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            Introduction

         

         More than 18 months since the start of the first lockdown in March 2020, there was still no end to the Covid pandemic in sight. Indeed, there was no real agreement as to what an end might look like, barring some kind of miracle where the virus mutated into a more benign variant.

         Some on the libertarian right called for an end to all lockdowns and to just let Covid rip through the population. The more widely backed approach – and one adopted by the government and supported by the opposition parties – was to continue locking down the country to try and reduce the number of infections.

         Even so, the government had not covered itself in much glory, though it had received plaudits for its financial bailouts to business and the self-employed, and for the speed with which it introduced the vaccine programmes – something it continues to wrongly attribute to the UK having left the European Union.

         In the early days of the pandemic, the prime minister, Boris Johnson, had failed to take the situation seriously. He had missed five COBRA meetings and had repeatedly been slow to heed the scientific advice of implementing lockdowns. He was late to introduce the first lockdown in March 2020. Late to introduce the second in November of that year. Late to try to stop the Delta variant reaching the UK from India in 2021. Just how many extra lives might have been saved, we can never know for certain.

         By October 2021, the UK, like many other countries, was in a state of muddling through things, introducing ad hoc regulations and guidance in response to an ever-changing scenario. It was a surreal time, and something that we’re still trying to process.

         It wasn’t just the population’s physical health that was affected. Many people’s mental health was badly damaged by the long periods of isolation at home. Businesses are also still feeling the long-term impact. Some people decided they rather liked working from home and have been reluctant to go back into the office. Others took Covid as an existential wake-up call and chose to retire early. Carpe diem and all that. The UK has changed in all sorts of ways we have yet to fully understand.

         In the early days of the pandemic, we all got used to the daily 5 p.m. press conference, in which Boris Johnson, chancellor Rishi Sunak, health secretary Matt Hancock and scientists Chris Whitty, Patrick Vallance and Jonathan Van-Tam would release the latest Covid stats, offer advice on how we could protect ourselves better and explain government policy. Such as it was. Soon enough, though, everyone got a bit bored with the press conferences, so they began to take place only every now and again. When someone thought they might have something to say.

         Besides, the country had long since been disabused of any thought that the government had a coherent plan. For a start, there had been Johnson’s key adviser, Dominic Cummings, breaking the lockdown rules back in 2020 by taking himself off to Durham when his whole family had Covid. That had taught us that the rules were something only the little people had to obey. This was an attitude we would learn a great deal more about in the coming months.

         Then there had been the sacking of Cummings some months later. Not because he had broken the rules, but just because of a general falling-out with Johnson and his then partner, and now wife, Carrie. After leaving Downing Street with his possessions in a cardboard box, Cummings dedicated himself to exposing the failures of Johnson’s government in a series of rambling blog posts. He claimed that Boris thought Hancock was ‘fucking hopeless’; that billions of pounds had been wasted on dodgy PPE; that Johnson couldn’t make decisions, was unfit for office and hated confrontation.

         It turned out that Johnson had been right about Hancock. In the summer of 2021, CCTV footage of Hancock kissing and groping his lover in his office emerged in the national press. This didn’t just end Hancock’s marriage; it ended his career in cabinet. Snogging and groping someone who was not in your bubble was not in the government’s Covid rules. Few were sorry to see him go. He had made few friends on his way up the ministerial ladder. He would make even fewer on the way down.

         Believe it or not, the government was also trying to get on with its normal daily business, if there was such a thing in such strange days. What Johnson seemed most intent on was breaking as many election manifesto promises as possible. First he ditched his promise to maintain a triple lock on pensions, and then he rowed back on his commitment to not raise national insurance contributions.

         Finally, he arbitrarily decided to cut back on his promise to spend 0.7% of gross national income on overseas aid. We could now afford only 0.5%. Having spent the best part of £450 billion on bailout packages – one of which, Sunak’s ‘Eat Out to Help Out’ scheme, had actually increased Covid deaths – we could no longer find another £4 billion. The weird thing was that nobody thought any of this was that weird. Partly because we were living through such dislocating times, but mainly because most people had long since stopped expecting Johnson to tell the truth or keep his word. If they ever had in the first place.

         As for Brexit, it was almost as if we were going backwards. Lord Frost, whom Johnson had appointed to negotiate the Northern Ireland protocol back in late 2019 and early 2020, now seemed to disown his own deal. Frosty the No Man had had a rethink. It was outrageous of the EU to imagine the UK had negotiated in good faith, to believe that we’d seek to implement our deal in accordance to the law. It should have been obvious that it was just a fudge to allow us to say that we had got Brexit done. Seriously. This was the state of Brexit in late 2021. To Johnson, this was all perfectly normal. Go figure.

