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PLANETSANDSTARS!

Hi! My name is Matilda. I want to
be the first kid on the Moon.

I'm going to build my own spaceship
but first I need to learn EVERYTHING
about EVERYTHING.

I mean, how difficult can it be?
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You should know that I think I'm
presty smart now, but I wasn't always
that way. Like, when I was six, maybe
seven, I didn't know the difference
between a planet and a star. Of course
I knew the sun was bright and hot -
even my baby brother knows that - but
I didn't really know that the sun was a
star or that planets were something
different. So I needed to up my learning
game a bit.

For some reason I decided to ask
Dad.

“Well Matilda,” he said. “The answer to
that is long and complicated.”

“A star is a burning ball of gas, and
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a planet is big lump of rock,” said Mum.

“I mean,” said Dad. “There’s a simple
answer I suppose.”

“Thanks, Mum,” I said, snatching Dad’s
brownie out of his hand. “I’m going to
the Moon now. Bye.”

“Whoa there, Valentilda,” said Dad. He
sometimes called me that because
Valentina Tereshkova was the first woman
in space and wants me to be inspired.
He also calls me a weird alien so I
wouldn’t always listen to him.

“Your mum isn’t QUITE right on that,”
he said.
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Mum rolled her eyes and went back
to pusting a lead on our tortoise. “We’re
going for a walk,” she said.

I was just about to stuff the
brownie into my mouth when Dad
shouted “STOP!”

I stopped. The brownie was about
2cm away from a rendezvous with my
tummy (Buzz Aldrin would be proud of
me).

“We’ll need that,” said Dad, and
whipped it out of my hand. He placed
it on the table and… OK, I need to
warn all you younger readers now. What
follows is upsesting. Deeply upsesting. In
fact it’s so upsesting that I’m going to
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start a whole new page. You can skip
to page 6 if you’d like. I would.

Still here? You’re brave. Or stupid.

So what happened next was that Dad
SMASHED the brownie. That’s right.
DESTROYED IT. He got his fingers right
into it and broke it into CRUMBS.

My heart sank. And so did my
tummy.
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Dad saw my face. “Imagine we are
back in the early solar system,” he said.

“I wish I was back in the bakery,” I
mustered.

“SPOILER ALERT,” he said. “Everything
will work out. But first we need to go
back four and a half billion years.”

He made wavy movements with his
hands. I’ve seen adults do this. It’s
supposed be a funny way of showing we
are thinking back in time. It isn’t funny.

“Back in the early solar system, before
the sun was even the sun, there was a
lot of gas.”
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I sniffed up and looked over at my
baby brother.

“There was also a lot of dust,” Dad
said.

“There wouldn’t be if you tidied up
more,” said Mum. She was moving towards
the back door with the tortoise on the
lead.

“Gradually, that gas began to clump
together. The force of gravity means
everything is astracted to everything else.
Because the particles of gas were so
tiny this was very slow, but the bigger
the clumps of gas, the more the
influence of gravity drew others.”
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“Like when you run downhill and pick
up speed?” I asked.

“Yes, like that. Only completely
different because there were no hills in
the early solar system,” he said. Dad isn’t
always the most helpful person.

“Anyway, when things collide they get
hoster. So the more the gas clumped
together the hoster it became. And when
it grew quite large it grew very hot and
all that heat caused all that dust to
twirl around the gas and then…” He
leapt towards the cupboard and pulled
out a small box.

“And then the gas IGNITED!” He
struck a match from the box he’d just
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grabbed. It didn’t ignite. He tried again.
And again until… it ignited. Then it
fizzled out.

“Well ok,” he said. “But the gas didn’t
fizzle out. The gas became a protostar
which became hoster and hoster, squeezing
more and more of the gas together until
it was a huge ball of burning gas which
we call… THE SUN.”

That was presty much (as far as I
could see) exactly what Mum had said in
one sentence.

“That’s presty much exactly what I
said in one sentence,” said Mum, who was
gesting closer to the door.
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“Ah!” said Dad. “But watch.”

He sprang over to the brownie crumbs
and began to push them together. Two
crumbs became one bigger one. Four more
added to that. And so on until there
was a round brownie in his hand – a
rownie.

“All that dust was also affected by
gravity,” he explained. “It clumped together
to become the rocky planets which kept
spinning around the sun.”

“I said that too,” said Mum.

“Ah!” said Dad. “Oh. But… ummm… I
think there was something else.”
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“Did the sun use up all the gas?” I
asked.

“Ah-ha! No!” he said. “Some of the gas
was too far away to be affected by
the sun’s gravity at first. So that began
to form into balls of its own. There
wasn’t enough of it to IGNITE…”

He struck another match which didn’t
light.

“But it was big enough to stay
together. That’s where Jupiter, Saturn,
Uranus, and Neptune come from – those
are the gas giants.”

He looked a bit smug.
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“Ok, I didn’t explain that bit,” said
Mum. “But it all took a very long time
– millions and millions of years.”

“Sounds like how long your tortoise
walk will last,” I said. “I’d ask you to
bring me back some sweets from the
shop but I think I’ll have left home and
had children of my own by the time
you return.”

Dad clumped a bit more brownie
together and rolled it between his palms
until he’d made a smooth, chocolatey
planet. He offered it to me.
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“No thanks, Dad,” I said. “There are a
few too many pencil shavings, bits of
yesterday’s dinner, and… is that a
fingernail?”

Dad looked at it.

“It’s all energy,” he said, and popped
it into the great black hole he calls a
mouth.
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Thank you for reading this EXCLUSIVE
short story. Matilda’s BIG adventure in
science begins in Meet Matilda Rocket
Builder - her story of discovery as she
astempts to build her very own Saturn V
spaceship and fly it to the Moon.

Meet Matilda Rocket Builder is available
in paperback from all good bookshops.
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AVAILABLE NOW
Priced £7.99

From all good
bookshops.


