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The  Facilitator 
 
 
She is known only as The Facilitator. You may hate and 
love her at the same time: it doesn’t matter.  When she 
calls you to take part in her virtual scenarios, you can’t 
refuse. She has the power to send you where you’ve 
never wanted to go. You have to enter other people’s 
minds – and learn how to survive there. We are in a time 
of crisis.  Those who are called need to collaborate to find 
the ultimate solution. After all, the future of the universe is 
in your own imagination. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The story and characters are fictional but the scenarios 
draw upon the Iraq war and its fallout (2002-2007) along 
with some of the news reporting of this period relating to 
real people and events. Acknowledgements and other 
references are found at the end of the novel.  
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“Blessed are the peacemakers”
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Day One:  Arrival 
 
The jeep dropped me outside the metal silo. The waiting 
guard stood to attention while I lifted my bag down.  
 
“Good luck, ma’am,” said the driver with a brief salute. 
Sand spurted from beneath the tyres as he left me there, 
stranded, in the dry wind on the empty plain.  
 
“Special Conscript 33,” I said to the guard, showing my 
pass.  
 
“Yes, ma’am!” he replied. “Please take the elevator to the 
third level.” 
 
The metal door opened at the touch of a remote control 
and closed behind me. It was cool inside but I would have 
preferred to be back out under the sun. I passed through 
the metal detector without incident. When I pressed the 
elevator button, a disembodied voice said: “Going down.” 
Down? My sense of claustrophobia went up. 
 
At the bottom I as greeted by another soldier who 
showed me where to leave my bag – it was a functional 
enough bedroom with all the facilities.  
 
“I’ll wait outside, ma’am, if you’d like to wash your hands,” 
he said delicately.  
 
I washed my face and glanced into the mirror. You 
couldn’t tell I was nervous. I pulled down my camouflage 
shirt and brushed dust off the epaulettes. I wasn’t used to 
wearing uniform: it looked good but it didn’t feel like me.  
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As I emerged into the corridor, the soldier stood to 
attention. “Ma’am!” (In a way I liked this but would I ever 
get used to it?) “The rest of the group are waiting in the 
scenario room.” 
 
I walked with him round the corner, we took a left, then a 
right, another right - it all looked the same, blank walls, 
metal doors, how would I find my way back to sleep? 
 
He showed me into a room dominated by the huge tele-
screen on the far wall. There were four other people 
seated around a large polished conference table and I 
murmured some kind of a greeting as I joined them. They 
murmured back. Three men, another woman. There 
wasn’t any eye contact. I really didn’t want to be there, 
but it was clear nobody did.   
 
I picked up a pencil and began to doodle on the notepad 
that had been provided at my place. But almost 
immediately another door opened. In came a tall woman 
in a long striped robe. Could it be the Dreamcoat? 
 
“I am The Facilitator,” she said, not severely but without 
smiling. “Welcome.” She held up her hand as two of the 
men rose. “Please,” she said. “No formality. I’m not an 
officer and you don’t need to call me ma’am.” 
 
What a relief. 
 
“Let me explain why you are here and what we are going 
to do,” she continued. “Firstly, you have all been chosen 
because in one way or other you stepped out of line, you 
thought outside the box…”  
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She went round the group in turn, starting with the big 
black guy.  
 
“You’re a high-ranking army officer, who disobeyed an 
order to attack, because you judged the potential loss of 
life would not achieve the stated military objective…” 
 
His face remained impassive, the archetypal well-
defended male; at least he looked at home in the desert 
combat gear. 
 
The Facilitator motioned in my direction. “You’re an 
interpreter, who divulged the content of confidential 
communications, because you thought the public had a 
right to know…” 
 
I nodded. I had nothing to be ashamed of. In fact, I hadn’t 
even lost my job. The general shot a glance at me and 
then froze again. 
 
With a slight gesture, she engaged the next participant: a 
frail elderly man wearing the black and white Muslim 
headscarf.  
 
“You’re a priest who preached against the suicide 
bombers being trained in your temple…”  
 
He clasped his hands as if in prayer and bowed his head. 
 
As The Facilitator moved on, I looked more closely at the 
person with the shape-shifting face. “You’re a leading 
politician…” (I grunted – of course, it was obvious!) “… 
who came clean about illegal arms sales to enemy 
governments…” 
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“I had to!” he confirmed hurriedly, casting a nervous smile 
around the room without actually catching anyone’s eye. 
 
The last member of the group was the young woman with 
wild hair and large glasses.  “And you’re an academic 
who queried the dominant paradigm on masculinity and 
violence…” 
 
“Logic dictates…” she mumbled, clearly erudite but 
unintelligible. The male contingent stirred uncomfortably.  
 
“You all know we are in a time of crisis,” continued The 
Facilitator. “There is only war. Every day it gets worse. 
We have lost any way of controlling it: no matter what 
strategies we use, we gain no respite, no positive 
outcome. Here’s the latest…”  
 
With the flick of a switch, she projected a newsreel onto 
the large screen in front of us. It seemed to be a fast-
forwarded version - or perhaps a montage - as the 
images flashed past. Although I was sure I had seen 
them all before, their velocity now had a heightened 
impact: I began to get dizzy, I felt sick and afraid. 
 
Then the pace slowed so we could hear the commentary 
and follow the story. This one was a common enough 
scenario: self-styled liberation troops driving further into 
designated hostile territory in a so-called attempt to bring 
peace and democracy to those judged by outsiders as 
the oppressed.  
 
But it just creates more conflict in the east. 
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“It’s a tough job for the occupying forces,” says the 
reporter. “Not only do they have to confront the regular 
army of the dictator, there are also unpredictable pockets 
of armed militia belonging to any number of different 
political or religious factions – and there’s even 
resistance from ordinary citizens… Where our boys 
thought they would be welcomed with open arms, they’re, 
well, greeted with open fire.” 
 
In fact, in this case, a homemade device had wiped out 
four nineteen-year-old recruits: we saw the photographs 
of three young British soldiers and a picture of the fourth 
youth who had carried and detonated the bomb.    
 
The screen flickered slightly as The Facilitator zapped the 
remote and we were (all of us ill at ease so far as I could 
sense it) dipped into another report.  
 
“Levels of government instituted violence are rising 
here… there is a sense of powerlessness among the 
population, who have lost their right to peaceful protest – 
and even their right to gather together in small groups for 
any kind of discussion… threatened by police brutality, 
imprisonment without charge, torture… Nevertheless, 
neighbouring states have been reluctant to condemn the 
president and have shunned the notion of outside 
intervention…” 
 
Of course, the south doesn’t want to risk a repeat of the 
west taking control again. 
 
Another click and we switch to the official chamber where 
a number of world representatives take up entrenched 
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positions, impotently batting war and peace back and 
forth at each other across the table. 
 
Summit diplomacy. 
 
“The council failed to arrive at a resolution but have 
agreed to send a four-person commission to the region 
and then will reconvene next month to consider the 
evidence.” 
 
The Facilitator pressed the off button. Making no 
comment and keeping her face expressionless, she 
brushed down the dream-coat and resumed her own 
exposition. 
 
“In this room we bring together individuals we think may 
be able to find new solutions. You are all conscripts but 
we hope you will play the game willingly…” 
 
“What is the game?” I asked somewhat impatiently. The 
Facilitator smiled.  
 
“We work with different virtual scenarios,” she replied, 
pointing a long finger at the screen. “They’re based on 
real situations – like the ones we’ve just watched. With 
these headsets…” she picked up one that lay on the 
table “… you can enter the game and influence its 
outcome…” 
 
Oh come on! 
 
“But you have to work together…” 
 
Well, I guessed as much! 
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“Each time you enter the game, a new person takes the 
lead…” 
 
Oh great… 
 
“…And to help that person, you have to enter their 
mind…” 
 
Yeeugh! 
 
“When it’s your turn to lead, the others will be inside your 
head…” 
 
Yeeugh! Yeeugh! You cannot be serious! 
 
“The rationale being that, in order to solve a complex 
problem, we need to be able to understand the 
motivations of the people we are dealing with.”  
 
The rest of us around the table were still avoiding each 
other’s gaze. I flicked my pencil too wildly and it rolled 
away from me. The general caught it with a smooth 
gesture and, as he handed it back, we exchanged a 
quizzical glance.    
 
“But let’s leave the main agenda for a moment,” said The 
Facilitator with a flourish. “Let’s do an ice-breaking 
activity, get to know each other a little.” 
 
Oh no, I squirmed, I hate these. 
 
She switched on the screen (now blank) and held out the 
headsets. “Just to get you used to the technology, I’d like 
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you to project the place you’d really like to be right now, 
that special place you keep in your mind…” 
 
Don’t give too much away, make it generic, just make it 
up… 
 
Again we went round the magic circle. 
 
Three cute little kids were gathered in a large garden with 
their mother, a smart willowy lady in a sexy sundress, 
laughing as their dad chased a live turkey over the new-
mown lawn and into the bushes. I looked sideways at the 
general: the warmth of the family occasion took me by 
surprise. 
 
“Hang in there, honey,” called the perfect wife, “otherwise 
it’s hamburgers for Thanksgiving supper!”  
 
“Huh-huh,” said The Facilitator. 
 
“Nice place,” I murmured to the general, stalling for time.  
 
“Your turn,” she said. 
 
It was the most clichéd picture I could think of: white 
sand, waving palm trees, emerald ocean. And a younger, 
slender me, sitting with my back to the camera at a tiny 
beach bar, sipping a long cool drink and looking out to 
sea. Nothing but the sound of the waves breaking on the 
shore, the soft touch of the breeze on naked skin and the 
taste of coconut.  
 
“That’s Hawaii?” asked The Facilitator. 
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“Honolulu beach, “ I replied without thinking, then 
grimaced.  
 
“I could dig that,” murmured the general.  
 
The old priest closed his eyes and the peaceful scene 
dissolved into a multitude… Thousands upon thousands 
of pilgrims, men, women and children, we trudged slowly 
but steadily along the winding road that led upwards to 
the minaret. But though the way was arduous, we 
journeyed with a sense of hope and anticipation. 
 
“The haj,” he told us simply. 
 
There was another crowd, people wearing rosettes: with 
the politician we stood on a platform, at a podium, 
beaming confidently out at them and they were cheering. 
Excitedly he was clutching his wife’s arm, as she stood 
close beside us. We were all bathed in success, self-
satisfaction and… love.  
 
“Huh-huh,” said the Facilitator. 
 
Then, as the young professor scowled at the screen, we 
had a completely different projection. Some kind of binary 
theoretical model, heavily annotated…  
 
Wow! I thought, the only place she wants to be in her 
mind is – in her mind! 
 
The model itself faded until we all began to flounder in 
nothing but handwritten labels. 
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“Actually, “ confessed the professor, “I can’t think in 
pictures, only words.” 
 
Jeez!! 
 
The Facilitator was speaking again. “We never use our 
own names in the scenarios. It’s too personal. So we’ll 
use these special images to give ourselves nicknames…” 
 
What’s all this ‘we’ business? I mistrust the pronouns of 
solidarity in this kind of situation. 
 
She looked at us in turn and dictated the attendance list: 
“Thanksgiving… “ (I’m sure I felt him wince) 
“Honolulu…” (You have to be joking!) 
“Mecca…” 
“Centre Right… “ (He must have noticed me smirking) 
“Paradigm.” 
 
“And what’s your nickname?” I asked her rudely. 
 
She looked straight at me with that there’s-one-in-every-
class look. “As I said before, just call me The Facilitator.” 
 
The screen went blank and we took off our headsets.  
 
“So how did that feel?”  
 
Oh purleeze. Not more feelings… 
 
The silence became uncomfortable. 
 
“Okay,” I said, “it was scary.” 
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“Of course it was,” she replied, since I’d stated the 
obvious. “But I assure you, Honolulu, it will get easier.” 
 
I hope not, I thought savagely. 
 
“We have our duty to posterity to perform,” intoned the 
politician sanctimoniously. “You know I will not cut and 
run.” 
 
There was simply no polite answer to that, so we all 
ignored it.  
 
“Let’s take a short break now,” ordained The Facilitator. 
“And then we’ll try our first practice scenario. The canteen 
is just down the corridor on the left.”  
 
We rose cautiously to our feet and straggled out of the 
classroom. There was no sense of night or day, down 
here, just the soft metallic wall lighting. The professor 
came level with me as we entered the cafeteria. 
 
“This is quite strange, “ she murmured, frowning. “It’s not 
what I expected.” 
 
“Well, believe me,” I said dryly, “I’ve been through this 
movie before. Nothing’s going to change because of it.” 
 
“The process doesn’t seem very rigorous,” she continued. 
“And I’m not sure what those headsets are about… Are 
they supposed to enhance the sound?” 
 
“You didn’t feel anything?” I asked in astonishment. She 
shook her head.  
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“Oh, is that what’s supposed to happen?” she scowled. “I 
wondered why you said it was scary.” 
 
She giggled a little as we took drinks from the counter. 
“Those names are such a funny idea. But I quite like 
mine!” 
 
I shook her off and went to sit by myself in the corner. I 
hated my new name. But that was nothing compared to 
how much I loathed The Facilitator.  
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Day One:  Occupation   
 
We filed back and sat in the same places, as people do. 
The newsreel was already playing and we saw almost a 
mirror image of our own situation - the well-defended 
bunker in the desert, at a safe distance from the actual 
theatre of war - where the world’s media representatives 
awaited breaking news from the military spokesperson.  
 
Young and handsome, immediately recognisable, behind 
him a huge interactive map projection and with the latest 
technology to hand, he made his presentation: 
 
“Here we can see the relevant arenas,” and he indicated 
them in turn with a remote arrow. “The routes to the main 
target, the capital, from the south, the north and the west; 
the oil fields which need to be safeguarded, here in the 
north-west and south-east; the friendly towns to be 
garrisoned… Here’s an example of the aerial bombing 
techniques being employed,” he continued smoothly. 
“This photograph was taken before the attack, this one 
afterwards. You can see the smart bombs target only 
buildings not civilians…”  
 
I can’t see any such thing. The pictures are meaningless! 
 
As the brigadier came to a close, an arsenal of arms shot 
up from the media ranks and questions were fired at him 
in rapid succession.  
 
Q “The timescale for securing the capital seems to have 
slipped a long way beyond what was initially predicted. 
Can you help to explain that?” 
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A “The exact roll-out of a military campaign on the ground 
is subject to local circumstances which cannot always be 
predicted…  One issue here has been the wide-scale 
deployment of national troops in attack rather than 
defence mode.” 
 
Q “But the invasion was supposedly based on up-to-the-
minute detailed intelligence of enemy capacity – and 
general morale of the population?” 
 
A “Precise response is difficult to assess beforehand…” 
 
Q “The so-called shock-n-awe tactic hasn’t had the 
impact initially envisaged by the secretary of state?” 
 
A  “Again, I’d have to say that reactions on the ground 
can go contrary to our own expectations.”  
 
At the opposite side of the table, our imam was becoming 
increasingly agitated. It was as if I could hear him 
thinking: Did anyone even attempt to look at the invasion 
from our perspective? 
 
Q “General, might it be true to say that there has been a 
difference in judgement between the political and the 
military command?” 
 
A “No, clearly I’m not saying that.” 
 
Q “You refer to these other towns as friendly, but they are 
still to be officially entered by the army. What’s the 
reason for the delay?” 
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A “There are still pockets of resistance which we wish to 
neutralise before risking our troops…” 
 
Q “How soon do you anticipate successfully completing 
the occupation of the capital?”  
 
A “We’re not at liberty to give out more specific 
information because this may prejudice our field 
operations. And I’m afraid that’s all the news we have for 
you this morning.” 
 
The bulletin came to an abrupt end and the disgruntled 
journalists began to clear the bunker. At our end, it 
seemed as if each of us also had some bitter protest to 
mutter but The Facilitator stayed us with a gesture.  
 
“So,” she said, switching to a clear screen, “we’ll start 
with a simple scenario…” She picked up the dreaded 
headphones again and we all reached reluctantly for our 
own, “… to develop team-working.” 
 
But I don’t want to work with these people! 
 
“I’m going to ask Thanksgiving to lead this one, as it’s a 
military scenario…” 
 
Oh Christ. Oh no! 
 
“Just see how it goes, Honolulu,” she suggested quietly in 
my ear. 
 
I shivered. She was already inside my head! 
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The screen flickered and we were there, in single file, 
walking along a rough track on the edge of a mountain, 
where the dense vegetation fell away from us into the 
valley…  
 
I was wearing army boots and the great thing was, I could 
march as fast as I wanted and not feel tired! The general 
was just ahead of me, setting the pace. He moved quickly 
and gracefully (despite his size) and I realised he was 
carrying me along: it was at his pace I moved. His eyes 
darted everywhere, automatically picking up details of the 
terrain, noting the opening out of the road. 
 
“We’re exposed here,” he muttered, “we need to get back 
into cover.” 
 
I felt myself inside a highly disciplined mind, with finely 
trained reactions, capable of spontaneous planning, 
weighing up the options… 
 
“You can’t go back,” warned The Facilitator, “the enemy 
are following you.” 
 
… instant obedience, no questioning, change of plan… 
 
“You’re crowding me, Honolulu,” said the general, 
shaking me off somewhat roughly. I took a step 
backwards in alarm.  
 
“Sorry,” I muttered. How had that happened? I was 
playing the game after all! 
 
“You see, it’s easy,” she whispered. “But you have to 
think with him, not of him.” 
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Mentally I glanced behind. But I was still there, in his 
mind, so I wasn’t sure who actually looked.  
 
Mecca was keeping pace with us: I began to feel his 
presence, though it wasn’t intrusive. The other two were 
in difficulties. The rest of the brigade had passed them on 
the track and they were stranded. The politician was 
sweating and his face had turned grey. Paradigm looked 
merely puzzled. 
 
Below them we saw the red caps of the enemy, bobbing 
up and down in single file, still far enough away but in 
determined pursuit.  
 
I couldn’t help myself. “Just relax!” I yelled out 
impatiently. “Just think of nothing. He’ll carry you, if you 
let him!” 
 
“Jesus, you don’t need to shout,” snapped the general. “I 
don’t want a drill sergeant in here with me.” 
 
The Facilitator, damn her, chuckled. 
 
The general was in a dilemma. His training told him to get 
the rest of us the hell out of there... 
 
“But you can’t lead if people won’t follow,” I reasoned 
(quietly). 
 
“You could maybe, erm, help?” he muttered. 
 
Perhaps I could. I reached out my hand. “Paradigm,” I 
called softly. “Can you feel me?” 
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“I can hear you,” she answered dubiously, from a 
distance. “Ugh!” she shuddered. “You touched my mind! 
Ugh! I think I’m going to be sick!” 
 
Oh God, what am I doing? 
 
 “Are you all right?” I asked anxiously, loosening my grip. 
To my relief she giggled. 
 
“It’s OK,” she said, clasping my hand. “I think it was just 
excitement. Hold on.” And then she was with us, keeping 
pace with Mecca.  
 
“I think I can carry her now,” he told me. 
 
I turned again for the politician. “He’s too far away now,” 
thought Thanksgiving. 
 
“He’s no use to us anyway,” I replied. 
 
There was a swirl of anger. 
 
“You don’t have the right to make that decision!” said The 
Facilitator. I flushed all over. There was a sudden surge 
of power and the politician was there right behind Mecca, 
bringing up the rear. 
 
“You’re carrying him!” I accused The Facilitator. 
 
“It’s allowed,” she said. “It’s only the first practice. Stop 
fighting me!“ 
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By this time we had reached the top of the ridge and 
could see the welcome shelter of vegetation on the other 
side. Thanksgiving made a gesture for us to pause. I 
realised I was breathing heavily.  
 
“Shit,” I complained, “I’m dripping with your sweat!” 
 
“There’s some kind of dwelling,” he thought, ignoring me. 
“Looks deserted.” 
 
“But we could get surrounded there,” I said. “Wouldn’t we 
be safer in the undergrowth?” 
 
“An abandoned vehicle, 4-wheel drive,” he continued, 
pointing behind the wooden building. “Wonder if it’s 
operational?”  
 
“I recognise this place now, “ said Mecca, as he steadied 
his breathing with ours. “There’s a village further on.” 
 
“How far?” asked Thanksgiving.  
 
“Maybe four or five kilometres…” 
 
“It may already have been attacked. What else can you 
tell me?” 
 
“The trail forks before you get to the village. The right-
hand path leads away from it, down into the ravine. “ 
 
“Dangerous terrain?” demanded the general. 
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Mecca had to try and think with a soldier’s eyes. “It’s 
steep, single file only… there are caves on the cliffs… a 
lot of cover…” 
 
“Good place for an ambush?” I suggested. 
 
With a few fluent signals, Thanksgiving despatched three 
small details of soldiers, one to the building, one to the 
vehicle and the third, as they preceded us at a jog down 
the main track, I assumed to the ravine. 
 
“No, to the village,” he corrected me as we picked up the 
pace. “I want to keep the options open.”  
 
“Paradigm!” I said, suddenly realising I had forgotten her, 
“ are you OK?” 
 
“Yes, I’m kind of getting it now,” she told me. “But don’t 
ask me to do anything but keep up.” 
 
I became aware of a wave of panic sweeping through us. 
“We’re sitting ducks out here!” stuttered the politician. 
“They’ll be over the rise any minute!”  
 
Without thinking the general led us into the trees. “Just 
keep following the path on your left,” he told us.  
 
“How can I make decent decisions?” he muttered, “with 
all these voices in my head?” 
 
“Aren’t we here to help you?” I asked. “Isn’t that the 
whole idea?” 
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“There’s no room in the army for collaborative decision-
making,” he retorted. “Soldiers are trained to obey orders. 
Everyone has a defined function. That’s how we avoid 
being killed.” 
 
“Only if the orders are the right ones,” I pointed out.   
 
“Why don’t you just relax a little, Honolulu, and see what 
you can learn from him?” suggested The Facilitator.  
 
But this is so not me! 
 
“That is so your problem,” came the rejoinder. 
 
The soldiers from the first two details joined us at a run. 
“The jeep’s out of commission, sir,” said the sergeant, 
“but we managed to siphon off a few litres of fuel. “He 
held up a jerrican. “The place was empty, looks like some 
kind of research sub-station that hasn’t been used in a 
while. We salvaged what we could – rope, a couple water 
containers …” 
 
A small explosion shook us from behind, followed by a 
whoosh and a cry. Half turning, I caught sight of the 
forest in flames and redcaps jumping around. 
 
“Oh, and we left a little surprise for our friends, as well, 
sir,” grinned the sergeant. 
 
“Good work, men,” said Thanksgiving.  
 
A sense of relief swelled up. “Is it over now?” asked the 
politician eagerly. “Can we stop running?” 
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“That won’t hold them for long,” replied the general 
grimly, “ even if cuts down their numbers. We need to find 
an attack position as quickly as possible.” 
 
Centre Right began to panic again. Everything went hazy. 
 
“Facilitator!” I hissed. “Can’t you control him?” 
 
“Why don’t you try?” she murmured. “You’re doing well, 
you’re running free.” 
 
“But that’s not fair!” I rejoined. “I’m still learning!” 
 
“Then why not start following orders?” said the general 
through gritted teeth. 
 
“Catch!” called The Facilitator. Fear spurted. 
 
Oh shit, don’t drop him. 
 
I grabbed tight round his wrist and dragged him up. “Stop 
panicking, “ I said a little roughly. “You’re perfectly safe. 
We’re in good hands. Just stick close to me and keep 
quiet!” 
 
Breathing began to normalise again and our vision 
cleared.  
 
“The road forks up ahead,” noted Thanksgiving. And the 
third detail was already waiting there at the fork.  
 
“It’s just a hamlet, sir,” reported the corporal, “a few 
farming families, there’s no real protection for us.” 
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Best to go down the ravine… 
  
“They’ll be at the mercy of the redcaps if we leave them,” 
argued Mecca, “if the enemy take that path… And there 
won’t be mercy.” 
 
My first priority is to protect my men, thought the general.  
 
But I stumbled inside his mind and shrank down as a 
memory surfaced – a child tossed like a doll on the end of 
a bayonet, a woman being raped on the bare earth… 
 
He yanked me up by the scruff of the neck.  
 
“Don’t go there,” he warned. 
 
“But we have to go there,” said Paradigm quite distinctly, 
“if we’re to decide what’s the right thing to do.”  
 
Hang in there, girl! 
 
Thanksgiving signalled to the sergeant and sent him with 
a detail down towards the ravine, taking the rope and the 
fuel with them. The rest of us took the left fork. 
 
“Did you make yourselves known to the farmers, 
corporal?”  
 
“No, sir!” snapped the reply. “Those weren’t our orders!” 
 
Children and goats scattered as we entered the village, 
not knowing if we were friend or foe. 
 



 32 

“But what can we do here?” protested the general, for the 
first time feeling out of his depth. 
 
“Mecca, you’ll have to speak for us,” I said, stepping in.  
 
For a moment, I could sense the imam was also fading in 
confidence. The general recovered and picked up 
command again.  
 
“Tell them their families have to find somewhere to hide 
now…” 
 
While Mecca moved forward to interpret, the general 
caught me by the arm and slipped a grenade into my 
hand. Realising what it was, I almost laughed with the 
shock. You have to be joking! 
 
The politician meanwhile had become a dull ache in the 
back of my head. Has he fainted? I wondered and tried to 
forget him.  When the redcaps appeared through the 
trees, he leapt into consciousness again.  
 
“I can’t do this,” he cringed. “I’m a pacifist.”  
 
