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When Alden was six weeks old, the doctor called them into his office. Ro didn’t want to go. Shehad a
feeling that something was wrong. None of her friends had ever been caled to adoctor’ s office,
especidly when there had been no check-up previoudy, no tests, nothing that would seem out of the
ordinary.

Ro’ s husband, Gil, reassured her, but he didn’t sound sincere. He didn’t meet her eyes any more, and his
ruddy face looked even more flushed than usual. He too knew that things were wrong. They bundled up
the baby, whom Ro privately thought too small to be named after hisfamous great-grandfather, and went
to the scheduled appointment.

The doctor’ s office was a different place than the waiting room. Ro had been comfortable with the
waiting room. It was designed for pregnant women: large, comfortable chairs with good back support,
footstools, and a gasfireplace that wasin congtant use in the winter. A computer in the corner constantly
played information about women's health and reproductive news, and from any of the tables, waiting
patients could easily access Sitesthat pertained to childbirth and childrearing.

But the office was around the back of the clinic—actudly in adifferent building atogether—and the
waiting areafelt like the waiting area of alawyer or accountant. There was one large window with a
spectacular view of the parking lot, and aless spectacular view of the lake across the street and the
mountains beyond. The chairs were straight-backed with no armrests, and weren't wide enough for
Alden’scarrier. With some hesitation, Ro put the deeping baby on thefloor.

Sheleaned over and played with his curly black hair. Histiny fists were curled against his deeper, the soft
blue blanket her parents had given him tucked benegth his chin. She had no idea how this beautiful boy
with hisdark brown eyes, chocolate skin, and ddlicate features could beill. He was devel oping the way
he was supposed to, he ate well, dthough he till did not deep through the night.

Gil paced, and somehow that reassured her: if Gil was nervous, then she had aright to be nervoustoo.
Only shedidn't tel him—couldn’t tell him—one of the sources of her nervousness. Shedidn’t want to be
the mother of asickly child. She had seen those mothers, with their vagudly frantic air despite thelr
protestations that everything was fine and under control. She had seen the despair in their eyes, the way
they clung to their babies asif determination aone could prevent whatever tragedy was ahead.

She had clung to Alden that way on the drive over, and had been ashamed of hersalf. Shedidn’t even
know what the doctor was going to say.

Findly, the androgynous automated voi ce announced that the doctor was ready to see them. The door to
his office swung open, and she grabbed Alden’ s carrier, wishing once again that she wasin the waiting
room &t the clinic, where real people called her name and opened the door, and gave her areassuring
smile asthey led her into an unfamiliar room.

The doctor’ s office smelled faintly of roses. Severd tiny hybridslined awal just insde. Books—old,
dusty, and obvioudy just for show—Ilined another wall. The carpet was plush, the desk was messy, and
the view here, through the window behind the desk, was of asmall fenced-in garden, well tended. She
had always known that Dr. Wyatt was anurturer. It was nice to have that sense confirmed.

Helooked asif he belonged behind that desk. He wore a brown sweater with a cream-colored
turtleneck beneath it, setting off his mahogany skin. His shaved head shone, and the single diamond he
worein hisleft ear looked even more prominent than usua. As Ro and Gil entered, he stood and took



the carrier from them, smiling down at the deeping baby.

Heran afinger dong Alden’s porcelain cheek. “Ironic,” he murmured so softly that Ro knew hewas
speaking only to the baby. She shuddered, thinking that a confirmation of al she had feared. Then he
gmiled & her. “Please gt.”

Shewaited until he placed the carrier on his desk, on the only bare spot |eft by the piles of paper. The
carrier was turned o that they all could see the boy. He hadn’t moved, but his blanket had. His soft
bresth made a corner of it flutter ever so dightly.

“What' swrong with him?’ Ro asked, unable to wait.

Gil took her hand in hiswarm, strong one. She could fed tension in both of their fingers asthey braced
themsdlves.

“Nothing,” Dr. Wyait said.

“Nothing?’ And in Gil’ s surprised growl, she heard the beginnings of anger. She squeezed his hand,
warning him to wait.

“That' swhat so wonderful,” Dr. Wyait said, leaning forward. “We did the standard genetic testing on
your son.”

