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PART
ONE



   The last enemy that shall be destroyed is death.

                                         Corinthians 1, 15:26
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I was once invited — once only — to deliver the after-dinner speech at the annual Christmas Dinner of the College.

The College: the Royal Australian College of Obstetricians and Gynaecologists. My College.

I accepted immediately; later came the doubts. It was the first time the podium had been offered to a woman, there were bound to be mutterings among the older Fellows. Women were still thin in the ranks of the College — still thin in the ranks of medical practice everywhere. This was some years ago, more years ago than I care to remember: the early seventies, or perhaps late sixties. The era of First Times For Women. First Woman in Space. First Woman Cabinet Minister. First Woman to Float a Combine Harvester across the English Channel.

All these — and worse — made headlines at the time.

In fact the invitation had nothing to do with affirmative action. It had to do with my notoriety — with the notoriety of my work. I spent weeks mulling over what to say. In the end I decided to let my work speak for itself. Christmas was closing fast, I wasn’t about to talk shop. Something light-hearted, even irreverent, was called for. Colleagues could follow my work in the journals; with a slice of turkey breast or roast pork crackling they wanted nothing more than entertainment.

A few words on the most famous Birth of all seemed an amusing notion — a speech exploring the actual obstetrics of it.

The idea wasn’t new, or not to me. At times I’d idly wondered, imagining that scene in a stable, two thousand years ago: what if something had gone wrong?

Of course such thoughts come naturally to me — as a woman, yes, but more so as a physician. The work habits of a lifetime, the thinking patterns of a lifetime — even my middle-sized lifetime, so far — are not easily shed. The nativity scenes that fill shop windows and church porches every Christmas beg for closer scrutiny. Lists of Risk Factors spring to mind, probable complications.

One: the patient was primigravid — a first-time mother.

Two: she was malnourished, surely, and infested with the usual Third World zoo of protozoans, worms, parasites.

Three: she was attended by … a carpenter!

And the surrounds? Don’t give me Quaint, Humble, Picturesque. There would have been rats: Rattus rattus, black rat, plague carrier. There would have been roaches. Lice. Hay, filth, dung …

I’m not saying the subject obsesses me. It belongs more in the realm of idle speculation. Small-talk for the Silly Season.

I spent a rare free night trawling through the New Testament, searching for clues, for actual clinical details, but came up with nothing. Only two of the four gospels mention the Birth at all. Even Luke, most objective of the four (except when talking of himself; I can still recite those smug words by heart: having had perfect understanding of all things from the very first), offers nothing. A physician himself (who else would have written these words?), he must have wondered. What were the odds of … transverse arrest? Foetal distress? Haemorrhage? Sepsis?

I put these questions — and more — to the College Fellows across their turkey that night. Bleepers chirped from time to time, colleagues rose from their tables and hurried away to phones or to urgent deliveries, but there was a mood of generosity in the air, a camaraderie that no interruption could disturb; a willingness to laugh at anything I said.

What if something had gone wrong, I asked amid that easy laughter. Would a gleaming pair of Kieland forceps have materialised? Plasma expanders and humidicribs descended out of heaven?

It went well. The speech, yes, but also the Birth itself. As far as I can tell. But if it hadn’t, what use the gifts of spices, perfume, gold? I’ve never been one for homebirth, I told my colleagues. Give me a modern labour ward any day. And a team of experts: kings — and the odd queen — of medical hi-tech, clad in sterile robes. And bearing far more useful gifts: ultrasound probes, foetal monitors, heavy canisters of oxygen.

Smug laughter filled the dining room: I was preaching to the converted.
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Mine was an imperfect understanding from the first; even now I have trouble making sense of it all. No star led me from Adelaide to the Gold Coast that year; the summons came via bleeper, on a Thursday afternoon in the middle of hospital rounds. Christmas was a matter of days away; outside a hot north wind was tickling across the suburbs, ruffling trees, bumping window-panes. Half the topsoil of the mid-North seemed to be hanging in the air, suspended above the city. Hay fever weather, wheezy asthma weather. Inside I was working on autopilot only, going through the motions, dragging a flock of bored students from bed to bed.

Too many positive ions, my mother — always abreast of the latest crank health fashions — would tell me.

My bleeper insisted, again; I picked up the nearest phone and was connected to a distant, half-familiar voice.

‘Mara? Mara Fox?’

I was firm: ‘This is Doctor Fox.’

‘Mara — this is Richard Pfitzner. I’m ringing from Queensland. Season’s greetings.’

It took a moment to place the name. It was probably the longest sentence the man had spoken to me, ever; more words, certainly, than he had sent my way in our six years together in medical school.

‘You’ve made quite a reputation for yourself, Mara.’

I remembered how much I had disliked him: the silver spoon wedged firmly in his mouth, the over-loud voice, the nurses always in tow. I was not worth a glance in those days: too skinny, too dowdy. Too clever. And — above all — too, forthright. A woman who spoke her mind.

‘We always knew you would succeed, Mara. Even as a student there was something special about you.’

‘Are you trying to sell me something, Richard?’

He laughed, collusively: ‘Still the same Mara.’

Behind me the students waited, shuffling feet.

‘Can you get to the point, Richard? I’m in the middle of something.’

A small throat-clearing: ‘You had heard of my appointment up here? Dean of Studies at Schultz Medical School?’

‘Congratulations.’

‘In short, Mara, I’m headhunting. We’re headhunting.’

I almost laughed out loud; he was offering me a job.

‘Mara, don’t say a word. I know what you’re thinking: Schultz Bible College. Soap-boxes, sermons. Tabloid headlines. But I want you to keep an open mind — can you do that? I want you to hear me out.’

It seemed a practised speech; he allowed me no time to answer.

‘Of course the salary package is only one of our advantages. Freedom of inquiry is what we offer: guaranteed, hands-off research funding. And I mean funding.’

Pfitzner murmured on — butter-voiced, muzak-voiced — sketching out the rough draft of an offer which even I, a financial naif, sensed was still no more than an opening bid. My own Chair, he purred. In my own Department: Reproductive Medicine. Research duties only. A team I could handpick.

‘I don’t think it would be immodest to claim that Schultz can offer facilities unmatched anywhere. And I don’t just mean in this country.’

Part of me wanted to shout ‘No!’, then and there, but somewhere a deeper, less cynical self was urging tolerance. Or was it a more cynical self: a more self-interested self? Third-rate Bible College or not, his offer had the dimensions of a lottery win, and therefore had to be heard.

‘Mara,’ Pfitzner murmured on, ‘all we’re asking is this: fly up. Look around. You look at us, we look at you. We wouldn’t want you to rush any decisions.’

‘I never rush decisions.’

‘Speaking for myself, I’m looking forward to catching up with you again. I’ve followed your work closely. You’ve become quite a celebrity.’

He halted the flow of flattery momentarily, as if allowing me a little basking time.

‘How does the New Year sound? Sometime after Christmas? My secretary can fax yours an itinerary. And arrange the tickets.’

‘I only have half a secretary. And no fax.’

He laughed, playfully. ‘That’s the public health system for you. Get out, Mara. Before it’s too late. If not here, overseas. They don’t know how to use people of your quality. First class suit you?’

He suddenly seemed a world away from my economy-class lif. The Ward Sister was nagging gently at my side: ‘You were due in theatre half an hour ago, Doctor Fox. The afternoon list.’
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The first victim was already asleep as I scrubbed: another sweet-and-sour sixteen year old, flaccid with pentothal, her dimpled legs dead weights as the scrub-nurse lifted them into stirrups.

The anaesthetist, Max Henning, raised his head to nod: ‘Start whenever.’

I swabbed the shaven vulva, slipped a drain into the bladder, covered the dimpled thighs with green drapes: deft autopilot routines.

‘Anything but scrapes on the list, Max?’

‘You really want to know?’

‘If it’s good news.’

‘Seven in a row.’

Thursday’s theatre-list — curettes, TOPs, terminations, pick a euphemism — was the worst of the week. Even a ligation or two — gynaecology’s bread and butter — would have made for a little variety. I could have done the work blindfolded.

‘Spin me three times, Sister. And aim me towards the patient.’

‘Sorry, Doctor Fox?’

‘A joke, Sister. A small joke. You must be new.’

Her eye-corners crinkled; a smile or frown beneath the face-mask?

‘Sim’s speculum,’ I told her.

A frown: the instrument slapped my palm too firmly.

Max Henning sat at the head of the patient — the wrong end, in labour ward dialect, the boring end — a small, white-masked man rhythmically squeezing a bag.

‘Discovered a new restaurant the other night,’ he was murmuring. ‘Down on Unley Road. Vietnamese cuisine.’

Max had been my favourite among the staff anaesthetists for years. And not just for his clinical competence, his skill with the gas. His voice also was a potent anaesthetic. Soothing, gossipy, diffuse — a kind of background music.

‘You should try it, Mara. Take your mother.’

‘My mother has probably tried it,’ I said. ‘I don’t get out much.’

He wasn’t listening. ‘They have this hot fish soup. Makes your eyeballs bleed.’

Today I didn’t want to be soothed: I allowed him to get no further than the soup du jour.

‘When I was a student, Max,’ I interrupted. ‘Back in the dim past …’

‘Hagar’s dilator or Fenton’s, doctor?’

‘Fenton’s, Sister … As I was saying, Max. Back when I was a student I had a weekend job in a winery. Labelling bottles.’

‘Nice work if you can get it.’

‘Nice isn’t the word. The word is … boring. Piecework, they called it. The more labels I plastered on those bottles the more I was paid. But Max, it wasn’t as boring as this.’

He laughed, trying to humour me. ‘Maybe they’d take you back.’

‘Don’t laugh — I’ve thought about it. One factory or another: what’s the difference?’

He sensed the seriousness behind the joke. ‘Bit hard to run your research project.’

‘What research project? There’s no money.’

I had never aired these grievances publicly before. Things previously left unsaid, even to some extent unthought, or only partly thought, had grown suddenly clearer, a crystal forming around the right-shaped piece of grit: a Chair of my own, in Queensland.

‘Size four knitting needle, Sister,’ I said.

She scrabbled noisily among the instruments in her tray.

Max apologised on my behalf: ‘Another joke, Sister. You’ll get used to Mara’s sense of humour — warped at the best of times.’

How long would I have lasted without it? It wasn’t the long list of abortions that bothered me that afternoon. Quite the contrary. Every woman’s right, I’ve always believed — and backed the belief with action. Back in medical school I joined any number of Women’s Action Groups, any number of Concerned Doctors For This or Against That. The principle still stood: abortion on demand.

Although I’ve yet to see one of those scared teenagers who creep sideways into Family Planning, eyes down, or up, or anywhere except in contact with my own, demand anything. Abortion on request, describes it better. Abortion on humble petition, on supplication, on terrified entreaty.

I wiped the curette on a piece of gauze. ‘Send that down to pathology, Sister.’

My objection was simple: why was I aborting them? Midwives were trained to deliver babies; why not some sort of anti-midwife to prevent them? It would cost infinitely less, and allow me to get back to more exciting things. My in vitro programme, for one. And two, for that matter — and three. My in vitro programme, above all! Six years of medical school, two more interned in the wards, another five of postgrad work — to find myself stuck doing this. It was suddenly, overwhelmingly too much. I felt a tight knot in my chest.

‘Suction, Sister,’ I wheezed. ‘Come on, show a bit of enthusiasm.’

‘I’m doing my best.’

‘Do better. Or we’ll be here all day.’

Max looked up from squeezing his bag.

‘Easy, Doctor,’ he said, still in the same smooth monotone. ‘No need to bite her head off. What’s eating you today?’

‘The same thing that eats me every day.’

I taped a pad between the thighs, peeled off my gloves and mask, forced myself to turn to the sister.

‘Thanks for your help. And please excuse my lack of manners. I’m not feeling particularly terrific today.’

‘You don’t say.’

‘Will you be wanting afternoon tea, Dr Fox?’ one of the students asked.

Max tried to intervene: ‘I don’t think there’s time.’

I insisted. ‘There’s time.’

The silver service, as always, stood steaming in the surgeon’s tearoom: one last luxury that had not been cut by the bureaucrats. Yet. I sucked hard at my asthma puffer, twice, gulped a hot mouthful of tea and sat breathing more easily until Max came searching.

‘We’re ready to roll again.’

‘I’m not. Have a cuppa.’

He hesitated, then sat, disapprovingly, and mixed himself a cool milky cup. ‘Bit rough on the nursing staff in there, Mara.’

‘That’s the way they learn. Christmas cake?’

‘No thanks.’

I bit into a slice of rich cake, and chewed, slowly, teasing him, but also wanting to talk.

‘I had a call from Richard Pfitzner this morning, Max. Remember Pfitzner?’

He snorted. ‘Pain in the arse.’

‘He’s in Queensland. Dean of Schultz University.’

Another snort: ‘Always landed on his feet.’

‘Do you know anything about the place?’

‘The medical school has everything that opens and shuts — except patients. Why? Thinking of moving?’

‘What, and leave all this?’

He forced a smile, drained the rest of his tea and rose, meaningfully: ‘Back to the coal-face, Mara.’

I followed him out of my sanctuary, reluctantly. More victims waited in the passage outside: a freighttrain of beds, stretching around the corner, end-to-end.

‘Come over for drinks on Christmas morning,’ Max said. ‘Bring your mother.’

I shook my head. ‘Family get-together on the farm.’
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I arrived home on the brink of midnight. The house was in darkness, my mother asleep. I should have rung; she no doubt assumed I was spending another night at the hospital.

I wasn’t ready for bed myself: that piece of grit had lodged somewhere in my brain, and was still itching. Richard Pfitzner, the unlikeliest source, had flung it all the way from Queensland. Layers were forming themselves around it: old grievances, new frustrations. I stewed a small pot of green tea and carried it outside on to the terrace. The night air was balmy; the bricks of the house still glowed with the late afternoon heat, retained and magnified. The house — my mother’s house, our house — is perched on a small ridge above the eastern suburbs of the city. I stood for a time at the balustrade, sipping tea, gazing absently at the lights of Adelaide below: a matrix of squares and right-angles stretching north and south as far as the eye could see. Among their various familiar constellations — the small-wattage stars of my personal zodiac — I could clearly pick the lights of the Hospital, miles to the west: the great punch-card facade of the east wing rising above the surrounding suburbs.

Some of the windows were darkened, some lit — a random distribution. I remembered a recent night when the students, equipped with walkie-talkies, and directed by some boy-genius in the streets below, ran from floor to floor and ward to ward, switching lights on and off until the entire face of the building spelt out the word, in letters eight floors high: FUCK.

A childish joke? They, too, were seeking ways of escape.

My niche had seemed fine, fifteen years before: a Senior Lectureship in Obstetrics. These days Senior Clerk seemed a more accurate job description. Senior Process Worker. Pfitzner’s offer had touched a nerve: the public health system was dying. Funding had been shrinking for years; my research programme — in vitro fertilisations, embryo transfers — was run out of half an office. Partly this was politics: IVF had become ideologically unsound. Mostly it was cost-benefit: each rare successful pregnancy cost a small fortune.

Administration now swallowed much of my time, but even the clinical work had become a grind: entire theatre lists of hysterectomies, entire lists of wedge resections. Entire lists of abortions. I had always loved this world: the world of the operating theatre. Inhuman describes it best, some claim, but it is the world I most trust: the sterile corridors, the scrubbed floors and walls, the stainless-steel trays and trolleys. It’s a world without feeling or ornament, a world stripped to a utilitarian minimum, where forms are matched perfectly to functions: wall clocks, overhead lighting, stainless-steel sinks, instruments arranged in gleaming, logical arrays.

Yet even here, safely masked and gowned, I no longer felt content. That world had become contaminated by the demands of others.

I drained my tea-dregs and retreated inside, but slept only fitfully. An early riser, farm-born and bred, my mother was awake and fussing about the house when I abandoned my bed at seven.

‘Running late this morning, dear?’

I lied. ‘Things are quiet.’

‘It’s about time. You work far too hard.’

‘Don’t start, Mum.’

She was immune to protests: ‘The Christmas trip will do you the world of good. I only wish you would stay more than a day. Surely the hospital can spare you for one weekend?’

‘You know I get wheezy on the farm. Especially at harvest time. I’m allergic to the place.’

‘I think it’s in your mind, dear. How can you be allergic to your home town?’

A small, plump woman — ‘compact’ is her preferred self-description — she bustled about the room as she spoke, feeding her livestock: Mog, a plump tabby, and Chester, a caged bleached-yellow canary.

We had never been close. After my father’s death she had moved to the city to ‘look after’ me. In fact, I seldom saw her. My days — and all too often, nights — were spent trapped in the hospital; hers were devoted to the simulacrum of country-town life she had recreated in the city: Church, Choir, Ladies Guild, Meals-On-Wheels. Golf Afternoons, Scrabble Nights.

She filled a small jug at the tap and began to irrigate her crops: the collection of miniature potted cacti that lined every windowsill in the house. I sneaked away to my study, closed the door and phoned the hospital: phoning in sick, the first time in years, perhaps the first time ever.
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Those who sign the cheques never want to believe that success in science is cash-dependent; that the quality of success is exactly proportionate to the quantity of cash. More romantic notions still hold sway: the Lonely Genius, the Lucky Breakthrough, the Inspired Dream. That it’s mostly a plod — a matter of placing one foot painstakingly in front of the other, heel and toe, each step fully funded — has no place in the myth.

Nor has the notion of team-work, of endless, extended collaboration.

After breakfast I drove across town to the Agricultural Institute, nestled in the southern foothills. I was looking for the other half of my erstwhile team: Tad Romanowicz. His small laboratory, a prefabricated building in a far corner of the grounds, was empty. I followed a sound-trail of an amplified soprano voice to find him sploshing about in the mud of a small cattle-pen, rubber-aproned, rubber-gloved, rubberbooted.

I approached unnoticed. The music blared from a portable sound-system atop a fence-post; he could hear nothing else. For a time I watched, amused, as this short, plump man sheathed in rubber attempted to coax a giant red bull to mount a crude wooden trestle. This artificial love object, draped with cow-hide, held no interest for the bull: it stood leg-spraddled in the mud, an immovable object. Tad sprayed some sort of aerosol on the hide: hormonal love potions, presumably.

‘Nice work if you can get it,’ I shouted.

He turned, and smiled: ‘Chérie!’

I turned down the music as he waded through the mud. La donna a mobile, qual piu ma al vento … I still remembered the words from our house-sharing days: days that were, for me, a crash course in opera appreciation.

‘You look fulfilled,’ I said.

In fact he looked bored, and gone to seed: plump, coarse-skinned, balding. Bits of his anatomy bulged through the rubber armour in various places. Like most bald men Tad had transferred his hopes to facial hair: a dark goatee which lent his round face a sleeker, cosmopolitan look. He looked much as his Polish ancestors must have looked at the turn of the century. A member of the Polish nobility, fallen on hard times.

He shrugged. ‘I get to travel a lot. And meet a lot of cattle. But what brings you to these rustic parts?’

‘Christmas spirit?’

He snorted. ‘I thought you avoided the event altogether. Went straight to the New Year. Did not pass gift shops.’

I produced a crudely wrapped gift: Glenfiddich malt, his preferred poison, bought at a bottle-shop en route. I still remembered all of his preferences from those house-sharing days — perhaps too well. Of course there had been nothing sexual between us; we had lived together for convenience. Those were the golden days of IVF; Tad, Staff Embryologist, was a key member of my hospital team. No, I do him an injustice: Tad was my team. Whatever small successes I can claim from those years should be shared, fifty-fifty. No one could thread a human egg or wash clean a gobbet of sperm like Tad.

We’d had high plans before the funding crunch: something beyond the tabloid test-tube-baby triumphs. Resetting the cell clock — the egg-timer — was the dream. Controlling the cell-division cycle.

Then the funding ran dry and Tad had been forced out: from two-legged to four-legged bloodstock. Same principle, he had told me at the time, defensively. Different species. And more money, certainly. Plus a travel allowance: flying around the country with lumps of frozen bull-sperm packed on ice.

I found the notion absurd. Tad was an inner-city person, a ‘confirmed bachelor’ addicted to good food, fine wine, antique furnishings, great opera, and (I knew firsthand) a few of the darker pleasures that the city could offer. Our house-sharing hadn’t lasted. He soon found my presence stifling: ‘a disapproving older sister’. His chief complaint: he couldn’t be himself. After a few months he packed his antiques into teachests and moved out into a run-down inner-city terrace row, the slices of which seemed to grow thinner towards one end, like a partly-squeezed accordion.

Tad’s was the thinnest slice: a line of cracked, dilapidated rooms filled, absurdly, with those expensive antiques. The ceilings drooped, small landslides of plaster showered from the walls with every step, but in the midst of this squalor a collection of beautiful objects was displayed. Museum pieces: Georgian tables, Chippendale chairs, a passage lined with Hogarth prints. The names meant little to me: empty brand names. I reproduce them here by rote; a guided tour of new and past acquisitions was compulsory each time I visited.

Behind him the bull finally clambered aboard the trestle and moaned.

Tad turned and shook his head, amused: ‘A watched kettle never boils.’

He skated back through the mud, bent beneath the bull, clamped the mouth of some sort of rubber collection bag, or pseudo-vagina, and tugged it loose. I followed him, stepping gingerly, to his laboratory.

We left our muddy footwear on the doorstep, as if entering a place of worship.

‘I have a feeling you came about something else, chérie,’ he said.

He uncorked the whisky and spilled a little into two glass beakers. I sipped in silence as he turned away to load a centrifuge. At length he turned back, waiting, knowing.

My question was ready: ‘What do you know of Schultz University?’

He laughed, a slight wobbling of neck rolls: ‘The Mickey Mouse School of Bible Studies. But why does the lady ask, methinks?’ He sipped at his own whisky. ‘Don’t tell me … you’ve been offered a job? Laying on hands, raising the dead, healing the halt and the lame?’

‘Something like that.’

‘How much like that?’

‘A Chair in Reproductive Medicine.’

‘A Chair! But you’re not serious. You wouldn’t take it?’

‘They are throwing a lot of money at me. A million dollar research budget: please spend. Annually.’

He whistled; two notes, one rising, one falling. ‘Further details, please.’

A timer on the bench before him beeped, the spinning centrifuge slowed, then stopped. He lifted out a tube of separated semen: a band of thick cream at one end, transparent whey at the other.

‘I get to hire and fire my own staff,’ I told him.

He glanced up, flattered, gratified. ‘The plot thickens. You want the old team back together.’

‘We did good work, Tad.’

‘Until the money ran out. Can you imagine me working there? A tragic deviant in a Bible College. They’d lynch me, chérie!’

‘We could share a house again. Darby and Joan.’

‘Live in sin?’

‘I can’t see much sin on the agenda.’

He laughed; we had always been able to make each other laugh.

‘Where does all this alleged money come from?’

‘Does it matter?’

‘That depends. Mostly on whether strings are still attached.’

He was repeating the same questions I had been putting to myself. Perhaps this was one reason I had sought his counsel — to see if I could adequately answer them.

‘I’ve been promised a free hand, Tad.’

He snorted again, another wobbling of neck-rolls: ‘The fellow is a joke! Have you seen him preach? He has this delicious Sunday morning programme: The Hollis Schultz Hour of Prayer.’

‘I’ve been told he doesn’t interfere with the research side.’

‘Sweet innocent! The receivers will close the place down before the year is out. This is Australia, not California. Have they got any patients? I heard somewhere that the hospital was empty.’

He fiddled for a time with his centrifuge tube, then cocked his head, smiling. ‘Of course that might appeal to you — a hospital without patients getting in the way.’

‘Very funny.’

I found myself recycling Pfitzner’s glib answers to my own objections: ‘There are plenty of clients. The Infertility Programme has a waiting list already. Asia, the Pacific Rim …’

He glanced up, knowingly: ‘So that’s where the money comes from. Honourable yen. Honourable Japanese infertiles.’

‘What would it take,’ I asked him, ‘to get you there? Hypothetically, of course. Nothing’s decided.’

He named an absurdly high figure, testing the water, perhaps — or just joking.

‘Is that in yen?’ I said.

‘Aussie dollars. Plus relocation costs for my loved ones.’

‘What loved ones?’

‘You haven’t seen my new Chippendale.’

I liked Tad as much as I liked anyone, but could only take so much. His mannered conversation didn’t bother me: the repertoire of chéries and amusing euphemisms. I think, finally, he was too much like me: too much the healthy sceptic.

‘Of course,’ he said. ‘I suppose there’s no harm in flying up. Just for a look around.’

He turned back to his work. I watched for a time as he fussed with his glass tubes. The large things were beyond Tad — his house was falling down about his ears — but his attention to fine detail was meticulous, even obsessional. The exact positioning of a Hogarth print on a crumbling wall, the precise quantity of pepper to be freshly ground over smoked salmon, the finicky ins and outs of the latest hospital gossip — the same love he lavished on these small things he applied to his work. He had been invaluable: I had looked after the overall design, he had done the fine needle-point.

More woman than man in many ways — and proud of it — did this explain his attraction to the field of embryology? I wasn’t the first to draw this conclusion; perhaps it was too glib: that lacking a womb, he made do with a test-tube.

‘Then you’ll think about it?’ I asked.

His face grew solemn, confidential. He pursed his lips and leant forward and tapped me on the arm. For the first time he was speaking from the heart, but even his serious moments had an exaggerated quality.

‘Frankly, my dear,’ he said, ‘nothing can be much worse than this.’
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On Christmas morning I drove my mother into the country: an annual two-hour pilgrimage to the family get-together on the Yorke Peninsula. The farm — her brother’s farm, formerly her father’s — is mid-Peninsula, within sight of the Barley Capital of the World, the small town where I grew up.

En route we passed through the Blue Crab Capital of the World. There are a lot of World Capitals in those parts.

The trip, as always, seemed interminable: endless fields of stubble and scraggy sheep, interrupted by the odd scrap of eucalypt. With nothing of interest outside the car to distract her, Mother concentrated her attentions inside.

‘Couldn’t you have done something more with your hair, dear?’

It was probably the longest time we had spent together all year. Even my weekends were mostly spent at the hospital. I seemed to be forever on call, a pushover for every colleague — every male colleague — with a family life who needed cover. It’s not as if you have children, Mara. Just one Sunday — I won’t ask again for a month?

I had lost the ability to differentiate weekdays from weekends. Or December from March, summer from winter. Or even night from day. The story of my week was the story of my day: any day, Saturday or Sunday included, duplicated seven times. A month was four identical weeks, seamlessly joined.

I could have ripped a page from my desktop diary, any page, xeroxed a sheaf of copies — 365 copies — and published it: Mara Fox, the Authorised Biography.

‘Haven’t you anything nicer to wear, dear?’

My clothes, also, were xeroxes. Even on Christmas morning I was wearing The Uniform: pleated skirt (occasionally tweed), plain blouse, too-sensible shoes.

‘Surely someone on your salary could afford to dress for the occasion, dear.’

‘I’ve been too busy.’

I have forced myself to spend money on clothes. At times. I’ve shopped in brief bursts — colleagues’ wives take a charitable pleasure in recommending boutiques and labels to me — but always I find the process demoralising. Something seems wrong with my proportions. Clothes, whatever the price-tag, don’t seem to sit right. I prefer to settle, impatiently, for the first item off the rack.

We passed through the Mutton Capital of the World; my mother, silent for some time, trying not to nag, remembered another grievance.

‘I hope you are going to unwrap your presents this year, dear. Please don’t leave them sitting on the floor. Your aunts go to a lot of trouble.’

‘I don’t have to open them. I always know what’s in them.’

She turned towards me. Plumper than mine, less pinched, her face is still capable of the same feats of disapproval: ‘How do you know what’s in them?’

A basket crammed with gifts for my various cousins sat on the back seat. Steering one-handed, I reached behind, groped for a parcel, and squeezed it once or twice. ‘Tennis socks.’

I plucked another, heavier parcel from the basket, and shook it slightly: ‘One of those cute little packs of scented soaps.’

She averted her face: ‘You always have to be so clever. Such a clever girl.’

There was no more scathing nuance in her vocabulary.

Should I have apologised? I find it impossible when backed into corners. Accusations push me into more extreme, more pig-headed positions.

I chose my words carefully: ‘I’ll pretend to be grateful.’

‘And just what do you mean by that?’

‘It’s a kind of payment, isn’t it? They want me to pay for those wonderful pot-holders, or tea-cosies, or jars of rose-petal jam. They want something in return — gratitude, praise.’

She was silent for a time. When she spoke again, her tone was tired: ‘Why are you so cynical?’

‘A bit of healthy scepticism never went astray.’

Her voice trembled, she was close to tears: ‘You twist everything around. You make everything seem … ugly.’

‘Maybe things are ugly.’

‘What happened to you?’ she went on. ‘What happened to my little girl?’

I quoted her own favourite refrain: ‘I was never quite like other little girls.’

‘You don’t have to remind me of that. But you weren’t against everything. You weren’t so … bitter.’

We drove on in silence through the stubbled fields, through one World Capital after another, towards the waiting congregation of cousins and uncles and aunts. More wrapped tennis socks and cute soaps and pot-holders awaited me. A half-pig would be turning on a spit in the backyard, a big barbecue table would be covered with bright, rainbow-coloured salads. As I drove, in my xeroxed clothes, towards a xerox Christmas, my resolve was growing.

It was time to take risks.
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Seen from the air there is something dental about the Gold Coast, something that sets my own teeth a little on edge: miles of beaches lined with white, irregular high-rise columns. Squat molars, flat incisors, tall canines …

Richard Pfitzner was waiting in the Arrival Lounge at Coolangatta. He hadn’t changed; except in proportion. Always a big man, a one-time athlete, middle-age had loosened the muscles, expanded the waist, fattened the head. He looked like an inflated version of his former self. His collar was tight, his cheeks red; he had the coarseness about him of too many long lunches, too much good living.

‘Mara!’

He pecked my cheek; I stepped back from the kiss. His breath smelt antiseptic, as if he had recently gargled with something.

He beamed: ‘You haven’t changed. How long has it been — ten years?’

‘More, I think.’

He stood a little closer than I like men to stand, filling my field of view.

‘Everyone is so excited that you’re joining the team — Professor.’

If I was to be flattered, it would need to be more subtle: ‘Nothing is settled yet. So it’s still Doctor.’

He unfurled a brightly striped umbrella as we stepped out on to the concourse. The sun had broken through a high quilt of clouds; rain was falling but without any sort of weight or speed, more a warm, humid mist, almost an aerosol. I walked a pace behind, already perspiring, spurning the shelter.

‘This way — Professor.’

The car was new, but surprisingly compact; I had half-expected something ostentatious, and American. We drove northwards among the tall, gleaming teeth, revealed now as apartment blocks, hotels, casinos. More tomb-like, perhaps, than tooth-like: luxury mass tombs complete with gleaming inscriptions. MIAMI, BIARRITZ, CAPRI, COPACABANA.

Pfitzner attempted the usual pleasantries: the niceness of the trip, the weather I had left behind in Adelaide, how many times I had visited Queensland before, my impressions so far.

‘It reminds me of a giant graveyard.’

He laughed, humouring me.

‘A giant retirement village,’ I added.

‘I’m sure you’ll love the Gold Coast,’ he said. ‘It’s a city for us younger people, too.’

Another flattery, although true in a sense. I wasn’t that old; yet had adopted an older, more middle-aged manner somewhere along the line. And wore the clothes to match. Consenting to middle-age was easier: I didn’t have any time to invest in perpetuating youth.

‘I can’t see a lot of young people,’ I told him.

‘I can’t see a lot of elderly people,’ he countered.

‘They must all be inside, taking their nap.’

Part of me wanted to find fault, to find reasons against. The pro argument for a move to Schultz University put itself, effortlessly; the con needed help. Through the windscreen I tried to confirm my comic-book image of Surfers Paradise: a city peopled by blue-rinse widows buying high-rise esplanade apartments on the strength of their late husbands’ life insurance cheques.

At some point the car turned inland, crossing waterways, moving into greener, more horizontal districts: townhouses, playing fields, bowling greens, tennis courts, suburban bungalows.

Pfitzner was still trying: ‘The climate is wonderful, of course. The Sunshine State.’

‘The Skin Cancer State. Fortunately I spend most of my time indoors.’

He was unfazed: ‘You have a wonderful complexion. That must be your secret.’

He was good. Unerringly he had located my one small vanity: beneath the tough talk, the plain clothes, the spectacles, the mousy hair, there was — I liked to think — a good complexion. The skin was still baby-smooth. As a girl I had always believed that I would one day become … not beautiful, perhaps, but at least stately. Handsome. Complexion and bone structure were the important things in the long-run, my mother occasionally consoled me in my teens. Mine, she told me, were not, well, bad.

‘All work and no play,’ Pfitzner said, teasingly. ‘I do believe you’re trying to be difficult, Professor.’

I stared through the window, trying even harder.

‘Perhaps we can run through your itinerary for the day?’

With a free hand he deftly unzipped a soft chamois portfolio on the dash, extracted a sheet of printed paper and passed it across.

10 a.m. Arrival, Coolangatta Airport. Flight

AN 41 from Adelaide.

11 a.m. Tour of Schultz Medical Centre.

1	p.m. Lunch in the Blue Room.

2	p.m. Inspection of Staff Housing.

3	p.m. Tour of the Bible Museum and Theme Park.

4	p.m. Depart for Coolangatta Airport. Flight

AN 331 to Adelaide. I passed it back: ‘I don’t get to meet the Holy Father himself?’

‘Dr Schultz is overseas. In the Holy Land. He spends part of each year in pilgrimage. Otherwise of course he would meet you. He takes a personal interest in all appointments.’

‘He gives the thumbs up?’

‘You give the thumbs up, Mara. The decision is yours. Dr Schultz — Hollis — is keen for you to join the team. All of us are keen.’

He turned off the main road at a large white cross, perhaps forty feet high, mounted on a granite plinth. The words HOLLIS SCHULTZ UNIVERSITY were engraved on its base. The car entered a long avenue of half-grown jacarandas and flame-trees. Above us the clouds had largely vanished, the morning sun, still low in the sky, stroboscoped behind the trees: dazzling, dark, dazzling, dark. Quite suddenly we crested the rim of a shallow valley; below was a large lake, perhaps half a mile across.

Pfitzner pointed, straight-faced: ‘Lake Galilee.’

Buildings in various stages of completion surrounded the water, on the opposite bank a half-dozen construction cranes seemed to dabble in its shallows like giant Meccano wading-birds.

‘The building to the left is the Bible College. Beyond it, the famous Rose Cathedral — you know it, of course. Hollis Schultz Medical Centre is across the lake.’

The Medical Centre — gleaming, white, cubic — dominated the far shore: a vast Lego-block facade overlooking the water, and reflected in it. Smaller bits of Lego surrounded it like parts of an incomplete child’s game, not yet fully assembled. Another large cross roosted on the summit.

Pfitzner steered the car slowly around the rim of the lake — a wide esplanade followed the shore — before turning away to circumnavigate the cathedral, at sightseeing pace.

‘We have time if you’d like to look inside.’

‘No thanks.’

‘You know it from our television programme?’

‘I never watch television.’

A bus-load of Japanese tourists had disgorged on to the cathedral steps; I had no wish to join them. Apart from the colour — pink marble — the building looked like a scaled down, Disney imitation of the cathedral of Notre Dame of Paris. Of course it possessed none of the character of the original. There was something too smooth about it, too new; it had none of the million-fold defects and weatherings and eccentric ornamentations that accumulate like barnacles around great buildings over long periods of time.

It looked like nothing so much as an outsize plastic replica, a souvenir of a type I had once bought myself in a Paris booth.

Beyond the cathedral an estate of white-stucco terrace housing climbed one sloping face of the valley.

‘Many of our staff choose to live here on campus,’ Pfitzner said. ‘Either leasing, or buying. The University offers very competitive loans.’

He braked the car on a long concourse below the hospital. The rain had gone; we stepped out into a spring day: blue skies, birds filling the trees, all the heart-lifting effects, on cue. High-pitched voices — children’s voices, screaming and laughing — carried to us across the water; I glimpsed some sort of amusement park on the opposite shore: a slow-turning Ferris wheel, and what looked like a giant Noah’s Ark, moored offshore.

I paused, astonished by a strange sight: people seemed to be moving about on the surface of the lake, actually walking across water towards the Ark.

Pfitzner’s gaze followed mine: ‘The Bible Museum and Theme Park.’ He took my arm, and gently steered me up into the hospital. ‘What would you like to see first? The obstetrics wing? The laboratories? We have some time before lunch.’

‘I’m in your hands.’

‘The Maternity Suite, then. The heart of your own department.’

I raised a quibbling finger: ‘It’s not mine — yet.’

For an hour or so I followed the Dean in and out of lifts, in and out of offices, one of which — I was now more amused than angered at this presumption — had my name stencilled on the door: PROFESSOR MARA FOX. DEPARTMENT OF REPRODUCTIVE MEDICINE. I remember the feeling of space above all: acres of laboratory space; gleaming, empty operating theatres. And everywhere smiling staff-members, thickets of hands thrust forward to be shaken: ‘Pleased to meet you, Professor’; ‘So glad you’re joining us, Professor.’

Professor. Professor. The title drip-dripped at me, eroding my resistance, water on stone.

The tour finished in Pfitzner’s office among chrome and leather furnishings, gleaming executive toys, shelves filled with books whose spines were arranged so neatly and geometrically that they seemed untouched. And perhaps that’s all they were: untouched spines with nothing behind them, hollowed out library facades of the type interior designers sell by the metre.

Especially to the Richard Pfitzners of the world.

He stood too close again, blocking my field of view: ‘So what do you think of our little empire? Nothing like this in the public sector.’

I was carefully ambiguous: ‘Nothing.’

His smile lost intensity, his repertoire of pleasantries for the moment exhausted. He moved away and busied himself at a small side-bar; I let my eye roam about the room. The walls were crowded: framed degrees, portraits of himself and (presumably) family, photographs of sleek thoroughbreds in which he apparently had some kind of interest. High up, in one corner, I found a familiar mass-portrait: UNIVERSITY OF ADELAIDE MEDICAL SCHOOL, CLASS OF 69.

‘What’s your poison, Mara?’

‘Soda water.’

He chuckled, apparently deciding that heartiness was the easiest mode: ‘That’s not the Mara I remember.’

He mixed something discoloured in a glass — only partly soda water — and passed it over.

‘Never eat on an empty stomach,’ he said, comfortable again, finding his rhythm, conversationally.

His eyes followed mine to that graduation photo, our graduation photo, a hundred-odd faces, many of them strange to me now, their clothes and hair-styles rendered quaint by time, the women’s hair more carefully bobbed or coiffed, the men’s longer than current fashions. I had never bothered to collect my own copy; it held no nostalgic interest for me; those years at Medical School had been too painful. I had never felt part of the class.

‘The old gang, eh?’

Once again he was standing too close. He tossed down his drink, and stepped away to pour himself another.

‘No, you haven’t changed at all,’ he repeated, from the bar.

I sought out my own face, inevitably, in the photograph. Perhaps I hadn’t changed: the glinting spectacles, the pinched mouth. The adequate complexion.

