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FOREWORD



The one question I get asked more than any other is, ‘Where do you get your ideas from?’ Every author I know says the same. Some find it tedious to answer, and one facetiously replies, ‘From a little corner store in Oklahoma.’


But, personally, I actually love being asked that question, both because it shows me my readers are genuinely interested, and it gives me the opportunity to explain the crucial genesis of a particular book. The concept of every book I’ve written is something that excited me enough at the time to make me want to spend a year of my life working on it. I also think very seriously, and from long experience, that oftentimes we don’t find the very best ideas – they find us . . .


This was true of my most recent standalone thriller, I Follow You, the idea for which was put to me by my wife, Lara, a keen marathon runner, who discovered someone was stalking her on her running app.


It was also true of Absolute Proof, which began with a phone call out of the blue from a retired academic. He told me he had been given absolute proof of God’s existence and he’d been told – on the highest authority – that an author called Peter James was the person to help him get taken seriously.


It was true when I was seated by chance at a dinner next to a documentary-maker who asked me how much I thought my body was worth as a soup of chemicals – a measly 50p – and then how much I thought it was worth as body parts for organ donation on the black market – a staggering €1 million! She proceeded to tell me she’d had two of her researchers murdered in Colombia while looking into the illegal world trade in human organs. She offered me all her research material if I would consider writing a novel to help alert the world to this evil trade, and this became the theme of my Roy Grace novel Dead Tomorrow.


It was also true of Dead at First Sight, which I wrote following an approach from Sussex Police for me to highlight the perils of internet romance fraud. It was equally true of my latest Roy Grace novel, Picture You Dead: the world’s self-styled number one art forger told me he could forge pretty much any famous painting, past or present, so accurately that the world’s leading authority on that artist would not be able to tell the difference. And it is certainly true of Perfect People, which is also one of my very favourite novels I’ve written – another frequent question!


It was in 1998, I was at a friend’s birthday party in Los Angeles, and the television miniseries of my novel, Host, had recently broadcast (under the clunky title of Virtual Obsession). The novel tells the story of a computer scientist who plans to live forever by downloading a copy of his brain into a computer and then having his body frozen at the point of death. His big idea being that at some point in the future, whatever disease killed him could be cured, his body could be thawed out and ‘reanimated’ and the contents of his brain uploaded back into it.


A very charming fellow guest came up to me saying he’d seen and been intrigued by the subject of Virtual Obsession. He was a professor, working in brain genetics at Caltech – the California Institute of Technology – one of the foremost science-based universities in the world. He said that as I was clearly interested in science, I might like to know about some of the work they were doing in genetics at the university, as possible material for a future novel.


‘We’ve recently identified the group of genes responsible for empathy,’ he told me, bursting with almost zealous enthusiasm. At some point in the future, he said, parents are going to be able to choose the level of empathy of their child. Would they select a sweet, gentle little boy? But there was a danger he would be trampled on in life. Or would they choose to make him a real toughie – but with the danger that he might turn out to be the school bully or even a psychopath?


He could see I was utterly intrigued, and invited me to Caltech to meet some of the other teams doing cutting edge research in genetics, and to have lunch with a group of them. A week later I drove out to the campus in Pasadena, excited, curious, a little nervous even, unsure quite what I was going to find. I was even more astonished by what I learned. It surpassed every expectation and left me reeling.


The genetic scientists there were working in groups – almost like silos – each focusing on a different area. One professor told me his group had identified some of the genes responsible for hand–eye coordination. ‘Parents of the future are going to be able to choose the level of ball game skills of their children,’ he said. ‘You want your son to be a good baseball player? Your daughter to be great at tennis? All that will be possible in future.’


Another group were close to identifying the genes responsible for sleep and rest. One of the scientists told me she believed that, with genetic programming, people of the future would be able to get a full night’s rest on just one hour of sleep – effectively giving them another twenty to thirty years of valuable conscious existence.


Another of the groups, anticipating future population growth, were working on redesigning the human digestive system. They believed that through their work, humans of the future would get all the nutrition they needed from far less food than we currently require – maybe as little as 10 per cent.


I raised the question of all the enhancements that would one day become available – particularly in sporting and academic prowess. Would this not be a high financial cost to parents, and risk broadening the divide between the haves and the have-nots?


This was the reply: parents of the future will be told a blunt truth – if they don’t want to enhance their kids, then fine. But they’ll need to understand that other parents will enhance theirs. So, they will risk their own kids being born into a genetics underclass – kids who will be left behind in the classroom, and on the playing fields, with no hope of ever catching up.


There are undoubtedly very many positive aspects to genetics: the eliminating of horrific, terminal afflictions such as cystic fibrosis that destroy children; work on re-growing severed spinal cord nerves, giving mobility back to paralysed people; work around the optical nerves, enabling blind people to see again. But at the same time, genetics is starting to create challenges that we are not yet mentally equipped to deal with – and which I’ve tried to present as issues for my characters in this novel.


One major area of research, with enormous ramifications for all our futures, is into ageing. Geneticists have discovered there are genes programmed to age us. At some point they are going to be able to switch off, and possibly reverse, these ageing genes. This means that people in the future will not die of old age. If we don’t blow ourselves up or destroy the planet, we may, within a few generations from now, never age or die. Several geneticists have already publicly stated they believe the first person to live to 200 has already been born.


Living forever has been a dream for thousands of years for some – and a nightmare for others. But one thing we know is that the advance of science is unstoppable. The American writer Stewart Brand said, ‘Once a new technology rolls over you, if you’re not part of the steamroller, you’re part of the road.’ And something a doctor pal once told me resonates more than ever now. He said that if you are going to get a disease, try to get one that millions of other people have too – because it’s those diseases that have the research funding thrown at them and are most likely to be cured first. It’s no surprise that some of the world’s richest people, like Jeff Bezos and Elon Musk and many others, are investing billions into anti-ageing research. It is their view, and one increasingly shared by bio-tech scientists, that age is actually a disease and one that can be cured.


There are so many arguments, currently, about what is going on in the world of genetics. The positive and the negative. Should genetics research be controlled – and equally, can it be? My favourite argument in Perfect People is the one put forward by my genetics scientist, Dr Dettore: has the human race actually benefitted from random evolution? Are we really such a great species, with all our hatreds, inequalities, wars and the way we are destroying this planet? Might it not be a good idea for us to take control of Mother Nature and our destiny?


I hope all of you who read this novel will have fun and be gripped, but will also find some ideas that will challenge your preconceptions. If you do, then I’ll have done my job!


Peter James


2022
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  Late on an April afternoon, thirty nautical miles east of Cape Cod, a wind-blown young couple with luggage and worried faces are standing on the helicopter deck of a converted

  cruise liner, gripping the handrail.




  Both of them know it is too late for doubts.




  The Serendipity Rose is forty years old, her dents and cracks and rivets caked in paint like make-up on an old tart’s face. As she ploughs through the freshening sea, a Panamanian

  flag of convenience crackling from her stern, her single yellow funnel trails a ribbon of smoke that is shredded in seconds by the wind. Making just sufficient way to keep the stabilizers working,

  she’s not in any hurry, she’s not heading towards any destination. She’s just meandering around safely beyond the twelve-nautical-mile limit of the territorial waters of the

  United States. Safely beyond the reaches of US federal law.




  John Klaesson, in a fleece-lined jacket, chinos and leather yachting shoes, is in his mid-thirties and has about him the rugged air of a mountaineer or an explorer, rather than the academic he

  is. Six feet tall, lean and strong with short blond hair and gentle blue eyes behind small oval glasses, he has a good-looking, serious face, with resolute Nordic features and a light Californian

  tan.




  His wife, Naomi, concentrating to keep her balance, is huddled up in a long camel coat over a jumper, jeans and crêpe-soled black suede boots. Her fair hair is styled in a fashionable

  mid-length blowsy cut, the tangled strands batting over her attractive face accentuating the slight tomboy look she has about her, although her complexion is considerably paler at the moment than

  normal.




  Yards above their heads the helicopter that has just delivered them hovers, haemorrhaging oily fumes into the mad air, dragging its shadow across the superstructure of the ship like some big

  empty sack. And that’s how John’s feeling right now; like he’s been tipped out of a sack. Head bowed against the din and the maelstrom, he puts out an arm, steadies his wife,

  grips her slender frame beneath the softness of her camel coat, feeling close to her, desperately close and protective.




  And responsible.




