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PART I - A NEW GENESIS
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Spring 1974, Ostend, Belgium

 

The woman screamed, a primeval howl that represented the unchanging nature of humanity's physical continuance through the ages. Though she'd promised herself she wouldn't no matter how great the pain, she had finally given in to the most natural urge associated with the birth of a child, and, at the moment the head finally forced its way from the birth canal and made its way slowly into the world, her body could take no more. She'd heard that scream so many times in the past, from others in the same position, and had thought those women weak and incapable of self-control. Now, she knew better.

The man in the white coat whose hand she gripped tightly spoke gently to her, reassuring, coaxing. “It won't be long now, it will soon be over, and all will be well.”

She was sweating; her legs ached from being held apart for so long by the stirrups. He'd insisted on them, in case he needed to take immediate action if complications developed, and her back felt as though it would never again be free of pain. Over and over in her head she asked herself if anything was worth the pains and the humiliating exposure she was enduring, and over and again the answer came back to her. Of course it was!

As the man had promised, it was soon over. The pain gradually subsided, and the woman, free at last of the weight she'd carried within her womb for so many months, and with the pain of childbirth receding into memory, slept. The man sat watching her contentedly, knowing that between them, they had achieved something special, perhaps as all men who witness the birth of a child feel, though this was more than special, and he knew it. He had no idea of what the future might have in store for any of them, but for now, he basked in the glow of success as he watched the sleeping woman's breasts heave gently beneath the thin gown as she breathed rhythmically in her deep, well deserved sleep.

Darkness fell over the small isolated cottage, the sound of the ocean waves breaking on the nearby beach. The man checked one last time that his charges were happily sleeping, and as a combined sense of relief and elation crept over him, he finally succumbed to the tiredness in his limbs, his eyes slowly closed, and he too drifted into a peaceful sleep. There was much work to do; it would take time, patience, and much trial and error. But that could wait until tomorrow.
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Turin, April 1976

 

The news from around the world had hardly been good. On the 2nd April of that year, Prince Sihanouk of Cambodia stepped down as monarch of his country in the face of the rising tide of communism that had taken hold of the land, to be replaced by Pol Pot, who became Prime Minister, and virtual dictator of that beleaguered nation. Few people could have envisaged at that point the holocaust that would soon sweep across Cambodia, killing millions and bringing fear, degradation, and sweeping poverty to almost all who dwelt within Pol Pot's evil sphere of influence.

Whilst the happenings in South-East Asia were serving to make headlines around the world, news of lesser global proportions but of intense personal importance were the chief topic of speculation at the home of Antonio and Lucia Cannavaro, where news of paramount importance had arrived.

“The letter, Antonio, I've got the letter, from the clinic. I've been accepted!”

“Cara, cara, I'm so happy for you, for us, my beautiful wife. Maybe now we will be able to have the family we have longed for.”

“Yes, my husband, and they will pay us well for allowing me to let them use their new methods upon me.”

“As long as it is safe, then I am happy, my darling. Please, may I see the letter?”

Lucia passed the letter to her husband, who began to read.

 

The Clinique Sobel

Brussels

28th March 1976

+32 (0)2 640 97 97

 

Dear Signora Cannavaro,

 

I am delighted to inform you that, following your application to the clinic, and the subsequent results of the tests carried out by our representative in Turin, it has been decided to offer you a place on our experimental infertility treatment programme.

As was made clear at your local interview, you will be required to spend a period of two months with us, during which time we will apply a revolutionary technique developed by our medical team to bring an end to your infertility and hopefully to ensure that you and your husband will be blessed with a child of your own in the near future.

At the end of your time here, you will be paid the agreed sum of two thousand dollars to recompense you for the time you will spend here and to compensate for the separation from your husband.

At all times during your stay here, we will adhere to safe medical practices and you will at no time be in any danger of harm. As was also pointed out to you at your interview, however, the practices we employ are revolutionary in the field of medicine, and it is necessary that you do not reveal your participation in these trials to anyone outside of your immediate family, and preferably then only to your husband.

