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Praise for the Rosie novels

‘Blissfully comic. Don Tillman is the protagonist who keeps on giving. He is a gem … utterly charming in his lack of guile and his belief in improvability’ Evening Standard

‘A wholly absorbing, vivid read that leaves you pining to be reunited with its characters every time you put it down – if you’re able to’ Independent

‘Don Tillman is one of the most endearing, charming and fascinating literary characters I have met in a long time’ The Times

‘Don Tillman helps us believe in possibility, makes us proud to be human beings, and keeps us laughing like hell’ Matthew Quick, New York Times bestselling author of The Silver Linings Playbook

‘Extraordinarily clever, funny, and moving’ Bill Gates

‘Touching and entertaining’ Mail on Sunday

‘Quirky and sweetly funny’ Sun on Sunday

‘Offers plenty more laugh-out-loud moments’ Guardian

‘Genuinely heart-warming, truly endearing, plenty of LOLs. You may end up a blubbing wreck’ Heat

‘Funny, endearing … a must read’ Daily Telegraph

‘There is much to love in this comedy of errors’ Sunday Express

‘I couldn’t put this book down. It’s one of the most quirky and endearing romances I’ve ever read. I laughed the whole way through’ Sophie Kinsella

‘A poignant, funny novel about how you don’t find love; it finds you’ Glamour

‘A heart-warming story of an extraordinary man learning to live in an ordinary world’ USA Today

‘Don Tillman has almost transcended the boundaries of fiction to become a geek icon’ Guardian

‘A sparkling, laugh-out-loud novel’ Kirkus Reviews

‘Charming, funny and heart-warming, a gem of a book’ Marian Keyes




To the many people in the autism community who have inspired and supported these books




We are all special cases.
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I was standing on one leg shucking oysters when the problems began. If I had not been a scientist, conscious of the human propensity to see patterns where they do not exist, I might have concluded that I was being punished by some deity for the sin of pride.

Earlier that afternoon, I had been completing a performance-review form, and was presented with the question What do you consider to be your key strength(s)?

It was a vague construction which specified neither context nor level of generalisation. Expertise in genetics was the obvious answer, but this was implied by the job title Professor of Genetics. My knowledge of myxoid liposarcoma would soon be of minimal relevance, as my research project in that area was nearing completion. Objectivity and intelligence might suggest that I thought some academics lacked these attributes, which was true, but probably tactless. I needed to avoid tactlessness.

I was still searching for an answer when Rosie arrived home.

‘What are you doing in your pyjamas?’ she said.

‘Preparing dinner. Which I’m time-sharing with solving a problem. And single-leg dips.’

‘I meant, why are you wearing pyjamas?’

‘There was a minor cooking accident involving an exploding chestnut. I was attempting to speed up the process by increasing the temperature. Hence the oil on various surfaces.’ I indicated the splashes on the ceiling. ‘My clothes were also affected. I avoided further loss of time by switching directly to pyjamas rather than putting on an intermediate costume.’

‘You haven’t forgotten we’ve got Dave and Sonia for dinner?’

‘Of course not. It’s the second Wednesday of the month. The day I change my toothbrush head.’

Rosie performed her impression of my voice, a sign that she was in a good mood: ‘Guests. Pyjamas. Not a valid combination.’

‘Dave and Sonia have seen me in pyjamas. On the Cape Canaveral trip –’

‘Don’t remind me.’

‘If there’s time to change my costume, I should devote it to the performance-review form.’ I explained the problem.

‘Just write whatever you wrote last year.’

‘I didn’t do it last year. Or the year before. Or –’

‘Twelve years at Columbia and you haven’t had to do a performance review?’

‘I don’t complete the form. There’s always some higher-priority task. Unfortunately, David Borenstein insisted. If it’s not on his desk tomorrow, he’s threatened to take some unspecified punitive action.’

‘You’re stuck on the question about strengths?’

‘Correct.’

‘Just say problem-solving. It’s a good answer and it won’t come back to bite you. If you don’t find a cure for cancer, they’re not going to say, “But you said you were a good problem-solver.”’

‘You’ve encountered the same question?’

‘Only about twenty times in the last month.’

Rosie’s current medical-research project was also finishing, and she was seeking a more senior position. It was proving difficult, as most roles involved clinical work. Her argument was: ‘I’m a crap physician but a good researcher. Why waste time on stuff I’m not good at?’ I had applied the same logic to the performance-review form.

‘Presumably, you also gave the optimum answer,’ I said. ‘Problem-solving.’

‘I usually say team player, but in your case …’

‘It might have returned to bite me.’

Rosie laughed. ‘I’ll finish filling it out and you’ll have time to make yourself respectable. Teamwork, see.’ She must have noticed my expression. ‘You can review it when I’m done.’

As I processed the remaining oysters, I reflected on Rosie’s suggestion. It was satisfying that my partner recognised an attribute that I had not previously articulated. I was a good problem-solver.