  The wind is blowing so hard he has to breathe in snatched gulps, the salt misting his glasses, the fumes parching his mouth and throat already arid with nerves. Strands of Naomi’s hair

  flail his face, hard as whipcords. The deck drops away beneath him, then a moment later is rising, pressing up on his feet like an elevator floor, heaving his stomach up against his rib cage.




  Through the thrashing of the rotors above him he can hear a scuffing noise. This is the first time he’s been in a helicopter and after an hour of pitching and yawing through an Atlantic

  depression he’s not keen to repeat the experience; he’s feeling the queasiness you get from a bad funfair ride that swivels your brain one way on its axis, and your internal organs

  another. The fumes aren’t helping, either. Nor is the strong reek of paint and boat varnish, and the deck vibrating beneath his feet.




  Naomi’s arm curls around his waist, squeezing him through the thick lining of his leather jacket. He has a pretty good idea what’s going through her mind, because it’s sure as

  hell going through his. This uncomfortable feeling of finality. Up until now it has all been just an idea, something they could walk away from at any point. But not any more. Looking at her he

  thinks, I love you so much, Naomi darling. You’re so brave. I think sometimes you are a lot braver than I am.




  The chopper slips sideways, the roar of the engine increasing, belly light winking, then it angles steeply away and clatters across the water, climbing sharply, abandoning them. For some moments

  John watches it, then his eyes drop towards the foaming grey ocean hissing with seahorses, stretching far off towards an indistinct horizon.




  ‘OK? Follow me, please.’




  Ahead of them, the polite, very serious-looking Filipino in a white jumpsuit who came out to greet them and to take their bags is holding a door open.




  Stepping over the lip of the companionway, they follow him inside and the door slams shut on the elements behind them. In the sudden quiet they see a chart of the ocean in a frame on the wall,

  feel the sudden warmth, smell the reek of paint and varnish even stronger in here. The floor thrums beneath them. Naomi squeezes John’s hand. She’s a lousy sailor, always has been

  – she gets sick on boating ponds – and today she can take nothing for it. No pills, no medication, she’s going to have to tough this one out. John squeezes back, trying to comfort

  her, and trying to comfort himself.




  Are we doing the right thing?




  It’s a question he has asked himself a thousand times. He’s going to go on asking it for many years. All he can do is keep convincing Naomi and himself that yes, it is the right

  thing. That’s all. Doing the right thing.




  Really we are.
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  In the sales brochure for this floating clinic, the cabin that was to be their home for the next month had been grandly described as a stateroom. It was furnished with a

  king-size bed, a tiny sofa, two equally small armchairs and a round table, on which sat a bowl of fruit, crammed into a space the size of a small hotel room. High up in one corner, a television

  with bad interference was showing CNN news. President Obama was talking, half his words distorted by static.




  There was a marbled bathroom that, although cramped, felt distinctly luxurious – or at any rate would have done, Naomi thought, if it stopped heaving around and she could stand up in it

  without having to hang on to something. She knelt to scoop up the contents of John’s wash-bag, which were rolling round on the floor, then stood up rapidly, feeling a dizzying bout of

  nausea.




  ‘Do you need a hand?’ John asked.




  She shook her head. Then, unbalanced by a sudden lurch, she tottered across the floor and sat down sharply on the bed, narrowly missing his computer. ‘I think I have about four minutes

  left to unpack before I become violently seasick.’




  ‘I’m feeling queasy, too,’ John said. He glanced at a safety notice. There was a layout of the muster stations and a diagram showing how to put on a life jacket.




  ‘Why don’t you take a seasick pill?’ she said. ‘You’re allowed.’




  ‘If you’re not allowed one, I’m not taking one. I’ll suffer with you.’




  ‘Martyr!’ She turned her head, leaned forward and kissed him on the cheek, comforted by his warm, rough skin, and by the heady, musky smell of his cologne. Comforted by the sheer

  mental and physical strength he exuded. Watching movies, as a teenager, she’d always been attracted to strong, quietly intelligent men – the kind of father she would have liked to have

  had. When she had first seen John, eight years ago in a ski lift queue in Jackson Hole, Wyoming, he’d struck her as having those same qualities of good looks and inner strength.




  Then she kissed him again. ‘I love you, John.’




  Looking into her eyes, which were sometimes green, sometimes brown, always filled with a sparkle and with an incredible trust, his heart ached, suddenly, for her. ‘And I adore you, Naomi.

  I adore you and I admire you.’




  She smiled wistfully. ‘I admire you, too. Sometimes you have no idea how much.’




  There was a comfortable silence between them for some moments. It had taken a long time after the death of Halley for things to be good between them again, and there had been many times during

  those first two really dark years when Naomi had feared their marriage was over.




  He’d been a strong kid. They’d named him after the comet because John had said he was special, that kids like him came along pretty rarely, maybe once every seventy-five years

  – and probably not even as often as that. Neither of them had known that he was born with a time bomb inside him.




  Naomi still kept his photograph in her handbag. It showed a three-year-old boy in dungarees, with floppy blond hair all tangled up, as if he had just crawled out of a tumble dryer, teasing the

  camera with a big grin that showed two of his front teeth missing – knocked out when he fell off a swing.




  For a long time after Halley’s death John had been unwilling – or unable – to grieve or to talk about it, and had simply buried himself in his work, his chess and his

  photography, going out for hours on end and in all weather with his camera, taking photographs of absolutely anything he saw, obsessively and aimlessly.




  She had tried to get back into work. Through a friend in Los Angeles she’d been given a good temporary position in a PR office, but she’d quit after a couple of weeks, unable to

  concentrate. Without Halley, everything had seemed to her to be shallow and pointless.




  Eventually they had both gone into therapy, which they had ended only a few months ago.




  John said, ‘How do you feel about—’




  ‘Being here?’




  ‘Yes. Now that we are actually here.’




  A tray on the dresser containing a bottle of mineral water and two glasses slid several inches across the surface then stopped.




  ‘It suddenly seems very real. I feel nervous as hell. You?’




  He stroked her hair tenderly. ‘If at any point, honey, you want to stop—’




  They had taken a huge bank loan to fund this, and had had to borrow another hundred and fifty thousand dollars on top of that, which Naomi’s mother and older sister, Harriet, in England,

  had insisted on lending them. The money, four hundred thousand dollars in total, had already been paid over, and it was non-refundable.




  ‘We made our decision,’ she said. ‘We have to move on. We don’t have to—’




  They were interrupted by a rap on the door and a voice saying, ‘Housekeeping!’




  The door opened and a short, pleasant-looking Filipino maid, dressed in a white jumpsuit and plimsolls, smiled at them. ‘Welcome aboard, Dr and Mrs Klaesson. I’m Leah, I’m

  going to be your cabin stewardess. Is there anything I can get you?’




  ‘We’re both feeling pretty queasy,’ John said. ‘Is there anything my wife is allowed to take?’




  ‘Oh sure – I get you something right away.’




  ‘There is?’ he said, surprised. ‘I thought there was no medication—’




  The maid closed the door, then less than a minute later reappeared with two pairs of wrist bands and two tiny patches. Pulling her cuffs back, she revealed she was wearing similar bands, and

  then she showed them the patch behind her ear. ‘You wear these and you won’t get sick,’ she said, and showed the correct position for them.




  Whether it was psychological or they really did work, Naomi couldn’t be sure, but within minutes of the maid leaving she felt a little better. At least well enough to carry on unpacking.

  She stood up and stared for a moment out of one of the twin portholes at the darkening ocean. Then she turned away, the sight of the waves bringing her queasiness straight back.




  John turned his attention again to his laptop. They had a rule when they travelled together: Naomi unpacked and John kept out of the way. He was the world’s worst packer and an even worse

  unpacker. Naomi stared despairingly at the contents of his suitcase strewn all around him after his search for the adaptor. Some of his clothes were on the counterpane, some were tossed over an

  armchair and some lay on the floor. John peered closely at his screen, oblivious to the chaos he had caused around him.




  Naomi grinned, scooping up a cluster of his ties, and shook her head. There wasn’t any point in getting angry.




  John fiddled with his new wristbands and touched the patch that he had stuck behind his ear, not feeling any appreciable change in his nausea. Trying to ignore the motion of the ship, he focused

  on the chess game he was playing with a man called Gus Santiano, whom he’d met in a chess chatroom, and who lived in Brisbane, Australia.




  He had been playing with this man for the past couple of years. They’d never met outside of cyberspace and John didn’t even know what his opponent looked like. The Aussie played mean

  chess, but recently he’d been taking longer and longer between moves, prolonging a hopeless position from which there was no possible coming back, for no other reason than sheer cussedness,

  and John, getting bored, was starting to think about finding a new opponent. Now the man had made yet another pointless move.




