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Katelyn Grey shot up in bed, her pale hands damp with sweat. The
dream raced through her mind, propelling her body up, eyes open.
Moonlight filtered through the curtains of the open window, their
shadows crawling across the duvet. She was safe. Home in bed, Nick
sleeping at her side.

As her brain processed where she was and tried to calm her
nerves, her mind pressed back into the dream. She felt a pressure
like nothing she had ever known. It twisted inside her, pushing and
clawing to get out. And, in a beautiful moment of release, the
pressure vanished and time slowed. The deafening blood rushing in
her ears stopped, leaving her with the most beautiful sound, her
baby's first cry.

Dream time pushed forward again, bringing Nick's arms around
her, gently helping her sit up in the bed. A pair of latex gloves
entered Katelyn’s tunnel of vision, holding a miniature version of
herself. Endorphins engulfed Katelyn's body, stronger than any drug
could produce. The bundle had tiny toes—she counted ten—and
incredible fingers—also ten—flexing and wriggling.

As her vision continued up from the baby's toes to its fingers
and then to its head, her forehead crinkled, both in the dream and
in reality as she relived it. The baby had no face. It wasn't
malformed or injured in any way; there was simply nothing where she
expected the face to be. There wasn't a hole, per se, just an
absence of anything. A darkness. A void.

Katelyn, sitting half under her paisley comforter, shuddered
with the memory and rubbed her belly.

 

Nick and Katelyn Grey fidgeted in their white Mercedes CLS63
AMG. Nick was driving, his hands gripped tightly around the
steering wheel, eyes straight ahead. The GPS showed their car
driving east through the Holland tunnel into Lower Manhattan.

Katelyn pressed the button on the side of her seat and the black
leather cushions eased slowly backward with a barely audible whirr.
She sank into the seat and adjusted her shoulders as she rested her
hand on her still flat belly. She was just twelve weeks pregnant,
but she had been having the dream of the baby's birth since the
night she conceived.

Katelyn closed her eyes and tried to relax, her mind drifting to
that day eight weeks previous when she confirmed the pregnancy. She
had used a home pregnancy test when she was just one day late. She
was so excited that she had wanted to call Nick at work and tell
him right then, but she wanted even more to tell him in person. The
wait until Nick got home at 11:00 that night was interminable. When
he finally arrived home, she could barely contain herself as he
took his coat off and tossed his briefcase down on the couch. But
she dutifully waited as he gathered his typical two fingers of
single malt scotch in a crystal glass.

As soon as he sat on the couch, she landed next to him, nearly
spilling his drink.

"Hey! What's the matter with you?" he snapped before taking a
sip of his Scotch.

"Guess what?" she said, her voice pitched higher than normal.
Before Nick could even pull the glass from his lips to answer, she
continued, "I'm pregnant!" She punctuated her words by grabbing his
free hand in hers and bouncing up and down on the couch, again
nearly spilling his drink.

Nick's hand froze, holding the highball glass to his lips. His
eyes blinked involuntarily. Slowly, his brain took over again,
moving his hand to tilt the glass once more. He drained it.

After nearly thirty seconds of silence, Katelyn couldn't contain
herself anymore. "Isn't this exciting?" she yipped as she hopped up
off the couch and began pacing circles around the couch and coffee
table where Nick's stocking feet were propped.

"We need to start planning," she continued to the room in
general. "We need to pick colors for the baby room and, of course,
we'll need to move your computer and all of your work stuff out of
there. We need to buy furniture and of course we'll need diapers
and onesies and a coat and little mittens." She pantomimed sliding
mittens onto her own hands as she continued walking the
circuit.

“And, of course, I’ll have to stop taking consulting jobs for a
while.” Katelyn had a Ph.D. in Psychology from Columbia University
which she used to do consulting work with large marketing firms.
Her statement was matter-of-fact and the financial impact of that
decision was irrelevant. She cocked her head to the side, having
accepted the decision, and began walking again.

She suddenly paused mid-step behind the couch. "Oh," she said,
surprising herself. "We need to pick a name." She had, of course,
thought of this many times before, but the sudden reality of
choosing a name for their baby to carry throughout his or her
entire lifetime suddenly was too large for her shoulders alone.

She pondered for a few moments and then continued her pacing.
"If it's a girl, we could, of course, name her after your mother.
Or perhaps grandmother. I've always liked the name Elizabeth and
she could be Beth or Liz or even little Lizzy. If it's a boy, I'd
like to consider naming him after my father. 'Little James Grey'
has a nice ring to it, don't you think?"

As she continued walking her course, she came around the corner
of the couch and found Nick still staring straight ahead, his glass
empty, and she realized that he hadn't actually said anything since
she gave him the news. "Well," she asked hesitantly, "what do you
think?"

Nick looked up over his glass at her but said nothing.

"Aren’t you happy?" she prodded.

He blinked again and set his glass down as he stood to embrace
her. The wrinkled sleeves of his dress shirt wrapped completely
around her thin frame. She wrapped her arms around his waist and
turned her head to nuzzle into his chest.

"Of course I'm happy!" he whispered into her ear.

"You don't seem very happy," she said, her voice mostly lost
into the folds of his shirt.

"No, of course I am. I’m just surprised, that’s all. It's just…a
lot to take in all at once. We've always wanted to start a
family…now that's the time is actually here, it's…well, it's just a
little hard to fathom how that's going to change everything."

"Yes, it's going to change a lot…" she said, trailing off the
end of the sentence.

"But in a good way," he replied, knowing that that was the
expected reply.

Katelyn pushed herself out of Nick's embrace and begin pacing
again, building a list out loud of all of the things she needed to
do in the next thirty-six weeks.

 

Back in the present, Katelyn opened her eyes and checked their
progress on the GPS. Still twelve minutes until they arrived at Dr.
Adam Yehuda's office. Dr. Yehuda was the most sought after
obstetrician in New York City. He catered specifically to upper tax
bracket families and Katelyn had heard that ninety percent of
people that tried to make an appointment with him were turned away.
She had first heard about him from a woman at the tennis club who
had a friend whose sister had been one of his patients. His
knowledge was supposedly unsurpassed and his bedside manner was
legendary. He was the doctor every respectable woman in New York
City wanted to deliver her baby. She figured that it was only
because of Nick's position within the firm and their financial
status that she had been accepted for an appointment.

As if reading her mind, Nick looked over and, noticing that her
eyes were open again, said, "I still don't see why it's so
important for us to come into the city just to see this one doctor.
There are lots of good doctors in-"

Katelyn gently cut him off before he could launch into the same
spiel he had given her when she had made the appointment. "I've
told you, dear, Dr. Yehuda is one of the premier specialists in
current obstetric medicine. The techniques he’s pioneered have
significantly increased the health of both mother and baby and
there's even talk that his babies have higher IQs than babies born
with other doctors."

"Uh," Nick grunted, glancing out his side window, away from
Katelyn. "That's just ridiculous. There's no way that just by being
there when the baby is born he can make the baby smarter or
healthier."

"It's not just being there at delivery, silly. It's all of the
visits and checkups leading up to it. The prenatal nutrition and
vitamin regimen. All of the tests to determine ahead of time if
there's anything-" Katelyn paused, squeezing her eyes shut, trying
to force away the terror. "Anything,” she continued slowly, “wrong
with the baby. Did you know that they can determine if the baby has
Down's Syndrome, autism, or sickle cell anemia. And with Dr.
Yehuda's specialization in genetics, he even offers prenatal tests
to determine probability of various diseases later in life like
cancer, baldness…even," and with this she lowered her voice a bit,
"alcoholism."

"Hey! That is not a problem!" he snapped, turning to glare at
her.

"It is in the family history and it never hurts to know ahead of
time."

Nick turned his attention back to the road, searching for his
next rebuttal. Finally, he settled on his usual response. "He's got
to be at least three times more expensive than normal doctors."

"Yeah, he's a bit more expensive," she conceded. "But aren't you
willing to spend a little extra to help ensure the health and
safety of your wife?" A short pause for effect. "And unborn child?"
She rubbed her belly, looking out the window.

Nick glanced at her and tried not to smile. His mirth quickly
faded though as he got to the real reason behind his reticence to
see Dr. Yehuda. "Can’t you pick a woman doctor?” 

"Relax, Nick," she said, placing a hand on his arm, "he's just a
doctor."

"Besides," she continued, "he's still advancing the science
behind prenatal genetics. I heard from Doreen at the club that he's
even pioneering a new DNA test and vitamin treatment that is
designed to boost the child's immune system throughout their entire
life! They're saying it's the biggest breakthrough in medical
science since penicillin. He speaks all over the world teaching
other doctors how to do it." She turned to stare out the front
window, her eyes glazing over. "I just hope we can be a part of
that," she said wistfully.

 

Katelyn and Nick sat in red leather chairs in the lobby of Dr.
Yehuda's Manhattan office. Nick was busy checking stock prices on
his phone while Katelyn was perusing the literature spread on the
coffee table in front of them.

"This says that Dr. Yehuda graduated from high school in Israel
at age fourteen. Then he came to the States and graduated magna cum
laude from Yale at seventeen," Katelyn announced without looking up
from the shiny dossier she held between manicured fingers. "He then
got his Masters and PhD from Brown with an emphasis in
genetics."

Nick replied by dragging his finger along the front of his phone
to move to the next screen of stock prices.

"He then went into a private research firm where he led a team
of researchers who developed advanced methods for directing the
development of undifferentiated cells and introducing novel genes
into nascent plants seedlings.'"

