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THE STARDUST MYSTERY AND THE COSMIC EGG 

                     (As told by Grandpa) 

We are made of stardust that was once in the body of Albert Einstein and the Last T-

Rex.  That is a true statement.  You and I have over five thousand trillion stardust 

particles or pieces in us that were once in the body of the last T-Rex.   From Albert 

Einstein we get about three hundred million stardust particles. That is the Stardust 

Mystery.  So, what is stardust?  Where, when, and how was it created?  How did it 

get from the Last T-Rex and Albert Einstein to you and me?  It is up to you to 

discover the answers to that information.  

 Luckily, there is lots of help available to you.  My grandchildren, Milo, Lizzy, 

VC and Neddy and their friends Jackson, Johari, and Richie all participated in 

something called the Science and the Future Contest.  The goal was to answer those 

questions, and they have written essays and made some videos on what they did 

and what they found.  Each of them has a web page with links to those resources. 

 Now, let me tell you about the 

contest.  It was run by an aerospace 

company called Time and Space, Inc.   

Neddy learned about the contest when she 

showed her Star in a Jar experiment at the 

Connecticut Science Fair.  Her experiment 

actually produced nuclear fusion in a glass 

jar by applying high voltage to the 

electrodes inside.  It won first place.  She 

found out about the contest from the 

Company president  Dr. Q.  He gave a 

speech at the Fair and handed out  this 

contest announcement.  When Neddy 

found out the prize was a trip to the Moon, 

she was definitely going to do it.  She 

formed a team with her sister Lizzy and 

cousins Milo and Victoria Claire, who 

everyone calls VC.  Calling their team the 

Cosmic Kids, they were ready to compete.  

 My favorite part of their plan came 

when they invited me to coach their team so 

that I could go to the moon too.  They knew 
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that I wanted to go to the moon ever since I was an astronaut for NASA.  That was just after I got 

my Ph.D. in physics.   I only got to be an astronaut for a year, so I never went into space.   

 But the kids didn’t tell me when they entered the contest.  They planned to tell me and ask 

me to be their coach if they won the New England Regionals.  For the Regionals, they had to 

submit an idea for the best “Invention for the Future.”   Their invention was an online virtual world 

that allowed kids to log in as avatars and travel anywhere in the universe at any time in the past or 

future, and at any size.  They could talk to people that lived in the places they visited, too.   

 The kids wrote a report describing their invention with pictures showing all the concepts.  

They thought it would be neat if their avatars traveled through time and space in something that 

looked like a spaceship. Neddy drew some cool pictures of what it could look like. At First, they 

called it The Beamer because it could take the kids to the selected time and space and teleported 

them into that world.  It was, like in the Star Trek movies where Mr. Spock says, “Scotty, beam us 

up. As they learned more, they found out about George Lemaitre, a Catholic priest who was also a 

physics professor at Louvain University in Belgium.  Professor Lemaitre is known as the “father of 

the Big Bang”. They found that he originally named that event the hypothesis of “The Cosmic Egg.” 

They really liked that name, so they changed their space and time ship’s name from the Beamer to 

the Cosmic Egg.    

They didn’t know how to build the online virtual world, but they knew what was needed to 

do it. They needed technology to create the display screens with the avatars, like video game 

programs use. They named the avatars that would answer their questions Expert Avatars. To create 
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them, they needed software that translated speech to text and a way to respond to the text 

question with a programmed spoken or written answer.  

Neddy made pictures and diagrams to explain the invention using a visit to Pisa in Italy in 

1590 with VC, Milo, Lizzy and herself as avatars. They created a picture showing their avatars in the 

Cosmic Egg arriving in Pisa.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

She created another picture showing Lizzy and VC at the Leaning Tower talking with 

Galileo—a historic scientist Neddy loved—who had lived there and did a famous experiment on 

gravity at the Leaning Tower.   
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 Galileo was their example of an Expert Avatar that would verbally answer their spoken 

questions about his life and science achievements. 

 Well, guess what.  They got a letter that told them they were one of the top three teams in 

New England and were invited to California to present their invention.  That is when finally they 

told me. 