         Then, to add to the chaos, in September 2021 Johnson chose to reshuffle his cabinet. Out went Dominic Raab as foreign secretary. No surprises there. Raab had been on holiday in Crete during the Taliban takeover of Afghanistan, failing to provide safe passage for Afghans who had helped the UK. Psycho Dom had been rather more concerned that the ‘sea had been closed’ in Crete. It proved easier to get a plane-load of pets out of Afghanistan than an extra flight of refugees.

         Gavin Williamson was another cabinet casualty. Though again, the main mystery was that he had survived as education secretary for so long, given his role in the exam fiasco of 2020. Not that this would stop Williamson becoming Sir Gavin within a matter of months. In this topsy-turvy world, failure gets rewarded. The beneficiaries of incompetence were equally disturbing. Priti Patel got to stay on as home secretary. Imagine having no one better to replace her with. Liz Truss got to be foreign secretary. Unthinkable. As should have been Nadine Dorries getting the culture secretary brief. A sick joke. Truly, a government of all the talentless.

         Not that Labour weren’t having difficulties of their own. Keir Starmer had made a good start on detoxifying the Labour brand after Jeremy Corbyn’s leadership, but being in opposition during countless lockdowns was far from straightforward. Starmer’s job much of the time was to endorse the government’s actions in following the scientific advice – not the easiest way of making a mark. 

         In the polls, most people thought Starmer was a fairly decent guy, but they weren’t sure exactly what he stood for. He even resorted to going on Piers Morgan’s TV show to try and get his message across, but what we mostly learned was that he didn’t much care for his middle name: Rodney. Still, baby steps and all that.

         So far, so weird. Eighteen months into the looking-glass world of pandemic politics. What none of us could have guessed was that we would soon be looking back on this time as an oasis of calm.

      

   


   
      
         
            Depraved New World

         

         Tory conference bubble rises to applaud PM’s light entertainment

         6 October 2021

         Not so much a conference speech, more an extended Daily Telegraph column. One knocked off in a hurry at the last minute. This was politics as light entertainment, with any collision with the real world entirely accidental. Plenty of jokes – one or two even moderately good ones – and soundbites for the TV, but nothing of any substance. Just another day like any other in the life of Boris Johnson.

         The lights went out and Spandau Ballet played through the PA system. ‘Gold’ is the narcissist’s theme tune. No wonder Boris loves it. He is the man who doesn’t have to try too hard. Even when the country feels like it is falling apart around him, in his universe he can reconfigure it into his own image as a roaring success. All you need is to believe. If you don’t like the world you’re in – and 4 million households were waking up to a £20-a-week cut in universal credit – then it’s probably your own fault.

         Moments later, the cabinet trooped into the new hall – expanded to twice the size to both accommodate Boris’s ego and remind his party he is its Supreme Leader – to polite applause. Still, it was more than many of them had received for their own 10-minute slots in the Tiny Tent earlier in the week. Then a short video of Boris being nice and interacting with grateful little people before the prime minister took the stage.

         Johnson looked up and smiled. The conference centre was his kingdom. His bubble. He could say what he liked and no one would care. The audience just wanted to be embraced into his realm. To experience his vision of an England where there were no queues for petrol, no food and labour shortages, no inflation and no tax rises. Those things were all constructs of a media and Labour Party obsessed with talking the country down.

         And what a world it was. First off, Johnson all but declared that Covid was over. It had been a difficult 18 months – made trickier for everyone by Labour’s insistence on treating it as a major public health issue – but now it was pretty much business as usual. Thanks to the vaccine that he personally had developed, the UK was way ahead of other countries in getting back to normal.

         Then there was the problem of social care, which he had solved merely by saying he had a plan for dealing with it. Yes, it might involve higher taxes – almost all of which would go to the NHS rather than on social care – but he was hopeful things could be sorted just by eliminating some red tape. It was that easy.

         The gags came thick and fast. Funny stories in funny voices, with even some Franglais thrown in. The old ones are the old ones. Diversionary tactics as Boris jumped from subject to subject, never allowing himself to get side-tracked into detail in case anyone noticed the total lack of any substance or policy. He could impose his reality merely through the force of will. Because his narrative was more attractive, more comedic and, above all, less painful than anyone else’s.

         He was creating a high-wage, low-tax economy. Like many of his colleagues, he is oblivious to the fact that many people have taken a wage cut after inflation and that his government has raised taxation to its highest level since the 1940s. And he was going to get levelling-up done. Whatever that was. It has had so many meaningless definitions over the past few days at the Tory conference that it’s been hard to keep up. Today, it meant that people in Stoke Poges could relax about any outsiders trying to move in to their village, because there would be plenty of houses and jobs for them in the north.

