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We have forgotten how to be good guests, how to 
walk lightly on the Earth as its other creatures do.

Barbara Ward

The more clearly we can focus our attention on the 
wonders and realities of  the universe about us, the 

less taste we shall have for destruction.
RACHEL CARSON

You cannot get through a single day without having 
an impact on the world around you. What you do 

makes a difference, and you have to decide what kind 
of  difference you want to make.

JANE GOODALL
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Heatwave
Blistering Bertha

‘But,                                           are you sure she’s going to 
be there?’ said Hero. It was a sweltering day in July, and 
they were once again at Leaford International Airport.

‘I told you she’s arriving this afternoon,’ Dad 
said firmly. He stood at the entrance dressed for the 
heatwave in his black vest, khaki shorts and Union flag 
flip-flops – his matchstick legs proudly on display. 

‘Okay.’ Hero nodded, unconvinced that hanging 
around a stuffy airport listening to Dad witter on about 
some random fact was the best start to the summer 
holidays.

He followed Dad into the terminal building. Inside, 
several old fans creaked away, working hard to make 
up for the broken air conditioning but failing miserably 
to keep the place cool.

Daaaad,
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Hero cringed at the sight of  people shading their 
eyes and slipping on sunglasses as Dad strode ahead, 
his skinny body a beacon of  whiteness in the mass of  
crimson-faced travellers. 

‘But did you find out why she’s coming back now?’ 
he asked, trying to keep pace.

Dad sighed. ‘I still don’t know. Her one-line text 
messages are more cryptic than The Times crossword.’

They passed a row of  shops before Hero stopped 
outside the Flying Bean Café. He took off his blue 
Leaford City baseball cap and wiped the sweat from 
his forehead.

The soft murmur of  Globe News could be heard 
above the chatter of  iced coffee drinkers. Hero glanced 
at the TV on the wall as

Heatwave
BLISTERING BERTHA
Threatens World Cup

 
 
flashed across the screen.
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Hero stared at the headline with his mouth gaping 
open. It was one thing giving a name to a heatwave 
and treating it like a celebrity, but to cancel the  
most famous football championship – that was going 
too far. 

One of  Dad’s more interesting encyclopaedic facts 
was that the World Cup didn’t take place in 1942 
and 1946 due to the Second World War. Surely the 
heatwave wasn’t as serious as a war? Even if  it was bad 
enough to be called Bertha.

‘Come on, let’s keep moving,’ Dad said, marching 
off.

In the arrival hall, a scrum of  people stood behind 
a grey metal barrier. Hero leaned forward to see what 
the commotion was all about.

The crowd parted to show a man and woman from 
St John Ambulance assisting a plump, red-faced lady 
who had collapsed into a heap on the floor.

‘Heatstroke!’ said Dad. ‘It plays havoc 
with the homeostatic state of  the human body.’

Hero frowned. ‘What are they doing?’ 
‘Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten what to do in an 

emergency?’ said Dad, raising an eyebrow.
 Dad had lectured Hero for months on how to save 

a life, until he gave in and agreed to learn basic first 
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aid. Hero had endured Dad’s endless testing on what 
to do with a broken bone, a bleeding cut or a maggot-
infested wound. 

‘No, of  course not,’ said Hero, with a sheepish smile. 
It wasn’t long before travellers from the seven 

continents flowed through the sliding doors.
Dad stood gazing into the distance with a two-line 

frown carved on his brow.
After a while, he scratched his greying hair and said, 

‘Don’t you think this place is a verifiable melting pot of  
colour, culture and couture?’

Hero rolled his eyes. ‘Oh no, please not again,’ he 
muttered. 

‘Did you know there are forty-three thousand 
airports in the world?’ said Dad.

Hero braced himself. 
‘The United States has the largest number, with 

over fourteen thousand,’ Dad continued, ‘although 
that’s no surprise given the size of  the country.’

All the signs were there: the reflective frown, the 
stare into space and the scratch of  the head.

‘If  we have any chance of  stopping global  
warming and heatwaves like this one, we definitely 
need to reduce flying,’ said Dad.

