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Part 1
 

A lone figure silhouetted against the bright university lights walked slowly from the Medical Research Center, hands in his pockets, eyes on the ground. After a moment, he stopped and vainly searched the sky for stars which were almost completely obliterated by the glare of the city’s lights.

Minutes passed and a second figure appeared. “Frank, what are you doing out here, man? You should be celebrating with the rest of our staff. That was the most brilliant surgery I’ve ever seen performed.”

“The mouse died, Sam. It’s not much of a success if the experiment fails.”

“Frank, that mouse lived long enough to show that you had correctly reconnected the nerves in the spinal column. The mouse body responded correctly to the commands of the transplanted brain. In my book, that’s a success.”

“Maybe. I just don’t feel right about this,” said Frank as he still searched vainly for a star. “I think this time Sam, we really are playing God.”

“Frank, we’re doctors. We are God.” 

*          *          * 

Five months later… 

I was late for a business meeting. I really hate these out of town meetings even if I arrive right on time. This one was especially important, and I was trying to look up something on the laptop computer sitting next to me while talking to the home office on the cell phone. 

Being distracted like that caused me to miss one minor little detail, like the furniture falling off the back of the pickup truck in front of me. I made a quick hard turn to the left to avoid the couch now lying in the middle of the left lane. The turn was too much and I skidded across the median right into the path of an on-coming tractor-trailer rig. 

Mind racing, everything seemed to move in slow motion as I fought to regain control of my rental car. As I saw that Kenworth grill about to contact the front of my car, my last thought before everything went black was, “Christ! I’m going to die!” 

*          *          * 

At first, I didn’t think I was really hearing a sound. A moment passed and the sound came once more. Suddenly, it became almost clear and I heard, “Mr. Shepherd? Can you hear my voice? Are you able to respond?”

I tried to open my eyes and failed. I tried to raise my hand and I couldn’t. I tried to speak, but found I couldn’t make any noise at all. I finally opened my eyes and saw a nurse leaning over me. 

“Sir? Can you understand me? Do you think you could answer a few questions?” She took my left hand and continued, “If you can, tap on my hand once for ‘no’ and twice for ‘yes’.” 

I tried, but I still couldn’t speak. So instead, I tapped on her hand twice. 

“Very good, Mr. Shepherd. There’s a doctor waiting who has some questions for you. I’m going to video tape the interview so we can verify your answers later.” 

A man in his mid-thirties who looked more like a lawyer than a doctor approached me. He was holding several forms. 


“Mr. Shepherd,” he began, “I’m Dr. Wilkins, the doctor over the Trauma Center here at the hospital. I’m going to be frank, Mr. Shepherd. It’s a miracle you are still alive. Your legs and right arm were severed in the accident. You have suffered massive internal injuries. These machines behind you are the only things keeping you alive at the moment. I know this sounds brutal and… insensitive… but for the proposal I’m about to make you, I feel you deserve to know exactly what your situation is.” 

Oh my God! My legs and arm are gone? This is terrible! I was trying not to panic. 

The nurse made a motion to the doctor as she looked at my face. She said, “I know that all sounds pretty scary, sir, but you do need to try to relax. You need to be able to focus on what Dr. Wilkins is saying and understand him. 

Dr. Wilkins cleared his throat and continued, “And what is your situation? Quite frankly, no matter what we try to do, there is over a ninety-five percent probability you will not live past eighteen to thirty-six hours. If that.” 

Great Mother of God. I can’t describe how I felt when I heard those words. A cold wash of despair flowed through my body. This is the end gate. I don’t want to die… 

Dr. Wilkins went on, “However, there is one, extremely thin chance for your survival, which is what I’m here to discuss. A medical research team would like for you to volunteer for an experimental surgery technique. In all honesty, you will probably not survive the operation. But it is at least one small chance. Without it, you have no chance. If you want to volunteer, however, you must do so now. They have a very narrow window of opportunity considering how severe your injuries are.” 

I thought about that. If I took the surgery, whatever it was, gave me only a narrow chance at survival. Not taking it gave me no chance. But what if they’re wrong? What if I would have lived, but took an option that killed me? Doctors have been known to be wrong before. 


I pulled my left hand away from the nurse and tried to feel my right arm. I felt the stump at the elbow. I tried to reach down to my legs. It was difficult. There was something in my way, but my body seemed to end at my trunk. I felt as much as I could across my lower body. There seemed to be something else missing the doctor didn’t mention. 

The doctor coughed and said, “Yes, Mr. Shepherd, your genitals were so badly mangled we had to remove them. I probably should also mention the nature of the experimental surgery.” There was a pause and then he said, “I know what this sounds like, but they have had some success with animals. The surgery involves transplanting um… the brain from one individual to another.” 

What the hell?! That’s the stuff of Science Fiction and horror movies. You can’t transplant brains… can you? The world’s only living brain donor… 

The doctor must have read my facial expressions. He said, “I know that sounds rather fantastic. This hospital is affiliated with the university and they have been doing experiments there. You have been given a great opportunity. We just happen to have you with a badly damaged body but healthy brain and another individual with a healthy body and a dead brain here at the same time. The family had asked that all life support measures be removed from that individual. When we asked them, they agreed to donate the body to science. That person will officially die today.” 

This is just plain crazy I thought. They can’t really be serious can they? I looked from the nurse to the doctor, trying to read their faces. 


“Mr. Shepherd, I can try to keep you alive until they are ready for the surgery in a few hours. But honestly, sir, by this time tomorrow, unless some miracle happens, you will not be alive.” Dr. Wilkins certainly sounded sincere. 

I thought about it for a few more moments. Did it really make a difference if I died during an experimental operation versus dying in a few hours anyway? If I do the operation, maybe at least something good might come of my death. I waved my remaining arm in a manner to suggest they approach. 

The nurse took my hand as before. The doctor asked, “Have you made a decision?” 

I tapped, “Yes.” 

Dr. Wilkins paused a moment then asked, “Do you wish to elect the experimental surgery?” 

“Yes.” 

“Thank you Mr. Shepherd. The nurse here will help you sign these documents. I know it won’t be very easy. We’ll try to make you as comfortable as we can as you wait for the operation. Good day.” Dr. Wilkins turned slowly and left the room. 

*          *          * 

Dr. Frank Gordon’s office door suddenly flew open as Dr. Sam Wright burst in.

“Frank! Get your stuff together and hurry! I just got a call from the hospital. They told me they have two excellent candidates for our procedure. A fax should be here any minute with their details.” exclaimed Dr. Wright, almost out of breath.

“Slow down, Sam. Back up a little.” Frank said, somewhat confused.

“You remember we requested the hospital to notify us if there were ever any patients that would be good candidates for our brain transplant procedure? Well, they have one patient who is clinically brain dead and another whose head is intact after his body was badly mangled in a traffic accident.” Sam said as he urged his partner to his feet. “Let’s see if the fax has arrived.”

They both hurried out of Frank’s office into the central office area where the fax machine resided. The last page of a fax was just coming out of the machine. Sam snapped up the sheets and began reading. As he finished one, he’d hand the sheet over to Frank to read.

“Yes, these patients should work out well. The body donor is young and very healthy, a victim of a brain aneurism. The brain donor is a more mature individual who should be able to handle the shock of the transplant,” Sam blurted out as he hurriedly read the faxes.

“Sam, hold on a second,” said Frank. “Look closer at the personal histories. The body donor is a fifteen-year-old girl, athletic. In fact, she’s a cheerleader at her high school. She died suddenly this morning of the aneurism. Her parents have agreed to donate her body to science, which was the donor’s written desire.”

Sam shrugged, “Yeah, so? Very tragic, I agree, but what about it?”

Frank frowned, “Sam, the brain donor is a forty-seven-year-old software engineer, who served in the military with distinction in two major conflicts. He won a silver star. Sam, he’s a goddamn war hero and you want to put his brain into a young girl’s body? You don’t see a problem with that?”

Sam looked exasperated and said, “Not really. It’s actually good for the reasons I just mentioned. I think we’d have some problems going the other way.”

Frank shook his head, “You don’t have a problem with putting the brain of a grown man into the body of a fifteen-year-old girl?”

Sam frowned and said, “Frank. You’re the only micro-surgeon in the world who knows these techniques. Nobody else could pull this operation off. We’ve been waiting a long time for this opportunity; don’t start getting ethics on me now.” Sam glowered at Frank for several seconds before adding, “Besides, he’ll be dead in a day or two after the operation anyway. If he even survives the surgery.” 

*          *          * 

I went in and out of consciousness over the next few hours. I fought desperately to stay awake. I didn’t know when the next breath would be my last, and I didn’t want to waste any of my remaining minutes on this Earth by sleeping.

The pain killers must have been wearing off as I started to feel just how much pain my body was in. Until I started feeling it, I didn’t realize how bad off I was. 

A nurse walked in and injected something into the IV lock stuck in the back of my hand. “This is to get you started on your anesthetic. It’ll help you to relax. You’ll get a full anesthetic for the surgery.” 

It wasn’t as good as the pain killers but it did make me care a little less about my situation. 

I looked around the room. I couldn’t help but think that I could be seeing the last objects I’ll ever see. What a depressing place to die. At least they could have placed me near a window so I could watch the clouds scud across the sky. 

Someone stepped into the room, said a few words to the nurse, then left. The nurse turned towards me and said, “They’re ready for you now. In just a moment, they’ll be moving you to the operating theater. Don’t get a big head now… there’s going to be several very important people watching the procedure.” 

Oh just great. I get to have an audience watch me die. Could this get worse? Can anything be worse than dying? 

A couple of guys came and hooked all the machines I was connected to onto the bed and started pushing me out through the door and down the hall. I laid there staring straight up, watching the ceiling lights pass by one after the other. Just before going into the operating room, we stopped and the nurse said, pointing at a man standing by the entrance, “This is Father Stewart. Would you like a blessing before we go in?” 

I never was particularly religious, but I signaled “Yes.” I figured I could use all the help I could get. The parson said a few blessings and said a prayer over my broken and near dead body. Instead of making me feel better, it actually depressed me more as it drove home just how little time I had left. 

They finally pushed me through the last doors. The operating room was larger than normal with a glassed in balcony looking down into the room. There were ten to fifteen people seated, watching. If I could have spoken, I would have said to the audience, “We who are about to die, salute you.” 

As the staff busied itself around me, I looked around. To my left was another figure laying on a bed. It was covered in sheets and equipment, so I couldn’t get a good look at it. I was certainly curious about it. Should I live, it would be home sweet home. 

A nurse quietly said to me, “You’re fighting the anesthetic. Please, just relax. We’ll be giving you the general anesthetic in a few minutes. This is going to be a very long procedure.” 


I wanted to relax, but I didn’t want to fall asleep. I was really afraid I’d wake up dead. I lay there, trying to let my mind drift. I watched the audience watch me. After a few minutes I heard some more people come into the operating room. 

“Good morning, doctors.” I heard Dr. Wilkins say. “This is quite a historic moment.” 

“Indeed it is, John. Indeed it is,” another voice said. “My colleague and I have been waiting for quite some time for this unique opportunity.” 

A third voice said, “John, good to see you again.” There was a pause then, “Looks like we have a full house.” 

Dr. Wilkins said, “Morning Frank. Yes, those are the ones footing the bill for this experiment of yours. I’ll be frank, Frank. They’re going to want to see results. No pressure I hope.” 

A laugh, then, “No sweat, John. This’ll be a walk in the park. Where’s Sam? Let’s get started. 

I looked over and saw all three doctors walking towards me. Dr. Wilkins said, “Doctors, I’d like you to meet Mr. James Shepherd. He has graciously volunteered as a subject for your research.” 

“Hello, James. I’m Dr. Gordon,” said one of the doctors. “I’m a micro surgeon and I’ve done this procedure many times. Just not on people. Someone has to be first James. This time you’re it. I’m not trying to scare you, so don’t look so worried. I wouldn’t even attempt this if I didn’t fully believe there was a chance of success.” He shook my remaining hand and said, “See you in recovery, James.” 

The other doctor walked up closer and looked me up and down. He let out a low whistle and said, “You look like shit, James. I think you made the right decision.” He walked away. 


The equipment was finally all set up and the surgeons were all scrubbed. 

Dr. Wright picked up a electric saw, turned it on and exclaimed to Frank, “It’s show time!”
  

*          *          * 


Part 2

*          *          *
 

The anesthetic they gave me to relax was beginning to do its work. I was having a difficult time focusing. I strained to listen to what the doctor was saying. He seemed to be addressing the audience watching from above.

Dr. Wright caressed the electric saw as he turned to face the audience. “Ladies and gentlemen, esteemed colleagues…” He paused and nodded at one individual before saying, “… senator. And of course, members of the media. You media guys, please remember the non-disclosure agreement you signed before being admitted. You are here to document these proceedings, but nothing can be released to the public without permission from either Dr. Gordon or myself.” He scanned the faces of those silent watchers behind the glass. “All right. Let’s get on with it, shall we?” 

He then walked over towards me, stopped a few feet away, then pointed. “This should be in your information packets, but for the record, Subject One is a forty-seven-year-old male who this morning was in a horrendous traffic accident. His body suffered such extensive damage that it is unlikely he will survive through the night. Amazingly, his head suffered no damage at all. The subject volunteered for this experimental procedure after being informed of the nature of his injuries and the highly experimental nature of this procedure.” 

I zoned for a moment and when I could focus again, Dr. Wright was standing in front of the other operating bed. “Subject Two is a fifteen-year-old female who died suddenly this morning due to a brain aneurism. In a written directive, the subject volunteered her body to scientific research. Her parents agreed with the directive and the hospital notified us and kept her body alive to be used in this procedure. The parents were not notified of the procedure as they signed off all rights to the body not long after she was declared brain-dead.” 

A fifteen-year-old girl?! What the hell? They want to put my brain into a girl’s body? That was insane! I tried to move, trying to raise myself up. I wanted to shout, but the trachea hose stuck in my throat prevented any sound. 

Dr. Wright saw me move, interrupted what he was saying and pointed at me. “Why isn’t this subject sedated?” He pointed to an anesthesiologist and said, “I want full sedation on that subject now. Why hasn’t that happened already?” 

There was a muffled “Sorry doctor!” as the anesthesiologist disappeared from my view. 

Dr. Wright continued, “We are first going to carefully peel the scalp and face back on Subject Two and then we’re going to remove the top half of the skull in three sections. Due to the added complexities we must move the eyes and the inner ears along with the brain. After the brain has been removed from Subject Two, we then remove Subject One’s brain in much the same manner, though with less care of the scalp and face. We then transfer the brain to this beaker with this special fluid we developed to help the brain survive during the time it will take to reconnect blood vessels. Without the fluid treatment, the brain would die as it takes longer than three minutes to perform the transfer. Once blood flow is re-established, Dr. Gordon will begin his procedure to connect the transferred brain to Subject Two’s spinal column.” 

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a hand inject a syringe into the IV lock on my hand and an odd taste formed in my mouth and then nothing… 

*          *          * 


I awoke briefly, horrified. I don’t think the anesthetic was supposed to wear off yet, but I could suddenly see. Everything was in a murky, green tint. I couldn’t blink or close my eyes. There was no sound. I could make out the doctors working over the girl’s body. Then I realized, oh my God, my brain was in the solution in the beaker! I couldn’t move my eyes, but I saw my lifeless body being removed from the room. You can’t imagine a more terrifying sight than seeing your own body dead and knowing it’s probably all over for you. One of the doctors came over to the beaker (which had all kinds of wires and hoses attached) and appeared to adjust some controls. I lost consciousness again.

*          *          *

I slowly became aware of a tingling all over my body, the same feeling you have when a hand or foot goes “to sleep”. There were strange, muffled sounds. Is this what death was like, I wondered? Slowly the sounds became more distinct. I couldn’t open my eyes. As the sounds started to sound more like voices, it meant just one thing. I was alive!

I couldn’t move a muscle though. No matter how hard I tried, I was frozen in one position. Finally, I found I could move my head slightly from side to side and it felt like a few other parts jerked around, but I couldn’t tell if it was arms or legs or what that moved. 

As the fog continued to lift from my mind, I slowly started to remember just what my situation was. My brain had been moved to another body. A girl’s body. I started to feel really creeped out. I tried not to think about that… just tried to be thankful I was still alive. 

Then suddenly a very close, female voice said quite clearly, “Call Drs. Gordon and Wright. She’s coming around.” I tried to speak, but couldn’t. I tried to rise up, but nothing would move. 

An odd silence descended around me. I could hear sounds of feet moving and things being moved around, but no talking. It seemed forever that I just laid there in silence. 

“Mr. Shepherd. This is Dr. Gordon.” said a male voice that seemed to be right next to my ear. “You are in the recovery room. If you can understand me, please try to move something, anything.” I tried to move everything. I’m not sure if anything did as I still felt numb. 

“Excellent, sir. Your hearing seems to be working at least at some functional level. That’s a very tricky part of the surgery as well. Now, I need you to concentrate, very, very hard on this. Try to wiggle only your right foot. No, not your whole body, just your right foot. Concentrate very hard.” 

I was concentrating, dammit! Let’s transplant your brain bucko and see how you like it! I tried to visualize my right foot. Concentrate only on it. 

A female voice from my other side said, “It’s starting to move a little, Doctor. The right foot is moving.” 

“Very good, Mr. Shepherd! You’re doing it! What you’re doing is reforming all those mental connections that are required to move various muscle groups. Basically, you’re going to have to retrain your brain to move your new body. You’ll have a physical therapist work with you daily until you have full control. We’ll have to test your vision later. We have your head all wrapped up for, well obvious reasons. Congratulations, Mr. Shepherd. You made history today.” 

The doctor then began discussing something to someone else in the room in a voice too low for me to hear. I heard something about giving me something to help me sleep and something about moving me. I heard a step near me then the doctor’s voice again, “We’re going to put you in ICU for at least one day for observation. If everything looks good, we’ll move you to another room and you’ll begin your physical therapy.” 


Time has never passed so slowly in my life. I had no idea where I was, or whether it was day or night. The numbness in my body slowly wore off and I could start to feel things like temperature or when a sheet was pulled over my legs. I couldn’t tell much about how the girl’s body felt. When I slept, I had nightmares about being trapped inside a glass jar stuck on a shelf or that I was forever haunted by the ghost of a teenage girl. 

Then, I woke up and I could sense that I was in a different room. It was quiet for one thing. The ICU was a noisy place, but all I could hear now was the monitoring equipment. I think I was alone. 

A great deal of time passed before I heard the door to my room open. From the sound of the shoes, I guessed a woman, and someone not a nurse was approaching. 

I heard a chair pull up beside me. A woman’s voice said, “Good afternoon, Mr. Shepherd. My name is Nancy and I’m the clinical psychologist assigned to your case. I, along with your physical therapist, am going to help you become accustomed to your new body and to help you learn how to make it work. You should be very proud of yourself for being involved in such ground-breaking surgery.” 

I heard her rustle through some papers for a few moments. “Now Mr. Shepherd, the first order of business, and I know it’s going to be one you’re not going to like at first, will be how the staff addresses you and interacts with you. To get you started on re-entering society once the doctors are through with you, I have instructed all staff and supervisory personnel to address you only as ‘Miss’ or ‘Ms’ Shepherd’ and of course, to use only female pronouns. This is a very necessary step as everyone you meet will relate to you only as a female.” 

Oh, ain’t that just peachy. I’d been trying, but I hadn’t mastered speech yet. I don’t think I’d even managed to open and close my mouth yet. 

It sounded like Nancy stood up as she said, “I’m going to bring the nurse in here so she can remove the bandages from your eyes. I think the therapy will go much faster if you can see. I believe Dr. Gordon is waiting outside your room and is anxious to see you make progress.” I heard her open the door and could just hear her say, “Cathy, Dr. Gordon, I think we’re ready to remove the bandages now.” 

A different female voice cheerfully said, “Hi Miss Shepherd! I’m Cathy and I’m your nurse this afternoon. I’m going to remove those nasty old bandages from over your eyes. We’re still going to leave your head mostly wrapped though.” 

A man’s voice suddenly spoke, “Good afternoon, Miss Shepherd. I’m Dr. Gordon. If you remember, I’m the surgeon that performed the procedure. Once we’ve established that you can see, the nurse and I are going to help you into a wheelchair and take you around the hospital and if you’re not too tired, we might even take you outside for bit.” 

I was already getting tired of hearing them call me “Miss Shepherd”. I understood why they were doing it, but I still didn’t like it. I still had trouble accepting the fact that I was now inside a teen girl. The whole idea sounded impossible, but I couldn’t deny that I was still alive and I could feel the bed sheets lying across my two legs — two legs that weren’t there before the surgery. 

Cathy said, “Okay hon. I know you can move your head around some, but right now I need you to be as still as you can. I’m going to clip the bandages from around your eyes. There’re layers of padding over your eyes and we’re going to remove them slowly so your eyes can adjust to the light.” I heard the sound of scissors snipping away and then I felt some pressure on my eyes. 


I started to sense a little bit of light. Then I could sense a little bit more. After a minute or two, even though I had my eyes closed, I could see quite a bit of light coming through my eyelids. 

Cathy said, “Okay miss. Try to open your eyes. Try to do it slowly if possible.” 