‘You didn’t make it to the twenty-year reunion, Mara.’

‘Too busy.’

The past meant more to him than to me; his tone was suddenly tender, nostalgic. Or perhaps it was the drink, on an empty stomach.

‘Everyone looked the same. The old team.’ He paused, and patted his paunch: ‘Of course some of us have grown a bit — horizontally. You haven’t touched your drink.’

‘I asked for soda water.’

He chose not to hear: ‘You should have been there. It was terrific to see the old gang. I’d lost track of so many. But then I suppose you see them every week.’

‘One or two. Professionally. I don’t socialise much.’

He peered at the photo one more time: ‘Those were great years, Mara. The best years of our lives.’

For him, perhaps — plenty of money, no responsibilities, three shifts of nurses to harass each day. I half expected a tear to crawl down his coarse, red cheek; instead he turned away, and linked his arm through mine.

‘But let’s eat. We can talk over lunch. Chew the fat.’

He talked; I ate. And even drank a little wine. The Blue Room was some sort of boardroom: an immense table, upholstered in blue leather, twelve or fourteen matching chairs. We sat together at one end, attended by a white-suited waiter.

‘So, what have you been working on?’ he asked at length.

‘This and that.’

‘Infertility is the growth industry, Mara. Declining birth-rates all through the Western world. But of course you know that. We want to put Schultz in the front rank of research. Which is why we’ve come to you.’

I inclined my head, the wine had softened my resistance.

‘We’re a new college, we haven’t got the track record of a Johns Hopkins. Or even an Adelaide. We’re getting together some Big Names — I include you among them. We need some Big Results.’

‘Then you need big money.’

‘I can guarantee the money.’

He didn’t need to add the sequel: can you guarantee the results?

‘I’d need an embryologist,’ I said. ‘Technicians.’

‘Hire them.’

‘I’d want equipment. Ultrasound probes. The new generation fibre-optics. A carbon laser.’

‘Write out a shopping list.’

‘Perhaps I will.’

I paused, and in that pause a deeper, more cautious self reasserted itself: ‘One other thing …’

‘Name it.’

‘I would want a research budget in black and white. Guaranteed. Before I sign.’

Pfitzner had a notepad before him, jotting details. He was in his element again, the earth-element of logistics and cold cash, relieved to have left the rarefied air of scientific speculation: ‘The lawyers will draw up a contract. I’ll fax a draft to your secretary in Adelaide tomorrow.’ He paused, and smiled: ‘Your half-secretary.’

I still wasn’t satisfied. ‘What about this Hollis Schultz character?’ I said. ‘I don’t know the first thing about him. I don’t feel all that comfortable working for a preacher.’

Pfitzner began another well-practised spiel: ‘The University is a separately constituted body. Total independence from the Church is guaranteed.’

His eyes met mine; he ended his solemn speech with a laugh.

‘I’m sorry, Mara — I’m sounding like a preacher myself. I don’t want to snow you. Fact is, Hollis does like to poke around in the Labs from time to time, and see what’s going on. But he keeps out of your hair. He’s quite sophisticated. Not at all what you see on TV.’

‘I don’t watch TV.’

He shrugged, and popped the question: ‘So — when do you start?’

Tomorrow! I wanted to say, I very nearly said. Instead I reached for my wine. ‘I’ll think about it.’

‘Fine.’

More wine was a mistake. I don’t normally drink; I despise those who drink too much. Perhaps there is a balance to be found somewhere, a golden mean — if so, I’ve never been able to find it. One glass goes to my head. And after two …

But I had decided to take risks, to step out of my xeroxed life.

The next stage of the Royal Tour remains a blur, partly due to the wine, partly due to self-absorption: I was still replaying the various conversations that had taken place over lunch. Somewhere in there I was shown through the campus housing estate: ‘fully serviced terrace-apartments’. Somewhere in there also I was shown through the Bible Museum, ushered past endless display cabinets filled with pottery shards from the Holy Land, fragments of cloth and trinkets from The Time Of Christ. One gallery was a waxworks, filled with Biblical Figures frozen in the act of parting the Red Sea, or pulling down the temple of the Philistines, or slaying Goliath with a pebble.

The day was almost over as we entered the Bible Theme Park; the queues waiting to leave the Park were longer than the queues waiting to get in. Weary parents, clutching rugs and picnic baskets, jostled arguing, weeping children out through the turnstiles.

Pfitzner bought two ice-creams, and we strolled, licking, down through the side-show booths and novelty rides and Bible Dioramas to the lake’s edge. Screams and squeals of laughter still carried from the roller-coaster and Ferris wheel but there was a feeling of late-afternoon tristesse in the air: the exhaustion of too much pleasure crammed into too short a time.

I felt a similar exhaustion: the effects of the wine were wearing off, I had spent too much of the day on my feet.

‘I want to show you something special,’ Pfitzner said. ‘One last treat before we leave for the airport.’

He slipped off his shoes and socks, and stepped down on to the surface of the lake. I slipped off my own sensible shoes and stepped uncertainly after him. The water held firm; I splashed in his wake towards the Noah’s Ark, carrying my shoes.

‘You wanted to show me how to walk on water?’

He smiled, and shook his head: ‘Something else.’

The miracle was all-too-easily explained: a path of clear perspex lay an inch or so below the surface. A familiar satisfaction: I-Know-How-That’s-Done. Yet some sense of magic remained: I paused halfway to watch a school of piebald fish glide lazily beneath my feet.

We clambered off the water on to a small pier, replaced our shoes, and boarded the ark up a wooden ramp. The deck was an open zoo: pairs of tame animals — sheep, goats, Shetland ponies, extravagantly-plumed fowls — wandered freely, jostling each other as they competed for food or attention, nudging gently at the hands of thrilled children.

Pfitzner beckoned me to a separate enclosure. Two large flightless birds were plodding awkwardly through the leaves and twigs that carpeted their cage, raking food-scraps from time to time with absurdly shaped beaks.

A nearby hoarding identified the species, but I had no need of it.
Raphus cucullatus. Previously extinct. Original habitat:
Mauritius and adjacent islands. This pair donated to Schultz University by Dr William Scanlon, Stanford University.

Below, on a smaller plate, two names were printed:

PHILIPPE AND ELOISE.

In fact, I knew them both to be female. All the dodos that had been brought back into the world were female.

For a time I stood watching, pleased, and grateful. To me the resurrection of the dodo from a few genetic fragments bottled in spirits was the miracle of our time.

I also felt oddly proud, as though I had somehow shared in the scientific triumph, was actually part of the team. And perhaps I was, loosely speaking: is it too pompous to claim that those squat, waddling birds represented a human enterprise that we were all part of?
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I felt more friendly towards Pfitzner as he farewelled me in the Departure Lounge at Coolangatta. Even the fawning smile no longer grated.

‘I’m only sorry that Hollis Schultz was unable to welcome you personally — Professor.’

The title seemed a better fit each time I heard it, like a pair of stiff new shoes that needed wearing in.

‘He is a very impressive man. But of course you know that from his television programmes.’

‘I’m more acquainted with the newspaper headlines.’

He flashed another smile from his repertoire: a smile with perhaps a tinge of warning for the first time that there might be limits: ‘You can’t believe everything you read in the newspapers.’

I trumped his cliche with another: ‘Where there’s smoke there’s fire.’

He handed my ticket to a stewardess; he might have been a parent handing over the care of an infant child. A gate swung shut between us.

‘We’ll all pray for the Lord to guide your decision,’ he said.

I could detect no irony. I turned back, and managed a teasing, parting shot: ‘I thought you said it was up to me.’

I slept for a time on the plane, woken mid-flight by a headache, and fresh doubts. The dodo was forgotten, the wine had leached from my system, normal programming had been restored. That promised Chair of Reproductive Medicine seemed too magical — an offer pulled out of a hat.

I don’t believe in magic. I don’t trust it; I never have. I still remember a famous disgrace as a girl, at a classmate’s party. A magician had been hired for the day; as he stood before the assembled girls, conjuring scarves from sleeves, vanishing and unvanishing pingpong balls, I jumped to my feet and began to heckle: ‘That’s not real magic. I know how that’s done.’

Six years old? Seven? I could have been any age. Nothing changed in the years that followed — unless it was for the worse. Some deep core of suspicion in me insisted on looking every gift horse in the mouth, microscopically.

Especially that Chair in Queensland. I needed it; I needed to escape. I had grown far too weary of the world; or not so much weary of the world as weary of the people who lived in it, the people who contaminated it: that race of people who clog waiting rooms with endless shopping-lists of complaints. Is this the reason I prefer the operating theatre to the consulting room? Asleep, they can’t answer back, can’t plague me with their endless problems. A career in anaesthetics might have suited me better — as a student, I considered it. Or in pathology: even better dead, than asleep. The happiest time of my medical life was spent as an intern, working in the emergency wards. Here was a world akin to the speed-and-accuracy tests of school arithmetic — a world I excelled in. Problem, decision. Right, wrong. No grey areas, no uncertainties. Patients died, or they survived — in the various compasses of that word — and moved on into other areas of the hospital, into (most important, this) the care of others.

Of course I ended up in research for the same reason: I came to prefer the company of human eggs to human beings.

And still I could not make up my mind to take the job. As I flew back to Adelaide, returning to my xeroxed life, I remembered a story from childhood: a favourite story from a favourite book, an ancient volume of the Arabian Nights, its pages thick as cardboard. A genie, corked inside a bottle, is tossed into the sea. At the end of his first year on the ocean floor the genie vows to shower whoever releases him with rubies and diamonds. At the end of the second year, with gold and silver …

At the end of the seventh year the genie vows to kill whoever sets him free.

I couldn’t understand the story as a girl. Not remotely. Kill someone who set you free? And yet the story fascinated me, I read it night after night, I studied it; its absurdity itched at me for years, speaking to deeper parts, some deep, dark kernel.

As I flew home from Queensland, corked inside an Ansett Airbus, I understood that bitter kernel for the first time. I sat hunched at the window, my nose pressed to the perspex. Night had fallen; the aircraft floated high above a soft dream landscape, a quilt of snowy cloud, moon-silvered, endless. These things, at least, still reached me, still had the power to touch my tired heart: inhuman things, landscapes uninfected by people. Midway through the flight, dinner was served; I leant back in my seat and the cloudscape outside vanished, the lit interior of the plane appeared in the glass, reflected. I was back in the world of people, the world of me. A pair of spectacles — mine — glinted back at me from the window; the small mouth beneath (downturned at the ends, determined, prim, sour) seemed incapable of even a smile of recognition.

Why had I been so difficult in Queensland, played so hard to get? Here was a far happier ending from the Arabian Nights; a genie called Hollis Schultz had offered to grant the only three wishes I would ever want: a personal Chair, a handpicked team, a free hand. And yet some part of me had been tempted — was still tempted, flying home — to throw that job offer back in his face.

A dark, tightly-stoppered part inside me wanted to shout: ‘Too little, too late!’
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The phone woke me at three that night: woke me, as always, clairvoyantly, a split second before it began to ring. Years of on-call duty seem to nurture this ability: the brain learns some trick of premonition, picks up the incoming signals before they arrive.

‘Dr Fox? It’s Jill Ward. From the Assault Clinic.’

‘It’s not my night, Jill.’

‘I know. I’m sorry to wake you.’

‘Whose night is it? Have you checked the Duty Roster?’

‘Jenny Crane. But her son is ill. She’s been up with him all night. She wondered if you could cover.’

‘You want me to come in?’

‘Could you? The police just rang. They’re bringing a girl in. Pack-rape. Shall I send a taxi?’

‘I’ll drive.’

The girl was fourteen. I had met her many times before in the smallest hours of many other nights — or if not her, her clones. Black jeans bought several sizes ago; a single small tattoo on the cheek or shoulder; crude eye-liner ruined by tears.

‘All the other boys in the car seemed so nice,’ she said, sniffling.

Or if not those words, something similar: something I had also heard too many times before. Over the years, these stories had ground me down. I sought escape in the paperwork: precise measurements of the bruises, exact descriptions of the torn tissues, the ticking of small, neat boxes in neat, square case-folders. There was escape, also, in the finicky gathering of forensic specimens: driplets of semen, fingernail scratchings, tiny bloodstains, cloth-fibres.

‘Will this hurt?’

‘I’ll try to be gentle.’

‘Bobby — he was driving — he promised to pay for my leg wax. Do you think he will now? I don’t suppose he will, do you think?’

I had heard more stupid stories on the Assault Roster. I had seen far younger girls in far worse shape. But suddenly it was too much. The cunning and cruelty of men, the boundless delusions of women: I was sick of them. Both their houses. I realised suddenly — with a slight shock, like the startled shock of waking when you are overtired — that it was a long time, too long, since I had felt sympathy for any of these victims, even the most tortured. My heart had shrunk to a tight fist; whatever sympathy it still contained was reserved for myself.

In that moment I made my decision.

The eastern sky was filling with light as I drove home: the hills a dark knife-edge above the city, backlit, sharply defined. My future seemed as clearly defined; I felt relaxed, my mind cleaned of debris. At home my mother was awake and fussing in the kitchen.

‘How was Queensland, dear?’

I stood above her like a gangling cuckoo: ‘Fine.’

‘The strangest thing happened. Someone rang from the hospital yesterday. While you were away. A Dr Hemmings?’

‘Henning. Max Henning.’

‘He didn’t seem to know that you went to Queensland for the day. He seemed to think you were home ill.’

She didn’t pursue the theme, although years of city living had sharpened her country-girl senses; she had developed a nose for the lie.

‘I’ve done some handwashing. And ironed you a blouse. I didn’t think you would have time.’

‘What would I do without you?’

She glanced at me, suspecting sarcasm. I poured out a bowl of muesli, wondering how to tell her the truth.

‘I’ve resigned my job,’ I finally said, bluntly. ‘I think we’d better talk.’

She said very little as I talked; sat and sipped and listened for the most part. She was welcome to join me, I said. In fact I said more than this; forced myself to say many things I didn’t mean. That she was a great help to me. That I would miss her if she remained in Adelaide. We both knew this to be a code: a language in which the forms of politeness meant their exact opposites. The fact that such things had to be said at all meant that they were lies.

‘Well, if you’ve already made up your mind,’ she finally said, trying for an injured tone of voice, but in fact revealing only that she also had made up her mind, and wasn’t prepared to argue too strenuously.

‘I’d like to keep my room. Things may not work out. And I’ll be back for holidays.’

She smiled, as relieved to be free of me, I suspect, as I was of her. I smiled back, feeling a small, genuine tenderness for her: this ageing, ‘compact’ woman so disappointed in her changeling daughter. Not even a Nobel Prize for Medicine could have have redeemed my unmarried and childless state, or the fact that I was Not Like Other Little Girls.

‘That’s that then,’ she said, briskly. ‘I won’t stand in your way.’

I knew that she would never abandon her friends, her golf, her church, for a second time; I knew therefore that it was safe to press.

‘Come with me to Queensland,’ I urged, again. ‘If not now, later.’

She shook her head: ‘Good luck, Mara. I hope you find whatever it is you’re looking for.’





PART
TWO
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The residential terraces at Schultz University are arranged in tiers, ascending one side of the shallow valley rice-paddy fashion; those few department heads who chose to live on campus — me among them — inhabited the topmost tier, most distant from the lake.

Even higher, on the valley rim, is a vast Spanish-style villa, surrounded by high stucco walls: the ‘White House’, Queensland home of Dr Hollis Schultz.

My apartment was fully furnished; the possessions I chose to bring with me from the south were scanty: books, for the most part. And clothes: my various xerox copies of The Uniform. Tad arrived a week after me; a container-load of his favourite Beautiful Objects arrived the day after that; we spent a weekend arranging and rearranging his furnishings.

Did the neighbours imagine us to be husband and wife? Perhaps in some senses, unintelligible to them, we were. I had often dreamt, vaguely, of having a ‘wife’; envious of male colleagues who arrived home at day’s end to find food on tables, clothes washed and pressed; who were able, in short, to concentrate totally on their work. Men whose achievements match mine always seem backed by these vast domestic life-support systems, with wifely love and devotion as perhaps the most nourishing part of the package.

My mother’s move to the city had solved none of these problems. Love, especially, had been no more plentiful in our new house than it had been in my childhood.

Tad met one of the criteria for the role of Wife: he was a fine cook. He was also the world’s worst housekeeper, entirely happy to prepare and eat exquisite meals in filthy surrounds. And so once again I found myself taking part in the Modern Women’s Pentathlon: Washing, Ironing, Shopping, Cleaning — and Career. At least I had company. Tad followed me about on my odd cleaning binges like some kind of useless caddy, handing over implements as I needed them: mop, bucket, featherduster, broom. Three-iron.

There was ample time for housework. Teaching duties through those first months in Queensland were near zero; the handful of First and Second Year students enrolled in the Hollis Schultz Medical School — last preference on their list, surely — had not yet reached the clinical years of study.

As for the hospital work: easily delegated. I was top hen in the pecking order; on the fifth floor — The Department of Reproductive Medicine — my word was law. In fact the work was mostly gynaecology. Blue-rinse gynaecology, post-menopausal gynaecology: prolapses, adhesions, messy bleedings, the standard tumours of the aged. I kept my distance. I was closing fast on that age myself; a few years at most from The Change. I could do without reminders of the lot of the Crone. I kept my hand in when needed, surgically: the occasional hormone-secreting tumour or teratoma — rare, beautiful cancers, these — were still worth a visit to theatre. The stodge-work I left to the interns. Keeping the widows alive and happy, the donations flowing in, a cynic might have called it — and I suppose I just have.

Obstetrics? There were women of child-bearing age on the Gold Coast: the occasional blonde-rinse or brunette could be spotted among the blue. Their pregnancies were largely in private hands: local midwives and specialists. These practitioners formed my own immediate catchment area. From their various practices, and from the wealthy Asian rim — Korea, Hong Kong, Singapore, Japan — enquiries from infertile couples began to trickle in: the test-tube candidates, the contestants for the egg-and-sperm race.

Tad’s phrase — a favourite.

Of course that race had been won long ago, elsewhere. My aim was to refine the process, to improve success rates. In Adelaide we had been proud of our fifteen per cent, among the best in the world, but nowhere near high enough to guarantee continuing commitments in a world of shrinking funds.

As for anti-obstetrics: no scrapes were performed at Schultz. This was spelt out to me early: the sin of abortion was forbidden by Hollis Schultz himself, on behalf of God Almighty.

These, also, I didn’t miss. To repeat: I’m not opposed, on principle. I’ve done my quota, served my time. I can scrape out a twelve-week embryo as freely and guiltlessly as I scribble the ugly word here, on this page: scrape.

I simply had better things to do. The promised endoscope was waiting when I arrived: state of the art flexible fibre-optics. The instrument-tip was barely a millimetre across: fine enough to thread through any human orifice, and into the most complicated anatomical maze. An expensive precision toy — quarter of a million dollars, and insurance premiums to match — but worth every cent. I spent the first months at Schultz playing endlessly: guiding that luminous pin-head into largely unexplored areas, the innermost cavities of the body.

Sometimes even my own body. Often my own body.

At times it was easier to use the thing on myself: a matter of locking the office door and switching on the power. No volunteers to persuade or bribe, no theatres to book, no consent forms to be signed, in triplicate

And no danger of being sued if something went wrong; if the tip of the instrument nudged a blood vessel, bruised a nerve, perforated a viscus.

Again, I feel no shame in setting down these facts: no more certainly in writing about it than I felt at the time in actually doing it. Twenty years of medical practice had long sealed off the normal avenues for shame.

Steering the instrument through my own innards was difficult at first — a little like writing in a mirror — but I soon learnt the knack. Once the cervix was breached it was mostly hands-off: a television screen and a clutch of simple steering controls. By mid-year I had caught the process of ovulation on film: the actual eruption of eggs from ovaries — my eggs among them, my ovaries. Using a suction tip in parallel with the scope I was even able, although not reliably, to harvest my own ova.

There can never be enough human roe in an embryology laboratory.

A confession: it was oddly reassuring — even for me, an unmarried nullipara, verging on menopause, not interested in having children — to see that eggs were being produced, that the potential, at least, was there. That I was — inescapably — woman.

By July several dozen eggs were stored in Tad’s freezer in the Embrology Lab: mine and others. By September I had photographed a human ovum (mine, again) being beaten down its long salpingeal tunnel towards the womb. I would have liked to capture this on video; stills did not quite do the process justice. There was something driven about it, something harassed, almost panicky in the movement of that tiny egg-bubble: flushed by waves of cilia like a tigress through long grass.

By Christmas I had photographed fusion: the point of impact, tadpole and egg (not mine!).

All of which — I admit — was mostly icing. PR fun and games. Glossy portraits for the journals. My real intention was to become so adept with the instrument that I could plant an egg wherever I wanted; for that matter fertilise an egg wherever I wanted.

And keep an eye on the growing blastocoele for the first crucial days thereafter.

Tad spent those first months playing in his own lab (the Embryology Labs with a variety of lasers, teaching himself new techniques of cell manipulation: methods of handling an individual cell, of turning it this way or that, with a focused beam of laser light.

Weekends were difficult. New patterns of living were forcing themselves on me; I was attempting to make sense of the strange notion of leisure. In this I was usually alone: each Friday night Tad vanished by bus in the direction of Brisbane, in search of various pleasures that only the larger, darker city could offer.

The Gold Coast was a little too clean for him, he complained. Too much the artificial, created city. Too new. There were no dark corners, no alleys — no opportunites for any kind of reasonable evil. Rarely he returned on the Saturday, more often late on Sunday, too exhausted to cook. He had never learnt to drive; the prospect terrified him. On Sunday nights I chauffeured him into Surfers Paradise for a meal: mostly Japanese, his preferred cuisine. His weekends of adventures in the bigger city were never mentioned; nor was our work together. He preferred to swap gossip over food than talk shop; when pressed on the progress of his work he invariably steered the conversation elsewhere.

My own weekends were less easy to fill. Of course my work — my Work — still drew me each Saturday and Sunday morning; if anything I preferred my Department on weekends, with no one else in sight. But there were limits to the things I could do, singlehanded. I took long walks through the afternoons, circumnavigating the lake, wandering through the Rose Cathedral, and the Bible Museum — often ending the day in the Bible Theme Park, on the deck of the Ark. Those two impossible birds, shuffling clumsily about their enclosure, always had the power to move me, to lift me.
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How far we have come, and how quickly. Too far, too quickly? The pace has always excited me: my own small part in it, yes, but also the larger scientific world. I avoid newspapers, but I always study the current periodicals; and not only in my own field. I love the broader, unspecialised journals: Nature, Science, Scientific American. Especially the American: a journal so glossy, so sensuous it’s almost … edible. Science for the gourmet.

Or is it science for the voyeur? It comes wrapped in a kind of confidential brown paper envelope that I rip off each month with great joy. Science-porn, some might call it — in the sense that it never quite delivers what it promises. Science is not quite as beautiful and elegant as the illustrations in Scientific American suggest.

Not quite, but very nearly. Artificial intelligence, moon landings, the neurology of the mind: we have travelled very far, in many directions. But who could have seen the dodo coming?

Two years ago the bird was dead, had been dead and buried for four hundred years. The vast waddling flocks that once covered a handful of islands in the Indian Ocean had shrunk to a few scattered bits and pieces: a single head and foot somewhere in a museum in Oxford; a foot (from the same bird?) in the British Museum; another head (presumably not from the same birds floating in a jar of preserving spirits in Copenhagen.

Plus a blizzard of feathers scattered through the tourist booths of Mauritius and Reunion, most of which looked suspiciously like chicken.

All this is well-known, but worth repeating: the stuff of the headlines that arrived without warning, without faintest inkling, eighteen months ago. DODO WALKS AGAIN. BIG BIRD’S SECOND COMING. GENETIC MIRACLE. For a week or so — longer than a regional war, shorter than a Royal Wedding — there was talk of little else. A thickset, waddling bird, a kind of coarse-looking, big-billed turkey, could be viewed on every television screen on the planet, nightly. Even I, largely immune to news, and television, watched, and read. And waited eagerly for the scientific journals. I also heard the jokes; these were inescapable. Dodo jokes traversed the planet almost as quickly as those first satellite transmissions. The importance of the event, its hold on deeper parts of the mind, its dislocation of yet another small certainty, the celebration (or was it dread?) of technology — all these could be heard in the jokes. Why did the dodo cross the road? What do you get when you cross a chicken and a mother-in-law?

1993. The date of Resurrection now seems as firmly lodged in my brain as others:1066, 1492, 1788, 1969. As is the recipe for preparing the bird. Anyone who glanced at a newspaper or a television screen that week could recite it backwards. The gourmet magazines — Scientific American chief among them — went into a little more detail, their photography was a little more mouth-watering. Take one dozen still-warm pigeon eggs. Lightly whisk a piece of mummified dodo foot, separate the broken filaments of DIVA from a hundred million dead, disintegrating cells. Zip together a single strand, multiply in a frothy yeast of PCR. Select the fittest-looking genes, mix with yolk, add a dash of cellcycle enzymes. Carefully, ever so carefully incubate …

The dodo made — is no doubt still making — Stanford University millions. And put the face of the boy-genius responsible — William Scanlon, Californian Wunderkind — on the covers of magazines everywhere.

Dodo clones came waddling out of their cuckoo-yolks: awkward, helpless cartoon birds marching off to Japan, to Germany, even back home to Mauritius, at many millions of dollars apiece. Not all the hatchlings were successful. Dodos emerged without feet, without wings, without heads. Gargoyle dodos died in ovo, or survived, bizarre genetic freaks, no more than a handful of minutes after hatching. But dozens of normal, healthy chicks were soon waddling about.

Within months no zoo could respect itself without a dodo on display. One dodo, not two — there was no point in two, except, perhaps, to maintain gender appearances on a Noah’s Ark.
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‘Someone else is joining us?’

‘The new Professor of Genetics. I thought the two of you should meet.’

Pfitzner watched me, smugly. Three places had been set for lunch in the Blue Room. The invitation had arrived only the day before — I had been tempted to refuse.

‘Do I know her?’

He smiled, indulging me: ‘Him.’

‘Do I know him?’

‘I imagine you know his work.’

He was teasing me. I kept my mouth shut, refusing to play along.

‘William Scanlon,’ he announced.

He allowed me a little comprehension time — it wasn’t easy.

‘Scanlon?’ I said. ‘The William Scanlon?’

‘Are there any others?’

Belief was difficult: ‘In this place?’

He chose to ignore the slur: ‘I’m sorry I haven’t been able to brief you before. Negotiations have been … protracted.’

‘What are his plans here?’

Pfitzner seemed a little cagey: ‘A few ideas are being tossed around, I understand. Think-tank stuff. Still very much at the drawing-board stage … Stealing the Great Man from Stanford was quite a feather in our cap. Shall we eat?’

‘Shouldn’t we wait?’

He glanced at his watch and shook his head: ‘William is always late. One of your species — head in the clouds. Why don’t you tell me what you’ve been up to. I want to hear everything.’

The threat proved groundless; I was required to tell exactly nothing. Pfitzner did the telling. The more food and drink went into that mouth, the more words seemed to come out. In direct proportion. As if one displaced the other. I remembered the first time we had eaten together in the Blue Room some months before. Once again, the man-woman mode of communicating proved impossible, but he soon found another: the reunion of old friends, veterans who had served in the same ‘combat zone’ — his phrase — and on the same ‘front line’ together. This was absurd, of course. We had never been remotely familiar, but I found it oddly pleasant; not being treated as a woman so much as a mate.

I even sipped a glass of wine: one only, but I was feeling more mellow when the door opened some minutes later, and Scanlon appeared.

‘Christ! Am I late?’

I knew the face, of course. Or more especially the ill-kempt beard. I hadn’t realised from the magazine covers how short he was: five-foot-nothing. He looked more like a zoologist than a geneticist — like someone who worked a lot in the field: bearded, tanned, wiry. And young — much younger than me, certainly; a genuine Wunderkind. He was dressed to match, dressed like a backpacker: khaki military shirt, tough jeans. Perhaps the heels of his elastic-sided boots were a little higher than functionally necessary: a short man’s high heels.

Pfitzner rose, and gestured to the empty chair: ‘Professor Scanlon, Professor Fox.’

‘Mara,’ I insisted, immediately.

‘Just a coffee,’ Scanlon told the waiter, and eased into a chair across the table. Sweat stained the armpits of the shirt; what might have been old food-stains were spattered here and there down its front. His accent was American, but a quick, matter-of-fact American: the vowels undrawled, the consonants crisp and unblurred.

‘I know your work,’ he said.

This was probably the first genuine praise I had heard since arriving at Schultz.

‘You must read widely. It’s hardly your field.’

He shrugged: ‘There are always areas of overlap.’

A coffee was set before him. He measured out six spoonfuls of sugar, and stirred vigorously, swirling a little liquid over the lip of the cup. His fingernails were dirty; clearly he wasn’t someone who took pains with his appearance.

‘I know your work,’ I said. ‘Of course.’

He was watching me; his gaze was clear and open. I pushed on: ‘I must say, I find it hard to believe …’

He interrupted: ‘Why Australia?’

‘You must be tired of hearing the question.’

He shrugged: ‘It has a simple answer. I wanted a free hand. Funding without strings.’

Pfitzner, smiling smugly, seemed about to intervene. I shifted in my chair, half-turning towards Scanlon, subtly excluding him: ‘A free hand to do what?’

‘This and that.’

He was teasing me, but pleasantly. I tried to pin him down: ‘I read somewhere that the woolly mammoth was on the agenda at Stanford.’

He laughed: ‘The mammoth is hard.’

‘Getting the material?’

‘There’s enough material. Plenty of material. The permafrost is full of the stuff. Frozen loin of mammoth. Fifty thousand years in the freezer. They dig it up and feed it to sled-dogs in Alaska. No, the dodo was special. A one-off. The mammoth is too … predictable. Besides, the Japanese are working on it.’

He reached across the table, selected a bread roll from a plate, bit a chunk, chewed once or twice, then spoke with his mouth still full: ‘I thought about the mammoth — I’ll admit that. Problem is where to grow the embryo. Birds looked easier — people have been growing chicken feathers in dishes for years. You need a pretty big womb for a mammoth.’

‘Elephant?’ Pfitzner stated the obvious, somewhere to my left.

‘Probably too small. Now there’s an obstetrics problem for you, Mara — extracting a baby mammoth through an elephant pelvis.’

‘Blue whale?’ I suggested.

I laughed to show I wasn’t serious — but Scanlon looked intrigued.

‘I think I’m going to like you,’ he said. ‘Just one small problem: floating the newborn calves back to shore.’

Pfitzner laughed, obsequiously.

‘The beauty of the tiger,’ Scanlon went on, ‘is that it’s a marsupial. We won’t even need a womb after a few weeks. Just poke it in the nearest kangaroo pouch.’

Pfitzner leant forward between us, into our fields of view: ‘Uh, William, that information is not for public consumption.’

He was too late; the news was out.

‘The Tasmanian Tiger?’ I said.

Pfitzner leant even further forward: ‘Ah, Professor Fox. I must ask that this discussion goes no further than this room.’

‘Of course.’

I still had questions to ask; questions to which I thought I knew the answers, but wanted to confirm.

‘Why the dodo?’ I asked. ‘Why did you start with the dodo?’

He leaned back, and clasped two hands behind his head. He reeked of sweat; I could have counted the sweat-rings in the armpits of his shirt.

‘We thought long and hard. Bringing back a mammal looked difficult first-up. Not just the mammoth — any mammal. Eggs seemed the best way to go — you can always find a big enough yolk. T. rex would have been nice.’

I laughed, a little surprised at myself. I couldn’t remember when I had warmed to someone so quickly. Or warmed to a mind so quickly — a mind that seemed to roam where it liked, unfettered.

‘Don’t laugh. Tyrannosaurus is not that crazy. But there’s not a lot of material to work with. Bits of eggshell. A few petrified bones.’

‘Nothing organic?’

He nodded: ‘Finding DNA fingerprints in fifty-million-year-old bones looked like a real headache. And probably not even possible. In the end the dodo was … symbolic more than anything.’

‘Dead as?’

He nodded again. A shorthand had crept into our exchanges, implications did not need to be spelt out. Ours was already the abbreviated conversation of old friends. We had left Pfitzner far behind.

‘What about humans?’

He glanced at me with special interest: ‘What about them?’

‘Applying the same principles.’

‘It’s being done all the time,’ he said. ‘But you know that. The organ farms. The big transplant conglomerates.’

‘No — I mean … extinct humans. You could bring them back.’

His expression didn’t appear to change, but there was a difference I couldn’t put my finger on: as if invisible lids, lizard lids, had closed over those clear, open eyes.

‘The mummies,’ I explained. ‘Rameses. Tutankhamen.’

‘Nefertiti,’ Pfitzner got in. ‘Cleopatra!’

Scanlon glanced at him: ‘You wish!’

Pfitzner drew a sheaf of papers from a briefcase; I was a little startled to spot a reprint of a paper I had once written — ‘Prospects for Artificial Meiosis’ — for one of the American Journals: Fertility and Sterility. A memo was paper-clipped to the title-page: Attention Dick, re our previous, and the initials W.S.

He passed the reprint over; I glanced through it.

‘Science-fiction,’ I pronounced. ‘Pure speculation. I’m surprised to see it again. I thought it was dead and buried.’

‘I can’t say I understand it all,’ Pfitzner said. ‘My embryology is a bit rusty.’

I didn’t argue; I doubted he understood a word.

‘Correct me if I’m wrong,’ he said. ‘What you are saying is that you could take cells from the skin of sterile men, split the genetic complement, and use each half-cell as a surrogate sperm cell?’

Pfitzner was moving his lips, the words were coming out — but there was something rote about it all. I had the sense of talking to a ventriloquist’s puppet. I addressed my answer to Scanlon.

‘It’s not exactly spelt out.’

‘But that’s the implication?’

‘One implication.’

‘Can it be done?’ Pfitzner said somewhere off to my left.

‘Perhaps,’ I told Scanlon, the puppetmaster, directly. ‘No: probably. Anything can be done — given enough time and enough money.’

Pfitzner was still talking: ‘The money is not a problem. There are a lot of men out there with more dollars than sperm.’

My eyes were still fixed on Scanlon: ‘Is this why I’m here? On the strength of one wild idea?’

‘What would you need?’ Pfitzner said.

‘A few other crazy people. But I get the feeling some of them may already be here.’

Scanlon smiled; his teeth were yellow, with bits of bread roll stuck between them: ‘I’ll take that as a compliment.’

Pfitzner spoke again: ‘It would be your project, Mara. But you’ll have some of the best molecular people in the business working upstairs — William’s department. We can work out a little power-sharing.’

‘It would be a privilege,’ Scanlon said, ‘to work with you.’

He was watching me, closely. I shifted in my seat, and glanced away. I found myself liking him too much, too quickly; I wasn’t comfortable with this rush of feeling.

‘You’d be working with Tad,’ I said. ‘My embryologist. He does most of the hands-on stuff.’

‘You do the thinking?’

I shrugged, trying to keep my distance: ‘If you like.’

He filled two wine-glasses; passed one to me, and raised the other into the space between us.

‘Here’s to thinking.’

Somewhere Pfitzner was hastily pouring out his own wine, trying, vainly, to join the toast.
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I couldn’t locate Tad when I returned from lunch; he had disappeared from the laboratory. I arrived home that night to find him preparing dinner — something fishy, and Japanese. He already knew everything I had wanted to tell him on the subject of William Scanlon, and more.

‘I like him,’ he pronounced.

‘You’ve met him?’

‘It was in the morning papers. You should keep in touch with the mass media, Frau Professor. I caught a lift up to the Genetics Department and invited myself to afternoon tea.’

He tweezered various small pieces of food on to two square plates with a pair of chopsticks.

‘You should visit. Some of the hardware on the sixth floor hasn’t even been invented yet. Technology that you or I would kill for.’

He sat there bulging from his clothes, an overfed westerner picking fastidiously at tiny, civilised portions of food — an incongruity that never failed to intrigue me.

‘Of course they are all mad,’ he purred across a bowl of scented tea. ‘The entire sixth floor.’

‘Scanlon?’

‘He’s the worst. But some of his team aren’t far behind — as if they’re all in competition. A prize for the most hare-brained notion of the week. The computer freak, Greaves, is positively certifiable. Some sort of idiot-savant. Twenty-five going on twelve. The man thinks he’s going to Mars.’

I smiled along, entertained, but didn’t believe a word: Tad never let the truth spoil a good story, to quote the man himself.

‘Can we work with them?’

‘We can have a lot of fun trying.’

In fact I had little interest in the joint-project. Spermalchemy seemed a dead-end: an idea that was a little too original, too far ahead of its time. But here, especially, there was money to be spent, and Pfitzner — who authorised the cheques — to be kept posted.

In the weeks that followed I gave Tad his head. The idea had been mine, but the initial work, the fine needlework, would be his. On paper it seemed simple: each human egg contains half of the genetic code, each tadpole of sperm another half: twenty-three lonely singles. Twenty-three halves of the spiral staircase. The aim was to persuade, to dupe, cells from other regions — skin, mucous membrane, anywhere handy — into splitting, artificially, into similar halves.

Putting the theory into practice was not quite so simple: getting the cells to unzip their own staircases, and remain unzipped.

Tad began with skin cells — quick-dividers, easily harvested — then moved on to cells snipped from the lining of the gut, the body’s inner-tube: a little harder to get hold of, more reliable to work with. The pace was methodical, exact. I had mapped out a year’s careful research for Tad: the kind of work-schedule that would simultaneously please Pfitzner, and keep him at pole-length. There would be no breakthrough, I reported: no running into corridors dripping bathwater, shouting Eureka! We knew exactly where we were going, I said: step by step. Perspiration, not inspiration.

I told various intelligent lies, in various offices, and everyone seemed happy. Pfitzner was off my back for a year; Tad, more optimistic about our chances than I, was content to fuss with his cell-cultures. Human eggs might be hard to come by, but there was no shortage of skin cells; he need look no further than his own forearm and a razor-blade. He took great pleasure in telling me this, a kind of sensual relish. Chunks of gut-lining were a little harder to come by, even for Tad; rather than use my own endoscope, and my own precious time, I came to an arrangement with the surgeons in the Operating Suite downstairs, who always seemed to be snipping out lengths of human tripe.

I should have kept a closer eye on Tad; he was soon spending most of the day on the sixth floor in Scanlon’s empire, sharing equipment and computer-time. But I was wary of Scanlon. I had liked him too much at that first meeting; I might be immune to Pfitzner’s flattery, but I had believed too easily in Scanlon’s.

I chanced across him from time to time in lifts or lobbies or across committee-tables: the weekly Journal Club meeting, the monthly Research Committee lunch. Research presentations were rotated among the different departments, monthly; we took turns at sketching out our current projects over sandwiches. And fielding criticism. Cross-pollination, was Pfitzner’s buzzphrase. Cross-fertilisation. Multidisciplinary Approach.

I enjoyed the sessions. I’ve always hated the idea that there might be areas of human knowledge that I didn’t know of — not know, no one can know everything, but know of. Scanlon seemed likewise inclined; most of the cross-pollinating at Research Committee was done by him. No narrow super-specialist, he seemed to have an opinion, or idea, on everything. Mostly these were bizarre, even hare-brained, and soon rejected, but I never tired of hearing them.