"Sounds like playing God, if you ask me," Nick said without
looking up.

"It's not a God complex," Katelyn countered, “it's just man
trying to improve the world around him and making life better for
his fellow man. And that must be God's plan."

Nick grunted in reply and scrolled to another page.

She read silently for a moment, and then said, "Wow. He's won
two National Academy of Science awards in molecular biology, an
award from the American Association for the Advancement of
Science…" Katelyn read silently again for a moment, and then spoke
out loud again, quoting Yehuda's acceptance speech for that award,
"Genetics will be the tool used to save mankind from itself."

After a moment, she said, "And he was even a favorite to win a
Nobel Prize for his work in genetics before he switched to
obstetrics. Hmmm, there really isn't any information here about why
he switched. Sounds like he had a promising future… "

Dr. Yehuda's assistant opened the mahogany door that led out of
the waiting room. "Mr. and Mrs. Grey? I'll take you to your room
now."

The woman was tall and wore a light beige skirt suit that showed
plenty of shapely leg. Her black hair tumbled halfway down her back
and her suit jacket was tailored to subtly emphasize her ample
breasts. Nick had clearly taken notice when they had arrived and
now he watched her ass as she led them to the exam room.

The assistant beckoned them to sit in the plush chairs next to
the standard gynecologist’s bed in the surprisingly spacious room.
She sat opposite them at a small desk and tapped on the pad
computer she had carried in. She launched into a series of basic
questions about Katelyn's current and former health, familial
diseases and disorders, and her exercise regimen and diet. These
questions were nearly word-for-word from the form that Katelyn had
filled out online and it was clear that the woman was simply
confirming the information.

Nick had only stayed for the first ten minutes of filling out
the form online because he said that the questions were "boring."
But he was having no difficulty paying attention this time.

Finally, the woman thanked the Greys for their help and excused
herself, saying that Dr. Yehuda would be in shortly.

They had been waiting less than a minute when a gentle knock
came at the door followed by a short pause before the door opened.
Dr. Adam Yehuda was six feet even, with cropped dark hair, a pale
complexion, and a beaked nose. He wore an expensive, light grey
suit that Nick noticed would fit nicely in his own collection. Nick
also recognized the pair of John Lobb shoes that were highly
polished and would have set the doctor back more than a grand.

Perhaps this guy isn't so bad after all… Nick thought
to himself.

The couple stood up as the doctor entered the room and said,
"Good morning, I'm Adam Yehuda."

He eagerly met each guest, taking Katelyn's hand in a gentle,
two hand embrace before firmly gripping and vigorously shaking
Nick's hand.

"Please, sit down," he said, motioning to the chairs from which
they had risen. He then turned to shut the door to the room, which
he had left open in his eagerness to greet his new patients.

"So, let me first congratulate the both of you. I reviewed the
lab results from your primary physician and agree that you are
right at twelve weeks along. And I would love to walk with you down
this path to your firstborn child."

Dr. Yehuda had a warm, embracing smile that had sucked Katelyn
in as soon as he walked in the room. Technical expertise aside, it
was immediately clear to Katelyn that his bedside manner was
exactly the boost of compassion she needed to get through this new,
and scary, experience.

Dr. Yehuda held Katelyn's gaze for a moment and then continued.
"I've reviewed your application questionnaire and everything looks
good. Today we'll do the normal first visit procedures; a sonogram,
and confirm a strong heartbeat. We'll also draw some blood to do a
chemical workup."

"We already did that," Nick protested. "Our regular doctor
should have sent that information over."

"Yes," Dr. Yehuda replied to Nick matter-of-factly, "we did
receive the paperwork from your general practitioner. The blood
work we do here is quite a bit more extensive that what your normal
doctor is capable of. We perform a full blood analysis: hematocrit,
platelets, differentials, and the like. We check AST and ALT levels
as a pre-determinate of liver malfunction. We also check
phosphatase and albumin levels, as well as a complete lipid profile
to develop an assessment of the mother's cholesterol levels."

"And what does all of that buy us?"

Dr. Yehuda responded directly to Nick, "What it gives us is the
ability to tailor your genetic healthcare throughout the
pregnancy."

"Genetic healthcare?" Katelyn asked.

"That's right. It's exactly what it sounds like. My specialty is
assessing and maintaining the genetic health of your baby while in
utero. This ensures a smoother pregnancy, safer delivery, and,
ultimately, a healthier baby."

"But what do you do, exactly?" Nick asked with a thick
accent of doubt.

"Well," Dr. Yehuda smiled with both his mouth and the tone of
his words, "if you decide you want to move forward, we can get
started today. In fact, there are certain procedures that can only
be completed in the first fifteen weeks of the pregnancy in order
to maximize the number of pluripotent cells available to be
directed."

"What do you mean, 'directed?'"

Dr. Yehuda opened a desk drawer and withdrew a small,
spiral-bound set of glossy pages consisting mainly of pictures and
diagrams. He opened the book to a page near the middle and turned
it around so that Nick and Katelyn could see it.

Pointing to a diagram in the middle he said, "As you know, your
body is made up of many trillion different cells. Those cells all
have specific functions; some cells comprise your skin and muscles.
Some drift in your blood to carry oxygen. There are barrier cells,
epithelial cells, and sensory transducer cells."

"Pluripotent cells, or 'stem cells,' as they are more commonly
known, are cells that have not yet differentiated into any specific
type of cell. They hold the ability to become any of those other
types. What type they become is dependent upon the chemical signals
passed to them. In your baby," he nodded to Katelyn's belly, where
her hand rested, "there are still many pluripotent cells which
will, over the next several months, become part of your baby's arms
and lungs and heart." Dr. Yehuda smiled again and said, "And
everything else."

Dr. Yehuda paused briefly as Katelyn and Nick exchanged a quick
glance, taking in his words.

“All that most people know about stem cells,” he continued, “is
that you have to kill babies to get them, which couldn't be farther
from the truth. The work that we’ve done with adult stem cells in
the last two years is astounding. Our research has been
instrumental in showing the world the miracles that stem cells
could provide, both safely and ethically.”

He paused for a moment, watching his patients’ reaction. “So
far, so good?"

"Yeah," Katelyn said slowly, tilting her head to the side, "I
think we're both still with you."

"Excellent. Now think about all those stem cells growing right
now inside your baby." He nodded again at Katelyn's stomach,
causing Nick to follow the doctor's gaze down to her resting hand.
"Those cells have the opportunity to differentiate themselves into
any type of cell necessary."

"Right," Nick butted in abruptly, "we've got that."

Dr. Yehuda turned his attention to Nick and continued,
unperturbed. "Let's say that they differentiate into heart cells.
What you have to consider is that they also have the opportunity to
grow into strong heart cells or weak heart cells. Or diseased heart
cells."

Katelyn's face fell into a tangle of fear. Even before she had
gotten pregnant, Katelyn had been riddled with anxiety over losing
a baby. Or having a child with a debilitating disease or handicap.
Something that would cause the child constant pain and something
that Katelyn could do nothing about. And the worst case of all…she
had heard of some women who learned that their baby had some malady
that would likely cause a stillbirth or death shortly after birth.
And those women had had to decide early on whether or not to
terminate the pregnancy.

As these thoughts plowed through Katelyn's grey matter, Dr.
Yehuda turned his attention back to her and lifted her free hand in
his own, sandwiching it between his own soft hands. He looked her
directly in the eye and said with genuine sincerity, "But we can
encourage those cells to become healthy hearts and lungs and arms.
And discourage disease and congenital conditions."

He paused, glanced away, and then met her gaze once more. "I
can't guarantee that your baby will be perfectly healthy, of
course. We're a long way from that. But genetic science is
expanding at an exponential rate. We've learned more in the last
three years than the previous fifty. And we'll probably double that
knowledge in the next twelve months alone. We can already reduce
the chance of cells developing with weak cell walls and reduced ATP
production. As they are differentiating, we can bathe the cells in
nourishing proteins that will help them grow as they separate into
their own types. We can build stronger hearts and lungs, more
stable white blood cells, and sturdier bones."

The fear on Katelyn's face had melted into a mixture of awe and
reverence. She was fascinated by the advances in genetics that she
hadn't known about. And she felt almost as if she was in the
presence of God (or at least, a god) who was promising her that her
baby would be born healthy and strong.

Several moments passed in silence. Dr. Yehuda was still leaning
forward in his chair and holding Katelyn's hand between his own.
For Katelyn, there was no choice. If half of what Dr. Yehuda was
saying was true, then there was no way she was going to pass up the
opportunity to improve her baby's chances at a healthy life. Now
she just had to figure out how to convince Nick.

He surprised her mid-thought by saying, "Ok. We obviously want
to do that. All of that. But what, exactly, are you going to
do?"

Katelyn turned and looked at Nick in surprise as Dr. Yehuda
smiled broadly and patted the top of Katelyn's hand. "Excellent,"
he said with genuine enthusiasm, "excellent."

As Dr. Yehuda let go of Katelyn's hand and turned around to get
another booklet from the desk, she leaned close to Nick and rested
her head on his broad shoulder. "Thank you," she whispered.

Dr. Yehuda presented the Greys with another glossy booklet. This
one sported pictures of various machines along with long
descriptions filled with technical jargon that neither Katelyn nor
Nick could follow. The doctor pointed out one in particular and
explained, "That's the gene gun."

