RENAISSANCE
by Joy Faulkner

"It will never work."
The voice was low, vehement, yet surprisingly melodious, in spite of its obvious disapproval, but its
insistence didn't move the listener one jot.
"So what," he said, shrugging. "We'll learn something anyway. We always do. Honestly, Leo," he
added, sighing, "you really are a wimp at times."
"No I am not!"
"You are, too." But there was no real malice in the tone and Leo didn't answer. He didn't think it was
worth the bother, so he ignored the taunt; he merely leant back against the laboratory bench,
watching his friend intently, not willing to say any more. Let Nick get on with it, if he was so sure of
himself.
The two young men were friends - had always been friends, right from high school through to medical
college, where they were now - two enthusiastic and ambitious young students in their final year,
determined to make names for themselves.
"Too determined at times," Leo thought resignedly. If they hadn't been so ambitious, they mightn't be
in the mess they were in now. Not that Nick thought they were in a mess, he reflected . Far from it.
His friend was still full of it all, still certain they could make it work, whereas he was sure, sure it
would fail. The more he thought about it, the more certain he was. It had to fail, for God's sake. The
alternative was too horrifying to contemplate.
"Are you still agonizing over the ethics, the morality, Leo my friend?"
Nick's voice cut into his thoughts, bantering, very subtly challenging and Leo turned to meet his
friend's ever-so-slightly scornful brown eyes. He sighed - Nick, the poor boy from the wrong side of
the tracks, the scholarship student, was always trying to prove he was as good as the next man. As if
he needed to! He was a brilliant scholar, a major brain in his field, second to none, young as he was.
Not that that seemed to make any difference. Nothing stopped Nick once he got started.
"Aw, come on," he protested. "You know as well as I do that it's not just immoral ... amoral ...
whatever, it's also against the law. Against the law. Illegal. Savvy, Nick old buddy?"
For such good friends, the two young men couldn't have been more different. Nick, dark-haired and
dark-eyed, his olive skin speaking of his Latin descent, was short and stocky, with a fiery temper that
threatened to burst into flame at the slightest provocation. His was the temperament that vendettas
were born of. Exciting to be with and full of himself, the women loved him. At least, in the beginning
they did.
Leo, on the other hand, was much taller, six feet or more, with thick blond hair and the lean build of a
natural athlete. In many ways he was quieter than Nick, more mannerly and correct and, coming from
a wealthy east coast family as he did, he wasn't fuelled by quite the same thirst for material success but his mind, his intellect, was just as sharp. As it needed to be. He was the younger son of a very
ambitious father - a man who didn't appreciate shyness in his sons, or any overly-bookishness either,
for that matter. Leo lost out on both scores, so his need to prove himself as good as his brother, the
'chip off the old block', as good as his cold dictator of a parent even, was every bit as all-consuming
as his friend's.

"Garbage!" Nick's reply was short and to the point and Leo couldn't help but grin. Nick was so sure of
things, so ... so ... black and white somehow, that deep down, even when he was certain his friend
was mistaken, Leo couldn't help but admire the terrier-like grip Nick kept on the things he wanted.
What was right and wrong didn't come into it - only what was necessary.
"Do you really think it's possible?" Leo queried, voicing again his concern. "Can we really do it?"
"Simple," Nick grinned. "Listen, old friend," he added, dark eyes gleaming, "we have all the
equipment we need, right here in the hospital, and we have a willing subject. What more do we
want?"
"I want no part in it ..."
"Too late for that," Nick insisted, jabbing a forefinger at his friend. "You promised, so don't start
getting cold feet now. It's all set, man, and it can't go wrong."
"I don't see why it has to be me," Leo protested then, the usually open features of his young face
taking on a distinctly mutinous look. "Why can't you do it?"
"It was your idea in the first place," Nick countered at once, "and we need your size, your breeding, to
make it work properly," he finished, smirking, his voice rising an octave to ridicule the words even as
he said them. Nonetheless, he was deadly serious. "I'm not the right type for the all-American boy,
you know that," he continued firmly, "and we can hardly go out and ask someone else, can we?"