         Above all, Boris was keen to make sure that reality should not intrude on his world vision. Labour was cast as the party of Islington, when it was he who actually used to live there, before he got kicked out of the family home. Selling beef to the US was the crème de la crème of trade deals. Build back burger. Groan. The Kabul airlift had been a magnificent triumph.

         Weirdly, he fancies himself as a historian, but seems totally unaware that one of the purposes of history is to re-interrogate the past. So there was the obligatory clickbait of a war on woke. We can’t have people editing Wikipedia entries, he said. Conveniently forgetting he had failed to acknowledge that he has six children until recently.

         The longer he went on, the more rambling and lazy the speech became. It lasted a thankfully brief 45 minutes, but it wasn’t even immediately clear that he had actually ended, as he seemed to finish mid-sentence. No one cared. The audience cheered, no one more so than the cabinet – each of whom was desperate not to be seen as the first one to stop clapping.

         It had been classic, complacent Boris. He hadn’t really tried because he hadn’t needed to. He feels impregnable. The Tories had loved him because they always do. He makes them feel good about themselves. Comfort binge-eating on a diet of nostalgia and wishful thinking. And besides, if nothing else, the conference had been a stark reminder that they weren’t exactly spoiled for choice in the search for alternative prime ministers.

         But it had also been a speech that had ignored the lived experience of most people in the country. Queues, shortages, feeling broke. A Brexit that wasn’t really turning out as promised. The faithful might have knelt down to worship, but actually his speech had been an act of contempt. Both to them and everyone else. The speech may have bought Boris a bit of breathing space but not much else. Sooner or later something’s got to give. And then the shit will hit the fan.

         Boris Johnson drags Tories ever deeper into sleaze bath

         10 November 2021

         If only it were that simple. In BorisWorld, all Boris Johnson has to do is turn up to sprinkle the stardust of mindless optimism and things fall into place. It worked for Brexit and it worked for his 2019 general election campaign. Bertie Booster ruled OK. But climate change is a rather tougher nut to crack. Other countries aren’t quite so susceptible to his charms, and the Cop26 summit in Glasgow is in danger of ending in disappointment.

         Quite what Johnson expected to achieve by turning up to Cop26 for a few hours on Wednesday afternoon was anyone’s guess. Still, at least he travelled by train this time. Maybe he just couldn’t accept his powerlessness and that his presence was a total waste of time. That talk of banging negotiators’ heads together really wouldn’t cut it after all. Whatever it was, there was no Bertie Booster tub-thumping in the 25-minute press conference he gave shortly before he scuttled back to London. It was about as close as you’ll ever get to Johnson admitting defeat. He did go through the motions of saying, ‘1.5 was still alive,’ but his body language rather suggested the opposite. His shoulders were stooped and his opening speech was delivered with little enthusiasm.

         We were into the hard yards, he said. Stuck in a rolling maul in the final furlong. Our children and grandchildren would not forgive us if we didn’t agree a deal. And right now he would settle for one that he could sell as significant, even if it was effectively worthless. Just to save face. What was required was more ambition and implementation. It wasn’t clear who he expected to supply them. ‘When are leaders going to lead?’ he asked. It’s a question some of us have been asking about him for a while now.

         There were a few token questions about the conference, but most of the media seemed to have already made up their minds that Cop26 wasn’t going to be the game-changer the government had tried to build it up as before it started. Rather, they used the time to encourage the prime minister to break his omertà on Tory sleaze. For the last week or so, Bertie Booster has been uncharacteristically quiet.

         It soon became clear why. Because Johnson was about to rewrite history to suit himself. Even for such an accomplished liar, this was quite something. A deception on the grandest of scales. A self-deception on the most tawdry of scales. Here was Johnson, a man incapable of honesty and bereft of self-esteem, pulling out all the stops to distance himself from the scene of the crime. This is his special talent. Because he doesn’t just always betray his family, friends and colleagues, he also always betrays himself. The self-loathing must be intense.

         Boris began by saying that any MP who was found to have broken the rules must be punished. Er … yes. Only he appeared to have totally forgotten that Owen Paterson had been found guilty of multiple egregious cases of paid advocacy. And that Johnson had imposed a three-line whip on his own MPs to get his suspension put on hold until the case had been re-examined by a new committee with a majority of well-disposed Tory members, who would now come to the right conclusion. It was about as sleazy as it gets.

         Yet here was Bertie Booster, admittedly on worn-out Duracell batteries, trying to portray himself as a champion of natural justice. Boris Johnson is going to be very angry when he catches up with the Boris Johnson who fucked up so badly. He could scarcely bring himself to mention Geoffrey Cox. There again, he must be sick with envy at the amount Geoff has raked in since becoming an MP.

