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Dad was a mathematician, born with a gift he never gained understanding of, and a personality easily swayed by praise. He left school in England at 16 with his O’Levels and no intention of furthering his education; school was for fools and he was too cool for it. Dad got a job at an electrical company as a trainee and within weeks was correcting math mistakes made by experienced engineers. One of the brothers who owned the business took him to see a university friend on his 17th birthday, curious about his ability. That gentleman told me years later dad needed some explanatory thrusts but then took off and began manipulating equations using algebraic techniques not taught until undergraduate level.

If you are thinking Good Will Hunting, yes. But it happens more frequently than you might think. When dad saw that movie he laughed his ass off, stating “that is not how it goes, you don’t solve problems that way.”

That same gentleman tutored dad through his entrance exams and then through 4 years of undergraduate study. It turns out my old man had the wiring in his head to solve algebraic equations of almost limitless complexity, and more importantly could write his own. I shall not bore you with the branches of mathematics dad mastered but by 25 her was made lecturer, at 30 senior lecturer, and by 37 he was a full-professor.

Being a reasonably good-looking bloke and having the gift of the gab dad managed to woo my mom with his university position, and his prospects. This was the early 1960s and hardly anyone went to university, so meeting a bloke with a personality and a university position in the working-class town we are from made him highly attractive.

Dad was second of 8 kids born in two batches separated by ten years. During batch one, the 1940’s, my grandfather was a hard working hard drinking machinist building bombs and then graduating to machine-fixer-engineer. Times were fraught after the Second World War II and dad remembers hiding upstairs from the rent man, not seeing a banana until he was 11 years old, and of course all the bombed-out houses with orphaned classmates.

Between roughly age 9 and 15 grandad regularly beat my dad up, usually when coming home from the pub, or being woken up hungover after his frequent night shifts at work. Dad was number two, his older brother the apple of grandma’s eye, and the two younger sister’s full-time work. Doubtless grandad was not getting much and my dad got the blame for that, too. The older brother was smart, good at school, and practical things like engineering. He went off to work for an American company making aircraft parts in the nearby industrial zone established after the war. Once he was gone dad caught all of grandad’s wrath.

By the time her sat for his O’Levels my dad had grown bigger and stronger than grandad, and the older man gave up his physical abuse, favoring wounding with verbal and psychological barbs to burn down dad’s self-esteem. Dad went off to University at 18 going one step further than his brother but forever loosing miles of respect as a “woofter” – slang for homosexual. In retrospect it is easy to understand why, before we left England for America, dad never accompanied us on our bi-weekly trips across town to see Grandma and the host of other uncles and aunts on that side of the family.

*
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Dad never laid a finger on any of us, mom, me, sister, instead relying on the same verbal and psychological torture his dad used to such damaging effect on him. Since Donald Trump won his first term, we all joke that he (Trump) and dad shared the same narcissistic personality traits. A narcissistic man with low self-esteem often shows the usual narcissistic need for admiration and entitlement, but underneath he feels inadequate, ashamed, and easily threatened. Outwardly dad was confident or “special,” but internally he struggled with self-doubt, shame, and a sense of inferiority. He depended heavily on praise, attention, and status to feel OK about himself; when this was missing (for whatever reason), his mood and behavior deteriorated. From about 4 years old (from memories) to around 14, he was Jasnus; one face the generous and funny dad we loved, the other a shouting ogre we actively disliked.

His eventual fame within the mathematics community initially only fanned his sense of superiority and entitlement, still believing he deserved special treatment, recognition, and exceptions, even though he privately felt inadequate. At home he showed hypersensitivity to criticism and even mild feedback felt like a deep personal attack, triggering anger, withdrawal, and especially sulking where he would ruminate about perceived failures or slights, swinging between feeling “better than” and “worthless.”

How does this feel in a family? We were constantly “walking on eggshells” because of his sensitivity and unpredictable reactions to perceived criticism. Mom’s needs were sidelined as she was drawn into constantly reassuring him, managing his moods, or defending herself from unfair blame.

