response
Nurse Downs shook her head and left. After a fewutas alone, Christine
got up and moved a chair next to the door to laaktloe window. Seeing
no one outside, she got down, replaced the chairskbbwly cracked the
door open.

"What do youmeanshe's not in the system?" Officer Martinez shouieithe
phone. "Shdnasto be! | mean, shefpotto be a runaway @omethingShe
hasto have a record! She's already a professiomalartist"

Seeing no one directly watching, she quietly sitlaf the exanroom and
down a short hall. Seeing a sign that skldspital Staff Onlyshe pulled
the door open and slipped inside.



The room was dark, smelled of sweat and hand ganitand she heard th
sound of slow breathing from somewhere off to kér After her eyes
adjusted she saw a resident lying on a couch, sigbtes coming from the
man who'd been at the hospital for thirty houreeping slowly by him,
she made her way around a corner until she savwndeuof lockers. At
the back of the room she saw her one chance aldnee

There was a door with an exit sign above it.

Gently opening it, she saw daylight beyond andtiusneaked out. Looking
down at herself, she knew she had to find diffecéothes fast or she'd be
right back where she startatfhere can | get clothes without money@
wonderedlf | just had my cell phone | could at least pawrbut | have
nothind Even as she considered her problem, she camedasocorner
and spotted her salvation.

There at the corner of the employee parking lot avakthing donation bir
that was open. Moving quickly, she grabbed the fiimigs she could get
before ducking behind the dumpster-sized bin te laisl she changed. Luc
was with her when she found she'd grabbed a pairkd jeans and a
sweater. Changing quickly, she left the pajamadbaston the ground.

The jeans were too long and loose, but the bejt lael with them solved
one problem and a few minutes rolling up the cafflved the other. The
sweater was too hot for the high temperature,tbmtis enough to give he
more time searching through the donations withookihg so conspicuous.

Within twenty minutes she had found a pair of gishoes, socks, and a
pink top that fit. Not long after that she was wal her way down the
street and trying to look as nonchalant as possaivien as the hospital wa
being turned upside down trying to find her.

It took her hours to walk back to her own neighloadh At first, she wasn'
sure where she was going to go, but she figuredstheing with her own



neighborhood was the best place to begin. As shieediashe kept her eye
open and managed to find some lost change in arg&ventually she begal
to see a familiar sight; the only payphone witlan miles of her house. She
had seen it before, but never had need ¢fmtnot even sure how teseit!

Looking around, it was an odd sensation. She kies\wgias station. She
walked by it on the way to school every day andetomes even bought
gum, sweets, or soda on the way. Now though, tiidibg seemed huge,
and the payphone seemed too impossibly tall tokieeformer five-foot-
two height would have made it a breeze, but nosvlair under four-foot-
five, reaching the coin slot was impossible.

Looking around, she saw a wooden pallet and thomigldt tall enough to
stand on and use the phone. Trying to pick it bp,reearly jerked her arm
out of their sockets. It couldn't weigh more thaety or thirty pounds, but
to her it might was well have been five hundrede Tipper body strength
that came so easily to her before was simply géoethe first time in her
short life, Christina felt vulnerable.

Being big for her age, at the upper end of heightfeven-year-old boys,
she was never picked on, despite her gentle ndtang.at the lower end o
size range for eleven-year-old girls, she wasuififweak by comparison.
| hadn't counted on that parshe ponderediaybe that was one of the
guestions Lisbeth thought | should aSke tried reaching the coin slot or
tiptoes, but it was just barely out of her reade 8eeded help.

It was then that Christina noticed the kids walkimogme from school. She
hadn't realized until just that moment how long shest have been walking,
nor how hungry she was, having never gotten breakftolding her
stomach, she started looking for anyone who migld her. Spotting Kathy,
Lindsey, and Beth walking home together, beforeesles thought, she
heard herself yell outKathy"



Instantly she realized what she'd done wrong. Katiy her other friends
at school knew nothing about Christina and cergavduld never believe
that their giant protector who kept the bullies gwauld become a girl so
small she couldn't use a payphone. Her smile easgwdiike an ice cube a
noon as the three girls turned toward her.

Kathy was especially incensed. Not only waseit that this strange girl had
called out to, she'd interrupted the story shetetiag about Walt not just
beingabsent but actuallymissing Her eyes narrowed and she turned towe
the small girl, storming up to her angrily. "Justawareyouthat you know
my name Jittle girl ? Did | used tdoaby-sityou?"

Hurt that her best friend was being so mean todier tried to hold back
the tears, but they came anyway. The stress afdfi@vas just too much
and she collapsed onto the pavement, an emotioess.m

"Way togo, Kathy! Wanna take her monepo?" Lindsey admonished he
as Kathy just stared with her mouth hanging opehesobbing girl.

Unable to stem the tide, words just started falbog of Christina's mouth
unbidden. "How could you be soear?" she sobbed. "You were my best
friend | protectedyou from Jim Sullivarlast summer! Now yoyell at me
when my wholdife is falling apart!"

Unable to follow what the girl was saying, even tiew words she did catch
didn't make any sense to Kathy. "Look, barry, OK? It's just... my best
friend ismissing so I'mreally uptight right now!Pleasedon't cry!"

Bringing her tears under control after a momerg, whderstood Kathy's
concern as Beth helped her up off the ground.I'h.sorry! | just... | don't
have my cell phone and | can't reach the cointelase the payphone! Coul
you guys help me move that wooden pallet overégotione so | can use
It? Pleasé"



"Here." Kathy offered as she reached into her back@and retrieved her
cell phone. "You can just useine Just... beuick OK? I'm hoping to hear
back from my friend to know if he@K!"

Nodding, she looked at her friend's phone thatseen a thousand time:
before. It was eerie looking the Amber alert wigr bld name on it. "Um..
it's kind of anembarrassingall. Can... can | use your phone in the gas

station bathroom? That way | can have some privacy?

Understanding the girl's position, Kathy noddedhasfour headed toward
the vacant bathroom. "Sure. By the way, | don'tewtner your name."

"Um... it's Christina. | don't think you know meytd knowyouthough...
throughWalt He... he and | are sort adlated"

The three girls immediately brought Christina toadt, Kathy physically
taking the girl by the shoulders to make Christaxze her.

"You're related tawalt?" she cried. "Wheres he! IS heOK? Pleasé"

Seeing the near panic and desperation in her best® eyes, Christina
couldn't let her worry. "He... he's OK. They foumd. He... he'll have to
go away for a while though. Maybe a long time. Helk got hurt when
someone got in his house last night. | can't say. ke won't let me." She
was trying to pick her words carefully so as to lmoto her friends.

"Oh, God" Kathy nearly broke down herself. "M¥/alt? Hurt? No!"

Seeing her evemoredistraught, Christina tried to lessen it. "O&! He'll
befine! He just... he needs time bealis all! He had to go to the hospital,
then he went someplace else, bptdmisehe'll be OK!Pleasedon't cry,
Kathy!" Her friend's tears were threatening to m@keistina's returnWhy
am |l crying so much! heverused to cry this much before!



Getting herself under control, Kathy nodded. "OlKydu sayso, Christina.
Go ahead and use the bathroom. I'll wait out hdnerhing to her other
two friends, she sniffed back her tears. "Why dgalt guys go on home.
... I'll call youlater, OK?"

As Beth and Lindsey left the two alone, waving gogel Christina enterec
the filthy bathroom and locked the door behind Bealing her mother's
cell phone number, she waited anxiously as it r&mg jumped when the
line picked up, she was so nervous.

"Kathy?" Ruth answered desperately. "Kathy, do you kndvereWalt is?
| promisehe's not in trouble! I... | just need to know Hels!"

Lowering her voice as low as it would go, Christthd her best imitation
of her old voice. Mother?"

"Waltl" she screamed into the phon#/dlt, baby! Wherare you? Are
you with Kathy?"

"Um... yeah." Christina growled. "I... um... I'mrepl worried you, Motherl
didn'tmeanto."

"What'swrong sweetie?" she begged. "You sownk Why won't you
comehomé& Who was thagirl in your room?Talkto me baby!"

"Um... | can'tcome home Mother. | waschanged'

More confused than ever, Ruth could only listemasds utterly failed her
"Mother? That girlvasme." Slowly, she let her voice shift up to her new
normal tone. "When | was five, you asked me if bvaagirl and | said no.

Then | told you that boys were stupid and one efrtlpushed Kathy over
at recess and | told on him and got him in troufaen | was seven, you



asked me if | liked boys and I told you boys weresg and | couldn't
marry a boy becausenasone." Pausing a moment, she waited for a rej

Slowly lowering herself into the chair at the digiroom table, Ruth still
couldn't answer. Logic defied what she was heabngstill she was starting
to have a hard time letting it make sense any otlasr.

"Mother? Are you still there?" Christina begged.dier, | want to come
home I... | ran away from the police. Can... can | admome Mother?
Pleasé"

Unable to handle what she was hearing, that "Wak' somewhere with
Kathy and that Christina girl and her 'son' waslifieg the girl things to say
that would convince her that the impossible was,tslne hung up. Ruth
was stunned that the child she knew and loved wawtto pull off such a
cruel trick.Why is he doing this to ushe wondered/Vhat did we do?
Where did we go wrong?

"Bye, Mother. | love you." she said to dead airtiblag that her cheeks
were wet, she used some toilet paper to dry thdordepening the door
to return Kathy's cell phone. When she looked upadhy, she saw the
astonished look on the bigger girl's face.

"C... Christina?" she asked in astonishment. "Is... is that regally\Walt?"



Chapter 4 - Best Friends Forever

Staring into Kathy's eyes, Christina knew her lheshd had listened in on
the conversation with her mother. "You... y@membelChristina? Kathy!
I'm sorry | didn'ttell you! | didn't think you'delieveme!"

Looking the girl up and down, Kathy could see noghof the boy she'd
called her best friend since before she could relpeenT he girl before her
was prettywaytoo pretty and small to be Walt, but somehow stenk
things only Walt could know. A memory eveheforgot. "I'm not sure to
yet. This had better hbelievablygood!"

Christina took a moment to collect her thoughtan:Uwell, do you believe
In angel$"

Thinking a moment, she looked at the girl who stexdnches shorter
than she did that used to stand three inches.télen... you mean like
with white robes, wings, arttalos?"

With a nod, Christina tried to explain. "Yeah, ey don'thaveto look like
that. Lisbeth just looked like a beautiful womaheS the Angel of Lost
Souls. She came to me last night and offered totgng my wish."

"Why you?" Kathy almost spat. "And how did your wish endmgking
you into agirl? Admittedly you're grettygirl, but..." Seeing her best friend
blush at the compliment, she paused a momentt ltkeione of thoséoe
careful what you wish fothings? | mean, did she likeick you?"

"No." Christina admitted. "I... this is exactly wHawished for. | just didn't
count on thesideeffects, like being a weakling midget and my ovamngnts
and friends not knowing whowag"

Her familiar humor made Kathy giggle. Stopping aéenoment, she lookec
deeplyin Christina's eyes, as if searching for somethifigally her serious



mienslowly grew into a gentle smile and Kathy's eyeaj. "I... | cansee
you! Inyoureyes$ They're the wrongolor, but it... it's still thesame It's...
you You're reallywalt"

Tilting her head curiously at her, Christina kndtteer brows. "How can
youtell that? My owrmothercouldn't see it!"

Blushing and turning to start walking toward hergrds' house again, Kathy
answered, "l... | guess she never spent as longedsoking at your eyes."

Stopping their progress, Christina looked at hehwionder. "K.. Kathy?
Do... um... did youike me as Walt? | medike-like me?"

Shaking her head slowly, Kathy resumed walking.."Nol lovedWalt.
Didn't youknow?"

Suddenly feeling sick to her stomach, Christinaosathe curb a moment.
When Kathy sat next to her, she noticed the smgitehad started crying.

"Oh, Christina! Don't bead I... I'm sad enough for thgoth of us!" After a
moment, she took Christina's hand. "Can... cak yag something?" Seein(
the girl nod and sniff back tears, she presseddow'Um... why'd you
wanna be girl? Is this about me calling you Christina when weenitle?"

Shrugging, Christina tried to explain, but endedasking, "I... | thought
you forgot about Christina? When we started Kindergarten,aaiad like
you didn't know who shead"

Kathy looked away, embarrassedly. "l.didin't.. until | heard you talking
to your mom... and then it just sort otlicked.. and Irememberedt."
Turning back to her, her tone turned harsh. "Besii®i'rethe one that
started insisting you werebay all the time!"

"l... | thought lhadto." she admitted. "Walt coulteverbe seen as a girl!"



Putting her arm around her best friend, Kathy tteedonsole her. "It's
alright. I... | think | understand. When you weraNyyou were pretty much
a girl still, but you couldn't really evévok like one." Hesitating a momen
she asked a new question. "So... um... does thas iyau like..boy2"

Going quickly from crying to laughing, she shook head and giggled. "No
Being a girl is just what I've wanted since | vitaised Lisbeth told me that
becoming a girl wouldn't change who | am or whoolwd like, but I... |
thought it would be like in &airytale... like suddenlyywhoosh I'd be a girl
and everyone would know that | was always a gid Bah live happily ever
after" Getting up, she resumed walking toward Kathyage. "What didn't
count on was that | would become a girl, but evengelsewould stay as
it was | also didn't know that you were falling for me Walt. I'msorry!"

"Yeah! Thistotally sounds like one of thodee careful what you with for'
things, like that old cartoof,he Flying MouseYou shoulda gathreewishes
so you could use your second wish for everyonentwmkyou as a girl, and
then use the thirdish to... um... maybe be to heh... or something."

Noticing she'd cut herself off and switched midtsane, Christina looked
over at her earnestlyKathy? Secret shake!"

This was something sacred between the two girlseiWe#ter one of them
called for the secret shake, it meant that theudddoe no secrets betweer
them. Gripping each other's fingers in a crissgribestwo went through al
elaborate range of hand and finger motions urgirthands were on the
other person's heatrt.

"I promise..." Christina began and Kathy picked st amazed that this
girl knew her and Walt's secret shake, "...thatllllvave no secrets from
my best friend." they finished together.

"What do you think my third wish should have beeath?"



Embarrassed, the girl wanted to run and hide,lmibath had been sworr
"Um... your third wish could have been for me toabeoy so we could
still... um..."

Stunned, Christina resumed their slow walk. "Dao. youwantto be a
boy, Kath?"

With a shrug, she looked awayd, but... um... it'd bavorth it so that..."

Now sadder than ever as the two turned up Kathglkway, the new girl
shook her head. "It wassaupidwish! | wish | could take ibacK"

"Canyou?" Kathy asked hopefully. "Like a money-baclagntee?"
"Nope." Christina admitted. "Lisbeth warned me éwemlas no going back.’
"Oh."

Coming up to her door, she turned to Kathy. "Coutmbuld | come in with
you Kath? I... | don't really have anywhere elsgdo. Oh! and theops
are after me!"

Kathy's eyes widened. "Tle®ps How didthat happen?"

"It's a long story."

Nodding, Kathy took Christina's hand. "Sure. I'dashythingto help...
um... afriend."

Christina could see the sadness wrapping arounayHKike a blanket. She
never knew how much Kathy liked her, and was oua$f fhen beginning t
suspect that was the reason Kathy had startedimyes®re provocatively
around herAnd | had to go anduin it for her!



Entering Kathy's home, one Christina had beenmuoat as often as her
own, she found it both familiar and yet alien, ltke building had grown
overnight.

"Come on." Kathy led her towards the kitchen. "Mwan't be home until
four. You hungry?"

"Starved' she admitted. "l never got breakfast beforan..uwell, | guess
| should start at the beginning."

While Kathy made them sandwiches, Christina tolddimut her dream,
waking up and her parents' reaction to her, beakgrt to the hospital, anc
her 'daring escape’. As soon as she finished, Kathgiext to her and slid
the small plate over to her.

"Wow!" Kathy managed as Christina tore into herdsaich. "I can't believe
your ownparentsdidn'tknowyou! | mean, now thatremembeit all, you
were Christina for like gear" Seeing that the girl wasn't listening but ju
focused on inhaling her food, Kathy slapped heukter lightly. "Hey! Slow
down or you're gonnehoke You act like you've nevaratenbefore!"

Pausing to chew and swallow, Christina considdnad t\Well... | guess in
a wayl neverhave Walt ate dinner last night. | don't know what Lisbeth
actuallydid to me. | think this is a whole newody If so, it's never eaten
anythingbefore!" Looking at the sandwich, she shook hadh&Has peanut
butteralwaystasted this good?"

Tilting her head, Kathy had to think a moment. "Ngou actually didn't
usedto think so! Remember? You used to trade them mghfor my
bologna sandwiches until you told your mom you didgally like it and
she stopped making them for you? It's been a fewsygnce then, though
| guess you forgot."



Thinking back several years, she recalled the tii@a.yeall" Turning to
her hostess, she furrowed her brow and asked, ty@woumakeme one?"
before taking another huge bite.

Kathy giggled and shrugged. don't know! Iforgott So didyou"

"Well, I like ‘'emnow!" Christina pointed out. "They tastetally different!"
Once she finished the sandwich and a glass of stk turned to Kathy. "I
can kind of understand why my parents di@nibwme." she admitted. "I...
um... | nevetold them about Christina... not even when | \wie."

Getting up and heading for her room with her gi&twing, Kathy shook
her head. "Whyot?"

As Kathy sat on her bed, Christina sat at her fedesk. "Well, afirst it
was just betweens You just treated me like another girl, then oag d
you told me that Walt wasn't a good name for aaqpd started calling me
Christing but onlyyouever did that. When | went home | was Walt aga
| was close to asking Mother and Daddy if | couldimge my name when
they started getting worried about me being gily.then | knew | could
never look like a girl, so | just told them | waday... which wasrue. |
wasa boy... on theutside anyway."

Nodding in understanding, Kathy looked off into thstance. "Oh. I... |
guess | remember that. N@tally, though. It's kinda vague. | remember |
was a sad when you started saying you were a bdystepped calling yo
Christina... then | just sortargot after a while." Tilting her head slightly,
she chuckled a little. "Huh! Itfsinny, though. Even after | started calling
you Walt, you werestill my best friend, even though you werea."

"Well..." Christina pointed out, "I didn't changewa | acted | just stopped
calling myself a girl and you stopped calling meai€ima. Nothingelse
changed. | couldtill beat you at jump rope!"



"That wasn'fair!" Kathy pointed out with a giggle. "You westronger
and had morendurancehan me! Stupidestosteroneanyway!"

"Well, you don't need to worry abotlitat now." Christina looked at her
thin arms and down at her tiny stature. "I douintdoing to be beating
anyone at anythingthleticanymore." Pausing a moment, she started ta
giggle. "Besides, | don't think nfgotball uniform will fit anymore!"

Laughing together a moment, Kathy grinned at Wafelf, you could
always join me on theheersquad!”

"Are youkidding?" the new girl asked incredulously. "lI've seen goys
working out! Noway is this body going to keep up witimatl Besides, the
skirts arewaytoo short!"

Her smile disappearing quickly, Kathy looked htid... isthat what you
think of me, Christina? Is that wh@talt thought? Is that why you made
thosejokesabout my outfit yesterday?"

Looking away ashamedly, Christina felt her tearﬁm@up again. "l... I'm
sorry | said those things, Kathy. I... | was... um...’

Seeing her struggle to get it out, Kathy got up stedd in front of her.
"You werewhat, ChristinaaVha"

"Jealou$' she blurted out after a moment. "l wjaalousof you,OK? You're
sopretty... angopular, andgraceful and... and... you were free to wear
whatever yowanted If you felt like it, you could come to school gear
you bought from the boy's department and no onddv&ay anything except
'l guess she's feelimgyungytoday.' right?" As she vented years of frustrati
Christina began to cry. "Meanwhile | whsge lumbering, my only friend:
were youLindsey, Bethand a few other girls, and... and... and | caudty
ever wear frumpyoy clothes! | coulcheverwear an outfit likehat | wasn't
allowedto!"



Seeing her best friend reduced to tears of frustrashe wanted to consol
her. Rubbing Christina's back gently, she knottddnow. "I'msorry,
Christina! You'reright! It is unfair that you can't ever be pretty when..."
Stopping mid-thought, she smileddéy What are wealking about! You're
gorgeousnow! And agirl who can wear whatever shiees now!"

Sniffing back the tears, Christina shrugged. "Nt it matters I'm homeless
andpennilessl don't even know where I'm going to emtneror sleep
tonight! Soyed I'm free now to wear girbr boy's donation clothes!" As
she finished, she picked at the top she wore.

Finally looking over her outfit, her eyes widené@h! | didn't everthink
about your clothes! Did... did you get them fromiaaation bin?"

Nodding sadly, Christina looked at the floor. "l.stolethem from one!
Now | not only am anobody I'm athief and asinnet"

"Hold it right therd" Kathy snapped.Christina Those clothes wergonated
to the lesgortunate right? Can you think cdinyoneless fortunate thayou
right now? Are the people that get those donatsbealing themtoo?"

With a shrug, her friend looked away. "I... | guges're right. OK, so |
have just as much right to them as anyone. Ssilgfaight now, this is my
entirewardrobe Kathy! It's not exactly high fashion! Plus thas®s at the
hospital are probably still looking for me. Everltyahey'll find my old PJs
behind the donation bin. Officer Martinez isn't etha Sherlock Holmes,
but he's nostupid”

"Walit! You were taken to the hospital pajama&g"
"Worse | was taken there iWalt'spajamas!” Christina pointed out. "When

woke up, | was still wearing the same PJs | wellteto in, but they were
the size lusedto be while Ishrank | had to hold up thbottoms$ When |



snuck out, | was lucky enough to find this openatam bin, so | snagged
what | could find that would fit and stashed my Bl#s behind it. When
they find them, they'll know I'm in the city."

"Phoenix is a pretty big place to get lost in, Ghina." Kathy pointed out.
"There's like over aillion people here!" Really looking at her friend, Kath
puzzled over something. "Um... so, did the angek pow you'd look?"

"No." she answered half-heartedly. She was strly vmsure of her chance
of avoiding the police once she left to find a plaa sleep. "This is always
how | imagined myself as a girl."

"Really?" Kathy was surprised. "Blondée"

"Just like my... um... likdother." she explained sadly.

Realizing she'd missed something Christina had iomeed earlier, Kathy
looked earnestly at her. "Um... Christina? Whyybd say | wapretty
earlier?"

Rolling her eyes at Kathy, she smirkeRléasé You knowthat you're
gorgeous Kathy! Tom Bates has only asked you out likalligon times!"

Embarrassed, Kathy looked away. "Oh. | thought..."

Seeing that Kathy had been hoping she liked hewtheKathy liked Walt,
Christina blushed. "Oh! Um... well, it... it's semveird with you. You're
like, really pretty, but you're my befiiend. Before you told me that you..
um... you lovedValt, | didn't everthink about you that way."

Turning to look at Christina, Kathy had to know.n@now that yoknow?"

"Now | feelawful" she admitted. "It's like | took himwayfrom you! It's
sonot fair! | didn't everthink how my wish might affect everyone elséy



my parents everyonelt's like | killed him and took hiplace and he'sne
but I'm nothim! | want tofix it, but Ican't I'm stuck"

"Are you happy though?" Kathy asked hopefully.

"Not really. | mean, I'm happy that I'm finallygarl, but the cost waway
too high! I wish | could take it back! | just wat@ go to sleep so | can wake
up and find out it was all just a big nightmare!"

"Speaking ofkleep.." Kathy segued, "Got any idea where you're galma
that tonight?"

"No!" the smaller girl snapped. "l don't know wh'at doing for dinner
either... or what I'm gonna domorrow, or thenextday..."

"Aren't you gonna come back $ahooP" Kathy inquired.

"l can't exactly go to school and tell everyone Walt" she pointed out.
"ChristinaCocoran isn't eveenrolledat our elementary school, aside
can't evergetenrolled because she doesn't habeta certificate,shot
record, or more importantlyparentsthat can enroll her! On top diat, |
only have this one outfit! I'doomedbecause my parents dokrtowme."

"Well, | think | can solve thelothesproblem." Kathy opined. "Mom still
has a lot of the outfits | outgrew last year inox In the storage shed. Yol
can have your pick of 'em. As for where you canendwmner and sleep,
you can stayeretonight... if youlike." Even as she offered it, her cheek
flushed at the idea that she might share a roomtlvé person she'd been
slowly falling in love with for the last several aes.

"l can't though!" Christina exclaimed. "l mean, if you askur parents if |
can stay, they'rgoingto want to caliny parents and find out if it's OK,
right? | can't exactly give themy parents' phone numbers! They've
disownedme, effectively! | don't even have a lastmel can give them!"



"What was your mom'siaidenname?"

Thinking for a moment, she tried to remember hetermal grandparents'
last name. She hadn't seen them in so long, itfisult. "Um... | think it

was Robbins. Yeah! That's it! Grandpa and GranBwiabin$ | haven't seen
either of them in like six years. They live baclsteahere Mother grew up
Boston | think."

"So why not Christina Robbins? Do you have amiddlename?"
"Yeah." Christina grumbled.Joy, ironically."”

"S0, now you're Christina Joy Robbins! As for gegtmy parents' to give
their permission for you to stay, | have an iddaerg's a website where yoL
can text cell phones. | can just ubat, text them like I'm your mom and sa
that you asked to stay at my house since 'shdébha&srk late tonight and
'she' just wanted to text and find out if they'd€ With it... or something."

Thinking about the idea, Christina shrugged. "OKuésgt might work. It
means doing an awful lot dfing, though. | don't like that. I'mupposedo

be the best girl tanbe, and lying isn't exactly a good way to startmaw
life off with!"

"What other choicés there, Christina?" Kathy asked as she moved clos
"I mean, it's eithethat or you sleep on th&treettonight! Do youknowthe
kind of things that happen to a girl living on tteeets of a big city? You
aren'tWaltanymore! You wouldn't last fiveninute$"

Seeing no other options, Christina sagged her deasiind nodded. "OK.
With a cheerful grin, Kathy set to work on her plavhen the website askec

her to confirm that she was thirteen years of agdder, she just checked
the box and moved on. Setting up a free accoufft thvé name Marie



Robbins, she spent a few minutes composing adesérd to her mother.
When she was sure it was perfect, she hit senavaridd.

She didn't have to wait more than a minute befloeestte pinged that there
was a reply. Reading it, she looked up at Christimé grinned. "We'ran!"

Reading the brief text exchange with Kathy's mommistina felt a lump
raise in her throat. "l don't know, Kathy! | havéad feeling about this!
Why did you tell her that my mom was going out@ih for three days? |
know your mom said it wafne, but | can't go t@choolwith you! What do
| do when I'm supposed to geneall day?"

Shaking her head, Kathy rolled her eyes in disbaliow innocent her
best friend could be sometimes. "Look! We'll getde for school, you'll
leave with me, I'll give you my house key, then whee get close to school
you head back here and go through my old clothékluget home! Mom
leaves for work about fifteen minutes after | leas@ by the time you get
back here she'll bgoné"

"Yeah? Isn't it going to be a littedd that | won't have a change of clothes’
Christina pointed out. "I mean, if nigothersent me here, she would hav
atleastpacked me a few days of outfits, right? Not to treena nightgown
or two. Underwear? Aoothbrusl? | don't haveny of that, and | can't use
your old clothes because your mom wowdognizethem! It won'twork!"

Kathy bit her lower lip. "Olyeah | hadn'thoughtof that." Looking at the
texts that she'd exchanged with her mother, skd ta think of any way to
solve these new issues, but couldn't. "I gueskdie to text her and tell
her that your 'mom' made other arrangements.. stikging with your uncle
or something." Typing out the reply, she glumlytseand put her phone
away. "So... what're you gonda then?"

Thinking hard, Christina shook her head slowlyddh't know."



Meanwhile, four blocks away, David and Ruth Cocaganat their kitchen
table staring at their phones, hoping and prayhad they would get some
word from the police that their son had been foand was OK.

The day had been an absolute nightmare. Both gailiwork, they had
spent all day driving around to the places wheeg thought Christina
might be. When Ruth had received the call from Katlell phone, it only
reinforced with the two of them that 'Walt' w@ging this to them for some
reason. Now they were just waiting to hear backiftbe police to find out
what they learned from Kathy.

The knock on the door caused both girls to jumfsight. Looking at her
friend, Kathy's eyes went wide. "Who cotificht be?Mom’'snot supposed
to be here for another half hour, and she wouldotk"

In a near panic, Christina stood up and grabbe@iykashoulders "Please!
You have tchide me!"

Hearing another louder knock, Kathy looked towdr@ door and then bac
at Christina. "OK! Calndown" Thinking fast, she looked around her roc
before her eyes settled on her dresser. Lookingstita up and down, she
pulled her over to the white oak piece of furnitfuspened the bottom drawe
moved her sweaters underneath her bed, and sta&d"lGdimb in! Quick"

Hesitating only a moment, she got down on all fand slowly shifted her
weight into the tiny space. Curling up in a batieday down until she was
all the way in.

Kathy sat down and pushed with her legs againstither, using her bec
as a brace against her back. The drawer groanedpbn was closed.
Getting up, she ran to the front door just as saradmocked very loudly
and she heard a voice from the other side of tloe.do

"Police!" the man's voice yelled. "Open up!"



Pausing in fear, Kathy calmed herself before opgtinie small door in the
large oak door. "Yes? Can | help you?" she askéte[yo

Raul Martinez looked at the little opening, but lct see anything inside
"I'm Officer Martinez. This is my partner, OfficBohnson. Are you Kathy
Grant?"

"Yes." she answered simply.
"May we come in, Miss Grant?"

"My mother's not home, officer." Kathy stated hahes|'m not supposed
to open the door tanyoné You might befaking being police officers!"

Irritated, Officer Martinez held his emotions inedk. "Look, we're
searching for a missing boy! Walter Cocoran! Hisepés received a call
from your cell phone a short time ago. It was someone whaably had
Walterwith her. Was thayou Miss Grant?"

Thinking quickly, she pulled out her phone and shatf, knowing the
officers couldn't see her. "No. | lost my phone stime today. Somebody
must have taken it."

Pulling out his own phone, he dialed the numbewas given for Kathy's
cell and heard as it went directly to voicemailatbn!" He'd hoped that or
hearing the phone ringing from the other side efdbor he could catch th
girl in a lie. "Look, we need to ask you a few dumss about Walter. May
we come in?"

