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For Matt, who likes to talk politics
And for Moses, who doesn’t




 


‘Today’s media is like a feral beast, tearing people and reputations to bits.’


Prime Minister Tony Blair


‘Feed the beast or it will bite you.’


James Carville,
Bill Clinton’s campaign manager




 


Characters


MICHAEL, British Prime Minister


ANDREA, his wife


ELLIE, his daughter


SALLY, Chief of Staff


SCOTT, Press Officer


DENIS, Party Chairman


CLIVE, Chancellor of the Exchequer


ROBERT, Minister for Culture, Media and Sport


PRISCILLA, Minister for Education


GENERAL SIR ALASTAIR HUME, Chief of the Defence Staff


HEATHER, a newspaper executive


ANTHONY, new Chief of Staff


THE LEADER OF THE HOUSE OF COMMONS
THE CURATOR OF CHEQUERS
A DIARY SECRETARY


MILITARY OFFICERS
PARTY GUESTS
POLITICAL ADVISERS
STEWARDS


All parts should be doubled, except for Michael.


This ebook was created before the end of rehearsals and so may differ slightly from the play as performed.




 


 


 


 


 


 


ACT ONE


Scene One


10 Downing Street. The private study.


Pale walls, antique furniture, sash windows. Two doors.


Bright light of morning.


MICHAEL stares out of the window, watches the street below. Sounds of London.


Sharp knock. Door opens. CLIVE enters, the Chancellor of the Exchequer.


MICHAEL. Clive.


CLIVE. Prime Minister.


They shake hands cordially.


Can I be the first to say it? ‘Well done.’ So delighted.


MICHAEL. Thank you. (Breath.) What about?


CLIVE (‘Isn’t it obvious?’). You won.


Beat.


MICHAEL. You’re delighted?


CLIVE. Yes. (Beat.) Don’t I seem it?


MICHAEL. No, you do. You seem it. And you are. The two don’t necessarily follow.


CLIVE (laughs). Ah.


MICHAEL. You’re not the first, though.


CLIVE. ‘The first’?


MICHAEL. To congratulate me.


CLIVE. Busy day for you.


MICHAEL. Packed.


CLIVE. Assembling a Cabinet.


MICHAEL. Chocka.


CLIVE. Meeting the team. Stroking the talent.


MICHAEL. Like the dinner party from hell. ‘Where do I put everyone?’ (Beat. Smiles.) You brought a letter?


CLIVE. I… (Baffled.) A letter?


MICHAEL. Resignation.


Long beat.


CLIVE. You want me to resign?


MICHAEL. It’ll save you some embarrassment, later on.


Beat.


CLIVE. I’m confused.


MICHAEL. Get in there quick. Jump before you’re pushed. Tell the press we couldn’t rub along.


Pause.


CLIVE. You’re firing me?


MICHAEL. Not if you resign.


Beat.


CLIVE. You’re firing me.


MICHAEL. Yep. Can we move the conversation on?


CLIVE. This is about the leadership contest. (Beat.) Because I… threw my weight behind the other man. (Beat.) We all said things. During the campaign. Surely… this is… (Can’t find the words.)


MICHAEL. ‘A time for Party unity’?


CLIVE. Exactly.


MICHAEL. Nope. This is a time for you to piss off, I think. I can lend you some paper if you want to dash off that note.


CLIVE (rallying). It’ll look like churlishness.


MICHAEL. Know what? It’ll look like that because I’m churlish. Man gets called a truculent shit – usually means he’s a truculent shit. No hidden depths in politics.


CLIVE. Look… I didn’t support your campaign because I thought you… lacked… a certain… sheen.


MICHAEL. You’re vindicated. Bravo. I lack a lot of things. ‘Tolerance’ for one. Chief of my failings: I CAN’T TOLERATE YOU.


CLIVE. Michael…


MICHAEL. I respect your hatred, Clive. You don’t like me. Never have. Somehow I cope. What I can’t stomach is the way you’re pretending to adore me right now. Just to save yourself. Please, bugger off.


CLIVE (blustering). Four straight quarters of fiscal growth. I’m a success!!


MICHAEL. Lovely. How many push-ups can you do?


CLIVE. You can’t afford to lose your best people.


MICHAEL. You’re not my people. Never were.


CLIVE. Michael…


MICHAEL. No. I WON’T!! (Beat.) I won’t do it. It would sicken me – the masquerade. Every Cabinet meeting, pretending you esteem me. We are nothing unless we are ourselves. Honesty is all. GO AND BE FREE. FREE TO HATE ME.


Scene fades…


 


 


 


Scene Two


Mid-morning.


MICHAEL is with his Chief of Staff (SALLY, forties) and the Party Chairman (DENIS, fifties).


Coffee served by the CHIEF STEWARD. MICHAEL is woofing his way through a plate of biscuits, inescapably hungry.


DENIS. Settling in?


MICHAEL. Oh, you know. Sort of. Grab what space you can. (Gestures around.) I bagsied this. (Breath.) Turns out there’s no actual office.


DENIS. No.


MICHAEL. Like being a kid again. I used to fight with my brother to get the top bunk bed. (Stares around.) Wilson chose this room.


DENIS. Oh?


MICHAEL. Apparently. (Points to the desk and chair.) Sat there. Abolished the death penalty.