The image he pointed at was a black and silver machine sitting
on a photography studio backdrop. The machine sat two feet tall, a
foot and a half wide, and sported a variety of gauges, dials, and
switches. Part of the machine was hollowed out and held several
thin, white shelves, half an inch apart. A glass door was open and
the topmost shelf was extruding a few inches from the box, showing
a small black disk in the middle with a tiny silver circle centered
in that. Several cords and hoses ran from behind the machine off
the side of the picture.

"What's that do?" Katelyn asked, the reverence creeping back
into her voice.

"Simply put, that machine is what allows me to mingle the
appropriate chemical compounds with your baby's DNA. This," he
tapped the picture, indicating the silver portion above the
shelves, "is a vacuum chamber. It reduces the gaseous pressure
within this chamber to near zero. These agglomeration disks," he
pointed at the black disk centered within the extended white shelf,
"hold the donor DNA material near the small hole in the
center." 

"There's a hole?" Katelyn asked, squinting her eyes and leaning
closer to the page.

"Well, it's a tiny hole. Much less than the width of a human
hair, in fact."

"What's it for?" Nick asked, clearly engaged in the
explanation.

"Let me explain the process. To get started, we first take some
donor DNA cells, the pluripotent cells I mentioned earlier, and we
place them around and over the aperture in each disk. We then close
and secure this bulletproof glass door."

"Bulletproof?" Nick asked, surprised.

Dr. Yehuda just smiled and continued. "This portion of the
equipment," he indicated the black half, "houses the delivery
mechanism. The delivery mechanism consists of tiny spheres made of
twenty-four karat gold. Each so-called nanoball is about half the
width of a human hair…to begin with anyway."

"It changes?"

"Yes. Remember that tiny hole I showed you over here on the
agglomeration disk?" He gestured again to the small disk held in
the shelf protruding from the open chamber. "It is just smaller
than the size of the gold nanoball. Each successive disk below it
has a smaller aperture than the previous. The gold nanoball is
projected using a helium propellant, from the top of the chamber
directly at the center of the uppermost aperture. The ball travels
at over 3,000 feet per second straight into the aperture, which is
made of diamond."

The doctor paused a moment, letting everything sink in. He had
given this little presentation quite a few times now and he had a
pretty good idea what questions were floating around in the Greys'
minds.

"So now you're probably thinking that the nanoball is really
just a bullet and will just shoot through the agglomeration disk,
right?"

Nick and Katelyn both nodded absently without looking up from
the picture.

"Actually, no. There are two reasons that we use gold for the
nanoballs. First, it's one of the purest, readily available metals
which means there's little chance of contamination. And second,
it's fairly soft. Since the aperture disk is made of diamond and
slightly smaller than the ball, the outer layer of gold is sheared
off the ball, delivering its payload to the DNA material
surrounding the aperture."

"Ah," said Nick, nodding his head. "That's why each disk has a
smaller opening. Each disk shears off a little more, right? "

"Exactly!" Dr. Yehuda confirmed. "That way, the DNA donor
material on each disk gets its own dose of the chemical bath."

Katelyn shook her head and raised her attention back to the
doctor's blue eyes. "I don't get it. You're shooting bullets at my
baby's DNA in order to give it a bath?"

Dr. Yehuda gave a genuine laugh. "Yes, that's actually not far
off. The chemical bath we want to transpose into the donor cells is
actually inside the gold nanoball itself."

"Inside?" Nick asked. "How do you manage that?"

"We melt the gold and blend it with the transport cells."

“Transport cells?”

Dr. Yehuda paused, his eyes quickly flitting left and then back
at Nick, then he said casually, “The cells which carry the nutrient
bath.”

"But wouldn't the heat needed to melt the gold kill the
cells?"

"Normally, yes. However, we decrease the pressure of the melting
chamber to a near vacuum. That lowers the heat required, inducing
evaporation. Just as the gold begins the phase transition from
solid to gas, we inject the donor cells and then begin to increase
the pressure in the chamber. The gold molecules coalesce and flow
into a mold, with the donor cells blended evenly throughout."

"That's fascinating," Nick said with true enthusiasm. "But how
do the chemicals in the gold ball get into the donor cells?"

Katelyn looked up at Nick and smiled at his level of interest in
the procedure.

"Well, as I mentioned, the delivery chamber itself is also kept
at a near vacuum state. That means that the gold 'bullet,'" he made
quote signs with his fingers, "is kept near the evaporation
threshold. That, combined with the successively smaller apertures,
reduces the ‘doughnut effect’ by nearly 40%!”

Blank stares captured the Greys’ faces.

“That’s what we call the damage zone created by the blast. It’s
like a doughnut; the cells near the center, the ‘doughnut hole,’
are destroyed while those around the outside are unaffected.
Previous versions of this machine had a large doughnut effect
meaning only a small percentage of cells in the middle received the
DNA payload. With my modifications, we get a much higher conversion
rate which means a better chance that your baby will reap the
benefits.”

"Wait, you said 'DNA payload.' But we were just talking about
chemicals, nutrients and what-not, right?"

Dr. Yehuda smiled at Nick, the left corner of his mouth
twitching slightly. "That's right, Nick. The original tests using
equipment similar to this were carried out in order to manipulate
the genes of plant cells. To affect the structure of the actual
DNA. They were successful, too, creating plants with unique genetic
markers."

"But we're just talking about chemical enhancement, right?"
Katelyn asked. "You're not going to turn my baby into a frog or
anything…" She laughed nervously, hoping that it was a stupid
question.

"Of course not," Dr. Yehuda smiled. "I've delivered lots of
babies and haven't had a single frog yet. I did deliver a horse
once, but that was on my Uncle's farm in Wyoming."

Nick and Katelyn both smiled as they looked at each other and
nodded.

"Great!" the doctor said, slapping his hands on his knees and
standing up. "Shall we get started?"

 

The actual exam and procedure took less than half of the time of
the discussion leading up to it. It was a fact that Katelyn took
note of; she had always thought that a doctor's first job should be
to sit down and talk with the patient and honestly explain the
situation and the options. She had been through more than enough
conveyor belt doctor offices in her day.

After donning a surprisingly comfortable gown that actually did
not expose her butt for everyone to see, Katelyn lay down on the
examining table. Nick hovered near the top of the bed, his head
turned toward the wall.

Dr. Yehuda put on rubber gloves and performed a quick exam of
her cervix and uterus. He then pronounced that the baby had a
wonderful little condo to grow up in with a view of the East River.
Both he and Katelyn laughed. He then took a long needle and
injected a solution of nutrients and natural compounds into the
uterus. The solution would be absorbed by the amniotic sac over the
next few days in order to stimulate healthy growth.

Then the doctor rolled an ultrasound machine out of the corner
and positioned it near Katelyn's feet. He directed their attention
to the monitor attached to the top of the rolling cart. Nick did
turn around to watch this and both he and Katelyn audibly gasped at
seeing their baby for the first time. This moment was clearly one
of the doctor's favorite parts of his job.

They were amazed to see that the baby already had tiny arms and
legs. They could just make out eyes, a nose, and tiny dots where
the ears should be. And then the baby moved, eliciting another
"ooh" from both parents. The arms wiggled and the fists opened,
showing tiny fingers just barely discernible on the black and white
screen.

Dr. Yehuda continued the show for another ten minutes, moving
the ultrasound while pushing and prodding Katelyn's stomach in
different places and from different angles to get the baby to move
again. They were unable to determine the gender, but he assured the
couple that that was not uncommon at this stage.

Finally, Dr. Yehuda said, "I'm going to withdraw cells from the
fetus now. I think it's best if you both turn away. Some parents
find this difficult to watch. I assure you that it's perfectly safe
and no different than the many shots your child will receive over
the course of a lifetime. In fact, at just twelve weeks, the fetus
hasn't yet developed nerve endings over his or her entire body, so
chances are very good that it won't be felt at all."

Nick and Katelyn exchanged a worried glance and then did as the
doctor instructed. Dr. Yehuda then used the ultrasound monitor to
help direct a long, thin, collection needle into Katelyn, through
the amniotic sac and then barely into the skin of the fetus. Nick
cringed a bit at the pressure with which Katelyn squeezed his hand
as the needle went in.

The doctor withdrew the plunger just a fraction of an inch
before the safety guards stopped it, preventing him from
withdrawing a dangerous amount. He carefully removed the needle,
capped it, and placed it in a small refrigerator tucked neatly
under the ultrasound machine.

"That's it!" he announced. "I'm all finished here."

The couple looked up together and Katelyn said, "That wasn’t too
bad."

"That's right, you did great," the doctor said as he removed his
gloves and rolled the sonogram machine back into the corner. "Now,
you two are all done for the day. I'll work with the donor cells
this evening and they'll be ready by morning. What time can you
come in tomorrow so that we can re-inject the enhanced cells?"

After Dr. Yehuda excused himself, Katelyn got dressed and she
and Nick walked out of the office and down the short hallway to the
lobby. Sitting in the leather chairs in the lobby was another
couple, waiting for their appointment with Dr. Yehuda. Both the man
and woman were dark-skinned and attractive. They wore expensive
clothing and both the man and the woman were intently reading the
same dossier that Katelyn had been reading previously. Katelyn's
eyes lingered on the clean-shaven head of the man while Nick
averted his eyes from the couple and led Katelyn quickly out the
door.

 

It was nearly twenty-eight weeks later, just four days before
the due date, and Katelyn had been in active labor for several
hours. The contractions had woken her at 1:00 in the morning. She
had gone out to the living room and watched old I Love
Lucy reruns as she watched kept an eye on the clock, timing
the interval between contractions. She knew that Nick would want to
sleep, so she didn't wake him up until almost 6:00.