"Not unless you got a warrant!" Kathy shot backvéi then, you'd have ti
wait for my mom to get home! I'm not opening theodforanyoné If you
try and break in, I'll call the cops!"



"l thought you didn't have yourthon&" he tried again to trick her.

"l can use théousephone stupid” she fired back. "My parents sthlave
one! I'm calling the cops!" Running to the old land phone, Kathy dumpec
her cell into the drawer of the table it sat on pruked up the receiver.
Dialing the emergency number, she only had to svanoment before a
voice came on the line.

"Nine-one-one. What's your emergency?" the wonaia voice asked.

"My name's Kathy Grant. There are two men on mylpataiming to be
police officers and they want me to let them irt, fmy mom's not home!"

"OK. You did the right thing, Kathy. Don't let them" Getting the girl's
address, the woman reached out to the police dapattto advise them
and find out if they were actually police or if aineeded to be dispatche
there quickly.

"I'm on the phone with the police!" Kathy shout&dou better get outta
here!"

"Kathy?" the woman called out to her.

"Yes ma'am?"

"OK. | contacted the police and they verified tdticers Martinez and
Johnson were in fact last reported heading to fiouse. Is that who they
said they were?"

"Yes ma'am.”

"OK. Make them show you their ID, and ifigthem then it's alright. OK?’

"Am | gonna get in trouble for calling since iiegyit?"



With a smile the girl could hear in her voice, th@man shook her head.
"No, sweetie! You won't! You did the right thingK® Go check their ID
and if it's OK then tell me and I'll hang up."

Putting the phone down, she walked back to the.d&ow me your ID.
Hold it up to the little window!"

Frustrated by having to jump through hoops jusali to the girl, he pulled
out his department ID and held it up. "Thesee"

When the other officer did the same, Kathy ran dadke phone. "It's OK
Thanks!"

"I'm glad it was really the police, Kathy!" she leg. "Don't hesitate to
call if you need us! Goodbye!"

Hanging up, she slowly walked back to the door @mdcked it. Opening
up only just enough to let them see her, she sigissdry, officer. | was
just doing what my parents told me to do."

Calming down, Raul smiled and turned on his chdilrhat's OK, Kathy!
You did good! Can we come in?"

"No." she denied them. "I'll conmut, though." Slipping out the door and
closing it behind her, she turned to them. "Sohatwo you want to know
about Walt?"



Chapter 5 - Starting Over

Scared and alone, Christina huddled in the datieobest friend's bottom
drawer, unsure how long she would have to waitethéraying silently, shi
tried not to cry.

Please God! I... | wanna have my old life backlahivMother and Daddy!
Just... make it all go back to the wayad | don't careif | have an ugly
boy's body! | don't know what tim! I've had to do a lot of things | don't
wantto do just tosurvive | ran away, I'velied, | took theselothed | feel
like I'm doing everythingvrong What should bdo? Waiting in the silence,
she could hear muffled voices, but not what theyeveaying. It was then
that she felt a new terra@h no! | gotta go to the bathroom!

At that, she began to silently cry.

She lay there for what seemed like forever, hes t’|gmping and her bladd:
feeling like it was about to burst. Hearing moveimarthe bedroom, the
voices became clearer.

"l told you, officer! He's noherd" Kathy insisted.

Opening the closet doors, Raul pushed the gidtheb out of the way to
see if anyone was hiding in them. Seeing nothingsual, he looked around
the room. Leaning down to look under the bed, kersathing but the girl's
sweaters and stood back up, sure now that ther@avare else in the room
"Your mom said | could look around, Miss Grant."riinng to the girl, he
tried to see if she was looking anywhere particular

Knowing where Christina was, Kathy couldn't help look at the drawer,
wondering how long the poor girl could stand bamghat tiny space.

Seeing her glance, he looked at the dresser. Nargdws eyes, he steppe
closer to look it over, opening the top drawer.



"Heyl" Kathy yelled. "That's myinderweal Get your pervy handsff!
Mom"

Linda Grant came into her daughter's room and bavefficer searching
her drawers. "OfficeMartine2" she shouted at himYbusaid you were
looking for theCocoranboy! He's nearly as tall asam! He can'possibly
be in one of my daughtexdsawerd What are youeally looking for? That's
enough Getout"

Closing the drawer, Raul turned and tried to dexlage the situation as he'd
been trained. "Mrs. Grant, you said we could segothr premises. Your
daughter was looking over here, so | looked todekkyou have something
to hide..."

Now furious, Linda stepped into the room fully grminted to the door.
"Out, Officer! You don't have warrant, Walt isobviouslynot here, and
now you're fishing for somethingsé | want you out of my houseow or
I'm gonna call and report you for an illegal se&@ht"

Knowing he couldn't continue to try and find thd'gicell phone to prove

she was in on this odd conspiracy, Raul sighedkfrat and left the room,
Linda following him to the front door. "Very welMrs. Grant. Please let L
know if you hear anything."

As soon as the two were out of sight, Kathy knelvd. "Christina? Are
you alright?"

Nodding, the trapped girl squirmed. "Yeah. | gaftato thebathroom
though!Bad"

Grimacing, Kathy was torn, knowing that if shetle girl out too soon shi
might get caught. "Just... try and hang on a fewenmainutes, OK?"



"OK." the girl replied. "Just. hurry! | don't know how long I can hold it!"

Running out into the living room, she saw her motirethe porch talking
with the officers. Racing back to the dresser,mlied on the drawer.

It wouldn't budge.
"Um... | can't open the drawer, Christina! Can yelp from inside?"

Reaching up with her hands, the folded girl trieghtish her fingers out of
the drawer to pull, but there was no room. "l agettmy fingers out!"

Trying once more, Kathy pulled as hard as she ¢@giahg a tiny space
for Christina to get the slightest grip on the edgh her fingernails. With
the added help, the drawer slid out slightly, prsbugh for Christina to slij
her fingertips out and get a better grip. With &eotpull, the drawer slid
out more, inching enough for Kathy to put her whodely weight against
the drawer. With one last heave, the two managegén it once more.

Climbing out carefully, trying not to wet hersefhristina was finally
standing next to Kathy. "Thanks!" she whisperedpping the other girl
In a tight hug with her legs crossed.

Hugging her back briefly, Kathy let go and ran badkto see if the coast
was still clear. Seeing her mother still on thegbgibut not the officers, sh
knew time was short. "Quick! Go!" she whispered.

Wasting no time, Christina walked with just her &ae@nd feet, holding he
thighs together as tightly as she could. Reachadedroom door, she
quickly crossed the hallway into the bathroom alegded the door. Close
to losing control, she quickly got her pants dowd aat.

What she experienced next was the most wondeffiggrre sensation of
her life. Having not evelookedat what was between her legs, and havil



no experience at actualbeinga girl and all the physical complications
Involved, she nearly panicked at the simple agfanhg to the bathroom.

That was when she started to cry again, which madery even harder.
am sosick of crying ateverythind What is my deal? Why can't | control
my feelings anymore?

Heading out into the living room, Kathy slipped Ipgione out of the table
drawer and into her pocket again just before haharccame back in. "So
what's theideal Mom? Why was that guy looking in my drawers?"

Shaking her head, Linda closed the front door leeher. "He says you told
him you lost your cell phone, but he thinks yoll &t&ve it and were lying
to him.Did you?"

"Did | lose my phone?" Kathy asked to buy time. "Umjeah. Somewhere
at school today. I'morry Mom! | wasn't gonna tell you! | was hoping I'd
find in the Lost and Found tomorrow so | wouldrét g trouble! Daddy told
me that if | lost my phone, | wouldn't get anotbae 'til | wassixteen"

Hearing what she believed to be a confession ofrtii, Linda just lookec
at her with a frustrated smile. "Well, at least ybdn'tlie to me! OK! You
see if it's in the Lost and Found tomorrow. lisi't though, I'll get your dad
to agree to give you a second chance. It won'tdeatphonethough! We'll
dig out your oldlip phone and you can uigat until you learn to keep a
better eye on where yophoneis!"

Beaming at how nice her mother was being abouintrented situation,
Kathy hugged her quickly Thanks Mom!"

"l just don't like you not having a phone if yogedone!" Linda explained.



Pulling away quickly, Kathy backed away toward feym, not wanting to
turn around as the phone in her back pocket woealdasily visible. "Still,
you're the best Mom ever!"

Heading toward the kitchen, Linda tried to getwh®le situation with the
police out of her head. Thinking of the Cocorary'liieing missing scared
her more than she wanted her daughter to kievand Kathy have been
close friends for so long!'m going to start dinner, sweetie. Your homewa
done? If not you better gat it!"

Still backing away, even though her mother waseadraway, Kathy crept
her way toward her room. "No. I... | was worriesbabC...Walt.. and then
thosecopscame... so | better get started."

Hearing Kathy head off into her room, Linda sigh8de doesn't seetinat
upset about Walt. In fact, she seems pretty unfakedt it, as though she...
Pausing mid-thought, the woman looked toward hegtdeer's room and
remembered what Officer Martinez had said abouh¥atphone having
been used by a girl named Christina who was triongake people think
she was WaltThat's the trulyweird part. she ponderedhristina is the
name of that girl that her mother was asking if sbald stay here a few
days before canceling... and it's also what Katbgduto call Walt when
they werdoddlers | wonder...

Christina finally pulled up her jeans and baggydisxHaving taken severa
minutes trying to figure out how to clean hersééagoing, she was finally
satisfied she was dry enough and dressed. Theierperwas both amazing
and terrifying. Having wanted that part of her tolixe a girl for so long,
and feeling uncomfortable about what sisedto have there, finally having
the body parts she'd always wanted still left leetihg mildly perverted fol
even touching it with toilet paper. It didn't evaratter that it was her own
body now; it somehow felwrong



Pushing those thoughts aside for the moment, @haistarted toward the
door after flushing when she caught sight of somgtbut of the corner of
her eye. Stopping, she turned and looked at harst#it mirror. It was the
first time since waking up that she'd had the chancsee herself when sr
wasn't busy trying to survive.

The sight that greeted her was astonishing.

In place of the normal features she'd hated sariagery mirror, her face
was the exact image she had of herself in evergnaighe'd ever had. At the
same time it was familiar, it was eerily disquigtiio see it in her waking life
In a real mirror. Unlike her dream self, the réahg looked a little dirty and
her hair had become unkempt and scraggly. It whsaturally curly and
a lovely golden yellow, but it was wild and unstlélook like I've been
living on the streets for emonthalready!

Fascinated by the image in the mirror, Christing Wwardly even aware th:
the bathroom door had opened.

"Oh!" Linda startled at the strange girl in hertvabm. "Who are you!?"
"Walt" Kathy yelled as she saw her mother discovermagrthidden guest.
"Walt?" Linda asked in confusion, turning to look at i§atnd then
Christina in turn. "Alright, young lady! Whare you and where igvalt?

His parents are worrieslck"

"Mom!" Kathy interrupted. "Thais Walt! She turned int€hristinathis
morning, but no one wilbelieveher excepmd"

Trying to wrap her mind around what her daughtes saying, she watched
as the strange girl in her bathroom descended ghreurprise, then shock
terror, and finally falling to the floor in wrackinsobs.



Ten minutes later, the three of them sat at thaind room table; Kathy
and Christina on one side, Linda on the other.

"You expect me to believe that Walter Cocoran,ldbg who's been your
best friend for eighyears just woke up this morning in the body ofjial ?
Do | look that gullible?"

"Mom!" Kathy whined. "Yougottabelieve me! It'$ier | mean,him... No!

| meanher Walt alwayswanted to be a girl and she got her wish, but nc
her ownparentsdon'tknowher! She neveold them she wanted to be a gir
so now they wonbelieveher!"

Looking up slowly after drying her eyes, Christinaked at her best friend's
mother. Sniffing back more tears, she took a fatstr breath, having to
explain it all over again wearing on her heavilys'true, Mrs. Grant. I...
I'm Walt.. or at least, lisedto be. | prayed every night for sewsgarsto
be a girl, and last nighhe angel Lisbeth gave me mysh but didn'ttell
me that no one would know it wasd"

Hanging her head guiltily, she had to adevierything "Well, shedid give
me the chance to ask hgrestionsabout it first, but... um... | didn't think t
ask much ofinythingbeforejumpingat the chance. I... | wantedsiv baq |
didn'tthinké Ask meanythingd | know everything | knew as Walt!"

Shocked that both this strange girl and her daugiree trying to tell her
something as unbelievable as the idea that thevakypink, Linda shook
her head. "OK. What's yomame&"

Sighing, she hated any time she had to say hengiame. "Um... Walter
Devon Cocoran is what my parents called Reallythough, I'm Christina
Joy Cocoran. Kathy gave me the name Christina weewere little so I'd
have a girl's name. | picked Joy because anytioweilld be Christina, | wa
happy but that was only ever in ndreams When | was awake, all | coul
ever be was... wad/alt"



Being a saleswoman for an electronics supply compdanda was very
good at reading people. She read every potenimitdhe had and could tel
when they were lying to her, when they were tryimglownplay interest in
her products, and a dozen other hidden body lareydlags. Everything she
knew about subconscious social queues was telenghiat Christina was
telling her a truth she normally tried to hide. ©@p of her knowing it was
Kathy who named her Christina, and what she'd stsgef her daughter
best friend for many years, led her to only onedalgconclusion. The girl
totally believed what she was saying and it altHé facts... except one.

Boys don't magically change into girls overnigkver.
"Listen, | think you actuallyelievewhat you're saying, but..."
"So youbelieveher, Mom?" Kathy interrupted.

"l didn't saythat, Kathy." Linda retorted. "l said | beliegbebelieves it's
true! People trick themselves into believing thitigst are impossible all
thetimd"

"Why do you say it'smpossible Mom? Didn't you tell me that angels are
real? That they watch over us and help when ey So why can't you
believe that an angel help&dhristina?"

Caught with her own words and beliefs, Linda coad the questioWVhy
can'tl believe it? Iknow an angel saved my life that day. There'svay |
could have gotten out of that car on my own, akddw someone opened
the door and pulled me out before it started tonpinut no one was aroun
for another minute or two, and by that time the was burning and Daddy..

Her thoughts turning sad at the memory of the dayfdither Henry died, she
remembered all the justifications people told heckithen for what must
havereally happened. The police investigator said that somewsthave



been there, but they never came forward becaugentbe a criminal... bu
Linda saw nobody there when she looked around #dfésr put her down.
Her emergency room doctor said that Limdasthave opened her own dool
with a burst of adrenaline... but the accident jaadmed it shut so tightly
that it would have taken the Jaws of Life to ogen i

In the end the only one to believe her wasdvem mother, Judy. Sheld
Linda that since her father was killed instantlythe crash, it must have bee
him as an angel who had saved his only daughteda_had never stoppe
believing that.

"Well, Mom?" Kathy asked impatiently.

Shaking herself back to the present, Linda tookeath and let it out slowly
before answering. "OK. You'mght, sweetie. do know that angelare real
and help us when they can. Bois?" She turned to the small girl looking
like she was trying to be even smaller to avoiddais gaze.

"I wish | could take iback but Ican't" Christina mumbled as tears fell fror
her eyes. "I'm aobodynow! | might as well belead No one would even
missme! All they want is stupitvalt"

"No!" Kathy screamed. "Don't evahink that Christina! loveyou!" Even
as the words escaped her lips, Kathy's eyes weld and she clapped he
hand over her mouth in a vain effort to stop thétardahe fact.

Both Christina and Linda turned to Kathy in uttkosk at her revelation.
After a moment, Christina swallowed hard and askédu... youlove me?
| thought you lovedValt You mean, like a beftiend, right? Like asister?"

Linda didn't need to hear her daughter's reply.kpleev She'd known for
several months that her daughter was falling fordest friend and falling
hard. It went beyond a simple crush. Their yearspeinding time together
and the ease of their relationship just fed indhl's attachment to 'Walt



With her having just started her first menstruatleythat winter, her budding
womanhood had made her see her best friend inevdight of attraction.
Now she had transferred that growing love ontoginevho truly believed
herself to be Walt, which meant her daughter'sthmsreved ittoo.

"Sweetie?" Linda probed delicately. "Thattst what you meantyasit?"

Looking from one to the other, Kathy still held Hremd over her lips, trying
to decide who was right, unsure even hergxit.. do | loveChristinathe
way | lovedwalt? | mean, hoveanl|? Christina's agirl! Realizing how much
of a girl 'Walt' had always been, she found thermal argument silliWWhat
difference does it make what dbhekslike if she's still Walt? I... | mean...
Christind It wasn't Walt'soody | loved, it was... it waket | loved Christina
the whole time! | just forgot she wtmerd Suddenly in a mild bit of shock
Kathy panicked and ran to her room, terrified af vn feelings.

Looking down and resuming her self-loathing, Cimmesstshook her head anc
began to cry again. "l just cause problemsefggryoneBecoming mekilled
the boy Kathy loved, and slocan'tlove methe same way! I... | gotta go!"
At that she got up and started quickly toward tieatfdoor.

"Christind" Linda shouted. "StopPleaséd" Chasing after the girl, she caug
her just opening the doomMb! | can'tlet you leave! Not likehis! You might
do something. terrible!" Pushing the door closed, she took Christinaan h
arms and held her as the girl broke down and sobpedly.

Wrapping her arms around the woman in a despeeate for comforting,
Christina was devastatddathylovesme, but she canftaveme 'cuz I'm a
girl like her and she doesrtike girls that way!Remembering what Kathy
had said about Samantha, a girl in their school admitted she liked other
girls, Christina was certain she'd put her bestftiin the worst position
possible; loving someone she could never have.



"It's OK, Christina!" Linda soothed her, pettingethack of her head the wa
she did to her own daughter when she was upSkhh'It's OK! It's not
your faultt OK?"

Trying to calm down, Christina felt her fear anciaty melt away in the
woman's motherly embradewish this was Mothershe thought. Accepting
the affection nonetheless, the preteen just leifdeer fears and relaxed
iInto the moment, feeling safe and cared for axslke heavy sobs.

While her mother consoled Christina's raw emotiétahy lay on her bed
sobbing into her pillow. Holding it with the samesperation Christina held
Linda, Kathy found herself wishing that the pillevas her best friend, bu
at the same time conflicted with that image infmard; at once drawn anc
repulsed by the idea.

After several minutes, Linda felt Christina calmnaioand pull away. "Are
you better now, Christina?"

Nodding, the girl wiped her cheeks. "Yeah. I'm O#wm Thanks."

Looking toward her daughter's bedroom, she desglgratanted to comfor
her child, but was afraid to leave Christina alontear that she would leave
and might even hurt herself. "Christina? I... | chée talk to Kathy, OK? |

need to talk to heslone Will you wait at the dining room table for me?"

Pressing her lips into a line, the depressed gulded glumly. "Yeah. I... |
understand."

Shaking her head, Linda held Christina at arm'gtleby the shoulders. "No
| want you topromisethat you'll wait at the table. OK?"

Looking at the floor, she shrugged and nodded. "Odomise. I'll wait at
the table 'till you come out." Walking back to #iaeing room, she sat down
sadly, wondering what new torture awaited her next.



Linda hesitated only a moment, looking at the sefubgirl and wondering
If she was doing the right thing in leaving hermrado attend to her daughte
Steeling herself, she turned away and headed ftryt&aroom.

Hearing the gentle knock on her door as she coadino wrestle with her
mixed emotions, Kathy shouted into her pillow. "&@m@ay Just leave me
alond"

Opening the door slowly, Linda saw her daughteatshred out on her bed
face down. "Kathy, dear? | cad® that. We need ttalk about this!"

"What's there toalk about?" the girl spat. "I'mfaeak An eleven year old
lesbian Mom! That'sWalt out there, andlbve him! Her! | love her I... |
can'tlove her, Mom! | justan't”

Stepping into her daughter's room slowly, Linda i&drto comfort her, bu
felt there was nothing she could say to fix thisigpem. "It'sOK, Kathy. I...

| knowhow you feel about Walt. I've known for a whil&pproaching the

child's bed, she sat on it and ran her hand betteegirl's shoulder blades,
rubbing gently to try and sooth away Kathy's pain.

Her mother's mollifying tone and the feel of heankelped calm the girl
enough to think more clearly. Sitting up, she tdraad looked up into the
woman's eyes; her view distorted by the wetnesirown. "Thats Walt,
Mom! | knowyou don'tbelieveus, but Iknowit's her! | carfeelit! She... she
knowseverythingabout him! And heeye$ | canseeWalt in them! It'shen”

Taking a breath, Linda shook her head in her owbalief at what she wa
about to say. "l... believeyou, sweetie. | know it'®1isane but... | think |
can see him in he¢oo!"

Getting up, Kathy wrapped her arms around the w&nastck. "OfMMom!
What're we gonndo? She'salond And scared Her ownparentsdidn't



believe her and called tlo®pson her and let them take heway She
doesn't have anywhere ¢go!"

Hugging her daughter and petting her head, Lindalsiher head. "I... |
don'tknow sweetie! Honestly, I'm more concerned abmutand what this
must bedoingto you! This isobviouslyvery hard for you to handle. You'r
only eleven and dealing with thinfgr too difficult even for ugrownups
l...  wish | could tell you something that wouiélp, but | just don't have
any words thawvill help."

Hugging her even harder, Kathy relaxed some, comehe knowledge that
atleasther mother wasn't angry that she had such ste#qgs for another
girl and didn't think she was crazy for believingr{Stina's incredible story
"l... think I'ddieif | losther, Mom! I'd daanythingto fix this for her, but |
can't ... | can't even deal with mgwn problems with her being a girl now,
let aloneherd I... | tried, but they're just tobig! What'll wedo?"

Thinking a moment, Linda started going through gtreng she knew. After
a moment, she broke the hug and looked at Kathgusdy. "You'rethe one
that sent me that text from Marie Robbiagn'tyou?"

Turning away embarrassedly, Kathy nodded in adomssi'msorry, Mom!
... | just didn't know what else to! She had nowhere @o! You know
that the cops are looking for her. They think shews wheraValtis. She
snuck away from them when they took her to the halsp

Parsing the situation, one part still didn't mag&ese. "OK. So why did yol
say she was going to her uncle's house? | alresdysbe could stay a few
days. You fooled meompletelywhich we'll deal with thatter." she added
with just a hint of irritation and menace.

Kathy shrugged. "Christinaademe. She didn't like my lying to you and
pointed out you'd be suspicious that she didn'eleay other clothes and
stuff. She hasothing Mom! Even theclothesshe's wearing she got from



donationbin! | think the only thing she has thatarsis Walt'sunderweat
Can | give her my old outfits from last year so Bassomethin@"

Nodding in understanding, Linda pursed her lipsalVdlwayswashonest
to a fault. He... um.she.. wouldn't let you get away with much! It's orfe
the biggest reasons | let hher... hang around you so much, even though
was a boy. | thought he'd be a good influence an"ybhinking a moment,
she added, "I think it'd be OK to give her somgair old outfits. | was
going to donate them when the box was &m{way"

Making the girl smile a little, knowing Christinath at leasbnegrownup
on her side, Kathy's smile melted quickly. "Um.hawvaml gonna do, Mom?
| mean, Walt's girl now! | mean, she waawaysa girl, but now she's a
girl-girl! | can't be inlovewith her! | justcan't But | am"

Smirking slightly at the girl's innocent selfisheas the face of much biggeit
problems, Linda was blunt. "Wlsan'tyou love her, sweetie? It's not like
you have much of ahoicein the matter! The heart wants what the hear:
wants! You can't just turn dff! Did you love Walt'9oodyor who he..she..
was...Is... as gersorp"

Having her own internal debate asked out loud lieethy parse the issue
"Um... | loveher The person Walt alwaysad But now she's in a girl's
body When she wa%Valt | could havedonesomething about itNow? I... |
justcan't Mom! I... | don'tlike girls that way!"

Sighing, Linda shook her head. "What exagigreyou going to 'do about
it', sweetie?"

Suddenly embarrassed, Kathy turned away and loakbdr nightstand.
"Um... youknow! Stuff Maybe getting her taotice me?Dating? Stuft"



Using her fingertip, Linda turned her daughter'ache face her once more.
"You don't need to bashamedf how youfeel sweetie! How does... um.
does Christina feel aboyou?"

With a shrug, Kathy looked at her lap. "I.told her how | felt about Wallt
before we came home. She said she never though¢ dthat way before.
Now I just like,confessedn front of bothof you that Istill love her, even
though she's in a girllsodynow. I... | just don't know how | feel abaitat
part. It's not like Walt was launkor anything! | mean, she wasate but
that's not why lovedher! It was because she wasste.. andsweet.
and... and..." Sighing heavily and dreamily, shdesin"...andwonderful"

Taking her daughter into another hug, Linda heldflea moment while
she sorted out what to say. "Well, what youndavis up toyou, sweetie.
There's no reason why ygan'tdate her though, if yowantto. Once you're
old enough, that is! Eleven idlittle young to start a serious relationship!
But honestlysweetie, you're not tHest girl to have the problem! fot of
girls have found themselves falling for someone Wiay weren't necessaril
attractedto. When [ first met youtatherhe was... well... sort of... um...
geeky if you can believe it! Whylon't you just give itime? See how you
feel in a few months when you bdtlrn twelve? How doethat sound?"

Swallowing hard even at the idea of dating anogiérshe saw the wisdom
In her mother's words. "OK, Mom. Thanks."

"Feelingbetternow?"

Kathy nodded and stood up along with her motheealY. | feebad though!
Here Christina is dealing witugeproblems and I'm worried aboong"

Heading toward the bedroom door with her arm ardGaidhy's shoulder,
Linda laughed lightly. "It'syatural, sweetie! You're still just a littlgirl and
this is abig problem! I'll help how kan, though! OK?"



Smiling up at her mother, Kathy knew that somehsameway, her mom
would find a way to make it all work out. "Thankdom! | know she'll
appreciate the..."

As she was about to finish, Kathy looked at theailwoom with the dining
room table visible just beyond. What she noticest fivas the silence. That'
when she noticed what shwasn'tseeing.

Christina was gone.



Chapter 6 - Friendsin Need

Sitting at the Grant's dining room table, Christiel the weight of her
change weighing on her more with each passing miKatthy is still in
love with me, but she can't eviaceme! Mother and Daddy don't even
know me, | have no future, no past... no hope. If hdidromise Mrs.
Grant I'd wait, | would just leavaBiting her lower lip, she waited.

When the front door opened, the girl jumped inaatsSeeing Mr. Grant
come in, the two locked eyes for a moment befones@tha looked down.

"Hello!" George Grant greeted the new girl as lesed the door. "Are yoL
a friend of Kathy's?"

With a shy nod, Christina stared at her lap. "Simefger room, talking to
Mrs. Grant. She asked me to wait here."

Looking at his watch, George shook his head. getsing kind of late. You
should be getting home... uh... what's your name?"

"Christina." she mumbled. "l promised Mrs. GradtwWait here until she
was done talking to Kathy."

Pursing his lips, George shook his head. "Wehjnik you should be getting
home, Christina. It's seven-thirty. Don't worryll éxplain to Linda... Mrs.

Grant. Whatever it is, it'll wait until tomorrowWalking over to the door,

he put his hand on the knob and looked at her ¢apty.

Getting up reluctantly, Christina made her way deethe door and lookec
up at the man she'd known almost as long as herfathar, and loved nearl
as much. "l shouldn't leave without Mrs. Grant sgyit's OK, Mr. Grant. |
promisedher!"

Opening the door, George smiled but was stern.di&mome Christina.”



Walking out the door, the girl heard it close behinrer, heading down the
walkway and down the street, nowhere to go asuhéegan to set and
her tears began to fall.

"What do you mean you told her to gjomé&" Linda yelled. "Christina has
nowhere tago, George!"

Her husband was stunned. After he told Christingotdiome, he went to
his bedroom to change out of his work clothes. Hestifinished changing
when he heard the commotion in the living room. tiheghis daughter Kathy
yelling at his wife, he'd charged out to put a stoi. What he'd seen baffle
him. His wife stood there speechlessly with tealsng down her cheeks
while Kathy berated her and the woman just took it.

After getting Kathy to calm down, she told him gmgument was all abou
Christina leaving. When he told Kathy thegwas the one to make the git
go home, it was Linda who'd turned on him.

"How wasl supposed to know that, Linda!" he shouted backu'didn't
call or text me to say Kathy hadyaestover tonight! It's achoolnight!
She'sheverallowed to have friends over on a school night!"

"Christina's a specialasé” Linda shouted. Calming down, the woman trie
to explain in a way that he wouldn't think was msa'Her... her parents
aren'tavailable I'm sorry | didn't let you know, but it was adst-minute!"

Shrugging, George didn't look concerned. "OK, dble and tell her to
comebacH I'll explain that it wasnyfault and..."

"Christina doesn't havecell phone Daddy!" Kathy shouted. "Wean't
call her! Who knowsvhereshe went! She couldn't daome"

"Why didn'tshetell me that?" he snapped.



"It... it'scomplicategd dear." Linda hedged. "Her... her parents areritavi
problems | said she could stayere We'vegotto find her, George! In her
state, she mighturt herself!"

"We should call the police." he stated simply athi@aded for the phone.
"No!" both Kathy and Linda shouted together.

Stopping short, he looked at them as if they'd lgmthe crazy. "Look, what's
goingon here? Why don't you want me calling the policeatBhwhat they're

therefor!"

Stepping up calmly, Linda tried to explain with@xiplaining. "George? Do
you trust me?"

"Of coursel do!" he answered, hurt that she would even hasesk.

"Then I'm asking you to do what | agkthoutknowing why. When did she
leave?"

"Right after | got home. About fifteen minutes dgo.

Grabbing her purse, she headed toward the dooeéedl you to get in your
car and start looking for her, George! I'll takenmiKathy? You stay here
In case she comdmcK"

Wanting to help look, Kathy ran up to her. "I waramamewith you Mom!"

"No!" Linda shouted. "Younaveto stay! If she comes back, you need to
here to make sure she doesgriveagain!Please sweetie! The more time w
waste, the worse our chancedintling her before..." Pausing, she tried t
say what she feared without scaring Kathy. "...ke&he gets itroubld"



Nodding, Kathy backed away while her mother rantbatdoor, George
right behind her after grabbing his keys and wa(letice they were gone,
Kathy went over to sit by the phone and began &y prhile she criedsod?
Pleasalon't let Christina get hurt! I'll danythind You can have mastead
Please! I'mbeggingyou! Protect her?