DENIS. He did.


MICHAEL. Invented social liberalism. Made ‘bum sex’ legal, sitting right there, on that cushion. (Made himself laugh with the choice of phrase. Properly giggling.) I mean can you imagine the conversation. Loved to have been a fly on the wall for that one. There’s no statesmen-like language, is there? ‘Gentlemen, I’m putting “bum sex” top of our agenda.’


His wife ANDREA knocks and enters. Looks rather flustered.


ANDREA. Sorry, sorry.


MICHAEL. No, come in.


ANDREA. Sorry to intrude.


MICHAEL. Is everything okay?


DENIS (greeting her ebulliently). Andrea.


ANDREA. Denis. Hello. (For MICHAEL.) Just popping out. Need furniture. For Ellie’s room. Nothing here suitable for teenage kids, you know.


MICHAEL. You want me to come?


ANDREA. Aren’t you… governing?


MICHAEL. Er… (Making an assessment.) Not yet. Let me come. We can find an Ikea.


ANDREA. She needs a duvet. And a desk. (Catches DENIS’s expression.) Stay. I’ll get the guard to run me.


MICHAEL. Stop at a garage. Bring chocolate.


ANDREA. Right-oh.


Gives him a kiss and is gone. MICHAEL nods at the door after she has disappeared.


MICHAEL. Total bodge, whole bloody house.


DENIS. Oh?


MICHAEL. Pokey little bedrooms. But then a dining room you could land a plane in. Plus the kitchen’s right down in the basement. Three flights every time I want a KitKat.


DENIS (steering him back). Anyway. This meeting.


MICHAEL (not listening). The thing I can’t deal with is the loo.


An odd silence whilst they take this in.


How many famous backsides have touched down there?
How many different ideologies. Freaks me out – sitting on the same seat as Thatcher. Feels wrong, somehow.


DENIS (steering him back). Same question again and again: ‘Is he calling an election?’


SALLY. Mr Chairman…


DENIS. Taking over, mid-term.


MICHAEL. An election, eh?


DENIS. Be your own man. Don’t spend the next two years in someone else’s… what’s the word?


MICHAEL. Majority.


DENIS. Shoes.


MICHAEL. Ah.


DENIS. I can organise the troops for you. The whole campaign. Put two hundred laptops in an office. We’ll be ready to roll in a week. You say the word and we’re ‘Go go go’.


MICHAEL. I’ve only just sat down, Denis.


DENIS. Sure, but…


MICHAEL. Only just unpacked my pyjamas. Put my tin of pencils on the desk. You want me on the campaign trail. I’ve got things I want to do. Health Service is in a right old mess.


DENIS. This Party – it’s a tree.


Beat. Then MICHAEL bursts out laughing. Can’t help it. Such an absurd image. He manages to rein it in.


MICHAEL. Where are you going with this?


DENIS. Some years it withers, some years it thrives. We’re in bloom right now, and you –


MICHAEL. I’m the highest bud. (Finds this all terribly funny.) That’s where you’re going with this.


DENIS. Yes.


MICHAEL. Okay. Up with your style.


DENIS. You’ve got roots – in the electorate, yes. But no… foliage. No cover. We don’t… surround you.


MICHAEL. ‘We.’


DENIS. The Party.


MICHAEL. Ah. So – this poncey tree metaphor… it’s just a way of telling me I’m not popular. (Beat.) I’m not popular. With some of my colleagues.


DENIS. You have a style…


MICHAEL. Disarming.


DENIS. Honest.


MICHAEL. And it… might turn out to be an issue?


DENIS. Two years – you’ll be forced to go to the polls. SEIZE THE MOMENT. Best chance you’ll have. Before… (Breath.)


MICHAEL. What? What happens? (A daft guess.) I explode.


MICHAEL raids the plate of biscuits again. A chance for his Chief of Staff to wade in.


SALLY. Stuff to do in this country, Mr Chairman. Big thumping changes we need, to our hospitals, our schools.


DENIS. Sure…


SALLY. First one hundred days are when something actually gets done. Can’t throw away our best moment.


MICHAEL is on his feet, spouting his creed, mouth full of biscuit.


MICHAEL. Everyone is sooo disengaged, Denis. Democracy is dead. Truly. Died in this country – long time ago. I want to make politics hip again.


DENIS. Super.


MICHAEL. Clean air, good schools. Stuff that should matter to everyone. A bricklayer – he goes to work and at the end of the day he comes home and there’s a wall. I want to do that. I want to BUILD. Elections are – quite frankly – a major distraction.


DENIS. Okay, yes but…


MICHAEL. Fifty thousand more doctors, just for starters. A hundred thousand nurses. GPs available weekends. Free cancer prescriptions. Winter fuel allowance. Record maternity pay. Free nursery places. I want to triple overseas aid. I want peace in Northern Ireland cast in stone. Half a million kids dragged out of poverty. SHOPPING LIST OF SOCIAL CHANGE. (Breath.) Sorry. I spat biscuit on you. (Beat as he brushes it off, apologetic smile.) I didn’t expect to be here, Denis. All a big surprise.


DENIS. Your competitors did split the vote.


MICHAEL. The outsider. ‘Not PM material.’ I’m not cuddly like my predecessor. Rough-hewn.
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