Dr. Gordon said, “You shouldn’t have any trouble with your eyes themselves. They came along with your brain. But you’re going to have to focus your mind very hard on opening your eyelids, force your mind to reconnect those pathways.” 

I struggled for what seemed several minutes. Finally, I saw a sliver of light as my eyelids finally cracked open just a bit. Concentrating, my eyelids slowly opened up. The light was quite bright and I started to blink rapidly. 

Dr. Gordon sounded excited as he said, “Excellent! Excellent.” There was suddenly a flashlight shining in each eye and Dr. Gordon continued, “Good, good. Normal response.” He paused for a second then said, “Nurse. Help me move Miss Shepherd into this wheelchair.” 

I tried to focus my eyes around the room. All I saw were blurry images. I felt my body being moved around, and I felt like I was in a sitting position. I couldn’t tell from looking, as my eyes still weren’t focusing. The doctor went to the door to call for additional help. As I sat there, my vision cleared enough to where I could see who I assumed was Nancy since she obviously wasn’t a nurse. 

I was surprised, she was actually quite pretty, a woman only in her late twenties. She noticed me looking at her and she smiled. “Your vision is clearing I see. That’s very good. I think now we’ll start making more progress.” 


*          *          * 

I sat in the wheelchair much like a sack of potatoes. I was surprised that Dr. Gordon pushed the wheelchair himself. I would have thought doctors were above that, but I guess he’s taking a bigger personal interest than most doctors. Nancy walked beside me and I heard Cathy the nurse somewhere behind me.

I discovered it had been a week since the transplant. I had thought it had only been two or three days. 

I was rolled outside. It looked like late afternoon. I just sat there and marveled at the clouds floating across the sky. After staring Death down, I’ll never take simple pleasures like watching clouds for granted again. I took in a deep breath to get a lungful of fresh, unfiltered air and immediately began a long coughing spasm. 

After a few minutes outside Dr. Gordon said, “We’d better get back to your room. I don’t want to tire you out on your first trip outside.” As we entered the lobby, Dr. Gordon stopped and said to the nurse, “Wait here. I need to ask Dr. Wilkins something.” He bent down and locked the wheels, then walked towards the desk where the little old ladies who volunteer to work at the hospital sit. Looking at the old ladies gave me a sudden thought. Becoming a little old lady, should I live that long, was now my future. 

Dr. Wilkins turned to greet Dr. Gordon. “Frank! How’s it going? How’s your… patient doing?” 


“Oh, she’s doing great.” said Dr. Gordon as he looked back towards me. “I’ll bet she’s walking in no time. In fact, I…” 

“There he is!” called a man’s voice from behind me. “There’s that Dr. Wilkins. Come on Marge.” A couple in their mid-forties or so hurried past me. A look of annoyance on both doctors faces as the couple walked up to Dr. Wilkins. 

“Dr. Wilkins, we need to talk to you!” said the man in an agitated voice. 

“Of course Mr… ah… Bowers. What can I do for you?” 

“You said that in organ donor programs, anything not used will be returned to us for burial. We’ve held off the funeral of our precious daughter waiting for you to return at least some part of her so we can have a funeral. You can imagine what this is doing to my wife!” 

Looking around the hospital lobby, obviously embarrassed, Dr. Wilkins said, “Sir, this really isn’t the place for this discussion. Let’s go to my office and…” 

“No, I want to know now! Do we get anything back or do we bury an empty box?” growled Mr. Bowers in a loud, angry voice. “My wife has cried every day for a week.” 

Exasperated, Dr. Wilkins said, “Mr. Bowers, the only part of your daughter that wasn’t used is her brain. It’s in a specimen jar in the Histology Lab awaiting further examination.” Dr. Gordon backed away from Dr. Wilkins and walked back towards me. 

The woman started crying. Mr. Bowers, looking dismayed said, “All you have is her brain? That’s it?” 

It suddenly dawned on me that these were the parents of the girl whose body I now inhabited. A chill went down my spine. My face was still mostly covered, so they had no idea they were just fifteen feet from their daughter’s body. It made me feel creepy. 

Dr. Wilkins nodded. “Yes. Your daughter was an organ donor, plus her written directive that anything be used for the advancement of medical science. You should be proud of your daughter. I know that the loss of a child is the hardest thing any parent can face. I know nothing can take away the pain of your loss, but you can take at least some solace in the knowledge that your daughter has opened the door to literally millions of people who are currently paralyzed due to spinal cord injuries. Without her noble act, this would not have been possible.” 

Mr. Bowers paused, but his anger didn’t subside. “I’m glad some good came from this, but we want her… brain… back. And we want it now. I don’t want any of your bureaucratic bullshit!” 

As his anger grew, I could see several hospital staff members starting to converge to the area. I heard some woman’s voice from the side say “Call security. Combative person.” 

Dr. Wilkins said, “Now Mr. Bowers, that goes against hospital policy and state law. You signed all the release forms and …” 

“Did you not hear me? Cut the crap, we want our daughter back!” the man nearly shouted. 

“This is highly irregular!” said Dr. Wilkins. “But, since you have changed your mind about donating her organs, and I understand your need for closure, I will make all the necessary arrangements to transfer any of your daughter’s unused organs to the funeral home you designate.” 

“We want her now. I don’t trust you.” Mr. Bowers scowled. 

Taken aback, Dr. Wilkins said, “Now that sir, we absolutely cannot do.” Dr. Wilkins leaned close to Mr. Bowers and though he whispered, I was close enough to hear, “We can’t just hand you a brain in a bag! Think of the effect on your wife, sir, seeing something like that. And it’s not even legal.” 

Mr. Bowers calmed down and looked at his wife. He said, “That will be fine.” 

Cathy said from behind me, “I think this is a good time to leave.” I found myself being rolled towards the elevators. Dr. Gordon remained behind. 

*          *          * 

Days went by as I slowly progressed learning how to control my muscles. I could wiggle my toes and fingers. At least twice a day two physical therapy guys would come in and hold me up as they walked me around the room. I hated it. I hated that two people had to hold me up. It made me work harder to force my muscles to work.

As I was moved around, I started noticing things about my body. The shift in weight on my chest as I sat up or lay down was taking some getting used to. 

It was after a walking session and they were moving me back into my bed. The catheter caught on something and the sudden jerk in my privates hurt like hell. “Ow! Stop!” I said in a slightly scruffy female voice. Everyone froze and looked at me. It was the first words I’d said since just before the accident. 

Nancy pulled out her cell phone as she said, “I need to call Dr. Gordon!” Her phone beeped as she punched the buttons. A moment later she said, “Doctor! You must come at once! She spoke!” Another pause, then, “Yes, yes! I’m sure. Okay, I will, doctor. Bye.” 

Nancy practically bounced over to me she was so giddy. “Miss Shepherd, you spoke! Can you try to speak again?” 


I struggled for a moment, then slowly said, “I... I think so.” The voice sounded so alien to me. 

Nancy beamed. “You go, girl!” 

*          *          *
 

“Sam! Hey, great news. I just got a call from Nancy. The girl talked. She actually talked!” Frank Gordon said as he entered Sam Wright’s office in a rush.

Sam turned in his chair to face his colleague. “Talking is pretty complex. What did the subject say?”

Frank shrugged. “Not much. It tired her out. She fell asleep almost immediately according to Nancy.”

Sam rose from his seat and shook Frank’s hand. “That’s certainly more than we expected. I really thought death would have occurred before getting to speech.”

Frank looked annoyed. “I think I have the rejection problem licked. It’d better be licked or we won’t even be able to use this method for spinal cord injuries.”

“Well, let’s keep our fingers crossed the subject will at least beat the old record of three weeks and four days.” Sam said as he sat back down. “That was chimp number three, wasn’t it?”

With agitation in his voice, Frank said, “Sam, we’re not talking about chimps or rats here. We’re talking about a girl. Why do you keep calling her ‘subject’?”

Sam just sat for a moment, staring at Frank. “What are you talking about? That’s not a girl out there. It’s little more than a re-animated cadaver with the brain of a forty-seven-year-old man in its head. I fully expected the subject to be dead by now, living just long enough to prove that that kind of spinal cord surgery is possible. What do you plan on doing with it if it lives? Take it out for dinner and a movie? Adopt it? I mean what?”

“You seem to want her to die!” gasped Frank. “She’s the most exciting, the most promising advancement in medical science since… well, since medicine itself!”

Sam smirked, “Yes Frank, you’re an abso-fucking-lutely brilliant surgeon. They’re going to be talking about you in medical circles for the next hundred years. But what are they going to be saying?”

“You’re making this sound like something sinister. I thought you and I were partners on this whole research project?” said Frank in a puzzled tone.

“We are. But I’m not the hopeless romantic you seem to be. You better hope that toy of yours dies. When it dies, you’ll come out of this looking like the hero who tried desperately to save a life. But hey, even though the experiment was a failure, we at least got out of it a way to treat millions of sufferers of spinal cord and other related nerve injuries.” said Sam with little emotion.

“That’s pretty low, even for a life-long cynic like you.” Frank scolded. “Sorry, but I’m going to do everything in my power to keep that girl alive!” 

*          *          * 


Part 3

*          *          *
 

Despite being in a hospital hallway, Nancy, a few nurses, and Bill, my physical therapist broke out into applause and cheers as I took my first couple of unassisted steps. At the end of two steps, I started to teeter slightly and a nurse reached out to steady me. I waved her off and stood there for a moment, completely on my own.

I looked over at Nancy and she was beaming. “Good girl!” she cried. “Walking in just over four weeks. Outstanding!” She walked up to me and gave me a huge hug. “Excuse me just a moment. I need to call Dr. Gordon.” As she turned around, the ever-present cell phone was against her ear as she sought out a more quiet part of the hall. 

I was beginning to become more accustomed to my new body. I no longer felt weird or disembodied. The shifting of my small, perky breasts when I moved was beginning to feel natural and expected. Sometimes, when I was alone in my room, lying in bed, I’d play with my breasts, amazed at how sensitive they were and how they reacted to touch. The catheter prevented exploring other regions of my body. I was told that if I successfully walked, the catheter would soon be removed. But to be honest, I still wasn’t sure if I could face the complete reality that I was no longer male. 

After two more steps and nearly falling, Bill suggested I sit back down in the wheelchair and take a rest. The four little steps had tired me out and I was ready for a rest. As I was sitting, Dr. Sam Wright entered the hallway, stopped and studied me for a moment before approaching. 

Ignoring me altogether, Dr. Wright said to Bill, “So, how is the subject progressing?” 


Shrugging, Bill said, “She’s doing great, Dr. Wright. She just walked. All on her own.” 

Dr. Wright looked surprised. “Really now? Where’s Nancy?” 

Bill pointed, “She’s around the corner. She’s calling Dr. Gordon.” 

“Ah, of course.” Dr. Wright looked down at me. “So, …” A pained look crossed his face. Straining, he said, “Miss… It looks like you’re making remarkable progress. This is quite a testament to Dr. Gordon’s expertise.” 

“Oh, Dr. Wright! I didn’t know you were over here,” said Nancy as she came back from around the corner. “Did you see her walk?” 

Dr. Wright shook his head. “No, sorry. Is Frank on his way over here?” Nancy nodded. “Good. I’m sure he’ll want to see a demonstration himself. I’ll stick around and watch the show.” 

“He’ll be here shortly. He’s seeing a patient on Six West, but he’s almost finished.” Nancy seemed uneasy around Dr. Wright. She then knelt next to me and took my hand. 

“I’m so proud of you Miss Shepherd.” She looked thoughtful for a moment, then said, “Have you given any thought to what name you would like to use. Calling you ‘Miss Shepherd’ all the time sounds so formal. Unless it’s your desire to be continued to be addressed like that.” 

Since it seemed I might actually live, I had given some thought to picking a name. It was clear I couldn’t stay ‘James’. “What was the name of the girl who donated her body to me?” 

Nancy took a short look at the floor before saying in a low voice, “Stephanie. Her name was Stephanie.” 

“That’s it then.” I said. “I’ll keep my last name and I’ll take her first name.” 


“Are you sure that’s the name you want to use?” asked Nancy. 

“Yeah. She deserves to keep her name.” I said. Then I fell asleep. 

*          *          * 

I was standing, looking out the window of my hospital room when I heard, “Good morning, Stephanie.” I turned around and there was Nancy, standing in the doorway along with a teenage girl I’d never seen before. “Do you mind if we come in?”

Taking a shaky step back towards the bed I said, “No, I don’t mind.” 

“Stephanie, meet Ashley.” Ashley looked a little older than me, but probably not by much. Nancy brought Ashley close to the bed and said, “Ashley is nineteen and a pre-med student at the university.” Ashley had blue eyes and long light brown hair that hung down to the middle of her back. 

Turning towards Ashley, she said, “Ashley, this is Stephanie. She’s fifteen and recently had a brain operation and is having to relearn how to do just about everything. She just started walking a few days ago. I thought it would be very helpful if Stephanie had another girl close to her age come to visit and give her a little girl talk. All she sees anymore are doctors and nurses. Maybe you can help her pick out clothes and show her how to wear make-up, talk about boys and so on.” 

“Sure Dr. Davidson. No problem” said Ashley. To me she said, “Hi Stephanie. How are you?” 

“Doing okay, considering.” I said. I wasn’t sure how much I was going to like this. I understood that this was how Nancy intended to indoctrinate me into this new life I was facing. She’d said I talked too much like a man in his forties. 


Nancy started walking towards the door. “I’ll let you two get acquainted. I’ll be back in about fifteen minutes. 

After Nancy left, I asked Ashley, “So, are you friends with Nancy?” 

Shaking her head, she said, “Yes. Well, not really, sort of. I’m in her psychology class at the university and she asked me if I wanted to help out for extra credit.” 

“She teaches class? I didn’t know that.” Hmmm. She had called Nancy “Doctor.” 

“Oh sure. A lot of the doctors at the hospital also teach or do research at the university.” Ashley paused a moment, then hesitantly asked, while pointing at my head, “Can I ask what happened?” 

I didn’t know how much Nancy had told her. I know Dr. Gordon and Dr. Wright still wanted the nature of my operation kept quiet. Some of the staff around me knew, but most did not. I decided to stick with the truth as far as I could take it and not let the cat out of the bag. So I lied. “I was in a traffic accident. I was given two choices. I could die, or have this operation with less than one percent chance of surviving.” 

Ashley said, “Wow. Not much choice, huh? Do you remember anything?” 

“No. I’ve had to relearn to talk, walk, or even just moving my muscles. I have no memory of being a little girl.” 

Ashley said, “Man! That like, really sucks. I’m happy to help with what I can, though. Do you like movies? Books? TV shows? I have some old magazines like Seventeen, ‘Teen and Elle Girl I can bring up here for you to read if you like.” 

“Sure, bring them over. I could use something to read.” I said. 

“Great! And Dr. Davidson said she was going to get you some make-up so I can show you how to use it. You’ll love that! Make-up is a lot of fun!” 

I forced a smile and said, “Cool. I can’t wait.” 

We talked, or rather I should say, Ashley talked for about ten more minutes before Nancy returned. “Hi girls. How’s everything going?” 

“Just great, Dr. Davidson.” said Ashley. 

I said sincerely, “I’ve really enjoyed Ashley’s visit.” 

Nancy smiled and said, “I’m glad you girls are friends now. Stephanie, I think these visits will help you a lot. And, more good news Stephanie. As soon as you’re able to walk okay, they’re going to move you to a different ward. One that’s not so much like a hospital and you can dress in normal clothes and have a little more freedom to walk around.” 

Ashley glanced at her watch and said, “I’ve got another class to get to. I’ll see you tomorrow, Steph!” And with that, she bounded out into the hallway forcing Dr. Wright and Dr. Gordon to step aside. 

Dr. Wright asked Nancy, “Who is she, and what’s she doing in here?” 

Nancy explained what Ashley was doing. Dr. Gordon nodded his head during Nancy’s explanation, while Dr. Wright frowned. 

Dr. Wright snapped at Nancy, “Who authorized this? What does this have to do with the subject regaining the necessary motor skills and…” 


Dr. Gordon interrupted saying, “Sam, Nancy and I discussed this yesterday. I was going to tell you, but it slipped my mind. Socialization as a teen girl is just as important as developing motor skills.” 

“Frank, normally I’d agree with you. But we don’t know how much time we have left with this subject. We should be using all our available time stress-testing your surgery, not worrying about whether or not the subject knows how to put on eye shadow!” 

Looking horrified, Dr. Gordon exclaimed, “Sam! Don’t talk like this in front of Stephanie! Are you nuts? Let’s discuss this in my office.” 

Disgustedly, Dr. Wright almost shouted, “You’re the one that’s nuts!” Pointing at me he continued, “That’s not a person laying there. That’s two dead people you’ve sewn together! You and I both expected the subject to be dead before four weeks! The longer the subject lives the harder it will be to keep a lid on this. Once word gets out about what we’ve done, instead of Dr. Frank N. Gordon, they’ll be calling you Dr. Frank N. Stein!” 

“I couldn’t care less what they call me! She’s the result of the most radical surgery ever performed. I have a responsibility to her to…” 

Cutting Dr. Gordon off in mid-sentence, Dr. Wright shouted, “You have a responsibility to the folks that funded this little experiment of ours not to let this get out of hand! We’re five million dollars over budget as it is!” 

Before Dr. Gordon could say anything, Nancy shouted, “Doctors! Please! You’re frightening Stephanie!” If there ever was an understatement, that was it. 


“Bah!” spat Dr. Wright. “Why did you give your little pet a name? Dr. Davidson, you should be using the project name of Subject One Twenty-seven. Frank, I’m going to the board about this. You’ve become personally involved and I think we need to shut this project down.” 

Shut it down? Shut it down? What did he mean? Despite an effort not to, I began to cry. I’ve faced down guys shooting at me in the Iraqi sand, but these two doctors arguing were scaring me to death. 

Looking from Dr. Wright, to me and back again, Dr. Gordon said as calmly as he could, “Sam, let’s discuss this in my office. I think it’d be pre-mature to end this project now. We haven’t gotten all data we need yet. Better yet, let’s go take a break over at Starbucks. I’ll buy. Nancy, I’ll give you a call later.” 

As the two doctors left the room, Nancy rushed to me and put her arms around me. Soothingly, she said, “There, there honey. Don’t cry. It’s okay.” 

Still crying, I asked, “What did that one doctor mean by ‘shut this project down’?” 

Nancy hugged me tighter and said, “He’s just upset. Don’t worry, honey. I won’t let anything happen to you. Everything’s going to be okay.” 

From the tone in her voice, I don’t think she believed it herself. 

*          *          * 

The next morning, Dr. Gordon and Nancy entered my room together. I was immediately uncomfortable because both were smiling.

I sat up in bed and said, “Good morning, Nancy, Dr. Gordon.” 

Dr. Gordon waved his hand as if he was brushing something aside and said, “Please, call me Frank. Gather up what belongings you have. We’re moving you to the south campus where it’s not so clinical. We still need to have you somewhere where we can monitor your progress and still get your physical therapy.” 

Nancy said, “And, I gave some money to Ashley and she bought some clothes she thinks you’ll like.” 

“That’s great!” I said. “Does this mean I’m close to being released from the hospital? And what happens to me then?” 

Frank’s smile left as he answered, “That’s what we’re going to have to hash out with the board, the ethics committee and a panel of psychologists. It won’t be any time soon. You’re not at one hundred percent yet and we still have a lot of tests to do first.” 

I took a look around the room that had been my home for over five weeks. “I’m ready. Let’s go.”
  

*          *          * 

“You look great!” Nancy said, stepping back from me to get a better look. I wasn’t wearing anything fancy — just the top and jeans that Ashley had bought for me. It was also the first time I’d worn a bra and panties. The bra was uncomfortable, but Nancy had told me to get used to it since I had to wear one.

“I feel weird. I really don’t think I like this.” I said, pointing to the fact that the top didn’t come all the way down to tuck into the jeans. My midriff was exposed and that felt uncomfortable too. I was always trying to pull it down. 


“You look really cute. In fact…” a knock on the door interrupted Nancy. Opening the door revealed Ashley carrying a make-up case. I was definitely not excited to see that case. I was not looking forward to trying on make-up. 

“Hi guys!” beamed Ashley. She looked me over and said, “Those clothes look good on you, girl. Oh, I forgot to give you this yesterday.” She handed me a dark blue knit cap. 

“Hey Ashley!” I said. “Thanks for the clothes. I like them a lot.” As I took the knit cap I said, “What’s this for?” 

She looked sheepish and said, “It’s to cover up the fact that you have a shaved head.” 

I ran my hand over the buzz cut on my head. It’ll take months before it grows out. I put the cap on my head and struck a pose. Until then I hadn’t noticed how cold my head was. 

Nancy said, “Hey, looks good. Hopefully you’ll have some hair we can comb in a couple of months.” She looked at her watch and said, “Oh! I have a meeting in five minutes. See you girls later.” 

Nancy started to open the door, paused, and then turned around. “Oh! I almost forgot.” She dug around in her purse then pulled out a cell phone. “Here Stephanie. I want you to keep this phone handy. Don’t let the doctors or staff know you have it. Only use it to call the number in the address book. It’s just for emergencies.” Another round of pleasantries and she was gone. 

