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‘Letter for you, Talissa,’ said the superintendent, holding out an envelope from his desk in the lobby.

‘A letter? Wow. Is this the nineteenth century?’

‘Looks important.’

‘Sure does,’ said Talissa. It bore the embossed initials of the body that would decide her future. HLI. The Helen Lingard Institute.

‘Aren’t you going to open it?’

‘No, thanks, Marlon. I prefer to take my bad news alone.’

‘I like the boots. They new?’

‘You kidding me? Postdocs don’t do new.’

Talissa pushed open the door onto the avenue, the rattle of the new electric tramway, a smell of tar and burnt chestnuts. As she strode over the big paving slabs, the wind pushed the woollen dress against her thighs and her coat rippled out behind her. She skipped down the subway steps in the first hint of winter rising from the Hudson.

Near the study centre was a café where she sometimes retreated. She ordered more than she could afford: plum compote with yoghurt, poached egg and a pot of dark-roast Colombian.

Right, she said softly to herself, as she sipped the first of the coffee. Let’s go. She pulled open the letter. ‘Dear Talissa Adam … Postdoctoral research position … a full complement within the limits of our budget … short of one pair of hands in the ideal cohort … admired your résumé and supporting letters … guarantee a place if you were able to externally fund your first year, starting in the fall of 2031 …’

The worst. She could call her mother for some commiseration. Or speak to Felix. She could call her best friend, Susan Kovalenko, but Susan’s sympathy might make her cry. It was better to champ down on the disappointment by herself, digest it like a python with a kill.

She looked round the café and its bare wooden surfaces. There was a framed photograph of a jazz trumpeter at the foot of the stairs and a vase of gaudily coloured flowers, zinnias perhaps, on the counter. The espresso machine hissed and thunked. Talissa paid and went across to a small park nearby, a scratch of grass with a struggling green ash. In the corner was a bronze that showed a mother and two children, walking away, hand in hand. One child was about five years old, light on her feet and confident; the younger one looked new to walking. Talissa thought of the fossilised footsteps discovered in the volcanic residue of the Rift Valley in Tanzania, where the trail suggested that a child had at one point been picked up by a parent, perhaps because the ground was too hot on its feet.

A plaque said the bronze was a memorial to a steamboat accident long ago, but to Talissa the figures looked like any group of hominins. From the highlands of Uganda to the sidewalks of Manhattan: the hope and duty, the mother doing what she thought was best – but no wiser than the children who’d placed their hands in hers. Talissa’s work had made her see all human beings in this way: as primates first, Homo second and sapiens later if at all.

Sitting on a bench, she wrapped her coat round her. Her PhD had been fully funded; perhaps she’d been negligent in not planning for what came afterwards. Having been awarded her doctorate, she needed to move on; her university offered only a long grind towards a tenure that she might in any case not want. She had been intrigued when she read about the Helen Lingard Institute in Boston, a new organisation that had been started by three people from Caltech with funding from private equity. Their focus was on her area of special interest: the distant but discoverable human past. And now … How was she to find something like the seventy thousand dollars that the Lingard offered its postdocs as a salary? Her mother had enough money to live on and to heat her small apartment in the Bronx, but none left over. Talissa’s grandparents had come from three different continents, bringing hope and ambition, but nothing in the way of cash.

‘What are you going to do?’ said Felix later, his voice a fraction less emollient than she’d expected.

‘I don’t know. If I can’t find a postdoc I’ll have to do some tutoring. Or bar work.’ She leant forward to pick up her beer glass. ‘Or I could train as a dancer.’

‘Don’t do anything rash. You know how you—’

‘I may have no choice.’

‘I saw Arizona State was hiring. Talissa? Did you hear?’

She smiled. ‘I’m not answering that.’

They were nearing the end of dinner in Talissa’s apartment. Felix pushed back his chair.

‘Where’s this going to leave our trip to France?’ he said.

They had planned to visit Brittany and to see the site where, eighteen months before, a team had found the skeletons of six unusually intact examples of what appeared to be a new human species, Homo vannesiensis. Talissa’s interest in the subject had started when she was eight years old and her grandma had given her a picture book. It showed people who were heavyset, hirsute but genial, strolling over grassy plains. At college, she had studied archaeology and anthropology on an undersubscribed course; she was quite happy that the focus of public interest and big money had been on genomics. Eventually, however, it began to become clear that the mapping of the Homo sapiens code, celebrated as a triumph of scientific ingenuity, had also revealed just how complicated was the miracle of life that it had rendered legible. They had seen into the mind of God, but found that He moved in exceedingly mysterious ways.

By the time Talissa was in high school the public hunger for novelty had already started to look elsewhere, eventually finding what it wanted in the discovery of some new (or rather, very old) humans, who seemed, when reassembled and genetically sequenced, to have been much like the modern family next door. H. sap was a bit of a mongrel, it was established, having mated with its cousin, Homo neanderthalensis. Then new species of human were discovered: the ‘Hobbits’ and Denisovans in Flores and Siberia, and now this new people in a cave near Vannes, in France. The long-admired Homo sapiens had started to seem less like the last word than merely one of nature’s many shots at making humans.

