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1
            Introduction

         

         Rishi Sunak had always been very much the Tories’ second choice as party leader and prime minister, but after Liz Truss had self-combusted within 49 days – 10 of which had been a period of national mourning for the late Queen – the Conservatives were left with few options. Rishi was the last credible Tory standing, and even he never seemed convinced that he was the man to turn his party’s fortunes around. He could read the writing on the wall: the country was fed up with the Tories. Everyone was worse off in real terms than they had been when the Tories first assumed power in coalition with the Lib Dems in 2010. Austerity, Partygate and the Truss–Kwarteng mini-budget had taken their toll. But someone had to run the country, and Sunak thought it might as well be him. It would all end in tears, but better to have been a dead-duck prime minister than not to have been prime minister at all.

         At the beginning of 2023, Rishi had given a speech in which he had outlined his five promises/pledges/vague aspirations on which he wanted to be judged: to halve inflation, grow the economy, reduce debt, cut 2hospital waiting lists and stop the boats. By the middle of the year, it was clear that he was only ever going to meet one of those targets. Inflation would be halved, but that would not be thanks to anything Sunak had done. That was due entirely to global inflation – in particular, energy costs – falling. Every time Sunak appeared on TV and was asked about his promises, he looked more and more despondent. It would all happen soon. One day. (It really wouldn’t.)

         Almost everything that could go wrong for Rishi did go wrong. The Court of Appeal ruled that the Tories’ plan to deport migrants who had arrived in the country via small-boat crossings from France was illegal. Not that this was ever a convincing deterrent, but it was the best the Tories had been able to come up with. One plane was stopped just as it was about to take off for Rwanda, prompting the right wing of the Conservative Party to renew its calls for the country to leave the European Convention on Human Rights.

         Nadine Dorries resigned, leaving behind a letter condemning Sunak’s time in office and the Tories’ lack of accountability in choosing a new leader. She had never got over the fact that Boris Johnson had been forced out of office by his own party and blamed Rishi for being one of the coup’s ringleaders. She didn’t seem to think it mattered that Boris had repeatedly lied to the entire country and degraded the office of prime minister. It was almost touching – if it hadn’t been so deluded.

         3Meanwhile, collective ministerial responsibility appeared to have gone missing in action. Home Secretary Suella Braverman said whatever she wanted in TV and radio interviews, going as far as to say that rough sleeping was a ‘lifestyle choice’. No opportunity to undermine Sunak’s authority was passed up. The impression was of an out-of-control party lurching towards disaster. Unable to prevent the inevitable. The Covid Inquiry exposed major flaws in how the government had operated during the pandemic. School buildings were found to be in danger of falling down. The HS2 railway was now going to run to somewhere only vaguely near Birmingham and might even not make it to Euston in London. You couldn’t have asked for better metaphors for a country and a government that were floundering from crisis to crisis.

         Even the Tory party conference in October 2023 had been an occasion Sunak would have preferred to forget. Numbers were down because MPs and party members had chosen to stay away. They, too, could see the writing on the wall. Even the main auditorium for the speeches ended up being moved to a smaller hall in the Manchester venue. Sunak’s speech was a low-key disaster. He even made the schoolboy political error of getting his wife, Akshata Murty, to introduce him on stage, in a vain attempt to make him look more interesting. Murty had looked embarrassed as she rambled for five minutes about what a lovely guy her husband was. They then 4hugged awkwardly, before Rishi said: ‘Marrying you was the best decision I ever made.’ Everyone in the audience had the same thought: ‘If only I had married the daughter of a billionaire …’

         It all felt very much like the Last Days of Rome, Sunak going through the motions in a desperate attempt to delay the inevitable. Everyone in Westminster had long since known there was only one way this particular story was going to end.

      

   


   
      
         
            5Unloved by party or country, Rishi longs for his old hedge fund life in California

            25 October 2023

         

         It’s been almost exactly a year since a handful of Tory MPs shuffled Rishi Sunak into Downing Street. The good news for Sunak? He’s still there. Just about. The bad news? He’s still there. Just about.

         The amnesty is over. After a 12-month omertà, Tory backbenchers are once more free to fire off letters of no confidence to the chairman of the 1922 Committee. And there are rumours that up to 25 MPs have already done so.

         There is no great love for Rish! either in the country at large or within the Conservative Party. He was brought in with low expectations – the competent technocrat who wouldn’t screw things up even more – and he hasn’t even met them. Almost everyone feels worse off than they did a year ago. Britain feels like it’s broken. Nothing really works.

         Labour’s lead in the opinion polls has widened to 20 points and shows no sign of shrinking. We’re all just waiting for a merciful release. The general election that 6will put us all out of our misery. Sunak included. Being that shit at role-playing prime minister can’t be any fun. Especially when you realise the only reason you’re still in the job is that your party knows its reputation is so trashed there’s no point in seeking a more able replacement. So Dr Death – the Tories’ very own Inaction Man – just hangs on in suspended animation.

