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Unreliable memoirs. 

This is a true story. For you to understand it, I need to paint you a picture.  

Picture a small council estate, consisting of only three roads, snaking off each other. It’s been newly built. It is 

1973, so the buildings are self-consciously ugly, squat, flat-roofed. In almost every box is a young family with 

children. My childhood was a parade of grubby faces, tanned by endless summers spent outdoors, dirtied by 

mud-fights. I liked most of those faces. Let me tell you about one that I didn’t. 

Stephen Jones. He lived at number 2, was in many of my classes throughout primary and secondary schools, a 

nasty little thug. Brainless. Spiteful. We all know one like him. And we all enjoy hearing about them getting 

their comeuppance. Keep reading. 

Now picture a high school, as we called them back in the 1980s. No, there aren’t dinosaurs roaming around. 

Yes, it is in colour. Yes, we are all wearing leg-warmers. Focus please. Imagine an old-fashioned chemistry lab, 

with high wooden benches, blocky wooden stools, swan-necked taps to the basins set into the benches. Our 

chemistry teacher was Mr Nash, a wonderful man who wore terrible hand-knitted tank-tops and peered out at 

the world over a magnificent gingery beard and through thick-lensed spectacles. He needed the glasses for work 

close-up; for long-distance he’d squint narrowly over the top, mostly failing to see what was happening in front 

of him. In my chemistry lessons what was happening was Stephen attaching the rubber tubing of a Bunsen-

burner to the swan-necked taps. He’d discovered that if you shut the chimney of the Bunsen-burner and turned 

the tap on really fast, the water would be forced up under immense pressure, fast enough and hard enough for 

the water to hit the high ceilings. He’d quickly turn off the tap and sit there, looking innocent, while droplets of 

water plunked from the ceiling and onto the surrounding students. All very funny, unless you got soaked, or 

hated Stephen. Most of us fell into the latter category. 

Mr Nash could hear the susurration of sniggers from the students but was unable to catch what was causing 

them. As soon as his back was turned, on would go the tap, jet of water, Mr Nash turns, just too late to catch 

Stephen. Except.  

Except the last time: Mr Nash whips round before Stephen turns on the tap. Stephen, panics, yanks at the rubber 

hose of the Bunsen-burner. Which stretches. Which snaps. Which snaps him right in the face. Right in the eye.  

Stephen drops off his high stool onto the floor, clutches his face, keening. An interested crowd gathers round 

him and watches, enthralled, as blood seeps between his fingers. Lovely stuff. An ambulance is called, Mr Nash 

leads Stephen out, and he is taken to the hospital where his eye is removed. Yup, the whole eyeball.  

If this was just a story, Stephen would have Learned A Lesson, become a Reformed Character. Well… 

Years later, when I am about to go to university, my friends and I bump into Stephen in a town pub. My friend 

Jason is finishing his beer and suddenly lets out a startled yelp. Staring up at him from the dregs of his pint is an 

eye. Stephen sniggers, puts his hand into the pint glass, fishes out the eyeball, pops it into his mouth and then 

pops the glass eyeball back into his empty eye socket. Yes, Stephen is still a pretty horrible person.  

If there’s a moral to this story, it is that people don’t really change, they just become exactly what they were all 

along. Or it’s that you shouldn’t mess about with Bunsen-burners. Both are true. 