  ‘Sod you, Mr Santiano.’




  John had the man in check – he was a queen, both bishops and a rook down, he didn’t have a prayer – so why the hell not just resign and have done with it? He typed out an email

  suggesting this, then connected his cellphone to his computer to send it. But there was no carrier signal.




  Too far out to sea, he realized. There was a phone by the bed that had a satellite link to the mainland, but at nine dollars a minute, according to the instruction tag, it was too expensive. Gus

  Santiano would just have to wait in suspense.




  He closed the chess file, and opened his email inbox to start working through the dozens of messages he’d downloaded this morning but had not yet had a chance to read, feeling panicky

  about how he was going to send and receive mail if they were going to remain out of cellphone range for the next month. At the University of Southern California, where he was based and ran his

  research laboratory, he received an average of one hundred and fifty emails a day. Today’s intake was closer to two hundred.




  ‘This is amazing, darling! Do you remember reading this?’




  John looked up and saw she had the brochure open. ‘I was going to read it again in a minute.’




  ‘They have only twenty private cabins for clients. That’s a nice euphemism. Nice to know we’re clients, not patients.’ She read on. ‘The ship

  used to take five hundred passengers, now the two main decks where the cabins were are completely taken up with computers. They have five hundred supercomputers on board! That’s

  awesome! Why do they need so much computing power?’




  ‘Genetics requires massive number crunching. That’s part of what we’re paying for. Let me see.’




  She handed him the brochure. He looked at a photograph of a long, narrow bank of blue computer casings, with a solitary technician dressed in white, checking something on a monitor. Then he

  flicked to the start of the brochure, and stared at the photograph he recognized instantly from the scientist’s website, from the interviews with him on television and from the numerous

  pictures of him that had appeared both in the scientific and the popular press. Then, although he knew most of it already, he scanned the scientist’s biography.




  Dr Leo Dettore had been a child prodigy. Graduating magna cum laude in biology from MIT at sixteen, he then did a combined PhD MD at Stanford University, followed by biotechnology postdoctoral

  research at USC and then the Pasteur Institute in France, before identifying and patenting a modification of a crucial enzyme that allowed efficient high-fidelity replication of genes that made the

  polymerase chain reaction obsolete, and, which made him a billionaire, and for which he was made a MacArthur Fellow, and offered a Nobel Prize he would not accept, upsetting the scientific

  community by saying he believed all prizes were tarnished by politics.




  The maverick geneticist had further upset the medical establishment by being one of the first people to start patenting human genes, and was actively battling the legislation that had

  subsequently reversed patents on them.




  Leo Dettore was among the richest scientists in the world at this moment, and arguably the most controversial. Pilloried by religious leaders across the United States and many other countries,

  disbarred from practising medicine in the United States after he had publicly admitted to genetic experiments on embryos that had subsequently gone to term, he was unshakeable in his beliefs.




  And he was knocking on their cabin door.
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  Naomi opened the door to be greeted by a tall man holding a manila envelope and wearing the white jumpsuit and plimsolls that seemed to be the ship’s standard uniform.

  Recognizing him instantly, John stood up.




  He was surprised at just how imposing the geneticist was in the flesh, far taller than he had imagined, a good head higher than himself, six-foot-six at least. He recognized the voice also, the

  disarming but assertive Southern Californian accent, from the phone conversations they had had in recent months.




  ‘Dr Klaesson? Mrs Klaesson? I’m Leo Dettore. Hope I’m not disturbing you folks!’




  The man to whom they had handed over just about every cent they had in the world, plus one hundred and fifty thousand dollars they didn’t, gave Naomi’s hand a firm, unhurried shake,

  fixing her eyes with his own, which were a soft grey colour, sharp and alert and sparkling with warmth. She mustered a smile back, shooting a fleeting, horrified glance at the mess of clothes all

  around John, desperately wishing she’d had a chance to tidy up. ‘No, you’re not disturbing us at all. Come in,’ she said.




  ‘Just wanted to swing by and introduce myself, and give you a bunch of stuff to read.’ The geneticist had to duck his head as he entered the cabin. ‘Great to meet you in person

  at last, Dr Klaesson.’




  ‘And you too, Dr Dettore.’




  Dettore’s grip was strong, taking charge of the handshake the way he clearly took charge of everything else. John felt a moment of awkwardness between them. Dettore seemed to be signalling

  something in his smile, as if there was some secret pact between the two men. Perhaps an implied agreement between two scientists who understood a whole lot more what this was about than Naomi

  possibly could.




  Except that was not the way John ever intended it should be. He and Naomi had made this decision together from day one, eyes wide open, equal partners. There was nothing he would hide from her

  and nothing he would twist or distort that he presented to her. Period.




  Lean and tanned, with distinguished Latin looks, Leo Dettore exuded confidence and charm. His teeth were perfect, he had great hair, dark and luxuriant, swept immaculately back and tinged with

  elegant silver streaks at the temples. And although sixty-two years old, he could easily have passed for someone a good decade younger.




  Naomi watched him carefully, looking for any chinks in his facade, trying to read this stranger to whom they were effectively entrusting their entire future, studying his face, his body

  language. Her instant impression was one of disappointment. He had that aura, she had noticed in her work in public relations, that only the very rich and very successful had; some almost

  indefinable quality that great wealth alone seemed able to buy. He looked too slick, too mediagenic, too much like a White House candidate purring for votes, too much like a captain of industry

  schmoozing a shareholders’ meeting. But oddly, she found the more she looked at him, the more her confidence in him grew. Despite everything, there seemed something genuine about him, as

  well.




  She noticed his hands. He had fine fingers. Not a politician’s, nor a businessman’s, but true surgeon’s fingers, long, hairy, with immaculate nails. She liked his voice, also,

  finding it sincere and calming. And there was something reassuring about his sheer physical presence. Then she reminded herself, as she had done so often these past weeks, that only a couple of

  months ago, beneath a photograph of Leo Dettore’s face, the front cover of Time magazine had borne the question, TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY FRANKENSTEIN?




  ‘You know,’ Dettore said, ‘I’m actually really intrigued by your work, Dr Klaesson – maybe we can talk about it some time over the next few days. I read that paper

  you published in Nature a few months back – was it the February issue?’




  ‘Yes, that’s right.’




  ‘The virtual dog genes. Fascinating work.’




  ‘It was a big experiment,’ John said. ‘It took nearly four years.’




  John had developed a computer simulation showing the evolution of a dog for one thousand generations into the future, using a set of selectors.




  ‘And your conclusion was that they have become so linked with humans that as we evolve the dogs will evolve too. In effect they will grow smarter as man’s domination of the planet

  increases. I liked that. I thought that was ingenious thinking.’




  John was flattered that a scientist of Dettore’s eminence should have read his work, let alone praise it. ‘It was really the development of a few key algorithms devoted to how

  overcoming epistasis is the rate-limiting step in adaptation,’ he replied, modestly.




  ‘And you haven’t yet run a simulation on how man will evolve over the next thousand generations?’




  ‘That’s a whole new set of parameters. Apart from the challenge of creating the program, there isn’t that kind of computing power available for academic research at USC.

  I—’




  Interrupting him, Dettore said, ‘I think we should talk about that. I’d be interested in giving a donation, if that would drive it forward?’




  ‘I’d be happy to talk about it,’ John said, excited by the thought that funding from Dettore could make a difference to his research work, but not wanting to get sidetracked at

  this moment. On this ship it was Naomi who was important, not his work.




  ‘Good. We’ll have plenty of time over the next few weeks.’ Then Dettore paused, looking first at John then at Naomi. ‘I’m really sorry about what happened with your

  son.’




  She shrugged, feeling the same twist of pain she always felt when she talked about it. ‘Thanks,’ she mouthed, emotion choking her voice.




  ‘Tough call.’ Fixing those grey eyes on her he said, ‘Folks who’ve never experienced the death of a child can’t even begin to understand.’




  Naomi nodded.




  Dettore, looking sad, suddenly, glanced at John as if to include him. ‘My ex-wife and I lost two kids – one at a year old from an inherited genetic disease, and one at six from

  meningitis.’




  ‘I – I didn’t know that. I’m really sorry,’ Naomi said, turning to John. ‘You didn’t tell me.’




  ‘I didn’t know either,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry.’




  ‘You had no reason to, it’s not something I go around broadcasting. We made a decision to keep that private. But—’ The geneticist opened out the palms of his hands.

  ‘It’s a big part of why I’m here. There are certain things in life that happen which shouldn’t happen – which don’t need to happen – and which science can

  now prevent from happening. That essentially is what we’re about at this clinic.’