         From there on in, it was something of a pile-on. Johnson was entirely unrepentant. Three times he was asked to apologise, and three times he said nothing. Not even an insincere expression of regret for impressions that might have been given. The Tory MPs whose second jobs have come under the microscope as a direct result of his own misjudgement might at least be hoping for a ‘sorry’ in private. Despite all evidence to the contrary, he also declared that the UK was about as uncorrupt a country as you could find – £3 million for a peerage, anyone? There again, he is a prime minister who once declared the £250,000 a year for his Telegraph column to be ‘chicken feed’, so no wonder he can’t see what all the fuss is about.

         Still, Boris wasn’t finished. He then said there was nothing wrong with second jobs, provided MPs put their constituents first. Something he had failed to do when he had carried on as London mayor despite being elected to Westminster in 2015. And he insisted his own behaviour was beyond reproach. It was nobody’s business who paid for the redecoration of his Downing Street flat. Or if he accepted a free holiday from someone he put in the House of Lords. Wrongdoing must be punished, he said repeatedly. Perhaps he has a subconscious desire to be found out. One for his therapist.

         None of this would have gone down well with Tories hoping to draw a line under the corruption scandal. Far from killing the story, Johnson had taken politics a step further into the sleaze bath by refusing to accept any responsibility. Par for the course for a self-destructive narcissist. He was asked why didn’t he stay in Glasgow, even if the chances of a meaningful deal were minute? Just to show he cared. But then he doesn’t really. The only thing he really cares about is himself.

         Empty benches at PMQs amid fury at Johnson’s inability to do one job

         17 November 2021

         It was yet again the gaps on the Tory benches that most caught the eye. During the good times, it’s standing room only for prime minister’s questions, but these days the three rows behind the government front bench are barely half full. And it’s almost certainly not because dozens of Tory MPs are preoccupied with their second jobs: it’s because they are profoundly pissed off with the way Boris Johnson is doing his first one.

         Mind you, the ones who did show up as a token gesture of support for their hapless leader may well have made a mental note to give PMQs a swerve in future weeks. For what we got was Boris at his absolute worst. Not the ‘everything’s great, Bertie Booster’ Boris. Not even the nauseating, ersatz, absent-minded joker Boris. But the raw, childlike, unchannelled, psychotic Boris. Angry, out of control and out of his depth. Lashing out randomly while blaming others for his own shortcomings, the shallowness of his empty narcissism ruthlessly exposed. Not a pretty sight, and one normally seen only by women and friends he has betrayed.

         To no one’s surprise, Keir Starmer focused on matters of trust. Never Johnson’s strongest suit, even on a good day. And especially not now. Could the prime minister guarantee not to go back on his promise to build both a new railway line between Manchester and Leeds and the eastern leg of HS2? ‘Pifflepafflewifflewaffle,’ said Boris. We can almost certainly take that as a ‘no’ then.

         The Labour leader then moved on to sleaze and Tory corruption. Other people had apologised. Would he? Again, Johnson made no pretence of answering, while Jacob Rees-Mogg, the homunculus in an oversized suit who is the unthinking person’s idea of a thinking person, shook his head furiously. He definitely hadn’t apologised. Oh, no. He had only expressed the mildest regret. Saying sorry was for the little people. It wasn’t a great look.

         ‘But what about the money you took from Mishcon de Reya?’ Boris asked. ‘The leader of the opposition is guilty of Mish-conduct.’ He was so pleased with that schoolboy gag that he repeated it three times. For some reason, the Tories have got it into their heads that Starmer had been taking money to help Gina Miller stop Brexit. They don’t appear to have noticed that the payment was received in 2016, well before Miller got involved in her legal fight. Details, details …

         But Johnson went on and on, eventually getting called out by the Speaker for being generally unpleasant and obstructive. Keir normally plays it safe and passionless, but this time he went for the jugular. Johnson was a coward, not a leader. Someone who had been investigated by every organisation to which he had been elected. And most places that he’s worked, for that matter. He can’t say sorry; he believes the rules don’t apply to him and he rows back on every promise. ‘The joke isn’t funny any more.’ It hasn’t been for a while.

         Things didn’t get any better for Boris when he appeared before the liaison committee, the supergroup of select committee chairs, later in the afternoon. Even the mild-mannered William Wragg, who is one of the more docile Tories, inadvertently managed to get the better of him by asking Boris a simple question about the ministerial code. Something in which Boris doesn’t believe, having forced one independent adviser to resign by refusing to accept his findings on Priti Patel and replacing him with Lord Geidt – the Geidtadoodle – who could be relied on to not find anything compromising about Johnson’s own financial arrangements.

         Johnson smirked nervously, but somewhere in his subconscious was a growing realisation that the comedy was turning to personal tragedy. He was the chancer who had been found out by his peers. Even his own backbenchers had turned on him, sick of U-turn after U-turn and U-turns on U-turns. Taken for mugs and made to look not just stupid, but corrupt with it.