Talissa had first met Felix when Susan Kovalenko brought him round to her apartment one afternoon a year earlier. ‘I thought you two ought to meet,’ said Susan. There followed an hour of tea and chat before Susan remembered an appointment to see her sister downtown, leaving the two of them alone.

So Susan had produced him, Talissa thought, like a conjuror plucking a card from her sleeve. He was a beautiful man, there was no denying that, with his loosely curled hair and expressive hands. He had the air of a musician whose symphony was not coming out quite right; yet he had broad shoulders and athletic movements. It seemed he was seldom off the tennis court.

Alone together, they were both a little nervous and laughed at things that weren’t funny. Then they listened to some music, where it turned out their tastes were different. Felix managed to make this sound fascinating, as though it was obvious that their favourites ought to have been identical. He glanced along her bookshelf and asked some questions. Talissa squirmed a little, feeling he might be looking down on her lack of poetry or European writing, or something. Now that she saw them through his eyes, she had to admit there were a hell of a lot of books about Homo erectus. At least they were already at one when it came to their passion for old movies, especially from the nineties.

She offered him wine to follow the tea, but he opted for beer and she found one at the back of the refrigerator.

‘Is this all right? I don’t know much about beer.’

‘It’ll be fine.’

She levered off the cap and passed it over, pouring herself a glass of two-day-old white wine at the same time. Afterwards, they went out to a neighbourhood Chinese restaurant.

Everything seemed prearranged. They were destined to be together and it was only a question of how they played it. Talissa had had only one proper boyfriend and didn’t know how to stop herself acquiring another. Nor did she want to.

Over the next two weeks they got together for lunchtime walks or early dinners. Talissa was still busy with her doctorate, but she checked her silent phone every minute, hoping for one of his proper but arousing messages. Felix worked for a small company that sold software to start-ups to help them rationalise their processes. Something like that, anyway, she told Susan Kovalenko. Felix said it was a stepping stone, just to make a little money while he put his game-changing plans in place. He already had some investors lined up for his own consultancy project, the exact nature of which was confidential. Meanwhile, he had a room in a brownstone off Park Slope with two women and their son. He did some childminding as part of the deal and seemed not to mind this chore because he was confident that he would soon be rich and free.

When Talissa finally invited Felix to stay over, she was in a state of uncontrolled excitement. She wanted to see the outline of his abdomen and how it flattened into the groin and the hips; she wanted him to hold on to her, hard. When they came to it, he seemed so transported by excitement that she was fairly sure that some defects about which she was self-conscious – a lack of tone, just here; or there, a splash of pigment in an unexpected place – had escaped his notice. Instead, he whispered to her, explaining, asking her permission and telling her how wonderful she was to him. He seemed to have sensed the things she had most privately desired, some of which she had not admitted to herself.

In the daylight, fully dressed, she looked at him and knew that she had met her life’s mate. It was ridiculous; she was too young. But there it was. He was so full of clarity and life; he was the other half of some entity that had been sundered in an older world – in a time, she thought, before even the Palaeolithic. And they were to meet again that evening.

A week after her letter from the Helen Lingard Institute, Talissa had a quarterly bulletin from the Parn Institute in London. The establishment was funded by Lukas Parn, a young Australian-born tech billionaire who had become interested in genomics. Talissa was on the mailing list because she had been turned down for a position on a programme the Parn funded at the University of London. Before finally unsubscribing, she glanced through the message. Among their new initiatives was a proposed study into the role of surrogate mothers in IVF; they had specific requirements of the surrogates they needed, further details on application.

Intrigued, Talissa saw no harm in making some enquiries – from a point of scientific curiosity, at least. She was still turning the matter over in her head when she met Susan Kovalenko in a bar on Columbus, a place they had often hung out in as college students.

‘I know you don’t like gimlets,’ said Susan. ‘So I got you an old-fashioned. Thought it would cheer you up.’

‘Thanks, but I don’t need a pity party.’ Talissa looked round the room. ‘Didn’t we use to come here to get picked up?’

‘Maybe you did …’

They had begun insulting each other as a way of mocking the tough-girl talk in ninth grade and the habit had stayed with them. It was at much the same time that one of the girls had christened Susan ‘Kojak’ after a long-ago TV detective she’d watched with her grandpa on vintage repeats.

‘How’s the DA’s office?’ said Talissa.

‘It’s fine,’ said Susan. ‘I’m getting a promotion.’

‘Still behind the scenes?’

‘God, yes. Well behind.’

‘Look.’ Talissa felt suddenly nervous about what she was on the point of asking. ‘There’s a reason I wanted to see you.’

‘You need a reason? After twenty years?’

‘Shush. You know the Parn Institute?’

‘I’ve heard of it. Lukas Parn, the Australian cowboy. That the guy?’