Walking the few blocks to her parents' house, @hasdidn't know where
else to go. Standing outside her home, she waitchie@ windows, hiding
In the bushes. She could see the strange car parkdx street, occasionall
seeing a couple of strange men walking aroundifiegiroom like they
were searching for something. When she saw heran&uth, she nearly
cried at how distraught the woman looked.

Hearing a car coming, she ducked further out dftsugptil it passed slowly.
Peeking out, she saw it was Kathy's mother's d&.vi&as about to come ou
to wave her down when her front door opened, sgnlaan back into hiding.

"Try not to worry, Mrs. Cocoran." one of the meiedrto reassure her. "We
have this Christina person's fingerprints, as wel/ideo and pictures take
at the hospital. Whoever's behind your son's disaggnce, the girl is the ke
to finding themand Walter. We have pictures of her out to every effim
the area. One of theml®undto spot her sooner or later."

"Thank you, Agent Stewart." David responded asdid Ruth, who lookec
like a hollow shell. "We'll be here if you needfas anything."

Watching the two FBI agents leave, Christina turaed saw her parents sti
standing outside their door. When the agents'ioally pulled away, the twa
turned and went back inside.

Remaining in her hiding place, Christina criedHter lost life and home, a
well as for her devastated parents. Remaining tloergome uncounted time
the darkness of the night deepening, the girl siastdrted walking away, no
even sure where she was going.



Christina found herself behind a supermarket itrip snall. Smelling the
food from the restaurant next door, her stomaclkviga as she thought how
that simple sandwich and glass of milk might beahs meal she would
have for some time. Spotting a cardboard box thatrnave been for a
stand-up freezer, she headed toward it; the hahedhte spring day sappin
away in the dry desert air and turning cold.

Tipping the box over, she crawled inside it andgauthe flaps closed behin
her. Crawling to the far end, she leaned on thebountil the box tipped
back upright, spilling her on her head and makiegdzzy. Sitting down
In the bottom of the box, she settled in, lacedfimgers together, anclosed
her eyes.

God? It... it's me. Christina I'm anidiot! | thought becoming a girl would
make me happy, but it's terrible! | have no honoefamily, no past, and n
future! I've tried all day to be good, but it's jugettinghardel Everything
always goes wrong! | don't want to complain, beesiinss is what | always
wanted.. beingmyself | mean... but it's tobard | don't know what talo!

If | get caught, the police are gonna throw mgaihfor helping kidnapmée
No one'llbelieveme if | tell 'em theéruth, so I'll probably end up in foster
home! Even if it's not like on TV or in the moviestill won't be with Mother
and Daddy, and they'll beeartbrokerwhen | never come home!

Sighing in defeat, she continuédknow praying isn't supposed to be all
about me, so can you do something for me? Can wbe iother and
Daddy not be so sad? | know you can't like, maketbrgetme, but can
you maybe give them happy dreams of hawiadt back? That way they a
least get a little time with the son they reallyda. notme

Anyway, | guess | should thank you for letting etelhmake me a qirl, so..
um... thanks... | guess. Itisy fault it turned out so terrible. | guess | was
a good enough girl. I'll try to be one from now bpromised, though | don't
know how long | can be good alone. | love you, Goden.



With nothing else to say and nearly exhausted frnaiking and lack of food
she curled into a ball to stay warm, crying herszlleep.

It would be the second night in a row that Chrstivould be watched ove
by unseen eyes as she slept.

Walking through the same field of wildflowers ag tght before, Christina
wandered aimlessly. Usually when she would dreaoainse she was alwa
herself, she would invariably be happy. This titmeugh she walked withou
purpose or enjoying being a girl.

After some time, she heard footsteps running upnioefier. Turning quickly,
she saw Officer Martinez running straight at hesrified, she froze in place
Just as he got close, he jJumped to catch her andright through her bod
as though she wasn't there. Turning around, shewn@s more alone in th
field, her heart pounding.

Breaking into a run, Christina ran and ran. It seeiike hours went by and
still the only thing she could see was wildfloweas,though she hadn't gon
anywhere. Stopping to catch her breath, she sah @ma breathed heavily
Once calmed down, she looked up to see a strangdamling at her. It
startled her, but at the same time he didn't semmgelous, and in fact looke
familiar somehow.

"Who areyou?" she asked tentatively.

"No one you'd know, Christina." he answered. "dustend. Why were you
running away?"

"Officer Martinez was gonna catch me." she explairié.. | don't know why
hedidn't It was like he justlisappearedvhen he tried."

Smiling gently, the man walked up to her and heltdaohand.



Taking it nervously, Christina felt him pull her her feet with ease, her
exhaustion suddenly gone and she felt refreshe@iat\é/your name?"

"You can call me Hank." he smiled down at her.

As the two began to stroll together through thevéics, she looked up at
him several times before settling on what she whtdeask him,

"Yes. lam" he answered with a smile before she asked.

Stopping suddenly, Christina stepped back away fiomin fear. "You...
you're amangel? Like Lisbetr"

Wincing slightly at her reaction, Hank took a breahd blew it out slowly.
"Not exactly Lisbeth haslwaysbeen an angel. She doesn't know what
like to be gperson I... well... | was ananonce. That's why | know how tc
talk to you withwordg"

Her fear diminishing, she stepped closer to himmadg&an... can youndo
it? Turn me back intdVvalt? It... it's tochard being a girl! | loseverything'

Looking down sadly, Hank shook his head. "I'm sp@fristina. No, tan't
Lisbethtold you as much. Once a miracle has been perfornmedetause
Godwantedit to happen. For whatever reason,wintedyou to be a boy
that got turned into a girl through a miracle. Wkmowswhy, but | know to
trust Him on these things!"

"But | could have saido!" she pointed out. "If Gotvantedme to be turned
iInto a girl, why did He give me ehoice?"

"Because yowouldhave said no." he explained vaguely. "He values Wwill
over almoseverything even His plans for people. If you'd have saidyool
would have stayed Walt and not gone down the pethHe wanted for you



to follow. That'salwaysyour choice. That's what makes us different fror
everything else in the world. We cahoose Everything else iglis doing."

Not able to really follow what Hank was telling hehe looked up at him
again. "So... why're yoberethen?"

Hank seemed lost in memory for a moment. "Someaaed about very
much asked Him to watch out for you. Make sure $t@ayed safe."

"Who?"

Looking at the infinite horizon, Hank remembered tlay he died. Suddenl
the field of flowers was gone and the two stooch@treet next to a wreckec
car, rain falling all around them but neither omdtiog wet.

As Christina watched, a second version of Hankinam around the car and
almost ripped the door off its hinges, the sounthetal groaning before it
popped open with a crack. Reaching in, the doudaeecback out with a girl
In his arms. Carrying her a short distance awamftioe car that had just
started to burn, he put the crying and dazed gmirtdgently on the grass
nearby and vanished as though he'd never been there

Staring at the girl as she fruitlessly looked awbtor her savior, Christina
noticed that she looked a lot like Kathy, but noitejthe same. "Who...
who'sthat?" she asked vacantly.

"My daughter Linda." Hank replied. "This was theydalied... ancgshevery
nearly did as well."

Confused, Christina slowly walked up to the soblgigwho didn't seem
to notice her. Looking carefully, Christina turneack to look at Hank. "Is
that Mrs. Grant when she whisle ?"



Nodding, Hank walked up, took Christina's hand, ande more they were
In the field of wildflowers. "You're a pretty smamung lady! You're also
empathetic and compassionate. | know what my graungliterseesn you!"

Pulling her hand away, Christina turned away fram.Hl... You shouldyo.
You should watch ovdrer. She deserves somednetterthan me! | didn't
eventhink how me becoming a girl might hurt her! I'm a s#lfnonstel"

Putting his hands on her shoulders, Hank gentlyettiher around and sat
down to his knees to look her in the eyes. "ChradtNow youknowthat's
not true! You're a very kind and considerate yolaaly, and Kathyovesyou
because yoearnedthat love. You becoming a girl doesttftangethat."

"But | hurt her, Hank!" she cried. "Me being a dmlirtsherand my parents!
| didn't think aboutiny of them when | said yes! | just thought abowtself
and what wanted! What kind of a person does thmatkeme?"

Laughing, he hugged the girl warmly. "It makes yauman Christina! You
hurt every time you saw yourself as Walt. Many girkelyou become bitter,
angry, jealous, and even makmackeryof their feminine gift. Others let the
hurt rule them and take their own lives. You... yeerespecial You never
let the pain tear you down, even when it wdslerable"

Pulling away a little, she looked at him curiousilow doyouknow all that
about me? How long have you been watclongr me?"

"l knew all that the moment | touched your hand"dmswered. "Every time
you hurt, it burned into your soul and | could feeeryoneof them. You
have amamazingstrength! You never let the hurt corrupt ytwart"

Shyly looking down, Christina blushed at the commalnt. "Thanks." After
a moment, she looked up at him again. "Smwwhat happens?"



Smiling, Hank let her go and stood up, backing awilpw you rest, wake
up, forget all this, and go back to my daughtenism@. She was up half the
night looking for you. I'll keep you safe until nming. Justrest"

Getting a sleepy feeling again, Christina lay domwthe flowers and watche
Hank looking down at her, closing her eyes andrigedafe.

The loud bang of the garbage truck emptying thehkiar only ten feet fromn
her hiding place woke Christina with a start. Heath racing, she looked up
to see sunlight peaking in from the mostly clodagd of the box she'd slept
In. Her body was sore and her stomach ached frokndifood, but it wasn't
long before she heard the clamorous truck driveyaama the only noise she
could hear was the distant sound of traffic.

Leaning on the side of the box, it once more tippeer so that she was o
all fours and able to crawl toward the opening.ripgeout carefully, she saw
no one around and quickly climbed out. Feeling 8ke'd just closed her
eyes, she was surprised that she didn't remembeiré@ms like she usually
did. Reaching into her front pocket, she retrietrexichange she'd found
the day before.

"Sixty cents." she grumbled. "That wouldn't evehmge atacd" Wondering
where she could go to get something to eat, the glace she could think
of was thdast place she'd eateKHathy's houseshe sighed inwardly. Startin
to walk without a destination in mind, she feltlgufor not going back to
their house last nighMaybe that's why she was driving around... lookin
for me. Mrs. Grant understands, and | think sheialty believesme that |
used to be Walt! For a grownup, that's pretty amgki

Before she realized it, she noticed she was walkauk to Kathy's house
without thinking. Lacking any better ideas, and weat her circumstances,
she continued her journey until at last she staddont of the home once
more. Almost unconsciously, she knocked on thet fdoor.



Kathy ate her cereal in silence. Last night hachbbemrible. She waited by
the phone for hours without word, crying and prgyiwhen her father came
back at ten o'clock, he called Kathy's mother, wiststed on continuing her
search well into the night. When she got home atitwthe morning, Kathy
was asleep on the couch next to the phone, Geaogang next to her.

Taking another bite, Kathy looked across the tableer parents. Her mothe
looked ragged and worn, having gotten too litteepl while her father jus
appeared worried. Finishing her bite, Kathy sigh&adu think she's OK?"

Looking over at Linda, her father furrowed his brdt.. | don't reallyknow
sweetie. | don't know i@ny of us are OK."

"George" Linda almost whined. "Are we going to go throuts agair? |
tell you, that girl isWalt As crazy as thatounds| know it'strue!”

"Changed into a girl by aangel Linda?" he scoffed.

"Yed" she insisted. "Just the same way my life wagedby one,George
You saidyou believed me when | told you that story whenfinst started
dating Was that die?"

Caught in a trap of his own words, he just satedl@®emoment, relieved wher
there was a knock at the doalll"get it!" he jumped up and ran for the doc
Opening it, he looked down and saw Christina stagthere, disheveled,
pale, drawn, and with dark circles under her wigese

Seeing the man who'd made her leave the night detathe door, Christina
started to back away. "I... I'm sorry, Mr. Grarif! ¢o!"

"Waitl" he yelled softly, running after her and stopphrey retreat by gently
grabbing her arm.Pleasé Come inside, Christina."



Hesitantly, she let him guide her back into thedsoWhen she saw Kath
sitting at the table eating breakfast, she lookeayafrom her in shame an
self-loathing.

Linda jumped out of her seat when she saw Geomgatasy Christina in.
"My God Christina!" she cried, running up to the girl amcdpping her in
her arms. "Whahappenedo you! Wherewvereyou?"

Hearing her best friend's new name, Kathy turndteinseat quickly to se
Christina standing in front of her father Georgeo&k overwhelmed her a
the sight of the girl. She looked emaciated angl $#&meone had kicked h
Into a gutter. Seeing her mother embrace the gin twe thousand-yard
stare, Kathy slowly got up, her tears barely heloag.

Overwhelmed, Christina accepted the affection arghbd her back, albei
weakly. "l... | found a box in back of a strip mdlklept in there. I'm sorry
you were worried. I... | didn't think youantedme here." She glanced up a
George with a look of fear. "You shouldn't worryoabme Kathy'sthe one
who got hurt by what dlid."

Quickly examining her, Linda satisfied herself tha girl was unharmed,
though in need of a bath, clean clothes, and a.rfi€alalright, Christina!
We care about you! You loolstarved When's the last time yoate?"

Looking over at Kathy, she swallowed hard. "Umestgrday afternoon. I...
had a sandwich with Kathy after she got home frohosl."

Seeing there was more to it, Linda pressed. "Aridre¢hat?"
"Um... the nightbefore.. when I was still... um.youknow."

"When she wadValt" Kathy finished for her, stepping closer. "Chnsf?
Are... are yolDK?"



Nodding, she looked away embarrassedly. "I'm fimeas kindasorethis
morning, though."

"It was in the low sixties this morning." Georgeamied out. "Too cold for
just sleeping in a box."

"You didn't cover yourself with anythingjd you, sweetheart?" Linda aske:
"The box waglosed" she pointed out. "There wehelesin it, though."

Taking the girl by the hand, she started towardottaroom. "Come on
sweetie. We're gonna get you a warm bath."

"What aboutwork, honey?" her husband asked.

"l think the family just came down with a twentydfiehourcold, George!"
she answered without stopping. "Make the calls giknmg to need your leve
head today! We have a lot of things to figord!"

Guiding the new girl into the bathroom, she notipad of the stink on het
was that at some point in the night Christina hadl herself. It had dried
quickly in the desert air, but the smell lingerdds OK, sweetie. | know
you had an..accident We'll take care of thing©K?"

Nervous, Christina looked at the bathtub. "Um..sMsrant? I... I've nevet
seen a girhakedbefore! Not evemé I've only ever gone to the bathroot
oncesince all this happened, and even then | didok!"

Pausing after she started the water running, skietbat the girl curiously
"Oh! Um...no... | guess yowouldn'thave wouldyou?" Realizing that it
also meant the poor child had no idea how to take of herself as a girl
and knewnothingabout feminine hygiene, she resolved to teachwvhei
she needed to know. "Sweetie? There's some thbwsg deing a girl you
need to knowQK?"



"I know somestuff, Mrs. Grant." she admitted shyly.

"Not enough' she stressed. "OK, wedtart with the fact that since yaare
a girl, looking at your own body isrdirty, OK? Youneedto be able to look
at yourself to make sure youtkean So we'll start with gettingndressed

Gulping, Christina knew she was righgotta be able to look at myself ar
know that it's OK. It's not like | can go my white and never getaked
Sitting down, she removed her worn shoes and sdedsng a breath, she
closed her eyes and pulled the dirty pink top dvarhead. Cracking her ey:
open, she saw Linda standing there looking at xeecantly.

"Pants and underwedno?"
"Do you knowanotherway to take a bath, sweetie?"

When she looked down at her jeans, even the thafdghking them off
nearly made her hyperventilate; images of Doctan&ay undressing her
filling her mind.

Seeing the girl begin to panic, Linda knelt dowrdromt of her. "It'sOK,
Christina! You'resafé What'swrong sweetie?"

Explaining about the hospital, Christina took aatine "When | changed
behind the donation bin, | was in such a hurry smdcared | didn't even
think about it and kept my eyes clos@&tbwwhen | think about taking off
my pants, | just see hiacd What'swrongwith me?"

Taking the girl's hands, she tried to calm her ddiMothing'swrong with
you, Christina! It was a traumatic experience! o yvant me tdeave?
Would that make ieasief?"

Thinking about it, she nodded. "I thinkwbuld, Mrs. Grant. Is that OK?"



Nodding in understanding, Linda stood up. "I'lifoght outside, OK? Once
you're in the tub, I'm going teaveto tell you how to clean yourself, so I'l
have to come in when you get more comfortable wathrself. Understand?’

"Yeah." she sighed. "I'll try to be quick."

Exiting the bathroom, Linda stood outside the dmudt waited. After a few
moments, she saw her husband approaching.

"What'swrong honey?" he asked concernedly.

"Christina's never seen her baagkedor bathed as girl." she explained.
"She's getting undressed and in the tub so | daheteehow tocleanherself.
Still think it's crazy?"

"More thanever" he shook his head. "Thismsits Linda! | don't meaiyou
or Kathy, or everChristina.. | mean the wholsituation What kind of sick
joke s this! Assumingshe's telling the truth, what kind of miraclehss?
Ripping the child out of her home? Moth record? How's she supposed
get intoschoo? What about gob later? This isnsane"

"I know" Linda admitted. "That's why she's gonna ngedr help, George."

The man's face fell like a ston®&d You aren'tsuggesting."

"What choicedoes she have, love?" Linda arguedou'rethe only one who
coulddo something about hdmggestissue... ndirth record!"

"It's illegal!" he shouted in a whisper. "l could gognson Linda!"

"She needs ourelp, George! You work in the Bureau of Vital Recortigho
would know? Couldn't you do it so it can't be traced backadg?"



Thinking for a moment, he thought of several waymsert a birth record
Into the system in such a way as to leave no tizatehe'd been the one tc
do it. Shaking his head in disgust at the ideaydtamildly angry that she
would suggest it. "It'svrong, Linda! Even if | could geawaywith it, it's
still wrond It's fraud! Besides, who do we say hedgirentsare,huh? From
whatyoutold me, Ruth and David weren't exaatlyento the idea!"

"That was when she was telling thatnewith no one to support hetory,
George!" she countered. e go to them, tell them she real/\Walt, don't
you think they'd at leasistento her?"

"Or they might thinkwe took Walt!" he pointed out. "Linda, this couldin
us! We're talking federgdrison here! Forkidnappind Maybe even human
trafficking!"

"Don't they neeWalt for that? How can thegrovewe did anything if he's
justgoneand neveseenagain?"

"What if sheisn't Walt?" he countered. "What if he shows’ Thenwhat?"

"Sheis! | know it in my heart She doesn't knoanythingabout actually
beinga girl! She almost had@anicattack just taking off hgsantd More
importantly,Kathy knows it." Explaining that their daughter had béshng
for her best friend, and how that love had tramsfeto Christina, she sighec
"She'sWalt, and Kathylovesher, George. | saw th@ming.. her feelings
for Walt, | mean."

Absorbing this new information, George's head spiiK, that only mean:
thatKathybelieves she's Walt. She'leven

"So'sChristing George! Do you think she's some sort of juisiam artist?"

"Mrs. Grant?" came the girl's voice from the batdmo "I... I'mreadynow."



Giving her husband a look, she whispered, "Welish thislater!"

Walking back out into the living room, George satk down at the table
with his daughter to talk about her relationshipgrwZhristina.

Knocking gently, Linda opened the door. "Coming she announced befor
entering. Looking at the tub as she closed the debmd her, she saw the
girl in the steaming warm water covering her chagt her arms. Taking &
breath, she pressed forwaWle've got a lot to do!



Chapter 7 - Homecoming

An hour later, Christina emerged from the bathrax@an, in new clothes
that used to be Kathy's, and with her hair dry stgted nicely. Making her
way over to the dining room table, she saw no one there

"Um... where's Kathy?" she asked nervous8choo?"

"In thekitcherl" her best friend answered loudly. "Daddy andd araking
you something teat"

Smelling eggs, bacon, and toast, Christina's maatiered so much it achec
Following her nose, she entered the kitchen andGaarge and Kathy at
the stove, Kathy giggling at something her fathemt just said. "Kathy?"

Turning quickly, the girl wasn't wearing the jeaamsl T-shirt Christina hac
seen her wearing before her bath. She'd changea iciite top and knee-
length skirt that made her look a little older anltbt more attractive. Smiling
at the sight that greeted her, the sadness thatdeded to surround her
since Christina's transformation seemed to havéechaway. Christina
You lookgorgeous$' she stated dreamily.

Blushing, the girl looked down at herself. It ha#ldn her quite some time
In the bathroom to just strip down and look at BErg\fter a few minutes
of anxiety, she started to get used to seeing ¢y Bs her own and climbec
into the tub. When Kathy's mother came in and exptihow to wash her
new body, and a lot of other things she should eaeed long ago as a
girl, she found it easier to be around her whildressed. By the time Linda
suggested the new outfit, Christina agreed anthétvoman stay in the
room as she dressed, accepting help as needed.

Looking down at the white blouse and cute blacktstie wore, Christina
sighed with a kind of contentment she'd never knowmer life. "You really
like it, Kathy?" she probed hesitantly.



Looking at her best friend, Kathy felt a tinglingher tummy like when
she would think of her best friend when she waledalvalt. Now she felt
it again, this time with the girl Christina had bete. "Y... yeah, Christina!
You looktotally adorable!"

"You too!" Christina replied shyly.

Scraping some scrambled eggs onto a plate withskoyos of bacon and a
small slice of toast, George picked up the plaBab the milk, pumpkin?"
he asked his daughter.

Tearing her eyes away from Christina, she comppeting the milk out
of the refrigerator and grabbing a glass from tingboard. Following her
parents and friend to the table, she set the dias® and poured it for her
"Hereyou go, Christina! | hope ydike it!"

Seeing the food, she wanted to dive in and deuanrickly, but somehow
restrained herself and took a normal bite of egdsch even when she ha
been Walt was always small. Savoring the flavot stiack her as more full
and rich than any eggs she'd ever eaten, she pigkadslice of bacon and
bit into it, the salty tang mixing perfectly withé eggs and making her eye
roll back in her head. Chewing and swallowing, she sodkink. "This is

so good Mr. Grant! | don't think I'veevereaten eggs this good before!"

Raising an eyebrow, he smirked. "I didn't do amygtapecialto them."
Watching Christina eat, Kathy smiled. "She did $hene thing yesterday
when | made her a peanut butter sandwich! Shetsjgrobably because

she's never reallgatenanything before!"

Linda joined the three at the table after returrthrgymilk to the fridge,
putting a bowl! of mixed fruit down next to Christis plate.



"Why don't we give Christina a chancegai, George?" Nodding toward
their bedroom, she hoped he would take the hint.

Looking at his wife curiously, he furrowed his brawconfusion, but got
up anyway; the two of them disappearing down tloetdmallway toward
their room without a word.

Finally alone again, Kathy turned back to her guéstasreally worried
about you last night, Christina. | meaeally worried! I... | thought | might
neverseeyou again, and... um... it made me decide sonmg st

Finishing another bite, the girl turned to her.Ké&whatkind of things?"

Taking a breath and remembering the things heefatiked to her about
while Christina had taken her bath, as well as vimeatmother had said the
evening before, she forged ahead. "Um... well, kimawhow | felt about
you when you wer&Valt, and then last night | sorta let it slip out thatill
feel that way about you the way yate."

Taking another breath as Christina stopped eatitigten, the girl continued
"Well, | sortafreakedwhen | did that. | never thought about anottiek like
that before. Then the morehoughtabout it, and after talking to Mom, |
realized you weralwaysa girl, even when yowereWalt. It'd beshallow
of me to... tdoveyou when you were stuck being Walt and theh.. um...
loveyou... now that you can ly@urself.. the personieally loved."

Swallowing hard, Christina realized what Kathy waging. "Um... so you...
you still... um..love me? Even though I'mgirl now?"

Scooting a little closer, Kathy smiled shyly. "Unyeah I'mreally glad you
can beyourselfnow, Christina! I... | remember how muftin we used to
have before | stopped calling you that! | meanstile had fun when you
were stuck agvalt, but... | mean... you were a little moré:ee back then."



Taking another bite, Christina tried to think abbatv she felt about Kathy.
She's my best friendhe musedathy'salwaysbeen with me. When we

started Kindergarten together and we went out tess that first day, Mis
Carter suggested | go play with the boys, but theye playing some dum|
kickball game and | didnWwantto. That's when Kathy took my hand and
led me over to play jump rope with Beth and theme. i8ade me so happy

Remembering a dozen other times Kathy had beea fbeher when she

was stuck in a boy's body, Christina felt that wéeeling in her belly once
more. Looking over at the other girl, she felt agaf regret that she hadr
seen sooner how much Kathy cared for her. She laaysliked the girl, but
before yesterday she was almost considered 'oifslibe ChristinaBut now?
she asked herself.

Pausing her breakfast, she took a drink to collectthoughts. Turning once
more to Kathy, she cleared her throat. "Um... K&thy | wasthinking I've
alwaysreally liked you! You're like, my best friend! I... I'staredto try
beingmorethan that, because if something were to happenvanoroke
up, I'd losemorethan my... um... girlfriend. I'd lose my best fritoo!"

Hearing what she took to be Christina letting h®wd easy, Kathy scoote
away again. "It'©K, Christina." she lied sadly. "I understand. | meau
just like me like driend! Like... like a... um... a@ister" Inside her heart
ached and her feelings nearly overwhelmed her.

Scooting closer once more, Christina took Kathgisch "Well, not like a
sistet | like you morethan as a friend, or everbastfriend! | amscared to
try beingmore but | think I'mmorescared taot try!"

Overcome with joy, Kathy brought their joined hangbsto her lips and
delicately kissed the back of Christina's handaffito try anything else,
she just reveled in the feeling for a moment.



Feeling Kathy's lips on her skin, Christina feluah of pleasure unlike an
she'd ever imagined, but not a small amount of &4wat if we break up? |
won't just lose a girlfriend, I'll lose my bestdnd and the only people in the
whole world that believe who | arRulling her hand free with a weak smile
she sighed. "K...Kathy? Can we giow? I... | know you like mevay more
than | like you! I... | just need some time to ¢atp, OK? I'm still trying to
getusedto all this!"

Smiling that she at least had a chance, Kathy mhddlenderstand! I... I'll
try! You make it kindahard, though! You're justoo nice!"

Sighing contentedly, Christina returned to eating lireakfast.

After a few minutes, Kathy's parents came backobtheir bedroom, having
spent the time continuing their debate over whata@bout Christina.

George looked at the small girl eating at his dimoom table and wondere
Is it possibl® Can that girl beNValt, the boy who's been in and out of hel
since Kathy was threé®/atching the girl eat, the only thing even clase t
similar was the small bites she to@Hl girls eat like thatlhe dismissethe
notion, but in addition to Christina's behaviorwgnag up, it did make him
consider that maybe 'Waltasalways more a girl than a boy.

Glancing over to his daughter, he noticed that i(aths watching Christina
eat like it was a romantic scene in a movie. Havmgsed the signs that
Kathy had begun to fall for Christina before hansformation, George just
shook his head and sat down.

"So0..." he began, only to be interrupted by hisewif

"At least let the girl finiskeating George!" Linda mildly chided him.

Holding up his hands in mock surrender, the mamaeik, folded his arms
and waited in obvious impatience.



Seeing him waiting, Christina picked up her pacgerEas hungry as she
was, she almost didmtantto as the food tasted so good to her fresh sens
At last taking her final bite of fruit and finislgrher glass of milk, she sat
back and looked at the adults that sat across lfremand Kathy.

"That wasdelicioud Thank yousomuch Mr. and Mrs. Grant!"

"It was nothind" Linda downplayed the gift of feeding her. Looginver
at George, she nodded.

Taking a breath, her husband looked over at thectwidren. "l want to
start by saying that I'm nentirely convinced that you'ré/alt, Christina."

"But Daddy..." Kathy whined.

"Don't 'but Daddyme young lady!" he interrupted. "This whole nutte&
Is insane but... well... nothing else makes agnseas nonsensical disat
sounds, itself." Looking over at Christina, he shbae head. "All my life's
experience is telling me that you're eitbeaizyor the best midget con arti
In the world, but you've managed one way or theroth convince both my
daughter and hemotherthat it's true, and convincirger of anything she
doesn't want to is a bigger miracle than a boyitigrmto a girl overnight!"

Nervous as to where this was all going, Christidgdted in her seat. "Mr.
Grant? lknowit's unbelievablel hardly believe it and it happenedn@ |
really wasthe person you knew as Walt! I... | always warttetde a girl, and
now lamone! | just didn't have any idea how much it wondess up myife,
and everyonelse'sat the saméame If | couldtake it back, would but I...
| can't Now | don't know what tdo."

"We have an idea." Linda interjected, getting &léom George that mad
her amend her statement. "Welhave an idea, but it means a hgk, firstly
to you Christina, and then, if things work out,ua" Pausing a moment, she



explained her plan. "Mr. Grant works for the Bured¥ital Records. He
could create a record of birth for you and inseirito the system. If he get
caughtdoingit though, he could go torison"

"Then we shouldn't do it." Christina sighed. "l td&t anyone else get hul
In thismesd made. lwon'tdo it!"

Leaning back in his chair, George whistled low. "@'¥ convinced That's
Waltt He alwayswashonest to a fault and wouldtitink of doing anything
that sneaky." Looking at her, he cleared his thrt&arry...Christina"

Smiling weakly, the girl in question shrugged.s'®K Mr. Grant. I'nused
to people calling me Walt. You've been doing itdoer eight years! | don't
mind, really! | mean, it's nice that people can look at me lamalv I'm a girl
now, but it wasn'your fault you thought of me as a boy beforshidthat |
was becausghysicallyanyway, lwasone, even if | wanted to be likkis."
she gestured to herself.

"You've alwaysbeen venyforgiving, dear." Linda pointed out with a smir}
and a glance at her husband, who held his handgaip.

"There's still the problem of getting you back wytbur family, Christina."
he pointed out. "You're going to have to go hawuentually”

Shaking her head, Christina was near to tears imace. "They... they won't
believeme, Mr. Grant! ... | tried. twice Once when | first woke up, then
again after | ran away from the hospital. Mothendnup on me and it very
nearly got me caught!"

"How did you hide from that officer?" Linda had to know.