         Labour’s Chris Bryant quietly and methodically took advantage of the prime minister’s discomfort to expose what everyone had long suspected. That Boris hadn’t bothered to read the Owen Paterson report before whipping his MPs to ignore it. Just too much hassle. Too much work. Policy had been constructed on the hoof, reacting to whatever shitshow had been going on at the time. But he couldn’t remember telling John Whittingdale that there was definitely cross-party consensus for his sham committee. Even if Whittingdale could.

         It soon got worse. Yvette Cooper was having none of Johnson’s usual prevarications. Did he think Paterson had broken the rules or not? Just saying he had fallen foul of the rules wasn’t good enough. Boris looked horrified at being asked to tell the truth. But he ran out of road and had no option.

         Cooper pressed on. People expected even higher standards of the prime minister – news to Johnson – so why hadn’t he worn a mask at Hexham hospital? ‘There was barely 30 seconds when I wasn’t wearing a mask,’ he whined. So that’s all right then. It was just bad luck that that was the 30 seconds in which he was photographed. Perhaps there was a sign in that corridor saying, ‘Please don’t wear a mask here.’

         If Boris thought his troubles were over once the questions moved away from sleaze, he was badly mistaken. Everyone went for him. Particularly his own MPs. Mel Stride, Philip Dunne, Julian Knight, Tobias Ellwood and Jeremy Hunt all took chunks out of an under-prepared and badly briefed Johnson. The prime minister’s life was also falling apart thanks to an embarrassed Gillian Keegan, who was forced to explain how the government had managed to lose – presumably in the incinerator – the records of the phone calls between Paterson, Randox – who paid him more than £100,000 a year – and former health minister Lord Bethell.

         It felt like a moment of no return. The government was in meltdown. Rules on second jobs were going to be kicked into the long grass. A minister had just guessed three separate figures of 10, 15 and 20 for the number of hours that MPs could freelance each week. Chaos. Johnson had never given much of a shit about his own MPs. But they had cared about him. Especially the red-wall MPs elected in 2019. They had believed he was a winner. Now, though, the last of his stardust had been brushed away. And all that was left was an emperor in all his pallid nakedness. From now on, it was every man and woman for themselves.

         
            * * *

         

         The country was now in the grip of the Omicron variant of the coronavirus. Sajid Javid, the health secretary, and other medical experts were urging caution. To wait and see how bad this strain of Covid really was. Boris Johnson, however, was in more boosterish form. Everything would probably be OK, as long as you kept your fingers crossed. You needed to wear a mask only if you were meeting people you didn’t know. That kind of thing.

         We had also been treated to one of Johnson’s more eccentric speeches at the Confederation of British Industry’s annual conference. He came unprepared and could only mumble nonsense about Peppa Pig World. It was a performance that would have most CBI members voting Labour. It was as if Johnson was having a very public breakdown. Or as if he knew all hell was about to break loose with Partygate.

         Master of the profane, maestro of the inane – this man has us as mugs

         1 December 2021

         Call it the Quantity Theory of Inanity. It would be wrong to say that Boris Johnson doesn’t still enjoy prime minister’s questions. Like any sociopathic narcissist, he cannot resist being the centre of attention. The noise, the lights, the cameras. It’s one of the few ways Boris can tell he’s still alive.

         It’s just that the cracks are beginning to show. Even a few months ago, the cheers from the Tory backbenchers that greeted Johnson’s appearances in the Commons sounded almost sincere. Now they seem forced. Pavlovian responses from a bygone era. The Fool is now the fool, a fading music-hall act reduced to babbling nonsense. A hollow man, bereft of redeeming qualities.

         As Boris shrinks, so Keir Starmer grows. There was a time when the Labour leader looked awkward at PMQs. He had all the right lines, but the delivery kept falling flat, his arrows mere paper darts that left Boris unharmed. He knew it, his MPs knew it, and the pretence that he was in his element was killing them both.

         Now, though, Keir has found his range. There is a confidence, a swagger to him. He is beginning to look and sound like a leader. He’s finally got the shadow cabinet he wanted, and he’s not afraid to assert himself. Most of all, he is comfortable in the job, because he knows he’s got Johnson’s measure. Boris no longer holds any terrors or mysteries for him. He’s just a third-rate chancer who always lets you down in the end. And, more often than not, in the beginning. He’s someone who can be picked off at will.

         For the last three PMQs, Starmer has effortlessly come out on top by attacking Boris on matters of trust, something that has never been the prime minister’s strong point. And this week, the Labour leader was at it again.

         He started with the story the Daily Mirror had broken overnight about Boris breaking his government’s own lockdown rules by holding parties at No. 10 last year. Didn’t this just show that he was not someone who kept his word?