‘Yup. The Buddha of Bullshit. But rich as hell. Anyway, his London operation is looking for surrogate mothers. They’re doing some research project in association with the British public health service.’

‘The Parn’s work there is in genetics, right?’ said Susan.

‘Yes, but they do a whole bunch of stuff. One of the things they’re interested in is IVF and why its success rate is so low.’

‘I know a couple who spent their life savings on it.’

‘It’s the failure of the embryo to implant that causes the problem. So they want to find out if there’s a genetic component to that. Then, if they understand the underlying biology they can maybe get better matches between the surrogate and the donor. Anyway. I did some digging.’

‘And?’

‘The Parn in London is straight-up,’ said Talissa. ‘It has a shitload of money and it has proper scientists. A guy called Malik Wood runs it. A big deal academically, got sidelined from research by the money on offer from Parn. They have a visiting professor this year from the Max Planck Institute at Leipzig. They’re the real thing.’

‘Hold it right there,’ said Susan. ‘Are you going to volunteer to carry a stranger’s baby?’

Talissa looked down at the polished wood of the counter. ‘I haven’t decided. But I think they’d pay. Not in England, they’re apparently not allowed to. But I’ll ask if they could make a payment inside the US.’

‘It sounds a little … out there.’

‘I have no money, Susan. Neither does my mother or my boyfriend. I have a career that I care about very much.’

‘Boy, don’t we all know about that! But listen—’

Talissa put her hand over Susan’s. ‘Let me finish. The Parn might be a cool place to be around.’

‘Well, I guess you could meet some other scientists. People in your line of work.’

‘I’m not a scientist, Susan. I’m a historian.’

Susan puffed out her cheeks. ‘OK, Talissa, here’s what I think. You need a change in your life. I think you’re a little stuck. Fine. But you can be impulsive. Fearless is one thing, but … You’d need to think about this real hard. Talk of genes always gives me the creeps.’

‘Look, I may not be a scientist, but I do know enough to understand that minor, insignificant differences in the genome, embedded over many thousands of years, can lead to minor, insignificant differences in the phenotype – the way people physically are. Put your hand next to mine. There. Tell me there’s no difference.’

‘Yours is prettier,’ said Susan. ‘Shape, skin tone, manicure … But then your great-greats didn’t winter in Kharkiv. That’s what made us the people we are. Endurance. It went into our genes.’

‘That’s not how genes work, Susan. And anyway, your folk had summers in Odessa.’

‘Not mine. Too poor. Beetroot soup with dumplings. That’s where we got our strength.’

‘And would that make you less likely to miscarry?’

‘Search me,’ said Susan. ‘I’m going to the bathroom. Can I get another gimlet?’

While Susan had been Kojak, Talissa’s high school nickname had been Fearless Frieda, after an animation character who jumped off buildings and outmuscled men. She saw no harm in seeing how much this enormously well-endowed institute in London was prepared to offer.

She messaged the Parn in Russell Square and spoke to a Dr Catrina Olsen, who even in her scrubs looked less like an embryologist than a film star from 1990s Hollywood. Dr Olsen put her on to someone called Sula Kukk, the financial officer, who was encouraging about the possibility of her being paid in America.

Finally, she mentioned it to Felix.

‘You know that if I was lucky enough to get picked I’d have to live there,’ she said. ‘They’d want to keep running tests. And anyway, after a time you’re not allowed to fly.’

‘So where does that leave me?’

‘In Brooklyn, I guess. But it’s only for a year. Then if all goes well I’d be back and starting at the Helen Lingard in Boston.’

Talissa felt a sudden panic. ‘You can always come to London with me,’ she said.

‘I can’t leave New York. I have all these investors lined up. I had a call last week from an intermediary for a big IT company in California.’

‘Which one?’

‘I can’t say. They want a meeting.’

Talissa fixed her eyes on him. ‘You must come and visit anyhow. You can come every six weeks or something. You can stay with me, so there’d be no hotel bills.’

‘Have you really thought about this, Talissa?’

‘Of course I’ve thought about it. And I’ll think about it a lot more in London before I commit. I’m not going to take any risks, medical or otherwise.’

‘Otherwise?’

‘You know. Psychological. I won’t do it if it doesn’t feel right for me.’

Then she could come back to New York, and to Felix.

‘I don’t like the idea of someone else’s child inside you. Another man.’

‘I’m not making out with the guy. It’s an embryo when they put it in.’

She hadn’t thought this through properly. She could see that now. And she was guilty of taking Felix for granted. The fact that they belonged together was so self-evident to her that she had thought them invulnerable.

Felix stood up and walked over to the window. He looked down into the street and said nothing for a minute. Finally, he turned back into the room. ‘Is this your way of breaking up with me?’

‘No, it’s my way of funding my career and helping some people out. If I was trying to let you go, I wouldn’t be asking you to come with me to London.’

