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            Introduction

         

         
      It was almost enough to make you miss Theresa May. At least there had been an integrity to her incompetence. You could count on her to be doing the wrong thing for the right reason. And her speeches did generally conform to normal syntax, even if they were almost entirely meaningless. 
    

         
      But with May’s resignation and the election of Boris Johnson as the new Conservative leader – and hence prime minister – in July 2019, it felt as if we were in the political Wild West. A one-man amoral no-go zone, whose prime motivation was his own survival and who could only talk in bursts of white noise. 
    

         
      Johnson had breezed through life, failing effortlessly upwards while happily trashing the lives of all those with whom he came in contact. For him, being the prime minister was merely a position of entitlement rather than of responsibility. The ideal job for someone predisposed to laziness and arrogance, someone for whom the idea of any preparation was an unthinkable admission of failure. 
    

         
      So it’s fair to say Boris was in for something of a wake-up call. Not least in his first four months in the job, when just about everything that could go wrong, did. As ever, it was Brexit that exposed not only the fault lines in the House of Commons, but also those within the Conservative Party itself. Johnson had always been adamant that he would ‘die in a ditch’ if the UK had not left the European Union by 31 October, but mostly he looked as if he was dying on his feet. 
    

         
      It was nothing short of chaos. First, there had been the case of the five-week prorogation that never was, ordered by the Queen in late August on Boris’s advice. Boris had insisted that the suspension was what parliament really wanted, as it would give MPs plenty of free time to get on with other things. And if parliament had not wanted to be prorogued, it would have made its feelings clear through interpretive dance. The reality was that Johnson – and Dominic Cummings, his chief political adviser – wanted to cut short the amount of time the Commons would have to debate the Brexit bill. After all, if parliament wasn’t sitting, then there was no way the government could be defeated. 
    

         
      Despite Johnson insisting he had done nothing wrong, the Supreme Court unanimously ruled that the government had acted illegally in calling for the prorogation. Parliament was back in business the next day, and not long after Her Majesty was in the Lords delivering a Queen’s Speech that everyone knew was just fantasy, an election manifesto at best. The Queen made no effort to disguise her feelings at being misled over the legality of the prorogation – something to which she had been obliged to give her assent – and her delivery of the speech felt more like an exorcism, a desperate purge of the toxic waste that had been forced on her by a prime minister she had come to detest. 
    

         
      Then there were all those votes in the Commons that he had lost, starting with the bill to rule out a no-deal Brexit. Twenty-one Tory MPs, including Ken Clarke, Philip Hammond and Nicholas Soames, had voted against the government by backing the motion their party had always said it didn’t want. Their punishment was to have the whip withdrawn, leaving Boris with a majority of more than minus 40. 
    

         
      Johnson had also three times demanded a general election he had repeatedly said he didn’t want, but none of the opposition leaders obliged. Under the Fixed-Term Parliaments Act of 2011, the government needed a two-thirds majority to get its way. It didn’t even come close. As far as the opposition was concerned, Boris could go whistle. If it was all the same to him, they would wait until the Queen had given royal assent to the bill blocking a no-deal Brexit. His reputation for dishonesty preceded him. 
    

         
      Alongside the many lost votes was the betrayal of Northern Ireland’s Democratic Unionist Party. At the DUP’s conference in November 2018, Johnson had said no British Conservative government could sign up to regulatory checks and customs controls along the Irish Sea. To do so would put the whole of the Union at risk. But now he had agreed a deal that did just that. 
    

         
      ‘We leave whole and entire,’ he had declared. Apart from Northern Ireland. People would say he had thrown the DUP under a bus, but that wasn’t fair. He had thrown them under a train. Far more efficient. He had done away with the temporary backstop by turning it into a permanent full stop. Genius. And remarkably, the hardline Tory Brexiteers of the European Research Group, who had always insisted they would stand by the DUP’s demands for Northern Ireland, found that they could dump them too. 
    

         
      On and on the chaos went, with the government losing vote after vote and the Commons even sitting on a Saturday. Nor was it just the Tories who were confused. Labour, under the leadership of Jeremy Corbyn, was also confused. It both wanted an election and didn’t want an election. It wanted an election because that’s what opposition parties were supposed to want, but it also didn’t want one because the polls indicated Labour would be 
      resoundingly beaten. It also wanted to get Brexit done, but had no idea what version of Brexit it was that it wanted to get done. 
    

         
      The Tories, meanwhile, wanted an election, but didn’t know how to get one or when. They would also quite like Johnson’s Brexit deal to pass, while secretly wishing they had voted for Theresa May’s rather better deal when they had had the chance. What was even weirder was that this was the new normal and no one found any of this to be the slightest bit odd. 
    