         Johnson did his best to look astonished. He didn’t have the nerve to deny the party had taken place. Rather, he tried to make out that the party had never really been a party. It had just been a normal day’s work that had morphed into someone opening a few cases of champagne. Boris could make his own bubbles as he saw fit. A Westminster bubble.

         And Boris knew it had not really been a Christmas party because, as far as he knew, no one had had sex with him. Which is his definition of a proper party. Keir was unimpressed. It had definitely been a party – there had been booze and games – yet Johnson was insisting it had taken place within the guidelines in force at the time. Both things could not be true.

         ‘It’s one rule for the prime minister and another for everyone else,’ Starmer observed. Much like mask-wearing. Johnson had just about managed to strong-arm Jacob Rees-Mogg and Nadine Dorries, long-term mask refuseniks, into reluctantly wearing face coverings by telling them it would hide their lack of shame, but there were still at least 20 backbenchers boldly challenging the Omicron variant to do its worst. Though, in their minds, they were the untouchables. Covid was something only the little people got.

         Having made plain there was little reason for the rest of the country to pay any attention to what the government said, as there was little chance it was listening to itself, Starmer moved on to a leaked report that showed that not only would most of the promised 40 new hospitals amount to little more than a paint job in A&E, but that the Treasury thought there was little chance of them ever happening.

         Outrageous, Boris exclaimed. In his own world, every time a new lock is fixed to a toilet door a new hospital is built. It won’t be long before we find that the 40 hospitals are just the same hospital being built 40 times. ‘He drivels on irrelevantly,’ Johnson said of Starmer, bouncing up and down nervously and waving his arms sporadically.

         Only it was Boris who was drivelling on irrelevantly. He had nothing to say. No defence. His MPs may have been willing to give him a bit of leeway, but two years on they expected some delivery. Two Tory backbenchers dared to ask when their constituencies might receive some levelling-up funds. Johnson laughed and all but admitted they wouldn’t be getting a penny as long as there were Labour councils in charge of the local authorities.

         The Tory benches went noticeably quiet. They can sense their leader is becoming a liability. The joke is no longer funny. Johnson has nothing left to offer but broken promises. The master of the profane, the maestro of the inane. A man incapable of leading by example. When the shit hits the fan, he’s off partying with his mates, treating us as if we were mugs. And sooner or later the country will wise up and decide it’s had enough.

         It’s my non-party and I’ll lie if I want to: Boris Johnson is bang to rights

         8 December 2021

         Some of the Tory backbenchers looked furious. The others just appeared bewildered at having been fooled for so long. Taken for mugs, like the rest of the country. But they needn’t have been. After all, Boris Johnson was always going to be Boris Johnson. A liar is gonna lie. He speaks, he lies. He’s a man without moral authority who degrades and poisons everything that he comes into contact with. A sociopath whose main pleasures are self-preservation and laughing at those to whom he has a duty of care.

         There had been a few boos from the opposition benches and a silence from his own that Johnson tried to style out as he took his place for PMQs. But his eyes gave the game away. Bloodshot, furtive pinpricks. The telltale signs of the chancer who feels his world beginning to close in on him. Boris started with the non-apology.

         ‘Let me get this straight,’ he said. A sure sign he was about to start lying. Then again, breathing is also a sure sign Johnson is about to start lying. He was absolutely furious. But only that the video had been leaked. It would have been far better if its existence had never come to light. But now that it had, he was very, very angry with Naughty Allegra Stratton and her mates for undermining lockdown guidelines by being caught practising their excuses for a hypothetical Christmas party.

         Boris wasn’t angry about the party itself, because that had never happened. It was just entirely coincidental that Stratton had joked about a party occurring on the same date as had been reported, had said she went home before the party that didn’t happen started, and had appeared confused about how best to explain it. In the end, she had settled on a cheese and wine party that wasn’t socially distanced. As a crap improviser, Allegra was up there with Boris himself.

         Within seconds, we were on a mind-bending trip through the looking glass, as Johnson announced there would be an investigation, headed by the cabinet secretary, Simon Case, into the party No. 10 had spent a week saying hadn’t happened. And if it was found that the party that hadn’t happened had actually happened after all, then Boris would be sure to throw a few members at the bottom of the Downing Street heap under a bus.

         Reality was soon distorted further. Boris could not confirm that Case had not been at the party that had never happened, so it was possible the cabinet secretary would end up having to interview himself. Before confirming the party had not been a party because no one had thought to bring him a ‘secret Santa’ present. That still hurt. Johnson also later made clear that Case’s remit extended only to the one party on 18 December. All the other Downing Street lockdown parties that hadn’t happened – including ones that Boris had definitely attended – would not be investigated. To save Johnson the effort of sacking himself.