Well, so am I, I thought, putting him behind me, but no 
way I’m going to let myself be killed without a struggle! 
Still, what am I going to do? I failed over-arm throwing in 
Brownies…  
 
“Don’t forget you can do anything in virtual reality,” The 
Facilitator reminded me.  
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So I can. Taking a deep breath, I tossed the grenade like 
a pebble and watched its trajectory in slow motion before 
it landed, exploded and … 
 
“Good shot,” said the general, “fall back now.” 
 
I was beginning to feel weary.  “Facilitator,” I moaned, 
“can’t you help me…” 
 
“We’re nearly through,” came the reply. “You have to hold 
him.” 
 
“Keep at it, Honolulu, I need to focus on command,” 
urged Thanksgiving. But suddenly the burden was lighter, 
as if he’d shifted its position for me. 
 
Still the enemy came on and there was no place left for 
us to hide. At least the villagers have had time to 
disappear. 
 
“Fall back,” said the general again. Fall back where?  
 
But I had no strength left to protest. My mind was slipping 
fast and I could barely focus, though I hoped I heard the 
sound of reinforcements. The drone of an aeroplane 
overhead alarmed then elated me. Wasn’t that the allies’ 
insignia on the wing? When the bomb dropped I had the 
sense of déjà vu – or was it second sight? – recalling the 
twinned photographs from today’s media briefing and 
now understanding them:  
The village was destroyed and the oil refinery secured.  
 
At long last came the welcome words lifting us out of 
there: “It’s over.” 
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Day One:  Debriefing 
 
We were back in the scenario room, taking off our 
headsets.  
 
“Well done, that was a good first try, “said The Facilitator. 
“You should all feel pleased.” 
 
After the initial relief, my overwhelming feeling was one of 
intense unease, akin to embarrassment but also anger, at 
the role I’d played.   I studied my watch intently so as to 
avoid eye contact with the rest and realised: we were in 
there for hours!  
 
“But the mission went wrong,” pointed out the imam. “At 
least, we failed to save the farmers…” 
 
And ourselves! 
 
“But that’s what I don’t get,” added Paradigm in hard-
headed bewilderment. “What was, in fact, our mission? If 
the air raid was part of the plan, why didn’t we know 
about that?” 
 
Because we were conned!  I thought to myself, noting 
that the general also kept silent.  
 
“I think we’ll debrief properly in the morning,” said the 
Facilitator. “Give you chance to reflect on the experience. 
You’ve time now to wash up before dinner.” 
 
“Oh god, no, can’t we go straight in?” I responded 
immediately, lifting my head. I was ravenous! 



 35 

 
“Good idea!” agreed the politician with an attempt at 
jauntiness. “Although, on second thoughts, I might like to 
lie down for a bit.” His face was shiny, almost slimy, with 
perspiration and a tic thumped methodically beside his 
left eye. “Got a bit hectic in there, didn’t it? Quite a 
learning curve.”   
 
No-one knew how to respond. 
 
“You’re off duty for the rest of the evening,” The 
Facilitator continued smoothly over the pause. “You can 
eat when you want, the canteen is open till midnight. We 
start at 0900 hours tomorrow.” 
 
Changing my mind, I escaped down the corridor and 
somehow managed to find my little cell. Well, let’s face it, 
that was the easiest thing I had done all day. I ripped off 
my uniform and dived in the shower. Jeez, that felt good. 
I let the hot water pound down on my shoulders and 
wash some of the strain away. Had I really done that? 
Had it been real? (though virtual?) What did it mean? 
 
With some reluctance, I left my room again, wearing the 
long robe that I had found hanging behind the door. Well, 
it looked like the one The Facilitator was wearing. I hoped 
it wasn’t a dressing gown. But hey, who cared anyhow? 
We’d just seen each other’s naked thoughts! 
 
Thanksgiving followed me into the canteen.  The others 
were already there but I chose a small table to myself. 
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“Dya mind if I join you?” he asked politely, pulling out the 
chair opposite me. I grunted in reply. After all, what could 
I do? We were working together. 
 
The orderly served us with thick vegetable soup and 
freshly baked bread. There was no room for polite chatter 
until the bowls had been wiped clean and the table 
cleared for the main course.  
 
“That’s better,” I said, despite myself. He grunted in 
return and took a long swig of beer from the bottle. I saw 
how his Adam’s apple moved up and down as he drank, 
how his smooth brown throat rose out of his open-necked 
shirt.  He’d changed for dinner but he was still in uniform.  
 
There was nothing I liked about him, we had nothing in 
common. I’d always abhorred the army, avoided it as 
much as possible. The military mind was alien to me… 
But suddenly I noticed how slim, almost feminine, his big 
hands were, with their long tapering fingers. And without 
any warning, a sudden wave of desire broke over me. I 
cleared my throat and looked away until it passed.  
 
“Hot pot, ma’am! Sir!” said the orderly, bringing normality.  
 
We began to eat again.  
 
“You had good control in there,” he finally said.  
 
Who was I kidding? I’d been inside the military mind! 
 
“I erm… Well, actually I was surprised,” I found myself 
confessing, “ I thought you’d be weak underneath, but 
you were… entirely strong.”  
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He pulled a face. “You think every soldier picks up a gun 
to compensate for his inadequacies? Oh I’ve studied all 
the theories,” he continued as my eyebrows shot up. “I 
did my thesis on motivation and reward in the armed 
forces.” 
 
“And what was your conclusion?” I demanded a little 
aggressively, to hide the fact I was impressed. 
 
“ A good soldier wants to be the best. That’s where he 
derives his sense of success, his personal satisfaction, 
his sense of self, even – all intrinsic rewards - from the 
recognition of his peers, his superiors and his 
subordinates. Following military discipline to the letter 
enables him to achieve that…” 
 
“I can’t help feeling there’s a fundamental contradiction 
somewhere, about the nature of competition – and the 
question of individuality: not everyone can be the best so 
what are the rewards then?” I continued to challenge him, 
but somehow he changed direction on me. 
 
“It was a weird sensation,” he mused, putting down his 
fork, “to have an individual so tough and yet so intuitive - 
and also so insubordinate! - inside my head.” 
 
“It made things more difficult for you?” 
 
“You’d think it would’ve, but the truth is I couldn’t have 
done it without you…  Especially when that guy freaked 
out. ” 
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We both looked over to the neighbouring table where 
Centre Right sat holding forth on the subject of peace 
negotiations. 
 
I snorted and rolled my eyes. “Yeah, well,” said the 
general, “I picked up that you dislike politicians even 
more than the military, if that’s possible.” 
 
“You picked up an awful lot, “ I replied, flushing, “ for 
someone who was supposed to be leading a battalion out 
of danger.” 
 
“That was just a training exercise and anyway, I have a 
trained mind,” he replied with simple arrogance. “There’s 
so much anger inside you,” he continued after a pause, 
“where does all that come from?” 
 
“I don’t need to be psycho-analysed by you!” I said coldly. 
 
“Well, at least you have your emotions under control, 
unlike others…” 
 
Do you have any emotions at all? I thought savagely. You 
cocky bastard!  
 
“Hm, of course, whatever you think of them,” I said, still 
trying to dig away at his wall of calm, “when the 
politicians say ‘Kill, boy!’ the military jump to obey. That’s 
what you’re really trained for, isn’t it?”  
 
“Ain’t that the truth,” he said laconically, taking a deep 
breath and staring about him, as if he were bored.  
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“Well, I guess I’d better turn in now,” I said, getting up 
from my seat. He rose too, with that automatic politeness.  
“Yes, it’s getting late,” he murmured and followed me out.  
 
“I’m this way,” I said. I put my hand lightly on his elbow to 
move past him in the corridor. He slipped his hand lightly 
round my waist.  
 
“Come to my room and let’s fuck,” he said.  
 
I was both charmed by his directness and completely 
taken aback at the same time. 
 
“Are we allowed?” I asked inanely. 
 
“We’ve been told we’re off duty.” Sometimes following the 
rules made things easy. 
 
“So, that’s what you do after you’ve killed people?” I 
demanded malevolently, recovering myself. 
 
“Believe me, ma’am, there’s not often the opportunity…” 
 
Somehow we had arrived at his door, which he unlocked 
and opened, letting me through first. 
 
“I don’t know how you got me in here!” I protested 
petulantly, as he shut the door. “You’ve never even 
smiled at me!” 
 
Then he opened up to me, like a flower. He laughed. He 
began to laugh and found it hard to stop. 
 
“I don’t know how you got me to get you here!” he  



 40 

gasped, pulling me to him. “You’re completely impossible! 
This was the last thing I had in mind tonight.” 
 
Kissing and laughing with him, I felt the tension begin to 
drain away. 
 
“Aha, I did touch a nerve somewhere,” I said 
triumphantly, pushing him back onto the bed and falling 
on top of him.  
 
For an instant I lay my head on his manly chest and then 
looked up again.  
 
“Oh my god,” I said in awe. “Your heart is fluttering like a 
teenager’s!” 
 
He grabbed my shoulders. “Let’s just touch on the 
outside, shall we?” he begged, wrestling with the 
fastening of my robe. “How the hell do I get you out of 
this?” 
 
“Turn off the light,” I urged, “I’m not as slim as I used to 
be.” 
 
“Baby, you’re as slim as you want to be in your 
imagination.” 
 
“Or in yours,” I rejoined, wriggling out of my clothes.  
 
“In my imagination,” he said, covering me all over with 
kisses, “you’re the hottest lay I’m going to get tonight!"  
 
And so we made it hot but kept it light. By instinct we 
tiptoed around each other’s emotions. We didn’t want to 
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know the past or worry about the future. (I didn’t want to 
know what he was missing, he didn’t want to feel what I 
had lost.) Purely superficial, instant gratification.  
 
Later, as we lay comfortably together, the one thought I 
had deliberately hidden at the back of my mind pushed its 
way forward again: the image of his wife clearly 
presented itself to me.  But she was looking surprisingly 
cool, almost supercilious. Then I realised that I was 
sharing his thoughts. 
 
“Ugh!” I said, echoing Paradigm.  
 
Sensing me, he recoiled but I followed him. “That picture 
was a lie!” I gasped. “The one you shared with us, that 
perfect family on Thanksgiving Day!” 
 
“Well, not the whole truth,” he conceded, not trying too 
hard to resist me. 
 
“She cheated on you, didn’t she?”  
 
“I was hardly ever home…” 
 
“She left you, took the children…” 
 
“It’s not easy, being an army wife…” 
 
“So that’s what you lost,” I mused, “but you don’t seem 
angry…” Does he even feel sad?  “You miss your kids …” 
What was that feeling? “Oho! wounded vanity!” 
 
“I didn’t bargain for you reading my mind outside the 
scenario room,” he complained huffily. 
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“But there’s bound to be some spin-off, isn’t there?” I 
mused, backing off. 
 
“It doesn’t seem to be reciprocal,” he observed. “I thought 
you were an open book, but now you’re closed to me.” 
 
“Oh! It’s a long story, “ I told him sleepily. “Wait until you 
get to volume two.” 
 

***** 
 
In the morning I checked my watch, threw back the duvet 
and struggled into my clothes. “Shit! I need to get back to 
my own room and change before breakfast!” I muttered. 
 
He sat up in bed, stretched and smiled at me. “Boy, I 
slept well!”  
 
“Me too,” I said, as I reached the door. ”Er, can I ask you 
something?” 
 
“Sure.” 
 
“Is this going to happen every time we go into someone 
else’s mind? I mean, the intimacy thing?” 
 
He shrugged and grinned. “That’s an interesting 
question.” 
 
“Well, what I mean to say is: Don’t fuck anyone else but 
me while we’re here.” 
 
“You know you have no right to ask me that?” 
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“I do know.” 
 
“Well, there’s not an awful lot of competition, I don’t think 
you need to worry, hon.” 
 
“That’s hardly flattering,” I protested.  
 
“It was meant to be reassuring.”  He leapt out of bed and 
gave me a quick squeeze. Six foot of naked manhood 
turned me weak at the knees again, but he put me away 
from him. “Now get your skinny white ass out of here, I 
need to shower and you’ve invaded my space - too much 
of my space! - far too much already over the past 18 
hours.” 
 

***** 
 
In fifteen minutes I was fresh and ready and almost 
looking forward to the new day.  
 
As I entered the canteen I saw Thanksgiving sitting with 
Paradigm and Centre Right. He barely glanced at me. His 
face had returned to expressionless stone. I took my 
breakfast tray over to sit with Mecca.  
 
Two can play at that game. 
 
The Facilitator caught me up in the corridor on the way to 
the scenario room.  
 
“It’s not wise to develop close relationships with other 
players outside the game,” she said quietly. 
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Was there nothing she didn’t know? 
 
“We were off duty,” I retorted, drawing on the military 
rationale. 
 
“Even so, it’s not encouraged. It interferes with focus.” 
 
“But surely it’s not unusual?” I demanded, “ that players 
become intimate in different ways?” I stopped at the 
corner in order to confront her more aggressively. “ In 
fact,” I continued, “isn’t it a danger, a flaw, in the scenario 
process?” 
 
She took a deep breath. “Honoria,” she said, shocking 
me at the use of my real name, “please, just take care.” 
 
Go to hell! I shouted silently as I turned away. I was still 
there under protest.  
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Day Two:  Resistance 
 
There was a new player waiting as we took our places 
round the table. And although the rest of us had only 
been together for twenty-four hours, he was definitely an 
outsider. He’s not even in uniform!  Stone-washed 
denims, a tight-fitting white T-shirt, quite young, making a 
big effort to look fit and yet… a little seedy round the 
edges as if from too much time spent in late-night bars.   
 
I saw Paradigm give him an intense inspection through 
her round glasses. Mm, I know that look. She tossed her 
wild curly hair. Then, catching my eye, pulled an 
expression as if to say: And so? 
 
“This is …” began The Facilitator.  
 
“Oh wait, ”I interrupted, quickly on the offensive, 
“shouldn’t he introduce himself like we all did yesterday?” 
 
The others murmured in agreement, so, after a moment’s 
pause, The Facilitator set up the screen. 
 
“The question is,” she said calmly, turning to the new 
recruit: “where would you most like to be right now? Can 
you project for us that special place you keep in your 
mind?” 
 
Immediately we were caught up in the hot air current and 
felt the bumpiness of the ride; deafened by the clattering 
of the blades, we looked out of the helicopter at the 
glittering lakes far below us and then the grey mountain 
tops rearing up in front – that rush of exhilaration as we 
barely skimmed over them. 
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“Nicaragua,” he answered laconically, his dark eyes 
hooded, “before the shit hit the fan.” 
 
My emotional temperature rose to near boiling point as 
recognition flowed through me.  
 
I can’t believe this: she’s brought in the CIA!  
 
I spoke quickly, full of malice: “Hasenfus, then”, I named 
him before anyone else could.  
 
The spy flushed beneath his tan and I heard The 
Facilitator draw in her breath sharply. To avoid her eyes, I 
looked around the room. 
 
Thanksgiving had begun assiduously studying his finger-
nails. At first I thought he was pissed at me and then 
realised my mistake… Above and beyond my dislike of 
the military and politicians was my overwhelming scorn 
for the intelligence agency: that was clear. What pulled 
me up short was the fact that he had the same reaction. 
And he wasn’t the only one considering a manicure. 
 
“Why Hasenfus?” asked Paradigm, puzzled at the 
reference. “Rabbit’s foot, that’s good luck, isn’t it?” 
 
“You’re too young to remember, “ I murmured. “He was a 
US spook – a spy,” I hastily corrected myself, operating in 
Central America. When his plane was shot down, they 
found evidence in the wreckage of the CIA and White 
House officials operating outside the law…” 
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The Facilitator interrupted. “We don’t need to go into all 
that now,” she said with a slight hint of impatience but 
choosing not to argue over the name. “Suffice it to say 
that even secret agents can act outside the box. Now,” 
she continued, “before we start on the next scenario, let’s 
do some debriefing from yesterday… any important 
learning points?” she asked brightly, determined to ignore 
the tension and move on.  
 
“ Well, in fact, better intelligence would have helped,” 
piped up the professor, obviously keen to make a good 
impression. 
 
And where are our gender politics now?! 
 
“We weren’t given any information,” protested the 
politician, who had had time to rationalise the experience 
and brush up on his own performance: “so how are we to 
judge whether we acted in error? Did we – or someone 
else - respond to the wrong trigger? It almost seemed as 
if we were sent in for a purpose that was deliberately 
withheld from us… we had to keep on going but we never 
really had control… that was one of the disturbing 
aspects.”  
 
I chose a different target. “Is that what it’s really like in the 
army, general?” I asked, with a little mental dig at him. 
 
Unexpectedly his smile switched on and his face lit up 
like a little boy scout’s. “But dealing with the unexpected 
on that sort of training exercise can be so much fun!” 
Then, spreading his hands, he went on rather more 
soberly. “In a way I just saw it as a practice run. Though I 
have to say, we don’t tend to use guerrilla tactics 
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anymore: we’re all so weighed down with equipment and 
weaponry that it’s difficult to move - and we travel in 
armoured vehicles …” 
 
“It wasn’t fun in the end,” Mecca broke in to remind him 
gently. “We had to make ethical decisions and we were 
powerless against unknown external actors. In one sense 
we could say it was we who destroyed the village.” 
 
Thanksgiving was instantly downcast, grimacing at the 
truth of it and, closing up again, didn’t argue the point. 
 
But Centre Right responded sententiously, his confidence 
growing.  “I’m not saying it isn’t appropriate to review the 
circumstances, as we should always do in testing 
situations which demand proper responses from leaders 
but I would say that in the end, if one acts in good faith 
according to the information available, one is justified in 
believing that at least one will be absolved by history in 
the fullness of time.”  
 
“You mean you refuse to take responsibility now?” I 
demanded sardonically,  
 
I wasn’t the only one to notice the politician’s use of 
euphemism. “Not being bilingual,” quipped Thanksgiving 
with a sly wink at me, “I’d tend to use a 4-letter word 
there.”  And I warmed to the guy as he silently spelled out 
c-r-a-p. 
 
“That brings us to how you felt about the process of 
working together,” The Facilitator made a specious 
connection in order to move the discussion forward. 
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“Clearly it’s alien and intimidating,” Paradigm spoke up in 
her dispassionate way, “and some are more resistant to it 
than others… But what Mecca says is equally apposite to 
our mission here as a group:  at least, I don’t yet feel any 
sense of empowerment - although we’ve been led to 
believe that we can learn to influence outcomes...” 
 
“…Yes, there is almost a sense of manipulation…” I 
murmured, cutting across her. “Can we overcome that?” I 
asked, looking directly at The Facilitator.  
 
She pointed her remote at the screen. “We’re still in the 
early stages. Let’s try and hold onto those insights in our 
work today and see how things develop. Here’s the latest 
news...” 
 
The bulletin began with a shot of the Houses of 
Parliament at Westminster: 
 
“A potentially embarrassing connection has been 
revealed between British intelligence work in Kosovo and 
the London bombings…” I pricked up my ears. “A new 
report uncovers details of terrorist training camps set up 
in the 1990s by MI6 in Egypt and the Yemen for local 
recruits intended to be deployed to further British 
interests in conflict situations… The UK intelligence 
agency is also alleged to have used the notorious al-
Muhajiroun group to recruit militants for the war in 
Kosovo… The report illustrates how these were probably 
the same groups as the ones behind the London 
bombings…” 
 
Oh yes, that makes sense! 
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“… making it difficult for the UK government to investigate 
the bombings publicly without implicating itself.” 
 
Ha!  
 
“Meanwhile the families of the victims are complaining 
about the delay in the official enquiry…” 
  
Centre Right was squirming with embarrassment at this. 
“Before my time!” he murmured with an ingratiating grin. 
“Not my department! But,” he added hastily, “I do 
recognise that explanations are necessary. Yet again, of 
course, when there are concerns of national security…”  
 
He tailed off since no-one was paying any attention. By 
now an expert in the studio was presenting statistics on 
suicide bombers around the globe:  
 
“But for sheer volume, Iraq is now the global centre of 
suicide terrorism… At least 72 people were killed in 
Baghdad yesterday when two female suicide bombers 
blew themselves up in the bird market.”  
 
The scene then switched to a desert city. 
 
“Oh, this is particularly relevant to today’s scenario,” The 
Facilitator alerted us with a sense of urgency in her 
normally even tones. 
 
The film showed a heavily barricaded police station lit 
only by the night-sky:  from an ancient cemetery nearby, 
a crowd of gunmen, heads covered with the black and 
white keffiyeh, emerged to attack the building with rifles 
and rocket-propelled grenades.  
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“As the fighting escalated on Tuesday, the governor of 
the city called in the US 111th Marine Expeditionary 
Unit… Within 48 hours, Iraq is seeing its most serious 
fighting for weeks and observers here believe we are 
about to witness yet another big religious revolt - while 
US forces are claiming they have already killed 300 
insurgents…”  

The TV reporter was now standing with the picturesque 
backdrop of a mosque bathed in the morning light – a 
picture that quickly became ominous. 

“Today, Friday, we’re waiting for what precisely will be 
the message to come out in the midday prayers of radical 
cleric Saeed, who seems to have had the power to 
single-handedly turn a majority of Shia muslims against 
the occupation…” 
 
I groaned, looking across at the professor, sharing similar 
reactions: It’s all so macho! 
 
And yet! I realised that I was drumming my fingers on my 
thigh, impatient to begin, waiting for the adrenalin rush, 
already addicted to the game. 
 
“This time Mecca will lead,” said The Facilitator. “I’ll warn 
you, this is going to be more difficult than the first 
scenario.” 
 
 

***** 
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We put on our headphones and there we were, in the 
mosque, enveloped in a bright white calm. Sunshine 
spilled colours through the window and scattered them 
like a kaleidoscope onto the marble floor.  
 
From somewhere above us came the unearthly chant of 
the Imam calling the faithful to prayer. Laa ilaaha 
illallaah… 
 
The rituals began.  I counted upward of thirty young men 
already bowing, with hands on their knees. Allaaku 
Akbar… Then came the prostration of the whole body on 
the cold tiles, facing towards the holy city, arms 
outstretched. Subhaana rabbiyyal Adhiim… Now back to 
the sitting position with the greeting as-salaamu alaykum 
wa rahmatullah… 
 
We, too, were sitting, murmuring the words from the holy 
book, in that uninterrupted trance-inducing monotone… I 
experienced all sensations now as if they were far 
removed and trivial. Gradually I came to realise that the 
great empty calm was not outside, but inside Mecca’s 
consciousness. He lifted us above purely terrestrial 
existence in his quest to connect with the infinite. This 
was quite different from what I was expecting. For, 
although, of course, I understood their literal meaning, 
the words of the Koran (normally) had no spiritual 
significance for me. But now I understood the signs: God 
is everywhere, God is everything. I was truly inspired. 
 
More than that, I now inhabited a mind that shone clear 
with simplicity and selflessness - yet at the same time I 
felt enormous strength of conviction and purpose: hamas. 
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As we hovered there somewhere just below the domed 
ceiling, I gradually became aware of the others hanging 
on behind. First I felt a strong masculine intelligence tuck 
in beside me and, for a moment, that intimate virtual 
contact distracted me.   
 
(“Be careful, Honolulu,” The Facilitator reminded me, 
“don’t lose your focus.” 
I shook her loose)  
 
Paradigm was grounded but still managing to keep in 
touch, despite of the fact she couldn’t see in pictures and 
the words meant nothing to her. Centre Right was all over 
the place as usual, wandering about the mosque, 
stumbling, completely disoriented. There was no sign at 
all of the spy.  
 
Thanksgiving whispered in my ear. He’s probably out 
there with the soldiers… 
 
“What do you mean?” 
 
Reluctantly drawing back from Mecca’s enlightenment, I 
attached myself to the practical mind of the general. As I 
eased my way through him to earthly perception, I heard 
the angry noise of a crowd outside the doors… beyond 
that, the sound of gunfire, explosions; cries of terror, pain 
and distress. 
 
“What’s happening?” I asked urgently. 
 
You’re going to have to interpret for us, we’re completely 
out of our depth.  
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“But you’re here with me!” I pointed out.  
 
I can read you, but not him. 
 
Mmm, so that’s why I’m here… I took a deep breath, 
ready to switch realities again. “Better try and hold onto 
me, don’t let me go.” 
 
Don’t worry, he breathed against my cheek. 
 
Withdrawing from sensory perception I made my way up 
to the eternal light. 
 
“Mecca,” I said, “you have to stop meditating. There’s a 
war on!” 
 
He tried to ignore me but I persisted, tugging at his 
consciousness. 
 
“There’s going to be bloodshed, you have to help us, you 
have to mediate…” At last I captured his attention for an 
instant.  
 
Pull me back, I urged the general. Slowly! Slowly! 
 
Somehow we brought the priest down to our level of 
reality and the light faded. In the shadows of the mosque 
the praying continued as the young men rose to their 
knees.  
 
“We need to check out the situation,” said the general, 
taking us to the door.  
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Peering outside we saw the mosque was heavily guarded 
in front by Islamic youth. Green flags flew from the 
minarets and young men armed with rifles patrolled the 
ramparts. Down below in the street was a large 
demonstration with placards saying Sovereignty to the 
People! Down with the occupation! Or simply: Yanks go 
home! 
 
Inside, the young men rose to standing position and 
continued chanting with their heads bowed. Mecca 
motioned us to move past them and we followed him into 
the courtyard of the mosque, which was crowded with 
pilgrims. 
 
