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Genome


      
      Doctor Benedict Lambert, the celebrated Benedict Lambert, the diminutive Benedict Lambert, the courageous Benedict Lambert
         (adjectives skating carefully around the essence of it all) stands to address the members of the Mendel Symposium. Applause
         has died away. The silence – eyes watching, breath held, hands stilled above notebooks supplied by courtesy of Hewison Pharmaceuticals
         – is complete. There before the good doctor, ranged in rows like sample tubes in a rack, are all the phenotypes one could
         wish to see: male and female, ectomorphic and endomorphic, dolichocephalic and brachycephalic, Nordic, Mediterranean, Slav,
         Mongoloid (three), Negroid (one). There are chins cleft1  and normal, hair curly2 and straight, eyes blue3 and brown and green, skins white, brown, yellow, and black,4 crania bald5 and hirsute. It is almost as though the organisers (the Mendelian Association of America in conjunction with Hewison Pharmaceuticals and the Masaryk University of Brno) have
         trawled through the whole gamut of human variation in order to come up with a representative genetic mix. And yet …
      

      
      … and yet there is a constancy that is obvious to all, but consciously perceived only by the truncated figure up on the podium:
         each and every one of the earnest watchers is subsumed under the epithet phenotypically normal.

      
      Doctor Lambert undoes his wristwatch and places it conspicuously on the lecture bench, a practiced gesture of no chronometric
         significance. Then he smiles, glances at a page of notes (of equally little mnemonic moment), clears his throat, and begins:
         ‘We have all of us visited the monastery.’ They have. Some nod in agreement, wanting to agree with him, wanting to please
         him, wanting in some way to compensate. ‘To do so we have all of us passed, with little attention, through the great square
         outside, which the city fathers have renamed Mendlovo nám[image: image]stí in his honor. In the days of Gregor Mendel himself and for many
         years after, this square was simply known as the Klosterplatz, Monastery Square. Right into this century it lay on the edge
         of the town, between the Spielberg Hill and the water meadows along the banks of the River Svratka.’
      

      
      History lesson? they wonder. Urban planning? Museum policy within the context of a developing tourist trade? Heads nod. Eyes
         glaze. The entertainment is, perhaps, over. It is a warm day.
      

      
      ‘The Klosterplatz was the place where fairs were held. There were booths where fire-eaters blew flames from their mouths and
         bears danced and pickpockets filched their living. It was also the place of freak shows, the kind of place where monsters
         were put on display, the kind of place where people with deformities were exhibited for all the world to gaze at in horror
         and revulsion and amusement. People like me …’
      

      
      And they are lying in the palm of his hand like peas newly shelled from the pod.
      

      
      ‘Conjoined twins, as well. Bearded ladies, certainly. Acromegalic giants, wart men, elephant men, children with scaly skin
         and flippers for arms, in fact the whole gamut of human deformity and disaster. And you, ladies and gentlemen, would have
         gone to stare. At people like me.’
      

      
      Silence. Is anyone so careless as to allow a pin to drop? Guilt is a palpable substance in the atmosphere, a vapor that irritates
         the air passages and stings the eyes. Although the squat figure on the podium watches them through phenotypically normal eyes
         (brown), nothing else about him is normal. His body is not normal, his face is not normal, his limbs are not normal. He possesses
         a massive forehead and blunt, puglike features. His nose is stove in at the bridge, his mouth and jaw protrude. His limbs
         are squat and bowed, his fingers are mere squabs. He is one metre, twenty-seven centimetres tall.
      

      
      ‘It was Gregor Mendel who enabled us to understand all this, and, by understanding, bring acceptance of a kind. It was he
         who, contemplating his peas, saw within them those units of inheritable potency that, for better or for worse, we all of us
         possess. He was the Galileo of biology, seeing these moons for the first time, seeing them as clearly as we do today, although
         he had no instrument to aid him and nothing material on which to project his vision.’
      

      
      A sip of water, for the effect rather than for the thirst. His gestures are practiced, almost rehearsed. He is used to all
         this, aware of every movement in the hall, every cough, every whisper, every glance of every eye.
      

      
      ‘Mendel spent eight years on his experiments with garden peas alone. By the end he had bred a grand total of about thirty-three
         thousand plants. He developed a rigorous, mathematical interpretation of his results, in the course of which, by implication, he predicted the haploid nature of gametes and the diploid nature of body cells, as well as the need for a reduction
         division in the production of gametes; and no one saw the significance. He was as great an experimenter as Louis Pasteur,
         an exact contemporary, and no one recognised the fact. He had a more acute, more focused mind than Charles Darwin, another
         exact contemporary, and no one listened. He was one of those men whose vision goes beyond what we can perceive with our eyes
         and touch with our hands, and no one shared his insight. The word insight is exact. Mendel had the same perception of nature as Pasteur, who could conceive of a virus without ever being able to see
         it, or Mendeleyev, who could conceive of elements that had not yet been discovered, or Thomson who could imagine particles
         yet smaller than the atom. Like them, Mendel looked through the surface of things deep into the fabric of nature, and he saw
         the atoms of inheritance as clearly as any Dalton or Rutherford saw the atoms of matter; and no one took any notice. He was
         a true visionary, where a man like Darwin was a mere workaday naturalist putting common sense observations into a hotchpotch,
         tautological theory that lacked rigor and precision, and bore, deep within itself, a fatal flaw. And no one took any notice.
         Mendel handed us our origins and our fate for the examining, and no one took any notice …’
      

      
      [image: image]

      
      They applauded after the address, great tides of applause sweeping through the lecture theatre; but you will forgive me if
         I say that I’m used to that. Inured to it, in fact. They would applaud anything that I did, you see – it’s a way of assuaging
         that insidious sensation of guilt that they all feel.
      