And then suddenly, around age 40 he changed, mellowed, chilled out. Etc. Me and my sibs have thought for years he had an affair. For all I know Mom confided in either of them, I am fine with that if it is true and it helped. That phase of childhood ended around 14. From then on, he has been a normal, dysfunctional university professor.

*
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I was seventeen and a half when Dad came home one evening with the kind of news that changes the shape of your life without asking permission. He said his job was moving him to America. Not for a holiday, not for a short trip; years. Five or six, he thought. Long enough that by the time our parents came home again to England, my sister and I probably wouldn’t.

I remember the strange mixture of excitement and dread that settled over the kitchen table. At seventeen, the world already feels like it’s tilting forward into the unknown, and suddenly ours had shifted several thousand miles west. My sister and I looked at each other with the same expression; half thrilled, half terrified. We had grown up in England, with our familiar streets, our schools, our friends, and the steady rhythm of British life. The idea of starting again somewhere enormous and foreign was exhilarating in theory and unnerving in practice.

By that point I’d already taken my O-levels in the sciences and was working through A-levels in chemistry, biology, and mathematics. I liked the certainty of numbers and reactions, the feeling that the world, at some level, obeyed rules you could discover if you were patient enough. My sister was the opposite in the best possible way. She lived among books and stories, happiest with English literature or history spread across the table. Between the two of us we covered most of human curiosity.

The funny thing was that America never felt entirely unfamiliar to us. In our house it had always been a kind of half-mythical place that hovered somewhere between family history and television.

Our granddad had flown RAF fighter escorts with the 82nd Airborne Division during the war resulting in him spending a year at Fort Bragg, and when we were younger, he would tell us stories about the vastness of the country and the people he met there. He spoke about it with a kind of quiet affection that stayed with you. To us, America was the place where our grandfather had once been young and brave.

And then there was television. If you grew up in the mid-1980s in Britain, a good portion of your imagination came from American shows. Our evenings were filled with the glossy optimism of things like The A-Team, Knight Rider, and Miami Vice. America looked sunlit and impossibly large, endless highways, cities that glowed at night, and people who seemed to believe the future was just around the corner.

So, when Dad said we were going there, it felt as if we were stepping through the television screen into the place, we had half grown up imagining. I remember thinking of “Hill St. Blues” and nervously wondering if we were going anywhere as violent as New York City.

Of course, imagination is one thing and packing your life into boxes is another. In the months that followed there were goodbyes to friends, awkward explanations to teachers, and that strange feeling that every ordinary moment was suddenly becoming the last time. The last walk down a familiar road. The last rainy afternoon in the garden. The last cup of tea with neighbors who had known us since we were small. The last beer as a teenager sneaking into the local pub. Figuring out what to do with my girlfriend while my sister did the same with her girlfriend. Young love can be intense and there were plenty of nights we would air our doubts to each other, naïvely thinking our current relationships were destined to be the ‘ones.’

Other times my sister and I talked about it late at night we were giddy with excitement about the scale of the adventure. Other times we worried about whether we’d fit in, whether we’d understand the accents, whether American schools would feel impossibly different.

But beneath all of that was a quiet sense that something remarkable was happening to us. Most people grow up imagining faraway places from books or films. We had suddenly been handed the chance to go and live inside one of them.

At seventeen, that felt both terrifying and wonderful.

And if I’m honest, it still does when I think about it now.

*
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We arrived on March 7.

I remember the date because everything about that day felt sharp and new, as though someone had turned up the contrast on the world. The air was softer than the cold we’d left behind in England, already hinting at spring. Our new town was small, a university place tucked among trees, the sort of place where people seemed to jog everywhere and coffee shops were always busy. I won’t name it, partly out of habit and partly because it still feels oddly private to me, like the setting of a story that belongs to our family.