Ro remembered. Genetic testing was required in Oregon, in dl but ahandful of states now, and the
results were supposed to be kept private. In fact, parents could opt not to know what dangerslurked in
their child’ s genes. Ro and Gil had taken a moderate agpproach: if the problem was going to be
incapacitating or life-threstening they wanted to know. Otherwise, they choseto let the information come
to Alden on his eighteenth birthday—a Pandora’ s box he could chose to open or nat, al on hisown.

Gil had gtiffened beside her. She knew what he was thinking: incapacitating or fatd. How could Dr.
Wyett cdl that nothing?

“And we discovered that Alden isonly infant we have seen in this clinic, indeed in this part of the State,
who had a perfect set of genes.”

“P-perfect?’ Ro repeated. She had been so expecting the other, the bad, the horrible news, that the
good news was hard to absorb.

“Perfect. No missing genes, no mafunctioning genes, no hereditary diseases. In fact, heisquitethe
survivor, with some extra genes that have been determined to fight certain viruses. Unless your son hasan
accident, hewill livealong and hedthy life”

Ro frowned. Perfect.

“We usad to think,” Dr. Wyaitt was saying, “that perfect human beings could be engineered. What we
didn’t know until just recently wasthat perfect human beings dready existed. They could be borninto a
family likeyours”

Gil cleared histhroat, and dipped hisfingersfrom Ro’s. He recovered quicker—or at least hisbrain did.
It dways had.

“Wesdgned thewaiver,” he said. “We weren't supposed to find out anything like this about Alden.”

“Y ou signed the waiver, yes,” Dr. Wyatt said, “but did you read it?’



Ro glanced at Gil. She had been in labor when they remembered the consent. He had been the oneto
handle the business details of Alden’sbirth. He shrugged. “1 scanned it.”

“Then you might have missed one of the clausesin the middle. It addressed thisvery issue.”
“What issue?’ Ro asked.

Dr. Wyatt smiled at her; then he leaned forward, folding his hands on the desk. She recognized the
posture. It was his sincere-explanation posture. Once, another expectant mother had described it to her
as his attempt not to patronize his patients.

“We have the capability of growing new organs from various cells. We do alot of microsurgery, alot of
repair work on the cellular level before we can use some of these organs.” He glanced at Alden, who
was il deeping. “ Sometimes we repair genetic defectsin the womb. We dso do alot of work with the
new techniques, onesthat involve injecting new genetic materid into old cells, revitdizing them. Some of
these procedures are old, some are new, but they all involve the basic building blocks of ahuman being.”

Ro fdt her breath catch. Dr. Wyatt was speaking dowly, giving them a chance to ask questions.
Apparently Gil had none. She had athousand, but didn’t know where to begin asking.

“Private bio-technology companies pay alot of money to keep cellsfrom people like Alden onfile. We
have hopesthat their perfect DNA will make them useful in al areas of biologica and medica sciences.
Thereisdready ausefor them now.”

“Thisisabout money?’ Gil asked.
“It' sabout healing,” Dr. Wyatt said. Then hesighed. “Thereismore.”
“More?’ Ro asked.

“If you choose to have more children, any one of these companieswill be willing to finance your
pregnancies and the first five years of your children’ slives. Y ou have created one geneticdly perfect
child. The chances are you will create another.” His smile was gpologetic. “If you don't want to do that, if
you only want one child, then they would pay you quite well for fertilized embryos. Infact, you could do
both—"

“Isthisajoke?’ Gil asked.

“No.” Dr. Wyatt spoke solemnly, reassuringly. “A handful of other couplesal over the country have
donethisaready, but caseslikethisare very rare”

Alden dtirred. Hissmall fist grabbed the fluttering edge of the blue blanket, and he pulled it toward his
mouth, uncovering histiny feet, encased in delicate white socks. Ro grabbed the blanket and pulled it
down, covering him again.

“What doesthe clinic get out of this?” Gil asked.

Dr. Wyaitt shrugged. “A percentage. Small, actualy. It amounts to one percent of the total fees paid your
family.”

“Plusal the paymentsfor the additiona medica care,” Gil said. His anger was becoming plain. Hisvoice
wasrisng.

“What—?" Ro asked, loudly enough to cover him. He shot her awarning look which sheignored. “What



doesthismean for Alden?’
“Financidly?’ Dr. Wyatt said. “It meansthat he' ll—"
“No,” shesaid. “What will happen to my baby? Are there tests? Will he haveto leave us?’