      
      Guilt? How can that be? It is no one’s fault, is it? No one is to blame that I possess this stunted, contorted body, this hideous prison of flesh and flab and gristle. You can blame only the malign hand of chance …
      

      
      Theirs is the guilt of the survivor.

      
      The chairman rose to his feet, beaming like a circus ringmaster, and called them to silence. ‘I am sure all of us appreciate
         Ben’s coming here and sharing his insights with us.’ He smiled down at me. People craned to see. ‘I hope he won’t mind my
         saying that he is not only a great Mendelian but …’ Did he really look to me for agreement? I fear that he did. ‘… also a
         very brave man. Ladies and gentlemen, I give you Doctor Ben Lambert!’
      

      
      A crescendo of applause, like the roar of rain on a tin roof. Photo flashes flickered like lightning in the storm. The ocean
         of people swayed and roared. They even lined up to shake my hand, as pilgrims might queue to kiss a statue of a martyr. Perhaps
         they were hoping that by such contact they might acquire something of my grace, that courage of which the chairman had spoken.
         The secretary of the association, Gravenstein by name, leaned over to endorse the chairman’s praise. She was large6 and quivering, a mountain of concerned flesh shrouded in paisley cotton. ‘Gee, Ben, that’s wonderful. So brave, so brave
         …’
      

      
      Brave. That was the word of the moment. But I’d told Jean often enough. In order to be brave, you’ve got to have a choice.

      
      [image: image]

      
      There was an organised dinner in the restaurant of the hotel that evening, a ghastly affair with Moravian folk dancers and
         gypsy violins. A journalist from a local newspaper asked me questions – ‘What is the general thrust of your researches?’ ‘Is
         it true that you express your ancestry in the pursuit of your inquiries?’ – while Gravenstein and the chairman cosseted and protected
         me like a child. I was rescued by a call over the public address system: ‘Phone call for Doctor Lambert. There is a phone
         call for Doctor Lambert.’
      

      
      I escaped into the lobby. The hotel had been built before the curtain came down on the People’s Republic, and the lobby was
         as brash and shoddy as a station concourse. You expected to see train departure times on the bulletin board. It was almost
         a surprise to find instead the forthcoming events of the Mendel Symposium: a seminar at the university molecular biology department,
         a lecture on ‘The New Eugenics’ by Doctor Benedict Lambert, a visit to the monastery library. Bookings were open for a trip
         to the Mendel birthplace, near Olomouc. Doctor Daniel Hartl of the George Washington University School of Medicine would be
         wondering ‘What Did Gregor Mendel Think He Discovered?’
      

      
      I reached up to tap on the reception desk. ‘There’s a call for me. Telephone.’

      
      The receptionist peered over the edge. She had a widow’s peak and attached earlobes.7 You notice such things. Your mind grows attuned to them. Brown eyes. Brown hair. Phenotypically normal. I saw the familiar
         expressions cross her face at the sight of me: surprise, revulsion, concern, one blending clumsily with the other and all
         pinned together with disbelief. ‘There is a call for a Doctor Lambert,’ she said.
      

      
      ‘I am Doctor Lambert.’

      
      ‘You are Doctor Lambert?’

      
      ‘I am Doctor Lambert.’

      
      Disbelief almost won. She almost denied the fact. Then she shrugged and pointed to a row of booths beyond the fountain – ‘You take it over there’ – and went back to filing her nails.
      

      
      The telephone booth was stuffy and tobacco-stained, with a worse, nameless smell lurking in the corners. I had to stand on
         tiptoe to lift the receiver down. ‘Hello?’
      

      
      A fragile voice, attenuated by distance, by the electrical connections, by anxiety, whispered in my ear. ‘Is that you, Ben?’

      
      ‘Jean. Where are you?’

      
      ‘At the hospital.’

      
      ‘The baby …?’

      
      ‘They wanted me in early. My age or something. Everyone’s being so nice …’

      
      ‘Is it okay?’

      
      ‘They say it’s fine.’

      
      ‘How did you get my number?’

      
      A murmur and a twittering somewhere on the line. ‘I rang the Institute. Aren’t you going to wish me luck?’

      
      I told her that she didn’t need it. I told her that luck didn’t come into it. But I wished it just the same. Then I returned
         to the dinner, to the loud and various sounds of Gravenstein, to the fussing of the chairman and the cavorting of the folk
         dancers and the mindless questions of the reporter.
      

      
   
      
      
Mutation


      
      Next morning I detached myself from the congress. I left the hotel and I walked alone down Husova, the wide boulevard that
         cuts between the centre of the city and the wooded Špilberk Hill. People stared at me. At the end I turned at the junction
         with Peka[image: image]ská, where the trams queue up against the traffic lights, and people stared. I went on down the hill, down to Altbrünn,
         Staré Brno, Old Brno (old in little more than name), past rotting, grimy buildings dating from the last century; and the good
         people of the town stared. You get used to it. It isn’t the straightforward, what-have-we-got-here? kind of stare. They know
         in an instant what they have got here. It is, perhaps, a there-but-for-the-grace-of-God-go-I sort of stare, a sly and sideways
         stare, the face ostensibly and deliberately pointed tangential to the line of vision. One woman crossed herself. Another,
         as I paused to glance into some tawdry shop window, discreetly touched me. They do that, you know. It brings good luck.
      