It didn’t take long to realize we’d arrived at a very American moment in the calendar. Spring break was almost here, and something called March Madness seemed to be on every television in every bar, café, and living room we stepped into. Basketball games flashed constantly across the screens, crowds roaring, commentators talking a mile a minute about brackets and buzzer-beaters. My sister and I had absolutely no idea what was going on, but the excitement was infectious. It felt as if the whole country had agreed to hold a massive sporting festival just to welcome us.

The relative lack of young, and cute, people our age left us momentarily in doubt once again; the town was fucking empty! Devoid of any all-American boys or girls. Sissy claims nowadays she did not feel that way at all but that is my memory. Of course, when spring break ended and thousands of kids flooded back into town, we felt rather differently.

Then there was the house.

Back in England we had lived in what I would have called a perfectly normal home, comfortable, sensible, reasonably sized. The place we moved into in America felt enormous by comparison. It stood on several acres of land surrounded by trees, with long views across woods that seemed to stretch forever. I remember walking through the rooms on the first day feeling as though we’d accidentally been given someone else’s house. There was space everywhere. Big windows. Long driveways. The quiet hum of insects in the evenings.

Not long after we moved in, we got a dog.

She quickly became the unofficial guide to our new life. Every afternoon we would walk her through the forests behind the house, proper woods, full of tall pines and winding trails. Those walks became a ritual for me. The air smelled different from England, warmer and greener somehow, and the light filtered through the trees in wide golden shafts that made everything feel cinematic. Although I would have a job that kept me away for months at a time, the same town is still my home and my sister, who also lives there always had more than 1 dog, sometimes 3, and they became shared family, feeling as at home in my house as hers.

As mentioned above, at seventeen, though, my attention wasn’t entirely on nature. Because somewhere between arriving in town and joining the local YMCA, I really discovered another very powerful feature of American life: American girls.

I’d joined a co-ed soccer team there almost immediately, partly because it seemed like the fastest way to meet people. It worked rather well. The Americans were easygoing and curious about the strange English kid with the accent, and I found myself suddenly in a social world that had felt impossibly distant only a few months earlier. In England I was a half-way decent soccer player. In America I was Lionel Messi!

My sister, who had always been confident in a quieter way, seemed to receive even more attention than I did. The accent didn’t hurt. Neither did the novelty of two British teenagers appearing out of nowhere in a small Southern town. We joked that we were minor celebrities for about three weeks.

The spring turned into summer almost without us noticing. Days were spent studying for our A-level exams at the international school we attended, since we had skipped the American high school system entirely and planned to start college that fall. Evenings were soccer practices, barbecues, late walks with the dog, and the long golden sunsets that seemed to last forever. We quickly stopped thinking about home. She had boyfriends and I had girlfriends, having a sister who looks like mine was great for getting me in with other lads, desperate to get an introduction to her, plus she was popular with lots of pretty friends.

Despite the upheaval of moving countries, something about that summer felt wonderfully calm. Maybe it was the sense that we had landed safely after such a huge change. Maybe it was simply the excitement of being young in a new place where everything seemed possible.

When the results came in, we had both passed our A levels. That felt like a quiet milestone, proof that the strange detour across the Atlantic hadn’t knocked us off course after all. Soon after, we both committed to colleges not too far from home. Close enough that our parents wouldn’t feel we had vanished completely, but far enough that we could experience the freedom of living in dorms like proper students. Dad’s employers were, after all, paying four years of college as part of the deal, and part of Mum and Dad’s deal was we stayed in state.

By the end of the summer the suitcases were out again, this time filled with notebooks, clothes, and the vague optimism that seems to come naturally at eighteen. We had crossed an ocean, survived exams, and built a new life in a place that had once only existed on television screens and in our grandfather’s stories. Now we were standing at the start of the next chapter, ready to begin college and whatever came after it.

*
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I fell in love with science as a pre-teen when Carl Sgan’s Cosmos was rerun on BBC2. Covering evolution, planetary science, astronomy, cosmology, mythology, chemistry, the lives of stars, black holes, the politics of ‘Mutually Assured Destruction,’ nuclear war and nuclear winter, extraterrestrial life and so, so much more, I had someone buy me the book for Christmas, and was hooked lock stock and two smoking barrels. Like dad I have some math ability so lack of prowess in that discipline was not an issue studying and learning whatever math I needed to understand my science. Unlike for dad, math to me is a tool to be used thoughtfully in elucidating the patterns of life, chemistry and physics.