She knew that his alarm would go off soon, despite it being
Saturday, but with the contractions down to ten minutes apart, she
decided that it would be okay for her to wake him up fifteen
minutes early.

"Nick?" she said softly from the doorway. She didn't immediately
receive a response so she repeated herself. This time, Nick stirred
and slowly sat up. He rubbed his eyes and turned to look at his
alarm. His body was well trained to jump out of bed, wide awake the
second his alarm sounded, but with no alarm to jumpstart his brain,
he did nothing but sit in bed and stare at the clock for a moment.
Finally, he realized that Katelyn was standing quietly in the
doorway and he looked up to her, memory washing awareness down his
face.

"Katelyn? Is everything all right?" He threw back the comforter
and sat up. He slid his feet into the slippers positioned neatly
beside the bed and padded over the hardwood floor to where she was
standing.

"It's almost time."

"Time? What? Oh, are you, um, are you having contractions?"

"Yes, they started about three hours ago." Katelyn's voice was
calm and even, belying the anxiety that had been steadily welling
up inside her for the last nine months. The closer to the actual
delivery they got, the more often she had had the dream, including
every night for the last month. Each time, she tried harder in the
dream to see the baby's face. She would lean left and right, squint
her eyes, and lean right down to the baby, but the face was always
just…missing. There was an impenetrable veil fixed between her and
her baby. And each night when she woke, another layer of anxiety
coated her psyche.

"How far apart are they?" Nick asked, now fully awake, his voice
adopting its usual commanding tone.

"Down to ten minutes, maybe a little less now. I've been timing
them and they're getting closer. We have maybe a couple hours."

"Ok, good. That means we have time." Nick looked around the
room, orienting himself. Next to the door to the hallway sat a
brown Hartmann suitcase. "I'm going to take a shower and get
dressed. Why don't you go rest on the couch? And don't worry about
breakfast; I'll just grab a bagel on the way out."

He smiled at her and gave her a little nudge out the door to the
living room before turning and heading toward the master bathroom.
Katelyn wandered down the hallway but stopped halfway and leaned
heavily against the wall with the start of a contraction. She slid
down the wall to the floor and began trying to control her
breathing again. She had been trying since the contractions
started, but it was getting more difficult and the pain of the
contraction working to push the baby from her womb only succeeded
in pushing tears from her eyes.

 

The delivery room was spacious. They had called Dr. Yehuda
before they left the apartment and he had arranged to have a nurse
meet them when they pulled into the circle drive at the hospital.
She had wheeled Katelyn into the room that was much too large for
the sparse furniture in the room. There was a standard hospital
bed, a rolling table, an IV stand, a straight back chair, and a
padded chair that pulled out into a narrow bed. Both Katelyn and
Nick had been pleased to not be crowded, but they were both
surprised at what seemed like a waste of space in a city where
space was the greatest commodity of all.

Now that Katelyn was in hard labor, however, the room did,
indeed, seem cramped. Two nurses had rolled in four different
tables: two with various surgical instruments on them, one with a
small machine covered with buttons and switches, and one holding a
combination baby scale and warming table. At some point when Nick
was apparently looking elsewhere, two additions had been made to
the bed as well. One was a pair of foot rests, which were now
holding Katelyn's feet and legs in the correct position.

The second was a small shelf attached to the foot of the bed
that held a large plastic bag. Nick could only assume that the
shelf was there to ensure that the doctor didn't drop the baby.
Just the idea that such a thing was needed was testament to the
fact that medical training in this country was too lax, he
thought.

"One more big push," Dr. Yehuda was saying in his calm, soothing
voice. "You're almost there, Katelyn. Just one more push."

Katelyn squeezed Nick's already bruised fingers, straining with
the contraction, and suddenly, the pressure in her abdomen was
released and every muscle in her body collapsed into an ooze of
jelly on the hospital bed.

There was a hiccup sound and a gasping breath. A bit of a
whimper and some more audible breaths, first difficult, the quickly
getting easier.

“It’s a girl!” Dr. Yehuda said, obvious joy in his voice.

As Katelyn collapsed her tired body back into the bed, her first
thought was, "Why is there no crying? Shouldn't there be
crying?"

Nick was apparently thinking the same thing as he looked at Dr.
Yehuda and asked tentatively, his voice laced with uncharacteristic
fear, "Is it…Is she all right?"

Dr. Yehuda was holding the baby just below their line of sight,
obscured by the sheets draped over Katelyn's raised legs. A large
nurse with completely gray hair came in quickly from the side with
a pair of bent surgical scissors, made a quick cut, apparently of
the umbilical cord, and then returned to where she had been
standing at the warming table.

The doctor accepted a towel from another nurse and, although
they still couldn't see the baby, it was clear from the movement of
his body that he was wiping the baby down. He appeared to be
rubbing too vigorously for a newborn, but the baby only whimpered a
couple of times and was otherwise quiet.

Finally, after seconds that had seemed an eternity, Dr. Yehuda
traded the soiled towel for a white blanket and loosely wrapped the
newborn and handed her to the nurse waiting at the scale. With her
back to the couple, the nurse appeared to poke and prod; she rubbed
and pulled, all the while making quick notes on a pad of paper. She
noted the weight aloud, "Eight pounds, two ounces." And a moment
later, "twenty-two and one-half inches. She's a tall one!" Another
moment passed as the nurse studied her notepad, making little
checks, before saying, "She's a ten."

Dr. Yehuda turned to speak to Nick and Katelyn, whose eyes were
solidly fixed on the back of the grey-haired nurse. "Yes, Nick,
Katelyn, she's perfectly fine. She scored ten out of ten on the
Apgar test that I told you about and everything looks great."

As he spoke, Dr. Yehuda removed his latex gloves and the smock
that a nurse had placed on him when he had entered the room. He
walked towards the gray-haired nurse, stopping to get a squirt of
antibacterial foam from the wall mounted container. He rubbed his
hands together vigorously and then accepted the newborn who was
tightly swaddled in two blankets now, the inner one white and the
outer one pink. Only her face was exposed to the air, but Dr.
Yehuda held the baby close to his chest, obscuring it.

The doctor took the three quick steps to the bed and leaned
over, settling the newborn bundle into Katelyn's waiting arms.
Finally, the moment of truth for Katelyn had arrived. Her mind
raced and her body tensed more than it had been in labor just
minutes earlier. And then, finally, she saw her baby's face.

And it was perfect. Absolutely perfect. With a small, slightly
upturned nose, beautiful, round lips, closed eyes, and faint, dark
eyebrows. And her skin was a perfect, beautiful shade of mocha, the
dark skin contrasting starkly with Katelyn's own light pink fingers
stroking the baby's face.

 

"What the hell is this?!" All of Nick's first baby anxiety and
fear had suddenly channeled into his face, blotchy purple and
bulging veins. "You switched my baby!"

Dr. Yehuda looked up from where he had just set the baby in
Katelyn's waiting arms, surprise creasing into his face. "Excuse
me?"

"You switched our baby! Look at that!" He gestured toward the
baby nuzzled against Katelyn's chest. "You gave us the wrong child.
You mixed ours up with someone else's!"

"Mr. Grey," the doctor said calmly, "that is simply not
possible. Neither the child nor anyone else has entered or left the
room since she was delivered. This is your baby."

"What is this?" Nick yelled again, this time loud enough to draw
the attention of the security guard chatting with the desk nurse at
the end of the hallway. "Some kind of sick joke?! I want to see my
baby right now!" He turned his anger toward Katelyn, "Give that
thing back to the doctor." And turning back to Dr. Yehuda, his
voice suddenly went low in both volume and pitch. "Get me my baby.
Now."

"I assure you, Mr. Grey—"

"Get me my goddamn baby!" Nick yelled, scaring the infant in
Katelyn's arms and eliciting her first cry. Katelyn pulled the baby
closer and tucked her face into the infant's, cooing and stroking
her cheek. As quickly as it had begun, the baby's crying dropped
off to a whisper and then changed to a gentle burbling noise,
mimicking Katelyn.

The thick wooden door to the room burst open and two uniformed
security officers appeared, the first guard having called for
backup. Each had one hand resting on a stun gun held in their
belt.

Dr. Yehuda turned toward the men and held up a calming hand.
"It's all right," he said, shaking his hand vigorously.

The two men seemed to relax a little as they stepped through the
doorway and positioned themselves inside the room, but neither
removed their hand from their belt.

"Mr. Grey," the doctor said, turning back to Nick, "You
personally watched the delivery of this baby. And you saw that no
one entered or left the room during or after the delivery. There
can be no doubt that this is the correct child." He paused, tilting
his head slightly to the side in acquiescence. "However, I
understand that you must be somewhat…surprised by this turn of
events.

"Surprised?!" Nick exploded. "This is…" he stumbled for words as
his brain processed the truth of Dr. Yehuda's words. "This is…this
is…impossible. Unimaginable."

Adam Yehuda watched as Nick turned his attention back to the
cooing child held tightly in Katelyn's arms. The dark, contented
face peeking out in stark contrast from the white blanket. He
watched as outrage started to give way to confusion, mind reining
in emotions.

"Now," Dr. Yehuda said gently, placing a hand on Katelyn's
shoulder, "I need to attend to another patient and there are a few
more tests to run on your baby, so I'll leave you here with Nurse
Reed, who will take excellent care of you." He started to leave but
then glanced down at the floor for a moment and turned back to
them, placing his forefinger and thumb on his chin. "Why don't I
come back in a couple hours and check in on the three of you.
You'll have had some time to settle in by then and we'll be able to
chat about the…" He faltered for words. "…the unique circumstances
of your delivery today."