      
      And what was I looking for? Good luck as well? I was thinking of Jean, of course. I was thinking of Jean and I was thinking
         of luck, which is merely chance masquerading under an alias – the tyranny of chance.
      

      
      At the bottom of the hill I reached Mendlovo nám[image: image]stí. The smell of roasting hops from a nearby brewery was heavy on the air. Trams rumbled along the street, surging in and out of the
         square like air filling and emptying the lungs of the city. Passengers waited in dull lines. I crossed the road at the traffic
         lights (drivers stared) and approached the monastery. The buildings were red-roofed and white-walled, amiable and placid against
         the dark brick buttresses and gothic pinnacles of the church: the rational growing out of the irrational, if you like. You
         look for signs like that, don’t you? – the artifacts of Man imbued with something of the spirit in which they were created.
         Just as you look at Man himself and wonder about the forces that created him.
      

      
      I walked around the long south wall of the convent, toward the gate. Above everything – lift your eyes for a moment above
         the pavements, above the red roofs, above the clock tower of the library and the spire of the church, above the grimy flats,
         above that whole quarter of the city – stood the Spielberg Fortress, where the Austrian Emperors used to keep their political
         prisoners. It is interesting to reflect that while the secrets of genetics were being revealed for the first time down there
         in the back garden of the monastery, the secrets of democracy and subversion were being revealed for the thousandth time in
         the dungeons on the hill above: nature, both human and plant, under torture. Did he know about it? Of course he did. And what
         did he think about it, eh? In 1858 the Habsburgs abandoned the Spielberg as a political prison, but you can’t take the stain away from
         a place like that. Within a century the Gestapo was putting it back to use.
      

      
      I looked in through the garden gate. Klášter, cloister. White buildings bordered the expanse of grass and lent the place something of the atmosphere of a university college
         – the fellows’ garden, perhaps. One almost expected figures in gowns.
      

      
      I am as suspicious as anyone of appeals to the emotions, but I am honest. I admit I felt a curious excitement as I stood there,
         a sense that everything had somehow focused down to this: this space, these solemn buildings with their red roofs and dormer
         windows, this quiet place beneath a summer sky with a woman wandering along the path with her dog (dachshund), and a gardener
         weeding, and two men strolling toward the archway on the far side, and a sign saying MENDELIANUM. Oh yes, I felt something as I stood looking across the lawns: something stirring in the bowels as well as in the brain,
         something that evades the grasp of words. The beds beneath the windows were where he first grew his plants. That long rectangle
         of gravel running across the grass was where his greenhouse had stood, where he’d puttered among the peas, muttering to himself,
         counting and numbering, dabbing with his camel-hair brush, planting seeds, counting again, always counting … This acre of
         space was where it all started, where the stubborn friar lit a fuse that burned unnoticed for thirty-five years until they
         discovered his work in 1900 and the bomb finally exploded. The explosion is going on still. It engulfed me from the moment
         of my conception. Perhaps it will engulf us all eventually.
      

      
      In the shrubbery at the far side of the garden there was a statue. At a distance it looked like an angel holding out its arms
         over souls in purgatory. Close to, it was no angel of course, but an anemic, conventional figure in priestly robes stretching
         out its hands over a stand of carved garden peas:
      

      
      P. GREGOR MENDEL
 1822–1884

      
      At the foot of the statue, someone had planted a row of garden peas, and on the plinth of the statue itself lay a small bunch of wild flowers. It was almost as though he had become the subject of some secret cult since his death, as though pious
         geneticist crept along in the night and surreptitiously left offerings to their saint.
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      ‘Where did I come from?’ I once asked my mother. I was no more than four at the time, but even at that age I recognised the
         pain in her expression while she tried to answer – a blend of helplessness and guilt – and I never asked again. I wonder now
         when they first told her about me, how they broke the news. An obstetrician can recognise it immediately, of course. The diagnosis
         is straightforward. But to a doting mother lying in bed in the aftermath of birth, one crumpled newborn child is much like
         another – the bones have not yet developed and the malign hand of the mutation has had little time to work its distortions.
         I wonder how they told her. I wonder when …
      

      
      My father never looked straight at me, can you imagine that? Never, throughout the whole of my life, can I remember his looking
         directly at me. Always his glance was aslant, tangential, as though that way he might not notice.
      

      
      I know the way your mind is working. You are trying to picture them, trying to give them shape and substance. You are trying
         to see if they are normal.
      

      
      They are normal.

      
      I don’t even look like them. Oh sure, I share certain features with them – the dark hair, the brown eyes, my father’s cleft
         chin, that kind of thing – but there is no structural resemblance, no facial resemblance. I don’t look like my father or my mother or my sister. I don’t have my mother’s nose or my father’s jawline or my grandfather’s cast of brow.
         I am on my own. ‘You’re special,’ my mother would insist as she dragged me off to one or another of those specialists – pediatricians, orthopedists, neurologists, orthodontists – who could never do anything at all.
         ‘You’re special, that’s why you have all these people looking after you.’
      

      
      For a while I was fooled by her assertions. I even used to imagine that I had been planted on my parents by extraterrestrial
         beings, a Midwich Cuckoo; but soon enough I learned the truth: I am exactly what I seem – an aberration, a mutant, the product
         of pure, malign chance.
      