         
      But something had to give, and in the end it was Labour. With Johnson having secured a Brexit extension beyond 31 October, Corbyn instructed his MPs to vote for a general election in December. It turned out that no one was surprised or bothered that the prime minister hadn’t kept his promise to die in a ditch. For the first time in months, both Boris and Cummings began to relax. They could see that the end was in sight. 
    

         
      The Tory campaign kept things simple: a three-word slogan of ‘Get Brexit Done’, a promise to be the ‘People’s Government’, a commitment to levelling up the disparity in income and prospects around the country, and a pledge to build 40 new hospitals. 
    

         
      And things became simpler still when Nigel Farage, whose Brexit Party had won the European elections in May, chose to stand down all 317 of his candidates who had been due to contest Tory-held seats. The rationale was that Boris’s deal was good enough, and he didn’t want to take the risk of splitting the pro-Brexit vote and allowing Labour to sneak up on the rails. The net effect was that Nigel saw his party plummet from 17% to 4% in the opinion polls. Call it hubris, but it was Nigel who turned the Nigel Party into an irrelevance. 
    

         
      Meanwhile, Labour struggled to make any headway. It never fully shook off allegations of anti-Semitism within the party, while Corbyn’s personal ratings were consistently disastrous. Even two press conferences held to expose leaked information that the Tories were planning to privatise the NHS and put a hard border down the Irish Sea amounted to nothing. Voters had never really expected Johnson to tell the truth, so the revelations were greeted with general indifference. 
    

         
      This would be less of an election and more of an unpopularity contest. Boris and Corbyn were widely disliked and mistrusted throughout the country. All that was at stake was which leader was hated the least. It was a race that Johnson won at a canter, with a landslide majority of 80 seats. The country was sick of Brexit and just wanted it over and done with. It was also sick of the old politics and wanted a prime minister who would do things differently. No one really expected Johnson to deliver on all his promises, but they were less worried about that than the promises on which Labour might deliver. 
    

         
      Boris duly celebrated the election of the ‘People’s Government’ by elevating Nicky Morgan and Zac Goldsmith to the House of Lords and including them both in his first cabinet. How things change. There had been a time when Morgan had been a thorn in Theresa May’s side, insisting that the only good Brexit deal was one in which the UK remained in the single market and the customs union. Now she was fully signed up to Johnson’s hard Brexit. As was Goldsmith, once he had resolved the matter of his previous non-dom tax status. 
    

         
      As for Boris, he went off to Mustique to stay in a £15,000-per-week beach hut for the new year with his girlfriend, Carrie Symonds. We never did get to find out who had footed the bill for the holiday. In the Register of Members’ Interests, Johnson listed David Ross, one of the founders of Carphone Warehouse, as the good Samaritan. But Ross later denied it had been him, saying only that he had helped the prime minister locate suitable accommodation. Attempting to find out who had paid for Boris’s treats would prove a feature of his time in office. 
    

         
      Still, Boris did keep his promise on one thing. He did get Brexit done. With an 80-seat majority and all the Tory MPs – even the ones who had opposed it – fully on board with Johnson’s Brexit vision, the bill went through with little opposition in parliament. Only the Scottish National Party and the Lib Dems put up any real resistance, and they were a minority Boris found easy to ignore. Anyone who even questioned what form the future arrangement with the EU would take – something that needed to be agreed by the end of the year – was sent to a re-education camp. 
    

         
      For Johnson, it had been a dream start to 2020. His ratings were consistently high, and Labour was preoccupied with a leadership contest after its worst general election result in the best part of 80 years. There seemed to be little that could go wrong. Certainly in the short term. He even found time to deliver a triumphalist speech in Greenwich celebrating Britain’s new trading relations with the rest of the world. Meanwhile, over in China, people were beginning to die from a new disease known as the coronavirus … 
    

      

   


   
      
         
            Boris Johnson goes missing in action on his big Brexit day

            31 JANUARY 2020

         

         Just imagine a country about to take a giant leap into the unknown. A future sold on the basis of promises that no one is certain can be kept. Now imagine the person least suitable to be prime minister at this time. A man whose entire career has been built on lies, deceit and self-destruction. A narcissist whose concentration span barely extends to the end of a senten— On second thoughts, don’t bother. You’ve got him already.

         There are a couple of ways of interpreting Boris Johnson’s three-minute cameo posted on his Facebook page at 10 p.m. Neither shows the prime minister in a particularly good light. The first and the most obvious is that Boris really doesn’t give much of a toss. He’s got what he wanted and can now barely be arsed to go through the motions. His usual lethal combination of boredom and terminal laziness.