 I was taking the kids to my laboratory located in a 250-year-old mill building in East 

Hartford.  The kids like exploring the basement where there is a water wheel with attached belts 

that once powered the mill.  After the basement tour, we climbed upstairs to my lab.  I was going 

to show them some new physics simulations software that I was developing.  

 However, they had planned something else for that afternoon. Lizzy handed me the letter 

about their winning the trip to California along with the contest announcement, and the stuff about 

their invention.  

“Oh my,” I said. “You kids did this all by yourselves?” 

“Yes!” VC exclaimed. 

“We did it to get you a trip to the moon,” Neddy added.  

“We know how much you’ve always wanted to go,” Lizzy said, biting her lip and looking at 

the floor nervously.  

I could tell Lizzy was still upset because 

she thought she was responsible for getting me 

fired as a science teacher at her middle school.  

I was teaching her class about gravity, and we 

were doing the same experiment that Galileo 

had done at the Leaning Tower of Pisa.  We 

were dropping two objects of different weight 

at the same time out of the second-floor 

window.  The acceleration of gravity is the same 

for any object, so they should hit the ground at 

the same time.  Lizzy was dropping a 

watermelon and Milo was dropping a tennis 

ball.  But a bee landed on the watermelon near 

Lizzy’s nose.  She got scared and threw the 

watermelon away from her face.  She missed 

the box on the ground with the pillows and 

almost hit the school principal.  Oops. It was 

really my fault for having the class do the 

experiment, not hers. 

“Lizzy, my getting fired wasn’t your fault,” I said as I gave her a hug. I looked at the letter 

they had received.  “Winning this part of the contest is fantastic.  You should be very proud.”   
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“We want you to be our 

coach,” Milo said finally.  

 “Wow,” I said. “I am amazed. 

To use Milo’s favorite word, you kids 

are Awesome with a capital A. You 

did all this, and you kept it a 

surprise. I just can’t believe it. If we 

win the trip into space, that would 

be my lifelong dream come true. It’s 

something I’ve wanted to do since I 

was your age.” 

 The kids informed me about 

everything—the trip to California, 

the Cosmic Egg, and Expert Avatars, 

and how they all contributed to the 

ideas.  

“You know,” I said, “this is 

really interesting. I know Quentin 

Quixote, the president of the 

company running the contest. We 

went to graduate school together. I 

know his sister too. We both worked 

at NASA before I left. They didn’t get 

along very well.” 

“OK,” I said. “what do you 

kids have to do in California to win 

the regional competition? And how can I help?” 

 Milo looked at Lizzy and nodded. Lizzy swallowed, then told Grandpa about how his 

watermelon experiment made us think that people visiting the Leaning Tower of Pisa should get to 

meet Galileo. Milo took over. He told me about the Cosmic Egg and the Expert Avatars, and how 

we had to do an oral presentation in California. 

“They’ll pick the best of the three teams who are the finalists in the New England regionals 

to go on to the finals,” Milo said. “You can help us with our material and help us rehearse the 

presentation.” 

 “The trip is going to be awesome,” said Milo.  “We fly to California on the Monday of spring 

break. We can pick any movie we want to see on our own screens. We won’t have to fight over 

what to watch. The contest is having everyone stay at the Time and Space, Inc. guest house on the 

ocean where we will meet the other teams.” 
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 “Hey kids,” I said. “I’ll teach you all how to body surf in the huge Pacific Ocean waves.”  

 “Cool,” said Lizzy as she continued telling more about the trip. “One of the days, we’ll get 

to fly to Disneyland for the day. Then, we’ll get to go up in a special plane ride called a zero-g 

flight, where you float weightless for a few minutes, just like zero gravity on the trip to the moon.” 

 “How awesome is that?” said Milo. 

  

. . . . . . 
 

 On the plane ride, VC told us that since the Cosmic Kids are one of the top-three teams in 

New England, she now had 450 followers on her blog. She is posting information about the contest 

and pictures of the team.  She also posted the pictures of the Cosmic Egg trip to visit with the 

Expert Avatar, Galileo.  