There was no doubt about it:
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Dad had entered

Hero would have given anything at that moment to 
close his ears and block out Dad’s endless babble. But, 
according to Dad, the only members of  the animal 
kingdom blessed with an ear-closing ability were 
hippos, polar bears and beavers. And the last time he 
looked in the mirror, he certainly wasn’t one of  them.

Download

Knowledge

Mode.
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Faced with this undeniable truth, Hero focused 
his attention on the new batch of  jet-setters, which 
included a young Chinese couple, a group of  Italian 
schoolkids, a sullen businessman and two women in 
saris. 

The stream of  passengers eventually came to an 
end.

Hero and Dad were now the only people left in the 
hall except for a few glum-looking travellers who had 
lost their luggage. Hero stared at the sliding doors, 
which were unwilling to release new arrivals anytime 
soon.

‘She’s not coming,’ he said, dropping his shoulders 
in disappointment. 

Hero longed for her to return. He couldn’t bear to 
be alone with his factual father a minute longer. But 
the million-dollar question was when?

 ‘She may be delayed at customs again,’ said Dad, 
rubbing his stubbled chin in thought. ‘I hope she 
hasn’t brought anything illegal into the country. You 
remember that Aztec dagger? She didn’t let them take 
that without a fight.’

‘But it’s the third time this week she hasn’t turned 
up,’ said Hero. ‘Can we go now?’

Suddenly, the doors slid open to show a grey-haired, 

‘GRAN!’
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slim, sun-kissed lady. She wore a yellow, maroon and 
white patterned kaftan and a chunky red-beaded 
necklace. A couple of  men in uniform accompanied 
her. The younger of  the two pushed a trolley piled 
up with a battered suitcase and an unusual wrapped 
object covered in brown crumpled paper and dirty 
string.

The older man stood at her elbow.

                                              yelled Hero.

Gran narrowed her eyes, smiled and tried to lift one 
arm in the air to wave. It was then Hero saw that Gran 
was handcuffed.

‘GRAN!’
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2

Desperate for
a Cuppa

Hero stood dumbfounded as the older man in uniform 
unlocked the handcuffs.

‘You’re one of  the loveliest criminals I have ever 
had to arrest,’ he said, giving Gran’s sunburnt hand a 
squeaky kiss.

Gran shuddered as if  an ice cube had just 
been thrown down her back. 

‘Oh, Ajay, you’re a true officer and a gentleman, 
and a credit to the Nigerian police force.’

‘I’m sorry my country has been so unwelcoming to 
such a magnificent woman,’ said the man. ‘I will let 
you go here. That’s the least I can do.’

The officers escorted Gran through the barrier, 
said their goodbyes and left. Hero bounded forward, 
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wrapping his arms around Gran’s skinny body.
‘My word, haven’t you grown!’ Gran said, squeezing 

Hero close.
Hero sunk himself  into Gran’s warm embrace. The 

rough cotton of  her kaftan with its exotic aroma of  
burnt wood and sweet flowers scratched against his 
face.  

‘What happened?’ he asked, eager to know more. 
‘Why have you come back so soon?’

‘Not now, dear,’ said Gran, waving away the 
questions like flies. ‘I’m as parched as a camel’s behind 
and desperate for a cuppa.’

At home, and several cups of  tea later, Gran told her 
latest tale from her motorbiking tour of  Africa.

‘Well, after leaving Ethel with her new love in the 
desert, I took myself  off to Nigeria. There, I stayed in 
a delightful village. But I soon found out the villagers 
were being bullied. And I HATE bullies.’

‘Bullied?’ Hero asked in a soft tone. ‘By who?’
‘A bloomin’ energy company, of  all things. They 

wanted to demolish their homes and drill for gas. Well, 
I wasn’t having any of  that. So I started a protest!’

Gran took a gulp of  tea from a fine bone-china cup 
and saucer covered in yellow daffodils. 
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‘Ahhhh, that’s good,’ she said, smacking her 
lips. ‘In the end I had no choice but to chain myself  to 
their machinery!’