“No,” Dr. Wyatt said. “ At his checkups, we'll take an extravia of blood, and send it to whichever lab
ends up with his case. Hewon't notice athing.”

“Those are hisgenes, right?” Gil asked. “ Do we have to give consent every time they’ re used?’

Dr. Wyait looked at hislong, manicured hands. “If you do this,” he said, “ Alden’ s geneswill no longer be
his. They will belong to the firm that buysthem.”

“Meaning they could do anything they want with his genes?’ Ro asked.
“Yes” Dr. Wyatt said.
“Will he be prevented from using his genes?’ Gil asked.

“They have awaiver for reproduction,” Dr. Wyait said. “But if he wanted to donate sperm or give blood,
he would need permission. And he would need their permission if he wanted donate an organ or grow
onefor afamily member who couldn’t for some reason.”

Ro shuddered. Such a decision. She had expected to make one today, but not like this.
“Would they clone him?’ she asked.

“Cloningisillegd throughout theworld,” Dr. Wyait said.

“But we' ve heard rumors—"

“No reputable company would clone anyone,” Dr. Wyatt said, “ athough they might use a section of his
DNA asatemplate for someinfant’ sflawed DNA.”

“How much would we get paid?’ Gil asked.

“For Alden?’ Dr. Wyait shrugged. “The usud bid starts at two million dollars. It can rise from there.”
“And how long would they control his genes?”’

Dr. Wyatt’ s mouth formed athin line. “ For life,” he said.

They did not have to make adecison right away. All they did was ask Dr. Wyaitt to wait before
informing any of the companies about Alden. Dr. Wyatt agreed. They wereto see him againin two
weeks.

During that time, they spoke to everyone they knew. Their friends had split opinions: somefdt that
Alden’sgift should be used for the greater good; others believed that to give Alden’s DNA away would
be to tamper with God' s plan. Their more sophisticated friends worried about the legdities. Their families
worried about the restrictions.

Gil hired alawyer who specidized in medicd contracts. The lawyer believed she could negotiate amore
favorable document that gave less power to the biotech company and more money to the family. She
would take the case on a contingency, agreeing to work for a percentage of the find take. Gil had been



satisfied with her, but Ro hadn’t. When they had gone to the lawyer’ s office, she hadn’t done more than
give Alden acursory glance. No questions about him, no gentle touches, and when he woke grumpy after
along nap, she requested that he either get quiet or be taken to the daycare center thoughtfully provided

by thelegd firm.

It was starting to become about money. Two million dollars would pay off dl their debts, including their
tiny one-story homein adistant suburb. It would pay for Alden’s college, his graduate work, and, if they
invested wisdly, give him anest egg, an investment that might help him ashe grew older.

Ro waked through her tiny house with its unwieldy ’ 90s kitchen with theidand that aways got in her
way and the hooks for the cooper pots that no one had anymore, and imagined it updated, with modern
appliances. Shefed Aldenin theliving room, always chilly because of its cathedra ceiling, and wished
that she could carve the space into two rooms—one of them aplayroom for her beautiful son. Gil
mentioned in passng, as he dways did with things that were important to him, that perhapsthey could
consider buying abigger house with ared yard, close to schools and public transportation. They allowed
themsdvesto contemplate adifferent life,

Andthroughit dl, they fed Alden, changed him, played with him, and held him. They carried him from
room to room as they dreamed their small dreams. Sometimes he giggled. Often he dept. And sometimes
he cried s0 hard that Ro thought his heart was breaking. During those times, she couldn’t understand
what he needed, and she wished, oh how she wished, she could ask him what he wanted.

Because their decision would affect him in athousand ways. It would affect everything about him, from
sampleacts of charity such as donating blood to large things such as hisfinancid future. Ro did not even
think about the added offer, the way that the companies would pay for more children, the way that al of
thiswould affect ther lives.

She studied everything she could find, became familiar with genes and DNA and experiment processes.
She learned that Alden was one of asdlect group. Lessthan point one-one hundredth of al the children
born since the human genome project had been finished were categorized as medically perfect. Of that
small percentage, only afew were born in the United States each year. There was no information on
families who had chosen the options she and Gil had been offered, except short mentionsin various
papers that people had taken those offers. Nothing about the parents, about how they made the
decisions, about how they fdlt later.