I had the advantage of an atypical – the word used by others was weird – approach to analysing and responding to situations. Over my twenty-five-year career, it had enabled me to overcome day-to-day obstacles and initiate major breakthroughs. It had also delivered benefits in my personal life.

At twenty, I had been a computer-science student, socially incompetent even by the standards of twenty-year-old computer-science students, with zero prospects of finding a partner.

Now, largely due to the deliberate application of problem-solving techniques, I was employed in a stimulating and well-paid job, married to the world’s most beautiful and compatible woman (Rosie), and father to a talented and happy ten-year-old child (Hudson), who was showing signs of becoming an innovative problem-solver himself.

I had identified Rosie’s biological father from sixty-five candidates, rescued my friend Dave’s refrigeration business from financial failure, and, after detailed analysis of customer preferences in the bar where Rosie and I worked part-time, designed a cocktail which won the New York People’s Choice Award.

I was in excellent health, in part because of regular martial-arts classes and a fitness programme which I had integrated into other activities. Psychologically, I had the support of my local men’s group: Dave and a retired musician named George.

Creative thinking had, over twelve years of marriage, produced a routine which accommodated Rosie’s requirement for spontaneity without unduly sacrificing efficiency. I would have liked more sex, but the frequency was above the mean for our ages and relationship duration, and infinitely better than it had been prior to meeting Rosie.

The only significant blemish was the loss of my long-standing friendship with my mentor, Gene. But even taking that factor into account, if I had maintained a graph of my contentment with life, the curve would now be at its highest point.

I returned to an oyster that had not offered an entry point for my knife. In the bottom drawer was a collection of tools, including pliers. If I used them to break the edge of the shell, I would create a gap into which the knife could be inserted. I allowed myself a moment of satisfaction. Don Tillman: World’s Best Problem-Solver.

Rosie appeared with my notebook computer. ‘What do you want to say for areas you’d like to improve? I put fashion.’

‘You already mentioned the pyjamas.’

‘I’m kidding. But there’s always room for improvement. Those are bushwalking socks you’re wearing, right?’

‘Multi-purpose. Extremely warm.’

I turned towards her, in accordance with the convention that people look at each other while conversing. Concurrently, I was lowering myself on one leg to access the pliers, extending my free leg to keep my supporting shin vertical as required for the leg-dip exercise, while holding the oyster and knife in my other hand.

As I reached into the drawer behind me, I felt a pervasive stickiness. Reviewing the situation later, it was obvious what had happened. Rosie had recently instructed Hudson to put away his breakfast ingredients after use. He must have been concentrating on some other topic as he cleared the table and had stored the maple syrup on its side in a random drawer without replacing the lid.

I retracted my hand, rapidly – a primitive response to the unexpected. As a result, I lost my balance.

The best solution would have been to return my raised foot to the floor, but, instinctively not wanting to abandon the exercise, I grabbed another drawer, which was not an effective fixed support. I may have slipped in oil from the chestnut explosion. The net result was that I fell, though not heavily.

Rosie was laughing. ‘Multi-tasking,’ she said. ‘Your multi-tasking could definitely do with improvement.’ Then, ‘Oh, shit, you’ve hurt yourself.’

Rosie’s diagnosis was correct. I had trapped the oyster knife behind my knee. She knelt to examine the injury.

‘Don’t move him!’ Hudson was standing in the doorway, also wearing pyjamas, as he did after school on Wednesdays.

‘It’s okay,’ said Rosie. ‘He hasn’t hurt his spine.’

‘How can you tell?’ said Hudson.

‘I’m a doctor, remember?’

This was an unconvincing argument, given Rosie’s own assessment of her clinical competence. The knife had entered to some depth, and a pool of blood was forming on the floor.

‘We need to call 911,’ said Hudson.

‘Excellent idea,’ I said.

‘Where’s your phone?’ said Rosie.

‘In its holster. I’m lying on it.’

‘Don’t move!’ said Hudson, placing himself between Rosie and me.

‘Can we use your phone?’ I asked Rosie.

‘Hudson, go look in my handbag.’

‘You promise not to move him? Promise?’

‘Promise. Just get my phone.’

‘Presumably, they’ll take me to the hospital,’ I said. ‘By then, the difficult oyster will probably have relaxed sufficiently to open conventionally.’

‘Don, forget about dinner.’

‘You’ll need to submit the performance-evaluation form. The deadline –’

Hudson returned with Rosie’s phone. She tapped the screen, and said, ‘Shit.’ I assumed her battery was flat – a common occurrence, due to lack of a charging regimen.

Fortunately, the doorbell rang. Dave and Sonia were, respectively, self-employed tradesperson and financial controller. It was almost certain that one of them would have a functioning phone. Hudson activated the electronic lock.

Sonia was predictably hysterical, critical and practical. ‘Oh my God, I knew you’d have an accident one day. It’s crazy you coming home from work and having to cook. Can you move?’

‘Don’t go there,’ said Rosie. ‘Just call 911.’

‘I’m on it,’ said Dave. ‘You’re good with that, Don?’

‘Correct.’

Rosie was staring at her phone.