“ There was a running street battle here three days ago,” 
muttered Mecca, as he read the signs, “and twenty-four 
people were killed by the occupying forces. These are the 
families bringing the dead for a final prayer before burial.”  
 
He frowned as he listened and I too noticed there was a 
change in the prayer. “What’s that they’re saying?” I 
asked uneasily.  
 
“Hmm,” said Mecca and our shared disquiet increased. 
The young men were now turned towards the left, still 
chanting. “They’ve incorporated a political message into 
the prayers: “Bring back the Hidden Imam. Damn his 
enemies.” 
 
“Who’s the Hidden Imam?” demanded Paradigm, who 
had just managed to join us.  
 
“Let’s find out,” rejoined Mecca. By this time the prayers 
had ended and the young men broke ranks. He reached 
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out his hand and two youths came directly towards us. It 
was clear from the way they showed immediate respect 
that they recognised Mecca as a spiritual leader. We all 
felt enhanced by that. 
 
“We’re students from the religious school in Najaf,” they 
explained. ““Followers of Saeed al Bakr. We’re the Jaish-
al-Mahdi.”   
 
“What’s that mean?” demanded Paradigm. Mm, Army of 
the Hidden Imam, I translated. “What on earth is that?” 
she asked. Mecca, I said firmly, we have to take this 
slowly. 
 
Mecca put another question. 
 
“We call him the Hidden Imam because he was in jail for 
a long time,” continued one of the students. “When the 
Sunni persecution finally ended, he was released. Since 
then, he’s harnessed the frustration of the poorest 
sections of the Shia community. He’s turned it into a 
powerful militant movement.” 
 
Wait a minute, said Paradigm inside my head, those are 
the two main Islamic sects, right?  
 
“Yes, and now the power dynamic between them has 
switched,” supplied Thanksgiving.  
 
Oh excuse me! I retorted ironically, I didn’t realise we had 
another expert in our midst!  
 
And I swear he quoted Bob Dylan at me. Don’t criticise 
what you don’t understand, he murmured.  



 57 

 
“But it’s important to note that the Shi’ites are numerically 
the majority group although the Sunni used to have 
control…” We were all surprised by a contribution from 
the politician. He had managed to keep up with us 
although he was still on the outside of the group, waving 
his arms from time to time, trying to attract attention to 
himself. 
 
From then on, the interpretation process became a little 
easier. After all, it was a communitarian journey; the 
others could help to clarify what we needed to explain, 
what we had to find out. 
 
“But you’re just here in Najaf?” asked Mecca 
 
“Uh-huh, we’re everywhere,” they assured us. “The 
uprising has its roots in several cities - as well as the 
slums of the capital.”  
 
“But what about this large group of young clerics here?” 
 
“I suppose we’re its intellectual core…” 
   
“What exactly are you fighting for?”   
 
“Come and look.” Outside they showed us the piles of 
garbage and stinking sewage in the middle of the street. 
“Nothing has changed for us. There’s no electricity, the 
water’s dirty, the children are sick…”   
 
“We get by as daily wage labourers, there’s no proper 
work for us…” complained one of the demonstrators in 
the crowd. 
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“We don’t hate the occupiers,” said one of the students. 
“At first we trusted them, but we saw nothing. Then we 
trusted the governing council, but they’re just cowards.  
Saeed’s movement is the only one that calls for the rights 
of the people.” 
 
“You see,” explained the other, “the occupiers don’t know 
how to respond appropriately. We tried to express our 
practical needs, they simply banned our Shia newspaper. 
Of course that only generated more opposition…” 
 
They took us into a back room, where we found Saeed 
with another student preparing a series of statements 
against the occupation. 
 
It was a shock to meet him.  Saeed peered at us as we 
were introduced but of course, he only really saw Mecca. 
This old man – once unseen and unheard in his prison 
cell - had somehow become a charismatic leader. Yet he 
was half blind and deaf as well as crippled.   
 
The situation became clearer when we were introduced 
to his companion, in fact his son:  Iqbal al Tikriti had the 
wild eyes of the fanatic… 
 
The occupiers are damned: over his shoulder, I read the 
slogan on a poster plastered on the wall - and 
shuddered. 
 
 He’s so young, I protested, to have built up this power 
base. 
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Mecca took the lead again and took them to task. “Aren’t 
you simply making things worse?” He found himself 
having to speak loudly for the old man’s benefit 
 
Saeed shook his head. “I’m a reluctant hero,” he told us. 
“But what can I do? The invaders are unable to 
understand, unable to compromise. And they’re such 
cowards. You can’t believe the atrocities that have been 
committed.” He nodded towards the courtyard. “Talk to 
the parents of the eight-year-old girl who was shot in the 
stomach as she was playing with her friends near her 
house… Or speak to Fatima – her nineteen-year old son 
was shot in the back on his way indoors to his best 
friend’s wedding.” 
 
I felt inspiration drain entirely from Mecca and at the 
same time the flood of another emotion rising: was it 
disillusionment, turning into despair? 
 
We were interrupted as another of the young clerics 
dashed in to the office, pointing to the window and 
stuttering: “There’s going to be trouble.”  
 
A convoy of four armoured stars and stripes personnel 
carriers drove ominously past.  
 
“Oh, that’s their warning shot; we need to dispel the 
crowd,” said Iqbal and proceeded to give orders with a 
wave of his hand.  
 
The Jaish-al-Mahdi promptly closed the roads around the 
mosque and emptied the streets. Shops and stalls shut 
early. More militia took up position outside the mosque. 
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Packing cases by the door were opened up and dozens 
of rocket-propelled grenades handed out.  
 
But worse than that: in the shadows of the mosque we 
saw a number of the students fastening suicide bombs 
around their waists. The calm that was Mecca’s mind 
seemed to crumble as we all registered internal protest at 
the sight. 
 
“Yes, we’ve had to take an aggressive public stance,” 
confirmed Iqbal in response to Mecca’s unspoken 
question. “It’s not safe any more for the Americans inside 
the city. There will be no more peaceful 
demonstrations...”   
 
“But what exactly is the plan?” asked the general urgently 
and Mecca relayed the question.  
 
“They’re due to go out to attack the US military convoy.” 
 
“But where is the convoy?” demanded Thanksgiving. “We 
have no idea what the other side are doing. How can we 
stop this happening? Is anyone going to get out of this 
alive?” 
 
“Facilitator,” I called out in frightened exasperation, 
causing everyone else to shudder. “Are you playing this 
game or what? Are you carrying the spy? Because we 
could use some help here! We need more intelligence.” 
 
Iqbal helped Saeed as the old man approached, leaning 
heavily on his walking stick.  
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Together they began to lead the prayer of the jihad, the 
moral struggle, the holy war against the infidel, the 
sacrifice of self. The young clerics bowed their heads as 
they listened to the scriptures.  
 
“And fight in the way of Allah those who fight you… Truly 
Allah does not love the transgressors… those who 
oppress men with wrongdoing … and insolently exceed 
the limits throughout the land, defying right and 
justice…for such there shall be grave chastisement…” 
 
They are misquoting the Qur’an, seethed Mecca. Those 
verses refer to transgression within Islam not by 
outsiders. 
 
But the clerics continued: 
 
“He is the One who sends Signs to His servants, that He 
might lead you from the depths of darkness into the 
Light…trust in the Messenger and He will bestow upon 
you a double portion of his Mercy… He will provide for 
you a Light by which you shall walk and He will forgive 
you.”   
 
There was a pounding in my heart as the congregation 
began to chant: To jihad! To jihad! 
 
“You see,” said Mecca, trying hard to control his anger,  
“what Saeed offers them – a struggle that appears to 
combine moral purity and social action with the promise 
of divine grace – not just redemption of the homeland but 
salvation of the troubled soul as well.” 
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“But they are deceiving themselves,” observed Paradigm, 
as always a quick study. “This is not hamas. This is a 
false zeal.” 
 
Ash’hadu anna Muhammadar-rasulullaah… Ash’hadu an 
laa ilaaha illallaah… 
  
“These young men, “Mecca continued to explain, “are 
desperate for revelation. But instead, they have found 
themselves lost in the desert without signposts. There, on 
the shifting sands, deprived of real nourishment, the soul 
grows hungry and emaciated, until at last it dies…” 
 
As-salaamu alaykum wa rahmatullah… 
 
As I listened, I began to realise something even more 
scary. It was really getting out of hand. The vision was 
affecting the others, I mean our guys: they were being 
sucked into the same great lie. Centre Right was the first 
to go; almost eagerly, he had practically disappeared into 
the vortex, but the rest were following him, helplessly 
drawn to danger, just moths to the flame. 
  
I flapped my wings frantically to escape from that blinding 
light.  
 
“Wait!” I said urgently. “Don’t go there! At least – don’t 
stay! Don’t drag us in there with you!” I dug in my heels 
and continued to resist. “Mecca, you have to reinterpret 
for them… Paradigm, you have to help here. You have to 
deconstruct this. Argue them out again.” 
 



 63 

I felt the puzzlement in Paradigm’s consciousness. “But 
what’s the problem? This is easier than the last scenario,” 
she said.  
 
That’s easy for you to say! You’re not seeing or feeling 
anything!  
 
“Fine,” I articulated waspishly. “But now would be a good 
time to start.” 
 
“This is the ultimate masculine fallacy…” began 
Paradigm… 
  
“Words of one syllable may be easier,” I suggested 
quickly, as I struggled to interpret for her. 
 
Meanwhile Mecca was struggling with the clerics. 
“Suicide is forbidden,” he reminded them. “Do not take 
life, which Allah has made sacred. The Prophet 
Mohammed (peace be upon him) also forbade us to harm 
innocent bystanders, even in times of war… Allah is 
merciful and forgiving and seeks that quality in his 
followers…” 
 
As they continued I relayed back and forth until the 
arguments merged. 
 
“This is bad faith … you have let yourselves be seduced 
by false words. If each individual finds his (sic) own way 
to interpret the landscape, there can be only division and 
conflict… 
 
“Are you really of sound heart? Is it stability that you 
really aspire to? “ 
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“You’ve been deceived by the concept that the heroic 
gesture can solve the problem …such a simple solution 
to a complex situation!  Isn’t this really a means of 
escape - or personal transcendence?”   
 
“Have you looked inside yourself? Only through self-
examination (muhasaba) can you begin to detect 
impurities of intention… This is not a holy journey…” 
 
“This is a mere distraction. Only through self-discipline 
can the spirit truly be free…” 
 
“The real struggle is against the lower self.  Slaughter 
your ego with the knives of mujahada…” 
 
As Mecca and Paradigm carefully laid out their theses in 
well-modulated tones, I felt the tension relax. The vision 
faded and lost its hold on us all. One by one, they came 
back down, more or less sheepishly, although Centre 
Right tried to cling onto that false certainty until the last.  
 
Then the young clerics also, for the moment, backed 
down from implementing their plan. 
 
What were you thinking of? I mentally slapped the 
general’s wrist. 
 
“Everyone loves a hero, Hon,” he said lightly.  
 
No they don’t! 
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“In fact,” Paradigm contributed, “the majority of women 
prefer their men not to be heroes, but to stay at home 
and put food on the table.” 
 
“And what’s your position on this, professor?” asked the 
spy in his slow Southern drawl.  
 
When had he slipped back in, then? Had he been caught 
in the vortex too? I couldn’t quite recall... 
 
The Facilitator cleared her throat. “Do you think we can 
proceed now with the scenario?” 
 
Well, where we you when we needed you? The anger 
rose in me again but I tried to remind myself to use it 
creatively...  
 
“We need to know what’s happening outside,” said 
Thanksgiving, recovering his control. “Can er Hasenfus 
give us some intelligence?”   
 
(“Can we rely on this information, Facilitator?” I asked 
caustically, losing my resolve. 
“What else are you going to use?” she replied in the 
same vein.) 
 
“OK,” said the spy, ignoring me. “The convoy was due to 
pass through but it’s stopped at the perimeter, awaiting 
further orders.  There’s a marine force moving on the 
town in an attempt to regain control. ETA 1800 hours but 
I don’t know what the game plan is after that… There are 
a couple of Apache helicopter gunships firing at Shia 
targets… The occupying army is determined to break this 
rebellion.”  
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The general grunted but even without his insights it 
wasn’t difficult for the rest of us to picture the problem. 
 
 “Look,” the spy continued after a slight pause, “I’ve seen 
some other incidents which haven’t made the occupying 
forces popular. There’s a white saloon car, riddled with 
bullets, out in the main street – apparently two brothers 
died when the car was torn apart by machine gun fire 
from a US tank.” 
 
“How did that happen?” from Centre Right. “That must be 
an isolated incidence, surely?” 
 
“Well, their friends say they were just on their way home. 
The military say the soldiers fired a warning shot into the 
air.” 
 
 “You see,” said Iqbal, “each show of strength from the 
occupying forces just increases resentment and 
generates new recruits to our cause…” 
 
“The police are widely regarded as collaborating with the 
US occupation – they ran away home during the recent 
fighting,” continued the spy. “And the police station’s 
been taken charge of by the Shi’ite militia… 
 
“… to protect it from looting,” chipped in Iqbal. 
 
“An arrest warrant had been issued for the cleric Saeed 
al Badr…” 
 
This doesn’t sound helpful in the circumstances 
(Paradigm). 
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“… and his top aide’s been arrested for the murder of a 
rival cleric.” 
 
Ditto (Mecca). 
 
“Hmm, well,” observed the spy, fighting down the nausea, 
“I’ve also seen the remains of four US private security 
guards hanging from a …” In his mind I caught a vivid 
picture of the torched and dismembered bodies before he 
managed to erase it.  
 
“General,” I said and stopped. I was trying to forget that 
picture too, not wanting to communicate it, and trying to 
pull things together, since I could feel Mecca growing 
weary - not a physical tiredness, more of a spiritual 
waning. 
 
“General,” I tried again,” what’s your take on the 
situation? What’s the military going to do next?” 
 
“The options are pretty limited,” he replied. “Professional 
soldiers have to hold the ring, try to keep the peace and 
promote the rule of law until there is a political 
settlement…” 
 
“What do you mean by holding the ring?”  
 
“Keep the people safe, take on the attackers, keep the 
window open for the diplomats…” 
 
“But the people here see you as oppressors,” I pointed 
out. 
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“Winning the hearts and minds is difficult from inside an 
armoured tank!” 
  
“So what’s going to happen next? Does it have to be the 
armoured tank?” I asked impatiently. 
 
He paused. “In a situation like this, without a clear agreed 
political process, army commanders will always argue for 
priority to go to the safety of their own troops…” 
 
“But then everything just escalates, “I protested, 
completely discouraged. “The reciprocal brutalisation 
process just continues…” 
 
“Can’t we negotiate a ceasefire?” asked Thanksgiving, 
turning his attention to Mecca.  
 
The priest took up the lead again, arguing with Saeed 
and Iqbal, while the young clerics waited, ready again to 
go out across the cemetery. 
 
Looking at my watch, I saw we were rapidly running out 
of time.  
 
“But how can we contact the military?” I demanded.  
 
After some hesitation, the spy pulled a small radio from 
his pocket. I took it from him quickly and passed it to the 
general.  
 
“Tell them to fall back,” I pleaded. 
 
On one side of me Mecca was arguing with the clerics 
and (somehow) Paradigm was lending her support to the 
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process. On the other, I felt the general sweating as he 
spoke urgently into the radio, with the politician (and even 
the spy) standing by to reinforce the message. For some 
reason I was being stretched between the two sides, 
more and more tightly, until my consciousness began to 
go black and I heard the welcome phrase: 
 
“It’s over.” 
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Day Two:  Debriefing 
 
We came out of the scenario and I realised I was 
completely exhausted. 
 
“Well done, everybody,” said the Facilitator. “I know that 
was hard work and you all deserve some rest and 
relaxation. But let’s have a quick round of feedback, your 
immediate reactions: What do you think? How could the 
situation have been avoided?” 
 
A host of suggestions tumbled out. 
 
“Clearly, the need for better communications!” I began 
impatiently. “A willingness to hear what others are 
saying.”  
 
“Also a proper understanding of the politics of religion 
and the impact of that in particular contexts…” added 
Paradigm. 
 
“Simply thinking about the people as human beings…” 
murmured Mecca, who was pale with fatigue.   
 
“Training the local police force to act as peacekeepers 
could help to build trust,” suggested Thanksgiving. 
 
“There are very practical actions too,” contributed the 
spy, a little blandly, after a beat, as The Facilitator looked 
at him. “Repairing the infrastructure, getting things 
working again… 
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“And at a higher level, perhaps better understanding - 
and closer alliances - could have been developed 
through the UN,” the politician chipped in. 
 
“Well, if that were possible, we wouldn’t be in a state of 
war in the first place!” rejoined the general with some 
heat. 
 
“If the relevant agencies had provided better intelligence, 
I’m sure different decisions would have been made!” 
retorted the Centre Right, climbing onto his high horse. 
 
“What about taking away the military?” I interrupted, 
taking the opportunity to pursue this matter again, “since 
they shouldn’t have been there in the first place? And 
seem to make the situation worse?” 
 
“No, that’s the worst solution,” said Thanksgiving bluntly. 
“Any withdrawal at this stage will ensure that the current 
guerrilla actions turn into civil war. If people think we’re 
going to turn and run, they won’t continue to take the risk 
toward freedom and democracy…” 
 
‘But how do you know what people think?’ I demanded, 
stung by his reply and, like him, still half inside the 
scenario. ‘You’re still imputing your own perception of 
reality on them…’ 
 
“There isn’t yet a permanent national power for the 
military to hand over to,” broke in Centre Right, 
addressing the democratic issue.  “We don’t even know 
what the transition authority is going to look like.”  
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“So, there’s nothing concrete to offer the people,” 
concluded Paradigm. 
 
I noticed Mecca was sitting silently, with his hands 
clasped together in front of him on the table.  
 
Hasenfus was also quiet but now that there was a pause 
in the conversation, he spoke up, although we couldn’t 
see his eyes:  “The translator has a point… the fact is, we 
don’t really understand the enemy, we don’t speak the 
same language, we don’t know their motivations…” 
 
I sighed. These solutions are all so obvious! I was 
labouring under that same sense of intense frustration, of 
not being in control, that I felt in the scenarios. Still, 
catching the look on The Facilitator’s face, I managed to 
control myself. 
 
“Of course that’s important,” said Mecca in response to 
the spy. Then, putting his hands up to cover his face, he 
added, “but we also need to recognise the enemy inside 
ourselves.” 
 
“War is a complex business,” agreed The Facilitator 
gently. “Let’s leave it there for today.” 
 

***** 
 
Later, when I got to the canteen, I found Mecca at a table 
by himself.  
 
Glancing around, I saw the general apparently engaged 
in an animated conversation on diplomacy with Paradigm 
and Centre Right:  
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“It’s important to be seen to be putting all one’s cards on 
the table,” the latter was saying.  
“But then it’s simply a game, a gamble, an observer 
sport,” protested the professor in her literal way.  
 
“And you might be left without a leg to stand on,” 
observed Thanksgiving, with detached amusement. 
 
Meanwhile, The Facilitator was tucked away in a corner 
talking to the spy. That’s curious, what’s going on there? 
 
I hesitated for a moment but Mecca gave me a slight 
smile and gestured for me to join him.  
 
“Lamb stew with couscous tonight,” he said, waving his 
hands over the serving dishes as if blessing the food. 
 
“Tough day,” I murmured, tucking in. “You feeling Okay?”  
 
“I feel better now, after the sunset prayer,” he replied. 
 
“Yes, of course,” I said, as the orderly brought me a glass 
of wine. “You have your faith to support you through this.  
Some of us have to rely on artificial stimulants!” 
 
The Imam smiled. “Are you telling me you don’t follow a 
religion?” he asked. 
 
I shook my head. “Sorry, but I’m what we’d call a dyed-in-
the-wool atheist.” 
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“But you have a tangible spirituality,” he protested mildly. 
“And beautiful Arabic. Are you sure you’re not a secret 
Moslem?” 
 
“I swear on the Qur’an I’m not!” I said with a laugh and 
then regretted my quick tongue, as I had no wish to 
offend him. 
 
“Well, that settles it,” he rejoined, smiling. “You must be a 
Moslem to swear on the Qur’an!” 
 
Thanksgiving turned his head to see what we were 
laughing at. For an instant I caught his eye but the 
general’s face remained impassive. I tried to shake him 
out of my consciousness so that I could concentrate on 
my conversation with the imam.  
 
It really wasn’t my objective to become intimate with any 
of these fellow players, yet somehow I seemed unable to 
refrain from making close connections. 
 
“When you talked about the enemy inside, was that partly 
a personal thing?” I asked Mecca impulsively. 
 
He jerked back in his chair as if to distance himself from 
the question and then relaxed. “You can feel that sense 
of chaos in me?” he countered. 
 
“You mean the struggle to come to terms with a terrible 
loss?” I nodded. It’s something we share. 
 
“The struggle not to give in to despair,” he enlarged, “to 
keep a grip on the good faith.” Yes, that’s how it feels.  
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Unintentionally I crossed a threshold in his mind, 
shocking us both. Looking back, I realised Mecca must 
have allowed me to do that: my presence wasn’t invasive 
and he wasn’t resistant. But I looked inside him only for 
an instant and then tried to back out again. “Oh!” I 
breathed, “your son! He was a suicide bomber…” 
 
I couldn’t tell if we were talking out loud or sharing 
thoughts. But we were intensely together as Mecca 
began to tell me his story. 
 
“He was like the young clerics in the scenario, desperate 
for an easy solution, an immediate answer… Like them, 
he aspired to al-qalb al-salim (obtaining a sound heart) 
and became obsessed with the concept of murabata - 
carrying out service as a volunteer fighter in the border 
castles…” 
 
“That’s a metaphor, right?” I chipped in. 
 
“Yes,” he sighed, “but not to them… these young men 
struggling to come to terms with modernity, with 
insecurity. I argued with him but he walked out. And the 
next time we heard was… after the incident. “ 
 
“You went there to the… scene of the crime?” 
 
“No!  I could not allow myself to see what he had done. 
He was a transgressor. He had shaken my faith. That’s 
all that I could see. Of course the other families went …” 
 
“… to celebrate the heroes? That’s something I’ve always 
found difficult to understand.”  
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“Yes,” he sighed, “ but surely most parents find it 
preferable to believe their child has entered heaven in 
glory than accept they have sacrificed themselves for 
false ideals?”  
 
“How come the rest of us didn’t realise this during the 
scenario?” I asked. 
 
The imam shook his head. “We become so skilled at 
hiding the truth from ourselves. I thought I had purified 
myself of his transgression - washed him out of my heart, 
out of my soul.” 
 
“But that’s not possible. He’s your son! He’ll always be 
there,” I stated flatly.  
 
“Yes,” he agreed. “Now I can see more clearly. Today 
helped me to understand a number of things…” 
 
In my peripheral vision I was aware that the general was 
ordering drinks, the spy had joined the others and The 
Facilitator was on her way out.  
 
Thanksgiving brought me over a bottle of beer - and a 
soda for Mecca.  
 
“Don’t forget who’s taking you home,” he murmured in my 
ear, laying his big hand across my back just for an 
instant, before returning to his own table. 
 
Just who did he think he was!  I was annoyed at the 
interruption and the arrogance of his assumption. He had 
broken into a serious conversation. Yet at the same time, 
on a different level, I caught myself smirking inwardly. I 
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did want to be his date. And that realisation made me 
even more conflicted. I wrenched my attention back to my 
companion. 
 
“You mean you now understand why he was driven to… 
do what he did?“ 
 
The imam nodded. “This was the first time I saw how it 
was a final act of resistance, born out of desperation. The 
idea that martyrdom could be a tactical weapon in a war 
where the enemy has superior technology: perhaps, after 
all, it was innovative. But I failed him. I cast him off. All I 
could see then was that he had defiled the Qur’an. And I 
didn’t try to help him.” 
 
Instinctively I reached out to hold his hand, then withdrew 
again, irritated by that Moslem taboo on touching 
between unrelated man and woman. 
 
What the hell, I could still touch him with my mind, 
couldn‘t I? 
 
“Well, today you made amends,” I said, momentarily 
forgetting that we had been in a virtual scenario. “You 
helped - you showed how it was possible to help – to 
save all those other sons. How to help your colleagues 
see things differently…” 
 
“Well” he answered slowly, “my spirit feels lighter. But is 
that really going to make any difference? I’m not sure my 
faith is strong enough for that.” 
 
“Yes,” I insisted, “you’ve transcended your pain, your 
failure.  It’s vital for others to have that example.”  
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With tacit consent, we closed the conversation. I shook 
out my hair, rolling my head from side to side and 
loosening the muscles in my neck. In some mysterious 
way, talking with Mecca had helped to lighten my soul a 
little too. Nevertheless, while reassuring the imam about 
his role among us, I could not rid myself of the suspicion 
that we might all be tactical weapons in the game.  
 
Thanksgiving had got that glazed look on his face now. I 
saw he was staring at the ceiling. But as soon as I took 
my leave from Mecca, he said goodnight to the rest and 
caught up with me on the way out. 
 
“You ignored me all day!” I hissed. 
 
“I’m a professional!” he protested. “I can’t let anything 
interfere with my work. Besides, I was warned off by The 
Facilitator…” 
 
“Oh me too!” I breathed, grabbing his arm. 
 
Then somehow it was all like the previous night, his hand 
round my waist, tighter this time, the invitation (“My 
room?” “Yes, please!”) and feet not touching the floor 
until we got there, the key in the lock, the clinch by the 
door, the kiss, the clothes (off) - the skin, the lips, the 
laughter, the sweat, that hot sex, even better than before, 
the climax… and, for the shortest time, another kind of 
peace. 
 