Two nights before she and Gil wereto talk again with Dr. Wyatt, she sat in Alden’sroom. The room
smelled of talcum and baby, and was silent, except for Alden’s even bregthing.

They had remodeled the walk-in closet beside the master bedroom as the nursery, thinking that later they
would give Alden aroom farther from theirs. The nursery was smdl but bright, with aballoon mura on
thewadll that Gil had painted and matching pillowsdl over the floor, sewn by her mother. White baby
furniture completed the look. They had modern smarthouse equipment in here and in the master
bedroom, an expense that Ro had insisted on when she became pregnant. No ol d-fashioned baby
monitorsfor her. She wanted the very wallsto listen to her child, to make sure he was dl right every
moment of every day.

Still, she sat often in the rocker her grandmother had given her and watched Alden deep. Ro did her best
thinking when Alden dept. She remembered her fear of becoming one of those mothers, with adiseased
child, awoman who clung to her baby hoping to giveit life.

Alden had life. He had more than life. He had, genetically speaking, alife that would be hedlthy and full.
He wasthe opposite of those children.



Something in that thought held her. She had cometo it over and over again in the last ten days. Shewas
approaching her child because of what he had instead of who he was, and she had aways thought that
wrong.

Alden was ajoyful baby. Everyone said that. And they said how lucky shewas. He could have been
naturaly cranky or energetic or listless. He could have been so many things, but he was not. He was born
with amind and a persondity al hisown. It was up to her—her and Gil—to help him develop those

things

She stood dowly, then walked to the crib, bent over, and kissed her deeping child. He tirred dightly,
confident in her touch. Knowing it was alight touch, asecure touch, aloving touch. He trusted her,
especidly now, when he could not do anything for himsdlf. He trusted her to do the best thing for them
al.

Dr. Wyatt’ s office door was open, and he was waiting for them. He bent over one of histearoses, his
long fingersworking a particularly delicate trim. Ro watched him, seeing the gentleness, now knowing
that was only apart of him.

Gil held Alden’s carrier. They agreed that Ro would do most of the talking. It had been her ideg, after dll.

Dr. Wyatt smiled when he saw them and took Alden’s carrier as he had done before. They took their
placesin front of the desk.

“Wdl?" Dr. Wyatt asked asif he already knew the answer.

“We have decided,” Ro looked a Gil, who nodded at her to continue. “To let Alden make this decison
when he turns eighteen. We agree with the waiver we signed. Thisis not a decision we should make for
our child.”

Dr. Wyatt frowned. “It would be better not to wait.”

“Better for whom?’ Ro asked. “ The companies? Y es, it would. And perhapsfor afew patients, too. But
we arelocking my son into an agreement for life, which is something medieva. We don't believein such
things, Dr. Wyait.”

“I’'m sure some clauses can be waived. Perhaps you could even get atemporary agreement, something
that would be nonbinding on him when he became an adult.”

Ro shook her head. “ Thisis not an emergency, Doctor. We are willing to be contacted on a
case-by-case basisin the event of an emergency, when someone actualy needs Alden’ s help. What we
arerefusing is abusiness arrangement. We want our son to be a child first, and acommodity only if he
choosesto be”

“Hewouldn’'t be acommodity,” Dr. Wyatt said.

She stared at him for along time. “Maybe not to you,” she said. “ But the biotech company who bought
his geneswouldn’'t know him. To them, he would be something that would enable them to make a profit.
To other patients, he would be another tool. To us, heisa person aready. And people make their own
choices, and their own commitments. We're sorry, doctor.”

She stood. So did Gil. Findly Dr. Wyatt did aswell. He ran ahand dong Alden’ssmall face. “Heisa
perfect child.”

“No,” Ro sad. “He snot. He sgot good genes. That'sal.”



“That’ splenty,” Dr. Wyait said. “Promise meyou'll tdl him of this opportunity when he' sgrown.”

“Youwill,” Gil said. “Or someonein your clinic will. Wewill stipulate that. We have an attorney who can
draw up adocument.”

“It waskind of you,” Ro added, “not to mention the money.”
Dr. Wyatt took Alden’stiny hand in hisown. “Y ou realize how rare and precious heis”

Ro amiled. “Yes” she said softly. “Wedo.”