 

Three hours had passed since the delivery of the Grey's baby.
She had had a surprisingly successful first breastfeeding. She now
slept peacefully in the crook of Katelyn's arm on the wide hospital
bed. Katelyn herself had dozed in and out with the baby.

She did not have a name yet. Katelyn and Nick had previously
discussed several names and had decided to wait until they met
their baby face to face to decide which name fit best. For the last
three hours, Nick had steadfastly refused to have the discussion,
but Katelyn was comfortable waiting for a while longer because she
had already decided which name it must be. She knew she should wait
to get Nick's input, but he would have to agree with her; the
choice was obvious.

A gentle knock came at the door and then Dr. Yehuda let himself
in without waiting for a response. He had removed his hospital and
surgical garments and was dressed in sharply creased tan pants and
a cornflower blue dress shirt, open at the collar. He carried a
clipboard and smiled warmly, first at Katelyn then at Nick.

He walked to the side of the bed and leaned over to get a
glimpse of the sleeping child. His smile deepened at the sight and
Katelyn thought how nice it was to have a doctor that was genuinely
pleased to meet the children he delivered.

"Katelyn," he said, nodding to her. Then he turned his head to
the chair by the window and acknowledged Nick by name as well. "I
would like to speak to you about your child's pigmentation, if now
is a good time."

Nick stared evenly at Dr. Yehuda, neither menace nor acceptance
in his eyes.

The doctor pressed on. "I'd like to explain a fairly new
phenomenon that you may not have heard about yet. It's only in the
last year that we've begun experiencing it. We call it 'Spontaneous
Evolution.'"

Katelyn's eyes squinted and her forehead furrowed as her brain
tried to make sense of the words. Nick's expression remained
steadfast.

"What's that?" Katelyn asked finally.

"Well, as you know, all animals have evolved through the ages,
adopting new traits, characteristics, and abilities which help us
survive. Birds evolved wings to escape their predators. Turtles
evolved shells to help them avoid being eaten. Humans developed
large brains and became bipedal which has offered significant
evolutionary advantages."

He paused for a moment, waiting for an acknowledgement.
Receiving none, he continued. "Typically, significant evolutionary
changes require thousands or even millions of years to develop.
However, there have been cases where environmental forces have sped
up the process allowing entire species to quickly adopt new
characteristics. For example, in the middle of the 19th
century, the entire population of the peppered moth in England was
light beige with grey spots and stripes. What was known as the
'typica' form of the moth. But in less than fifty years, almost the
entire population was transformed into the 'carbonaria' form, which
is almost entirely black."

Again, Dr. Yehuda paused to allow for questions, but the couple
remained silent. "The primary driver of that evolutionary change
seems to be the industrial revolution, which coated the
white-barked trees common to the English countryside with soot,
rendering them black. Soon, the dark-colored moths had an
evolutionary advantage of better camouflage on the darker trees.
The light-colored moths which had previously had the same advantage
on the white trees were now at a disadvantage."

Katelyn considered this for a long time and then asked, "But
evolution works through random genetic mutations, right? And those
that help the animal or person survive have a better chance of
being passed on to their offspring."

"That's right," Dr. Yehuda confirmed, smiling.

"So, you're saying that my daughter's skin color is just a
random, genetic mutation?"

"Partially," the doctor said, nodding his head toward her. “The
interesting thing about the transition of the peppered moth is the
speed with which it occurred. You see, many scientists argue that
if the carbonaria form of the moth was only caused by a random
mutation, there is no way that it could have overtaken the entire
population in such a short period of time. And there is no record
of a diminished population that you would expect if the lighter
colored moths were simply being killed in greater numbers by
predators. No, it appears that the white moths were simply
producing black offspring.

"So let’s consider humans,” he continued. “Like the peppered
moth, the human race evolved over millions of years based on their
environment. The evolutionary changes included, among other things,
various skin tones. Those in hotter regions like Africa kept darker
skin as protection from the intense sun. As people moved to cooler
climates, however, their skin pigment eventually lightened over
time since the extra pigmentation was no longer needed. The skin
tone of each generation would be just a bit lighter than the one
before. Usually the difference from one generation to the next
would be unnoticeable."

He took a deep breath and continued, "Prior to about a year ago,
there was no record of any child showing dramatically different
skin pigmentation than their parent. The first case reportedly
occurred in a remote area of Mongolia. A young boy was born with
light skin in contrast to the more typical Asian skin tone of his
parents. He was not an albino, a rare condition in which the skin
has no pigmentation at all. Rather, he had a ruddy complexion and a
thin layer of red hair. By all reports, you would have guessed him
to be of classic Irish descent."

"Unfortunately," he said glancing away momentarily, "the report
could never be confirmed because the family was very superstitious
and believed that the child was an omen of evil to come. By the
time humanitarian workers could reach the remote location, the
family had already killed and buried the child in an unmarked
grave."

"That's terrible," Katelyn muttered. Nick turned to stare at
Katelyn, his face still blank and motionless.

“Since that time, however,” Dr. Yehuda said, anxious to move on
to less morbid topics, “we’ve seen reports from elsewhere of
similar births and in just the last few weeks, we’ve seen two cases
born right here in the U.S.”

“Really?” After a moment, she asked, "But you said that this was
only partially a random mutation?"

"Right. You've probably heard of, or maybe even experienced,
menstrual period synchronization?"

"Sure, that's when a group of women who live together all start
having periods at the same time."

"Exactly. Science has confirmed that this is due, at least in
part, to pheromones emitted by one menstruating woman enticing
another woman to synchronize her menstruation. Soon, the pheromones
affect all women in the group. This has been documented in groups
of over 100 women living in close quarters like, say, a college
dormitory."

"Ok, so what's that got to do with her?" Katelyn asked, nodding
toward the infant sleeping in her arms.

"Well, the key to remember is that the second woman's body
reacts to stimuli that we can neither see, touch, nor consciously
smell. Science has long hypothesized that a similar transmission
medium could cause the quick evolutionary changes we see in species
like the peppered moth. Perhaps the first moth that had
dark-colored offspring emitted some chemical that encouraged other
moths to do the same."

Finally Nick had had enough and burst out in a fit of irritated
derision. "Are you trying to tell us that we have a black baby
because we can subconsciously smell our neighbors?"

"Well," Dr. Yehuda conceded, "not exactly. The point is that
there are many ways in which humans interact, most of which we
cannot easily detect. It may be through pheromones, through touch,
through exchange of bodily fluids."

Nick looked pointedly back at Katelyn, his face contorted with
anger.

The doctor continued, "Some evolutionary biologists and
geneticists, myself included, have hypothesized that similar
evolutionary triggers could affect humans as well, potentially
leading to the expression of genetic traits that have been
contributed by individuals other than the two biological parents.
That would explain the incredible diversity of human DNA."

Nick shot up out of the chair and appeared suddenly at the foot
of the bed. He thrust a finger right in Dr. Yehuda's face and
nearly screamed, "This is all crap! Don't give me this science
mumbo jumbo. The real reason for this is clear." And he turned his
condemning finger toward Katelyn. "You," he emphasized the word
with spittle landing on the blanket covering her feet. "You had an
affair. You slept with some…some man who looks like…that." he
nodded toward the still sleeping child. "And now…"

Nick's voice trailed off as his face paled, the color draining
out, down his neck behind his shirt collar. He dropped his finger
and stumbled backward toward the chair that he had been sitting in.
He fell heavily and said behind a choked off sob, "This isn't even
my child."

Katelyn was immediately stricken. The thought had never occurred
to her that Nick would even consider such a thing. She certainly
hadn't.

"No! I would never-I didn't!"

Nick shook his head sadly, "Don't bother denying it. It's the
only answer."

"No!" Katelyn protested. "I swear. I could never do that to you!
To our marriage!"

Every doctor knew better than to involve themselves in this sort
of discussion, but Dr. Yehuda knew he had the solution which would
help the couple move past this issue.

"I would be happy to perform a DNA test to confirm paternity,
Mr. Grey, if that would ease your mind. We already have a sample of
the baby's blood from the tests we performed earlier. If you would
like to submit a sample of your own, I could have an answer within
a couple of hours."

 

For the next two hours, Nick sat in the waiting room or wandered
blindly around the bustling halls of the hospital. He stood for a
long time in the lobby of the emergency room. He was numb and hoped
that watching patients with life threatening injuries would elicit
some emotion. Perhaps sympathy for their suffering. Shared pain.
Even selfish smugness for his own good health. But he felt nothing
and eventually returned to the room to find Dr. Yehuda sitting in
the chair next to the bed. Seeing Nick, Dr. Yehuda stood and
gathered some papers he had laid on the small table next to the
bed.

Over the course of the next ten minutes, he explained the
results of the tests to Nick and showed him several charts
comparing his DNA with the baby’s. “We used both STR analysis and
AmpFLP techniques to analyze the DNA from you, your wife, and your
child,” he explained. Dr. Yehuda had taken a sample of Katelyn's
blood in order to optimize the results of the test. “Sixteen Short
Tandem Repeats, or STRs, where analyzed and fifteen of the sixteen
matched perfectly. In each of those cases, the markers found in the
baby's DNA were an accurate combination of those found in Katelyn’s
blood and your own. These results clearly indicate a confirmed
paternal match with the margin for error being just one in a
quintillion.”