‘Let me get this straight,’ he interrupted a presentation by a visiting dermatologist. ‘You guys have a drug that will cure acne — permanently?’

‘It’s still early days, Professor Scanlon. But yes, we are quietly confident.’

‘But that’s terrible. Acne serves a necessary purpose.’

‘I don’t follow, Professor.’

‘Acne renders adolescent kids abhorrent to their parents. It makes the pain of parting as they grow older easier to bear. You should be developing a drug that worsens acne, not cures it.’

A joke, in part — but Scanlon’s jokes seemed to act as forward scouts, searching out new, unexplored ground for the main body of his ideas to occupy.

My turn to address the Research Committee came towards the end of that first year. I hadn’t much to talk about: Tad’s work on splitting skin cells was still very much preliminary stage. Christmas was near, and for a time I considered rehabilitating my Christmas speech at the College Dinner, years before. But the occasion was a little more serious: in the end I decided to turn the lunch into a slide-show, showing off the possibilities of my new fibre-optic toy.

I arrived late to find a larger than usual gathering in the Blue Room: a dozen or so colleagues milling about the big table, lifting wineglasses and delicate canapes from passing trays. Something was afoot: catering at committee meetings usually amounted to a plate heaped with sandwiches, and an urn of not very hot water for coffee.

I felt a little apprehensive. And also — absurdly — a little disappointed: Scanlon’s youthful beard and jeans were missing from this gathering of older men, all lightly armoured in summer business suits.

Pfitzner stepped out from the group, clutching a wineglass: ‘Maya, what have you for us today?’

‘Nothing exciting. A few slides. An anatomy lesson.’

He was clearly disappointed: ‘Nothing on the progress of your sperm project? An interim report?’

‘It’s not ready.’

Scanlon wandered in as I was loading a slide-cassette. My pulse jumped; I realised, simultaneously humiliated and excited, that it was for him, alone, that I had come. It was his approval I most sought.

He was wearing the same shirt he’d been wearing the day before. And, evidently, the day before that. I hadn’t seen him the day before, but this was no guess. The rings of dried sweat spread concentrically from the armpits of his shirt. The number of days since he had last changed that shirt could be counted precisely, chronologically, in the manner of dating cross-sections of tree trunks.

I tried to get his attention as the wineglasses moved off trays and back on again, emptied, at a fast clip: ‘Why such a crowd? Someone’s birthday?’

‘You must live a sheltered life,’ he said. ‘Haven’t you heard?’

‘Heard what?’

‘We have a guest of honour today. I believe he has come to hear you.’

‘Who?’

No answer was needed. At that moment the door opened, a vaguely familiar figure appeared and was immediately surrounded — no, fêted — by smiling committee-members, Pfitzner foremost among them. This was Hollis Schultz, certainly — although looking a little older than the framed portraits that were scattered on various walls about the Medical Centre. He was short, and thickset: a rugby-necked strongman with a low centre of gravity. There’s a particular American look, seen best in athletes and astronauts (and comic-book heroes): a wholesome, tanned, crew-cuttedness. Schultz’s version of the look was older, and more grizzled, but the key traits were present: small nose, widely separated eyes, strong chin, cropped hair.

Scanlon was still at my side, amused by the fuss: ‘He likes to drop in on the occasional meeting. Informally.’

‘I thought he was overseas.’

‘Back yesterday. Still jet-lagged. You are privileged.’

I fidgeted with the slide-cassette, forced to rethink its contents. How appropriate were some of my slides, given the presence of Hollis Schultz? Small talk flowed about me; at one stage Schultz’s eyes caught mine, he nodded and smiled, but movement through the thicket of summer suits was impossible. Then the room darkened a little, and it was too late for self-censorship; the wine-waiter was drawing the drapes. Pfitzner tugged a large wall-screen down from a hidden recess. Schultz seated himself at the head of the table; the rest of the gathering quickly followed. Pfitzner turned to welcome the audience, ‘especially that good friend of science, Dr Hollis Schultz’, then handed the floor to me.

‘Professor Fox tells me that she has brought along some slides of a recent trip.’

There were a few murmurs of curiosity; I passed the packed slide-cassette to the wine-waiter, who doubled as a projectionist.

‘Lights, please.’

The lights were dimmed, a projector hummed somewhere, a square of light splashed on to the screen.

‘First slide, please.’

Half the screen was filled with a curved, white surface; in sharper focus it revealed itself as the corner of some vast glistening planet.

‘The north pole of Saturn,’ I said. ‘As seen from Mariner 5.’

There were a few appreciative titters.

‘Of course it’s an ovary,’ I continued. ‘Via fibre-optic salpingoscope. Next slide.’

Another view of the same planet appeared.

‘Same ovary. The volcanic formation at the pole is corpus luteum, about to disgorge an egg.’

I sensed a general leaning forward in the darkness, a hushed intensity: the clarity of the photography was astonishing. I say this without pride; I had merely steered the lens to its destination. The hardware, the precision optics, deserved the praise.

‘How old is this patient?’ Scanlon’s voice asked from the darkness.

I hesitated: ‘About my age.’

Chuckles all round; none realised the true extent of the joke.

‘Next slide,’ I said.

A pink, glistening crater appeared: a doughnut of flesh, filling the entire screen.

‘Cervical os,’ I said. ‘I thought we might start this journey from the beginning. Base camp, so to speak. I appreciate that most of you gentlemen are well acquainted with the route to this point. Next slide …’

There were a few more easy laughs — or were they uneasy? The presence of Hollis Schultz, preacher, was an unpredictable factor, a wild card. It was too late to change the script. My heart was thumping a little; the risk I was taking excited me.

‘From here we are entering unmapped territory. The next slide finds us inside the uterine cavity.’

I led them on, deeper inside, playing them gently for laughs. Of course the real joke was mine, on them. I was revealing the most intimate bodily parts, my bodily parts, parts no woman had shown them before. I was treating them to the ultimate bucks’ party stripshow, and they would never know it. Not that this was my intent — mine were merely the most perfect slides I had: ovaries, cervix, uterine cavity. The subject whose innards I had investigated most thoroughly happened to be myself.

‘Human egg, salpingeal tube.’

The last slide clunked out of view, the lights came up; my male colleagues sat blinking in the glare. For a time no-one spoke, deferring to Hollis Schultz, awaiting his verdict.

‘I’d like to thank Professor Fox for a most stimulating presentation,’ he said, quietly. There were a few titters. His voice bore no resemblance to the strident voice I had imagined.

He appeared at my side as I was gathering the slides; we spoke for the first time:

‘Professor Fox? I’m sorry that we have not been able to meet before.’

He shook my hand: a firm, practised grip. ‘May I call you Mara?’

The skin was pulled tightly across his broad face, stretched between the various bony points. When he smiled, a shiny tautness appeared on his cheeks. I realised suddenly — almost close enough to see the scars — that it was the smooth shine of a face lift.

‘Certainly,’ I said, ‘Dr Schultz.’

‘Hollis, please. I’ve wanted to talk with you for some time. About — ah — something more … personal. Mrs Schultz and myself … have not been blessed with children. I was hoping — I’m sure you are very busy — but perhaps you might find time to dine with us.’

This was more the Hollis Schultz I had expected; not in the tone of voice, perhaps, still quietly conversational, almost hesitant, but in the content. There was something very American about it, almost cartoon-Californian: confiding such secrets to total strangers in only the second or third sentence spoken to them. He smiled again, stretching his taut skin. If I looked closely enough I suspected I’d be able to find my reflection there.

‘I’d be delighted.’

‘Shall we say lunch — Sunday?’

‘Sunday should be fine.’

‘And your … companion? Mr Romanowicz? Would he care to join us?’

‘He might be in Brisbane.’

He smiled, knowingly. How much had he heard of Tad?

‘Twelve-thirty for one? I am preaching in the morning.

‘I must come and hear you.’

He laughed, dismissively: ‘It’s not compulsory, Mara.’

For a moment I had nothing to say; his flippancy caught me off-guard.

‘I’d like to hear you,’ I said. ‘My father was a preacher.’

He wasn’t remotely interested: ‘Till Sunday, then?’

Pfitzner reappeared at his side, enmeshed him in smiling pleasantries, tugged him gently away.

I turned to find Scanlon hunched over the table next to the projector, leaning on his arms, watching me with that clear, open gaze. I reached across him to unpack the slides.

‘I’d heard about you,’ he said.

‘Good things, I hope.’

‘I’d heard you have one weird sense of humour.’

‘Anything Tad tells you I’d take with a grain of salt.’ He shook his head from side to side, amused; the eyes stayed fixed on me: ‘I had to sit through all that trying not to laugh.’

I gazed back at him, serenely: ‘What could possibly be funny in a few anatomical slides?’

‘You are one beautiful lady,’ he said. ‘And I don’t mean your ovaries.’

I busied myself with the slides; the joke was meant to be private, my joke. How had he guessed?

‘Listen,’ he said. ‘You’ve shown me something special. I’d like to return the favour.’

‘You’re going to take off your clothes?’

He laughed again: ‘My intellectual clothes. Come up to the department tomorrow morning. You won’t be disappointed.’

‘What time?’

‘Whenever,’ he said, and rose abruptly — our conversation over — and left me there, packing my slides.

‘I’ll look forward to it,’ I called after him.
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Usually I left the house before Tad rose each morning — he was not a pretty sight first thing — but he emerged from his bedroom wrapped in a silk kimono as I opened the front door the following morning.

‘I’m under instructions to remind you. No excuses, chérie. The boy-genius had something he wants to show you.

‘Something?’

‘Something special.’

To be given no details meant very special: the quantity of Tad’s gossip varied inversely with the quality. In fact I needed no reminder; as I walked briskly along the lake’s edge towards the Medical Centre I was thinking of one thing only: how early I could decently appear on the sixth floor.

It was Saturday; my own Department was deserted. I pottered aimlessly about until nine, then jerked open the fire-exit door and climbed the stairs two unladylike steps at a time.

The sixth floor also appeared deserted: a corridor lined with closed doors. Muffled laughter and shouting could be heard from somewhere: I pushed open several of the closed doors and found nothing but empty laboratories. I poked my head through a fourth door: SEMINAR ROOM 2. The noise was suddenly louder, surrounding me, stereo. Two women and two men — Scanlon among them — were sitting around a large table, talking. The accents were mostly American. A small alp of buns rose from a central platter, hands were reaching into it, and into the tub of butter that was being passed clockwise around the table.

‘Lakers versus 39ers?’ Scanlon shouted.

The table was round, but he somehow seemed to be at its head: his elbows staking out more tabletop, his colleagues seated in subtle configurations of deference. Wherever he sat would be the head.

‘Lakers,’ one of the women spoke up — an Australian voice, oddly foreign-sounding among the others.

Scanlon ticked a sheet of paper: ‘Any of you guys not picking the Lakers?’

The vocabulary was beyond me: ‘What exactly is a Laker?’

Four faces turned towards me.

‘Professor Fox,’ Scanlon accused. ‘You’ve never heard of the LA Lakers? The world-famous basketball team?’

‘I’m happy to confess I know nothing about basketball.’

‘None of us know anything about basketball,’ the Australian voice said, then leaned towards me, and added in a mock whisper: ‘But it’s compulsory.’

‘Someone fetch Professor Fox a chair,’ Scanlon ordered.

Both of the women half-rose, then sat again, simultaneously, leaving the task to the other. Both laughed, amused. I pulled a chair from the wall myself as Scanlon introduced the small gathering:

‘Mara, the uncouth Australian to your left is Heather Sims. Resident Zoologist. Feel free to ignore her. B.B. Greaves across the table — chief computer hacker. On your right, Ruth Bogart. Ruth and B.B. both worked with me in Stanford.’

Smiles and the American ‘hi’ arrived from various quadrants. The two women might have been near-identical twins: dark-eyed and dark-haired, wearing ponytails and white lab coats. Only their differently-accented versions of English set them apart. Tad had lied: of the group, only the computer expert, B.B. Greaves, bore any resemblance to a Mad Scientist. He had a pale, underfed look about him: the look of too many Science Projects and not enough sunlight as a child, perhaps. A corner of what looked suspiciously like pyjama-top peeped from the collar of his sweater.

‘Would you care for a bun?’ Scanlon asked.

‘Please.’

‘Butter?’

‘A smear.’

He tore a bun in half, and began spreading it with a butter-smeared finger. Heather Sims was smirking off to one side, I tried to avoid her eye.

‘On second thoughts,’ I said. ‘I had a large breakfast.’

Scanlon shrugged, bit into the bun himself, picked up his pen, and spoke, still chewing: ‘Okay, let’s move on. Celtics–Giants?’

It amused me: this five-foot-nothing geneticist, obsessed by a game played in a stratosphere high above him, by giants.

‘What exactly are you working on up here?’ I said. ‘Cloning basketball players?’

The American twin, Ruth, adopted a mock-stern look: ‘Professor Fox, this is morning tea. We never talk shop at morning tea.’

‘I didn’t come for morning tea.’ I turned to Scanlon: ‘You had something to show me.’

‘First the basketball pool,’ he said. ‘Let’s see the colour of your money.’

‘You expect me to place a bet?’

‘The pool takes priority over everything.’

Scanlon bit another chunk from his hand-buttered bun, chewed it once or twice, then spoke to me through the mouthful: ‘Ever seen a Tasmanian Tiger?’

‘I remember an ancient film: the last tiger in captivity, I think. A sort of dog with stripes.’

Heather Sims corrected me: ‘Looks like a dog, but it’s a marsupial. Carries its young in a pouch. More closely related to the kangaroo than to the dog. Strictly speaking.’

I knew a little of the teleology of this: ‘Mother Nature came up with the same dog-shape to fill the same dog-niche?’

She nodded, but this time it was Scanlon who spoke: ‘Evolution does it all the time. Recycles the same shapes. Limited repertoire. Function determines form.’

‘Ever seen a marsupial mole?’ Sims put in.

I shook my head.

‘Spitting image of the European mole, but a marsupial. Not even a remote relative, strictly speaking — completely different evolutionary path.’

Strict speaking: Heather Sims seemed to do a lot of it.

‘If there is intelligent life on other planets, it will therefore look like us,’ B.B. said.

Both women groaned.

‘Don’t get him started,’ Sims said.

‘Beam me up, Scotty,’ from Ruth Bogart.

B.B. smiled; I got the impression that he enjoyed the teasing, perhaps even went out of his way to provoke it. He sat back in his chair and began to worry at his bun again.

Scanlon took up the theme: ‘Australia was another planet, Mara. A continent in quarantine. The placentals never reached here, but it came up with much the same animal shapes for the same purposes: marsupial rats, moles, dogs, cats. It found all the usual solutions.’

‘Marsupial men? Marsupial women carrying their offspring around in pouches?’

He laughed, a quick snort of appreciation: ‘Given long enough, even those — yes. It would have happened. Australia or Mars, it doesn’t matter. Where there is a vacancy for a life-form, it will be filled. Martians might have green skin, but B.B. is right; they probably look much the same as us.’

‘They might not walk like us,’ Sims said. ‘They might hop. The kangaroo is not quite the same shape as the deer. Speaking of filling the same niches.’

Scanlon pushed his empty plate aside and rose: ‘Speaking of niches — it’s time to show the professor our own.’

I rose with him, rose a good foot above him, and followed him out into the corridor. Heather Sims also followed, the others remained, eating. Scanlon paused at a door which I hadn’t tried, and extracted a bunch of jingling keys from his pocket.

‘What have you got hidden in here? The crown jewels?’

He smiled as he chose a key: ‘If it were only the crown jewels I wouldn’t worry.’

The laboratory beyond the door was large: rows of stainless steel sinks, benchtops crammed with glassware and instruments. But all this was secondary, one object only arrested the eye: something soft and furry and foreign among the sharp-edged metal and gleaming glass.

A full-grown Tasmanian Tiger stood frozen on a bench.

‘She won’t bite,’ Sims said.

I stepped through the door, realising, after a momentary opening up of possibilities, that the animal was stuffed, a museum exhibit; that it — that she — was in fact attached to a small flat display platform. She was definitely a dog, at least in the front half: narrow muzzle, short-ears, square powerful forequarters. Thylacinus cynocephalus was etched into a small identification plaque — which meant, I translated roughly (calling back some disused medical Latin, the dog-headed one. The body was oddly cylindrical — a dachshund on stilts — and the rear half was perhaps more cat-like: tiger-striped, long-tailed, the haunches rounder, and lower-slung than any dog.

I stepped closer. The fine-haired coat was threadbare and moth-eaten; it had even worn shiny in places.

I was more amused than impressed: ‘You’re planning to harvest DNA from this piece of old carpet?’

Scanlon opened a fridge door and lifted out a stoppered flask. He looked me in the eye, expressionless. ‘Have harvested DNA,’ he said. ‘past tense.’

I bent and peered into the frosted glass: a tangle of opaque white fettucine-strands.

Scanlon also bent towards the flask. Our heads were close, when he spoke again he was whispering: ‘Easier than the dodo, Mara. Much easier. This baby was only sixty years extinct, not four hundred.’

Sims was also whispering, reverentially, as if we were handling some holy artifact: ‘Some people think they are still out there,’ she said. ‘In the forests.’

Scanlon rotated the flask in the light. ‘Wishful thinking,’ he said. ‘UFO sightings.’

We stared together. The fine frost-filigree on the outside of the glass had melted around his fingertips.

I was impressed: ‘I didn’t realise you were so far down the track. Nothing’s been mentioned at Research Committee.’

‘Nothing’s been mentioned beyond these walls.’

‘I’m flattered. Why take me into your confidence?’

That same boyish smile: ‘I owed you one. Besides, it’s up your alley, so to speak. Especially what we are going to show you now.’

‘There’s more?’

He replaced the flask in the fridge, and pointed to a door in the far wall of the laboratory: NOCTURNAL ANIMALS.

‘You’ve got one running around?’

‘Not quite.’

A red lamp glowed above the door. Somewhere behind us Sims flicked a switch; the laboratory was plunged into darkness apart from that dull red lamp. I realised for the first time that there were no windows to the outside world; that the lighting in the laboratory was entirely artificial. Scanlon flipped two door clasps and pulled open the door; he was silhouetted against an even brighter red glow from within. I followed him inside; an overpowering stuffiness filled my nose, a feral rankness. Cages were arranged along one side of a narrow walkway, and I sensed vague movements and scrabblings inside several.

Heather Sims flipped open a wire-mesh cage-top, plunged in her hand and emerged with a black furry bundle. She held the animal — the size of a plump cat — in the crook of her arm, one hand cradling the head, the other stroking gently. I recognised the dark, blunt snout instantly, even in the dull red twilight: a Tasmanian Devil.

‘Meet Angel,’ she said.

She eased the animal on to its back, and probed two gentle fingers at the abdomen. An opening seemed to unzip in the fur; she deftly inverted the outer wall of the pouch, like turning back an eyelid. I bent closer: in that small pink pocket nestled a tiny foetus, no more than a centimetre across, a fat, pink tick stuck to what was apparently a nipple.

‘And this is Truganini.’

‘A devil?’

‘A tiger,’ Scanlon said behind me. ‘A two-week-old tiger.’

The light was too dull to make out his expression; his tone of voice was surprisingly flat.

I was incredulous: ‘Already?’

‘We were ready to go when we arrived,’ he said. ‘We knew it would be quick. Perhaps not quite this quick.’

We stood for a time in the dull reddish light, squinting.

‘When are you going public?’ I finally said.

‘When our baby is big enough for the TV cameras. A month or two — no more.’

Sims allowed the pouch to slip back over the small bloated tick, and returned the surrogate mother to her cage. We stepped out through the hatch, the door sucked shut again, the lights of the laboratory came up, dazzling.

Scanlon’s clear gaze met mine: ‘I think we can help each other,’ he said.

‘You flatter me. But I’ll take all the help from you I can get.’

‘There are papers you should read. A colleague of mine: Steven Chu at Stanford. Heard of optical tweezers?’

‘Tad has been working on it,’ I said. ‘Using light beams to hold the cells immobile. Or push them around, flip them over, play with them.’

‘That’s just the beginning. How do you think we inserted tiger DNA into a devil egg?’

‘I hadn’t really thought. Fine needle?’

He shook his head: ‘Ultraviolet laser. Highly focused. Pulsed. You can punch actual holes in cell membranes. Slip whatever you want through the zona pellucida. Plant scientists have been using it for years to improve the crops. Someone showed me an article. The bells rang.’

‘I’ve been using a carbon-dioxide laser in surgery.’

He snorted: ‘Okay for clearing paths through forest. But this is precision work. We’ve got an excimer laser in the next lab. Small beam.’

‘How small?’

‘Point two microns.’

I was impressed: ‘I’ve been using mine through fine fibre-optics. But nothing under fifty.’

‘You’re out of touch, Prof. Come up and play with my toys. Come up again tomorrow. I’ll show you the ropes.’

‘Tomorrow is Sunday.’

‘What’s Sunday? It’s just a day, isn’t it? I’ll be here.’

‘I’m going to church.’

‘You’re what?’
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I filled my quota of church-going during childhood, many times over. As for God, or gods, I currently believed in nothing; or nothing beyond a few simple laws of nature. My interest in hearing Schultz preach was mostly curiosity. And partly cynical: the desire to view the human comedy in one of its more absurd forms.

I liked, also, to occasionally renew my lack of faith. To attend church and confirm again all the worst memories of my childhood. To be, in a sense, Born Again as a non-believer.

Was it that bad? Worse. My father was less a preacher than a small-town minister. There were four churches in the Barley Capital of the World, and five pubs. To me each church seemed more a kind of pub itself, a Sunday social centre for use on the one day of the week when the pubs were shut. A small, serious man who drove a small, serious car — a Morris Major — my father had long before lost whatever zeal or energy had driven him into the job. He might have been filling out a timebook, or punching a time-clock each day. If pressed, he would have claimed to believe in something — in various somethings — but no one in those parts would have had the bad taste to ask. No one would have been curious enough to ask. He attended to his duties seriously, especially the handshaking and chatting on the church steps afterwards. Much of this Sunday pub side of his work was shared with my mother. She ran the Church Guild, the Choir, the Organ Fund. She was a great organiser of flower rosters, trading tables, church fêtes, quiz nights …

His Sunday sermons were low-key, and spoken in a monotone; reassuring rather than crusading. Once or twice a year he recited, mechanically, the social code of Thou Shalt Nots from the pulpit, in case any of the congregation needed a reminder.

There was something laconic, something … Australian about this form of worship; something understated, that refused to take itself seriously. Or not at least in public.

My own childhood beliefs were a little more intense. Plagued by asthma from birth, I spent most of those early years indoors. The world of childhood I knew largely through windows; the windows of my bedroom, the windows of various school classrooms, the windows of my grandparents’ farmhouse. And occasionally a window of the District Hospital. I might have been watching that world on television — slow television. I made few friends; by my mid-teens I was the oldest child in the local school; my own age group had left for city boarding schools years before, or left school altogether to work on the family farm. Luckily I grew up in a house full of books: unread philosophy texts from my father’s days in theology college, novels from my mother’s school days. What I couldn’t find on their shelves I borrowed; thick parcels from the Country Lending Library in the city arrived in the post each month.

By my early teens I knew it all. Or thought I did. The Meaning of Life. The Possibility of Evil. The Free Will Defence. Important issues these, to a fourteen-year-old asthmatic in a wheat town back of beyond.

For a time I also read the Bible, force read long tracts each night in bed. Perhaps this was my first rebellion: the desire to take seriously, zealously, the things that my parents paid no more than lip service to.

‘You’re always so intense,’ my mother would complain. ‘You should be out having fun.’

I got into religion in a big way at fourteen. At fifteen I got out of religion in a big way — the second, opposite rebellion. And perhaps my mother was more relieved, secretly, by my announcement of atheism than my earlier missionary zeal.

That zeal had lasted … what? Six months? Nine? I can still clearly recall the day of my final Coming Out: the annual Sunday School picnic.

A Question Box had been stationed in the Sunday School Hall for some weeks beforehand — into which any troubling questions could be slipped, confidentially. A panel of three wise men — comprising the local doctor, the Sunday School superintendent, and my father — had promised to provide all the answers at the picnic.

The Box was exactly what I was waiting for. Months of reading had left me perplexed.

I slipped in some curly ones, some humdingers. Nothing less than the Nature of Good and Evil. The Mind–Body problem. Knowledge–How versus Knowledge–That. More statements than questions many of them. The disguised manifestoes of a hick autodidact, many wrongly spelt.

The picnic was held on a perfect December day. The sky was the clearest and bluest of enamels, the sun was shining, the magpies mucking about noisily in the trees — all of which interested me not in the slightest as I huddled in the shade of a pepper tree: a skinny bespectacled girl with a flushed face and a wheezing chest, waiting impatiently for the sports events to finish. On they dragged: the three-legged race, the egg-and-spoon, the obstacle, the sack. It seemed the compulsory fun would last forever.

At last it was time. The other children were summoned together and seated beneath the pepper tree, chipped china cups of lime juice cordial were handed around, the seal was broken on the question box, the first question read out.

Why is there something rather than nothing?

It was one of mine. I listened with growing impatience to the string of home truths which followed. I had brought a notebook with me, but sitting there, cross-legged, wheezing, I heard nothing worth noting down.

Is the logical apparatus of the mind prior to the world of experience it organises, or part of it?

The second question was also mine, and its sequel: If the latter, how can anything be knowable?

Was no one else interested in the Great Questions?

By the fourth question — Is humankind perfectible? — the wise men were looking nervous, the audience was growing increasingly restless. My Sunday classmates wanted to get back to obstacles, to eggs and spoons — to fun. The older boys at the fringe began drifting out into the sunlit patches between the trees. Soon the older girls followed. Cricket games of various types began again: French, tip n’ run, one-hand-one-bounce. Fingers were beginning to be pointed in my direction, accusations were being whispered.

Fortunately I had written half the questions with my left hand, some in pencil, some in ink. Nothing could be proved.

‘Is Spinoza correct’, the fifth question was read out, ‘in his belief that the nature of the world can be established by wholly non-empirical deductive reasoning?’

My father, the Reverend Fox, dabbed a handkerchief at his brow, and glanced at his watch.

‘I think we are running out of time, children.’

I cornered him in his study later that night, unwilling to let him escape so easily. He was sitting with his feet on the desk, reading a gardening journal, a cosy pot of tea stewing at his side. Somewhere in the kitchen behind us my mother was humming to herself, cooking date-loaf and Jubilee cake for the Wednesday Trading Table.

‘Can we talk, Dad?’

‘What about, sweetheart?’

‘I’m having some problems.’

‘School?’

‘No, not school.’

‘Boys?’

‘No, not boys.’

‘Well, what sweetheart?’

‘Logical Positivism. The Vienna Circle. Truth as a relation of correspondence between propositions and extra-linguistic reality. Could you spare a moment?’

‘Not right now, sweetheart. I have a sermon to write.’

If you don’t laugh, you cry. I have exaggerated, of course, sketched these events with comic-book strokes. These were not the exact questions; I was never quite that precocious. But if these weren’t my exact words, this at least was their gist.

This is how I choose to remember those years. This was their essence.

Plus this essence, sometimes, also: my former friends and classmates astride their tractors in the nearby fields at harvest time, framed always in a window, receding inexorably from me through the last dusty flush of some summer afternoon, a soft golden nimbus of chaff and dust surrounding each one of them.
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I offer these stories from childhood as part excuse, part apology. They help explain my state of mind, my set of blinkers, as I climbed the pink marble steps of the Rose Cathedral to hear Hollis Schultz preach.

I was looking for entertainment. I was looking to be amused.

I appeared dispassionate enough, dressed in the simple Sunday best of a professional woman: a skirt and collarless jacket capped off with a black hat, spoils of a shopping trip I had tormented myself with the previous of ternoon.

The pews were packed, standing room only.

I once visited the cathedral of Notre Dame in Paris, twenty-five years ago. I was touring Europe at the time, solo: the air ticket was a graduation gift from my parents. Unable to shake off years of study habits I didn’t so much see Europe as swot it. I tried to take in everything: all the towers, upright and leaning, all the alps and castles and islands — and every cathedral in every city, large and small. Notre Dame came at the end of a long and comprehensive day in Paris. I broke the lap record for the Louvre, covering those endless galleries in forty-five minutes flat, roughly equivalent (at least in memory) to a four-minute mile. I ascended Montmartre to the cathedral of Sacre Coeur, and rode the Eiffel lifts to the summit. I walked at speed through the cemetery of Père Lachaise, ticking off names on my map of the famous dead: Pasteur, Pinel, Guillaume Dupuytren. I was exhausted, physically spent, but Notre Dame lifted me, rejuvenated me, found some last deep spring. Guidebook in hand I clambered up and down the South Tower, scrutinised all visible gargoyles and flying buttresses, inspected the Rose Window and the Treasury.

The exterior of the Hollis Schultz Rose Cathedral, while flawed — or worse, flawless — and scaled down, and the wrong colour is, unmistakably, a copy. The interior belongs in a different world altogether. Clean, modern lines prevail, wood panelling, bright, too-white artificial light, electronic organs. Had the money run out before the finishing touches could be put? I hadn’t expected virgins or any of the other cathedral paraphernalia of Europe: the busy clutter of saints, confessionals, candle booths, haut reliefs. But the sparseness of the decor sat oddly inside the fake-Gothic exterior. Even the vast circle of stained glass above the portals and the two rose windows at the intersection of the transept were abstract and minimal in design.

The service was not so minimal. No processions, of course. No high-church, high-camp robes, no incense, no Latin — Schultz offered a different kind of theatre.

‘Do you believe in the Lord!’

‘WE BELIEVE IN THE LORD!’

‘Do you rejoice in his works?’

‘WE REJOICE IN HIS WORKS!’

Through it all strode the Reverend Doctor Hollis Schultz, lounge-suited, radio-microphone in hand, singing, dancing, waving his hands.

‘Are you witness to his ministry?’

‘WE ARE WITNESS TO HIS MINISTRY!’

Sieg Heil! I tried to remain immune, but physiology betrayed me: goosebumps, a prickle of hairs on the back of my neck. Our brief meeting had given no inkling of his power of performance, of the power of his presence. It was difficult to resist the infectious enthusiasm, to prevent losing the self in this new collective self, as in a football crowd.

‘Brothers and sisters in Jesus, I want today to show to you the power of faith — the power of the faith to heal. I want to ask any of you who have come here today with afflictions, with illness, to come forth. Come forth now … Sister, what is your name?’

‘Jean.’

‘Jean — I can feel your pain … Jesus Christ our Lord can feel your pain. Jean, do you love the Lord? Jean, I want you to shut your eyes, screw them up tightly, Jean, shut them so tightly you feel you might burst with love …’

Half a million widows were living out their last years on the Gold Coast. A reasonable proportion of them were crammed into the Rose Cathedral that morning, waiting to be healed. The question begged itself: why build them a Medical Centre? I hoped I would have the courage — or bad manners — to ask it over lunch, at the White House, later in the day.

‘Sinners, the Lord our God is a loving Lord. A healing Lord. There is a purpose in the afflictions He visits upon us. Whatever the pain and suffering we bear, we must search our souls to find that hidden purpose, and draw strength from It …’

Unable to find a seat, I stood in the back aisle, next to a humming television camera, watching a constant stream of widows, and the occasional bald or greying male, come forward — come forth — for the Doctor’s blessing. Other denominations also promised the reward of eternal life and health to the faithful — but only there, in that church, was it this life. Paradise was offered here on earth, that day, in that place: the Rose Cathedral, Surfers Paradise, Queensland.

‘I love the words God gives Isaiah,’ Schultz proclaimed. ‘Every valley shall be exalted, and every mountain and hill made low; and the crooked shall be made straight, and the rough places plain …’

I mouthed Amens and Hallelujahs with the rest, half amused, half transported by this efficient Sunday morning Outpatients.

‘Then shall the eyes of the blind be opened, and the ears of the deaf unstopped; then shall the lame man leap as a hart, and the tongue of the dumb shall sing.’

After a prolonged benediction, doors were flung open at every corner; but the Church emptied slowly and reluctantly. No one wanted to exit by any other route than the main door. A bottleneck formed of people waiting to shake the Great Man’s hand; I found myself jammed among them, carried along in the slow, thick current.

He seemed surprised to see me; even — was I imagining it? — a little embarrassed.

‘Professor Fox,’ he said with no real warmth. ‘I’m so pleased you found the time.’

‘It was very inspiring,’ I said, but the press of bodies had already pushed me past.

‘Mrs Schultz and I are expecting you for lunch,’ he called from somewhere behind me. ‘You haven’t forgotten, now? And your — ah, friend.’

‘Tad can’t make it.’

In fact I had forgotten to invite him.

The stream of worshippers widened as it emerged from the pink marble portals; began to eddy and swirl. People-clumps formed, broke apart, re-formed; everyone was smiling, laughing, touching. Strangers, ageing widows mostly, seized my hands — ‘Bless you’ — then dropped them to seize the hands of others.

I walked slowly away through the packed rows of cars: small cars mostly, hatchbacks, urban runabouts. Widows’ cars. My mother owned one in the south: a car with just enough room for one other widow, and a set of golf clubs or lawn bowls in the back. Bumper stickers decorated many of the cars: fish logos, crucifixes, HONK IF YOU LOVE JESUS.

Lunch was still an hour away; I wandered down to the lake and sat for a time on a bench at the water’s edge. The sun poured its golden honey through the trees, ducks dabbed and quacked in the water below. Across the lake the Ferris wheel was slowly turning; tiny figures were walking across water to the ark. I felt more content than I had felt for years. The church service had amused me, and also, despite myself, exhilarated me. But it was more than that; far more. My life had changed enormously in the last few months. Doors that had been closed for years were opening up to me again, chinks of light were appearing at the edges of my closed and lonely world. My work was going well, I was enjoying the space of living away from my mother again, being my own boss, having to think of no one but myself. New routines had replaced the old; work routines, yes, but also a little play: Saturday afternoon walks, Sunday night meals with an exhausted, recovering Tad. I was beginning to catch up on a vast backlog of reading: the research journals, of course, but also, for the first time in years, I was finding the time and energy to dip into the books I had read and loved, books I had escaped into, as a bedridden girl. Not Being and Nothingness and Truth and Reason, so much as Vanity Fair and Wuthering Heights …

And there was Scanlon: still a background figure, but slowly growing larger. Looming.

I arrived late at the White House. A uniformed guard waved me through the main gate; a black-haired, olive-skinned waif wearing a maid’s uniform of a vestigial, stylised apron and cap opened the front door and led me through a large entrance hall. Her accent revealed her as yet another American: ‘Dr and Mrs Schultz are in the Morning Room.’

Eight or ten people were gathered together, chatting and sipping drinks. Hollis Schultz was there, centrally; and Richard Pfitzner. Of the others I recognised none. I felt a slight disappointment not to find Scanlon among them.

A blonde teenager — she looked no more than sixteen or seventeen — in high heels and a costume of parachute silk detached herself from the group and floated towards me, smiling. She walked as though she were on a catwalk, like some sort of quest winner, someone who should have been wearing a silk sash: a Miss Queensland, perhaps, even a Miss Charity Queen. I try not to pigeonhole people, but so often they demand it, so often they thrust themselves into categories.

‘Professor Fox?’

This was a Miss Tennessee or Miss South Carolina, not a Miss Queensland. The accent was pure American belle, southern-fried.

‘I’m Mary-Beth Schultz. I’ve heard so much about you.’

The name was too improbable, at least to my ears: another cartoon name. She held out a manicured hand and smiled: a hundred-watt smile, the kind that women who know they are beautiful switch on and off at will. Ridiculous that I still felt envious of such women, or contemptuous, which is probably another form of envy. I used to rehearse such smiles myself in the mirror, thirty years ago.

Was she a wife? Or a daughter? There were no daughters; the marriage was barren. As she approached I raised my initial age-estimate to mid-twenties. Which was still less than half her husband’s age, perhaps even as low as a third. Her self-assurance made her seem older, or more mature … And her clothes. My new Sunday Best was not quite up to Miss Tennessee’s: an elegant, silken balloon, gathered here and there to hint at the perfect size ten beneath. I felt instantly dowdy beside her: mid-forties, bespectacled, my new shoes expensive but still far too sensible, my clothes suddenly middle-aged.

She linked her arm in mine and leaned into me, conspiratorially: ‘I’ve been looking forward to talking with you, Mara. May I call you Mara?’

Her features were sharply pointed; even when facing me, she somehow still seemed to be in profile. I glanced past her towards the gathering: ‘Am I late?’

She laughed; softly, collusively, but a laugh of such virtuoso precision that it must have been practised as much as her smile, even perhaps — was the thought too absurd? — recorded and played back, like a piece of music for performance.

‘Not at all. I’ll introduce you to some other friends of ours.’

Assured beyond her years, certainly. I allowed her to lead me gently across the room.

‘Of course you know Hollis. But have you met Thomas Grossman?’

I remembered the name: the medieval historian. The expert in biblical relics, curator of the Bible Museum. He looked like a relic himself: an old man in a funeral suit, tall and pale and cadaverous. His thinness made him look even older. His skin had the shrivelled, wrinkled look of a jockey. Or a cancer patient.

‘Delighted,’ he murmured, the accent faintly German.

The maid appeared again in her token apron, whispered something to Mary-Beth, who clapped her hands: ‘Graçias, Isabella. Lunch is served, everyone.’

We moved from one large, ornately furnished room into another. A long table with elaborate place settings occupied the centre, antique-looking chairs surrounded it, matching sideboards lined the walls. Mary-Beth led me to one end of the table, and lightly touched a chair at her side: ‘We girls should stick together.’

One other woman was present: another peach-cheeked young beauty who seemed attached to Richard Pfitzner at the far end of the table. A second wife, I guessed. Perhaps even a third. The man was entirely predictable.

Grossman sat opposite, on Mary-Beth’s right; on my left a stranger introduced himself — another blurred, caramel-edged American voice, another improbable name. Erskin D. Brubaker. Dwight J. Zimmerman, junior. Whatever.

‘Shall we pray?’

The words came from Mary-Beth; they were not a question. Heads drooped about the table, eyes slid shut; our girl-hostess brightly — cutely is the unavoidable word — recited one of the usual versions of grace. There is a kind of righteous bullying in grace I’ve resented since childhood. I vowed then to refuse ever to lower my gaze again. I was more than happy to thank my hosts for the food they had provided, or the staff in the kitchen, or even — at a stretch — Mother Earth, but no one else. At the far end of the table, Hollis Schultz, curiously, seemed likewise inclined: his head was high, his eyes open, gazing absently into the middle distance.

‘Amen.’

Heads lifted, vessels of food began to arrive in the hands of Isabella, the maid. She moved back and forth, fetching a seemingly endless array of plates, bowls, tureens. I had seen nothing like it before. No feeding of the multitude with a handful of loaves and fishes — this was a far harder miracle: stuffing into the mouths of a handful enough food for thousands.