         Even by Boris’s standards, this opening address was a shambles. It didn’t fool anyone. Keir Starmer kept his questions sharp and focused. No one believed the prime minister, so could he at least show some self-respect by admitting the truth? Leadership started at the top, and the reason there had been so many illegal parties at No. 10 was because everyone working there knew Boris didn’t give a toss about the rules.

         The rules were for the little people. Like Tricia, who had not been able to say goodbye to her late mother in person, while staff at No. 10 were having a knees-up and rehearsing their lies. Like the Queen, who had sat alone during Prince Philip’s funeral. Just not for Boris and his cronies. They could do what they wanted.

         Johnson had no answer. He was bang to rights, but just lacked the self-respect to acknowledge it. So he debased himself further by repeating the same nonsense that not even he believed, before accusing Labour of playing party politics with Covid. Another lie, as Labour has consistently voted with the government on health measures. But once you’ve started lying, it’s hard to break the habit. There was no respite for Johnson when Starmer was done. The SNP leader, Ian Blackford, was, for once, not shouted down when he called on Boris to resign. Rishi Sunak could even be seen nodding vigorously. It’s an ill wind and all that. Labour’s Rosena Allin-Khan wondered how Boris sleeps at night. The answer was simple. He sleeps on one side of the bed and his conscience sleeps on the other. God knows where Carrie sleeps.

         The Tory William Wragg said he hoped Boris wasn’t planning anything like a Covid press conference as a diversionary tactic later in the day. Though that’s precisely what Johnson had in mind, because at 6 p.m. he appeared in the same room where Stratton had recorded her video, flanked by his two window-dressing stooges, Chris Whitty and Patrick Vallance, aka Bill and Ben the Flower Pot Men, to give a press conference. Hard new medical data had suddenly come to light, he said – it was the first time Downing Street parties had been classified as hard medical data – and he was going to have to move the UK to Covid plan B status at least 24 hours earlier than planned.

         Inevitably, almost all the questions focused on Partygate. Where was the leadership? How come Stratton had been the only one to take responsibility for what took place in No. 10 by resigning? And she hadn’t even been to the sodding party. Wasn’t it about time the prime minister accepted that rules had been broken while he was in charge? Why not investigate all the parties? Boris hummed, hahed and dribbled. No fully formed, intelligible sentences emerged. Other than that, he thanked Allegra for whatever she had done. He couldn’t quite remember what.

         Still the questions came. It was now a matter of trust. Why should the public accept the new restrictions when there was every chance Boris wouldn’t be following them himself? Boris cleared his throat. Because the public were better than him. They would suck it up, even though they knew he was lying through his teeth. For once, Johnson was probably telling the truth.

         ‘Gathering’ storm: ministers’ party pieces fail to convince

         9 December 2021

         The day off didn’t seem to have done much to improve Sajid Javid’s mood. The health secretary had cancelled his slots on the Wednesday-morning media round on the grounds that he was ‘too upset’ to appear.

         Upset not so much by the Downing Street lie-rehearsal video, but more by Boris Johnson’s enthusiasm for getting other people to cover up for him. Cowardice is one of Boris’s more unreported qualities. For once the Saj had said no – the prime minister could do his own dirty work if he was so keen to have someone from the government on the airwaves – but he hadn’t had the self-worth to tell Johnson to sod off two days running. And he hated himself for it.

         So it was a decidedly grumpy and defensive Javid who tried not to make a fool of himself as he explained to Radio 4’s Today programme why it was fine to get pissed with your colleagues at a party but not work alongside them, all the while knowing that the really tricky questions were still to come. Sure enough, presenter Mishal Husain got there in the end. If there had been no party, as the prime minister and Javid clearly believed, how come Allegra Stratton had been allowed to resign? It just didn’t make sense. Without a party, Stratton had merely been having harmless fun.

         Now, the Saj got positively chippy. He had been given cast-iron assurances that no party had taken place, and he had believed them. Who had given these assurances? He couldn’t say. Was it the same person who had been at the parties that hadn’t happened and had reassured the prime minister? He would have to kill Mishal if he told her.

         Husain acted confused. If Javid was so convinced, why didn’t he just tell everyone the facts and save us the hassle of an investigation by the cabinet secretary? Because. Just because. Realising he had been backed into a corner, the Saj tried to distance himself from everything. His new line was that he didn’t know anything about anything. He hadn’t been in the room for any of these parties. In fact, he hadn’t even been in government when these parties hadn’t taken place. So Mishal could talk to the hand.

         The health secretary retreated gracelessly. Not because he had been caught out in the interview, but because it had panned out just as he had expected. He had reached the end of time and no longer saw the world through a glass darkly. Like everyone else who had worked for Boris, he now realised, somewhat late in the day, that his main job was to be entirely expendable. To take the flak so that the greased piglet could escape unscathed. To be collateral damage.