What I was really good at was chemistry. Long before CGI made visualizing the microworld commonplace, I could rotate molecules and manipulate chemical formulae in my head, balancing complex equations either with or without the redox rules by running a kind of molecular movie across my minds eye. I partially lied above about studying for A levels; I studied for biology and physics, not for chemistry. Physics was a way to learn applications of my math skills, while biology was half fabulous (animal) and half boring (plant). Animal biology, human in particular began to fascinate me after mum (or dad) subscribed to a build-your-own encyclopedia called ‘Doctors Answers.’

Doctors Answers was a British weekly medical magazine that appeared in the mid 1980s, aimed at ordinary readers who wanted authoritative health information in an accessible format. Each issue cost about $1 and was designed not just as a stand-alone magazine, but as a part of a larger reference work that you would build up over time. Readers were encouraged to keep and file the issues, gradually creating a home medical encyclopedia they could consult when questions or minor health concerns arose. By the second installment I cared for, and treasured the 40 or so pages each issue contained, the magazine running for just over two years producing a total of 112 weekly issues. Over that run, it covered a wide range of everyday medical topics in a Q&A and explainer style, offering guidance on symptoms, common conditions, basic anatomy, and practical self-care. The tone was reassuring and educational, bridging the gap between professional medical knowledge and laypeople who wanted to understand their bodies and illnesses better without wading through technical textbooks.

For many readers, Doctors Answers functioned as a kind of pre-internet health resource: something you could turn to before calling the GP, to check whether a symptom might be minor or needed attention. The fact that it was conceived as a collectible series, with over a hundred parts, made it feel like a serious, cumulative project, something you invested in week after week, building a personal health reference tailored to the concerns of the time.

I began to combine this basic but all-encompassing medical knowledge with human biology in school, principles of chemical bonding and forces from physics into a working model of the human body as an exquisite machine complete with feedback loops, fail safes, overrides, emergency modes, and eventual limits. I referred to the ‘human machine’ likely with nauseating frequency. Plus, the college and local public libraries held many textbooks on human anatomy and physiology, mechanics, diseases (including viruses – wow!) and all kinds of emergencies the body could befall.

By the time I started classes in college that view had formed the core of my medical belief-system; the more one understood the body machine, the better one could repair it even when damaged seemingly irreparably. Do not judge my youthful naiveté, I had a lot to learn.

(And do not form the mistaken impression I was all work and no play; no sir and no ma’am. Alcohol had been discovered at 15 and by 17 we were in the pubs every Friday night. The first girl I said those three little words to was in England. For a while we were as serious as late-teenagers get. I played a lot, and it did not stop while my undergraduate years unfolded. By junior year me and my crew had happy hour marked out for every bar and every day, knowing the circuit we would take.) If we ever meet, I shall tell you the “old drunk and scary” story.
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It happened by accident.

Junior year I had started helping in a biochemistry lab at the hospital, nothing glamorous, mostly pipettes, centrifuges, and long afternoons measuring things that changed by fractions of a percent. I liked the work well enough. It satisfied the part of my brain that had always loved chemistry and biology, the quiet certainty that if you followed the protocol carefully the universe would give you a clear answer.

To reach the lab you had to walk through part of the hospital I didn’t really understand yet. Long white corridors, polished floors, carts rattling past, nurses moving with that purposeful speed that suggested every second mattered.

One afternoon I turned a corner and walked straight into controlled chaos.

A gurney was in the middle of the hallway surrounded by people in scrubs. Someone was doing chest compressions, hard, rhythmic, mechanical, arms locked, shoulders rocking over the patient’s sternum. Another clinician was squeezing a bag-valve mask over the man’s face, forcing oxygen into his lungs with sharp hisses of air. For a moment I froze against the wall, unsure if I should move or disappear.