I ate too much — but who could blame me? There was little else to do: talking was out of the question; talking was the prerogative of Mary-Beth Schultz. She was barely twenty, yet maintained the effortless monologue of a society hostess. I began to wonder if she had taken lessons, if she had taken some sort of diploma at Dinner Party University (they surely had such places in South Carolina). Perhaps she had a selection of cue cards hidden up those loose silken sleeves.

1–1.15 p.m. Our Last Overseas Trip.

1.15–1.30 p.m. Some Recent Acquisitions.

1.30–1.45 p.m. Impressions of Australia So Far.

‘It’s so hard to find reliable help in Australia. We brought Isabella with us. She’s a treasure.’

Watching her delicate bird face and bird hands I also wondered if she talked so much to prevent herself from eating, as a method of dieting. Grossman and I were required only to nod or shake our heads, or murmur the occasional syllable of agreement. The courses came and went as she spoke: soups, sorbets, strangely-scented roast birds, elaborate dishes of vegetables or salads.

‘Packing was such a headache. I don’t think Hollis has ever thrown anything away in his life.’

2–2.15 p.m. Moving Halfway Across the World.

Hollis sat at the far end of the table, chatting quietly with his neighbours. There was no sign of the charismatic preacher; he had reverted into the softly-spoken man I had first met a few days before. Perhaps charisma also was a role, something learnt, something taken as a diploma. Elmer Gantry University. I glanced his way from time to time, having trouble matching the private man with the public. Was this the cause of his embarrassment at spotting me in his congregation: he liked to keep his two worlds separate? Two compartments: one for friends and scientists, one for paying customers? Sitting quietly at the head of the table, he reminded me a little of my father: someone who didn’t trust the zealots. He was prepared to take their money, he was prepared to act like one, but he wanted them at arm’s length.

Coffee and pastries were arriving: pastries so light they seemed to rise off the dish to meet the hand, pastries that melted instantly in the mouth, a single vanishing point of sweetness.

‘Don’t you agree, Mara?’ Mary-Beth said to my right.

I nodded, prepared to agree with anything, keeping my mouth shut, chewing safely.

Grossman, a smile on his corpse lips, came to my rescue: ‘Our hostess suspects that many of my new acquisitions are counterfeit.’

‘Only the nails,’ Mary-Beth put in. ‘And not all of them.’

I chewed on, awaiting further clues.

‘How can there be thirty nails?’ she pressed, loudly. ‘That’s ridiculous. Don’t you agree, Mara?’

‘Thirty-two,’ Grossman corrected. ‘At the most recent count.’

Mary-Beth waved a dismissive arm: ‘Whichever. It only takes four nails to crucify someone.’

Grossman quibbled: ‘Three, in point of fact. Most modern authorities believe that the Feet were nailed together.’

‘Then twenty-nine of the nails must be phoney.’

Grossman shrugged: ‘You are presuming that three are genuine? Perhaps they are all spurious. The exact number is precisely what we hope to establish. Which are the authentic nails. If any.’

I asked a non-specific question: ‘How do you propose to do that?’

‘Carbon dating,’ Mary-Beth said, turning briefly in my direction, then back again to Grossman. ‘Isn’t that right, Thomas? You used carbon dating on the fragments of Cross.’

Grossman shook his head: ‘Out of the question, good lady. On wood, yes, but nails are metallic. We are working on certain other methods.’

Mary-Beth laughed: ‘More cloak and dagger.’

She smiled back across her shoulder towards me. ‘You can tell us girls,’ she urged Grossman, but gave him no space in which to answer. ‘It’s so exciting, don’t you think, Mara? Even if the relics are mostly phoney, some must be genuine.’

I wanted to make sure I was fully synchronised with the conversation:

3–3.15 p.m. The Holy Relics.

I asked another vague question: ‘You have some of the crucifixion nails?’

Mary-Beth feigned astonishment: ‘You mean he hasn’t shown you yet? Thomas hasn’t dragged you over there and pushed your nose into his precious security boxes? I thought it was compulsory.’

‘I visited the Museum,’ I said. ‘I don’t remember any nails.’

Grossman smiled again; a slight flickering of the corners of his lips. ‘The important pieces in the collection are too valuable to display,’ he said.

‘You must show Mara,’ Mary-Beth said. ‘A guided tour. I insist.’

He smiled, unenthusiastically: ‘With pleasure. Perhaps you could ring my secretary next week, Professor Fox.’

Mary-Beth was not so easily deflected: ‘Maya doesn’t want to wait that long, Thomas. I’ve a wonderful idea: we’ll go today. All of us. After lunch.’

Grossman inclined his skull, acceding to the request: ‘If that is your wish, good lady.’

But Mary-Beth was seeking permission over his head: ‘Honey!’ she called to the far end of the table. ‘Honey! I’ve had an idea …’
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Two long white cars were waiting in the drive as we emerged from the White House a few minutes later. Hollis Schultz farewelled us from the steps, quietly but firmly overruling his wife’s protests with the excuse of ‘pressure of work’. He had said little through lunch; I might have thought him shy and withdrawn if I hadn’t seen a different version of the man on the pulpit that morning. He seemed preoccupied; his thoughts elsewhere. Two uniformed chauffeurs held open the doors; Mary-Beth supervised the loading. The lunch party was split according to table seating: each end of the table into a different car. I found myself sandwiched between Grossman and the merchant banker; Mary-Beth, in the front passenger seat, half-turned to face us. The liqueurs that had followed the pastries seemed to have freed up Grossman’s tongue, dissolved some of his reserve. He had become more talkative, almost boastful; he wanted suddenly to show us ‘his’ collection of holy relics.

His words had a seductive ‘Come up and see my etchings’ feel to them yet were also more, or less, than that. ‘Come up and see me’, was implicit. Listening to him I realised that these relics, this collection of morbid fragments, were somehow an extension of him, part of his self image.

As curator perhaps he had more right to claim ownership, spiritual ownership at any rate, than the actual owner, Dr Hollis Schultz.

The long cars halted at the entrance to the Bible Museum; Mary-Beth stepped out with a girl’s quick grace and up the steps, a silk cloud which the rest of us followed as best we could, chasing her through the waxwork galleries, past Adam and Eve, and Daniel in the Lion’s Den, and innumerable cabinets of pottery shards. Somewhere in the far reaches of the building we halted at a security desk; a uniformed guard passed across a clipboard; each member of the lunch party was signed in. Mary-Beth removed her high heels and placed them on the desk, then slipped a paper surgical cap across her thick cloud of hair.

Grossman unlaced his own black undertaker’s shoes, and began handing out surgical caps:

‘We try to avoid any contamination of the relics. Even a single human hair …’

The party chatter had ceased: the removal of shoes had a sobering, reverential effect. A metal security door unsucked with a fridge-opening sound; we stepped through into a narrower corridor beyond, the door kissed shut behind us. Grossman paused at another locked door, punched a number sequence into the lock, and pressed his thumb to a small wall-screen. The door slid open.

‘Thumbprint recognition?’ someone said. ‘I’ve never seen that before.’

‘It’s very new,’ Mary-Beth whispered.

Grossman turned, assuming the manner of a museum tour guide: ‘We are talking about priceless relics, good people. Values impossible to put a figure on. Some of the objects you are about to see belong to the Schultz Foundation. Others, of course, are beyond our resources to purchase. Many items have been entrusted to the Foundation on loan.’

The room inside was small and cubic, and walled on three sides with gleaming safety-deposit drawers, their metal facings so highly polished as to appear at first sight to be mirrors. The ceiling was low and there were no windows; the room felt claustrophobic, a locked cupboard. Immediately inside the door another security guard was sitting — surgically-capped, reading a motoring magazine, Wheels. Beyond him, a second, smaller figure was perched atop a high stool at a central bench, wearing a surgical mask and rubber gloves as well as the mandatory cap. He held a pair of tweezers in one hand, a suction pipette in the other; a tray of solvents sat on the bench before him.

He pulled aside his face mask as we entered, surprising me.

Grossman also seemed surprised; ‘Working Sundays, Professor Scanlon?’

‘Nothing better to do.’

‘This seems a bit out of your province,’ I said, approaching.

He shifted his body slightly; was he deliberately obscuring the objects on the bench?

‘I take an interest,’ he murmured.

I peered over his shoulder. A metal drawer the size of a shoebox sat at his elbow, with an empty glass phial inside. A small piece of metal was sunk in a flat petri dish of solvent next to it.

‘What’s that?’ I joked. ‘Murder weapon?’

Scanlon glanced at Grossman, then back to me: ‘As a matter of fact …’

Grossman supervened: ‘You are looking, Professor Fox, at one of the holy nails.’

‘The nails,’ Mary-Beth added, unnecessarily. ‘The crucifixion nails.’

‘That remains to be seen,’ Scanlon murmured.

Grossman aimed a long finger at the petri dish: ‘This is the Holy Nail of Trèves.’

Seven heads clustered and bent obediently to examine the object. The silence was respectful, even devout.

‘How did you come by it?’ someone finally asked.

‘I offered my services to the owner. To prove its authenticity.’

Grossman slid a second metal drawer from the wall, and lifted the lid. Inside was a glass phial; inside that another scrap of what might have been corroded metal.

‘The Nail from the Iron Crown of Lombardy,’ Grossman was saying. ‘Courtesy of the Treasury of Notre Dame.’

His audience surrounded him, rapt.

‘I hold little hope of proving authenticity in this case. One problem: the nail had been beaten into the iron band of the crown. Another, the genealogy is highly suspect.’

He slid the box back into the wall, extracted and opened another: ‘Far more promising material from the Santa Croce church in Rome.’

The drawers slid open; the boxes were removed. We were permitted to examine an assortment of objects, some no more than a single crumb of rust, others in better condition: a collection that resembled the odd nails and metal scraps that might be found in a carpenter’s oddments box left out too long in the rain.

Scanlon watched proceedings from his high stool with amusement.

‘Either He was a pincushion,’ he said, reading my mind, ‘or someone is telling fibs.’

Grossman purred: ‘Our commission exactly. To find the fibbers.’

He moved to the far side of the room, to another bank of gleaming drawers. Mary-Beth, Pfitzner, and the other guests followed, crowding him as he pulled out a succession of boxes, lifted the lids on each and set them down on the bench.

‘Animal, vegetable or mineral?’ someone said.

Heads crowded, I pushed mine in among them; we were looking down on an array of wooden splinters, shards, sawdust.

‘There are enough fragments of the True Cross,’ Grossman said, ‘to build an armada.’

It sounded like a practised joke, but several of the circle laughed, on cue, Mary-Beth musically among them. Pfitzner’s diplomatic laugh could also be heard.

Grossman lectured on, completely at home in museum-guide mode: ‘During the Middle Ages almost the only trade that occurred across national borders was in holy relics. Relics cured the sick, worked miracles. Every village, however small, every church needed its relic.’

‘So these splinters of the Cross are all fakes?’

He smiled his gaunt undertaker’s smile: ‘Somehow supply always managed to meet demand. Perhaps the greatest miracle of all.’

A few more of his seminar class tittered.

‘Botanists have identified the various woods.’ He moved his finger across the bench, lightly tapping phials: ‘Cypress, fig, fir, even olive.’

Scanlon was still sitting on his stool, apart.

‘Interesting piece of carpentry,’ he murmured.

I turned and spoke to him, quietly. ‘Why all the secrecy? I had no idea of the extent of this.’

His face mask dangled about his neck like a bib. His eyes met mine, unwavering: ‘There’s a lot of belief invested in this stuff. A lot of … emotion.’

‘So why would anyone lend Grossman their priceless relics? Especially the Catholic church. Why send something all the way here just to have him announce it’s a fake?’

He shrugged: ‘Better ask Grossman. He has quite a reputation in the field. Of course if we can prove a relic is real …’

He shrugged: ‘I help out. The forensic side. It’s a bit of a hobby — finding bits of organic matter. Skin cells, blood cells, hair, anything. Protein. Degradation products. As I was saying, if we can vouch for a relic, it’s worth enormous kudos to a church. Pilgrims, money, status.’

‘Long odds to take.’

‘If we find a fake — wrong dates, sheep’s blood on a scrap of shroud, whatever — we say nothing, publicly.’

I had to smile: ‘So the owners can’t lose. Very clever. But I still can’t quite believe that so much of the stuff is actually here.’

‘You think these are fake fakes?’

I laughed, quietly: ‘It’s a long way from the Vatican to Queensland.’

‘A lot of work was done at the top,’ he said. ‘The Vatican, yes. And in the Eastern patriarchies: Antioch, Moscow, Istanbul.’

‘Hollis Schultz?’

He smiled, knowingly: ‘Let’s say some big donations were made by the Schultz Foundation.’

I tried to glimpse something behind that smile: ‘Personal donations?’

‘Someone always gets paid,’ he said. ‘Not necessarily the legal owners of a relic.’

‘You seem well informed.’

‘I keep my ears open.’

Mary-Beth and her guests were still gathered around Grossman’s guide patter, but I’d seen enough. The wine and food had left me drowsy; the relics had woken me up: I felt disorientated, a mixed sweet-and-sour state. I wanted to get away by myself. I tugged Mary-Beth gently aside, thanked her for lunch, allowed her to brush her cheek against mine, overruled her insistence that I come back to the house for more coffee, that the lunch had ‘hardly started’, and let the security guard release me from that small, oppressive room.

I walked down to the lake for the second time that day, and followed the shore-path slowly home. The sun was setting; rainbow lorikeets were feeding by the water, dozens gathering at the feeding stands where two members of the college ground staff were laying out breadcrumbs soaked in some sort of sticky honey solution. The brilliant plumage of the birds, with their chemistry-set colours of unnaturally vivid greens and blues, seemed to catch and retain the fading light: the sole residue of colour in a greying world.

I walked past, drowsily preoccupied. The world I inhabited was growing weirder; failing to make complete sense. Something was wrong in that locked room; something was itching inside my mind.
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Tad was home from the city, dressed in fez and silk smoking jacket — his standard informal evening attire. His weekend adventure seemed to have gone well; my apology for forgetting to invite him to the White House was accepted with a shrug.

‘I absolve you, chérie. Just this once. But I want to hear all about it. Not everyone gets to dine at High Table.’

I smiled: ‘Later. I need a shower.’

He was waiting with a glass of wine when I emerged from the bathroom half an hour later.

‘So how did it go, o favoured one?’

‘You think you can loosen up my tongue with this?’

‘This, and a little something to eat. I feel in Japanese mode. What say we slip into something less comfortable and essay forth into the world?’

‘I’m not eating again until December.’

He laughed, and pushed past me into the lounge: ‘Then we’ll eat here. I want to hear everything. The lifestyles of the rich and religious.’

I retreated to the bathroom and waved a hair drier across my head for several minutes. No magic wand, perhaps, but it left the mouse thatch manageable. I rejoined Tad — sans turban but still wrapped in my dressing gown — to find the coffee table spread with various scraps of food scavenged from cupboards and fridge: a small platter of cheese and biscuits, de-tinned anchovies, rough-hewn slices of tomato and capsicum. Two wineglasses sat next to the open bottle: mine still brimful, waiting, the other empty, probably for the second or third time.

‘You look a picture of elegance,’ he said.

He sat slumped on the sofa, bulging around and through his smoking jacket. There was a squareness about Tad: a too-large body with a too-short limb at each corner. Not for the first time I was reminded of a turtle, flipped on its back.

‘You’re no oil painting yourself,’ I told him.

I pulled my dressing gown tighter. In fact I could have sat there naked with no reaction from Tad — except perhaps for a grimace of distaste. He liked the company of women, he loved trading gossip with women, but there were limits. Which was part of the reason I felt comfortable with him; the sexual issue would never arise.

He refilled his empty glass: ‘So who was there?’

‘Hollis Schultz.’

‘Of course. And?’

‘His child-bride.’

‘Now don’t be catty,’ he said, meaning exactly the opposite. Tad’s presence brought out a certain side of me, usually well repressed.

‘Miss South Carolina,’ I added. ‘Or perhaps not. Perhaps only a semi-finalist.’

‘She’s the second wife,’ he told me. ‘If you hadn’t guessed.’

‘I thought she was his daughter at first.’

He shook his head: ‘A former member of the congregation back in the States. A member of the children’s choir, would you believe. It caused a megastink. The Church Elders wanted to defrock him.’

He lifted the wineglass to his fat lips, and sipped.

‘And?’ I prompted.

‘And what you see all around you. All this. He did a Henry the Eighth. Took his bat and ball and started his own religion. I quite like her — what I’ve seen. Very young, but bright.’

‘She hides it well.’

He smiled, and deftly moved me from the subject: ‘Tell me who else was there.’

‘Pfitzner. And his child-bride.’

Tad was unimpressed: ‘Wherever there are feet to kiss.’

‘Thomas Grossman. The medievalist.’

‘Walking death.’

I was a little surprised: ‘You know him?’

‘Scanlon performed the introductions some time back.’

‘You didn’t tell me.’

He shrugged: ‘It didn’t seem important. When you’ve seen one cadaver you’ve seen them all. Tell me more.’

‘Grossman took us to see his collection of relics.’

‘You are privileged.’

‘This is the interesting part: you won’t believe who we found there.’

He held up a podgy turtle paw: ‘Three guesses?’

‘You’ll need a hundred.’

He smirked: ‘Scanlon?’

‘How on earth did you know that?’

‘Educated guess. I knew he had an interest in the relics.’

I tried to raise some further indignation, but the wine had diluted it: ‘Why am I the last to be told anything around here?’

He shrugged again: ‘I didn’t think it was a big secret. Bill himself told me.’

‘Bill?’

‘Bill Scanlon.’

‘Since when has it been Bill? The two of you suddenly seem very thick.’

‘We get on. I’m trying to introduce him to the joys of opera.’

‘I hope you’ll be very happy together.’

He stroked his sleek goatee; it seemed to arch itself, catlike, responsive to his touch.

‘Did Scanlon show you any of the fingerprints?’ he asked.

‘What fingerprints?’

He covered his mouth with a hand, mock regret: ‘Oops.’

The penny dropped; the connection had been staring me in the face all afternoon. Hidden in full view, my mother was fond of saying. Can’t see it for looking.

‘Of course! He’s running genetic fingerprints on the relics. He’s looking for DNA. That’s how he’s going to pick the fakes.’

Tad sipped his wine: ‘Bravo, my dear. Two and two makes four. Quod erat demonstrandum.’

‘I must be losing my mind,’ I said. ‘I thought he was looking for material to carbon date. How thick can I be?’

He was enjoying himself: ‘As thick as they come.’

‘As thick as I’m allowed to be. Why didn’t you tell me?’

‘You’ve been hard to find of late.’

‘Well, you’ve found me. Here I am. What else haven’t you told me?’

He smiled and drained his wine, maximising effect: ‘There is one small thing.’

‘Well?’

‘You are going to love this, Frau Professor.’

‘Tad …’

‘More wine?’

A deeper growl: ‘Tad!’

‘The Schultzes are infertile.’

‘Your short-term memory is failing, Tad. I told you that piece of news.’

He held up a finger: ‘But what you didn’t tell me is it’s not her, it’s him. Your friend and mine, Doctor Hollis Schultz, is azospermic. He is the infertile half of the marriage.’
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The air-conditioning didn’t seem to be working that night, or insufficiently. I tossed in bed, sleeplessly. My cheeks were aflame; the pillow too warm. I turned it repeatedly, finding temporary relief in the cooler Dark Side, but soon having to turn it again.

Of course the heat was internal, the combustion of burning thoughts. I had no objection to working for faith healers. I even had no objection to working for faith healers who didn’t believe in what they were doing. If anything, I had warmed to the Jekyll and Hyde flip sides of Hollis Schultz. Where my research funding came from was no concern of mine as long as it arrived on schedule and provided I was granted a free hand. But a new problem had surfaced: how free was it? I began to wonder why I had been offered — why I had been offered — that Chair, that Sofa, in Reproductive Medicine. And, above all, why funding for a scheme to create artificial sperm cells had been made so freely available. I couldn’t avoid the suspicion that I had been hired for one purpose: to allow Dr Hollis Schultz to inseminate his child-bride.

To produce sperm cells from his sperm-free body.

I felt no anger at Schultz himself. William Scanlon was my target. The more thought I gave it, the more his conniving hand seemed in evidence. Scanlon I could not forgive: I expected more from a fellow scientist; I expected higher standards of honesty.

First light restored a little perspective. Conspiracy theories, paranoid night thoughts always vanish with the morning, as though exposure to daylight is somehow enough to dispel them. Vampire thoughts.

A colder anger remained. Tad was still asleep with DO NOT DISTURB hung on his bedroom doorknob. I gulped down a black coffee, pulled on the basic clothes, tugged my hair into a severe bun, and walked briskly up the street to Scanlon’s terrace house.

I had never been inside. As always the blinds were drawn, there was no sign of human habitation. A deflated basketball sat in the long grass of the front lawn, a backboard and ring were bolted to the wall above it set at a lower than regulation height.

I leant on the bell-button for some time; no answer. I banged on the nearest windowpanes, and pressed the bell again. Finally I turned away and walked down towards the lake, following the shore-path to the Medical Centre. The sun was still low, tangled in the tree line, the air was cool and bracing — at least for Queensland. No other humans were in sight; the reedy lake edges were full of bird splashings, frog noises. Any other morning I might have dawdled; now a determined anger drove me on. The Medical Centre towered above me; a great punchcard of windows, most of them dark. On the Genetics floor one window was burning. I hurried in, crossed the hospital foyer, pushed past a lone security guard whose greeting, ‘Starting early, Professor?’, went unreturned, and banged every up button at the elevator bank within sight.

The Two Laws of Hospital Lifts. Always at the opposite end of the lift shaft when needed. Always stopping at every floor when in a hurry.

The hour was still early, pre-secretary. I knocked unannounced on the door of Scanlon’s sixth floor office, and when there was no answer pushed at it vainly.

No one home.

I walked further along the empty corridor, pushing at doors. The Seminar Room was locked, the main laboratory, home of the tiger, likewise. A third door marked ‘Cell Laboratory’ yielded to reveal a benchtop crowded with standard laboratory ware: test-tube racks, centrifuges, pygmy fridges, incubators. The lights were on, but the room was deserted. A campstretcher on the floor in a far corner caught my eye. The sheets were disarrayed; this was a bed recently slept in. A collapsed pile of books and journals sat on the floor alongside it. I sniffed the air, dog fashion: the scent was almost feral, but it was not the scent of the Nocturnal Animal House. This was the scent of unwashed man, the scent of a male human lair.

I stepped further inside; behind me, the door clicked shut. I poked at one of the books on the floor with my toe: a massive tome titled DNA, a book many billions of times larger than the molecule it attempted to describe. And containing far less information. An array of viewing screens on the far wall was covered with what looked like X-ray films. I flipped the switches, the opaque white screens blinked and flickered into life. Not X-rays, I found; these were thin bands of electrophoretic tracings, unintelligible to me. I peered more closely: the labelling on the films was by number only, no names.

‘Find anything interesting?’

Scanlon’s voice startled me; my glasses slipped forward on my nose. I half-jumped, half-turned to find him standing in the door, holding a red-striped box.

He had caught me snooping, but mine was the greater righteousness: ‘I want to talk to you,’ I said.

He moved towards the nearest bench, hoisted himself on to a stool, flipped open the lid of his box. A warm, deep-fried aroma filled the room.

‘French fries?’ he offered.

‘Not for me.’

He began to poke hot chips into his mouth, a clutch at a time.

‘Excuse me,’ he mumbled through a revolving mouthful. ‘Long night. I’m a bit low on complex carbohydrate.’

His shirt looked slept in, a week’s sweat-rings could be counted in the usual places. My anger melted as I watched him: there was too much of the waif about him, too much that I found endearing. And suddenly, somehow, I sensed, I knew the roots of this: he had been a child with no mother. Women’s intuition? It’s not a force I believe in. Call it an educated guess. Spreading butter on bread with his finger, wearing the same clothes for days on end, shovelling food into his mouth while trying to maintain an uninterrupted flow of talk — he had the manners of an orphan. I was willing to bet he had grown up in the care of a single father, or worse.

‘I often sleep here,’ he was explaining. ‘I don’t like to waste time when things are going well.’

‘Things are going well?’

He shrugged, non-committally; I was reminded that I was angry. I began pacing the floor on the other side of the bench, wondering where to begin.

‘Sit down,’ he said through another mouthful of chips. ‘You’re making me uptight. What’s the problem?’

‘You are the problem, Professor. I’ve a bone to pick. A big bone.’

He upended the box and shook the last of the chips out, then opened a second, flatter box: drumsticks of deep-fried chicken. I found the rich, fatty aroma nauseating.

‘Sure you won’t eat anything?’

I turned away: ‘You’re joking.’

‘Suit yourself. So let’s have it. What’s the bitch?’

I took a deep breath, a conscious attempt to keep things civilised, to allow him his day in court: ‘I can’t understand why I wasn’t told about Schultz.’

‘What about Schultz?’

I declined to answer. He shrugged, dropping the pretence of ignorance: ‘You knew the Schultzes were infertile.’

‘I didn’t know he was azospermic. Funny coincidence that.’

‘I couldn’t tell you. There’s the small matter of confidentiality. I do know that Hollis planned to discuss things with you. In time.’

‘And what about the relics? That’s another thing. I caught you redhanded — among the relics — and even then you didn’t tell me the whole story.’

‘It’s no great secret.’

‘I thought the Research Committee existed to discuss these things.’

‘Fingerprinting relics is a hobby. Something I do in my spare time. It’s common knowledge. Tad knew. I’m happy to answer any questions.’

He smiled, disarmingly. It was hard to stay angry with the man. There was something too innocent about him, too boyishly charming; his orphan clothes and manners, his clear child’s gaze.

‘That’s my point. Tad knew and I didn’t.’

‘I don’t see you all that often, Mara. You’re always locked away in your office.’ He chuckled. ‘Usually alone.’

‘Very funny.’

‘I see a lot of Tad. He works for me.’

‘Tad works for me. He sometimes uses your equipment.’

His eyes hadn’t wavered from mine, as if he had nothing to hide: ‘My understanding was that Tad had a foot in each camp. But if that’s the way you want it — fine. No skin off my nose.’

I turned away. I could see him reflected, clearly, in the window: unconcerned, picking clean a slender bird bone. He tossed aside the bone, tore open a small packet and wiped his hands on the wet, scented refresher towel within — a nicety I would have thought beyond him.

‘I’m happy to tell you all about it,’ he said. ‘Since you’re here. You must remember that no one’s seen you since you got your hands on that fibrescope.’

He paused, and attempted another joke: ‘That is, no one’s seen your exterior.’

I didn’t smile. He rose and beckoned; I followed him to the bank of illuminated viewing screens. He tapped the first radiograph: several narrow vertical bands, or ladders, ran the length of the grainy film, their blotchy rungs irregularly placed.

‘Seen this kind of thing before?’

‘Some kind of electrophoresis?’

‘Gel electrophoresis. Of whatever genetic material we could find on the relics.’

‘Why the X-ray film?’

‘We use a radioactive probe to tag the bits we’re interested in.’

I peered more closely: ‘These are taken from the crucifixion nails?’

He smiled, smugly. The screen lit his face with a white, cold glow: ‘Mostly other things. The nails were a blind alley, with one exception. But we’ve been busy. Very busy. Scavenging.’

He tapped a radiograph: ‘From the veil of St Veronica.’

Curiosity bettered my anger again, or at least deferred it: ‘What exactly is the veil of St Veronica?’

‘You haven’t been reading your scriptures, Mara. St Veronica stepped forth and wiped His brow. On the path to Calvary. Or so I’m told.’

He tapped another screen, another radiograph: ‘The Crown of Thorns from the treasury of Notre Dame.’

‘You’ve got the actual Crown of Thorns here?’

‘Not likely. We can move mountains, but not all of them. The Crown wouldn’t come to me, so I went to it. Field work.’

His finger tapped on across those illuminated radiographs; I followed, mesmerised. The gallery was impressive. The entire face of the planet, it seemed, had been combed for forensic material. Bone fragments from lost Armenian monasteries. Filaments of hair from mountain-top shrines in Crete and Cyprus. Cloth relics from Egypt and Palestine and Syria and Turkey and Italy and France. There were even items from South America. Scanlon had all their fingerprints on screen, and wanted to give me the full tour: details of Where and When and even How. And as he spoke there was something new in him, some glow of heat that I hadn’t felt before in that cool mind. The more he spoke, the more enraptured he became. I recognised the source of that rapture immediately: my own religion, magnified.

‘I still don’t understand what you’re hoping to achieve,’ I finally got in. ‘Every relic carries a different genetic print, but what does that prove? That they’re all fakes?’

He paused; he seemed to be making some sort of decision: ‘You think that no one tells you anything?’

‘I don’t think it.’

‘What I’m about to show you must go no further than this room.’

He reached out and took my hand in his. I felt a sudden lurch of heartbeat — what was he doing? He tugged me to the end of the row of screens: three long, narrow, striped bands were set apart from the others, all three indistinguishable.

He turned to me: ‘Not all the fingerprints are different.’

‘You’ve got some that match?’

‘I’ve got three that match.’

He paused, self-satisfied. For the first time ‘I’ had replaced ‘we’.

‘Out of all the hundreds — all of them different — three are the same.’

He stood close behind me, balancing on tip-toe perhaps, reaching over my shoulders, touching the illuminated films.

‘This from the Holy Nail of the cathedral of Monza, near Milan. I managed to find a few molecules of protein. This from a scrap of ancient bloodstained cloth from a crypt in Antioch. The Maronite Church. And lastly this: a bit of bone from an Armenian monastery in Turkey.’

I could feel his closeness, his breath in my ear, but was too astonished to move. Astonished at the things he was telling me, yes, but also astonished to find that he had sneaked — physically — inside my defensive perimeter, that he was almost touching me. I found it hard to breathe; I tried desperately to maintain the dialogue: ‘You can find protein in bone?’

‘In. On. Wherever. Bone is easier to work with than crucifixion nails.’

Our voices had diminished to whispers, increasing the air of intimacy. The smell of his sweat filled my nostrils; the rank staleness of his unwashed clothes for the first time did not seem unpleasant. My thoughts felt warm and heavy, as if thickened, a kind of gravy. It was hard to think, to actually move those thoughts around. Half-forgotten things came back: of similar feelings, of being on the edge of such feelings, just past such feelings, when waking from dreams as an adolescent, once or twice.

‘But whose protein is it?’ I said, too loudly, and immediately lowered my voice. ‘Half the human race must have handled these relics over the years.’

He backed away; had his intimacy been an accident after all?

‘You get a lot of junk readings,’ he said. ‘Epithelium mostly. But here and there you get a real clump of cells; blood, hair, skin. There are billions of cells per square inch, Mara. Most of the stuff degrades quickly, but fragments of DNA survive.’

‘Whole strands?’

‘Bits and pieces. Are you up with new enzyme technology? Polymerase Chain Reactions? It’s like xeroxing the stuff: the sky’s the limit. You fill a beaker with copies of whatever fragments are there.’

‘So you can’t be sure; you have lots of different fragments. It’s a soup, an alphabet soup of everybody’s DNA. Everybody who touched a relic in the last two thousand years. How can you possibly piece it together?’

He shook his head, smugly: ‘Don’t need to. We don’t need it all, not every single base pair.’

‘I don’t follow.’

‘Humans look different, but we’re mostly the same. You and I look different — well, a little,’ he smiled, ‘but in fact we are nearly twins. Genetically.’ He paused before continuing, savouring the moment: an odd sort of joke.

‘All of us are nearly twins. Ninety-nine per cent of our genetic code is identical. Yours, mine — and every other human.’

I knew this — knew the cold facts — but was happy to listen as he brought those facts to life.

‘Actually it’s more than ninety-nine per cent. Less than one per cent of the genome determines our differences. I’m only interested in that one percent. In fact it’s even less in practice — a few hundred genes. The forensic people have been doing this for years — looking at a tiny part of the DNA only.’

‘Core sequences?’

He was impressed: ‘You read widely. A few key sequences are all I look for, all I have to find. Our tiny differences. The rest of the chain is mostly the same: you, me, Jesus Christ. Coffee?’

‘Please.’

He filled an autoclave with water from the nearest tap as I tried to marshal arguments: ‘You and I might be the same, perhaps. But we might be very different to someone two thousand years old. The DNA may have evolved.’

He shook his head: ‘Maras, ninety per cent of our DNA is identical to rat DNA. Ninety per cent! We are very nearly twins with rats. We are ninety per cent identical to rats!’

‘Some of us.’

He smiled, tolerating the joke: ‘You don’t want a rat as a relative? Try a chimp — somewhere near ninety-nine per cent at a guess. No one’s done the chimp genome yet.’

He took two chipped mugs down from a shelf, shovelled in the coffee — several heaped spoonfuls.

He opened the chuggling autoclave, leant back from the rush of rising steam, and carefully scooped each mug into the boiling water.

‘White? Sugar?’

‘Black.’

He smiled: ‘See, we are identical.’

‘Not quite,’ I said, as he began stirring in his fix of sugar. ‘I don’t take sugar.’

For a time we stood there, sipping in silence. His eyes were fixed on me across the rim of his mug; I couldn’t return his gaze.

I tried to distract him: ‘What about the dodo?’

‘A bit lower than ninety per cent. But not that much. Eggs, beaks, wings — the bird equipment takes up a bit of space on the genome.’

He lifted the chipped cup to his lips and sipped again; I set mine down on the bench.

‘We all have livers,’ he said. ‘We all have hearts. You, me, the dodo. Our hearts work the same way, are built from the same basic blueprint. Yours might be a little bigger maybe.’

‘I doubt it.’

‘Okay, a little differently shaped.’

‘You’ve made your point. Our similarities are greater than our differences.’

He nodded: ‘We have more in common than you think.’

The thought would not lie down and die: he was courting me, this was some sort of weird line — the courtship ritual of the male geneticist.

‘Maybe it’s the one per cent that’s different that matters,’ I said.

I was referring to him, and me; he had returned to the starting point, Jesus Christ: ‘Exactly my point, Mara. So we’re not interested in piecing together every base pair on every strand. dust the differences.’

‘How do you find them?’

‘Restriction enzymes. Snip off the pieces we want, or find them in the soup if they’re already fragmented. Where have you been, Prof? This technology is a decade old.’

‘Let’s say I accept that you can do it. I don’t — but let’s say that I do. What have you proved? That these three relics are all from the same fake Jesus?’

‘Spread over three different countries? A thousand miles apart? Besides,’ — he reached behind and tapped one of the X-ray films — ‘we’ve carbon dated the cloth from Armenia.’

I didn’t ask. His smirk told me the date: 33 AD, plus or minus whatever significant figure.

‘It’s still a long shot,’ I suggested.

He stood there smiling: smug, immune, invulnerable. I tried again: ‘And what about the bone fragment? There isn’t supposed to be any flesh, remember? Christ rose from the dead. How do you get a bone fragment from someone who never died?’

‘You’re not getting supernatural on me, Mara?’

‘I didn’t say I believed it.’

‘Not even the early Christians believed it. Talk to Grossman. The early belief in the first Christian sects was that He did die, in the flesh. Those early writings were suppressed by the Church.’

‘Gnostics,’ I remembered from my father’s library, as a teenager.

‘Whoever. The word is that Christ appeared after death only as a dazzling light, not in the flesh.’

He turned away, pulled open his benchtop fridge, reached in and produced a small frosted beaker. He passed it across; the glass was too cold to hold. I moved it from hand to hand as I peered inside: another wet, translucent mass of fettucine strands.

‘Tasmanian Tiger?’ I said.

He shook his head: ‘This is human DNA.’

He watched me across the beaker, his face no more than a foot from mine. I held my breath; I didn’t want to ask.

‘It’s not — it can’t be …’

He nodded: ‘You are holding the actual genes of Christ.’

His hand was suddenly behind me, in the small of my back, pulling me towards him. The grossness of this sudden physical act broke whatever spell I was under. I twisted free, repelled.

‘That’s preposterous,’ I said, and thrust the beaker back at him, and turned and fled at the most dignified walking pace I could manage.
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I had thought my work was dabbling in the shallows of science fiction. Suddenly it looked tame. To speculate on controlling cell division, or transforming cells taken from the skin or the gut into sperm cells was one thing; to hold the reclaimed DNA of Christ in my hand, the actual genetic blueprint of the God of half the human race, salvaged across two thousand years, was another. This was a quantum jump in ambition, an idea of outrageous hubris. And of stunning simplicity: an idea hidden in full view.

Not that I believed that the beaker of pasta strands in Scanlon’s refrigerator belonged to Jesus Christ — merely that it was possible that it belonged to Jesus Christ. The theory was enough: I had admitted to myself, despite myself, that it could be done. If not here, now, then tomorrow, elsewhere.

This wasn’t all. Complicating things was the small matter of that near intimacy. The disturbing physical presence of the man. As I fled I could still feel his breath on my neck, a ticklish afterglow; I kept wanting to brush it away, like strands of spiderweb. Such feelings were new to me, even at my age. There had been no menfriends in the past; no boyfriends. Boys had never interested me, especially the fully-grown variety.

Scanlon and I had argued for some time; the world outside the Cell Lab was filling with the day shift: clerks, nurses, porters, even that rarity at Schultz Medical Centre, one or two stray patients. I stepped out of the lift on to my own floor to find one of the two department secretaries, Alison Jennings — a semiefficient mother of four, a second-income earner whose real interests lay at home — standing at the coffee machine. She followed me into my office performing her usual balancing act: the morning mail clutched under one wing, my appointments diary under the other, a cup of coffee in each hand.

‘You look like you’ve seen a ghost,’ she said, predictably.

‘I’m not feeling … myself.’

The room was dark, the venetian blinds shuttered. She set down her various burdens, then turned to jerk open the blinds. Slatted beams of light splashed across my desk; I sat, staring, hypnotised. Steam rose invisibly from the coffee, only becoming visible, swirling and eddying, as it entered the light some distance above.

Alison flipped open the diary, and spun it on the desk before me: ‘Mary-Beth Schultz rang.’

Dust motes swam in and out of the beams of sunlight like tiny glittering fish in a distant aquarium. I tried to focus my thoughts.

‘She wanted your first available appointment.’

I sipped absently at the coffee, then set it down. Alison was still trying to reconnect me to the real world, to earth me: ‘I pencilled her in for this afternoon. 2 p.m.’ I had almost forgotten this third complication: the sterility of Hollis Schultz. The question of why I had been offered my Chair. Too many thoughts were jostling about in my head.

‘I’m not really up to it. Could you postpone the appointment?’

‘You’re going to refuse to see the boss’s wife?’

‘I’m taking the rest of the day off. If anyone needs me I’ll be at home.’

An expression of concern replaced her incredulity: ‘Anything I can do?’

I shook my head: ‘I’ll be fine.’

‘I’ll look in after work,’ she said. ‘In case you need anything.’

An instinctive mother hen. Alison was my age, but saw me more as a dependant than a superior. Her shorthand was bad, her typing worse, but her secretarial skills in more important areas were indispensable: collecting dry cleaning, paying bills, sending out for food when I was too busy to eat. She ran the Department, and in many ways ran my life, and Tad’s: the nearest thing to the traditional ‘wife’ that I had always lacked.

‘Don’t bother. Tad will look in on me,’ I said.