The conversation had gone badly, but Talissa was too proud to take steps to put it right. She had suddenly lost her bearings with Felix – she who had felt in control of their relationship until that moment, the more loved of the two, if only by the smallest of margins. Then, mid-conversation, a scale had tilted. Their roles had switched and she no longer knew what to say to him: she might come across as panicked or jealous or weak – in which case he would leave for ever. This was the last thing she wanted. They had been together less than a year.

On the other hand, her absence for a few months might crystallise his feelings for her. It would be a stress test for them. And from a personal point of view, there was the prospect of spending time in a city – a continent – she had never visited. A rest from her weekly visits to her mother’s airless apartment … By the time she came back, Felix would have sorted out his business plans and would be able to see the central part she should play in his life.

She reasoned so clearly to herself that she was scarcely aware of the stubborn reflex that made it hard for her to go back, apologise or change her mind. Two days later, she messaged Dr Olsen to say that once the plane ticket was with her, she’d be on her way.
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She found a place to stay in Muswell Hill. It was on the top floor of a terraced house that belonged to a Mrs K. Gopal. From some research in New York, Talissa had established that most Londoners were hard up and therefore keen to let their spare rooms. According to her new landlady, this poverty was caused by a run of terrible luck going back more than twenty years: ‘One bloody disaster after another,’ as she put it. Mrs Gopal was still angry with the ‘financial crooks’ who’d started the rot and with the ‘austerity’ governments who’d tried to plug the hole. Talissa listened in the kitchen, hoping the advance rent arriving soon would soften Mrs Gopal’s world view, or at least her mood. Mrs G’s grudges were attached to events that had happened while Talissa was still in high school on the other side of the world. She wasn’t sure, for instance, what was meant by what sounded like ‘Brecksit’. And as for what came after … Words, fortunately, failed her landlady.

The Parn Institute said it would do its own tests in Russell Square, but before that made an appointment for Talissa at a clinic in Wimpole Street. She paused at the foot of the steps and looked up to the double wooden entry with its leaded lights and brass fingerplates. She pressed a bell marked ‘MediPlus’ and the door buzzed open.

In the reception area was a long desk, where a woman in a white nylon jacket gave her a form and pointed out a coffee machine. There were four other patients looking at their cell phones as they waited on leather chairs; none of them looked how she had imagined English people would, even if her ideas had been influenced less by anthropology than by period dramas on her streaming service. In reality, this London looked much like New York.

Eventually, she was escorted by a nurse down to the basement. After giving blood, she was shown an elevator to the third-floor ‘JPM Scanning Suite’. She took off her shoes as instructed and lay down on a stretcher that chugged her into a white tunnel, where something whirred and chattered above her abdomen. Talissa pictured what it saw through skirt, underwear and covering flesh: the curved ram’s horns of the fallopian tubes with their little brushes at the end that swept the eggs along the ducts and down into the ram’s face of the uterus itself.

The next examinations, at the Parn in Russell Square, were conducted by a middle-aged obstetrician with a friendly manner. Dr S. Worthington was the name on her badge, and she looked a little more like the Brits that Talissa had seen on screen; she could on a good day have played the mother of the Regency heroine. There was an hour of family history to be gone through first and Talissa worried that her answers were disappointing. Her grandparents had come from different parts of the world; their medical records, if ever they existed, hadn’t made it to the Bronx. Where her grandparents’ parents had come from, she had no idea. Nor did many other people she knew.

Dr Worthington was reassuring. ‘It’s really not about your forebears, it’s about what sort of environment your womb will provide. Your test results are excellent. Your overall health seems pretty good, too. Do you drink alcohol?’

‘Not much.’

There was the snap of a rubber glove, as Talissa knew there would be, and the raising of her knees as she lay back on a paper-covered couch. The last person to have had this view was Felix, Talissa thought, as Dr Worthington slid in a narrow plastic tube that contained, she said, a tiny camera.

‘Just a few holiday snaps. Is that all right?’

‘Wouldn’t be a holiday without.’

It lasted a couple of minutes.

‘That’s good. Here, take these tissues. You can get dressed again now.’

Talissa resumed her place in the chair. Next, there were questions about her sexual history. She did her best to make it sound regular. What was regular? Felix. Monogamy. Yes. STDs? No way. And the history pre-Felix? No need to mention Stan DePina. Focus on Talor Caliskan, two years together and parting as affectionate friends.

‘And that’s all?’ said Dr Worthington.

‘Yes. What happens now?’

‘There’s a DNA test.’

‘Do I spit in a tube and mail it to Sweden?’

Dr Worthington smiled. ‘No. It’s a bit more sophisticated these days. The Parn has some of the most modern equipment. We’ll be able to tell you all about your great-to-the-power-of-ten-grandmother.’

‘Well, say hi from me.’

‘Then there’ll be a psychological profile,’ said Dr Worthington. ‘Don’t worry. It’s not intrusive. But we need to understand your motivation. There’s a lot of support in the months afterwards, but anything that can be discovered in advance is a bonus.’

‘Do you have kids yourself?’