"I still don't see why ..." Leo remained unconvinced but Nick waved away his protests impatiently.
"We agreed," he stated flatly, "and that's an end to it. You promised, Leo," he persisted in the face of
his friend's continued look of doubt, "and you can't pack in now. What would we tell Alex, for God's
sake ...?"
Leo had no answer to that and he sighed again, deeply. If he was truthful, really truthful, he had to
admit that Alexandra Hartland was rather more to him than the 'willing subject' in their scientific
experiment. He was drawn to her fair English beauty, to her quiet, old-fashioned manner, in ways he
didn't care to acknowledge, even to himself, and it was her part in the whole dreadful business that
bothered him most. He knew she needed the money, badly. She was new to the city, to the country, a
nurse only a few years older than they themselves, but with a sick younger brother to support - a
legacy from a road accident that had taken both her parents in one fell swoop. So Leo had to go
through with it, for her, whether he liked it or not. His protests were automatic, meaningless, if he was
honest, and Nick knew it as well as he did.
“I guess so,” came his reply, the words muffled, abject, finally bowing to the inevitable. “That’s my
boy! That’s my good pal, Leo.”
***
It had gone quite well, surprisingly well, the entire manoeuvre - and afterwards? Well, no-one was too
bothered by the sight of a couple of medical students working late, it was common enough, and they
were left more or less to themselves. Nobody asked any awkward questions, nobody checked up on
what they were doing. So, all in all, everything went smoothly enough.
"I told you so," Nick said smugly. "A few more days and - bingo! We can get Alex back and then all
we do is wait."
"Wait," Leo groaned, "that'll be worst of all, the waiting. And seeing if it will take."
"It will take," Nick assured him . "It's worked okay so far, hasn't it? Worked beautifully. Our
calculations were right, all right. Every last one. Everything we did was right. You have to admit that.
And it's her kid, after all. So believe me, boy, it will take."
He couldn't keep the note of jubilation, of sheer triumph, out of his voice. He was all but singing, he
was so high, and every new word took him higher still. Leo, however, wasn't quite so ready to rejoice.
“It's not her kid anymore," he said softly, his eyes glued to the culture in the glass dish and to the

microscopic dot, barely visible to the naked eye, embedded within it.
"It is, as far as she's concerned. Her kid and nothing more. So don't you forget it old pal."
"Yes," Leo agreed but his eyes strayed back to the dish, the culture, with its tiny, living organism.
There it was, his child and Alex's. A boy-child, already living there. Another human being, with just a
little something added. Something special, something they hadn't really explained to its mother. The
mother waiting, even now, to welcome it back into her body. To let it grow there, warm and nourished,
until it was ready to be born. Their son. Their superchild.
"In-vitro fertilization. Perhaps in years to come it will be commonplace," Nick breathed, joining him at
the benchtop to stare in equal awe at the living child embedded in its womb of culture jelly.
"I guess, if you have your way," Leo laughed. "And surrogate motherhood, too, no doubt?"
"Why not?" Nick spread his hands. "Anything's possible now. We've proved that. And there'll always
be women needing money, like our Alex. So there'll always be women prepared to donate ova and
carry their babies for other women.
"Not babies like this one," Leo began, his tone sombre, but Nick interrupted sharply, silencing him at
once.
"This 'baby' is an experiment, a scientific experiment, that's all," he insisted. "It will give us some
answers, some important information, and tell us just how far we can go in making the human
condition stronger, greater, more resilient. And we'll learn if genetic engineering, real genetic
engineering, is just a dream, our dream, or a distinct medical possibility. Look, you may have donated
the sperm, old buddy, but that doesn't make you the thing's father, or anything stupid like that. So
don’ get any sentimental ideas about it.”
He gestured towards the laboratory dish, his face hard and avaricious in the harsh lights of the
hospital. "It's as much mine as yours. We agreed on that, remember'?"
"All right, all right, don't get so ratty. I know what we agreed. I was thinking about Alex, not myself."
Leo was thinking about Alex, for the most part, but he still couldn't quite shrug off the feeling that it
was a child they were talking about, no matter what Nick might say. Maybe it could hear, understand
his words, even now - and the thought made his flesh creep.