Yet this soon led into different forms of intimacy, bringing 
me back down to earth. 
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“I thought I’d got competition tonight,” the general 
murmured as he nuzzled my neck. 
 
“Oh you’re joking!” I protested, shocked, “that’s almost 
sacrilegious. Besides which,” I giggled, “I’d probably 
break him!” 
 
“Anyway, you’re here with me now,” he said, burying his 
face in my hair. 
 
Suddenly I caught sight of those ugly worms of male 
pride and possessiveness tunnelling their way through 
him. 
 
“Did your wife hurt you so badly?” I asked without 
compassion, pushing him away, “that you lost your 
confidence?” 
 
He shifted uncomfortably beside me.  
 
“I don’t feel anything, I told you…”  
 
“Wait, you do,” I said triumphantly. “You feel pissed off – 
not so much because she cheated on you but because 
she made it public, that she’d chosen another man!” 
 
“Well, how did that make me look to my men, to my 
officers?” he demanded. 
 
“Is it so important to you?” 
 
“I’m their role model. How’re they gonna look up to me, 
after that?” he replied defensively.  
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“You never thought they might be concerned for you?” 
 
He pulled a comical face. “That would’ve been even 
worse!” 
 
I lay on my back without touching him and stared up at 
the ceiling. The gulf between us suddenly seemed 
impassable.  
 
After a while, he began again: 
 
“I saw you flirting with the new guy…” 
 
“You can’t leave it alone, can you?” I protested, moving 
further away. “It’s not a joke with you, is it? I made it clear 
what I think about the CIA! Now come on,” I urged, “you 
have to transcend this…” 
 
“It was you who dug it out,” he replied, taking up the 
offensive with a real flash of anger in his eye. 
 
“I might just as well say the same about your wife,” I tried 
a different tack. “Hey, she’s so much better looking than 
me: how can I possibly compete?” 
 
At this he snorted with irritation. “There’s no contest. 
You’re a high-ranking professional in your own right. 
She’s a man’s woman.” And his tone of disparagement 
shocked me, leaving a sour taste in my mouth. “You 
operate in quite a different way.” 
 
But I’m not sure that’s how you really want me to behave! 
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“I wasn’t aware of operating, as such,” I rejoined, equally 
irritated. 
 
“You’re not really pretty…” 
 
Gee thanks! 
 
“… but - and you’re not even aware of it - you seem to 
cast a spell: you’re so charming.” 
 
This was a lot more than I’d bargained for. 
 
“You don’t think that was one of the problems?” I asked, 
a little brutally, going back to the main argument and 
switching allegiance to ward off the effects of his charm. 
“She was only ever seen as the brave general’s wife?”   
 
“I’m sure you’re right!” he flashed back, disliking what I’d 
said. “But she had plenty of opportunities to change that 
– instead of just attaching herself to another man!” 
 
“Maybe it was more difficult for her than you think,” I 
murmured, tired of fighting and, in spite of myself, threw a 
little magic dust in his eyes as I kissed him. 
  
After a while, he asked with curiosity, “You never tried the 
family thing, Honolulu?” 
 
“Mmm, once…” I said, unencouragingly. 
 
“Kids?” 
 
I turned my back on him. There were things I wasn’t 
ready to share. Nevertheless, he had caught me off 
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guard and a great sigh escaped me. He placed a hand 
on my shoulder 
 
“Is that part of it?” he pursued. “Did today upset you? 
Volume Two is still on the shelf but I’m picking up a lot of 
pain on the radar.” 
 
Damn him. I shuddered and began to weep. For a few 
moments I struggled, trying to stop, but he gently 
gathered me into his arms and letting go became easy. 
At the same time, I resented the fact that he had 
deliberately crept in somehow, taking advantage of me, 
making me vulnerable.  
 

***** 
 
“Time to wake up, Princess.”  I felt the kiss on my cheek 
and opened my eyes. He was bending over me, already 
fully dressed.  
 
“Oh shit,” I said, sitting up straight, “what time is it? I need 
to get back to my room.” 
  
“No way,” he said, “we’ve just got time to get to the 
canteen now.” And he threw over my uniform 
 
“Yeeugh,” I said, “I can’t wear the same clothes twice!” 
 
“Lady, you’re in the army now.” 
  
“Bill,” I responded severely, “ you have seriously to get up 
to date with your knowledge of popular songs!” 
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“So my kids tell me!” He just stood there watching as I 
threw on my clothes.  
 
“Do you have to be so… proximate?” I demanded. He 
shrugged good-humouredly, moving back a step. 
 
“Anyway, how do you feel this morning?” he asked. 
 
“I feel… rested, thanks,” I said, involuntarily reaching out. 
His arm snaked round me and he gave me a quick 
squeeze, before I closed up again. 
 
“And how come you suddenly know my name?” he 
demanded as we left the room.  
 
“I asked while you were sleeping!” I said. 
 
“You woke up in the night?” 
 
“I guess so. Unless it was all a dream, I think you did 
too!” 
 
“Oh!” he grinned. “Now I remember! Not a dream after all! 
No wonder we’re late!” 
 
We were laughing as we reached the canteen and 
everyone turned to stare. Until that point I had not even 
been aware that we were holding hands.  
 
Oh dear, we both thought as we broke contact. The 
Facilitator is furious at us. 
 
And I was furious with myself. She’s right after all, I 
realised. I have to be careful. 
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Day Three:  Downward Spiral 
 
Paradigm threw me a knowing look. I tossed my head   
as if to say: And so? The spy winked at the general but 
he was back in rock mode and showed no reaction. 
 
The Facilitator stood up and said coldly, before sweeping 
out: “You have three minutes. Bring your coffee to the 
scenario room.”  
 
The rest of the group finished breakfast to the sound of 
the politician telling a tangential story about a student 
conference on the Isle of Wight. Perhaps he was being 
tactful? Then we all set off for work. 
 
“So,” began The Facilitator, as we settled in our seats 
around the table. (She seemed to have warmed up a 
little.) “Any other comments on how yesterday went?” 
 
There was an embarrassed pause. Centre Right again, 
surprisingly, came to the collective rescue. “More 
diversification than the first day,” he said hesitantly. “That 
first scenario, I know it was difficult – for me especially! – 
but, still, we all seemed to be working together, there was 
a common enemy, a common cause. Yesterday 
everything and everyone seemed more dispersed 
somehow.” 
  
“Yes, some aspects became more challenging to deal 
with,” I agreed, with a nod to Mecca: “For instance, 
exactly who’s the enemy - and why - and how that relates 
to something inside ourselves – and how we deal with 
that, individually and as a team.” 
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“Another main point is the gender divide,” interpolated the 
professor. “That became clearer yesterday: there are 
differences and there are conflicts because of that.”  
 
“On the other hand, we have been able to understand 
each other,” countered Mecca. 
 
“I don’t think we can deny the connection between 
machismo and the military…” replied Paradigm simply. 
 
The general flushed, not liking what he heard but unable 
to gainsay it.  
 
“… although, how that connection manifests itself at an 
individual level is complex.” 
 
Thanksgiving chose to step sidewards. “In some ways, 
yesterday’s scenario was not so different from the first 
one,” he mused. “In both, we had this problem of lack of 
information, of acting half in the dark, so to speak. So 
intelligence is still a key point as a basis of action 
planning.” 
 
“Yes, I think you’re talking more of practicalities there,” 
broke in the spy. “But there’s another issue to consider 
about intelligence…” He stopped while his voice 
hardened with cynicism,  “…and that’s in the 
interpretation of it; how it’s used by politicians.”  
 
The politician, bravely though implicitly, acknowledged 
the truth of this. “Yes, and these so-called facts that are 
presented to us on the media – about religion, nationality, 
other kinds of allegiance – we have to be careful how we 
deal with them, how we can be influenced by them…” 
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“… because so often they’re used to paint a picture of 
homogenised groups of people rather than to illuminate 
the contradictions within and between them,” added the 
professor. 
 
“And perhaps that’s one of the reasons it’s so difficult to 
really understand the motivations of others…” said 
Hasenfus, with a level of reflectiveness that surprised me, 
“…why we take the easy route and why, as Honolulu so 
elegantly put it yesterday, we impute our own perception 
of reality on them.”  
 
“I suppose this is what we’re trying to change here by 
working together,” murmured the imam. “But we are still 
learning to trust each other…” 
 
“Yes,” I jumped in with a remembered grievance. “And 
why was Hasenfus absent for the first part of the 
scenario? How does that work, Facilitator? “ I addressed 
her directly. “I thought we all had to share 
consciousness.” 
 
She flushed at my tone. “He was new to the game – he 
needed to observe for a while.”  
 
I grunted in response. Well, frankly, I wasn’t inclined to 
believe her. There was something fishy about her and the 
spy! 
 
“But you weren’t there either! “ I pursued my grievance. 
“What’s all that about? Aren’t you supposed to er 
facilitate the process, Facilitator?” 
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“Of course,” she replied smoothly. “But the aim is for the 
team to become independent of me…” 
 
“On the second day?” I began but Thanksgiving cut 
across me. 
 
“I think it’s fair to say that, without Honolulu to interpret, 
yesterday would have been a complete disaster,” he 
commented mildly. The rest murmured agreement. 
 
Oh that was nice! I thought at him. For a moment I 
imagined his mouth softened into a slight smile. 
 
“You’re absolutely right,” added Mecca. “She has a 
special gift…” 
 
“Everyone has their own strengths,” acknowledged The 
Facilitator gracefully. “Let’s continue to identify what 
those are…” 
 
“But whether it’s for a knowledge base, the UN, God or 
The Facilitator… there is the perceived need among all of 
us for some kind of higher support in solving the 
complexities we’re being presented with,” Paradigm 
pursued the previous argument, apparently oblivious to 
the various personal undercurrents in the group. 
 
“Is that because we can’t trust ourselves?” I asked 
impulsively.  
 
No-one argued with me. 
 
“Let’s move on to today’s news,” said The Facilitator, 
turning to the screen. 
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We were back in the newsreel, with the camera panning 
across everyday life in the city. We saw its deserted 
formal parks and squares, its once-bustling markets now 
populated only with subdued customers, wide avenues 
almost empty of traffic and the shadowy back alleys 
where not everyone dared to travel - with or without a TV 
production crew. 
 
“Since the ceasefire agreement in June,” explained the 
reporter, “the cleric Saeed has switched his attention to 
enforcing a particular hard-line moral code in his 
community. Here in Baghdad, his men have formed a 
religious police force, the so-called ‘Force for the 
Promotion of Virtue’. They patrol the streets, as you can 
see behind me, targeting off-licences and prostitutes…” 

In full view marched a group of young men, each wearing 
the black and white keffiyeh and with a new AKA 45 held 
in the disengaged position across his chest. Further down 
the road, we glimpsed a couple of women - clothed in 
black from head to toe - hurrying off in the opposite 
direction. 

The news switched to a different scene: a showdown 
between two armed factions taking place around an area 
of high-rise apartment blocks. “Retaliation measures 
against the suicide bombings of last week have resulted 
in new casualties, both civilian and military…” 

Back to the studio presenter: 

“Amnesty International has published details of unlawful 
attacks on civilians by British soldiers. In a new report, 
the Ministry of Defence stands accused of ‘buying the 
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silence’ of Iraqi families in relation to a number of 
instances of injury, rape and killing…” 

“And now, developments in the controversy surrounding 
the security facility of Abu Graib and the investigation of 
the photographs released earlier this month showing 
scenes of humiliation of prisoners by army personnel…”  

So why do they show them again and again? We don’t 
want to see them.  

“…The military officer in charge of the facility, who has 
claimed she had no knowledge of the incidents, has been 
replaced. Meanwhile, the head of the CIA has resigned 
and the use of so-called CIA interrogation techniques has 
been suspended subject to the findings of the enquiry. In 
connection with this, discussions over whether it is ethical 
to use evidence obtained under torture in court cases 
relating to national security are continuing in the UK 
Parliament today…” 

Next, there was a special focus section and a live 
interview across the wires with an expert in another 
studio. 

“… particularly as far as women are concerned, in a 
number of countries we’ve seen how the current 
fundamentalist trend has resulted in increasing social 
restrictions. There’s a general call for women to ‘cover 
up’ and that’s not only in terms of dress: there’s more 
pressure on women to stay at home, stay out of public life 
– and more obstacles for women wishing to pursue a 
profession…” 

“I understand there’s a relationship between the women’s 
veil and the men’s headscarf?” prompted the interviewer. 
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“Yes, in fact, while the keffiyeh (as worn by Yasser 
Arafat, for example) has become a symbol of Islamic 
pan-nationalism and militarism, it is originally what you 
might call “the male hijab…”  

“But hijab is surely the scarf worn by women?”  

“No, the Arabic word hijab actually refers to modest 
behaviour in general - and pertains to both women and 
men. Only now it’s being used for the women’s headscarf 
and to denote specifically female modesty, while the 
keffiyeh is used by Muslim men.” 

“So does this mean that there’s some sort of equivalence 
between men and women in this respect?”�

“I have to say there is still a clear distinction. Remember 
Leila Khaled, who took part in the hijackings in the 
1970s? Those photographs of her wearing the keffiyeh - 
wrapped around her head and shoulders in the style of a 
hijab? That was seen as a transgression because, while 
the keffiyeh denotes male modesty, it is also strongly 
associated with masculinity. That was a personal political 
statement of Leila’s, denoting her equality with men in the 
armed struggle…”  
 
“Mmm, that’s a rather good springboard into the next 
scenario,” said The Facilitator, breaking and making the 
connection at the same time. “And today, I’d like to give 
Paradigm a chance to lead…” 
 
“But she can’t think in pictures, Facilitator!” I blurted out. 
 
“I know, Honolulu, that’s why I’d like you to support her…” 
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Oh, me and my big mouth!  
 
But whatever, I thought, TeFe was determined to punish 
me for being anarchic. 
 
I bent my head in contemplation of the task ahead. 
 
This is going to be more difficult than interpreting for the 
Imam…  
 
And anyway, I couldn’t help wondering, when is it going 
to be my turn to lead? 
 
But Paradigm was looking suitably apprehensive. I 
reached over and took her hand. 
 
“Hold on tight,” I said as we entered the third scenario 
together, with the others stumbling after us. 
 

***** 
 
It was what I’d expected but it was still scary. There was 
complete darkness, as if someone had put a sack over 
my head. There was no colour, no sound. Yet it was 
plenty busy in there. It was full of ideas. I just needed to 
illuminate them somehow. 
 
Struggling, I managed to find my eyes. Like a woman 
wearing the burkha, I could look out through a narrow 
strip of fine net. At the back of my consciousness I was 
aware of the four men moving uncomfortably. Now it felt 
as if we were in a prison cell, a dungeon where light 
deprivation was a form of torture… for the moment, I was 
unable to help and I had to ignore them. 
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I began to realise I had done the professor an injustice. 
There were feelings!  Still, initially, these seemed foreign 
to me and yet somehow I was expected to translate 
them. 
 
“I’m suffocating here,” I complained to The Facilitator. “Or 
drowning - and I can’t get a grip. Her language is opaque, 
even more than that, impenetrable… a barrier.” 
 
“Honolulu,” TeFe said in exasperation. “You have the 
capacity to read the human heart. It’s a gift. Just use it, 
please!” 
 
“Speak to me, professor, “ I murmured. “What’s 
happening? Where are we?” 
 
Her intellect bumped gently against mine. “Come up here 
with me,” she whispered, taking me into the realm of 
abstraction.  The Facilitator followed. 
 
“What about you, guys?” I asked behind me. 
 
“They have to be quiet,” cautioned the professor firmly, 
“otherwise I can’t concentrate.”  
 
The ideas gradually began to take on shape and sound 
for me. There were three women in the cell. They were 
sharing stories. The professor had already mapped these 
out onto a diagram. But I had to go through that, to 
experience them first in flesh and blood. Then to help the 
others hear – or at least read - between the lines. 
 
The first woman continued: 
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“…The other side decided to bulldoze the village. It was 
an act of retaliation against the suicide bombers. We had 
done nothing. Three of the enemy soldiers came into my 
flat. They weren’t aggressive or hostile – they knocked 
first, they acted politely. They brought in their weapons 
and set up a snipers’ post at the window. 
 
“They put me and my daughters into another room but 
after a while I came out and asked if I could prepare food 
for the children. One of them accompanied me into the 
kitchen. 
 
“‘D’you mind if I smoke indoors?’ he asked me. He was 
just a boy, like the rest…  
 
“The young soldier was standing by the kitchen door 
when I heard him scream. I never even heard the shot. I 
rushed to hold him as he slumped to the floor.  
 
“His friends were very scared. They brought a stretcher 
and I helped carry it down the stairs. At the bottom there 
was another shot – one of the soldiers carrying the 
stretcher was shot in the head. He was only about twenty 
years old… He fell, the stretcher clattered down, the third 
soldier ran away, dodging bullets. 
 
“I bent down to the wounded boy. I was holding his head 
and rubbing his arms but he was dying right there… It 
was like my own son was dying in front of me. 
 
 “It was our own snipers that had done that… 
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“After that all hell broke loose. There were helicopters, 
rockets, shells… Then the bulldozers. I had to leave him, 
run to get my daughters out of there. My neighbour 
helped me get them to safety. Not a moment too soon… 
The bulldozers destroyed everything in their path.” (1) 

 
There was a complex silence around me. 
 
“Er I’m not sure what it is we’re supposed to be doing 
here, Honolulu?” ventured the politician.  
 
“Well, I think we’re expected to do a gender analysis,” I 
replied, a little uncertainly.   
 
“So, for example,” cut in the professor impatiently, “on the 
left hand side of the diagram we have observations 
relating to the impact of war on young men…”  
 
“…and on the right hand side,” I completed, “the impact 
on women.” 
 
“I’m finding this difficult to grasp…” Again, there were 
feelings of resistance from the politician. But at least he 
was attempting to engage. 
 
“Well,” I began, “we’ve seen young men placed in 
positions of personal danger for no obvious reason  - at 
someone else’s command; young men (on opposing 
sides) made to kill each other; and also made to kill 
others (civilians) or place them in positions of danger.” 
 
 I sensed Mecca coming forward to contribute. “And so, 
on the other hand, we see women and children as 
innocent victims of war; the destruction of homes and 
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family life; the breakdown of norms of security; fear; 
trauma…”  
 
“Nevertheless,” I continued after waiting for another 
contribution, “women continue to show compassion. 
They’re able to interact with ‘the enemy’ as individual 
people…  
 
“… and treat them with humanity,” supplied Paradigm.  
 
“And women can clearly see fault on both sides,” I 
concluded. 
 
I was still aware of the prevailing silence behind me. 
“How am I doing, guys?” I asked brightly. 
 
“It’s not just women who are able to show compassion in 
such circumstances,” interpolated Mecca, mildly. “I 
disagree with that part of the analysis.”  
 
“I’m sorry, but I just can’t cope with counter-arguments at 
this stage in constructing the theory,” protested 
Paradigm. “It gives me a headache… Go on, Honolulu, 
you’re doing fine.” 
 
From somewhere in the dark I heard another, muttered 
and rather ruder complaint about headaches, but no-one 
responded. 
 
The second woman took up the story: 
 
“The wedding feast was finished and we had just led the 
bride and groom to their marriage tent for the night. We’d 
been celebrating since the morning - it was a big event 
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for such a small village, as my father-in-law had managed 
to negotiate an important tribal union and people from 
both extended families had travelled from far away to 
attend. There’d been speeches, dancing – a band of 
musicians had even come up from the city.  
 
“It was late and everyone was hurrying off to bed, when I 
heard the first sounds of the fighter jets screeching 
through the sky overhead. And in the distance we could 
see the headlights of what might have been a military 
convoy heading our way across the desert towards the 
frontier. But we didn’t pay much attention. Why should 
we? It was a wedding party. Our village is isolated. We 
have nothing to do with the war.  
 
“But around 3am we were woken by the bombing. We ran 
outside –they’d destroyed the ceremonial tent. Then the 
armoured vehicles drove into the village and soldiers 
started shooting at us. They were targeting us one by 
one. I had my baby girl in my arms and my two little boys 
with me – I just set off running across the fields, calling 
them to keep close behind. A shell exploded and we were 
knocked to the ground. My legs were damaged but I 
managed to scramble up again. When I looked round I 
saw my two sons were dead. One had been decapitated. 
I lay down in the mud and pretended to be dead. I felt like 
death. A soldier came by and kicked me. I was lucky he 
left my baby daughter alive, he didn’t touch her.  
 
“I lay there watching as my father-in-law’s house was 
destroyed - and the house next door.  I lost my husband - 
practically the entire family was killed – even the 
musicians who were staying with us.  Altogether forty-two 
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people died… and some of the survivors had to have 
limbs amputated.  
 
“‘Why did this happen?’ I asked the doctor who operated 
on me at the hospital. He told me: 
 
“‘The American military had intelligence that rebel fighters 
were hiding in a safe house. After all, why else should 
two-dozen military-age males come to a celebration in a 
village 100 kms from civilisation?’” (2) 
 
The darkness engulfed us again.  
 
“Okay, guys,” I said in a rallying manner. “Let’s see how 
we do with this.” 
 
“I still think we need some guidance from the professor,” 
protested the politician.  
 
“You’re not going to learn anything unless you engage 
with the task yourselves,” said Paradigm primly. 
 
“We were told not to confuse the issue with counter-
arguments!” muttered the spy, darkly. 
 
“That comes later,” she assured us. 
 
“So, on the left side of the diagram,” I began (strange 
kind of model, some kind of squiggle, still not quite clear), 
“we can add… brutalisation of soldiers over time; 
objectification of the enemy – individuals become simply 
targets (or threats)…” 
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“An increase in gratuitous and thought-less violence,” the 
imam joined in. “So we reach a situation where murder 
and mutilation become commonplace.” 

 
“And on the right side….” I continued. “Oh, I see, this is 
getting easier. We can add that women continue to seek 
to understand the human motivations behind inhuman 
atrocities.” 

 
“Yes, but it was a male doctor who gave the explanation,” 
Bill pointed out a little aggressively (or was it defensive?). 
 
“Yes, but it was a woman who asked the question in the 
first place!” retorted Paradigm with uncharacteristic 
asperity. 
 
Having grown confident with the work of translating, I had 
more space to explore the changing feelings involved in 
the scenario. In the alchemy of the professor’s prior 
abstraction process, emotional responses had somehow 
been distilled or purified. As the interpretation 
progressed, I perceived the professor squirming a little as 
if she herself also took on real blood, sweat and tears.  
 
But the range of reactions from the guys was even more 
interesting. In Mecca I detected an earthly sorrow and 
yes, after all, he was right! - compassion. The politician 
vacillated between shame and embarrassment but this 
was coupled with a strong sense of awareness. 
Thanksgiving struggled in a state of (almost) mute 
protest, still well-defended but no longer impregnable.  
 
And the spy… the spy came in and out of focus, barely a 
presence at times, then bewildered, indignant, angry… 
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“But what’s the point of this scenario?” demanded 
Hasenfus. “Of course, I’m sorry about what these women 
have endured. But why are we so far removed from the 
action? There’s nothing’s going on, nothing for us to do 
here!” 
 
“Hasenfus, that’s not quite true,” chided The Facilitator. 
 
“These women don’t necessarily define themselves as 
victims,” explained Paradigm. “And just because they’re 
sitting at home in the dark, doesn’t mean they’re inactive. 
They’re autonomous beings, they have their thoughts and 
feelings… they do see things, they make connections…” 
 
“Yes, we shouldn’t confuse activity with achievement…” 
agreed Mecca. 
 
“Mm,” I said slowly, “I’m beginning to understand now 
that this is a philosophical rather than a practical – or 
political - problem we have to solve…”  
 
“… but first define the problem!” challenged the spy 
sardonically.  
 
“It’s this link between masculinity and militarisation,” 
acknowledged Centre Right, though still uncertainly, “isn’t 
it?”  
 
We waited. 
 
“But how do we break that link?” the politician continued. 
“How do we, as it were, divorce the two?” 
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“And what will the world be like, if we do?” growled the 
general.  
 
You really have issues, don’t you? 
 
The spy was out of focus and then gone altogether… 
 
“Facilitator!” I warned out loud.  
 
“ It’s normal sometimes for players to fade. Don’t worry,” 
she told me smoothly.  
 
“But we’re supposed to look out for each other, right?” I 
demanded. 
 
“Please!” pleaded Paradigm, “we have to get on with 
this.” 
 
With some grumbling, we shuffled into position again and 
I was back behind the mask. The third woman began 
speaking – in fact, she was about to read aloud.   
 
“I’d like to share this letter I’ve just received from my best 
friend. She was arrested and taken away about three 
months ago. I thought she might be dead but no, 
somehow she managed to get this smuggled out of 
prison…” 
 
Having been distracted by outside factors, I found it 
difficult to return inside the interpretation and began to 
flounder a little. But as I struggled, I realised that the 
professor was blocking me. Deliberately? She kept 
insisting on putting up the abstractions first: 
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“So we see on the left hand side of the diagram, there’s 
an increasing capacity to divorce action from 
consequence which helps to reduce any sense of 
individual responsibility. And this same capacity to screen 
the cause from its effect – for example, disconnecting the 
official order from its implementation on the ground - 
helps to take ethics or morality out of the equation.” 