I suddenly wanted to be home, preferably in bed. Not so much sleeping, as taking refuge. Hiding. I left her standing in my office, those two cups of coffee steaming on the sunlit desk.

At home I crawled into bed, fully clothed. I pulled the quilt over my head and lay huddled for a time, thinking. Thinking, thinking, thinking. I wanted to expunge Scanlon from my system, break those strands of sticky web. I felt disturbed, physically and mentally. I had no idea what to do about the physical disturbance, but surely I could do something about his ideas, his actual work.

At length I threw the quilt aside, and began ransacking my bookshelves. The Bible was buried in a row of thick textbooks, all unread for years. Absurd the baggage that I’ve carried with me since my student days, unremembered, never needed. The Bible had stayed with me, near to me, hidden among a thousand other books. They were all still there, every book I had ever owned. Old dictionaries. Atlases. Cubic medical tomes: Gray’s Anatomy, Robbins’ Pathology, Lecture Notes in Gynaecology. The plays and novels from school — Hamlet, Macbeth, Great Expectations, The Invisible Man — that I had recently begun reading again. All had followed me from house to house like loyal pets, intellectual pets packed into tea chests or cartons each time I moved, then unpacked again into their narrow kennels. Why had I kept them? Auxiliary lobes to the brain? Extra reserves of memory — hard memory — that could be called on if needed? Or was it merely sentimental: they were snapshot albums, of a sort; snapshots of my thinking processes from the past?

I lifted the stiff cover of the Bible — it seemed to creak open — for the first time since the age of fourteen, since that last Sunday School picnic. Presented to Miss Mara Fox. Wesley Sunday School, Intermediate Class, 1940. Two signatures were scrawled beneath: a barely legible Christopher Pearson, J.P., Superintendent, and my father’s precise, always legible Rev. B. Fox.

That familiar signature trapped my gaze: a hieroglyph that I hadn’t seen for years, hadn’t expected ever to see again.

He had written to me through my student days, long weekly letters which were nothing more than a systematic chronicle of his week’s activities: letters as flat and dead and dutiful as his sermons. My mother tacked on shorter postscripts: practical advice on the subjects of dress, food, sleep, deportment. Her handwriting was more expansive, less disciplined: large, generous loops, inflated perhaps by whatever frustrated love she felt for me, by feelings she could never actually express. Her great fear (reading between the lines, or within the loops) was always the same: I was heading for spinsterhood.

She had never been entirely happy when my school reports came home: top of the class, invariably. My father was always pleased, mildly; she sometimes pretended to be pleased. She wanted me to do well, she claimed, but not that well. Not showing up the boys, not isolating myself from the girl world of domestic science, netball and average academic achievement.

The choice of medicine as a career had worried her even more.

‘So much hard work, when will you have time to relax?’

Meaning: when will you have time to find a husband? Teaching had been her career suggestion: the district was full of Pretty Young Things posted out to bush schools who had found themselves a Nice Young Man (preferably attached to a sizeable propertyholding), and settled down and lived happily ever after.

At first I wrote back to both of them, weekly. Another Inverse Law: I always replied to my mother’s short, constipated notes at length; and to my father’s long, tedious chronicles in brief. To reassure my mother I invented a full social life, a fictional life that I was soon forced to keep track of in a diary, since she read and memorised and speculated about every word I wrote, and often referred back to events I had dreamt up months before and long since forgotten. Was that Bob the same Bob you went to The Sound of Music with? Patrick sounds like a nice boy, but your father wondered about the name? He’s not a Roman? In fact I was desperately lonely, and might even have gone to Mass or converted to Islam if a boy had asked me.

I was living in a university college: one more island in an archipelago of country girls. Writing that weekly letter on Sunday afternoon helped give shape to the week. Later, as the years passed, my letters dropped off to once a fortnight, then once a month. I was able to plead, truthfully, pressure of studies.

It’s difficult now to remember how much those books once meant to me. As a wheezing child in the country, but also through years of lonely study in the city, I found comfort in books, in some books. Texts of Mathematics, Biology, Physics, Organic Chemistry: these were the friends of my first year in the city. The Bible was already baggage; I no longer believed in any sort of God, had not believed since the picnic. I was interested only in ideas that could be tested and retested, proved or disproved. If I had read the Bible in those years it would have been for purposes of mockery: to ridicule those endless stories of rape and pillage and murder. God — the God of the Old Testament, at least — seemed like nothing so much as a little boy. A spoilt, murderous brat, playing with his toys; shaking them around a bit until they broke. ‘Take the toys from the boys’ — I believed it.

Even as a girl, muttering my prayers each night, I failed to see the point of the random genocide, the petty tests of faith, the putting to the sword of every man, woman, and child in half the cities of the Middle East.

God should be impeached, I once suggested as a teenager to my father. He should be tried for war crimes, I said. He glanced up from his desk and turned towards me; turned as slowly and methodically as he steered his Morris Major around a street corner.

‘Don’t take the Old Testament too literally,’ he told me, mildly. ‘The Ten Commandments and the prophecies are all that count.’

I went away and read. And then came back. Fine, I said. What kind of egomaniac would put Himself at the centre of the first three Commandments — to have no other God but Him, etc — and relegate Thou Shalt Not Murder to seventh spot? ‘For I the Lord am a jealous God, visiting the sins of the fathers upon the children,’ I quoted.

What kind of Hitler was running the universe? I asked, if not in those precise words. Was it really worse to bear false offerings to Baal, or take the Lord’s name in vain, than to murder?

My father glanced up again from his desk. ‘Read the New Testament,’ he murmured.

I went away again, and read some more. God did seem to have grown up a little in the later Testament. Matured. You couldn’t go past the Sermon on the Mount for a serve of spine-tingling poetry. But what about the magic tricks? If He was a spoilt brat in the Old, He was a teenage exhibitionist in the New: turning water into wine, walking on water, rioting in the Temple.

‘The Holy Trinity,’ I tormented my father. ‘God the Father, God the Teenage Delinquent, God the Spoilt Brat.’

I was something of a teenage delinquent myself, intellectually.
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Having had perfect understanding of all things from the very first … It was to the gospel of St Luke, fellow physician, that I first turned when I climbed back into bed, trying to find some reason to disbelieve Scanlon.

Why are ye troubled? And why do thoughts arise in your hearts? Behold my hands and my feet, that it is I myself; handle me, and see; for a spirit Hath not flesb and bones, as ye see me have …

I read through St Luke’s obituary, then (always methodical) through the other three novelettes that sandwiched it. Four versions of the Adventures of Jesus Christ.

I’ve never had a problem with the notion of an historical Jesus: his outline is dimly visible even through the wildest escapades, urban legends, and magic tricks. I’d read through my father’s books as a girl — Jewish history, early Christian history, the Roman writers: Tacitus and others. I read everything I could get my eyes on in those days. I never thought to doubt the fact of Christ. I needed to read no further than Matthew 1: 2–16.

And Abraham begat Isaac, and Isaac begat Judas, and Judas begat Phares and Phares begat Esrom, and …

I could set this down obsessively, list the next thirty generations until the begetting of Joseph, husband of Mary, but the point is clear: if anything can be trusted, it is Jewish records, the Jewish registry of births, marriages and deaths. Cities rose and fell about them, plagues came and went, whole tribes vanished under fire and brimstone, but the scribes kept scribbling. This was, this is, the true religion of the Jews: the Word.

And the alleged death, nailed to a cross? No problem believing in this either: a common enough cause of death. The road toll of Roman antiquity. The gospels might quibble over the exact date (before or after Passover?) but what did it matter? Once the existence of the man was accepted, Scanlon’s project no longer seemed quite so outrageous: no more outrageous than isolating DNA strands from a bottled dodo foot, or from the leathery skin of a stuffed Tasmanian Tiger.

A thought that leaves me wondering — later, setting this down — just how thick I could be at the time? How much else could be hidden in full view, thrust under my nose?

Some thoughts, it seemed, were still too blasphemous to actually think, even for my delinquent mind.
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Tad arrived home around midnight; the muffled sounds of Der Rosenkavalier carried to me through my closed bedroom door, and the sounds of food preparation. I ignored a gentle knock on my door; after a time the music ceased and everything was quiet.

I couldn’t sleep. I rose early — long before Tad would be awake — and booked a seat on the first flight to Adelaide. I scribbled a note for Tad, then rang Alison, at home, and asked her to cancel my appointments for a week.

‘What’s wrong, Mara? Are you ill?’

‘No. I’m fine.’

‘you sound … strange. Out of breath. Are you sure everything is all right?’

‘I’m a little tight in the chest. It’s nothing.’

Breakfast noises could be heard in the background, the sounds of a suburban family rising and preparing for the day: the high bird voices of children, the clatter of cutlery, a whistling kettle. Speech was difficult for me, and not just because of asthma; something else suddenly clogged my throat; those ordinary background sounds had a poignancy I couldn’t explain.

‘I’ll be gone for a week,’ I told her. ‘Back home to Adelaide.’

‘This is very sudden.’

I lied: ‘Family illness.’

I rewrote my note to Tad, incorporating this impromptu lie, for reasons of consistency. I was going home to Mother, I suppose. Or, more accurately, going home to myself, seeking refuge in the only safe house I knew. And if that also meant going home to Mother, it was coincidental: she happened to be living where I wanted to hide.

I remember nothing of the flight, or the cab trips that sandwiched it at each end. I was preoccupied, chewing the same obsessive cud of thoughts that had kept me awake the night before. I had never felt so confused and so alone. Was I being employed — being used — merely to manufacture children for Hollis and Mary-Beth Schultz? Why had I been kept in the dark about so many things? And Scanlon — what was his part in this? His emotional grip on me was growing; I wanted to resist it, at least until I had properly thought it through.

I found myself knocking on my mother’s door with only a vague memory of how I came to be there. The door opened to reveal a stranger: an octogenarian male clad only in a bathrobe and mottled, wrinkled skin.

‘You must be Mara,’ he said.

I was yanked back to the world of things in a hurry. An Adelaide suburb assembled itself around me. It was raining; I was standing in the rain, wet and shivering in my light Queensland clothes. A taxi was pulling out into the street behind me.

My mother emerged from a bedroom into the hall behind the stranger, looking confused and embarrassed: ‘I wasn’t expecting you till Christmas, dear.’

Some kind of loose kimono was wrapped about her compact bulk; her skin, exposed in various places, glistened, as if varnished with oil.

‘I should have rung,’ I mumbled. ‘Or written.’

‘Um — this is Albert, dear. A friend. From the golf club. Albert, this is my Mara.’

Albert offered a glistening hand, slippery with oil, and immediately withdrew it, embarrassed. I stalked past to my former bedroom.

My mother appeared in the door a few minutes later, fully dressed, carefully brushed and combed, her oiled skin scrubbed and roughened. I might have been amused, given freedom to concentrate on anything except myself: the minister’s widow from the country, discovering sexuality at the age of seventy. Was it never too late?

‘I meant to write to you about Bert, dear. He’s been such a help. Around the house. Handyman things.’

No joke was intended. I was unpacking clothes, hanging blouses and skirts. I didn’t answer. Men had become a difficult subject for me. She fiddled and twitched at the hems of a few things as I laid them across the bed.

‘This is nice, dear. I haven’t seen it before, have I?’

‘A birthday present to myself.’

‘Did you get the woollens I sent? You never wrote back. Not that you have much need of woollens up there, I suppose. But it was so lonely after you left. I had a lot of knitting in me.’

‘Is your friend living here?’

‘He stays on weekends. In the spare room. As I said, I’ve been so lonely. A house needs a man.’

‘Can you trust him?’ I said. ‘He’s not just using you? Sniffing around for his regular fuck.’

She was speechless for a few moments, her mouth open: ‘Mara, I can’t believe that you would say such things! Such language! You don’t even know him.’

‘I know the type.’

‘He’s the most gentle man you could hope to meet.’

‘They’re the worst type.’

‘Mara, it’s no wonder you never found a husband.’

I sat on the edge of the bed, folding and stacking underclothes into a drawer, trying not to listen.

‘I sometimes wonder what happened to you,’ she said. ‘To my little girl. When you … changed. When you became so hard.’

‘I haven’t changed, Mum.’

‘So … cynical,’ she added, and then, as if remembering that she hadn’t seen me for some time, and that it was a bit early for criticism, began to tweak and fuss at my hair.

‘Why don’t you do something with this hair while you’re here, dear. A perm. Even a simple bun. I have someone down the road you should see.’

I twisted free of her. My throat was clogging up again, my eyes seemed under a great pressure of tears. I had been holding them back for some time, suppressing them; now my chest heaved and they shoved their way free, burst to the surface, filled my eyes, rolled down my cheeks.

I hadn’t cried for thirty years, but it still felt the same, exactly the same. Embarrassed, not knowing what to do, my mother rested a tentative hand on my shoulder, then lifted it off again:

‘Mara, whatever is the matter, dear? Do you want to talk about it?’

Even as she mouthed the words she was backing towards the door, helpless in the face of real misery:

‘Perhaps you should have a lie down, dear. You must be tired after the trip. I’m sure you’ll feel better after a sleep. Then we can talk about it.’
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A delaide, mid-winter. The days were dark and wet and cold; never before had I felt so hemmed in, so trapped by the wintry elements. My winters in Adelaide had always been spent inside hospitals with bright lights and central heating, twenty-four hours a day. I hid in bed till noon each morning, sitting out the afternoons in the dark, small-windowed lounge, sealed inside by the rain, huddled by the gas heater, wheezing on and off.

For much of those long afternoons my mother sat opposite, knitting. Her friend, Bert, seemed to be keeping his distance. The phone tinkled from time to time; she answered it in whispers, her head and shoulders enclosing the receiver, her back turned to me. In the early evening she usually went out, leaving me to my brooding.

I wanted to separate the various strands of my confusion; to tease them apart, study each separately. In practice this was difficult: the mammal parts of the brain, the emotional parts, interfered too much with the human, rational parts.

The decision to return came quickly with help from an unexpected source: television. I wandered from my bedroom cell one night to find my mother watching a twenty-fifth anniversary commemoration of the moon landing. Those familiar, blurred, Houston-Control voices drew me down on to the arm of her chair; I perched there for a time, listening, remembering the elation that had filled me twenty-five years before. No — feeling the same elation again. July 1969. I had been studying postgraduate anatomy at the time, slicing human pelvis in the Dissecting Room of the old Medical School. A bank of TV monitors had been mounted on the central pillars for the big day, high above the rows of stainless-steel benches and white, stiff, hacked-open corpses. Those flickering television images, travelling across a quarter of a million miles, were beamed down to us through the reek of formalin and cold, greasy long pork: a small step for a man …

When I had seen and heard enough I pulled the covering sheet across the remains of my cadaver, threw down my scalpel, peeled off my gloves, and walked out of the room with the rest of my colleagues — not so much with them, but for once, at least, parallel to them. We headed for the nearest bar to celebrate, as much as anything, it seemed, ourselves. Our whole species, H. Sapiens, but especially our own smaller subspecies, H. s. scientificus. And the fact that we — that it — could produce something that was better than ourselves, or itself: something as far and high above our squalid world as those TV images in the Dissecting Room.

I’m trying to explain why I returned to Queensland. Why certain issues, certain wishes — research funds, my own Chair — should matter so much to me. Why ends mattered more than means. Why even Scanlon’s absurd project — the genetic fingerprinting of Jesus Christ — had the power to excite me, to suppress all reservations. In the end, this was the only world that I trusted: the world of science. This was the only world I finally believed in: the world of data and measurements, of accuracy, of results that could be reproduced, objectively, of facts that could be verified by others — or better still, falsified.

In this world my shrivelled heart could still be felt, beating. I could feel it beating as I boarded the early-morning flight for Queensland barely a week after I had left. A fog had slipped from the hills down on to the plain; the airbus was delayed on the tarmac for more than an hour until visibility lifted. Nervous murmurs were exchanged among the passengers, but I was breathing freely, easily. The fog was merely the last in a string of last minute difficulties. It amused me to see these as a conspiracy of inanimate objects, an attempt to prevent, or at least delay, my departure: blocked drains requiring an emergency plumber; the misplacing of an air ticket; a taxi that failed to arrive. Parts of my body also seemed party to this conspiracy; an attempted boil on the buttocks the night before, symptoms of early flu which vanished as soon as I boarded the plane. If I had been superstitious I might have taken these for messages of some kind. Warnings.

But I believed — I believe — in nothing supernatural.
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I left my bag in the empty house and was back in my office that same morning. The desk was cluttered; a week’s quota of paperwork had appeared in various in-trays. I pushed it aside. Queensland had taught me this: left untouched, paperwork has a life of its own. After a certain time delay in-trays mysteriously empty themselves, letters waiting to be signed become appended with the signatures of others.

I had cleared myself a space in which to think, or at least to read, when Alison poked her head through the door.

‘You’ve got visitors.’

‘Can they wait?’

‘Important visitors, Mara.’

‘The child-bride?’

‘Who?’

‘The divine Mary-Beth.’

‘Oh, I see. Yes. And her husband.’

‘How did they know I was back?’

I rose and peeked through the door. The Schultzes were standing in the anteroom, ignoring the seats, certain that I would not keep them waiting. Mary-Beth looked dressed more for cocktails than outpatients: high-heels, a shimmering outfit of granite crushed silk.

She smiled her high-wattage smile: ‘I hope your mother is feeling better, Mara.’

Schultz said nothing; I wondered how much he knew.

‘Much better, thank you.’

‘Was it serious?’

‘Not in the end, no.’

I stood back to allow them into the office. Mary-Beth slid gracefully into a chair, I drew up another for Hollis.

‘This isn’t a social call,’ he began.

I pulled the door shut: ‘I presume it’s to do with the matter we discussed some time back.’

His eyes met mine: ‘I referred then to “our” problem. Mrs Schultz and myself. In fact the problem is mine. And mine alone. The Lord has seen fit to render my seed barren.’

He paused; a smile stretched between his taut cheeks. The biblical turn of phrase was a joke: he wanted to let me know that he didn’t take those things seriously.

‘The Lord — and a case of mumps some years back.’

‘Of course, there’s no problem with sex,’ Mary-Beth put in, eager to make some important point about their age difference. ‘We have a wonderful sex life.’

She smiled at her husband; he glanced away, embarrassed. I sensed he had heard her on this before.

‘I’d want to check everything again,’ I said. ‘For myself.’

‘Fine by me. But I can’t see the need.’ He slid a blue manila folder across the desk. ‘I’m sure you’ll find everything you need here. We’ve been there, done that as far as tests go. Both of us.’

I opened the folder to find a thick wedge of pathology reports: sperm counts, hormone assays, a needle biopsy of the testis. A curious thing: the name Schultz was nowhere in sight; the label affixed to each report read Richard Brown.

‘An alias?’

He nodded: ‘It might seem a little, ah, over the top, but in my business you can’t be too careful.’

Mary-Beth agreed: ‘Hollis can’t blow his nose without making the papers.’

I browsed through the figures: ‘You’ve got a few sperm.’

‘Wrong shape and size, I was told in L.A.’

‘Immature forms.’ I glanced up: ‘This looks comprehensive. Of course, it doesn’t rule out the possibility that Mrs Schultz also has some sort of problem.’

He passed over another blue folder: ‘The wise men have been over her with a fine-tooth comb. But you’re welcome to cover the same territory again.’

I flipped slowly through this second folder.

‘Of course I want to be treated as just another patient,’ he said. ‘Which is why I came to see you here.’

I didn’t believe him. Not for a moment. He was letting me know, subtly, that he could have demanded a housecall, could have summoned me to an audience in the White House. He was accumulating credit, establishing some sort of bargaining position.

I decided to press my advantage before it vanished: draw some chalk lines.

‘In that case I would rather talk to you separately.’

He turned to his wife: ‘Have we got any secrets from each other, sweet thing?’

She smiled and shook her head; but uncoiled from the chair all the same: ‘If that’s what Mara wants; I’ll wait outside.’

‘Alison will get you a coffee,’ I said.

The door closed after her; Schultz immediately got to the point: ‘I know you are still in the early stages of research, Mara. But I understand that your assistant is close to some sort of breakthrough.’

I glanced up sharply. Had he been talking to Tad too?

‘You seem to know more about it than me.’

He chuckled: ‘I keep my ear to the ground.’

‘You want to be considered for the programme?’

‘If I’m suitable.’

No ‘if’ was apparent in his manner: complacent, selfassured. He knew he was suitable.

‘I don’t want to jump any queues.’

This, also, was so much noise: words without meaning, a kind of music. I had a sudden urge to suggest another needle biopsy of the testis. Both testes.

‘There’s no queue — yet. The work is still experimental. Of course I can’t see why we shouldn’t experiment with your cells as much as with anyone’s. Although I wouldn’t hold my breath. My assistant is prone to … exaggerate.’

‘Nothing to lose,’ he said. ‘I understand that some part of the stomach lining is needed?’

‘Colon. Large intestine. It’s easier to get at than the stomach. I’ll arrange a biopsy if you like.’

‘What do you mean — easier to get at?’

‘Through the anus.’

His selfassurance vanished; he shifted in his chair, discomfited: ‘Am I reading you correctly, Mara: what used to be called a ride on the iron stallion?’

I let him squirm. He had been playing games with me for months; it was my turn.

‘It’s all flexible fibre-optics these days,’ I told him, eventually. ‘Painless.’

He seemed to have risen several inches in his seat, sitting on tight-clenched muscles.

‘I’d like to talk to Mary-Beth now,’ I said. ‘Could you ask her to step in on your way out?’

No doubt there would be further bargaining in the coming months, but I was happy with my position. Miss Tennessee was a different proposition. She sat elegantly poised on the edge of her seat, smiling. I decided to blind her with science.

‘I want to take you through a tracking cycle. Hormone levels, ultrasound morphology of the ovary.’

‘Fine.’

Something about her quest winner perfection made me want to shake it around a bit, even damage it. I turned up the jargon: ‘We need to demonstrate normal ovulation and normal luteal phase.’

‘I do keep a temperature chart, Mara. Every morning, first thing.’ She paused, and smiled in a manner I can only describe as girl-to-girl. ‘Perhaps not always first thing. Hollis is such a red-blooded man. He often wakes up pretty much … um, in the mood.’

I said nothing. She sat across the desk, smiling proudly, wanting me to understand again that they shared a wonderful sex life; that the gulf between their ages was insignificant.

‘Have you brought the chart?’

She slid a neatly folded sheet of graph paper from her handbag: a regular monthly sawtooth. She was ovulating — no doubt about it.

‘You can forget this,’ I said. ‘Daily blood samples give a better indication. But be prepared to be admitted to hospital at twelve hours’ notice, the moment the hormones rise. I want to collect fresh eggs.’

I dismissed her; she rose, a swish of silk and nylon, and held out her hand.

‘I’m so glad I’m in your hands, Mara. And not some insensitive man. I had several terrible experiences in the States.’
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Tad wasn’t in the Embryology Lab. I dialled the Genetics Department — no answer. I dialled the Cell Lab extension — engaged. I left my office, pushed through the fire door and climbed the steps to the sixth floor.

Someone was in: a soprano was singing somewhere, a shiver of voice above a shimmer of strings. Der Rosenkavalier again; Tad’s listening habits moved through repetitive cycles. I followed the notes like breadcrumbs through a maze to find him sitting in the empty Cell Lab, sound system as always at his elbow. He was fiddling with something on the tray of a binocular microscope. A nearby wall phone was off the hook.

‘Mara!’ he shouted. ‘You’re back!’

He rose and hugged me, warmly: ‘How have you been?’

‘Fine,’ I shouted back. ‘Where is everyone?’

He turned down the volume, minimally: ‘You mean where is Bill?’

‘I mean where is everybody?’

‘Bill is up in the mountains. Can’t speak for the rest of them.’

We were still shouting; I reached across him and twisted the volume control to zero.

‘The mountains? What is he doing? Bushwalking?’

‘Walking the dog, more likely.’

It took me a moment to catch his meaning: ‘Truganini?’

He nodded: ‘She’s out of the pouch. Needs a bit of space to run around in. The Department has a few acres up there. Rainforest. Waterfalls. All very nice.’

‘You’ve been there?’

‘Once or twice. Bill often spends his weekends there.’

‘Something else you never told me.’

‘You’ve been busy, my dear. And now this little … excursion to Adelaide. How is your mother by the way?’

‘She’s fine.’

His feline eyes glittered; he knew why I had fled. He was playing with me, batting me between his paws.

‘I would have told you,’ he said. ‘But I never see you.’

‘I seem to have heard that excuse before.’

‘Feel free to xerox all previous excuses, and use them whenever required.’

It was difficult to stay angry with Tad. He never apologised; he somehow absorbed criticism and returned it, transformed, into jokes.

‘I’m not sure your excuses will work this time.’

‘Try me.’

I inhaled, deeply: ‘A lot of people seem to know a lot more about what’s happening in my own department than me. It’s starting to irritate me. Enormously.’

‘Names, dates and places?’

‘I’ve just been visited by our esteemed spiritual leader. Even he seems to know more than me. What’s been going on while I’ve been away? Have you been talking to Scanlon again?’

‘About what?’

‘Don’t play games. Your work. Our work. The sperm project. What else?’

‘Bill glances over my shoulder from time to time.’

‘Well hide what you’re doing. Hollis Schultz has got the idea — and I’ve a good idea from whom — that you’re going to have sperm cells jumping off his skin at any moment, ready to impregnate his child-bride.’

He looked amused: ‘Isn’t that what we were hired for? You realise this whole enterprise,’ he paused, and waved a dainty turtle paw around him, ‘is about nothing more than his own balls. Producing a son and heir.’

I was still fighting this knowledge, refusing to admit it: ‘You don’t really believe that?’

His head nestled snugly amid rolls of fat: ‘It’s not easy to disprove. Why so much funding for male infertility? Most infertiles are women. Why did they offer the Chair to you? Because of all your years of work with women? Or on the strength of one crazy paper?’

Helped along, I began to articulate my own worst fears, although putting them into Tad’s mouth: ‘You’re saying that Schultz built this entire College just to process his own sperm cells?’

He laughed, and shook his head: ‘Not the whole College.’

‘That’s a relief.’

He grinned, teasingly: ‘Just the whole Medical Centre. Especially the Department of Reproductive Medicine. You and me. He hired us to massage his dead balls.’

‘Don’t talk rubbish.’

He sat on his stool, highly amused; his small black eyes fixed on me: ‘Methinks the lady protesteth too much.’

‘The lady thinketh you talketh too much.’

He raised two paws in protest: ‘It’s not my theory.’

‘Let me guess: Scanlon?’

He nodded, eyes glittering. Gimlets, such eyes were called in the kind of books I read as a girl. The word still seemed a good fit.

We sat there, watching each other.

‘I need some fresh air,’ I finally said. ‘Do you feel like a drive in the country?’

‘Don’t tell me? The mountains?’

‘I’ve a few bones to pick with your friend Scanlon.’

I could sense him mentally lick his lips: ‘I’d better come,’ he said. ‘You’ll need a navigator.’

Nothing would keep Tad from a chance to eavesdrop on a dispute. Especially when he had managed to shift the focus of the dispute from himself on to someone else.

A university car went with my Chair — the Bucket Seat in Obstetrics, Tad had dubbed it. I seldom used the vehicle, leaving it garaged at the end of phone extension 555: the hospital car pool, wherever that was. I rang the number; in a few minutes the vehicle was waiting at the main entrance of the Medical Centre: a small Japanese sedan, roomy enough for me, but a little tight in the front passenger seat for Sumosized Tad.

‘This is a lecturer’s car, surely,’ he complained. ‘Or a tutor’s. Not a tenured Professor’s.’

I followed his directions towards the mountains. The road accompanied a river valley at first; climbing slowly past small dams, then larger dams; through cleared pasture and geometric fruit plantations: hillsides that seemed tessellated with small blocks of banana, avocado, pineapple. It was the first time I’d ventured inland from the coast; the country was the nearest thing I’ve seen to heaven on earth: thick forest, lush pasture, rich orchards, a greenness flooded with light. And yet the effect was somehow unnatural: it was exactly the mixture of greenness and light that jarred. This was subtropical hippie country: the greens much brighter and richer than any in the south; greens that hurt the eye.

I drove, squinting against the glare, as Tad attempted to construct some sort of defence for Scanlon.

‘Don’t misunderstand him. The man’s a total innocent. The man is a boy. He just says what he thinks. And does what he thinks.’

I remembered the hand on my back: ‘You don’t have to tell me that.’

He smiled: ‘His intentions aren’t malicious.’

‘I’m not interested in intentions. I’m interested in effects.’

‘Know what I think, chérie? I think you are peeved that Bill hasn’t asked you to spend the weekend with him.’

Tad had a weird sixth sense for these things.

‘Rubbish,’ I said. ‘I hardly know him.’

He began whistling a half-familiar opera tune. It was probably intended to have some sort of significance; if so it escaped me. I didn’t know the words, and decided not to ask.

The road narrowed as we climbed; I found myself driving a little more quickly than necessary, but didn’t seem able to slow. I was anxious to see Scanlon, goaded by anger — the same force that had driven me to seek him out before. I was goaded further by the small whimpers of terror that Tad uttered from time to time as I rounded a corner too quickly, or overtook a slow truck.

‘You’ll kill us both,’ the descendant of Cossacks squeaked, and screwed shut his eyes.

‘So much for genes,’ I told him.

He didn’t hear. His ears were trying to shut out the world also.
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An hour into the mountains we turned off the main road, bumping down a rutted side track that quickly dropped away into a lush valley.

‘Are you sure this is it?’

‘Perfectly. Now can we please slow down?’

Forest enclosed us; mountain ash, thick scrub, ferns. The track inclined steeply; we seemed to be moving down a darkened green tunnel, emerging suddenly into dazzling sunlight, onto a small, flat clearing. A perma-pine cabin squatted at one end. Heather Sims, the zoologist, was sitting on the verandah; Scanlon was underneath a basketball ring attached to a verandah post, bouncing a ball.

‘You didn’t tell me she was here.’

Tad smiled, beatifically: ‘I wasn’t certain.’

The cabin had the look of something assembled from a kit, an environment that suited Scanlon, in his jeans and beard and army shirt — a man who might have been built from cheap kit parts himself. Several small sheds were clustered to one side of the clearing; and a row of large, fine-meshed cages. The chairs and table on the verandah also had a build-it-yourself look; a cask of wine and various odd-shaped glasses sat on the uneven surface.

As the car bumped across the clearing several plump dodos lumbered squawking out of its path. Scanlon turned, one arm shielding his eyes against the light. I climbed out; he greeted me, smiling:

‘Professor Fox.’

‘Professor Scanlon.’

Sims said nothing. She was bent over some kind of papoose, or knapsack, strapped to her chest. I felt a surge of curiosity at the exact nature of their relationship, curiosity pricked through with something else, something a little … sharper.

‘You’re a long way from home,’ he said.

‘Could we talk?’

That wide-eyed, direct gaze: ‘Sure. Want to shoot some baskets?’

‘In private?’

Tad had emerged from the car, hoping for fireworks, but Heather Sims intervened: ‘Don’t you want to look at our baby first, Mara?’

A small, furred dog head poked from the mouth of the papoose, suckling at a baby’s bottle: the head of a cuckoo grown too big for a Devil pouch. I had last seen Truganini as an embryo: an embryo carried on the outside, marsupial fashion. Then, undifferentiated, she could have been anything: kangaroo, woolly mammoth, dodo, even human. Now she was definitely a puppy; although the blunt nose, big eyes and big head were still to some extent the shared proportions of all animal young.

‘What do you think, Mara?’

‘Very nice. About our talk, Professor Scanlon … ’

‘What do you mean, nice? She’s beautiful. Come and have a cuddle.’

‘I’m allergic to animals.’

Sims rose and unstrapped the papoose: ‘You can’t be allergic to something you haven’t been exposed to before. Here, sit down.’

My anger would have to wait. I sat on the verandah at her feet; Sims eased the papoose gently over her head and shoulders, and slipped it across mine. The bundle, warm, and heavy, came to rest between my breasts.

Tad was already tapping himself a drink from the wine cask: ‘Good God,’ he said. ‘It’s the Marsupial Woman.’

‘It does seem a better system,’ I said. ‘Giving birth to something the size of a goldfish: no pain, no trauma.’

I found myself looking towards Scanlon. For approval? I hoped not. He was standing some distance off, eyes closed, face to the sun, dreaming. Perhaps it was only his silence that drew me to him, wanted to make him pay attention.

‘No arrested labour,’ I said, too loudly. ‘No forceps, no big, stuck heads. Minimal involvement.’

I had thought this over, off and on. The joke notion that marsupial intelligence might have evolved in Australia, given time. The clear advantages of Marsupial Woman. Obstetrics would be so much easier: uterus becomes marsupium, a pouch womb worn on the outside, easy to get at. No need for ultrasounds or amniotic probes; antenatal checks would be as simple as lifting back the lip of a pouch and glancing in.

As for Termination of Pregnancy: open the pouch, and pluck the tadpole from the nipple. Or was that infanticide?

‘Strictly speaking,’ Heather Sims said, ‘if intelligent life had developed in Australia it would probably have been a monotreme, not a marsupial.’

She also was addressing her words towards the small figure of Scanlon as she spoke, as if for approval. His thoughts were still elsewhere.

‘You’ve lost me,’ I said. ‘Strictly speaking.’

‘Us,’ added Tad.

She turned away from Scanlon. Her voice seemed to be talking down towards me, a tutor’s voice: ‘Monotremes. Egg-laying mammals.’

‘The platypus?’ I said.

Truganini was scrabbling in my lap, trying to find the dislodged teat.

Tad emitted a high-pitched laugh: ‘Duck-billed humans?’

‘Probably ant-eating humans. The nearest thing we have to chimp intelligence on this continent is the echidna.’

‘Porcupines?’ from Tad, incredulous. ‘Porcupines are our most intelligent species?’

‘Not porcupines. Echidnas. Spiny anteaters.’

She glanced towards Scanlon; he was shooting baskets in the sunshine again, possibly half-listening. I sensed, humiliated, that the two of us — two women who were both years older than him — were entering into some kind of competition for his attention.

‘Three-pointer!’ he muttered to himself: some sort of private triumph. The ball swished through that low-altitude ring.

Sims pressed on: ‘Echidna brains are among the biggest of all mammals, relative to size.’

Tad was unconvinced: ‘You’re joking!’

She shook her head. The two curtains of straight-combed hair that framed each side of her face, released from the usual ponytail, flapped from side to side.

‘In Hobart we used to run them through mazes.’

‘Run them?’

‘Well, walk them. Strictly speaking.’

The tiger cub whimpered; I slipped the teat back into an eager mouth.

‘What about this one?’ I asked.

‘She’s no Einstein,’ Sims said. ‘But she’ll get by.’

‘We just want her to be happy,’ Tad said.

Everyone laughed; Scanlon included. He dropped his basketball and stepped up on to the verandah: ‘Maya, you wanted to talk?’

‘It can wait,’ I said. The pup was suckling again; I felt an odd, unfamiliar contentment. Was this all it took?

‘Then let’s eat, guys.’

A gas barbecue was standing to one side, he wheeled it into the open, and lit the gas. Sims disappeared into the cabin, emerging shortly with a jar of vegetable oil and a platter of odd-looking food. Three dodos came waddling across the clearing; she tossed them a few scraps of food.

Tad approached the barbecue: ‘What’s on the menu? Endangered species? Dodo drumsticks?’

‘Soy fritters, tofu, salad.’

He wrinkled his nose: ‘I’ve driven all this way for a vegetarian barbecue? Who’s in charge here? I demand to see the manager.’

Scanlon was no vegetarian, I knew. He ate anything that fitted the dimensions of his mouth. Heather Sims was clearly in charge of the catering arrangements. The unfamiliar food began to hiss and splash onto the oil. I sat stilled, becalmed; feeding the tiny, wide-eyed occupant of my marsupium. The ungainly dodos raked their top-heavy beaks through the dust at my feet, the warm sunshine spilled over me. Remembering that moment now — sitting here, setting it down in black and white — I’m not sure what to think. Were my reasons for seeking out Scanlon that easily brushed aside? Shove something small and cute into my arms and turn up the sunshine and everything else is forgotten?

Am I really that pathetic? That easily softened, and tenderised?





6

The Tiger went public on a Friday afternoon three weeks later.

A podium was being erected on the grassy verges of the lake as I walked the shore-path to work that morning. Chairs were being unstacked and ranked and filed, various enclosures roped off, a red-striped marquee raised, trestle tables and iceboxes unloaded from catering trucks. The PA shriek carried to me as I climbed the last few steps of the Medical Centre: testing, one, two, three …

I spent the morning in my office, flipping the pages of recently-arrived journals. From time to time I rose and pressed my nose to the window, watching events unfold. The television vans arrived first, disgorged crews, aimed satellite dishes at some high invisible point in the blue. Around noon cars began to arrive: firstly those who drove themselves, in small and medium cars; later the chauffeur-driven, plump men in business suits, mostly, and the occasional power-dressed woman (loops of pearls and high-shouldered linen suits) stepping from the rear doors of lengthy limousines. Drinks were being served in the marquee; its striped canvas sides had been raised and furled like Viking sails. Richard Pfitzner was prominent, moving from group to group. I could almost lip read the words: So Nice To See You Again. So Pleased You Could Come.

Am I too uncharitable? Perhaps forcing yourself to smile is at least better than not smiling at all. Perhaps the fake, if enacted long enough, becomes the genuine. My father liked to tell me that goodness was a bit like that, a matter of habit, a matter of manners. If you pretend to be good, if you act good for long enough, you are good.

Around noon I nibbled at a salad sandwich fetched up from the staff dining room by Alison, and returned to my reading and note taking. And occasional window browsing. I was standing at the window when Tad stuck his head through my office door just before two: ‘Ready?’

‘I’m not sure I’m going.’

‘Of course you’re going. Everyone is going. This is the event of the year.’

‘I’m not good at small talk. Perhaps I’ll come in a few minutes. Once the speeches get started.’

‘I’m not leaving without you, chérie.’

He joined me, face pressed to the window, as Hollis and Mary-Beth Schultz stepped from a long white American car below. A few minutes later something more antique and English-looking — the name Bentley pops into my head from somewhere — pulled up. A small Australian flag fluttered on the bonnet; the State Governor and her husband stepped out.

‘The Governess,’ Tad murmured.

‘Tad,’ I warned.

‘Terrible dress sense,’ he said.

‘Looks fine to me.’

‘You are hardly one to judge.’

Pfitzner was quickly at her side; he appeared, improbably, to curtsy. The Schultzes approached at a more dignified pace, hands were shaken all around, the Vice-Regal party merged into the crowd.

Tad wasn’t finished with the Governor yet: ‘That hat! You could swear the Queen’s Representative is wearing hand-me-downs.’

In the circus tent the drinking continued, the odd flashbulb popped. Pfitzner glanced at his watch, and glanced towards the Medical Centre. The expression on his face was impossible to make out: anxiety? I needed binoculars.

‘The Dean is getting twitchy,’ I said. ‘2 p.m. and still no sign of the Guest-of-Honour.’

‘I’m getting twitchy myself,’ Tad said. ‘We must go.’