‘Is everything okay?’ said Sonia. It was a strange question, but Rosie must have interpreted okay as okay except for Don lying on the floor bleeding while Dave calls an ambulance.

‘I got the job.’ Rosie said it again, more loudly, and began to cry. ‘I got the job. The one I thought I had no chance of getting.’

‘Which job?’ I asked, looking up from the floor.

‘Working for Judas.’ Judas was Professor Simon Lefebvre, a former colleague in Australia who had been ‘seeing’ our friend Claudia for several years until being discovered in an act of infidelity.

‘Judas is coming to New York?’

‘No, the job’s back in Melbourne. I knew you weren’t listening.’

I probably had been listening, but I would have ignored the personnel and location to focus on the important parameters. I could find university employment wherever we lived, particularly as I was unconcerned about status, and it was Rosie’s turn to advance her career after undertaking the majority of the Hudson-rearing task.

‘Is that going to be a problem?’ asked Rosie.

‘Of course not. Excellent news. And I won’t have to complete the performance-review form. We should have a drink to celebrate. Immediately.’

Rosie was shaking her head. ‘We’re going home. I need to call Phil.’ Phil was Rosie’s father.

Rosie’s success more than compensated for the pain behind my knee. The life-contentment curve moved upwards again. It was the last time. Hudson was standing in the doorway holding his head with both hands.

Perhaps it was the unusual visual perspective created by lying on the floor, combined with the fact that Hudson was wearing pyjamas, but I was struck by how tall he had grown and, simultaneously, how young he still looked. With his dark hair, longer than typical for his age, and black-rimmed glasses, he could have been me at age ten. His obvious distress added to the identification.

The kitchen had gone silent and we were all looking at him.

‘Are you all right, Hudson?’ said Sonia.

‘No. I don’t want to go to Australia. I don’t want to change schools. I don’t want to change anything.’
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By the following June, our situation had changed dramatically. We had relocated to a three-bedroom house in the ‘hip’ inner-Melbourne suburb of Northcote, a short bicycle ride from the university. Our new home featured a garden, garage and sufficient space for Hudson’s collection of science-fiction novels, which now spilled from his room into the hallway.

My hamstring tendon was healing. Rosie was working for Judas, Hudson was attending school and I had secured employment as a professor of genetics. This much was within the range of possibilities we had planned for.

But five new problems had developed. In increasing order of severity, they were:

1. Curing Cancer. I had joined a research project evaluating individualised approaches to cancer treatment, taking into account patients’ genetic make-up. It was potentially valuable work, but I was underqualified. The chief investigator had been impressed by my computer-science degree, but the field had changed hugely in the twenty-nine years since I reconfigured myself as a geneticist. I had deferred all optional activities, including aikido and karate, to catch up, but the online courses were consuming time and intellectual resources that I needed for the more serious problems.

I discovered after accepting the position that Laszlo Hevesi, my friend in the Physics department, had also applied. He would have been perfect but had, predictably, ‘interviewed badly’. He could not have listed team player or fashionista as strengths. But cancer sufferers would be unlikely to complain that the cure for their illness had been discovered by a man working at a computer screen in bicycle helmet and goggles.

There was also a personal aspect. My father was suffering from advanced prostate cancer, and my mother had been pleased that we were returning to Australia. I explained to her that by the time my research influenced clinical practice, my father would be dead, if not of cancer, then of old age.

It was possible that the job-incompetence issue would resolve itself, due to the second problem.

2. The Genetics Lecture Outrage. As a result of an error of judgement on my part, I was at risk of being fired. I was due to face a disciplinary committee, and the task of preparing my defence had already consumed one hundred and twenty-eight hours, not including disruption to sleep.

Rosie had proposed a radical solution. ‘Screw them. You can make twice as much in the private sector. And no lecturing.’ She persuaded me to approach a small company working in genome editing.

‘You love this stuff,’ said Rosie. ‘You’re always talking about it; here’s a chance to do it.’

‘I don’t have the necessary knowledge.’

‘So, you learn. Isn’t that what you’re spending every evening doing now?’

The interview had gone unexpectedly well. My potential employer, Dang Minh, a woman of approximately forty with an enthusiasm approaching mania, had shown me the lab, noting that they would soon be moving to new premises.

‘We’re changing the world. Solving impossible problems every day. How could you not want to work here?’

The answer was that I was wary of risking my professional and interpersonal skills outside the academic world. Still, it meant that I had options. Unlike my friend Dave.

3. The Dave Disaster. Dave had also suffered a knee injury and was currently unable to function as a refrigeration engineer. As a result of the American system of workers’ compensation, or his failure to take out insurance, or the fact that the accident occurred in a bar, he was in financial trouble. Sonia, who had recently given birth to their second IVF child, had to return to work ahead of schedule. Dave was now responsible for baby care, a role he was not happy with. Rosie had been critical. ‘Tell him, “Welcome to what women have been doing forever.”’