The patient looked young to me then, maybe late thirties or early forties. His skin had the grey, waxy look of someone whose blood pressure had collapsed. His abdomen was slightly distended under the hospital sheet. I heard someone say the words that meant nothing to me at the time but burned themselves permanently into my memory.

“Ruptured aneurysm.”

Later I would learn what that meant: The wall of the aorta tearing open somewhere deep in the abdomen, blood spilling rapidly into the body. A catastrophe measured in minutes. But in that hallway, all I knew was that something terrible had happened and a small army of people had assembled to fight it.

A monitor beside the gurney showed a jagged line that suddenly flattened.

“Lost pulse.”

The compressions started again immediately, deep, relentless thuds that made the patient’s body rise and fall against the mattress. Someone pushed medications through an IV line. Another person called out numbers and times with calm precision.

I remember being struck by how coordinated it all was. No panic. Just speed.

The monitor suddenly changed. The flat line flickered into a chaotic scribble.

“V-fib.”

“Charging.”

One of the doctors placed two paddles against the patient’s chest. Someone shouted, “Clear.”

For a split second everyone lifted their hands.

The shock landed with a sharp crack, the patient’s body jumping slightly against the stretcher. Silence. Then the monitor spoke.

A single beep.

Then another.

The jagged electrical pattern organized itself into a steady rhythm. A nurse leaned forward, fingers pressing into the man’s neck.

“I’ve got a pulse.”

The relief that rippled through the group was almost physical. Not celebration, there was still a race to the operating room ahead, but a moment of collective exhale.

The gurney surged forward again, rolling past me toward the elevators, the team jogging alongside it. And I was left standing there in the hallway, completely stunned. Up until that moment science had been something that happened in glassware and notebooks. Slow, careful, intellectual. What I had just seen was science in its most urgent form; people using knowledge, skill, and sheer determination to drag someone back from the edge of death in the middle of a corridor.

I remember the sound most clearly. That first returning heartbeat on the monitor.

Beep.

Beep.

Beep.

Something shifted in me right then. I walked the rest of the way to the lab in a daze, sat down at the bench, and stared at the pipettes in front of me. Biochemistry was fascinating. But what I had just seen... that was alive.

As best I remember, that was the moment I got hooked.

Unfortunately, I was already down a different track towards ... well, towards something biology-based or maybe chemistry, or perhaps more physical chemistry or even biochemistry itself. You get the idea; I loved science but did not really know what I might do with it career-wise.

*
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I skipped most of freshman year classes due to credit for my A ‘levels, hanging out with some of the older kids, among them Hockey and Stick,​[1] local lads attending the university. They became, and still are my closest friends. Throughout sophomore year we partied like it was about to be made illegal; how my grades did not suffer is still a mystery. Junior year I knuckled -down as the material became harder, but weekends remained time to drink gallons of beer, eat pizza, and chase girls. The summer of Junior year Sissy and me flew to Amsterdam to begin a 4-week rail trip across Europe; Holland, Belgium, France, Germany, Czech Republic, Austria, Italy, Spain, and back up through France to Holland. For reasons neither of us can enunciate the experience grew us all the way up. We came back enlightened with a deep appreciation for the peoples of Europe, their convoluted and entwined histories, and the capacity among the young to forget and forgive the past.

*
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Half way through senior year I met with my tutor, Dr. P, to discuss what I would do once the ink on my undergraduate degree dried. There is still no actual degree called ‘pre-med’ but every university has a combination of classes you load onto your transcript, and I had taken or was taking all the recommended ones when Dr. P and I met.

He had asked me to place a note in the pigeon hole on his door a week prior to our meeting with a list of 4 possible career trajectories, and I had diligently done so. Now, I kept a diary religiously back then, still have them, and read through the lot as research for this book, so although I cannot recall any of these conversations verbatim, I know how I felt.

My choices were:


	Join the police in the accelerated program for college graduates.

	Do a masters in forensic science like on Criminal Minds.