"I did it." Kathy admitted. Seeing her parents turmér, she shrank back
slightly. "I... um... lhid her... in mydresser"



Astonished, the two looked over at Christina what juodded. Looking at
the girl, they both concluded that stightbe small enough for it to work

"Sweetie, don't you know she could have blert doing that?" Linda gently
admonished her daughter.

"She wadine afterwards!" Kathy tried to defend herself. "I meather than
the fact that she had to go to tethroomand almost had aaxccident but
it was anemergency

Laughing quietly, George just shook his head. "Mgwn... wedo have a
plan for getting you back to your family, Christinge're going to take yo
to them andupportyou when you try to convince them you're theitahi
If it doesn't work though, if they worlsten it'll mean that you'll be back
In police custody ande'll have some very ticklish questions to answer.
long as we stick to thieuth, that you convinced us all that you used to b
Walt, we can't get in any legal trouble. Believing ysnit acrime."

Thinking a moment, Christina looked over at the.tty parents had some
men over at the house last night. | think they weBé | heard Mother call
one of them Agent Stewart. | heard them telling IMotthat they thinkm
the key to finding who kidnapped Walt. They won4tjgive udooking,
either for Waltor me... as weird ahatis to say!"

George sat back. "Thabmplicateghings. If theFBI is investigating Walt's
disappearance, then your parents probably told #ietney knew about you
Mostimportantlythat it's impossible that you're thdaughter® Turning to
Linda, he shrugged. "That blowsy idea for fixing things."

"Not necessarilylove." Linda countered vaguely. "I mean, they ldostill
know right? Wouldn't that benougt?"

"For them,sure" he answered. "What about taethorities though?"



"Whatchoicedo we have?" his wife pleaded. "She needddmary!"

Looking at the scared girl, he took a breath and ®ut slowly. "Alright!
You'reright! She can't just hide otiereforever, and the longer this goes
on, the worse it's going to get. Christina? | wantall your parentand set
up a meeting, then we'll all go over there and gaui try to get your family
back. Are you up to this? Like | said, if they ddmelieve us, they'll probably
call those agents and turn you in and we wouldnalile tesstopthem. We'd
have tolet them take you away. What do you sayyar life."

Turning to Kathy, Christina took her hand and she/fear in her friend's
eyes. Thinking it over, she turned back to Geotg&, Mr. Grant. It seems
like the only way to go. Itteonest so my heart is telling me that it's what
need to danyway Havingyouthree there will help kot."

Nodding curtly, the man got up and headed for thenp. Picking up the
receiver, he dialed the number that he'd memonyeads ago due to the girl:
friendship. Hearing the line ring, he hoped he piaéted his words well.

Ruth Cocoran sat at her dining room table startigeasmartphone. Dark
circles surrounded her eyes and her complexiorturagd ashen, sallow,
and drawn. She hadn't eaten anything more thahdoasunk anything more
than a few cups of coffee in the last day. Sheld slept a few fitful hours,
haunted by dreams of finding Walt and their hapgaynron, only for it to be
spoiled by waking back into her living nightmare.

Her husband David sat across from her, lookingmath better. His large
frame seemed to sag under a weight he couldnit,das shoulders hunchec
over and his normally happy eyes darkened with yatrs finger flipped
through pictures the FBI had sent them of knowropédes in the area in
an effort to see if the distraught man or his vafight recognize one of then
as having been in the area. The sheer number of jurst made the two fear
that even if they got their child back she mightwael to endure a horrifying
ordeal... and there was nothing they calodhbout it.



The two were also barely speaking to one anothieer Ahe two FBI agents
had left the night before, they'd argued. Ruth wdrtim to go out putting
up Missing posters around the neighborhood, buid@fused as they'd
been advised to just stay at home in case 'Waltedaome or the kidnapper
contacted them. David ended up sleeping on thehctihat night, his dreams
similar to those of his wife. This new task didniprove their mood.

As soon as Ruth's cell phone began to ring, theldaked up at each othe
Neither one had to say anything. They both wenmkthg the same thing;
that it was someone calling to say they'd found ittald's body.

Swallowing hard, Ruth looked down and sighed irefellt's Kathy." she
sighed. "They probably want to check on us."

"Make it short." David said more snippishly thandiatended. Turning hi:
tone softer, he sighed. "I mean, they said to kkepines free... just in case

Glaring at him briefly, Ruth's expression lighten&dright." Tapping the
icon, she put the phone up to her ear. "Hello?"

"Ruth? It'sGeorge"

"George? | know you're probably wantingnelpin some way, but we're
holding up OK and we need to keep the phone fiee;'s

"Ruth!" he snapped. "I'm sorry, but thignsportant We... we have some
information that willhelp, but we need to talk to yalone.. just you two
andus Would it be OK to come over there?"

Confused, Ruth was desperate. "O... OK, Georgdl Wéeéxpecting you."

"We'll be there in ten minutes, Ruth. Just... hestgin there,OK? Bye."



"Bye." she answered vacantly. Closing the call,lsb&ed up at David.
"They said they have some information for us."

"I'll call Agent Stewart!" he stated eagerly.
"No!" she shouted weakly. "He... he said it had tguiséus... no oneelse"

Furrowing his brow, David shook his head. "Thatsidesoundight! We
shouldcall, Ruth! He might ben on it! We needelp"

"Don't you everthink about jeopardizing this chance, David!" she barke
"You callanyoneand we'rghrough Do youunderstandme?"

Bristling at her threat, he very nearly called dgent just out of spite, but
his need to try and restore his family overrodedgis and he put his phon
down. "Alright, Ruth. You win. We'll do yourway."

Calming down, Ruth only didn't cry because sherm@adore tears left to
shed. She'd cried so many times in the last twnityhours that she was
emotionally drained. The only clue they had totrtlokild's disappearance
was the crazy girl who tried to make them think slas 'Walt', anghewas
missing as well, having escaped police custodyh Ruats so desperate fol
iInformation, she'd gladly take a call from kidnagpgpand entertain them a:
honored guests, if necessary.

The drive over to the Cocoran home was done i $dence. The whole
way, Kathy wouldn't let go of Christina's hand; therry and fear obvious
In her expression. Pulling in front of their houGristina looked out the ca
window at the familiar edifice and gulpad/ell, here goesWalking up to
her door, it felt odd to knock instead of just walkin.

Ruth was already at the door, having watched thewéup. David stood
behind her ready to pummel the man if he knew whesehild was and
wouldn't tell them. When Ruth opened the door,lsbhked down to see



Christina standing and holding hands with Kathy,dield's best friend; her
parents standing behind the both of them.

Seeing the crazy girl with her child's best friandde Ruth suspicious. St
was not at all convinced that this wasn't someagktie hoax that her 'son'
and the Grants were playing. Still, even if it wéxg only way to get to
stop seemed to be to play along. "Won't you corfdé she asked politely.

Christina could feel the coldness in the room. Mether had no feelings
for her other than polite tolerance. "Thank you,. Mom...thanks"

Leading the four over to the dining room table, filke sat together a shor
time in silence, none of them sure what to sayh Wiavid standing behind
Ruth with anger visible on his face. Finally, China spoke up.

"l guess you want to know what this is all aboltnbw you don'believe
me, but... um... | used to bealt"

"Goon." she answered bitterly. dssumehere's more?"

"You don'tbelieveme,do you, Mother?" Christina sighed.

Standing up, Ruth turned to look away from the. gilow can|?"

"I've never lied to you in my wholde, Mother. Why would | stamiow?"
"Walt never lied!" she pointed out. "l don't know wyau are!"

"I'm still telling you the truth." Christina insisted. "I'merebecause | need
you tobelieveme! Otherwise, | wouldn't risk getting caughbhere!"

Turning to look at the girl, she was near to hysgeagain. "Look, obviously
you've beercoachedoy Walt to know things that onlye would know! Why
are youdoingthis?"



"Mrs. Cocoran?" Kathy interrupted. "She reafiywValt! | knowit's her! I...
| cantell."

"You're allin on this!" Ruth snapped.

Linda tried to calm things down. "RutRlease Just... justistento her!"
Looking over at her husband, seeing him nod, shreetliback to face the
woman once more. "Weelieveher."

Christina tried once again. "Kathy and them hadhingt todo with all this,
Mother! She's here '‘causadededer to be here! She's been my best frier
for eightyeard How can you think that I'd put you and Daddy tingb all
this onpurpos®& Haven't | always beagood?"

Hearing the girl speak, it was hard for Ruth toyd#rat she sounded so mu
like her child. When she turned and looked at heugjh, nothing of Walt
showed. "MyWalt has always been good! Whesée?"

"I'm right here Mother!" Christina sobbed. "What can | do to shgw I'm
Walt? I'll do anything yowant"

A pang of guilt washed over Ruth as she watchedgtheeduced to tears
at her harsh words. Thinking for a moment, shedraaiea. "OK, if you're
Walt, you'll have your birth mark on the bottomyoiur foot."

Shaking her head sadly, Christina sighed. giose | looked"

Throwing her hands up in hopelessness, Ruth tuamey from the four.
"Well, | don't know what tdell you then! You're nd¢valt"

"No she'shot" Kathy stated plainly. "SheGhristina Walt was just someon:
shepretendedo be." Seeing the look on her friend's face, Kathrugged.
"Well? It'strue, isn't it?"



With a nod, Christina blinked at her. "Yeah, itlge." Turning back to Ruth,

she tried once more. "Mother? Ask amgything If you think Waltcoached
me, he couldn't have taught meerythingabout him, right? But, if | really
amWalt like I'msaying there can't banythingyou could ask that | shouldr
know. Right?"

Thinking a moment, Ruth nodded. "OK. What's Wédétisorite color?"

With a smirk, Christina shook her head. "l saygteen butyouknow it's
actually purple and gold... the colors | picked oy birthday last year."

Pursing her lips, Ruth tried a different tacticK'Qvhat was it your grandme
Edith said to you the last time you talked to her?"

Christina giggled lightly. Great-auntEdith was Grandma Virginia&ster,
and she never saahythingto me 'cuz she died a webkfore | wadorn!"

"What did you do that last night before you wenbé&al?" Ruth probed.

Swallowing hard, Christina looked away as she ansayébolstered only by
Kathy taking her hand. "We... we watch&dgels in the Outfieldgain, even
though it was your turn to pick, then afterwardssked Daddy on the cheel
and said goodnight, then kissed you and said ggotibefore you asked i
| wanted you to tuck me in. I... | said no, thatds a bigooy, but | almost
slipped and said bigirl. Then | went to bed after saying my prayers."

Looking at the girl that appeared and sounded ngthike her child but at
the same time talked so much like him, Ruth shaaihead. "Alright. If
you're Walt, why did you lie to your father andoloait wanting to be a qgirl?"

Christina shrugged. "It... it wamintless Mother. | didn't look anythingke
a girl. Eventrying would just make it fealvorse reminding me every day
that | could never bpretty... like you"



"Not every girl ispretty." Ruth pointed out. "Why would matterif being
a girl is all you really wanted?"

"Because trying to be a girl would have just bednggoke | was gonna
look like Daddywhen | grew upNo onewould believene could be a girl!"

"You might have akeasttold us the truth, even if you felt it was poiste
trying tolive like a girl." Ruth grumbled. She could hardly eek it, but
the more she talked to this girl, the more it sezthat she really was her
child. | must be crazythe mused.

Listening to the exchange, David shook his headis"isnutd" Turning to
George, his face clouded over. "Where'ssog? You have thi€hristina
girl with you, and you're trying to peddle the sast@rysheis, so you're
involved | want to know where Walt is riglmow or I'm calling thecopg"

Shrugging passively, George looked back at him lgalfo that and you'll
lose your childorever, Dave. They'll take heawayfrom you."

"Oh stopit already!" he shouted backlHatis not myson George!"

"You'reright." Linda admitted. "She's yodiaughter David! Yed It sounds
totally crazy | didn't believe iteitheruntil sheprovedit to me half a dozen
different ways!" Turning to Ruth, her eyes softeri&lth? Youknowme!
Our kids have been best friends for most deeade Am | somecrackpot
that falls for every sob story or line of bull? Wau believeher if she hadn't
provedit to me? MyGod Ruth! The girl was too embarrassed to look at h
body to take dathbecause she'd never seen herself nakedgjialskzefore!"

"Mrs. Cocoran?" Kathy chimed in. "I... | have someg to tell you. I... um...
I've sorta beefalling for Walt for a while now. I... I think love her."

"My Walt is aboy, Kathy!" she snapped.



"Not really!" Kathy retorted. "I mean, when was the last tyo@& saw her
actlike a boy? Have yoaver? | mearreally? Shetold me about the times
you sent her to thaherapist Sheknewyou were worried about her being
too girly, but she couldnhelpit! She was @irl inside... and... and... and
washer that | was falling iHove with!"

Facing her own doubts, Ruth looked at Christinees’™YWewereworried
that Walt was acting too effeminate"

Stepping forward, David scowled. "Waitld us, over an@veragain, that
he was doy."

Shaking her head, Christina sighed. "Daddy? | direxplainedthat to you.
| couldneverbe a girl before! It was pointless to eveyl So | told you |
was a boy becausechnicallyl was.. at least mypodywas. But Kathy's
right. Did | everactlike a boy? Evemonce? Even dittle?"

The wind taken out of his sails, David looked aw®o. Walt nevedid."

Seeing them at least willing to listen now, Lindagented her husband's
solution. "George figured out a foolproof waypmveto you both that
Christina is your daughter, if you're readyh&arthat truth."

Looking at the woman in surprise, Ruth steppedezldsiow?"

"Have her genetically tested against you two fdepaty and maternity."
Linda answered. Turning to see the surprised looKlristina's face, she
smiled. "You told us that your angel made you tuklbke a mix of your
parents right? That means that you should be a gemnegitchto them, like
the way you were when you wefalt"

Thinking about it for a moment, Christina just neddvith a smile.



Chapter 8 - Inevitable Complications

"Waita minute." David interjected with a puzzled lob¥ou propose we
have this girl's DNA tested to see if she's damghterto prove that she's
actually Walt turned into a girl by angel?"

"Exactly." George shruggedThinkabout it. If by some miracle your son
wastransformed into your daughter, she should séildhyourDNA, right?
Alright, not the same DNA thaWalt had, but eveangelshave to obey the
rules ofbiochemistry She had to give Christirmomeone'®NA! Why not
her ownparent®"

"You have nothing tédoseand everything tgain by it!" Linda pointed out.

"Mother? Daddy?" Christina pleadedPléasé If it doesn't work, I'll turn
myselfin to the FBI. | really won't have anywhere elsga if this doesn't
work." Seeing their look of surprise at knowingytiveere talking to the
FBI, she sighed sadly. "I... | was outside in thshes last night when the!
left. | know they're looking for me because thempkh know how to lead
them to... um... well.me"

Ruth turned to look at David, hope in her eyedlfierfirst time since her
child disappeared. "What do you think, David?"

Pursing his lips, David tried to figure out if teewas some way this coulc
be a trick, but came up blank. "OK. It seems t@lbair test, if she'willing."
Looking at the girl claiming to be his daughter,dighed. "It's better than
doingnothing”

"There's alownside' George pointed out. Seeing them turn with looks
concern, he laid it out plainly. "If it proves shgour daughter, you'll have
some explaining to do to the authorities. Chrissaal you told them she
wasn't | don't know what can be done about that. Clampgorary insanity
over Walt's disappearance? The DNA evidence willie¢utable though."



Suddenly, an idea sprang into Kathy's mind. "Heythow what they can
do! Say that Christina is Waltwin and that she's been away... um... wit
hergrandparentsmaybe? The ones that live in Boston?"

Thinking it over, David sighed. "That's no goodeBvf the tesprovesshe's
our daughter, there's no explanation why she dioleané a birth record. O
a school record... or why nobody has dwveardof her before."

Ruth looked at the defeated expression on Christiaae and recognized
it. That's Walt's disappointed fac8tepping up to the girl, she sank dowr
to her knees and turned Christina to face hemvthraan's eyes wide and
searching. Walt? Is thatreally you? Is this what yoteally wanted?"

Smiling weakly, Christina nodded. "For as long aarirememberMother!

l...  wish | could take iback though! | never wanted twurt anyone, and |
ended up hurtingveryonéEvenmyself I'm sorry! | wish you could have
the boy youvantback!" Tears were spilling down her cheeks asfisighed.

Embracing the girl, Ruth felt the weight of thetlday evaporate in a flast
"Oh, Walter! It really is you,isn'tit?" Tears once more shed from her ey
this time in joy. "Ohpaby | just wantyouback! | don'tcare what youlook
like! Boy or girl, I just couldn'standnot havingyou"

Coming up behind Ruth, David took a knee and loakettie child holding
his wife. Seeing the way the girl cried into heoglder sent his memory
back several years to a day Christina had come Hiarmmeschool. Some o
the boys had been picking on her for not being hdogcause she wouldn'
fight, even though she was already bigger thathalbther second grader
and many of the older boys. It was the next daytikal started teaching he
self-defense. For the first time, he saw 'Walthia girl, but he needed more
than just his gut feelind.he tests wilproveit, one way or another.



Going to his phone, David did a few searches WRué and Christina jus
held each other. Seeing what he was looking fogrimaced. Problem"

Letting go of her child, Ruth looked up at him. "®#s it, David?"

"It says here that for a DNA test to be legallyagmized, you have to give
proof of the child's identity at time of testing.photo ID, birth certificate,
or Social Security card. Otherwise the resultslmadisputed.”

Scoffing, Ruth looked at Christina happily. "I domeedthe test, David!
She's mybaby | knowit!"

"Actually, youdo need the tests." George pointed out. "The whaa id

to use the test results gether a birth record. See, in order for Christina tc
get a birth certificate, which you need for thiige school, you'll need to
apply to the Office of Vital Records for one... dmerejected"”

"Rejected?" Ruth puzzled. "Why apply to gejected®"

"Because then you can file with the courts to héial Records issue her
delayedbirth certificate." George explained. "Until thegject the request,
the court won't accept a petition to do so. One# tieject the request, yol
can file for a court order, using the DNA evidenagrove that she's your
daughter, anthenVital Recordshasto issue one."

"Isn't that a little..crazy?" Ruth asked.

"Crazier than Christina changing intgial overnight?" he retorted.
"Good point." she admitted.

"Anyway, what Dave found throws a wrinkle in it. NDINA test, no proof,

no birth certificate, no school, no jobs later, @odon. The downside is that
If you do get the test done, you might get hit with not ipgther in school



or not having an affidavit of intent to home-schoolfile. This isn't going
to beeasy"

Looking worried, Ruth sat in the chair next to Haughter. "It's starting to
sound like it would be easier to get her a faké ID.

George shrugged. "Not noall. All | can tell you is what | know. I'm not &
lawyer. | just work for Vital Records as a Database Adatmtor." Seeing
the look in the woman's eyes, George shook his.iékx Linda already
askedme to fake a birth certificate for Christina. lub go toprisonif | got
caught. I won't do that to my family. It wouldn'aiter if | werewilling to,
though.Christinaalready said no to it."

Looking to his daughter, David nodded. "That sourdasWalt."

"Christina" Kathy corrected him, looking at the faint snle the girl's face
for backing up her change of name.

"Sounds like you're starting tielieve" George smiled at him. "Don't feel
too bad. It tookmea while too, and | hathesetwo working on me!" he
guipped, pointing a thumb at his wife and daughter.

Shaking his head, David looked down at Christina yust looked up at him
plaintively. "Let's just say I'm willing to bebjectiveabout the idea." he
smiled down at her. "We'ee" Looking back at his phone, he noticed a
option he hadn't considered. "Huh. Well, it womthwith thelegal issues,
but it'll sure settle the question as fal'asconcerned."

"What'sthat, David?" Ruth asked curiously.
"This place has a home DNA test kit. You swab theek of each person

you want to test for parentage, send it in, andageanswer in five days."
Tapping a few times, David sighed. "Well, it's@stion at least."



Looking to her mother, Christina asked, "What dio luntiltherf?"
"You stay withus" Ruth smiled. "I don'heedthe test. | cafeelit's you!"

"It may be the better way to start." George poirdat "You can say that

Christina came back and agreed to a DNA teptdéweshe's your daughter,
then claim that you found out slsyour daughter, as impossible as that
seems." Pausing, he looked over at Ruth. "\&ioseredChristina?"

"Doctor Young." she shruggedrdnic, since he was sixty-five at the time!"
"Is he still alive, do you know?" George contindesl line of questioning.

"I heard he had a heart attack shortly after Walmean..Christina.. was
born." Ruth answered, looking at her daughter wigrained expression.

"Well, you could always claim that Christina was M¢draternal twin that
you were told was stillborn. Then it's all on adieactor. Could still get
sticky with no Fetal Death Certificate, though. Ybbave to blame that ot
him, too. Say that he told you he'd take care.bffmrning to Christina, he
gave her a serious look. "This would mean you'cehalie, sweetie. The
authorities would be sure to ask you where yob&enall this time... who
raisedyou... where you went tgchool.. and you'd have to say that you cal
remember andtickto that story."

"What about the fact that she's been claiming tévaé?" David wondered
as he sat at the table. "I mean, thiadsndto raise some eyebrows."

Considering the question, they all sat silently@mant until Christina spoke
"l was alwayscalled Walt, even though I'm a girl. The peoplat tlaised
me were nice, but treated me like a boy. | foundnoy parents were Ruth
and David Cocoran and was brought here. | donwkwbere | was before
waking up in Walt's bed. I've never been to schibdhn't know anything
else." Christina stated to the surprise of everyone



Seeing them all staring at her in shock, she sleadigiyvell? It's not die! |
wascalled Walt, lama girl, you twowerealways nice, Wwastreated like a
boy, | must'vefigured out you were my parentssamepoint in time,Lisbeth
brought my new body here, and | haneideawhere it was beforthat |
don'tknow anything before waking up in my old bed and heverbeen to
school before because I@hristinanow and Christina didnéxistbefore
yesterday... not thisody, anyway. It's just like when you used to ask me
| was a girl and | could truthfully sayo... becauséechnicallyl wasn't See?
Nota lie!"

Her parents stared at their daughter in amazemiaile she made it sound
like she was raised by people who'd abducted Isergunothing but the truth

"You're gonna be lawyerwhen you grow up!" David stated with a smile
"Justpromise me you'll use your insidious powersgoodand notvil!"

Making the five others seated around the tableHaGdpristina blushed an
looked away shyly. "Is... is wrongto say that?"

His laughter diminishing, George shook his headhel€ is no realrong
here in dealing with this situation the best anly tmonest way yowan If
anything you saying all that, and sticking it, means younightbe able to
pull this off while being totalljhonestabout it... all without getting locked
up in the nearegsychiatricward!"

Stepping outside a moment, needing a break frorheley conversation,
David looked up at the skis all thispossibl® he wonderedl mean, if
my son was always a girl inside, and an angel afl @oned his body into
a girl, then that means Gaoglantedhim to be a girl... so why not just give
us a girl? Why put us through all thi€4smissing the thought, he resolve
to wait until they could get proof before tacklitige bigger questions. Wit
a deep breath, he turned and headed back inside.



"George!" Ruth shouted. "We can't do it until we type test results back!
They'll take heaway | just got herback"

"Ruth!" he snapped. "Yobaveto! If you don't, it'll looksuspiciout'
"I don'tcard" she retorted. "l won't lose hagain”

"Woah!" David interceded. "What's dhis about?" Looking around quickly,
he noticed the children weren't anywhere in sigMhere are the kids?"

"In Christina's room." Linda explained. "George wast explaining that
you two are going to have to call the FBI sotmalayin fact, and tell them
that Christina's here or else it'll look suspiciddsath doesn't want to."

"I won'tdo it, David!" she growled. "l won't lose hagain Not thissoon"

Trying to calm her down, David put his hands onstesulders, only for
her to shrug them off. Backing away, he sighed e¥Titeright, honey. You
knowthey are. We need to call Agent Stewart right anaglse we might
get in even more trouble than we probably alreaily"

"No, David!" Linda insisted. "They'll take hamway"

"Not forevet" he pointed out. "At least you'll know where shend that
she'ssafé Can't that be&noughfor now, honey?"

Fuming, Ruth crossed her arms. "Buty? Why do we have to tell them
now? Why can't we wait until next week when we gettdst results that
provesshe's my daughter?"

"What do we tell them when wao call them?" David queried. "If we tell
them next week that she came here today and wiaeligbst, what do we
tell them when they ask why we didn't call as sasshe got here?"



"We can tell them we were waiting for the test lesslishe insisted.

"That doesn't explain why we didn't contact therawltheir lead witness
In Walt'sdisappearance!" her husband stated.

"Walt's notmissind” Ruth countered. "She's in hexom"

"You're forgetting that to theestof the world, Christina isnWalt, Ruth."
Linda reminded her. "She needs to be Walt's fratdmin as far as anyon
else is concerned. That still leaves Whalssing They'd want to know why
you didn't report seeinGhristina"

Shaking her head, trying to clear it, Ruth coultimhk straight. "I... know
that we have to pretend all this, but..." Turniadace Linda, she approache
her. "If Kathy had been missing for over a day, aod got her back, could
youlet her go again so soon?"

Thinking about it, Linda shook her head. "No, | ggaiécouldn't" Searching
for a solution, she brightened after a momentaltenan idea!"

Agent Lyle Stewart climbed out of the car and geshrHe'd spent the las
several hours trying to make something out of #ma@es the hospital hac
taken when Christina had been in custody. The ghaol video had failec
to match with any reported missing juvenile in M@IC.

On a hunch, he'd had the evidence reviewed andirnaty turned something
useful. While Agent Richard Kent, his partner, wasrviewing witnesses
from the hospital, he got the call from David Caoand left for their home
Knockingon the door, he didn't have to wait long.

David opened the door and waved the FBI agen@Gonie in! We have
some information about Christina!"



Looking around the room, nothing much seemed differthough when he
saw Ruth Cocoran, he noticed she was not neadysaaught as before.
"Good. So dd."

Handing the FBI agent a letter, the agent begadhimgat but didn't get far
before Ruth came up to him.

"Christina might actually be outaughter Agent Stewart." she admitted.
Pursing his lips, he nodded.Khow"
Her face turning quizzical, she was at a loggha®? How didyou know?"

Sitting on their couch, he waited for the two pasdpo likewise sit down. "|
was hitting a dead end on the evidence we got flemhospital, so | had it
compared to everyone involved. One of our skettihtamoticed that she
shared a remarkable resemblance to both you andhysband. So | had he
do an age advancement on Christina. It turns aelll ginobably look a lot
like you donowin about thirty years, Mrs. Cocoran."

David breathed out heavily. "So then... what thiersays may b&ue."
Skimming the childish handwriting quickly, Lyle ndeld. "It would fit the
facts, and explain a lot of things... her insistetiat she was both your

daughter... and nam&flalt, to start with. Did you do what the letter said’

Shaking her head, Ruth looked at David. "We weirgkthg about getting
one of those home DNA kits, but it tak#systo get the results."

"We could pay extra to get a rush job." David not&de should know by
Friday if we do ittoday"

"You'd be wasting youmoney Mr. Cocoran." Lyle half-smiled. "Good thing
you called me righaway Once | suspected that Christina was related tq \



| had her DNA sample that the hospital took comp#&wdatie ones that you
two supplied to me yesterday." Pausing, he lookédeatwo. "Shes your
daughter. Naloubt"

Breathing a sigh of relief, Ruth turned to her rarsbwho looked stunned
"I... I knew | didn'tneedthe proof, | jusknew"

"Are youcertain?" David asked. "I mean, how is thmdssibl@"

"l have atheory" the agent opined. "It's a littleut there, but it's the only
thing that fits all the facts." Holding up the Etthe took a plastic bag out
of his pocket and slid it inside. "It goes alondhwvhat the letter says, toc
Walt had a fraternal twisister. The only problem with that is that you've
nevermentionedt, and there's no record of lemywheren any system."

"l... I had adaughterwhen Walt was born, Agent Stewart." Ruth answel
honestly as Christina had asked her to do. "She&tdiet a chance tove. At
least, that's what we wetald."

"Really?" he asked skeptically. "There's no record of ¢itaer. | looked |
also looked up youdoctor. He died shortly after Walt and Christina were
born, but there was something unusual about hageed®robate court record
show that ten thousand dollars in small bills wasfl in a safe in his home
after his death. Could be he just kept it as enmergeash, some peoptm,
but there were no large withdrawalswatchit. It was neveexplained'

Seeing their shock, he nodded and smiled. "I sugpatyour daughter was
abductedoy your doctor and then sold on the black markkeén he goes an
diesbefore he gets them their faked birth certificBecause the people wh
bought your daughter didn't have any documentatioy, likely either got
her a fake ID or they just never enrolled her imogd. Doctor Young didn't
file her death record because there wabadyand the fact was quietlgst

It happens'



"Sonowwhat?" David inquired carefully. "What does thavh to do with...
um...Walt'sdisappearance?"

"l further suspect that your son was abducted bg#ime peopleand that
Christina was left behind as some sort of sickHarge' because they want
aboyand not airl, which explains why this Christina says she wdleda
Walt When wefind her, we might be able to get enough informatiomifr
her to track them down and get y@manmback!"

Clearing her throat, Ruth nervously asked, "Whatpeas withChristing,
though? | mean, we dgether, don't we? She's nmaby Agent Stewart! |
can't lose heagain"

Furrowing his brow, he shook his head. "Well, stelin FBI custody while
we question her. Aftahat, well... the issue is that you havelegal proof
she's your daughter... other than our DNA test.'?Yaeed to go to court tc
obtain custody. She'll be remanded to Arizona DCHe mean time."

"But why?" Ruth cried. "She's ngaughter You said soyourself*

Thinking a moment, Lyle smiled again. "Youauld petition DCS to place
her in your custody while waiting for your courttdaThe DNA evidence
we'll give them and your stable home life shouldkvo your advantage,
but in the end it'sheir call... notmine" he explained. "Now, about thistter.
I'll have it analyzed to see if we can get a clsi¢ccawhere she is. The soone
we find her, the sooner we fintvalt"

"Thank you, Agent Stewart." David sighed. "Whatva® donow?"

"Do you have some vacation time saved up?" he askisav might be a
good time taakeit. You'll need to stawpvailable"

"I think I'll start looking for a good lawyer." Day mused out loud. "It seem
once Christina's found, we're going to want totgetwheels rolling right



away. | don't want my daughter trapped in somesfdsbme for a fewears
the way I've heardomekids end up. She's already spenbughtime living a
lie." At that he glanced over at Ruth who lookedagvashamedly.