Dave’s weight, which was unhealthily high (estimated BMI on our departure from New York: thirty-five), was likely to be impeding recovery. I had encouraged him during our weekly Skype discussions to eat less and devote more time to rehabilitation exercises. His failure to do either seemed to indicate a problem with his mental state. As a member of his psychological support team, I needed to find a remedy.

4. The Rosie Crucifixion. The name of this problem was Rosie’s idea, derived from a series of novels by Henry Miller. The second word was in fact spelled Rosy, so I would not have made the connection.

Rosie had been recruited to lead a project on bipolar disorder, commencing with a pilot study. This was the ‘dream job’ that had prompted our relocation. Then, in our first few months back in Australia, Hudson experienced some difficulties with the after-school care programme, and Rosie, with the agreement of her manager, Judas, reduced her hours to enable her to collect Hudson from school on three afternoons per week. Her father, Phil, covered the remaining two days.

Then, when the funding proposal for the main project was being prepared, Judas used Rosie’s part-time status as a reason to replace her as chief investigator.

‘No consultation. He just gave my job to Stefan.’

‘You’ve been demoted?’

‘My permanent position stays the same. But I don’t get to lead the study.’

‘So, no management? No committees? No people issues? All those things you’ve been complaining about. Incredible. And you achieved it without having to demonstrate incompetence. We should celebrate.’

‘Don, I want to run it.’

‘Then we should research alternative after-school programmes to enable you to return to full-time work.’

‘No. Hudson needs time with one of us. And we know who that has to be.’ We had discussed this before. Being older than Rosie and having worked full-time without breaks, I had a substantially higher income. Rosie’s reduction in hours to care for Hudson again had reinforced a vicious circle.

I was treating the Rosie Crucifixion as second in importance only to the happiness of our child.

5. The Hudson Adjustment Problem. Hudson’s reaction to our relocation was predictable. Like me, he had an aversion to changes in routine. It was a rational response to the need to relearn and re-optimise something that was working well, but certain transitions are unavoidable. Hudson found these transitions – notably to child care, pre-school and school – traumatic, and the effects frequently continued beyond the changeover date.

Several weeks after he began school in New York, his teacher discontinued her practice of walking with the children to meet their parents at the end of the day. Hudson had not memorised the route from classroom to gate, nor made friends with anyone who might have. A wrong turn led to him becoming lost, fortunately within the school grounds, but by the time Rosie gained access and located him, he was extremely distressed.

It was the first of several incidents of this kind, most of which could have been avoided by giving Hudson notice that he would need to memorise landmarks and turns, but the school seemed to interpret it as deliberate behaviour on his part – ‘wandering off’ – rather than a predictable consequence of his brain not being equipped with an unconscious track-recording function.

Rosie had not been able to work in a full-time job until Hudson was ‘settled’ at another elementary school. For some periods her only employment had been making drinks with me in the cocktail bar.

Hudson had demonstrated a substantial variation in aptitude for schoolwork. Maths: excellent; Sport: terrible. English: outstanding; Handwriting: illegible. Science: ready for more challenge; Art: challenged. At home, he enjoyed reading, to the exclusion of other activities.

In the adult world, an uneven distribution of abilities is more valuable than mediocrity at everything. It is irrelevant to me whether or not my doctor is adept at hitting a ball with a stick – or finding her way to work without looking at street signs – but I would like her to be as proficient as possible in the practice of medicine. Conversely, at school, being other than unobtrusively average in every area (with the exception of sport) is a distinct disadvantage.

But in New York, at his new school, Hudson’s teachers and classmates appeared to accept his personal configuration. He had two friends, one male and one female, and interacted successfully with Dave and Sonia’s child, Zina. All seemed to be well, in contrast to my own experience of school in the country town of Shepparton – the worst time of my life.

In Australia, we had enrolled Hudson at a private school which scored marginally higher than the local public school in my spreadsheet analysis. With its associated secondary school, it had an accelerated mathematics programme and claimed to embrace diversity.

The diversity included females – essential in Rosie’s opinion. ‘I don’t want him regarding women as some other species.’

I pointed out that I had attended a co-educational public school and had ended up regarding the majority of the human race as another species.

‘Maybe, but at least you had a chance to study both genders.’

Hudson enrolled for the fourth term of Year Five. Initially, he appeared to enjoy the academic component. Rosie was concerned that he lacked friends, but I thought it likely that she was using her own ease at establishing social relationships as a benchmark. Hudson’s only complaint was the poor organisation of the after-school programme – inconsistent from day to day, with no published timetable. It was this that led to Rosie’s decision to withdraw him from it, and the consequent series of events at work.

But now, eight months later, with fifty per cent of his final year of primary school completed, we were convinced that something was wrong. His academic results had fallen, and though his report card used ambiguous language, Rosie was certain that it was intended to signal an ‘issue’. We had booked an appointment with his teacher on the twelfth day of the third term.

