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To the best mom in the universe


—Oliver










CHAPTER 1 GAMMA RAYS FROM SPACE
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I know what you’re thinking. What makes an average eleven-year-old kid like me qualified to tell you anything about the universe?
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Am I a famous scientist? No.


Am I a super-genius at everything? Not really.


There are definitely smarter kids than me. Take Christopher, for example. He once solved a Rubik’s Cube in 12.7 seconds for the school talent show. Blindfolded.
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Or Zubi. She once wrote the whole history of the battles of the American Revolution for a three-page class writing assignment.
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In fact, there are a lot of talented kids in my class.
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Me? Let’s just say my elementary school principal knew me by my first name and I saw the inside of her office more than a typical kid my age should.
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But I digress. That’s a fancy word for the fact that I get distracted a lot. You’ll probably notice that when reading this book.


Sometimes I get distracted while I’m distracted. Like right now, I’m supposed to be practising piano, but instead I’m writing this book. Except that instead of writing this book, I just spent the last fifteen minutes reading a comic book.
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But back to the topic. I do pay attention sometimes, and I totally paid attention on a very special day at the end of fifth grade.




DR HOWARD’S PRESENTATION
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Throughout the year, Mrs Howard (our teacher) had brought grown-ups in to talk to us about their jobs. Like one time, Devon’s grandpa came to tell us about being a geologist. Did you know you can spend your whole life studying just rocks?
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Or another time, Alejandro’s mom came to tell us about her job as a veterinarian, which is an animal doctor. She showed us a bunch of gross pictures of pets she’s cured, which was a disaster because it was right after lunch.
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Anyway, near the end of the school year, Dr Howard came to class to talk to us about what he does. At first, I thought it was funny that he had the same last name as our teacher, until I realized they are actually married. I was shocked.
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Dr Howard came to talk to us about GAMMA RAYS. It turns out he’s not a regular doctor, like my ex-friend (more on that later) José’s parents, who give people checkups or take out their tonsils or anything. Dr Howard is a science doctor.
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According to Dr Howard, gamma rays are a kind of light that can come from space. Sometimes a star will explode and send out this kind of light, and it’s so bright and powerful that if it hit Earth, it would totally fry us.
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Poof, just like that. The rays would blow away all the air on Earth and burn everything to a crisp.
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But then Dr Howard also said gamma rays are pretty cool. If they don’t happen to hit us directly, or if they’re not that powerful, they can actually tell us a lot about the universe and all the different things in it, like stars, or black holes, or even if there’s life on other planets.
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That’s when I knew: I want to be an astrophysicist when I grow up. That’s the kind of science doctor Dr Howard is. I mean, I may not grow up to be a famous soccer player or win any art contests, but maybe I can be like Dr Howard and study the universe.
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Yup, that’s totally for me. To look up at the sky and figure out how all the stars and galaxies in the universe work, or how planets crash into each other, or how far away aliens from outer space might be. Yessiree, I’m going to be Dr Oliver, astrophysicist, someday.
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Well, that or an actor. That’s my other career option. I’ve never been in a play or in any movies, but I’m pretty good at doing accents. Like I can do a really awesome Scottish accent.
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So that got me thinking: What else don’t I know about the universe? What other cool stuff is out there in space? It turns out, a LOT. Dr Howard says the universe is HUGE, and it’s full of weird and wacky things like:


[image: Image]


Aliens (probably): Dr Howard thinks there are so many planets out there, there must be at least one with aliens on it. Imagine if we met them one day!
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Black Holes: Black holes are holes in space that you can’t ever get out of. Sort of like a comfy couch on a rainy day.
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Invisible Stuff: Dr H says there’s all kinds of invisible stuff in the universe, from big blobs the size of galaxies to super-tiny particles that are zooming through us right now.
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I told Dr Howard of my plan to be an astro-physicist, and, needless to say, he was very excited.
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OK, it took some convincing, but eventually he said he was going to try to teach me more stuff. Then I had an awesome idea: I would write it all down and tell other kids about it in a book. I figure, what better way to learn than by explaining it to someone else (you)? That’s what my dad always says: The best way to know something is to explain it. And he’s usually only wrong half the time.
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Who knows, maybe after reading this, you’ll want to be an astrophysicist, too (or an actor).


Also, what if you do meet an alien one day, and all they want to talk about is the universe? I’m guessing we won’t have a lot in common with them. I mean, they probably don’t watch the same TV shows or read the same comic books we do, so if you ever run into them, you’ll be glad to have this book to talk about.