 
“Paradigm, we have to tell the story, otherwise no-one 
will really get it,” I murmured reluctantly. 
 
“Or accept it!” I picked up the general, speaking for 
himself. 
 
In fact, at this stage, even I would have preferred to stick 
with the high-level concepts - because it was becoming 
too difficult to embody them; and in the end I had to 
resort to moving in and out of consciousness.  
 
“We scrambled down out of the truck at gunpoint, without 
any help, although we were still handcuffed behind our 
backs and completely dazed from the jolting we’d taken 
over the rough roads. Night was falling. The soldiers 
laughed as one of us fell head over heels. Well, there 
was no humour in that laugh, it was pure cruelty.  
 
“‘Do it again! Let’s make the others do it again!’ one of 
them started chanting and prancing around like a maniac. 
 
“I shrank back against the wall of the building, hoping to 
escape notice. The gates were shut behind us and 
darkness closed in. None of us knew (know) if we would 
(will) ever leave the prison alive… 
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“They have made us do things we can never really talk 
about, things against our religion, our humanity, our 
dignity, our integrity, our sanity. I don’t know if I can even 
it write down... things they have made us watch, others 
we can’t help overhearing - and then again, they like to 
tell us what’s happening just to see its effect on us.   
 
“They made the men stand naked and then threatened to 
unleash their dogs… or pile themselves on top of each 
other so the soldiers could bet on the final number 
possible in a human pyramid… then we heard of anal 
rape…”  
 
Everything around me blurred at this point but the 
pictures relentlessly began again. 
 
“Always there are the photographs. However degrading 
the scene, there’s always one of them to do the thumbs-
up sign and smile for the camera. Often it’s a young 
woman, though I don’t want to believe it. 
 
“What they have done to some of us women, my dear 
friend, I’m not ready to tell you…” 
 
“We are usually separated from the male prisoners but 
sometimes they round us up together – and we do talk to 
each other, trying to glean some information. One of the 
men told me: ‘the worst is when they put a hood over 
your head, you can’t see or smell, you don’t know what’s 
happening, what they are doing, they can tell us 
anything, how do we know whether it’s true or not? They 
even carried out a mock execution on a young boy, only 
sixteen, he almost died of fright…’ 
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 “It’s as if we’re not human, not even animal, just toys, 
playthings to manipulate and humiliate for their 
amusement. Or rather I should say it’s as if they aren’t 
human, at least not normal adults - at best, cruel little 
boys gleefully tearing the wings off butterflies to prove… 
something…  
 
“How can this be happening? A little while ago (I’m afraid 
days and nights blur into one) the soldiers rounded us up 
again, after some visitors had been and gone. I heard the 
sergeant explain to the rest: ‘The guys at the top say we 
have another couple of weeks to go with the action, in 
fact they want us to turn the screw tighter, if you’ll pardon 
the expression. So let’s get creative…’ 
 
“They all laughed then - well, as I said before, it isn’t 
really laughter. I know, if we do one day get out of here, it 
will be a very long time before we prisoners recover from 
this nightmare. But I’m not sure they (the torturers) ever 
will…” 

 
I was getting tired and losing concentration (or was it 
Paradigm?) At one point I noticed - out of the corner of 
my mind’s eye - the spy enter the scenario again, excited 
despite himself, murmuring something about intelligence. 
 
For a moment I felt The Facilitator very strongly. She was 
disturbed. But why? 
 
“Concentrate on the scenario, Honey,” she warned me 
and then the feeling was gone.  
 
You’ve closed off from me, I complained to her. How can 
you do that? Aren’t we all supposed to be merged? 
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“I’ll explain later”, she said, beginning to fade. 
 
“Don’t leave us!” I called. But the moment was lost – and 
Paradigm was clamouring for my support. 
 
“I’m feeling uneasy,” the professor confessed to me, “with 
these men inside my head, it feels like an invasion, a 
penetration, an occupation…”  
 
“Can’t you stop that happening?” I asked, understanding 
what she meant and wishing that she could do something 
about it.   
 
“It’s not so easy - even though  (or perhaps because) it’s 
an action on the mind.” 
 
In fact, for me it was rather a sense of confusion, 
resistance and even retreat that I was experiencing from 
the rest of the team, as they found themselves struggling 
against the evidence. 
 
“Let’s try and finish the analysis,” I suggested bracingly. 
 
“Well, what we’ve seen,” began the politician gamely, “is 
that there’s nothing so dangerous as a weak person 
given a small amount of officially recognised power…” 
 
“Except those clever men at the top who use the weak to 
achieve their own nefarious purposes!” rejoined the spy, 
re-entering the game. 
 
“But how does this connect with the professor’s thesis?” 
asked Mecca, doubtfully. 
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“Oh.” Suddenly I could see it quite clearly. “The model 
we’re in is an ever downward spiral, on the left-hand (or 
we can call it the masculine) side. Violence leads to more 
violence, in a dehumanising process that seems to be out 
of control - although, of course, it’s driven by the desire 
for possession and control.” 
 
“Meanwhile, on the right-hand or female side,” murmured 
Mecca,  “the professor is trying to create an upward spiral 
of hope…”  
 
Yes, not so objective after all! 
 
“… but she’s not succeeding.” 
 
Reality, pictures and abstractions began to merge more 
and more, becoming jumbled in the professor’s 
distressed mind: 
 
“The phallic dart… it’s like a metaphor for the utter 
misogyny of war…  fighter pilots writing pornographic 
poetry before they drop bombs – or the soldiers in their 
armoured vehicles getting themselves off on gangsta 
rap… like impregnating women and infecting them with 
AIDS - in the final analysis, deliberately bringing women 
down with them….”   
 
“Men continue to undermine the female life force because 
they can’t control or possess it,” I managed to conclude 
for her. 
 
The men were metaphorically shivering their naked butts 
off in a variety of reactions to all this. Above and beyond 
this, was an overwhelming sense of helplessness among 
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the whole team. Then, with a flash of insight, realising 
what Paradigm was trying to achieve, I identified the flaw.  
 
“No,” I protested. “You’re wrong, Paradigm. I mean, it’s 
the wrong paradigm. You can’t equate all men with the 
dark side and all women with the force. It’s not that 
simple. At least, if we do separate the sexes as binary 
opposites in terms of ethical integrity, we can’t play the 
game, we can’t move forward. What I’m saying is, 
pragmatically, we have to go back…” 
 
“Too right!” squeaked the general, finally finding his voice 
and, with barely controlled rage, rejecting his role (at 
least, the role of the military) implicit in the scenario.  The 
others followed with a babble of emotions at high pitch: 
feeling frustrated, misunderstood, misjudged, vilified, 
vulnerable and exposed.  
 
“You can’t write off all men as the same,” protested the 
politician manfully.   
 
“No-one’s denying the simple answer - that both women 
and men are needed, to work together to find solutions…” 
drawled the spy as if he were withdrawing from the 
discussion. 
 
“More than that… perhaps we have to be both women 
and men…”  
 
“Not sure I quite follow you there…” answered the 
general with mounting alarm. 
 
“I mean, a more useful model is the balance between 
masculine and feminine within each man or woman. We 
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are all capable of compassion and comprehension or the 
reverse.” There was a general murmur of agreement on 
this.  
 
But wait, who was it came to this conclusion?  And how 
does the evidence support this? 
 
“Time’s up.” 
 
The Facilitator cut off the scenario abruptly, leaving us - 
paradoxically - with a definite sensation of satisfaction, 
“the feel-good factor,” as the politician openly voiced to 
others’ approbation.  
 
Well, I couldn’t help thinking: that solution may be fine in 
theory but in practice we were all still struggling. There 
were still some things we couldn’t truly share or even 
reveal to our own inner selves. Perhaps it is, after all, 
something that can only be resolved at an abstract level?
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Day Three:  Debriefing 
 
Back to the reality of the conference room, we removed 
our headsets with a sense of release. TeeFee looked at 
us expectantly, perhaps even impatiently. 
 
Everyone seemed pretty dazed, so I decided to keep my 
contribution light. Grinning across at Paradigm, I said not 
a little maliciously: “We can sometimes have too much of 
the men’s feminine side.  After all, strong and silent can 
be preferable!” 
 
Bill laughed despite himself. Then he leaned over and 
flicked my ear none too gently with his finger and thumb.  
 
“We could say that about women too!” he retorted.  
 
I protested and rubbed my ear to hide the sudden 
pleasure: I had provoked him to behave quite 
uncharacteristically in public!  
 
He was still smarting from the scenario, I could tell. And I 
was left with another uncomfortable impression: 
something I had intuited rather than analysed.  Not just 
his resistance to the masculinity-military concept: was it a 
sense of guilt I detected in him? 
 
TeeFee gave out a reflection task for the evening and 
dismissed the group without any real discussion. She 
seemed distracted – and for once, I forbore to interrogate 
her on those aspects I did not understand, but which too 
were disturbing me beneath the surface.  
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“Let’s get a stiff drink,” suggested Paradigm, who was 
more than ready for an informal debrief with me.  
 
As we marched smartly along the corridors, I remarked 
with interest: “In fact, that wasn’t as difficult as I thought it 
was going to be.  I mean, it was certainly tough in there, 
but although your thought processes work differently, the 
ideas that come out at the end are not too different from 
mine.”   
 
“The gender difference is a crux,” she emphasised. “And I 
don’t think we solved it…” She continued more hesitantly, 
after a pause. “The scenario actually did undermine 
me…” 
 
We sat down in two armchairs by the enormous potted 
yucca plant in the corner and our drinks were placed on 
the small coffee table in front of us. 
 
“…because it was the first time I began to realise that it 
all applied to me too!” 
 
“What all in particular? You mean the virtual rape?” 
 
“Yes, you know, I’m very successful in academia, 
considering my age and yet now I can see more clearly 
those occasions – meetings, parties, conferences - when 
my presence has been ignored, or my voice has been 
silenced… or my contribution belittled, my work 
disrespected.” 

 
“All those tiny ‘phallic darts’ as you call them, “I 
continued, “thrown or thrust at us - through fear, envy, 
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even desire… aimed at impaling us, especially through 
the heart, nailing us down so that we stay in our place.” 
 
“You understand perfectly,” returned the professor 
gratefully. “And yet… we’re still attracted to them!” she 
added with a note of desperation. 
 
“That’s true,” I agreed a little wryly. 
 
“I’ve never quite got what all that’s supposed to be 
about,” she confessed, pushing her glasses back onto 
the bridge of her nose.  
 
“You’re referring to sex now?” She nodded. “Well, I’m not 
really the person to give you advice,” I faltered. “You’re 
the expert, you write about gender relations.” 
 
“Maybe that’s the problem, “ she said. “It’s all theory, no 
application… I’m beginning to see things differently, feel 
things differently.” 
 
“Mm, you’re no longer satisfied to be just in your own 
mind,” I suggested.  
 
“And,” she began whispering now as others from the 
group had come into the canteen, “you’re the one who 
has the experience there… with the general, I mean.” 
 
“Well,” I protested. 
 
“It’s so obvious,” she said earnestly, “in or out of the 
game, whether you’re arguing or agreeing, somehow 
you’re with each other: even I can feel the connection.”  
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I began to blush. “Is that so?” I asked uncomfortably. 
“And I thought we were so cool!” 
 
She began to smile. “My room is next to the general’s…” 
 
“Oh-oh,” I said, feeling even more uncomfortable, “we 
haven’t been er keeping you awake?” 
 
She grinned, “Not in the way you mean,” she said. “But I 
can’t help hearing you laugh. You were laughing when I 
fell asleep and when I woke up you were still laughing! I 
thought to myself: they surely haven’t been at it all night?” 
 
“Well, no!” I insisted. “That’s not how it is at all, Plum.” 
 
She looked a question at me. “It’s an affectionate 
abbreviation for Paradigm,” I assured her. 
 
Plum’s attention had shifted. She was looking over at the 
spy and she sighed audibly. He was deep in discussion 
with TeeFee again.  
 
“I’ve noticed that too,” I said, grimacing, “but I honestly 
don’t think it’s got anything to do with sex!”  
 
“What should I do?” she asked me. 
 
“I guess if it’s going to happen, it happens naturally,” I 
mused. “It’s not a good idea to try and plot these things. If 
he likes you…” 
 
“But how do I know?” 
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I shrugged. “Why don’t you ask him? Can’t you read him 
at all? Ask him in his sleep. Ask him in the game. Though 
frankly, I can’t see what the attraction is.” 
 
“Mm, I suppose partly it’s because he’s worldly,” she 
pondered, “unlike me.” 
 
“Frankly, I think he’s from the dark side, but it’s your call.” 
 
TeeFee had moved over to talk to Mecca and the spy 
was on his own. 
 
Plum tossed her wild curly hair. “Let me ask him now.” 
With determination, she got up and walked across to the 
other table. I personally couldn’t see her problem. Apart 
from being a geek, she was drop-dead gorgeous, she just 
hadn’t realised it yet.  
 
Suddenly I felt very tired. Too much contact with 
people… I needed to be alone with my own thoughts, 
better still, to be alone and not to think at all. 
 
The general caught me up as I went down the corridor 
towards my own room.  
 
“Hey Bill,” I said, gently “I need to sleep, get my mind in 
order again. Do you mind if we take a rain check?” 
 
There was quite a long pause. “Okay,” he replied. We 
stopped and loitered outside my door. “G’night then.” 
 
I unlocked and, in my nervousness, dropped the keys. He 
automatically bent to pick them up. His upturned face had 
closed again but his eyes were doglike. I grabbed him by 
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the front of his shirt and pulled him into the room with me, 
pushing him up behind the door.  
 
In my mind, he was like sex on a stick for me, whatever 
means I used, I couldn’t consume him fast enough. But 
even at the time I asked myself if it was just relief from 
the day, physical attraction and the basic human need or 
whether in fact the connection went beyond that.    
 
“I’ve never felt like this with anyone before,” he said, 
echoing my thoughts, as he covered my face in kisses.  
 
“It’s the game,” I said, resisting any other explanation. 
 
“Fuck the game,” he said impatiently. “Sure, it moves 
things along faster… but it’s you, everything about you, 
even the difficult - the impossible - bits…” 
 
Breathing deeply, I closed my eyes, telling myself to keep 
calm. But I had to clutch tight to him because the panic 
rose and swept over me.   My skin prickled as I broke out 
into a nauseous sweat. This was the scariest thing that 
had happened to me since the conscription letter arrived.  
 
I didn’t want to fall in love again - especially not with a 
five star general!  But I was too tired that night to argue it 
out.  
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Day Four:  Intelligence   
 
Everyone seemed a little subdued this morning as we sat 
down to work. Was the game taking its mental and 
physical toll or were other things bothering us? In fact, for 
me, all that was beginning to blur into one. 
 
Just keep cool, I told myself, we’re already half way 
through the week now. 
 
“So I asked you to reflect on what had been learned 
through yesterday’s scenario,” began The Facilitator. 
 
“What I’d like to know,” I said, jumping in, despite my 
good intentions, unable to divorce myself from the game, 
“is who came up with that convenient model that 
everyone felt good with? I, for one, did not translate that.” 
 
“Actually, it was me,” confessed TF, “I was trying to 
speed things along a little…” 
 
“Why was that necessary?” I demanded but another 
question cut cross mine. 
 
“What was all that about the feelgood factor?” Paradigm 
interrogated the politician. 
 
“Erm…” he attempted.  
 
“Wasn’t it to do with a sense of understanding each other 
better, being able to communicate more easily?” 
prompted Mecca. 
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“Or just a neat trick to make us think so,” suggested Bill, 
jumping in, “because I’m still not sure I dig this concept of 
androgyny at all, after all!” 
 
“In that case, very appropriately used by politicians,” 
added the spy, “more concerned with using image rather 
than substance to influence people.” 
 
Stung by this unprovoked spitefulness, Centre Right 
responded with unusual honesty: “But it’s so difficult to 
put gender equality policy into practice!” 
 
“That’s the problem with relying on theoretical solutions,” 
retorted the spy, looking away. “They may look OK on 
paper but don’t stand up in the real world!” 
 
Paradigm’s face fell and, noticing this, he continued more 
gently: “I’m only making a suggestion there.” 
 
“You could say the same about military campaigns,” I 
interpolated, partly to deflect the criticism and spread the 
blame around but mainly because I had a sudden 
impulse to be mean. “Moving little flags and counters 
about a map in a war room doesn’t reflect the situation on 
the ground either.” 
 
“Do men and women really see things differently?” 
mused the imam, taking the discussion further.  “For 
example, the professor thinks in words not pictures, her 
perspective is more abstract – and that could be said to 
be a more masculine approach…” 
 
“Take it from me,” the general, still in denial, pointed and 
wagged his finger for emphasis. “There’s a world apart. 
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No wonder so much gets lost in translation.”  And he 
threw me a look that said Payback! 
 
Well, no, if that’s your perception! 
 
“Perhaps there’s a double paradox here,” contributed The 
Facilitator. “If we all behave as if men and women think 
differently, we will never be able to understand each 
other. But if we all think that men and women behave the 
same…” 
 
“…we will never be able to understand each other!” I 
completed. 
 
“So we have to look at things in a more sophisticated 
way,” argued Paradigm, “on a case by case basis – or 
rather, characteristic by characteristic.” 
 
“Yes, what about the young female soldier there at the 
prison,” chipped in the politician. “Doesn’t that show us 
some women are just as capable as men of violent, 
unthinking behaviour?”  
 
“Mm, the story I heard about this, she was merely 
documenting the scenes. But either way, like Leila Khalid, 
I’d say she’s the exception that proves the rule,” I 
countered quickly. 
 
“Yes, what happened to Leila?” demanded the general. “I  
thought we were going into a scenario about female 
suicide bombers or women in the resistance instead of…” 
words failed him. 
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“I’m afraid Leila was just a red herring,” observed 
Paradigm. “As we saw, the reality for most women is 
quite different.”   
 
“So – what you’re saying is – different reality, different 
perceptions, different behaviour? Aren’t you perhaps 
contradicting your own thesis?” asked the spy, back to 
his spikiness. 
 
“At the very least it seems to be a vicious circle,” said 
TeeFee. “And the question is still – how do we break out 
of that?” 
 
“But,” Centre Right broke in again, “why is androgyny the 
solution? Are you saying that, unless we can escape from 
the gender divide, we can’t hope to change things, we’ll 
continue to be unsuccessful at influencing outcomes?”  
 
“There are a number of different meanings,” murmured 
Mecca, exploring another dimension, “in the way the 
word hijab can be used: to cover, to veil, to screen, to 
shelter…” 
 
“In fact you could argue that war is just one big cover-up!” 
the spy laughed without humour. 
 
I caught myself reflecting:  
 
The first day it seemed we had revealed ourselves, but 
with every day we peel another layer off each other, like 
an onion … and now how do we know what’s false and 
what’s real or true? 
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I was no longer sure of my ability to tell the difference – 
or my capacity to translate one into the other. 
 
It seemed impossible to me, however hard we tried, for 
us to avoid the very gendered nature of war - and of the 
world itself – which was reflected in our own 
relationships. 
 
Yet The Facilitator navigated the troubled waters as 
smoothly as usual, saying: “Let’s see how we can build 
on this in today’s scenario. Here’s the news bulletin…” 
 
Thankfully we turned our attention to the screen, where 
photographs of poppy fields provided the backdrop to the 
story. 
 
“A new report has raised questions about certain tactics 
in use by the British army in Afghanistan. Senior British 
officers have previously claimed success in talks with the 
Taliban but it transpired yesterday that this was 
dependent on making ‘deals with the enemy’ for the sake 
of acquiring intelligence. Large sums of money have 
changed hands in the process and a number of leaders 
have changed sides accordingly, while information 
obtained from them has led to their rival commanders 
being conveniently eliminated by the British army. Dr 
Sen, the author of the report, is with us in the studio.” 
 
“Yes,” the visitor picked up the story, “and this practice 
has led to some really serious mistakes. For example, the 
agreement at Musa Qala. The British withdrew after tribal 
leaders promised to keep the Taliban out. The rationale 
was to keep the situation stable without the need for 
force. But the elders were members of the Taliban – so 
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the Taliban actually took over the town for several 
months! And before the British could take back control, a 
number of people – including women and children - were 
murdered as collaborators.” 
 
The studio anchorman came in with a counter-argument:  
“Yet a spokesperson for the Ministry of Defence has 
called this a strategic method…”  
 
He suddenly straightened up and there was a pause, 
while he scanned the monitor intently, then looked up 
again: “Breaking news from Iraq - excuse us, Dr Sen, 
we’ll return to this topic later – where a British aid worker 
has been reported kidnapped. We have incoming footage 
- I think - of a press conference at Baghdad airport… yes, 
here it is.” 
 
The transmission was patched in and the screen now 
showed the slightly grainy picture of a woman reporter in 
a large hall with a makeshift podium at one end and 
crowded with representatives of the fourth estate jostling 
for position. 
 
“Yes, Brian, the US envoy, Kevin Clarey, has just arrived, 
I think we’re about to begin.”  
 
The hubbub died down as the conference got underway. 
 
“We’ll keep this short,” said the envoy. “What we can 
confirm is that Mme Hussein, director of World Citizens in 
Iraq, was kidnapped yesterday, late afternoon, by two 
armed men as she was leaving her office. Her own driver 
was overpowered and the kidnappers used her car as a 
getaway vehicle. So far the group has not identified itself 
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and they have made no demands. We’re awaiting 
developments and will keep you informed…” 
 
A buzz of questions arose behind her but our reporter 
was back on the mike. 
 
“So, not a lot there, Brian but I can tell you that Maureen 
Hussein is director of probably the largest international 
charity operating here, World Citizens. She’s originally 
from Ireland but is also an Iraqi citizen having married 
locally and worked here for a number of years. She’s 
always been popular among the ordinary people of Iraq, 
well-loved for her dedication. And she has a high profile 
among the international community, too, a very well-
respected figure…” 
 
Despite increased noise and movement in the hall, she 
continued valiantly. “This kidnapping is bound to 
contribute to the growing concern among civilians and aid 
workers alike about the escalation of fighting and the 
threat to personal security… Baghdad airport here was 
occupied briefly this week by Shi’ite militia and has now 
been retaken with the help of the US marines. However, 
there’s a temporary suspension of commercial flights due 
to a review of security arrangements although - according 
to the envoy - it is envisaged that normal operations will 
resume shortly. But clearly, people are seeking 
assurances - that is, when is the facility of rescue by airlift 
going to be restored?” 
 
The screen went blank. “So,” said The Facilitator on an 
upbeat note, “ er, Hasenfus” (the spy flinched again at the 
name) “will lead the game today.”  
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So no real surprises there!  
 
“I expect you all to support him,” added TeeFee primly. 
 
“No worries.” I must have smirked as I spoke, because 
she gave me a look full of suspicion. 
 
The Facilitator continued: “I acknowledge that er he has 
not been as fully involved in the group as we would have 
wished… and I’m afraid that, as yet, I’m not permitted to 
give an explanation for that. I also realise that I didn’t give 
him a proper introduction.” She looked round at us all. 
“The spy is here because he chose to leave the service, 
because he saw his intelligence was not being used 
properly.” 
 
There was a little loosening of tension around the table - 
among some of us, at least. The politician shifted 
uncomfortably, but that was par for the course in almost 
any topic of discussion.  
 
Still, I found it difficult to suppress a smile and started on 
the first of a series of mean little puns. What intelligence 
is that? I asked myself, knowing that others would pick it 
up. 
 
TeeFee mentally slapped my wrist. I slapped her playfully 
in return as we entered the game. 
 
I told you not to worry. This is going to be easy! 
 
But her mood again was sombre and seriously focused. 
Be careful. You don’t know everything yet, Honolulu. Her 
warning was just for my ears. 
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Behave, Lulu, giggled Plum distinctly, managing to pinch 
my arm… 
 
Ouch! 
 

***** 
 
A roar of engines and an updraft caught our breath: our 
attention was already elsewhere. We were on the roof of 
an airport building, looking out over the plain of Baghdad. 
An F-35 joint strike fighter plane had just taken off 
towards the south, right over our heads. I could see the 
insignia of the US Marine Corps - though I guess that 
was the spy who first recognised these details for us.  
 
“Or the general,” Bill butted in provocatively, having 
regained his confidence after yesterday’s scenario and 
wanting to reassert himself. 
 
Deliberately, I turned away, choosing to block him out, to 
hide my thought processes from him. I had seen a 
connection from this scenario to Hasenfus’ own story, 
bringing back my anger - and the pain which I still could 
not put into words.  
 
“What are we doing here?” asked the politician, coming 
forward and speaking brightly. “What’s the situation, 
Hasenfus?” 
 
The spy was accompanied by three older men. In his 
eyes we saw them first as: a bluff but competent well-built 
five star marine commander; a short slight balding 
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political representative, clever but not wise; and the 
ambassador, whose advice was always well-informed. 
 
Mm, I’ve met that type before: tall, handsome, greying at 
the temples, full of urbane charm and unexpectedly 
useful insights. 
 
“Do you have to stereotype everyone, Honolulu?” the spy 
broke in. “Not that you’re far wrong,” he murmured.  
 
“What can you tell us about the woman who’s been 
kidnapped, Mr Ambassador?” asked the envoy with a 
nervous energy that the spy interpreted as acute anxiety.  
 
(How do we know that?  
Somehow it’s obvious! Could it be something about the 
eyes?)  
 
“I mean, for instance, what’re her religious connections?”  
 