“I’ve got some time before my next class.” Ashley said. “Wanna makeover?” She started emptying the contents of the make-up bag on the dresser. 

“I don’t want to use up all your make-up, Ash.” I said, hoping to put this ordeal off. 


Ashley turned with a grin and said, “All this is yours. Dr. Davidson gave me some money to buy this as well. I tried to get some really nice stuff.” 

I ran my hand over the assortment of foundation, lipsticks, gloss, and some items I didn’t have a clue as to what they were for. “Wow, thanks! Look at all this stuff.” 

Motioning for me to sit down, Ashley said, “Well, let’s see what it looks like on you.” 

We spent the better part of an hour with Ashley showing me how to wear make-up. In the mirror I saw a typical teenage girl with a burr haircut. 

“You look good!” exclaimed Ashley. “Once you have some hair, you’ll be a real heartbreaker. You’ll have to beat the guys off with a stick!” Gee, I can’t wait. 

*          *          * 

I was sitting there, bored, watching television, when there was a sudden knock on the door, then, Nancy let herself in. She was carrying a gym bag.

“Hi Nancy,” I said. “Is it time already for our session?” 

“Yes. I wanted to know how your visit with Ashley went. And I have something for you.” She opened the gym bag and pulled a cloth case from it. “This is actually part of your therapy.” 

She handed me the case and I opened it cautiously. Inside was a small sewing kit, complete with thread, needles, scissors and other things I wasn’t quite sure what they were. “Aahhh… I don’t know how to sew. Besides, isn’t this kind of a stereotype?” 

Nancy sighed and said, “Well, I knew you would have a negative reaction to it. And yes, it is a stereotype that girls sew. Part of what I’m trying to do is to get you to do things that are traditionally considered ’girl things’. You’re going to be spending the rest of your life as a female. I’m trying to get you into the proper mind-set. Besides, you told me you were bored just watching television.” 


“Actually, I was hoping for a video game system…” I said. 

“There are some girl-oriented games. Hmmm. Anyway, I see you had a makeover! Looks good!” Nancy said sincerely. 

“Thanks” I said sounding peeved. “I get another makeover tomorrow.” 

*          *          * 

Ashley came over every day that week. Sometimes more than once. She brought me some of her clothes she didn’t want any more, magazines, and little things like earrings. She was bound and determined to turn me into a little teen hottie.

Some of the clothes I was very embarrassed to wear, like the extremely short denim skirts. Still, I wore these short skirts on my visits to physical therapy, lab, etc. I think Dr. Gordon was surprised to see me looking more like a girl. I’ll admit it; it gave me a thrill to catch the guys looking at me. Even Dr. Wright seemed to notice that I was a girl and not an ‘it’. 

Thanks to Ashley, I really was starting to feel more comfortable in my skin. And, for all I know, my brain might be getting some re-wiring from the flood of hormones. 

One Thursday morning, I was taking a shower. Nancy was on her way over for our daily meeting. I had a number of questions for her. Suddenly, as I swiped my washcloth from between my legs, I saw that it stained with blood. I looked down and saw a little stream of blood swirling down the drain. Oh my God, I’m dying! I thought. I screamed as I fell out of the shower. 

A nurse had heard the scream and found me lying on the bathroom floor, amid sudsy water and my leg streaked with blood. “Call Dr. Gordon!” I cried. “I think I’m dying!” 

The nurse grabbed a towel and knelt beside me. She took a quick look and asked, “Are you alright, Miss? That was some fall you took.” 

“No, I’m not alright!” I said, as I wiped the blood from my leg onto the palm of my hand and showed it to the nurse. “Just look!” 

The nurse shook her head and said, “Miss, you’re just having a period. Don’t you have any tampons?” 

Nancy then stepped into the doorway and saw me still sprawled on the floor along with the blood. “Steph! What happened? What’s going on?” 

I held up my blood covered hand and said, “I don’t know, you tell me.” 

Nancy knelt down beside me and along with the nurse, started to help me up. Nancy said quietly in my ear so the nurse wouldn’t hear, “Welcome to womanhood, Stephanie. Dr. Gordon will be interested to know you’ve started your period.” 

A short while later, after everything was cleaned up and Nancy and I were alone, I started to put on my make-up. I said to Nancy, “This really bites! Just when I was beginning to think I might like being a girl, this starts!” 

Nancy just shrugged. “It’s all part of becoming a woman, Steph. You’re a young woman now. You’re going to find a lot of things different from what you’re used to.” 

Trying to change the subject as I slid into one of my miniskirts, I said, “Ashley said she’d like to have me come to a slumber party tomorrow night at her apartment on the university campus. She said her and her friends thought I might like it since supposedly I don’t ‘remember’ anything from my childhood. They haven’t had a slumber party since they were all in middle school and thought it’d be fun. What do you think?” 


Nancy looked thoughtful for a moment. “I think it would be good for you to go. However, I’m not sure if Dr. Gordon would want you off hospital premises. I know Dr. Wright wouldn’t. They don’t want you accidentally running into one of Stephanie’s old friends or whatever, since she’s dead.” 

“Is that a yes or a no?” I asked. 

“Let me talk to Dr. Gordon. I’m thinking he might go ahead and OK it.” 

*          *          * 

“Please have a seat, Dr. Davidson.” said Dr. Wright. “Oh, and close the door. Thanks.”

Dr. Gordon turned to Nancy after she was seated. “Doctor, what is your assessment of subject one twenty-seven?”

Nancy straightened herself in the chair and smoothed her skirt before answering. “She’s making excellent progress Dr. Gordon. Her dexterity is surprising. I taught her how to sew this afternoon and after some fumbling initially, she showed remarkable ability and precision. She seems to have full control over her muscles. She can run, jump, catch a ball… just about anything you’d expect a fifteen-year-old girl could do.”

Dr. Gordon nodded, and then asked, “How is the subject developing psychologically?”

Nancy smiled as she looked from Dr. Wright to Dr. Gordon. She said, “Again, remarkable progress in feminization. While she still has quite a bit of male movements, over the past few days she’s starting to show a little more grace in the way she moves her arms and walks. Over the past couple of weeks, I’ve tested her reaction to photographs of attractive males and females. At the start of the study, as expected she showed more reaction to pictures of women. The last study, she showed a significant change to having a positive reaction to pictures of men.”

Shifting his position, Dr. Gordon asked, “In your opinion, when we’re done with our research, will it be possible to release the subject into society and her be successful in a female role?”

Nancy said, “I think so. I mean, since she was born male, it may be impossible for her brain to be completely feminized. She’s started making more progress after I brought in Ashley, a student of mine that I recruited to help on this project. She wore girls’ clothes for the first time this week. And also this week, she learned how to apply make-up. Dr. Wright, I realize you don’t consider that important, but it’s a big step in socialization and acceptance of being female.”

“I appreciate that, Nancy.” said Dr. Wright. “However, we can’t be sure how much time we have with this subject. We’ve never had a subject survive this long before.”

Dr. Gordon started to stand. “Thank you for the update, Dr. Davidson. Excellent work.” 

*          *          * 

It was pure heaven. I closed my eyes and savored the moment. God! It’d been ages since I’d last had a cheeseburger. I took another bite, turned to Ashley, and said with my mouth full, “This is great! Thank you so much!”

Ashley laughed and said, “You’re welcome! You’re always griping to me about the hospital food.” Ashley had shown up with two of her roommates to bring food and to introduce me to Catherine and Melissa. 

I was telling the three visitors about how Dr. Wright had walked right into a closed door when I was on my way to have some tests done. I’d passed by him, wearing one of my shortest skirts, and he had the accident. Just then there was a knock on the door, and Nancy let herself in. 

The girls were still laughing at my story as she entered. “Well, looks like we have a gaggle of giggly girls here.” She looked from girl to girl and stopped when her eyes landed on Ashley. Frowning slightly she said, “You know, Ashley, Stephanie is on a restricted diet and I don’t think cheeseburgers are on it.” 

Ashley looked at the floor, then to me, then lastly to Nancy and said, “I’m sorry Dr. Davidson. I was just trying to help Steph become more like us.” She pointed to herself and two friends. “No offense, Stephanie, but it was just a little creepy when I first met you. Your manner and the way you spoke made me feel like I was talking to my dad, instead of another girl.” 

Nancy said, “Yes, Ashley, you’ve been a big help in getting Stephanie recovering her female personality. But please, ask before doing something like this. There’s going to be some changes coming in the next couple of weeks where it won’t matter anyway, I guess.” 

Everyone looked expectantly at Nancy, but she just said, “I need to talk to Stephanie about it first… alone.” She looked around with a look that told everyone it was time to go. As the three girls were standing up, Nancy added, “Oh, by the way. I talked to Dr. Gordon and as long as you go straight from the hospital to Ashley’s apartment at the university and go nowhere else, you can have your slumber party. He thought that it would be a good idea.” 

“Thanks, Dr. Davidson! I know Stephanie will have fun there.” Ashley said as she gave me a quick hug. They filed out the door and were gone. 

After they left, I said, “Thanks, Nancy, for letting me go to the slumber party. Ashley was very excited about it. I always wanted to spend the night with a half dozen girls… just never thought I’d be one of them.” 

“You’re welcome. Dr. Gordon thought it was a good way to bring you into the world of teen girls. He also said you’ve been causing quite a scene whenever you show up for your examinations. What’s up with that?” 

I laughed. “What? A girl can’t have some fun?” 

“Sure, but tone it down, Okay? Dr. Wright got a nose bleed this afternoon.” 

I giggled and I know I shouldn’t laugh at someone getting hurt, but if there was anyone around who needed a little pain, it was Dr. Wright. I said, “Nancy, what were you talking about earlier? Something about some changes?” 

Nancy sighed. “Well, it all depends on what the board wants to do, but after he’s finished testing you inside and out, Dr. Gordon is considering relocating you out of state with a foster home where you’ll go back to school and re-integrate with society.” 

Shocked, I said, “Foster home? School?! I don’t want to live in a foster home or go to school. I’ve got two degrees for God’s sake! I’ve got…” 

Interrupting me, Nancy said sternly, “You don’t have any degrees any more. James Shepherd is dead. You’re a fifteen-year-old girl with no family with what’s still, and will probably always be mostly a man’s brain. What are you going to do? Try to get a job and live on your own at fifteen? I don’t think so.” 


“Well dammit, I don’t like it!” I said. 

Frowning, Nancy said, “I don’t much care for it myself. I’m quite fond of you and I’d really like to see you grow into a woman. But you can’t stay here in this town. We can’t have you running into friends or family of the “old” Stephanie. And going to school is a great way for socialization.” 

Nancy sat down next to me and gave me a warm hug. “Don’t worry about it. The doctors aren’t through with you yet, and we don’t know what the board will want to do. It’ll all work out.”
  

*          *          * 

I couldn’t believe how excited I was. Not only was I going to my very first (and probably only) slumber party, but I was actually off the hospital campus! I’d been outside since the operation, but today the sky seemed more blue and the clouds fluffier.

It was late afternoon when Nancy pulled the car up to the curb near the row of apartments that passed for student housing at the university. As I jumped out of the car, Nancy took a quick inventory. “Let’s see now, you’ve got your pajamas, tooth brush, sleeping bag, change of clothes…?” 

“Yes, Mommy.” I said sarcastically. 

“We don’t want to forget anything.” Nancy walked up to me and actually gave me a hug. “Have a great time, honey. Don’t forget you have a date with your physical therapist at nine o’clock sharp tomorrow morning.” 

“I won’t forget. Thanks for everything, Nancy.” I said as she climbed back into her car. I watched her drive away. I just stood there for a moment, enjoying the feel of sunlight on my face and the breeze swirling around my legs. I shuddered as I thought about how I was just mere hours away from never being able to have this experience again. I gathered up my stuff and headed for Ashley’s apartment. 

Before I could even open the door, Ashley pulled it open. “Hey girl! Come on in.” Pointing she said, “Just put your sleeping bag there on the floor next to mine. Pizza’s on the way, Melissa’s making popcorn. We’ve rented some movies and in the grand tradition of slumber parties, everyone gets a makeover! You need to meet the guys.” 

I set my stuff down where Ashley had indicated and followed her into the main room where chaos reigned. Five other girls where scattered around, in chairs and on the floor, looking at CD’s and talking. 

Ashley called out to get everyone’s attention, “Hey guys! I want you to meet Stephanie. She’s the girl I’ve been helping at the hospital. Steph, here on the floor is Jenna and Mikki, over on the couch is Michelle and Allison, and the girl in front of the TV is Anna, and you’ve already met Catherine.” 

Feebly, I said “Hi...” 

Ashley said, “Go in the kitchen and help yourself to some popcorn if you want.” She walked away. I stood there for a minute, not really sure what to do. The TV was on, the stereo was playing, girls were talking. There’s a lot more noise than what I’m used to. I headed for the kitchen. 

Melissa was in the kitchen manning the microwave. “Hi Steph. Want some popcorn? Need a soda?” 


“Sure! So this is a slumber party?” 

Melissa smiled and said, “Well, not quite the same as when we were all younger. Before it’d be at one of our houses, with parents around, someone’s little brother trying to mess up the party and we might have some games we’d play outside. We have some games though. Ever played Pictionary or Trivial Pursuit?” 

I had, but I just shrugged and said, “I don’t remember.” Melissa handed me a bowl full of popcorn. 

“Well, they’re fun to play. We have other games and movies. We’ve got all night long.” 

I wandered back to the living room and sat on the floor and started watching the movie. Or rather I tried to watch it. There were several conversations going on at once. Catherine had joined Jenna and Mikki on the floor, looking through a magazine about celebrities. 

Jenna suddenly turned towards me holding the magazine open to one page. “Stephanie, which guy do you think is the cutest? The one on the left or the one on the right?” 

I had seen the young actors before and had considered both of them to be twink boys, and I started to say as much. But I stopped myself. I reminded myself that I needed to start thinking more like a teen girl, especially since I am a teen girl. I was surprised that I really did notice they were both cute. I said, “The one on the right is the cutest!” 

Jenna smiled and said, “You’ve got good taste, Steph! That’s three votes against your one, Mikki.” 

“You guys must be blind!” Mikki protested. 

That pretty much broke the ice. We all started looking through Ashley’s magazine collection, looking at cute guys and laughing at female celebrities’ poor fashion sense. This kept us occupied until the pizza delivery guy knocked on the door. We all rushed the door, laughing and pushing each other. The man delivering the pizza probably didn’t know what to make of our noise, but he never took his eyes off us. 


We all sat down on what was once Ashley’s clean carpet and started munching on the pizza. Ashley put on a new movie, a recent romantic comedy, and everyone settled back to watch it. We would have made it the end of the movie without much interruption if Catherine hadn’t forgotten about the popcorn in the microwave and left it on too long. We opened some windows to try to get the burned smell out of the apartment. 

That’s when Mikki pulled a case out of her bag and announced, “Hey, I think it’s makeover time! Who’s first?” 

Allison called out, “I want to be first!” 

I sat there and watched as several girls were pampered with being made up to look glamorous and having their hair re-arranged all different ways. 

Ashley prodded me from behind and said, “You’re next, Steph!” 

I wasn’t sure about this. I had started wearing make-up, even though I’d pretty much given up on things like eyeliner. It had been days since I’d last poked myself in the eye with my mascara brush. I wore make-up because that’s what everyone expects teen girls to do. But for the life of me, I couldn’t figure out why? Make-up was a lot of trouble. 

I sat down by Mikki’s make-up case, but Ashley said, “Hold on a second. I’ve got something for you, Steph.” She darted off to her bedroom. When she returned, there was something behind her back. 

She said, “Close your eyes.” 

I did and felt my cap being removed and what at first felt like another cap coming down on my head. Then I noticed all the slight tickles of long hairs around my neck. 

Anna said, “That sure makes a difference!” 

“Okay, you can open your eyes.” Ashley said. 

I opened my eyes and Ashley was holding a mirror in front of me. As I had suspected, she had placed a wig on my head. The wig was light brown and cascaded past my shoulders. I stared into the mirror with disbelief. All I could say was, “Wow!” 

Ashley laughed, “See? I told you with your hair back, you’re going to be quite a little heartbreaker.” 

Mikki said, “Let’s get started on your makeover!” 

I have to admit, being fussed over was quite nice. Mikki did my make-up while Ashley combed the wig. Finally Mikki exclaimed, “All done!” 

Catherine said, “Stephanie, you’re beautiful! Maybe you should let Mikki give you make-up tips instead of Ashley!” Ashley whacked Catherine with a throw pillow. 

Still, I just sat there, staring at myself in the mirror. A beautiful young woman stared back at me. I started to weird out from the fact that I was starting to lust after myself. Mikki had done a wonderful job with the make-up. It was the way she’d done my eyes. I was definitely going to have to work on getting eyeliner down better. 

For the next couple of hours, all we did was makeovers. Ashley let me do her make-up and it didn’t turn out too bad. I never would have thought that sitting around playing with hair and make-up would actually be fun. I couldn’t help thinking that guys just don’t know what they’re missing. 

We finally put on our pajamas and Ashley put on a horror movie. It was a good one, but I didn’t find anything scary although the other girls would jump and squeal at the appropriate times. Nothing can match the personal horror of having your brain in a jar and watching your own corpse being rolled out of the room. 

Well into the second movie, Ashley gave me a little nudge and pointed over to Catherine. She was sound asleep. Ashley whispered in my ear, “You never want to be the first one to fall asleep at a slumber party. Follow me.” 

On her hands and knees, Ashley crawled across the floor towards Catherine. The other girls, on the verge of going to sleep themselves giggled softly as Ashley slowly pulled Catherine’s bra out from under her sleeping bag. She slowly got up and gestured for me to follow. We walked into the kitchen and up to the sink. Ashley rinsed the bra with tap water then opened the freezer door of the fridge and tossed the bra inside. 

We laid back down on our sleeping bags to finish watching the movies. Just while we were in the kitchen, Mikki had zonked out. By the time the movie ended, no one was watching anymore.
  

*          *          * 

I was eating breakfast in front of the television when Ashley’s phone rang. She answered it in the kitchen and I just heard a muffled version of her side of the conversation. When she emerged from the kitchen, she didn’t look happy.

“Sorry, Steph.” she said. “I got you in trouble. It’s almost nine-thirty. You had an examination scheduled for nine o’clock. Sorry I forgot to remind you. Dr. Davidson is not happy. She’s getting chewed out by those two doctors. I’ll bring your stuff over later. We need to leave now!” 

“Crap! I forgot about it too! It’s not your fault.” I was enjoying just being normal and being with friends for once. I was tired of being a science project. I pulled off my wig and tossed with my stuff and put the knit cap back on my head. 

As we got into Ashley’s car, I said, “Don’t take me back to my room. Drop me off at the front of the hospital. It’s closer to the labs.” It only took a few minutes of driving to arrive at the hospital. The university and hospital campuses are only separated by a freeway. 

When she pulled up in front of the hospital, I gave Ashley a big hug as I said, “Thank you for the slumber party! I had a great time. I hope we can do something like that again.” 

Smiling, Ashley said, “I’d love to. See ya later!” 

I rushed through the front doors and quickly decided to cut through outpatient registration as it was a more direct route. I’d gotten in trouble before for running down the halls, so I was just walking quickly as I rounded a corner. Coming from the other direction was a middle-aged woman and I guess her husband. I tried to stop, but bumped into them anyway. 

The woman looked at her husband as he helped steady her and said, “Darn kids! I told you I didn’t want to come back to this hospital!” 

“I’m sorry!” I said. “It’s my fault I wasn’t looking where I was going.” 

At the sound of my voice, the woman suddenly stopped complaining and she started staring at me, eyes big as saucers. She started screeching, “Oh my God! Stephanie! My God it’s Stephanie!!” She reached out for me and grabbed my arm. I struggled to get away. 

“Ma’am, let go of me! I said I was sorry!” I said as I tried to pull my arm free of her grasp. Did she just call me ‘Stephanie’? 

The man gasped, “Holy shit! It is Stephanie!” He stared at me with total shock on his face. “They told us you were dead! What the hell is going on here?” 

“Oh fuck!” I cried as I suddenly realized these people were the dead girl’s parents. Several of the staff started to gather around, but not sure what to do. 

The woman dropped to her knees and grabbed me around the waist, burying her face into my stomach. Crying uncontrollably she said, “My precious Stephanie! You’re alive! They told us you were dead!” 

The man held my arm, touching me as if to see if I was real. “Don’t you recognize us? What have they done to you? What terrible things…?” 

A guy from security bounded up and in a stern voice said, “Let the girl go and back away.” 

The man snapped, “Fuck off, asshole! This is our daughter. One of your quacks here told us she was dead.” 

As if on cue, Dr. Wilkins arrived at the scene. “Oh, great heavens! This can’t be!” 

The man suddenly let go of me and clasped his large hand around Dr. Wilkins’ throat. “You bastard! Why did you lie about my daughter? What in hell is going on here?” 

The two cops that usually hang out around the emergency room came running up, arriving almost at the same time as both Dr. Gordon and Dr. Wright. I just stood there, stunned to be the center of such a traumatic scene. 