 When we got to California, we were picked up in a stretch limo that drove us to the guest 

house. Neddy had to make everyone feel bad about the limo being bad for the environment.  

When we got to the guest house, Dr. Quixote was there to greet us.  He was the same age as me 

and looked the same as he did when I knew him in graduate school, just older.  He was tall like a 

basketball player.  He had still had crazy hair that stuck out in every direction like Albert Einstein, 

except now it was white.   He even had a beard that looked like the one in the picture of Galileo.  

 “Hi, Q,” I said with a big grin, “long time, no see.”  

 I had been wondering if Dr. Q knew what happened to me at NASA when he said, “Sorry to 

hear about the incident,” and I knew right away that he knew. 

 “Well,” I said “you certainly have done well for yourself.  How did that frozen fusion concept 

you worked on for years work out for you?” 

Dr. Q turned purple with embarrassment and walked away, saying, “See you later.” 

Frozen fusion had worked out for Dr. Q as well as NASA had for me. Not well.  

Neddy said to VC loud enough so that we all could hear, “That sounds just like Milo and 

Lizzy arguing. I guess it doesn’t stop even when you get old.” 

 Later on, I told the kids about the problem Dr. Q had been involved in when we were 

young. “Dr. Q had made some fantastic claims about frozen fusion. He’d written a paper that said: 

‘All the energy created in the sun comes from nuclear fusion, where hydrogen combines to make 

helium at incredibly high temperatures, millions of degrees. But with the frozen-fusion technology, 

the same energy can be released at room temperatures.’” 

 “There was great excitement from his announcement, because if it worked it would supply 

all the world’s energy needs with cheap and clean power. There were lots of presentations about it 

at scientific meetings.”  

 “So, what happened?” Neddy asked. 

 “Nothing. No one could reproduce his results,” I said. “Good science needs to have 

experiments that can be repeated over and over by different people and still produce the same 
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results. Extraordinary claims need extraordinarily good proof. He couldn’t even reproduce those 

early results himself, so the excitement finally died, and Dr. Q’s career in fusion was tarnished.”  

 “Do you think he lied?” Lizzy asked.  

 “I don’t know.” I answered. “Q claims he never lied, only that he had rushed to publish his 

claims without enough proof. But as you can see, his business career has been fantastic.” 

 “Wow, that’s some story,” said Neddy. 

. . . . . . 
 

The guest house was amazing. It had thirty rooms and stood on a big hill overlooking the Pacific 

Ocean. You could hear the waves crashing on the beach. Inside was super modern with glass walls 

everywhere so you could see the ocean. There were horses grazing on the field in front. And in 

back, Dr. Q had created a park with African animals. There were zebras and giraffes and a bunch of 

other animals.  

 “Look,” screamed Neddy when we took the tour, “there’s a rhinoceros and a 

hippopotamus! Those are my favorite animals.”  

. . . . . . . . 
 

Before dinner, we met some of the other teams.  

“Hi,” said a short kid with big sunglasses. “I’m Jackson Graham. I’m in the West Coast 

regional. Where are you guys from?”  

 “Hi, I’m Milo,” said Milo. “And this is Lizzy, VC, Neddy, and our Grandpa, our coach. We are 

finalists in the New England regional.” 

 “Where are you from?” asked VC. 

 “Oh,” said Jackson, “My twin sister, Johari, and I are from Southern California. I go to 

Caltech and Johari is in middle school.” 

  “How old are you?” asked Neddy. 

“Thirteen,” he answered and smiled. 

I told the kids that Caltech was one of the best universities for technology in the country 

and Lizzy whispered to me, “I think we’re in trouble,”  

Jackson told us their invention is a surround projection system for computers that his sister 

created. You can watch things happening all around you, he explained. Then he said, “Johari is 

even more of a tech wiz than I am.”  

 “Yo, Jack,” Lizzy said, turning on the smile with the dimple, “you and your sister can hang 

with us if you want some company.” 

 “Thanks, Lizzy,” replied Jackson. “I’ll tell Johari, and we’ll catch you later.” 

. . . . . . . . 
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The next day, we took a plane ride to Disneyland.  The kids went on lots of rides including the roller 

coaster and the Ferris wheel.  They had a great time.  I took a picture of the grandkids with Jackson 

and Johari. 