Hero was engrossed. 
‘It took several hours for them to cut me out. Then 

they threw me into a dingy pit of  a cell. The villagers 
weren’t happy – nor was I for that matter. There was 
uproar! Demonstrations!’

‘What happened?’ said Hero, leaning forward. 
‘I’d upset Tyranrox, or is it Tyrones?’
‘Who?’ said Hero, frowning.
‘The energy company. I caused massive disruption 

to their gas operation. The state governor said I was 
a national security threat, and he insisted on sending 
me home.’

‘Really?’ said Hero, surprised that Gran could ever 
be a threat.That was for maniacs with bombs in their 
underpants, not his gran. No way!

‘That governor was in cahoots with those energy 
people – it’s clear as the lines on my face,’ said Gran, 
taking another gulp of  tea. 

Later that afternoon, Dad was back in his study, working 
on his project to update Cuthbert’s encyclopaedia 
collection. Gran unpacked her African souvenirs and 
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put them on the sideboard. They included carved 
ebony figures, objects made from swamp grass and 
palm leaves, and a wooden bowl filled with semi-
precious coloured gemstones. She then placed in the 
corner of  the living room a large rosewood statue of  
a tribesman covered in shells and coral beads, bearing 
a spear.

‘You’ve been doing well since I’ve been away,’ she 
said, admiring Hero’s football trophies and medals on 
the top shelf. ‘When did you get this one?’ She picked 
up a glistening silver cup, which was the only thing not 
coated in dust. 

 ‘I won Footballer of  the Year at school last week ...’ 
said Hero, his voice petering out. 

‘How wonderful!’ beamed Gran. ‘I bet your dad 
was proud to see you pick this up.’

Hero scowled. ‘He wasn’t there. He was too busy 
putting up the shelves for Cuthbert’s encyclopaedias.’

‘Your father and those books!’ said Gran with 
a disapproving nod. ‘I thought he might find more 
time for you while I was away.’

Hero lowered his head and stared at the grain in 
the wooden floorboards. If  anything, Dad had got 
worse in the nine months Gran had been motorbiking 
around Africa.
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Gran stroked Hero’s mousy brown hair. ‘I was 
thinking about you on the plane,’ she said in a soothing 
voice. ‘I was reading all about the World Cup. It’s only 
a few weeks away now. Is your dad going to take you?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Hero with a shrug.
‘I’ll ask him. He’s had enough time to sort himself  

out.’

‘NO!’ snapped Hero.
Despite giving Dad an article from Goal! magazine 

about how to get tickets months earlier, Hero still 
didn’t know whether Dad had bought any. He wanted 
to ask but Dad was always busy with his project, and 
Hero never got around to it. Anyway, Dad should have 
remembered. After all, he’d promised. 

‘I’ll do it,’ lied Hero.  
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Be the Change 

That night it was too hot to sleep, despite having the 
window wide open. Hero lay on top of  his bed in his 
pyjamas, holding a photo of  Mum in his hand. It had 
been two years since she had died, but he still felt a 
numbing emptiness inside as if  it were yesterday. He 
took a deep breath and stared at the picture. Things 
would have been so different if  Mum were alive. He 
closed his eyes, trying to remember her cheery smile 
and warm hugs. He imagined hearing Mum’s soft 
voice like a distant, indistinguishable echo. 

‘Well done, my darling,’ it said. ‘I’m so proud of  
you.’ 

Hero gave a heavy sigh that turned into a 
sniffle. 

‘Oh, Mum, what should I do about Dad?’
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Mum believed if  people were unhappy, they 
should do something about it. She had always 
stood up and spoken out while others complained. 
She had tried to stop Leaford Council, where Dad 
worked as an accountant, from selling the school 
playing fields to a supermarket chain, and the old 
Art Deco cinema being turned into a nightclub. Her 
favourite motto from the Indian activist, Ghandi, was  

‘Be the change you want to see.’ 
Hero whispered the words to himself, wondering if  

he could ever get Dad to change.
‘Night-night, Mum,’ he said, kissing the photo. He 

carefully placed it on the bedside cabinet and switched 
off his football lamp. He then snuggled into the pillow, 
thinking about being the change he wanted to see until 
he fell into a deep slumber.