      
      [image: image]

      
      I offer you this image: a desert in the early morning, stretching away toward the sunrise, stretching away toward the perfect
         hairline of the horizon. In the middle distance over to the left there is an outcrop of rock; in the foreground there is a
         cluster of military vehicles and a group of soldiers. The men are nervous. They talk in muted voices. There is the sensation
         that something is about to happen, something momentous, an execution perhaps. The men scratch and kick at the stones on the
         ground and glance often at their watches, as though time might suddenly have sped up and caught them unawares.
      

      
      Despite all this anticipation, the disembodied voice that crackles out into the still, chill morning air from one of the vehicles
         startles them. ‘Five minutes,’ it announces. ‘All personnel are to put on eye protection. Repeat, all personnel are …’
      

      
      There is a little flurry of activity as the men take goggles from their knapsacks and pull them on. Someone cracks a joke
         about looking like fucking frogs, but no one laughs. When all is ready, they turn and stare out across the desert as though
         searching for something through the thick, tinted lenses.
      

      
      A siren begins to wail. That is the only desert sound as the minutes tick away: the wailing of a siren just like those that
         used to wail across the city during the blitz, Rachel wailing for her children and would not be comforted. Then the siren stops
         and the men wait and the morning breeze soughs across the land, a soft and mournful sound.
      

      
      ‘One minute to go.’

      
      And the minute passes like a century.

      
      ‘Thirty seconds.’

      
      There is no muttering now. The men stand still, their figures etched against the pale peach of dawn.

      
      ‘Five, four, three, two, one …’

      
      And dawn breaks suddenly, with a flash, in silence. Like aboriginals, the men stand there watching a new sun rising, bringing
         in the new age.
      

      
      Was it then? The men wore welders’ goggles against the glare, but at exactly the same instant that the flash of silent light
         reached them, so too did the other rays, the gamma rays; and while the light was filtered by the dark glass of the goggles,
         the gamma rays, subtle and unseen, wafted freely through cloth and flesh and bone. In the course of their passage, did they
         touch with malign and featherlike hands the dividing cells buried deep within my father’s testes? Was that the moment when
         I was conceived?
      

      
      We have a photograph of him from those days in Australia. It shows him in the uniform of the Royal Engineers. Sergeant Eric
         Lambert. He has a bright and hopeful smile, largely stemming from the fact that he had managed to avoid service in Malaya.
         They sent him to Australia instead, on weapons research; and when he came back he fathered me.
      

      
      Was that how I came to be?

      
      Who knows? Who will ever know? Certainly it was a single mutation somewhere along the line, for I am, in good Mendelian fashion,
         a simple dominant. I might have fifty percent of my genes in common with each of my parents, but I don’t share that particular one with either of them. I couldn’t have come from them without a mutation …
      

      
      Unless my mother had sexual congress with a dwarf …

      
      All things must be considered.

   
      
      
Pedigree


      
      There is something more in the bizarre genetic equation that adds up to Benedict Lambert. There is Uncle Harry – Great-uncle
         Harry Wise.
      

      
      Rawboned and dark-eyed, Uncle Harry sits firmly in my childhood memory in a shabby wing-back chair in the front room of his
         bungalow on the south coast, with his neck in a brace and his mottled hands clutching the arms of his chair as though thereby
         clinging to life itself. Uncle Harry was the only person who appeared indifferent to my condition, the only person who never
         looked at me with affected cheerfulness, the only person who never made ill-disguised asides to my mother about how brave
         the little chap was. Maybe it was simply that in the clouded world of old age he didn’t realise.
      

      
      ‘Kom here and see, boy,’ he used to call, and his finger would beckon me onto his knee (the faint smell of damp and mold) to look
         at family photographs. One in particular showed – shows still, for I have it on my desk in the laboratory – a group of three
         adults posing beside a plaster column amid a small jungle of artificial plants. They are staring fixedly at the camera as
         though at the firing squad of history – a squat man in a black soutane; a younger man beside him wearing a frock coat and a rather
         foppish cravat; and a young woman seated between them. On the woman’s knee is a little child.
      

      
      ‘My poor Mutti,’ Uncle Harry would say in sorrowful tones. ‘With me in her arms.’ The child – four, five – has no expression, no real existence,
         barely even the distinguishing feature of a specific sex. A blot, a thing decked out in frills and sporting some kind of ridiculous
         bonnet, it is merely there on its mother’s lap like a family heirloom. Long ago, longer ago than it was possible for a child
         to understand, Harry Wise had been born Heinrich Weiss in Vienna; this photograph was the only relic he possessed of those
         dead days.
      

      
      ‘And that man is your grandfather, boy,’ Uncle Harry would continue.

      
      ‘Great-grandfather,’ my mother would correct him.
      

      
      ‘Urgrossvater Gottlieb,’ Harry would admit solemnly, as though the discovery of a further intervening generation had somehow depressed him. ‘With’
         – his bony finger would prod at the figure in the soutane, as though trying to prod it into life – ‘Uncle Hans. That is how
         he was known to the family. Uncle Hans. He was a famous man, boy, a famous man.’
      