‘Just a little longer.’

My own invitation, a gilt-edged card, was leaning against the telephone. A glossy brochure had come with it: an investment prospectus. Sunrise Industry … Genetic Engineering … Venture Capital. I had no intention of arriving early and being forced to trade small chat with merchant bankers and accountants and investment consultants.

At last, nearer 3 p.m. than 2, Scanlon and his team wandered down the steps of the Medical Centre below us. The twins, Heather Sims and Ruth Bogart, carried something cubic and cloth covered between them: a cage, presumably. Heads turned beneath the marquee;

Pfitzner detached himself from the Vice-regal Party. Something dangled from his hand: a necktie. I realised — amused — that he was offering it to Scanlon.

‘I’m leaving,’ Tad threatened. ‘With or without.’

We caught the lift down, and approached the marquee unnoticed. All eyes were on the covered cage, or on the various dignitaries ascending the podium. My gilt-edged pass allowed me into the roped-off enclosure immediately beneath, along with other Department Heads, and the kind of people who had stepped from chauffeur-driven cars. The Tiger Investment prospectus could be seen everywhere, clutched in plump, fleshy hands: schedules of profit, tax write-offs, investment returns.

Tad, much to his chagrin, was relegated to the back stalls. He was a great believer in roped-off areas, provided he was on the right side of the rope. I offered to change places; he ignored me, too proud to accept, or even acknowledge, the offer.

Scanlon sat centrally on the raised stage, looking bored, his uniform of jeans and army shirt augmented by one of Pfitzner’s more conservative ties. The Governor and her husband sat on one side, Hollis and Mary-Beth Schultz on the other. Mary-Beth was wearing a coat trimmed with tigerskin: Bengal, not Tasmanian, but a cute, and perhaps risky, touch all the same.

The speech is an Australian Institution; I learnt this young. Richard Pfitzner, first at the microphone, might have been at School Speech Night, jingling coins and keys in his pocket, savouring his fifteen minute ration of fame. His role was to welcome visiting dignitaries, and introduce the Governor; he managed to pad the required handful of sentences into a filibuster of unfunny jokes and hesitant ums and ahs. At length the Governor was permitted her turn: an uplifting recitation on the subject of Australian initiative and enterprise, before she handed over the microphone to William Scanlon, an American.

Scanlon stood and briefly thanked each member of his team, by name. And Hollis Schultz, for ‘making it all possible’.

As I watched him standing there — uninterested, going through the motions — I saw it for the first time. His heart wasn’t in it. This was not where he lived, to borrow one of his own phrases. I knew, with certainty, that he would never have left Stanford University for this: to clone the Tasmanian Tiger, and announce it at School Speech Night. The Tiger was a temporary distraction, nothing more.

‘Without further ado,’ Pfitzner was saying, ‘the moment you’ve all been waiting for …’

Mary-Beth Schultz unveiled Scanlon’s newest miracle: Truganini. More flashbulbs popped, video cameras hummed. The cub was lifted from her small cage, and prodded along the length of the podium, on a leather leash. In the mountains I had seen only the head, or face, peeping from the lip of a papoose. The front quarters matched that head, recognisably puppy. The torso was more catlike.

There was no sign of timidity. She fed from the hand, cocked her head at the crowd, permitted herself to be cuddled by various dignitaries who queued for photo-opportunities.

Scanlon watched the proceedings, clearly bored; I watched Scanlon. He forced himself to smile from time to time, he fielded the odd question, but as he loosened, then loosened again, the borrowed silk tie that squeezed his neck, his thoughts were clearly far from there.
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A second invitation was wedged beneath an array of fridge-magnets — plastic pineapples, bananas, avocadoes, part of our ‘fully furnished’ apartment — at home: an invitation to dinner that evening in the White House. This was another source of chagrin for Tad.

‘Couldn’t you sneak me in?’ he said.

‘Department Heads only,’ I told him.

‘It’s not that I’m desperate. I’ve a better offer in Brisbane. I was just curious.’

In fact that invitation was more of a command: a card embossed with times and dress suggestions and RSVP dates, but whose true message was written between the lines. All Department Heads Will Now Make Merry. By Order …

Most obeyed the subpoena. Richard Pfitzner was present, of course: proffering trays of canape’s among the assembled scientists as if he had finally realised his station in life, at least metaphorically. I took a small, silly pleasure in keeping him standing for several long seconds while I chose an elaborate, tiger-striped tidbit.

Peter Raines, the Professor of Surgery, another American import, was a notable absentee. I had met him several times: a little man with an opinion on everything. His absence was oddly conspicuous, given his size. I wasn’t surprised; there had been a mild falling out at the last Research Committee meeting over the issue of the Tasmanian Tiger. He had not even seen an interim progress report, he complained, and suddenly the animal was walking among us. There had been mutters of support, mine among them: the Research Committee should take priority over Publicity Launches, the purists among us thought. His feathers had evidently not yet unruffled.

The Guest of Honour — Scanlon, not his Tigerpup — was present. His borrowed tie had vanished; his shirt had reverted to normal dishevelled status. He began tearing open the hot bread rolls the moment he was seated, even before the saying of grace. A few surprised glances were exchanged around that long table, but Scanlon was the star, he could do no wrong. This was axiomatic. Mary-Beth Schultz, the perfect hostess, tore open her own bread roll immediately, bit off a mouthful, then glanced up:

‘In all the excitement I forgot grace,’ she said; and proceeded to murmur one of the shorter set pieces in her repertoire.

I doubt if Scanlon noticed this courtesy. If he had spilled his wine, Mary-Beth would surely have spilled hers, and still he wouldn’t have noticed. He chomped at his roll, unembarrassed. As always, there seemed no pleasure in his eating; he ate as if his taste buds had been destroyed; he ate functionally, supplying himself with the necessary sugars and amino acids and daily requirements of essential vitamins with a minimum of time and fuss. And manners.

Each course had some vaguely tigerish theme, or motif. The pumpkin soup was striped across its firm, orange surface with delicate lines of cream. The rainbow trout was bound by small strips of bacon. The steak was griddle-charred, etched with deep, dark streaks. All of which was very clever, even twee, but wasted on Scanlon.

Mary-Beth, mock peeved, drew his attention to it.

‘Looks more like grilled zebra,’ he pronounced, poking at the meat with his knife.

Several diners laughed, Hollis Schultz among them.

‘Grilled adidas track shoe,’ Scanlon continued, never one for heeding the bounds of taste.

Even rudeness was permitted tonight. Mary-Beth pouted, but she was only pretending to be miffed. Not that she had cooked any of this striated food, but the ideas were clearly hers. The ‘concepts’, as her husband put it, proudly.

The tiger-trimmed coat she had worn earlier in the day had been shed, and the orange silk beneath it.

It was not a fun night; pleasant, but nothing more. The day had been long, all things that needed saying had been said earlier in the day, through a microphone. Whatever praise needed to be given had been given. Mary-Beth tried hard, or perhaps wasn’t even trying, perhaps continuous patter came naturally to her. Habitual goodness. The replies from her guests had a forced feel to them: the replies of those, me among them, who saw attendance as a duty. Scanlon in particular seemed distracted. Having eaten his fill — having overeaten — he no longer had any use for the gathering. Its social purposes were beyond him. He sat across the table, playing with his sweets: a wedge of layered cake, alternating light and dark bands. It looked like a giant liquorice allsort.

‘You seem quiet,’ I murmured. ‘Anticlimax?’

He looked at me, directly: ‘Getting there is the fun, isn’t it? The journey, not the arrival.’

‘So where to from here?’

‘I’m working on a few things.’

‘Mammoth? Tyrannosaurus rex?’

Hollis Schultz, ostensibly listening to his neighbour Grossman, further down the table, seemed to have an ear cocked our way. Scanlon also seemed aware of this: he sipped his wine, watching me.

‘Top secret?’ I prompted.

‘You’ll be among the first to know,’ he said. ‘If and when. It’s early stages yet. Nothing concrete.’

Schultz smiled, goodhumouredly: ‘Professor Fox, can’t we let the man rest on his laurels for a few minutes?’

Things fizzled out at eleven; Schultz, pleading tiredness, overruled his wife and dismissed the gathering. I left at the same time as Scanlon; we walked slowly downhill to the residential terraces together, a little closer physically than necessary, perhaps. Our shoulders bumped together from time to time, our arms clumsily collided. I felt an odd tingle each time this happened: would he attempt to grab me again? The anticipation was not unpleasant.

‘Can I offer you a nightcap?’ he said.

The words sounded foreign to him; a phrase borrowed from a movie perhaps. Was he teaching himself more subtle approaches?

‘Coffee would be nice.’

It was the first time I had entered his home. There was little evidence of housekeeping. The moment the door opened I could smell Scanlon: the smell of an animal, magnified, in its own lair.

The furnishings were minimal: mismatched chairs, tables covered with paperwork and unwashed mugs and plates. A single, wrinkled orange sat in the middle of a large fruit bowl wearing a coat of blue fur as thick as mink.

Scanlon disappeared into the kitchen; I inspected my surroundings more carefully. Basketball posters were taped to the walls: portraits of giant airborne black men, mostly, with names, or nicknames, like Doctor or Magic or Swisher. A small bookshelf stood in one corner; I stepped closer, curious. Science-fiction paperbacks filled the shelves, lurid covers and equally lurid titles: Planet Auschwitz, Martian Nymphomaniacs. Scattered among the pulp novels were a few basketball books: biographies, it seemed, of the same black, spidery giants who featured on the wall-posters.

Scanlon re-entered the room with a tray of coffee things: broken-handled mugs, instant coffee, a spoon encrusted with hardened sugar. He passed the milk carton; it felt oddly heavy, its contents resistant, sluggish. More solid than liquid, I suspected. I returned it to the tray.

‘Black — remember?’

He didn’t. He sat on the couch, a short white man surrounded by posters of giant blacks, watching me. He had a way of holding my gaze that might have been simple curiosity — a child’s innocent stare, ignorant of meaning — but which always disturbed me.

My mouth was dry, I had nothing to say.

‘You think men and women can be friends before the age of seventy, Mara?’

I found this disconcerting: ‘I don’t follow.’

‘Can we be friends while we still have functioning balls?’

This was not a line he had learnt from watching movies, this was a blunt original. I averted my gaze, and sipped from my chipped mug. The coffee was cold, or lukewarm at best; I suspected he had filled the mugs from the hot-water tap.

I tried to joke my way free: ‘I had no testicles last time I looked.’

‘Ovaries. Whichever. Same principle. Hormone factories.’

‘Different hormones.’

‘Of course. Vive la différence. Otherwise we would all act the same.’

Our conversation in his laboratory some weeks before came back to me, the first time I had sensed that his words might mean something else, something nonliteral. There seemed similar footnotes — invisible footnotes — to each word here. The discussion might have been an abstract intellectual dispute between colleagues. Or it might have been the awkward mating dance of that odd bird, Homo sapiens scientificus.

I tried to keep it abstract. ‘You think gender differences can be explained by chemical differences?’

‘You don’t?’

‘It’s a little simplistic.’

‘I thought you read the journals, Mara. This is old work. Ancient history.’

‘How ancient?’

‘Ten years. Twenty. You must have read Geshwind on testosterone and brain development. Or Doreen Kimura. The same hormone that puts hair on chests retards language skills. Men are naturally strong and silent. Inarticulate.’

‘Really? You surprise me.’

He laughed: ‘Some men.’

He had edged a little closer on the sofa. I tried to keep him talking: ‘How else are we different?’

His hand was behind me: ‘You and me personally?’

Suddenly the conversation was heading back towards its hidden agenda.

‘Men and women,’ I generalised, hastily.

‘Men have the greater sex drive,’ he said.

I laughed, scornfully: ‘Don’t confuse sex and aggression.’

‘I’m only speaking generally,’ he said. ‘It doesn’t mean anything for an individual. You may want me as much as I want you.’

Finally, he had said it. Uttered the words. A strange courtship, certainly: a lot of wing flapping and intellectual stork stepping. Perhaps this roundabout route was his only way of arriving. Perhaps, to use his own words, getting there was most of the fun. Or perhaps the failure of the direct approach — the hands-on approach — some weeks before had forced him to this.

He moved closer; I realised he planned to kiss me. Our mouths met, our teeth clunked clumsily together. I pulled free, and rose from the sofa.

‘I don’t know that I’m ready for this.’

‘When will you know?’

I watched him from a safer distance. I was surprisingly clearheaded. And the words were much easier to find: ‘I don’t think I want to do it here. I don’t feel … comfortable.’

He was equally frank: ‘Your place, then.’

‘I don’t know. This is very sudden. And what about Tad?’

‘Tad will be in Brisbane,’ he said.

I glanced at him, surprised. He had never asked about my living arrangements with Tad. And I had volunteered nothing. Did he know everything about us?

‘I’ll come in half an hour,’ he insisted. ‘Leave the door open.’

At the age of forty-eight, finally, it had come to this: the Milestone. The First Time. I knew a lot about sex, textbook sex — Physiology, Clinical Stages — but had never been close to the act. I had never even masturbated, despite prescribing the practice for my frigid patients as a way of loosening up, of discovering their sexuality.

Do as I say, not as I do.

Perhaps those occasional teenage dreams were the closest I’d been, the closest I’d come: woken by a glow which I could never reliably localise. In hindsight I must have been aroused, but I was too ignorant, too innocent, to acknowledge the origin, the geographical site of those feelings. I wouldn’t have dreamt of touching myself in my teens, of discovering the sources of arousal. Later I read the medical textbooks, and understood.

At home I undressed slowly. I carefully folded my clothes, trying to steady my thoughts and pulse. I wanted to impose some sort of method, or ritual, on to the Unknown. I unwrapped a new cake of soap — a small scented boutique soap from some long-forgotten Christmas Day — and stepped into the shower. My forty-eight-year-old heart was beating like a schoolgirl’s, thumping at my chest wall as I soaped my breasts. I stepped out of the shower, slipped my glasses back on, and inspected the rest of that forty-eight-year-old body in the steamy mirror. The signs of age etched into the face, the pinched mouth, the prim expression, seemed to cease at the neck. The body was a virgin’s body, a childless body; on the bony side perhaps, and not particularly shapely, but firmer in the breasts than most I’d seen. And the skin was good.

I turned, startled, to find Scanlon watching from the door.

‘The shower’s free,’ I said, avoiding his gaze. ‘If you want to use it.’

‘Maybe afterwards.’

I squeezed past without touching him — not an easy feat — turned off the bedroom lights and climbed into bed. He rapidly stripped and climbed in beside me. I could smell him more than I could see him: stale sweat. Feral fox. We lay alongside each other, naked, awkward, not knowing what to say. We spoke simultaneously, then neither of us spoke, then we spoke simultaneously. Our teeth clumsily collided again when we tried to kiss. His hand moved between my thighs; I squirmed.

‘Don’t touch me there. It’s ticklish.’

I sensed that he was relieved to be excused from whatever he had read in books, or seen in movies, on the subject of foreplay. Or was I projecting my own timidity on to him? It seemed mutual: the professors making love like a pair of odd extinct animals, trying to remember long lost instincts, modelling their mating behaviour more on things learnt than on things that came naturally.

Perhaps we were merely like teenagers, for the first time.

I’m not going to say it was blissful, it wasn’t. It was awkward, and painful, and then too surprising, too queerly weird to be enjoyable.

And then, when I might have grown to enjoy it, too quick. Scanlon made love in the same manner that he ate food: appeasing his appetite as quickly and efficiently as possible. Bolting it.

It was a moderate adventure, and it ended well. For me, the pleasure came after: not so much knowing that I’d done it, that the Milestone was past, as lying in bed with Scanlon sleeping beside me, a man I might not lust after, yet, but trusted. And even — was it possible? — loved.

He was snoring lightly: rumble, purr, rumble, purr. I disentangled myself from the bedsheets, lifted his jeans from the floor and folded them over the back of a chair. I carried his shirt into the laundry — a small, compact room at the back of the terrace filled with gleaming white goods — rinsed it beneath the tap, sprinkled gritty washing powder on to the collar, cuffs and armpits, and began to scrub the various grimy surfaces together. Housework, the various events of the Modern Women’s Pentathlon had never appealed to me; but there was a genuine satisfaction in this. I hadn’t particularly enjoyed the sexual act. I had enjoyed the knowledge that I was doing it, at last, I had enjoyed the warm feelings between us, but I think this satisfied me most: Scanlon sleeping in my bed, me in the laundry washing those concentric sweat rings from his shirt, washing away the accumulated days, the various deposits of the past, his separate history and mine.

Washing the slate clean.

Preoccupied, I didn’t hear the pad of bare feet behind me. His arms enfolded me, startling me.

‘I’m going to be away for a few days,’ he said. ‘A publicity tour for the new baby. I can’t get out of it.’

He pressed his mouth into the nape of my neck, his words were muffled: ‘Maybe we could do this again when I get back.’

I was not yet lost to rationality: ‘I’d have to check my diary.’

He nuzzled a little deeper.

‘You’re beautiful,’ he mumbled, tritely. It was the most absurd lie I had ever believed in my life.
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One lie that I had never believed was my mother’s favourite lie: beauty is in the eye of the beholder. This consolation was aimed more at herself, the Ugly Duckling’s mother, I sensed, than at me. I pretended to agree — at first. Later I bent my lack of belief into intellectual arguments. What was female beauty, what were its essences? Was it a mere convention, as I argued to her? An arbitrary fashion? If so, was there an era in the past, or some lost tribe in the present where even my appearance would meet the criteria of beauty? Where my bony proportions might define the criteria? Tribes could be found to prove anything — where was mine? In what lost valley?

I teased her without mercy. In private I feared it was more simple, more absolute, than this. Surely the notion of beauty was nothing more than a form of nostalgia, a harking after the perfections and proportions of girlhood. The perfect, unwrinkled skin. The lush hair. The anatomical proportions, the doll proportions, the soft-toy proportions that all mammal young seem to share: big head, big possum eyes, small thimble nose.

If so, what exactly was Scanlon beholding that night? Clearly he wasn’t seeking someone younger, some doll or soft-toy simulacrum: he was seeking someone older.

My orphan theory came back to me: was he looking for his mother?

Perhaps. But here was the measure of my new serenity: so what? It made the events of the previous night no less real. I’d come to believe over the years that all human love was pathological in a sense: born of different types of insecurity. Why should ours be different?

I cleared away our shared breakfast things — coffeepot, toast, cereal bowls — after he had left, still musing. I remembered a case from the Assault Clinic Roster, years before: an eighty-year-old widow raped by a teenage boy. Afterwards the boy had sat down at the kitchen table and asked his victim for a glass of milk. And Weet-bix. He had also asked — innocently, it seemed — if he could visit again.

To have been a fly on the wall! Not watching the cruel act itself, but the aftermath. The sudden adjustments. To have watched that little-boy face, to have attempted to read the confusion of thoughts beneath. Or the absence of thoughts. And to have watched her, to have overheard the replies of this cool-headed widow, surprisingly unruffled.

I had dawdled over my slides and smears as she dressed after the examination, wanting to know more.

‘So what did you do?’

She was pulling on her clothes with care. The usual damage had been magnified by age: human skin becomes parchment-like, easily torn and bruised, with age.

‘What did I do when, dear?’

‘When the … rapist asked for breakfast. What did you do? If you don’t mind me asking.’

Such questions were not my business. Anything beyond actual rape mechanics, beyond photographing the bruises and suturing the lacerations and preparing the forensic specimens, was not my business.

Her reply was sane, and matter-of-fact: ‘I poured out a glass of milk, dear. And as the boy sat there in the kitchen drinking his milk I rang the police.’

‘He stayed while you rang?’

‘He seemed to feel at home. Safe. And I was finding him someplace to go.’

I snorted: ‘Jail?’

‘I felt sorry for him, dear. I think he just wanted to be told what to do. Police, lawyers, I don’t think it mattered deep down. He sat there talking to me until the police arrived as if he had known me for years.’

‘About what?’

But I could guess. The Orphanage. The Broken Home. The Abuse. The Poverty. Pick a cliché’, any cliché’.

Excuses, excuses? Or ameliorating conditions, mitigating circumstances? Are we all innocent, until proven guilty? No: innocent, until proven innocent? As terrible as that rape was, I couldn’t at the time see how the relationship this milk-drinking boy was trying to build with his victim was more pathological than many of the marriages I knew. Sour grapes? My colleagues’ marriages mostly seemed glued together by blood, sweat and tears, by semen and pain; a faulty weld forced on couples by chemical forces and psychological imperatives beyond their control.

Or else they were business arrangements. Child-rearing arrangements, dead in the heart.

Of course I would have cheerfully castrated that teenage rapist, given half a chance. I stress cheerfully, not vengefully. I would have castrated him for his own good; I would have castrated him out of sympathy, out of whatever wobbly trace I had in me of this thing called love.

Or its subspecies, mother love.
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Scanlon was away for a week: a round of Midday Shows, Late Shows, Face-to-Face Interviews and Personal Appearances in the southern capitals. Halfway through the week — a week which I wanted to set aside for collecting my thoughts, and deciding my long-term Scanlon policy — Tad summoned me to the Sixth Floor:

‘Don’t tarry. It’s eureka time, chérie.’

I found him in the Cell Lab, bent over his binocular microscope. No opera could be heard, for once he was working in silence. He beckoned urgently, keeping his eyes glued to the twin eyepieces. I sat opposite and bent to the accessory eyepiece.

‘What am I looking at?’

‘Dr Hollis Schultz. Or part thereof.’

‘Which part?’

‘One gut cell.’

I stared into a round, illuminated field. Two columnar cells, mirror images, were fused at the waist by a narrowing thread of cell substance.

‘Two gut cells,’ I corrected him.

He lifted his eyes from the binoculars; I lifted mine. He shook his head from side to side, smugly, silently.

I asked the question: ‘You mean you’ve done it?’

He rotated the lenses: ‘Come up to higher magnification. Take a look at the genes.’

We bent again; there could be no mistake: each half cell contained a half set of chromosomes. Twenty-three singles.

‘How long can it survive? Any idea?’

‘A few days, with luck. I’ve frozen the division before the final tearing of the cell envelope. I’m trying a new culture medium — Scanlon suggested the mix. Something they used with the Tiger.’

‘He didn’t mention anything to me.’

‘Maybe he had other things to talk to you about.’

‘I don’t know what you mean.’

He laughed, teasingly: ‘Don’t be coy. I think it’s sweet.’

I interrupted: ‘I’d better ring the White House and give our esteemed leader the good news.’

Tad twiddled his lenses again: ‘I took the liberty of ringing already.’

‘When?’

He bent his face to the microscope, hiding his expression: ‘Just now.’

‘Before or after you rang me?’

‘After, of course.’

This mollified me a little, but only a little.

‘What did he say?’

‘He’s on his way over. Don’t be angry, chérie — Hollis is always up here, poking around. Can’t seem to stay away from the place.’

‘I never see him in my Department.’

‘He and Scanlon are pretty thick. Maybe it’s some American thing. They shut themselves away in Scanlon’s office for hours. I don’t know what they talk about all day … Basketball, maybe.’

Hollis Schultz arrived within minutes, with Mary-Beth in tow: beaming, offering congratulations. They both spent time peering through the microscope under Tad’s supervision.

Hollis lifted his eyes first: ‘So where to now, Mara? We can use this to fertilise Mary-Beth’s eggs?’

‘It’s not that simple. I didn’t expect your genes to be ready for months.’

He wasn’t listening: ‘We want to get this thing moving. A.s.a.p.’

Mary-Beth bent elegantly over the microscope, one hand holding back her hair. She was wearing a simple black skirt and poison-green blouse. She was wearing … Whenever Mary-Beth Schultz finds her way into these pages those words seem to write themselves. I couldn’t help but notice her clothes. And remember. I could probably describe her wardrobe on each of the dozen or so occasions I met her, at times even her complete wardrobe, underwear included. Various pastel-green, lace-trimmed things were folded neatly on a side chair later that morning as she lay on my examination table.

There was nothing much to note: normal pelvic dimensions, no organ abnormalities.

‘There is one thing that worries me, Mara,’ she said, fully clothed again. ‘One thing I want to ask.’

‘I don’t think this is the time, sweetheart,’ her husband said.

I interrupted: ‘No. Feel free to ask.’

She glanced at her husband, then spoke her mind: ‘What are the chances of some sort of birth defect?’

‘Small. But tests can be done at an early stage. If there is anything wrong …’

‘I couldn’t allow an abortion,’ Schultz interposed.

‘All this is hypothetical,’ I said. ‘There is no guarantee that we can do it. We still have to get a full half set of chromosomes out of those cells upstairs, and into your egg. If the technique works — I stress if — your main worry will be choosing the sex of your baby.’

They glanced at each other, surprised.

‘Girl,’ said Mary-Beth. ‘Girl first.’

Schultz appeared disconcerted: ‘I naturally thought — seeing you were using my cells — that the child would be a boy.’

I shook my head: ‘There has to be a choice. No way of avoiding it. You understand that each gut cell is split in two: creating, in effect, one male and one female sperm cell. One X, one Y.’

Schultz rose and walked to the window and turned, mildly agitated. I was surprised that it mattered so much to him.

‘A girl,’ Mary-Beth was saying, using a pleading, mock-little-girl tone herself. ‘Please.’

‘We’ll think about it.’

‘Please, honey.’

Schultz shrugged: ‘okay, a girl,’ he said, and his wife reached out and squeezed his hand.
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Two observations from childhood: a cup, toppled over, always has liquid in it; a slice of bread, dropped, always lands butter-side down. The Law of Buttered Bread, my mother called it. Most know it as Murphy’s Law: if things can go wrong, they will.

There is a more interesting variant — an opposite variant. When things finally go right, they go right in a rush. They go right too often, in too great quantities.

Scanlon rang from Sydney that night with an invitation: to spend the weekend with him in the mountains. He was full of complaints. Publicity bored him. Interviewers were idiots. He planned to leave the Tiger cub with Heather Sims in Melbourne and fly back; could I meet him at the airport?

‘I need to get away from the human race,’ he said. ‘For a while.’

‘All the human race?’

He laughed: ‘One or two exceptions.’

He kissed me in the arrival lounge at Coolangatta, standing tip-toed: an affectionate, brotherly graze of lips against cheek. He was carrying a single, small overnight bag, barely big enough for a toothbrush.

‘Is that all your luggage?’

‘I was only gone a week.’

He reeked a little more than usual. There was a renewed awkwardness between us; we both seemed more comfortable retreating into the role of Professor. I drove him north towards the College, groping for conversation, unable to think of anything beyond the standard How-Was-The-Trip questions.

‘Very boring. Answering the same questions five times a day.’

‘I saw you on the Midday Show.’

‘You watched TV?’

‘It was compulsory. Alison brought in the videotape.’

‘Stop here,’ he said, suddenly. ‘We’ll need some supplies.’

‘You don’t want to go home first?’

He shook his head; I slewed the car into the kerb, climbed out and followed him into a smallish supermarket. He shopped at pace, manhandling a resistant trolley through the gleaming aisles, tossing in items of food which seemed randomly chosen: cans of soup, TV dinners, frozen pizza. I was reminded of the scholar food I had eaten in my first years alone in the city: cheap takeaways, the contents of unspeakable cans. I managed to sneak some fresh fruit into the trolley behind his back, and a carton of orange juice.

‘What about a change of clothes?’ I said as we loaded the provisions into the car. ‘It’s no trouble to run you home first.’

‘We won’t need clothes.’

He said nothing again for some time; neither did I. Neither could I. The sun glared into my eyes as I steered west towards the hills; the car felt suddenly hot, or perhaps it was me. Burning thoughts, burning cheeks. I switched on the air-conditioner.

Scanlon unclicked his seat belt and reclined his seat into near-horizontal position:

‘Tired?’

‘Long week.’

I let him sleep; turning from time to time to watch him, secretly. He was not a handsome man; his charm was mostly in the clear, quick eyes. Sleeping, lids closed, life left the face, it became ordinary, inert. Just another nose and beard. But I felt a small surge of pleasure each time I turned and found him still there, sleeping: this man years younger than me, this quick mind that had chosen me.

Of course each time I looked away a deeper voice was whispering: where’s your self respect? Your dignity? How old are you? Where, above all, is this leading?

The cabin furnishings were sparse: a stained mattress on the floor, roughly folded sleeping bags, bare cupboards. We made love on the mattress as soon as we arrived. I tried — with some success — to slow Scanlon’s passion, to temper his speed with ceremony. I had read much on these matters, listened to innumerable disaster stories, counselled any number of women. Less urgency, more ritual was needed: a series of formal steps, like Japanese tea making.

I enjoyed it more than our first time. But I still wasn’t sure where the primary seat of that pleasure was: head, heart, or loins? I was still, in certain senses, a virgin.

‘Let go, Mara,’ Scanlon whispered as our sweating bodies pushed together. ‘I want you to let yourself go.’

Sound advice, perhaps — but how? Afterwards he rose abruptly and stepped outside, naked, still dripping. The sound of urine splashing among leaves came to me, then his voice: ‘Come out.’

I poked my head through the door, tentatively, covering myself in bashful-woman fashion: two protective arms at two different levels.

‘Time for a walk,’ he said.

He stood drenched in sunlight: naked, varnished with sweat, comprehensively tanned. No pale clothing-protected patches could be seen. He clearly came here every week.

‘Queensland has the highest incidence of skin cancer in the world,’ I warned.

‘Then we’ll walk in the forest. In the shade.’

He reached for my hand and tugged me off the verandah into the heat of the sun: ‘Don’t be ashamed of your body. Relax.’

Rare trips to the beach as a child came back to me: my father splashing bare chested among the waves, my mother huddled on the beach, her child-ruined body swaddled in thick clothes. We urged her to join us in the water, she always refused. And I always despised her for it: how vain.

‘I think you’re beautiful,’ Scanlon said, a significant modification of his earlier compliment: meaning, roughly translated, that I wasn’t, but it didn’t matter.

In a few steps we were among trees; I felt less exposed. A few steps more and the cabin was out of sight, the entire world was green and wet and cool. Bird noises surrounded us: liquid trills, musical whistles, tuneless cackles. Huge tree ferns, moss-encrusted rocks, thick trunks hung with creepers pressed about.

‘What about snakes?’

‘I’ve never trodden on one.’

Somehow I forced a laugh: ‘Have you ever seen one?’

He smiled; I stepped gingerly after him, the small twigs and bracken sharp edged on the soft underbellies of my feet.

‘I come here to think,’ he said. ‘No — to unthink. To decontaminate my thinking.’

The rainforest closed more darkly about us, enfolding us in its green densities. The path grew easier on my bare feet as we descended: moss now, mostly, and half-slippery rocks, a well-worn track descending further into the green darkness. A small creek frothed and gurgled somewhere parallel for a time, then veered away into silence.

I watched carefully for snakes.

After some minutes a new sound could be heard: a rushing of water, faint at first, but growing with every bend in the path and every downwards step. We arrived suddenly: stepping out of the forest twilight into a dazzle of sunlight. A pool of water, perhaps thirty feet across, glittered in the light, a small waterfall cascaded from a ledge above. High creepers and tangled forest walled the grotto in on every side. The sun was directly above, its heat funnelled down between the walls of green on to us, somehow concentrated and magnified, as if through a lens of air.

‘Last one in,’ Scanlon shouted, and leapt and vanished in a cloud of spray below the surface. I removed my glasses, hung them on a stiff fern frond, and stepped cautiously down a series of slippery rock steps. The water was surprisingly cold, ice cold: I lowered my floating breasts below the surface and felt the sudden shock, the momentary paralysis of breathing muscles.

Scanlon was treading water metres off: ‘What do you think? Paradise?’

‘Near enough. But I keep wondering where the snakes are.’

‘I know where one is.’

I would have squirmed at such banalities a few days before; new rules now seemed to operate. He moved against me, I felt something bump at my thighs, hard and warm in the cold water. Lust flamed in me for the first time, an unfamiliar force, but instantly recognisable.

Later, climbing back through the forest, the faint bleating of a phone carried down to us.

Scanlon was incredulous: ‘You brought your personal?’

‘I have a patient on the backburner. I need to keep in touch.’

The phone, baked in the oven of a locked car, was too hot to handle. I knelt in the open door and bent to listen as it rested on the seat. Tad was at the other end of the line, a smirk-tinged tone of voice: ‘I hate to interrupt the honeymoon.’

‘What are you talking about?’

‘I have my sources. I’ve been ringing for hours.’

‘Is this a social call?’

‘Business. Your number one customer’s serum levels are on the rise.’

‘Which specimen?’

‘Midnight last night.’

A quick calculation: ‘Book a theatre for midnight tonight.’

‘Been there, done that. I’m way ahead of you, chérie.’

His self-satisfaction irked me: ‘On second thoughts change the booking to 9 p.m. I want to go earlier than usual.’

‘That’s very early.’

‘I don’t want fully ripe eggs. The fresher the better. They might not put up such a fight.’

‘They might put up more of a fight.’

‘It’s on my head. Just do it … Please.’

Scanlon was toying with his basketball on the verandah, bouncing it, spinning it on the tip of a finger. I snapped shut the phone.

‘Mary-Beth?’ he said.

I nodded: ‘Harvest time.’

He followed me inside the cabin: ‘You have to go?’

‘I’m sorry. I’ll need a few hours to prepare.’

‘Mind if I sit in?’

I pulled on my knickers: unfashionable balloons. I was still facing him, bare breasted, unabashed: ‘I’d love to have you there.’

In fact I needed him to punch entry holes in the cell membrane with his laser; I had not yet found the time to familiarise myself with his equipment. But this was not what I meant.

‘I’d love to be there,’ he said.

His words, like mine, seemed a declaration: the first time the word love had passed between us, if obliquely. But there was nothing oblique in the kiss, at least on my side. I knew exactly what I meant. I was a girl again. No, not even again. I had largely, precociously, bypassed girlhood the first time around.
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Scanlon claimed to feel most at home, naked, in the mountains. I feel most at home in an operating theatre, thickly robed. It’s a special place, subject to special laws. The lighting is artificial; no windows open to the outside world; time zones, the rhythms of night and day, spring or autumn, have no meaning. Those rhythms are left behind each time I hang my clothes in the locker room — my own decontamination chamber — and pass through, anonymously gowned and masked. The past is also left behind; the important clock — the only clock that matters now — is the wall clock that measures Time Elapsed, the distance travelled from Day One, Hour One: the beginning of each procedure. Routines are crucial: the ceremonies of washing and robing, the green vestments, the careful scrubbing, the strict taboos of touch and no-touch. The sounds are subdued, even churchy: hushed voices, the rustle of sterile cloths being laid out, the occasional jostle and clink of hard metal instruments in their proper trays. Also the regular pulse bleeps — real-time — of the heart monitors, the hiss and shoosh of the respirators. Music is heard sometimes in the background; Mozart usually, the optimal milk-giving music in dairies. Conversations take place, certainly, but I find them somehow dreamlike: the restaurant discussions, the sport chat or wine chat if more than two men are present are a kind of music themselves, belonging to the outside dream world.

The theatre was packed that night: a dozen men and women wearing identical masks and caps and gowns, scrubbed clean with the same antiseptic soaps, their individual scents washed away. Tad’s bulk was unmistakable, squatting at a gleaming side table with his microscope and centrifuge. Scanlon sat across the table. His earlier nakedness had shrunk to this: a pair of quick eyes in the narrow gap between cap and face mask.

I had nothing new to show him — to show any of them — surgically. I had been experimenting with new techniques of egg collection, attempting to use my favourite toy, the fibre-optic scope, to tap ovaries (usually my own) painlessly, via Fallopian tube. The advantage was clear: no need for the hazards of anaesthesia. No actual cutting. No bleeding. But the technique was not quite perfected: gremlins in the technical side, mainly to do with the size and flexibility of the teflon suction tubes. Which meant that Mary-Beth had no choice: I performed a standard laporoscopic egg pick up, under full anaesthesia.

I was a little surprised to recognise Peter Raines, the ultra-short Professor of Surgery, emerging from the scrub room.

‘Peter agreed to act as your assistant,’ Hollis Schultz murmured, the first I knew of such an arrangement.

‘There won’t be a lot of knots to tie,’ I warned.

A nurse set down a box pedestal on the other side of the operating platform; Raines climbed on to it, bringing him to eye level. I seemed surrounded by short men, by pygmies. Tad, another of the race, winked at me from his corner. I remembered an amusing piece of gossip he had brought home: that Raines was lobbying to sink pits, or trenches, into the theatre floor for his surgical assistants to stand in. Bringing them down to his level. I couldn’t judge the truth of this; I didn’t know him well; we had not scrubbed together before.

Hollis Schultz stood behind me, on tip-toe, as I swabbed his wife’s abdomen. A small pool of antiseptic collected in her navel, slowly rising and falling with her breathing. I dabbed it dry.

‘You might see more on the TV monitor,’ I suggested.

‘I’d rather look over your shoulder, if that’s okay.’

I soon forgot him, even forgot the tickle of his breath on my neck. This was my method of letting go: losing myself in the movements and rhythms of surgery. Problem, solution. I sliced a keyhole navel-incision for the telescope and video camera; pumped in a little air to inflate and separate the organs, then stabbed a second incision above the pubis for the insertion of forceps.

‘Forceps.’

Raines slapped the instrument into my glove. From here I was operating by television: steering the instrument into position, securing the left ovary. Tad’s serum assays hadn’t lied; Mary-Beth was on the brink of ovulation: three button mushrooms were erupting from the surface of the left ovary, two more, I shortly discovered, on the right. Her perfect innards looked much the same as anyone’s; much the same as mine. Murmurs came from the small audience — Scanlon and Schultz now among them — clustered about the monitor. Professor Raines, standing tip-toe on his pedestal, tour guide for the night, began describing the various bits of anatomy on view. I sliced a third incision midway between the first two; slid in an aspiration needle and guided it gently, ever so gently into the largest of those glistening champignons.

‘Bullseye,’ Raines, staring at the monitor, announced.

‘Suction,’ I told him.

This was slightly malicious; he was forced to step down off his soapbox to press the suction pedal. I still had my eye to the telescope; I heard rather than saw the collection tube fill with fluid at my elbow.

Schultz left the monitor and began breathing in my ear again: ‘Is there an egg?’

‘Too small to see.’

Tad replaced the collection tube with another; as I rotated the ovary again I could hear him fussing at the side table with his microscope. I was preparing to aspirate the third champignon when his voice reached me: ‘Bingo.’

Schultz was still moving restlessly about, from the TV monitor to Tad’s microscope and back to me.

Tad announced the second successful ovum capture: ‘Two out of two.’

Schultz breathed in my ear: ‘So it’s a success?’

‘So far so good. I’ll tap the other ovary. It’s nice to have a few back-up eggs.’

‘In case of breakages,’ Scanlon said.

He was bent over the microscope opposite Tad, peering through the accessory eyepiece.

‘We can always freeze the spares,’ I told Schultz.

‘Why don’t Tad and I get these upstairs?’ Scanlon said at length. ‘You finish up, Mara. I’ll get things organised. You come up for the fertilisation.’

‘Now?’ Schultz said. ‘You’re going to fertilise the egg now?’

‘The sooner the better.’