Nick stared at the floor while Dr. Yehuda relayed the results of
the tests. When the confirmation of paternity was complete, he
slowly looked up to where Katelyn was sitting up in bed. The baby
had stopped eating and was trying to open her eyes. While his mouth
remained silent, his eyes clearly spoke the word "Sorry."

Katelyn simply smiled and said, "Then it's decided. We'll name
her 'Hope.'"

 

Nick was on his computer again in his home office. It was two
a.m., early Sunday morning, and his eyelids were falling shut of
their own accord.

It had been six months since Hope Elizabeth Grey had been born.
Six months where Nick spent most every night on his computer, often
until three or four in the morning. While Hope still slept most of
the day and Katelyn took care of her during when she was awake,
Nick had been surprised to find himself spending more and more time
when he got home from work just sitting on the couch holding his
little girl. He was surprised because she was usually asleep and
didn’t do anything that should have made the time special for him.
But he had found himself more than once looking up at the clock to
realize that he had been just sitting there with Hope in his arms
for an hour or more.

During the last six months, the Greys had had no contact with
Dr. Yehuda. At Nick's insistence, they had skipped the scheduled
follow-up appointment and did not return any phone calls from his
office.

They had been taking Hope to a pediatrician recommended by one
of Katelyn's girlfriends and she had received high marks at every
checkup. Her length and weight were both above normal and her
reflexes were surprisingly quick. She had started sleeping for up
to eight hours at just four weeks old and was on a regular seven to
seven sleeping schedule by week eight. She could already say "mama"
like many babies her age. However, unlike most six month olds, she
seemed to clearly relate the word to Katelyn, saying it whenever
Katelyn walked into the room. She hadn’t said “dada” yet, a fact
that had just recently begun to tug at Nick’s subconscious.

She was ahead of the curve in several other developmental areas
as well. She had been crawling for over a month and had started
pulling herself up to a standing position using her crib or the
living room table two weeks previous. A few days ago, Katelyn had
reported to Nick that she had taken her first steps, cruising along
the side of the short coffee table. That had been on Monday. Since
Nick left for work before Hope awoke in the morning and didn't get
home until well after she was asleep, he had to wait until Saturday
to see that for himself. Earlier today, when he had finally gotten
to see it, she was doing it as if it was no longer exciting and she
had let go of the table, repeatedly trying to walk without the
support.

Katelyn had devised several games that she played with Hope
during the day. At first, Nick had thought that they were just
silly games and was glad that she didn't expect him to play them
when he was home during Hope's waking hours. Over time, however, he
learned that Katelyn actually had a well-developed plan designed to
improve Hope’s physical and mental capabilities and the games were
part of that plan.

Katelyn had started by pulling Hope's hands together and holding
them on either side of a toy. By two months, Hope was starting to
hold toys on her own; a skill usually acquired at four to five
months old. Next, Katelyn had started taking some action with the
toy such as placing it on her head, and encouraging Hope to do the
same. Then she began hiding toys under simple objects. She'd show
Hope the toy and set it on the ground. Then she would cover the toy
with a kitchen towel, obscuring it. By four months old, Hope could
figure out that the toy was still there, even if she couldn't see
it, and determine how to get it back. This was, Nick had learned,
the knowledge of "object permanence," a skill that most babies
didn't learn until they were eight or nine months old.

Katelyn was not only a good mother to his daughter, but she was
an excellent teacher as well. She had apparently been researching
developmental milestones while she was pregnant. She had then put
together a syllabus for enhancing Hope's development. And so far,
it seemed to be working better than he would have expected.

But as his tired eyes poured over another web page of facts,
statistics, and conjectures, he wondered again if Hope's advances
were due more to Katelyn's efforts or the God-complex of Dr.
Yehuda.

Somewhere in the weeks after Hope’s birth, Nick had figured out
that it was Dr. Yehuda's genetic meddling that had afflicted his
daughter. Some mistake that Yehuda had made changed Hope’s DNA in
some unforeseen way. And he had vowed to get revenge. Or at least
justice. But as he was building his case to take to a lawyer, he
uncovered the true workings of Yehuda’s machine.

In the past six months, he had researched every other instance
of so-called spontaneous evolution within humans. In addition to
the first occurrence in Mongolia that Dr. Yehuda had told them
about, there had been several others. All of the first cases were
outside the United States: one in China, two in Africa, and one in
South America. In each of those cases, there was no confirmation of
the birth, no parental DNA testing, and each of the babies died, by
natural or unnatural causes, before they were one month old.

Recently, the phenomenon had come closer to home; the first
three cases in the U.S. occurred within two weeks. Hope was the
third American Spon-Evo (as one website had referred to it) baby
and the third case overall that was well documented including blood
and DNA testing.

At first, Nick had tried to come to grips with the fact that
nature had just thrown him a curveball and that he needed to accept
that. But as he researched and learned that the previous two births
occurred just weeks prior to Hope's, he found it impossible to
believe that the first three documented Spon-Evo babies would be
born within weeks of each other, all in the Eastern half of the
United States. And in the six months since Hope was born, an
additional four cases had been reported on the Eastern seaboard and
in the Midwest making a total of seven Spon-Evo babies in the
States.

Information about the children was very hard to find and Nick
cursed the ‘damn HIPAA laws and privacy nuts.’ But Nick had been
able to use his old connections in the finance world and new
connections in the online underworld to learn about each of the
other six families with Spon-Evo babies. He managed to get tax
filings, real estate purchase records, and even credit card
statements in some instances. He didn’t ask his online resources
where they got the information and he made sure that his payments
were untraceable.

Each family's net income was well into six figures. They lived
in expensive homes and drove luxury cars. The mothers presumably
stayed at home with the children, as he could find no reported
income for any of them, despite most having a Master's degree or a
PhD.

Just like him and Katelyn.

As the similarities started stacking up, the research became
first a passion, then an addiction. He started taking lunch breaks
so that he could communicate with government agencies and doctors'
offices during business hours. And the nightly research marathons
at his home computer sessions ended later and later, sometimes
seeing the sunrise.

The first documented Spon-Evo baby was born to a
Chinese-American couple in Boston. The baby had light skin and
blond hair and looked more Nordic than Chinese. The obstetrician
who had delivered the baby was named O'Reilly and had received his
undergraduate degree in biology from Yale, the same school where
Yehuda had completed his undergraduate work.

The second Spon-Evo baby was born to an African-American couple
in Chicago. The baby appeared to be of mixed ancestry, expressing
traits from African, European, and Native American heredities. The
obstetrician in that case was a woman by the name of Dunleavy. She
had studied at Brown, the university where Yehuda had received his
Masters and PhD.

That coincidence hadn't struck Nick as critical at the time
since both were Ivy League schools with well-regarded medical
programs. Plus, each of the three doctors was of different ages;
O'Reilly was eight years older than Yehuda, who was seven years
older than Dunleavy. He had assumed that they could not have known
each other from school.

But then his research led him to the fourth documented Spon-Evo
birth, a dark-skinned little boy born to a second-generation
Italian couple. The doctor in that case had also attended Yale
University.

Nick knew that too much coincidence made a truth so he dug
deeper to learn when each of the four doctors had attended which
school. And he re-discovered what Katelyn had read to him that day
over a year earlier; Yehuda graduated from Yale at just seventeen
years old. O'Reilly was eight years older than Yehuda, but in
addition to his undergraduate degree, he had also received his
Master's at Yale. When he was twenty-five. Which placed him at Yale
at the same time as Yehuda.

After Yale, Yehuda went to Brown University where he stayed long
enough to receive two degrees. And also long enough for Laura
Dunleavy to start her undergraduate work in biology with an
emphasis in genetics. The fourth doctor on the list also attended
Brown, in the Master's class after Yehuda's.

The pattern also held with the doctor of the sixth Spon-Evo
baby. While that doctor was a Graduate Teaching Assistant at Yale,
he had, at least briefly, crossed paths with Yehuda.

Finding a connection with the doctors in the fifth and seventh
cases was more challenging. Neither of them attended Yale or Brown,
nor did they have any affiliation with those schools that Nick
could find.

After a particularly late night, he decided that he was chasing
shadows. After all, genetics was a small field and he should expect
to find connections between people in the field. He was about to
shut down his computer for the night when he came across a photo on
a newspaper's website. His search had brought him to the site
because the paper because the fifth doctor’s name appeared in a
photo caption. The picture showed the doctor standing on a podium,
accepting an award from a private genetics research firm. To his
astonishment, Nick recognized the name of the firm as the same one
that Yehuda had worked at after he left Brown.

That revelation had clued him in on how to find the link between
Yehuda and the final doctor. By that point, he was not surprised to
find that that doctor had completed an internship at the company
during Yehuda's tenure.

And slowly, over a period of several months, all of the facts
gelled and evolved inside Nick's mind. In each case, the doctor
that delivered the baby had a background in genetics. In each case,
the doctor had some connection to Yehuda.

The similarities didn't stop with the doctors. Nick ticked them
off in his head. In each case, both parents were present and they
were married. The family was well off and could afford the best
prenatal care available. It was the first child for each couple.
Each baby had been born within the last seven months. Both parents
shared a heritage. Both white, black, Chinese, Italian, etc. And in
each case, the apparent ancestry of the child was clearly not that
of the parents, leaving no doubt that so-called 'spontaneous
evolution' had occurred.

But Nick wasn't buying the story anymore. Nor could he accept
that the seven American babies were just coincidentally the first
documented Spon-Evo cases. Nor did he think that they would be the
last babies with DNA manipulated by this team of madmen.