"I know you're thinking about Alex, that's what I mean. Don't go soft on me now, pal," Nick breathed,
his voice ominously soft, the threat barely disguised. "So far as dear Alex is concerned, this baby is
perfectly normal," he persisted.
"I know, I know," Leo snapped back. He didn't take too kindly to being threatened, or ordered about
for that matter, even by a friend. Especially by a friend. Nick drew in his horns at once. He knew
better than anyone just how far Leo could be pushed before he dug in his toes and, when that
happened, you could forget reason or logic. He became as stubborn as hell and nothing would budge
him. Nick could see in his friend's set expression, his rigid stance, that he was fast-reaching that
stage, so he smiled disarmingly and continued in a careful, conciliatory voice.
"Okay, okay. Just checking," he shrugged, "and when Alex comes ..."
"I know what to say when Alex comes," Leo flashed, still not entirely mollified. "I don't need to be
reminded."
"Okay, friend," Nick repeated, sweating just a little by now. Leo seemed far more rattled than he'd first
thought and he didn't want the experiment blown at this late stage. It was too important to gamble
with - and too close to success.
"Alex thinks," Leo went on, as if his friend had not even spoken, "that she has donated her ova to a
woman, a rich woman, who can't have children of her own. She thinks we've fertilized it with the
husband's sperm and she's willing to carry the child to term and then hand it over. To parents who will
love it, who will give it everything it needs. Then she'll get paid. That's what she thinks. That's what

she believes, the poor, dumb broad, and I'm sure as hell not going to tell her different."
His voice was harsh, even to his own ears. Harsh with the betrayal he had helped to perpetrate on a
sweet, gentle woman. A woman he cared about more than he dared to admit. A woman who could
never be a "poor, dumb broad" if she tried.
"I didn't think you were, not really," Nick conceded, hearing the harshness, the doubt, and doing his
level best to reassure his friend. He could almost see the headlines, smell the success this
experiment would eventually bring in its wake. If it succeeded!
"Good," but Leo's voice was still cold, hard, and he shot Nick a raking look. "As long as we
understand each other." But, for all his brave words, he couldn't prevent his eyes from falling again to
that little, dark spot in the colourless jelly and the hair on the back of his neck stood on end.
"Our ticket to the world, the universe," Nick grinned, following his gaze and he lifted the glass high, to
the light.
"Leave it," Leo snapped. He couldn't bear to see the thing waved about like that, in Nick's uncaring
hand, and his voice was sharper even than he intended.
"Sure, daddy," Nick shrugged, placing the receptacle carefully back on the bench. "I'm not arguing,
Leo the Lion," he added slyly and collapsed in gales of laughter against the bench. "Leo the Lion," he
repeated, still in fits, but his friend didn't seem to share his merriment, didn't so much as crack his
face.
Far from it. Instead he grated, his voice like iron, "Shut up you fool. Someone will hear you."
Nick quietened at once, alert to the warning in his friend's tone. They couldn't take chances now, he
understood that, and he assumed that it was this fear that motivated Leo, too, but he was wrong,
wrong.
"And when the child is born," Leo whispered, finally managing to voice the worst of his fears, "when it
is handed back ..."
"Then we run our tests on it, of course. Learn from it. What else?" Nick queried.
"And when that's finished?"
"Then we put it down, like any other laboratory animal."
The dreadful words, stated with such finality, were uttered with a casualness that ground into Leo's
soul like cut glass. Yet Nick was right, what else was there to do? What other way forward was there?
Leo shrugged, finally accepting the inevitable.
But Leo wasn't the only one who heard the words. Another person had caught the tail-end of the
conversation and she froze in the shadows, her face a mask of pure horror.
"Will you?" she murmured to herself. "Will you just, my supposed fine friends? That's my baby you're
talking about. My baby. And you'll never get your greedy little hands on it. Never!”
***
The pregnancy went normally and, apart from the fact that the child seemed excessively active, Alex
had no real problems. It was alive, it was moving and its heart was beating and she was strong and
healthy. That was all that mattered. At times, though, she did worry, about keeping the pregnancy
hidden, about having the child alone, with no hospital backup if things went wrong. This was a first
baby, after all. Still, she accepted Nick's explanations that what they were doing wasn't strictly legal
and she kept quiet.