Putting his hand up to his mouth as if to shield himself from some horror, Dr. Wright said, “Oh, fuck no! This ruins everything!” 


The police officers separated Dr. Wilkins from the man’s hands. Dr. Wilkins held his throat as he coughed and sputtered a moment. One cop continued to restrain the man as the other cop started pulling the woman away from me. 

Sitting on the floor, the woman screamed, “My baby! Don’t take me from my baby! My baby! Stephanie, please!” 

I backed away a few feet. “I’m sorry. I’m not your daughter.” I wanted to run, but instead, I just stood there, shaking. 

Dr. Gordon stepped up and though obviously dismayed said, “Mr. and Mrs. Bowers, please calm down. I’ll try to explain to you what’s going on.” 

Through clenched teeth, Dr. Wright said close to Dr. Gordon’s ear, “Frank! No. Don’t tell them what we did! It’ll kill the project! We’ve worked too hard… Frank…” 

Ignoring Sam, Frank stepped closer and said calmly, “Sir, you must understand, this is not your daughter. I…” 

“Fuck you!” cried Mr. Bowers. “I know my own goddamned daughter when I see her!” Looking frantically around the room, he shouted, “Is there anyone in this damned hospital who can tell me the truth about what the hell is going on here?” 

Sucking in a deep breath, Dr. Gordon said, “I know this is going to be difficult, Mr. Bowers, but you must understand. Yes, this is your daughter’s physical body. But this is no longer your daughter.” 

“Frank, no!” called Dr. Wright. 

His face twisted in a puzzled look, Mr. Bowers asked “What are you talking about? Of course that’s my daughter!” Mrs. Bowers sat on the floor and continued to wail. 


Talking slowly, Dr. Gordon continued, “Your daughter was declared brain-dead. She was completely beyond any medical treatment to resuscitate. All that was your daughter, died, though her body continued to function normally. The night before, there was a terrible car accident. The victim’s body was so badly mangled, we had no idea why he hadn’t died instantly.” 

Mr. Bowers just stood there with his mouth hanging open, not at all sure where Dr. Gordon’s story was taking all this. Nancy finally arrived and stood behind me, holding my hand. 

Dr. Gordon continued, “My colleague and I have spent the past several years researching possible techniques in … in…” He swallowed hard. “… In transferring a living brain from one host to another.” 

*          *          * 

“The top story this hour, maybe the whole week on Global News Network comes to us from Houston, Texas where Science Fiction and Horror movies have combined with real life.” smiled the vacant talking head on the television screen. “Live from Houston, Robert Cherry has this report. Robert?” 

“Goddammit Frank! Why in God’s name did you tell them everything? Now the story is out. The project is ruined!” Sam yelled.

“Thank you, Barry.” Robert Cherry said somberly. “I’m here at the Ferris-Baxtor medical research hospital in Houston. As you know, a story here that sounds so… well fantastic and, well…  frankly, so disturbing, that it’s hard to believe. The story centers on a young girl, whose doctors at the hospital claims to have removed her… ahem… uh… brain, and replaced it with a brain from a male car accident victim. Neither the name of the girl, nor of the… uh, brain donor is being released at this time.”

“Sam, what would you have me do? How else was I going to explain away the fact they saw their dead daughter walking around?” Frank asked with despair in his voice.

“I don’t know, Frank. You could have tried lying for once.” 

*          *          * 

I just sat on the end of my bed and cried. I had managed to torpedo everything. Both doctors were very upset with me, and they were very upset with Nancy her letting me go off-campus. Nancy wasn’t happy with me either. I apologized until I was blue in the face, but it didn’t seem to make any difference.

There was a sudden knock on the door. Reluctantly, I walked over and opened the door. There stood Ashley with her arms full of my stuff I’d left over at her apartment. 

“Hi Ashl…” I started to say, but was cut off short by my stuff suddenly landing on my face. 

“Here’s your shit, asshole!” snapped Ashley. “You lied to me! I thought I was helping a girl to re-discover herself. Not some… some… freak!” She spun on her heel and ran down the hallway, crying. With my eyes tearing up, I bent down and started picking up the stuff Ashley had thrown at me. 

*          *          * 

It was a very uncomfortable afternoon. The staff that knew from the beginning who and what I was offered condolences for being discovered. The staff that didn’t know, offered everything from puzzled looks, to disgust, and a few, anger.

There was a knock on the door and then Nancy entered the room. She sat on the bed next to me and put an arm around me and held me close. “Oh, sweetie. I’m so sorry this had to happen.” 

Through cries, I said, “Everyone is treating me like some kind of monster. I watched some of the news. I’m the world’s biggest freak! Why, Nancy? Why did her parents have to be there? I was finally getting comfortable with who I am. I mean, look at me! Am I acting like a man in his late forties?” 

Giving me another hug, Nancy said, “No, hon. You’re acting like a scared little girl. You’re no longer James Shepherd.” She paused a moment, then said as a tear rolled down her cheek, “They won’t let anyone talk to the press. I wanted to tell them how well you’ve adapted to your new role. How you were becoming a normal teenage girl. But I can’t… I’ll lose my job here and at the university. I…” 

The door suddenly slammed open and Dr. Gordon stormed inside. “Dr. Davidson, you may leave now. I need to talk to Mr. Shepherd in private.” 

Nancy hesitated, looking from me to Dr. Gordon and back. 

Dr. Gordon turned toward Nancy and sounding really pissed off, said, “Go! Now.” He hesitated then added sarcastically, “Please.” 

As she headed for the door, Nancy said to me, “I’ll be back in a few minutes to check on you.” 

When the door closed, Dr. Gordon, obviously irritated, said, “Mr. Shepherd, do you have any idea of the magnitude of the project that made… well, made you possible? Any idea of the costs? All the time I’ve spent researching and experimenting?” 

I shrugged and said, “I have absolutely no idea.” 

“Well Mr. Shepherd, because you had to act like a teenage girl and go to a slumber party and be late for your lab session, you may have thrown all that time and effort into the toilet! If you had been where you were supposed to have been, you and the girl’s parents would never have crossed paths.” Dr. Gordon paused, then asked, “Do you know why we are almost eight million dollars over budget, Mr. Shepherd?” 

I shook my head. 

Dr. Gordon raised his voice as he said, “It’s because you are still alive! We only budgeted for five weeks post op because none of our subjects had ever lived much past three weeks.” 

Shocked, I said, “But I remember you telling me before the operation that you wouldn’t even attempt this if you didn’t think you had a chance for success!” 

Dr. Gordon shrugged and said, “It all depends on how you measure success. The operation was a success the moment you verified that you could control various parts of your body, like moving an arm or making a fist. Everything after that has been gravy. We only needed to prove that my surgical techniques for splicing spinal cords was a viable method of spinal cord repair. That’s all my backers were paying for." 


He looked harassed. "I’ve had to repeatedly go to the board to convince them to keep funding your project because of the rich opportunities in researching human behavior as well as a long term stress test of the surgery. They agreed to more funding for two more months — enough time for you to reach a point where we could get as much data as possible before we placed you with a family and closed the project, but only as long as the full depth of the project remained quiet. I made keeping you alive a priority.” 

I started to thank him for all that when he continued, “And I realize now that was a serious mistake.” 

“What do you mean, a mistake?!” I said, horrified at the suggestion that me being alive was a problem. 

“Yes, a mistake. You were a time bomb. I couldn’t see it, but Sam could. There was no way the story could be contained. I had no idea of the implications of a long-term successful brain-transplant.” Dr. Gordon was starting to pace back and forth. 

“You don’t want success? Why do a brain-transplant if you don’t want it to succeed?” I asked. 

“I wanted to do something dramatic to illustrate what we could now do. What’s more dramatic than transferring a living brain to another host? The complexities are staggering. But something always goes wrong given time. The body rejects the brain, or the brain can’t regulate parts of the host body automatically. Potential problems are endless. We honestly didn’t expect you to live more than a few weeks…” His voice trailed away as he became lost in thought. 

“Doc, I…” I started to say. 

Frank turned toward me with a sudden viciousness, “Do you have any fucking idea of the problems you have caused by being alive?! Now that the story has broke, the reporters present during the operation have broken their non-disclosure agreements feeling betrayed at not getting the scoop.” He paused a moment as if not sure of what to say next. 

He stepped closer to me and began yelling, “We have been getting calls from every freak on the planet since the story went public! Men wanting to be put into female bodies. Women wanting men’s bodies. Black people wanting white bodies and white people wanting black bodies. Adults wanting to be children. Old people wanting anything young. I’ve even had some people want their brains placed in animal bodies. This list goes on and on.” 

He paused a moment, turning away from me. “God damn it! This isn’t what this program was to be about! I was trying to get people out of wheelchairs, not run a used-body dealership. Think of the implications… people being murdered because they have popular bodies is just one.” He sat down on the bed and put his head in his hands. “All this shit because you didn’t have the decency to just die.” 

“I’m not apologizing for being alive.” I said flatly. “I did nothing more than accept one small chance to live.” 

Without saying another word, Dr. Gordon got up and stormed out of my room. 

*          *          * 

“Yesterday was a bad day,” Nancy said unnecessarily. “I know Dr. Gordon was upset, but I still can’t believe he said all those things to you.”

“Just because I didn’t die I’m the bad guy.” I said. My eyes were red from crying. I found myself not able to control my emotions like I used to. “I didn’t ask to have my brain transferred. I didn’t ask to be a teenage girl. How is it my fault?” 

“It’s not, hon. It’s not your fault. He was just angry. Doctors have huge egos and he discovered that playing God doesn’t make you God.” Nancy stood up. “I have to go for now. You’ll be okay. I talked to Ashley and she’s okay with who you are now. She should be over later this morning. Take care.” 

I sat in my little room all alone. I felt like a scared little girl. 

*          *          * 


A group of people filed into a secluded university meeting room. Six took seats on a raised floor with a long desk, nameplates and microphones placed at each seat. The rest took seats throughout the room.

Once everyone was seated, a man, Taylor Cromwell, seated at the center of the desk, said, “We’ve called this emergency board meeting to discuss how we should proceed now that we seem to have lost control over our… project. It is the feeling of the board that it was a mistake to authorize an extension of the project that attempted to prepare the subject for insertion back into society. The original plan to terminate the project at five weeks should have been followed. Doctors Gordon and Davidson made quite passionate pleas on how valuable the research on following the subject back into society would be. The board regrets now not following Dr. Wright’s assertion that that option was too risky.

“As we all know, this has gotten a lot of play in the press, which has caused quite a stir around the world. If we don’t shut this down immediately, the implications are enormous. Not only will Dr. Gordon be distracted from using his technique to correct spinal injuries and giving us our return on our investment, but the social and economic upheavals will be incalculable.

“So, doctors, what do you propose we do?”

All three doctors stood before the board. Dr. Sam Wright spoke first. He said, “Mr. Cromwell, members of the board, senator, your honor… it is my opinion the project should be shut down immediately and deemed ultimately a failure. Brain transfer surgery must be shown to be inordinately costly with life expectancy being only three to six weeks. We need a law immediately making this type of surgery illegal as well as an international ban. The AMA should rule this type of surgery unethical.”

Frank cleared his throat and said, “I concur with Dr. Wright.”

All eyes turned to Nancy. She hesitated a second before answering. Then finally she said, “I agree that there must be an international moratorium on this type of surgery. The potential social upheaval alone would warrant that. We must do everything possible to discourage others from attempting to copy this procedure for brain transfers. The current subject should be relocated immediately and given a new identity so she may live the remainder of her life in peace.”

Before Cromwell could say anything, Dr. Wright spoke up. “I believe that would be too risky. The entire project must be terminated.”

Another board member, Douglas Sweeny, a retired federal judge, said, “What are you suggesting? We must be careful about the legal standing, should our decision today become public.”

Sam said, “Your honor, the subject is a composite of two individuals who have been legally declared dead. Both individuals donated their tissues and organs upon death to the university. These tissues are merely property of the university. I would suggest that such a composite individual would have no rights under the law, just as other university property has no legal rights.”

Cromwell said, “You may be seated now.”

Nancy shouted, “No! I disagree! The subject is a healthy teenage girl, who is finally coming to terms with who she is. She should be given protection and relocated.”

“The risk is too high. You may be seated Dr. Davidson.” Sweeny said sternly. Nancy just stood there, looking shocked. “You may be seated!” 

*          *          * 

I jumped when there was a sudden knock on the door. I had been sitting on the bed, lost in thought. Nancy hadn’t come back by this morning and that wasn’t like her. I slid off the bed and walked toward the door as the knocking repeated.

“Oh, hey Ashley. This is a surprise. I thought you hated me.” I said as I opened the door. I stepped aside to let her enter the room. 

As I closed the door, Ashley said, “Hey, Steph. I wanted to apologize for the way I acted. I had a long talk with Dr. Davidson. She told me all about the operation and that you were in an accident and all. Now I know why you seemed kinda weird when I first met you.” 

“I’m afraid I’m probably still kinda weird.” I said grimly as we both sat down. 

“No, not at all!” disagreed Ashley. “Now… well, now you’re just like any other girl I know. In fact, I…” She paused a moment, then asked, “What’s that sound? Do you hear that?” 

At first I didn’t hear anything, and then I heard a faint sound coming from my dresser. “The phone Nancy gave me!” I exclaimed. I jumped off the bed, and then jerked the drawer open. The ringing was much louder. 

I pushed a button on the phone and said, “Hello?” 

“This is Nancy. Shhh… no, listen… listen very carefully. You have to get out of there. You need to leave now!” 


A cold shock plunged down my spine. “Why? What’s going on?” 

“Is there anyone there with you?” Nancy asked. 

“Ashley’s here.” I said nervously. 

“Great. Hand the phone over to her for a moment. Gather up a few items to take with you, but you must leave immediately! They’re going to kill you.” Nancy said, barely keeping her voice steady. 

I gulped. “No fucking way! They can’t do that!” 

Nancy said, “Yes they can. You’ve been declared a composite person and as such you’re just property of the university. You have no legal rights. Hand me over to Ash, now!” 

Ashley looked puzzled as I handed her the phone. I grabbed my gym bag and stuffed some underwear and another shirt into it. In the back of the drawer was the wig Ashley had given me. I grabbed it and stuffed it in the bag as well. 

Ashley’s eyes went wide as I heard her say, “Yes ma’am… Yeah, some… uh… oh God!... Yes… We’re leaving now!” She clicked off the phone. 

I was about to close the bag, when I looked over at the top of the dresser at some personal items. “No”, I thought to myself. “Those aren’t necessary items. Leave them.” I started to zip up the bag, and then paused, reached up and slid several items of make-up into the bag anyway. 

“Let’s go!” cried Ashley. “Nancy said they’ll probably send someone down to detain you right away. Don’t run until we get outside.” 

We hurried, but still walked, toward the exit. It felt as if every eye was on us as we headed for the outside door. We had no idea if we had minutes or just seconds to leave the premises before they discovered we had left. 


The moment we hit the door we both broke out into a run. I hadn’t run this hard and this fast since high school. We almost knocked a couple of people down as we sprinted past them. I wasn’t too worried about attracting undue attention from running. Most people expect teen girls to do something silly anyway. 

We jumped into Ashley’s car and I wasn’t even seated before the engine roared into life. With a chirp of tires, Ashley sped out of the parking lot. 

“Careful!” I said. “We don’t want to attract the cops!” 

“I know. I know! I’m watching it.” Ashley said through clenched teeth. “I need to stop at an ATM before getting you to the bus station. Nancy asked me to give you some money and all I have is twenty dollars.” The car sailed through a yellow light. 

I kept glancing behind us expecting to see … what? Would they call the cops on me? The marines? Where am I going to go? If the amount of power and money behind this project was even close to what I suspected, it won’t be long before a nation-wide dragnet is called. And I’m sure I’ll be classified as dangerous in the hope the cops will do their dirty work for them. 

Maybe that’s the plan? Maybe Nancy wasn’t warning me, but was setting me up for the kill instead? No, I couldn’t believe Nancy would betray me. I had to believe that. Where was I going to hide? 

Ashley pulled into the only ATM she knew of between the hospital and the bus station. There was a car in front of us. The person in the car had their door open and was leaning out of the car, holding their glasses up so they could read the screen. Ashley began to seethe behind the wheel. 

“Come on, come on!” she shouted. The windows were rolled up, so I doubt the person could hear. “Hurry up you fucking moron!” Ashley slapped the steering wheel, her hair falling wildly across her face. The person finally finished punching buttons and a few moments later they started fishing for their cash. Ashley edged her car up closer. 

The car moved forward and Ashley slid to a stop by the ATM. She shoved in her card and frantically punched the buttons. As the machine clicked away as it selected the bills to dispense, Ashley mumbled quickly, “Come on, come on, come on…” 

Tires squealing and jumping a curb, Ashley sped out of the ATM. As we headed for the bus station, Ashley handed me a wad of bills. “Here’s three hundred dollars. It’s all the ATM would let me take out.” I stuffed the money into a pocket on the side of the gym bag. 

We bounced into the parking lot of the bus terminal. Ashley didn’t bother to park. “Look girl, Dr. Davidson told me to drop you off and then hurry back to my apartment as quickly as possible. It’ll be the first place they’ll look for you. If I’m there, maybe I can stall them a few more minutes.” Ashley gave me a huge hug. “I’ll miss you, Steph. But go! Hurry! And don’t let the bastards catch you!” She practically shoved me out of the car. 

“Bye, Ash. Thanks for every…” With a roar of the engine, she was gone. 

I just stood there for a few moments, dazed. I thought to myself, “Focus! Focus! You don’t know how much time you have!” They had to know I was missing by now. I’m sure they sent someone down to get me, oblivious to the fact they would have been leading me to my execution. 

I trotted into the bus station. I looked around and noticed only a few people in the station. A bus was parked outside and people were boarding it. I looked at the board inside the ticket office. A bus was leaving in five minutes. That was good and bad. A bus was leaving soon, but a lot could happen in five minutes. I didn’t care where the bus was going. 


I bought a ticket for the bus that was about to leave and headed for the exit. I paused outside the bus for a moment to listen. I couldn’t hear any police sirens. Maybe they weren’t as well organized as I had feared. I climbed into the bus. 

As I entered the bus, I noticed it was largely empty. I walked towards the back and picked an empty row and took the window seat. I glanced around and directly across from me was a teen girl not much older than myself, listening to her device on her earbuds. 

I sat there staring out the window, anxious for the bus to leave. As it finally started rolling, the girl across from me called out, “Hey, girl. Yeah, you. You’re running away, aren’t you?” She smiled a knowing smile. 

“Pardon?” 

“You’re running away, right?” 

Frowning, I asked, “What makes you say that?” 

She leaned back against the window and said, “Because I’ve run away a bunch of times too.” She gestured with her hand in an obvious “come here” motion. 

I moved over to the seat next to her hoping she wasn’t just some weirdo. It bothered me that she knew I was running away from something. Was it that obvious? “You’re right, I’m running away.” 

She giggled. “I knew it! I’ve run away a lot. They always catch me though. But then, I wanted them to.” 

“Well, I definitely don’t want to be caught.” I sighed. The bus was stopped at a traffic light. Another ten to fifteen minutes and we should be on the freeway. The bus seemed to be rolling through molasses. 


There was a sudden blare of a police siren from behind. I looked out the side of the bus and saw a police car beside us with a cop waving the bus driver to the side of the road. A bolt of dread flushed through me. I started shaking and muttering, “Oh God, oh God, oh God, oh God…” 

The girl said, “Hey, like, what’s wrong?” 

“I got to get off this bus!” I whispered to her. “I can’t let the police find me.” 

“Oh, get real.” scoffed the girl. “They wouldn’t be after you.” 

The bus continued on, the driver trying to find a good place to park. I was trapped and I felt panic setting in. 

“Oh, yes they are. Oh God-God-God-God-God…” I had to get a hold of myself. I’ve been in tight spots before. 

The bus was coming to a stop. The girl asked, “You’re in that much trouble, huh?” 

I ducked under the seat. “Oh, yeah. You don’t know the half of it.” My voice squeaked. 

The girl suddenly pulled her shirt off. “Give me your top!” she whispered excitedly. “Now!” 

I hesitated, and then did as she asked. She quickly took my top and handed me hers. “Put mine on.” she said as she slipped my top on. After I put it on, she grabbed my knit cap. “Give me your hat!” She quickly stuffed her hair up in the cap. 

“What are you doing?” I asked, even though I had an idea. 

“I don’t know why, but I’m going to help you. You seem awfully scared about getting caught. I’ve been in trouble before, so I don’t care.” I looked out the window and two cops were approaching the bus on the door side. “Maybe my parents will notice me now, huh?” She winked. 

She grabbed me by the shirt. “Don’t waste this chance, girl. Wait until I distract them before you leave the bus. Run the other way. What’s your name? Quick!” 

“It’s Stephanie… Stephanie Shepherd.” I said, breathing hard. 

“When they catch me, that’s who I’ll say I am.” She pushed me out of the way and ran towards the front of the bus, just as the driver was opening the door for the cops. She caught the officer by surprise and the force of her leap from the bus knocked him down. I heard her yell as she ran off, “You’ll never catch me!” 

