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Editorial
HELLO and WELCOME to this, the tenth edition of Pop Cult, 
Essential Reading Material for the Bathroom. 

HEALTH WARNING: Sitting on a toilet for prolonged periods, whether reading Pop Cult or not, can cause conditions such as 
thrombosis or haemorrhoids. If you choose to read Pop Cult whilst sitting on the lavatory then it is highly advised you do so for 
no longer than ten minutes at a time.    
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In this issue there is murder, mayhem, 
madness and intrigue. It has everything, 
even farting Nazis and a fashion-fixated fox. 
I hope you enjoy the fruits of our writers and 
artists’ endeavours.  
Are you of an adventurous bent, the type 
who enjoys creative spontaneity and good 
times? Then the Log Jam experiment invites 
you to bring your own instruments and sit in 
with an ever-changing line up of musicians.  
Alternatively, sit back and watch the night 
unfold, or use the paper and pens provided  
to make your own messages and artwork.  
 

Log Jam is the vision of Pop Cult’s Paul and 
Barney – more at www.logcollective.co.uk  
Are you an aspiring writer, illustrator or 
cartoonist? We’re always looking for new 
Pop Culteers, so why not drop us a line at 
popcultmag@gmail.com 
Be sure to keep an eye out in October for our 
Halloween special.
 
With best wishes,
 
Keegan Wilson
Editor
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I don’t get it. I just don’t understand.  
Fifty things you should do before you are forty.  
A hundred films you should watch before you die.  
The twenty must-have items you need to buy now.  
One thousand and one albums you should own.  
Fifty-two things you must do this year. Ten foods you must try.  
A hundred books you ought to read.  
Twenty countries you must visit in your lifetime.  
 
Says who?

Pick up a newspaper, open a magazine, and chances are you will find lists 
telling you how to live, what to do and what to think. In their way these 
lists act as little reminders of life’s timer counting down. Do this now, 
they say, because the unspoken rule here is we all know one day it will 
be too late. Consume today, because you can’t when you’re dead. Who 
are these people to tell us what to do and how to think? Follow their lists 
and you are conforming to their views and personal choices. These lists 
are straightjackets for the mind. They limit our ability to make our own 
discoveries. They certainly don’t make us exciting individuals to be around 
- quite the opposite, as our choices have become theirs. Lists make us 
robotic. Similar. Indistinguishable. A mass of people educated by the whims 
of the list maker.
 
Have I mentioned how lazy lists are? No. Well, they are. What do we do 
with the free space on this page? I know, let’s make a list of The top Thirty 
Ways to Improve Your Life. Making lists might wash with the popular press, 
but here at Pop Cult we believe in creativity and have too much respect 
for our readers. We have far superior and inventive methods at our disposal 
to waste your time with. We can do without lists by easily filling in a blank 
page with crap material hastily compiled at the last minute.

If only you were here now. I would tap dance. You’re not and tap dancing 
right now would only waste valuable time and not find me the dammed 
words to fill the rest of this space. 

Because we love you
by Harry Critchner
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The only thing Barrett likes more than 
the sound of his own voice, thought 
Kingsley, is for other people to be 
there to witness it as well. He is such a 
w*nker.

“Well, Rowan, since you ask,” began 
Barrett, “I shall tell you,” and he 
held up a finger to add a momentary 
pause to elevate even further his lofty 
ideas, “but I shall not tell you in a 
conventional way. No. This matter is far 
too delicate for just explanations. What 
is the point in knowledge if you have no 
appreciation of where it comes from, 
or how it was derived, or why it exists 
in the first place? Let me illuminate 
your wisdom by virtue of examples, 
in the hope that not only will the pair 
of you learn, but you will also gain 
valuable understanding. For what is 
understanding if not another name for 
trust?”

Why did I ever agree to him moving in 
here? Kingsley was thinking. 

“Take the state of the economy, for 
instance - doom and gloom. Yet you can 

Barrett rocked forward on the sofa. His 
eyes, through sunglasses, darted from 
Rowan to Kingsley and then back to 
Rowan. 

He sucked on his bottom lip 
thoughtfully, his face contorting as 
he did this to portray himself as the 
burdened holder of all knowledge, the 
only creation of his kind in existence, 
tired and weary from the torment of 
having to patiently explain basics to 
fools when capable of so much more. 

This display lasted, as it always does 
with Barrett, for a few seconds, long 
enough for him, or so he thinks, for 
everyone to understand the point 
that he is always much smarter than 
everyone else. Then he turned all 
excited, as he always does, overly so, 
as if plugged in directly to the sun 
and all its energy, behaviour which 
informs even the most casual observer 
of Barrett, that he is a performer 
performing, eager to please and fit 
in by faking his own superiority and 
importance.   

Random notes of a work 
in progress set in a 
different reality, maybe 
Earth, maybe not...
by Roland Rock

Illustration by Oliver Dashwood
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be sure there is a small minority raking 
it in. These individuals own the silver 
lining to everyone else’s dark clouds. 
Why would they want the financial 
weather to blow over and the wind of 
change to come in?”

“Are you saying they create it so people 
are poor and in their debt so they can 
be rich?” asked Rowan.

“Hmm,” said Barrett interlocking his 
hands, bringing them up to his chin 
and resting his elbows on his thighs to 
support the weight of his head and his 
gigantic thoughts. “Can economics be 
manipulated by a small minority to suit 
their own needs?”

He paused to let the heaviness of this 
question seep out and fill the room 
before answering. “We have the word 
‘corruption’ for a very good reason. It 
exists: There is corruption. It appears in 
almost every facet of life. Why would 
this be any different? Why wouldn’t 
people manipulate economics to their 
own advantage?”

“Well…” stammered Rowan, “because 
it’s not fair.”

“Why should fair come into it? This is 
life,” grinned Barrett nastily.

“You see,” he continued, “There has 
to be a system to global economics. 
Therefore, that system can be learnt, 
and once you understand it you can 
manipulate it.”

Christ, thought Kingsley, I should be 
filming this. Then the next time Barrett 
brings out a bag of yellow pills and 
begins eulogising the benefits of AIR and 

calls me a ‘sinner’ for refusing to take 
it and tells me I am missing out on self-
evolution, I shall play it back to him 
and tell him that I don’t want to evolve 
into a brain-damaged prick like he has 
become.

Kingsley slapped a disbelieving hand to 
his head. He looked at Barrett and told 
him straight, “You are so full of shit.” 
To which Barrett looked at Kingsley as if 
Kingsley were a mischievous kitten that 
knew no better and had just stepped 
into its own mess.

“You are!” cried Kingsley, who was 
now looking at Rowan for support, 
but Rowan was hunched over, rolling 
another joint. “How could anyone 
control the global economic system? 
It is so vast and ever changing. You’re 
paranoid.”

“Am I?” sighed Barrett. “Okay, 
supposing I am. We will overlook the 
fact I didn’t actually say there was a 
global system, and merely suggested 
there must be a system. We shall also 
overlook how it – the system - being 
so vast could just be an illusion to 
protect the interests of a few. A point 
further enhanced by the fact economics 
has its own language and jargon that 
evolves constantly, a language which 
is ostensibly a disguise to keep the 
majority from understanding what is 
going on.”