      
      The picture is, in a sense, pivotal. It marks the last moments of the Austrian existence of the family Weiss. A few years
         later and the mother, that fragile, hopeful thing with the child on her lap, will have been abandoned, dead or alive – family
         history is uncertain on the point – in distant Vienna, and Gottlieb Weiss will have brought his only son to England. Once
         in England, Gottlieb found himself a second wife – English, Anglican, etiolated, stern – and, when name-changing became expedient
         in 1914, a second name: Godley Wise. He might have toyed with the etymologically accurate Theophilus White, but apparently
         that striking combination did not quite suit one who was a freethinker and agnostic, and a wayward disciple of Freud. So Gottlieb Weiss became Godley Wise – Doctor Godley Wise – and young Heinrich became Harry. Later a daughter was born, a half-sister to Harry but nothing like him, so
         my mother claims. Miscegenation had diluted that Austrian blood beyond recognition. Quite English, my grandmother was.
      

      
      I will run time backwards, the generations backwards, back toward that portrait taken in some Viennese photographic studio,
         and beyond that into the realms of myth and legend: Gottlieb Weiss, a man who changed names as you might change your coat,
         was born Gottlieb Schindler, the grandson of one Anton Mendel of Heinzendorf, in Silesia. Anton Mendel was the father of Gregor
         Mendel. Gregor Mendel is the priest in the family photograph. Thus Benedict Lambert and Gregor Mendel are related. That is
         what Uncle Harry used to tell me in his thick and monotonous accent. By some quirk of history, caprice of fate, whim of genetics
         and inheritance, Gregor Mendel and I are related. We have genes in common: to be precise, three percent. I am Gregor Mendel’s
         great-great-great-nephew.
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      At the age of eleven I sat an entrance exam for the local grammar school. My exam was called the eleven-plus, and was designed
         with good Mendelian principles in mind. Sir Cyril Burt of Oxford, Liverpool, Cambridge, and, finally, London universities
         was the principal advocate of the test, and I have a great deal to thank him for. Sir Cyril was a disciple of Galton. It was
         he whose work on twin and familial studies claimed to prove what Galton had only surmised, that intelligence is largely inherited,
         and that if you can measure a child’s intelligence, then you can measure its suitability for a decent education: the successful child goes to the grammar school; the failure goes to the
         secondary modern.
      

      
      I recall one of the questions, just one: If it takes three minutes to boil an egg, how long does it take to boil one hundred
         eggs?
      

      
      The answer, gentle reader, is three minutes. Anything else is wrong. At the time, sitting in an anonymous classroom of the local grammar school, stared at by the dozen
         or so children who, like me, were sitting the exam, I wanted to write, It all depends … But I was too intelligent to do anything stupid like that. Three minutes.

      
      ‘At least he’s got something going for him, poor little chap,’ one of my mother’s friends said. I overheard them talking shortly
         after news of my success had come through. ‘At least he’s got a brain in his head. Where did he get that from, I wonder? Was
         it his father? I expect it was. Although you can’t tell, can you?’ My mother was at the sewing machine, frowning with concentration
         as she made some kind of shirt that would fit me, accommodate my all-but-normal trunk and my shrunken arms. Whenever she was
         at home, whenever she wasn’t cooking or doing the dishes, she seemed to be sewing clothes for me. It is impossible to buy
         clothes, you see. The industry doesn’t take into account people of my proportions.
      

      
      At least he’s got a brain in his head. Even then I wasn’t so sure that was much of a consolation. But I passed the examination and was admitted to the grammar school.
      

      
      [image: image]

      
      At my grammar school, biology was taught in a classroom like all the others. There was a blackboard and a raised podium at
         one end, and rows of sloping desks facing it in dutiful attention. Mendel himself would have recognised the kind of place. Elsewhere in the school there were proper laboratories for physics
         and chemistry, but biology was an afterthought, consigned to a room that was fit for dictation, for sitting and listening
         and taking notes. There was an atmosphere of lassitude about the place, a sensation that nothing much would ever happen there.
         A poster on the wall showed the internal organs of the human body in lurid and unlikely colour. It was a prudish, sexless
         picture, and someone had tried to scribble in genitals where none had previously existed. The attempt had been rubbed out,
         but the crude lines were still visible like the scars from some dreadful operation. Below the poster was a bench with a row
         of dusty test tubes containing Tradescantia cuttings, the debris of some halfhearted demonstration that had been set up weeks before and then forgotten. There were microscopes,
         but they were locked away in some cupboard and marked for senior pupils only.
      

      
      I clambered with difficulty onto a chair. The class watched and whispered. The biology teacher, a Mr Perkins, coughed impatiently
         as though it were my fault that I was late, my fault that I was an object of curiosity, that I was what I was and am. ‘Gregor
         Mendel was an Austrian monk,’ he informed us once quiet had fallen. He paid scant attention to matters of fact. ‘The monastery
         was miles away from anywhere. No one knew about him and his work, and he knew nothing about what was going on in the scientific
         world of his time, but despite all these disadvantages, he started the whole science of genetics. There’s a lesson for you.
         You don’t need expensive laboratories and all the equipment. You just need determination and concentration. Stop talking,
         Dawkins. You never stop talking, boy, and you never have anything worth saying. You will find a photograph of Mendel on page
         one hundred and forty-five of your textbook. Look at it carefully and reflect on the fact that it is the likeness of a man with more brains in his little finger than you have in the whole of your cranium. But photographs won’t
         help you pass your exams, will they, Jones? Not if you don’t pay attention and don’t learn anything and spend all your time
         fiddling.’
      

      
      I turned the pages. From page 145 a face looked out of the nineteenth century into the twentieth with a faint and enigmatic
         smile, as though he knew what was in store. I held my secret to my chest, like a cardplayer with a magnificent hand.
      