  ‘It’s why we’re here, too,’ Naomi said.




  Dettore smiled. ‘Anyhow, so how was your journey? You caught the red-eye from LA last night?’




  ‘We took a day flight and spent last night in New York – had dinner with some friends. We like eating out in New York,’ said John.




  Butting in, Naomi said, ‘One of my husband’s interests is food – except he treats each course like it’s some scientific experiment. Everyone else has a great time, but

  there’s always something not quite right with his.’ She grinned at John affectionately.




  John rocked his head defensively, smiling back. ‘Cooking is science. I don’t expect to pay for some chef’s laboratory tests.’




  ‘I’ll be interested how you rate the food on board here,’ Dettore said.




  ‘The way I’m feeling,’ Naomi said, ‘I’m not going to be able to face any food.’




  ‘A little seasick?’




  ‘A little.’




  ‘Forecast is bad for the next few hours, then it’s clearing – should be a great day tomorrow.’ He hesitated and there was a moment of awkwardness between the three of

  them. The ship lurched suddenly, and he put a hand against the cabin wall to steady himself.




  ‘So, here’s the plan. I just want you guys to relax tonight, have dinner in your cabin.’ He held out the envelope. ‘There’s a medical history form I need you to

  fill out for me, Naomi, and there’s a consent form I need you both to sign. The nurse will be along to take blood samples from you both shortly. We’ve already analysed the samples you

  had mailed to us and have had both your entire genomes mapped out; we’ll start looking at them in the morning. We meet in my office at ten – meantime, is there anything I can do for

  you?’




  Naomi had made a list of a million questions she wanted to ask, but at this moment with her whole insides spinning from motion sickness she had only one thought, which was trying to not throw

  up.




  Dettore pulled a small container from his pocket and handed it to Naomi. ‘I’d like you to take one of these, twice a day with food. We know they will help epigenetically modify the

  foetus right at the beginning of conception.’ He smiled, then continued, ‘If there’s anything you think of you want to talk through, just pick up the phone and call my extension.

  See you in the morning. Have a good one.’




  Then he was gone.




  Naomi looked at John. ‘Has he got great genes, or a great plastic surgeon and a great dentist?’




  ‘What did you think of him?’ John said. Then he looked at her in alarm; her face had turned grey and perspiration was rolling down her cheeks.




  She dropped the container and lunged towards the bathroom.
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  Naomi’s diary




  Can barely write this. Thrown up twice now. It is three in the morning. My arm hurts from the third injection. Three lots of blood. What on earth did the nurse need

  three lots of blood for? She was v. sweet and apologetic, though. Everyone seems kind. John ordered a huge dinner then left it untouched, the smell of it making him sick – me too!




  The cabin is vibrating because the ship’s engines are running. The nurse – Yvonne – a pleasant black woman, said when it is calm they usually just drift or drop anchor at

  night, but when it’s rough like now it’s more stable if they run the engines and keep some forward motion.




  Phoned Mum earlier – very brief call (at $9 per minute!) to say we were here. Then rang Harriet. She’s really excited for us. Don’t know when we are going to be able to

  afford to pay back the $150,000 they lent us. John is in with a chance on one or two science awards and he’s putting together a book project for MIT press – although their advances

  aren’t exactly huge.




  Feel like a fugitive – which I suppose is what we are. Weighing everything up over and over. Trying to find that point where medical ethics, the acceptable boundaries of science,

  individual responsibility and plain common sense all meet. It is very elusive.




  John’s awake, unable to sleep, like me. We just had a long discussion about what we’re doing and how we feel about it, going over the same old stuff. And of course how we would

  feel if it doesn’t work – there’s a fifty per cent chance of failure. We’re both positive still. But the enormity does scare me. I guess I’m OK about it because it

  still hasn’t happened yet, and although we wouldn’t get our money back, there is still time to change our minds. We still have a couple of weeks in which we can do that.




  But I don’t think we will.




  










  5




  On the large flat screen mounted on the wall of Dr Dettore’s stateroom office, directly facing the semi-circular leather sofa on which they were sitting, John and Naomi

  stared at the heading that had just appeared.




  

    

      Klaesson, Naomi. Genetic defects. Disorders.




      PAGE ONE OF 16 . . .


    


  




  Dettore, sitting beside Naomi, dressed as before in his white jumpsuit and plimsolls, tapped the keypad on a console mounted on the low, brushed-steel table in front of them,

  and instantly the first page of the list appeared.




  

    

      1.  Bipolar Mood Disorder




      2.  Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder




      3.  Manic Depression




      4.  Anxiety




      5.  Glomerulosclerosis




      6.  Hypernasality




      7.  Premature Baldness/Alopecia




      8.  Cardiomyopathy




      9.  Optic Nerve Atrophy




      10.  Retinitis Pigmentosa




      11.  Al-antitrypsin Deficiency




      12.  Marfan Syndrome




      13.  Hypernephroma




      14.  Osteopetrosis




      15.  Diabetes Mellitus




      16.  Burkitt’s Lymphoma




      17.  Crohn’s Disease. Regional Ileitis




      (Cont . . . page 2)


    


  




  ‘I have the genes for all these diseases?’ Naomi said, shocked.




  There was a tinge of humour in Dettore’s voice. ‘Yes, you have some genes that predispose you for all of them. I don’t want to scare you, Mrs Klaesson, but there are another

  sixteen pages.’




  ‘I’ve never heard of half of these.’ She looked at John, who was staring expressionlessly at the screen. ‘Do you know them?’




  ‘Not all of them, no.’




  Naomi stared down at the thick form that lay on the table in front of her and John. Pages and pages of little boxes that needed a tick or a cross.




  ‘Believe me,’ Dettore said, ‘you absolutely do not want to pass any of these on to your kids.’




  Naomi stared at the list on the screen again, finding it hard to concentrate. Nothing ever worked out the way you imagined it, she thought, her brain swilling around inside her head, fighting

  yet another bout of nausea. Her throat was parched and there was a vile taste in her mouth. She’d drunk one cup of tea and managed to force down just two mouthfuls of dry toast since arriving

  on the ship yesterday. The sea was calmer this morning, as Dr Dettore had forecast, but the motion of the ship did not seem to be a whole lot better.




  ‘What is hypernephroma?’ she asked.




  ‘That’s renal cell carcinoma – cancer of the kidney.’




  ‘And osteopetrosis?’




  ‘Actually, I’m quite excited to see that.’




  She stared at him in horror. ‘Excited? Why are you excited to see that?’




  ‘It’s an extremely rare congenital condition – it’s known as Boyer’s Ossification disease – that causes a thickening of the bones. There used to be a lot of

  argument about whether this is hereditary or not – now through genetics we can see that it is. Are you aware of anyone in your family having had it?’




  She shook her head. ‘Diabetes,’ she said. ‘I know we have that in my family. My grandfather was diabetic.’




  Dr Dettore tapped a key and scrolled through the next page, then the next. The list was bewildering to her. When they reached the last page she said, ‘I have ovarian cancer in my family

  – an aunt of mine died of it in her thirties. I didn’t see that gene.’




  Dettore scrolled back three pages, then pointed with his finger.




  Gloomily she nodded as she saw it, too. ‘That means I’m carrying it?’




  ‘You’re carrying everything you see.’




  ‘How come I’m still alive?’




  ‘There’s a big element of lottery with genes,’ the geneticist said. ‘Dreyens-Schlemmer, which killed your son, can be carried by individuals like yourself and Dr Klaesson

  all your lives without harming you. It’s only when you produce a child, and the child inherits the Dreyens-Schlemmer gene from both parents, that we see the disease. Other disease gene groups

  that you carry can be expressed by all kinds of factors, many of which we still don’t understand. Age, smoking, environment, stress, shock, accidents – all of these can act as triggers

  for certain genes. It is quite possible you could carry everything you’ve seen on this list all your life and not be affected by any of the diseases they can create.’




  ‘But I’ll pass them on to any child I have?’




  ‘Ordinarily you would pass some, absolutely. Probably around half. The other half of the baby’s genes would be inherited from your husband – we’re about to take a look at

  his list now.’




  Naomi tried for a moment to take a step back, to distance herself and think objectively. Schizophrenia. Heart disease. Muscular dystrophy. Breast cancer. Ovarian cancer. ‘Dr Dettore,

  you’ve identified all these disease genes I’m carrying, but are you able to do anything about them – I mean – OK, you can stop them being passed on to our child, but can you

  stop them affecting me – can you get rid of them from my genome?’