Rosie also suspected that Hudson had feigned illness to avoid school attendance. Several times at home he had exploded in frustration at some obstacle. A problem was brewing, like the general malaise before the full symptoms of an illness appear, and I was waiting for it to declare itself. When it did, it would receive priority over all other matters.
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The phone call signalling an escalation in the Hudson Adjustment Problem came at 10.18 on a Friday morning. At 5:00 a.m., Rosie had delivered Hudson to the school for a three-day excursion to the snow. He had been sharing information about it for several days and appeared to be excited and well informed.

I was at home preparing for the Genetics Lecture Outrage disciplinary hearing, scheduled for that afternoon.

The incident had occurred during the final lecture before the semester break. We had completed the prescribed curriculum with twenty-four minutes remaining and I saw an opportunity to implement a recommendation from a seminar I had been compelled to attend on making lectures more ‘engaging’.

‘Any questions?’ I asked. There was a collective gasp, scattered applause and then conversation. It is traditional to encourage questions, but they typically reflect the concerns of one student and are of minimal relevance to the rest of the class. By banning questions, I am able to pack the maximum amount of information into each lecture.

A student who I guessed was in her early twenties raised her hand.

‘Professor Tillman, do you believe that race has a genetic basis?’ She looked to the woman beside her, possibly to confirm that she had phrased the question correctly.

‘It’s an interesting topic, but outside the scope of the course and hence the exam.’ I expected that would end the discussion, but, to my surprise, the other members of the class indicated that they would like an answer. It was an interesting topic.

I began by dealing with my interrogator’s reference to belief, a concept that should be used sparingly in science. In the few minutes that it took me to repeat a practised correction, my subconscious produced a brilliant idea which I was sure would have impressed the convenors of the ‘Engaging the Millennial Mind’ seminar.

Melbourne is one of the world’s most ethnically diverse cities, and the mix of students in the room was consistent with this. Many were studying genetics with the intention of enrolling in Medicine, a popular career choice for migrants and their children as well as international students.

I advised the class that participation was optional, then summoned to the stage an archetypal physical example of each of the ‘three great races’ as defined in the late nineteenth century: a tall, older woman from Ghana named Beatrice, whom I knew as an aspiring physician; the sole Scandinavian, a heavily built Danish male whose name I did not know; and one of the numerous Chinese students, Hui. Her small stature was in striking contrast to Beatrice’s height and the Danish male’s solidity.

Negroid, Mongoloid and Caucasoid. I knew that these terms were no longer acceptable. Even as I acknowledged this, the class appeared shocked; I had delivered a powerful lesson on the subjectivity and evolution of classification schemes. The woman who had originally asked the question appeared to be making a video recording of the exercise on her smartphone.

The three nominated students looked at each other and laughed. I could see why scientists in the past had argued – incorrectly – that they represented distinct subspecies of Homo sapiens.

The second phase of the demonstration was intended to challenge this simplistic formulation. I directed each of my reference students to a corner of the stage and addressed the class.

‘Consider the stage a two-dimensional graph with Beatrice at the origin, consistent with humans originating in Africa. Hui is positioned on the X axis and the male student with the pale skin and blue eyes is on the Y axis.’

Danish Student interrupted: ‘I’m Arvid. Arvid the Aryan. My great-grandfather would be proud that I was chosen, but that is perhaps not so good.’ There was scattered conversation. The millennials were definitely engaged.

I continued: ‘I request all students to position themselves on the graph according to physical appearance.’ Again, I remembered to add: ‘Participation is optional.’

Almost everyone participated. Two of the exceptions were the woman who had asked the original question, now occupied with recording, and her friend. The others mounted the stage and began organising themselves, just as we had done in the ‘line up in order of experience’ exercise that had inspired me. After a few minutes, Beatrice left her place and approached me.

‘Professor Tillman, are you sure this is a good idea?’

‘You’ve observed some problem?’

‘Not for me.’ She laughed and pointed to a small group around Arvid the Aryan. ‘It’s killing me watching those guys arguing about who’s the whitest.’ The discussion among the Indian and Pakistani students was also animated.

When the positions of the students had stabilised, I began the debriefing, pointing out what was now obvious – that we were dealing not with categories but a spectrum – in fact, multiple spectra. I planned to follow by discussing explanations for the rapid evolution of local physical characteristics that were not directly linked to survival. Then my phone rang.

During lectures, my phone is programmed to respond to calls only from Rosie’s work number, which, by agreed convention, indicates an emergency.

‘What the fuck is happening?’ said Rosie.

This was confusing. ‘You should be telling me what’s happening,’ I said. ‘Presumably, an emergency.’

‘You’re the emergency. It’s all over Twitter. What are you doing?’

‘You’re using Twitter? At work?’

‘A friend called me. From Columbia.’

‘Someone called you from South America –’

‘Columbia University. Where you worked for ten years.’

‘Twelve.’

Now, to add to the confusion, there was a second interruption. Three security personnel entered the lecture theatre. One of them approached me, confirmed my identity and led me out. After that, I was no longer a witness to events, but from the disciplinary-committee summons, together with a visit from Beatrice, I was able to establish what had followed.

In summary, the Twitter posts portrayed me as an advocate for the exact theories of race that I was seeking to debunk, as well as for discrimination, eugenics and public humiliation.