Your failure to adhere to these conditions will invalidate this offer to participate, and your place will be offered to some other fortunate lady.

Please be kind enough to telephone the above number at your earliest convenience to confirm your acceptance of this offer, and please follow this with your signed acceptance.

Congratulations once again on your success, and I shall look forward to making your acquaintance when we see you at the clinic on May 1st.

 

Yours sincerely


Charles DeVries



Dr. Charles DeVries

Administrator

 

Antonio and Lucia danced around their tiny apartment together. They were far from wealthy, Antonio making just enough for them to live on from his job as a motor mechanic at the small service garage down the street. He and Lucia had been trying for a baby since they were married three years ago. Tests had shown her to be highly unlikely ever to conceive naturally because she had a small blockage in her fallopian tubes. Further, Antonio had been found to have a very low sperm count, so their chances of a natural conception were minimal.

The tiny advertisement in the local newspaper had seemed like a message from God to Lucia. The new clinic had recently opened its doors to the public, and they were seeking women with clinically diagnosed infertility to take part in trials of their new treatments for the problem. They promised a high chance of success, and even to pay those accepted for their time.

Lucia had been delighted to be invited to the office of a local doctor who had been appointed by the clinic to ascertain her suitability for the project, and had attended all the necessary and at times invasive tests required by the clinic. The doctor had sent his report to the clinic and now she had the letter, and she was happy, happier than she'd felt for a long time. Antonio shared in that happiness with his wife, dancing once more round the tiny, cramped living room of their one-bed apartment, where they both hoped soon to hear the sound of a baby's voice to join with their own.

“We shall have to buy you some new clothes for the journey, and for your stay in Belgium,” said Antonio.

“We cannot afford such extravagance, Antonio,” replied his wife. “We must save our money for the time when the baby comes.”

“If it is a success,” Antonio cautioned her, trying to be realistic about their chances.

“Oh, it will be, my darling, I just know it will be,” she replied.

Over the next week, other couples across Europe and in the United States received similar letters of acceptance, and the delight of the young Italian couple was reflected in the joy and the excitement experienced by those fortunate enough to have been selected. At that moment, Doctor Charles DeVries, administrator of the pioneering new infertility clinic set in the heart of one of Europe's oldest cities, could have asked for and been granted anything in their power to give by those young people, such was their gratitude at receiving this opportunity to become parents.

They of course couldn't know that DeVries himself would have little or no part to play in the actual treatment they received at the clinic. He was after all just the administrator of the facility, but he did enjoy being the public face of the clinic, and he worked hard to cultivate his image as the benign and caring father figure of the establishment. Every visitor to the facility commented on his ability to put the most nervous of patients quickly at ease.

In a matter of weeks, women from around the globe began their journeys, by air, by sea, and by train to the revolutionary new clinic, where for all of them the one hope was to see their dreams of motherhood being turned into reality.
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The woman gazed down at the two toddlers happily playing on the floor in front of her. The two boys were perfect, almost too perfect, she thought. It was so hard to distinguish them from one another. Never had there been such twins, she thought to herself, and she had carried them within her body, had given birth to them, and now she was responsible for every minute of their daily lives. They loved her, they depended on her, they interacted with her in a way she would never have thought possible at one time in her life. They had begun to talk a few months ago, and both had the ability to walk unaided for quite a number of steps. She was proud of their progress. They had lively, active minds, as she'd always known they would have. After all, one need look no further than the man who sat in the office on the other side of the playroom wall, the man who had been by her side through the whole process, who had held her hand as she gave birth to the boys, and whose blood and genetic makeup flowed in the veins of the two boys upon whom so many futures now depended. His mind had been a part of the blueprint that had made them.

The door to the playroom opened, and the white-coated man entered and walked across, then positioned himself on the sofa next to her.

“They look well,” he said, with a knowing smile on his face.

“Of course they're well, they're always well, aren't you, boys?” she replied, voicing the purely rhetorical question in the direction of the two playing children who patently were not about to provide an answer.