 
The next day something niggled Hero like an itch that 
had to be scratched. The World Cup was now only 
weeks away. He dreamed of  seeing Leaford City’s star 
striker, Waggie, play in the football championship. It 
had kept him going over the last two years – a flicker 
of  colour in his grey life. Not only that, if  he could just 
get Dad to put down Cuthbert’s books, then maybe 
he’d be the father he used to know.
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After Mum  passed away, Dad spent most days sitting 
on the sofa staring at the wall. Then one day a large 
box arrived containing twenty-eight encyclopaedias 
and a pile of  tatty files filled with handwritten notes. 
Dad had inherited the collection from his old friend Mr 
Cuthbert, an author and the chief  librarian at Leaford 
Library. Overnight Dad had a new purpose in life – to 
update Cuthbert’s Encyclopaedia of  World Knowledge. 

Bound by his task, Dad browsed bookshops in his 
lunch hour and brought home all sorts of  books for 
his research. It wasn’t long before they took over the 
house – on the stairs, down the side of  the sofa, on 
top of  the fridge, in every nook and cranny. Dad no 
longer wanted to see Leaford City play, watch TV, visit 
his allotment or go to the cinema. Dad had become 

It was then that Hero joined Leaford Primary’s 
football team, where he discovered he could dance 
through a defence, play a perfect one-two and score a 
goal. The school won the Leafordshire League for the 
first time in over twenty years, winning every single 
match. Dad may have had his books, but Hero had  
his football.

BORING. 
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Hero entered Dad’s study. It was a pokey room 
crammed with an overflowing mahogany bookcase, 
a faded antique bureau and a threadbare brown-
leather armchair. It had become Dad’s hideaway, the 
place where he assimilated facts about nature, science, 
humanities and the arts. 

He scanned the room, determined to find the 
World Cup article he had given Dad. In the corner, 
two newly assembled shelves, laden with thick volumes 
of  Cuthbert’s encyclopaedias, hung on the wall above 
the old armchair. 

Hero searched beside the chair but there was 
nothing, so he tried underneath. Catching the sight of  
a crumpled ball of  coloured paper, he squeezed behind 
the back of  the chair, bent down and grabbed it.

Hero raised his head, hitting the shelf. 

OUCH!
WHACK!
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As he moved away, two screws fell from the hinges. 
Hero picked them up and placed them back into the 
holes that were now too big. He gave a sarcastic sniff. 
Dad was useless at DIY. 

He pushed the chair against the wall and unravelled 
the ball of  paper. It was the article from Goal! magazine. 

His heart twinged with disappointment. It was clear 
Dad had forgotten about his promise and thrown the 
page away. A ripple of  anger spread through Hero’s 
body, like the sun burning from inside. He needed to 
get out.
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Dad Problem
There was a stillness in the air that morning so fragile 
it could break at any moment. Hero stood in the back 
garden feeling the feathery ripples of  heat tickle his 
nostrils. He stared at his tatty football, imagining he 
was in a World Cup penalty shoot-out.

It was the last chance for him to win the game. 
Keeping his cool, he hurtled towards the ball, kicking 
it hard. The ball flew into the air and hit the side of  
the sycamore tree, gliding across the bone-dry garden 
and bouncing off the dilapidated shed before smashing 
against the fence. 

WHACK!
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He had done it. 

‘YEAH!’ 
He had scored the winning goal, and for a split 

second, joy eclipsed his sadness. 
Suddenly, there was a clang of  metal bolts and the 

click of  locks as his neighbour’s well-secured kitchen 
door opened. 

Not in the mood to be interrogated by his nosy 
neighbour, Hero fled into Borromeo Road. 

There, he walked along the beech-lined avenue 
of  red-brick houses. Scorched yellow patches had 
replaced the pea-green gardens, and the once gleaming 
cars now stood dusty on the drive. Heatwave Blistering 
Bertha was affecting the whole country – with drought, 
hosepipe bans and heatstroke. 