Kingsley rolled his eyes and Barrett 
continued with gusto. “You’re right. I 
am paranoid, so I shall not even debate 
with you the possibility that changes 
are in fact another illusion and are 
exacted by the minority to further 
confuse the rest of us innocent souls.”
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“How can I put it,” Barrett began 
feigning delicacy, “so you will 
understand? Could it be the game and 
rules are always the same, but the 
pitches are different and constantly 
changing to favour the home side?”

“What are you talking about, Barrett?” 
Kingsley asked, his voice sounding tired.

“I am saying,” said Barrett, idly turning 
his cigarette lighter over in his hands, 
“that if no one is in control of the 
global economic system, as you seem to 
think is the case, because it is too vast 
to come to terms with, then everyone 
on the planet is subject to a system 
that is out of control and insane. It 
rewards for no apparent reason and 
then it punishes – boom or bust – high 
times and low times. Low times like the 
ones we have been experiencing for the 
past decade.”

Rowan looked up from what he was 
doing to stare at Barrett. “So economics 
is either unfair or totally schizo.”

“Exactly” Barrett rasped like a snake. 
“Which is why I operate outside of it. I 
wouldn’t necessarily say I have freedom 
as such, because no man or woman can 
ever be free, can they? No. My chains 
are just that bit longer and allow for 
greater movement than most others.”

The front door opened and in walked 
their housemate, Jane, from work. 

“It’s good to see none of you have 
moved since I last saw you,” she said, 
setting her keys on the table and 
briefcase on the floor beside. 

“Barrett is attempting to justify why he 

is a lowlife scum,” said Kingsley.

Rowan offered Jane his joint and got 
up to go to the kitchen to fetch a beer. 
She accepted the joint and moved past 
him to occupy the far end of the sofa. 
Barrett sat there, grinning at Kingsley. 
Rowan called through from the kitchen 
to see if anyone else wanted a beer. 
They all did. 

“Ignore our writer friend, Jane,” said 
Barrett, still grinning at Kingsley. “It 
is not me who is attempting to justify 
himself. A rather depressing letter 
arrived earlier this morning. Apparently, 
his agent, in her professional opinion, 
suggests his latest effort is nothing 
more than an abomination. She said it 
is an affront to the very craft in which 
he made his name and that it makes 
the reader suffer for his art, which I 
thought was a very witty way of putting 
it. Now his career, as she puts it, is 
at a crossroads. There is no way the 
publishers will publish it, she says. In 
these times of economic hardship it 
seems people no longer need his line of 
mirrors. Their loss, eh?”

Kingsley Finch once wrote a novel. 
It was his first. A biting satire of the 
times, back when everyone had money 
to burn, or so it seemed, and it was 
called Tolerance, and it became a 
bestseller at home and abroad, and 
was even turned into a film. In one 
sequence, if you pause the crowded bar 
scene you can see Kingsley making his 
cameo appearance in the background. 
On the back of critical and public 
success, Kingsley went from working 
odd jobs to multimillionaire overnight. 

It seemed to all that the literary world 
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was his for the taking. This failed to 
materialise. He struggled to reproduce 
the sort of form that had people 
drooling when they first read him. His 
follow-up novels were never quite as 
good as Tolerance. They were meaner 
and angrier. People started to say his 
writing had lost its freshness and that 
success had diminished his powers. 
His way of continually pointing out 
faults and negative traits became less 
funny and started to feel outdated as 
the global economy crashed around 
everyone’s ears. What people wanted 
was warmth and sympathetic characters 
to believe in, they did not want a rich 
writer telling everyone how stupid they 
were.  

The new novel he had written, the 
one that prompted his agent to mail 
it back saying his career was now at a 
crossroads, was a farcical story about 
a macho man trapped inside the body 
of a weakling. He was not upset by 
his agent’s comments, or by Barrett’s 
just now to Jane. Once he would have 
cared, cared deeply, but now he did not 
give a f***. He had written Tolerance.  

Rowan returned and handed out the 
cans of beer. 

“So how was work?” Rowan asked Jane.

“Yes, how was it today? Are we winning 
yet?” said Barrett coming alive, popping 
another yellow pill in his mouth and 
washing it down with beer. 

“No. Disease is still spreading. Each 
treatment causes it to mutate and 
spread.”

“Ha!” cried Barrett, taking delight in 

the failure. “This would never have 
happened years ago. Hospitals used 
to be spick-and-span. That was in the 
days when there was pride, decency 
and a moral sense of right. ‘Cleanliness 
is next to godliness’ was the motto, 
but now look at how sick our festering 
existence has made us.”

Kingsley sighed. “I think I’m going to try 
and get some rest,” he said getting up.

“You still want to come tonight, yeah?” 
Barrett looked up at him expectantly.

Kingsley attempted to rub the tiredness 
away from his face with his fingers and 
palms, but this only made his eyes hot 
and sore. “Yeah, that’s why I’m going to 
see if I can sleep now.”

“Cool”, said Barrett, and Kingsley 
walked out the room. Barrett shouted 
after him, “I’ll wake you just before it’s 
time to leave.”     

Jane passed the joint to Barrett and 
Rowan addressed them both. “What 
if keeping hospitals clean was what 
caused the bacteria to become so 
strong, like a super bacteria?”

Barrett took a long pull on the joint 
and fired the smoke out through his 
nose like a dragon, a grinning dragon. 
“These super bacteria are inevitable. 
No matter how the human plays it. 
Stronger disinfectant will only breed 
stronger bacteria. You cannot kill it. 
Doing nothing and just letting bacteria 
get on and exist will also only lead to 
stronger bacteria. Whatever way you 
look at it, we’re f***ed. Bacteria will 
eventually wipe us out.”
 



��

This was pretty much what Barrett 
had told journalists when he called 
to tip them off about what was 
happening at the hospital. Only for 
Jane and Rowan he was calmer and less 
hysterical. Thanks to Jane, his friend, 
his housemate, a senior doctor at the 
Rothe County Hospital, he was able 
to source all the information from the 
inside and anonymously leak it to the 
outside.

“You’re so full of shit, Barrett. AIR is 
rotting your mind,” Jane said, shaking 
her head at him.

“That’s exactly what Kingsley said just 
now. It must be catching. People are 
starting to think you’re full of shit. Cut 
you open and you’ll bleed brown,” said 
Rowan, chiding Barrett by throwing a 
magazine at his head.

“Well, I’m right,” said Barrett, slightly 
put out. “And there’s no proof that AIR 
does damage to humans.”

“Yeah, Jane”, said Rowan, admonishing 
her, “AIR hasn’t rotted his brain, his 
brain’s always been rotten.” He threw 
another magazine at Barrett.

Barrett reached into his pocket, pulled 
something out and aimed it at Rowan. 
There was a blue flash that went from 
Barrett’s hand to Rowan. Rowan went 
rigid the moment the blue flash hit 
his chest, a spit bubble gathered in 
the corner of his mouth and then he 
screamed in agony and thrashed about 
a bit before falling forward, off the 
sofa to the floor, then rubbing the area 
where it hurt. There was a now smell of 
burning flesh in the room.

“F***, Barrett! What the f*** was that?” 
Jane looked at him astonished. 

“Nnnyuhh,” was all the noise Rowan 
could make.

“This?” Barrett said, swiftly inserting 
the object back in his pocket. “Just a 
little thing I’ve been working on. I was 
hoping to have tested it out on next 
door’s dog, but Rowan kept throwing 
those magazines at me, and… Well, it 
didn’t have much of a zap. I was hoping 
for something stronger.”