And as he sat there, staring bleary-eyed at his computer
monitor, Nick realized that he had to put a stop to it.

 

Nick was waiting outside the door to Dr. Yehuda's office at 7am
when the doctor arrived. He was wearing his only pair of blue
jeans, a Polo shirt and a navy colored jacket. It had been six
months since he had seen the man who had derailed his carefully
crafted life plan. The surge of anger induced by the mere sight of
the doctor surprised him.

As Dr. Yehuda turned the corner along the hallway leading to his
office, he recognized Nick immediately and, despite any concerns
the look on Nick's face may have triggered, he smiled warmly and
extended a hand.

"Mr. Grey. How good to see you."

Nick just stood there in front of the door for a moment, not
accepting the hand. He was not entirely blocking the doctor's
access to the office, but he was not making it easy for him to get
past either.

Finally he said in a low, gruff tone, "We need to talk."

"Of course, of course. Won't you please come inside?" Dr. Yehuda
withdrew his hand and reached inside his pants pocket, removing an
electronic key card. He gently eased past Nick and inserted the key
card in the slot to the right of the door. He then pressed his
thumb against the small pad above the key slot and the door clicked
open.

Nick moved aside so that Dr. Yehuda could pass through the
doorway and then silently followed him first into the waiting room
and then down the hallway to Yehuda's private office.

The office was large, better suited to the CEO of a large
company than an obstetrician. It sported a burgundy couch along one
wall and an antique desk along the other, situated so that the
doctor could look out the windows at the city below. Numerous
diplomas and awards were on display. One wall covered floor to
ceiling with bookshelves that supported thick tomes whose titles
were full of words that Nick couldn't decipher. The entire office
was immaculate; the papers on the desk were organized into manila
folders and neatly stacked. The books were obsessively organized by
size, largest to smallest.

"Please, sit down."

Nick hesitated for a moment and then did sit down on the deep
couch as Yehuda sat laid down his leather briefcase and settled
into his large desk chair, turning it around to face Nick. The
doctor smiled warmly, crossed his right leg fully over his left and
asked, "What can I do for you, Mr. Grey?"

Nick stared at the grey carpet for a moment; his eyes
alternately pushed wide by the fury raging inside him and squinted
by the realization that he was capable of doing something here
today that would carry a jail term. Something that would eradicate
what was left of his life plan.

Finally, he looked Dr. Yehuda in the eye and said simply, "I
know what you're doing."

A long moment passed as the doctor leaned back in his chair and
regarded Nick, waiting for further explanation. With none
forthcoming, he asked, "Would you care to elaborate?"

Nick hadn't expected a straight answer, but the attempt to dodge
the topic infuriated him anyway. "I know about the Spon-Evo
babies," he snapped. Then he caught himself and paused, searching
Yehuda's eyes looking for a crack in the doctor’s façade of
contrived ignorance. He continued more calmly, "I know that you've
been manipulating DNA and inadvertently causing this so-called
'evolution.'"

Dr. Yehuda didn't even flinch at the accusation. "Mr. Grey,” the
doctor began, his voice taking on the tone of someone reciting
something he had repeated hundreds of times. “As I explained during
our initial meeting, my focus is on enhancing the growth and
stability of the unborn child through a blend of in-utero vitamin
and chemical treatments.”

The doctor paused and then took on a softer tone. “I've been
following young Hope's progress through her pediatrician and I'm
thrilled to see how well she is doing. It appears that she has
surpassed every goal for her age and is two to four months ahead of
schedule for all of the standard infant milestones. She is also
growing very well and, so far as I know at least, has had no
sickness of any kind." Yehuda let a bit of pride creep into his
face. "I must say, I'm very excited about the results and I just
hope that you and Mrs. Grey-"

"No," Nick cut him off, slicing his hand through the air. "You
know exactly what I mean. The Spon-Evo babies."

"Mr. Grey, I explained to you in the hospital that random
genetic mutations are the cornerstone of natural selection and
evolution. Without them, there would be no life on this earth."

"But this wasn't random. You did this."

Yehuda blinked but did not respond.

"You used your background in genetics to alter my baby's DNA.
Just like you were able to splice new DNA into plants to make them
whatever you want. You did something to change her DNA. But
something went wrong and she was…she became…" Nick wasn't yelling,
but his voice was getting steadily louder.

"Mr. Grey," Dr. Yehuda held both hands up in a "slow down"
gesture. "As I explained, it has never been scientifically proven
in a peer-reviewed setting that we can control human genetics in
the way you are saying. The mechanisms for gene expression are much
more complex in humans than in plants and bacteria."

"But, it's not just your work research here, is it? This is
something that you've been working on for a long time. And you've
been recruiting others to help you."

Finally Nick saw what he was looking for, the briefest twitch of
Yehuda's eyes. A quick flick to the left and then back at him. Nick
nodded and continued with more enthusiasm, "That's right, I know
about the other doctors. About Dunleavy and O'Reilly." The names
made Yehuda's eyes grow visibly wider. "And the other four doctors
in Boston, Chicago, Omaha, and Atlanta."

Yehuda finally had to look away, unable to hold Nick's stare any
longer. An unchecked wave of concern washed across the doctor’s
smooth features.

Nick stood up and continued, gesticulating as he began to pace
the office. "I know how you're related to each of those doctors.
That either you went to school with them or did research with them.
Oh, it took a while to figure all this out. You've been careful,
you've tried to cover your tracks, but the truth will come out. It
always does!"

Yehuda brought his hands to his face, his forefingers pressed
together against his lips, his thumbs pressed together, supporting
his chin.

"And I know about the parents, too. All of us. Carefully chosen
to meet the criteria for your experiment, right? Always a couple
with similar racial makeup. Always a couple that can afford the
expensive treatments without drawing too much attention. And always
the first child. Probably so you didn't raise any suspicions by
making the child too different from its older siblings. And I would
guess that, like Katelyn and I, those parents probably told you
that they really only wanted one child. That way they wouldn't go
to some other doctor for their next child and wonder why he came
out normal."

Dr. Yehuda swallowed hard and his breathing became shallow.
Nick's face and neck had turned bright red, the rage bubbling up to
his head.

Nick stopped pacing and turned toward Yehuda. "How many more?"
he spat at the top of the doctor's head, "How many more babies have
you done this too? Have your partners done this to?" He paused as a
thought struck him. "Oh God, how many more doctors have you
recruited to conduct your Frankenstein experiments?"

Yehuda did not answer or move; he just squeezed his eyes
shut.

Nick paused, took a deep breath, and said in a surprisingly calm
voice, "What I don't know is why. Why would you do this? How can
you possibly justify messing with the DNA of the babies that your
patients entrust to you? "

Yehuda still didn't move.

"Damn it, Yehuda!" Nick screamed, the vitriol back in his voice
as he pulled the small pistol from his jacket pocket and pointed it
at the doctor's face. "Answer me!"

 

Dr. Yehuda opened his eyes and instinctively flinched away from
the gun. The sight of the small pistol pushed him into a memory and
suddenly he was back in Tel Aviv. He was twelve years old, in the
Kings of Israel Square. He was walking carefully along one of the
many lines of white stone that adorned the square. The lines jogged
side to side about every ten feet, making alternately wide and
narrow rectangular designs all across the square. The young Yehuda
was walking heel to toe along the line, carefully staying within
the white blocks when the gun had first been pressed against his
temple.

Falling further into memory, he thought of his father, Dr. David
Yehuda. He had been a family doctor that had generated quite a
reputation for himself among some orthodox and militant groups for
his actions following the attack on the Palestinian Shatila refugee
camp the previous September. The incident, which David had called a
massacre, was a reprisal attack as part of the 1982 Lebanon
war.

David had been travelling nearby when he first got word of a
flare up of violence in one of the Palestinian refugee camps.
Hoping to help the Israeli sick and wounded, he left for the camp.
The fighting was still very active when he arrived, Israeli Defense
Force soldiers positioned outside all entrances to the camp.

He soon realized that this was not a skirmish started by
Palestinian rebels; it was an attack on the camp initiated by the
IDF. A slaughter of mostly unarmed civilians. Members of the Kateeb
Party were being funneled into the camp by the Israeli and Lebenese
forces. Even from where he stood, he could see bodies piling up in
the streets.

David Yehuda believed in his vow to help any human in need so it
was an easy choice to for him to sneak aboard one of the jeeps
traveling into the city. As soon as he was in the perimeter, he
broke off from the group. He fell behind and tended to those he
could help. In all, he figured that he probably saved half a dozen
lives that night, a noble effort. But it was the hundreds of others
who died in the attack that haunted him.

By 9am Saturday morning, David was still awake and still tending
to the injured women and children when the first journalists began
to enter the city. Even the jaded members of the media were
surprised by the carnage, but they quickly regained their wits and
were anxious to interview survivors, particularly an Israeli doctor
working to save the lives of those inside the camp.

 

Back in Kings of Israel Square, young Adam Yehuda looked up into
the eyes of the man holding the gun to his head. The man was in his
early twenties with classic dark eyebrows and cropped dark brown
hair He was dressed in an olive drab military uniform. His dark
eyes were severely bloodshot. Young Adam wondered if the man had
been crying, but he looked angry, not sad.

"No!" shouted the elder Yehuda and immediately grabbed Adam,
pulling his son behind his own back, stepping between the child and
the gun.

The boy peeked out around the side of his father as the soldier
slowly raised the gun, pointing it directly at the forehead of
David Yehuda.

"You will never tell what you saw," the man with the gun said in
a low, gruff tone. And then he pulled the trigger.