“As far as I understand, she converted to Islam when she 
married, I’m not sure if the family are Sunni or Shia… 
probably the former but I would need to check. In a sense 
it doesn’t really matter, whichever group she’s affiliated 
with, the kidnapping’s likely to provoke conflict…”  
 
“So none of this is not going to go away easily…” 
muttered the envoy. 
 
“Uh-uh…” 
 
“But what’s the fucking motive?” demanded the envoy, 
becoming more urgent, less polite. “Is it politics, religion 
or get rich quick?”  
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The ambassador’s lips twitched. “Mm, I suppose it could 
be opportunistic, a simple act of banditry… kidnappings 
are on the increase and they’re becoming more 
audacious, with people literally being snatched as they 
leave home or work…” 
 
“But you don’t think so?” The marine commander joined 
in. 
 
The ambassador shook his head thoughtfully.  
 
“You think this may light the blue touch-paper?” pressed 
the marine.  
 
“I think it might,” responded the ambassador. “Perhaps 
it’s the start of a different approach… but until we hear 
from the kidnappers it’s difficult to say.” 
 
“We can’t just sit and wait!” rejoined the political 
representative impatiently. “How do we respond?”   
 
The others (feeling irritated with the envoy and also, like 
him, frustrated with the situation) shrugged their 
shoulders. 
 
“Washington needs some answers now,” continued the 
envoy. And the press are still downstairs… We need to 
look as if we’re in control of the situation.” 
 
“Quite,” said the ambassador dryly.  
 
“We need more intel,” said the envoy, nodding across at 
Hasenfus. “See what you can find out.” 
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“Facilitator,” asked Plum, as the group followed the spy 
down the stairs. “Why are we here?” 
 
“I guess,” responded someone else, “it’s to review the 
nature of intelligence…?” 
 
“How was it is gathered?” 
 
“And how is it used?” 
 
“Whether it is bad intelligence…” 
 
“And what impact that might have…” 
 
We’re all interrogating the spy.  
 
I also noticed there was already much more equal 
engagement and contribution from everyone in this 
scenario; and we seemed more in tune with each other. 
Could this really be attributable to us finding our feminine 
or masculine side? I don’t think so!  
 
As I began to read him, I was finding it increasingly 
difficult to stererotype Hasenfus. So much about him was 
ambiguous. The spy is knowing, but he hides what he 
knows. As Paradigm had observed, unlike her, he was in 
and of the world; more grounded in comparison with the 
imam, yet more cerebral than the general and more direct 
than the politician. Vis-à-vis myself? Less articulate 
(Make that less arrogant, butted in TeFe).  And whatever 
you think of the androgyny theory, certainly more male 
than the professor… and yet...  
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Perhaps there were enough shared characteristics to go 
round? Was it this, despite the darkness of the situation, 
that brought a sensation of lightness and liberation, as I 
realised: 
 
For once, we don’t really need to be carried. And I don’t 
really need to translate.   
 
“The problem is not the intelligence itself,” explained the 
spy. “The system may be blinking red but the government 
ignores it. We need to be able to read the signs more 
clearly, be more proactive.”  
 
“On the other hand,” argued Thanksgiving, “governments 
may fabricate signs when there’s no real threat in 
existence. I know for a fact that the CIA were plotting to 
use the UN weapons inspection to overthrow the Iraqi 
regime - because I led the taskforce on the ground.” 
 
“And then that fiasco led to tragedy… since the US 
regime decided to save face by invading the country 
anyway.” 
 
“Yes, weren’t there some ‘intelligence’ documents 
produced by your people, Centre Right?” I asked, “that 
justified you supporting the invasion?”   
 
Our own politician squirmed uncomfortably, attempting to 
justify himself. But the arguments were specious, as we 
all knew now that the prime motivation for war was the 
oil. 
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“The problem is everyone operates on the principle that 
they’re going to be victorious and then so they won’t need 
any justification.” Mecca murmured.   
 
“But the CIA also works autonomously, it pursues its own 
agenda,” I argued further. 
 
“That may have been true in the past,” replied the spy 
sardonically. “Anyway, you’re all here now, so why don’t 
you see if you can do any better?”  
 
By now we had reached the departure hall on the first 
floor and with the spy we merged into the untidy mess of 
journalists: restless, sweaty, tired, bored, frustrated and 
cynical. 
 
“I can’t believe they’ve got anything substantive to tell us 
yet,” said one young Arab woman, “I should have stayed 
in bed.” 
 
“Tell me about it,” the spy agreed with her in jaded tones. 
Yet something about his smile seemed to spark a little 
interest in her. 
 
“You know I was just thinking this morning,” she 
continued with a hint of invitation, “I haven’t had a day off 
since the war began… just spending my time listening to 
disinformation from the ministry of information…” 
 
“Yes,” chuckled the spy obligingly, identifying the Al- 
Salaam insignia on her briefcase. “We can’t actually 
believe a word any of these guys tells us - although it 
gets printed. According to them, we won the war…I still 
can’t get that through my head!” 
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 “You sometimes wonder if they know anything at all,” 
replied the Arab girl. “Haven’t they checked out the main 
militant groups for instance? The insurgents are always in 
competition with each other, they love to backstab. It 
would be the most obvious place to start. Don’t the 
occupiers have informants there? Don’t they even seek to 
collaborate for the common interest? No-one seems to 
think of that.”   
 
The spy pricked up his ears at this but took care to keep 
his expression neutral. In exchange, he offered sotto 
voce: “Actually, I heard from an embassy source that this 
was simply a random act of banditry, there’s nothing 
political behind it.” 
 
“Is that so?” she remarked, equally interested. “But I 
guess even that will be turned into propaganda by the US 
and UK governments!” 
 
“I suppose you feel the western media are incredibly 
biased?” murmured the spy 
 
“Oh I wouldn’t say our own reporting was objective!” she 
smiled at him a little saucily. “I don’t actually think that’s 
possible. What I do say is that it’s important to report 
alternative viewpoints, to shake people out of…” she 
floundered a little  
 
“… their state of intolerance and prejudice?” supplied the 
spy.   
 
“Mm, yes!” she agreed. “ And also - there are so many 
ordinary people caught in the vice of this manufactured 
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conflict: unless we help, their voices are simply drowned 
out altogether beneath the flood of occupiers rolling out 
the big lie…” 
 
The spy nodded encouragingly. 
  
“And what’s most interesting is that we’re attacked by 
both sides for ‘transmitting propaganda’,” she finished. 
 
“Leroy Jones,” said the spy, holding out his hand. “Very 
proud to make your acquaintance, ma’am.” 
 
After a moment’s hesitation, the spy’s companion took 
out a slightly grubby business card from her jacket pocket 
and passed it over to him. “You’ve got my local cell-
phone number on the back,” she said, “ if you ever want 
to trade some more.” 
 
“I’ll be in touch - Yara,” he responded promptly, checking 
the name. “And we may see each other here later, 
anyway.”  
 
Plum was unable to hide her reaction to this by-play, at 
least from me. 
 
“This is an interesting technique, Leroy,” I observed, 
“getting intelligence from the media… and using the 
media to spread false intel…” (I was about to add ‘and 
pulling at the same time’ but suppressed it). “Does there 
come a point where one becomes the other so that you 
don’t actually know where the story originates… and you 
are taken in and led astray by your own disinformation 
process?” 
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I felt that the spy was aware of the different levels of my 
question. “You’re deliberately misreading this, Honolulu,” 
he said shortly, shaking me off. “Don’t mess with my 
motives.” 
 
“Could we concentrate on the scenario?” asked The 
Facilitator sweetly.   
 
We were back with the envoy and other VIPs in a smaller  
room, above the departure hall, where there was a bank 
of communications equipment and a number of marines.  
 
“What’s the word?” demanded the envoy. 
 
But before Hasenfus had time to respond, a soldier burst 
into the room unceremoniously with a piece of paper. The 
ransom message has come in. We became focused once 
more. The envoy took the message and read through it at 
speed, turning it over to check the back (which was 
blank).  
 
“Quick! Turn to channel 23! ” he yapped, pointing at the 
television screen. A marine flicked the remote accordingly 
and the Al-Salaam insignia came on.  
 
“A video has been delivered to our Qatar headquarters,” 
the presenter was saying, “reportedly from the 
kidnappers of the World Vision director, Mme Hussein…” 
 
We could see her in the video, crying and begging for 
help. Then there was a voiceover: 
 
“The woman is a CIA agent, in league with the illegal 
occupiers and conspiring against Muslims. We have two 
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demands: One, that the British troops quit Iraq and Two, 
that all female Iraqi held as political prisoners in US 
military prisons be freed immediately. Otherwise we will 
hand the spy over to al-Zarqawi for execution…” 
 
The video ended. “There still seems to be no indication of 
who the kidnappers are,” continued the presenter 
smoothly. “We are still waiting for a substantive response 
from the Iraqi authorities and from the allied occupying 
forces.” 
 
“Still waiting?” exploded the envoy. “We’ve only just 
learned this ourselves! How dare they?” 
 
He turned back to the message with bewilderment. It 
clearly was not what had been expected.  
 
“There’s a list of names attached…” He handed it over to 
the spy. 
 
“Mm it seems to be a list of prisoners,” murmured 
Hasenfus, “under the different er facilities,” he added with 
thinly disguised sarcasm. 
 
“No deadline?” asked the marine commander. 
 
A shake of the head. “Who are these trouble-makers?” 
demanded the envoy angrily. “Are they Al-Qaeda?” 
 
The marine was interrogated. When? How? By whom 
had the message been delivered? On the surface there 
was no clue as to the identity of the kidnappers, nor their 
whereabouts.  
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“Al-Zarqawi’s group is one of the most fanatic,” offered 
the ambassador, looking troubled. “They’ve already 
claimed responsibility for the recent beheadings of 
kidnapped mercenaries and expats…”  
 
“… and also the suicide bombings against the UN 
headquarters in Baghdad,” added the marine 
commander.  
 
“Yet this seems senseless,” expostulated the envoy. 
Then turned to the spy. “Unless she really is one of 
ours?” he queried.  
 
Hasenfus spread his hands. We could tell he really didn’t 
know. 
 
“And why the focus only on the British to withdraw?” 
asked the commander in vague suspicion. 
 
Hasenfus still had no answer. Instead he turned back to 
peruse the list of prisoners again. 
 
“I recognise two names here,” he said. “This is a Kurdish 
teacher who was doing some exchange teaching here in 
Baghdad… and this is a civil servant, she was in the 
national museum service.” 
 
(“I also know this name,” interpolated Mecca, looking 
over his shoulder. “ She’s a doctor from Najaf and her 
daughter is a classical musician.”) 
 
The ambassador took the list from the spy. “This lady,” he 
said, “is a member of the national women’s federation. 
Goodness knows why she’s in prison!” 
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(“And, if I’m not mistaken, this Mrs Faruq,” added the 
general, “is a local businesswoman, she and her husband 
supplied beer and toilet paper to the military camp at 
Basra.” 
 
“The things you know!” I marvelled sarcastically.) 
 
“There must be more to this than meets the eye,” argued 
the envoy. “It doesn’t add up at all. There has to be a 
terrorist connection…” 
 
Looks like a bunch of moderates to me, I said flippantly to 
myself. 
 
“This is not making us look good at all,” said the envoy 
waspishly, rounding on Hasenfus. “Didn’t our people pick 
anything useful up at Abu Ghraib on this operation?” 
 
At the name, there was an internal rush of collective 
feeling from the last scenario, but Hasenfus answered 
quietly and neutrally, “I don’t think so but I’ll try and check 
it out again.” 
 
“Mm,” contributed the ambassador carefully, “perhaps not 
so wise to go down that route, given the media coverage 
…”   
 
“Yeah yeah,” replied the envoy in great annoyance, “ why 
can’t people just let us get on with the job?” He looked 
directly at the ambassador. “And I hear the UK are also 
considering using evidence obtained under torture…” he 
added spitefully. 
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“That may be true,” admitted the ambassador, his calm 
finally ruffled, “but don’t look at me, old man, I’m from 
Eire. I have a rather different viewpoint. We’re not keen 
on the practice of meddling in other people’s backyards 
or acting as recruiting sergeants for Al Qaeda.” 
 
Centre-Right was getting hot under the collar again as 
the external conversation developed. I sensed him 
squirming with embarrassment, spreading frustration and 
confusion amongst the rest of us and blurring the spy’s 
vision. He staggered for an instance and we had to 
struggle for control. 
 
“Get back, get down, Centre-Right,” said the general 
firmly with admirable calmness, “come on now, man, get 
a grip.” The weakness began to recede.  
 
“But what can the real motivation be?” the commander 
was still worrying. 
 
“Whatever!” said the envoy impatiently. “We’re gonna 
need a mediator and I don’t think I’m the best person. 
Does anyone have any suggestions?” 
 
“What about Dr Fatima Ali, the human rights lawyer? 
She’s a Sunni,” offered the spy quietly. 
 
“There’s also Professor Iqbal Mamoud, he’s a Shi’ite 
teacher from the department of peace and international 
relations at the university in Baghdad,” offered the 
commander. 
 
“Perhaps a combination?” suggested the ambassador. 
“Dr Ali and Prof Mamoud may work together well.” 
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“Let’s bring them in,” the commander nodded at the 
marine.  
 
“Shouldn’t we make the invitation first?” asked the 
ambassador mildly.  
 
The envoy passed him the phone. “Be my guest!” he 
yapped. 
 
“In the meantime,” the envoy turned back to the spy and 
waved the list of prisoners at him. “We could do with 
more intel on these people.”  
 
“Leave that with me, sir,” responded the spy, taking out 
his cell-phone, “I’ll check that with one of my informants.”  
 
What was intriguing for me was the spy’s modus 
operandi. Perhaps this was not a problem for the 
politician, or even the general. Is this a gender thing? The 
well-defended male? 
 
“You’re not saying much, Hasenfus,” I pointed out. 
 
“Success in the intelligence game is how much 
information you gather, not how much you give away. In 
fact, information becomes more valuable the fewer 
people have access to it.”   
 
“Information is power, then?” 
 
“Uh-huh.” 
 
“But we can choose to subvert that in the scenario, can’t 
we?”  
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In fact, we all have some information to contribute. Is that 
why we’re not finding this difficult? Why don’t we listen to 
what each other has got to share and then decide: is 
what we have sufficient? 
 
“It’s out of the question to accede to their demands,” 
insisted the envoy. “It would open the floodgates for all 
kinds of kidnappings.” 
 
“It would make us look weak,” agreed the marine 
commander. 
 
“On the other hand,” put in the ambassador, “Your public 
relations are going to suffer… A lot of the aid workers 
have already been withdrawn from the country because 
of security alerts. This is going to look as if you don’t 
have the situation under control at all.” 
 
Yes, the famous peaceful democracy that was promised 
four years ago. (Mecca)  
 
“The consequences of not coming to an agreement could 
well lead to an escalation of day to day violence… also 
bad for PR, of course,” added the ambassador. 
 
“Yes, yes, “ said the envoy impatiently. “You don’t need 
to tell me we’re in between the devil and the deep blue 
sea” (In fact he used a much cruder expression).  
 
At this point the spy absented himself, having set up a 
meeting with his informant at the airport cafeteria. As we 
went with him, I experienced a niggling question that I 
couldn’t quite articulate, something about the phone 
number… 
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Black X was waiting by the counter. They embraced 
briefly but with real warmth. They do already have a 
relationship. Black X ordered coffee, which came in two 
small cups, black and strong. Our informant stirred in 
some extra sugar. “You know I like to keep up my 
strength,” he smiled. 
 
The spy passed him the list of names disguised (a little 
clumsily, I thought) inside the greasy menu. “Can you 
make sense of this?”  
 
Black X squinted at the names for a while and then said 
with some puzzlement: “The only connection I can see is 
that there is no connection. I would need to check to 
make sure of all them, but most of these I know are not in 
prison for violent crimes or conspiracy or corruption. 
They’re upstanding citizens who were in the wrong place 
at the wrong time.” 
 
“Can you get back to me if anything else comes to you?” 
asked the spy.  
 
Mulling this over, we returned to the briefing room, to be 
greeted with the latest news from Al-Salaam: 
 
“Another video has arrived from the kidnappers, giving 
the authorities a deadline. Its simple message is:  
 
“‘Release the female prisoners by tonight or Mme 
Hussein will be executed.’  
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“However, a communiqué from al-Zarqawi was also 
released within the last hour. He states, on behalf of Al-
Qaeda in Iraq:  
 
“‘We are no party to this action. If the kidnappers should 
deliver Mme Hussein to us, we will immediately release 
her. If she is, as they say, a spy for the United States, we 
call on this unknown group to publish the evidence 
against her. Those who are using her as a playing card in 
this game of occupation don’t know our religion very well 
if they believe that we would kill innocent women.’” 
 
Reactions to this came thick and fast. First dumbstruck 
with surprise and disbelief, then confusion and suspicion, 
the envoy spluttered: “But what the fuck is going on 
here?”  
 
And who is controlling the game; winning the information 
war? 
 
While we were trying to digest all this, another message 
came through, this time from the embassy. The 
kidnapped woman’s sisters were coming out from Ireland.  
 
“Oh wonderful. There’s gonna be an even bigger media 
circus,” said the envoy, looking as if he might collapse. 
 
Mm, and frankly, the kidnapped woman is not the real 
story, I mused. Then thought again. Or is she? After all, 
here was someone who had successfully crossed many 
borders and barriers - professional, national, religious, 
linguistic, ethnic, even gender, if you considered her high 
level position in a patriarchal society. 
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“Couldn’t we make something constructive out of this 
scenario rather than conflictive?” I suggested brightly.  
 
“What do you suggest, Honolulu?” asked The Facilitator.  
 
“Why don’t we let these women out of jail and see what 
they have to say?  Let’s bring them together. Maybe they 
can help to prevent this fragmentation.  
 
“Maybe, in fact, that’s why they were imprisoned,” I felt 
Mecca picking up on my thought processes. 
 
“And their voices silenced,” added Plum, picking up on 
the significance of our conversation with the Arab 
reporter.  
 
Our group had some more talking to do together but the 
consensus was that Hasenfus had to put forward the 
suggestion. 
 
“Why not try to make a deal,” suggested the politician 
excitedly, eager to show us what he was worth: “The 
release of the female prisoners first in return for the 
release of Mme Hussein and then,” carried along with the 
momentum of his own vision, “a scheduled meeting to 
further discuss the withdrawal of British troops…” 
 
The rest of us murmured our collective appreciation of 
this unexpected plan, but the spy was less enthusiastic.  
 
“This isn’t my role,” he said flatly, “I only get the intel, not 
make the decisions on what to do with it.” 
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“Well, maybe it’s time to change role,” Thanksgiving  
said. “Isn’t that why you left the service? At least, it’s part 
of your job to present options… 
 
“…and discuss it with the two mediators first,” added 
Mecca. 
 
“Right,” acquiesced the spy, abandoning rather than 
accepting the argument. 
 
“We’ll be there with you,” contributed the politician 
eagerly, feeling a little more confident now, even slightly 
jocular.  
 
“Not sure if that’s gonna make me feel any better,” joked 
the spy.  
 
“No! It will, of course it will!” Paradigm picked up on 
Centre Right’s immediate sense of deflation and we all 
worked hard to reverse it.  
 
And so it came to pass. After some intense discussions, 
the VIPs were ready for another press conference down 
in the departure hall.  
 
“After mediation,” announced the envoy, “we have 
decided, in order to expedite the release of Mme 
Hussein, there will be a temporary parole for a number of 
Iraqi political prisoners leading to suspension of 
sentence, subject to proper legal review. It is the view of 
the mediators that the named prisoners do not pose a 
security threat. We are presently awaiting confirmation 
from the group responsible for the kidnapping.”  
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After a moment’s stunned silence, arms shot up from the 
crowd, everyone eager to ask for more information. We 
were mingling again among the press corps and, when 
he spotted her, Hasenfus made a beeline for the pretty 
Arab reporter.  
 
Is this really necessary? asked the professor at the same 
time as I thought it. 
 
“Hi there,” Yara was tired but the smile reached her eyes 
so that, although she spoke ironically, she was also 
saying I still think you’re cute. “Now, what do you make of 
all this? Your information was not so hot after all! ” 
 
“Well, your information seems to come direct from 
source, how can I compete?” Hasenfus returned lightly.  
 
Then he slipped an arm round her slim waist and 
whispered in her ear. “I know it for a fact, the aim is for 
the released prisoners, all moderates, all women, to meet 
together and work on a settlement.”  
 
She turned her face to look him in the eye. “What else do 
you know for a fact?” she murmured invitingly, brows 
raised. 
 
“Hey, I thought we don’t give away intelligence!” Plum 
snapped jealously.  
 
“Come on, professor,” Thanksgiving admonished her 
mildly, “it’s only a game.” 
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“Yeah, but what exactly are the rules and who makes 
them?” I flashed back, supporting my side, since it 
seemed that he too was enjoying the close contact.  
 
While we were squabbling, The Facilitator brought the 
scenario to a close for the day.  
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Day Four:  Debriefing 
 
“Any comments?” The Facilitator asked as we took off 
our headphones.  
 
Yes, there were plenty. 
 
“For once,” the general began, echoing one of my own 
points, “we didn’t really need to be carried.” 
 
“It was much easier to read what was happening,” agreed 
Centre Right. 
 
The professor spoke slowly as if still in the analytical 
stage. “Well, we engaged in some intellectualising at the 
outset. Then we got more involved in the action... and we 
did seem to be able influence the outcome. But, I still feel 
confused.” 
 
“Mm, although it seemed simpler to make decisions at 
the time,” mused Mecca, “we aren’t actually left with a 
feeling of completion, are we?” 
 
“Yes, as always” acknowledged the general, “we’re left 
up in the air about what would happen next in the 
scenario…” 
 
“Why didn’t we have this scenario first, Teefee?” I 
questioned, still trying to understand the process.  
 
She gave some spurious answer about programming. 
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“But it was too easy. Does it really show we’re working 
together more effectively? That we’re learning 
something?” I demanded.  
 
“And are we becoming more androgynous?” added 
Paradigm, frowning. “Are we in any way at all changing 
roles? Seeing how we might do things differently?” 
 
“Well, Hasenfus did change his role in the scenario,” 
pointed out TF. “He did take responsibility for the 
decisions that were made…” 
 
“Ha!” I rejoined. “But he didn’t share that with us all the 
time, he acted independently!”   
 
“And how did the spy know Black X, how come he had 
access to his cell phone number, if this was just a 
scenario, new to all of us?” asked Bill. So he had noted 
that, too. 
 
Another spurious answer about programming. 
 
“But, Facilitator,” I began suspiciously and then stated 
more definitely, “I think you’re just bluffing!” 
 
“The problem is,” said Mecca, putting the discussion back 
on track, “this whole obfuscation which surrounds 
intelligence and the intelligence gathering process 
itself…” 
 
“Yes, the US government doesn’t seem to know if the 
kidnappers are actually working for the CIA!” growled the 
general. 
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“Or even if the kidnappee might be an agent!” 
 
“Or whether some of the Iraqi political prisoners are in the 
service!” 
 
“And the media seem to provide intelligence rather than 
reporting the news! Or have I got that inside out?” I 
quipped. 
 
“Or are they also part of the kidnap conspiracy?” asked 
Bill. “No wonder it’s so difficult to make decisions!” 
 
Centre Right, who had fallen silent for a while, now broke 
in pompously: “I do feel the scenario showed the 
importance of good intelligence. And it raises questions 
about what needs to change in the future of the 
intelligence service.” He looked around the table 
earnestly. 
 
I was aware of several groans. I knew why. There were 
times when it seemed as if the politician might be able to 
contribute something genuinely constructive. And then he 
shape-shifted again, slipping back into meaningless 
cliché. 
 
That reminded me of another issue. “Teefee,” I started, 
“we still have a problem with Centre Right. He is the 
weakest link…” 
 
“What did you call me?” she asked in astonishment, 
noticing this time. 
 
“Yes, we saw in the scenario, with the envoy,” agreed 
Mecca, deflecting direct criticism away from Centre Right 
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but still making the point clearly, “that a political agenda 
weakens all our efforts,”  
 
“And he’s still so poor at controlling his emotional 
reactions,” noted Paradigm. “It’s not at all helpful ” 
 
The spy muttered in agreement: “We’re all affected by his 
guilty conscience.” 
 
But the professor had not let him off the hook. 
 
 “On the nature of intelligence gathering: it’s a well-known 
fact that women are more effective secret agents than 
men,” said Paradigm with a spitefulness even I had to 
admire, sticking to her theme and oiling her grudge 
against Leroy. “A female spy is able to obtain more 
information by using her natural charm and sympathy.” 
 
“Just as long as she doesn’t get sexually involved, “ I 
suggested naughtily, “ and give the game away.” 
 
“In fact, men are much more likely to be guilty of letting 
secrets out of the bag,” she retorted with a fierce smile.  
“A man’s conceit will often lead him into indiscretion in 
order to impress other men – or women.” 
 
The spy threw up his hands in mock despair. “I thought 
we were trying to get beyond this,” he said, not without 
justification, looking, for once, directly at Paradigm. 
 
Although we sat there half-joking, I was filled with 
disquiet. How much could we all trust each other? Did I 
really have faith in The Facilitator? Or the process we 
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were going through together? I shot a glance at Bill: Can I 
really trust you? 
 
“There are still issues to resolve, but I feel we have 
moved forward,” said TF, tuning out from me and bringing 
things to a smooth finish. “Have a good rest.  Last 
working day tomorrow.” 
 