“Is everything going according to your childrearing programme?” asked the man.

“You make it sound so clinical,” she responded.

“Isn't that what you are, a clinician, and one of the best in your field, I might add?”

“Yes, of course. It's just that they have no real conception of how important they are to me, or to you.”

“One day they will know, and they will be proud of their heritage, their upbringing, their lineage.”

The woman appeared to lapse into deep thought for a minute or so, and then she rose from the sofa and beckoned the man to follow her. As they retreated to the far side of the room, the twins rose in perfect unison, steadied themselves on their young legs, and began to walk slowly but surely, with an assurance rare for such youngsters, towards the couple. As they neared the smiling couple, the boys reached out with their hands. First the man, and then the woman responded in kind. The two boys took the hands of the adults, who led them into another child-oriented, cheerfully decorated room where the boys were soon sleeping peacefully under the warm coverings of their purpose-built beds, which were fitted with an array of monitoring equipment. It was time for their afternoon nap.

After ensuring that the boys were safely asleep and that the cameras that recorded their every movement were switched on and operating correctly, the man and woman left the room, retraced their steps across the pastel blue carpet of the playroom, and made their way into the office which lay on the other side of the wall.

The man stood for a long time gazing out of the office window, as the woman sat making notes at the desk. He watched a family of blackbirds as they fed upon the lawn, mother, father and two fledglings hunting for juicy worms. Next came a squirrel as it ran down the trunk of the tall tree in middle of the lawn, anxious to find a new source of food and return to its secret hideaway.

The man was lucky to enjoy such sights, for the office window was perfectly positioned to observe the small wonders of nature that were regularly taking place in the expansive garden outside. In sharp contrast to his panoramic view, in the beautifully decorated, centrally heated bedroom to which the twins had just been led, and in the superbly equipped and well-lit playroom he and the woman had just left, there were no windows at all.
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Brussels, May 1st 1976

 

“Welcome, ladies, I bid you welcome. My name is Doctor Charles DeVries, and it is my pleasure on behalf of all the doctors and staff here at the clinic to wish you all a happy stay in our facility and an even happier future upon leaving us. If you will all please give your first names to Angelique here at the desk, one at a time please, she will allocate your rooms to you and you will be shown to them directly. Remember, first names only, please, ladies. We like to preserve our clients' privacy here at the clinic, even from one another, so we make it a condition of your stay here that you only use your first names when conversing with each other. No surnames here please, ladies, ever!”

This last was delivered with such force and conviction that some of the women assembled in the foyer of the clinic that day felt as though they'd just entered some kind of strange military boot camp and that they were being addressed by the sergeant major of the rookie platoon, rather than being checked into a fertility clinic on the outskirts of the beautiful city of Brussels by the otherwise charming and extremely handsome Dr. Charles DeVries.

Each of the six women present in the spacious, brightly lit reception area of the clinic had arrived that day, according to pre-arranged instructions from Dr. DeVries. Some had arrived in Belgium, one, two, or three days ago, but had arranged accommodation in various hotels until the time had come for them to report to the clinic. It was certain that every one of them had been impressed as their respective taxis had carried them from the small local station on the outskirts of the city to their destination, and they'd observed the broad sweeping lawns of the facility as they drove up the twisting gravelled drive, which crunched satisfyingly under the tyres of the cab. The gardens bordering the lawns were lush and beautifully landscaped, with a dazzling array of flowers of every imaginable hue set in the expansive borders, a true delight to behold.

Everything about the approach to the clinic spoke of peace and serenity, of harmony, and of a place to relax, take things easy, and enjoy. There were other women already at the clinic. The new arrivals saw them taking walks in the grounds and enjoying the spring sunshine, seemingly without a care in the world. This was truly set up to be a haven of tranquillity, a place where they could forget the pressures of home, and concentrate on the one thing that mattered most to them at this time in their lives. It would be true to say that each of those six women felt as though she had arrived at a crossroads in her life, and that the new direction she was about to take would shape a whole new optimistic future for her and the baby she hoped would be hers before too long.