I watched from inside the bus as the cop got back on his feet and gave chase. The other cop hesitated, and then started to run after them after shouting to the bus driver to remain here. People in the bus were starting to talk among themselves and started to get out of their seats, blocking my path. 

I took my only chance and ran. The bus driver yelled, “Hey! You!” But I was out the door in seconds, and running the opposite direction. I ducked down an alley and ran. I backtracked my way to the bus station. There was a police car at the station. Even after they caught the strange girl, the police were unlikely to stand down their watch until her identity was verified. She got me off the bus and bought me some time. 

I hid in the alley within spitting distance of the bus station and sat down and opened my gym bag. I took off my shirt and pulled out a different one. I’d been seen in the girl’s shirt and it felt like a target on my back. I also pulled out the wig and put it on the best I could. I checked my appearance in my compact’s mirror. The wig looked pretty decent. 

There was no point in going back to the bus station to buy another ticket. The cops were still watching. I was only a few blocks from the freeway on ramp, so I headed in that direction. 


After what seemed forever, I finally arrived at a little shopping center near an overpass on Interstate 10. There was a McDonald’s nearby, so I made a quick run to it and headed for the restroom. 

I checked my reflection in the mirror. I needed to make myself look more presentable. Despite the overwhelming desire to run, I took the time to fix my make-up and comb my wig. When I was satisfied that I didn’t look quite so scruffy, I quickly left the building and headed across the street to a large gas station. 

I spotted a guy, nicely dressed gassing up his SUV. The license plate bracket had the name of an Austin car dealership. As I got closer, I noticed a wedding ring. I took a chance. 

“Excuse me, sir” I said to the man as I approached, trying to sound sweet and innocent. 

The man turned and looked me up and down and said, “Yes, miss?” 

I started to tear up as I said, “I’ve lost my purse and now I can’t buy a bus ticket back to Austin. I really hate to ask, but is there any way you can take me there? You can just drop me off at the mall downtown?” 

“You mean the Highland Mall?” he asked. I had no idea, but I nodded. He said, “I don’t normally pick up strangers on the highway. You can’t be too careful these days.” 

I said, starting to cry, “I understand completely, mister. But I have to get to back to Austin today.” I sat down on the concrete island the pump was mounted on. “I don’t know what I’m going to do!” I put my head in my hands and began crying. 

The pump clicked off as the tank was filled. The man hesitated, and then said, “Gee, miss. I’d love to help. I just never pick up strangers. I…” I continued crying. He continued, “I… how do I know you’re not going to rob me?” 


I looked up at him with mascara running down my cheeks. “I just want to go home!” I cried. 

He stood there, shuffling his feet, looking at me, and then looking at the freeway. Finally, he said, “Ahh… what the hell. You seem like a nice girl.” I hope this guy never meets a con artist. 

“Oh thank you!” I gushed. “Thank you so much! Let me run to the restroom. I’ll hurry. I promise.” I made a quick run to the station. I wanted to make a call, but I didn’t want my ride to get cold feet and drive away. 

I ran into the women’s restroom and wiped the black streaks from under my eyes, and made another quick repair to my make-up. I pulled out Nancy’s cell phone and selected the number she told me to call. She answered quickly. 

“Nancy, it’s me!” I whispered unnecessarily into the phone. 

“Steph? Oh, thank God!” she almost screamed. “Don’t tell me where you are. I’m just glad you’re safe.” 

“I just wanted to let you know that so far, I’m okay. Also, there’s a girl who’s going to need some help getting out of trouble.” I said. 

“A girl? What girl?” asked Nancy, puzzled. 

“A girl helped me escape the cops. I’m sure she’s in big trouble, but I don’t know her name.” I said, looking at my watch. 

“I’ll find out and I promise I’ll try to help her. The board is not happy right now. They suspect I tipped you off, so they don’t let me in on their meetings anymore.” 

“I need to go. I’ll be in touch.” I disconnected from the call. 

I ran back outside, and there was the SUV, engine idling. My stomach was churning as I approached the vehicle. The guy could be a pervert, or a sicko, or a politician or some other slime ball. I had to take the chance, though. I opened the door and climbed inside. 


“Ready?” the man asked. I nodded as he slid the transmission into drive and the vehicle started to roll. In a few minutes I’d finally be out of Houston. Austin was only an hour or so away, so I’m sure they’ll look there too. Where was I going to hide? 

As we got up on the freeway, the guy kept looking at me and smiling nervously, which only made me more nervous. I didn’t know where I was going to go, or what I was going to do. 

I’m sure I would think of something. 

*          *          * 


Part 4

*          *          *

“Be seated, Dr. Davidson.”

Dr. Nancy Davidson walked hesitantly in the darkened room to the single chair facing a group sitting behind a long table on a raised dais.  She smoothed the front of her skirt, brought her knees together and primly sat down. She tried to look relaxed, but instead was obviously very nervous.

The man with the name plate of Taylor Cromwell in front of him, leaned forward and said, “Thank you for coming on such short notice, Dr. Davidson. There have been a few, well, events that have transpired and the Board feels that you, since you were closest to subject one twenty-seven, that you might be able to help us to evaluate our current circumstance.”

Dr. Davidson’s expression clouded as she said in a clear voice that surprised even her, “I do not know the whereabouts of Stephanie Shepherd. That’s her name. She’s a human being, not some growth in a Petri dish. And I will not help you kill her.”

Another man at the table, Douglas Sweeny, leaned forward on his arms, his hands clasped tightly before him and in a heavy Texas accent said, “Dr. Davidson, I admit that in all my years on the bench I never had to deal with the concept of a composite person. This subject may resemble a teenage girl, but quite frankly, doctor, reanimated dead tissue, like a fugitive from some grade B horror movie cannot and will not be considered anything other than donated, dead tissue. And doctor, that subject is inherently unstable and is now threatening the lives of innocent citizens!”

Dr. Davidson moved as if she was about to stand and said, “She’s not unstable and she’s definitely not a threat to anyone!”

Taylor Cromwell said, “Just this afternoon, doctor, the subject endangered the life of a young girl, a runaway, by forcing the girl to swap clothes so the police would mistake her for the subject. It wasn’t until this girl was brought to the hospital that Dr. Wright discovered she wasn’t the subject. The girl was traumatized and had to be sedated and is still resting in the hospital.”

Dr. Davidson said, “I seriously doubt that Stephanie would force…”

Cromwell interrupted and harshly said, “Were you there, Dr. Davidson? Until just now, you weren’t even aware this had occurred.” He paused a moment to study Dr. Davidson’s face.  “Or perhaps maybe you were.”

“You just told me, Mr. Cromwell,” said Dr. Davidson with an irritated voice.

“Don’t ever take up playing Poker, doctor,” said Cromwell. “Your facial expression betrayed you.”

Dr. Davidson stood up and with her body tensing, said, “Why am I here? I will not help you track down and murder Stephanie.”

Speaking for the first time, Senator Harlson motioned with his hand and said in a raspy voice, “Sit down, doctor. Please. Now, Dr. Davidson, I represent a group of, well, investors who have put up a lot of money on this project. Many have a personal interest in the success of this research. And while they were at first ecstatic about the news of how well this subject performed, they were appalled when news of a successful brain transplant found its way into the press. You must help bring this story to an end. Do you really want to destroy a stellar career over some freak of nature? Something akin to a zombie?”

Dr. Davidson stood back up and said, “Stephanie is not a freak or a zombie, senator. She’s a pretty, fifteen-year-old girl, full of life who…”

Cromwell again interrupted, almost shouting, said, “The subject is the brain of a dead middle-aged male Iraqi War veteran placed inside the body of a brain-dead fifteen-year-old girl. The subject is a monster and the board would never have approved this combination if the subject was expected to survive!”

Dr. Davidson walked up to the long table and placed both her fists, knuckles down on the surface before Taylor Cromwell and said, “Well, Stephanie did survive. Regardless of how she got here, she’s her own person now. Are you really willing to soil your hands with the blood of a young girl?”

Cromwell sneered as he said, “Do you think, Dr. Davidson, that this is the first time we have eliminated an inconvenience?”

*         *          *

It was already getting dark as I walked hurriedly across the mall parking lot after being dropped off by a stranger in a SUV who was obviously relieved to have me leave his vehicle. It was a warm evening, which was good since I was going to be spending the night somewhere outside.  My money was limited and a motel seemed like an extravagance I just couldn’t afford. 

Fortunately, I was approaching the mall from its rear and ditched my bag into a nearby dumpster.  I figured it was safe there for a while and then I wouldn’t have to carry it around inside the mall with me.

After entering the mall, I walked up to the directory to see where the food court was. Until just then, I hadn’t realized just how hungry I was.  I also needed to get a few new items of clothing. The map showed me where I needed to go, so I quickly, but not so quickly as to draw attention to myself, headed in the specified direction.

As I passed by an electronics store, a display with TVs caught my attention. I couldn’t hear, but I didn’t really need to. Splashed on the screen was my face. Along the bottom scrolled the words, “Escaped mental patient. Considered extremely dangerous. Notify authorities immediately if sighted.”  I looked around nervously and then hurried on my way.

I avoided eye contact with people I passed on the way to the food court. Most people don’t usually pay attention anyway. I sat down at a table with my greasy, tasteless burger and over-cooked fries and considered my options.  I frowned as I concluded that my options were pretty thin.

An annoyingly pleasant female voice blurted over the mall’s speaker system, “The mall will be closing in fifteen minutes.  Thank you for shopping with us!”

I wolfed down the rest of the burger in a few bites. I needed to get as far from Houston as possible.  Right now, just being an hour or so away wasn’t quite enough.  I definitely needed a new look.  I downed my drink and started to get up from the table.  Fifteen minutes should be just enough time to get a boy’s shirt and jeans.  After all, they’re looking for a girl.

A kid bumped my shoulder and without sounding too sincere said, “Excuse me.”  He took a few more steps before turning back to face me.  He said, “You look familiar. Do I know you?”

I didn’t have time for a doofus, but I said, “I doubt it.  And that’s a really bad line.”  I started to move past him.

“No, seriously,” he said.  “You look so familiar. Are you in my English class?”

Frowning, I pushed past him and said, “No. Sorry. I don’t mean to be rude, but I’ve never laid eyes on you before.  Excuse me.  I really need to be going.”  I rushed past him and he started to say something, but he was already behind me.

Nobody seemed in a rush to leave, but some stores were already pulling down the metal grate that closes off the store from the main hallway. I spotted a clothing store and darted into it. This was where growing up male was going to be to my advantage. I didn’t need hours to look and try on shirts and pants until I found those perfect clothes. Instead, I went straight to the teen boys section, picked out a t-shirt and a regular button shirt that seemed to be about the right size and a then a pair of boy’s jeans. I did wish I had time to try them on, but I did a quick estimate of the size and headed for the checkout. With the buzz cut from the surgery and the boy’s clothes, I might pass for a boy. I just needed to find a place to change and stow my wig away.

I exited the mall and stepped out into the cooling night air. Several people, mostly high schoolers, were hanging around the entrance. Now came the big question. What was I going to do for the night? My money wouldn’t last long if I spent the night in a motel, even a cheap one. Sleeping in an alley somewhere didn’t seem very safe or comfortable. I looked at the city lights that seemed to indicate a downtown area.  I took a deep breath and started walking across the parking lot.  I retrieved my bag from the dumpster and started heading towards downtown.

I really didn’t have a plan of action. I just felt that a dense urban area would afford more places to hide than the largely residential area around the mall. I was walking along a brightly lit sidewalk on a busy street. I felt really exposed, but a girl my age skulking through dark alleys didn’t seem very wise either.

I was walking through a small, neighborhood shopping area when I noticed a pick-up truck rolling slowly past me. Even though it was only around ten o’clock or so, it was a fairly low traffic area and the truck was pretty noticeable. The truck stopped at the red light. Suddenly the backup lights came on and I heard the engine rev up as the truck lurched in reverse. A shock of fear flashed down my spine and I darted into the shadows between two buildings.

As I stepped into the glare of a security light illuminating an alley and back parking lot of the businesses, I heard the truck’s tires chirp to a stop. I ran past a couple dumpsters and crouched down in the shadow of a recessed entry way. I heard the engine rev up again and another squeal of tires as the truck accelerated away.

I crouched in the shadows for a minute. The truck must have driven away. Even though I do need to be cautious as a lone teen girl fugitive, I also needed to be on the alert for thugs looking for a female to sexually assault.

Crouched in the darkness of the entry way, I listened intently, but could only hear the ambient noises of the city.  I stepped into the light and started towards the alley to head back to the street when the pickup truck roared through the alley and slid to a stop in front of me, tires squalling.

“Oh shit!” I said under my breath as two rather large men started to climb out of the truck.  The one nearest me moved immediately to block my escape. I tossed my bag at him and tried to run past him.  He just brushed the bag aside and lunged for me and managed to catch my arm.

“Hey, sweetie!” said the man who caught my arm.  “Where are you off to in such a hurry?”  His grip was tight and it was hurting my arm.  He looked at me curiously for a second then reached over with his free hand and jerked my wig off.  With a chuckle, he held my wig up and said, “Look, Charlie. She ain’t got no hair!”

Charlie, the other man, walked up to me and grinned stupidly.  He looked me over and then at the bag on the ground. “Hey Billy.  Looks like we found a runaway.” He looked over at Billy and said, “We like runaways, don’t we Billy?”  It was obvious both men had been drinking alcohol.

I jerked my arm trying to free it from Billy’s grasp.  Billy grinned and said, “Oh come on, sweetie. Come with us. We’ll take you off the street and you can party with us. We got booze and drugs…”

Charlie laughed, unzipped his pants and pulled out his penis.  Laughing he said, “And we got something else you’ll love.”

Billy laughed and said, “Sweetie, I got one too!”  Still gripping my arm, he started unzipping his pants as well. 

I had to distract him. Though no one else was around, I looked past him, smiled and shouted, “Over here!”  Billy frowned and started to turn to look behind him.  That’s when I spun, bringing my free hand up to slam my palm upwards under his nose.

Billy howled with pain and let go of my arm to hold his face, blood gushing between his fingers. And in a sudden, fluid movement, with the athletic body of a cheerleader responding perfectly to my old self-defense training, I crouched and swung my leg in an arc and brought my leg behind the knee of Charlie’s leg causing him to topple backwards.

I stood up and ran for my bag.  Just as I picked it up, the man I brought down shouted, “Not so fast, bitch!”  I spun around to see Charlie regaining his feet, but leveling a semi-auto pistol at me.  “You ain’t going nowhere bitch until I get a little pussy.”

As I stood there staring at the pistol in Charlie’s hand and trying to figure out my next move, Charlie’s unbuttoned pants slipped to his knees.  He glanced down for just a moment.  I threw my bag at his head and then rushed towards him.  I knew the bag wouldn’t hurt him, but it did distract him long enough for me to rush in to him.

Charlie was still confused by being hit in the face with my bag and my mad rush towards him. I grabbed his arm that he held the gun with, turned and using his weight against him, pulled him over my shoulder and tossed him to the ground where he landed flat on his back with a loud grunt. The gun slipped from his grasp and clattered to the asphalt. I kicked him as hard as I could to the side of his head. I kicked his head again for good measure, kicked him in the stomach and finally a hard kick to his groin. Needless to say I was pissed.

I picked up the pistol and stood over Charlie for a few moments, shaking and pointing the gun at his head.  Fear had finally caught up with me as I realized just how close I had come to being raped by these clowns. I tightened my finger on the trigger. No one would miss this jerk.  Still shaking and chilled by a sudden sweat, I lowered the gun and frowned.  A quick glance showed that he was still breathing.

I ran over to where Billy was still sitting, leaning back against the wheel of their truck.  He was still holding his nose, his hands and face covered in blood. He looked up at me, then to the gun in my hand.

“Please…” whined Billy.

I tossed the pistol up, grabbed it by the barrel and raised my arm.  As I arced the butt of the gun down to Billy’s head, I said, “You’ve been owned by a girl!” Billy slumped unconscious to the ground.

I was suddenly overcome by emotion as I began shaking again and this time had tears welling up in my eyes. I wiped my eyes and stiffened my back.  Aloud I said, “I don’t have time for this shit.”  Any moment, a cop or another car might happen by. The area was illuminated by a security light.

I slipped the gun into my pants behind my back and walked over the pickup truck. There was an unlocked tool box lying across the bed of the truck.  I smiled as I saw the zip ties and duct tape in the tool box. There were several oily red shop rags in the box as well.  I took those items out and placed them on the ground.

I quickly tied Charlie’s and Billy’s hands and feet with the zip ties.  I stuffed the rags into their mouths and used the duct tape to secure the rags, making sure I didn’t cover their noses.  As much as I found myself despising both these men, I didn’t want to become a murderer.

I took their wallets and found they each had over two hundred dollars on them.  The credit cards were worthless to me, but I thanked their unconscious forms for their contribution to my cause as I pocketed the money.  With great difficulty, I dragged them as quickly as I could out of the light and behind a dumpster.  I put on Charlie’s Cummins Diesel cap, changed into one of my boy shirts and climbed into the truck. The key was still in the ignition.  I fired up the truck and leisurely drove away.

I stopped at a nearby 7-11 store and topped off the tank. I had to pay for the gas in person but I hoped I passed well enough for a guy. I got directions back to the interstate and shortly thereafter was cruising towards Dallas. I was hoping to arrive well before Charlie and Billy were discovered and report their truck being stolen.

*          *          *

I parked Charlie’s truck at some place called Spring Creek Barbeque in Richardson, and then took a cab to Stonebriar Mall in Frisco.  A mall always seems like a good place for a teen to melt into the background. I decided to spend the day there and decide on a course of action later. I found a locker to rent to stow my gear.  I was still trying to pass myself off as a boy. I slid Charlie’s gun into my pants’ waistband in the back, and hoped my jacket would cover it. 

I casually wandered from store to store looking at whatever they had to sell and mingling with other teens. While winding my way through the mall, I was torn between two states of mind. I was enjoying taking some time to relax, confident that my pursuers would have no clue where I was. But by the same token, I knew that any moment, someone might recognize me from the constant blitz of my picture on the news channels. I needed a plan, but I also needed some space to breathe.

I darted into an arcade when I saw two police officers approaching.  I moved quickly, but I hoped it wasn’t too quickly.  There was a large group of teenagers, a mix of boys and girls congregated in front of the arcade.  The officers stopped just outside the arcade.  I turned my back, but stayed close so I could hear anything they said.

The older, dark haired officer said, “Okay guys. Break it up. You all know you’re not supposed to block the hallway.”

Someone said, “We’re not blocking anything!”

The cop stretched his neck and looked around the crowd of kids and said, “And who is it that wants to be banned from the mall for a month?”  The crowd dispersed, although they seemed to block more of the hall than they had been.

The blond cop raised what looked like an eight by ten photo and said, “Before y’all leave, take a look at this picture.  Has anyone seen this girl?”

A girl giggled and said, “Yeah.  On TV.”  There was a sprinkle of laughing.

The dark haired cop said, “Look.  There’s no reason to believe she’s here in the Dallas area.  In fact, authorities feel confident she’s headed to South Carolina where she’s from.  But if you do see her, please, please call us.”

A boy in the crowd said, “Who is she?  What did she do?”

Another boy said, “Man, she’s hot!”

The blond cop said, “If you see her, don’t approach her.  She’s mentally unstable and considered dangerous.  Her name is Stephanie Shepherd and all we know is that the FBI wants her for questioning.  They’re also afraid she might hurt herself or someone else.”

The dark haired cop stepped into the arcade and stood within a foot of me.  I gritted my teeth and forced myself to remain calm and not run away.  I watched a kid play one of the games.

The cop stood right next to me and pointed at the game and said, “Oh yeah. I love this game.” I glanced over at him, flashed a quick smile and nodded.  He stood there for a full minute before finally walking away with his partner. I sucked in a lungful of air. I didn’t realize I’d been holding my breath. I stood there and watched the police officers get further on their way.

I stood there a moment watching a kid play a video game.  I glanced around and thought I saw a teen boy looking at me inquisitively.  He looked away when I looked in his direction.  Maybe he was trying to figure out what I was.  I was dressed as a boy and my hair is short, but I can’t really hide my shaped brows.

After I was sure the cops were gone, I realized I hadn’t eaten all day.  I decided I’d make my way to the food court, get something quick, and then maybe hitch a ride on some west bound truck.

I was going to get fat if I didn’t stop eating like this. I had just placed my order for two greasy slices of pepperoni pizza at the food court when I noticed that same kid I’d seen hanging around the arcade.  He had been staring at me and now I was getting alarmed.  I paid for my pizza and when I turned around again he was gone.  I took my pizza slices and soda and found a table where I could have a good view of the area around the food court.

I closed my eyes as I took a bite of the pizza.  I was starved and while it was hardly the best pizza I’d ever eaten, it still tasted like heaven.  When I opened my eyes, I saw one of the cops from earlier staring at me and glancing back to the picture he was carrying.  He pulled the microphone from its holder on his shoulder and spoke into it.  My heart stopped when he started to walk in my direction, his hand resting on his service pistol’s holster.

Suddenly, two girls ran up into the food court, and each picked up an empty tray from a nearby table.  They tossed the trays at the cop while yelling “Oink! Oink!” Giggling, they ran past the cop, one brushing against him knocking him off balance.  The cop turned his attention to the two girls as they ran away.