Getting up, Lyle shook David's hand. "I think thengre starting to gel here,
Mr. Cocoran! Calimmediatelyif you have any contact with Christina! Wal
life may dependon it!"

Heading back to his field office, Lyle showed th#ér to his partner before
heturned it over to the Questioned Documents division

"What do you think, Rich?" he asked. fits."

Nodding, his partner sighed. "Obviously a childdsdwriting, either that
or an uneducated adult. Let's séBear Mom and Dad, This is Christina,
the girl that woke up in your son's bed. | was edi®y two people who calle
me Walt growing up and treated me like a boy. Maere never mean. |
learned that you are my parents. | was broughtaoryjhouse and Walt wa
taken away. | know you can use DNA to prove tlaam lyour daughter. |
got a Q-tip and put it in my cheek and taped th® bottom of the paper.’
Hmm! Smart kid!" he offered, noticing the swabla bottom.

Reading the paper through the plastic was diffjdat he pressed forwarc
"Where was 1?7 Oh! have never been to school and don't know wherad
before | was brought to you. No one ever told nkaew | was really a girl,
so | called myself Christina. | hope you will td@m sorry Walt was taker
away from you, but | want to be your daughter. lyaan away because |
was scared. Signed, Christina Joy Cocorw! That's prettyheavy Lyle!
Poor kid!"

"Yeah." Lyle agreed. "Seem a litb®nvenier? | mean, here we have this
bizarre child abduction where another kid gets left inrtipéace, with
apparently no motive, and ndtvs letter ties it all up nice and neat. DNA
provesshe's their daughter, then the deal with tdeator. Doesn't it all just



seem a little... | don't knoweasy | don'tlike it, Rich! I think the parents
are in this up to their eyeballs!"

"Soproveit!" Richard answered back. "HowYhy? Where'd theikid go?
Where'd thiggirl come from? Why doesn't she have any paper trail¥ id it
no one's ever evdreardof this Christina before yesterday? You wanna h
what!| dug up while you were getting the smokongn here? got to listen
to some nurse tell me a story aboutagelthat grantsvishe$ She had a
totally different idea of where Walt went and where Cimestame from!
Getthis! According toher, they're the samaerson Claims Christina told
herthat an angel turned him into a girl, and ble&evegt! Wanna go with
that theory or stick with theational?" He held up the letter for emphasis

Sighing, Lyle shook his head-ihe! We'll go with this until we have som:e
reasomotto! I'mtelling you though, Rich! Mygutis telling me that these
peopleknowsomething about where their kid went that they'atelling
us! | don't know! Maybe thegoldtheir daughter to Doctor Young and th
ten grand was his cut. I'll dig into the familyisancials. In the mean time
get that letter down to Q.D.! We need to kneverythingabout it!"



Chapter 9- TruelLies

Waiting for word from her parents, Christina sathaathy in her room at
the Grants'. When Linda suggested she write ther)ethe insisted that sh
not lie, even insisting on taping the Q-tip shelswad inside her cheek to tr
paper herself. Leaving to return to the Grant hoshe,and Kathy spent th
time watching videos online. Hearing the phone thmugh, she jumped up
and practically ran out into the living room.

"Is it Mother and Daddy?" she asked anxiously. &gé&inda nod with a
smile, she relaxedFinally! | thought they'chevercall!"

Linda listened carefully, her smile dimming as ghanced over at Christina
occasionally. "OK. Well, w&newthat might happen. Well, she's standin
right here waiting to find out. OK. We'll see yaoon then. Bye." Hanging
up, she turned to the girl who had so complicatethair lives.

"Is somethingvrong Mrs. Grant?" she inquired meekly.

"Nothing we weren'expecting Christina." Linda smiled. "You'll gehrough
it! Just be patient and have faith that it'll warkt in the end! I'm going to
take you back to your house. You should get ready."

Feeling Kathy take her hand, she gripped it tighdlyaid of what lay ahea
of her. Turning to her best friend, she smiled viigdlSo long as | have you.
Mother, Daddy, and your parents, | think | canthedbughanything"

Taking Christina into a warm hug, Kathy felt likeeswas saying goodbye
forever, but managed to keep back the tears. Gwgpiper tightly, she didn'
want to let go, but eventually released the girl. I' was looking forward to
you spending the night again! You haven't done shvate we wereight"”
Lowering her voice, she confided in a whisper, 'flhahen | started to like
you as more thanfaend... that last time you slept over!"



Smiling happily, Christina gave her one last hufpleebacking away. Back
In the very same clothes she'd taken from the duméin after they'd beel
laundered, she turned to Kathy's mother. "I...réady, Mrs. Grant."

After dropping her off, Linda waited long enoughsee Christina go in the
front door just after sunset before driving backieo Unsure and fearing
for the girl, she tried to just focus on helping daughter get through the:
next few days once she found out what was goirgpmpenThis will be
hard for Kathy.she sighed. hope she can take it.

Sitting on her parents' couch, Christina noddeeahs "I... | understand.
I'm glad Agent Stewart was able to let you knowdlly am your daughter
sothat'sgood!" Swallowing hard, she looked up at her mo#ral father
who sat on either side of her after calling the.FBYill... will | be away
from you twolong?"

Ruth sniffed back a tear. "We... we ddaibw sweetie." she admitted. "If
there wasny other way to do this, I'd take it inh@artbeat"

David wrapped an arm around her and squeezed bdfine, sport! Um...
| guess that doesn't work very well anymore." Gudishing over him, he
looked away. "I... | guess it neveid."

"It's OK, Daddy!" she smiled, hugging him back. "I donihkfootballis
gonna workout, though!" she giggled, happy to see it broughhdesto
his face.

Unable to hold back her fears, Ruth began to dry.I'm sorry, baby! I'm
just soscaredfor you! You... you might end up infasterhome, and getting
you back from there isrdasyand will taketime Time that we'll never get
bacK | won't be able t@rotectyou there!"

Taking a turn to hug her mother, Christina tried¢heer her up as well. "It'll
be OK, Mother! Daddy taught me how to defend mydditt it'snothing



like you see in movies or on TV! | bet whoever tlzeg, they just want to
helpkids like me that need a temporary place to dtasybetter than living
on thestreets right?"

Hearing the car pull up in front of their house lirstood up in a near panic
Wringing her hands, she sat back down quickly amgbkd her daughter.
"l loveyou Christina!Alwaysknow that!"

Returning the affection, Christina nodded and hddugr as fiercely as sh
could. "l love youoo, Mother! You're the best mom | could evapefor!"
Turning to her father, she hugged him as well. "Yan Daddy!"

"Love you...beautiful" David managed to get out before the knock carr
making him break the embrace and get up to andweddor.

Returning to her mother's arms, she watched asdBpened the door anc
let the two men in. Seeing the first man's eyestinees, Christina felt a
shiver go down her spine. Fear gripping her threfa, didn't think she coulc
speak then, even if she wanted to.

"Come in, Agent Stewart, Agent Kent." David stapaditely. Gesturing to
the couch, he led the two men over. "This is....uhguess oudaughter
Christina. Christina? This is Agent Kent and Ag8tdgwart. They're with
the FBI and looking for Walt."

Lyle took a knee in front of the girl and smiletli'there, Christina! We've
been looking albverfor you, sweetie!" Seeing the way she gripped Rut
In fear, and the way the woman held her in rethentelt certain that there
was more going on than there seemed td'lbbe damned if | can figure
out what itis though!Clearing his throat, Lyle tried to calm her. "What
your favorite ice cream, Christina?"

Gulping, the girl tried to relax. "S... strawbelrghe eked out.



"l thoughtso!" he almost laughed. "My daughtevedstrawberry when she
was your age! She's all growp now, though! She's in college studying la
She wants to be a lawyer. Whatymiwant to be whegougrow up?"

Biting her lower lip, Christina shrugged. "l dunraybe ateacher"
"A teachel" he said happily. "Do yoknowany teachers?"

Looking up at her mother, Christina slowly lookextk to him. "I... I've
never been to school, Agent Stewart. Teacherskig$plearn. I'dike that."

Watching her for signs of deception, he saw nonkeb@atked off, standing
back up slowly. "Do you know what the FBI is, Ching?"

"You're like thepolice.. like OfficerMartinez" she answered, her hard ton
betraying her negative feelings. "He's the policertiat took me away from
my motherwhen | was brought here to her. Are... are youngaake me
away from hertoo?"

Looking up at Ruth and seeing her barely restraamegkr, he shifted his
gaze back to her daughter. "Do you know you havether, Christina?"

"l... I know that my Mother and Daddy raised a Inayned Waltl was called
Walt. The people that raised me treated me likeya'b

"Did that make you sad?" Lyle probed delicately.

Shrugging, Christina looked awaysdrta Mostly | just tried to make then
happy. | knew | was really girl, though. I... | tried not to let the pain tea
me down, even when it was intolerable." Lookingatiruth again, she saw
her start to tear up and look away. "Don'tshg Mother!"

Grabbing a tissue from the box on the end tablé¢ toelter, Ruth dabbed
her eyes. "l... | canhelpit, sweetheart! | feel like | failed you asrethet



You werehurting and | couldn'thelpyou! I... | didn'tknow If | did, | could
havedonesomething about it!"

Trying to get back on track, Lyle changed the stibggain. "Christina? You
brother was taken away by the people that raisecayal we want to get hin
back to his mother and daddy. What were the narihé® g@eople that raisec
you?"

Looking at her parents, Christina sighed and loaketthe floor. "l only ever
called them Mother and Daddy."

"Did you ever hear them call eaotherby a name?" he pressed her.

Now caught, Christina couldn't answer his questithout lying, so instead
she just shut down and stared at the floor.

Frustrated, Lyle turned to David. "She's obviouslgressing something...
holding it in because of some trauma. The hospiédred her ofmostabuse,
but she'll need a full set of X-rays and a pelwara to know forsure”

Hearing that, Christina looked up with fire in lestes. Nobodyis going to
touch me dowitherd Nobody I'll sock youjust like DoctorRamseyf you
try andmakeme!"

The severity of her reaction made him certain thngas cause for it. Leaning
In close to David, he whispered, "I'm sorry, Mr.dGman. She's probably
been sexually abused, given that reaction. Steeketo be examined."

Trying to protect his daughter, David shook hischaad whispered back.
"Couldn't it just be because they treated herdikey? | mean, if theypushed
her to be a boy, they might have madefkar that part of henight?"

Shrugging, Lyle leveled with him. "There's no waytell until she's been
examinedMr. Cocoran. bromise she'll be treated wittespectanddignity."



"No!" Christina shouted as she practically leapt fittwencouch and her
mother's embrace. "You're just like OffiddartineZ You don't caravhat
happens to me! You only care abdaltt You can'ttouchme there without
permissioh Well, you're nogettingit!"

"Justcalm downthere, Christinal!" Agent Kent finally spoke, mogim to
keep the girl from getting violent. "Nobody is ggito hurt you anymore!
We only want tdhelpyou! We care just as much abgatuas we care about
Walt, alright? You have toooperateso we can get him back to fpmarentd"

"You'relying!" she yelled, backing away from him. "You wannkeane
away from myparents You don't care abowtnyone"

Seeing the situation getting out of hand, Lyle $hoig head. "We're going
to have to take her to our field office, Mr. Coanr&Ve're not going to get
anything else out of her here." Nodding to Rich#nd,two worked together
to prevent her escape as Lyle tried to take hed.Hafinat he got was a jab
to the nose that surprised him so much he haddk dbaay.

Trying to restrain the girl alone, Richard wasmé&pared for the heal stom
to his instep, wincing and retreating.

"Christina!" Ruth shouted Please baby!Try to calm down!"

Turning on her mother, Christina was in a ragevdh'tlet them, Mother! |
won't It's wrong"

"Christind" David barked loudly enough to make the girl juanud turn to
him with eyes wide. "Thatsnough Sitl"

Swallowing hard, the cowed girl sat down as ordeeggecting the men tc
move in again and take her away.



Turning to the lead FBI Agent, David calmed hiscei"Agent Stewart? If
| may suggest, she won't do you any good if yoatther like..evidencé'
Try as he might, his voice had turned harsh. "Shheared eleven-year-o
girl and mydaughtel | won'tlet you hurt her trying to gat/alt back!"

Seeing the way the girl responded to her fathele bad a new idea. "Mr.
Cocoran? Would you be willing to go with us dowrthe field office? She
seems tdistento you and you can ensure that she's well-treateld there."

Thinking about it a moment, he looked hard at tleniHow long can |
stay with her?"

"As long as you can stand theffeé" he tried to lighten the mood.

"I'm going,too!" Ruth insisted. "You're not leaving me hereatind"

"I'm sorry, Mrs. Cocoran." the agent apologized. "Your infloe isn't helpful
to the investigation. Besides, you need to bgin case Walt comes back

remembe?"”

"But Walt is..." she began before remembering ithd#beir eyes, Walt was
a different person than her daughter.

"Walt iswhat, Mrs. Cocoran?" Lyle jumped on her near slip.

Thinking quickly, she looked at Christina and trteccalm down. "Um... |
was going to say Walt is not coming back ondws Weknowthat now,
don't we?"

"We just don'know" Lyle admitted. "Walt could getwayfrom them. If
hedoes he's moslikely to try and coméere Would you want him to come

home to arempty housg"'

Caught in their own deception, Ruth sadly shookhsad.



Turning sympathetic, Lyle stepped up to h&elieveme, Mrs. Cocoran. |
do understand what you're going through. Yast found out that Christine
IS your daughter, a daughter you didn't even knowhad until today, and
now I'm asking you to let us take her away, so safter losing youson |
promiseyou, I'll do everything tanto see to it that you'll get heand Walt,
back as soon as possible. OK?"

Swallowing hard, Ruth straightened up. "A... altighl stay" Reaching out
to Christina, she folded the girl into a loving amant®e. "l justfoundyou, my
baby girl!'l promise I'll do anythingd) can to get you home again!" Lookin
up at Agent Stewart, her soft expression turned.Hanything"

Letting her mother go, Christina sighed. "Don't yavlother. Daddy will
be with me. I'll be OK."

Taking his daughter's hand, David smiled down atReady to go, s...
sweetheart?" he self-corrected, nearly calling'$mort' again. Seeing her
nod, he looked up at Agent Stewart. "Do we go iaryacar or can | take he
In mine?"

"You'll have to come in ours, Mr. Cocoran." Lylepéained. "We can't let
her out of our custody... not even for a car riddotding to Ruth, he turned
and headed for the door. "Come on, Rich! We'llyget patched up at the
office!"

Limping after his partner, Richard shook his hedtan! I'm nevergonna
live this down! Taken out by a junior Sarah Miclk&Hellar"

The four made their way to the agency car, Davdl @hristina sitting
together in the back seat. Once they were on Wegyr Lyle struck up a
conversation.

"So where have you been, Christina? We sure loakexver for you!"



Looking up at David, she then turned to face theklud Agent Stewart's
head. "l... um... | slept in a box behind a striglifast night. Then | wrote
that letter to Mother and Daddy. | was gettingdicé running, so | went to
their house and then you came."

Nodding, he saw how it could have happened. "Ytathes look clean for
having slept on the streets last night. Did Mrsc&@an wash them for you?'

Not expecting that, Christina shrugged. "l tookaghband they were clean
when | went to put them back on." It was the clofigiag to the truth that
she could manage.

After twenty minutes of near silence, the car pli®o the parking garage
A short walk later Christina was shown into an imigew room, while David
was permitted to watch through a one-way mirrahgnext room.

Lyle smiled when he sat down across from Chriséind the caseworker
assigned to her by the Arizona Department of CRafety who was there
to ensure the girl's rights were protected. He kNewcy Boyd and had
worked with her on other cases involving child wgses. "Hi, Nancy."

Looking over the paperwork that she'd been haneleglthan five minutes
earlier, she was still trying to get caught up lom ¢ase. "Huh? Oh, hi Lyle
Give me a minute?" Taking it, the three sat inmrm&efor a moment before
her brow furrowed. "She ha® documentation?"

"None" Lyle admitted. "Nabirth record, schodiranscripts.. nothing"

"Then she's an illegal." the woman assumed, nat Baging looked at the
girl seated next to her.

"Not unless she snuck in froBwedenNancy!" Seeing the caseworker lool
at her charge, he laughed. "No, this ward one. We believe Christina



there was abducted at birth and sold to a famiglved in another child
abduction case. She's the new victim's twin si#iterall in there." he pointec
at the thick folder she was holding.

"OK. So what's the situation? Just give it to ménef, Lyle. | don't have
timeto read through all this!" Spending five minutastbe particulars of
the case, Nancy listened as she continued skimthangles. "OK, Ithink
I've got it now." Turning to Christina, the womanoked serious. "Alright,
Christina. You need to tell Agent Stewart theverythinghe asks about sc
we can find your brother." Sitting back, she letd_take over.

"Tell me about where you grew up." he started.

"l... um... | don't knowvherel was before | was taken to my parents' hous
Honest No one evetold me where | was before then!"

"Do you know where you amow?" he probed.
"Yeah. This is Phoenix." she replied easily.

"Earlier | asked you if you knew the names of tkepe that raised you,
but you got quiet. Do you know who they are?"

Looking in his eyes, Christina hit on an answer&nad give. "l only ever
called them Mother and Daddydidn't hear their names growing up. The
called méWaltand treated me like a boy growing up, even thdugta girl."
Nancy looked up at that. "You didn't mentidrat, Lyle!"

"Sorry! There's a loto this case!" he apologized. "It's..."

"...in thefile." she finished with him. Turning to Christina, dheked at her

carefully. "How is it you have long hair and loak siuch like a girl, but
you say they raised you like a boy?"



Thinking a moment, Christina looked over to her.H&W | was brought here
| was allowed to have longer hair than | used teeh# was normally short. |
neverhadlong hair before then."

"They must have been planning on switching outkitds for a while." Lyle
noted. "Christina? How long did it take to get frarhere you grew up to
here? HoursPay<?"

"l went to sleep the night before and when | wokgeghe next morning |
was in Walt's bed. | don't remember being movedlldtshe gave him.

"What time did you go to bed the night before?"
"Um... around nine. That was my usual bedtime."

"That's less than nine hours travel time. Assuniay don't have access!
a plane, that puts them within four hundred milesare. Could be anywher
from LA to El Paso and almost as far north as ISalte! Damn" Thinking
a moment he added, "Was the place in the desez&ih@her nod, he askec
"Was it a big city or out in the country?"

"It was acity." Christina admitted vaguely. "The first tilheould walk
around streets though was after | was brobhginé¢"

"How did you evade the police so long then?" hasgad, feeling she was
keeping something back.

"l guess | just golucky." she answered with a smile. "You'd have proba
caught me sooner tater, though. Ireally didn't knowwhat!| was going to
do after | ran away from Officer Martinez."

Trying to keep up, Nancy looked at Lyle. "H®wreare you that Christina
IS the biological child of the Cocorans?"



"Fifty percent match to both parents. That makasninety-nine point nine-
nine percent chance that she's their daughteragtefits with her being
Walt's fraternal twin as well, so we consider tdane-deal."

"Well, I'll need to look into it, but | think childbandonment charges mig
be brought against them." she shook her head.

"That doesn't fit théacts Nancy!" Lyle argued. "Everything points to the
doctorbeing the one tabducttheir child!"

"Which they failed taeport" she countered.
"They were told she westillborn!"

"There's no Fetal Death Certificate filed! We ohbve theiiword that they
were told that! That's n@nough They may be guilty of human traffickin
by selling their owrchild and are trying to cover it up now! Don't say ih'ta
happen Lyle! | see it all theime"

"My parents didn't give me up!" Christina shoutddy parents neveknew
they had a girl! The people that raised me toldima¢ my parents thought
that Walt was their only child!"

Leaning back, Lyle shook his head, amazedhbatas the one standing L
for Christina's rights here instead of the one agpd to the task. "Nancy!
| alreadycheckedn the Cocorans! Their full financial report isthe file!
Noirregularities! Not acentunaccounted for! Ruth Cocoran is an account
that keepsneticulousrecords... that they turned over tofuesely"

"That initselfis suspicious!" she said in a raised voiddéoliodyaccounts
for everypenny! They're obvioushaked She's araccountantso she has
the knowledge of how tdoit! I'm going to start proceedings against the
as soon as | get back! This interviewnigll Christina is coming witlme"



Standing up quickly, Lyle glared at her. "Likell she is! She's a material
witness in a childbductioncase! You take her frothis building without
myrelease and I'll have you arresteddbstruction”

"You can'tdo that!" she snapped. "I have immunity from prosecut

"Only underArizonalaw, not undeFederallaw!" Lyle burst her bubble.
"What the hell is goingn, Nancy?"

Cowed, the caseworker took a moment to collecthmrghts. "Um..Lyle,
I'm under a lot of pressure to see to it duay potential case of abuse is fully
iInvestigated. In my view, the Cocorans need tanlpestigated. If | let this
go, | could lose myob!"

"Fine!l" he barked. Do your investigation! But I'm telling yothis, Nancy!
| knowthese people! They've already losechild | intend to get back for
them, and they losEhristinahere foreleven yearsYou try and take their
daughter away without an absolutelytight case against them afill testify
In their hearing as both a character witnestheir behalf, and also as an
Impeachingwitness againstouas her caseworker!" Sitting back down, t
agent took a breath and looked over at Christirine'avsat silently and jus
watched the exchange. Winking at her, he smiledwghe winked back.

"Now, shall we get back to the interview?" he urgatinly.

An hour later, Nancy Boyd stormed out of the intewroom with nothing
but her briefcase; the case file left on the talé Christina left in Lyle's
custody. Escorting the girl out of the room andrdeeher waiting father,
he smiled as David took her in his arms and liftedeasily into a hug; the
happy sound of giggling filling the normally somheork area.

Walking over to the agent with his daughter walkiragnd-in-hand next to
him, David smiled at him. "You're a good man, Ag8tewart! That was



incredibld | swear when she threatened to take Christina away, bstim
lostit! Thankyou!"

Dismissing the thanks with a wave of his hand, lsdeffed. "Bah! Don't
sweatit. I've worked with her before. Nancy is a goadyl, but she sees
too many bad situations. So now she sees everptpasayuilty until proven
Innocent. She hung herself when she threateneavi® Ghristina moved tc
Tucson to ensure she had no contact with you dn.Runtil we find Walt,
Christina's our only lead." Sighing and looking dhoat the girl, he shook
his head. "l just wish she could give us morgdmn."

"I'm sorry, Agent Stewart." Christina apologizetjust can't tell you any
more than what | already have." Looking up at laghdr, she frowned.
"Are Mother and Daddy going to get in trouble bes=aaf me?"

Looking up at David, he answered her truthfullyh&¥'re going to need a
lawyer sweetie, but | think they'll be OK!" Finisig with a smile, he pette
Christina's head. "DCS will be sending over anotaseworker later. Unti
then, she's still in my custody. I'm gonna caltiarfd of mine over there.
I'll make sure Christina gets a fair shake!"

"l believe you!" David smiled back. "What happemdiiuthen?"

"How about lunch?" Lyle offered.

Sitting together in the cafeteria, the three sailence for a few minutes
before Lyle asked what was on his mind.

"Mr. Cocoran..."
"Pleasé¢" David interrupted him. "Call me Dave!"

Nodding, the agent started again. "Lyle. Dave? ltige feeling that there's
more going on here than you've told me. Do you lznyadea who might



have taken Walt now that you know about Christinask because | just
can't get my gut to shut up... and my gut is tglime that I'm not getting
the whole story."

Shaking his head, David sighed. "I wish | could yelu morg Lyle. | really
do. | just want myfamily back." Turning to his daughter, David looked a
her. "l honestlynave no idea where Walt's been taken, anlkistmoment,
Christina'sgotta be my priority. Today | found out | hadl@aughter.. and
I'll be damnedf anyone's gonna take her away from again"



Chapter 10 - Fostering Growth

Looking in the mirror, Christina sighed and triedoring her smile back. I
had been two weeks since she'd last seen Davidtbrdtd her optimistic
attitude had begun to wane under the stress ofngisisem.

After the new caseworker had arrived, Lyle had mesai questioning her,

hoping to glean some new piece of information alheutabductors'. She
did her best to answer every question without lylmg several times she'
been stuck for an answer and just shrugged or resdailent.

As evening approached, Lyle had given up for theatad remanded custod
over to her caseworker with instructions to prodoeethe next morning for
further questioning. Thinking about Charlene Dawsuwar caseworker, shi
smiled a little. Unlike Nancy, Charlene actuallgsed to care about her.
While she still insisted that DCS needed to condndinvestigation into her
parents, she wasn't as eager to see the worseigane.

"Hey Christina" Robert pounded on the bathroom door. "Move ilose
it! Someof us need to get ready for school!"

Rolling her eyes, Christina finished brushing resth quickly before
unlocking and opening the bathroom door.

Pushing his way in, Robert Beck pinned her agdirestioor. "No need to
lock thedoor, Christina! You should be moreopen

Christina sneered as she shoved the fourteen-yadéosier child away. "In
your dreams Robert! Don't make meepeatmy lesson on batbuches|
don't think youtmanhoodcouldtakeit again!" Stalking away, she storme
Into the bedroom she shared with Lisa, the natthviddl of Sarah and John
Hollander... her foster parents.

"Robert being alick again?" Lisa asked as she packed her backpack.



Shying away from the thirteen-year-old's typicaigaun language, Christin:
nodded. "He just wonduit! Why won't your mondo something about it?"

Shrugging, Lisa flung the pack onto her shouldettev@hristina sat on hel
bed. "Nothing sheando. She lays a finger any of us and it'sadios,
muchachogo allfour of us! DCS will have uall out of here and in foster
homes faster than you can say, 'federal funds'."

Stepping up to the girl, Lisa poked a finger at 8o don't rock théoat
Mom and Dad were nice enough to give you a plactay when you didn't
havesquat Not even more than orautfit!" Hearing her brother Don honlk
his horn, Lisa backed out. "And don't touch anyngfstufftoday! | see one
sockout of place and you'll be sleeping withoudlankettonight!" At that
she ran off, along with Robert, thundering downhhbé& and slamming out
the door.

Trying to see the positive and failing, Christimeek down next to the bed
she used, which was really nothing more than saamfpadding with a
sheet and blanket.

God? It's Christina again. | know you must be sitkearing from me with
the same thing every time, but it's getting so harde a good girl here! Lise
IS mean and Robert is scary! Mrs. Hollander won'athythingto protect me,
and Mr. Hollander is hardly evdreréd | didn't wantto kick Robert! Since
then though, Mrs. Hollander's been using it as atuse as to why | can't se
Mother orDaddy! She says I'm violent and need to be kepte and she
won't let them comieeré

The only one who is everlitile nice is Don. He won't let Roberearme
when he's around, and Lisa needs him to drive iiechool so she doesn
have to use the bus, so she does whatever hd'saysst glad he says for
her to leave me alone!



I'm doing all my schoolwork! I like school 'cuzdrcuse the computer whert
| can email Kathy! | miss her so much! She's beesasl lately. | haven't
been able to see her since Daddy first took mbeead-Bl office. | know tha
you know all this stuff, but | just wanted to askau could cheer her up.

I'm going to see Agent Stewart again today, thaltig I'm not in school. |
think | should tell him about how bad it is herat bdon't want to worry
Daddy. | know he watches from behind the glass.

| have to tell you something. If Robert tries tadio me again, I'm going tc
hurt him.Bad It was bad enough when Agent Stewart made nmewggted
there to see if I'd ever been molested. At leastitittor was a woman, so
it didn't feel so icky, but | won't let a boy toutie.Ever | don't careabout
my promise! It's...

"Chrigl" Sarah Hollander shouted from the door of therbem. "What
have | told you about thahit? Get up off youassand get started on the
dishes$ | won't have you wasting time praying to youwIsible friend' when
there'swork to get doneMoveit, missy!"

Christina quickly said "Amen." under her breathdrefgetting up to go to
the kitchen.

"Just forthat, you get to vacuum the floors after | take you dtmwn!" she
barked as she followed the girl down the hall. int havereligion in this
house! I'll work you tadeathif | have to, until yowgrow ud There is no
God There's ndanta noEasterBunny, noToothFairy, and nangels
watching over you! This is all therg until youdie and then therelsothing"

Continuing her lecture on atheism, Sarah watchedhastina did althe
breakfast disheand thadinner dishes from the night before. By the time s
finished, it was time to go. Even as she rode encidr, Sarah continued to
berate her for believing in anything she couldrnive empirically. Walking
Into the building with the woman, she finally snailehen she saw her fathe



"Daddy" she yelled as she started to run to him, bua®&ept hold of her
hand and wouldn't let her go. When the woman slosdad, it made getting
to her father take that much longer to the impatigrh At last reaching him,
her enthusiasm was lost; the weight of her sitmatimshing her spirit.

"Don't | get ahug?" David asked hopefully.

"That'sinappropriate Mr. Cocoran!" Sarah snapped. "Aagainand I'll tell
DCS that you're trying tonolesther! It's bacenoughthat her head's been
filled with fairytaled Don'tworry though! I'm getting her straightenedt
DCStold us you sold her when she was born!ydsr fault!”

"Mrs. Hollander, we werelearedof those charges! she wasidden.. from
us!" Calming down, he looked at his daughter. "Haum doing, kiddo?"

Swallowing, she shruggedOX, | guess."

Reaching out to take her hand, he watched as Ppatkdd her away from
him. The disappointment on her face crushed the Inugn's heart.

"No touching Mr. Cocoran!" she snapped. "l\warningyoul! If | hadmy
way, a man likezouwould never ballowedaround children! You let yout
son beabductedand you're not evetoing anything about it! | don't even
know why youcomehere anymore! Agent Stewart doesm@edyou! | can
keep Chris under control!"

"Any chance to see naughter I'll takeit, Mrs. Hollander." David growled
"Even if it means putting up wityou And her name i€hristina" Looking
down at her, he smiled. "Chrisnsuchtoo boyish a name for her. She's
quite enough ofhatin her life."

Scoffing, Sarah walked around him, nearly dragd@imngistina behind her.
Following his daughter, David ached to hold het, kmpt hisdistance so a



to not raise the ire of the hopelessly corrupt DEIBven dayshe reminded
himself. Reaching the interview room, Charlene baylé were already there
Dragging Christina in, Sarah practically threw gne to them.

"You'relate." Lyle stated evenly.