         Any half-decent prime minister – and bizarrely, Theresa May now almost falls into this category – would have realised that Brexit day was a time to really up their game. To make a live, sincere address to the nation. One that properly acknowledged the significance of the occasion. Boris, not so much. He couldn’t trust himself not to screw up a live broadcast – didn’t he even have a party inside No. 10 already arranged? – so he did a quick pre-record the day before. Nor could he be bothered to do more than scribble down a few thoughts off the top of his head. Would this do? It would have to.

         The second interpretation is perhaps the more telling. Because there are countless giveaways that Boris is actu­ally embarrassed about what he has done. Think about it this way. How was the prime minister choosing to spend Brexit night? By bunkering down inside No. 10 with a handful of staffers, while a light show that none of the public was allowed in to see flickered mournfully on the outside of the building.

         He did so because he didn’t dare show his face – not even to go on TV – and take ownership of a Brexit that has been hewn in his own image. Shambolic and a bit clueless. Because deep down Boris has never really been a true believer.

         Brexit was an ill-fitting carapace he had worn to get into power. He’d never really thought anyone would believe the lies he’d told. It was a game that had suddenly become all too real. The fun had stopped, but he couldn’t. Now he was expected to take responsibility for what he had done, he just wanted to hide. The mask of denial and self-deception had momentarily slipped and the Supreme Showman was too ashamed to be seen.

         The handheld hostage video opens with a shot of the No. 10 front door, which is as close to reassurance and gravitas as we get. Then we cut to the figure of Boris holed up in a cupboard – hey, at least it wasn’t a fridge this time – looking more of a slob than usual. Hair all over the place, eyes a bit bloodshot and a suit that had been thrown on at the last minute. It may have been possible to make less of an effort for one of the most important speeches of his career, but only if he had been sprawled on a wine-stained sofa.

         Right chaps and chapesses, Boris barked with ersatz chumminess, the trademark smirk etched on to his face as his left arm waved up and down uncontrollably. Let’s get this over and done with. ‘Pifflepafflewifflewaffle,’ he said. This was a time of celebration for some, anxiety for others and relief for the rest. You can’t help feeling that for Boris alone, Brexit is actually a combination of all three. Though anxiety mainly. He’s not good on keeping his promises.

         Boris muttered a few lazy platitudes about how he was the man to bring the country together. And if you didn’t believe him, you could always buy one of his Boris-as-Britannia-themed ‘sod off EU’ tea towels from the Conservative Party website. A bargain at just £12. ‘This is a new beginning,’ he said. One of the few accurate state­ments he made. And one of the most terrifying, because even he has to admit he doesn’t have a clue what comes next.

         Typically, Johnson then lapsed into contradiction and jingoist bullshit. We had outgrown the EU, but we could still be really, really good friends with the EU27, pro­vided we remembered not to tell them we think they are a waste of space. And Britain had the best possible future ahead of it. Because … because we did. We’re Britain and we could do anything. All you had to do was believe. This might have been more convincing if his own expression hadn’t been riddled with self-doubt.

         Er … Um … That was about it. He didn’t have any­thing else to say. And what he had said hadn’t been worth saying. At least not with the lack of interest with which he had said it. At a time of a national identity crisis, the prime minister had gone missing in action. All he had really managed to convey was an indifferent ‘fuck you’. A sentiment that would have been echoed back to him by half the country.

         * * *

         
      After the general election of December 2019, Boris Johnson had delayed the reshuffle and reappointed all the same ministers to the cabinet. Even Nicky Morgan, who had stood down as an MP to take up a seat in the Lords – her reward for her late conversion to the Brexit cause. This had led to the absurd sight of the secretary of state for culture being unable to attend her departmental questions in the Commons. The reshuffle proper was to take place after the UK had left the EU on 31 January. Though some couldn’t help wondering if the reshuffle would be more the work of Dominic Cummings than Johnson. 
    

      

   


   
      
         
            Javid’s self-worth wasn’t part of the plan for Cummi— sorry, Johnson

            13 FEBRUARY 2020

         

         It hadn’t been one of Boris Johnson’s more restful nights. First the succession of text messages from Dominic Cummings telling him who to sack. Then the nudges in the ribs from Carrie telling him who to keep. To top it all, he was still racking his brains trying to remember who had paid for his £15,000 winter break to Mustique. How could he be expected to keep track of that level of detail? He was fairly sure Prince Andrew didn’t remember who had paid for all of his holidays.