“Stronger?” said Rowan, eventually, but 
still out of breath, tears wetting his 
face. 

“Look” he said, lifting his shirt to 
reveal a patch of red on his belly where 
several layers of skin had just been 
scorched off. 

Barrett put his hand in his pocket 
and again took aim at Rowan. Rowan, 
however, was having none of it. Once 
bitten and all that, he dived for safety 
only to hurt himself crashing into a pile 
of Kingsley’s junk and a table with a 
lamp on it. Barrett just laughed at the 
sight of this and laughed even harder 
when he showed Rowan and Jane his 
empty hand.

“You know, Barrett, you’re full of shit 
and you’re an enormous arsehole. How 
can that be? How can an arsehole as 
big as you be so full of shit? Something 
has to give.” Jane didn’t bother 
looking across at him this time, she 
just continued leafing through the day’s 
paper, looking for the crossword puzzle.
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Monday

Wake up. Have sex and make a 
noise like a cat being put through a 
lawnmower. Tear open bin bags, eat 
nappy within, do a sick into bin bag 
then finish off with massive poo.  
Eat it. Go to Londis for Menthol 
Superkings.

Tuesday

Wake up. Have sex and make a noise 
like twenty crows being pulled inside 
out. Tear open bin bags, eat a nappy 
and three kitchen scrubbers covered in 
gravy. Watch Jeremy Kyle. Put on pork-
pie hat and visit Ladbrokes. Eat a dead 
bird. Call ‘Today’ show on Radio 4 to 
make a comment unsuitable for air.

Wednesday

Wake up. Have sex and make a noise 
like a peeled howler monkey in a bath 
of prussic acid. Tear open bin bags and 
find Greggs sausage rolls inside. Leave 
them. Eat nappy.  

Thursday

Wake up. Have sex and make a noise 
like a man feeding his own testicles 
into a laminator. Eat an onion, a 
cereal box and a scratched CD covered 
in Branston pickle. Go to Londis for 

Superkings, Yazoo and Grazia.  Realise 
new Elizabeth Duke collection starts in 
Argos tomorrow. Eat a dead bird.

Friday

Wake up. Couldn’t be bothered to get 
out of den. Watched FIVER all day. 
Thought about tearing open bin bags, 
but heart not in it.

Saturday

Wake up. Have sex and make a noise 
like a fat witch being sawn in half 
with a bread knife. Access day with 
kids. Visit Constructivist exhibition on 
Rodchenko at Tate Modern, followed by 
quick tea at Leon. Eat a dead bird. Run 
away from Alsatian. Go to Netto for a 
mint Viennetta and some Lambrusco.

Sunday

Wake up. Have sex and make no noise 
at all. Decide to visit doctor tomorrow.  
Tear open bin bag and spend ten 
hours laboriously spreading contents 
equidistantly across entire road. 
Ensure most embarrassing personal 
items left outside gate of primary 
school opposite. Decide to sell den to 
Ocean Finance.

Diary of an urban fox 
 by Christien Haywood

Illustration by William Mather
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You and your womankind are such 
curious things, Jenny. I sometimes 
wonder if you even know what you 
really want from a man. While you 
remain insistent on the importance 
of a good sense of humour, it would 
appear that jokes are of no interest 
to you. Do you remember seeing me 
after work the Thursday before last? 
I couldn’t honestly recall how many 
times I’d visited The Thatch in the 
two months since I first spotted you 
in there sipping a vodka tonic. Not 
without my surveillance notes and 
charts. 

Once a thorough search of the pub has 
satisfied me of your absence from the 
premises, I return home to mark off 
the corresponding date on the sighting 
chart with a red cross. This may only 
be a single sheet of paper sellotaped 
to the refrigerator door, but it holds 
great significance to me. I know I’m 
lucky enough to see you every day at 
work, but it’s not the same. You’re 
always much too busy to talk and 
your legs remain invisible under that 

desk. Quite frankly, it fails to match 
the sight of you in the figure-hugging 
splendour of non-work clothes, and I 
just knew I’d get the chance to see 
you in them again. Although I didn’t 
think fifty-nine consecutive red crosses 
would precede the opportunity. At last 
my green felt tip could taste white A4.
And so I gave you what you and your 
kind wanted. I must’ve been cracking 
the funnies to you, and to you alone, 
for over a quarter of an hour. Mostly 
about Ian from sales, who I saw you 
holding hands with outside Debenhams 
that time. I‘ll be honest with you, 
Jenny - I don‘t like him. I pretty much 
told you that, a good relationship has 
no room for secrets. My repertoire 
failed to make you laugh, which 
just goes to show that clearly not 
everybody gets dick jokes. What’s 
ironic is that I remembered a really 
good one in the toilets, but when I 
returned to the bar you’d vanished.  

The next morning at work you barely 
said so much as a word to me. There 
was no need to be embarrassed about 

Does this smell normal? 
Part 2: Making yourself 
understood
by Desk Jockey

Illustration by Luke Sanderson
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your disappearance. I too become 
embarrassed when I’ve behaved in 
such a way, but I’m not the kind of 
guy who holds grudges. We are but 
human, Jenny. A healthy relationship 
must have room for compromise. 
Although that morning you’d been 
particularly frosty with me, refusing 
even to yield to my most penetrating 
of stares from my position at the Xerox 
machine. That’s when I realised how 
stupid I’d been to even think that you 
were ignoring me without good reason. 
Seeing you holding hands with Ian 
from sales, disappearing from the pub 
without so much as a goodbye, maybe 
even getting Dawkins to move me to a 
desk far out of your sight, had been a 
sequence of events that was troubling 
me deeply, until now that is. Now I 
realise that you’re testing my love for 
you, Jenny.

I needed to show my commitment to 
you, so I drove to your new ground 
floor flat. I’ve followed you home so 
many times I could’ve driven there 
blindfolded. The lights in your lounge 
were on, but it was Thursday evening, 
so you were at Yoga. You needn’t worry 
about your bathroom window, the 
arrangements to get a new one fitted 
had already been made. If you must 
know, it was me who footed the bill. 
It’s okay, you can thank me later. 

In hindsight I definitely would’ve come 
prepared with a medical kit. That way 
I wouldn’t have had to tear your little 
black dress up into strips. Just that 
it was hanging there limply over the 

washing machine door with makeshift 
tourniquet written all over it. Anything 
to stop the flow of blood from the 
laceration in my left thigh spilling any 
further onto the carpet, for which I 
felt particularly guilty about, what 
with you being so house proud. 

From the gossip magazines stacked 
neatly on the coffee table in the 
lounge, to your countless pairs of shoes 
stored away in the twin hyacinth bench 
stool storage trunk. And no matter how 
hard I tried, my larger, less dexterous 
hands failed miserably in replicating 
the cute little way you fold your silk 
panties, which while we’re at it brings 
me to the question, where on earth do 
you get your washing detergent from? 
They smell divine. 

Although I do think you need to show 
more confidence in yourself, Jenny. 
Do you think Mr Bisley would see it fit 
to award you consecutive A grades in 
art and design if he didn’t think you 
possessed talent? Don’t pretend that 
art no longer means anything to you. If 
that were the case you wouldn’t keep 
the school reports in the top drawer of 
your bedside cabinet under the picture 
of your dead cat, Tommy.  