         But Sunak is still obliged to go through the motions. To give the illusion the UK has a functioning prime minister and government. So what we now have for the foreseeable future is just performative politics. A meta state, where Sunak and his colleagues pop up in our consciousness to try to prove that they exist. That what they say and do has meaning. That they are not inert flotsam driven by the tidal forces of the parliamentary calendar.

         If it’s Wednesday, it must be prime minister’s questions. So either Rish! or an avatar closely resembling him duly appeared on the government frontbench shortly before 12 p.m. His colleagues barely acknowledged his arrival. This was just another half-hour endurance test for all concerned.

         Unlike last week, Keir Starmer chose not to focus his six questions on the conflict in Israel and Gaza. Mindful of not reopening any wounds within his own party over his insistence on remaining in lockstep with Sunak and not calling for a humanitarian ceasefire, he instead played to the home gallery by merely calling out Tory failures and reminding Rish! of his existential futility. At times 7like this, Sunak must wonder whatever possessed him to give up the hedge fund life in California. There’s always next year, I guess.

         The Labour leader started by welcoming the winners of last week’s two by-elections to their places in the Commons. What happened next stunned everyone. Sunak actually made a joke. A good one. Probably the only time in his entire life RishGPT has made an entire room laugh. He observed that the new MP for Mid Beds would offer him more support than the last one: Nadine Dorries.

         Funny. But also painfully tragicomic, because it was almost certainly true. What’s more, it would also have been true for at least 150 other Tory constituencies. Because now all that’s left for Sunak is to lurch ever further to the right and fight culture wars. All of which lead to a political dead end. There is no way back from this. And, tragically, he doesn’t even look as if he really believes half of what he’s saying.

         Starmer carried on punching the bruise. The Tory candidate in Tamworth had told voters they could fuck off if they were hard up. Was this official government policy? And could the prime minister call a general election so the rest of us could have a chance to tell the Conservatives to fuck off?

         ‘Everything is going brilliantly,’ Sunak mumbled. As usual, we were lucky to have him. He couldn’t understand why the country wasn’t more grateful for everything he 8had done. Everyone had never had it so good. He had a plan – though he couldn’t tell us what it was – and it was working. And we couldn’t have an election. Because calling an election would be the easy thing to do. Spoilsport. Just do it. Don’t put yourself out on our behalf.

         It was left to the SNP and several Labour MPs – including the frontbencher Yasmin Qureshi – to ask for a ceasefire in Israel and Gaza. Not that the Israelis or Hamas are exactly waiting on us to give them a sense of direction. But it would make MPs feel better if everyone was doing the right thing. This was too much for Sunak. The principle that Israel had a right to defend itself was inviolable, no matter how many innocent Palestinians got killed in the process. The only people who would benefit from a ceasefire were Hamas, he claimed. Hmm. Apart from all those who otherwise would have been killed.

         He did reluctantly agree to the possibility of a ‘humanitarian pause’. Though he didn’t sound entirely convinced. Couldn’t the aid convoys just somehow avoid the bombs and rocket fire? Perhaps not. Maybe a 15-minute break to allow aid into Gaza. Assuming anyone agreed to open the crossing points. This logic is unsustainable. You can’t have any kind of peace in the Middle East without a ceasefire. So if you’re serious about a two-state solution, you have to be serious about a ceasefire.

         Labour’s Lilian Greenwood raised the awkward question of Sunak’s missing WhatsApp messages. Surely a tech bro could access the messages on his phone. 9Especially as we now knew it wasn’t lost and was working just fine. Er … no, said RishGPT. He had handed over hundreds of messages to the Covid Inquiry. Just none of the ones it had actually wanted. Hopefully.

         Most Tory MPs just looked on in despair. Those who did speak were generally unhelpful. They’ve long since stopped pretending to support the government in public and are now focused on trying to hold on to their seats. So we got questions about the Environment Agency, housing, renewables and flooding. Thérèse Coffey made a point of looking particularly bored during the flooding one. Nothing to do with her. Why couldn’t everyone leave her alone?

         The weirdest intervention came from the Conservative Peter Bottomley. He didn’t have a question. He just wanted it on record that Sunak was a kind man who had always done his best. It sounded like an epitaph. A eulogy even. The chronicle of a death foretold.

      

   


   
      
         
            If the King sounds bored by the King’s Speech, what hope have the rest of us?

            7 November 2023

         

         The lords and ladies started filing into the upper chamber two hours before proceedings were due to start. A riot of scarlet and ermine. No dressing-up box left unturned. 10Old costume tiaras from Claire’s Accessories dusted down. Apart from one woman sitting near the throne who appeared to have a vegetable garden growing out of her head. They do things differently in the upper chamber.

