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I picture you at a particular time and a particular place. The time is 1983. The place 
is Pasadena, just north of Los Angeles. You are at the California Institute of 
Technology pursuing a PhD. 
 
But your heart is not in it. 
 
At school, you liked English and you liked physics. But, at the time, it was not 
possible to do arts and science at A level. So you went to London University to do 
physics, then to Caltech to do astrophysics. 
 
Caltech has a global reputation. In 2014, it will be ranked the number one university 
in the world. But even in 1983 you know that a PhD at Caltech is likely to set you up 
for life. All you have to do is knuckle down and do the work. But you are having 
doubts about whether academia is really for you. And there is one thing you really 
want more than anything: to be a writer. 
 
A friend at Caltech asked you: ”Are you a dilettante?” It stung and you kept 
thinking: “Am I?” Well, I can tell you: you are not. You are very focused, very single-
minded – just not on PhD research! 
 
You have sent short stories to small magazines. You have written asking for advice 
to one of your heroes, the science fiction writer Arthur C. Clarke, in Sri Lanka, and 
he has replied. You have written to newspapers and magazines back in Britain 
asking for a job. But the thought of leaving the paid security of Caltech and making 
a leap in the dark takes your breath away. 
 
I want to tell you that it will be OK. You will find a way to be a writer. Your dad, who 
left school at 15 and drives a van, has said to you: “Don’t be like me, Marc. Don’t go 
to work just to earn money. Do something you actually enjoy doing.” Well, the good 
news is that you got to do exactly that. 
 
Often, you go skating at the Ice Capades rink in Pasadena. There you see Joe, who 
wants to be a singer, and has given up his job and used all of his savings to build a 
recording studio in his apartment. You admire Joe for his guts. But you know that 
almost certainly he will not succeed because, statistically, his chances of making it 
are so low. You are painfully aware that you also want to do something where the 
chances of success are very low, and you ask yourself: “Why am I different from 
Joe?”.  
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I can tell you now that you are different from Joe. Perhaps it is simply that you are 
more persistent, that you never, ever give up on your dream. Or perhaps you are 
simply more lucky. Without access to the multiverse, where all possible histories are 
played out, it’s impossible to know. But I can tell you that you will make it as a 
writer. Have faith. It won’t be straightforward. You will have setbacks. But it will all 
work out in the end.  