 

Twenty-seven years later, sitting in his own office, Dr. Adam
Yehuda once again had a gun pointed at his temple.

"Damn it!" Nick Grey screamed. "I want an answer now! Why did
you do this to me? To my daughter?"

Several moments passed, the only sound in the room was Nick's
ragged breathing. Dr. Yehuda's own breaths were shallow and nearly
imperceptible. Finally, he said simply, "I didn't do this
to your daughter. I did it for your
daughter."

Nick's face blended surprise into the anger. "What?" he yelled.
"How dare you say that? How dare you say that you are concerned
about my daughter?" He took a heavy step towards the doctor and
waggled the gun barrel within the doctor's line of sight.

Then the thought blossomed in Nick’s mind. The full implications
of Yehuda's statement shoving aside his anger. He had come into the
office thinking that the outcome of Yehuda's experiment had been
unexpected. A mistake. But suddenly it was clear that changing the
color of Hope's skin had been the plan all along.

"Please," the doctor said quietly, "Let me explain."

Nick took a step back, but he did not lower the gun.

"My father," he began, choking on the words. "My father was
killed in Tel Aviv. By an Israeli soldier."

Surprised by the sudden change in direction, Nick asked, "But
you're Israeli, right?"

"Yes. And my father was a good Israeli man. He served his time
in the army. He was a doctor who donated his time to charity and
offered free services to patients who couldn't afford them."

"So why did they kill him?" Nick asked, his intellectual
curiosity reasserting itself.

"Because he helped save the lives of Palestinians and Lebanese
refugees. Women and children. He snuck into the refugee camp that
our soldiers were assaulting and tried to help the people being
massacred. He saved a few, but hundreds died."

"You said he was a doctor, right? That's what he was supposed to
do."

"Yes," came the struggling voice. "That's what doctors are
supposed to do. But not, apparently, for the enemy. He was…"
Yehuda's voice trailed off and he looked down and swallowed hard
before continuing. "He was shot right in front of me in the Kings
of Israel Square. In cold blood. For helping those people. For
upholding his oath. For…being human."

Nick’s sympathy was pushing forward before his anger suddenly
stamped it down. "So what does that have to do with anything?" he
snapped.

"Don't you see?" Dr. Yehuda snapped back, shooting a baleful
stare back at Nick. "It's all about the color of the skin! He was
shot because he saved the lives of people whose skin was the wrong
color. Of people was born in the wrong country. Of innocent
people."

His own anger building up, Dr. Yehuda rose from his chair and
raised his voice, "And consider your own country. You kept slaves.
You made people ride on the back of the bus and have their own
drinking fountains. You wouldn't let a white person marry anyone of
any other skin tone. Hell, it took 235 years for you to elect a
black president."

"And you think you can change all that by screwing with my
daughter's DNA?"

"Yes. In fact, I think that's the only way. Tell me this. Do you
love your daughter?"

"What?" Nick was taken back. "Of course I do. I'm not a
monster."

"Ok, do you love her more than you've ever loved any other black
person?"

"Well…um" he stammered, "yeah, I guess so. But she's my
daughter. My own flesh and blood. Of course I'm going to love her
more than other people."

"Exactly! You love her regardless of her skin color because
she's your daughter. That's the one universal truth. Familial love
is the only force in the world that's stronger than hate and fear.
It’s genetic. Baked into our very DNA that we should love and
protect our offspring to ensure that our bloodline continues. And I
guarantee that your love for your daughter will change the way you
think about black people. Or Asian or Middle Eastern. All I'm doing
is using mankind's own strengths to abolish the hate that has
plagued us since the beginning. Using the love that is in the heart
of every human. Forcing it to be stronger than the color that is
seen through the eyes. Replacing fear of the unknown with the love
of a parent."

The words pressed calm and understanding into Nick’s eyes. He
took another step backwards and glanced away toward the floor.

Dr. Yehuda was gratified to see the glory of his work revealing
itself in the face of Nick Grey. To see the truth of humanity
painting itself on the lost soul of a man.

Nick dropped his arm, letting the gun fall to his side. Dr.
Yehuda let out an audible, long-held sigh of relief.

Still looking at the floor, Nick asked, "How many of you are
there? How many doctors are in your revolution?"

"The 'Army of Light' has just the seven members you named
earlier."

Nick looked up at the doctor and smirked at the name that Yehuda
had given his little group. He does have a God complex, he
thought.

More tense moments passed before Nick finally said in a deep,
even tone, "You know that I have to put a stop to this."

Dr. Yehuda stiffened, expecting to be looking down the barrel of
the gun once more. But Nick just silently slipped the gun back into
his jacket pocket, turned, and left the office.

 

Another six months had passed when Nick got the phone call. He
was sitting at his desk in the living room where he still spent
most of his time.

Hope was nearly a year old and Katelyn was getting more
aggressive in her attempts to talk Nick into getting pregnant
again. They had discussed having just one child, but Hope had
quickly changed that for Katelyn. Nick had steadfastly refused to
discuss the topic.

For her part, Hope really was amazing. She was already walking
and talking at level of an eighteen-month-old. She loved doing
puzzles and her shape sorters but was starting to get bored with
them. Katelyn had also discovered that Hope had an affinity for
taking apart her toys and figuring out how to reassemble them. And
Katelyn had been working diligently on getting her to say the names
of common things pictured in books. Nick estimated that Hope had a
vocabulary of maybe 200 words and was learning more every day. She
was even starting to string them together into short sentences.

For his part, Nick had, of course, notified the FBI about Dr.
Yehuda's confession and had forwarded them all of the research he
had collected about Yehuda and the six other doctors. The FBI had
taken their time putting together a solid case, but Nick had seen
on CNN that all seven doctors had been taken into custody earlier
that week. The news story indicated that all had had their offices
and homes raided simultaneously to avoid the destruction of any
evidence which might help prove their case.

Of course, there weren't currently any laws that specifically
prohibited genetic manipulation of a patient's fetus. But the FBI
had charged each of them with a litany of assorted crimes from
assault to general misconduct. At the very least, all seven would
have their licenses revoked and should never be able to harm
another baby. More likely, each of them would do some level of jail
time, with Yehuda, as the ring leader, doing the most.

The phone call that he received from Special Agent Rashid Singh
simply confirmed the arrest of Yehuda and the other doctors. The
agent expressed both an official and personal thanks to Nick for
his efforts in bringing this “dangerous group of criminals” to
justice.

Nick did not mention the fact that he had continued researching
the seven doctors.

In the last six months, he had learned quite a bit about
genetics and the reality of the current abilities of scientists to
perform manipulation on human DNA. There were entire websites
dedicated to the critical lack of knowledge that would be required
to perform such manipulation. That even though the entire human
genome had been mapped, a true understanding was still decades
away.

On the other hand, Adam Yehuda had long been regarded as a
wunderkind in his field. Colleagues described his understanding as
"decades beyond most scientists" and favored him as the most likely
"to significantly increase mankind's understanding of himself."

Over the weeks to come, now that the details of Yehuda's
experiments were coming to light, the pundits and conspiracy
theorists on the web would no doubt have much more to write. There
would be a faction supporting Yehuda's ideals and the usual, and
probably much larger, fundamentalist faction screaming that he was
playing God. That had been Nick's initial assertion, even before he
knew of Yehuda's plan.

There was also the matter of the other Spon-Evo children that
had been born in cities all across the U.S. in the last six months.
An additional thirteen had been born since Nick had confronted the
doctor. All were born in different cities with different doctors.
Just this week, the first one was born outside the U.S., in
southern Germany.

When he heard about each one, Nick immediately started
researching the doctor, trying to find some connection back to
Yehuda. The FBI had no doubt done the same thing. But in each case,
Nick had been unable to find any relationship. Clearly, the FBI
also came up empty since only the original seven doctors had been
arrested.

Nick had never shared the entirety of Yehuda's plans with the
FBI agents. He had omitted the fact that changing Hope’s skin color
was intentional. He let the FBI believe what he himself had
believed; this was a simple case of one man’s ego getting ahead of
the science. That the altered skin tone was a simple mistake. Nick
never mentioned Yehuda’s goal of changing the destiny of mankind by
changing the face of mankind. While that goal was clearly naïve and
completely unrealistic, deep down, Nick had found some level of
respect for at least the underlying sentiment as he held his
sleeping daughter in his arms each night.

Nick expected more Spon-Evo babies to be born in the coming
months. He couldn't be sure whether they would be products of
Yehuda's covert network of operatives or whether there was actually
some truth in the doctor's original explanation of spontaneous
evolution pushing the human species inexorably forward.

On the phone, the FBI agent asked, "Is there anything else you
would like to add to the file before we move forward with the
prosecution, Mr. Grey?"

Nick thought for a long moment and then replied simply,
"No."

The agent thanked him and hung up. Nick sat, leaning back in his
office chair for several minutes, eyes unfocused, mind on the
future. Then he called Katelyn into the living room.

She appeared almost immediately, carrying Hope in her left arm.
The child smiled at Nick and struggled to get down. Katelyn set her
down and Hope hurried over to her daddy. Nick lifted her up onto
his lap. She turned her head to the left and leaned it against his
chest and smiled, her curly black hair tickling his chin. He
wrapped his arms around her and held her tight, instinctively
trying to protect her from the evil and hatred in the world. He
rested his face on her head and let the unmitigated love wash over
him once more.

"What is it?" Katelyn asked.

Nick looked up at Katelyn and smiled. "I think we should talk
about getting little Hope here a new brother or sister."
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