***** 
 
I happened to walk along the corridor to the cafeteria with 
Hasenfus. Seeing no-one else was there when we 
arrived, I ordered two beers and we sat down opposite 
each other. For a short while, we drank in silence. I was 
still struggling with my conflicting perceptions of the spy. 
Much of him on the surface was in keeping with the 
traditional role and yet underneath I had witnessed a 
different persona: resistant to easy answers.   
 
“Well, I didn’t find that very illuminating,” I began, 
choosing to challenge him. “More smoke and mirrors…” 
He exhaled audibly and touched the fingers of one hand 
to his forehead with mute exasperation. 
 
“You’ve got it all wrong about me, Honolulu,” he rejoined, 
flashing a glance at me. “You know, in the beginning 
when you go into the service, it’s just a job. Am I really 
that different from anyone else here? All we want is to do 
the job well…” 
 
I bit my lip because I wanted to hang on to my prejudices. 
 
“… and then when you realise what’s going down, at first 
it seems too late. It took me a long time to see that I had 
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to do something myself, and, in the meanwhile, making 
my mind up about that, I lost my best friend in action - out 
in Afghanistan. He was sacrificed on the political altar - 
and that’s when I finally decided to quit.”   
 
He fell silent and gazed into the distance, his eyes 
hooded again. At that moment at least, when I looked at 
him properly, he seemed less sinister, his seediness 
merging into mere world-weariness 
 
“It doesn’t get any easier, does it?” I murmured, in a rush 
of empathy - and possibly compunction. After all, I had 
despised him; yet he wasn’t so different from me.  
 
“And you’ve got it completely wrong with the Hasenfus 
connection,” added Leroy for good measure. “I wasn’t 
involved in any of that. I just happened to be there at the 
time, I was still a student, visiting a friend. In fact, “ he 
grinned despite himself, “ a young woman journalist!”  
 
He clasped my hand briefly. “You have to be careful of - 
how did you put it? – being  led astray by your own 
disinformation processes.” 
 
I could feel the weight lift as I began to let go. I knew he 
wasn’t the cause of my own problems and I couldn’t 
continue to claim that he was.  
 
“Touché!” I replied, lifting my glass and saluting him, as 
the others entered the bar.  
 
An uncomfortable thought struck home: How much can 
they even trust me? They reveal themselves, telling me 
things I’d rather not know. And we still assume the other 
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sees the world as we do ourselves without distortion – 
which, inside or outside the game, is clearly impossible, 
isn’t it?  
 
After a congenial supper, it seemed natural to go back to 
Thanksgiving’s room. Yet as soon as we got there, I felt 
conflicted again.  Despite the general lightening of my 
mood earlier, there was still something about him niggling 
me underneath. 
 
“Thank goodness we’re almost done,” I said, “just one 
more scenario to go.”  
 
“Aw! But it’s so much fun!” he said, only half joking, giving 
me a quick hug.   
 
“Is it?” I asked, inexplicably goaded and savagely falling 
on him. “What about those things you’re still hiding? That 
photographic memory on Day One, you tried to suppress 
it. The real story about your wife… Then there was the 
guilt I felt from you again in Day Three. And today, I can’t 
even really put it into words… there’s still a sense of 
complicity about you. You may analyse and criticise but 
you’re still part of it…” 
 
He had gone into rock mode and asked without 
expression: “Part of what?” 
 
“The violence, the rape, the killing,” I spat out. “And, yes, 
the deception, the lies, the …  
 
“You know what I am,” he said, shrugging. “I’m a military 
man. I can’t change that.” 
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I realised that just that – his being in the military - was 
enough of an issue for me. 
 
“You can’t keep using that as an excuse!” I insisted. “Why 
didn’t you tell me the truth?” 
 
“You know the truth!” he countered. “You always want to 
take the moral high ground. Did you never do anything 
you’re ashamed of?” 
 
“I suppose you were just ‘following orders’,” I sneered.  
 
“And what about you?” He flashed back. “In a way that’s 
all any of us ever do. Yes, I’m still following orders. I do it 
as well – as creatively - as I can.” 
 
Part of me knew he was right. But for some reason I felt 
compelled to unlayer his life and I kept on pushing and 
peeling: Why? What? Who? When? What were the 
consequences? 
 
“What are you doing?” asked Bill, baffled and hurting. 
“Why are you swiping at me the whole time?” 
 
“You never even say Sorry!” I pushed again. 
 
He suddenly leaped up and for one instant I was afraid 
he was going to strike me. But instead he hit the wall 
hard with the palm of his hand.  
 
“What’s the point of expecting you to forgive me?” he 
asked bitterly, “when I can’t even forgive myself?” 
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That somehow seduced me: I put my arms around him 
for comfort and he was gentle with me. There, there. I 
had pushed enough and got the answer I wasn’t sure I 
wanted. Morality would never be quite as simple again, 
especially as I realised I was still trying to put the blame 
onto somebody else - because I wasn’t able to change 
myself either.   
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Day Five:   Settlement 
 
Although everyone sat down as usual in a casual but 
orderly fashion, today there was a sense of repressed 
excitement. We’re eager to get into the action. We all 
want to see the dénouement! But are we going to reach 
one? 
 
Tapping into the general mood, even TeeFee grimaced a 
little nervously. “Well,” she said to introduce the session, 
“I’d like to finish the debrief from yesterday very quickly 
and then move on. Let’s go round the circle and share 
what key lessons have been learned: what are we going 
to take with us into the final phase?” 
 
Jeez. Would this ever get any easier? 
 
“We must have faith in the mission,” started Mecca, “and 
try to keep faith with each other.”  
 
“Yes, I agree,” said Paradigm, looking down at her hands, 
“however hard that might be. We also need to analyse 
things objectively…” 
 
Hasenfus raised his eyebrows speakingly at her, “… and 
not jump to conclusions. Be aware of our own limitations 
and be willing to listen…” 
 
“Yes, not be too quick to act, we need to reflect on 
possible consequences,” added Bill, “but then again…” 
 
“We have to stick to what we know is right,” Centre Right 
completed the sentence defiantly, “whatever people may 
write about you!” 
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“Erm,” I concluded, “it’s something about having faith in 
ourselves but also about being honest with others...” 
 
The Facilitator nodded, apparently satisfied. “And don’t 
forget, you can be anything you want to be.” She lifted 
the remote. “Let’s catch up with the news.” 
 
The first item was about the formation of the transitional 
government, with some vox pop interviews on the 
ground:  
 
“There are certain conditions that have to be met before 
we endorse the constitution and the next round of 
elections,” said one representative, from the Islamic 
Scholars Association: “notably, withdrawal of the US and 
release of all detainees from US military prisons.” 
 
“However,” the anchorman picked up the narrative, “the 
occupying forces continue to raise questions on local 
capacity for peace. Secretary of Defence Donald 
Rumsfeld has claimed that Iraqi insurgency could last at 
least twelve years… and Iraqis themselves are calling for 
help after a suicide bomb attack at a teaching hospital 
killed five policemen and injured twelve others.” 
 
He turned to an expert in the studio: “Does Mr Rumsfeld 
have it right? Is the prognosis so pessimistic?” 
 
“Well, Brian,” came the reply “the situation is more 
complex than simple Arab resistance to invasion and 
occupation by the West, that is, by outsiders. Another 
factor militating against the establishment of democracy 
in Iraq relates to the internal divisions between the 
different religious and ethnic groups…  
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“According to a number of commentators, the occupation 
has turned into a melting pot of Islamic radicalism – 
clearly not intended nor predicted at the outset.  
 
“But we also need to consider the recent allegations by 
the Arab community that these divisions between Sunni, 
Shia and Kurdish groups are now being deliberately 
manipulation by the occupiers in order to justify a 
continued occupation…” 
 
“Yet some diplomats claim that the insurgency is running 
out of steam…” interpolated the anchorman. 
 
“Yes,” acknowledged the expert. “And there are signs 
that the different factions are, let’s say, wising up to the 
situation. For example, after much bickering the Sunnis 
are starting to show signs of a common interest, coming 
together as the Shi’ites and Kurds did… They’ve begun 
to realise it’s not in their interests to continue to boycott 
the political process…” 
 
Via the studio screen we were back on the ground, where 
a Shi’ite cleric was speaking earnestly to camera.  
 
“We all need to address the issue of genuine 
collaboration between opposing sides.  But,” he insisted, 
“the country’s problems have to be resolved internally - 
not by foreign moves to by-pass our own government.” 
 
Another voice: “The occupying forces will never allow 
democracy to flourish in Iraq!” argued a young man from 
the militia. “Those they can’t co-opt, they will destroy! And 
all the while claiming it is Arab violence which puts the 
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country’s recovery in jeopardy. Their true concerns are 
about the oil fields and refineries being threatened by 
militants; and the mercenaries (oh I’m sorry, security 
firms) they hire to protect them are holding the country to 
ransom.”  
 
The field reporter next appeared on screen.  
 
“The draft constitution has been greatly influenced by US 
advisors so that it contains language that guarantees a 
major role for foreign companies in the forthcoming 
decades,” she supplied. “But in fact it’s not yet a done 
deal – Iraqi representatives have balked at the legislation; 
most Iraqis favour continued control by a national 
company - and this includes the oil workers’ union. They 
strongly oppose the possible resurgence of the so-called 
Iraq Petroleum, which acted always in the interests of the 
Anglo-American companies, holding down production to 
maximise profits elsewhere and keeping a monopoly on 
Iraq’s oil sector until nationalisation.” 
 
“However,” the anchor continued, “the twists and turns in 
the situation never cease to provide us with surprises. 
We’re just receiving some news that puts a positive spin 
on progress...”  
 
“This is our next context,” murmured TeeFee, 
uncharacteristically coy.  
 
And there, on screen, we found yesterday’s outcome had 
become part of the news! There was even a nodding 
acknowledgement for Centre Right as his idea was 
entered into the programme and our reporter in Baghdad 
announced: 
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“A high level conference is being held to examine the 
nature of the handover of power and to identify the 
parameters for the withdrawal of British and American 
forces.”  
 
Around the table there was a collective alternation 
between anticipation and dread, as we tried to grasp hold 
of the fast shrinking gap between the virtual and the real, 
the possible and the now. 
 
“Well, I don’t need to tell you,” said Teefee unnecessarily,  
“that this is our final scenario. It builds on what we’ve 
done so far, but of course it has its own challenges. The 
outcome is vital for us. The plan for the real settlement 
will be developed on the basis of what you achieve.”  
 
She looked around the table and her eyes rested on 
Centre Right. “I’d like you to lead today,” she said quietly. 
 
I swear I wasn’t the only one to have a strong reaction. 
The politician himself turned pale. Thanksgiving sucked 
his teeth. Plum giggled nervously and the spy hid behind 
his old smirk. I was furious - I’ve been passed over again, 
it should be my turn! But even that was swamped by 
more objective outrage. 
 
“Facilitator,” I said urgently. “You can’t do this. We can’t… 
rely on him. He’s... not strong enough yet.” 
 
A swift look of annoyance crossed her face. But she 
nodded, in recognition of my point. 
 
“Then you’ll have to help him,” she said. “You carry him.” 
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But that isn’t fair! 
 
“Why expect it to be fair?” she asked me. “Everyone 
ready?” 
 
And we were back in the game.  
 

 
***** 

 
We found ourselves in a lofty hall, with a large central 
table (actually made up a number of smaller tables) 
covered with white cloths. It wasn’t what the politician 
was used to. This was no high-tech modern conference 
centre. The chairs around the table were a motley 
assortment; the sides of the hall were (tidily) stacked with 
old furniture and cardboard boxes.  
 
At the head of the table were the smartest chairs, 
reserved for the most important people. But there’s no 
space, there’s no protection, thought Centre Right in 
alarm.  
 
The delegates began to arrive, each accompanied by 
their entourage.  First came the ‘Hidden Imam’ with his 
followers in their robes and turbans, clasping their tall 
staves and laying their machine guns against the wall by 
the door. Next entered the foreign military leaders, 
accompanied by a marine corps who were directed to 
stand at ease at the back. Sunnis were represented by 
some of the more moderate clerics, similarly protected by 
their own militia. Opposite them sat the Kurdish delegates 
accompanied by the peshmerga  - the legendary so-
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called freedom fighters. Last but not least, members of 
the press corps, aiming their microphones and aligning 
their cameras, pushed against each other for the best 
place to shoot. 
 
It all seems to be getting out of hand. This really wasn’t 
what we were expecting. 
 
It’s another scenario, Lulu, we shouldn’t expect it to follow 
on from the last, came Paradigm’s comment. 
 
And yet… I was filled with an unnamed premonition. 
 
The released prisoners - that motley collection of female 
moderates - arrived in small groups and sat together near 
the head of the table.  The women, presenting 
themselves not in black, not covered by the burkha but 
wearing their wedding finery in red and gold, attended the 
meeting under the protection of their sons and brothers. 
And in that part of the room, they were joined by groups 
of village leaders, public servants, charity workers, 
historians, teachers, schoolgirls, athletes, farmers and 
small traders. A small cheer as the mediator Dr Fatima 
appeared and came to sit by Centre Right.  
 
The politician, feeling besieged by diversity, saw with 
relief a contingent he could understand and was familiar 
with. There, at the foot of the table, in lightweight Italian 
silk suits with contrasting-colour ties, were the western 
businessmen, busy checking through heavy portfolios, 
their interests identified by company name plates: 
construction, engineering, defence & security, oil, 
telecommunications and … culture. 
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“Who invited them?” I demanded. 
 
“They sort of invite themselves,” answered The Facilitator 
wearily, “they’ll always be there.” 
 
Orderlies passed around some modest light 
refreshments. These consisted (bizarrely) of bottles of 
various fizzy drinks to choose from and plates generously 
laden with the original British ship’s biscuits.  
 
As more and more people entered and took their places, 
the room became smaller and smaller. Spare chairs were 
lifted down from the stacks at the side. Supporters jostled 
for position: there was barely the space to stand, let 
alone to sit. You thought: Surely that’s it, there’s no room 
for anyone else now.  But then somehow another 
contingent managed to squeeze in.  
 
And, like all the previous scenarios, we sensed this one 
was filled with false presence. It grew steadily hotter. The 
ceiling fans whirred round ineffectively. I could feel the 
politician’s sweat running down the side of my face.  
 
The other mediator, Professor Mahmoud, arrived 
wending his way through the throng to sit alongside 
Centre Right at the top table.  
 
“I suggest we follow a simple procedure,” said Dr Fatima 
(who was lightly veiled) taking a draft agenda from her 
briefcase to discuss with them.  
 
The panic level rising in the politician affected us all.  
 
“Just follow the procedure,” I told him, fighting it down. 
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“Go through the motions,” advised the general, doing the 
same.  
 
“Have faith in the process,” added Mecca, ditto.  
 
“This looks very helpful indeed,” said Centre Right to the 
lawyer, as the panic momentarily subsided.  Externally he 
was able to respond sensibly to the suggestions and 
even to compliment Dr Fatima on her approach. He made 
a few quick notes. Training will out, after all!  
 
Finally, Prof Mahmoud called the meeting to order and 
Centre Right, swallowing convulsively, began his 
introductory speech.  
 
“We welcome all of you and thank you for coming here to 
work with us on a settlement to prevent - or indeed 
reverse - the fragmentation process between the major 
factions…” 
 
It was a false trigger.  A Sunni representative immediately 
interrupted.  
 
“Oh, make no mistake - this is not the civil war that 
Washington predicted would break out between Sunnis, 
Shi’ites and Kurds. This is a war provoked by the US 
occupation and waged by its forces against the growing 
number of Shia who support the Hidden Imam…’ 
 
This in turn triggered a response by the Shi’ite faction 
and then dissention rippled around the room, differentially 
voiced among other groups.  
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Centre Right looked round desperately for support. Dr 
Fatima was on her cell phone, her face grave. Prof 
Mahmoud was trying to hear what a marine was telling 
him. Suddenly a cry went up in the crowd and one of the 
journalists announced wildly: “The kidnappers have shot 
Mme Hussein! The video’s been shown on Al-Salaam.” 
 
We were all deeply shocked.   
 
At the same time, Hasenfus espied movement among the 
marines - or was it the peshmerga behind the Kurdish 
group? - which distracted us all for an instant.  
 
I thought everyone was supposed to leave their weapons 
at the door?  (I heard from the spy) 
 
“Let me out of here!” cried Centre Right struggling so 
fiercely that I momentarily lost my grip and we all dropped 
him, tumbling unexpectedly out of the game. 
 
Back in the control room, The Facilitator held us all in her 
fierce gaze and then turned to the politician. 
 
“You’ve got to go back in there,” she said grimly. We are 
no longer playing! “You have to work to resolve this.”  
 
“I can’t!” wailed the politician. 
 
“You have to.” 
 
“Oh God.” 
 
The politician crumbled and cried.  We all knew that he 
had already, before this assignment, sold his soul for the 
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broken promise of a place in history. He was a coward 
and a hypocrite. Yet however much we might despise 
him, however hard we tried, it was impossible not feel the 
tug of compassion. He wanted to be a good leader; he 
wanted to do what was right. He was, on this occasion, 
genuinely trying to do something altruistic. But he was 
held back by the acknowledgement of his previous bad 
faith – and although each of us had a similar problem to 
address, we wouldn’t let him forget it.   
 
“Come on,” I said, realising I too had been guilty of 
limiting him, “you don’t have to be defined by others when 
taking action.”  
 
The fact is he has made some progress through the 
game.  
 
“Here’s a new opportunity to make a difference,” said 
Plum softly. “And we’ll be there with you, right?” She 
looked across at the rest of us.  
 
“Sorry folks, “ I said. “Let’s try again. I could do with some 
reinforcements this time,” I added, instinctively turning to 
Bill. 
 
“You got it,” he said laconically.  
 
“I need to focus more,” I told myself nervously and for 
once TeeFee did not hassle me. “Let’s go.” 
 
Back at the head of the negotiating table, we surveyed 
the scene. The US envoy (much to the discomfort of the 
marine commander and the mediators) had, in the 
meantime, taken the microphone and was laying down 
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the law about what would happen if no settlement was 
reached (further bloodshed, lawlessness, withdrawal of 
US troops and so on and so forth).  
 
Just see what happens when you take your eye off the 
ball for a moment! 
 
We all wanted Centre Right to take back the bâton, to 
continue to conduct the proceedings. We were all now 
ready to work with him.  
 
Even though he had lied to us, even though we had all 
lied to each other and ourselves (in both public and 
private) I felt sure that there was a shared purpose: we 
did want peace. 
 
Somehow I had to help him translate rhetoric into reality. 
To do that, perhaps I didn’t need to trust him entirely, I 
just needed to trust him enough. 
 
“Let’s keep calm this time,” I suggested. “And let’s calm 
this place down. We have that responsibility.” Each of us 
pledged our own kind of support.  
 
As the envoy paused for breath, Centre Right reached 
over and took the microphone. Dr Fatima gave Centre 
Right a close look and her face lightened with relief: 
something had changed in him that gave her confidence.  
 
“This fragmentation process,” began the politician for a 
second time, faltering a little in his own unintelligibility, 
“continues to be the principle source of conflict – and, 
indeed, vice versa…” 
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As this did little to quell the uproar, I could tell that chronic 
(abuse of) euphemism was still going to a problem.  
 
“Just say what you really feel,” I whispered in his ear. 
 
He tried again, screwing up his face in concentration:  
“We’re all shocked that Mme Hussein has been 
executed. It would just be too easy to let this sabotage 
our peaceful discussions. So, let’s all show that we can 
rise above it. Let’s emulate Mme Hussein. Let’s hold the 
meeting anyway - and work out a settlement.”  
 
At this, there was some warm applause, especially from 
the moderate participants, several calls for ‘order’ and the 
hubbub began to die down.  
 
Third time lucky. 
 
“That went a little better,” Plum said encouragingly to 
Centre Right.   
 
He shivered. “I’ve got out of the habit,” he admitted. “It’s 
become second nature to dissimulate.” 
 
“This execution is abhorrent, it shows the kind of people 
we’re up against,” intoned the envoy, jumping in again 
and still not getting it (that is, the need to speak or see 
the truth). “There was absolutely no reason why this 
charitable woman should be killed. She’s a martyr to truth 
and goodness…” 
 
“We have to fight this evil lurking in the heart of Iraq,” 
agreed the US appointed, ex-CIA and ex-Ba’athist interim 
prime minister.  
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Each group then took up its belligerent position. 
 
“The nameless evil!” jeered one of the young clerics. 
“You’re just using this incident as a justification for 
destroying Fallujah! What an invaluable propaganda tool 
this execution is for the occupying forces.” 
 
What exactly was the implication here? The kidnap was a 
CIA or MI6 set-up? 
 
“And if we’re to believe the memo that was leaked 
recently from a member of the interim government,” 
expounded another representative, “the Iraqi leader has 
no authority, absolutely no internal control of the 
situation: all control has been de facto ceded to the illegal 
occupiers.”  
 
“We are offended by any suggestion that the execution is 
related to bona fide islamist resistance,” interpolated 
another of the Shi’ite clerics. “When we realised that the 
mere act of kidnapping Mrs Hussein was close to heresy, 
the combined resistance groups demanded her release  
– and that was a genuine message.”  
 
“Exactly so,” broke in al-Zarqawi. “This has nothing to do 
with al-Qaeda. In Islam, we don’t gamble the lives of 
women and children” he pointed a finger at the envoy, 
“like those who have used Mme Hussein as a pawn in 
this particular game.”  
 
Here the implication was plain to all: that the execution 
was a Western initiative.  But how was that accusation to 
be dealt with here? If it became the crux of the meeting 
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we would never move forward. We needed to turn the 
debate around.  
 
“It seems that every side is claiming the moral high 
ground here,” jumped in the politician, for once using 
euphemism to good effect, “in relation to this worthy 
woman’s violent and unprovoked demise…” 
 
Whoa! Cut the Shakespeare, let’s get practical!! 
   
“But not everyone’s voice has been heard yet. So, in 
honour of Mme Hussein as an inestimable role model…” 
 
Cut the crap, Centre Right!  
 
“…I’d like to pass the microphone to the representative of 
the women who were released as part of the 
mediation…” 
 
The envoy started to protest but Dr Fatima managed to 
wave him down and drown him out this time 
 
“That was the first part of the demands of the 
kidnappers,” she murmured, grimacing as she realised 
this now was immaterial to the hostage. Nevertheless she 
nodded her approval at the direction things were moving 
in.  
 
A young woman stood up to take the microphone and 
introduced herself as Manil Umar, a lawyer, an activist 
and the coordinator of the national women’s group. 
  
“It’s appropriate that these women are given a voice here. 
Let me make explicit who they are. The majority of 
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women in Abu Ghraib and the other US military prisons 
were held without charge. Why? Because there was no 
credible charge, they had committed no crime. They were 
referred to as ‘security detainees’ but they didn’t pose 
any threat themselves, they were used as bargaining 
chips against family members - their husbands, sons, 
fathers, uncles who were wanted by the coalition forces 
for their alleged involvement in anti-US activity as 
insurgents or as senior Ba’ath party officials. In other 
words, all these women were in effect kidnapped and 
held for ransom - in hopes of persuading their male 
relatives to provide information (against their own group). 
They have all been cards in this men’s game.” 
 
“Secondly, they were subject to systematic rape and 
intimidation by US military officers… With no-one to 
safeguard their rights within the prison system, they were 
forced to remove their headscarf, even disrobe in front of 
soldiers…” 
 
At this, the male translator sitting next to the envoy had to 
turn away his head in embarrassment.   
 
“They were held down and raped, sometimes gang 
raped,” continued the representative relentlessly, pausing 
for good effect so that the reactions of her listeners could 
be clearly heard. 
 
“So, when they were eventually released, many were 
pregnant. Those US officers responsible have been fined 
for – I quote – entering the women’s wing without 
permission - unquote.” 
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Another pause. The crowd waited, uncomfortable yet 
transfixed. 
 
“Even that isn’t enough,” Manil pursued her argument in a 
clear cool voice. “I would like to be able to say that only 
the occupiers are at fault. But, because of the male 
notions of honour and shame in our society, these 
women have been silenced yet again. They’re not 
allowed to speak out about the trauma they’ve 
experienced, especially if they belong to a large 
prominent tribe. Instead of sympathy and care, they have 
met with denial, ostracism, even death. Yes, some of the 
women have been killed in order to preserve the family 
honour! 
 
“And I know,” she finished ironically, “ that I also run a 
risk by speaking out on their behalf. That’s another result 
of the occupation: previously women were able to walk 
and talk freely, now we are expected to cover our heads, 
muffle our thoughts and muzzle our mouths. That’s the 
liberation the coalition forces have brought to us – 
retrenchment of male attitudes on all sides.” 
 
Her words provoked excitement and protest. Some 
people here certainly would like to muzzle her. However 
the activist was supported by a number of speakers. 
 
A cleric took the microphone, introducing himself as an 
official with Iraq's Board of Islamic Clergy and a professor 
at the Islamic University. “Islam does not condemn 
women in this situation,” he claimed. “A man will be 
discouraged from killing his female relative who has been 
released from prison if he seeks permission of an imam 
to restore the family's honour. I would try to convince him 
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that she should be seen as a patriotic symbol. But it is 
really difficult to convince an Iraqi to think in such a 
manner - and imams have limited ability to prevent this 
kind of murder. "  
 
Fatima whispered to Centre Right who next invited Dr 
Khuzaai, one of the three women on the Iraqi Governing 
Council, to take the floor.  
 