‘I’ll close up if you like, Mara,’ Peter Raines offered.

‘No,’ I said. ‘Thanks. I like to finish a job.’

‘Then we’ll see you later,’ Scanlon said.

‘I won’t be long.’

In fact, I was another hour. It was some foolish point of pride: too many cooks were crowded into that small theatre; I was unwilling to allow my pygmy assistant, standing tip-toe on his dais, to tie those last few sutures.

When I arrived in the Cell Lab on the sixth floor, the fertilisation was near complete.

‘Where have you been?’ Scanlon said. ‘We couldn’t wait any longer.’

The excuse was plausible; time was of the essence in these matters. Besides, I loved the man. I would have forgiven him anything. I bent and admired his handiwork through a microscope: an egg with a full genetic complement.
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A week later I reinserted the fertilised egg — a healthy, growing blastocoele, pinhead size — painlessly, uneventfully, without need for anaesthetic, through Miss Tennessee’s cervix.

I celebrated the positive pregnancy test with Tad a week after that: champagne before dinner, a bottle of Krug Rosé, his favourite. He extracted the cork, and poured the creamy, foaming liquid into a pair of crystal flutes which he had also supplied.

‘You realise this is very much our child,’ he said, passing over a glass.

‘Then here’s to us,’ I said.

We clinked vessels, and sipped, Tad briefly. He still had more to say: ‘There’s an amusing symmetry to it, chérie. I provided the sperm cells — in a sense. You retrieved the eggs.’

I rested the cold rim of the glass against my lips, allowing the tiny, fizzing bubbles to tickle the inside of my nose. He was smiling at me, thick-tipped, but there was a darker undercurrent here. I didn’t find it quite so amusing: the spinster and the ‘tragic deviant’ (his words) had somehow joined forces to produce a baby.

He still wasn’t finished: ‘We manufactured these cells, Mother, as surely as if they popped out of our own gonads.’

‘Scanlon helped,’ I reminded him.

‘Speaking of whom — where is the man? He should be celebrating with us.’

Since the fertilisation, Scanlon had dropped from sight. Hourly during that first week I had climbed the fire stairs to check the growing blastocoele, and dawdle in the Cell Lab partly in the hope of seeing him. Once or twice I pushed at his office door: locked. His staff claimed, whenever questioned, to have ‘just’ seen him, that I must have ‘just’ missed him. I knocked on the door of his home each night: no lights were burning, no doors opened. At the end of the week he rang me, long distance, seeming at first more interested in the progress of the fertilisation than in me. Once again his excuses were entirely plausible. He was ‘terrible’ on phones, he apologised. And too busy to see me, snowed under with Tiger interviews. He hoped we could ‘find time together’ soon.

‘He’s in Tasmania this week,’ I told Tad.

He laughed: ‘Let me guess: the Tiger is going home?’

‘Scanlon has won some award down there. Tasmanian of the Year. There’s to be a civic reception in Hobart. The keys to the city.’

‘What a thrill that must be.’

‘There’s nothing wrong with Hobart.’

‘For a weekend. If you take a couple of good books.’ He sipped at his pink fluid again before continuing: ‘Or a congenial companion. Is Heather Sims with him?’

‘I suppose. It’s her home town. Why?’

His eyes slid away from mine: ‘Nothing. Nothing at all. Tell me, how is Mary-Beth taking the good news?’

‘Thrilled, sums it up. Mary-Beth wants to take me shopping on the weekend.’

‘Maternity clothes?’

‘And a few things for me. She plans to improve me. A crash course in fashion sense.’

‘You could do worse, chérie.’

I shrugged: ‘Maybe. I’ll need something to wear at the party.’

‘What party?’

I glanced at him across my champagne: ‘Surely you’ve received your invitation?’

He shook his head: ‘It must be in the post.’

I laughed: ‘I’m sure it is in the post. You played your part, Daddy.’

He smiled, and raised his champagne flute: ‘I’ll believe an invitation to the White House when I see it. But here’s to moving up in the world.’

We sipped, together.

‘Let’s enjoy it while we can, Tad. I’m still worried about birth defects. Using laser light bothers me, there’s a possibility of gene mutation. We’re stumbling about in the dark.’

‘You’ve arranged an ultrasound?’

‘Next week. Even that is too early to see much.’

‘You’ll be able to see if it doesn’t have a head.’

‘Don’t joke. Please.’

I performed the scan myself; this was my baby in many senses — or mine and Tad’s. I wanted no intermediaries at First Glimpse. Especially if it had no head. Or arms, legs — whatever. Also, to get any kind of image at seven weeks takes some expertise. The human embryo is little more than a fish, a fingerling glued to the uterine wall. A leech. I spent some time sliding the probe across Mary-Beth’s oiled, water-bloated belly, eyes on the screen, pausing occasionally to select an image for printing.

From time to time she lifted her head from the pillow: ‘Everything okay, Mara?’

‘Head back. Relax your tummy muscles. Everything looks fine.’

She stared at the ceiling: ‘Should I be having other tests? What if there is some kind of defect?’

‘Don’t worry. Everything that can be accounted for at this stage is accounted for.’

Head. Trunk. Two arm-buds, two proto-legs. I waited, immensely relieved, for the films to be developed as she dressed: yellow pleated skirt, yellow and cream blouse. Even the simple things look good on the Miss Tennessees of the world.

Hollis Schultz was waiting in the anteroom; he rose eagerly as I entered. His wife might have delivered an actual child that day rather than its first grainy black and white image.

He uttered familiar words: ‘Everything okay?’

I beckoned: ‘Come and see for yourself.’

He followed me into the viewing room; as the films emerged from the developer I pressed them against the screens. Mary-Beth joined us; we stood for some time in front of the glowing images. Each dark square of film was surrounded by a margin of white light, a rectangular halo.

I pointed out the few visible features. Mary-Beth listened in silence, but there was a glow to her face, a radiance that was more than reflected light from the screens. Her husband, oddly, did not seem quite so pleased.

‘Are you certain there’s nothing wrong?’ he repeated, as if hoping otherwise.

‘There’s nothing wrong,’ Mary-Beth said. ‘And now we’re going to set a date for that shopping expedition, Mara. No more excuses. You need something for the party.’
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A long white car collected me the following Saturday, a uniformed driver pulled open the door, Miss Tennessee was waiting inside. No concessions had yet been made to maternity in her own choice of clothes: pencil skirt, tight blouse. If pregnancy showed anywhere it was in the face: there was a hint of roundness, a new suppleness, as if the hormones of early pregnancy had deposited a little softening fat.

We drove due east to the coast, then north along the esplanade. The sea spangled in the morning sun. Dark heads bobbed in the tumbling foam closer inshore; surf and sail-board riders twisted and skittered across the waves further out. Blueness and brightness drenched the glassy car; I felt almost optimistic about the ordeal of shopping as the chauffeur angle parked in a taxi rank on the mall.

I stepped out after Mary-Beth; we walked some distance among the milling shoppers, leaving the driver in his car. Buskers were making music here and there, or spruiking outside shops for business. An earnest young woman thrust a leaflet into Mary-Beth’s hands; she glanced at the inscription and passed it to me: ‘Isn’t that a nice thought? I wonder if she’s from the Church.’

Jesus Loves You, I read, beneath a picture of a cross. I flipped the leaflet over: But Everyone Else Thinks You’re a Cunt.

I balled the leaflet, and dropped it into a passing bin before she could inspect it further: ‘I don’t think so.’

She slipped her arm into mine again; we walked on, together. A teenager was shouting into a payphone receiver further along the mall: ‘And don’t ever ring me here again.’

Inexplicable events, both of these: signs of unpredictability, as if natural law were breaking down. Or so I might have thought, if I had been in any way superstitious.

As we walked, heads turned about us, the men’s especially: their eyes seeking out Mary-Beth’s eyes, or sliding up and down her elegant body; absurd tom cats, still no doubt watching from behind after she had passed, sniffing the air as their wives tugged at their sleeves, tugged them back to the real world.

I couldn’t have stood it: all that attention, that invasion.

I followed her in and out of various small fashion houses. She insisted I try things; I insisted nothing suited. And so she would try enough garments for both of us, still making no concessions to maternity.

It occurred to me as I trekked through the boutiques in her wake that she was lonely, that she had no women friends. Her visits to me, professionally, and the two occasions I had dined at the White House had apparently qualified me for the role of Best Friend.

‘Mara, we should stop somewhere for a coffee. There’s a little bistro on the mall I’ve always wanted to try.’

We turned in beneath a striped canopy. The cafe was packed, blue-rinsed heads mostly: Gold Coast widows, with clutches of boutique bags sitting on the floor beside their blue-veined feet. We found a corner table; ordered cakes, and cappuccinos, the most expensive coffee and cakes I have ever eaten.

‘This is nice,’ my new Best Friend said. ‘We should have done this before.’

She was forced to raise her voice to be heard. We might have been sitting in an aviary: dozens of high, gossiping, bird voices. How happy these women were, I thought: these widows, freed at last from the ballast of their dead husbands, like balloons, rising and growing.

‘My friends here are mostly Hollis’s friends,’ MaryBeth was saying. ‘Business friends. What I miss most are days like this. Out with the girls. Shopping, gossiping. Lunch.’

I was right — she was lonely. She sipped at her cappuccino fluff, delicately.

‘I hope you won’t be angry,’ she said, ‘but I bought you something. Secretly. A gift.’

I snorted: ‘Why would I be angry?’

‘You can seem rather … disapproving, Mara. I am just a little afraid of you sometimes.’

She was smiling, afraid of nothing: ‘Sometimes you make me feel … as if I’m too frivolous.’

‘I’m sorry. If …’

She covered my hand with her own, completely in charge. I had always thought her one of that race of women who can never be too rich, or too thin — a cartoon woman. There seemed something new in her: a dimension of depth, or thickness.

‘I’m not expressing this well. In many ways we are opposites. I know that. But that makes for richer friendships. We can learn from each other, don’t you think?’

Without waiting for an answer she reached down among the parcels at her feet, extracting a garment which she unfolded and held against her chest.

‘The satin jacket from that little Italian place. It does suit you, Mara.’

I was trapped: ‘Thank you.’

‘There’s one other thing,’ she said, and paused, still smiling disarmingly.

‘Yes?’

‘I want you to meet my hairdresser. I have some ideas for your hair. Something a little different. Would you trust me on that?’

I almost laughed out loud. How had I come to this: sitting over cakes and cappuccino with a Miss Tennessee Semi-Finalist, trading beauty tips?

‘You should meet my mother,’ I said.

‘I would like to, Mara. Now I want to talk about shoes. You need something to set off the jacket. I know a place …’

Her party the following week was a great success. I can’t speak for my new clothes. Apart from Tad’s cocked, amused eye as I dressed and Mary-Beth’s gush of praise when I arrived, no one commented. Tad had forgone his weekend Brisbane trip to escort me; he deserted me as soon as we arrived for more congenial company. For a time I bounced aimlessly among the chatting groups of guests. Scanlon was nowhere in sight, and by ten I’d had enough. I left early, unable to manufacture small talk in sufficient quantities to sustain my side of the various conversations that entangled me.

Tad remained, drinking heavily, talking loudly, thrilled to have been invited, his spirits high. I didn’t hear him come in.
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Three weeks later I repeated the ultrasound scan, hearing again the familiar refrain as I wiped a smear of conducting oil across her smooth belly: ‘Everything okay?’

‘I haven’t started yet,’ I said.

Everything seemed in place: head, arms, legs, scrotum. Scrotum? For some time I stood paralysed, staring at the screen, disbelieving.

Mary-Beth lifted her head, her belly tightened, the image blurred and vanished: ‘What’s wrong?’

I began sliding the probe across her oiled skin again, trying to think, mouthing the usual recorded messages: ‘Everything’s fine. Don’t worry. Relax.’

How much of my surprise had been transmitted? Mothers have a sixth sense for this kind of thing: an ear for the slightest omission, hesitation, nuance.

She lifted her head again and looked into my eyes: ‘If something’s wrong, I want to know, Mara. I’m not an idiot. I have a right to know.’

Things were not so much wrong, as impossible. How to tell her? I regurgitated more soothing noises: ‘The baby looks a bit bigger than expected.’

She was mollified, temporarily: ‘Hollis wants to see the pictures again,’ she said. ‘He’s such a worrier.’

She was speaking for herself, projecting her own anxieties on to her husband.

‘Slip your clothes back on. The two of you can wait in my office. I’ll be along when the films are ready. In a few minutes. Alison can fix you both a coffee.’

I sat alone in the viewing room, re-examining the printed films. Was it possible that I was looking at an artifact, a flaw in the developing process; that it wasn’t a penis-bud sprouting between those tiny legs?

I picked up a phone and dialled the sixth floor Cell Lab extension: ‘Tad?’

‘Frau Professor?’

‘Tad, something’s come up. I need you down in the Ultrasound suite.’

‘Can it wait? I’m in the middle of something myself.’

‘It’s urgent. Now, Tad. Please.’

I waited, fidgeting; when he hadn’t appeared in a few minutes I stuck my head into the corridor. He emerged from the lift, taking his time: walking slowly, leaning back into his fat.

I gestured impatiently, he quickened his pace.

He waddled into the room, wheezing slightly: ‘I’m all ears.’

‘Schultz’s gut cell — it was the female half of the sex pair we used? The X chromosome?’

He nodded: ‘You were there.’

‘I was late, remember?’

‘What’s all this about? Is there a problem?’

I tapped the wall screen: ‘What do you make of this?’

He pulled a stool over, eased his bulky backside on to its much smaller surface area, and stroked his goatee thoughtfully.

‘Another ultrasound scan?’ He peered closer. ‘I’m no expert, the head, of course. I suppose this is body.’

I tapped a smaller sub-shadow: ‘And this?’

‘No idea. What’s the problem? Some kind of defect?’

I nodded: ‘You might say that. An extra limb.’

‘A bit small for a limb.’

‘About the size of a penis.’

The significance dawned slowly. He made a hissing sound with his teeth: ‘It’s a boy?’

We stared at the film together, in silence.

‘Could it be an artifact? A bit of umbilical cord?’

I shook my head: ‘I’ve seen hundreds of these. I need to know: could there have been a mix-up at fertilisation?’

‘Mara, I watched Scanlon extract the genes from that gut cell. He was brilliant. Showing off his laser tweezers, showing how to move such tiny things around with his magic beams of light. I’m certain it was the female half.’

‘Any way of checking? Where’s the male half, the half you didn’t use?’

‘In the fridge upstairs.’

‘Would you mind?’

‘I wouldn’t make such a simple mistake.’

Still protesting innocence, he followed me upstairs to the Cell Lab; falling behind, wheezing, as I took the fire stairs two steps at a time.

I was in the Lab, waiting, not knowing where to look, when he arrived, breathless. He reached into one of the storage fridges, flipped through various boxes of wet preparations, finally selecting a single slide. He held it briefly to the light, nodded to himself, and slipped it beneath the microscope. We peered into the eyepieces together, foreheads touching. Tad twiddled the coarse-focus knob; two distorted gut cells swam into clarity; one denucleated. He zoomed in on the other; we began counting filaments.

‘Y chromosome,’ he announced, finally. ‘No doubt about it. The boy half is still here.’

‘Then what is going on?’

‘The ultrasound must be wrong.’

I shook my head: ‘I’ve a knack with those things. I’ve never been wrong at this stage.’

‘What are you suggesting? Bill deliberately made a switch during the fertilisation of the egg?’

The thought hadn’t occurred to me; it was a Tad thought, not one of mine. He was much given to conspiracy theories, theories that would never cross my mind, at least during daylight hours.

‘You were there,’ I reminded him. ‘It happened under your nose.’

‘But what happened afterwards? Between fertilisation and implantation? Maybe eggs were switched on us in the incubator.’

I laughed out loud: ‘Be sensible.’

‘Just a suggestion. I wasn’t serious. Although where else could a change have been made?’

He was rubbing his goatee again, undeterred, warming to the idea of conspiracy. I put it down to Polish ancestry; paranoia was in the blood.

‘You did admit, chérie, that Hollis Schultz wasn’t too keen on a daughter. That he wanted a son and heir.’

‘You’re in cloud-cuckoo land. You think Scanlon and Schultz are in it together? You think Scanlon switched eggs on the orders of Schultz?’

He shrugged, smiling at these delicious possibilities. ‘If not, it comes down to two possibilities. One: the ultrasound is wrong. Or two: we’ve got a freak. Some sort of hermaphrodite. A laser mutation, maybe.’

I nodded. On this, at least, we agreed: ‘Whatever the truth, we’ll need something more concrete. I’ll need a villous sample from Mary-Beth. It’s too early for amniocentesis.’

I walked reluctantly down the fire stairs to the fifth floor, to the waiting parents, wondering how to broach the subject. At the door of my office I halted, prepared my face — smiling reassurance, or the nearest simulacrum I could manage — and pushed in: ‘Sorry to keep you waiting.’

Mary-Beth was sitting on chair’s edge, agitated, an untouched cup of coffee at her elbow. Schultz was standing, staring through the window. I sensed that I was interrupting some sort of discussion, or argument, that had ceased the moment the door opened.

Schultz turned towards me: ‘Professor Fox, Mara, you know we would never agree to an abortion. If there’s anything wrong with the baby, I can’t see that there is any point in knowing. It won’t change a thing.’

‘I want to know,’ Mary-Beth insisted. ‘If it’s a monster, I want to know.’

What could I tell her: it’s not a monster, it’s a boy? It’s that particular species of monster called Boy?

‘It’s not a monster,’ I said, firmly. ‘It’s got a head. And four limbs.’

I slapped the films against my own small viewing screen. There was no risk; untrained eyes would never detect that tiny appendage.

‘I do need to run some more tests,’ I said.

Mary-Beth turned her head away: ‘There is something wrong.’

‘There’s nothing wrong. The embryo — the baby — is a little bigger than I thought. I need to check some hormones. Growth hormones.’

‘Blood test?’ from Schultz.

‘I’m afraid not. A bit more complicated. I need a tiny bit of placental tissue.’

‘How do you do that?’

‘It’s very simple. A small … ah, biopsy through the cervix.’

‘A needle? Couldn’t that hurt the baby? I don’t think we should.’

‘There is a risk. Very slight. I wouldn’t recommend it if I didn’t think it necessary.’

Schultz remained stubborn: ‘Sweet thing — I can’t see that it’s necessary.’

I shrugged, unwilling to insist, knowing that Mary-Beth would misinterpret anything I said. I was desperate to get a clump of placental cells under the microscope, but softly, softly.

‘I want it done, honey,’ she said. ‘For peace of mind.’

‘What difference will it make?’ Schultz turned from her to me, stonefaced: ‘Professor Fox, could we have a second opinion? I’d like to bring Professor Scanlon in on this.’

‘Scanlon? What’s he got to do with it? This is obstetrics, not genetics.’

‘I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be rude. But I must insist. I cannot allow this test to be done.’

This was a third Schultz, a version I had not seen before. The short hair on his head was bristling: a fighting dog, about to attack. The surgically-tightened skin of that face, normally fixed in a smile, somehow contorted itself into anger. His reaction seemed out of all proportion.

‘If you can find Scanlon,’ I said. ‘I’m happy for you to talk to him. Of course he’ll defer to me on this. It’s not his field.’

He moved towards the phone; could he locate Scanlon so easily? I hadn’t heard from the man for weeks.

His wife, self-assured beyond her years, ignored him: ‘When can you do it, Mara?’

‘Now,’ I said. ‘We may as well put your mind at rest as soon as possible.’

‘Now would be fine.’

She rose, keeping her eyes averted from her husband who was left holding the phone, watching her, astonished, and followed me into the examination cubicle.

I shut and locked the door.
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For the second time that day I sat with my forehead touching Tad’s, peering down an accessory eyepiece on to a brightly-lit microscope field.

‘Good news and bad news,’ he murmured.

‘Give me the good first.’

‘It’s not a monster. Nothing missing. No trisomies. No weird sexual mosaics.’

‘The bad?’

‘It is a boy. No doubt about it.’

I had spotted this myself: paired XY shapes that he had stained and teased out from the tangle of unsexed genes.

He slipped in a back-up slide. For a time we said nothing, checking carefully. There had been no mistake.

‘What is going on, Tad? And what do I tell Miss Tennessee?’

‘The lady in question is waiting downstairs?’

I lifted my eyes from the instrument and found myself looking onto his bald, shining dome, bent over his eyepiece.

‘I sent her home. Told her the tests might take time. Tomorrow, perhaps.’

‘You told a pork pie, Frau Professor.’

‘A little one. A fib. I needed to give myself some time.’

‘And Schultz?’

‘He vanished in a huff. I may be out of a job.’

‘I don’t see the problem. Tell her she’s expecting a healthy boy. Schultz certainly won’t mind. Perhaps he’s even expecting it.’

He was still trying to inflame those absurd suspicions, build some sort of case for conspiracy, but his words had a different effect on me. Things connected, the jigsaw pieces fell into place; I felt a sudden relief — and a mild anger, at myself, for not having seen the obvious.

‘There is one solution I didn’t consider,’ I said.

Tad was still head down over the microscope, counting chromosomes: ‘Mmm?’

‘She got pregnant … elsewhere. It had nothing to do with our implant.’

He glanced up quickly, eyes glinting, interested: ‘What are you saying? The divine Mary-Beth has taken a lover?’

‘It has to be the answer, doesn’t it? It was too obvious to see.’

He reapplied his face to the instrument: ‘Still — while we’re here. Better run a careful check. Whoever the sire.’

I walked to the window, and glanced out. Night had fallen; the skyline of Surfers Paradise could be seen to the east: a dark knife-edge serration, spangled with lights, against a paler indigo sky. I felt flat: disappointed that the day’s mysteries had ended like this — in an obvious, even trite, explanation. Human failing. I was disappointed, also, that our experiment had not been a success.

‘Of course this only makes it worse. What do I tell them?’

He was watching me again: ‘Better you than me. Although I’ll want a full report of everything. Every word. Where will you start?’

‘The plain facts. Leave the interpretations to the Schultzes.’

I was still staring out into the night. He rose from his stool and wrapped his podgy arms about me from behind: ‘Why not leave it till tomorrow? She’s not expecting to hear from you tonight. Mañana, my dear. Mañana.’

These were the words I needed to hear. I felt drained of energy, I wanted to be nowhere except home in bed. Safe behind the ramparts of my quilt, of late a favourite refuge. The day had been long: a roller coaster of questions and tentative solutions and then more questions. On top of which, this betrayal, the fact that the pregnancy wasn’t ‘ours’, after all: mine and Tad’s. Mary-Beth had cheated on her husband, and cheated on us. She had cheated on Embryology.

Tad squeezed more tightly: ‘Disappointed?’

‘A little. I’ll live.’

‘The theory was right, chérie,’ he said. ‘We were there. Mary-Beth beat us to it, that’s all. Next time, okay?’

I leant my head on his shoulder; there was a comforting warmth in his square, turtle body, a fat man’s radiant warmth.

‘Okay,’ I agreed, and disentangled myself. ‘Early night. I need to think it through a bit anyway. Coming home?’

He shook his head: ‘Don’t wait up. I’ve a few things to do. And you need a bit of space.’ He paused, and laughed: ‘You need to write The Speech.’
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The phone woke me in the smallest hours. Tad’s voice was high-pitched, urgent: ‘You’d better get up here again.’

‘Tad? Aren’t you home yet? What is it?’

‘I’d rather not say on the phone. The walls have ears.’

‘Where are you?’

‘The Cell Lab.’

‘Tad — it’s 2 a.m. Put the champagne back in the fridge and go home to bed.’

‘Have you spoken to the adulteress yet?’

‘I took your advice — left it till tomorrow.’

‘Good. Don’t say a word. Because you’re wrong. You’re so wrong.’

‘What are you talking about?’

He chortled: ‘Just come, Mara. Now. This is the biggest thing you’ve ever dreamt of!’

The line went dead. I dialled the Cell Lab extension; the phone was off the hook. He was giving me no chance to argue. I pulled on the same crumpled skirt and blouse I had discarded a few hours before, and walked out into the balmy night. I walked past Scanlon’s empty, darkened house, and down to the lake. A blanket of cloud had slipped across the sky, sealing in the day’s heat. The night was dark and warm, the air humid, and somehow resistant, almost viscid, as I tried to hurry through it, to force my way through it. I was covered in perspiration by the time I reached the hospital; a security guard watched suspiciously as I crossed the foyer. I stepped out of the lift on the sixth floor to find Tad waiting in the corridor; perhaps he had been watching from the window. He hustled me into the Lab.

‘You like mysteries, chérie? I’ve got the king of them all right here.’

The wall screens were on, various photographic films were jammed at odd angles against them.

‘I’ve been running some genetic fingerprints,’ he said.

‘At this hour? Why?’

‘Curiosity. Something didn’t smell right. Mary-Beth playing around, for one. I doubt she has the imagination for it.’

‘What are you saying?’

He tapped a narrow electrophoretic ribbon: ‘This,’ he said, ‘is from Hollis Schultz’s gut cells. The original biopsy.’

‘You ran a genetic print on Schultz? Why?’

‘Purposes of comparison.’ He tapped another string of ribbons: ‘These are from the villous sample that you took yesterday. Our darling baby boy.’

‘And?’

‘You were right. Schultz is not the father.’

‘You got me out of bed to tell me what I already know?’

He shook his head: ‘Listen. Something was still whispering inside me. I dug some other specimens out of the fridge. Mary-Beth’s spare eggs.’

‘Let me guess: one was missing?’

‘Of course. But there’s more.’

‘You ran a fingerprint on her?’

He nodded: ‘You ready for this? Perhaps you’d better sit down.’

‘Just tell me.’

‘Brace yourself. Mary-Beth is not — I repeat not — the mother.’

‘I don’t follow. What are you saying?’

He tapped the foetal film again: ‘My first hunch was right. This is some kind of cuckoo protein. Except it’s not only the father who has been cuckolded — it’s the mother!’

‘You’re not making any sense.’

‘Mara, wake up! The whole thing is a switch. They cleaned out one of her eggs, stuffed some foreign genes inside, and handed it to you. That’s the embryo you implanted.’

I stood there, dumbstruck. He watched me, fidgeting, restless, high on the wings of his own ingenuity.

‘But why? How?’

‘There’s only one way it could have got in there.’

‘Scanlon?’

He shifted from foot to foot, thrilled: ‘What do you think?’

‘I don’t know what to think.’

I peered at the shining, banded ribbons, without properly seeing them. The world was preposterously out of focus; I wanted not to think, I was trying to do anything but think.

A few words somehow clumped together, and found their way into my mouth: ‘So what did he put into the egg, Sherlock? Whose DNA? His own?’

And then I remembered: remembered looking at similar films some months back, in Scanlon’s office, with Scanlon tapping his finger proudly along the rows of banded fingerprints. The holy relics. The Nail of Monza, the Armenian bone fragment, the shred of bloodstained cloth from Turkey.

‘Oh, shit,’ I whispered. ‘Oh, Jesus!’

‘I’m ahead of you, chérie. Who else could it be?’

For the second time that day things fell into place, a different arrangement of the same set of jigsaw pieces. It was all too obvious. Hidden in full view, at least in hindsight.

‘No, it’s too ridiculous. Too … lunatic.’

Tad was on his feet, moving restlessly about, laughing, waving his dainty, turtle paws. ‘Any more loony than resurrecting the dodo? Think, Mara. You know it’s the only answer. It makes sense. A lot of things begin to make sense. Your precious toy boy has switched chromosomes on us. He’s in another league altogether.’
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I left Tad in the laboratory, uncorking yet another bottle of the pink fizz he kept in the storage fridge. I had never seen him in such a state. Exultant, in a word. Manic. The immensity, the sheer hubris of Scanlon’s project had struck a chord in him. Or perhaps he was more impressed by the blasphemy of it: the possibilites for scandal, global scandal.

‘This is your actual Second Coming,’ he purred, raising his foaming flute. ‘Your actual resurrection. You realise that? You realise what that makes us? We are the archangels, my dear, hi-tech archangels. We planted the Holy Ghost in the virgin.’

I managed to get three words in edgeways: ‘Hardly a virgin.’

‘Practically a virgin. A total ingénue. The more you think about it, the more you’ve got to hand it to Billy Scanlon. But oh, my — is the excreta ever going to hit the fan when news of this gets out!’

‘You think it’s all Scanlon’s idea?’

‘And the good Dr Schultz. Thick as thieves.’

‘And Mary-Beth? You don’t think she knows? They haven’t told her what she’s carrying inside?’

‘I don’t think anyone knows. They’ve been using us — all of us. You, me, Mary-Beth. Even Grossman — Walking Death. His role was to fetch home the bones, the genetic material.’ He laughed out loud. ‘You really pick them, chérie. Your toy boy is a genius.’

‘Can we drop the subject of Scanlon?’

I couldn’t share his exhilaration. I walked home through that warm, viscid night feeling as confused as I had ever felt: half disbelieving, half fascinated, but wholly angry. I had permitted Scanlon to share my bed, I had stood before him, exposed in many more ways than one, yet he had hidden crucial things from me: had hidden his central purpose, had hidden, it now seemed, himself from me.

I was also angry with myself: Having had imperfect understanding from the start …

Any plodding Watson could have made the deduction months before. How simple it was, in retrospect: hidden in full view.

The night closed in about me as I left the Medical Centre: the moon was hidden, the stars invisible, the air black and impenetrable, as if silted up. I walked slowly, feeling my way along the shore-path, having trouble breathing, also, for the first time in months.

At home I couldn’t sleep. By 5 a.m. there was still no sign of Tad. I extracted myself from the tangle of bedding, threw a suitcase on to the bed and began to pack. Then abandoned the attempt and took the Bible down from my shelves.

She was found to be with child of the Holy Spirit and her husband Joseph, being a just man and unwilling to put her to shame, resolved to divorce her quietly. But, as he considered this, behold an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream, saying, ‘Joseph, son of David, do not fear to take Mary your wife, for that which is conceived in her is of the Holy Spirit; she will bear a son, and you shall call his name Jesus.’

What was I seeking in these texts? Contradictions? There were more than enough of those. Historical inaccuracies? Proof that He never existed at all — not as the son of God, certainly, but not even as a man, as an actual historical figure?

‘You mustn’t take the good book too literally, dear,’ my mother liked to tell me as a child. ‘Much of it is poetry. You musn’t take these things too far.’

Reading the Bible, except on Sundays, in church, its proper time and place, had been regarded as a bad sign: a warning sign of the dangers of Overdoing Things, of Going Too Far, of Not Knowing When to Stop — familiar cautions, all of them.

What would I have told her now: ‘Mum, did I mention that I’ve cloned the Lord from some genetic fragments. He will be Born Again next year.’

And the angel said to her: ‘The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you; therefore the child to be born will be called holy.’

Deeper inside than any gospel passage could reach was that other festering issue: Scanlon. Where was he hiding? Everyone had seen him in recent weeks — except me. Had he been using me, as Tad claimed? Using everyone, the money of his patron and collaborator, Hollis Schultz, included. Certainly Scanlon had no belief in God, or in the divinity of Christ. His mind was too quick and frisky for beliefs of any kind, too easily bored for any lasting belief. Except perhaps in himself; in the self-evident powers of his own mind. And possibly, stretching things, in the powers of a handful of other minds: mine, I had hoped, among them.

The dodo had occupied his short attention span for a time, but he had resurrected the Tasmanian Tiger with one mental hand behind his back. This much was now clear: the cuckoo foetus growing inside Mary-Beth Schultz had been his real project. The sensation of the century. And perhaps of all centuries: electricity, moon landings, artificial intelligence, the Genome Project, the Resurrection of Christ — I knew in which order I would rank the Miracles.

The sky began to lighten at six, minimally: the world outside remained dark and overcast. Rumbles of thunder carried to me. Just after dawn rain began to fall, a dense tropical downpour; simultaneously the doorbell chimed, almost inaudible in the noisy rain.

The phone was off the hook; I had tried to isolate myself. I lay in bed, wrapped in quilt armour, allowing the chimes to sound again, resolved to ignore them. But finally rising, recognising Tad’s muffled shouts.

He fell inwards as I opened the door, too drunk to fit his key into the lock. His speech, also, no longer seemed to fit the dimensions of his mouth.

‘Honey, I’m home,’ he slurred, and clasped me in some sort of fond-husband parody embrace: ‘Where’re my pipe and slippers?’

‘I thought he needed help getting home,’ said a familiar voice somewhere behind him.

Scanlon was standing in the rain, smiling goofily. He was wearing a denim jacket — the first time I had seen him in anything except a shirt. The jacket was rain soaked, his hair and beard bedraggled. Beyond him, on the far side of the road, a taxi was parked, waiting, its exhaust smoking in the cold. I realised instantly that he knew that I knew; that Tad had been unable to keep his mouth shut.

‘Don’t I get a kiss?’ he said.

‘You must be joking.’

‘A coffee then?’

‘I think you owe me an explanation. Several explanations.’

Our words sound absurd now, especially my words: murderous feelings seeking to douse themselves in banalities.

He stepped uninvited through the door; together we steered Tad in the direction of his bedroom, and shoved him through, backwards. His momentum carried him back on to the bed; he lay there, temporarily trapped by his own weight, waving his turtle paws.

‘Sleep it off,’ I said, and closed the door.

I moved back along the hall towards my bedroom. Scanlon followed: a squelch of wet walking boots.

‘I was going to tell you,’ he said.

‘When? After the birth?’

‘I was waiting for the right moment.’

‘William, if some of the moments we shared together weren’t right, then I don’t know what is.’

I had only used his surname in the past; his given name jarred, oddly, and perhaps told him how angry I was. He turned; we almost collided.

‘I wasn’t sure how you’d react,’ he said. ‘I needed to know you better before I told you.’

‘You mean you were sizing me up?’

‘Of course not.’

‘It was some kind of assessment programme? How did I score, William?’

I pulled a towel from the linen press and tossed it to him. He rubbed his head and neck and tossed it back: stained with grime. He took his jacket off and dropped it across the back of a chair — the room filled with a wet-dog rankness. He looked at me — frankly, openly — and I realised why he had come. Not to beg for love, or forgiveness, as some residual schoolgirl part of me, the part that wore satin jackets and different hair, still seemed to hope.

‘I need you,’ he said, but without feeling, permitting me to understand that the word ‘need’ was restricted severely in meaning. ‘We need you.’

I sat on the bed, and pulled up my quilt: light armour. He sat on a chair opposite. My half-packed suitcase was between us on the floor.

‘I’m leaving,’ I said. ‘You don’t need me at all. My part’s over. The graft has taken. A midwife could do the job from here.’

‘You know that’s not true,’ he said.

We sat for a time in silence. Steam was rising faintly from his wet shirt; I could smell him from across the room. He could have made small talk; he gave the impression that he didn’t care to waste energy. At length he rose again from the sofa: ‘Maybe it’s best if I leave you to think about it. There’s no point trying to persuade you — you know all the arguments anyway. You’re hearing them from yourself.’

I averted my face; he knew me too well. Which was, after all, a kind of self-recognition: we were alike, in many ways. Ninety-nine per cent twins.

‘Maybe I have assessed you,’ he said. ‘What’s wrong with that? My assessment is that you’ll stay. You love it as much as me. It’s the only thing you really love.’

This may have been true, as recently as a few weeks before, but wasn’t true now, not completely. My throat tightened; there were still differences between us: a few small percentage points, perhaps, but crucial percentage points. I fought back the tears, successfully; and turned a cold, professional face towards him.

‘If I do stay — I’m not promising anything — it would be on one condition.’

‘Tell me.’

‘Mary-Beth has to be told.’

‘Mary-Beth has been told.’

I didn’t believe him: ‘When?’

‘I’ve just come from there. You guys forced our hands. We had to tell her first. Try to make her understand.’

‘Understand what? Sorry, there’s been a mix up at the Cell Lab? We gave you the Son of God by mistake? You fucking arsehole!’

‘Mara, you surprise me. Where did you learn such language?’

‘You’ll hear a lot more yet.’

‘Stay cool. She’s carrying a clone of someone dead for two thousand years. Jesus Christ? Maybe, but who was he? The bastard son of some Roman legionary.’

‘You haven’t told Mary-Beth that?’

‘Of course not. She believes.’

‘William, she thought it was her child. Her daughter.’

‘Not anymore.’

I sat there, thinking of Miss Tennessee, trying to imagine those doll-like features distorted by puzzlement, even by terror.

‘Bastard!’

‘Mary-Beth’s fine, Mara. We all had a long talk. It wasn’t easy. But she’s coming round. She sees that it’s … special. That she’s lucky, that she’s been specially chosen. In a roundabout way. Okay, it might have been nice to have been told earlier. But she realises that a million women would trade places with her.’

‘Then she’s crazy. It’s some compensating mechanism. She just can’t wrap her mind around it. It’ll all come unstuck. She’ll soon realise she’s being used.’

‘We’re all being used.’

I snorted, interrupting him, but only momentarily.

‘The idea is using all of us. Its time had come, Mara, you know that. If the idea hadn’t used me — and you — it would have used someone else.’

I managed to hide the anger I felt. ‘So what happens now? What are Schultz’s plans? Another publicity launch? Shepherds and their flocks down by the lake? Wise men and frankincense and myrrh?’

‘I don’t know what he’s planning, and I don’t care. I only care that we have done something … astonishing. You and me. Together. Something beyond our wildest dreams. So stay please. You’re needed.’

‘The idea needs me?’

‘Don’t be bitter. I need you. Mary-Beth needs you.’

He rose, and moved away out into the narrow hall towards the front door.

‘Scanlon,’ I called after him.

He turned, half smiling, reassured at the sound of his surname, a sign that I was softening: ‘Mmm?’

‘What if it is God?’

He laughed, and moved on again: ‘We’re the gods,’ he called back over his shoulder.

I had no belief in God, or gods, yet there seemed an enormous tastelessness in this. His quickness, his restless mind had drawn me to him months before, and now suddenly freed me from him. That quickness was merely a kind of decadence, that restless mind was too easily exhausted, searching always for new ideas, new sensations, new intellectual thrills.

I saw this clearly because I saw my own mind mirrored in his: an intellectual ratchet, winding in one direction only, ever more tightly.

I rose and followed him to the door.

‘One other thing,’ I said. ‘I’ve always wanted to ask.’

‘Yes?’

‘Tell me about your mother.’

He seemed surprised: ‘I don’t remember her. She died when I was three. Why?’

‘Just curious.’

I pulled open the door. Rain was still falling outside, a curtain of water, but thinner. The taxi was still waiting in the road, exhaust smoking, wipers slowly scraping. I couldn’t make out the face behind the wheel.

‘I wasn’t sure of my welcome,’ Scanlon said.

He turned, our faces were suddenly close; he was looking up at me.

‘Shall I send the cab away?’

I stepped back: ‘No. Please go. I need more time to think.’

‘Maya,’ he said, ‘relax — it’s a clone of Christ — not Christ. A twin.’

‘An identical twin?’

‘Even identical twins are different.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘One bigger, one smaller — unequal share of the nutrition. You know this stuff. Even their fingerprints are different: random migration of embryonic cells. Not everything is controlled by the DNA. And what about consciousness? That’s mostly environment, surely.’