         Most of all, there was the sense of entitlement. There wasn’t a man or woman in the Lords who had a moment’s doubt that they deserved to be there. The great and the good. The chosen ones. Some are born great, some achieve greatness, others have greatness thrust upon them. All forms of greatness were found here. Even the youngest peer, Charlotte Owen. No one knows still why she was made a baroness. But ours is not to question the righteous order of things. Merely to bow low. We are not the chosen ones. Silence is all that is required from us.

         To while away the time, many peers riffled through the programme for the first King’s Speech in 70 years. It would be an unforgivable faux pas to confuse the Rouge Dragon Pursuivant with the Maltravers Herald Extraordinary. According to the running order, they would begin with ‘Preliminary Movements’. Hmm. That could have been better phrased.

         Just before 11.30 a.m., the King and Queen entered the chamber, attended by any number of eight-year-old pages. One of whom had been awarded a medal. I guess it must have been his 10-metre swimming badge. Then there was the sexy equerry, the breakout star from the coronation. Still wearing his favourite kilt. I guess it’s in his contract.

         11Charles and Camilla sat down on their thrones, the King’s slightly higher than the Queen’s (heaven forbid that anyone may ever appear taller than the monarch), and Alex Chalk, a hopeless justice secretary but a fantastic Disney cartoon lord chancellor, handed over a copy of the King’s Speech. The longest in terms of words since 2005, but with the fewest bills. The new reign was to be marked by waffle and filler. The Golden Sunak Age.

         ‘My government,’ Chas droned. He had been practising this. How to get just the right level of boredom. The top notes of dissent. The total disengagement. Anything to make it clear that he was distancing himself from almost everything in the speech. That the Tory government did not speak for him. It was just his luck that his second prime minister – remember Liz Truss? – should be a populist deadbeat. Out of touch with the country. His mother had warned him to be careful what he wished for.

         Then we got down to the nitty-gritty. Rishi was going to take the difficult but necessary decisions. That’s one of Sunak’s easiest tells. He always says that when he means the exact opposite. Growth was really kicking off. The only problem was that it was kicking off in all the other G7 countries. In the UK, not so much. The government would be taking advantage of Brexit. Once it had discovered any advantages.

         Energy security. Chazza spat out the words. For the green King, this really hurt. Having to talk a load of 12bollocks about British fossil fuels for British homes while pretending he still gave a toss about the environment. Charles may not be the brightest royal, but this was an insult to his intelligence.

         On we moved to education. This was a joke. There was no chance of any of this happening because the Tories were going to lose the next election. Smoke-free world. Nice try. But he was looking forward to 40-year-olds getting arrested for selling snouts to 39-year-olds. Then some nonsense about housing. Anything to allow Tories with second and third homes to kick out their tenants. The usual nonsense about being tough on crime. Reheated stuff, all of it. Shame the Conservatives don’t seem that keen to deal with the sex offenders in their own party.

         There was no mental health bill. Of course there wasn’t. Rish! has always thought that mental illness is a personal defect. People should just pull themselves together. There was also no room for a law banning seven bins. It was almost as though there never was a seven-bin policy. And nothing on Suella’s brainwave to treat rough sleeping as a lifestyle choice. Though there might be later. Come the next election, dozens of Tory MPs might be at risk of becoming homeless.

         A few hours later, the Commons was full as parliament began its debate on the King’s Speech. As is customary, proceedings began with two light-hearted speeches from government backbenchers proposing the motion thanking 13the King. This is one ritual parliament could usefully dispense with as the speeches are invariably not that funny and more self-conscious than self-deprecating.

         The two unfortunates chosen this year were Robert Goodwill and Siobhan Baillie. Neither exactly set the Commons alight with their brilliance. Goodwill happily heralded his imminent retirement by running through his limitations, while Baillie seemed to devote most of her time to lamenting what had been left out of the King’s Speech. There again, she is odds-on to lose her Stroud seat at the next election. So call that hello and goodbye from her.

         Keir Starmer began in a similar vein. Mostly by mocking Sunak. The prime minister hates this more than anything. He demands to be taken seriously. The man who is always right. You could see him getting twitchy. The Labour leader reiterated his support for Ukraine and Israel, before moving on to the general economic miserabilism of the Tories. The King’s Speech had given no one any hope. All that Rish! could guarantee was that everything would get worse.

         Not that Sunak saw it that way. He thought we had never had it so good. Couldn’t understand why people weren’t more grateful to him. He also praised the brilliance of Goodwill. An MP so talented Rishi had removed him from government and chucked him on the backbenches. Time and again, the prime minister proves himself to be a politician who is crap at politics.

         14Halfway through, Chris Bryant stood up to intervene. Did Sunak agree with the home secretary that homelessness was a lifestyle choice? Bizarrely, Suella shook her head at this. A Pavlovian denial. Rish! ummed and ahhed. Too weak to slap his home secretary down. Too weak to back her. A man with no real authority. Over his party or the country. His MPs looked miserable. Well they might. We, and they, have another year of this.