“As an obstetrician,” she said, “I should just like to 
emphasise the effect on the woman. The stigma would 
be unbearable.  Like any woman who is raped, there is 
the mental, psychological breakdown and everything that 
is related to the self," Dr Khuzaai continued. "But then 
there's the family and society. If a rape has happened, a 
family will never talk about it, not to the public, and 
maybe not even among themselves." 
  
“Now that there are pictures of US troops sexually 
humiliating Iraqi women, reality and rumours have 
tangled inseparably. With the pictures and the CDs, it 
becomes almost irrelevant if they're raped or not," 
contributed Manil Umar again. "Even before the torture, 
the rumour was out that they were raping women in the 
prison. With or without the pictures from the porn site, the 
real pictures made people believe that. It made that 
rumour fact." 
"In our culture, if a woman has been to prison, it's as 
though she has been violated," added. "It’s already 
assumed that men have put their hands on her, that she 
has been touched in improper ways." 

“What’s interesting,” Manil continued, “is that I’ve been 
collecting evidence about the treatment of Iraqi women 
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prisoners for over a year. No-one wants to know about it 
or, as the other speakers have highlighted, to speak 
about it. And yet there’s been outrage over the affair of 
Mme Hussein among ordinary Iraqis across the 
country…”  
 
“… and it’s been condemned by the entire international 
community,” broke in Centre Right, eager to move things 
forward. “Is this the beginning of the forging of a common 
interest?” 
 
Another speaker took the microphone and there was a 
quick collective surprise of recognition among us: wasn’t 
that Yara, the Al-Salaam journalist?  
 
“There’s also been denial about this kidnap,” she 
claimed, “a lot of disingenuous bewilderment about lack 
of motive. But we don’t need to look very far for reasons. 
The fact of the matter is that Maureen was always an 
outspoken opponent of UN sanctions, of the US-led 
invasion and of the occupation!” 
 
The repeated implication caused another lively buzz 
around the hall before Yara concluded. 
 
“Maureen had nothing but scorn for the bureaucrats and 
diplomats who today express their outrage and sorrow at 
her reported death!” 
 
Reported? Not actual? And how was Yara herself in a 
position to know?  
 
Time for a hurried team briefing beneath the hubbub. 
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“Honolulu, there are too many tangents here,” 
admonished Paradigm. “We simply have to concentrate 
on the main agenda.” 
 
“Yes, and if we continue to operate in an atmosphere of 
suspicion, it blurs the focus,” agreed Mecca. “We have to 
see beyond.” 
 
I could sense that Hasenfus, like myself, was still 
uncomfortable with this perspective.  
 
“We need to come up with a practical plan of action,” 
urged the general, successfully tipping the balance. “I’ve 
a feeling all this talk is getting us nowhere.” 
 
“Over to you, Centre Right,” I prompted. 
 
Centre Right, with much more confidence now, leant over 
to confer briefly with the mediators and diplomatic 
representatives. Then Dr Fatima took the floor again. 
 
“What we have to acknowledge is that the stakeholder 
groups can’t be so simplistically drawn up and divided,” 
Fatima summarised, dismissing with a graceful gesture 
the main military and paramilitary factions, foreign and 
local. “Every one of us has a stake in peace, not just 
those with the loudest voices or the largest guns. And 
women, as we’ve seen, cut across all these factions” 
 
“There are also female suicide bombers!” contributed 
someone unhelpfully from the floor, but Dr Fatima was 
quick to cut across this tangent. 
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“We have got to eliminate the concept of family pride at 
having produced suicide bombers, whether sons or 
daughters,” she said firmly. 
 
“It’s also important to get across the fact that 
intermarriage between Sunni and Shia families rules out 
the possibility of civil war,” called out one of the released 
prisoners. “In fact, women form the bond between the 
groups. Why can’t we work together? Why can’t we make 
the settlement?”  
 
“Yes, the media just portray Iraq as trapped in a terrible 
vice between ruthless insurgents and unloved occupiers 
– but what about the rest of us? We go about our 
business peacefully every day, taking care of our 
families, holding down our jobs, obeying the daily call to 
prayer, coping with water shortages and electricity cuts, 
we keep the country going,” contributed another member 
of the public. 
 
“So, let’s do some proper analysis,” suggested Centre 
Right, looking around for a scribe to note ideas on the 
flipchart. 
 
Progress began to be made, as each group identified 
their needs and interests and it became clear there was a 
significant overlap between them.  
 
This is going well.  
 
“The next stage is to draw up commitments for the 
future,” I murmured to the politician, with approval from 
the team.  
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With painstaking attention to detail and the interpretation 
of nuance, a draft settlement was eventually formulated. 
Though still in a rough and ready state, it had taken hours 
of concentrated consensus building. Centre Right was in 
his shirtsleeves and we all shared his damp but 
determined fatigue; Dr Fatima was wilting beneath her 
veil; some of those standing had fallen asleep and were 
swaying against their staves; those fortunate to have a 
seat fanned themselves and each other with paper 
plates. 
 
Still, we had the road map.  
 
But just as Prof Mahmoud, taking a sip of water, prepared 
to conclude the discussion, he was interrupted. 
Unexpectedly, a new voice dominated the room: from the 
far end of the table, a representative in a smart suit made 
the case for the corporate world.   
 
“When it comes to the reconstruction of the country, the 
business sector can make a most concrete contribution,” 
he said, without noticing the pun. “In fact, we’ve been 
holding our own conferences in Washington on rebuilding 
Iraq and we’ve come up with some innovative solutions. 
For instance,” here he paused in order to switch on his 
state of the art projector and then proceeded with spell-
binding bullet points: 
 

 “Project Rebuild Iraq is one of the most ambitious, 
investment-opportunity-laden reconstruction 
undertakings; 

 
 “It recognises the importance of cultural diversity 

as a business imperative – managing a diverse 



 174 

workforce, serving a diverse customer base and 
competing with others in a global marketplace; 

 
 “It encourages external investment in the local 

economy to rebuild the infrastructure destroyed in 
the wars; investment in the secured areas such as 
Kurdistan and some of the southern cities as a 
starting point; 

 
 “It sponsors major expositions in the region for 

foreign companies to showcase their high quality 
products and develop business relations.” 

 
Another speaker from that corner enthusiastically 
corroborated the significance of such initiatives with no 
sense of irony. 
 
“Our second defence and security summit was also a 
multi-stakeholder event, with government officials, 
industry executives and leading contractors: four hundred 
people from thirty countries, the room had the feel of a 
soul, a constant buzz, chatter in lots of languages, 
everyone gathered there to focus on how to rebuild Iraq 
and get their share of the dollars.” 
 
This was followed by a complex silence.  
 
Then came a rush of objections - about rapid 
reconstruction threatening to destroy thousands of 
cultural heritage sites; favouritism for Kurdistan; the 
power implications of differential economic strengthening 
in selected parts of the country; and the corrupting 
influence of big business. 
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Well, they’ve certainly succeeded in disrupting the hard-
won harmony. 
 
“What do we do now?” Centre Right asked the team in 
desperation, almost ready to throw in the towel.  
 
“We go with the settlement we already made,” we told 
him.  
 
“Their input came too late, it doesn’t take account of what 
anyone else has said,” said Paradigm. 
 
“This is just window dressing anyway, there’s nothing of 
substance in it,” I added. 
 
“It’s a sales pitch, more like,” argued the general,” and we 
don’t need to buy into it.” 
 
“We do have a road map,” the politician tried to reassure 
himself. 
 
“The suits will trample all over it,” intoned the spy, voicing 
what we all knew, “unless they’re included. Surely we 
should…” 
 
“Who knows?” responded Mecca staunchly. “Maybe we 
can work it out differently. 
 
“We go with the settlement we already made.” What other 
choice do we have? 
 
Taking a deep breath, Centre Right made a gracious 
response to the business contribution and then handed 
over to the mediators to close the meeting.  



 176 

The envoy - who had effectively taken a back seat for 
most of the event – stood up and, in a symbolic gesture, 
handed the draft settlement to Dr Fatima and Prof 
Mahmoud. He then walked out of the hall in a genuine 
spirit of optimism. 
 
Gradually, the participants began to leave, not with such 
a sense of elation but in a more reflective mode, 
pondering on the process and what came out of it; the 
recognition that everyone has their own motivations, 
which may not be the same as ours, but neither are they 
necessarily evil. 
 
This is the human condition. We are all flawed lonely 
individuals desperately trying and ultimately failing to find 
someone who can be as one with us, who can see us as 
see ourselves.  
 
What we need is sufficient compassion to allow us to 
trust each other just enough so that we can move forward 
successfully in our collective lives. 
 
But as for the corporate condition, we are no wiser. That 
motivation seems to over-ride everything we can hope to 
achieve.  
 
And on that thought we were brought out of the game. 
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Day Five:   Debriefing 
 
We sat there a little uncomfortably and avoided looking at 
each other. For we all knew: at best we had brokered an 
edgy peace. 
 
No feelgood factor this time. 
 
“We really tried to get the process right and yet, it still 
seemed… dodgy,” murmured the professor.  
 
“That’s because of the business sector,” agreed Mecca, 
“we weren’t prepared to deal with that…” 
 
“That’s right! The whole set-up is no good, Facilitator!” I 
burst out, too upset to be facetious. “We didn’t have a 
corporate representative here with us - to form part of the 
group, to learn from, to practise with…” 
 
“It’s certainly a lesson for the future,” acknowledged 
TeeFee in her calm manner, pursing her lips and 
exchanging an ambiguous glance with the spy. 
 
The politician remained silent, staring at his hands, his 
shoulders sagging a little as the tension eased out of him. 
  
“Let’s not be too hard on ourselves, troops!” Somewhat 
unexpectantly Thanksgiving broke in with a rallying cry. 
“Centre Right did a good job. We all held it together and 
we got a result!”   
 
“Thank you for that,” smiled TeeFee. “And thanks to all of 
you. Perhaps we can draw a line under the last scenario 
and …” 
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But she wasn’t going to get away with that! 
 
“What now? “ demanded Paradigm. “I mean, how will you 
use what we’ve done here? What comes next? What was 
the point of it all?” 
 
The Facilitator looked again at the spy and - did I see her 
squirming?  
 
“Erm,” she began with some hesitation and then 
continued smoothly. “In fact, it’s already been done, we 
were using it at the same time as you were playing it out,” 
said The Facilitator.  
 
The professor gagged.  
 
“You mean we were playing for real?” she demanded, 
“We were playing in real time?” 
 
“How on earth does that work?” gasped the politician, 
disbelievingly. 
 
“It’s hard to explain,” TeeFee prevaricated. 
 
I became properly aware of myself: checking my hands, I 
saw my nail varnish had almost grown out. And I realised 
the reason I had difficulty seeing clearly was that my 
fringe was hanging over my eyes… More like five weeks 
than five days we had been there! 
 
“And the other scenarios, they were ‘for real’, too?” asked 
Mecca gently. 
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“Most of them… That’s why er Hasenfus ducked in and 
out – he was keeping us up to date – helping us to speed 
up the process.” 
 
So that wasn’t my imagination!   
 
“You mean we actually did rely on your intelligence after 
all?” I laughed out loud, uneasily.   
 
There was a pause. We were all having difficulty with the 
implications. Finally, I turned on Thanksgiving: “Did you 
have any inkling of this?”  
 
He shrugged and spread out his big hands. “No, but I 
guess I’m not too surprised.” What I heard was this: I 
guess it’s the same as what happens in the bunker when 
we move the flags on the map, yes it happens in the real 
world in real time, in times of war as well as in war 
games.  
 
“But it’s so irresponsible!” I protested. “What could have 
happened! What did happen!”  I broke out into a cold 
sweat.  
 
“So much responsibility,” echoed the politician, faintly, 
“and we didn’t even know!” 
 
“Too much responsibility,” agreed the Facilitator. “Too 
much to handle. We’ve found in the past it paralyses the 
players. Then they begin to make mistakes. That’s why 
we didn’t tell you. We keep on trying to perfect the 
process.” 
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“I can’t take this in,” I complained. “I was just beginning to 
like you… I can’t believe you deceived us like that!” 
 
The Facilitator chose to ignore this. Meanwhile the others 
had plenty to say. 
 
“So what is the real story about poor Mme Hussein?” 
asked Mecca, frowning. “There are some ethical 
questions there that haven’t been answered, about 
responsibility for her death.” 
 
The Facilitator looked at the spy.  
 
“Mm, actually… It’s not completely certain that the poor 
woman shot in the video was Mme Hussein. She was 
blindfolded and her head turned away from the 
camera…” admitted Hasenfus, clearly pained by the 
memory. 
 
“… As we weren’t sure and we didn’t want to stop the 
meeting…” added TeeFee inconclusively. 
 
“But what could be the explanation? Who benefited? Who 
scored? Was she really a spy, as they suggested?” 
asked the professor, her voice troubled. 
 
I couldn’t help the idea popping into my mind that it was 
The Facilitator behind the kidnapping all along…   
 
“Why the kidnappers’ focus only on British troops to 
withdraw? Was that some sort of an incentive for the 
politician?” Bill picked up the questioning. 
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“That focus was quickly lost in the proceedings,” 
responded Centre Right sharply. “I don’t think it was 
significant.” 
 
I slumped back, suddenly feeling very tired. For the time 
being at least I had had enough of translating between 
cock-up and conspiracy.  
 
The Facilitator smiled at the general. “The game works 
on different levels,” she replied enigmatically. He grunted. 
“But let’s look on the bright side,” she continued. “After 
all, we do have a settlement to celebrate!” 
 
As if by magic, the door opened and one of the kitchen 
staff carried in a large tray with fluted glasses, two 
magnums of champagne and a bottle of orange juice. 
 
Somehow, it seemed churlish to refuse the gesture. With 
varying degrees of reluctance, each of us took a drink to 
our taste; we toasted each other; we drank; we took 
another drink; and the mood began to lighten – a little.  
 
“What I don’t understand,” I said, taking advantage of the 
moment to air an old grievance, “is why I never got the 
chance to lead a scenario.” 
 
The Facilitator sighed with what sounded like 
exasperation. Paradigm, now sitting cosily by the spy, 
giggled into her glass. Mecca smiled his gentle smile. 
The general leaned across at me with a gleam of irony: 
“You translated for us. Don’t you realise that meant you 
were in charge, or at least responsible, most of the time?” 
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“Hmm,” I replied, looking back at him in thoughtful mode 
and absentmindedly taking his hand. 
  
“I have an apology to make,” said The Facilitator 
unexpectedly. “I know I discouraged intimacy between 
you outside the game. I’ve seen that have negative 
effects. But this time, I was wrong. This time, it made the 
difference…” 
 
Her confession made me smirk with self-righteousness 
and flush with embarrassment. Bill remained poker-faced 
but he held on to my hand with a firm grip. 
 
“We have all learned so much about each other,” 
remarked Mecca, “ and about ourselves.”  
 
As she poured out another glass for everyone, The 
Facilitator said, “Yes, let’s just look at those self-
introductions again, see how far we’ve come…” 
 
What! More of the same? Will it never end? 
 
Paradigm reached for one of the headsets, but The 
Facilitator shook her head. Mm. We don’t need the 
equipment now; we’re so well attuned to each other.  
 
Up came the pictures one by one on the screen, some 
quite different from before. 
 
Thanksgiving was surrounded by soldiers. There was a 
lot of laughter, backslapping and camaraderie, an ethos 
of egalitarianism shot through with the chain of 
command:  “Yes, sir!” “No, sir!”   
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“That’s more like it, sir,” I said slyly, “the place you really 
want to be!”  
 
He had the grace to look shamefaced, for an instant, for 
my benefit, and then protested: “Wanted to be…” 
 
“But not now?” queried TeeFee. “Then where?” 
 
He shook his head. “It’s too soon for me even to imagine 
it…” 
 
The Facilitator invited comments on the pictures that 
followed. 
 
We saw Centre Right, shut away from the crowd of 
followers, advisors and reporters, looking out of the 
window: not lonely but learning to be himself. 
 
For the imam, the future was clear and full of light: having 
made the final pilgrimage and found peace, he enters 
painlessly into the afterlife.  
 
“Paradigm has learned to think in pictures… Oops! Not 
quite under control yet! They’re rather pornographic! “ 
(The spy groaned and hid his face in his hands.)  
 
“Let’s move on…” 
 
Then we were back at the beach again… 
 
“It’s exactly the same picture as before,” someone 
remarked. 
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Bill grinned at me. “You mean your name really is 
Honolulu?” he hissed. 
 
“Honolulu was my nickname at school,” I explained. 
“Short for Honoria Lucia Lubowski. I hated it.” 
 
“Then why give us the beach?” 
 
“Well, it means she didn’t lie,” said The Facilitator, “ even 
though she was trying to. In fact, I’m not sure she’s 
capable of lying, that’s why she’s so good at the game.” 
 
I smirked. Yeah well, I hadn’t told the whole truth. But it 
was all okay now, I realised. I could let go of this scene 
and move on. 
 
The screen switched itself off. 
 
“But what happens to us now?” pursued Paradigm.  
 
The Facilitator shrugged. “You’re through here. You go 
back to where you were conscripted from.” 
 
“We can’t go back,” someone pointed out. 
 
“No,” she acknowledged with a smile. “Then somehow 
we have to go forward. Whatever, we leave here straight 
after breakfast tomorrow. So, please, enjoy your last 
night!”  
 
“Any chance we can go up and see the stars?” I asked on 
impulse. “I hate living in a bunker!” 
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“You’re such a romantic,” teased The Facilitator. Did I say 
tease? Was she human after all? “But there’s never been 
anything stopping you going up to the surface.” 
 
Now she tells us! 
 

***** 
 
“Can I speak with you, Honoria?” asked The Facilitator as 
we trooped out of the room. 
 
“I’ll organise a midnight picnic,” murmured Bill, touching 
my elbow. “No rush. See you in an hour?” 
 
I went reluctantly back into the room.  
 
“Sit down,” she said and poured me out the last drop of 
champagne.  
 
“I can’t believe you did that to us!” I challenged her again. 
“I knew there was something fishy going on between you 
and the spy.”   
 
She hesitated again and, in an unexpected rush of 
concern, I noticed how tired she looked, even compared 
with the rest of us. A thought struck me and I burst out: 
 
“These scenarios are created inside your mind! You carry 
the whole thing, don’t you?” 
 
She nodded. 
 
“But how long can you carry on doing that?” I asked in 
awe. 
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She smiled wearily. “That’s what I wanted to talk to you 
about,” she began. “There aren’t many of us left. I want 
you to come back with me…” 
 
“What!!!” 
 
“You’re the best player I’ve known in a long time. I want 
to train you up to replace me. I can’t last forever. But you 
– you’ve got the strength, if you dare…” 
 
To hold all that in my mind? You must be joking!  
 
I saw myself teetering at the edge of the abyss – nothing 
but chaos beneath me. But I held on. Then all the past 
events fell away, leaving me light and I felt my feet finding 
firmer ground.  
 
I looked her straight in the eyes. “Yes,” I said. “I can 
imagine myself doing that.” 
 
She released her breath.  
 
“Are you going to tell me your real name now?” I asked, 
trying to be friendly.  
 
“Felicity,” she said with a wry look. 
 
I began to giggle uncontrollably. “Oh no wonder you don’t 
let on,” I gasped. ”Felicity the Facilitator! Bit of a mouthful. 
Wouldn’t want to say that when you’d drunk too much 
champagne!” 
 
“Quite!” she giggled with me.  
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***** 
 
After a quick shower I put on my long robe and joined Bill 
on the surface. It felt good to see the real moon and 
stars, lighting up the desert landscape. Bill had found 
some striped rugs to lie on; there was a makeshift table 
with an assortment of dishes and a bottle of wine. Our 
own mini oasis: how romantic! 
 
“Mmm,” I said greedily, attacking the food, “I love 
keftales…” 
 
It was all too much. I felt sad and awkward; meanwhile 
Bill got lost in practical details. 
 
“I need to spend some proper time with my kids…” 
 
“Yes, you really do,” I agreed.  
 
“I need to sort out my divorce.” 
 
I nodded encouragingly.  
 
“I’ll email you every day,” he said desperately. 
 
“Is that all?” I said crossly. 
 
That made him laugh. “I’ll email you every hour!” 
 
“And what about when you’re back with the boys in 
uniform, back in theatre… back in the place you really 
want to be?” 
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“We’ve moved on, remember? That was at the beginning 
of all this, not the end… And anyway, the world itself has 
moved on. I’m gonna be out of a job soon. I’m almost old 
enough to be pensioned off.” 
 
I sighed and looked up at the stars. 
 
“I’ll call you at weekends,” he promised, “when it’s easier 
to work with the time difference. And in a couple months 
I’ll come looking for you.£” 
 
“How’ll you know where I’ll be?” I demanded. 
 
“Er you’ll tell me?” he guessed, a little anxiously.  
 
“I may be back here,” I told him, airily. “The Facilitator 
wants me to train with her.” 
 
“No shit!” came his reply. And he was impressed 
although he tried to hide it. “That means you really will be 
impossible to live with!” 
 
I laughed then and threw a pillow at him. He took 
advantage of the moment to grab hold of me for a final 
farewell. 
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Day Six:   Departure 

In the morning it was like the end of summer camp: we 
were all up bright and early, showered and breakfasted, 
packed and ready to go. Chattering fast and freely, all 
prejudices and suspicions laid aside, we swapped phone 
numbers and email addresses, making extravagant 
promises to stay in touch.  

At some point The Facilitator announced to everyone that 
it was my destiny to travel in a different direction to the 
rest. The team gazed at me with some kind of collective 
pride.  

“And Honoria is flying with me direct to the training centre 
in Doha,” she continued, much to my surprise. So no 
changes there! 

We took the elevator to the surface where the jeep was 
already waiting in the dry wind. The team began to hand 
up their luggage and suddenly there was no time for any 
more goodbyes.  

I slapped Bill on the butt as he passed: he turned around 
and gave me a quick bear-hug before I could protest. 

“You really have changed!” I called, brushing the hair out 
of my eyes. 

He was in full uniform that morning for the first time. I 
struggled to decipher the scrambled egg and fuck me, if 
he wasn’t a five-star general after all! 

“You’ll see him again soon,” Felicity consoled me when 
the jeep had driven off. 
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I shook my head. “I’m not even sure that’s what I want.” 

“Of course it is,” she told me, irritating to the last. “It’ll all 
work out.” 

We heard the helicopter arriving over the dunes. “Here’s 
our ride,” said Felicity and went across to where we had 
left our own bags. 

The wind from the chopper blew the hair into my face 
again. I turned in the opposite direction, feeling that hot 
rush of adrenalin as I saw the light and shade shifting in 
their infinite variations over the sand.  

“Hey, thanks,” I said to The Facilitator as she handed me 
my pack. I found myself smiling broadly at her. 

After all, who knows where your mind can go next? 
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Note from the author: Genesis 
 
When the allies invaded Iraq in March 2003, I was in the south 
of Nigeria leading a small team of Muslim colleagues doing 
participatory research on conflict prevention. As 
fundamentalist imams in the north of Nigeria called for a 
violent response to the invasion, there was the likelihood of 
reprisals against Muslims in the Christian south. So we made 
our plans to leave the south before midday on Friday and 
travelled as quickly as possible to the capital Abuja, where the 
World Bank grounded us for our own safety.  
 
Thus it came about that I spent several days in a hotel 
bedroom watching CNN and BBC24 coverage of the unfolding 
situation in Iraq. It was clear that the US intelligence was 
flawed and / or the US politicians had misread or ignored what 
intelligence there was; that the US military chiefs were at odds 
with the politicians over how to run the campaign; and that the 
world’s media were being treated like mushrooms (kept in the 
dark). I was, above all, fascinated by the role of poor Brigadier-
General Vincent Brooks, the token black officer delegated to 
provide meaningless daily press briefings. At that time I 
conceived the scenario of a varied group of stakeholders in a 
bunker learning how to see each others’ point of view and 
coming to a final solution.  
 
By coincidence I was contracted the following year to evaluate 
a conflict prevention programme in Guatemala/Belize on 
behalf of the Foreign Office in collaboration with the Ministry of 
Defence, the Department for International Development, the 
governments of Guatemala and Belize, the Organisation of 
American States and a range of other stakeholders from civil 
society – during which I got to know some soldiers I really 
quite liked. In short, this was the kind of solution I had already 
imagined - leading me to believe that, like the journalists at the 
Border City Gazette in Orhan Parmuk’s novel Snow, I could 
actually write the future. 
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I started work on The Facilitator over Easter 2004 when I was 
laid up with a sprained ankle due to jumping on a plane too 
quickly in Central America. The theme and structure of the 
novel, the characters and their relationships, the plot so far as 
there is one, were all laid down in this six week period, along 
with more than half the manuscript.  
 
Then life took over and, especially towards the end of 2004, it 
got really crazy. My father died, I had to interview a lot of 
diplomats, went through the menopause, visited Mali three 
times, my daughter started university, I got some political 
articles published, I left my job and now spend quite a lot of 
time hanging out in bars pretending I’m a spy. Some of all of 
this you can read about in my next novel.  
 
But first I went back to finish The Facilitator thinking surely all 
that would have made a difference to how the novel turned 
out. Strangely it didn’t. Go figure! In fact, I should perhaps 
have remembered what I had already learned from her… 
 
Finally, the trust issue, which I’d already included as a crux of 
the novel, gained academic credibility when, in September 
2007, I came into contact with Prof Nick Wheeler of 
Aberystwyth University and the theory of trust building in world 
politics.  
 
Patricia Daniel 
Jamaica, January 2008 
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