"We are two doctors, or very nearly," he had smiled, trying to put her mind at rest.

"How many pregnant women can claim to have two doctors at their beck and call?" Leo had added
and again she had said nothing, keeping her peace, biding her time.
***
It was Leo who had been with her when the child was born - Leo who had tried to hide it from her,
insisting it was better she shouldn't see it, shouldn't even hold it, if she was going to give it up - Leo
who hadn't been able to hold out against her, against her tears and her agonized beseeching. So,
reluctantly, he'd handed it over, placed it in her waiting arms, a look of infinite sadness on his
handsome face.
When Alex saw her son for the first time, looked down in wonder into his little, kitten face, it was Leo
who had broken down, not her. Then he'd finally told her the truth.
"You've got to let us have him," he tried to insist, even then. "What can you do? You can't bring him
up yourself. Not here in New York. What would happen to him? To you? You couldn't work anymore,
have you thought about that?"
"I can't let you kill him, either," she breathed, her fingers reaching out to touch the downy little hands
of her son, caressing them gently. "He's a human being, you can see that. Anyone can see that. And
he's beautiful."
"Maybe," Leo muttered. He was almost afraid to look at the child; too ashamed to face him, to
acknowledge what he had done; but Alex insisted, would not take 'no' for an answer and, when he
did look at him, giving in warily, he had to admit she was right. The baby was human. Different,
maybe, and downier than most, but he was the right shape and had all the right parts in their rightful
places. He was beautiful - golden and beautiful - there was no doubt about that and the sight of him
brought tears to his father's eyes.
"My God," he whispered, as the tiny fingers curled round his own proffered forefinger. And those
eyes, jewel-bright, so clear for a newborn. "My God," he repeated brokenly, "what have I done, what
have I done?"
"You've created a new life," Alex said softly. "A unique life. Something that has never been before."
"I didn't think it ... he ... would survive," Leo admitted, shamefaced.
"I knew he would," his mother crooned. "I knew. And he's special. He must be meant for special
things, a special life ..."
"I know what he's meant for, if Nick ever gets his hands on him," Leo groaned, shuddering. "Well, he
can't have him," Alex gasped, murder in her eyes, winding her arms, her mother's arms, even more
tightly about the child, holding him fast.
"How can we stop him? He thinks he's entitled," Leo hesitated, at a loss for words now. "We can't do
anything," he added wretchedly, head bowed, unable to meet Alex's accusing eyes. "We really can't.
We've broken the law, not to mention the ethical code of conduct. We'd both be ruined, struck off
before we'd even got started. And they'd destroy him anyway." He nodded towards the boy in his
mother's arms but the infant, unaware that he was the cause of such pain, such utter despair, slept
soundly on.
"No!" The word was wrenched from Alex, an exclamation of such horror that the sound of it caused
Leo to cringe in his seat . Her arms tightened about her baby, her son, ready to defend him to the
death. "No," she repeated harshly. "They can't, they can't. There must be another way."
"Let me take him," Leo blurted out, interrupting her. He couldn't bear to see her pain, her desperation
- but he didn't know what else to do to stop it, so he gabbled on. "At least I can ... can put him ... to
sleep ... painlessly."

"No!"
"He won't suffer, I promise he won't suffer," Leo insisted, trying to ignore the frenzied, despairing
tears, but he could not. They were there - and he was the cause of them. "He won't suffer," he
repeated dully, "and I'll tell Nick he was born dead, show him the ... the ..."
He couldn't get the word out, couldn't utter it aloud, no matter how hard he tried. He winced as Alex
supplied it for him.
"The body," she finished brokenly.
But there was still some fight left in her. Maybe she was tired, exhausted, from the delivery, from
months of pregnancy when she had had to keep working, had to keep watching over her brother. He
was still there, her job was still there, waiting for her. Nothing had changed but, changed or not, Alex
still wasn't going to hand over her son, to anybody.