  He shook his head. ‘Not right now. We’re working on it – the whole biotech industry is working on it. It might be possible to knock out some of them in a few years’ time,

  but we could be talking many decades for others. I’m afraid you have your parents to thank. That’s the one great thing you can do for your child: to have him or her born free of

  these.’




  Naomi was silent for some moments. It seemed so totally bizarre, the three of them on this sofa, somewhere out in the Atlantic Ocean, about to start marking ticks in little boxes, as if they

  were entering a magazine quiz or answering a customer satisfaction survey.




  There were eighty boxes per page, and thirty-five pages, nearly three thousand questions – or choices.




  The words blurred and the little boxes blurred.




  ‘Mrs Klaesson,’ Dettore said gently, ‘it’s very important that you really are on top of this. The consequences of what you and John decide here on this ship will impact

  not just on yourselves, and not even just on your child, either. You have the chance to create a child that most parents can only dream about, a child who is going to be born free of

  life-threatening or debilitating diseases, and, subject to what you choose, who has other genetic adjustments that are going to give him or her every possible advantage in life.’ He paused to

  let it sink in.




  Naomi swallowed and nodded.




  ‘None of what you are doing will mean anything if you don’t love your child. And if you aren’t comfortable with all the decisions you are making, you could have big problems

  later down the line, because you are going to have to live with those decisions. I’ve turned many parents down – sometimes refunded them their money right at the last minute –

  when I’ve realized either they’re not going to be capable of rising to the standards their child will need – or that their motives are wrong.’




  Naomi prised her hand free of John’s, stood up and walked unsteadily towards a window.




  ‘Honey, let’s take a break. Dr Dettore is right.’




  ‘I’m fine.’ She smiled at him. ‘I’ll be fine, really. Just a couple of things I’m trying to get my head around.’




  She had read every word of the hundreds of pages of literature from the Dettore Clinic over the past months, studied the website – and every other website covering the topic that she could

  find – and ploughed through several of his published papers although, like John’s, they tended to be so technical she could only understand very small amounts. But her queasiness made

  it hard for her to focus her mind.




  The nurse, Yvonne, told her the best thing to do if she felt sick was to look at a fixed point. So she stared ahead now, then glanced up for a moment at a gull that seemed to be drifting through

  the air above them.




  ‘Dr Dettore—’




  ‘Leo,’ he said. ‘Please, call me Leo.’




  ‘OK. Leo.’ She hesitated for a moment, gathering her thoughts and her courage. ‘Leo – why is it that you are so unpopular with the press and with so many of your fellow

  scientists? That recent piece in Time was pretty harsh, I thought.’




  ‘Are you familiar with the teachings of Chuang Tze, Naomi?’




  ‘No?’




  ‘Chuang Tze wrote, What the caterpillar calls the end of the world, the master calls the butterfly.’




  ‘We see the caterpillar’s metamorphosis into a butterfly as a transition of great beauty, darling,’ John said. ‘But to the caterpillar it’s a traumatic experience

  – it thinks it is dying.’




  Dettore smiled. ‘In the old days either politicians or the Pope threw scientists in jail if they didn’t like what they were doing. A little pillorying from the press is OK, I can

  handle that. The question I haven’t asked you both yet is: why are you doing this? I could just knock out the bad gene group for Dreyens-Schlemmer disease and your next child would be fine.

  Why do you folks want to take over from nature and design other advantages into your child?’




  ‘We only want to have the bad stuff taken out,’ Naomi said. ‘As you will understand, the pain never goes away. We couldn’t go through it again.’




  ‘It is very simple,’ John said. ‘Naomi and I are not wealthy; nor do we have high opinions of ourselves. We don’t think we are Dr and Mrs Beautiful or Dr and

  Mrs Genius, we’re people who feel we owe it to our child to do the best we can for him – or her.’ He glanced at Naomi and after a moment’s hesitation she nodded.




  Looking back at Dettore, he continued, ‘You are proof that the genie is out of the bottle. You’re providing this service and there will soon be other clinics, too. We don’t

  want our child developing cancer or diabetes or schizophrenia – or anything else Naomi and I have family histories of. We don’t want him or her saying to us in forty years’ time

  that I was a scientist, I knew what was possible, that we had the opportunity to give this child a really fabulous chance in life and we didn’t take it because we were too mean to spend the

  money.’




  Dettore smiled. ‘I have a waiting list that’s building up so fast, it’s now running at three years. I can’t give you any names, but several of the most influential people

  in America have been to this clinic. Some folks are jealous, some are scared because they don’t understand. The world is changing and people don’t like change. Not many people can even

  see too far ahead. A good chess player can see five, maybe ten moves ahead. But how far do most people’s visions extend? We’re not very good as a species at looking into the future.

  It’s much easier to look back at the past. We can edit out the bits we don’t like, reinvent ourselves. But there’s nothing about the future we can edit or reinvent. Most people

  are prisoners of the future just as much as they are prisoners of their genes. Only the people who come to my clinic know they can change it.’




  Naomi walked over to the sofa and sat back down, absorbing what he was saying. She felt a small pang of hunger, which was a good sign. Starting to feel better. ‘This fifty per cent chance

  of rejection – if that happens, how soon before we can try again? Or if I miscarry later?’




  ‘Six months – the body needs that length of time to get strong again after the drugs we’ve given.’




  ‘And what we have paid – that allows us three attempts – three visits here? And beyond that we’d have to pay over again?’




  ‘I’m sure it won’t come to that.’ Dettore smiled.




  ‘One thing we haven’t asked you about,’ Naomi said, ‘are any possible side effects for our child.’




  Dettore frowned. ‘Side effects?’




  ‘There’s always a trade-off in life,’ she said. ‘What you do with the genes – are there any negative effects as a result?’




  He hesitated; the tiniest flicker of doubt seemed to cross his face, like the shadow of a passing bird. ‘The only thing that’s a negative, if you could call it that, is your child

  will have accelerated growth and maturity. He or she will grow up faster than other kids, mentally and physically.’




  ‘A lot faster?’




  Dettore shook his head. ‘But it will be significant.’




  ‘Can you tell me a little bit to set Naomi’s – and my own mind – at rest about the legality of what we are doing?’ John asked. ‘We know that it’s fine

  here, because this ship is not subject to United States federal law – but what about when we return?’




  ‘The regulations are changing all the time, as different countries try to get their heads around the whole subject, and scientific and religious arguments about the ethics vary.

  That’s why I’m running this offshore and will stay offshore until the dust settles. You are not breaking any law by being here and conceiving your child here.’




  ‘And we can go back to the US freely?’ Naomi asked.




  ‘You can go anywhere in the world freely,’ Dettore said. ‘But my strong advice would be to keep quiet about it and avoid getting embroiled in controversy.’




  ‘Thanks,’ she said, looking up once more at the list of her bad genes on the screen on the wall. One tiny egg contained about twenty thousand genes but that only made up a very small

  part of the total DNA. The rest? It used to be called junk DNA but it was now known that most of it seemed to play a role in how these twenty thousand genes get expressed. Some of it might even

  make you the person that you were. Every human cell contained clusters of genes – for the colour of your eyes, for the length of your arms, for the speed at which you learned things, for

  diseases that would kill you.




  And for the way that you behaved?




  Smiling suddenly, feeling a need to lighten things up a little, she said, ‘Tell me, Dr Dett— er, Leo,’ she said. ‘On this list, with all the boxes that you want us to

  read through’ – and now she looked pointedly at John – ‘is there a tidiness gene?’
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  Naomi’s diary




  I’ve only caught a glimpse of two other passengers, a man and a woman – he looks a bit like a younger George Clooney and she looks like Angelina Jolie

  – one of those naturally beautiful women who always make me feel so damned inferior; what is it about them? John asked Dr Dettore how many other couples – patients – are here on

  this ship, and he wouldn’t say. Dr Dettore says he cannot talk about anyone else – total patient confidentiality. But I’m curious. So is John.




  Apparently everyone is now on board this strange cruise, and we’re heading south towards the Caribbean, to warm weather and a couple of nights alongside a quay in Cuba. Dr Dettore says

  Cuba isn’t a signatory to any of the human embryo treaties, so it is not a problem to go there. He also says John will be able to get a good cellphone signal there. But we won’t be able

  to go ashore, which is a shame. I’d like to have seen a little of Cuba.