"Chris wasdawdling" Sarah snapped back. "Bad enough that you have
disrupt our schedule for me to drag her down hgegma | do haveother
children to take care of! When do | pick her up?"

"Five o'clock." Lyle answered. "Don't lv&te."

Turning with a frustrated huff, Sarah stormed dute room, nearly running
Into David as she did. "Gatwayfrom me, yougoor" she yelled, shoving
him away before storming past him and walking gyé¢kom the building.

Smiling at the morose girl, Lyle shook his head aratle a note. "How arce
you, Christina?"

Turning to see her father standing just outsidedtiar, she sighed and turne
back to him. "Fine, Agent Stewart."

Lyle nodded towards David. "There's a man outsite l@oks like he could
really use anug" Seeing her finally smile, he delighted in watudpithe girl
turn and run to her father.

Kneeling down, David wrapped his massive arms atdtinristina as her
own flew around his neck. "That's madilee it!" he sighed in contentment.

Barely keeping her tears at bay, the affectionvsthgirl just reveled in his
warmembrace. "l... missedyou, Daddy! I'm sorry that | messed up and
now | can't visit you and Mother!"



"You did nothingwrong, beautiful'" he encouraged her. "Just likaught
you?" he whispered.

"Yes, Daddy!" she whispered back. Letting him dee turned and enterec
the interview room.

Hours went by with Lyle asking the same questiogld hsked dozens of
times before, each time comparing it to her previaaswers, hoping that
this time she might have some new nugget of eviel¢mat he could turn
Into a lead. The case hadn't had any movement ghecgay she was takel
into custody and he needed a break.

With only thirty minutes left until five o'clock,\lle turned and looked at
the one-way mirror.Dave? Come on in here." Waiting a moment, he sa
the girl's father fill the doorway. "Take a sedie' gestured to one of the
empty chairs.

Taking the one next to Christina and opposite @max| he looked at Lyle
with concern. "What'sip, Lyle?"

Taking a breath, the worn out agent grimaced. Sbbmy, Dave. Christina
hasn't come up with anything | can use, it's besmath since Walt was
taken, and I'm getting pressure from my superdisonove on to other more
active cases. | won't be calling Christina downdaoy more interviews. She
just doesn't know anythingseful"

"You're givingup?" David asked, trying to keep his tone even.

"I'm sorry!" Lyle ached. "We just don't have dewdd There's na@camera
footage, no clue to theidentity, no tracesvidenceand Christina's composit
descriptions are so generic it could be youRnth There's just nothingeft!
The case will stay open, but... | just can't jysaéihy more time on it. His
picture is out there, so maybe we'll get lucky, lmtil then we just have tc
move on. You ddoo."



"We can't" David sighed. "Not until we daéasthave Christina home."
"How's Ruth holding up?"

Shrugging, David glanced at his daughter and sihe®kead subtly. "She'
OK. Working Better thammethese days! I'm on temporary Leave of Absel
from the dealership. I'm welcome back anytime,Hmigets it. Good thing
got an understanding boss!"

"Lucky you" Lyle quipped.

Listening to their exchange, Charlene checked bersn "Well, if that's the
case, | want to advise you Mr. Cocoran that DC$lv@lmoving to relocate
Christina to Tucson in the next ten days. Ther&ster family there that's
been waiting for a preteen girl for three months."

Having read about other incidents with DCS in teevs, David was actually
expecting this. "We have our custody hearing fektay." David pointed
out. "That's irelevendays! She'sequiredto appear! We havesalbpoen

Looking over her paperwork, she nodded. "OK, Itbe¢. | have it here. |
have a lot oCases$| was told we needed to move her out of the Hmlkx
home within the next ten days because they'll meggout of state and won't
be able to care for Christina or their other fostald for a time."

"They're all going to go on vacation to Disneylar@nristina offered in
explanation. "Jughem though."

Seeing an opportunity, Lyle looked at Charlene. ."Mawson? Might | make
a suggestion? Rather than uproot Christina to Tuosdy to have to bring
her back in a few days for the hearing, why not@laer in the custody of
the Cocoran® Afterall, theyare her biological parents, have a stable horr



life, and | can vouch for their character. Can theyconsidered a form of
kinship foster family in their unique case?"

"Unfortunately,no." Charlene explained. "Per state regulationsnatdp
placement must be a person or persons with a migntfrelationship to the
child who arenot the birth parents.”

Ready with his own plan, David nodded. "How aboutfsparent® Would
theyfall into those guidelines?"

Looking at him in surprise, Charlene was speechtasa moment. "W...
why weren't they brought up for placeméerforenow?"

"By the time we could reach them to tell them thag a granddaughter,
Christina was already in the Hollander home. SengErything seemed OK
there at first, we didn't ask them to come fromtBosWith recent events,
they agreed to come here to care for Christinay Jin& rented a house."

Thinking a moment, Charlene nodded. "Alright. THeweed to submit their
fingerprints for a background check and the houdleneed to be inspecte
before placement." Checking her calendar, she wind¥ith doing all that,
the soonest | have for the home inspection is timeseks from now. We'll
have to go forward with the move to Tucson and tdaress this when
they're ready."

"What if | could get you their background chdoklay?" Lyle offered.
"What?" she asked in astonishment.

Opening the thick folder in front of him, Lyle leaf through it, stopped, anc
pulled out several sheets. "Here. | have othereopSeeing her surprise,

Lyle shrugged. "When Walt first went missing, we looket the idea of a
family abduction. | ran a check on Ruth's parents asteend course."



Smiling as she read the reports, Charlene nodéeféct Let's see... In
that case, | can do the home inspection Mahdayinstead of processing
the background check! She has to be out of theaHd#r home by Thursday
evening, but if the home check is OK, we can hasretfansferred to their
custody Monday night!" Happy that she was abledip ht also saved her
the paperwork of transferring Christina to Tucsad ghen more work to
have her brought back for the hearing, then evere work later to transfer
her to her grandparents' custody.

Nancy Boyd fumed with anger. She had finally arexhtp get Christina
transferred to Tucson and placed into the fosterenshe'd selected; one th
would ensure Christina would quietly disappear seaes of rapid transfers
from one home to another. Tiave it stopped just days from the transfer
was infuriating.That idiot Charlene! Damn it! Just when | had evkiyg
perfect that goodie-two-shoes goes and blows it! Thosesheos are going
to get her back if Christina ends up with her owanglparents! | can't even
louse up their background check!

Livid that the DA refused to prosecute the Cocomduns to lack of evidence,
Nancy had thought that she'd set up the perfecttavagep Christina in the
system for six years, getting much needed fedarald for each year. The
real pleasure though was ensuring that her pacents never see her
again, getting justice in her mind for them allogValt to be abducted
and for Christina being sold at birtltis all their fault! she raged internally
| know they're guilty! Good people areeverwho we deal with! We
wouldn't be calledn unless they were bad! These two are no different!

Trying to think of a way to stop the transfer, shaled wickedly If they fall
the home inspection, Christina goes to Tucson &meep another name ol
the rolls for the next six years! In a few months won't evemwantto go
back to them, even if thelp find her! Typing at her computer for several
minutes, she set things up to make sure that tiiRg home inspection
was going to fail.



Walking down the hall to her shared room, Christves worn from work.
True to her word, Sarah had made her vacuum afldbes before she was
allowed to eat. Remembering the day before hesftoamation, she shook
her head at the difference love malkde@ashappyto do it for Mother and
Daddy. Mrs. Hollander makes it a punishment.

"Christina?" came a voice from the room across fhars and Lisa's.

Pausing, the girl went up to the partially openrdamad slowly pushed it
clear, seeing a sight that made her almost swifeost "Hi, Don."

Lying on the bed and holding a magazine, the sm<iezar-old got up and
smiled down at her. "What'd you do that made Momsaal she had you
vacuum the whole house?"

Wandering into his room, Christina shrugged. "Staght me praying to
God again. | had to do the dishes this morning,'too

"So whydo it?" Don sneered. "Nobody's theasyway"

About to leave at hearing such raw anger, Chridtopped and looked at
Donald. Tilting her head curiously, she insteagséel closerdooked around
the room to see if anyone was around, and pusleedabr nearly closed.
"Don? Why are you ssadwhen you say that?"

Sitting down in a chair frustratedly, the teen athat the ceiling.l"don't
know. Probably because | wish therassomebody there!"

"Thereis, Don." Christina stated. Knowthere is. He... um... let's just sa)
He helpedme once. Onckwas sad all the time. | trigwbt to be, but the
hurt never stopped. Netvel | don't want you to be sad! You should nev
let the hurt corrupt youneart" Suddenly seeing something new in Don, sl
really looked at him. "Don? Why are yoeally so sad?"



With a shrug, Don looked at her and sighed. "Daesatter. | can'fix it!"

Stepping closer, she looked around the teen's emaAm, this time seeing
It was very familiar. There were no pictures onwedls; no personality to
the room at all. It could belong &myone It was orderly, but cluttered witl
things that looked like they might as well be propsa movie set, they were
so randomly but carefully placed.

It was just like the room Christina grew up in.

Looking to the teenager who was staring at thengeonce more, Christin.
tried to imagine him as a her... and everythingkeld into place.

"Don?" she began delicately. "Do... do you know whyhere?"

Looking at her emptily, Don shrugged again. "Sonmgflabout your parents
selling you to some other people when you were ,bgya were raised by
them, then they dumped you back with your parents."

"There'smore" she expanded. "l was raised dsog They called mé&valt"

Sitting up, Don looked at her with eyes wide. "Way! Oh man That is just
somessed up! | knoyust how... | mean... you'nwaytoo much of a girl to
be raised as a boy! You're spretty."

Hearing the jealousy and slight feminine inflectiorthe reaction, she knew
she was right. "Don? Um... ... | want to ask yomsthing, but | don't want
you to get..upset Can | ask you without you getting mad?"

Looking over the girl, Don felt the jealousy ragimmt was intent on keepin
it in check. "Um... sure."

Stepping closer, Christina nearly shook with féBo... do you wish you
were... um..pretty? Likeme? | wouldn't mind at all! I... understandhat.”



About to yell at her to get out, the teen stopped saw her hopeful and
knowing eyesOh shit! Sh&knowd That means I'm acting too girly again
If shecan tell and she's only eleven, it must be obvioeseryoné Fear
gripping her heart, she almost shrank away fromstha. "W... why would
you saythat?"

"Because | was jusike you before | was brought to my parents... | knev
was agirl, but | had to live like doy. I... | guess | just recognize something
familiar in you. Am... am rong?"

Glancing at the door, she got up and moved dowonaknee close to
Christina and took her gently by the shoulders.uan't sayanything
about that, Christina! I... | can't let anydaeow | haveto be a boy! Mom
wouldkill me if she knew!"

"But why?" she pressed quietly. "I mean, you'd lieeautifulgirl, Don! You
would totally pass for a natural girl!'" Pausing a moment, shédx lower
lip. "What's youreal name?"

"Still Dawn, just with an 'a' 'w' instead of an"®he explained. "That's
why | started making everyone call me 'Don' instefad um... Donald."
She spat her given name like a curse word.

Smiling, Christina took Dawn's hands. "That's dlygaretty name, Dawn!
That why you grow your hair long, too? lseautifulwhen it's out of that
pony tail!"

Blushing, Dawn looked at the floor. "No! dhyonehere is beautiful, it's
you, Christina!" Sitting on the floor with one leg «ed under her rear, the
teen waited while Christina did the same. "l...islwl could be a beautiful
girl like you! Then my life would be sperfect”

Sighing at her blissful ignorance, Christina shbek head.



"What" Dawn tilted her head.

"No youdon't, Dawn!" the little girl answered.Thinkabout it! If you woke
up one morning and were actually a girl, would areyeverknowyou?"

"Well, if it did happen, like with magic or something, everyone ldiou
know! was always a girl!"

"You sosureabout that?" Christina pressed. "That would md®amging
history... which means you wouldn't geuanymore! You'd be someone
elsethat took your place!"

"OK, so just mybody, then! If | could be aeal girl, even if no one knew
how, at least I'd b&@appyfor once! Everyone wouldaveto accept me as «
girl then!"

"Why wouldthey? This is the twenty-firsientury Dawn! No one believes
In miraclesanymore! They would just think you were someelseand
thatyouwere missing!"

"But I'd be agirl!" Dawn insisted. "Eventually theyliaveto accept that
I'm still me and that | turned into a girl!"

"No, they'd insist it'smpossibl&' she pointed out from experience. "You'
end up infoster carebecause your owparentswouldn't know you!" Going
over all the problems she'd had in the last maddbistina used them as
hypothetical examples.

"Wow!" Dawn was impressed. "You've really thoudghsthrough"
Biting her lower lip, Christina glanced at the daiwankful she could still

hear the TV in the distance, meaning the othere wened out in front of
some show. "Um... Dawn? If | tell you a secret] wadu promisenot to tell?"



Scooting in closer, Dawn reveled in the idea dfrigther hair down and
having 'girl time' with someone who saw her for véhe really was. "Sure
| promisel won't tell!"

Taking a moment, Christina closed her eyes. "in..uwasn't abducted whe
| was born. | was like you. | was born a boy." Gpthrough the entire
iIncredible story, Christina watched Dawn absodilitvith a skeptical
expression, but never interrupted.

When at last the little girl had finished her stddawn shook her head. "Bu
that'simpossiblé There's no sucthing as angels!"

"Se@" Christina sighed and looked at the floor. "Thathat | wagalking
about. Youwantit to be real angoudon't believe it! It happened e
and sometimes evdrdon't believe it! Sometimes | even think that nfg |
as Walt was just a bidelusionand | alwaysvasa girl on the outside. If it
weren't for the fact that | don't have a birth ifedte, which is why I'mhere
I'd give up and stop believing in God. | miss Mathad Daddy... and my
best friend Kathy! | just... | want nold life back, but | can'haveit."

"Are youcrazy?" Dawn scoffed. "You got the best thiagett You get to
be agirl!"

"Sure." Christina moped. "l get to be a girl thaes$ infostercare with
nothingwhile my parents gautstrying to get meoutt Hurray."

Seeing how sad she was, Dawn grimaced. "Well itsolstory, anyway.
Kinda like some of my sci-fi books! Maybe you shibulrite it! There aren't
enoughstories out there about girls like me, exqemn."

Blushing, Christina looked away. "Um... why do yink you can't tell
your mom? | mean, she can't exactly td&iousarguments against it!"



Looking toward the door, Dawn shuddered. "Mom caungé@ wearing some
of Lisa's clothes a few times when we were stdkel to the same size. St
totally flipped She said that if it got out that | was trans, shght lose her
position as a foster parent and they'd lose theesntimey get, so she'd hay
to go back to work." Looking at the floor, Dawntféie tear rolling down he
cheek. "She... um... sipeinishedne.Bad"

Reaching out to the trapped girl, Christina putlmeand on Dawn's knee.
"How bad?"

Dawn looked away and just shook her head, refusirsgy.

"Oh, Dawn" Christina cried as she leaned forward and hugbedeen. "I
don't know what to say! | wish | could help, bugan't even helmyself”

Returning the affection, Dawn sighed in relief.en though she's a little
wacky, it still feelso goodo just let go and be me! | wish | could have t
all the time!

Breaking their embrace, Christina looked back tainthe door. "l better
get back to Lisa's room. It wouldn't be good fou yloanyone knew what
we were talking about!"

"Yeah." Dawn sighed unhappily. "Thanks for underdtag, Christina. |I...
I'm gonnamissyou after we go!"

"I'll miss youtoo." she replied. "At least I'll be going to my graadents'
house, and you'll be going Bisneyland' she tried to see the best of thel
separation.

Shrugging, Dawn moved back to her bed. "Yeah, buthe way lwantto
go. | wish | could be a Disney Princess jostée"

Heading for the door, Christina smiled. "Jusiplagent Maybesomedaly



Chapter 11 - Gut Instinct

Climbing out of the car, Lyle knew he was on shgkyund. Officially, as
an FBI agent, he had no reason or jurisdictionetatithe inspection of the
home Ruth's parents had rented in order to takedy®f Christina. Still,
he hadn't been able to shake the feeling in hishgutf hedidn't look into
it, somethingerrible might happen. After twenty years of first beingog
and then an FBI agent, he'd learned to trust tisiinict as it'd saved hiide
countless times. His hunch had paid off when re#dd into Nancy's file.

The biggest red flag was when he found out thatcM&@oyd would be part
of the inspection team. When the woman blew ugsnriterview room, he
knew something was 'off'. Charlene's notice thaidfiha was being moved
to Tucson was the clincher. Seeing she could EaRthbbins from taking
custody to ensure it, he did some digging and faewkral irregularities.
Twice she'd been in his interview room when heripukcords showed
she'd been on home inspections. Digging furthéd, fo&ind an unusual
number of visits to one foster home in Tucson,ibwBs her most recent
activity that had told him what to expdotay.

Walking up to Charlene and Nancy as they got otlheif vehicle, Lyle
smiled. "Morning, ladies!"

"What areyoudoing here?" Nancy asked in surprise.

"Just a follow-up on the Cocoran case." he statedtimalantly. "This is my
partner, Agent Kent." he gestured to the man inntakking cast.

"Morning." Richard grumbled.
"You don't havgurisdiction here!" Nancy growled. "You can't interfere!"

"Oh, wewon't" Lyle sang happily. "We're just here to obsernd aneet with
the Robbins. | want to make sure they jive withrtbackground checks."



"Just so long as that$ean" the woman barked.

Walking up to the front door together, Nancy toblaige and knocked on
the door, only to have Charlene tap her on theldieou

"Excuse me, Ms. Boyd. | believen the lead caseworker on this! Don't
you thinkl should..."

"No." Nancy interrupted her!'fn theseniorcaseworker! This is home
inspection I've donehundredsof them! How many havgou done?"

Cowed, Charlene cleared her throat. "Um... awy, but..."

"Then keepguietand do what tell you, Ms. Dawson!" Nancy ordered.
Just then the door opened to reveal a woman imiekesixties, but her
demeanor was anything but frail. Strength of wiligically radiated from
the woman. "May helpyou?" Virginia Robbins intoned coldly.

Her turn to be unnerved, Nancy tried to bully heswhrough it as usual.
"We're from the Arizona Department of Child Safbgre to inspect your
home before placement of Christina Doe. Let uoiwe can get this done!"

Raising an eyebrow, Virginia stood silently.

"ChristinaDoe?" Charlene puzzled. "My records show her namehastiha
Cocoran That's thébasisof this kinship placement.”

"l redacted the files." Nancy smirked. "There'scooroborating paperwork
showing a legal last name, so $tasnone. She's officially Christina Doe.

Walking up to the door next to his wife, Walter Rots was holding a stack
of papers. That'sfunny, | have several FBI reports here, one ofclwhis a



DNA report, that says her name is Christ@wcoran That sounds like a
legal surname tme"

Angry that her attempt to deny kinship placementlayming there was nc
significant relationship was being thwarted by osheaving the DNA test
results, Nancy tried to resolve the issue. "Repodated for DCS aneot
public records!" Nancy shouted, "You'll have tottinose papers over to
meimmediately Mr. Robbins!"

"Those reports werercreatedfor DCS, Nancy." Lyle pointed out. "We
gave them to you ascaurtesy"

Wincing at being caught out, Nancy turned back#&odlder couple still
standing behind their screen door. "Opendber Mr. Robbins, or I'll report
that you refused us entry and your application lasship foster family
will be denied Do you want yougrandchildtoday?"

"Sure thing." the man offered. "Just show me theepaork."
"That's privileged information, Mr. Robbins! Youeartallowedto see it!"

"No, you'rerequiredby Arizona law to present it on request." he cecad,
citing the statute. "Do you want me to call ysupervisortoday?"

Frustrated, Nancy held out the order for home iaospe. Opening the scree
door, Walter took the paper, scanned it quicklyl handed it back to her.
"I'm sorry, this order is invalid. The case nhumbeesn't match the one fo
my granddaughter and her last name is filled ionrectly. There are also
several spelling errors throughout it." Leaning aoevher, he changed to ¢
conspiratorial tone. "Premises has an 'I' in theédhei, not three 'e's."”

"Very well then!" Nancy sneered. "You can eitheceqat the order as-is ofr
we'll have to go back and change it and come bazkweek!"



"Actually, | have the copy of the inspection ortleaitl| made, Ms. Boyd."
Charlene interrupted. "l double-checked it andakis to be in order."
Handing the paper to Walter, she smiled in thestatiion of being helpful.

Scanning it, Walter grinned at the woman ten ygatsger than Nancy.
"Looks good tand" he handed it back to hePleasé Come in!"

Storming in past the couple, Nancy still had anwgzder sleeve to disqualif
the home, but it was riskier. Pulling out her cHistkshe started checking
off items as she began making her way through thuiséwhile Charlene
talked to the couple about their legal rights &sahip foster family. Seeing
heropportunity in their kitchen, Nancy reached into pecket and pulled
out the bag, intent afinding' it there.

"Well, well, well" Lyle surprised her as his hand wrapped aroumd twth
the bag still in it. Rich Comeherd | need you tseethis!"

Stunned that he'd caught her, Nancy immediatelyrtes to her usual bully
tactics. "Get your hand#f me Agent, or I'll have yoarrestedfor assault"

Richard came up to him and nodded at her trapped. lf&Vhatis it, Lyle?"

Turning her hand over, he pried her fingers ope&htaak the baggy. "l don't
think that'ssweetenerRich!" Lyle quipped as he handed it to his partne

Opening the baggy, he dipped a pinky in and tasté@ocaine." Richard
confirmed. "Looks like a couple grams."

Pulling out handcuffs, Lyle took great pleasurevimt he did next. "Nanc
Boyd? You're under arrest for possession!" Ratogetiem on her wrists,
he pulled her into the living room while recitingriMiranda Rights.

"What's goingon?" Charlene asked.



"l just arrested Ms. Boyd for possession ofaacotic" he stated calmly.
"She pulled out a baggy of cocaine in plain sighitont of a federal agent
It's my belief she intended to claim sfoandit in their kitchen."

Looking at her co-worker, Charlene was stunngdhy?"
"I don't have to sagnythind" Nancy fumed. "I want s&awyen"
"Makes me glad tetired!" Walter quipped.

"She's been trying to get Christina to Tucson sgdagone" Lyle offered in
explanation. "Now whalt wonder iswhy, and why she makesonthlyvisits
to thatparticular foster home? Isn't it supposed todeeni-annud Rich?
You wanna see Ms. Boyd out? I'll stay and seedhatything's what we're
expecting." Seeing his partner nod and take the avoout to their car, he
stepped up to the DCS casework&ortyabout that, Charlene. Her bein
at a home to remove kids because of drug abusevsat't one of her cases
told me her basic plan, s&kkhewwhat she was going to try to do, but | he
to catch her in the act and | couldn't tell youdnehand."

Sitting down, she looked at him numbly. "I undemnst®gent Stewart."

Taking a seat across from her, he looked at Charl#suspectedomething
was wrong when Tucson came twoace for the same girl. | think something
very badis going on in that househave no probable cause to perform &
search, buyoucan enter on demand on fear of revoking the fdatarly's
license. Consider this an official 'tip' of susgecabuse.”

Taking it all in,Charlene nodded. "A...Alright. I'll see what | cdm."

"It'll be noted in Nancy'srrestreport." he stated in a veiled threat that if s
didn't follow up it would be on record somewherattihe knew and didn't d
anything about it. "Anyway, let's get this inspentidone so we can get
Christinahoma"



Putting the few clothes that DCS had given herphaatic grocery bag,
Christina was mostly happy to get out of the Hadlemhome. The one
thing she would miss sat across from her on Lisats

"I'm sorry you have to go soon" Dawn sighed. "I mean, wastgot to
know one another and now yougeing Who can | talk to that wilgetit?"

Putting aside one bag, the girl picked up the se¢ormold her underwear
and socks. "know You could always loolonlinéd I'm sure there's more
out there than just... umpornography"

Dawn looked away sadly. "It won't be te@mé" she complained. "I mean
you totallygetit! I think | might evenbelieveyou about that crazy magic
stuff! You understand being TG from a perspecting ave canget"”

Setting down the second bag after finishing, shetweer to Dawn and gav:
her a hug. "There! Now when you denhely, you can know that someone
knowsyou andcared" Hearing a honk from outside, Christina brighténe
"They'reherd Come on!" Grabbing Dawn's hand, she dragged ithe@wvn
the hall and out the front door; Sarah, Lisa, anbd®t nowhere in sight.

Charlene stood with Walter Robbins next to her Saeing the two run ou
the front door, Christina carrying all her worlglpssessions in two plastic
shopping bags, Walter nearly cried at the sightesfShe looks just like
Ruth when she was little!

Running up to her grandfather, her pace slowed vgherdidn't see her
parents. "Where's Mother and Daddy?" she askedé&izar

"Your parents are fine!" the caseworker told h@nristina? This is Waltel
Robbins. He's... well... your grandfather."

Kneeling down in front of her, Walter smiled weakKlifello, Christina!"



"Hi." she mumbled. "Um... this is Dawn." she glamdack at her friend.
"Dawn's parents are the ones who've been takirggafane ever since...
um... since | was taken from Mother and Daddy."fgliehed, looking at
the ground.

Looking at the teen, Walter nodded. "Hello, Donntecto see her off?"

"Sorta" she answered, sticking her hands in her frookets and kicking &
loose stone lightly. "Christina's a pretty spegial. | tried to lookout for her

and help her as much aeduld I... I'm kinda sorry to see hkgave but I'm

glad she's going to be with hiamily. Shedeservest after whatshe'sbeen

through."

Nodding at her, Walter stood back up and extendsaha to Christina.
"Here. Give me those bags and you say goodbyeuofyiend."

Handing off her meager belongings, she turned aiggjéd the teen who'd
taken a knee to get down to her level. "I...Mlesyou, Dawn!"

Returning the hug, she felt the warmth of the savé her back. Looking
up, she saw Charlene standing over her.

"That's enough, Don." the social worker warned Wéhnile she understood
that the two cared for one another, she had rolesfiorce. One of them
was to limit physical contact between older andngmr foster siblings.

Letting the little girl go, Dawn stood up and stedack. "It's OK. | get it.
You got your rules."

"It's a pretty dumb rule that says | can't hdgend!" Christina grumbled.

"I know sweetie!" Charlene agreed. "Nuay decision, though. Yoready?"
Seeing her nod, she took the girl's hand and lediohte open car door.



"Goodbye, Dawn!" she cried out as she got in. GQheadoor was closed,
she rolled the window down and leaned oRethembeérSomeon&nows
andcares Just... have a littléaith!"

Seeing the girl disappear from the window, Dawmdtoutside and watchec
as the car drove away, waving as it shrank intalts&nce before hanging
her head and turning to go back insigaith, huh? What the hell! | got
nothing to lose! Besides, it'll irk the crap oulbbm!

Christina rode in the car in silence while Walted &harlene talkenh the
front seat; the caseworker reminding him of thesuhey had to follow.
When they finally got to the Robbins' residence lsegan to get nervous.
The last time she'd seen her grandmother had keesixdth birthday. Now
she'd be living with the woman and didn't know witaty knew of her
circumstancedid Mother and Daddy tell them the truth or do thiemk
that Walt is still missing®8he wondered.

Helping Christina out of the car, Charlene walkieel girl up to the front
door and into the house just behind Walter. Engetire living room, she
saw Virginia standing there and was instantly imdised by the woman's
ramrod posture and overpowering presence. "Rahbing I'd like you to
meetChristina yourgranddaughter

Looking down at the girl, Virginia Robbins saw lteEughter all over again.
Walking up to the girl, she smiled. "It's good teaily meetyou, Christina
You may call me Grandma Robbins."

Blushing at the woman's formal attitude, Christieamembered the last time
she'd seen herwas always so afraid of Grandma Robbins! It wks Ehe
could see right through yodUm... h... hello, Grandma Robbins."

Reaching a hand out, the older woman waited uttiisfina took it before
guiding her delicately to the couch. Sitting nexthe girl, she sighed and



petted her head as the proper woman's air of gigissolved. "You... you
look like yourmothet | think I'd know you were my granddaughter if em
you on the street!" Leaning over, she wrapped hasaround the girl anc
cried in contentment when Christina returned théraice.

Smiling at the loving scene, Charlene turned toté/alvho'd just put the
few things his granddaughter had brought with methe girl's bed before
returning to the living room. "Alright, Mr. Robbinsone last time. The
Cocorans araot to haveany contact with Christina. Her court-appointed
lawyer will be here tomorrow to go over the pariacs of the hearing this
Friday. It's unlikely they will be given custodyg gou need to be prepare:
to raise Christina for the foreseeable future.'liRglout a pamphlet, she
handed it to him. "If you need financial assistarhes will tell you who to
contact. Support groups existhelpyou, so you should make use of the
I'll be avalilable if there are any problems, buh# birth parents try to take
her, just call the police. Léhemhandle it!"

Raising his chin, Walter nodded vaguely. "Very wkls. Dawson. We won'
be needing any financial assistance, though. vverg well in life and have
more than enough set aside."

Smiling, the woman turned to see Christina andgnandma still hugging.
"Welll | can see this is going to work owgry well! Goodbye Mr. Robbins!"
Holding out her hand, she shook the ex-lawyer'slankim escort her to

the door.

At last alone, Christina pulled out of Virginia'sdh "Grandma Robbins?
Um... what were you told about me? | mean, abowtWwappenedo me?"

Noticing the concern on the girl's face, Virginiadgression returned to h
usual impassive look. "We were tatthnythings about you, Christina. Tr
young lady who just left told us that you are ortargison Walt's fraternal
twin, spirited away at birth. That the people ttaased you called you Wal
and raised you like a boy, and are the same pdlopleabducted him."



"Oh." the girl looked at her lap. "Yeah. Ahat"

"It's much the same story my daughter told me.gMia sighed as her
husband returned to join them. "Walter? Would yelwal@lear and get us
some tea?"

"Of course, love!" the man smiled before headirtg the kitchen.

Alone once more, Virginia wryly grinned at the gad seated next to her.
Reaching out, she lifted Christina's chin until glees once more looking il
her eyes. "I am, howevarpt a stupid, nor unobservant, womakvalt."

Swallowing hard and unsure how to take that, Chadboked at her face.
"Um... that... that's what the people that raisedcailled me. My name's
Christing though. 1... lalwaysknew | was a girl!"