      

   


   
      
         
            Sunak searches the gene puddle of Tory talent … and finds David Cameron

            13 November 2023

         

         Lifestyle choices can come at you fast these days. Only on Sunday, Suella Braverman was still home secretary, free to demonstrate her self-absolution during the two-minute silence for Remembrance Sunday. A day later, and she was sacked by a prime minister too weak to have done so when it might have made a difference. After she had had time to cheer on the division that she had done so much to provoke in others on the pro-Palestine march.

         Now the time was Suella’s own. First to concentrate on the two-minute hate. Though it’s doubtful George Orwell’s time slot would be quite long enough for Suella to vent her fury at the world. She’d need at least a quarter of an hour. Even then she’d have to concentrate harder 15than she ever had before. Then to pack her tent and make herself homeless. There was nothing she enjoyed more than being abused or ignored. Though only for a while. Next there was the leadership bid to prepare. She would prove just how good a hater she was with her resignation letter. And if all else failed, there was always I’m a Celebrity. Being homeless with a £1 million pay cheque was her kind of lifestyle choice.

         James Cleverly was gutted. No more flying around the world on private jets. Or, if he really must, then slumming it in first class. He had lived for travel. For people telling him he was marvellous. Hanging out in embassies. Never paying for anything. Now he had been asked to take over as home secretary. That was a thankless fucking job. Just being driven in cars to detention centres. Nothing the government did was going to stop the small boats. This was merely Sunak’s endgame. Spinning out the futility till the next election. And Jimmy Dimly had no choice but to go along with it. He didn’t have the self-worth to resign. Still, home sec would look good on the CV.

         Just then a vaguely familiar middle-aged man was spotted walking up Downing Street. Was it …? Could it be …? It could! It was Big Dave Cameron. But what was he doing? He’d last been seen there in 2016, when he’d whistled his way back into No. 10 after single-handedly wrecking the country. Hmm. Perhaps he was on his way to do some more dodgy lobbying for Greensill. Things 16hadn’t panned out well for Big Dave in the intervening years. He’d just drifted aimlessly from non-job to non-job. ‘I used to be prime minister,’ he would say sadly to anyone who would listen. We’ve tried to forget.

         ‘Here’s the thing, Big Dave,’ said Rishi. ‘I’ve rather scraped the bottom of the barrel. I’ve hunted around the gene puddle of talent that is the Tory party and concluded that not one of them is fit to be foreign secretary. So I’d like you to give it a go. It’s not that hard a job. Hell, how could it be if Jimmy D’s done it for a year without starting a war? And obvs, you’d get a peerage thrown in. Though, to tell you the truth, I thought you’d already have one by now. So what do you say? You wouldn’t even have to answer departmental questions or appear in the House. So there would be no accountability at all!’

         Big Dave stroked both his chins. This was a tricky one. A job that might actually require some work. Not his usual bag at all. ‘You do know that I have been critical of almost everything you have done as prime minister,’ he said. ‘At almost every opportunity, you have made the wrong call. Come to think of it, you might even be slightly worse than I was.’

         ‘That’s why I want you back,’ Rish! enthused. ‘Because I am the “change” prime minister. I am the Conservative who will clean up the country after the Conservatives. Nothing shouts “change” more than bringing back the prime minister who started the decline to help manage the decline. So what do you say? Obviously, we’ll try 17and keep you away from Europe. The EU hasn’t forgiven you for Brexit. So do try and not be so careless this time. Concentrate for more than five minutes, if you can. OK? Now what’s your plan for the rest of the world?’

         ‘Easy,’ replied Big Dave, the old confidence flooding back. ‘I’d go to Moscow and tell Russia and Ukraine to have a referendum on peace. Then I’d fly to Israel and get Netanyahu and Hamas to agree to a referendum on a ceasefire. After that, I’d go to Beijing …’

         ‘Why?’

         ‘I’m not sure why, actually. Just for old times’ sake. I’ve done a lot of defending the Chinese. That’s got to be a plus, hasn’t it? Now what about a job for my old mucker George? Ozzy is at a bit of a loose end now. He’s even doing a dreadful podcast with Ed Balls. He couldn’t be a worse chancellor than Jeremy Hunt. It will be like bringing back the old team. The austerity years are here again. People will be thrilled to be reminded of why public services don’t work any more. So let’s do it. It’s only for a year after all. Let’s face it, we’re bound to lose the next election.’

         As Big Dave bounced out of Downing Street, Rish! returned to his spreadsheet. Still far too many gaps. What he wouldn’t give for at least one vaguely competent minister. Some hope. Obviously, Thérèse Coffey would have to go. She had been the anti-environment secretary. Her proudest legacy to the planet would be her resignation. Let the rivers rejoice! Maybe Steve Barclay could replace 18her. At least he was quite nice. If equally useless. But then Rish! would need a new health secretary. Who better than the entitled Victoria Atkins to take over? Someone with no experience of anything. It wasn’t as if the doctors were on strike, waiting lists were at a record high and hospitals crumbling. Yup, Vicky would be perfect. What could possibly go wrong? While he was about it, he could also sack the hopeless Greg Hands as party chairman. A man who literally did nothing except tweet the same unfunny Liam Byrne letter five times a day.