  Finally ate properly tonight, some salad and fish. John had urgent emails that couldn’t wait, so he used the satellite phone – nine minutes – $81! I left him working on them

  and went for a walk up on deck – too blowy – then down below. Really eerie – just endless long, narrow, silent corridors with doors along them. It could be a ghost ship,

  sometimes. Just carrying us away. I needed the walk to try to clear my head. All the concentration today. All these boxes, all these gene groups – clusters – you can have removed, or

  enhanced if you want – all you have to do is put a tick. The enormity of choices and decisions is making me realize what a lottery human life is. Poor little Halley got a shitty deal.




  It is going to be very different for the new baby. Our first choice is the sex. We’ve told Dr Dettore we want a boy, and it may sound silly at this stage, but John and I have been

  discussing names. Luke is our favourite. We haven’t fully decided on that name, but John is keen and it’s growing on me. Luke. Close to Luck.




  He’s going to be lucky for us.
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  ‘There is a whole science of how metabolism, energetics and sleep are all integrated by circadian rhythm, and this has a profound effect on children’s success in

  life, Naomi,’ Leo Dettore said. ‘Have you ever wondered how, for example, company CEOs and senior politicians are only able to get through their workload because they can survive on

  less sleep than most of us? What we’re looking at on the list now is the group of genes responsible for our circadian rhythms. We have the capability to reconfigure their architecture in what

  are called “pacemaker neurons!” that keep the body as a whole in sync. By fine-tuning these genes, we can reduce the risk of heart disease, fat accumulation, inflammation, diabetes and

  even reduce the need for sleep to just two hours a night.’




  Naomi looked down at the list. There were ticks in the boxes against twelve of the two hundred or so of the options they’d covered so far. This was their second morning on the ship, and

  their third session with Dr Dettore. The sea was calm and her seasickness had all but gone. Today she was able to concentrate better.




  It was hot outside, but the air conditioning in this office seemed to be turned up higher than yesterday, and wearing just a light cotton top over her jeans today, Naomi felt cold. Her

  discomfort was increased by a steady dull ache in her right thigh where, earlier this morning, the nurse had given her the first of fifteen daily fertility-booster injections with a needle that

  looked like it had been designed to anaesthetize elephants.




  ‘A baby who only sleeps two hours a night would be a nightmare,’ she said. ‘You’ve had children – surely you—?’




  Dettore, beside her on the sofa, raised a hand. ‘Absolutely! That would be a total nightmare, Naomi, I totally agree. But this would not be a problem you’d have to worry about as a

  parent. Your child would have normal sleep patterns until mid-teens, then it would be a gradual process from around fifteen years old until eighteen. His whole sleep system would start benefiting

  him at the crucial period of his studies, enabling him to hit the real world with maximum advantage over his peers.’




  Naomi glanced around the stateroom for some moments, thinking, toying with her watch band. Ten to eleven. At the rate they were progressing it was going to take them months to work all the way

  through the list. ‘Isn’t it dangerous to tamper with people’s sleeping rhythms? How can you be sure that you’re not going to cause him psychological problems?’ she

  asked.




  ‘Sleep deprivation can lead to psychological problems, sure, Naomi. This is different – two hours’ sleep for your son would be the equivalent of eight for anyone else. Now, if

  you do the calculations, say against someone who routinely needs eight hours’ sleep, over a normal human lifespan you will effectively be gaining your son an extra fifteen years of conscious

  existence. That’s quite a gift for a parent to give a child. Think how much more he would be able to read, learn, accomplish.’




  Naomi glanced at John but was unable to glean anything from his expression. Then she turned back to the geneticist. ‘Nothing we’ve ticked so far will make him a freak. We’ve

  taken decisions about his height in the hope he will be six foot tall like John, rather than a shortie like me, because for a man there are definite advantages in being tall. Other than that, all

  we’ve done is to try to eliminate the horrible disease genes. We’re not interested in designing the shape of his nose or the colour of his eyes or his hair. We’re happy to leave

  things like that to chance.’




  John, making a note on his BlackBerry memo pad, nodded.




  Dettore topped up his glass of mineral water. ‘Park the sleep issue for now – we’ll come back to it later. We’ll move on to the next group on the list – these

  relate to the clusters of muscular, skeletal and neural genes that will affect his athletic abilities. We can redesign some of these groups to enhance your son’s hand-eye coordination. That

  will help him at sports like tennis, squash, baseball and golf.’




  John turned to Naomi. ‘I think that’s interesting. It’s not something that could do him any harm.’




  ‘No,’ she said. ‘I’m not comfortable about that at all. Why would you want to do that?’




  ‘Neither of us are particularly good at sport,’ John said. ‘Why not give him a little help? It would be like coaching him before he’s born.’




  ‘Before he’s conceived,’ she corrected him, tartly. ‘I’ll tell you what my problem is: if we make him an absolute whizz at these sports, he could end up so much

  better than all his friends that he won’t have anyone to play with. I’m not interested in creating some sporting superman – I just want my son to be healthy and normal.’




  After some moments John conceded, ‘You have a point, I hadn’t seen it that way.’




  She pressed her hands together partly for warmth and partly from nerves. ‘Now,’ she said to the geneticist, ‘the next group we come to does interest me – us. John and I

  read up all the literature you gave us on this last night. All the genes relating to the body’s energy levels?’




  John said, ‘You’re able to enhance oxygen conversion efficiency, and to modify the metabolic pattern? What this means, if we’re understanding it correctly, is that our son

  would be able to convert more energy from less food than normal people, and go longer on this food?’




  ‘Essentially, yes,’ Dettore said. ‘Better maximization of the nutrients, more efficient conversion of starches, sugars, proteins, better storage and release mechanisms, more

  elegant insulin controls but without any additional appetite.’




  Naomi nodded. ‘These are good things – they’re going to mean he stays in shape easily and he won’t have weight problems.’ She was silent for a moment and then she

  said, ‘I’m comfortable about these in a way that I’m not about tampering with his sleep patterns.’




  John leaned forward and poured himself some more coffee from the metal pot on the table, grinning. ‘You sleep too much, darling.’




  ‘Rubbish! I need my sleep.’




  ‘Exactly my point. If you’re not woken, you can easily sleep nine hours, even ten. Dr Dettore is right in one sense – it wastes so much of your life.’




  ‘I like my sleep!’




  ‘And if your genes were programmed so that you only needed two hours, darling, you’d like those hours of sleep just as much.’




  ‘I don’t think so.’ Then she looked away, out of the window. There was a container ship in the distance, sitting high on the horizon, looking so elevated it might have been

  mounted on a plinth. ‘You have to understand where I’m coming from in my own mind in all of this, Dr – er – Leo. I just want my child to be free of any risk of the disease

  that killed our son. It’s great that you can also eliminate the other bad genes John and I are carrying, for prostate cancer, pancreatic cancer, depression, diabetes. I want to give our child

  advantages in life, sure, what parent wouldn’t, but I don’t want him to be too different from other human beings, do you understand that? I don’t want him to be a

  freak.’




  Dettore sat upright, folded his arms and rocked back and forward a few times, like a big child himself. ‘Naomi, I hear what you’re saying. You want your kid to be just a regular guy

  with corners of talent and occasional brilliance, right?’




  ‘I – I suppose, yes. Exactly.’




  ‘I’d go along with that, except there is one thing you have to take into account. You have to compare a model of the world today, with a model of what the world will be like when

  your son becomes an adult. You’re twenty-eight years old, and the world is not substantially different to when you were a little girl. But, in twenty-eight years’ time?’ He opened

  his arms expansively. ‘I’m telling you that in twenty-eight years’ time the world will be different. There will be a genetic underclass that will create a divide bigger

  than you can imagine. You compare the knowledge, skills, advantages you have right now over some poor young woman your age brought up in the Third World, working on a paddy field in China, or maybe

  in the bush in Angola.’




  Dettore stood up, went over to his desk and tapped his computer keyboard for some moments. A map of the world appeared on the large wall screen opposite them. There were some pink blotches, but

  mostly the countries were in white.




  ‘There are seven billion people in the world. Do you know how many of them can read or write?’ He looked at John, then Naomi.




  ‘No,’ she said. ‘I don’t.’




  ‘If I tell you that twenty-three per cent of adults in the United States, the most technologically advanced nation in the world, are illiterate, does that give you any clues? Forty-four

  million who cannot read in the United States, for heaven’s sakes! It’s less than a billion in the whole world who can. Less than twenty per cent. Just those pink areas on the

  map. The average rural dweller in the Third World receives less information in his or her entire lifetime than is contained in one issue of the LA Times.’




  A phone rang; he glanced down at it, then ignored it and after a few moments it stopped. ‘Naomi,’ he said gently, ‘you may not be comfortable with this fact, but you are

  already a member of a master-race. I don’t think you’d want to go trade places with too many other people on this planet. I don’t think you’d want your child to be brought

  up on the Russian steppes, or in a Himalayan tea plantation, or some settlement out in the Gobi Desert. Am I right?’