Eventually, Hero came to the brown metal gate 
of  his friend Mitzy’s house. To his surprise, the gate 
opened, revealing a line of  silver, mushroom-shaped 
light sensors. He walked down the stone path, but 
before he reached the front door, a tall girl with short 
auburn hair, square glasses and skin the colour of  
cinnamon appeared. 

‘You took your time,’ she said sharply.
‘I’ve been busy,’ Hero replied. WHACK!
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‘You’d better come in before you fry.’
Hero entered the darkened living room, which was 

illuminated by little red and green lights dispersed here 
and there.

‘Drink this before you dehydrate,’ said Mitzy. She 
thrust a welcome glass of  cool water into his hand. 
Hero gulped it down.

‘Have you noticed the new additions to the house?’ 
asked Mitzy. ‘It is part of  my plan to have the smartest 
home in the country. What do you think?’

She stared at him, her eyes demanding a response.
‘Err … it’s great,’ replied Hero, not sure what to 

make of  it. 
‘Leia ensures the living room maintains a 

comfortable temperature,’ she said.
‘Leia?’ 
Mitzy straightened her hair and purred, ‘My voice-

activated assistant!’ 
‘Oh,’ said Hero, confused. ‘Err … what do your 

parents say?’ he said, trying to hide his ignorance.
‘Mum is super keen, but Dad … well … he just 

complains. He’s such a technophobe!’
Suddenly, a robotic voice said, ‘Excuse me, you 

have a guest waiting outside.’
A grainy monochrome picture of  Partha at the gate 
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appeared on a small screen.
‘Our infrared surveillance system can detect any 

intruder, even next door’s tortoise when it escapes!’ said  
Mitzy. She flashed a smug smile at Hero. ‘Leia, allow my 
guest entry.’ 

It wasn’t long before Partha was in the lounge, 
yawning and scratching his cropped black hair  
as Mitzy boasted about her technology-enhanced house. 

When she stopped, Partha looked at Hero. ‘What’s 
wrong with you? You’ve just won Footballer of  the Year, 
your gran is back from her travels and you’re going to 
the big school in September. You should be happy.’

Hero said nothing and gazed at the flashing amber 
bars of  a monitor on the sideboard. 

‘Come on, tell us what’s on your mind,’ insisted 
Mitzy. ‘Problems are like bags of  shopping: it’s easy to 
carry them when you share the load.’

Hero took a deep breath. It was pointless trying to 
resist Mitzy – she always got her own way, ever since 
pre-school.

‘It’s Dad,’ he said in a timid voice. ‘He spends all his 
time filling his head with stupid facts.’

‘I know he’s a bore, but he ain’t that bad,’ said 
Partha. ‘He told me that “uncopyrightable” is the 
longest word in the English language that can be spelled 



22 23

without repeating any letters. My Auntie Fatima was 
dead impressed when I told her.’

‘But he’s scaring people away,’ protested Hero. ‘The 
neighbours cross the road rather than pass our house. 
Even the postman leaves our mail next door to avoid 
coming up the path. It’s got to stop!’

 ‘Look on the bright side: at least your dad ain’t a 
walking stink bomb.’

‘What?’ frowned Hero.
‘I nearly died when Dad dropped one in front 

of  Roxburgh at parents’ evening. They’re always silent 
and deadly, especially after dhal curry,’ said Partha, 
rolling his eyes.

‘My dad is useless with technology,’ chimed in 
Mitzy. ‘He can’t send a text, use the remote or set his 
watch, and he shouts at Leia as if  she’s a dog.’

‘Why are you telling me this?’ complained Hero.
‘Cos you ain’t the only one who has to put up with 

an embarrassing dad!’ said Partha.
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5

Juice of Life
Hero didn’t know whether he felt better or worse after 
talking to his friends when he returned home for lunch. 
Having a dad who stinks is nothing compared to one 
who’s always got a book in front of  his face. As for 
Mitzy, she’s such a techno-geek she couldn’t understand 
anyone who might not be the same. 