Lucia Cannavaro was the first of the women to reach the reception desk, her Latin temperament causing her to rush to be 'numero uno' when it came to checking in and being allocated her room. It wasn't rudeness, but it was Italian-ness!

“My name is Lucia,” she stated clearly to Angelique, the receptionist, sticking strictly to the first name rule.

“Ah, yes, Lucia, you are in the Blenheim Wing, room number four,” said Angelique, after checking a list on the desk in front of her. Aged about twenty-four, with blonde hair cut to her shoulders, Angelique was a highly professional medical receptionist. She was also a registered nurse, as was evidenced by the shoulder flashes on her crisp, white uniform, and the badge identifying her nursing orders stitched to her dress above the left breast pocket, from which a number of pens and a mini-torch projected, all neatly arrayed like soldiers in a row.

“Please take a seat, Lucia, and when I have allocated rooms to all of the other ladies, I will have each of you escorted to your accommodations.”

Lucia did as she was bid and settled herself into one of the comfortable armchairs which were placed strategically around the reception area as Angelique efficiently continued her work with the others. As she waited, she listened as the other women identified themselves to the receptionist:

“Katerina,” said the first, in an accent Lucia couldn't place, followed by “My name is Theresa,” this time in an unmistakeable Irish accent.

Angelique wasted no time in assigning the two women to rooms one and three, in the same wing as Lucia. It transpired that all the women would be housed in the clinic's Blenheim Wing, this being reserved for those undergoing the newest experimental treatments and procedures.

Katerina and Theresa soon joined Lucia in the waiting armchairs, as first an American named Tilly, then an English woman by the name of Elizabeth and a Slavic-looking girl who went by the name of Christa each registered themselves with Angelique and were allocated their rooms. It seemed that each woman would have a private room during their stay at the clinic, as Dr. DeVries quickly explained that it was necessary for certain procedures to be carried out which needed privacy, and it was thought that the clients at the clinic would feel more at home if the procedures were carried out in the more homely confines of their accommodations rather than in the more clinical conditions of the laboratories or treatment rooms as used for some of the more routine fertility treatments on offer at the facility. Each and every room, he stated, was fitted with all the medical machinery and equipment necessary to carry out every aspect of their treatments, and if it weren't for the need for fresh air and exercise, they could actually spend their whole time at the clinic in their rooms, without ever seeing the daylight, though, as he laughingly pointed out, that would be like a prison sentence, and not at all what they had come for.

Some of the women giggled nervously at his words. Some, Lucia included, felt a slight shiver of trepidation as he spoke, as though the good doctor was not quite as convincing as he could have been. As soon as Angelique had finished with Christa, she pressed a button on her desk. A minute later, as if by magic, a door in the panelling behind her slid open and a man in white jacket and trousers appeared. The automatic door had opened in such silence that his entrance took them all by surprise, and drew one or two gasps from the waiting women.

“Automation, the technology of the future, ladies,” said DeVries, sensing their incredulity.

Of course, today we accept automatic sliding doors as an everyday appliance as we enter shops or offices, but, back in 1976, such things were a novelty, and usually confined in most peoples' minds to those scenes in Star Trek where the Captain or crew member approached a solid wall which suddenly sprang open with a whoosh to allow access to the bridge or another deck of the Starship Enterprise. The small group of women viewed the revelation of the automatic doors as though they were indeed entering the realm of science fiction.

The young man, who introduced himself as Marc, was no Captain Kirk, but was in fact the medical orderly in charge of escorting the women to their rooms in the Blenheim wing. DeVries spoke once more.

“You ladies will now be allowed two hours in which to settle in to your new accommodation. I trust you will find everything to your satisfaction. We wish you to be comfortable here. Please, take some time to refresh yourselves, take a shower, unpack, and perhaps phone your husbands to inform them of your safe arrival. At the end of the two hours I will visit each of you in turn to discuss the direction your individual treatments will take. You are all unique; your conception problems are individual and will require one-on-one consultations at all times during your stay at the clinic. Today is all about assimilation and tomorrow you will meet the clinical team who will carry out the actual procedures that we hope will be successful in helping you fulfil your dearest wishes.”