"I know" she stated emphatically. sawit in you at your sixth birthday. The
look in your eyes each time you opened a preseanhtifer a boy spoke
volumes| see that same look your eyes,Christina" Looking away, the
woman sighed.l"was the one to tell your mother of yqaroblem It's the
reason she spent six years with not much moredharone call on holidays
She... she didnivantto hear what she needed to do about it."

Stunned, Christina got her thousand-yard starenatfao... yolknew! was
a girl inside... and you know that | used to be t¥/al

"I know what my eyes and eael me." Virginia answered. "Since the fir
moment | heard your story, | was suspicious. Mygitder would not have
kept the fact of a stillborn daughter from me bdwn. Add to that the fac
that you were naturally effeminate as a child,wlag you move, speak, and
the expressions on your face, and | see my grandsgou. | do not pretend
to knowhow, but I stillknow"



Taking a breath, Christina laid it all out.

Listening intently, Virginia took it all in with aganimity and aplomb. When
Walter returned with the tea, just after Christiaal finished and before she
could respond, she smiled up at her husband of-tbree years. "Walter,

dear? Would you showChristina.. to her room? I... | need a moment."

In all their years together, the man had rarelydee wife unsettled about
anything and he knew her well enough to see it when ottaukin't. The
last time had been the day their daughter and theily had left to return
to Phoenix, Ruth saying that it would be betteéhd two families kept theil
distance from then on. "OK, love." he replied cagintixtending a hand to
his granddaughter, Walter smiled. "Coore Christina! Let me show you
where you'll bestaying"

Led down a short hallway, she was escorted intmarthat took her breath
away. Everywhere she looked said, 'this is a gpd@droom’, from the white
and pink canopy bed to the wooden dollhouse irctaer. It was a little
juvenile for an almost twelve-year-old, but to itevas all the things she'c
ever wanted. Everywhere she looked she saw thimgd sraved growing
up. "Is... is all this fome?" she asked in wonder.

"Well, Grandma Robbins isldtle too mature for it anymore, sweetie!" hi
laughed. "It's not too 'little girl' for you thougis it? We know you're almos
ateenager

Seeing her begin to explore the room, he stood aBadkhappily relived his
daughter's childhood in his mind. The hours sp&aytiipg tea party with her
dolls, her smile when he would come home from wbet rejuvenated his
worn soul, and the extreme pride at seeing herl @xsehool. A tear escape
his eye, which he surreptitiously wiped away.

Learning where everything was, and how much handparents were intent
on spoiling her, Christina was in shock. When shened the closet, she sa



enough clothes to provide a whole dorm full ofgislith several outfits eact
Turning to the dresser, she was about to openveednahen it reminded her
of Kathy. Stepping away, she returned to her gaardiThank you, Grandpz
Robbins." she stated politely. "You really didrétvke to get me smuch"

Smiling down at her, he petted her head. "If weldehhad you around yol
whole life, we would have gotten you this much amare, just for birthdays
and Christmases, sweetie!" he excused the extracagaHonestly, | think
we got offeasy" he laughed.

Giggling at his joke, she hugged his waist. "Thgold just the same!" she
nearly cried. After a moment, she stepped backy'Mave a moment
alone, Grandpa Robbins? I... | want to change."

"Of course" he grinned, grabbing the doorknob. "We'll be muthe living
room!" At that he stepped out, pulling the doorseld behind him.

Almost running to her bed, she practically skidtietier knees as she close
her eyes and clasped her hands togeted? It's Christina again! This is
so amazing! Grandpa and Grandma Robbins are giaegeverything |
ever wanted! | have an actual girbedroonh With clothes an@verythind

| know youknow all that, but | just wanted to say thank you! blarthey're
the ones that got it all, byiou made me a girl, so | owe it to you first!

It wasso hardfor solong, | thought I'd never be able takeit! The only
problem now is that | can't share my happiness Widther and Daddy...
or Kathy and the Grants. | miss thesm much I'd be happy to give up all
this to be able to go home! If you can help witht tiid really appreciate
it! Of course if yowcan't that's OK. I'll understand.

Oh! Before | forget, | was wondering if you canstmmething to help Dawn.
She's alllonenow! She needs your hel@my more than do! So if you can
only helponeof us, help heinstead Please?



Anyway, | just needed to say thank you! You dithveto make me a girl,
and | know that for a while | wanted you to unddiit | think you know
what's best for me, and you wouldn't have dorfeyu didn't think it was
a good idea. So... thank you. Thank you for makiaa girl. Not just a
month ago, but for making naéwvaysbe a girl! | love you! Amen!

Getting up off her knees, the girl looked at thgdan her bed, then at the
dresser and closet. Giggling happily, she ran tankes things and started
to change.

Coming out of Christina's room, Walter made a Imeeto his wife. Seeing
her still sitting on the couch, he slowly approather. 'Love? What's the
matter?"

Gathering her wits that had been completely stedtby the fantastic tale
her granddaughter had told her with utter conwvigtMirginia tried to re-
assert her stoic attitude. "It... itisthing Walter. Just... justavingher here,
and knowing what'Bappenedo her, and whatould have happened if tha
horrid Ms. Boyd had her way isunsettling"

"I know" he agreed as he sat next to her. Picking upift@uched tea, he
offered it to her. Mere Drink this and you'll feel a little more yoursélf

Taking a sip, Virginia felt somewhat better. It wesmalandpredictable
"Walter? Howstrongis your faith? | mean, hostronglydo you believe in
the things we were taught as children about God?"

Taken aback at her question that seemed to comedubd of nowhere, her
husband had to think for a moment how to answeellWguess I'd have

to say that | believeomethindies beyond this world. | don't know what i
IS, or how closely it matches with what | wasight but in the end it doesn't
matter We'll all find out sooner olater!" he finished with a smile.

"Walter?" she began as she put down her tea. "t Wwdnll you something."



Lyle knocked on the door, hesitating only a momevaiting impatiently,
he rocked on his heals until the door opened.

David wasn't expecting anyone. When he openeddbeahd saw the FBI
agent in charge of the case of his missing 'semnyds momentarily stunned
"Lyle! Um... comeain! Please! Is there anything new?"

Entering quickly, his brow furrowed. "No. Nothingw." Stopping and
standing in the living room, he looked around aan they were alone.
"Ruth still at work?"

With a quick nod, David gestured to the couch. daBé Sit! Can | get you
anything? A drink? Lemonade? Coffesotcl?"

Chuckling as he sat, Lyle shook his head. "No. thamks, Dave."
"So what brings you by?" David asked sitting imhaic across from him.

"My gut" he answered cryptically. "See, it's rarelsong" Telling the man
about how his gut instinct had not only led to déineest of Nancy Boyd, bu
five others involved in a child sex trafficking gribeing run out of the foster
home in Tucson where Christina had nearly been bertaused only to b
Interrupted.

"Oh myGod" David exclaimed. "That... that was where she gaisng to
sendChristinad She almost..."

"But shewasn'tsent there, Dave!" Lyle reassured the man. "Aiecatibe mpt
to do so stoppedlat of kids from being hurt evemore It's agoodthing,
Dave! You helped savhemand every kid that could have ended up the
after her! So..thankyou!"

Sighing heavily, he looked over at Lyle. "So..that what you wanted?"



"No." he admitted as he stood and paced the likoogn. "See, | just can't
shake the feeling that there@smethingabout this case that you know tha
you haven'told me... haven't toldnyoné My gut is screamingt at me,
Dave! Whats it? | don'tthink you're involvedBelieveme! If youare, |
might as well hang up my gun and badgea\... less than eight years from
retirement! | can't be an agent andtib&t bad a judge of character!"

Looking away, David tried to parse his answer adhef"Look, Lyle. If |
knewanythingthat could help get my child back home, don't ffook I'd
tell you?"

"Se@" Lyle almost shoutedThatrighttherd You're being hypeselective
about whatvordsyou choose! 'my child'! Why don't you say 'sgii? It's
morethan that, though! You're not the only af@ngthings like that! Ruth
does ittod! | had that letter from Christina analyzed by dtwg expert?He
pointed out thesame thingn her word choices! Tell me theuth! Did you
coachChristina on what to put in that letter?"

"No!" David truthfully denied. "Otoursel didn't! She wrote that all on her
own We told you that!"

"I know" he stormed around the room frustratedly. "Shkidin interviews,
too! It was always, 'the people that raised me' @ ftlace | grew up'! It's
like she's always danciregoundsomething! Youwall are! Whats it, Dave?
What aren't yotelling me? What are you dtiding?" Looking at him, Lyle
shook his head Pleasetell me you didn't sell youtaughter Dave!"

Incensed, David stood and confronted the agentct@fsel didn't! | would
neverdo something like thafAgent Stewaltls this anofficial interrogation?
Do | need dawyer?"

"No!" Lyle turned away. "I... I'm not even ahutyright now! My supervisor
won'tlet me put any more time on it unless we get a fread!l'



"So what's this alhbout then?"

Turning back around, Lyle looked David in the eitgés about mygut telling
me that yolkknowsomething and | can't let it go until yeall me, Dave!
Come onman!Trustme! Whats it? Is it thinking Christina wadeadall
these years, only to learn she wasn't? DidsumpecDr. Young of stealing
her, but because he died you didn't press the1ssihat"

Blowing out a breath slowly to calm down, David skdiis head and lookec
away. "It'snuts Lyle. You'd nevebelieveit! You'd think we'reall nuts, and
you might not bevrond | think it's nuts and I'm part of it!" Turning back
to the agent, he smiled. "Wanna beér@stme, when tell you this, you're
gonnaneedit!"

Lyle thought a moment before nodding. "OK. Sure dte¥hing the man ge
two beers out of the fridge, he took the offerettib@nd took a drink as h
sat back down. "OK, so what's so totally nuts {loat won't evenell me?"

Sitting back down, David took a drink. "Youathful man, Lyle? | mean,
do you believe in God?"

The agent raised a brow, not having expected tegtopn. "Well, | was
raised Catholic. | don't get tthurchmuch anymore, thoughivhy?"

"Catholid" David smiled in surprise. "That may actudilglp You already
believe inmiracles"

Shifting uncomfortably, Lyle shook his head. "I vidnit gothat far, Dave.
| mean, I'm aational man! Everything has eausé Maybe we don't know
what itis, but it's theresomewheré&

"OK, so what besides a miracle could makesogturn into mydaughtef"



Chapter 12 - Final Judgement

As Christina walked into the courtroom, she wavoes. Living with her

grandparents these last five days had been botdevfoh and heartbreaking
That first day they'd been loving toward her, bteraher grandmother knew
the truth of who she was and told Walter, she'tdddsope of acceptance

Christina walked out of her bedroom wearing on¢éhefdresses they had
bought for her. The shy smile she wore slowlythellcloser she got as sh
approached the two still sitting on the couch.

"It's true Walter!" Virginia insisted. "SheWalt! | know it! What's more,
sheknows it, and | think oulaughteroestoo!"

Clearing her throat, Christina watched the two tdenher. "Um... | wantec
to thank you for all the things you got for me. Y.ogpu didn't have to do
that." Turning in place, she showed off her drégé... what do you think?

Virginia knew that she'd overheard them. "It looksynice.. Walt. Wouldn't
it be better if we got you sorbey clothes?"

Gulping, Christina looked at the floor. "You jusant Walt back now that
you know. I'll go change into pants for you so hiwonake you upset. I'm
sorry." At that, the girl headed back into her roamd changed back into
her donation clothes; her grandparents unable tp @aything to stop her.

Today though, she wore her best dress. Her lanaetdid her grandparent:
that it would make a good impression and help enthat Christina stayec
In their custody, and under the 'protection’ of Db the next six years.

Following her grandparents, she sat in the galsrgthers assembled. Whe
her parents came in, it took all her willpower t jump up and run to them
Seeing her father wink and smile at her gave hdlybbaeeded hope. Wher
she saw Ruth though, her heart sank. Her moth&etbbke a broken toy,



walking into the court vacantly and without any seof feeling from her.
She didn't even look over at hém never gonna see them or Kathy ever
again! she told herselfThis is my punishment for wanting to be a girlavi
to watch everyone that | care about get hurt beeaafany stupid wish!

"Call the next case." Judge Marcus Fallon statedrby.

"Cocoran versus Arizona Department of Child Safgoyr honor." the court
clerk told him. 'Custodycase."

"Counsels may approach the bench." he sighed,dhttese sort of cases.
In light of recent news stories, he knew the pulsaild be watching. "So
what's thestory here, counselor?" he asked Kyle Smith, the DCS®elu

"Complex, but it boils down to the fact that thedGmns want custody of
their daughter, your honor. She is presently in @G&ody following a child
abduction case where she was recovered. The statencls that they arer
fit parents on the grounds that they sold her réh bWWe would like to move
for dismissal, your honor."

"Very well." he sighed, glad that he could clear ttocket quickly and avoid
the publicity. "Unless counsel for defense hascdima..."

"l do, your honor." Lisa Everett spoke up. "The cham@ganst my clients
for allegedlyselling their child at birth were dropped by tha tr lack of
evidence. They have no criminal history and ard-es&hblished members
of the community, your honor." Handing him a bséabwing the disposition
of the allegations, she waited patiently.

Glancing at the brief, Judge Fallon sighed. "VesllwMotion to dismiss is
denied. You may proceed." he directed at the Cotefawyer.

"Thank you, your honor." Lisa smiled as she retdrteeher desk. "The case
here is not as complex as the opposing counsalateti. On July twenty-



second, two-thousand-fiv€hristina and Walter Cocoran were born to Rt
and David Cocoran; fraternalins. Their doctor, one Fredrick Young, tols
the Cocorans at the time that Christina was stiibbo

"Objection, your honor!" Kyle interrupted. "Thapsre hearsay. No Fetal
Death Certificate was ever filed by Dr. Young, ybonor. The plaintiffs
have no proof that he told theamything"

"Your honor, if | may be allowed to proceed;dn offer evidence." Lisa
stated calmly. "I offer into evidence the followiR@! investigation report.
It shows that Dr. Young had in his possessioma f death a substantic
amount of cash in his home. It was the findinghaf EBI that Dr. Young
had abducted Christina Cocoran, sold her on thekbtearket, and died
before he could submit falsified birth or deathtifieates. The FBI agents
who prepared the repate considered experts in this area and | can ca
them as witnesses to support that conclusion, gooor."

"Objection overruled." he gaveled after skimming taport. "Proceed."

"Thank you, your honor. As | was saying, after lpeiold by Dr. Young that
their daughter was stillborn, the Cocorans took then Walter home and
raised him, believing that he was their only livictgld. Then sometime
during the night of May second of this year, Wal@coran was abductec
from his home by the same people who had purch@keadtina Cocoran
from Dr. Young."

"Objection!" Kent almost shouted. "Counsel for flaintiffs is spinning a
story here, your honomNoneof this has been substantiated! The facts al
that on the date in question, Walter Cocoran wassingfrom his home!
No evidence has surfaced to show abduction, yonot

"Your honor, | submithis FBI report, in addition to the Police report taks
by Officer Raul Martinez, showing that my cliengported the abduction
Immediatelyon discovery." Handing him the papers, she steppet.



Glancing at the two reports, Judge Fallon nodd@detruled. Continue."

"Thank you, your honor. The key to this abductiod &nowing it was done
by the same people who'd paid Dr. Young for ChréstCocoran is that the
fact that the child in questio@hristinaCocoran, wagft in the Cocoran
homeatfter abducting her twin brother."

Looking up from the papers he was skimming, Judgje# interrupted.
"They gave heback? After more than eleveyear®"

"Yes your honor." Lisa nodded to him. "On waking amaling Christina
In their home, and believing her to be an unrelag&don, they turned her
over to Phoenix PD. She was then taken to the sehospital with a mild
concussion."

"How was the injury received?" the judge inquired.

"The police report shows that the injury was reediwhen Christina fell
out of her brother's bed, your honor. She was gryantell my clients that
she was their daughter, but they were understapgiibptical, believing
her to have not survived birth. She became agitateldell."

"Objection!" Kyle shouted again. "The police reponiy allegesthat this
was the case. DCS contends that the injury may besarred by abuse of
the child, your honor! This can be substantiatedhdxyhistory of violence!"

"How can the child have a history of violence ie'shonly been recovered
for amonth counselor?" Judge Fallon probed.

Pulling out his own reports, Kyle handed them ®jtidge. "The child in
guestion assaulted the attending physician, on&Bmsey, in front of two
police witnesses, as well as the attending nuraterlLin DCS placement,
the child assaulted a fellow foster child withoubyocation. Thiclearly



establishes that the child has severe emotionain@asand needs to be kef
In DCS protection, as well as castisgriousdoubts as to how her injury wa
sustained. Considering that it was the plaintiffeovare the only witnesses
to this alleged 'fall', it'smadmissiblé&’

"Your honor!" Lisa insisted. "The police report s®that Christindnerself
admitted to the attending nurse that the injury wassult of a fall! Further,

the medical exam conducted at the time shomaesigns of abuse! Counse
for DCS is making unsubstantiated allegations withevidence or charge!"

"Abuse victimscommonlygo along with whatever story their paretei
them to say, your honor!" Kyle countered. "It wonddjuire an expert to say
If the child was coached or not. We move for posgoent to allow time
for the child to be examined by a competent autydoi determine th&uth."

Reading that part of the police report carefullygdge Fallon grimaced. "This
report shows that a licensed physician, two palffieers, a registered nurse
and two EMTs all agree that the injury was a resu#t simple fall with no
signs of abuse in evidence. Objection overruledc&ed, counsel."”

"Thank you, your honor!" Lisa sighed in relief. "@llow-up investigation,
the lead agent of the FBI team looking into Walteccoran's abduction,
one Lyle Stewart, found evidence substantiatingstinga's claim that she
was in fact their daughter. While hospitalized, [dADsample was taken
from Christina. This was compared to the DNA of @mcorans, provided
voluntarily by them in the course of the investigat"

Handing him the DNA results, Lisa stepped backmaddihe report shows
that she is in fact, the daughter of Ruth and D&odoran, your honor. Onc
presented with this evidence, my clients were imatety concerned that sk
be returned to their custody. Acting on the adwatthe lead agent in charge
of theirson'scase, they allowed DCS to take custody, with ttpeetation
that she would be returned to them in due cour€s Bas thus far failetd



even allow reasonablasitation In the last month, my clients have only be
allowedonevisit with their daughter."

"Objection your honor." Kyle stated a little less enthuscadly. "The child
In question was undergoing therapeutic observatitima DCS authorized
representative following the unprovoked assaulother foster child!
Acting on behalf of the child's best interest tage=cedence over parenta
visitation rights!"

"Your honor, counsel for DCS has refused to provicecredentials for their
representative! This is a violation of my cliemtghts toall material relevant
to their child's care! Failing to provide this wioallow my clients to review
their qualifications and may include impeachablelence!"

Looking at the counsel for Christina, Judge Fahoticed she had not sai
a word since the hearing began. "Does counsehéochild have anything
to add?"

Janice Taylor looked up from her notes. "Not at thine, your honor. My
client substantiates the facts as presented bysebtor DCS."

"Very well. Objection sustained. Counsel will refrdrom impugning the
Department of Child Safety by alleging unfoundetlufa to provide
reasonable visitation. Move on, counsel.”

"Yes, your honor." Lisa sighed. "Your honor, th&ése boils down to the
simple fact that my clients, having only just foumat that their daughter
was alive after nearly twelve years, allowed DC&ie® custody on the
presumption that she would be returned to theitotlysonce her identity
could be established in fact. Counsel for DCS ldiswadeany objection
to the fact that Christina is in fact my clientaudhter. They have gone st
far as to place her in a kinship home with Ruth@an's parents on that
assumption! No charges are pending against mytsledieging they abused
or neglected her. There is simply rEmsonnot to return her to their custody



That is the basis of the petition as filed, youndo My clients move to have
their parental rights reinstated and to have Ahagsteunited with them as
soon as practical." At that, Lisa took her seat.

Turning to the DCS representative, Judge Fallosgulhis lips. "Counsel
has made a motion to have their parental rightstaied. Does counsel fc
DCS or for the child object?"

"Yes your honor." Janice finally spoke up. "My dies happy in the home
she is in, her guardians are financially secure'sdiealthy, the home is
safe and secure, and we see no reason for a cimogsgtody at this time."

Kyle stood, clearing his throat. "Counsel for D&lSo objects, youhonor.
Counsel for the Cocorans is asking us to reingtatental rightsThat's
quiteimpossiblevhen they never had parental rightbéginwith. Since
there is no record of live birth for the child, ahdis no registeregoroof
that they are in fact her parents, DCS cannot tamsights thatveren't
taken from them in the first place. DCS moves t&en@hristinaCocoran
a ward of the state until such time as she redtieeage of majority."

Lisa stood up to refute his claim. "Your honor, oligntsare established
as the biological parents of Christina Cocoran. @S already stipulated
as such in their own records!" Handing a briet® judge she continued.
"This brief shows that on May thirtieth of this yeBCS filed a report to
the District Attorney alleging that my clients eggd in human trafficking
by selling their daughter to another family. Theyeasisof that allegation
begins with establishing that my clients are irt fakristina's parents."

Judge Fallon read the brief quickly. "Agreed, cainslr. Smith? You're
already on very shaky ground here. Trying to plathisides of the question
by claiming that the child botis andisn't the child of Mr. and Mrs. Cocorar
IS wasting this court's time. Motion denied. As your motion, Miss Everett
I'm afraid | can't grant it, at this time. Counf®@l the child has indicated
that she does not wish to reunite at this timgolf wish, you may call



character witnesses on their behalf, or impeachaibiesses against the
current guardians. The court will consider thestiteony before making a
final ruling."

"Yes, your honor. | would like to call Christina €wan."

"Objection, your honor!" Kyle stood up. "The chiklviolent, mentally
unstable, and should be considered an unrelialbfeess until such time as
her mental state improves with therapy! By thenilfils own admission,
Christina Cocoran was abducted from her parentsasdd by her captors.
She has had insufficient time ¢opewith these traumas and needs intensi
therapy before her testimony can evertbesideretl Counsel for the child
hasalreadyindicated that her client does mwaishto be reunited with her
birth parents and isappy healthy andsafewhere she is!"

"Your honor, it has not been establishediaict that Christina is needlessly
violent or mentally unstable. | have here a trapsaf the recording made
at the hospital on the date of her examination @/lgseunsel for DCS state
she struck her attending physician. It shows thatsfina reacted to Dr.
Ramsey attempting to begimpalvicexam without her consent. Your honot
If thatisn't just cause to slap a man, then self-defaaselegal defense mus
be called into question agell."

"Further, it is my clients' contention that Chmstiswishesin this matter
have not been considered by either counsel for BIG&en hepwn counsel.
It is entirely possible that counsel for the chhilms misinterpreted her client"
wishes. We would like that clarified for the recoldChristina sustains he
counsel's statement, my clients will withdraw thaatition."

"Your honot" Kyle raised his voice. "Yowgannotallow the child to testify
against her own best interests! The child cannatlogvedto testify!"

Seeing a way that the hearing could be broughtoeiek end, Judge Fallon
nodded. "Very well. Objection overruled. The witaedll take the stand."



Swallowing hard, Christina stood up and walked taltthe bench. Passin
her parents, she smiled at them briefly beforemasg her walk to the
witness stand.

Turning to her, Judge Fallon smiled. "Hello, Chnat I'm Judge Fallon.
Now, this isn't arial. It's just a hearing to determine where it's b&syou
to live. Do you understand?"

Nodding quickly, Christina managed to stammer,."Yes, your honor, sir."

"Do you know the difference between telling thelirand making up a
story, Christina?" he probed.

"Yes, sir." she replied quietly. "I always tell ttrath. The people that raisec
me told me that lying was a sin. | want to bgoadgirl, so Ineverlie. Not
on purpose anyway!"

Nodding, he turned to the Cocoran's lawyer. "Yoly maceed, counsel."”

Stepping up to her, Lisa smiled. "Hi, Christinglit have one question fo
you. If youcould chose, where wouladuwant to live?"

Looking at the judge, Christina cleared her thtbat was threatening to
close with fear. "Um... well, if it was up tog I'd live with myparents It's
always better when a kid lives with thearents right?"

"Not always Christina." Judge Fallon answered. "Sometimesrygarare
mean to their kids and it's our job to make suey thever get hurt again.
That's why this courxists"

"No further questions, your honor!" Lisa beamed egtdrned to her seat.

"Counsel for the child?" Judge Fallon offered.



"Um... no questions, your honor." Janice statedawsly. At first sure that
siding with DCS was the safe way to get a winniage; she was beginnir
to see the wind blowing the other way. "Permisserecall this withess al
a later time, your honor?"

"Granted. Counsel for DCS?"

Stepping up to Christina, Kyle smiled at her withran that didn't reach hi:
eyes. "Christina! You just said that the peoplé thessed you told you that
lying was asin, right? That would be the same people that toakaway
from your parents, right? Now these people told @i your name was
Walt and that you werelaoy, right? Well, if that happened tog | know |
wouldn't doanythingthey told me after that! So, you aren't tellingthus
truth when you say you want to live with your parents, you?"

"Objection, your honor!" Lisa shouted. "Counsel S is badgering the
witness! Counsel asked, bnyy count,four questions without giving the
witness a chance to respond, and the final questhpagns the witness's
honesty!"

"Objection sustained. Rephrase, counselor."

"Your honor, this witness is a victim of a lifetinoé mental abuse!" Kyle
contended. "The witness won't answer honestly, usscthe withesdoesn't
know fantasyfromreality! Just over anonthago, the witness believed th:
she was oy, that the people who raised hevedandwantedher, and that
they were hebirth parents! Since then, the witness has not onlynéshthey
neverwereher parents, but that she was in fagtrbl Having herwhole
world turned upside down, she's since had violent epsagscaped police
custody, evaded pursuit like an expert, and shosthimg butcontempfor
the law! Yourhonor Endthis! Dismissthis witnessand her testimony!"

"I knew | was a girl." Christina mumbled.



About to reply to the DCS lawyer, Judge Fallon dd@r and stopped
himself. "What was that, young lady?"

"Your honot" Kyle interrupted. "The witness was not askeguastionby
counsel! Her statements anadmissiblé&"'

"Mr. Smith!" Judge Fallon barked. "You are dangaigiclose to contemp
of court Stepback counselor!" Turning to Christina again, he lowkhis
voice. "Now, whatvasit you said, Miss?"

Gathering her courage, Christina raised her clainyg straight, and spoke
clearly. "l said that | always knew | was a gibuy honorHe said that |
used to think | was hoy. That's notrue! Theycalled me a boy, but &lways
knew that | was a girl!" Turning to face Ruth, similed. "Just like Mother."

"Your honor?" Kyle tried once more to make his potAll of this is entirely
irrelevant, except to show that DCS has made #s.CBhe combative and
hostile behavior of the witnegsovesthat the child needs to stay in DCS
protective custody. No questions, your honor." Hiegdack to his seat,
his smug smile made Ruth want to slap him.

"The witness is excused." Judge Fallon stated. "d&ugo back to your
grandparents, Christina!"

Looking at him plaintively, Christina gulped?leasé Just let me go home
to Mother and Daddy!" At that she got up and ret¢drto her grandparent:

"Your honor, move to strike." Kyle stated quicklyVitness's statement
was made after being dismissed and not in answaegteestion asked by
any counsel!"

"Objection, your honor!" Lisa stood up. "The testimy wasasked for by
counsel for the plaintiffs! Witness was simply ed¢stg their answer!"



"Overruled." the judge sighed. "All comments magdhe witness after
being dismissed will be stricken from the recordll @our next witness,
counsel."

Spending the next hour calling Agent Stewart, Lidaorge, and several
other character witnesses, all testifying that BDand Ruth were good an
loving parents, and after calling both Ruth and iDae the stand, Lisa sat
back down. "No further witnesses, your honor." fimest damaging cross:
examination came when Agent Kent took the standkaiel made him admit
that his walking cast was due to Christina stomndnis instep.

"Counsel for DCS? Do you have any witnesses t@'tdlidge Fallon asked.
"Yes, your honor. We call Charlene Dawson, thedthiDCS caseworker.'
Taking the stand, Charlene was torn. It had beeaterabear to her that het
supervisor wanted Christina to stay in the systemmatter what. He ever
alluded to the idea that she might 'be creativ&mihcame to making any
notes about the Cocorans, and that her job wakeolinte. At the same time
her conscience was screaming at her that keepangithaway from her
parents was wrong. Consequently, she was nervosiseasat down.

"Ms. Dawson, have you had occasion to record bofgolence from the
child in question?" Kyle inquired.

"Yes, | have." she stated meekly.
"Can you elaborate?" he pressed.

"Um... well, a few weeks ago, she assaulted andtséer child staying in
her foster home."

"What exactly did shdo, Ms. Dawson?" Kyle insisted.



"Um... she... uh... she kicked him in ghvvates" she stated embarrassedly
"I see" Kyle smirked. "Ms. Dawson? How does the childrean her current
home? Is shbappythere? Welcaredfor? In fact, doesn't she have anythir
a young girl couldvantthere? Clothes? Toys? Loving and protective fam
members?"

"Objection your honor!" Lisa stood up. "Counsel is leadihg witness!"

"Sustained." Judge Fallon growle®atchit, counselor! Restate."

"Yes, your honor. Ms. Dawson? Tell the court how thild is in her current
home environment."

Thinking a moment, Charlene sat up. "Christinaathg, well cared for,
provided for, and does have a loving family takiage of her. However...'

"Thank you!" Kyle interrupted her as he headed ladkis seat. "That will
be all. No further questions."

Lisa jumped on the unfinished testimony. "Ms. Dawsehat were you
about to say in your last testimony before coufmeDCS cut you off?"

"Objection! Counsel ifishing your honor! Let her ask hewn questions!"”
"Sustained. Askour questions, counsel.”

"Ms. DawsonHow doesChristinaseem in her current home?"
"Objectiont Asked ancansweregdyour honor!" Kyle snapped.

"Il allow i1t, counselor. The witness is directed to answer."



More nervous, Charlene coughed and fidgeted. "Uike. | said she's well
cared for, the home is clean and well-kept, shealldbe things she needs
and her grandparents obviously love her very much."”

"Your honor, the witness isn't answering theestion | asked howChristina
seems in her current home, not about the hom¢ dséheother people in
the home." Lisa pointed out.

"The witness is directed to answer the quesiisked' he agreed.
"Um... well, she seems... unhappy." Charlene adunhitt

"Is there any indication of why Christina, in aare safe, well-provided-
for home with loving family in it, could benhappy" Lisa probed.

