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It’s been a whirlwind but hugely enjoyable 24 hours and I am glad to get on a train 

at Manchester Piccadilly. Yesterday afternoon, shaking snow from our coats, my wife 

and I checked into a hotel at Salford Quays. And, this morning, I represented Queen 

Mary University on Christmas University Challenge. It’s not every day you get to 

team up with the former lead singer of Iron Maiden – Bruce Dickinson; a TV 

presenter – Adrian Chiles; and a Taiwanese chef - Ching-He Huang. 

 

My biggest fear was that I would be unable to answer a single question. But, 

actually, I answered two. My overriding feeling is of relief as I take my seat on the 

London-bound train, a Costa coffee in one hand and a Sunday Times in the other. 

Taking a sip, I idly flick through the Culture section… and nearly spit out my coffee. 

“Look, Karen!” I say to my wife, sitting opposite me. “The Ascent of Gravity is 

Science Book of the Year!” 
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Sometimes there are moments when the stars align for a writer - and that was one 

time it happened for me. 

 

One of the wonderful things about writing books is that, when they are published 

and out in the world, promoting them takes you to places you never imagined going, 

where you meet people you never expected to meet. Like a NASA pilot who flew the 

KC-135 “Vomit Comet”, which, until 2005, provided astronaut-trainees with the 

experience of weightlessness. I met him when I was invited to talk about a book at 

a Star Party for Ireland’s Shannonside Astronomical Club. He was there in Birr, 

County Offaly, because his life-time ambition had been to see the “Leviathan”, the 

telescope that had for a large part of the 19th century made a bog in the middle of 

Ireland the centre of world astronomy. 

 

Another unexpected meeting came when I walked into a BBC Studio and found 

myself sitting around a table with Lionel Shriver and Salman Rushdie - with whom I 

somehow ended up having a conversation about Tottenham Hotspur. Sometimes 

you have to pinch yourself. I had not known Rushdie would be there but the 

producer had warned me of Shriver, so I had brought a long a copy of a book of 

mine, which I had dedicated to her. Descending in the lift with her afterwards, I 

knew it was now or never. 

 

Shriver is not known for her sense of humour, so my heart was in my mouth when I 

pulled the book from my rucksack. “I knew about this book,” she said, perusing We 

Need to Talk About Kelvin. “It made me laugh.” I can’t tell you how relieved I was! 
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Writing has given me so many treasured moments like these. But, as any writer will 

tell, you nothing beats the moment that you first hold a finished copy of your baby 

in your hands and the moment you spot it for the first time in a bookshop. 

 

 

  

 

  