Lucia thought him one of the most considerate men she'd ever met. His voice was clam and reassuring, and she felt confident that she'd made the correct decision in responding to the advertisement.

With that, Marc bade the women follow him, and he led his multi-national cortege of ladies to their new homes away from home, in the Blenheim Wing, or 'Special Procedures Unit' as the staff at the clinic described it.
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In the windowless bedroom, the two boys woke and lay happily and quietly staring at the brightly coloured mobiles that dangled from the ceiling above them. In the absence of any natural breeze or draught in the room, the dangling ornaments moved almost imperceptibly, driven by the small natural currents of air produced by the breathing of the children and the ultra-quiet air conditioning system. There were representations of elephants, gazelles, lions and deer, a giraffe, and an ostrich, all of which captivated and gripped the boys' attention. Unlike other children who perhaps might cry or make some sound on waking with no adult in the room, these two were silent, doing nothing more than stare like automatons at the brightly painted creatures suspended in mid-air above them.

The woman entered the room, looked down at them with a distinctly professional air, and stood making notes on the clipboard she carried in her left hand. Her notes completed, she walked across the room, placed the clipboard on top of the chest of drawers which stood by the wall, and peered at her reflection in the mirror which was positioned just above the chest.

What she saw pleased her. She was a good looking, some might even say beautiful, woman. About five feet two, her figure had soon returned to its normal shape after having given birth to the twins. She'd taken some time to apply her make-up today–she had a business meeting later–and she was pleased with the results. Together with the dark red skirt suit she'd chosen for the day, and the heels, not too high, but enough to give her legs the desired shape and contours, she felt very feminine, but also very confident. Surely the money men wouldn't turn her down.

Returning to the boys, she picked them up one at a time, and placed them in a standing position on the floor, one at either side of her. She took them by the hand, and led them to the playroom, where the man in the white coat sat waiting.

“They're all yours for a couple of hours,” she said, “I'll be back as soon as I can.”

“Good luck,” the man offered as she walked through the door, into the office, where there were windows, and light, and a connecting door to the outside world.

“Huh,” she replied. “Luck doesn't come into it. When he sees what I've got he simply has to say yes.”

With that, she was gone, and the man turned to the two little boys, who stood obediently in front of him, like two tiny statues. He ordered them to sit on the floor, and, despite their tender ages, they responded immediately. He then proceeded to read to them from a book he had kept beside him on the sofa. This was no children's storybook from which he read. It was Gibbons' Decline and Fall of The Roman Empire.
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The Clinique Sobel, later the same day.

 

Lucia Cannavaro was spellbound by the size and luxurious nature of the room in which she found herself. “Mamma mia,” she said to the empty room, “this is bigger than our apartment at home. What would Antonio think?”

The room was indeed large by anyone's standards, and represented the extensive expenditure on its clients' comfort that the clinic had invested in its accommodations. The walls were covered in soft-hued pink and white wallpaper with a delicate floral design woven in, and the carpet, in a matching shade of pink, had a deep pile that bare feet sank into easily. Recessed lighting had been installed in the walls, obviating the need to turn on the overhead lights, which themselves were housed in an ornate solid brass fitting reminiscent of something normally found in the world's finest hotels. Obviously, whoever had funded the building of the clinic had spared no expense, and this in itself gave Lucia a degree of confidence in the venture she had embarked upon. Dr. DeVries's one small slip into his sergeant-major veneer was soon forgotten.

The bathroom which adjoined Lucia's living and sleeping space was equally palatial. There was a shower, something Lucia had only dreamed of back home in Italy. The bath itself was twice as large as the one at home, and there was also a bidet, something she had only seen in copies of expensive women's magazines on her rare visits to the hairdresser or perhaps the dentist. The whole room was finished in a peaceful tone of blue, which, though initially cold on the eye, soon gave one a feeling of restfulness and tranquillity. That, thought Lucia, was the essence of the clinic, tranquillity. Everything was designed to be harmonious, to put the client or patient at ease, and she felt that they'd done a good job; in fact, a great job!