         Boris had dragged his heels before heading over to the Commons in the morning. He hated any form of con­frontation and had hoped to get the tricky bits of the reshuffle done by text. Hell, it was the way he had ended all his affairs. And what was good for a lover was more than good enough for a mere cabinet minister. But Dom had insisted there was a protocol to be observed – ‘Try to enjoy their pain’ – and such matters were best done face to face.

         First in was Julian Smith. The Northern Ireland sec­retary clearly had to go. You couldn’t have a minister actually making a success of his job and getting better headlines. Geoffrey Cox was also a goner. The attorney general may have backed him for leader and gone along with the prorogation fiasco, but he was still far too out­spoken and independent. Also, people tended to like him. Boris couldn’t be having that. He couldn’t wait to see Cox’s face when he found out he was being replaced by Suella Braverman, one of the dimmest of all Tory MPs.

         As for the others … Well, Andrea Leadsom was hope­less and talked too much. He hated opinionated women. Theresa Villiers was so forgettably ineffective he couldn’t even remember who had appointed her to cabinet just six months previously. Esther McVey had just been col­lateral damage. ‘It’s nothing personal,’ he had told her. Obviously, she had never achieved anything other than to increase homelessness, but that wasn’t the point. If success was the benchmark, then almost everyone would have to go. It was just that there had been 10 housing ministers in 10 years, and her time was up.

         The dirty business over, Boris sloped back to No. 10 to get on with the fun stuff. Dominic Raab and Priti Patel were shoo-ins. Raab could carry on doing what he was told, and it didn’t matter that Nazanin Zaghari-Ratcliffe was banged up. Priti was a natural. It wasn’t often you could find a home secretary who was both vicious and stupid. The ideal combo.

         And though he’d teased Matt Hancock about being given the sack – who could resist that look of abject terror and insecurity? – it was useful to have a health secretary who was gullible enough to believe that 40 new hospitals were going to be built. ‘Thank you, thank you,’ Needy Matt had said on the way out. ‘I love you, Daddy.’

         Sajid Javid had proved rather more problematic. Boris had been certain that once he’d told him he could keep his job, so long as he was prepared to ditch all his staff and advisers and do whatever Dom said, then the CHINO – chancellor in name only – would roll over. After all, he’d pretty much done what he’d been told up till now by writing cheques for every scheme Boris had come up with. He hadn’t even blinked at the idiotic fantasy bridge between Scotland and Northern Ireland. And he had hap­pily laughed along when Boris had described Muslim women as letterboxes. But, seemingly out of nowhere, Javid had discovered some self-respect.

         This hadn’t been part of the plan. Boris had never encountered anyone with self-worth before. Least of all himself. Gaping wounds of shame masquerading as mas­sive narcissistic egos, yes. But genuine self-worth, never. ‘Are you sure, Saj?’ he had pleaded. ‘If you say no, then it’s going to make it look as if I don’t know what I’m doing.’ Javid had merely shrugged and walked out.

         At which point Dom had burst in. ‘Every cloud and all that,’ he had said. ‘Don’t forget, the point of the reshuf­fle is to settle scores, render every department effectively anodyne, settle scores, appoint figurehead cabinet minis­ters, settle scores and make me the most powerful person in the country.’

         ‘Don’t you mean me?’ Boris had asked.

         ‘Er … no. Now, where was I? Ah, yes. Let’s get Rishi Sunak in instead. It would be a brilliant piece of levelling-up. Replacing a multimillionaire from Deutsche Bank with a multimillionaire from Goldman Sachs. Classic Me!’

         Minutes later, Sunak found himself inside No. 10.

         ‘Just one question,’ said Dom, who by now had taken charge of the conversation. ‘Are you a yes-man, Rishi?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘Great. You’re chancellor.’

         ‘Um,’ whispered Sunak. ‘I’m just not sure if I can write a budget from scratch in under a month.’

         ‘Don’t worry your pretty little head,’ snapped Dom. ‘I will be doing that.’ This was his moment of triumph. He would be the first unelected chancellor to deliver a budget in the country’s history. One in the eye for the unelected bureaucrats in Brussels. Take back control. Classic Dom.

         After that, things had rather quietened down. Boris had had to concede that maybe Jacob Rees-Mogg did have a point about Grenfell residents being too stupid to save themselves, so he’d kept him on as leader of the house. And Liz Truss had somehow survived the cull. Though only because he hadn’t been able to find a phone number for Lynne Truss.

         Best of all, he’d even been able to find a job for Stephen Barclay in the Treasury. Who cared if Nice Guy Steve didn’t know anything about money? He’d never known anything about Brexit either. Ignorance was his greatest asset. The new mantra for the ‘People’s Government’.

