
Physicists can’t be heroes by Katharine Thomson 
 
My friend Sam’s dad is a fireman. He came into school once in his uniform, telling 
our class stories full of excitement and danger. Everyone gasped and laughed; Sam 
beamed with pride.  
Habiba’s mum is a police officer. She comes to school in her uniform too: every term 
she takes an assembly on drugs or knives. It’s quite serious, but at the end there’s a 
special wave for Habiba and our class.  
My mum is a physicist. It took me years to learn how to say it, let alone to spell. She 
works in a hospital, but she doesn’t wear a uniform, apart from gloves when she’s 
touching radioactive medicines. These medicines release radiation inside a patient, 
either so you can look for diseases, or as a treatment.  
“Does the person stay radioactive forever?” I asked her once.  
“No. Every radioactive substance has its own half-life – that’s how long it takes for 
half of it to disappear. Our medicines have a half-life of a few hours, so you only 
have to wait a day or two for it all to be gone.”  
Sometimes Mum tells me stories about work, but they usually involve patients 
splattering the floor with radioactive vomit.  
I never invite her into school.  
“Why don’t you ask your Mum to tell us about her job?” asks Miss Woods, my 
teacher, every term.  
“Sorry, Miss…” I mumble. “She’s really busy.”  
Mum’s job doesn’t make for good stories. Everyone knows that physicists can’t be 
heroes.  
Last Monday started like any other. Mum and I had breakfast together, locked up 
and climbed in our little car.  
“What are you doing at school today?”  
“Nothing much,” I muttered. I didn’t ask what she was doing.  
Mum’s phone beeped in her handbag. She frowned.  
“Ignore it, hun. I’ll check it at work.”  
A minute later it beeped again, and this time it didn’t stop. Mum sighed in 
exasperation and pulled over to the side of the road.  
“Hello?” 
The voice on the other end sounded urgent. Mum frowned.  
“A spill? Maybe radioactive? ... I’ve got my son with me. What? Yes, I understand it’s 
an emergency-”  
Mum grimaced at me. “Give me the details, and I’ll ask a colleague to bring some kit. 
Where? ...OK, see you there.”  
She cut the call and turned around.  
“Change of plan. I have to advise the police – our hospital delivery van crashed on 
the Old High Road last night. They think there’s radioactive contamination. Think you 
can cope with being late for school?”  
Before I could answer, Mum had called the hospital, asking her colleague Sarah to 
bring a Geiger counter to detect contamination. She started up the car, looking 
serious.  
I was too surprised to say anything. Mum muttered under her breath: “Fluorine-18… 
half-life’s two hours, not long…have they set up a cordon?”  
Soon we were speeding out of town on the Old High Road. Up ahead, a group of 
police officers was putting up tape: “Police – Do Not Cross”. Behind them, a white 



van lay on its side on the grassy bank. It had a sign with the radiation symbol – black 
lines coming out of a circle, with a yellow background.  
Mum turned into a layby and parked. Our little car looked especially shabby between 
two gleaming police cars. A stubbly young policeman came over, and Mum wound 
down the window.  
“Afraid the public aren’t allowed here presently, madam,” he began apologetically.  
Mum fished her hospital ID badge out of her handbag, scattering Werther’s Originals.  
“I spoke to your colleague just now – I’m a Radiation Protection Adviser at the 
hospital.”  
The man’s face changed.  
“Ah - could you come this way?”  
“Just a moment,” Mum turned to me. “Stay in the car, OK, hun?”  
“We can have an officer sit with your son, madam?” suggested the young policeman.  
“Thanks, that would be great.”  
Mum climbed out and followed him towards the little knot of people. A moment later, 
two more officers came over and joined me. They introduced themselves as Ron and 
Nina. I laughed with relief – Nina was Habiba’s mum!  
She smiled at me. “Quite a hero, your mum, isn’t she?”  
I didn’t know what to say.  
Ron leaned on the car roof. “Gave us a fright, that call – delivery driver, carrying 
radioactive medicines. Took the turn too fast and flipped the van.”  
Nina shook her head. “He was lucky not to be hurt. Still, he should have phoned us 
immediately, not waited overnight.”  
Ron nodded. “Lucky the only leakage was inside the van.”  
Just then an older policewoman appeared. She must have been senior, because 
Ron and Nina stood up very straight.  
“The physicist has gone to meet her colleague bringing the equipment, but we need 
to get inside the van. Did she say whether it was safe?”  
They shook their heads, but something clicked in my brain.  
“I can tell you!” I said. The adults looked at me, surprised; I grabbed Mum’s phone. 
What had she said? The leaked medicine contained fluorine-18… I typed it into 
Google.  
“It’s got a half-life of two hours– so every two hours, half the radioactivity disappears. 
The crash happened last night, right?”  
Nina nodded. “Around 8pm.”  
“So that’s-” I did the maths quickly- “twelve hours ago. Which is six half-lives - there’ll 
be hardly anything left now.”  
Just then, Mum arrived with Sarah and a bulging equipment bag. The senior 
policewoman turned to her, looking relieved.  
“Excellent, the woman of the hour!”  
Nina shook her head. “I think we’ve got the boy of the hour right here!”  
After that, things happened quickly. Mum and Sarah put on overalls and gloves and 
checked the van’s inside with their Geiger counter.  
“Impressive,” said the senior policewoman to me. “You were quite right – nothing left 
now.”  
The police tape came down and a truck arrived for the van. Mum drove me to school 
and apologised for being late.  
“Bad traffic?” asked Miss Woods.  
Mum and I looked at each other and laughed. 