Otherwise, it’s going to be aaawwwwkwaaarrd.
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CHAPTER 2 THE BIG BANG!



OK, so if I’m going to tell you about the universe, I should probably start at the beginning.
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You know how sometimes at school they squeeze everybody together for school assembly or events and it feels like things are about to explode?


[image: Image]


For example, soon after I met Dr Howard I got caught in the “Narrows”. That’s what everyone calls the cramped hallway on the way to the cafeteria at my old elementary school. There’s always a pileup when the lunch bell rings, but on that particular day, things were extra cramped because it was Potato Tot Friday and Stevie Rozecki was complaining about the potato tots.
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Stevie complaining about the cafeteria food isn’t anything new. But that day Ms Chen, our lunch lady, wasn’t having any of it.
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So we were all squeezed in the hallway waiting and waiting, and as we waited, more and more kids kept coming. Then things started to get really stuffy and hot when the smell of the potato tots began to seep into the hallway. Everyone got restless and hungry.
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Now, it would have all been fine, except that Roger Chung just happened to utter those four fateful words:
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And then, BOOM.


Everyone exploded out of the hallway faster than you can say, “He who smelt it, dealt it.” Suddenly, nobody cared about the potato tots.
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OK, now keep that picture in your mind, because that’s how the universe began. Not with a fart, but with a bang.


Dr Howard says that when the universe started, all the stuff that we can see, all the stars and planets and asteroids and galaxies and stuff, all of that was super squished together. How squished together? Imagine trying to squeeze all that stuff into a space smaller than this dot:
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I know, it’s hard to believe all the stuff in the known universe could be squished so small, but that’s how it was.


And actually, Dr Howard says I’d have to draw a dot that was a million times smaller to really show how squished the universe was. Unfortunately, I don’t have a marker that thin, so you’ll just have to use your imagination.
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Then the universe exploded. One second, the universe was super squished together, and the next BANG! It was HUGE.
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Dr Howard says this happened about fourteen billion years ago (or 14,000,000,000 years if you like zeros), which is a long time ago. I checked and the dinosaurs were around starting only about 240 million years ago (240,000,000 years), so this was WAY before that.
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Now, I know what you’re thinking. How do we know about something that happened so long ago? I can’t even remember what I did two weeks ago!


[image: Image]


Then Dr Howard said something that really blew my mind. He said we know the universe exploded because it is STILL exploding today. Whaaaaaa??
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He said that if you look up at all the galaxies in the sky with a telescope (a galaxy is a big group of stars like the one we live in, which is called the Milky Way), you’ll notice something weird: All the galaxies are moving AWAY from each other.
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Now, if you see a bunch of galaxies moving away from each other, you have to figure that they were probably all together at some point, and that’s how scientists first came up with the idea that the universe was once really squished together.
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It’s like what I imagine my old principal, Dr Narro, thought when she stepped into the hallway and saw a bunch of kids running away from each other that day.
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Interestingly, the universe is still exploding today, but it’s not exploding as fast as it used to. According to Dr Howard, most of it happened in the first second, which is why people call the beginning of the universe the “BIG BANG”.
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Dr Howard says he’s not a big fan of that name because technically the universe didn’t “explode”. According to him, space itself got big fast. But I think that just makes it cooler. I mean, who doesn’t want to live in EXPLODING SPACE?
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I asked him how space itself can get bigger, and he said that in my story, instead of picturing all the kids running away from each other in the Narrows, I should imagine the hallway all of a sudden getting bigger:
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That’s basically what happened when the universe was born. It was all super-duper squished together, and then in one second, space exploded and got bigger, all the galaxies spread out, and the whole place got a lot emptier.
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OK, I know what you’re thinking at this point, which is: That can’t be how the universe started! What happened before that? I totally get what you’re thinking. How can the universe “start”? What was there before the Big Bang?


I thought of this question later at my house, so I texted Dr Howard:
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What Dr Howard then said was pretty amazing. He said that nobody knows what happened before the Big Bang! That big explosion of space is as far back as we can see.


Dr Howard said there are two theories or possible explanations:


THEORY #1: Time itself began with the Big Bang. This means that nothing happened before the Big Bang because there was no “before”. It’s like asking what a race was like before it started, and the answer is “nothing”, because there was no race before!
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