In my ear, a young voice whispered, “Come with me if you want to live!” I turned to see the kid that had been stalking me.  Grinning he said, “I always wanted to say that!”  He held out his hand and said, “Serious! Let’s go!”

Grabbing my hand, he practically jerked me from the table. We ran down a hallway opposite from where the cop watched the two girls, hesitating on chasing them. The kid led me down an adjacent hall that led from the main hallway to the outside.  He glanced quickly around and then he pulled me through the parking lot.

I tried to stop running, and nearly fell as the kid continued to pull me.  I shouted, “Stop! Let go of me!”

“Not yet,” was all he said, breathing heavily from running.  “We can’t be seen.” His grip was strong, my girl muscles being no match for this wiry, muscled boy.

A few seconds later, I could tell that I was being led to a van that was in a bad need of not only a wash, but a new paint job.  In my mind flashed the fear of being raped by some street gang.  The boy jerked the door on the side of the van open and a guy in the van grabbed me and pulled me inside.  The boy followed and quickly slammed the door shut.

A male voice from behind me said, “You don’t look so dangerous.”

I spun around and quickly pulled the gun from the back of my pants and holding it with both hands, pointed it straight at the nose of a twenty-something man, with long, unkempt dark brown hair and equally scruffy beard.

With a wry smile, he said, “But then, again, I could be wrong…”

*          *          *


Part 5

*          *          *

“Keep your hands where I can see them!” I hissed as I continued to point my gun at the stranger’s nose.

The man slowly raised his hands, still giving me a slight smile.  He said, “Yes, ma’am.”

Wild eyed, I said, “Tell me what the hell is going on!”

The young man, staring intently into my eyes said, “Put the gun down. We need to talk.”

“Oh no,” I said, holding the gun steady in both hands.  “I want to know what’s going on.”

“Put the gun down, bitch!” I felt something hard push into the back of my head.  “I said put it down. Now!”  What I perceived to be the barrel of a gun was pushed into the back of my head.  It hurt.

I slowly set the gun down on the van’s floor. The young man with the long hair quickly grabbed it.  Oddly, he didn’t point it at me.  He just grinned at me.  The person who had put a gun to the back of my head moved quickly around me and crouched next to the long haired guy.  He kept his gun trained onto me.

The young man reached over and set his hand on top of the other’s gun and pushed it down. “Put your gun down, bro. We’re all friends here.”

The van door suddenly opened and the two girls who had distracted the cop quickly piled inside.  One of the girls said, “Oh good, Boss. She’s safe.”

The young man looked behind him quickly at the two girls.  He said, “Are you sure you weren’t followed?”

One of the girls spread her arms in a broad gesture and said, “What? Are you serious?  Pfft.”

The young man relaxed and said, “Okay y’all. Let’s all just settle down. Guys we have a very important guest with us.”

Tired, I sat on the van floor and said, “Will someone please tell me what is going on?”

The young man smiled and with a nod of his head said, “Gary Treadway at your service, ma’am.  I think it’s safe to assume you’re Stephanie Shepherd, correct?”

I hesitated before answering.  I had no idea if these were street criminals, or bounty hunters or just thrill seekers.

“Why should I tell you?” I said. “I know there’s a bounty on that girl.”

Gary laughed.  He said, “Girl, we’re not interested in any rewards. We’re not going to the cops.  There’s a bounty on my head and Joey’s here.” He pointed to the boy who had poked me in the back of my head with his gun.  He saw my expression and added, “Not for anything like murder. To keep our operation going, we’ve had to… um… make certain, unauthorized appropriations.”

“You steal,” I said sternly.

Gary shrugged and with a sheepish expression said, “If you want to be crude about it, yes.  Look. I recognized you from the zillions of pictures the government is throwing on newspapers, TV, and there’s talk about you on the radio. I can’t imagine what a little fifteen-year-old girl could have done to become Public Enemy number one.  I knew I had to get you off the street.”

“Just out of the goodness of your heart. Yeah right,” I said with more than a bit of sarcasm dripping from the words.

Gary shifted his seating position and said, “Well, yeah. I don’t care why they’re after you. You don’t seem like the killer type to me.”

“I’m not,” I said flatly.

Joey piped up and said, “The feds are saying you killed a runaway in Houston after stealing her identity.”

“Oh my God!” I exclaimed.  “I hope she’s not dead. If she is, the people after me did it.  She took my hat and we swapped shirts. She distracted the cops for me. That’s all.”

Gary got up to a crouch and maneuvered past me.  He said, “See? I knew that was a false charge.  We have to get out of this parking lot.  Let’s get back to home.”

I said, “Look. I got to get out of here. I’ve been spotted. And I need to get my stuff from a locker in the mall.”

Gary said as he climbed into the driver’s seat, “They’ll be searching cars in the parking lot in a few minutes so we have to leave. You’ll be safe with us for a day or two as we figure out what to do with you.  The mall is too hot right now. I’ll send someone over later to get your stuff.”

Gary started the van’s engine and he unhurriedly drove the van out of the parking lot and up onto a freeway.

*          *          *

“You brought a fugitive from the Federal government here?  Is that wise?”

“Chill, dude,” said Gary. “They were going to nab her. I had to act.”

We were standing in a large room in an abandoned office building. There were a dozen or more kids lying around, reading, sleeping or watching TV.

Gary turned to me and said, “Welcome to what we like to call the Nest. We move periodically when the electricity finally gets shut off.  We’ve been lucky here so far. Stephanie, I’d like you to meet my second in command, my nervous friend Pete.  Pete, this is Stephanie Shepherd.”

Pete said, “I know who she is. I don’t think it’s a good idea to bring her here! She’ll bring the feds down on us!”  Pete looked younger than Gary. Maybe around eighteen or so.

Gary said, “Joey, can you bring our guest something to eat?  Some of that stew?” He turned to Pete and said, “I couldn’t leave her there. Not long after I noticed her, the police spotted her. We had to get her out.”

Pete said, “I think she needs to go soon. Like tomorrow.”

Gary pulled a chair out from a table and sat down, pointing at another chair indicating he wanted me to sit.  He said, “This is a big city. They don’t know where she went. I agree she can’t stay long. I doubt she wants to.”

Fuming, Pete said, “You only picked her up because she’s hot.”

Frowning, Gary said, “She’s fifteen, Pete. Knock it off.”

Pete scowled at Gary for a moment and walked away silently, sat on the floor and started watching TV.

Looking around, I said, “So.  What is all this exactly?”

Gary smiled at me and said, “It’s kind of a home for wayward kids. Runaways mostly. I find these kids on the streets and bring them here where they have food and a place to sleep and it buys them time. They don’t get caught up in drugs, or prostitution or committing major crimes.  After a while, they cool off, realize that maybe running away wasn’t the solution and go back home. There’s a smaller core of us that have no home to go back to, so we stay. I try to give them survival skills and keep things organized.”

I laughed and said, “You fancy yourself as a modern day Fagin do you?”

Gary laughed and said, “Maybe. Look. We don’t allow drugs here. We’re not a criminal organization. We’re not a fencing operation. We do occasionally have to take something that technically doesn’t belong to us and sell it so we can get food and other necessities. We mainly stay under the radar.”

I said, “I’m not trying to judge you and I’m grateful to be off the street. You have no idea what I’ve been through. But wouldn’t most of these kids be better off if you handed them to the police?”

Gary shrugged and said, “And get them sent back to the abusers they ran away from? Some of these kids have some pretty terrible horror stories. But to your point, I’m not an idiot. Some kids I pull off the street so they don’t meet up with pimps and dealers first. Some I hand over to charities.  Some I take to the police station. The rest stay with me until they figure out what they want to do. And if someone needs moved out of the country, I’m part of an underground railroad.”

I said, “I guess in a way that’s commendable to help out runaways. Many won’t survive being on the streets.”  Joey set a bowl of stew on the table.  It smelled good. I took a taste and while not the best I’ve eaten, it certainly hit the spot. After wolfing down a few bites, I said, “You seem like a smart guy though. I’m sure you could do better than playing nursemaid to a bunch of dislocated teenagers.”

Gary frowned and said, “Life has dealt me a pretty rotten hand, Stephanie. The police raided the wrong home one night and killed my parents. I was put into an abusive foster home where I ran away.  I’ve lived on the streets. I’ve been in jail a few times, juvie before that. I started doing this, feeling that it might lead to redemption. But you know what? The Universe doesn’t give a shit. There’s no cosmic balance sheet. So now I run this place because I really don’t want to see kids ending up like me. I can’t save them all.”

I frowned and looked into my bowl of stew. I said, “I’m sorry. But one of these days you’ll have to grow up.”

Gary smiled at me and shook his head.  He said, “And by the way, you’re welcome for keeping you out of the hands of the authorities.”

I stopped eating and looked into Gary’s eyes and said, sincerely, “Hey, look. I’m sorry. I’ve only recently become a criminal. And your friend is right. For your own good, I need to be on my way as soon as possible.”

Nodding, Gary said, “We’ll get you on your way as soon as we can. I have a couple of guys getting your stuff from the mall right now. I’ll have to contact a group I work with in Colorado. They’ll get you to Canada.”

Squinting at Gary, I said, “Why would I want to go to Canada?”

Gary shrugged and said, “You’re red hot right now.  You should get out of the country.  Once in Canada, you take a tramp steamer to Hong Kong or Australia, something like that and lay low for a while.”

Talking with my mouth full, I said, “That might not be a bad idea, but booking passage, even on a tramp steamer isn’t all that cheap.”

Gary said, “True. But the Colorado group has deeper pockets than I do. They specialize in moving political refugees.”

“Thanks,” I said. “But why are you helping me?”

Pete said in a quiet voice from where he was sitting, “It’s because you’re hot. A real looker.  Simple as that.”

Gary grinned sheepishly and said, “Okay. That’s partly the reason.  But I have to ask. Why are they after you?  What crime did you commit?”

I finished off the stew and said, “I survived.”

*          *          *

“Anyone have any good news for me,” asked Taylor Cromwell leaning on the surface of the desk in front of him.

Senator Harlson cleared his throat and looked back and forth along the line of people seated at the long table in the darkened room.  He said, “Police in the town of Frisco, which is just north of Dallas made positive identification of the subject one twenty-seven.”

Taylor Cromwell sat bolt upright and growled, “They saw her, but didn’t apprehend her? How in hell could they not catch her?”

Clearing his throat again, the senator said, “She had help. Some other kids deliberately caused a distraction during which the subject managed an escape.”

Mr. Cromwell scowled for a moment.  He looked over at Nancy Davidson and said, “What are you smiling about, Dr. Davidson?  Do you know where she is?”

Dr. Davidson’s smile widened as she said, “No. No I don’t. I wouldn’t tell you if I did. I’m just fascinated that Stephanie wasn’t expected to live and now she’s been able to survive and evade capture. You have to give her credit.”

Douglas Sweeny stood up and gestured at Dr. Davidson and said, “Doctor. We give this monster nothing. Let me remind you that subject one twenty-seven is to be treated the same as an outbreak. This thing is a public health issue. All of us, including yourself is liable should this loose experiment causes any public harm. It must be brought back to the lab and destroyed.”

Dr. Davidson laughed.  She said, “Do you listen to yourselves? This isn’t some disease that’s escaped the lab. You can’t catch a brain transplant! This is not a monster. We’re talking about a fifteen-year-old girl who is probably scared out of her mind and just wants to be left alone.”

Frowning, Mr. Cromwell said, “The Board disagrees with your assessment, doctor. Since you refuse to cooperate with us, you leave us no choice but to terminate our contract with you. We advise you not to violate your non-disclosure agreement.  Now good day, Dr. Davidson.”

Dr. Davidson stood up and said, exasperation in her voice, “You’re throwing me out? I can’t leave. Someone has to be an advocate for this girl.”

Setting his jaw, Taylor Cromwell said, “Good day, doctor.”  He picked up a phone receiver and said, “Security.”

*          *          *

I awoke to bright sunlight streaming through the dirty windows of the abandoned office building.  I squinted in the light and looked around. It looked fairly late in the morning. A few people were milling around in small groups. A lot of the people I’d seen the previous night were gone.

I pulled the blanket from me as I sat up. I don’t remember going to bed.  Sitting at a table at the far end of the room were Gary and Pete. They were having an animated discussion about something. I looked under the blanket to make sure I still had clothes on and then stood up.

I was unsteady at first, but managed to walk over to the table.  Both Gary and Pete stopped talking and looked at me as I approached.  I held up three fingers and said, “I just have three questions. What time is it? How long did I sleep? And is there a restroom I can use?”

Gary smiled at me and said, “It’s one thirty in the afternoon. You slept something like fifteen hours and the restroom is out that door, turn right, fourth door on the left.”

I rubbed my eyes and said, “Fifteen hours? Really? Why didn’t you wake me up?”

“How long has it been since you’ve had any real sleep?” asked Gary.

“What month is it?” I said as I yawned expansively.

Gary chuckled.

“No. I’m serious,” I said. “Anyway, I gotta take a major piss.  I’ll be right back.”

I stumbled out into the hall, still groggy from sleeping so long. I found the restroom and noticed I was alone. I relaxed as the restroom door closed behind me. This is the first time in some time that I’ve been alone and not running.  It felt good.

While the urge to go was becoming overwhelming, I took a look at myself in the mirror. My God. I looked awful. My hair was coming in and needed washing really bad. I wanted my wig.  I also needed a shower really bad as well. My face was dirty with some small cuts. I leaned into the mirror closely. In a raspy voice, I said aloud, “Good God, girl. You could use a little make-up.”

I grunted a laugh as I turned to enter one of the stalls. With everything going on and all the police looking for me and it’s make-up I think about.

As I was about to leave the restroom, my cell phone rang.  I stop in my tracks. Do I answer this? Nancy is the only one with my number. Could it be a trap?  I pulled the phone from my pocket.  The battery is almost shot. The caller id says simply “Nancy”.

I take a deep breath, pressed the button to accept the call and said, “Hello?”

“Steph!” exclaimed Nancy Davidson in my ear. “Are you safe?”

“Nancy! I’m glad to hear from you,” I exclaimed. “I worried that something had happened to you. But is it safe for you to call me?”

“I’m using a throwaway phone,” said Nancy. “Look. The reason I called is to tell you that you must make every effort to hide. They know you’re in Frisco. I’ve been removed from the board so I won’t know what they know any longer.”

In a sullen voice, I said, “Yeah. I got spotted by a cop in the mall here. I’m sorry.”

“It’s not your fault, sweetie,” said Nancy. “They have your picture everywhere. Look. You need to get away from there. Don’t try to fly or take a bus or even a train. You have to stay under the radar. Get to Canada or Mexico.”

“Thanks,” I said. “I’ll probably head out today or possibly tomorrow. I have met some friends…”

“Don’t trust anyone, Steph,” said Nancy. “You never know who’s working for whom.”

“I trust you, Nancy,” I said starting to feel depressed.  “I have to trust somebody sometime.”

“Just be careful, Stephanie,” said Nancy. “I need to go. I’ll try to call you again in a few days.  Stay safe.”

“I will,” I said and Nancy clicked off a moment later.

*          *          *

“You’re getting very hot,” said Joey. He was listening through headphones from a police radio they had jacked from a police car that afternoon in broad daylight. They had set the car on fire to cover their theft. I looked over at one of the windows, but the sun had set a couple of hours ago and it was pitch black outside.

A girl sitting on the floor next to me said in a scared voice, “You need to leave. Now. You’re going to bring the police down on us.  I can’t go back home. I just can’t.”

I was seated at the table with Gary and Pete and eating some soup. I said, “Setting a police car on fire isn’t exactly being stealthy.”

The girl folded her arms and said, “That was Joey.”

Joey looked up from the radio and said, “Hey, Gary told me to!”

Pete said, “She’s right though.  Your little girlfriend here has to leave.”

I set my spoon down and said, “I’m not his girlfriend! And I’m well aware that I can’t stay.”

Gary said, “Hey. I’ve been working on a plan all afternoon. Later tonight, I’ll hotwire a car parked on the street behind these buildings and I’ll drive her down to Jal, New Mexico. I have a buddy there I trust that can get her to the group in Colorado.  It’s kinda roundabout, but we can’t do anything directly.”

Pete said, “I can hold down the fort here while you’re away, no problem.”

“Then we leave before sunrise,” said Gary. “I suggest we all get some sleep…”

“Oh shit!” exclaimed Joey.  “They spotted one of the girls that distracted the cops yesterday. From the description, I think it’s Aimee.  The cops are trailing her here!”

Gary stood up and said, “Well shit. That changes our plans. Steph, you need to go now. Get your stuff.”

Suddenly worried, I said, “How far away are they?”

Joey looked thoughtful for a moment and then said, “She’s on foot and the street they spotted her on is about fifteen minutes away.”

Gary said, “Pete. You need to take Steph to Colorado any way you can. You know where the safe house is in Pueblo, right?”

Pete stood up and said, “I’ve been there a couple of times. But why me?”

Gary frowned and said, “I need to greet the cops and delay them.  Everyone needs to leave anyway and go to the backup house.  I’ll come get everyone after it’s safe.”

Feeling tired and more than a bit scared, I picked up my bag of stuff.  Everyone went running from the building. Joey unplugged the radio from the car battery and ran from the building as well.

Gary said, “Pete. Go out the back way and down to that big parking lot.  Hotwire a car and get out of here. Just don’t attract any attention.”

Pete scowled at me and snarled, “I knew you were going to be trouble. Get your shit and let’s go.”

I was already holding my bag.  I said, “If you’re waiting on me, you’re wasting time. Lead the way.”

Gary gave me a hug and said, “Stay safe.”

Gary and Pete just gave each other some meaningful look as they shook hands. Pete said curtly, “Let’s go.” Without waiting to see if I was following, he darted down the hall after grabbing some long flat rod lying on the floor.

I ran down the darkened hallway after him.  We bolted through a few doors and quickly found ourselves outside in the darkness.  A few security lights lit the side of the building.

Pete said, “If Joey was right, Aimee and the cops will be coming from that direction. So let’s go this way to get to the parking lot.”

I followed Pete through a long dark alley, worried I’d trip over something, like a garbage bag or a drunk.  We crossed an empty street and across a vacant lot with a few scattered trees. I was glad to have Pete leading me.  There was no way I’d go into those dark trees by myself.

In the dark, we came up to a wooden fence that was in bad need of repair. At one point, there were a few pickets missing that provided a gap large enough for us to step through. On the other side of the fence was the parking lot Gary had mentioned. One feeble light in the middle of the lot seemed to increase the gloom rather than dispel it.

Pete stood there in the lot for a moment, scanning around.  Mostly to himself, he said, “Ah, that car over there.”  He then ran over to it.

When we got to the car, Pete ran the long flat tool he’d taken and slid it down the car’s driver side window. After a couple of moments of moving the bar around, there was a click and Pete opened the car door.

I whispered, “Why this car? It looks like junk.”

Pete said, “It’s an older car. Won’t have an alarm. Plus, maybe nobody will miss it. Toss your stuff in the back seat.” He clicked something to unlock the other doors and I tossed my stuff in the back.

“Before I hotwire this puppy, let me check something,” Pete said as he slid into the driver’s seat.  He opened the panel on the console between the front seats. He exclaimed, “Ah yes. I love stupid people.  Spare set of keys in the car. Get in.”  He placed his unlocking tool in the back seat, put the key in the ignition and started the engine.

Putting the car in drive and leaving the parking lot, Pete said, “There’s a 7-11 a couple of blocks up. Try to hide your face while we’re there getting gas. After filling up, we should be able to make it to Lubbock where we’ll probably change cars.”

“How long is that from here?” I asked, my nerves getting frayed.

Pete shrugged as he drove the car up to a gas pump.  He said, “Roughly four or five hours give or take.  It’s a long way across Texas. I suggest you sleep.”

Pete got out of the car to go inside to pay for the gas. I just sat there and listened to the car radio.  I felt my stomach tie up in knots. Did we get away in time? Will we be able to get out of town before the cops spot us?

Would I even make it to the next sunrise?  I closed my eyes and cried.

*          *          *


Part 6

*          *          *

I hadn’t kept my eyes closed for very long. Maybe about the length of two songs played on the radio. When I opened them, I almost had a heart attack. A police car pulled up to the front of the 7-11 just as Pete had started to exit the convenience store.  I scrunched down in my seat, but kept a steady watch on the police car.

A cop got out of the car and said, “Sir? Can I have a second?”

Pete froze, but as he’s probably been surprised by cops before, he maintained his cool.  He said, “Of course, officer.”

The cop walked calmly up to Pete and lifted some kind of paper in front of him. The cop said, “Have you seen this girl?  It’s important we find her.”

Pete held his chin while he studied the photo.  He nodded and pointed back to where we’d just come from. He said, “Yes. I recognize her. I saw her near that old office complex just a couple of blocks from here.”

The cop nodded and said, “Thank you for your assistance.”  To someone still in the police car, he said, “Let’s go, Al.”

Pete just stood motionless in front of the 7-11 as the police car quickly pulled away.  He then quickly walked over to me and the car.  He handed me a bag with a couple of sodas and some beef jerky.

“Take this,” said Pete. “We need to get this puppy filled up and fast.”