      
      ‘Below the picture you may see one of his crosses,’ Mr Perkins said. ‘Study it with care, Jones.’
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      ‘This is the most famous of his experiments. Mendel took two strains of garden pea—’

      
      ‘Please, sir, how do you strain a pea, sir?’

      
      ‘Shut up, boy.’

      
      ‘Dawkins strains while having a pee. Is that anything to do with it, sir?’

      
      ‘Detention, boy! You are in detention. One of the strains was tall and the other was dwarf …’

      
      ‘Is a dwarf like Lambert, sir?’
      

      
      The racket of laughter stopped. Mr Perkins reddened. ‘That’s enough of that, boy.’

      
      ‘But is it, sir?’

      
      ‘Enough, I said. Now I want to explain what Mendel discovered. You will open your notebooks and take down this dictation …’

      
      And then I played my hand. ‘Please sir, he’s my uncle. I mean great-uncle. Great-great-great-uncle. That’s what Uncle Harry
         told me.’
      

      
      There was a terrible silence. Someone giggled. ‘Don’t be foolish, child,’ Mr Perkins said.

      
      ‘He is, sir.’

      
      The giggling spread, grew, metamorphosed into laughter.

      
      ‘But he is, sir. Uncle Hans. Great-great-great-uncle Hans Gregor.’
      

      
      The laughter rocked and swayed around the room, around the small focus of my body and around the wreckage of my absurd boast.
         Great-great-great-uncle. ‘Great-great-great,’ they called. ‘Great-great-great! Great-great-great!’
      

      
      ‘Shut up! There will be silence!’

      
      The laughter died away to mere contempt. ‘You will open your notebooks,’ Mr Perkins repeated in menacing tones, ‘and take
         down this dictation …’
      

      
      After the lesson they confronted me in the playground and taunted me with Uncle Gregor. ‘He’s one of them,’ they shouted.
         ‘He’s one of Mendel’s dwarfs!’
      

      
      I’m not, of course. Mendel’s dwarfs were recessive. I am dominant. But at that time I didn’t know anything very much, except
         evasive glances and a brisk smile on my mother’s face and a cheerful but unconvincing assertion that what matters is what
         you are like inside. It’s easy to say that. All’s for the best in the best of all possible worlds. At home I had small chairs
         and a small bed and low bookshelves. The books were the normal size.
      

      
      ‘Mendel’s dwarf,’ they cried after me in the playground. ‘Mendel, Mendel.’ The name became a taunt, a chant of loathing. I
         retreated to the bike sheds, but they confronted me there, their knees hovering in my line of sight, their feet stamping at
         me as though I were something to be trodden into the dirt, a cockroach perhaps. ‘Mendel, Mendel, Mendel’s dwarf!’ they called,
         and the feet came through the bike racks at me until a couple of older girls came in. ‘Leave off him,’ they said carelessly.
         ‘What’s he done to you, poor sod?’
      

      
      ‘He’s Mendel’s dwarf.’

      
      ‘Oh, piss off.’

      
      The boys went, chastened by age and sex. The girls eyed me with distaste through the bike racks. One of them seemed about
         to say something. Then she shrugged as though the effort didn’t seem worthwhile. ‘Come on,’ she said to the other. ‘Give us
         a fag.’
      

      
      I left them lighting up their Woodbines and scratching themselves.

      
      [image: image]

      
      ‘It’s a problem you have to live with,’ the headmaster advised me. I told him I’d not realised that before, and thanked him
         very much for sharing his insight with me. He answered that being insolent wouldn’t help. Or being arrogant. I asked him whether
         being submissive might. Or being recessive. He told me to get out of his study.
      

      
      A problem you have to live with. That’s a good one, isn’t it? It isn’t something I live with, as I might live with a birthmark or a stammer, or flat feet. It is not an addition, like a mole on my face, nor a subtraction, like premature baldness: it is me. There is no other.
      

      
      The curious thing is that I am doubly cursed. I am like I am, and yet I want to live. That’s another character, a more subtle
         one than dwarfism, but an animal character nevertheless, possessed by almost every human being. The Blessed Sigmund Fraud
         was wrong. There is no death wish, no Todeswunch. If there were, no animal species would survive, and certainly not our own damned one. But if there were a death wish, things
         would have been a lot easier for me: head in the oven, overdose of pills, fourth-floor window, the possibilities are endless.
         In the underground I’ve often stood on the edge of the platform as the train came in, and thought about it. But no, you’ve
         got to live with it. You aren’t actually given the choice. No one is. I use the second person to include the whole of the
         human race. No one is exempt. You are all victims of whatever selection of genes is doled out at that absurd and apparently
         insignificant moment when a wriggling sperm shoulders aside its rivals and penetrates an egg. ‘What have we got here?’ Mother
         Nature wonders. ‘What combination have we thrown up this time?’ It’s like checking over the results of some lottery, the numbers
         drawn every day, every minute of every day; and every time someone a winner and someone a loser. No need to say which I was.
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      Two genealogies from dwarf studies, discovered in a book of medical genetics that I found one day in the public library. The
         diagrams have a pleasing sense of design about them, don’t they? There is a balance, a rhythm, a subtle asymmetry that halts
         the eye. The whole has something of the composition of a Mondrian painting, or perhaps a doodle by Miró:
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      All four of the children of the two achondroplastic mothers were born by Caesarea section. If either of the two affected boys
         has children, the risk for each of these children being affected is a half.
      