      

   


   
      
         
            Priti Patel’s ineptitude is exactly what Boris admires in her

            24 FEBRUARY 2020

         

         It’s not always a great look for a prime minister to have to publicly restate his confidence in his home secretary just a matter of days after reappointing her to the job. A bit like a football club chairman offering his full support to the manager just days before sacking him. But for once in his life Boris Johnson has been entirely genuine. Hard to believe, I know, from someone for whom dishonesty is a way of life, but true nonetheless.

         Boris really, really does value Priti Patel. He doesn’t care if she bullies her staff a bit. He cares even less if intelligence officials don’t entirely trust her on matters of national security. Because that’s not the point of her. Just as the home secretary can never be too Brexity or dog-whistle right-wing, she can also never be too stupid or incompe­tent. These are the qualities Boris most admires, having gone to some trouble to eliminate every cabinet minister who showed the slightest sign of having any independence of thought. Or even of having a mind at all. Priti Patel’s sole purpose in government is to be Priti Vacant.

         In her statement to the Commons on her new points-based immigration system, Patel was at pains to live down to expectations. If there were a points-based tally for a home secretary, then it’s a racing certainty Priti would never have got the job. After all, this is the woman who responded to a terrorist incident by declaring war on counter-terrorism. On three occasions. She has turned her lack of ability into a piece of performance art.

         What she does have, though, is the effortless self-confidence of someone who doesn’t have a clue just how dim she is. She makes no effort to disguise her ignorance. Rather, she revels in it. And as she ran through the pro­posals the government had announced during recess the previous week, her smirk and swagger became steadily more pronounced. The country was wanting this, the country was loving this and the country was getting it.

         For reasons that weren’t entirely clear, Diane Abbott chose to sit this one out on the Labour front bench and let her junior shadow home office minister, Bell Ribeiro-Addy, point out some of the new system’s more obvious flaws. That it failed to distinguish between low-paid and low-skilled work. That it would leave huge staff shortages in many sectors. That it presumed the reason most Brits weren’t already doing these jobs was because immigrants had stolen them off them. Rather than that they just didn’t fancy doing them.

         Patel sighed ostentatiously and insisted that Ribeiro-Addy was just too stupid to have understood the proposals properly. Pots and kettles. At which point, Jeremy Corbyn intervened to say things might work a little better if the home secretary was a little less con­descending. Priti merely replied that she too required courtesy and patience. Again, pots and kettles. The irony meter was now off the scale. Not even her friends have known her to be patient and courteous.

         Most ministers might have a sneaking suspicion they are heading off the rails when the first four Conservative MPs to stand up to praise their intelligence and atten­tion to detail are the notorious screwballs Iain Duncan Smith, David Davis, Owen Paterson and John Redwood. But Priti was in her element. Her coup de grâce was her insistence that the British people had voted for massive staff shortages in the NHS and social care. And if people were determined to die or grow old in squalor, then she was proud to be delivering on the will of the people. Back in No. 10, Boris could only applaud. This was the Priti he knew and loved so much.

         Exit one brainless cabinet minister. Enter another. The environment secretary, George Eustice – Useless Eustice to his admirers – was at the dispatch box to explain why the government had done so little about the floods. Eustice’s main observations were that it had rained much more than expected and that really most people had no one to blame but themselves for buying homes that had been built on vulnerable flood plains.

         Labour’s Luke Pollard expressed his pity for Eustice – it wasn’t his fault that he wasn’t very good at his job – and wondered instead why the prime minister had gone missing in action and had chosen to put his feet up at the nation’s expense in the grace-and-favour mansion in Kent. Useless was outraged on his master’s behalf. Boris had never pretended to be anything other than a bit lazy, and it was going to take a great deal more than a few damp patches to get him out of bed.

         ‘Look,’ said Eustice, trying to convince himself as much as everyone else. Boris had been to visit some flood vic­tims in November, and if he were to make another visit, it would only encourage more people to flood their homes. Besides, the prime minister wasn’t the sort of showman who thrived on attention and media opportunities; he was the master of dialectics. The details man who got things done precisely by failing to grasp the details. Not waving but drowning.

         * * *

         
      While the Conservatives tried to work out if they really did have a plan for Brexit after all, the Labour leadership campaign was well under way. Keir Starmer was the firm favourite; Rebecca Long-Bailey was considered by many Labour MPs to be too much the Jeremy Corbyn continuity candidate – a prospect not even die-hard Corbynistas could bring themselves to enthuse over, given the election wipeout – while Lisa Nandy was widely thought to be too inexperienced. Meanwhile, the first cases of Covid-19 were beginning to appear in the UK. By 1 March, 35 had been recorded in the country. 
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