That’s why I decided to draw you 
a picture, Jenny. To communicate 
my true feelings in a medium you 
understand. And while I do seem 
to recall seeing a set of crayons 
and a sketchbook somewhere, my 
mind at this stage had become more 
preoccupied with what remained of 
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your little black dress, and despite my 
firm reef knot, how it was struggling 
to stem the continued loss of blood 
onto your carpet and other surfaces. 
I needed to make haste while 
consciousness remained with me. 

Your bathroom mirror provided me 
with a more than adequate surface 
to apply my makeshift paint in the 
form of toothpaste. I made sure to 
squeeze from the bottom of the tube 
so as not to disrupt you next time you 
brush your teeth in approximately 
two to two and a half hours’ time. I 
am many things, Jenny - but I am not 
thoughtless. My depiction of Christ 
was as much a testimony to the strong 
feelings that I’m unable to convey to 
you during the thirty seven and a half 

hour week in the office, as the effect 
the amount of blood I’d already lost 
to the weaved polymers of your beige 
carpet was having on my brain.

It won’t be long now ‘til we’re 
together, Jenny. It’s only these prison 
bars keeping us apart. That and my 
forthcoming county court appearance. 
In some ways I’m glad you haven’t 
come to visit me. I wouldn’t want you 
to see me here, not like this. It’d only 
upset you. I couldn’t bear to see you 
break down again. The look of sheer 
terror when you returned to discover 
my semi conscious body shivering on 
the floor of your hallway will remain 
with me until I hold you in my arms 
again. 

+44 (0) 2380 235098 info@johnnytoaster.co.uk

Johnny 

WWW.JOHNNYTOASTER.CO.UK

1 Brunswick Place, Southampton, SO15 2AN 

FROM DESIGN TO TYPOGRAPHY, ILLUSTRATION TO PHOTOGRAPHY 
AND WEB DESIGN TO ART DIRECTION.  WE PUSH TO OFFER OUR 
CLIENTS THE COMPLETE PACKAGE, YOUR PERFECT DESIGN 
SOLUTION.

AT JOHNNY TOASTER WE STRONGLY BELIEVE THAT ALL COMPANIES 
SHOULD BE ABLE TO AFFORD AND BENEFIT FROM OUR 
WELL-DESIGNED ORIGINAL ARTWORK WITHOUT PAYING THE HIGH 
FEES ASSOCIATED WITH A TRADITIONAL DESIGN AGENCY.

WHY NOT CONTACT US TO SEE HOW YOU CAN BENEFIT FROM OUR 
AFFORDABLE, WELL DESIGNED ARTWORK.
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Some say that the shrinkage began 
as early as the dawn of the new 
millennium, and others say it’s only 
just getting started. In any case, the 
traditional media outlets, classically 
pessimistic and desperately striving 
for a quick sale, have all had their 
attention-grabbing headlines: “UK 
economy: From proud plum to pitted 
prune in five years”, warned the Daily 
Mail. “Price of penny sweets set to 
hit £�.50”, cried an alarmed Daily 
Mirror. The Sun, as usual, led the 
way in the art of metaphor: “British 
economy like ‘shrivelled, empty 
scrotum’ say experts”. There followed 
the inevitable campaign, “Bring Back 
Britain’s Balls”, which was memorable 
if ultimately unsuccessful.

In fairness to the trash rags, it’s true. 
As they sometimes say in French, 
“l’heure n’est pas à la facilité” - 
times are hard. Unemployment is not 
far off 10 million, almost a fifth of 
the sickly, sterile populace. We’ve 
all had to make sacrifices, all had to 
change in the hope that we’ll pull out 
the other side. For some, this sort 
of bother and upheaval is a burden; 
a crisis even. For me, it has been an 
opportunity, an awakening. I jacked 
in my old job - a painfully dull, 
sedentary affair in an office full of 
vacuity and of joyless, lifeless souls.
 

I gave my notice a few months ago, 
half an hour before lunch one day, 
and marched out through the office 
in a shitstorm of grief and swearing. 
I set my email client to respond to 
all messages with a looping animated 
picture of gross acts of scatology, 
before telling my managers and 
colleagues what I thought of them 
- what they thought of themselves 
but didn’t have the guts to admit. 
And, for a touch of class, I left a 
big fat one in the gents’, causing 
skidmarks which are probably 
still there today, the scars in the 
porcelain an everlasting epitaph to 
my employment. F***, it’s not like 
I needed a reference where I was 
going.
 
I’ve no doubt that my position was 
filled within the week. The desperate 
ranks of the long-term unemployed 
would have been clawing at each 
other for the opportunity to have 
their teeth kicked in and their vitality 
extracted. I was just glad to have 
the chance to put my training into 
practice and take advantage of the 
economic climate. It was the slap 
in the face I needed to realign my 
ethical compass and emerge from 
mediocrity.
 
When times are tough, you have to do 
what it takes - not just to survive, but 

Providence directs me
by Bill Mumfrey

Illustration by Caity Reeve
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to get ahead of the other scumbags 
and make sure that they don’t make 
it, not before you and preferably 
not at all. That’s why the big boys 
need to employ people like me in 
order to win. Competitive advantage, 
cheating, sabotage... call it what you 
like. I’m not cheap, so they won’t use 
me lightly - it has to be worth it.
 
Today, my brief is simple, if not 
exactly easy. I start my journey at a 
station just outside of London on a 
brisk but bearable January morning. 
It was supposed to rain, but the skies 
are clear. A girl sits next to me on the 
red metal bench, eating a chocolate 
muffin. The odour of the cake blends 
with her perfume and emanates from 
her in a sphere of pure information. 
The smell evokes so much - concepts, 
emotions; memories of things that 
never happened. I enjoy the reverie 
of the moment, and allow myself to 
feel whimsical as I board the train. 
The gravitas and focus requisite for 
the task will fall upon me nearer to 
the hour.
 
The sun flits through the bushes and 
weeds as the train cruises along. It 
slows down almost as if through habit 
as it approaches what used to be 
Clapham Junction; risky, given the 
gangs of feral highwaymen who have 
made the debris their home. A group 
of them stand on an overturned ticket 
machine, leering and threatening to 
throw bits of rubble held aloft. One 
of the ticket inspectors fires off a few 
warning shots, dusting the platform 
and maybe taking out a few kneecaps. 
These are troubled days indeed.
 
We pull into Waterloo on time, and 

it’s nice to see that the station is 
as busy as it ever was. I check the 
arrivals board and head for platform 
�4. I don’t have to wait long to spot 
my mark - the grainy, zoomed-in 
photo that was provided to me as 
part of the contract is surprisingly 
accurate, given the haste in which 
everything was arranged. Male, early 
50s, and balding in two long strips, 
leaving him with a middle-aged 
mohawk. He looks portly in his beige 
overcoat and black suit, which boasts 
two ties - the standard these days on 
the continent, which is where he is 
headed.
 
I, of course, am dressed for the 
occasion, wearing several jackets, 
a dashing red scarf and a pair of 
round, dummy glasses. This phase 
of my camouflage was admittedly 
based on an old lecturer I admired, 
but it works. I lock on to his balding 
head and follow it as he moves. 
Luckily, he’s tall enough to stay above 
most of the crowd, which makes my 
job easier. He heads towards the 
underground, as expected, and I tail 
at a distance. I know he’ll be headed 
for the Northern Line, with the 
ultimate goal of boarding a sea-faring 
train at St Pancras.
 