         Just then, there was a knock on the door. It was Oliver Dowden. Junior ministers were resigning in droves. Even the ones who were OK at their jobs. Getting out while they were still young. Had their lives ahead of them. Ready for a last-chance power drive. Their best hope of re-election was to wipe their fingerprints from government. Or just get out completely. The ultimate detox. So that just left the dregs. The desperate who would take any job. Anything. What a shit show. Imagine Grant Shapps as defence secretary. Or Esther McVey as minister for common sense. Has Sunak ever met her? Or watched her show on GB News? She’s senseless. This is the end, beautiful friend … the end.

      

   


   
      
         
            19‘Now, where was I?’ Lord Big Dave dusts off old contacts book to return to top table

            14 November 2023

         

         The alarm went off at 7.45 a.m. Big Dave eased himself out of bed. For the first time in months, he caught himself smiling. Today was going to be a good day. For the last seven years he had felt somewhat aimless. Drifting towards futility. Sure, he had money. What former prime minister didn’t? Though he was only a jobbing millionaire. Shame Greensill had gone bust before he could cash in his share options. But all he tended to do these days was potter out to the shepherd’s hut and browse the John Lewis website.

         Now everything had changed. He was back in the game. He still had to pinch himself. Even he had been completely blindsided by the prime minister’s call, asking him to step in as foreign secretary. Not that he had really kept up with international affairs. His global contacts book had rather closed back in 2016, when he had screwed things up by accidentally taking the UK out of the EU.

         Still, no harm done. And he had told – what was his name? It would come to him in a minute. That was it: Rishi Sanauk – that he’d muddle through somehow. Winging it was his USP. Best of all, he’d get to be a lord. No having to pretend to care about the great unwashed. 20Sam would be thrilled. The next best thing to being born a lord: being made one. She rather looked down on him. Now he had finally come good for her.

         And the House of Lords appointments committee had rushed through its approval. Had turned a blind eye to his dealings with Greensill. What was a bit of lobbying for dodgy contracts? It was a done deal. A weight off his mind. Government wouldn’t be government without a bit of recreational corruption.

         Lord Big Dave took his place at the cabinet table next to Oliver Dowden – ‘Get me a coffee, there’s a love’ – almost directly opposite the prime minister. It was as if he had never left. He caught the eye of Jeremy Hunt. The face was familiar. Hadn’t he been his rather ineffectual culture secretary in 2010? Those were the days. Before everything went hideously wrong.

         ‘Why are you sitting in George Osborne’s seat, Jezza?’ he asked.

         ‘I’m the chancellor.’ Hunt blushed, his eyes revolving nervously.

         ‘No. You’re kidding me. You know nothing about the economy.’

         ‘But nor does anyone else around here. I was the last person remaining who looked vaguely plausible.’

         ‘Hmm. That bad, then. Needs must, I suppose. Right. Let’s get started.’

         ‘Excuse me …’ said Sunak.

         ‘What do you want?’

         21‘Er … it’s customary for me to start cabinet meetings.’

         ‘Of course it is. Silly me. Keep forgetting. Euphoric recall at being back in the room. Now you run along and start the meeting.’

         Rishi balanced himself precariously on a couple of cushions and tapped the table. He’d like to welcome friends old and new. He was sure they were going to make a great team. Just like he had been sure the last team would make a great team. He was nothing if not the ‘change’ prime minister. The Tory leader who had cleared out all the rubbish of the last 13 years and then brought the rubbish back into government. Nothing got past him.

         ‘You go first, my lord. Talk us through the international scene, now you’ve had a day inside the Foreign Office.’

         Lord Big Dave fiddled with his folder. To tell the truth, he hadn’t actually spent any time the day before doing any work. Rather, he’d been organising the office furniture. Never mind. No one could bullshit better than him. The details were for the little people. The situation in Libya was very grave, he said. But he was sure Brexit would be a tremendous success.

         ‘I was thinking more about Israel/Gaza and the war in Ukraine?’ said Sunak, hesitantly.

         ‘Yes. Terrible. Serious. Very serious,’ Lord Big Dave barked, sounding more confident than he felt. He would be sure to send one of his juniors to investigate. In the meantime, he would be calling for an immediate referendum. That would be bound to make things better in the 22Middle East and Ukraine. But no one should get too hung up, because no one there would be listening to a word the British foreign secretary had to say. So it was all just PR for the domestic punters. In any case, in a year’s time we’ll all be out of here …

         ‘Sorry?’ said Sunak.