‘Yes. I have two girls.’

Talissa looked round the consulting room. ‘I feel pretty detached right now. I guess that could change. The experience. The hormones.’

Dr Worthington nodded. ‘Detached but aware. I don’t think they can ask for much more than that.’

Back in Muswell Hill, Talissa tried to take stock. It all seemed to be going well and she felt confident she’d be selected.

There was a knock at the door. Mrs Gopal had brought her a cup of tea and a samosa.

‘I make them myself,’ she said. ‘You’re not vegetarian, are you?’

‘No,’ said Talissa, though she almost was.

‘It’s minced lamb,’ said Mrs G. ‘I do a vegetable one as well, but most people prefer the lamb.’

Talissa bit into the plump triangle and a taste of lean, spicy sweetness filled her mouth. ‘God, this is incredible.’

Mrs Gopal smiled for the first time since Talissa had known her; it was as if her fury at hedge funds and Mr Putin had decided to give her a moment’s rest.

‘It was a recipe of my mother’s,’ she said. ‘She had it from her mother. For all I know, it went back generations in Madras.’

‘Is that where your family’s from?’

‘Some of them. They always called it Madras, though it’s been Chennai for years. My great-great-grandparents met in Tobago. They were indentured labourers. I had a grandmother from Afghanistan. One from Poland. A grandfather from Hartlepool.’

‘Where’s that?’

‘Don’t ask. But people want me to be Indian, really. Then they know where they are. They want me to be wise and gentle and to make spicy food.’

‘Well, you do. This thing is, like … Wow.’

‘I just happen to like the taste of chilli. I know I’m English. That’s all that matters. But you haven’t told me what you’re doing in London.’

‘I’m an academic. An anthropologist. And I’m … looking for funding to continue my work.’

‘I didn’t know we had any money left in England.’

‘I’ve applied for something that might pay me quite a lot, I think. I think there is still money. It’s just that it’s concentrated in the hands of fewer people.’

‘Don’t get me started,’ said Mrs Gopal.

‘I’ll try not to,’ said Talissa.

Mrs Gopal sat down on a sofa beneath a window that overlooked a jumble of roofs going up towards Alexandra Palace. Talissa was surprised by this move, but said nothing. It was Mrs G’s house, after all, and this room presumably had memories for her – perhaps as the long-time bedroom of her favourite child: the school uniform in the closet, the small shoes in a row …

‘And how are you going to get the funds in London?’ said Mrs Gopal. ‘Who have you applied to? A fairy godmother?’

‘In a way, yes.’ She didn’t feel ready to explain further. ‘Tell me about your children,’ she said.

‘I have two boys and a little girl. I say “little”. She’s twenty-five this year.’

‘That’s cool,’ said Talissa.

‘The trouble is, they don’t last. The five-year-old becomes a man. A different person.’

‘You still have the memory, I guess.’ It was hard for Talissa to imagine this far ahead in a life.

‘Well, I have the memory of my grandmother, too. But that’s all it is. They’re both gone. Granny and Sanjiv both.’

‘But your son’s alive, isn’t he? Sanjiv? It’s surely just that the child he once was has been replaced.’

‘Yes. But by a different person. The Sanjiv I loved no longer exists.’

‘Don’t you love the new one?’

‘Yes. Very much. But I miss the old one.’

Talissa could see no way past this logic. She was beginning to like Mrs Gopal. It was good to have firm views; she could respect that. Perhaps the samosa had also helped. She wasn’t sure if her landlady would have religious objections to the idea of surrogacy; she’d seen no Christian crosses or plaster Hindu deities in the house, but Mrs G was nothing if not opinionated. In the end, she decided to risk it and confide in her.

Mrs Gopal greeted the revelation in silence. Eventually, she said, ‘Someone else’s baby?’

‘Yes.’

‘It wouldn’t stop you having your own children when you want to?’

‘Not at all. It would be nothing to do with me.’

‘I think it would be. It would be fed from your body.’

‘They’ve done this a thousand times before. They have ways of making it work out well for everyone.’

Mrs Gopal sighed. ‘You seem quite unconcerned. Or are you just pretending to be brave?’

‘No, no. I feel OK with it. Honest.’

‘Will you carry on living here?’

‘For the time being. It depends on whether I pass all their tests. I really don’t know what the deal will be.’

‘I hope you’ll stay. You can decorate the room how you like.’

‘But doesn’t it have memories? Of your children? It feels like it was once your little girl’s room. And she was happy here.’

‘I told you. They don’t exist any more.’
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While Talissa was talking to her landlady, Alaric Pedersen was preparing to donate the spermatozoa that he hoped would help produce his first child.

As a teacher, he felt obliged to behave at all times with dignity, even when he was miles from the school buildings. He decided to shut out any comic aspects of the situation and to concentrate on being polite and co-operative with the staff. It was a serious matter, after all. His wife, Mary, had had uterine cancer at the age of twenty-one, four years before they met, and the treatment had necessitated the removal of her womb. They had discussed the idea of a surrogate mother throughout the years they’d been married and had been on the point of committing when Mary, in the throes of an uncontrollable affair, had left home for five months.

