
 

 

When I was a boy, I was almost always carrying a book.  It might 

not have been obvious.  Paperbacks were fairly easy to slip into pockets, 

after all.  My father would frisk me for books before family weddings or 

funerals; otherwise he knew that, while other people were being bored, I’d 

be sitting comfortably, probably under a table, off in my own world, 

reading.  

 I liked books.  I did not yet suspect that books were dangerous.  I 

didn’t care what the books were about, as long as they had a story of 

some kind-spy stories, horror stories, SF or fantasy, histories, adventures, 

tales.  I’d read true-life stories about people who caught spies or captured 

rare animals for zoos or people who hunted down man-eating tigers.  I 

also was very fond of detectives and the books they came in.  These 

were, I think, looking back on it, all very sensible things for a boy to like, 

and not the least bit dangerous. 

 The headmaster of my school in the south of England, a pipe-

smoking, gruff gentleman, who was famous for his precise and painful use 

of the slipper on boys who were sent to him for misbehaving, once 

confiscated a book from me.  It was called And to my nephew Albert I 

leave the island that I won off Fatty Hagen in a poker game, and it had a 

photograph that he thought was inappropriate on the cover, which was 

why it was confiscated.  This seemed particularly unfair, as in the early 

1970s, most books seemed to have these kinds of photgraphs on the 

covers, which, at least in the case of And to my nephew Albert…political 

comedy, had little or nothing to do with what was going on inside the book.  

I was interrogated by the headmaster and was given the book back at the 

end of term, with a warning to watch what I read.  He didn’t use the 

slipper, though.  Not that time.  

 Obviously the headmaster understood the dangers of books.  He 

was trying to tell me something.  I didn’t listen. 

 Eventually I started to read the dangerous books.   

 The really dangerous books had titles like 1001 Jolly Interesting 

Things a Boy Can Do. You could make dyes from common garden 

vegetables.  It explained it all.   

 I read the article on making dyes from common garden vegetables, 

and then I boiled a beetroot and soaked a white school shirt in the beet 

water, and turned it a purply sort of red.  I decided that I wouldn’t be 

caught dead wearing it.  Then I put it in the washing, and it turned all the 

shirts and socks and underwear it was washed with a rather startling 

shade of pink. 
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 I had not learned my lesson.  The next thing I found was the toffee 

recipe. 

 I learned that if I melted some butter in a saucepan, and then 

added sugar and golden syrup and a tablespoon of water, and I heated it 

all together and it got very hot (but didn’t burn it), and dripped drops of the 

boiling liquid into a glass of cold water, when the drops went solid, it was 

done.  Then I’d pour it out onto a greased pie-pan and let it set hard. 

 I was so proud.  I’d made a golden-clear, buttery toffee.  Pure 

sugar, with a little fat.  It tasted amazing.  Chewing it was a battle between 

the coffee and my teeth.  Sometimes my teeth would win, sometimes the 

toffee would prove the victor and pull out a filling, or deal with a loose 

tooth. 

 This went on for several months. 

 I was, I think, in a math lesson.  I’d put a fist-sized lump of the 

toffee into my pocket, where it had melted, slowly, to the shape of my leg.  

And I had forgotten about it.  I also had a handkerchief in the pocket.   

 “You. Boy,” said the teacher.  “Gaiman. You’re sniveling, boy. Blow 

your nose.”  

I said, “Yes, sir,” and pulled the handkerchief from the pocket.  It came 

out, and as it did so, a large lump of toffee that was stuck to the 

handkerchief sailed out across the room and hit the floor.  

 It shattered when it hit the floor, like glass, into several hundred 

sharp-edged fragments. 

 I spent the rest of the lesson on my knees, picking up the sticky-

sharp bits of toffee from the floor, while the teacher, convinced that I had 

done this on purpose to be funny (as if I’d waste a huge lump of toffee on 

a joke), made sarcastic comments.  And, at the end of the lesson, I was 

sent to the headmaster with a note explaining what I’d done.   

 The headmaster read the note, puffed, on his pipe, then walked 

slowly to the cupboard at the back of his study and, opening it, produced a 

large tartan slipper. 

 That was the day I discovered that books were dangerous.  At least 

books that suggested you do something… 

 