  ‘Of course.’




  ‘But you’d be prepared to take the risk that your son ends up in a kind of intellectual Third World?’




  She looked at him and said nothing.




  ‘These are early days,’ Dettore said. ‘In thirty years’ time, all children from families or nations that can afford it are going to be genetically enhanced. You see the

  options you have on that list we’re working through? At the moment they are just options, but when you start living in a world where every expectant mother is ticking her way through that

  same list, are you going to leave all the boxes blank? No way! Not unless you want to have a totally disadvantaged kid – one who won’t be able to keep up or compete in the

  world.’




  ‘I’ll tell you what really worries me about this whole thing – and I know it worries John, too, because we’ve discussed this endlessly over the past months, since you

  accepted us, and it’s this’ – she shrugged – ‘this whole eugenics thing. It has a bad history, bad associations.’




  Dettore perched on the edge of his desk and leaned towards Naomi. ‘If we human beings never try to improve the genes of our offspring because eighty years ago a madman called Mr Hitler

  tried to do it, then in my opinion we may have won the Second World War, but Mr Hitler will have won the peace that followed.’ He looked very solemn. ‘Edward Gibbon wrote, All that

  is human must retrograde if it does not advance. He was right. Any civilization, any generation that does not advance will eventually decline.’




  ‘And didn’t Einstein say that if he had known that the consequences of his work would have led to the atom bomb, he would have become a watchmaker instead?’ Naomi said.




  ‘Sure,’ Dettore said. ‘And if Einstein had become a watchmaker, we might today be living in a world where Hitler’s eugenics was our future.’




  ‘Instead of yours?’ Naomi said. Instantly she regretted the remark. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I didn’t mean—’




  ‘I think what she’s saying is that it’s one perspective against another,’ John butted in quickly.




  ‘It’s OK, it’s a valid point,’ Dettore said. ‘Plenty of people have made the comparison. I’ve been called the Antichrist, a Neo-Nazi, Dr Frankenstein, you

  name it. I just hope I have more humanity than Mr Hitler did. And maybe a little more humility, too.’




  He gave such a meek, disarming smile that Naomi felt sorry for offending him. ‘I honestly didn’t mean to make such a crass—’




  The geneticist jumped to his feet, walked over, took her hand gently. ‘Naomi, you must have been to hell and back losing Halley. Now you are going through another incredibly difficult

  time. These four weeks on this ship are going to be physically tough for you as well as mentally tough. It’s very important you always say what you feel, and for you to recognize if you reach

  the point where you’ve changed your mind and want out. We have to be honest with each other, OK?’




  ‘Thank you,’ she said.




  He released her hand but continued to hold her gaze. ‘The world is changing, Naomi, that’s why you and John are here. Because you are smart enough to realize that.’




  There was a long silence. Naomi looked through the window at the vast expanse of flat blue water and at the container ship still visible on the horizon. She looked at her husband, then at the

  geneticist, then down at the form, thinking about Halley, remembering why they were here.




  Dreyens-Schlemmer disease affects the body’s immune system in a similar but far more aggressive way than lupus. It progressively induces a sustained innate immune response. It was as if it

  turned Halley’s own first line of defence into a corrosive acid, literally eating away his own internal organs. He had died, after screaming non-stop for two days for the pain to cease, no

  drug able to help him, haemorrhaging blood through his mouth, nose, ears and rectum.




  Dreyens-Schlemmer disease was identified in 1978 by two scientists at Heidelberg University in Germany. Because it was so rare, affecting fewer than one hundred children in the world at any one

  time, their discovery was of largely academic value only. Pharmaceutical companies are not interested because the costs of their research could never be recouped. The only way to defeat

  Dreyens-Schlemmer disease would be through a long, slow process of eliminating it by breeding it out of the human species.




  Most people who carried the relatively rare gene for it had perfectly healthy children without any problem at all. It was only in the extreme circumstance when two unwitting carriers of the

  recessive gene produced a baby together that the problem could arise.




  Neither John nor Naomi had any previous family history of Dreyens-Schlemmer – so far as they knew. But after Halley’s birth – and by then too late – they had discovered

  they were both carriers of the gene. Which meant there was a one in four chance any child they had would be affected.




  Naomi looked at Dettore again. ‘You’re wrong,’ she said. ‘The world might be changing, but I’m not smart enough to understand how. Maybe I don’t even want to

  understand. It scares me.’
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  In the deserted gymnasium, John’s shoes pounded on the treadmill of the running machine; it was ten to seven in the morning. Perspiration guttered down his face and down

  his body; beads of water streaked his glasses, making it hard to read the television monitor that was tuned to CNN business news and displaying lists of the previous day’s closing NASDAQ

  prices.




  From as far back into childhood as John could remember, he had been driven by a hunger for knowledge. He loved collecting tadpoles in the spring, watching them sprout legs, lose their tails,

  change into tiny frogs. He badgered his mother each school holiday to drive him from their home town of Örebro, in central Sweden, to Stockholm, to the Natural History Museum and the National

  Museum of Science and Technology. When he was eighteen he’d gone to London to a summer school to improve his English, and had spent almost the entire three months inside the Science, Natural

  History and British Museums.




  John particularly admired the great scientists of past eras. People like Archimedes, Copernicus, Galileo, Newton, Pasteur, whose work, he considered, had shaped our modern world. And just as

  much, he admired the big men of physics and mathematics of the twentieth century, such as Einstein, Fermi, Oppenheimer, von Neumann, Feynman, Schrödinger, Turing, whose work, he believed,

  would shape our futures. All of them were people who had taken huge risks with their time and their reputations.




  If John had been asked what his ambition was, he would have answered that he had no interest in becoming rich, but he would love to have his own name up there, one day, among the big men of

  science. Once, when he was ten, a few weeks after his father, a dreamer and failed businessman, had died in debt, he wrote down a list of what he wanted to achieve in life:




  

    

      (a)  To be a respected scientist.




      (b)  To leave the world a better place than when I was born.




      (c)  To extend human lifespan.




      (d)  To take care of Mamma.




      (e)  To stop pain in the world.




      (f)  To be a good father.


    


  




  Whenever John felt low, he looked at the list. At some time during his teens he had transferred it from his little red notebook onto his computer, and subsequently from computer to computer.

  Reading it always made him smile; but it made him sad, too.




  I’m thirty-six and haven’t yet achieved one damned thing on that list.




  He felt particularly bad about his neglect of his mother. As an only child he felt very responsible for her. She’d married again when he was eighteen, shortly before he’d gone to

  Uppsala University, to a widower, a schools inspector who had visited the högstadiet – senior school – where she taught mathematics. A quiet but decent man, he was the

  opposite of John’s own father in just about every way. Five years later he died of a heart attack, and his mother had been on her own ever since, fiercely independent, despite the fact that

  she was losing her eyesight through macular degeneration.




  As a child, John had been an avid science-fiction reader, his head full of theories and questions. Theories about why we existed, about how certain animals and insects had acquired their

  characteristics. Questions about why some creatures, like the common ant and the cockroach, had seemingly ceased evolving a million years ago – yet others, such as human beings, continued.

  Why had some animal brains stopped growing hundreds of thousands of years ago? Was it because having too smart a brain was a hindrance to survival rather than an asset? Would humans eventually

  destroy themselves precisely because evolution was making them too smart for their own good?




  Or, as he explored in his work, did humans risk destroying themselves because they were developing technology at a faster pace than their brains were developing? And were they in need of a major

  evolutionary leap forward to catch up?




  The ship lurched suddenly, unbalancing him, and he had to grab the handrail to stop himself falling sideways off the treadmill belt. Through the open door he could hear the water in the plunge

  pool sloshing. He hadn’t felt as sick as Naomi had, but he still wasn’t totally acclimatized yet to the motion.




  Neither he nor Naomi had slept much again last night. The same questions were going through his mind now that they had discussed over and over. Yes, they both agreed that they wanted to give

  their son all the advantages they would have liked their own parents to have given them. But they didn’t want him being too different and finding himself unable to relate or connect to

  people.




  And that was the real problem. Dettore was pushing them all the time to go for more options, to enhance their son in ways that even John hadn’t realized were already scientifically

  possible. And some of these options were tempting. My God, if they wanted, they could really make Luke into an incredible person!




  But no thanks.




  Luke wasn’t going to be some kind of laboratory rat that they could just terminate humanely with a needle if he came out different to how they were expecting.