When she returned, she was troubled by religious doubts. A Christian upbringing had included close study of the Old Testament, which, as she told Alaric, was unusual among Catholics. She always knew the three-letter name of Joshua’s father in a crossword and which of Rachel and Leah had first married Jacob. While she often felt watched and judged, she had no actual belief at all – until her love affair, for a long time after which she sensed her god’s disapproval. But at the age of thirty-five, and resettled with Alaric for almost six years, she had finally agreed to undergo the process. Their local doctor had managed to secure them a place in a new public-private partnership that was being run between the NHS and the Parn Institute; he told them they were guaranteed the ‘dream ticket’ – the expertise of the NHS and the up-to-the-minute equipment of the Parn.

The first test was with the NHS, for which Alaric was sent to an address in a far outpost of London, near Edgware. When he went into the Underground station, the barrier wouldn’t respond to the electronic chip in his wrist – the gadget he and Mary called the ‘blipper’. The time taken sorting it out with the member of staff meant that he arrived ten minutes late. When his turn came, he was shown into a small room with a water dispenser and some plastic cups. On a shelf, there was a pile of what he thought were shrouds.

He tried not to think what his actions might look like to the Year 9s.

The next day, Alaric was back at work. He taught history in the Dulwich–Brixton borders – a truly comprehensive school, he sometimes said, with children from both sides of the tracks. Their interest in the subject was minimal, but he enjoyed giving them an idea that the world had not always been as it was in 2030. ‘We’re a moment in a long and mysterious journey,’ he told them. ‘We can only understand where we’re going if we know where we came from. But we are not the terminus. Oh no. We are not Victoria.’ A promising new girl put up her hand. ‘Are we Selhurst Park, sir?’

A Westminster government in the last days of the previous century had removed history from the list of subjects that children were obliged to study. Making knowledge of the past a mere option was pitiful, Alaric thought. On the other hand, he enjoyed being free of direction from above; it allowed him to invent courses and lessons that might interest them. Some days he’d just make them read – not a textbook, but something like Animal Farm that could smuggle ideas into their heads while they were thinking about something else.

Alaric had declined to become head of department because it would mean coming back from holiday a week early in the summer; it would entail chairing meetings and going to a weekly chat with the ‘senior team’. It was a thing to do only if you were hoping to move on to a bigger job in a better school. He wasn’t. At the age of thirty-eight, he had decided that any energy left over from work would be channelled into a project of his own: an attempt to explain to people of his generation, born round 1990, that they were unusual in having lived in an age where, for a long time, nothing much had changed. ‘There are decades when nothing happens and years when decades happen’ was the half-remembered saying that inspired him. He was not discouraged when he discovered that its originator was V.I. Lenin. He knew that most people regarded him as old-fashioned and he wanted to show that, at least where history was concerned, he had original thoughts.

Mary worked as a chef at a sports club in Bromley, cooking for tennis and badminton players hot off the court, people trying to stick with the ‘healthy option’, but drawn to her dish of the day, with hand-made chips. She had been there for four years and was second in command, so she could take some time off when the baby was born. Those early weeks would be vital, they agreed, so the child would bond with her.

One thing the Parn recommended was taking a trip with the surrogate before the event: a long weekend or a few days together by the seaside. Nothing broke down barriers more, they said. Alaric had always, since his suburban childhood, loved camping. The smell of canvas, the sound of birds in the morning, the triumph of the camp fire when it came to life … In the course of their marriage, Mary had slowly been persuaded of the charm of nights under the stars, especially as Alaric gave her a break by doing all the cooking. He still had a petrol-driven car, an estate with plenty of room in the back for tents and fifteen-litre jerrycans of water; a trip in the old station wagon would be just the thing to get to know this young woman. He’d make his Italian sausage and bean casserole on the first evening.

There was a zest in his step when he left his classroom at break time. He hoped that he’d be able to interest his son in making things together (he always seemed to picture the child as a boy). He had often regretted selling his model railway at the age of fourteen, but if he and Mary moved to a bigger place, with an attic, he could make a replica of an American city – Chicago, say, complete with marshalling yards beside Lake Michigan, with real water in it.

When he checked his phone over a cup of staffroom instant coffee, he was surprised to see a message from the Parn Institute. It was from Dr Catrina Olsen, head of Fertility Programming, and asked him to telephone her within the next twenty-four hours.
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The next day, at the Parn Institute in Russell Square, Dr Malik Wood was given a message by his excited assistant. ‘The boss called. He’s in town and wants to see you tonight. Drinks at the Connaught. Six thirty.’

Malik Wood had studied genetics as an undergraduate in England, but a colleague at the Ivy League university where he was finishing his doctorate had lured him into the world of human embryology. He was soon being invited to lecture in establishments so far away he sometimes had to check where they were on the map. The Samson Inoué Centre of Human Embryology in Dhaka was followed by a semester in the Zohar Research Institute at the University of Montreal. He had then become professor of reproductive and molecular genetics at a new research faculty attached to UC Berkeley.