"Yes. She... um... she misses her parents. Thisesmalreaction that will
fadein time as the bonds are broken aedy healthybonds are formed."
she quoted the DCS manual.

"Whatbonds Ms. Dawson?" Lisa attacked her point. "Chrissraily spent
a fewhourswith her parents sindarth! How could sheossiblybe suffering
from broken bonds with people she harkihow®"

Unsure how to answer, Charlene looked at the D@gda "Um... well,
she may be suffering from a form of attachmentmdieo Since discovering
that the people shtboughtwere her parents actualyeren't she may be
making inappropriate attachments to Mr. and MrscdZan."

"Inappropriate attachments to hg@arents Ms. Dawson?" Lisa argued. "Are
you referring to some sort eéxualattachment?”

"No!" Charlene insisted.

"Some sort of Reactive Attachment Disorder, then?"



"No, this is actually theppositeof that. RAD presents adack of need to
be close to one's caregiver, which is the normaaber. Christina seems
abnormallyattachedto people she barely knows!"

"It's abnormalto seek affection from your birth parents.” Liselienged.
"Isn't it an establishefhct that many adults who find they were adopted s¢
out and form attachments with their birth parekts, Dawson? Isn't that i
fact what yowourselfdid on reaching the age of eighteen when you we
informed that you were adopted?"

Sweating, Charlene nodded. "Y... yes. | did. Babk amadultt Christina
can't make that determination at her age! We ne&dép her in the system.
| mean... we need to do what's in her best intemedtkeep hgprotectedin
DCS until she reaches the age of majoritgenif she wishes to seek out
her birth parents she should be free to do so!"

"Your honor, the witness is obviously unreliableisa turned to the judge
"For whatever reason, she seems to think that b&3%o keepall children
placed in their care fanyreason! No one has abused or neglected Chris
your honor.Yes she wasbducted but by all accounts her abductors wel
kind, affectionate, caring, and eviaving! No abuse of ankind has been in
fact established! What are the grounds for terrmgaty clients' parental
rights? | move for summary judgement, your honor."

"Objection, your honor!" Kyle spoke up. "The chifdquestion was made
to live as @oyfor eleven years! If that isretbuse | don't know whats!"

"Your honor, counsel for DCS is attempting to cldahd issue! Christina is
not a case study in transgender legal precedendisit't beeestablished
thatdenial of transgender care to children, nor guardian®sing tosupport
their transgender children can be classed as albhgeduestion is diest
controversial and subjective. Similarly, havingid @wear boy's clothes or
giving a boy a feminine name havesverbeen considered abuse!"



Judge Fallon looked at Lisa a moment. "The 'boyethBue' defense?
Seriously counsel?"

"Your honor, the counsel for DCS is alleging th&ri€tina was abused by
her original caregivers, and that this abuse i<these of Christina's desir
to be with hefamily." Lisa argued. "It'slirectly relevant!"

Considering the arguments a moment, Judge Falloeduo Charlene. "Ms.
Dawson, are you prepared to state as a matteruof @ord that Christina
Cocoran is suffering some sort of attachment des&d

Looking at the judge, Charlene was near to hyserithm... well, it... it's
just atheory, really! I... I'm not a psychologist, your hon@!.. Christina
does exhibit signs of depression, likely the canfdser attacking the Beck
boy. She... um... she needs DCS protection! Shastieerapyand to remain
In our custody! Otherwise | might lose... um... | mesimemight lose... um...
she might lose..." Stymied for how to correct faerx pas Charlene broke
down and simply looked at the floor.

"No further questions, your honor." Lisa statedwdgl "Move to have the
witness's testimony stricken."

"Objection!" Kyle stood up quickly. "The witnesstlsee DCS representative
In this case, your honor! If her testimony is #ten, we'll be forced to
request a continuance pending assignment of a asenorker!"

"Overruled, counselor. The witness's statementsodoe stricken from the
record, and counsel for DCS's motion for contingaiscsimilarly denied.
The witness may step down. Call your next withessnselor."

Sitting down heavily, Kyle shook his head. "No het withesses, your
honor."



"Very well. Does counsel for the child wish to cally withesses?"

"Yes, your honor. We would like to recall Christi@acoran to the stand."
Janice stated calmly. When the girl was once motha witness box, she
approached and smiled at the girl. "Cristina? Do Ne living with your
grandparents?"

"They're OK, | guess." she sighed. "I mean, thayice | have my own
room and toys. lovethem because they're my grandparents, but..."um.

"Go on, Christina." she encouraged her.

"Um... they're not Mother and Daddy." she stateap$y.

"What do you think of the people that raised yosi? questioned.

"They were nice to me. They loved me." she stdtaking at her parents.

"But they made you dress like a boy. They called Walt, your brother's
name. Why do you say they loved you?"

Shrugging, Christina looked at her. "They took goace of me. We played
games, we laughed, we had birthday parties, wehgdtmovies together..
it didn't matterthat they treated me like a boy! I.lovedthem and they
lovedmd" Hearing her mother begin to cry, Christina feltear slip down
her own cheek.

"So, where do you want @o?" she asked.

"Home" Christina cried. "l wanna go home to tilommy and Daddy



Chapter 13 - HisPlan

After a brief recess, Judge Fallon returned tdokisch. "Be seated." he
stated wearily. Looking out over the assembled [gedye blew out a breath
"This case has been full of esoteric questions.Elasstina been abused
by being made to live as a boy, even though sh&tdidem to mind much
Did the plaintiffs ever have custody of their chiken with no birth record?
Thusly, can parental rights be reinstated, eveanghdhey were never legall
severed to begin with?"

"All of these questions dance around the centraktjan this court is tasked
with answering... where is the best place for Gimasto live? She's assertec
a desire to live with her birth parents. DCS hasleiheir case for the child
to remain in their care and in the custody of heandparents. This court ha:
to also consider the ramifications of either ruliffg find for the plaintiffs
and award them custody, any issues that arise thatjudgement will be
the responsibility of this court. However, if | detine petition and remand
custody to her grandparents and DCS, it could weaty damage future
claims biological parents have on their own chitdte

Taking a moment, he looked at David and Ruth. "Aféxiewing all the
evidence presented, and after reviewing all relegase law and precedent,
this court awards custody of Christina Cocoran &wid and Ruth Cocoran,
her birth parents. Furthermore, with no claimslmise of their abducted
child, Walter Devon Cocoran, and no indicationg thay ardikely to abuse
In the future, this court orders DCS to close @secregarding Christina Jc
Cocoran within the next thirty days unless furteeidence can be found t
substantiate claims of abuse. This court standsiadgd." Slamming the
gavel down, he rose and left the room.

Hearing the judge's decision, Ruth Cocoran begaolaears of utter joy.
Wrapping David in a desperate embrace, the two éa&bth other while the
court began to clear. After a moment, David fdl@on his shoulder.



Walter Robbins stood straight and tall, despitenkiarly sixty-six years.
"Ruth? David? I'd like you to meé&risting yourdaughter' Watching

the two drop down on their knees and hug theiedlahild, he turned to
Lisa. "Excellent job, Miss! First-rate represeraatiMy God you're good!"

Blushing slightly, Lisa looked away and began pigkup the papers she
had spread across her table. "l appreciate thajigen your record!"

Virginia watched as her daughter hugged Christnchvaaited patiently
while Walter made legal talk with their lawyer. What last the small family
released one another, she cleared her throat tuane her presence.

"Mother" Ruth sighed, wrapping the woman in a tight enskrdThank you
somuch for taking care of Christina! If you hadogenthere for us, she
might have... | mean..."

"Yes. | knowwhat might have happened.” Virginia stated evelnbyvering
her voice she stepped close. "l just wish it hadkén amiracleto make
usseeher and who she waseantto be!"

Looking at her mother in astonishment, she whishéitdow doyou know?"

"The same way | knew you were seeing fdahaldsonboy when you were
fifteen dear. A motheknowd"

Walking out of the courtroom with Christina in haftluth shook her heac
"But... | mean, how did you know..."

"Later, dearest." Virginia said below her breath. "Wheairernot someplace
we can beverheard'

After stopping at the clerk's office for copiestioé order, and presenting
copy to Charlene 'officially’, Lisa got a signetesse from the caseworke



showing that DCS no longer had any custody oversttha and that Ruth
and David were her sole guardians.

"l hatedfighting this. | didn't have anghoice It's required byegulations
... I'll have the case closed later this afternbtime stricken DCS worker
stammered. "I'm afraid ifdon't someone might posewallegations to your
case. Once it'slosed allegations would need to be logged aw/m made
them andvhen and | don't know if I'll be working for DC&morrow"

"What makes you sayat?" Ruth asked curiously.

Looking from side to side surreptitiously, Charléoeered her voice. "I...
| was told, in no uncertain terms, that o rode on keeping Christina in
the system! See, every child we handle meamsaater million dollarsin
federal revenue to the department! Tineyerwant a child leaving DCS
custody! Since the order is contingent on theradan new evidence, | war
to make sure no oneventssome, just to keep Christina pumping out casl

Lisa handed the woman her card. "If they fire yoarahis,call me. | think
you'd have a pretty good civil suit against theéestand county! I'll work on
a percentage, so don't worry about my fee!" TurtanBavid, she grinned.
"You on the other hand, will be getting my bill nex¢ek after | file to get
Christina her delayed birth certificate! She's gaim need to go techool
after the summer break!"

Laughing together, each of them shook Lisa's h@hdstina being last.

Looking up at the woman, Christina grinned. "Thaok so much Miss
Everett! Yousavedme!" Hugging her waist, the girl nearly cried wjdy.

Hugging the back of her head, Lisa sighed in cdntent. "It's thdeastl|
could do, Christina! Now... why don't you gomeé" Stepping back, the
attorney waved goodbye before turning to walk away.



With that, the five family members left the countise for home.

Climbing into her parents' car, Christina reveledhe familiarity of it all.
Home! | get to go home! To stay! As a gifhinking about all the things tc
come in her life as her parents drove her homegithemiled.

Pulling into the driveway, David killed the motdWe're home, beautiful!

"Hurray!" she shouted as she practically leapt ftbencar and ran to her
front door. Waiting for her parents to let her@hristina bounced on the
balls of her feet, giddy as a schoolgirl. As sosrihee door opened, she ra
inside and headed for her room to get her smargphdrere she left it the
night before her transformatiohgotta call Kathy and tell her!

Entering the room made her come to a screechingHhad room no longer
was the stark and sterile place it had been theilas she was home. Instee
her covers and pillowcases had been changed te whés with little pink
hearts, her bed frame was now a shiny gold insté#ite wooden frame it
had been, her carpet was now a lovely shade ofvpzlkt, lace curtains had
replaced her old venetian blinds, and the room Isahéhintly of lilacs.
Compared to her room at her grandparents, it was sedate and had fewe
things in it, but it still left her awestruck.

Looking around slowly, Christina took it all in. (ag over to her closet, she
reached out with a trembling hand and openedtakn't like the one she
had back at her grandparents' house, packed vattymlothes, but there
were a few nice outfits for her to chose from amenea couple dresses.

"How do you like it?" Ruth said nervously from theorway. "I... | mean,
If you don'tlike something, we can see about changing it."

Turning to her mother, Christina's eyes were widé astonishment and
her tongue was so tied, she couldn't speak.



"Il... I've been redecorating a little at a time \hiou were gone." Ruth
explained cautiously. "The clothes should be tgktrsize, but if you don't
like thestylewe can return them!" Looking at her daughter. skallowed
hard. "Well? Is it toanucl? Toogirly? I'msorry, sweetheart! I... | waally
trying tolistento all those things you told me when you were gnow."

"Oh, Mother" Christina cried her own tears of joy. "It..siperfect It's...
it's...md You dolove me for me! Youlid see me!" Falling into her mother
arms, she continued to sodhankyou, Mother! Not for thehings but for
seeingme andoving me as youdaughtet It's all | everwanted"

Hugging and crying together, Ruth had to restrarsélf or risk hurting
her child. "Ofcoursel love you, Christina! I'valwaysloved you! Even
when we thought you were a boy but acted so femjdistill lovedyou
Don't everdoubtit, baby girl!"

Wracked with sobs of relief over fears she darddcemen reveal to herself
Christina stayed like that for uncounted minutetl lner feelings were once
more under control. "Th... that's one of th... degvnsidesf b... being a girl!
l... | can't s... seem to s... stogying a I... lot of the t... time!"

Ruth laughed gaily. "Welcome to thkstrogerclub, babyWait a few years!
I'll think you've gonerazyandyou'll think I'm an unreasonabtgrant

Laughing together a moment, Christina looked arahedoom. "Um...
where'd you put my phone, Mother? It's not whdsdtlit... charging on
my desk. I... um... | wanna call Kathygottatell her I'm finallyhome"

"Why don't you just tell me in person!" Kathy sawtth a smile.

Turning toward where the voice had come from, Gimassaw her best
friend standing in her doorway. Wearing a nicedod pretty knee-length
skirt, she looked nervous to Christina's eyesjrhntediately she felt the
same warm butterflies flitting around her stomaatly this time they were



much more powerful.Kathy" she breathed out like a song. Unable to
even move, she stood in her room awestruck at\werfeelings.

Looking from one girl to the other, Ruth took addte let it out slowly,
and walked to the doorway. "I... I'll let you twave a moment alone to...
say hello. We'll be in the living room. Don't tw® long, sweetheart." At
that, she maneuvered around Kathy and left the room

Slowly stepping into the new bedroom, Kathy swalovhard.This is my
best friend! My Christina! My Walt! The girl I.o¥e.Moving up to stand
In front of the petrified girl, Kathy leaned in, apped her arms around he
and began to cry. "I... | was so afraid I'd nesegyou again, Christina!"

Returning the affectionate embrace, Christina exdlaxto the moment. "I
was afraid I'd never sg®uagaineither | mean, according to the 'official
story', you and | have neveret"

Giggling, Kathy hugged the girl even tighter. "Welle'll have tdix that!"
Releasing her, Kathy stepped back and stuck outdnsa. "Hi! I'mKathy!

| was best friends with Walt! Now that hgsne | think I'm going to have
youas my best friend from now on!"

The girl giggled with her as she shook Kathy's hdRteased toneetyou,
Kathy! I'm Christind I... I'm sorry Walt went away and made ysad Has
anyone ever told you though that you hgeegeoushair and eyes?"

Stepping closer, Kathy was overcome. Her heart toeelanrsting with love
and affection for the best friend she ever hadthibeaght of nearly having
lost her forever drove her to do something sheghbimpossible just a shot
time ago. Taking Christina's hands in hers, Katgied. "Christina? I... |
want to kiss you. Will you let me? It's OK if yoaysno! I... | know you...
you don t feel the same as me... and that's OKat}mbrdlethan hurt you!
But... .. If you wouldn'nindso much... I.. um..."



Smiling, Christina stepped even closer. "Kathy?sTast month | missed
you so muchMore than | ever thought | could miaayoné More maybe
than my owmparents I... | don't know what to call what | feel for ypbut
| don't think | could say no to you ifwantedto... so... um... OK!"

Leaning forward, Kathy closed her eyes just as<iina did. When their
lips touched for the first time, a hunger swelledher that frightened her.
Pulling back quickly, her eyes snapped open asaweChristina slowly
open hers.

"Um... what happened?" her best friend asked cedfys"What's wrong?'

Kathy was dumbfounded to express how shocked sbataer own feeling
of attraction to the girl she'd known forever. Tiyito give them words, she
stammered a moment before closing her eyes to fodus... that was...
nice Verynice! Kindascary, though!" Opening her eyes again, she had
know. "How aboutyou?"

Similarly perplexed at how to express herself, &thra bit her lower lip. "I
don't know. You'rgight! It wasnice! Kinda like avarmfeeling all over! It
wasn'tscaryfor me though. It made my heart beat and my togset”

Looking at her arm, Kathy swallowed. "I.. | hayeose-bumpall over!"
Turning to look at Christina, she giggled. "l.rehlly liked that, Christina!
A wholelot! Can... can we do thagainsometime?"

Pulling her into a tight hug, Christina reveledhe pleasant warmness ar
familiarity of her embrace. "Sure! Anytime ydke, Kathy! | liked it a lot,
too!" Giggling happily, she stepped back. "Notlay, though! Everyone's
waiting for us!"

Taking Christina's hand, Kathy sighed lovinglyldVe you, Christina!"

"l... I think | love you too, Kathy!" she blushetCome on!"



The two came out of the bedroom holding hands amdadl the adults turr
and look at Christina. There was one more here tllaanhbeen when she g
home. Somehow, Agent Stewart had joined them.

Kneeling down and looking at Christina carefully/lé.couldn't reconcile
the girl in front of him with the boy in his mangports. Trying to reconcile
his faith with the idea that God had made a mirtzximake a little boy intc
a girl seemed even more impossible than the feelf itGathering his wits,
he asked what he needed to know.

"Christina? Your father told me something I'm h@vanhard time believing,
but it explains all the problems | had with theeca$ your missing brother
He... he's namissing.. is he?"

Looking at her father, Christina saw him nod. Togiback to the agent that
she owed her freedom to, she took a deep breatintd’ Except it's nohe..
it's she.. and I'm nomissing I... | neverwas"

Hearing it from her own lips, Lyle nodded. "Alrigiow?"

Taking him by the hand, she led him to the couahwaaited for him to sit
next to her. When the other six adults took seatsral the room to listen,
Christina turned back to look him in the eyes. "Hame's Lisbeth and
she's arangel”

Half an hour later, the seven adults sat arounditbben table while
Kathy and Christina watched a movie on TV.

"| still have a hard timéelievingit." Lyle shook his head. "It's the only thin
that fits all thefacts though! Noevidencedoorslocked nowitnesses

"Kathy saw Walt in her right from the start." Linddmitted. "Even thougt
| know an angel saved my life, evehave a hard time accepting it!"



Shrugging, her husband George smiled at her. "Yexewtnearly as pig-
headed about it dswvas, love! It took @&on of convincing for me!"

"I didn't wantto see it." Ruth confessed. "I... | was so sc#natishe would
behurt, | didn't even want to see Christina when she nggd in front of me,
let alone for the last six years around the housie ler growing up."

"Nearly twelve dear." David corrected her. "Shalgraysbeen Christina. We
just didn'tnoticeit until shemadeus see it!" Hanging his head, her husbar
shook it in shame. "At least you saveutentually | had to be shown the
DNA evidence to believe. What kind ofatherdoes that make me?"

"A rational one." Walter groused. 4till don't know that... Christina... is
my namesake! Yosayshe is... that the whole story about her beirllipstn
was made up to explain her to people that woniebela miracle right in
front of their eyes, but gtill won't gel in my head! I'ihicceptit! | don't
have mucltchoice but..."

"When Christina told me her story, |.bélievedher, but I still wantedValt
back." Virginia conceded. "In the short time we Inad, | made her feel
unwelcome in her owhome.. that she had to be someone she could ne
bein order for me to love her." Looking at her dateghshe sat up straigh
"I'm sorry, Ruth. | wasvrong You wereright. Suggesting you 'fix' Christine
with those Conversion Therapy places wasng She waslwaysmeant
to be a girl' You wereight to keep her away from me!"

"It's OK, Mother!" Ruth comforted her. "Wadl made mistakes when it
comes to Christina."

Lyle took it all in. "OK. so it seems we have twagps here. Skeptics like
Walter, David, and myself... and the rest of yowwshw it sooner. | still
don'treally believe what you all are saying. | haveatweptit because you



tell me that Walt wasn't a twin... and my gut tetls you're nohiding
anything anymore. That leavepm@blemhanging, though."

David turned to the man who'd become a good friteridm over the last
month. 'Whatproblem?"

"Walt" Lyle explained. "The investigation is still opéte's still listed as
missing. If anyone starts digging into it, theygangto find one glaring
discrepancy."

"What's that?" David worried.

"You stopped pushing to find him." Lyle pointed otAfter Christina was
brought in, all your efforts shifted to getting erme. You didn't push to
find Walt atall after that. Taken at face value, an investigaboifccconclude
that youwillingly gave him up to his abductors in exchange for @hasl
know because | consideredntyself | just knew you well enough to not
pressthe issue."

Thinking about all that they'd done to get Chrigthome, David sighed. "W
also kind of threw poor Dr. Young under the bum. jlist glad he never ha
any family."

"Don't feeltoo bad." Lyle comforted. "Dr. Young was into somedhatuff.
He was indicted four times for providing drugs torgnals, but the DAs
could never get it to stick. He'd just move to aragea and start again."

"S0, what can we do about Walt's case?" Ruth asiké&e. only way to close
it would be tofind him, but he's not out there fiod. She's in théiving
room!" Distraught that all their work might be umag she began to cry.
"Why is all thishappenin@ Why is Godounishingus like this?"

Walter considered the issue silently. After a motke stood and walked
over behind his daughter, massaging her shouldsmdyg"If we accept the



only conclusion possible, that my namesake wasl aljalong, and that
He turned her body into a girl, then it standseasion that He had a plan
for it all. Let's look at théacts What were all of the ramifications of Wall
going missing and Christina being left in his plate

Sniffing back the tears, Ruth thought hard. "WWi& police and FBI started
searching for Walt. That's tipgoblem Now they won'tstogd"

"OK." he conceded. "Whaglse"
"Well, | got credit for busting a child sex rind.Yle added.

"Ah!" Walter jumped on the suggestion. "So, becangegrandchild and all
of us had to go through all this, an untold nundfeshildren won't be abuse
anymore! Not just the ones who were freed fromféva days ago, but all th
ones that will never end up therelaeginwith... like mygranddaughter
Leaning down next to his daughter, Walter tilted ¢i@n to look at him.
"Doesthat make all thisvorth it?"

Nodding, Ruth smiled at him. "Yes, Daddties but what do we daow?"

Adding his thoughts, David smiled. "Lyle, | oncédigou that | had to focus
all my efforts on getting Christinaome right? Can | assume you noted the
In our file?" Seeing the agent nod, he resumedhioigghts. "OK, so we have
to make efforts to find 'Walt' now that we have iGtima back! Since the
trail's gone cold, evesmall efforts would benoticeable right? I'll see to it
that we send out missing person flyers all oveeéma! It's a small price t
pay to not look guilty of something we nevkd!"

"That's a good idea, Dave." Lyle acknowledged. "Yiught want to add
New Mexico, Southern California, Utah, and Southidavada. I'll be sure
to note in the file that | told you that this wa® tworking radius we had fc
where Christina had to have been growing up."



While the adults made their plans to see to it tleabne would know they'd
covered up a miracle, Christina slipped into hemmand closed the door.
With Kathy waiting for her return, she knelt neathter bed and prayed.

Oh, God! Thank yosaomuch! | wassoscared when Ms. Boyd tried to get r
sent away to Tucson! All the grownups don't knawaw, but | saw the new
on the internet! | read what was happening to tlis kn thathouse!

| was afraid that I'd have to stay with Grandpa @adaindma Robbins, whicl
they're nice and all, but sooner or later those D& ple would move me tc
another home like that one and I'd be lfmstvet Miss Everett was so nice!
Can you do something nice for her? | mean, justetbimg she would like”

So this all must have been what Lisbeth was talbaut! My decisiomlid
have consequences, but it all worked out, thanlkslod of people like Mis:¢
Everett and Agent Stewart! So... thank you agaiové you, God! Amen!

As she prayed, she was once more being watchetnigtd when she went
to sleep, Christina found herself one last tim#hawildflowers. Looking
around, she came face to face with Lisbeth ag&lh! 'You... you'réback"

Smiling at her, Lisbeth made Christina know heutjus.Yes, little one! |
don't often come back. The Creator sent me batdItgou that your path
IS now set in front of you... the one the Createant for you all along.

Approaching her slowly, Christina needed to knoumi:.. why did He have
to make it sdhard? | mean, | almost ended up inanful place! Couldn't
you have, like, made it so | walivaysa girl, or at leastvarn me?"

Your difficulties were not the Creator's doirigsbeth clarified.They were

the free decisions of people. As for the resuf yadalways had a female
body, you would never have prayed for one, so yauldm't have gotten one
That is the paradox of wishes people like you afteke. | could not even
warn you of the dangers, lest it dissuade you fyonr path. Instead you are



here, events followed the Creator's plan, and yauried what you needed 1
follow your path. It will be long and difficult, byou will do so much good!

Looking at her curiously, Christina puzzled oves tteas filling her mind.
"l... I'm supposed to help kids like€? The ones who're taken away from
their parents? No... naist kids like methat way. Kids like lusedto be that
are in the system! Amright? I'm supposed to help kids that're taken aw
from their parents that ateans? Why? | mean, how many could thdve?"

Taking Christina's hand, Lisbeth made her see. \&igs wide, the girl saw
that every flower in the field was a child takearfr parents who had done
nothing wrong, but someone had alleged abusdlions of them. After
looking at them in awe, she noticed something. Wimbst of them were
yellow, one in seven was pink. Looking at Lisbétér voice became soft.

"The... the pink ones are like me and Dawaren'tthey?"

Yes she thought at the giY.ou must help them. That is your pd®eleasing
her hand, Lisbeth stepped back.

"But how?" Christina whined. "I'm just ad!"

You won't always bahe answered with a smile.

Thinking hard, Christina looked at the flowers. "(GGo when | grow up, |
can help them." Trying to think how she could helpe turned back to the

angel with a smile.I"know! | could be a lawyer like Grandpa Robbins a
Miss Everett!'Shehelpedme andl can help others the waphedid!"

Whatever you choose, Christina Cocoran, just renegriiat they'e there
Neverforgetthem! They argou!

As the dream faded away, Christina stirred in legl #nd settled down. One
thing was for certain, she would never forget tke&fof wildflowers.



A Note from the Author

This story went a very different direction thastéarted. Originally it was
just a counterpoint to all the stories out theed tltave a TG girl magically
transformed into a genetic female, and then evemgtis all happiness anc
rainbows, with the whole world changed... all taliie desires abne person

That leaves a bad taste in this author's mouth. &tuiree will isprecious
It's the only thing worth killing and dying for. Véh authors re-write reality
In their stories, and pass it off ag@odthing, what they'reeally saying is
that the thoughts and opinions of people they desawith are worth death
sentenceMaking someone change their thoughts and memories istietby
killing the original person and replacing them with a cianpdrone one
with no real free will of their own because thaatual will has beererased

Remember... free wilhcludesthe ability to make the wrong choices... al
people need the liberty to find out fimemselvethat they were wrong.

In writing this story though, | had to determinevay for Christina to end

up back with her parents, becausmatedowner stories. Call it a failing of
mine, probably from watching too many Disney mowass little girl! That
meant she had to gmmewheravhile the Cocorans fought to get her bac

| do alot of research for my stories... far more than Ikhmostauthors do.
| look up sunrise and sunset times for locatiohgsses of the moon, local
laws, and a host of other data.tlms case, | needed to learn all about the
Arizona Department of Child Safety... the peopk# thould have custody
of Christina in the short-term. What | found wasightmare that led this
story in a different direction thaieededo be told.

As a retired Statistical Data Analyst, the eagieséarch for me is statistical
According to the Department of Heath and Human iBesy approximately
3.2 million children are in custody of various Chén's Services agencigs

the United States over the course of a year. Gighless than seven hundre



thousand are classed as having h@erablyabused, physically or sexually
or neglected. The rest are classed as 'non-victhnsillion of those have
someindication of wrongdoing, but it's not classedalsise or neglect. That
leaves 1.5 million families per year that are aeduglsely, but still have
their kids taken away. Nearhalf of all cases.

Of those, over aundred thousandere found to have unfounded allegatio
that wereprovenfalse, but the children wereverreturned to their parents.
What the dataoesn'tshow is how many of those other 2.4 million kidsrev
from families where the allegations were just ngwewvento be false.

Unlike in acriminal court, custody cases areigil case. That means the
burden of proof is a lot lower, and 'innocent uptibven guilty' isn't the case
Cases are decided on 'the preponderance of thenead Parents can hav
their children taken away from theforever, over thepossibilitythat they
mighthave done something wrong, and the assumptionlditycé courts is
that the parents wouldridethere if they weren't guilty cfomethingOften
to get their kids back, parents havetovethemselves innocent.

As a mother, that prospecttexrifying. How do Iprovel never neglected
my kids? | let them walk to school every morningentihey were growing
up. Was that neglect? | let them play outside dfter homework was done
How can | prove that those things were done tadhiéir self-confidence
and not neglectful? How do you prove a negative? féit is, yowcan't..
which is why less than half of kids that are takem their parents are ever
reunited with them. The rest 'graduate' out ofsysem as adults...

...and the whole time, those departments colldobtis of dollars a year in
federal revenue. That'shageincentive to keep kids away from their
parents... even if they did nothing wrong.

Some places are better than others in this redaizbna, until very recent
legislation, was one of thegorst Child sex rings run out of DCS were brok
up, rampant corruption in the system was commasgwarkers perjured



themselves with falsified claims of abuse or clathet foster homes were
visited that never were, and all the while innodantilies were torn apart.

None of this is disputable. These are actual fihetsare in the public record
What makes it all so heartbreaking to pegsonallyis the fact that the rate
of transgender children in foster cardifteen times highethan the national
average. That suggestdent Knowing that the majority of kids ane the
system due to false reports, not abuse, it's velikaly that these are the
typical 'parent abuses their TG child' cases. Tyaush are beingargeted

In order for all these TG kids in foster care taabeise victims, they woulc
have to make up over two thirds of all abused kigghich ishighly unlikely.
It's morelikely that they follow the national average, s0yo23% of them
are abuse victims (about 93k) and the others altgeigystem due to false o
misleading charges. (about 300k) How many of thesrtlzere on trumped
up charges of neglect by family members who disagi¢h the parents'
choice to support their TG children?

Unfortunately, there's no way to know because yistesn isdesignedo
protect itself. Complaints are directed to the samamagers of the system
that conspire to keep families broken up to keegfdderal dollars coming
In. Only when the shit really hits the fan and ganaews story of corruptior
or abuse breaks does anyone even pay attentiod.eventhenit's short-
lived and quietly buried as soon as possible.

In short, this story became a story not just alloaitrealities of 'TG girl gets
her wish', but a story of the tragedy of the cur@RS system in the US.

Millions of families have been torn apart by fatsusations, with no rea
accountability, and many of them are like too many to be coincidence.

This is the same government we're asked to abeguestioninglyhen it
comes to matters of health and safety. it record, whyshouldwe?

Roberta Elder
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