  He did not want to gamble with his son’s life. And yet what haunted him during the night was the knowledge that any child was just that, a gamble, a random throw of the genetic dice. What

  Dettore was offering was a way to reduce the odds, not increase them. In playing safe, would they be condemning their son to a life of mediocrity?




  The machine beeped and the display flashed that another minute had passed. He was working out even harder on this ship than he did at home. Pushing himself into some kind of super-fit shape.

  Aware of his true reason for doing this, but having difficulty in admitting it to himself.




  I want my kid to be proud of me. I want him to have a fit man for a dad, not some wheezing old fart.




  It was totally deserted down here on G Deck, deep in the bowels of the ship.




  His sole companion was his own reflection jigging up and down on all four mirrored walls, a reflection of a tall, slim man in a white T-shirt, blue running shorts, trainers. A tall, slim man

  with a tired, strained face and bags like black smudges beneath his eyes.




  Young men see visions, old men dream dreams.




  The damned line was going round and round in his head, in tune to the pounding of his feet, like a mantra. I may have come here as a man with a vision, he thought. But now I feel more

  like a priest who is starting to question his faith.




  But if we do tone Luke right down, throwing away this chance to make him something really special, will I live to regret it? Will I end up as an old man dreaming of what might have been, if

  only I’d had the courage?
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  Naomi’s Diary




  If you haven’t been through this you have no idea of the pain. This injection the nurse gives me every morning to boost my egg production feels like a spike being

  hammered into my thigh bone. I tried again to get Yvonne to talk about the other patients here, but she instantly clams up, as if she’s scared to open her mouth.




  John is being wonderful, very loving and putting no pressure at all on me. In fact, in terms of the openness between us, this is the best it has ever been since before poor Halley came along.

  I hug him in the nights, desperately wanting to make love to him, but that’s forbidden – we were banned from making love for two weeks before we came here – and we’re not

  going to be able to for weeks after, either. That’s hard. We need that closeness.




  I’m finding this place stranger by the day. The atmosphere on this ship is truly weird – we walk around, and there’s not a soul apart from the occasional cleaner polishing a

  handrail. Where the hell is everyone? Are all the other patients so shy? How many are here? I’d love to talk to someone else, to one other couple, compare notes.




  Four hundred thousand dollars! I think about all that money. Are we being selfish spending it on our unborn child? Should we have given it away to help children in need, or people in need, or

  medical research, rather than squandering it on bringing one new person into the world?




  It’s moments like this when I want to pray for guidance. But I gave up on God when he took Halley, and told him so.




  How are you, Halley, darling? Are you OK? You’re the one who should really give us the guidance, you were such a smart kid. The smartest kid I ever knew.




  It’s thinking about you that keeps me here. I’m thinking about your face when that needle goes in and I’m biting my handkerchief. All that suffering you went through. We

  want to have a son again now, one who will be smart enough, maybe, to do some real good in this world.




  Luke.




  We hope Luke’s going to make great new scientific discoveries, we hope he will be smart enough to make some kind of a real difference. So that in the future, no child is ever going to

  have to die the way you died.




  Today we dealt with the Housekeeping genes. Funny description! The Housekeeping group relate to things like the efficiency of each cell to replicate its DNA or synthesize proteins. Nothing

  too much to worry about there. Luke should heal faster and better from any injuries, which has to be a good thing.




  But the cleverest work Dr Dettore is doing in this group is with adrenaline responses. He pointed out just how badly evolution has kept pace with modern life: adrenaline kicks in when we get

  nervous, giving us a boost of energy to help us run from an assailant. Fine in the days when a sabre-toothed tiger would appear in the mouth of your cave, he explained. But you definitely do not

  want to be breaking out in a sweat and shaking in a confrontation with the tax collector, or with anyone else in our modern world – you want to remain calm, feel relaxed, keeping your brain

  as clear as possible.




  In other words, stay cool. That is an option I’m tempted by, because it makes so much sense. But we haven’t agreed to it, not yet anyhow, because we’re both worried about

  tinkering with such an important part of Luke’s body’s defence mechanism.




  I’m already thinking of him as Luke now. At least that’s one thing we’re both agreed on. But now there’s another issue – something that’s really

  disturbing.
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  ‘Compassion,’ John said.




  Naomi, deep in thought, seated on a bench on the Promenade Deck writing her daily diary entry by hand into her iPhone, remained silent.




  ‘Compassion,’ John repeated, as if thinking out loud. ‘Compassion. How do you define it – how does anyone?’




  They’d discussed the genes relating to compassion for over an hour in this morning’s session with Dr Dettore and now, during their free time until the afternoon session, John and

  Naomi continued toying with the subject.




  As the ship headed south the weather was improving noticeably. The air felt gloriously warm to Naomi, and the sea was the flattest she had seen so far. They would be alongside the quay in

  Havana, Cuba, at seven this evening, but Dettore did not want them to go ashore. It was a fuelling and provisioning stop only. It was crucial over the next month for Naomi to be as healthy as

  possible; there was no sense risking picking up a bug in a cab or a shop or a bar, he had already told them.




  John stood up. ‘Let’s walk a little, darling, stretch our legs. The nurse said exercise would help ease the pain for you.’




  ‘I’ll try.’ She slipped her phone into her handbag and stood up. ‘What do you think Dettore meant that our child would grow up faster than ordinary children?’




  ‘I guess he’s implying because of the extra intelligence he’ll have.’




  ‘I don’t think we should guess anything, John. We need to be sure about everything. He talked about accelerated growth and maturity. We don’t want him being so

  different to other kids that he doesn’t have friends.’




  ‘We’ll review everything before we finalize anything.’




  ‘I’m going through those documents with a fine-tooth comb.’




  With the breeze on their faces. they walked along the teak decking, past a muster station and an orange lifebelt printed with the ship’s name. Naomi was limping, her leg aching badly from

  this morning’s injection. She felt low today, and very vulnerable. Slipping her hand into John’s, into his strong, reassuring grip, made her feel a little better. She squeezed and felt

  him squeeze back.




  They walked past a row of portholes and she peered at each of them in turn, trying to see in. But the glass was mirrored like every other porthole on the ship, and all she could see was her own

  reflection, her pale face, her hair tangled by the wind.




  ‘This secrecy thing is really getting to me,’ she said.




  ‘I guess if we were in any clinic on land, there’d be a lot of privacy. Also – it just feels as if it ought to be different because it’s a ship.’




  ‘I suppose. I just think it would be interesting to meet one or two of the other couples and compare notes.’




  ‘It’s a very private thing. Maybe other people don’t want to talk – perhaps we’d find it difficult to talk, too, if we did meet anyone.’




  So far the only people they’d met on the ship, other than Dettore, were a doctor called Tom Leu, a pleasant, good-looking Chinese-American in his mid-thirties, whom Dettore had introduced

  as his senior medical assistant; the nurse, Yvonne; their chambermaid; and a handful of Filipino staff.




  There had been no sign of the captain or any of the other officers, other than a voice through the tannoy system at nine this morning giving advanced notice of a crew safety drill. All access

  doors and gates to the bridge and crew stations and quarters were permanently locked off. Apart from their fleeting sight of the handsome couple they had jokingly called George and Angelina, there

  had been no sign of any other clients.




  Taking a stroll late afternoon yesterday they’d seen the helicopter come in, then leave a short while later. It had hovered for some moments after take-off and John had just been able to

  make out a woman’s face through the darkened glass window. Taking a couple away who had changed their minds, they speculated.




  ‘Do you want lunch?’ Naomi asked.




  John shook his head. He wasn’t hungry, but it wasn’t to do with the motion of the ship; it was the stress of worrying constantly about doing the right thing. Making the right

  decisions.




  ‘Me neither. Why don’t we sit out for a bit – it’s warm enough to sunbathe,’ Naomi said. ‘And have a swim? And try to talk this compassion thing

  through?’




  ‘Sure.’




  A few minutes later, swathed in the clinic’s white towelling dressing gowns and daubed in suntan lotion, they made their way back outside and around to the stern. Naomi gripped the

  handrail to walk down to the pool deck, then stopped suddenly and turned to John.




  George and Angelina were lying on loungers by the otherwise deserted pool. Tanned and beautiful, in sharp swimsuits and cool sunglasses, they were both reading paperbacks.




  Moments later Naomi heard a click. Her eyes shot back to John, who was surreptitiously jamming something into his dressing-gown pocket.




  ‘You didn’t take a photograph?’




  He winked.




  ‘That’s bad. You shouldn’t, you know the rules. We could get thrown off if you—’
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