 On the plane ride 

back, I told the kids that I 

didn’t want to go on the 

zero-g trip the next day.  

When we got back to the 

room that night, the kids 

wanted to know why. 

 I told them the story 

about NASA. “I was twenty-

six and I had just gotten my 

Ph.D. in physics. It was 1973 

and NASA was recruiting a 

second team of astronauts. 

And this time they were 

hiring different types of 

scientists too. I had this 

crazy idea to apply.”  

“I fit the profile they 

wanted for a scientist, and I 

passed the physical, so I was 

in the program. I had a job 

at NASA. They had us doing 

all kinds of mental and 

physical tests. In one test, they wanted to see if we could stand the high-gravitational forces that 

we would experience in takeoff and landing. They put us in this thing that was like a carnival ride. 

You know, the one where you stand with your back to the wall of a circular room. And then they 

spin the room so that you stick to the wall and don’t fall when the floor moves away. I did fine with 

that one.” 

“But then came the test that got me tossed off the team. It was called the zero-g flight. This 

is the ride we are supposed to have tomorrow. The NASA flight was in an airplane without seats, 

but with padded walls. The airplane went on a special flight path. First it went up very quickly, and 

then it started a turn that ended with a fast drop. During the arc and drop we were flying off of the 

floor.”  

My stomach dropped thinking about it.  
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“The test was to see how we would do in zero gravity,” I went on. “Well, I feel sick in a 

bumpy airplane, and this was the worst. My flying upchuck was not appreciated by my classmates. 

When the zero-g ride came to an end, my lunch was plastered all over the walls, the floor, and my 

classmates.”  

I could see that the kids were trying really hard not to laugh.  

“NASA was nice. They gave me one more shot. I was all by myself in the back of the plane 

since no one else wanted to go with me. I made sure not to have lunch and I had a barf bag. The 

result was the same. Only the mess was less. And that was the end of my astronaut career.”  

“I am really worried about going tomorrow,” I said. “I don’t want to get sick again. I don’t 

want a repeat of the NASA incident, especially not with Dr. Q around to see it.” 

“I don’t want to get barfed on,” added Neddy. 

“Neddy, shut up,” snapped Lizzy. “Grandpa, if you decide to go, we will sick—er, I mean 

stick with you.”  

Finally, I decided that I wasn’t going to let Dr. Q make fun of me wimping out on the ride.  

“You know what? I’m going to go,” I said. “Besides, if we win the trip around the moon, we 

will be in zero gravity for a long time. I better get used to it.”  

. . . . . . .  
The zero-g plane took off at 

10:30 am. Jackson and 

Johari were on the plane 

with us. Everyone was 

asked to take their shoes 

off so we wouldn’t hurt 

each other once we were 

floating. The plane zoomed 

quickly down the runway 

and took off. Everything 

was OK on the way up. 

Then we started the zero-g 

portion of the trip. My 

body felt funny like it does 

on a roller coaster, or when 

I jump off the high dive. We were allowed to take off our seat belts. Then we started floating.  

 Milo said, “ Hey G-Pa, “you look a little green.”   

 The kids moved away from me. But then I started feeling a lot better. 

 “I’m going to be just fine,” I said. And I gave Milo a fist bump which rocketed him toward 

the back of the plane. The kids started playing around, pushing one another, or pushing off the 

side of the plane. VC, Neddy and Lizzy were doing summersaults. Even I was enjoying it. 
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 Gravity came back after a minute, but it felt like much longer.  

 Neddy exclaimed,  “being in zero gravity is soooooo cool.”  

 “We weren’t really in zero gravity,” I said. “It was just that the plane was diving down so fast 

that we were in free fall. We were accelerating down toward the Earth under the force of gravity. 

But it felt like zero gravity.  Einstein said that if you can’t tell the difference between accelerating or 

being in zero gravity, they must be equivalent. And Einstein used that idea in developing the 

General Theory of Relativity, which is a theory all about gravity.”  

Milo commented, “I get the idea that accelerating felt like zero gravity, but I don’t 

understand how that led to General Relativity. But then again I’m not Einstein.”  