“Why did you send them back towards Gary?” I asked through the car window.

As Pete lifted the lever to start the gas flowing, he said, “Gary will keep them busy. He might still get arrested, but he’s very good at deflecting cops’ attention. It’s a talent of his.”

It was probably less than two minutes before the pump finally shut off. It felt like a million years. I kept watching down the street the cops had driven towards.  Any moment I expected black helicopters and an armada of police vehicles rushing towards us. Pete remained calm as he replaced the nozzle and got into the car.

As Pete started the car, he said, “It’s midnight, we have a full tank of gas and we’re on a mission from God.”

I grunted and said, “We’re not wearing sunglasses.”

Pete shrugged as he drove the car out of the parking lot. He said, “Nobody’s perfect.”

In a few minutes, we were on a highway heading for Lubbock.  There was little traffic out, which I thought was going to make us obvious.

I said, “Shouldn’t we be on a busier highway?  We’re going to stick out aren’t we?”

Pete shrugged.  He’d been silent since leaving the 7-11. He said, “At this hour, there’s not a lot of traffic anywhere. Gary was going to take the long way down I-20 and then over to Jal, New Mexico and then up to Colorado.  Talk about a long drive.  But it’s counter intuitive.  If anyone is watching, they’ll think you’re heading for Mexico, but then you turn and head north instead.  We’ll hit New Mexico at Clovis and then up as it’s faster.  Time is no longer a luxury for us.”

I opened one of the cans of soda and took a sip. I closed my eyes after several minutes of watching the white stripes zip past.  I felt I couldn’t relax, but it was nice to be able to close my eyes while someone else did the running for me.

I opened one eye slightly and looked over at Pete.  His face lit slightly by the instrument panel.  His face was an emotionless mask. He hadn’t said much to me since we left the office building. I wonder if he hated me since he’s now putting himself at risk for me. He wasn’t doing it for me, but because his friend Gary had asked him to.

As I watched him drive, I noticed how nice looking Pete was. And that got me thinking again about who I am and who I’m becoming. Since being placed in this body, my brain has been awash with female hormones. I’ve noticed many subtle changes happening to me. My color perception is changing. My thinking is becoming clearer. My emotions are increased.

If I live through all this, I’ll become an adult woman. I’ll only have less than a full four teen years to adjust to that instead of a lifetime. What does that really mean? By the time I reach twenty years old, I’m sure that almost everything mentally about me will have changed. As a male when I turned twenty, I wanted to take on the world. Notions of getting married and having a family didn’t occur to me until I left the military. How different will being a twenty-year-old woman be for me? Or thirty? Or becoming a blue-haired old lady wearing too much rouge and kyphosis bending my back?

I felt a slight pang of disappointment in myself considering my combat record. At the moment, all I wanted was to have someone cuddle and hold me and tell me everything was going to be all right. Even if it was a lie.

I set my half consumed soda can into a cup holder in the car’s console and drifted off to sleep.

*          *          *

I awoke with a start as the car jolted. I looked around, suddenly alert. I could see nothing but flat farm land all around us.

Pete said, “Sorry about hitting that hole. Didn’t see it in time.”  He turned the car towards what appeared to be an abandoned barn and a collapsed farm house.

“Where are we?” I asked, glancing quickly around us.

Pete said, “We’re just east of Clovis. I need to rest and it’s best to not be on the highway in broad daylight. I’ve hidden out in this barn before, so we should be okay.  You slept for a very long time, girl. It’s good you’re rested because you have to take watch while I sleep. It’s going to be a boring afternoon for you. You can listen to the radio if you keep it soft. Feel free to get out of the car. Just don’t leave the barn, okay?”

I nodded and said, “Okay.”

Pete pulled a ball cap down over his eyes, leaned back in the seat, folded his arms and was out like a light.

I left the car radio on as I got out to stretch a bit. Staying in the shadows, I looked out at the farm land surrounding the barn. I saw nothing but miles and miles of miles and miles. I hoped no one had seen, or cared if they did, the trail of dust kicked up by our car on the dirt road.  That’s when I noticed that the car we had wasn’t the one we left Frisco in. I must have been really out if he could move me to another car and not wake me up. That meant he had to touch me. Hold me. Why would I think about that?

I fiddled with the radio for a while and finally settled on a classic rock station. I sat on the hood of the car enjoying the music as I kept watch for any approaching vehicles. A national news program came on and the first story was about me. I slid off the hood and sat back inside the car to listen.

“… still at large. The runaway was last spotted holing up inside an abandoned office building with known local criminal Gary Treadway. Treadway claims he only gave the girl food and sent her on her way. Local authorities doubt his story as Treadway is a registered sex offender with underage girls. He’s being questioned by the FBI. The authorities ask if anyone knows the whereabouts of this runaway, please contact the FBI or the Texas Department of Public Safety. In other stories, singer Michelle Grayson denies reports that she’s now pregnant by her boyfriend Tommy…” 

I stopped listening and got out of the car. They’ve arrested Gary. Another person I’ve put in danger. My mind flooded with self-doubts. How many are going to fall to protect me? Is my life worth all these people?  I don’t know if anyone’s actually died for me, but Nancy, that girl in Houston, and now Gary and if we’re caught, then Pete have all been jeopardized. I felt a heavy burden on my shoulders. Yes, I want to live, but how can I with all these ghosts in my head? Maybe I should have declined the offer of a brain transplant.

I didn’t know what to think about Gary being a sex offender.  They could be trumped up charges like the ones against me. Gary seemed nice, but then he is a con-man.  Maybe it’s true and he’s trying to turn his life around. Or maybe I just wasn’t there long enough. I shuddered.

*          *          *

“Hey!” called Pete from the car.  “Hop in. We should probably go. Now that it’s gotten dark, we should pick up a different car in Clovis. The police might be looking for this one by now.”

I had been watching the day grow into dusk from a bench inside the barn. I had been doing a lot of soul-searching and despite having all afternoon, I was still no closer to knowing who I was and how I should fit in.  Pete started the engine as I walked back to the car.

Pete kept the lights off on the car as he carefully drove down the dirt road back to the highway.  When the traffic was clear, he turned on the lights and sped off down the highway.

As we headed towards Clovis New Mexico, I said, “When was somebody going to tell me Gary was a child sex offender?”

Pete wrinkled his brown and not taking his eyes off the road said, “What?  What are you talking about?”

I needlessly pointed at the car’s radio and said, “On the news. They mentioned arresting Gary. They said he was a registered sex offender for underage girls.”

Pete smirked and said, “Oh, that. It’s nothing.”

Glaring at Pete, I said, “It’s not nothing! Was he actually interested in saving me from the feds or was I potentially another notch on his belt, so to speak?”

Gesturing with one hand, Pete said, “It’s nothing. Really. I’m sure you being a little hottie helped, but he genuinely wanted to keep you out of the hands of the cops. The sex offender thing… well that was about four years ago; I think he was eighteen at the time. He got caught with a seventeen-year-old girl who had told Gary she was also eighteen. When her daddy found them, she got scared and cried rape. The thing is, that wasn’t her first time with him. But she was still underage.  So he got some jail time and had to register as a sex offender. Of course, he hides out all the time, so he’s always in trouble for not keeping up with his registration.”

“You’re saying I was safe with him?” I asked nervously.

Pete shrugged and said, “You were safe from being molested, yes.” He looked over at a parking lot that was partially dark.  He said, “Some cars over there look promising. Let’s get a new ride.”

Pete found a carport attached to an empty home a couple of blocks from the parking lot he’d spotted.  We ditched the car in the carport and ran back to the lot. Fifteen minutes later, we were in a new car, gassed up and heading out of Clovis, New Mexico for Las Vegas… New Mexico. From there we’d take a roundabout way to Chama near the Colorado border.  From there we’d make our run to Pueblo, Colorado.

Trying to remember a few times I’d been to Colorado for vacations, I said, “We cross I-25. Why not just go straight up to Pueblo?”

“It’s a major highway,” said Pete. “Probably a lot of cops looking for stolen cars with a runaway in it. Yeah, going through Pagosa Springs and then to Salida and then over to Pueblo is a long way out of the way, but I’m hoping they won’t be looking for us along that route.”

As I turned to rest my head on the car seat and closed my eyes, I said, “I sure hope you’re right.”

*          *          *

I sat on the ground just inside the doorway of yet another falling down barn a mile or so off the highway. I could sit there and stare at the mountains all day. And I did. We had yet another car and were holed up just east of Salida, Colorado. It was the final leg of our trip to Pueblo where Pete would finally be allowed to wash his hands of me.

On the radio, the news reported that I was spotted down in Big Bend National Park, riding a burro into Boquillas, Mexico. Another report had me spotted near El Paso. Pete was convinced that Gary had asked a couple of the girls from the “nest” to make themselves look like me to throw the authorities off our trail.  I thought that was too much cloak and dagger stuff and was just an indication of anxiety of my pursuers. 

As the day turned towards dusk, Pete and I were both sitting in the car listening to the radio. Pete looked over at me and said, “You never really gave a clear answer as to why the government is chasing you. They claim you’re a runaway, but runaways seldom have a national dragnet out for them. Even the military is looking for you. Why? Are you a security threat? It just blows my mind that there are so many resources being thrown at you.”

Looking at the radio, I said, “Can you keep a secret?”

Pete laughed and said, “That’s basically what I do, Steph.”

I said, “I pretty much escaped from a government lab. They were going to kill me.”

Pete looked over at me and said, “Whoa. What? Government lab? They want to kill you?  Are you contagious? Am I endangering everyone by driving you around?”  He shifted away from me in his seat.

I frowned and said, “Don’t be stupid. I’m not contagious. This is going to sound like science fiction, but they performed a brain transplant on me.”

Pete’s eyes widened.  He said, “That’s bullshit! Look, if you don’t want to tell me, just say so. Don’t make up shit.”

“I’m not!” I exclaimed. I then told him the whole story about a brain dead girl and my accident. And how I wasn’t supposed to live. And how word leaked out about it (I didn’t mention it was my fault) and that almost the entire world was clamoring for the technology, requesting new bodies and other things.  They had managed to put the quietus on the story, but there was still one loose end.  Me.

Wrinkling his brow, Pete said, “Holy shit, man. That’s incredible.  You mean you’re really a dude?”

I frowned and said, “No. I’m a girl. The body is all girl. My brain came from my male body, but honestly, by now, the only male left in my head are my memories. And even those I’m not sure about any more.”

Pete turned the car engine on and we rolled slowly to the highway. Pete said, “That’s an incredible story. No wonder they’re after you. You’re living proof they’re lying about the experiment’s failure. We have got to get you to a safe place.”

As soon as we hit the highway to Pueblo, Pete ran the car up to the speed limit.

*          *          *

Pete said, “Keep your fingers crossed.  We’re in the home stretch.”

Frowning I said, “Even if we make it to that safe house, I still won’t be really safe.”

Pete glanced over at me for a moment and said, “We’re gonna try.”

I just stared out the windshield for a few minutes in silence and just listened to the radio. Not taking my eyes from the highway I said, “I know I haven’t said anything yet. But I really do appreciate you helping me. I really wish I could expect to have a future. One that doesn’t include running and hiding. That shrink who was helping me at the hospital, Nancy Davidson. She wanted me to go back to school. Not to learn, but to get socialization so I’d grow into being a confident woman. I can’t really imagine life as a woman right now. Shit, I don’t even know if I’ll see another sunrise.”

Pete shrugged and said, “Nobody’s guaranteed tomorrow.”

I looked over at Pete and said, “True, but you have a reasonable expectation of a tomorrow.  I have people hunting me down to kill me.”

Pete reached over and squeezed my hand and said, “Hopefully once you’re out of the country you can relax.”

I spent a couple of minutes watching Pete drive.  Finally I said, “So, what’s in Pete’s future? Are you going to spend the rest of your life hauling fugitives across the country?”

Pete laughed and said, “I was just telling Gary last week that I’ll help him out for one more year. Then I’ll join the Army, see some of the world, hopefully not get shot and then when I get out, go to college on their scholarship.”

I smiled at Pete and said, “So what do you want to be when you grow up?”

“Computer Science, I hope,” grinned Pete. “I’m good with computers.”

We went past a highway sign that told us that Pueblo was ten miles away. We rode in silence for another few minutes.

Pete suddenly looked intently into the rearview mirror. He shouted, “Ah shit!”

Alarmed, I said, “What?”  I turned around and looked out the rear window. A Colorado highway patrol car was gaining on us, service lights flashing.  I said, “Where did that asshole come from?” I felt a rush of adrenaline, but I had nowhere to run.

The police car pulled in close behind us and flashed his headlights. Pete grimaced as he pulled the car to the shoulder.  He said, “I was going the speed limit!  I had the cruise control set.”

When we stopped, two state police officers got out of the car.  One approached the driver’s side of the car. The other was talking on the radio. Pete rolled down his window as the officer stood outside his door.

“May I see your license, sir?” said the officer.

Pete said, “I think I left it in my other pants, officer.”

Unamused, the officer said, “Exit the car, please sir. Place your hands on the hood.”

Pete hesitated a moment. He looked royally pissed. Finally, Pete opened the car door slowly and stepped out.

I started to open my door, but the officer said, “Miss, remain in the car, please.”

After Pete had placed his hands on the hood of the car, the officer said, “The reason we pulled you over, sir is that this car was reported stolen from Pagosa Springs this morning. Do you care to explain how you happen to be driving a stolen vehicle without any form of ID?”

Pete shrugged and said, “Stolen? For reals? Man, you can’t trust anyone these days. I’ll need to talk to that used car salesman.”

The officer said, “We’re going to have to take you in, sir.” He started to approach Pete.  The other officer was approaching my door.

As the officer pulled out a pair of handcuffs, the other state police officer looked at me and froze.  He suddenly drew his Glock and pointed it at me.  He shouted, “Get out of the car, miss! Slowly. Hands behind your head.”

The other officer slapped the cuffs on Pete and said, “What’s going on over there, Joe?”

To me, Joe said, “Turn around. Hands behind your back.”  He quickly cuffed my wrists.  He said, “It’s her!  The FBI’s most wanted. We’re going to be on the news tonight!”

*           *          *

Dr. Nancy Davidson looked up from her desktop computer in response from the knock on her door. The door opened and in stepped Dr. Frank Gordon. Dr. Davidson frowned and said, “I’m kinda busy right now Frank.”

Dr. Gordon stepped into Nancy’s office anyway and shut the door behind him. “We need to talk.”

Looking at her computer monitor, Dr. Davidson said, “I have nothing to say to you, Frank.”

Looking down at the floor, Frank said, “I know you’re upset that I voted to terminate the project. You have to agree that it would have opened a huge can of worms. I never dreamed they would move to terminate her life.”

Nancy looked up and said, “I still have nothing to say to you Frank. Please leave.”

Frank Gordon stepped closer to Nancy’s desk.  In a quiet voice he said, “I have an idea on how to save Stephanie.”

*          *          *


Part 7

*          *          *

Pete and I were both led over to the police car. The police officer handled Pete pretty gruffly.

As he pushed Pete down into the back seat of the patrol car, one officer said, “You’re in a heap of trouble, boy. Stolen car, fleeing across state lines and harboring a federal fugitive?  Take a good look around because I don’t think you’re going to be seeing the light of day for a very long time.”

The other officer, Joe, was less rough with me as he pushed me down into the back seat. He gave a low whistle as he buckled me in. “What the hell did you do, girl to be number one on the FBI’s most wanted list?  You’re what? Fourteen?  Fifteen?”

The first officer frowned. “Be careful Joe. She’s wanted for murder. She’s listed as extremely dangerous.”

Joe shook his head as he slammed shut the door of the patrol car. “It’s hard to believe that anyone who looks as sweet as her could be a killer.”

“I’m not,” I said through clenched teeth.

The first officer laughed as he got into the patrol car and slid behind the steering wheel. “Save it for the judge.”  He turned to the other officer, “Joe. Read ‘em their rights.”

*          *          *

I sat on the edge of my jail cell bed, feeling extremely sorry for myself.  We were so close to the safe house! All kinds of fearful thoughts ran through my mind as I waited for federal agents to show up. What were they going to do with me? Drag me out to the desert and shoot me? Lethal injection?

I felt stupid in my orange jump suit.  And even though I was in a cell, I was still handcuffed and they had added leg irons as well. Apparently they were expecting me to be picked up sometime soon. They didn’t even bother to feed me.

Another half hour passed and a police officer, along with two other officers armed with riot shotguns, came up to my cell and unlocked the cell door.

“Okay, sweet cheeks,” said the officer as the door swung wide. “It’s time for you to leave our luxurious accommodations.” He shook his head as he studied me a moment. “Girl, I have a hard time believing you’re so badass you need that group to pick you up. Come along. Don’t cause us any trouble.”

One of the men with a shotgun indicated I should leave the cell. I stood up, chains clanking.  “I think I’d rather stay here. I love the décor.”

The officer with the shotgun said, “Funny. Do you really want us to drag you out?”

I grimaced. “Maybe I do.” I rattled the handcuffs. “Are all these chains really necessary?”

Both officers raised their shotguns to ready positions.  The officer who had unlocked the door said, “This is a high-security transfer. You will leave the cell now. We will drag you if necessary.”

“Okay, okay. I’ll go.”  I hung my head as I slowly walked from the cell with two shotguns trained on me. The leg irons made walking difficult.

I was not prepared for what I saw when I exited the holding area.  I recognized the doctor who wants me dead, Sam Wright waving some documents and yelling at a clerk seated behind a counter. Standing next to Wright was an army officer. There were several National Guardsmen standing around with several guys in dark suits and sunglasses. And some medical personnel. I didn’t see either Nancy or Dr. Frank Gordon.

“Look, sergeant,” Dr. Wright shouted at the woman in a police uniform sitting behind a counter. “The specimen belongs to Ferris-Baxtor Hospital in Houston and as its representative, I demand you release the specimen to me now!”

A guy in a suit calmly said, “Doctor. The suspect is a wanted felon. The police will transfer custody to federal authorities only, which is me and my men. We will return the suspect to the office that has jurisdiction over the case. The suspect does have specific rights.”

Dr. Wright shouted, “Don’t be an idiot! That… that thing has no rights! It’s not a person! Look at this paper! I own that blob of tissue!”

The police and National Guard just stood around looking at each other. The police chief said, “Dr. Wright, my orders are very specific who to transfer this prisoner to. I can’t transfer her to a private entity.”

Dr. Wright’s face grew red. “Look, you idiots. That is not a girl. It’s an escaped experiment. There is no telling what it will do next. I own it and I need to take it, so I can destroy it.”

Looking offended, Agent Armstrong said, “She’s a citizen and a human being with rights that I intend to respect. You don’t own a person. You don’t get to ‘destroy’ her, doctor.”

Pointing at me, Dr. Wright shouted, “That thing… that monstrosity belongs to me! I have to terminate the project, and that means terminating that… that thing.”

The FBI agent straightened himself up. “I’ve heard enough. Sergeant, if you will please release the girl into my custody?”

Shouting again, Dr. Wright said, “That is NOT a girl!  It’s a… a re-animated corpse. That thing is unpredictable. It’s dangerous! I’ve got receipts!”

“I’m a human being!” I shouted. “He transplanted my brain into this body and now he wants to kill me!”

Pointing at a couple of officers, Dr. Wright exclaimed, “Someone gag that thing!  It lies. It will say any crazy thing.”

Agent Armstrong screwed up his face. “Are you seriously suggesting that the girl is dead with someone else’s brain?”

Looking flustered, Dr. Wright said, “The people I represent called the FBI and the National Guard to find this thing before it can hurt more people. I don’t want it arrested. I want it returned to me for disposal.”

Two FBI agents each grabbed an arm. Agent Armstrong looked over at Dr. Wright and said, “Sir, I can’t release custody of a suspect to a private individual, especially if you intend to do her harm. Perhaps I should have you arrested.” The FBI agents started to escort me outside.

I resisted and asked, “What about the boy I was with?”

Agent Armstrong shrugged. “Beats me. I only have a warrant for you. Your boyfriend is a car thief and was also charged with harboring a fugitive, narcotics, kidnapping, and crossing state lines with a minor for purposes of sex. From what I understand, local authorities will deal with him. Let’s go.” Seems they just keep making stuff up.

*          *          *

“Do you really think this will work?”

“It has to Nancy,” stated Dr. Frank Gordon. “Mr. Walters seems to think we have a solid case. Isn’t that right, Mr. Walters?”

The two doctors and the lawyer Larry Walters were all gathered in the lawyer’s office. Mr. Walters seated behind his desk cluttered with a stack of papers.

Mr. Walters tilted his head and shrugged. “It looks like it to me. I mean, we’re in legal no-man’s land here with this whole brain transplant thing. While the hospital can certainly make a case for claiming the donated tissue belongs to them and that this isn’t an actual human being we’re talking about, the paperwork is also very clear. Only Miss Bowers was declared deceased and has a death certificate. Mr. Shepherd was alive at the time of the operation and was never declared to be deceased. You make a good case Dr. Gordon that it’s the brain that houses who we are, our memories, our thoughts, our personality and so on. And also you claim Miss Bowers’ body never actually ceased living so that this board’s claim that Mr. Shepherd is merely re-animated dead tissue isn’t valid.”