	Do a PhD.

	Become a teacher.



In my diary I wrote: “Officious prick! Told me I was wasting my fucking time on such empty ideas, that teaching was beneath me, the police was a noble idea but for me a waste of my brain, forensics was for people who wanted to be lab rats, and a PhD would be great except a waste of time.”

I should go into medicine, duh! Obviously.

Except I knew nothing about how medical school worked on this side of the Atlantic, and until that moment in the hallway, the resuscitation, the shock, the first returning heartbeat, had never seriously thought about becoming a doctor. In England, medicine was something people decided on early, often very early, and I had already drifted onto a different path.

Turns out the two countries trained doctors in completely different ways. In Britain, medicine was an undergraduate degree. Students applied straight out of secondary school at seventeen or eighteen, usually after taking A-levels in chemistry, biology, and sometimes mathematics or physics. If you were admitted, you entered a medical program immediately and spent about five or six years working toward the MBBS or MBChB degree. It was direct, efficient, and brutally competitive, but it also meant the decision had to be made young. If you hadn’t applied at that point, the path was much harder to enter later.

America did it differently.

Here, medicine was a second degree. First you had to complete a full four-year undergraduate degree, often in biology, chemistry, or something related, while taking the required “pre-med” courses. Only after graduating could you apply to medical school itself, which was another four years. The training pipeline was longer but also more flexible. People discovered medicine later. They arrived from chemistry labs, engineering programs, philosophy departments, even English literature.

For someone like me, that difference mattered enormously.

If we had stayed in England, the window had probably already closed. I hadn’t applied to medical school, and the expectation would have been that I continued along the path I was already on. But in America, standing in that hospital hallway as a college junior, I realized something strange and exhilarating: It wasn’t too late. The system actually allowed someone to change their mind.

Of course there was another difference, the deleterious one that everyone talked about sooner or later.

The cost.

British medical education was heavily subsidized by the government, and although students still accumulated some loans, the scale was modest compared with the United States. In America, medical school was expensive even then; annual tuition ranged roughly from about $5,000 at the cheapest state schools to nearly $28,000 at expensive private schools. Most students borrowed heavily to cover those costs. Around eight out of ten graduates left medical school with debt, and the average debt around that time was roughly $46,000–$50,000.

Public schools, like the state medical school where we lived, were on the cheaper end of that range. Tuition at public institutions averaged only a few thousand dollars a year before rising sharply. By the time living expenses, books, and loan interest were added, a student graduating from a state school in those years might reasonably end up owing somewhere around $40,000 to $60,000 by the end of four years.

At the time it seemed like a daunting amount of money, something approaching the price of a house in parts of the country. Only later would people realize that it was the calm before a much steeper rise in medical education costs. But standing there in my early twenties, thinking back to that moment in the hospital hallway, the debt felt almost like an afterthought. What mattered more was the realization that the path was open.

In England, the decision to become a doctor usually happened before you were old enough to vote. In America, you could be walking through a hospital corridor on your way to a biochemistry lab, hear a heart start beating again, and suddenly understand, that’s what I want to do. And once that thought took hold, it was very hard to let it go.

*
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Needless to say, when I approached my parents with all this they were somewhat taken aback with my detour from the list of four career-paths mentioned above. Over the preceding months we had talked in a relaxed way about “what’s next” and I remember the look on Mom’s face being akin to puzzlement; what have you been up to?

The outcome was dad promising 1 year of post-graduate support, as in helping with rent and food, but they were intent on enjoying a long and interesting retirement and did not fancy giving me all that money to do something I could have done for free back home. If I wanted to go to medical school I would be on the hook for the tens of thousands of dollars. Yikes. 

You see, the idea of becoming a doctor had stopped feeling like a passing thought and started feeling like a plan. That hallway resuscitation had lodged itself somewhere permanent in my mind. I was still spending most of my days in the biochemistry lab, but every time I walked through the hospital corridors, I caught myself watching the clinical teams moving around the building, wondering what it would be like to be one of them.
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