Science fiction

Futures
Universes all the way down

I

t looked like Toby’s table. It looked like
his little kitchen too, in his house, with
his refrigerator over by the sink — but the
dark, starry expanse of space outside the
window wasn’t the usual view. The tall, grey
alien sitting opposite him was also new.
“Don’t be alarmed,” the alien said.
“Bit hard not to be,” Toby replied. “Where
have the rhododendrons gone?”
The alien looked a bit confused (although in
all honesty it was hard to tell). Toby gestured
out of the window. “The garden,” he said. And
then, after a thought, “And the street. I guess
the street is more important than the hedge.
Although it is a nice hedge.”
“You are not in your house,” the alien said.
“We are just trying to make you comfortable.”
“Well, you aren’t doing a great job of it,” Toby
said.
The alien blinked with more than the usual
number of eyelids, and seemed to glance
towards the fridge for a moment. The fridge
said nothing.
“Look,” the alien said. “We don’t want you
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upset. We don’t want you to think we’ve
abducted you or anything. We don’t go in for
that sort of thing anymore.”
“Seems a lot like being abducted.”
“It’s not!” the alien said, and looked at the
fridge again. This time the fridge made an odd
noise.
“And that doesn’t help,” Toby said, pointing
at the fridge.
“We will take you back,” the alien said. “You
should feel honoured, you know. The last time
we did this, the human became quite well
known. Famous, as you humans say.”
“But my rhododendrons are all right?”
“Humans have a lot of potential,” it said,
ignoring the question. “Every now and then
you get the wrong end of things, as you say.
Sometimes we help out.”
“This hardly seems like helping out,” Toby
said, looking between the alien and the fridge.
“Here, I bought groceries only yesterday. I
hope you aren’t stuffing around with the milk.”
“This isn’t your house!” the alien said again,
a bit testily, then made an effort to calm itself.

“Given your background in physics, this
shouldn’t be too hard, and shouldn’t take too
long. Then we will take you back to your, ah,
milk.”
Toby frowned but said nothing.
“Well, we just wanted to let you humans
know that, ah, the experimental conclusions
in neutrino asymmetry are a bit, well, wrong.”
“What?”
“You know, the experiment that has shown
that flavours of neutrinos shift from what is
expected.” The alien paused, and when Toby
said nothing, it huffed.
“The charge-conjugation and parityreversal violation?” It asked, its voice rising
significantly.
“What are you talking about?” Toby said.
“What has this got to do with my milk?”
“The study that was just published? That
very nearly explains why there is more matter
than antimatter in the Universe?”
Toby shook his head.
The alien huffed and glanced at the fridge
before ploughing on. “Well, it’s wrong, you see.
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This Universe is dominated by matter because
it is leaking in from the universe underneath
this one. That one is mostly antimatter, which
keeps pushing matter up into this Universe.”
Toby looked between the alien and the
fridge again. “Seems like you could’ve
just made a phone call. You have phones, I
suppose?”
The alien dropped its hands to the table.
“Well, but there is more to it. Calculations and
proofs and, well, that sort of thing. We thought
we would show you before you went home.”
Toby shook his head. “I wouldn’t understand nothing like that. Now, my neighbour
Dr Stanislov, he might. Funny chap, with one
of those continental-type accents, but he does
physics. Nice enough, I suppose, although it’s a
bit hard to follow what he’s saying sometimes.
But he trims his side of the hedge every other
week. Keeps it nice. Maybe you could write all
this stuff down, and I could show it to him? He
might be able to explain it.”
The alien blinked its numerous eyelids
rapidly and looked at the fridge. The fridge

made a series of harsh noises that no fridge
really has any right to make.
“How would I know how it happened?” the
alien snapped. “I’m not in charge of targeting.” It covered its face with its long-fingered
hands for a moment and moaned softly. Then
it dropped its hands. “We had better turn
around.”
The stars outside the window shifted. The
alien stayed seated, but seemed to be avoiding looking at both him and the fridge. Toby
fidgeted. The silence grew longer, until he had
a thought.
“Here,” he said. “But if this stuff, this matter,
is leaking in from underneath, being pushed
up, then what’s happening in that other place?”
“What?” The alien said. “What do you mean?
The antimatter universe?”
Toby nodded. “So does that mean that
other stuff, the antimatter, is leaking into that
universe?”
The alien nodded thoughtfully. “Yes, I
suppose it must.”
“Then what about the next universe below

that one? Is it leaking?”
The alien opened its mouth, and then closed
it slowly. It glanced at the fridge, which did
nothing.
“It must be,” it said finally, and blinked.
“Then where’s the start? I mean, where did
the leak start?”
“I don’t know,” the alien said.
Toby suddenly felt bad. Maybe he shouldn’t
be asking questions about such complicated
things. It was just that he liked things to be neat
and tidy, like his hedge. Perhaps he could ask
Dr Stanislov when he got home. He seemed
quite bright, really.
“Look, don’t worry about it.” Toby finally
said, still feeling a bit rotten. “Maybe it’s just
universes all the way down.”
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THE STORY BEHIND THE STORY
Matt Tighe reveals the inspiration behind Universes all the way down
Full disclosure: I am a scientist, but not a
physicist. To me, what they do is something
almost like black magic, devising elaborate
experiments to try to find the nuts and bolts
that hold the Universe together. Having
said that, I have always been fascinated
by the simple mistakes we sometimes see
each other make, as scientists, in the most
complex of endeavours (no, I am not singling
out physicists here!). Although sometimes
amusing and sometimes soul-crushing, it has always reminded me that in some ways we are
all just feeling our way along the best that we can.
Recently, I read an article that covered work reported in Nature by the T2K Collaboration
and its findings in regards to the violation of charge-conjugation and parity-reversal
symmetry (K. Abe et al. Nature 580, 339–344; 2020). Way out of my comfort zone, but it
piqued my interest. What if the Universe, or universes, were so fundamentally different from
our understanding that a third party finally felt the need to give us some direction? And what
if, like us, the best of them were not infallible? How would that play out?
And of course, in that scenario, it would be imperative to have a Pratchett/Hawkingflavoured ultimate truth, in which the infinite regression of turtles all the way down makes
way for a never-ending stack of universes.
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