      
      That was the kind of thing I used to do in my free time, run to the public library. It was a refuge, you see, a place of quiet,
         a place of sympathy. One of the assistant librarians in particular befriended me. She used to put aside books she thought
         I might like; she used to talk to me almost as though I were normal. She was not a bad-looking woman. Woman, girl, she was
         on the borderline between the two, one or two acne spots still lingering on her chin, a blush still coming readily to her
         cheeks whenever the chief librarian addressed her. Mousy, of course. I feel that all librarians ought to be mousy. It should
         be a necessary (but not sufficient) qualification for the job. Mousy? Agouti? What, I wonder, is its genetic control? Perhaps
         it is tightly linked to the gene for tidiness. She was about eighteen, this mousy librarian: eighteen, tidy, and frightened
         of the chief librarian (also mousy, but fortyish and balding), and her name was Miss Piercey.
      

      
      ‘It’s Benedict,’ she used to say as I waddled in. Her tone was almost one of contentment, almost as though she were pleased to see me. ‘How are we today?’
      

      
      We.

      
      Usually she would be sitting on a stool behind the main desk. Often enough, just often enough for it to be a distinct possibility,
         not too often for it to be anything more than chance, her skirt would be drawn rather too high up her thighs for modesty.
         I used to gain an interesting perspective on her when she sat like that. It was the only occasion in the whole of my life
         when I have been at an advantage over normal people, eyeing Miss Piercey’s legs, longing to be able to pierce Miss Piercey.
         ‘Are we looking for anything in particular today?’ she would ask. ‘Or are we just browsing?’
      

      
      We. For those moments we shared my paltry existence. ‘Browsing,’ I would reply, my eyes browsing up and over the angle of her
         knees and into the shadows above. ‘Just browsing.’ Sometimes things would become quite difficult. On occasion – when, for
         example, turning on her stool to deal with another reader, she had to uncross her legs – I would have to excuse myself hastily
         and rush not to the bookshelves but to the bathroom, there to find solace and comfort at my own hands.
      

      
      You are surprised? Oh yes, I’m quite normal that way. It’s only my bones that are deformed …
      

      
      Well, you might call it a bone, but it isn’t one. The os penis or baculum, a heterotopic bone found in many insectivores and rodents and in most primates, is absent in man. It isn’t a
         bone, and I am anything but dwarf in that respect. Because of my shortened arms I have to bend to reach it, but it’s quite
         normal when I get there. Seven inches erect. I measured it on one occasion when it was thinking of Miss Piercey.
      

      
      A test question: Who praised masturbation as the perfect sexual relationship, because it is the only one in which pleasure
         given is exactly equal to pleasure received? Answer: Jean Genet.
      

      
      Once I saw Miss Piercey’s underpants. I was standing chatting with her when an old lady called her to get a book down from
         a high shelf. ‘Won’t be a mo, dear,’ Miss Piercey replied. ‘Just coming.’ And, as she slid down from her stool, her skirt, snagging some splinter in the wood, rode upward over her thighs.
         ‘Whoops!’ she cried, tugging the skirt down. ‘You keep your eyes to yourself, young man.’
      

      
      Miss Piercey hurried to the old lady’s aid; I hurried toward the bathroom. The incident was trivial and normality was soon
         reestablished (my desire spent into the lavatory bowl; the old lady equipped with book from upper shelf; Miss Piercey settled
         once more on her stool with her skirt pulled demurely down to her knees), but the memory lived on. White cotton with pink
         flowers, Miss Piercey’s knickers. They were etched into my mind. I saw the same design at the British Home Stores shortly
         afterwards, and I rushed in to spend my pocket money. ‘For my sister,’ I explained. The assistant looked skeptical; yet surely,
         if it had been for any other purpose, I would have been rooting around among the black lace, the suspender belts and diaphanous
         French knickers, not the plain floral underpants. One must look at the matter realistically.
      

      
      Back in the safety of my bedroom, hugging the scrap of cotton to my face, I dreamt of Miss Piercey lying as white as a mouse
         beneath my gaze, wearing only those underpants. Sexual dimorphism is under the control of a pair of chromosomes, the X and
         the Y, but what is it that controls desire? That is a question that has defied the greatest geneticists of our time. There are those who claim that a rogue portion of
         the long arm of the X chromosome (section Xq28, to be exact1) may be responsible for homosexual desires; but what was it that drove my body into paroxysms of lust for mouselike Miss
         Piercey?
      

      
      I haven’t mentioned her eyes, have I? I have mentioned, by implication, other parts of her anatomy, and, specifically, her
         hair; but I haven’t mentioned her eyes. They were of differing colour. One was blue, the other green. How do you explain that by the mathematical dance of genes …?
      

      
      Miss J. Piercey. The name card on the librarians’ desk said so (I could catch a glimpse of it only if I stood far back). I
         didn’t even know her first name. J? I imagined ‘June’ – June, moon, swoon; it would have been perfect. She was doing some
         kind of training in librarianship at the polytechnic, combined with work experience in the library. I was sixteen and was
         studying biology and chemistry and maths, all those things that she had failed. The gulf between us was vast, being constructed
         of things material and things emotional, things structural and things spiritual. I suppose that had she known my feelings
         she’d have uttered a squeal of revulsion and accused me of being filthy-minded. But it was something approaching love.
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      I did very well in biology, of course; particularly well in the questions on genetics. The words segregation, dominance, recessive, mutation flowed from my pen. My Punnett squares were punctilious. My ratios were rational.
      