We make our merry way through the 
long and varied tunnels of the tube. 
All of them are old now, but some 
are crumbling and reek of piss, while 
others are superficially new and 
smell of shiny metal. We descend a 
long escalator, which bizarrely smells 
strongly of camphor. At the bottom, 
a busker plays looping, echoing 
melodies - strange and calming sounds 
that sound like calypso music being 
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played through a filter of treacle. I’m 
concerned however, as there are only 
two other passengers between me and 
my target. I shift to interpose them, 
as he rotates his head sideways and 
tries to look back without making it 
obvious. I can tell he’s not done this 
before, and it’s a sign of the urgency 
involved in the business that they sent 
him without a security detail or even 
an escort. He’s one of their directors, 
and very much out of his element.
 
He reaches the bottom of the stairs, 
and moves toward the northbound 
tunnel, twitching his head again 
slightly. He’s probably not seen me, 
but I can’t risk it and I need to mess 
with his short-term memory and 
peripheral vision. I leap down the 
last few steps, and dump my scarf 
and glasses in the guitar case of the 
busker, who looks perplexed but plays 
on.
 
The platform’s crowded, but I spot 
him in time and squeeze on the same 
tube carriage. He’s right at the other 
end, trying to talk to a big, gruff-
looking man who ignores him. I realise 
that they’ve obviously managed to 
find and send some sort of security 
who is clearly experienced enough 
not to acknowledge his client in the 
open. From behind one of the free 
newspapers, I assess him quickly 
to know what I’m up against. He’s 
tall, overweight and strong, and 
he probably gases quickly. An ex-
doorman, maybe, with a sharp eye.
 
The tube pulls into our stop, and if 
I’m to succeed, I need to change my 
plans to take out the security escort 
first. I can let the mark go ahead; I 

know where he’s going and can catch 
up with him if I have to, and the 
escort knows this too, letting him 
go on before following through the 
crowd. There’s a window now of about 
a minute. I push onto the platform, 
through the throng and start scouting 
for a weapon. A weather-cautious but 
careless commuter is resting lightly on 
an umbrella, and I snatch it from him 
quickly before strafing right, moving 
directly behind the big guy. He stops 
suddenly, and I have a split second to 
brace my stomach in anticipation of 
the huge elbow that he swings back. 
I take the force of the blow on my 
tightened midsection; it hurts, but 
doesn’t wind me, and I employ some 
of my own considerable strength as 
I kick him in the back of the knee. 
He falters, and I spin him round to 
face me, jamming the sharp end 
of the umbrella into his groin with 
my right hand, seizing him with my 
left and impaling him slowly as the 
crowd moves around us. The initial 
resistance soon gives way to soft 
tissue, and as his eyes roll back in his 
head, I dump the sagging body against 
the wall and place one of my jackets 
over his head. Only the handle of the 
umbrella is now showing, and the 
impervious nature of the fabric ought 
to prevent any fluids escaping for a 
good half hour.
 
I’m not especially pleased at having 
to kill in public, but it can be dealt 
with later - I have to focus on my 
primary objective. The target will be 
boarding his train soon, and I need 
to be right behind him. He’s not got 
too far ahead, and is passing through 
the security checkpoint when I arrive, 
glancing back nervously, obviously 
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in search of his protection. When he 
can’t find him, he scurries onto the 
Brussels-bound train, and I jump onto 
the carriage behind. The train starts 
moving, and I decide to give him a 
few minutes to feel that he might be 
safe. After all, if his thoughts are in 
too much disarray, he’ll be of limited 
use.
 
We accelerate rapidly, and it takes 
skill to negotiate the swaying 
movement of the train when walking 
on board. The trick is to remain 
in contact with the floor as little 
as possible, skipping and dodging, 
running with the momentum. Feeling 
like a locomotive surfer, I come up to 
his carriage and am admittedly a little 
surprised when I see him about to 
enter the halfway toilet compartment 
- how kind of him to meet me here. 
He must genuinely need to go; maybe 
he wants to be sick. He looks me in 
the eye, and it’s a strange joy to see 
up close the brief moment in which he 
realises what I am, that his suspicion 
that he was being followed was 
correct; that this is the end.
 
I don’t have time to linger though, 
and I shove him forcefully into the 
service cupboard, which has been 
emptied for us at short notice. 
There’s just room for two, which is 
plenty, and I start by gagging him 
with one of his ties. Forcing his 
soft, feeble body onto the floor, I 
prepare myself for the task while he 
quivers. The process is like a distant 
relative of hypnosis, only without 
the showmanship or the feel-good 
factor. It’s also a lot more aggressive 
– it’s used to get large amounts of 
information as quickly as possible, not 

to trick you into losing weight or to 
cure your fear of the dark.

After a couple of deep breaths, I 
begin to speak the sounds which will 
break through his mental defences. 
A combination of phrases, words, 
syllables and the smallest phonemes 
shut down his resistance, and strip 
him back to his inner being. We go 
past his first sentences, past his 
first words and go straight to his 
Deep Structures. I select the noises 
which I know will work quickly and 
effectively, even if they leave long-
term damage. It’s a technique honed 
through thousands of years, once 
the guarded weapon of religions and 
regimes, and now the tool of elite 
freelance operatives like me.
 
Before long, the target is in a position 
to tell me what I want, what my 
client needs to know. I remove the 
tie and let him speak, and he reveals 
the full details of his company’s bid 
- up close, he smells of eucalyptus, 
which is almost pleasantly distracting. 
Ignoring it, I focus on the intelligence 
I’m supposed to be gathering - the 
deal he describes is worth several 
billion Euros, and I commit all the 
information to memory.
 
I whisper him to sleep, and there 
he can stay until the clean-up team 
takes care of him in Brussels. They 
might be able to put him together 
again, or return him to his family for 
a ransom. I, on the other hand, have 
an hour to kill, and after washing my 
hands, I decide to skip down to the 
next carriage to see if I can find a 
newspaper.
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From laslo boniek <lasloboniekpc@
googlemail.com>
To info@aboutww�militaria.com
Date Thu, Mar �9, �009 at 4:��pm

Subject: Historical Rhetorical Question

Dear military man experts,
 
Korky and I have big dispute that I be 
hoping you can settle by saying I am 
right and he an idiot. He say I am doing 
the idioting because I say to him that if 
the Hitler and the Napoleon dress up as 
clown with big curly red wig and cook 
burgers either one could have taken the 
Moscow and the Russia. You know how 
many Ronald McDoneup burger bars are 
in Moscow alone? Many. That how much. 
 
I say to him that if the Hitler and the 
Napoleon do away with the killing and 
make like they are the Jamie the Oliver 
or the Heston Bloomingdales then the 
Moscow be there for their takings. 
It not strictly conventional military 
manouvere, but it effective.
 
He say he cannot talk to me as I stupid 
as a whelk. But I say to him that 
countries not always taken over through 
force, but they can be taken over by 
cultural commerce like the Ronald 
McDoneup has done. He might look like 
clown with big feet and everything, 
but he one shrewd cookie monster that 
McDoneup.
 
You know what they say about man with 
big feet? He pay fortune for shoes. Ha 
ha! That small joke. You not want to 

hear funnies, you want to know what I 
be wanting.
 