All members of the class were offered counselling and one lodged a formal complaint. The social-media exposure prompted three opinion pieces in the press, misrepresenting the facts and arguing that my behaviour was representative of a general malaise. This was new to me: I was accustomed to criticism for being unusual rather than typical. Only one journalist contacted me, and the article he wrote seemed accurate and balanced. Unfortunately, he was, in Rosie’s words, a ‘right-wing nut job’ and his views on unrelated matters meant he would have zero credibility with the university.

My defence occupied sixty-two pages, and Rosie insisted that I summarise it.

‘This is the summary.’

She shook her head. ‘You’re saying that you were using a creative teaching approach to present a scientific argument to a scientifically literate audience, who were not required to participate, and, had you not been interrupted, your conclusions would have been not only in line with current scientific thinking but with progressive philosophical and political views. Is that basically it?’

‘You’re a genius. Incredible conciseness. It’s true and completely exonerates me.’

‘I wouldn’t count on it. These things aren’t decided by whether the science is right.’

I was allowed to bring a ‘support person’ to my hearing and had an offer from an unexpected source – the former Dean of Science, Professor Charlotte Lawrence, who was now the head of administration at another university.

Professor Lawrence and I had argued – clashed – on numerous occasions, almost always over conflicts between personal and scientific integrity (me) and the university’s public image (her). However, she was an expert in academic administration and would have a high degree of credibility. I was amazed that she would want to have anything to do with me.

Her assessment of the situation was consistent with Rosie’s. The university would not only be concerned with establishing the truth.

‘Whatever the finding, they’re worried that any future funding proposal with your name on it will attract the wrong kind of attention.’ Professor Lawrence did not need to elaborate. In the academic world, the ability to attract funding ranks above all other qualities.

She recommended I solicit personal references. ‘And not just from straight white males.’

‘Why are gender and sexual orientation relevant? The accusation is of racism.’

‘Don, don’t make me argue with you on this or I might change my mind about helping. You’re a straight, white, middle-aged male who’s spent his life in top western universities. You’re the definition of privilege.’

A few days later, we met again, and my news was not good. David Borenstein, my former dean, had emailed to say that nobody from Columbia would be providing references. When it comes to racism, there’s no room for fine distinctions: we can’t be seen to offer anything but unequivocal condemnation. Had this happened at Columbia, I would have had no option but to terminate your employment, despite my long-standing admiration for you professionally and personally.

David’s email only increased my perplexity about Professor Lawrence’s willingness to defend me. Her explanation was remarkably similar to the newspaper article that had supported me, including the phrases ‘professional offence-takers’, ‘outrage industry’ and ‘identity politics’. It appeared that she was also a right-wing nut job. I pointed this out.

‘Don,’ she said, ‘we’ve known each other a long time. You’re not always the most tactful or sensitive person, but I’ve never doubted your integrity and decency. I’m still a scientist and an academic, and I don’t ever want academics to be afraid to think and speak freely on questions of science.’

Rosie was impressed that Professor Lawrence was involved.

‘I’m guessing that before Charlotte said all those nice things about academic freedom, she gave you a serve. A dressing-down.’

‘I’m familiar with both colloquialisms. But no, there was no “bollocking”.’

‘Fuck, Don. She’s gay, isn’t she?’

‘Presumably. Her partner is female. Why?’

‘Because I’m a woman, and all my life I’ve had to deal with stuff: discrimination, attitudes, something in the paper or on TV or a billboard, little things that are too small to complain about without looking petty, but they add up. They make life not as good as it should be, every day, and you can’t do anything about it. It’s worse now I’m a mother as well – the way people talk to me when I’m with Hudson, and at work … not just Judas – everyone makes it part of my identity in a way they don’t do with Stefan, who’s got a four-year-old. I figure it’d be worse again if I was a lesbian.’

‘I didn’t suggest any race was inferior or superior. Which is the underlying definition –’

‘Don, you’re not listening. Imagine you’re one of those students in your class from … it doesn’t matter … India. Or with Indian parents. Every day, you’re forced to be conscious of the colour of your skin and what it means. People ask, “Where are you from?” when it’s got nothing to do with anything. You do something good, or something bad, and the fact that you’re Indian gets brought into it. Maybe you’re studying to be a doctor, and after all your work, someone whose life you’re saving is going to prefer that you were white. And you’ll know it.’ Rosie stopped and laughed. ‘Okay, maybe you wouldn’t.’

‘You’re suggesting that I caused suffering to students by reminding them of something that is … annoying to them?’

‘I’m saying you added to their load. They go to class to learn about Huntington’s disease and suddenly the lecturer’s getting them to declare their race. If you don’t play, you’ll stand out. I know when you went on that course, they lined you up in order of experience, but that’s not the same as doing it according to something that’s problematic. Imagine if … I can’t think of an example.’

I could. My primary-school teacher assessing our handwriting by lining us up randomly and then making comparisons. After each comparison, I would move down, until I reached my inevitable position at the ‘worst’ end. I wasn’t ashamed of my writing. I never complained about the assessment approach, which was doubtless convenient and accurate.