         ‘It’s obvious,’ replied Lord Big Dave. ‘We all know we’re going to lose the election. We’re just here to try to minimise the loss. And I’m certainly not going to hang around for any longer. Far too much like real work. I’m just getting background for a podcast I’ve got planned. Everyone’s got one these days.’

         ‘I miss being foreign secretary,’ sighed James Cleverly. ‘All those flights in private jets. Now I’m holed up in the Home Office bunker trying to care about small boats.’

         Lord Big Dave looked to his right. Not a clue. Didn’t recognise the woman. Apparently, she was Victoria Atkins, the anti-health secretary whose husband was dedicated to fattening up the population in his job as chief exec of British Sugar. That was a good fit. Finally, he saw a face he recognised. The half-witted Esther McVey. The minister for common senselessness. Let’s hear from her.

         ‘I’m just the token GB News …’

         ‘Yes, thanks, Esther,’ said Sunak. ‘That’s all we’ve got time for. A brilliant meeting with some excellent contributions.’

         Lord Big Dave walked out with his valet, aka Andrew Mitchell, one of his junior Foreign Office ministers. 23‘You run along to the Commons to give a statement on Gaza,’ he said. ‘I’m off to lunch.’ Mitchell droned his way through the statement. Everything was really terrible, he really didn’t know what to do, and it was a huge shock to find that no one in the Middle East was listening to anyone in the UK.

         Labour’s David Lammy responded by saying it was a shame he could talk only to the monkey. The organ grinder was off in the Lords. But he thought that what was needed was a really long humanitarian pause. But not so long as to be a ceasefire. All clear?

         Not everyone on the Tory backbenches was happy with Mitchell either. There are plenty, including Julian Lewis, Liam Fox and Michael Ellis, who think they could have made a decent fist of being foreign secretary. Sunak has somehow managed to piss off all his backbenchers. They are now in a less than dignified huff. Also having a major hissy fit was Suella Braverman. Having been relatively quiet since being sacked as home secretary, she took to Twitter late on Tuesday afternoon to publish her departure letter to Sunak. The prime minister had not kept any of his promises to her. He had owed his leadership success to her and he had betrayed her. There were documents to prove it. He had betrayed the nation. He was a disgrace. The Rwanda plan was doomed to failure regardless. He was weak, weak, weak. Putting himself before the party. Putting himself before the country.

         24Not for the first time, the Tory party was engaged in a civil war. There will be blood. It’s all about to get very nasty. Send for the popcorn.

         * * *

         Just when Rishi Sunak imagined that things couldn’t get any worse, the Supreme Court returned its verdict on the government’s Rwanda plan, backing up the Court of Appeal’s ruling earlier in the year. It was even more damning than anyone had expected. Not even a chink of light suggesting that a flight to Kigali might take off at some point in the future. Rwanda was deemed an unsafe country; it would be illegal to deport refugees there. Rishi’s flagship policy was in tatters.

      

   


   
      
         
            Desperate, delusional, defeated: the Tory right are coming for Rish! after Rwanda

            15 November 2023

         

         Call it the massacre of the not-so-innocents. A drive-by shooting that left almost everyone in government a casualty. Many had thought the Supreme Court would uphold Rishi Sunak’s appeal over his flagship Rwanda policy, the one thing he thought he might be able to boast about. Or, at the very least, that the court might deliver a 25nuanced verdict, one that left the government some room for manoeuvre.

         Lord Reed, the top judge on the five-strong panel, had other ideas. He just about contained a smile. It’s such a perfect day. He was glad he spent it with you. There were no ifs, no buts. The Rwanda plan was a non-starter. Rwanda having a track record of killing refugees had made the court think there was something iffy about the UK deporting its refugees to the country. Funny, that. Nor should the UK think it could get round the judgement by leaving the European Convention on Human Rights. The UK was already bound by other legal obligations.

         This was about as bad as it could have got. No wriggle room. No nothing. Just a stark verdict on the judgement of the government and the Home Office. Sunak and his then home secretary, Suella Braverman, had bet the bank on a divisive culture war. You never upset a right-wing gobshite by being unpleasant to foreigners.

         Now, though, they were high and dry. All vestiges of competence and credibility shredded. Just aimless husks orbiting around their depleted egos. Of no relevance to the country. Or even to their friends. Not that David Pannick, the main government lawyer, would have been that bothered one way or the other. It was all just a game to him. He had just trousered the best part of £1,000 an hour for spinning Sunak’s bullshit. You win some, you lose some.

         26Two hours later, Rish! was to be found in the Commons for prime minister’s questions. The cheers that greeted his arrival were almost audible. His backbenchers are now openly plotting against him. Making no effort to keep their assignations secret.

         The ironically named Common Sense brigade, led by Esther McVey, Andrea Jenkyns and Desperate Danny Kruger, were coming up with ever more idiotic suggestions. Burn the statute books! Send the planes to Kigali regardless! Not a synapse capable of electrical connection to be found anywhere. They’ve all basically given up, like maggots stranded at the bottom of a rubbish bin. One of seven, presumably. If Sunak really cared about the country, or indeed his party, he’d call an election. To put everyone out of their misery.