I come to you because I find you on the 
googling and think you right person to 
give expert military onion. Would the 
Hitler and the Napoleon have taken 
the Moscow and the Russia if dressed 
as clown with big red curly wig cooking 
burgers? 
 
Thanking you in advancements,
 
Laslo Boniek.

From Espenlaub Miliraria info@
aboutww�militaria.com
To laslo boniek lasloboniekpc@
googlemail.com
Date Fri, Mar �0 at 7:54AM

Subject: Historical Rhetorical Question

Dear Laslo,
 
Thanks for your e-mail.
We think your questions are for our 
military forum. That is special place 
where many historians and just 
collectors meet each other to talk 
about military history!  We think that 
is right place for you!  You can post 
all questions  on our Military Forum 
and our friends-collectors will be glad 
to help you!  All you need to do is 
register first. 
Military Forum: http://warrelics.eu/
forum/
Thanks!
 
With best regards,
Aleks and Dmitri
 

The Laslo Boniek Emails
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from laslo boniek <lasloboniekpc@
googlemail.com>
to Espenlaub Militaria info@
aboutww�militaria.com
date Wed, Mar �5, �009 at �:0� PM

Subject Re: Historical rhetorical 
question

Dear Alexs and the Dmitri,
 
There not enough day in week to be 
signing up to forum to do the talkings 
to Internuts. Can you not give me 
definitive answer? Maybe you post 
question on forum and be asking the 
military men experts to tell me I right 
and Korky wrong?
 
I tell you, I think my argument so water 
tight it never need to buy incontinent 
pants. I think the Hitler cotton on to 
my thought process and he draw similar 
conclusionsims. He understand that in 
order to do the conquering he have to 
make himself more like clown, like the 
Ronald McDoneup, to be winning the 
heart and the mind of the peopling. 
Why else he have the funny Charlie the 
Chaplin moustache? Eh? He dressing like 
clown!
 
Further evidence be this: Ronald 
McDoneup is cooking burgers, right. He 
clown that cook. In UK country right 
now there many clowns who cook and 
they take over tv airwaves and all 
media and they be fixing the wrongings 
and telling everyone what to do, where 
to shop, what to buy, how to think and 
most impotently, to buy their book and 
DVD’s NOW! They in complete control 
of UK country right now and what they 
say go.
 
So, I put it to you and your experts 
that man not need gun, rocket or bomb 

to conquer, he just need frying pan, 
oversize shoes, red nose, make up and 
flower that squirt water? Oh, and car 
that fall apart.  
 
Thanking you in much 
addvancementings,
 
Laslo.

from Espenlaub Militaria <info@
aboutww�militaria.com>
to laslo boniek lasloboniekpc@
googlemail.com
date Wed, Mar �5, �009 at �:�5 PM

Subject Re: Historical rhetorical 
question

Hello!
 
Sorry, we also do not have free time for 
that.  And we simply do not know the 
right answer.
Best way if you will find time to post all 
your questions on the forum.
Thanks!
 
With best regards,  
Aleks and Dmitri

from laslo boniek <lasloboniekpc@
googlemail.com>
to Espenlaub Militaria <info@
aboutww�militaria.com>
date Wed, Mar �5, �009 at 4:4� PM

Subject Re: Historical rhetorical 
question

Dear Aleks and the Dmitri,
 
If only we had time machine to switch 
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on and give more time. Oh woe. Could 
you not guess or just say ‘you right 
and Korky an idiot with bad hair and a 
desperate need for a dentist and plastic 
surgeon who can do the personality 
transplant, because he not know what 
he do the talking about and we think he 
has the same intelligence going on his 
noggin as a very stupid headgehog’? 

Can you say that for me? It be help to 
me if you can, I desperate as Korky and 
I make bet. I tell him that I speak with 
experts and he say that if I right he give 
me £�00 and if I wrong I give him the 
£�00. 
 
If you not have definitive answer, can 
I just take opinion? Do you think the 
Hitler and the Napoleon would have 
been more successful if they do less of 
the killing and more of the slapstick 
gags and cooking?
 
Thanking you in advancementings,
 
Laslo.

from Espenlaub Militaria info@
aboutww�militaria.com
to laslo boniek lasloboniekpc@
googlemail.com
date Wed, Mar �5, �009 at 6:44 PM

Subject Re: Historical rhetorical 
question

Hello!
 
We can’t help you. Sorry, but we do not 
have any answer to your question and 
do not have any opinion.
 
Sorry again.
 
With best regards,  
Aleks and Dmitri

from laslo boniek lasloboniekpc@
googlemail.com
to Espenlaub Militaria <info@
aboutww�militaria.com>
date Thu, Mar �6, �009 at �0:�9 AM

Subject Re: Historical rhetorical 
question

Dear Aleks and the Dmitri,

Would you have opinion if I share the 
£�00 winnings from Korky with you?  
 
Thanking you for much time and 
patience, 
 
Laslo
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�4 April �945
If once more at the dining table the 
Fuhrer invites me to pull upon his 
finger, I swear I will bide my time and 
wait for an opportunity to blow his 
brains out and make it look like suicide 
– like the war has become too much for 
him to take. His flatulence is as childish 
as it is extreme. He makes no apologies 
for it and never attempts to hide it. 
He just does it in front of you and 
then laughs uproariously, and so do the 
others, and so do I, as I am forced to 
laugh like it is oh so funny, because I am 
too scared to say or do anything else. 
The others think it is hilarious. They 
think he is hilarious. The sycophants. 
I feel ashamed and embarrassed. With 
the war at such a delicate stage for 
us, paranoia is rife, and in this restless 
company I fear not fitting in the most. 
So for the moment I act like them, but 
my time will come.

�8 April �945
With each passing day in the bunker his 
pride in this extraordinary ability of his 
to break wind increases. He considers 
it a gift. I consider it a curse and blame 
his vegetarian diet. When he erupts it 
is so loud I am momentarily taken back 
to my time at the front. Whenever he 
lets rip I instinctively make for cover, a 
reaction that delights him no end. My 
reaction, which no one but me seems 
to tire of, is the probable reason why 
he keeps specifically targeting me with 
what he calls his ‘bum bombs’. He 
is using me as his straight man. The 
whole business is playing havoc with 
my nerves. I haven’t even mentioned 
just how eye-wateringly appalling his 
bottom blasts smell. I cannot bring 
myself to write about this. There are 
certain things you don’t want to be 
reminded of.

If once more at the 
dining table the 
Fuhrer invites me to 
pull	upon	his	finger...
by Joe Crosby 

Illustration by Tom Lowles

After outbidding illustrious competition for the rights, we are proud to bring 
you	extracts	from	the	recently	found	diary	of	an	unnamed	SS	officer	who	was	
in the bunker during the last days of the mad moustachioed one. Translation by 
Harry Critchner. 
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�� April �945
The irony of being trapped twenty-
four-seven in a bunker complaining 
into my diary about the gas this man 
is producing is not lost on me. It 
does seem a little trivial compared 
to the terrible atrocities we have 
wreaked, and as the enemy encircle us, 
apprehension grows amongst the staff 
as to our fate. There is a realisation 
developing that we might not win this 
war. Tonight’s meal was reaching a 
crucial stage where discussion was at 
its most critical. How do we delay the 
advancing English and Americans in the 
west and the Russians coming in from 
the east? That is if delaying them is the 
best strategy? Perhaps the right course 
of action would be to flee now? Then 
as straight as you like he bangs his fists 
down on the table and asks if that was 
enemy shelling he could hear. None of 
us heard a thing so we all begin cocking 
our ears and listening in earnest. He 
looks concerned and asks once more 
if we can hear it? No. Still listening 
we shook our heads. Then from his 
backside comes a noise that not even 
a dozen sticks of dynamite could 
make. “There it is again!” he says, and 
dissolves into laughter.