But it was annoying. Like being ‘accidentally’ bumped when I was carrying books or having my pencil case emptied or my exercise book scribbled on or my lunch interfered with or my style of speaking mimicked or my gait imitated or my attempts to hit a ball laughed at or being referred to by my nickname or being the target of a teacher’s wit. An accumulation of reminders that I wasn’t average and didn’t fit in.

‘No example required,’ I said.

‘Don? It’s Neil Warren, Hudson’s teacher.’

‘Is there a problem?’ My immediate thought was that Hudson had failed to bring a critical item for the snow excursion. The school had provided a packing list, but there had been some debate between Hudson and Rosie about its interpretation. Hudson had emptied his drawers into four large bags, which Rosie had reduced to one. Perhaps she had mistakenly discarded something.

‘I’m afraid so. Hudson’s had a bit of a meltdown.’

It took me a few seconds to interpret Mr Warren’s statement, as the use of the term meltdown in the context of snow created a distracting image.

‘He wasn’t happy with the ski boots … Look, he’s okay now, but he won’t be skiing, and we don’t have the resources to look after him if he’s not with the group. I’m afraid someone’s going to have to come and collect him.’

I was already on my way to the car.
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The GPS indicated a drive of three hours and eighteen minutes to the mountain resort. I texted Rosie to explain the situation: Hudson crisis. Gone to snow.

In the absence of detailed information, there was little I could do to plan my response. Hudson’s teacher could be using the term meltdown to describe anything from anger at an unreasonable rule to the near-complete loss of control that I had suffered sometimes as a child and less frequently as I grew older – only once in the thirteen years, four months and three days since I had met Rosie. Hudson had himself experienced some episodes of this type at home – several in the last few months – but they had been resolved with the time-out protocol.

I guessed that my job would be to reassure Mr Warren that a repeat was unlikely in the short term, assuming the triggering circumstances had been resolved. I recalled that he was about my own age. As a result of a habit I was finding difficult to break, I had also estimated body mass index: twenty-five. I could not picture his face. He had seemed friendly at the parent–teacher night, but I knew from experience that parents’ superficial judgements of teachers are frequently inaccurate.

After negotiating the winding road to the resort, I parked in an ‘emergencies only’ car space, unfortunately failing to notice a bollard obscured by snow. The damage to the front of Phil’s Porsche was only cosmetic. We had the car on ‘permanent loan’, as Rosie’s father had realised that it was more sensible to buy a new Toyota than drive and maintain an old vehicle whose design appeared not to be based on any practical requirements. I texted Professor Lawrence to advise her that I would not be able to attend the afternoon’s hearing, due to a family emergency.

There were multiple voicemails and texts from Rosie, but a single three-part message would have been sufficient: What the fuck is going on? Is Hudson all right? Call me NOW.

Rosie wanted the information that I was being prevented from finding out due to being on the phone to her. I explained this.

‘Are you sure you don’t need me to come up?’ she said.

In conversation, it is impolite to say, ‘Refer to previous answer,’ so I repeated, ‘I need to assess the situation first.’

‘You should have called me. You’re not missing anything important? Oh shit, shit, shit.’

‘The disciplinary-committee meeting has been deferred. I’ll call when I have more information on the Hudson problem.’

An employee of the ski school directed me to Hudson, who was sitting on a bench reading The Martian. I was unable to detect any distress. Beside him was a thin white-haired girl of approximately the same age whom I assessed as albino. She was wearing sunglasses and eating a Snickers bar.

‘What happened?’ I asked Hudson.

‘I have to go home. She does too.’ He indicated his companion, who removed the earbuds she had been wearing.

‘She also found the boots unsatisfactory?’

The girl answered the question herself. ‘I’m vision-impaired.’ Albinism is associated with sensitivity to light and compromised eyesight.

Hudson added, ‘When Mr Warren found out, he checked her permission form and it wasn’t on it, so she couldn’t legally ski.’

‘I’m new,’ said the girl. ‘I came to meet everyone. Now I’ve got to go home.’

‘Have to go home,’ said Hudson. My father did not approve of Hudson’s use of gotta. Hudson had corrected the problem and had been sharing the advice with others.

‘They haven’t been able to call my parents because my dad’s in Thailand and my mum’s not in the shop. The masseuse minds it when my mum has to go out for something. My name’s Blanche, by the way.’

It was an easy name to remember.

‘Your mother’s mobile phone is not responding?’

‘She doesn’t have one. Because of cancer. Neither does my dad.’

I was trying to work out what forms of cancer might prevent use of a phone – throat, larynx, possibly brain – and how likely it was that two members of a family had such forms, when Blanche explained. ‘She doesn’t have cancer, but she doesn’t want to get it. From the microwaves.’

‘Can we give her a ride – lift?’ asked Hudson. ‘We’ll need to get permission, because on the form there’s a question about …’

My brain was in danger of becoming overloaded before I had any information relevant to the primary problem. I drew my finger along my lips: the zip it signal. In communication with Hudson it meant suspend talking to receive important input.