      
      Mice of the strain known as waltzers suffer from a defect in the cerebellum that makes them move around in an uncoordinated
            way described as waltzing. When waltzers are crossed with normal mice all the offspring are normal …

      
      Aren’t they lucky?

      
      Humans of the type known as achondroplastic dwarfs suffer from a lack of cartilage cells, so that bones that depend on cartilage
            models for development cannot grow. When dwarfs of this type are crossed with normal humans fifty percent of the offspring
            are normal and fifty percent are dwarf.

      
      Aren’t they unlucky?

      
      Toss a coin. It is all a matter of probability and chance. Try it. Go on, take a coin out of your pocket or your purse. Toss
         it, call heads or tails, and there you are. Cursed or not?
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      The biology laboratory at school possessed five microscopes. They were gleaming, ancient things with more than a hint of brass
         about them, but their optics were good. Only the seniors were allowed to use them, and then only under the supervision of
         the dull Mr Perkins, but there are ways and means, always. I obtained a key to the room (the cleaning lady reported the loss,
         but everyone just assumed she had mislaid it) and stayed behind one afternoon. The impoverished school library was available
         for late study on Tuesdays and Thursdays, so I spent some time reading there to establish an alibi before making my way along
         the corridor and up the back stairs to where the biology laboratory lay at the rear of the building, overlooking a car park
         and a supermarket warehouse. It was but the work of an instant to let myself in and lock the door behind me.
      

      
      The microscopes were in a locked cupboard, but I knew all about that. The key lived in Mr Perkins’s desk. In a few moments
         (dangerous moments, for the cupboard was within view of the glass panel in the door) the best of the microscopes (Czech optics,
         I remember) was in my grasp. I set the thing up in a corner, away from the door. I got a box of slides and another of cover
         slips. I found a beaker and a teat pipette.
      

      
      I was – am – a born research worker. Single-minded, patient, prepared, determined; like Great-great-great-uncle Gregor himself.
         I had chosen the photograph, a particular favourite, with care. In a boudoir suffused with rose light, a honeyed girl, bedewed
         and as soft as angora, bent over and presented her backside to the camera and, by proxy, to my hungry eyes. She glanced behind,
         as though at her behind, while one hand reached back to part her buttocks and reveal the magic of golden pubescence and the mystery
         of moist, rubescent, pleated flesh. I told you I am a born researcher. No inhibition stands in my way. I propped the picture
         on a desk and fumbled with my clothing. In a few moments I felt the familiar spasm of delight and had a cupped palmful of
         nacreous liquid.
      

      
      
         A million million spermatozoa

         All of them alive:

         Out of their cataclysm but one poor Noah

         Dare hope to survive.

      

      
      Author? Aldous Huxley: grandson of Thomas Huxley, the champion of Darwin against the clergy, and brother of Julian Huxley,
         Sir Julian Huxley, sometime professor of zoology at King’s College, London, sometime director-general of UNESCO, sometime leading
         eugenicist …
      

      
      I pipetted a drop of glutinous fluid onto a slide and lowered the cover slip with consummate care; then I arranged the light
         and slid the slide onto the stage. Low power … medium power. I peered, adjusted the diaphragm, turned the nosepiece to the
         big lens. It locked into place.
      

      
      One million million spermatozoa, all of them alive. Small exclamations of blind and culpable intent! Interrogation marks asking
         what absurd question? A thousand periods, each bearing its potent, muddled message … They shimmered and shook, nosing toward
         God knows what dimly perceived ovum, and I knew, oh, I knew that of every thousand that I saw within that brilliant circle
         of light, five hundred carried the command for height, for normality, for happiness and contentment; and five hundred bore
         the curse.
      

      
      But which?

      
      Was that an epiphany? Was that the moment when something, someone – the bleak and austere muse of science – spoke to me? Was my future research determined then, just as my future life had been determined seventeen years before, when a sperm
         such as one of these had nosed its way up my mother’s fallopian tube and encountered a wandering, wondering ovum with its
         delicate cumulus of follicular cells? Forget about copulation. The moment of true penetration is when the lucky sperm, the
         poor Noah, nudges against the ovum and explodes its capsule of digestive enzymes. The tail is shed and the head enters. For
         a moment two sets of chromosomes, one from the egg, one from the sperm, lie alongside each other in uneasy juxtaposition.
         And one of them carries my curse. The chromosomes, intricate spools of nucleic acid and protein, move together into a single,
         fateful conjunction; and Benedict Lambert has begun. Chromosomes that were once my mother’s and my father’s are now mine.
         I have begun. And I am cursed.
      

      
      And Gregor Mendel, was he cursed too? A moment of coupling in the massive bed in the peasant cottage at number 58, Heinzendorf,
         a village at the foot of the Sudety Mountains in Austrian Silesia, not far from the Polish border. It is October 22, 1821,
         more or less. There is a square tiled stove against one wall, around which the family sleeps during the deep winter nights;
         but now it is merely autumn, a chill autumn with the larch and the silver birch and the poplars turning to gold and rust,
         and Anton and Rosine use the great bed. The daughter Veronika sleeps on one side, while the parents couple quietly and methodically
         on the other side. They get warmth from each other’s body, and, for a convulsive moment, something else – a fleeting abstraction
         from the pains of peasant life. Then they lie quietly in each other’s arms while a shimmering galaxy of spermatozoa begins
         its blind and determined journey up Rosine’s genital tract.
      

      
      Did the particular sets of chromosomes that came together then bring with them Gregor Mendel’s particular future? Was that
         written in the genes? Can you possess genes for genius?
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