. . . . . . . . 
The time to present the kid’s invention came. We all went up on the stage. VC started by 

explaining how to create a real place in a virtual world by using satellite images, street views, and 

historical photographs. She explained how you enter our world as an avatar. Then, Milo explained 

how you virtually travel in time and space to any place using our online Cosmic Egg space/time 

travel ship. Next, Neddy and Lizzy explained how we’d apply artificial intelligence software to have 

our Expert Avatars talk to us and answer our questions. They also explained how all the online 

historical records would be used to create a virtual place in the past. VC finished by showing how it 

all came together in a visit to Pisa and a conversation with Galileo.  VC put up our slide that 

showed VC and Lizzy avatars talking to a Galileo avatar.  Then I came out dressed as Galileo, and 

Lizzy and Neddy asked 

me whether a tennis ball 

and a heavy rock both 

accelerate at the same 

rate under the influence 

of gravity and would hit 

the ground at the same 

time.  

“What’s a tennis 

ball?” asked Galileo. 

Everyone laughed 

and stood up clapping 

for our presentation.  

 

 

. . . . . . .  
 

The kids and I suffered through the whole month of May waiting to hear whether we made the 

finals.  Finally, the results arrived by mail on June 1.  The kids were practically exploding with 
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excitement when they all came to my house with their unopened packages.  We opened the 

envelopes together. A stunned silence sat over all of us for a moment, and then all at once, the 

kids started jumping up and down and screaming.  

“Yes! Yes!” Neddy shouted.  

“We won!” cried Lizzy. 

VC hugged Neddy and Milo punched Lizzy in her shoulder. He meant it in a good way. 

 “Oh, wow.” I said, “I knew you’d win. I’m very proud of all of you!” 

 “This is totally cool, period,” added Lizzy giving Neddy a rare sisterly hug. “We could 

actually win a trip into space!”  

 “Awesome,” said Milo. 

 We all sat down and started reading everything in the envelopes about the contest. The 

Cosmic Kids’ invention won for our region, making us eligible to compete against six other teams 

in the finals. We had the fifth-highest score among the finalists. The highest score went to Jackson 

and Johari Graham.  

 But there was a huge surprise. Our presentation wasn’t perfect, which lowered our score.  

But the Cosmic Kids’ Cosmic Egg and Expert Avatar inventions got first place!  

 “Look at this,” I said all excited. “TSI liked your Beamer invention so much that they actually 

programmed it and created a website for it at http://TheStardustMystery.com.”  

“Maybe that’s why they took so long to make the announcement,” VC suggested.  

“So, if they made our invention, then what is the contest?” asked Milo. It seemed like we 

had made our invention concept, and now we would have to create it for real. But they had done it 

for us. They had even created the surround-projection system invented by Johari and Jackson.  

“It looks like they created some sort of combined system using everyone’s inventions,” I 

said.  

“And look at this,” Neddy added. “We have to use their computer system as our primary 

research tool.” 

 “OK,” added Milo, “here’s the most important thing. For the finals we have to solve this 

riddle.”  

It was called “The Stardust Mystery”:  

THE STARDUST MYSTERY 

I was born in a place that is far, far away. 

In a time long ago, but I am now here to stay. 

The last T-Rex and Albert Einstein were once my home. 

I am now part of you, but I may roam. 

Some call me Stardust because of my history. 

It will all be clear when you solve the mystery. 

Who am I, and what is my story? 

Compose me a rhyme to tell of my glory. 

http://thestardustmystery.com/
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 VC said what she thought the riddle meant. “It means that we have to figure out what 

stardust is, how it got made, how it got into the last T-Rex and Einstein and, how it got from them 

to us!”  

 Lizzy added, “Our final report is due on July 31, and if we are successful, we get to present 

our work in California on August 15.”  

 “Well,” said VC, “I really hope we win.” 

“I think this mystery is extremely interesting,” I said. “Don’t you want to know if you are 

made out of stardust, and if your stardust once belonged to the last T-Rex and Albert Einstein? I 

do.” 

We all agreed that we did. 

   

 