‘I need to know the exact nature of the problem.’

‘It doesn’t matter. I have to go home, that’s all.’

‘Mr Warren indicated that there was a problem with boots. If you explain it to me, possibly we can solve it.’

Hudson sat silently, a familiar indication that he wanted to sit silently. An interrogation would be unproductive. However, he was generally willing to argue.

‘I presume there was some error on your part.’

‘No way, Dad. I didn’t do anything. It was their job to have boots that fitted.’

‘Surely they would be equipped for all foot sizes within the normal range.’

Hudson explained that several sizes had been tried, but all were either painfully tight or too loose to enable control of the skis.

The ski-hire assistant had proposed alternative brands, along with supplementary socks and inserts, without significant improvement. The manager had been summoned and explained the necessity of a tight fit. Hudson had not been convinced.

Blanche interrupted. ‘Everybody was putting it on Hudson,’ she said, ‘because they all had their boots and wanted to get skiing.’ It was easy to deduce the missing elements of the story, which Hudson might not want to reveal, due to embarrassment. I knew already that it had ended in a meltdown.

Hudson had a high sensitivity to pain and disliked many forms of physical contact, particularly if they were out of his control. I had the same problem as a child and was regularly mocked as a ‘sissy’. I would likely have had a similar reaction to having another person tightening straps and closing buckles on unfamiliar rigid boots, especially under time pressure.

I tried to imagine myself in Hudson’s current position. I would want to return home, immediately, as he apparently did. My own father would have taken me back to the ski shop, persisted with the boots and eventually become angry that I was ‘being a sook’. I needed to do better.

The ski school would surely have dealt with this situation before. I found the employee who had been overseeing Hudson and Blanche and explained the problem.

‘Talk to Lucy,’ she said. ‘I promise she will have a … solution.’

We waited at the designated location and Lucy appeared, travelling by snowboard. I guessed her age and BMI as twenty-two. She looked more like a science student than a ski instructor.

She addressed Hudson. ‘I hear we don’t like ski boots.’

‘I don’t like them. Every pair I tried hurt somewhere.’

‘Right. You and me both. You okay with falling in the snow?’ Lucy demonstrated by falling in the snow, firmly. ‘Go on.’

Hudson stood still, but Blanche threw herself into the soft snow, then stood up again, laughing. I guessed Hudson felt pressured to conform. He collapsed, slowly, then performed the action twice more, each time with greater force. Blanche followed, harder again, and Hudson responded by crashing into the snow with what appeared to be maximum effort. Competition had stimulated behaviour that would otherwise be considered ridiculous.

‘That’s as much as it’s going to hurt,’ said Lucy. ‘So, ready to go snowboarding?’

‘I’ve got a vision problem,’ said Blanche.

‘Am I black or white?’ said Lucy.

Blanche laughed. ‘White.’

‘Good to go, then.’ She looked at me and said, ‘And your dad won’t have a problem either.’

I explained that I was not Blanche’s father and that the lesson was only for Hudson. Lucy explained, in turn, that the tuition price was the same. The snowboard and boots would be covered by the credit for the unused skis. ‘And you can come too, if you want.’

‘I have no requirement to be able to use a snowboard,’ I said.

‘I’m thinking about the kids. Everyone’s a bit uncoordinated at first, and if they see you falling about …’

‘I’m recovering from an operation on my hamstring tendon. It would be unwise to stress it.’

She nodded. ‘Okay, then. And you won’t look silly in front of the kids.’ She laughed, but I sensed that I had been criticised.

‘We could be sued if Blanche crashes and dies,’ said Hudson. ‘We don’t have a permission form.’

Hudson was probably right. Blanche’s mother was apparently irrational and might initiate litigation because I had exposed her daughter to radio waves or gluten or the chemicals in sunscreen, which it was obviously essential that she wear. But at that point the original ski-school employee appeared and advised that Blanche’s mother was on the landline.

Blanche explained the situation, then thrust the receiver at me.

‘Hello,’ said Blanche’s mother. ‘I’m sorry, I don’t even know your name.’

‘No apology required. We haven’t met. I wouldn’t expect you to know my name.’

She left a long pause before saying, ‘I’m Allannah. I can’t believe I missed the disability question on the form. Sorry, I should be thanking you. You’re being so kind.’

‘I’m doing zero. Which should be reassuring to you. I’ve outsourced the problem to a professional. Her name is Lucy. Ski instructing is a highly competitive profession, so unless she obtained the job in some corrupt manner, she should be competent. However, I require you to absolve me of all liability if Blanche is injured or killed, whether or not I am partially or completely responsible.’

‘Um, you’re just being technical, right? You’re not planning anything?’

‘Correct.’

She laughed. ‘I don’t really know the teachers either, so I guess it’s no difference. Sorry, I’m sounding rude.’

‘Definitely not.’ She was sounding rational, which was a surprise.

‘I hate to ask this, but would you
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