         Rish! began by boasting of having cut inflation by half. But no one was listening. No one cared. It’s no big deal. It wasn’t hard. And it had nothing to do with government action. What matters is that inflation is still more than twice as high as the Bank of England’s target. And prices are still rocketing.

         He also tried to explain away the Rwanda verdict. Basically, everything was going completely to plan. The court had approved the idea of deporting refugees to a third country. Shame France wasn’t interested in a deal. All that was required to get the plan up and running was for Rwanda to overhaul its courts and judiciary and hold free and fair elections. And to stop shooting refugees. And 27possibly to stop sending death squads into the Democratic Republic of the Congo. Apart from that, everything was good to go.

         This was going to be one of Keir Starmer’s easier sessions. Like shooting fish in a barrel. He started with Lord Big Dave. Why not? The man’s a buffoon. An insult to the country. We’re meant to think Cameron’s a safe, experienced pair of hands. Instead of being the man who imposed austerity and accidentally took the UK out of the EU to settle a civil war in the Tory party. Thanks for that, Lord Big Dave. The man who then walked away, unwilling to clear up his own mess. The man who would become Lord Big Dodgy Dave through his lobbying for Greensill. The man who, despite all this, was thought better suited to the job of foreign secretary than any Tory MP.

         Could Sunak list Lord Big Dave’s finest achievement on the international stage? He couldn’t. There was an awkward silence. Then something about holding a G8 summit. One that was already in the diary. Literally anyone could have done that. The reality is that Lord Big Dave’s legacy is largely fantasy. The belief is that he must somehow be an improvement on the current bunch of halfwits. Despite the evidence.

         We then moved on to Rwanda. What was the plan now there was no plan? The plan was to double down on having no plan. The Rwanda plan was already working, even though no refugees had been deported. Wasting a year and £140 million on a ruse to lure refugees into a 28false sense of security. We would both break any international laws we wanted – people got so squeamish about torture – and not break any. Schrödinger goes to Rwanda. Complete nonsense. A prime minister and a government in a death vortex.

         The ministerial statement from the new home secretary, James Cleverly, was altogether more sedate. Mainly because most MPs think he is fundamentally decent and doesn’t have his fingerprints over all this hate (Yvette Cooper shared that she knew he thought the Rwanda plan was batshit crazy). Also, because he is, reassuringly, not very bright. A bit harmless.

         ‘It’s all going swimmingly,’ said Jimmy Dimly. To reassure himself, if no one else. We wouldn’t be breaking any laws. Just hanging on in quiet desperation. Hoping something turned up. He had no idea what. Would that do? Most of the real headbangers left him alone to talk to himself. They were too busy plotting to turn the UK into a pariah state – the law is so overrated – sink the boats and start a third world war to notice.

         Later that afternoon, a panic-stricken Sunak resurfaced to give a press conference in Downing Street. It was desperate, delusional stuff. He was going to agree a treaty with Rwanda. A special treaty in which Rwanda would agree to stop giving the appearance of being a dictatorship with an unfortunate reputation for killing people who disagreed with it. Then he would pass emergency legislation – Boris Johnson had come up with a similar 29plan, so the right-wingers would love it – in which Lee Anderson and Jonathan Gullis would agree that Rwanda was a top, top place. Though you wouldn’t catch any MPs going there. What could go wrong?

         After all this, he – the Diminutive Rish! – would just ignore any foreign courts. And the planes would take off in the spring. Except they won’t. As if the courts will back off because Sunak has said so. It was the work of an entitled child. A tale told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, signifying nothing.

      

   


   
      
         
            Jeremy Hunt delivers a budget designed to destroy a future chancellor

            22 November 2023

         

         It’s a looking-glass world. Up is down. Black is white. War is peace. Just a few months ago, we were told the UK economy was in a desperate state. No room for tax cuts. Just more of the same. Suck it up. But in the last few weeks we’ve been getting noises off. Anonymous briefings from Treasury ministers. All is well. Things have never been better. Thanks to the diligence of the Tories, we can all expect some more pocket money in the autumn statement.

         If you’re confused by this, then spare a thought for Jeremy Hunt. The chancellor who was never meant to 30be chancellor. The chancellor who knows next to nothing about macroeconomics. Just think: a man of almost limitless ambition – he twice thought he would make a good prime minister – but who never once aspired to be chancellor. Because even he knew he would be hopeless at it. A glimpse of self-awareness. The entrepreneur who knows how to create a small business: start with a big one.

         But greatness was thrust upon him. Or, at least, necessity was thrust upon him. This time last year, the Tories were in shit street. Kwasi Kwarteng had crashed the economy with his mini-budget and the Tory brand was on its knees. A new chancellor was needed. Someone who could be the grown-up.