Hero plonked himself  down at the pine kitchen 
table, where he eyed an unusual conical brown clay pot 
surrounded by red, blue and yellow wicker place mats.

‘There you go!’ Gran said, taking off the lid. 
‘Moroccan tagine complete with the exotic spices of  
cumin, turmeric, cinnamon, saffron and paprika.’

Hero wrinkled his nose at the peculiar aroma 
of  lamb, prune and almond stew that wafted down  
the table.
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‘Mustapha from Morocco taught me how to make 
this,’ said Gran proudly. ‘He believes if  you’re hot 
on the inside, you’re cooler on the outside. And we 
certainly need cooling down in this heat!’

‘Can’t we have fish fingers and chips instead?’ 
pleaded Hero.

‘Son, we have over ten thousand 
taste buds,’ said Dad with a frown. ‘Evolution would 
not have endowed us with the ability to enjoy sweet, 
bitter, salty, sour and spicy if  all we ate was fish fingers 
and chips.’

Hero gave a disappointed stare at the stew and 
couscous piled on his plate. Evolution had a lot to 
answer for, not enabling people to close their ears or 
eat fish fingers and chips every day.

‘Come on, be adventurous!’ said Gran, 
beaming. ‘Mustapha calls this the juice of  life!’

Dad took a mouthful of  stew, then gave a heavy 
cough before sipping some water.

‘Have you seen my new shelves, Mother?’ he said, 
clearing his throat. ‘Mr Cuthbert’s encyclopaedia 
collection finally has a home.’

‘I don’t know why you bother with those books,’ 
Gran huffed. ‘They’re just gathering dust. And as for 
those shelves you’ve put up, they’re more unhinged 
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than old Beryl Banner. You need to get rid of  the lot 
of  them!’

‘I’m honoured to maintain Mr Cuthbert’s literary 
legacy,’ protested Dad. ‘I can’t let him down.’

Hero stared at his plate, playing with the prunes 
with his spoon. 

‘And you should stop bothering the neighbours with 
your factuality,’ said Gran, giving Dad another dollop 
of  stew. ‘First Beryl Banner and now poor Mr Percy. 
When will it all end?’ 

‘Mr Percy was complaining the weather had gone 
all topsy-turvy. I explained to him the hockey-stick 
graph of  global temperatures. I was saying …’

Hero yawned and slouched further into his chair 
as Dad once again bombarded them with bullets 
of  knowledge: ‘climate change’, ‘greenhouse 
effect’, ‘ice caps melting’ …

After lunch, Dad retreated to his book den to finish an 
encyclopaedic entry on human ecology. Gran arranged 
her African holiday snaps in the conservatory. Hero 
lay on the living-room sofa with the curtains drawn 
and a fan blasting away. Mum’s words played in his 
head like a stuck CD: 

‘Be the change you want to see.’ 
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He stared at the TV, ignoring the adverts that flashed 
across the screen in the dim light. Until one asked,  

‘Are you World Cup ready?
 Enjoy the splendour, excitement and thrill

of the world’s GREATEST championship in 
high-definition Technicolour . . .’

The advert showed a man and woman sitting on 
a sofa next to two kids watching footie on a large TV. 
They jumped up, cheering and punching the air when 
a team scored a goal.

Hero squirmed at the sight of  it, for he used to do 
the same with Mum and Dad. But those days were now 
long gone. He would give anything to watch football 
as a family again and stop Dad from hiding behind his 
encyclopaedias.

‘Be the change you want to see?’ he muttered to 
himself  with a sarcastic tone. 

If  Dad couldn’t be bothered, then why should he? 
He flung his head back on the cushion in anger.
                             It was hard.Ouch!
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He looked underneath it to find one of  Dad’s old 
hardback books by Diego de Valera, called Treatise on 
Arms.

He                               it across the room.
And it was at that precise moment the ground 

trembled. 

            
The walls swayed.

                           The windows rattled.

The floor creaked.

                 The books shuddered.

The ornaments danced.

The swaying got FASTER …
                                                 and … FASTER …

threw
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until 
the
whole 
house 

shook.
CRAAA