�9 April �945
I fear the Fuhrer is becoming distracted 
by the capabilities of his backside. He is 
no longer concentrating on what needs 
to be done, but is simply spending all 
of his time working out new gags based 
around the activities and goings on 
of his arse. It is distracting the rest. 
They are getting in on the act and he is 
happy to share the stage with them, as 
long as he remains the constant centre 
of attention, that is. Like him, these 
imbeciles lack the grace and timing of 
good comedians. I waited for them to 
exhaust their repertoire. The funniest 
of which was when one of his stooges 
said this was now the ‘Farterland’ and 
that he had a ‘Naz-sty ass’ – a joke 
that works better when spoken than 
written. I waited for all this second rate 
fare to pass and, if you will excuse the 
pun, I trumped them all by standing 
up and applauding and saying in a 
loud announcer’s voice, “Ladies and 
gentlemen, I give you Herr Shitler the 
Swastinka.” This broke everyone up and 
the Fuhrer came over and put a friendly 
arm round me. I was expecting a telling 
off for showing him up and stealing the 
show, but instead, and very much to my 
disgust (has he forgotten about the war 
altogether?), he told me that once the 
war was settled we’d be the new the 
Abbot and Costello. 
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The three of us drifted together after 
the first couple of days. Other recruits 
were there to be good soldiers, but we 
were different from them and different 
from each other. Mike, �5, eight years 
older than the rest, already had plenty 
of life experience under his belt. A few 
weeks before joining, he’d split from 
his fiancé and figured signing up would 
be the best thing he could do next. 

In those early days when we were all 
strangers, we enjoyed listening to 
Mike’s stories. In every one he’d portray 
himself as the victim of a universal 
conspiracy. He’d tell us about various 
jobs he’d worked. How he always 
managed to find a good thing, bend 
the system to his own advantage and 
then stuff it up and get himself fired 
– through no fault of his own, of course, 
and we would laugh at his outrage at it 
all and the injustice he felt he’d been 
dealt. Never once did he admit that 
any of it was his own fault, and what 
was remarkable, was how when his 
luck was down he always came out at 
an even greater advantage. In our new 
surroundings his stories put us at ease 
and calmed our fears.  

Mike had travelled, too. He’d been 
around the world several times, so 

he said, and he’d tell us about his 
misadventures in those places and the 
trouble he found. The way he tells it, in 
his laid back casual slur, you’d think he 
actually played no active part in his life 
and that he was just a casual observer 
being swept along by fate for the ride. 
He is, or so he says, and so it seems, 
governed by whim and whatever takes 
his fancy at that particular point in 
time, and that is why he joined up.

Mike is lucky, no doubt about it. In 
all his stories, no matter how bad his 
situation is, he always triumphs, and 
in a stylish way too, with quirks of 
coincidence that help him out so often 
that you begin to suspect he is being 
cared for by someone above. Or that he 
is lying. Then as you get to know him 
and see how he operates, you see it in 
action, this strange force he has, and 
you start believing he is charmed. We 
all felt that as long as we were near 
Mike everything would be okay and that 
some of his luck would rub off on us.
 
I joined because the army sounded a 
much better place than where I was. 
Not that where I lived was bad, but I 
could see my whole life mapped out 
ahead if I’d stayed: Work in one of the 
factories on the edge of town, drink, 

The way cards are 
stacked
by Roland Rock

Illustration by Alice Strutt
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fight, perhaps marry one of the local 
girls, maybe even get a promotion, 
that’s if someone dies or retires first, 
and one day raise kids who grow up 
despising me for introducing them to 
this life, and then grow old, fat and sit 
back and wait for it to come. 

This vision of the future was crystal 
clear. I didn’t even need to close 
my eyes to see it, because it’s what 
happens to all the men in Thuronoch. 
They say before you die you see your 
whole life flash before your eyes, so 
the fact I could see my life on the faces 
of the men of Thuronoch I took as a 
warning to get the hell out!

I was up for anything but home, and 
the army offered experience and 
opportunity. I had no idea what it would 
be properly like.

What can I say about Private Dave 
Phillips? This comic book, graphic novel-
reading super hero obsessive wanted 
nothing more than to be a good soldier. 
He tried to fit in with the others first, 
but it did not work out. They rejected 
him and it might have been that, or the 
idea that he might have looked better 
in the eyes of others if compared to 
Mike and I, that caused him to inflict 
himself upon us. 

We were simply too nice to tell him 
to go away. We felt responsible. If we 
rejected him he would be in this alone. 
This was no place to be alone. So we 
tolerated his obscene nature. We were 
sickened by the way he would spot 
someone of the opposite sex and leer 
after her, all the while saying: “Heads 
up. Bird,” in a nasally London accent 
that had the unfortunate effect for him 

and us of making almost everything 
he said sound sleazy. On days off he 
would tag along and you’d be speaking 
with a girl in a club, telling her that 
soon you’d be shipping out to Iraq 
or Afghanistan, hoping to get some 
sympathetic action from her, and he 
would walk over and say something and 
she would walk off, not looking back. 

He had this disturbing habit of talking 
about masturbation and at the same 
time gripping his cheek with his thumb 
and index finger and pulling at it, up 
and down vigorously, which made this 
horrible squelching sound come out 
from his mouth. When he did this you 
felt violated in some way.

When going out, Dave went through a 
stage of sitting on his own in the corner. 
His theory was women would come 
over to see if he was okay, but they 
continued ignoring him and at least 
it got him out of our hair for a while. 
Mike, Ray and I thought that if we could 
get Dave laid he would change – for 
the better. We paid for a room and a 
woman, but when we returned later we 
found them sitting on the bed singing 
songs from the Forbidden Planet. In the 
end, Mike ended up sleeping with her 
after we let her choose which one of us 
she wanted.

One day Dave started talking about the 
kids on the base in a sexual way. Saying 
which of the children he thought were 
attractive and that he had his eye on. I 
realise now that Mike, Ray and I should 
have said something then and there, 
we should have told Dave it was wrong 
to talk like that, but we kept quiet and 
discussed it between ourselves later 
on. We couldn’t report him, because 
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he’d not done anything wrong, only 
said some words, and what if we were 
misunderstanding him, even though 
we didn’t think that was the case? We 
didn’t know what to do, so agreed to 
watch him.  

Then for some reason one night we 
started letting him win at poker. I’m 
not sure why we did this, we just did, 
and letting him win our money made us 
laugh and made him better company. 
We kept fixing the cards for him. We 
made it so that when he needed a 
card he would simply have to ask for 
the card and lo and behold he would 
receive that card, or if not the one he 
asked for, another card of equal value 
that still meant he won the hand. 