         And that person was Jezza. Not because of any ability, but because of his plausibility. He looked like the sort of Tory chancellor to which the country had grown accustomed. And now we’re rather lumbered with him. At least for another year. An eighth chancellor in 13 years would begin to look a lot worse than carelessness. More like catatonia. A death wish.

         Long before Hunt stood up to give his autumn statement, his wife and children had filed into the back seats of the visitors’ gallery. You got the feeling they all knew this would be his last-but-one big set-piece event in the Commons. Jezza certainly did. This wasn’t the kind of budget you would give if you had any intention of being around for the next five years to oversee its delivery. This was a budget designed to destroy a future chancellor. So 31Hunt was just there to soak up the vibes. To enjoy it while he still could.

         The kindest interpretation is that Jezza was just too dim to know what he was doing. That he was merely the useful idiot for Rishi Sunak. You certainly can’t blame his ministerial colleagues in the Treasury. They are even more half-witted than Hunt. That’s why they were chosen. Not that there is anyone better lurking on the backbenches.

         Hunt began by insisting that he was putting the economy back on track. An odd admission. It rather acknowledged that the Tories had done untold damage over the last 13 years and were only now getting round to trying to fix the problem. Thanks for that. ‘We’ve got inflation cracked,’ he boasted. ‘Just as the prime minister promised.’ It was now only two and a half times the Bank of England’s target – and its fall was nothing to do with government intervention – so could we please have a two-minute love-in for Rish!?

         This was going to be an autumn statement for growth, he continued. Yup. Talk us through this one, Jezza. He did, slowly, and with few signs of understanding what someone else had written for him. His eyes started to revolve anticlockwise in terror. As if every sentence were dynamite. Sweat formed on his brow. He could sense the danger. But he didn’t know what direction it was coming from. No choice but to press ahead. The Office for Budget Responsibility had revised its forecasts. Down was up. It was fantastic news. Growth would more or less stagnate 32for the next five years. He was a man who was going places. Perdition.

         ‘We are taking decisions for the long term,’ he announced. ‘Long term’ as in sheer desperation. Every government reset had failed – now there are at least two a week – and this was more or less the last throw of the dice. Thanks to his brilliance, he had managed to create extra fiscal headroom. Largely thanks to inflation and capped departmental budgets – hooray for inflation! – he had extra money to spend. So he was going to squander almost all of it on tax cuts and let public services die. Austerity 2.0.

         Here the speech rather meandered. Jezza isn’t the best of readers, and even the faithful Tory backbenchers could see this budget was a pig’s ear. Many began to doze off. It would get a few half-hearted cheers in the Tory press for a day or so, but the electorate would soon see through it. There was nothing there to make you want to live. Though there was some gratuitous sadism, or ‘compassionate’ cuts aimed at the disabled. Work, you losers. Stop scrounging. Always scrounging. Most of you have deliberately chosen to have mental health problems.

         Finally, after some business-tax cuts that even Hunt had to admit were well above his pay grade, we got to the 2p cut in national insurance. A cut to a tax that Rishi Sunak had raised. Go, Tories! And just in case everyone hadn’t realised how screwed the government was, he was going to introduce the cut from January rather than March. Just so that everyone would feel better off before 33the election. Only, because of fiscal drag, the tax burden would be reaching its highest-ever level in five years’ time. The tax cut that wasn’t a tax cut. The chancellor who isn’t a chancellor. The sweat stain of sheer panic.

         In her reply, Rachel Reeves could barely contain her contempt. Where to start? She was all for tax cuts – what aspiring chancellor wouldn’t be? – but this was just economic vandalism. And she would be the one left to pick up the pieces. She wasn’t going to say no, obviously. But really? Did they have any more giveaways for the spring budget? There was a few billion left unspent. How about something for the most well-off? Like inheritance tax?

         Over on the government benches, Sunak and Jezza giggled and bounced up and down like children. A sure tell. They knew they were busted. If they had honour – a sense of grace – they might have given up there and then. But they mean to take us all down with them. They’re so pretty, oh so pretty. They’re vacant.

      

   


   
      
         
            Tories are too busy locked in a narcissistic death spiral to spare a thought for us

            13 December 2023

         

         A thought experiment: if Tory MPs could return to year zero, who out of the misfits currently available would they choose as prime minister?

         34Boris Johnson? Do they really want the has-been Convict who can scarcely be bothered to take an interest in his own life? Nigel Farage? Are they really so mad that they think half the country is seriously bigoted? Suella Braverman? Ditto.

         One thing we can be fairly clear about: given the chance again, the Tories definitely wouldn’t choose Rishi Sunak. The safe-pair-of-hands tech bro who can’t even back up his WhatsApp messages. So sad, that. The prime minister who keeps getting everything wrong. A man without friends. Most prime ministers have a core group of allies. Rish! has no one to watch his back. Apart from possibly Jeremy Hunt. Who quite likes him. A bit. And who cares what Jezza thinks? Least of all about the economy.
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