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DANNY WALLACE AND	
THE CENTRE OF THE	
UNIVERSE	
Danny Wallace



1 Journey to the centre of the earth

‘It was the sound I heard first. There were lights in the sky, and police on the streets...

‘The sound became deafening and then we saw them...

‘One marching band. One Mayor. Hundreds of people.

‘They all stood around a manhole cover that had been roped off with police tape. The Mayor started to make a speech. He was declaring the manhole to be the Centre of the Universe. The entire town cheered.

‘The Mayor explained that since nobody can prove that the manhole isn’t the Centre of the Universe, then the manhole must be the Centre of the Universe.

‘And the strangest thing is, it all kind of made sense...’

Eyewitness Zurin Trzaska,

a confused tourist passing through town,

25 September 2004

Monday

There are two things you can see very clearly from my window right now.

One is the sky. A huge, dark blue sky. And the other is London. Not all of it. Just bits of it. Bits like the Dome. Or the skyscrapers around Docklands. Or this one weird tower, far away. A weird tower that they light up at night, which just sits there – all bright and white, on top of a hill.

For years, I had no idea what that tower was. All I knew was, even on a mucky, cloudy night you could see it, like someone had drawn it on your window in Tipp-Ex.

And then one day I found myself standing right next to that tower. I hadn’t meant to. I was up on a hill, miles from home, trying to spot where I lived in the distance. I could see all of London. Well, not all of it. Just bits of it. Bits like the Dome. Or the skyscrapers around Docklands. But I couldn’t see that one weird tower, far away. That weird tower they light up at night. The one that just sits there, all bright and white, on top of a hill.

And that was when I looked around.

It turns out I’m in Greenwich. Well, I say ‘turns out’. I know I am in Greenwich, to be honest. I’ve gone there on purpose, after all. I’ve gone there for a number of reasons, in fact. To see a friend. To have a pint. To have a laugh. And now here I am, next to that big tower, with a sign that I can now read for the very first time. The Royal Observatory. Home to the seventh biggest telescope in the world, pointed deep into space. And home also of one of the most famous lines in the world. The line that divides the planet into east and west. The line that tells you you’re standing on the very Centre of the Earth.

There are tourists everywhere, jumping over the line and back again. Laughing, and taking pictures of each other. I suppose it’s a picture you just have to take, like if you’re in front of the Eiffel Tower, or the Great Wall of China, or a sea monster. The problem is, a small line on a concrete floor in the middle of a park doesn’t look quite as grand. I feel sorry for the tourists who try and impress their friends with their holiday snaps when they get home.

‘Look!’ they’ll say. ‘Here I am standing at the Centre of the Earth!’

They will probably tap the photo excitedly at this point.

‘Oh,’ their friends will say. ‘Because it looks like you’re just standing near a park.’

I lean against a wall, shaking my head at this thought and studying the tourists with pity.

And then I get one of them to take my picture kneeling at the Centre of the Earth. And I go home, very happy indeed.


[image: image missing]


Back at the flat, I impress my girlfriend by pointing out of the window a lot.

‘That tower there is part of the Royal Observatory,’ I say.

‘Yes,’ she says. ‘You keep telling me that.’

It’s true. I do.

‘It’s where they keep the Centre of the Earth,’ I say. ‘I didn’t know that before, but now I do.’

‘You keep telling me that, as well,’ she says.

‘Yes,’ I say, because once again, she is correct.

There is a pause.

‘Have I shown you the photo of me at the Centre of the Earth?’

And then I remember that I have. Twice.

I found it quite exciting that I could see the Centre of the Earth from my window. It was now the first thing I looked at in the mornings and the last thing I checked at night. I’m not sure why I felt the need to check. It’s not like they’d move the Centre of the Earth somewhere else in the middle of the night – after realising they’d got their sums wrong and it was actually in Kettering. But I loved knowing that, whatever happened, I was close to the centre of things. Close to where everything was balancing. Close to zen. Close to the Centre of the Earth.