She kicked off her shoes, and allowed herself to stretch out on the double bed. Such decadence! At home Lucia would never have the time or opportunity to lie on the bed in the daytime. There was always so much to do, washing, cleaning, ironing, making sure Antonio's meal was ready when he came home from work. Suddenly, she'd been transported to a land of immaculate luxury, and she was determined to enjoy every minute.

It was only as she relaxed that Lucia began to study the room in more detail. Against the far wall, under the window with its pretty beige curtains, was an array of medical equipment, all of it totally unidentifiable to her degree of knowledge. There were machines that looked like alien contraptions from outer space; cold, clinically designed things in stark white, in complete contrast to the soft pastels of the rest of the room's décor. Beneath one of them was a shelf, and the instruments housed on that shelf looked to Lucia's untrained eye like implements of torture. She could only speculate as to their purpose. She knew without a doubt, however, that some, if not all, of those shiny metal and plastic tools would be used on her, or in her, in some way, and her previous air of peaceful tranquillity was instantly replaced by a sense of dread, a fear of the unknown.

In an effort to cheer herself up, she forced her eyes to look away from the cold and clinical side of the room, and allowed herself once more to take in some of the more pleasant aspects of her accommodations. There was a television in one corner, a television larger than any she'd ever seen. She turned it on; the picture was in colour! Lucia was entranced. Back home in Turin she and Antonio had a small black and white TV, with a screen that was so small they had to sit close to it to make out the picture clearly. This was almost like being at the cinema, though of course she couldn't understand a word that came from it. Everyone on screen was speaking Belgian, or Flemish, or whatever it was they spoke in this country. Still, she could enjoy the wonderful clear picture.

Next to the television was a small bookcase. She skipped across the room to examine the contents. Now the attention to detail by the clinic was evident once more. All the titles on the shelves were in Italian. How thoughtful, she thought. If she couldn't understand the words of the television, at least she could read in her own language. She suddenly realised how clever the people here were. All the women who had arrived today, herself included, had knowledge of English, and the clinic had stated in their advertising that only women with an ability to speak that language would be accepted. All the staff had spoken in English today, so that would be the common denominator, the language of choice for all those who came to the clinic.

Lucia was grateful to her teachers, and the fact that she'd paid attention in school. It had been a difficult language to learn, and she'd thought she'd never grasp it, but she'd persevered, and now, today, here she was, in Belgium, all alone, speaking English to a bunch of people she'd never met before.

Isn't life strange, she thought. Here I am, in a beautiful place like this, and me, just a simple girl from the back streets of Torino. Why, I'm even starting to think in English, too, and she laughed out loud, a girlish giggling kind of laugh, that betrayed her underlying nervousness.

Seating herself in one of the two armchairs provided for her comfort, she looked at the bed again. The thought came to her that she would be sleeping alone that night, for the first time since her wedding to Antonio. Suddenly she was incredibly homesick and she missed Antonio terribly. How would she cope for all these long weeks to come? She thought of his strong, muscular arms, the rough hairs on his chest, and the way he would hold her so close at night, his breathing and hers becoming almost as one as their bodies intertwined, and how they would drift off to sleep in a tangle of arms and legs and dream peacefully together until morning. Yes, Lucia was missing Antonio, and the missing and the longing would only grow stronger as time went by, she was sure of that.

Just as she felt a lump rising in her throat and she was about begin to sob with the feelings of loss at being apart from her beloved husband, there was a knock upon the door. She quickly took a deep breath, pulled herself together as best she could, and strode across the room. She grasped the ornate brass door handle, turned it, and pulled the door towards her. She hadn't realised how fast the time had passed since she'd entered the room. Standing at the entrance to her room was Dr. DeVries, with a clipboard in one hand and a large file with Lucia's name printed on the front tucked under the other arm.

It was time to begin!
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