So Leo did the only thing he could think of. He made her some tea and he drugged her. Then he took
the child, stole his own son from his mother's arms and wrapped him in the only thing he could find an old sheet, a flannelette square, torn and faded, that had seen much better days - and fled with the
boy into the night.
The journey to the hospital was the longest, the hardest, that Leo had ever made - or ever would
make in his life. He did not dare take a taxi, not with the child hidden under his coat. So he scurried
along, as fast as his uncertain feet would allow, leaving his prints in an unsteady line in the fastfreezing snow, the living bundle clutched close in his arms. When at long last the lights appeared,
heralding the end of his ordeal, Leo could have cried with relief. Did cry with relief. At last, now, it
would soon be over and he could begin to forget, begin to live again.
Even then, it wasn't finished. Not quite. He had to get inside, unnoticed. So he went round to the
back of the huge building, searching out the delivery entrance, unable to risk being caught in the
glaring lights, the endless round of activity, in the main body of the hospital. He crept like a thief in
night - like the murderer he was about to become - his tiny victim sleeping on his chest.
It wasn't far to go now. Leo could see the door, the few stone snow-covered steps that led up to it,
and the tears started into his eyes again.
"I'm sorry," he cried into the darkness, into the cold, uncaring night. "Oh, my son, I am so sorry."
He took the child out, to see him one last time. He knew he would never be able to look into those
eyes once he was inside, actually in the killing chamber. That he would not be able to bear, so he
looked now one last time - and the child looked back.
For many moments their eyes met, father and son together. Leo sighed raggedly, his breath hanging
heavy and white in the icy city air, and he knew clearly then, with a certainty he could no longer deny,
what he had known truly all along. He leant against the dirty brick wall of the hospital, spent and
exhausted, but finally accepting the truth, finally believing it.
This tiny creature was no laboratory animal. Indeed, this was no creature at all. It was a child; a child
with intelligence, that much was evident already, you could see it in those amazing jewel eyes, and
Alex was right, he was beautiful. He had a special, unique beauty, all his own. One day this boy
would think, feel, love even and nothing should be allowed to destroy that, not even medical
research, and certainly not the man who had dared to father him.
On an impulse, without stopping to think or allowing himself to feel, Leo thrust the living bundle from
him. Then he fled from the place like a madman, never pausing to look back.
So it was done, finished. He was a grown man but not man enough to face this child; to look into
those knowing eyes and admit what he'd done. So he ran, ran and left him to take his chance. If Alex
was right - if the child was special - then he would be found. He was in the lap of the gods now, for
gods alone could have the answer to his dilemma If no one came, if the vote was cast against him,
the bitter cold of a New York winter could be trusted to do its work well. No one would notice another

small bundle of rags, lying stiff and silent amongst the rubbish, just one more among the many
waiting to be taken away.
He ran so fast, his eyes near-blinded by tears, that he failed to notice the woman watching silently
from the shadows, her bird-bright eyes missing nothing. She was used to the night and the darkness.
It was her friend now, shrouding her from curious eyes as she wandered the lonely backstreets, trying
to forget her loss, to dull the ever-present ache of her empty arms. She was used to what the night
brought, unmoved by its mysteries, its unanswered riddles. Yet even she was intrigued; even to her
this seemed different. Not often did she see such well-dressed, personable young men on her
travels. Her companions were usually tramps and bag ladies, the flotsam and jetsam of a society
which had rejected them. So she approached the abandoned bundle with caution, watching it
carefully. Then it moved!
With an inarticulate cry she ran the last few steps, hands raised, hope blazing in her heart for the first
time in months. She was right! It was a baby!
It was crying now, poor little thing, mewling softly in its imprisoning rags, protesting about its empty
tummy and the sudden loss of its warm nest. It obviously didn't think much to the change that had
been thrust so unceremoniously upon it. Reaching it at last, Anna gathered the tiny body to her,
gazed into its little, screwed up kitten's face and smiled sweetly and serenely.
"Come to mother," she said.
***
It was the twelfth of January, the coldest night of the year.
END
(Note: the sequel is 'Hymns at Heaven's Gate')