And then one night, I made the mistake of looking up.

It was a clear night, and I saw something incredible. Inches away from the perfect circle of the moon, I saw a star. Now, a star isn’t something you’re used to seeing in London – not unless it’s a soap star, or someone from The Bill. When stars get to London, they tend to hide. The lights are too bright, and the sky can’t cope. What should be a pitch-black cloak becomes a dull and dark orange. And as I looked at the star, I realised what millions of other people have realised when looking at stars. We’re tiny. We don’t matter. We’re here for a second and then gone the next. We’re a sneeze in the life of the universe. But... the universe itself – that’s a different story. That’s been here forever. It’ll be here forever. One day, when the earth is just a rumour, the universe is all that will be left.

Mind you, that’s quite a lot.

I felt full of wonder, yet empty and sad too.

So I ate a biscuit and watched an episode of EastEnders. And, after a bit, everything was all right again.

The next day, though, something was still playing on my mind. The photo of me kneeling at the Centre of the Earth had become the image on my computer desktop. I started to wonder how many other people had done something similar with theirs. I searched the internet for images. I found dozens of pictures just like mine. Americans standing on the Centre of the Earth. Poles standing on the Centre of the Earth. Japanese, Swiss, Spanish, Koreans... All of them doing precisely the same thing as me, with the same silly grins on their faces. All of them feeling important. All of them feeling right at the centre of things. And if we’re honest, all of them looking like they’re just standing near a park.

It got me thinking about my nearly deep moment of the night before. My deep moment when I’d considered life, the universe and everything. The Centre of the Earth is nothing compared to the Centre of the Universe. I mean, how many more people would get their photos taken at the Centre of the Universe if they could? How many more tourists would flock there in a second if it was possible? To see where life had first begun? To see the very place that had given birth to everything else in the entire world? In the entire universe?

So I searched the internet for images of the Centre of the Universe... perhaps Neil Armstrong had taken a quick photo of it on his way to the Moon. Maybe the Russians had sent a monkey up there with a camera. But all I found were diagrams, pictures of stars, control rooms, and men with beards pointing at blackboards.

And then I found a sentence that made me realise that searching for images might not quite work: ‘Scientists argue that the universe is actually expanding.’ Now I knew this. Well, I’d heard about it, anyway. But it made me think...

The universe is actually expanding! Getting bigger every second! If that’s true, then it means the centre must be getting further away from us! Or we’re getting further away from it! Further away with every word you read! And if we are getting further away, then the time to leave in order to get there quickly is always right now. Right this minute. Right this moment!

I thought about how long the universe has had to expand and my head nearly popped. It’s had billions and billions of years to expand! Billions and billions of years for the centre to get further and further away! It’s probably miles away already!

I read on... Some scientists reckon that, even if you travelled at the speed of light, it would take longer than any human could live to get there. No wonder there were no pictures of it. How could the flash work if you were travelling at the speed of light? You’d probably just end up with pictures of the back of your own head.

But I kept searching the net. And clicking on links to different websites. And looking at pictures. And reading things I didn’t understand. And then, just when I was about to stop and pop the kettle on... I found something.

A clue.

Something written on a webpage, a personal webpage, a blog.

Something about finding the Centre of the Universe. Not looking for it. But finding it.

Something about... Idaho?

A man named Zurin had been passing through a small town when he’d seen something rather unusual. A ceremony of some kind.

It seems that the mayor of a tiny town tucked away in the valleys of Idaho had found proof that his town wasn’t just a tiny town after all. It was an important town. A town we needed to know about. Because that mayor had found proof that his town was in fact... the very Centre of the Universe.

It was a bold claim. A claim so bold that for a moment I wasn’t sure I could take it all that seriously. In fact I knew I couldn’t. Until I saw the name of the town. A name which took my breath away.

It was incredible.

It was a cosmic coincidence.

It was surely... a sign!

The town which claimed to be the Centre of the Universe... had my name.

The town which claimed to be the Centre of the Universe... was called Wallace.
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