Helping people to have babies was a good use of anyone’s time. But these days he no longer found himself at the leading edge of research – he who had once been tipped for academic glory and had been offered posts at Cambridge and Princeton. He ought to have more money and some hard-hitting initials to follow his name. At a party following a lecture at the Royal Institution, a zoologist whispered bad news through fumes of wine and sausage roll: the position he most coveted had gone to Therese Williams.

‘But she’s hopeless!’ said Wood. ‘I read some of her papers. They were like undergraduate essays.’

‘I know. But people like her.’

Then there came a job offer: as director of the Parn Institute in London. The Parn had money from its thirty-five-year-old founder, Lukas Parn, an entrepreneur who – almost before his voice had broken, it seemed – had made a dozen fortunes from wave power and biotech. Parn had been born and educated in Australia, where his parents had immigrated from Vietnam and the Czech Republic (he had taken a version of his mother’s surname); his company was based in America, but he lived most of the time in Berlin. His latest interest was in anthropology. If AI had raised questions about the ability of electronic circuitry to replicate human thought, then the next question, naturally, was what made human beings such paragons. Or as Parn had put it: ‘How come sapiens is so sapient?’

Dr Wood had a young team under him in Russell Square, where his time was divided between the laboratory and the office; but at the age of forty-two he was peering into the future with a troubled gaze. Human genomics was a fast-moving train that was about to leave him at the station. And then they elected Therese Williams a Fellow of the Royal Society.

Wood arrived at the Connaught four minutes late, to give his employer time to settle. He went through to the bar, which had recently been redecorated in the style of what might have been a Turkish country house.

Lukas Parn sat back among the drapes, like a pasha in his new command.

‘What’ll you have?’

When people first met Parn, they imagined he’d talk in the geek idiolect of Cupertino and San Jose; they were surprised when he came across more like a Queensland sheep farmer. Wood had met him often enough to know it was a screen that he would lower when he felt comfortable.

‘Just a glass of white wine, please,’ Wood said. ‘Thanks. How was your flight? Have you come from Berlin?’

Parn leant forward and his face caught the light. His skin was smooth, his hair an even teabag brown. Was there a touch of mascara?

‘Know much about evolution, Woody?’

‘I’m a biologist.’

‘Know how the eye evolved?’

‘Yes.’

‘How?’

‘Incrementally.’

Parn puffed out his cheeks and sat back on the crimson plush. ‘I want to do an experiment,’ he said. ‘I want to prove something.’

‘That’s not normally how exper—’

‘One thing I’ve learned from the AI business. The human species is fucking exceptional.’

‘Which human species?’

‘There’s only one.’

‘Only one surviving, yes.’

‘Which in itself makes us pretty special.’

‘Unusual, certainly. Even gorillas have—’

‘Do you think we’ll ever find another human species?’

‘How many more do you want? You’re up to speed with the one they found in France?’

‘Homo gastronomicus? Yes.’ Lukas Parn sipped on his cola. ‘There’s a lot of crap being talked about how clever all these other human species were. But only we have real cognition. You can’t manufacture that. Not even in AI. I spent two point six billion US trying. And you can’t pretend some erectus knew what he was doing.’

Putting his white sneakers up on the ottoman, he said, ‘Think about it. Think about how slowly, how cautiously natural selection works. My neck, by chance mutation, grew a quarter inch longer than yours, so I could reach the last berries. My retina curved one millimetre more, so I could sense how the light was directed. It took millions of years. So when we toddled out of Africa, quite recently, up through Israel, Syria, Turkey, Bulgaria … Christ, you’d think they’d sue the fucking travel agent … Anyway, this little band of African Sapiens adventurers … Tough little buggers.’

‘Certainly.’

‘And what did we need in order to be more successful than our competitors in Europe? The wild boar and the aurochs and the odd hairy hominin. Weapons? Tools? Muscle? But we’re saying that in a few minutes we were building cathedrals.’

‘A few minutes?’

‘In evolutionary terms, yes. Some tens of thousands of years. Not many. The way I see it, our species is hard to explain in Darwinian terms.’

‘But Darwin allowed for saltations,’ said Wood. ‘Long periods of stability. Plateaux. Then sudden leaps. Punctuated equilibrium.’

‘This was more than a leap, mate. From lithics to laptops in the blink of an eye.’

‘Can I get you gentlemen some more drinks?’ said a waitress.

‘Yes, I’ll have another Diet Pepsi. Not Coke: Pepsi. Malik?’

‘I’m fine, thanks.’

The waitress disappeared.

‘Now then, Malik. They tell me you’re feeling a bit pissed off. Neglected. Is that right?’

Dr Wood blew out his cheeks and exhaled slowly. ‘It’s a good job. And I have a great staff.’