Nancy leaned back and tried to smile. “So that’s it then? Stephanie is home free.”

Mr. Walters took a deep breath and shuffled some papers. “Not necessarily. The board can rightfully claim ownership of Miss Bowers’ body as it was donated to them when she was declared brain dead. Your contention, Dr. Gordon, that the body of Miss Bowers was gifted to Mr. Shepherd by virtue of his brain being implanted in the body will actually require a court to decide. Like I said. This is legal no-man’s land.”

Looking exhausted, Nancy collapsed into her seat. “At least that’s something. How could a judge side against the life of this young girl?”

The lawyer smirked. “The board is very powerful, Dr. Davidson. And they have a lot of money behind them. Just this morning the board moved to have Mr. Shepherd released from the women’s prison at Harris County to their custody. I filed a motion that he or rather she remain in protective custody until the hearing scheduled for next Thursday. They actually tried to influence the judge over this case with what was basically a bribe. That pissed the judge off.”

Nancy sat up. “Can I see her?”

Shaking his head, Mr. Walters said, “No. Due to the volatile nature of this case, the judge has denied any visitation. The judge has no proof, but fears the board will act in bad faith and try to harm Mr. Shepherd prior to the hearing.”

Dr. Davidson frowned. “But I’m her friend. I think she’d like to see a friendly face. She is a child after all.”

Mr. Walters shrugged. “You’re a member of the board, so that probably won’t happen.”

Shaking her head, Dr. Davidson said, “They kicked me out.”

Mr. Walters leaned forward on his desk. “Both you and Dr. Gordon are still listed as members.”

Nancy fell back into her chair again. “Well, shit.”

*          *          *

The last thirty-six hours had really sucked. I don’t blame Pete for us getting caught. I just wish he’d stolen a different car. It made my heart ache to think we were so close to the safe house. I still have no idea what Pete’s fate was. And whatever happened to Gary? Well, he can take care of himself, according to Pete.

I rode all the way to Houston in the FBI van with my hands and feet shackled. Just what the hell have these agents been told about me? The seat wasn’t particularly comfortable. To make matters worse, the agent I sat next to kept touching my breasts and even my vagina. I was still wearing the orange coveralls, but he had no business touching me there. When I complained, I was told to shut up.

The only relief I got, in more ways than one, was a restroom break. But even that was bad. I was taken into the men’s restroom and had to sit with the stall door open. On the way back to the van, a little girl with her parents pointed at me and shouted, “Look mommy! It’s a bad person!” A different agent sat next to me for the final leg of the journey. He fondled me as well.

I was brought to a women’s prison facility at Harris County. Because of my apparent age, I thought I’d be placed in juvenile detention. But I was unshackled and placed in the adult facility. I was told this was temporary as I had a hearing scheduled in a few days.  I asked what charges I was being held for and was told, murder, assault, grand theft auto, evading arrest, weapons charges, felony assault, theft of hospital property and apparently I missed a jury summons. I was in a block with other inmates but it seems I was too dangerous to share a cell but at least I wasn’t alone. I was okay with that.

*          *          *

I sat on my cot, staring down the hallway. I would be crying, but I had no tears left. I watched as several prison guards walked down the hallway towards me. I watched with disinterest as one guard unlocked my cell door as four other armed guards stood ready. I grunted a laugh at all the excess hardware. I’m a fifteen-year-old girl, not Chuck Norris. What did they expect me to do?

The guards had me stand as they shackled my feet and hands making it where I had to hold my hands down. I didn’t say anything while they shackled me. I was all out of wisecracks.

The guard who opened the cell door said, “You get your day in court, miss.”

I looked down at my chains and orange coveralls. I looked over to the guard and asked, “Don’t I get to change to regular clothes? Won’t all this prejudice the jury?”

The guard laughed. “This is a hearing on who gets possession of you, not a trial. So no, you don’t get a little miniskirt to shake your cute little ass at anyone. Okay, let’s go.” I hung my head and jingled my way into the hall.

It was a long walk to the elevators, and then another long walk to the garage where I climbed into a van with bars on the windows. I felt special. I was the only prisoner in the van. It was about a twenty minute drive to the court.

I was marched into the courtroom. I took a quick look around and was extremely happy to see Nancy and Dr. Gordon sitting in the mostly empty courtroom. Nancy smiled at me and gave a very small wave towards me. Dr. Wright was also in the audience sitting on the other side. He scowled at me. One lawyer sat at one table before the court. He was studying some papers. The other table, I had to assume, were the lawyers for the Board. Did they really need four lawyers?

I didn’t get a seat. I was brought before the bench where the judge would sit, a cop on either side holding my arms. Looking around and seeing how it was all stacked against me, I wouldn’t be surprised if the judge was named Buford T. Justice and was going to tell me I was in a heap o’ trouble.

The bailiff entered the room and said, “All rise”. What few were in the courtroom stood. He introduced the judge who was named Marcus Farrell. It should at least have been Marcus T. Farrell. His name needed a middle initial.

As soon as the court was in session, a lawyer for the Board, Mr. Snodgrass, stood and said, “If it pleases the court, the Board and officers would like to move to dispense with the hearing and place the property in our custody for proper disposal.”

The judge frowned at the lawyer. “Over-ruled. I’d like to find out what exactly is going on. Counselor you may make your opening statement.”

The Board’s lawyer remained standing. He pointed at me. “Your Honor. Do not allow yourself to be fooled by this … this thing. It is not human. It’s not the girl it wants you to believe it to be. This is no more than donated tissue of two dead individuals, sewn together for a scientific experiment. This is a composite person. A re-animated corpse that thinks it's alive. While it has the memories of the brain donor it only thinks it’s alive as it merely mimics being alive as it manipulates the deceased body of an unfortunate young girl. It is a monster. An abomination to God, your honor.”

The judge glanced down at his notes. “That’s certainly a lot to digest.” He turned to the other lawyer. “Mr. Walters, you may begin.”

Mr. Walters stood. “Thank you, your honor. Before I begin, I’d like to ask the court to remove the shackles from this child so we can all see her for what she is?” Interesting that I’m now considered a child? I look like one, but we all know what’s in my head. But I agree with the strategy. I mean, how can you do all this to a child?

The Board’s lawyer jumped up and said, “I object, your honor. It’s just too dangerous.”

Dr. Wright jumped up and shouted, “No! That thing is dangerous!”

The judge banged his gavel and pointed at Dr. Wright. “One more outburst from you and I’ll have the bailiff remove you from this court.”  He then looked at the Board’s lawyer and said, “Over-ruled.”

The judge softened his expression as he looked over at me. “If we remove your restraints, after reviewing all the charges against you, can you promise not to run around the room like a ninja attacking everyone?” He winked at me.

For the first time in days, I laughed. “I promise, judge.”

The judge said, “Officers, you may remove the defendant’s restraints, but remain standing by her. Counselor, you may continue.”

The cuffs had been pinching my wrists. I rubbed them to get the circulation back. It was a relief not to have those heavy chains on me.

Mr. Walters took a deep breath. “I’ll try to keep my brief brief your honor. As you can plainly see, this is a mere child. Not a monster as some in this room would have you believe. I will not deny that the child before you is the result of the extraordinary and brilliant surgical skills of Dr. Gordon, who is sitting behind me. The surgery was indeed an experiment to see if severed nerve endings could be repaired in such a way as to restore function on a paralyzed individual. Mr. Shepherd knew he had nothing to lose by volunteering for this radical new surgical technique. Everyone on the surgical team hoped for success. The level of success was beyond everyone’s hopes. The result is the child you see before you.” He then sat down.

The judge nodded to Mr. Snodgrass. “You have questions, counselor?”

Mr. Snodgrass stood. “Yes, your honor. I’d like to call Dr. Gordon to the stand.”

Dr. Gordon stood up, stated his name and got sworn in and sat down.

Mr. Snodgrass pointed at me. “Dr. Gordon, what do you see here?”

Dr. Gordon shrugged. “I see the girl who was brought in with a fatal brain aneurysm. We used her in our experimental surgery trial.”

Mr. Snodgrass asked, “Was she able to stand or talk or do anything a normal person would do?”

Dr. Gordon shook his head. “No sir. The girl had no brain activity. She was pronounced brain dead.”

Mr. Snodgrass approached Dr. Gordon. “Was it you that pronounced the young woman as being brain dead?”

Dr. Gordon shifted in his seat. “No. Miss Bowers was admitted to the hospital earlier that morning with a brain aneurysm.  The ED physicians found her to be unresponsive. She had no blood to her brain for over ten minutes. The physicians in the ED determined too much time had elapsed without any blood flow for any chance of recovery. It’s all in her medical report.”

Mr. Snodgrass looked back at me. “And Mr. Shepherd. Where does he come in? Did he arrive at the same time?”

Dr. Gordon shook his head and sighed. “He was brought in the night before because of an accident. His injuries were so severe the physicians in the ED determined that his injuries would ultimately be fatal. This is all in the medical records already in evidence Mr. Snodgrass.”

Mr. Snodgrass smiled. “Of course. I’m trying to get a picture of how all these elements were brought together. The hospital notified you of these deaths?”

Dr. Gordon nodded. “Yes. We had an arrangement that should victims arrive that matched our needs that we’d be notified.”

Mr. Snodgrass walked over next to me. “All this being said, how is it possible the subject is now standing. I even think I heard it speak.”

Dr. Gordon looked frustrated at the question. “We removed the girl’s damaged brain and surgically implanted the brain of Mr. Shepherd inside her skull.”

Mr. Snodgrass smiled and asked, “So we can attribute to your advanced surgical skills why the subject is able to mimic the movements of a human being?”

Dr. Gordon frowned. “She is a human being.”

Mr. Snodgrass cocked his head to one side. “Where did the tissues used in your experiment come from, doctor?”

Dr. Gordon said, “It was donated…”

Mr. Snodgrass interrupted and said, “Donated to the hospital, isn’t that correct?”

Dr. Gordon frowned again and said, “The girl’s family donated her body for medical science, but…”

Mr. Snodgrass walked up close to Dr. Gordon and said, “So this material used for the experiment actually belongs to the hospital, correct? And that all this is…” pointing to me, “… is dead donated tissue sewn together? Correct? So is it not safe to say that the tissue standing there is not an actual human being as we understand and actually belongs to the hospital? Dr. Wright has testified in documents obtained by this court that the experiment is over. Deemed a success by all, including you, doctor. The Board financed this experiment and would now like to take charge of the results and dispose of the tissue.”

Dr. Gordon growled. “That’s not just tissue. It’s a human being!”

Mr. Snodgrass said with a smirk, “That’s not how the Board sees it. It’s their property to do with as they please. This is really just two lumps of tissue sewn together having only the appearance of life. No further questions, your honor.”  I felt a cold chill run down my spine at being called a lump of tissue.

The judge looked a bit disturbed. He turned to Mr. Walters. “Your witness.”

Mr. Walters stood up and walked over to me. He looked at me and then back at Dr. Gordon. “Would you say this girl is pretty?”

Mr. Snodgrass jumped up and shouted, “Objection! Irrelevant!”

The judge said, “Sustained. Strike that comment from the record.”

Mr. Walters paced in front of Dr. Gordon for a moment. “Dr. Gordon. Is it medically possible to re-animate a dead body? In other words, if we pulled a freshly dead cadaver from the morgue, could they be made to stand in front of us on their own and walk about?”

Dr. Gordon scowled. “No. Zombies are the things of TV and horror movies, not reality.”

Pointing at me, Mr. Walters asked, “Wouldn’t you call this a zombie? Just a re-animated cadaver?”

Dr. Gordon shook his head. “Neither the girl’s body or Mr. Shepherd’s brain were ever dead tissue.”

Mr. Walters picked up some papers from the table and said, “I have hospital documents substantiating what Dr. Gordon just said. The body of Miss Bowers was still breathing, heart beating and blood circulating at the time of the operation. Mr. Shepherd’s brain was kept alive during the whole process. Mr. Shepherd was never declared deceased. Also note that Mr. Shepherd never donated anything to the hospital. He simply volunteered for experimental surgery in the hope of extending his own life. So the Board cannot claim to own what Mr. Shepherd never surrendered to them. I submit that Mr. Shepherd can claim ownership to Miss Bowers’ body because he’s now physically attached to it. I’d like to submit these documents into evidence as exhibits A, B and C.”

The judge raised his eyebrows at Mr. Walter’s comments. He said, “Mr. Snodgrass, any objections?”

Mr. Walters handed the documents to Mr. Snodgrass for examination.  Mr. Snodgrass sighed and looked up. “No objections your honor.”

The judge said, “Dr. Gordon you may step down. Before I adjourn to study the evidence and testimony to decide on the defendant’s disposition, I have to ask you Mr. Walters a question.”

Mr. Walters stood up straighter and said, “Of course, your honor.”

The judge clasped his hands together. “Should I rule in your favor, Mr. Walters, what is the ultimate disposition of the child? Child Protective Services? I need to know if there is a plan.”

Mr. Walters turned to point at Nancy. “Dr. Davidson has already applied to foster the child should we get a favorable ruling.”

The judge turned to Mr. Snodgrass. “I ask you as counsel to the Board, what would be their disposition of this… um asset?”

Looking uncomfortable with me staring at him, Mr. Snodgrass cleared his throat and said, “After a full autopsy to determine any damage to the organs from not being properly stored, any usable parts would be distributed for use in transplants.”

I was horrified. I shouted, “You fucking piece of shit!” Nancy shouted something incoherent. Dr. Gordon shouted something as well. The guards held my arms in a tight grip.

The judge banged his gavel. “I will have order. Officers, please restrain the prisoner.” I couldn’t pull free of the officer’s grasp. My muscles just weren’t strong enough. In a heartbeat, I went from being a mere child to a dangerous prisoner.

The judge scowled into the courtroom. He said as he started gathering the papers in front of him, “There’s a lot to digest here. This is much more a complex issue than the mere disposition of hospital assets. Court is adjourned until nine am one week from today.” He banged his gavel.  Great. I have to wait for a week. I got queasy thinking of the possibility the judge could agree with the Board. They could buy him off…

*          *          *

The door to my cell opened and a couple of guards entered and shackled me again.

I looked dourly at one of the guards and asked, “Am I being taken to the gallows?”

The guard chuckled and said, “You’re a dramatic one, aren’t you? You have a visitor. Ten minutes.” I was taken to a room divided by a partition with glass windows dotting the wall along with handsets. Several other prisoners were already seated talking to someone. Several guards stood about.

They removed my handcuffs so I could use the handset and directed me to sit. I was both happy and depressed to see Nancy on the other side of the glass.  I picked up the handset.

Looking earnestly at me, Nancy said, “Hi, honey. How are you holding up?”

I started to cry. “Oh, everything’s peachy. Level with me, Nancy. I’m going to die, aren’t I? I really fucked up, didn’t I?”

Nancy shook her head. “By reacting to that horror show the Board wants to do? Mr. Walters thinks that helped you. The Board was trying to paint you as just re-animated flesh without any direction. Your outburst made you look human with human emotions. Mr. Walters thinks the whole hearing was a legal sham put up by the Board to have you officially listed as dead tissue.”

Sniffling, I said, “I hope you’re right. How could anyone look at me and not see a living, breathing person? It’s nuts. If I had been handed over to that Wright bastard at that police station, I’d be dead right now.”

Nancy softly said, “We’ll do everything we can to not let that happen.”

I wiped a tear away that was running down my nose. “Do you really want me? You would want me, basically a forty-seven-year-old man?”

Nancy laughed. “Honey, you are not that person any longer. All I see is a beautiful and scared little girl who just wants to live a normal life. I want to give you that normal life.”

I laughed slightly. So my choices are death or a life of proms, dances and boys.

Not understanding my smile, Nancy said, “There’s that pretty girl. Keep hope. There’s no way the judge could rule against you.”

I was reminded of a comedian I saw on cable TV once many years ago who was acting like a miner comparing himself to being a judge. “As a miner, when you become too old, feeble and stupid to do your job, you have to quit, while the opposite is true for judges.”

The guard stepped up to me and said, “Time’s up.”

*          *          *

“All rise,” announced the bailiff in the courtroom. Everyone stood as Judge Farrell entered the courtroom. He was scowling as he sat down. After the formalities were dispensed with, he continued to scowl as he looked around the room.

Once again I was standing before the bench in shackles. The Board’s legal team sat at the table to my left and Mr. Walker to my right. I also noticed that several members of the Board were in attendance. They did not look happy. I was also surprised that the judge had opened the hearing to the press but only a solitary reporter sat in attendance. I guess a brain transplant just isn’t the news it used to be.

The judge sat for several minutes shuffling papers back and forth. Looking like he had something distasteful in his mouth, Judge Farrell said, “First let me thank members of the Board who have attended unlike the previous hearing.” He then looked over at me and said, “Officers, release the child please. Miss I apologize for everything you’ve had to endure. I’ve reviewed this case thoroughly and I’ve never seen such a cockamamie list of charges leveled at any individual in my life. I have ordered all charges be dismissed. Please sit next to Mr. Walker.” I wanted to jump and shout, but I just quietly walked to the chair next to Mr. Walker and sat down.

He picked up a stack of papers in front of him. “I have to say I’m very angry that I was forced to sift through this pile of… well, quite frankly, garbage. I read through all these documents, read all the depositions, sifted through a ton of case law. Mr. Snodgrass, you should be ashamed of yourself. I’m bringing contempt of court charges against you for forcing this court to endure your nonsense about this girl.” He pointed at me. “In none of the hospital documents I read through was it ever stated the body was dead tissue or that the brain was dead tissue. Granted that the surgery performed was very radical and unorthodox, but it resulted in a living body with a living brain. That is a person and no, the Board can’t claim ownership”

Mr. Snodgrass started to stand, “Your honor, we’d…”

Scowling, Judge Farrell snapped, “Sit down, Mr. Snodgrass. I’m not done.” He pointed at the Board members in the audience. “Bailiff, place Taylor Cromwell under arrest for charges of false imprisonment and making false statements to this court.”

Mr. Cromwell looked horrified and jumped up. “What is the meaning of this outrage?”

The judge narrowed his eyes at Cromwell and said, “There’s a young girl, near the age of the defendant who has been sedated and kept in the hospital all these weeks. She was detained because she helped the defendant to escape police capture and then sedated to keep her from talking.” Judge Farrell paused and looked at a document. “I believe at one point, Mr. Cromwell, in a Board meeting note, you planned to harvest her organs? She must be released and returned to her parents immediately.”

It was an eye opening morning in the courtroom. Everyone on the Board, except Nancy and Dr. Gordon were arrested on multiple charges. Well, some members had fled the country. Dr. Wright was arrested for multiple charges as well as having his license to practice medicine taken away.

When it was all over and the courtroom had cleared of everyone except me, Mr. Walker, Nancy and Dr. Gordon who were all standing together, Judge Farrell approached us.

Looking at me, Judge Farrell said, “Once again, Miss Shepherd, let me apologize for everything you had to suffer through. What the Board had planned is the stuff of nightmares. I wish you the best for your future.  Good day.”  He turned and exited through his chamber door.

I thought Nancy was going to crush my spine when she hugged me. I looked around at the people gathered around me. “Thank you. Thank you all for your help. I’d literally be dead if it hadn’t been for you.”

Dr. Gordon smiled. “I couldn’t stand by and let them destroy my most brilliant work.”

I narrowed my brows at him and asked, “Is that the only reason?”

Dr. Gordon grinned and hugged me. “Of course not, Miss Shepherd. I’ll be in touch.” He turned and left the courtroom.

Mr. Walker smiled at Nancy and I. “This has been an enlightening experience, I have to say. Good luck, miss. And Dr. Davidson, per our agreement, this was pro-bono.”  He started to turn to leave.

“Mr. Walker,” I said before he could get away. “Can you do one more thing for me?”

Mr. Walker smiled. “Of course, sugar. Like what?”

I said, “There’s this boy named Pete… that’s all I know, who drove me to Pueblo Colorado to try to help me get away. He was arrested with tons of trumped up charges. I don’t know what happened to him.”

Mr. Walker nodded. “I’ll check on him, sweetie. You guys take care.” He learned and later conveyed to me that a judge in Pueblo had the charges against Pete dropped and nobody knows where he went after being released. Also, it saddened me a great deal to learn my family had not yet learned that I had died in a car accident. Of course they can’t be told that I’m now a teen girl. But they did finally get closure.

Nancy took my hand and walked me out of the courtroom and into the hallway. We stood there in the empty hallway for a few moments.

“Okay. Now what, Nancy?”

Nancy pulled a piece of paper from her purse. She grinned at me. “It’s official. My husband and I are now your foster parents. We hope to adopt you eventually.”

My smile broadened and I hugged her and then I stepped back and cocked my head towards her. “Husband? I didn’t know you were married.”

Nancy shrugged. “I never saw a reason to bring it up. Are you ready to go to your new home?” She took my hand again.

I nodded and grinned. “Definitely. I’m so tired.”

Nancy chuckled. “Ashley is so excited that you’ll be living with me. She knows a boy your age she wants you to meet.”

I sighed and looked down at my feet as we headed to the elevators. I guess there are things worse than meeting a boy.

The End
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