We said he had a gift, and he wanted 
to show the rest of the guys. They 
gathered round. We dealt the cards, 
and in a deadpan way fixed them so 
they could see our tampering with the 
deck, and they stared at us like we 
were winding them up. When Dave won 
he looked at their stunned faces and 
took it that they were looking at him in 
awe and not at us as all in a way that 
asked ‘are you lot for real?’ 

When they twigged on that Dave was 
not joking, that he believed he was 
working poker miracles, they instantly 
bought into the joke and began losing 
their money to him as well. We made 
him go outside the building and run 
around it whilst we fixed cards for him, 
and he never once, no matter how 
ridiculous his winning got, thought we 
might be setting him up. 

He made us take a deck of cards to 
clubs so he could show girls his gift. 

Once, in my best small town way, I 
started pleading with Dave to stop, 
saying what he was doing wasn’t right 
and that he was messing with forces he 
did not understand and that I didn’t like 
it. It was like something out of one of 
his comics, and he took delight in this, 
my acting strengthening his own belief. 
I even caught him talking on the phone 
to his parents one evening, telling them 
that at last he had found something he 
was good at - poker. 

Like so many of his comic book heroes, 
Private Dave Phillips had discovered 
his super power. This gave me an idea 
that I discussed with Mike and Ray. We 
had tried changing Dave once, what if 
we tried again? Only this time set our 
sights a little higher? Despite some of 
the questionable things Dave said about 
children, none of us thought he was 
evil, we just thought he was wrong, so, 
what if we could trigger his good side? 
What if we convinced him he was God? 
At the time it seemed like the right 
thing to do.

So we set about making Dave think he 
was God. We involved the other guys as 
well, but didn’t tell them it was part of 
a greater plan. We sold it to them by 
saying the goal was to get Dave to lose 
a month’s pay at a casino, for him to 
think he is so blessed he can’t go wrong 
and then for him to blow the lot. 

We started by getting Dave to guess the 
next song on the radio, and he would 
do it. Okay, the song he guessed might 
not have been the very next song, but 
his guess was played quickly enough for 
us to turn around and give him funny 
looks and tell him how his powers were 
growing. There is no miracle in guessing 
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what Radio � will play next. When you 
listen to it often, like we did in our 
downtime, you start to fall in sync with 
it and know what is coming. 

We set up other one-off pranks 
that made him look a hero, or like 
something miraculous happened 
because of him. By building him up, 
he began talking less about sex and 
more about himself and where the 
boundaries of his power lay. I must 
admit, sometimes Dave would ask for 
something, or say something, and none 
of us would have power to make it 
happen, but it happened anyway, and 
on these weird occasions we wondered 
if someone somewhere was pranking us. 
It was spooky.

We persuaded the rest of the guys to 
get their friends and families to write 
to Dave, telling him they were either 
a medium, spiritualist, clairvoyant, or 
had a dream or so on, and that they 
had a vision, or a visitor, or a voice, 
etc, that told them Dave was the son of 
God, that he had been placed here to 
do good, to bring peace and harmony 
to all nations. The letters were to be 
written in their own words, so each one 
would be unique, but they would all 
pretty much say the same thing, and 
they explained to Dave that he might 
have begun experiencing a sensation of 
having mystical powers, and for him not 
be afraid but accept them and let them 
develop.

Dave didn’t mention the letters at first. 
He waited till he had a stack of them 
that had arrived from all parts of the 
British Isles and a couple from abroad. 
He said he didn’t believe it, but he 
couldn’t explain the letters and what 

they said either. He laughed at the 
letters, said they were absurd, but then 
he said things had been happening to 
him lately that didn’t make sense and 
wondered if there might be something 
in it.

It was surreal, here we were training 
to be soldiers, but we were still playing 
childish games, and then news came 
through of our deployment. Everything 
went serious. We were being sent to a 
place known in the service as The Oven, 
on account of the temperature and 
enemy activity being so hot. The Oven 
is a remote camp based in a region of 
the Helmand province in Afghanistan, 
and it is under continuous attack from 
either the Taliban or warlords and drug 
barons.

We didn’t think The Oven would be 
as bad as reports suggested, not even 
when we saw the dead and injured 
arriving home on the planes that would 
carry us out to Afghanistan. We didn’t 
imagine that could happen to us, but 
we were still nervous. 

On the helicopter ride from the main 
British base in Helmand to our outpost 
we tried playing cards. Dave was 
winning, as usual, but it wasn’t the 
same, it didn’t seem right, none of us 
seemed into it, so after a few hands we 
stopped and fell silent. Not wanting to 
see the other guys’ faces I stared out 
the window at the dry desert scenery.
  
When the helicopter attempted to land 
we were ambushed. Taliban fighters 
wait to attack new recruits who arrive, 
because new recruits are young, 
inexperienced, confused, frightened 
and vulnerable, and that is exactly how 
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I felt when the shooting started. Our 
support helicopters responded with fire 
of their own. I scrambled off the copter 
and without trying to find my bearings 
I ditched my baggage and made for the 
nearest cover.

Minutes later when the helicopter we 
arrived on tried to take off it was hit 
with a rocket that peeled off its left 
side. The pilots bailed, jumped for 
their lives from what seemed to be a 
huge distance from the ground amid 
all the gun fire, and the copter swung 
viciously, landing on its side with flames 
streaking out and turning its green 
paintwork black. 

We had been warned to expect an 
attack and I began shooting my rifle 
at the direction I thought the Taliban 
fighters were hiding. Eventually the 
fighting slowed, and for the first time 
I became aware of the desert heat. I 
took a drink of water from my canteen. 
I squinted through the aftermath of 
combat. I saw a few familiar faces 
and new, dirty battle-hardened ones 
belonging to guys not much older than 
myself. 

The fight was over. I came out from 
my cover and went to where Mike, Ray 
and a few other guys were standing. 
They were in a circle looking down at 
something. It was Dave, or at least 
what was left of Dave. Splinters of bone 
poked out through his torn skin, blood 
that an hour ago was pumping around 
his healthy body was now congealing 
under the hot Afghan sun. Upon seeing 
Dave I instantly put my hand to my face 
and rubbed my temples and eyes and 
said ‘Jesus’ a couple of times. I felt 
sick.

What had happened was Mike, Dave and 
a couple of others were pinned down 
by enemy fire when a grenade landed 
between them. Mike spotted it, but he 
was not the first. Dave had seen it drop 
and decided to leap on the grenade and 
cover it with his body. It blew him apart 
but he saved the lives of five others, 
including Mike. Dave was posthumously 
awarded the St George’s Cross, he 
had become a good soldier, just like 
he wanted to be, but I still don’t 
understand why he did what he did.

Somehow Mike, Ray and I came through 
The Oven, but Dave’s death lingered 
over me for the entire time, it still 
does. At first I had a real urge to write 
to his parents and get things off my 
chest, but I didn’t know how to say 
what I wanted to. Most nights I lay 
awake looking at his twisted body in 
my mind, inspecting every gory detail, 
believing that no human being deserves 
what happened to Dave, and I would 
wonder if he really thought he was 
God? Did he think he could survive 
the grenade? What Dave did took real 
courage, but had we given him the 
courage by punishing him for talking 
about children the way he did? By 
making him think he was like one of his 
comic book heroes? Was what happened 
just part of Mike’s cosmic luck, another 
unbelievable story to tell about the 
Universe taking care of him? As the days 
passed and the more I felt guilty about 
their son’s death, the less I wanted to 
write that letter.
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