‘But your research. The glory days are behind you, aren’t they?’

‘The institute’s still at the cutting edge in half a dozen fields.’

‘I know. I fund it. But you yourself.’

‘Well … Sometimes I feel a little restless.’

‘Good. Restless is excellent. I have a proposition.’ Parn leant forward and put his hand on Malik Wood’s knee.

‘Oh yes?’

Parn sat back again. ‘Did you know I fund a palaeoanthropology research programme? It’s attached to the University of London. They do top genetic work. Looking at old bones. Sequencing the genome of Homo vannesiensis. That kind of thing. I know people there. In the labs. I have access.’

‘I bet.’

‘You know all that work they did in Leipzig a few years back. The Max Planck people. Putting together genomes from scraps of forty-thousand-year-old bone. Brilliant stuff. But those PCR machines they used, they’re pretty old now. We have better kit.’

‘And?’

Lukas Parn’s voice had lost all trace of the Outback. ‘I’m interested in hybrids. What they can tell us about ourselves. How we got to be the way we are. The inexplicable leap. The “saltation”, as you call it.’

‘My God. You’re not a creationist, are you? You’re not going to try to prove that Homo sapiens was put together all in one go by God?’

‘No.’ Parn laughed. ‘No, I’m not a creationist. But I’m an exceptionalist. I believe that the superiority of Homo sapiens hasn’t yet been explained.’

‘You’re saying Darwin was wrong?’

‘Sure. He was wrong about a lot of things. Women. Genetics.’

‘But by the standards of what was known at the time, he—’

‘Exactly. “The time” was 1850-something. Getting on for two hundred years ago. Anyway, it’s not about a Victorian with a beard. It’s about genetics, a word unknown to Darwin.’

‘How am I involved in this?’

‘Your lab. Your touch.’

Dr Wood drank some wine. ‘I’ll need to know more.’

‘You will. In due course. But can I take it that you would be interested in having your salary increased. And a one-off bonus of, let’s say, five times salary on successful completion?’

‘It depends on what I need to do.’

‘Something well within your capabilities. I want you to make a substitution in the course of our new IVF research partnership with the NHS.’

‘A substitution?’

‘A simple switch. One guy’s sperm for another. Before it hits the egg.’

‘That’s ethically—’

‘Extremely important is what it is,’ said Parn. ‘From a scientific point of view. We’re looking at a human hybrid.’

Wood took a swig of his wine. ‘But there’d be a massive legal claim if it—’

‘If it came to a civil case for breach of contract, I’d bear the damages. I’ve taken advice from the best here in London. They say there’s a remote possibility of a criminal action, but it would be very hard to prove. So most likely they’d offer a “deferred prosecution agreement”.’

‘What’s that?’

‘You plead guilty, pay a large fine and promise to be a good boy. After a fixed period of good behaviour you’re deemed to have wiped the slate clean.’

‘Never heard of it.’

‘Fraud trials were too expensive and too complex for a jury to follow. So they developed this compromise.’

‘Suppose we all had to pay fines?’

‘Don’t worry. I’d have you covered. But it won’t get that far. Plus, you know how often these mistakes happen.’

‘Mistakes, yes, but not deliberate switches.’

‘The child would be of incredible scientific interest. And there’d be further rewards for you personally in terms of acclaim.’

‘I can’t see me being the first author of the paper in Science or Nature. Not if there’s a switch.’

‘As things stand now, maybe not. But by the time we’re ready to publish, when the kid’s eighteen, who knows what the landscape will look like. It won’t necessarily all depend on dusty old journals. There’ll be other ways of making sure you get the credit you deserve.’

Malik Wood thought of Therese Williams, FRS.

‘Go on,’ he said.
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Delmore Redding, the psychologist at the Parn Institute, was a solemn young man with round glasses, a knotted tie and a button-down shirt, which he wore beneath a navy blue slipover as if in tribute to a Harvard professor of the Kennedy era. His accent had a pleasing hint of North Carolina. His office was on the top floor in Russell Square, where the autumn sun was bending through the almost leafless branches of a sycamore and painting liquid patterns on the bare wall. As she sat down, Talissa tried not to think of her interviewer as an antagonist, someone sent to pry the scabs off wounds she didn’t even know she had. She uncrossed her arms and smiled briefly at him.

‘Tell me a little about your family,’ said Redding. ‘Do you have brothers and sisters?’

‘No. Just me. I guess I was a handful.’

‘And you grew up in New York?’

‘Yes. In the Bronx.’

‘Do you still live there?’

‘No, I live in West Harlem. Made it to Manhattan. Just.’

‘Did you get on well with your parents?’

‘Yes. We were pretty close.’

He looked at her as if expecting her to say more. Talissa looked back.

‘And did you have friends at school?’ he said eventually.

‘Yeah, I guess so. I was a little … Maybe a little geeky, you know? I wasn’t the most popular girl, a cheerleader type. But, yes, I had friends.’

‘And when you were older, did you have boyfriends? Did
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