‘Tell that to the television audience. They’ll know exactly who He is.’
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Behold, I shew you a mystery; We shall not all sleep, but we shall all be changed, in a moment, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trump: for the trumpet shall sound, and the dead shall be raised incorruptible, and we shall be changed.

Corinthians 1, 15:51, 52




The rain cleared towards the end of the morning. I closed the Bible, rose from my bed, pulled my hair into approximate shape. Tad was still snoring in his room; I slipped quietly from the house, and walked rapidly uphill to the White House. Mary-Beth answered the door herself; I sensed she had been waiting.

She smiled uncertainly: ‘Friends?’

‘Of course.’

Her smile widened, relieved; she took my arm and walked me inside. We sat on a cast-iron bench in a small side conservatory, amid orchids and ferns. No coffee was offered; she had too much on her mind.

‘I’ve been trying to ring you,’ she said. ‘I wanted to talk to you before anyone else does. And clear the air. I want you to know that I’m very happy.’

Bullshit, I thought. But said instead: ‘You don’t blame me?’

‘I don’t blame anyone. Especially you.’

Heaven hath no forgiveness like women, deceived.

‘You must have been angry. If not with me, with the men.’

‘I didn’t feel anything for a time. It’s hard to explain, Mara. They woke me in the middle of the night. It was like a dream. I felt I wasn’t me, I felt I was outside me. A step behind me, watching myself. Everything was so … unreal. I thought I was going crazy.’

‘I wouldn’t blame you.’

She laughed, but uncertainly again.

‘It’s a great privilege, of course,’ she said. ‘I guess.’

She looked up into my eyes, and asked the question I had been dreading, the question I knew she would ask her Best Friend: ‘What do you think, Mara?’

‘I think they should have asked you. I think it should have been discussed. I think that is unforgivable.’

‘I know. They used me, I suppose. I should be angry. But I can’t seem to be.’

‘They used all of us.’

Her speech was a little too loud, too rapid: ‘Hollis says there was no other way. He wants to talk to you, Mara. To explain. Could you come to dinner tonight? Please? I need you to be friends. It was too important to take any risks, he says. It had to be a total secret. Poor honey, he’s so excited. I can’t bring myself to be angry at him. Does that make sense?’

I kept my mouth shut; she wasn’t, I sensed, seeking my opinion, only confirmation of hers.

‘It’s all too strange and amazing and confusing. There doesn’t seem to be any room for anger. I don’t seem to have any time to feel anger. I’m not sure what to feel.’

She reached her hand across the table, and clutched mine. She was smiling, but it was not the grip of a smiling woman. It was the grip of someone drowning, someone clutching desperately for help — and not even realising it.

Her face had a wistful softness to it.

‘Pregnancy suits you,’ I said, struggling for things to say. ‘You look wonderful.’

‘You’ll come tonight?’

‘Of course.’

‘I need you, Mara. Please don’t leave.’
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Tad was awake and moving slowly about the kitchen at home, bundled in his silken smoking jacket. Sunglasses protected his eyes; his speech was slow.

‘Top of the morning to you,’ I said.

‘Please,’ he said. ‘No jokes.’

The drug cupboard above the kitchen sink was open; he unscrewed various phials and set their contents in a row along the window ledge: vitamins, headache pills.

‘We’ve put the cat among the pigeons, chérie. Talk about feathers flying. Have you heard from Scanlon?’

‘You don’t remember?’

‘Things are a little hazy.’

He filled a glass with water, and began to wash down the pills, methodically, almost sacramentally, one at a time.

‘Scanlon arrived on the doorstep at dawn this morning,’ I told him.

This news item seemed to perk him up: ‘Bearing gifts? Vowing true love?’

‘I don’t recall hearing the word love. And the only thing he was carrying was you.’

‘Was I that bad?’

‘Worse.’

‘Tell me,’ he pressed. ‘What did the two of you talk about?’

‘You’d better ask Scanlon.’

He laughed; his hangover seemed forgotten. He was all ears: ‘But you decided to stop sulking?’

‘I wasn’t sulking. I just needed a little breathing space. A little time to think.’

‘With what result?’

I wasn’t about to share with Tad — a frictionless conduit, a superconductor among gossips — the plans that were forming in my mind. His inability to take the events of last night seriously irked me; there was something far too frivolous about it.

And perhaps too blasphemous. Although if so, against what? Not God, certainly. Or Jesus Christ. Against good taste, perhaps. Against notions of proportion, of Knowing When To Stop. The world was one vast entertainment to Tad, its parts sharply divided into the Interesting, and the Not. Among the interesting he refused to discriminate: small-time hospital adultery, Mary-Beth’s latest clothes, cell division proteins, my relations with Scanlon, the Resurrection of Jesus Christ — all provoked the same excitement, all had approximately equal entertainment value.

I limited my answer: ‘I decided to stay.’

‘You couldn’t keep away,’ he said, and his neck rolls seemed to shiver, deliciously: ‘It is interesting, isn’t it?’

‘May you live in interesting times: it’s an ancient Chinese curse.’

‘Speaking of Chinese, what say we adjourn to the coast for some comestibles shortly?’

‘You’re hungry?’

‘I will be hungry. Soon.’

‘I’m otherwise engaged.’

He adopted an expression of mock hurt: ‘I hope it’s important. Scanlon?’

I shook my head: ‘I’m eating at the White House.’

‘Again? You are privileged.’

Tad had been summoned to the White House just once: the celebratory party after Mary-Beth’s positive pregnancy test. He still spoke of that night in hushed tones: of the food, especially.

‘I think it’s more of a housecall,’ I consoled him, ‘than a dinner.’

He rose, smiling; his chagrin had already become mock chagrin: ‘Then I’ll let you get on with your busy social life. When are they going to tell the child-bride, I wonder?’

I lied, I didn’t want to talk about it: ‘I’ve no idea.’

The day was almost done — a few narrow bars of late afternoon sunlight squeezed between the slats of the blinds. My Best Friend had invited me for dinner at eight; meanwhile there were things to be done. I left Tad with his pills and followed the shore-path back towards the Medical Centre: the familiar daily walk by Lake Galilee. No one was walking on water, but for a time I was back in fairyland: giant flame trees, waterbirds, gardens spilling over with scent and colour. The towers of the Rose Cathedral appeared among the tree tops, an impossible dream building, a fairy building.

I climbed the steps of the Medical Centre towards my holy relic. The scan would still be stuck to the wall screen in my office; Alison was under standing orders to move nothing without permission.

I locked the door, flipped the switch and sat staring at the scan for some time: the rounded planet curve of the head, the vaguer outline of the limbs. The tiny scrotal clump. This was my icon: glowing, fluorescent. It was an image worth billions, probably: the first image of Jesus Christ seen anywhere on earth for two thousand years. I could imagine that tough, flexible film — enclosed in its own reliquary in the Cathedral, or in the Museum across the lake, an object of veneration in years to come.

The Gold Coast Ultrasound: a far more important, and authentic, relic than any Fragment of the True Cross or Crown of Thorns. I’d inspected every grainy blotch and shadow several times already, but the image drew me obsessively: a focus for thoughts, a focal point to juggle things about. At length I slipped the films back into the drawer, locked my office and headed down the corridor to the Outpatient drug dispensary.

The drug cupboards were locked; but as Chair of the Department I had access to a key. Tad’s pill taking had provided the cue: I chose several standard bottles of pregnancy vitamins — iron, folate, and B-group. Two I set aside, the third I emptied down a plughole.

I selected another small bottle from the shelf and transferred its contents into the empty vitamin container. The capsules — Peptiprost, a prostaglandin derivative used (mostly) in the treatment of stomach ulcers — were of slightly different colour coding, but a near-enough match.

I pushed all three bottles into the depths of my shoulder bag, locked the dispensary, and left for dinner.

The maid opened the front door, but Mary-Beth immediately abducted me, leading me into a small library, or study; a room I had not seen before. Books lined the walls — or perhaps empty book spines, of the type that also filled Pfitzner’s office. Hollis Schultz was sitting at a desk, writing; he rose, greeted me and slipped an arm about his wife: ‘So how’s our girl, Professor?’

‘She seems fine. She’ll need some more tests, of course.’

‘When?’

‘Soon. The sooner the better.’ I turned to Mary-Beth: ‘Also, I’ve brought you something.’

I fossicked the three phials of pills from my handbag; Schultz took them out of Mary-Beth’s hands. My heart lurched: was he suspicious?

‘What are these?’

‘Vitamins. Standard type of thing. I should have prescribed them before.’

He inspected each bottle carefully before passing them on.

‘Folic acid,’ I said. ‘B6 … Iron.’

He appeared satisfied: ‘It goes without saying that we will spare no expense. Drugs. Equipment. Anything you need. So much depends on this pregnancy. I’m sure you understand that now.’

The doorbell chimed, we emerged from the library to find Isabella ushering Scanlon through the front door. Mary-Beth caught my eye; she smiled, coyly.

I turned away, overcome by rage. Did she think that she was doing me a favour? Did she believe her self-appointed role of Best Friend also included that of matchmaker, or at least peacemaker? Mixed with that rage was contempt: surely she had more important things to think about.

Scanlon took my hand, and nodded: ‘Professor Fox.’

‘Professor Scanlon.’

Even Mary-Beth registered the near-zero temperature of this exchange: her eyes met mine, puzzled. Hollis Schultz was less puzzled than amused; he spoke with heavy irony: ‘Something to drink, Professors?’

Mary-Beth attempted to stitch us together with small talk — her usual seamless web — until he returned with the drinks; then her husband took over again, delivering a kind of sermon: ‘I think we should clear the air before we eat, Professor Fox. I know it’s been difficult for you. I hope you can forgive us for being … ah, less than candid. Perhaps the decision to keep you in the dark was wrong. But I hope you can at least understand our thinking processes.’

‘Comprehend might be a better word,’ I said, guardedly.

This seemed a sufficient compromise.

‘Then welcome back to the team,’ he said, and raised his glass. ‘To a healthy pregnancy.’

Our glasses clinked together, each glass touched each of the others in turn, completing all possible permutations. We walked through to the dining room and sat: Scanlon opposite me, across the narrow width of the long table. He was well within kicking distance, I realised, a little crazily. Our hosts sat at each end, further apart, out of each other’s range.

‘For what we are about to receive, Lord …’

Scanlon watched me throughout grace. Or was I watching him? Mary-Beth’s head was bent; he winked at me, as if trying to arrange some sort of collusion between us, an intimacy that depended on excluding others. Soup arrived, and Mary-Beth began talking, a little too quickly, too excitedly: a child, chattering inanely. It was more than the familiar scattiness of pregnancy: the inability to concentrate, to remember, to think straight. This was the scattiness of suppressed panic, surely, the terror of the Deep End, of being in way over your head. She was retreating — escaping — further into childishness.

Schultz didn’t appear to notice; if anything he encouraged her. Not for the first time I felt there was something far too proprietorial about his manner, something which belonged to an earlier, more patriarchal era. He seemed more the proud parent, than the loving husband, of his wife. He listened, smiling, as she chattered through a compendium of Woman’s Day banalities: soup recipes, the seasons’ fashions, new places to eat, the latest Royal Estrangement. I remembered the artful way she had structured dinner conversation the first time I visited: the cue cards I suspected she kept hidden up her sleeve. This was a higher-speed, fast-forward version:

8.30–8.35 p.m. Restaurants.

8.35–8.40 p.m. Royal Romance.

‘Romance?’ Scanlon moved the conversation from the particular to the general. ‘What is romance? It’s a recent invention.’

‘William,’ she accused, ‘you don’t believe in love?’

‘I believe in curiosity — a much greater force than love.’

‘But surely you have felt love for someone?’

‘I’ve felt curious about people,’ he said. ‘Certain people. I’ve wanted to know them better.’

As he spoke, his glance rested on me, briefly, then moved away. Those words were aimed at me, I realised; he was explaining, obliquely, that he had been ‘curious’ about me, nothing more.

He hadn’t wanted to love me deeply, he had wanted to know me, deeply.

There was a kind of honesty in this that appealed to me; if not to my heart, at least to my head. He wanted me to understand that he hadn’t been using me; that our relationship was not just part of The Project, something done for Troop Morale. The realisation was hurtful, of course, but it was a lesser hurt. He was using the smaller hurt as balm for the greater.

‘I agree with Professor Scanlon,’ I said. ‘I’ve never understood what love means.’

‘Maya, you’re just saying that. You know you are. You’re just trying to tease me.’

‘I’m serious. I think there is too much emphasis on love in our culture. I think the concept is overrated.’

‘She’s a terrible tease, don’t you think, William?’

Our answers didn’t seem to matter, except to the two of us. I said as little as possible for the rest of the evening; and rose to leave as early as possible. Scanlon also rose and caught me at the door; Hollis and Mary-Beth followed some distance behind, allowing us a moment alone.

‘I’m thinking of spending the rest of the weekend up at the cabin,’ he said.

The invitation was unspoken.

‘Watch out for snakes,’ I told him.
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Restlessness drove me back to the Rose Cathedral the next morning — and boredom. The drug I had fed to Mary-Beth needed a day to do its work; the interim was a void. Work no longer drew me — how could it? That part of my life which I had lived on the fifth floor of the Hollis Schultz Medical Centre was drawing to a close. The structures, the work schedules, that underpinned my new life had loosened: that Sunday morning seemed as empty as the blue sky above it.

I wasn’t seeking guidance in Church, or confirmation of my decisions — or not consciously. I had as much belief in the value of Ouija boards as I had in the preaching and text chanting that filled the Rose Cathedral each Sunday.


Come unto Him all ye that labour, come unto Him that are heavy laden, and He will give you rest.



Hollis Schultz seemed inspired, but I knew this inspiration to be a practised inspiration, a rehearsed inspiration, a performance.

But who may abide the day of His coming, and who shall stand when He appeareth? For He is like a refiner’s fire, and like fuller’s soap: and He shall sit as a refiner and purifier …

I was astonished, again, at the change in him. The precise weekday Schultz was a man who lowered his voice in order to be heard, who merely by speaking softly could command the attention of a room. Sunday’s Schultz was his opposite: a singer, a shouter, a ranter.

There was no intellectual meat in his preaching: poetry, mostly. Jesus — a Natural High, was the advertised theme. The scripture quotations had changed since my last visit. There seemed a lot of talk of Messiahs, of Second Comings, of Redemption. With just a whiff of brimstone in the background.

Hear ye the voice of Him that crieth in the wilderness: Prepare ye the way for our Lord, make straight in the desert a highway for our God.

Was he preparing the way himself? Or was I oversensitive to such themes?

Various clean cut young men and women rose from among the blue rinses from time to time, and came forward, and were handed a radio-microphone, and cajoled to renounce their past lives of drug addiction and sin and crime — and announce that the ‘Natural High of Jesus’ now filled their lives with a much healthier addiction.

Wearing collars and ties and short backs-and-sides and neat ponytails and skirts they seemed an unlikely bunch of drug dealers and prostitutes. Such, Schultz proclaimed, was the redeeming, transforming power of the Word. The mind-altering properties of that ‘wondrous drug, belief’.

After the benediction I escaped through a side exit, refusing to join the throng that clogged the front portals, waiting their turn to agitate the Great Man’s hand.

Outside, the same blue roof still covered the world. Schultz had spent the better part of an hour jabbing an index finger towards the sky, but there was no evidence of God, or heaven, in that even blueness; only the well-known effects of light diffraction, the blue shift absorption of colours of shorter wavelength.

Tad was out, the house empty. Still restless, I summoned my car from the pool and drove away from the campus, a little aimlessly at first, finally turning towards the distant hills. If heaven still existed — my heaven — it would be found at higher altitudes, if not quite as high as the dome of blue above. I knew exactly where it had been located, one weekend afternoon, months before. Those experiences with Scanlon were past, and I was determined never to repeat them, but the site still tugged at me.

I spotted the car from the main road: a half-hidden gleam down in the valley. I braked at the turn off, considered, momentarily, turning back, then decided against. There were things still to be said between the two of us; here at least there would be no interruptions.

He wasn’t in the cabin; I knew where I would find him. I followed the foot track down into the dark of the forest, fully clothed, and sensibly shod. The various water noises — the chuggling stream at first, later the rush of the cataract — hid the sound of voices from me until the last moment; I stepped innocently out into sunshine at the pool and stood there, frozen.

On the far side of the pool, on a wide slab of stone, Scanlon and Heather Sims were lying, naked, bathing in the sunlight.

Their eyes were closed, they were murmuring to each other, the words indistinct. They weren’t touching; perhaps it was merely some kind of Platonic shared nudity, but I doubted it. I had the distinct feeling — to use his own absurd system of explanation — that Scanlon had recently been very ‘curious’ about Sims; that he had got to know her, deeply.

And, in hindsight, had probably been getting to know her, deeply, for many months.

I had not been seen. I stepped backwards, and planted my foot in the middle of a pair of jeans. Clothing had been discarded at the edge of the pool: his familiar scraps in a heap on the mossy path, hers draped more carefully over a low branch.

I bent, stealthily, reached a hand into Scanlon’s pockets, and lifted out his keys, squeezing tightly to prevent any tell-tale jangling.

My heart thumped. I stepped further back among the dark greenery, turned, climbed the path to my car, and drove slowly back down through the hills, down from heaven, descending to those sundrenched cities of the plain.

Scanlon’s keys were an unexpected bonus; the final act might be easier than I had planned.
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The holy relics were out of reach: sealed, under guard, in their bank of security boxes on the seventh floor. I doubted that any genetic material still clung to them. Scanlon had fine combed every millimetre of surface area; any organic matter that hadn’t been scraped off had been sluiced clean with solvents.

Which meant that the eggs — so to speak — were all in one basket.

The sixth floor was deserted, although that didn’t slow the pounding of my pulse. Or still my trembling hands: I tried to fit a succession of Scanlon’s keys into the locked door of the Cell Lab, finding the hole each time with difficulty, forced to grip the keys firmly with both hands.

The fourth key opened the door, but the fridge inside was also locked; this time none of the keys could be made to fit. I jemmied open the fridge using the foot of a nearby tripod. The three phials inside were clearly labelled: Nail of Monza, Armenia IV, Bone Fragment XII. I smashed the seals of the first two phials and shook out their contents — whitish, translucent pasta strands of mega-DNA — into a nearby drain. The last phial I gripped tightly for some time, wanting to break this last seal also, but unable to force myself to it. For reasons I could not fully comprehend at the time, I dropped this third phial — The Nail of Monza — into my shoulder bag. I crushed the two empty phials in the sink with the heel of a nearby pestle, and flushed away the glistening glass fragments. A bottle of steaming acid — concentrated nitric, the strongest on hand — followed these into the drain; I had to retreat from the sink, choking on the hissing fumes.

That genetic code had survived two thousand years; it was now thoroughly scrambled.

The pestle posed a problem. I was dealing with forensic experts — in Scanlon, with a forensic genius. A single surviving gene strand, invisible to the naked eye, was all he would need to salvage the project. I dropped the pestle into the autoclave, set the timer at maximum and left it boiling. Any DNA fragments still clinging to the tip would be denatured within minutes.

Apart from that phial in my bag, one other remote possibility for resurrection remained: the electrophoretic films of the three specimens.

I guessed their location; I knew that I had the key.

Strangely, I had never entered Scanlon’s office before. It was an extension of his personality: something he wore, in a sense, and like other things that he wore, in a state of disorder. It was not quite as squalid as his house; the Department secretary had prevented the accumulation of empty coffee cups and plates of fur-covered, half-eaten food — but she clearly had no control over the paperwork. Or the basketball posters. Books and journals clustered in large, toppled piles on every available horizontal surface; in-trays filled with paperwork had apparently never been emptied, merely pushed to one side when they were full and replaced by another in-tray.

I could detect no order, no system. For a time I fossicked through the clutter randomly, without success. And then stopped, switched on the wall screens and found, flickering, that the films had been stuck there all the time.

Hidden in full view.

I tugged the films free, returned to the Cell Lab, dropped them into the sink, shook a bottle of spirits in after them, and tossed in a match.

I locked the Cell Lab carefully, having closed the broken fridge as best I could, and slipped quietly down the fire stairs to my fifth floor sanctuary. I packed a few personal things from my desk in a carton; then, on impulse, crossed the corridor and unlocked the Embryology Lab.

My own eggs — the eggs I had harvested months before — were frozen in a row of labelled phials. I loaded a small Aorta thermos with liquid nitrogen, slipped the phials inside, and carried the flask back to the carton in my office.

For a time I sat there, waiting, still restless, but knowing the wait would be short. Twenty-two hours had passed since I had supplied Mary-Beth with those three phials of vitamins; the spiked dose had been carefully calculated. The sun set, the distant lights of Surfers Paradise glittered into life, my bleeper chirped on cue. I didn’t bother phoning the switchboard for the caller’s number. I reached for the phone and dialled the White House.

Mary-Beth was in tears; I felt my first twinge of pity. Not guilt, but pity: that it had to be her. One of the innocent of the world.

‘Mara — thank God! I’ve started losing. And the most terrible cramps. What am I going to do?’

‘Is Hollis with you?’

‘Hollis is in Brisbane. Due back tonight. I can’t reach him.’

Another bonus, of incalculable value. Scanlon trapped in the mountains; Hollis Schultz out of town. Was someone Up There on my side?

‘Go to bed. I’ll be right over.’

I hung up, then lifted the receiver and dialled again: booking the operating suite for an hour’s time.

‘The patient’s name, Professor Fox?’

I remembered the alias on Hollis Schultz’s pathology forms: ‘Brown’.

‘The procedure?’

‘Dilatation and curettage.’

‘And the anaesthetist?’

‘I’ll arrange that.’

I lied; to call in an anaesthetist was impossible. The patient was too important, my plans too controversial. I could permit no questions from colleagues.

A trolley in the examination room yielded a few house-call necessities — gloves, antiseptic cream, painkillers, needles — which I dropped into my shoulder bag. My car was still downstairs, in an empty parking lot; I drove at speed along the shore of the lake, and up through the residential estate to the White House. The front door was open, Isabella waiting; she led me at a fast trot upstairs. Mary-Beth was lying in bed, chalk faced, her eyes reddened and bloated. Her knees were drawn up to her chest; she seemed in some pain.

‘It’s a miscarriage, isn’t it, Mara?’

She grasped my hand; I was a little out of breath, my answer came between wheezes: ‘A threatened miscarriage — but at this stage only threatened. Try to stay calm. Mostly these settle down and go on to normal deliveries.’

Another lie; I was becoming adept.

‘I’ll know more after I examine you.’

I eased two gloved fingers inside her vagina. Ulcer treatment is not the only property of Peptiprost. The drug had done its work: the cervix was gaping, the embryonic sac bulged against the tip of my finger.

I was touching, I realised, Him. Goose-bumps climbed my spine, I slipped out my fingers.

‘What have you been losing, Mary-Beth? Clots?’

‘A few small ones.’

‘May I see?’

She nodded towards the door where Isabella was standing, worried. The maid led me to an adjacent bathroom, and retrieved a bundle of bed linen from the laundry basket. She unfolded the soiled bedsheet; I gazed down on a fresh crimson stain, with the darker, black-red of clotted blood in the centre.

I stepped to the basin, and began rubbing the surfaces of the sheet together beneath the hot tap, flushing the clots away. Mary-Beth’s blood, almost certainly, but I couldn’t take chances. Embryonic cells might be found among it — still recoverable. Isabella watched, suspiciously; I decided there was no need for explanations. I handed back the sodden sheet and returned to the bedroom.

‘Mary-Beth, I don’t know how to say this …’

I grasped her hand again, and this, at least, was genuine. I felt for her; she was caught up in events beyond her control. Was it possible: to grieve with her, genuinely, for something that I had caused, to comfort her through a pain that was due to me? I still felt surprisingly guiltless as I lied to her; but I felt genuine sorrow.

‘It is a miscarriage. It can’t survive.’

She turned her tear-smudged face to me: ‘He, Mara.’

‘I’m sorry. He can’t survive. I need to remove the rest of the … material.’

‘Hollis must be told.’

‘Of course. We’ll keep trying to contact him. But if you are to have children in the future, we must act as soon as possible. There is a risk of infection.’

This was less a lie than an exaggeration, but I had to move quickly. Scanlon was safely marooned, but the broken lock on the Cell Lab fridge might be discovered at any time.

‘Isabella will ring for an ambulance. We must act immediately.’

‘I’d prefer to wait for Hollis …’

My sympathy vanished. The old tough belief came back: her body, her decision. No one else.

‘There is no time. Trust me: Hollis will approve. If not, I take full responsibility.’

I nodded to Isabella, she left the room to phone the Medical Centre. Panic seemed to worsen Mary-Beth’s cramps, she groaned and clasped her knees higher against her chest.

I snapped the tip of a drug phial, muscle relaxant, sucked the thick syrup into a syringe, and slid the needle into her thigh.

‘Something for the pain,’ I murmured, but she wasn’t hearing.

I recapped the needle; already an ambulance could be heard approaching, siren wailing. And then another, further off, slightly higher pitched. Within minutes, two young women in shapeless paramedic uniforms hustled a collapsible barouche up the stairs and into the bedroom. The younger unfolded and locked its mantis limbs, the older approached the bed with a Who-Was-In-Charge-Before-I-Got-Here? manner.

‘I’m Professor Fox,’ I told her, firmly. ‘Mrs Schultz’s condition is not life threatening, but I’d like her across the lake as soon as possible.’

A second team of paramedics — men — arrived as the women were preparing to lift Mary-Beth from bed to barouche. For a moment a confrontation seemed likely: a fight for the privilege of ferrying Mrs Hollis Schultz to hospital. At the last moment co-operation prevailed; all four lifted Mary-Beth on to the barouche, and carried her down.

‘What will I need?’ she was saying. ‘What about my hair? Isabella, where’s a brush?’

The relaxant had acted quickly; the cramps easing, her legs unclasping. Her mind was seeking refuge again in the realm of trivia.

I rode with her in the crowded ambulance: three medics in the back, the fourth driving. A few minutes later, as she was being wheeled into the Medical Centre, she was even more relaxed; her speech slurred, co-ordination gone.

‘I knew I could trust you, Mara,’ she babbled. ‘I knew you would never let me down.’

At the doors of the theatre suite I dismissed my assistants: ‘I’ll take her from here.’

The duty sister was at the end of a long shift, the importance of her next patient, Mrs ‘Brown’, was beyond her tired brain. She peeled off Mary-Beth’s pants, lifted her legs, half paralysed, into the stirrups; I scrubbed briefly and swabbed the vulva.

Through the chemical fog Mary-Beth somehow noticed that something was missing: ‘Aren’t I having an anaesthetic?’

‘It’s only a small procedure. I’ve given you a shot.’

The sister didn’t blink. The airlock to the outside world had been sealed, the submarine launched on its brief voyage. She was trained to do exactly as she was told, to obey orders without question.

I drained the bladder, inserted the speculum, sounded the depth of the uterus. I hadn’t performed the procedure for some time, but the routines were deeply embedded. Autopilot routines.

‘Fenton’s, sister.’

Mary-Beth gave a slight, muffled yelp as the thick metal slipped through the cervical canal. I paused, guilty, squirming a little, to some extent sharing the pain with her, but then pressed on. The old habits helped; I knew I could complete the procedure in a matter of seconds. Speed was the essence, as it had been in the days before anaesthesia. Speed in those times was the sole measure of the greatness of surgeons, not their competence. Thirty-second leg amputations, two-minute Caesarian sections: these were the standards.

I slid the curette through the dilated os, pressed the suction pedal, and began to work my way around the uterus, deftly, quickly, eyes screwed shut, operating by touch alone. Mary-Beth was silent: had she fainted; or were the drugs taking stronger hold? The soft hoovering noises of the curette — suckings, small blockages, suckings again — filled the theatre.

I stayed inside her womb a little longer than necessary; I wanted to make sure that nothing could be salvaged. At length I removed the curette, withdrew the speculum, and taped a pad between her thighs.

‘I’ll leave you in Sister’s hands, Mary-Beth. I’ll take this for analysis.’

She muttered some kind of drugged, extended thankyou; I unscrewed the suction jar, and escaped with it as quickly as possible.

I had broken most of the Medical Commandments. I had poisoned a patient, I had deceived her, I had tortured her.

And as I emptied the suction jar into the sink, and set the hot water roaring after it, the realisation came that I had also killed God. Not my God, perhaps, but the God of many.

Close on the heels of this revelation came another, almost as surprising: performing this abortion was, finally, some sort of act of faith.

My first for many years.

I peeled off my cap and gloves, and flushed them down the loo in the surgeon’s change room. The gown — unstained — I pushed into the nearest laundry chute. It could hide among its fellows in a basket in the basement.

Dressed again, wanting only to be safely out of there, out of reach, I hesitated. And turned back to the Recovery Room, tugged by some strange, unfamiliar gravity back to Mary-Beth’s bed. We shall all be changed.

Mrs Brown, read the name card on the head of her bed. The nursing staff had still not identified her. Certainly her pale, tear-swollen face helped: Miss Tennessee was well hidden. She had woken, and was crying, softly, her face averted — but there was a different quality to the tears.

‘I’m sorry,’ I said.

She turned towards my voice. I took her hand again; her thick, drugged tongue pushed out the words with difficulty: ‘Mara, I’m only crying because I’m guilty.’

She attempted a smile through the tears: ‘I’m guilty because I’m so glad.’

She was drunk on drugs; but it was that half-drunk state — an innocent state — in which we finally speak the truth, utter the things in which we most believe. She suddenly laughed, a hoarse bleat: ‘I feel so relieved.’

She cried again, but there was relief in those tears. She had confessed; the burden had been lifted from her. She reached up a hand to grasp the back of my neck, and tugged me closer.

‘I know what you did,’ she whispered. ‘I think I knew all along. I knew it when I took those pills.’

I kissed her on the forehead: ‘Goodbye, Mary-Beth.’

‘I’ll pray for you, Mara. Will you pray for me?’

‘If I pray for anyone,’ I said, ‘I’ll pray for you.’

In fact as I walked out of the Centre, I was thinking only of myself. The cathedral, floodlit on the far side of the lake, shone, rose pink, a beacon in the night. The idea of prayer tugged at me for the first time in years, but was finally suppressed.

Unless the need to pray is a kind of prayer itself: a scream.





6

Should I have flushed that third phial away with the others? Something difficult to define had stayed my hand. God? God was dead, or at least prevented. But I had also tried to kill science — or a year’s scientific work, at least — and that attempted murder seemed the greater blasphemy. Old habits, old mindsets, die hard. I had contravened the only belief I held: in freedom of inquiry, freedom of experiment.

And yet the taboo was finally too strong. I could not bring myself to destroy the possibility of that work continuing elsewhere. In other, safer hands.

As I sat in the departure lounge at Coolangatta I felt no qualms about Scanlon. His restless mind would soon move on, perhaps settling on Nefertiti, or King Tut. Perhaps he could arrange for Grossman to borrow the Sacred Tooth of the Buddha in Kandy. I remembered a conversation — half argument, half tease — between us in the mountains. We had been basking naked on the same rock he now shared with Heather Sims, trading names: names of the famous dead, the famous prematurely dead. To my Mozart he had opposed John Lennon. To my Evariste Galois — a mathematician I knew something of — ‘Swisher’ Brown.

‘Never heard of him,’ I said.

‘One of the all-time greats. Died early, like a lot of basketballers.’

‘Marfan’s Syndrome,’ I guessed.

‘What’s Marfan’s Syndrome?’

‘A disease of the connective tissue. The victims grow too tall, too quickly.’

‘What are you saying, Mara: God strikes them down? Some kind of punishment, or nemesis for growing too tall, getting too big for their boots?’

I laughed: ‘The boots grow too. I remember a pair of size 17s in post-mortem. They kept the feet pickled in a jar.’

‘Wasted resources,’ he murmured. ‘All that wasted genius.’

Had he been trying to broach, carefully, his secret project? Feeling me out, testing the water? If so, I hadn’t understood. I had stretched myself at his side, naked, half hypnotised, enjoying the rhythmic murmur of his voice, the rough warmth of the rock against my skin — hearing the surface of his words but not listening beneath. Now I understood. If it could be done once, it could be done again — and if it could be done, it would be done. Not with the same genetic material, perhaps — I had seen to that, ruthlessly. But other names began to crowd my mind. Beethoven. Newton. Freud. Einstein. Of course the list was endless. How many mausolea were scattered across the face of the earth; how many tombs, how many shrines? Grave robbers might strip their riches, but shreds of genetic material would always remain. The true wealth: scraps of leathery, mummified skin. Bone fragments. Clothes stained with liquor mortis, the fluid residues of death and decomposition.

The final departure call for Adelaide sounded; I boarded without incident, watching over my shoulder, clutching my bags. Within minutes I was high above the Cold Coast, breathing more easily. I pressed my nose to the perspex, and examined the rind of buildings that encrusts the shores of Paradise for the last time. Those miles of high-rise tombstones reminded me of my visit to Paris, newly graduated, years ago: of the day I spent marching up and down the aisles of the cemetery of Pere Lachaise. The Parisian dead are buried beneath small granite phone boxes, each grave topped by its own thin, vertical chapel. All morning I stalked back and forth among the rows with my map of the famous dead, not so much paying homage as Doing Another Tourist Sight. Some of the names meant much to me, great names: Pasteur, Fournier, Philippe Pinel. Others, less well known, belonged in a general penumbra of fame for reasons I didn’t specifically know: Oscar Wilde, Victor Hugo, Eloise and Abelard.

Around noon the noise of rock music drew me in among a thicket of stone phone boxes; I stumbled upon a group of hippie types, smoking lumpen, misshapen cigarettes and swigging from a shared bottle of wine. A cassette player blared rock music from a nearby headstone. The lyrics were in English; the voices of the hippies also were in English: Americans, Canadians, fellow Australians.

The name on the rock at their feet was unfamiliar:

Jim Morrison.

‘Jim lives,’ one of the women told me, simply, and handed up the bottle of wine. Those worshippers were my age, but I passed the bottle down again, and walked quickly away.

It seems a human instinct, a human need: to worship the dead, yes, but to worship them as resurrected, as not dead. I’m thinking now of odd headlines that sometimes catch the eye: The Body Didn’t Look Like Elvis, The Death Certificate Was Forged …

Someone saw him, Risen, in Galilee. Is there any difference? I had stopped one resurrection, perhaps the most dangerous, but I saw now that there would be others. Not so much to reclaim lost resources — the priceless brain of a Mozart or an Einstein — as for purposes of worship. To praise the dead, more than to use them. There was a need to believe, not so much in the immortality of certain individuals, as in the promise that the immortality of some held for all. If Elvis can live forever, so surely can I.

Scanlon had more than enough work.

The plane banked; Lake Galilee was clearly visible in its shallow valley, its Lego set of buildings clustered about it. I thought again of Mary-Beth; she had forgiven me already; this was a comfort. Less intelligent than her husband, she was also far too good for him. I doubted their marriage could survive, and allowed myself an increment of pleasure in contemplating the seeds of mutiny that I had sown. And Tad? Tad was happy. The events of the last few months would keep him in gossip for the rest of his life.

The wing tilted up, the Gold Coast was lost to view. My own eggs — unfertilised — were packed in a thermos flask of liquid nitrogen in my overnight bag in the luggage locker above.

The phial of DNA — fettucine strands xeroxed from the Holy Nail of Monza — was in my shoulder bag, clutched to my side.
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If the world is senseless — things and events without end or meaning, as some like to claim — then the news has not yet reached the city limits of Adelaide.

Or so it appears to me here, now.

I’m scribbling these notes — this gospel, of sorts — in the study at my mother’s home: our home again, I suppose. I’ve been writing for most of the day. It’s late afternoon, the gulf glitters far to the west, the sun is slipping ponderously into the sea. Some hazy quality to the air — summer dust, or smoke — has rendered half the sky an incandescent blaze. The house and the surrounding hillside are flashed, reddened, sunburnt, but the suburbs on the plain between are already in shadow. Down there, the first streetlights are twinkling into line, pricking out the shapes of a familiar grid.

Adelaide was mapped out a little too perfectly, some claim. As if the aim were to prove a theory, or score some sort of amusing debating point, not plan a city.

Perhaps, but I find only reassurance in a city that resembles nothing so much as a page of geometry. It speaks to whatever remains of the scientist in me, persuades me that even the bizarre events of these last two years might be twisted, creaking, into some sort of shape, into some sort of geometry of the past.

The sun vanishes, the first stars gleam dimly in the sky; leaning forward, pressing my face to the windowpane I can pick out — with the eye of faith — the familiar constellations: the Cross, the Bear, the Saucepan.

If I lean back my own image appears in the window, reflected, superimposed on the darkness outside, pricked through with those distant lights: another familiar constellation. The Sign of which zodiac? The Ugly Duckling? The Spinster Professor? The Crone? The Bitter Heart?

My mother no longer thinks so. I might be unmarried, still, and a year or two from menopause, but I am no longer a lost cause. I am Changed.

A Love Child, she likes to call it — a term lifted from the women’s magazines she reads addictively. A magical term, those words have somehow come to permit what was once impermissible: single parenthood. Bastardry.

She shed the expected tears at first, but pride soon suppressed shame: the strength of that pride far greater for being so long thwarted.

In her eyes I have finally, if at last gasp, fulfilled the essential female function. Little does she realise how close her attitudes are to the dogma of biology texts: reproduction is the beginning of death. From there it’s all downhill.

And in my eyes? I refuse — doggedly — to romanticise my plight. Once I had half looked forward to menopause; at times, perhaps, even longed for it. This, I hoped, would be the final metamorphosis: the butterfly — or moth, at least — of the mind shucking off its animal husk. Reason shaking free of unreason — the sex hormones dying in the blood, and with them their absurd moods and demands.

The Change of Life, in which we are raised up, incorruptible.

Or at least a little wiser. And certainly more serene.

Of course I had also half dreaded menopause. Odd moments of panic overwhelmed me as the years passed. My birthdays were the worst time — and Christmas. I told myself, repeatedly, that I never wanted children — but the panic still came, especially in the sleepless small hours, in surges, like a ghost of morning sickness. At those times my mother’s naggings still had power over me: What If I Changed My Mind, And It Was Too Late? The smallest phrase in her rare letters could trigger that panic: Met Anyone Nice In Queensland?

As the early evening lights — streetlights, kitchen windows, the windows of family rooms — prick out, dot-to-dot, the outline of Adelaide, I feel a sudden rush of affection for its neat orderly streets, almost a parody of good sense.

Is it chemical, this sudden optimism? So my mother would tell me. Contentment goes with the condition, she would claim, smugly.

Contentment goes with an original scientific experiment, I might counter, performed under optimal conditions.

In the next room she is preparing our evening meal: some ancient, country, folk broth that even a firsttrimester stomach might keep down. She is singing to herself, softly, innocently, transformed already into the sweetest of grandmothers. Soon she will seek me out, clucking her tongue at the scribbled gospel pages scattered on the floor about me.

‘You must eat, dear. And rest. All this work — and you a doctor! If you aren’t going to think of yourself, think of it.’

We shall all be changed, in a moment, in the twinkling of an eye.
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