         There was more collateral damage on view in the Commons later on, when the oleaginous junior minister Mike Ellis – his boss Steve Barclay was mysteriously missing in action – was sent out to answer an urgent question from Labour’s Fleur Anderson about the remit for the cabinet secretary’s investigation. Ellis started by being ever so ’umble. Ever so apologetic.

         He too had been horrified by the video footage that had emerged that made fun of a ‘gathering’ – Ellis couldn’t bring himself to say ‘party’ for fear of incriminating himself and others – that definitely hadn’t happened, because he too had been given assurances by the Somebody Whose Name Could Not Be Mentioned that no party had taken place and no rules had been broken. But even though nothing had happened, the investigation would now be extended to two further ‘gatherings’ that had also not taken place. We were all going to play a game of Let’s Pretend.

         It was like shooting fish in a barrel for Anderson. But she wasn’t going to let that stop her. It’s not every day that anyone can stand up to take free potshots at a minister in the Commons and they’re obliged to suck it up. It all came down to a matter of trust, she said. And right now it was impossible to believe a word anything the prime minister or his lackeys said. A sentence that could have been written at almost any point in the last two years. Lying is what Boris does for a living. Being prime minister is his freelance second job.

         Anderson continued. Would the cabinet secretary be investigating any further parties? The number of parties the Tories appeared to have had last year was now multiplying faster than Omicron. Almost every hour there was a new variant. And would the prime minister resign if he was found to have misled the house – yeah, right; was that a pig flying? – and could the cabinet secretary promise that he hadn’t attended any of the parties that hadn’t happened?

         Ellis gave a solemn undertaking that Simon Case definitely hadn’t been at the three ‘gatherings’ he was currently investigating, as they hadn’t taken place, but couldn’t offer guarantees about any other ‘gatherings’ that hadn’t happened. Magical thinking for a magical realist.

         The opposition benches piled on gleefully. Was it the cabinet secretary who had been going round giving all the assurances that nothing was amiss? Ellis couldn’t say as he was sworn to secrecy. And if it came to that, how could we trust the police to investigate, given that the plods based in Downing Street seemed to have missed all the action?

         But it was the Tory benches that made Ellis’s life most difficult. Desmond Swayne observed that No. 10 was very large. It wasn’t clear if he was defending Boris not knowing about a party or pointing out that there could have been two or more parties taking place at the same time. Boris could have been having a bash in his flat, while the apparatchiks raided the wine cellar downstairs.

         Peter Bone, Philip Hollobone and Bob Blackman also contended that the government had to be held to higher standards if it wanted the public to obey Covid rules, and that Johnson had to obey the spirit as well as the letter of the law. Not Boris’s strong point.

         Tellingly, there were almost no Tories in the house, and none that would defend Boris. So it was left to Ellis to praise his boss. He had known Johnson for years and believed him to be a man of honour and integrity. Which said more about Ellis’s judgement than anything else. Most of the house just wondered if there was a second Boris Johnson running around Westminster, one that nobody but Ellis had met.

         The session ended with a question about the fine imposed on the Tory party by the Electoral Commission regarding the payments for doing up Johnson’s flat. Ellis said nothing. This was above the paymaster’s pay grade. It was an appropriate end to the Tories’ crime week. They had certainly given the police plenty to do.

         
            * * *

         

         Partygate was already taking its toll. Though many of his MPs still supported him in public, in private the veil was starting to slip from their eyes. As it was from the public’s. Johnson was no longer the golden boy, destined to be prime minister for as long as he wanted. Every comedian has their day, and people no longer found him funny. He was the Man Without Qualities. The lies were no longer believable and the jokes were far too tired to paper over the cracks. Johnson’s japes about the parties not being parties and the rules being obeyed at all times – wink, wink – lay face down, dead in the water.

         He had lost all trust, all credibility. Worst of all, he didn’t even realise he was the author of his own down-fall. Inspector Clueless. Johnson merely seemed bemused by his decline. Almost unable to govern. Unsure of what to do next in the fight against the coronavirus – so much so that he managed to alienate both the lockdown believers and the lockdown sceptics.

         Go out, catch Covid, ignore the science. Or trust in Chris Whitty

         16 December 2021

         You can tell who the country trusts. People no longer look at Boris Johnson on TV and ask themselves, ‘Why is this liar lying to me?’ They already know why. Boris lies because he knows no other way of interacting. Deceit is his default setting. It’s not just the past that is a foreign country; it’s also the present. Truth and Boris have never been on speaking terms. So when Chris Whitty and the prime minister hold a press conference together, there’s only one person to whom the country is listening.

         In the earlier days of the pandemic, the chief medical officer appeared rather starstruck by the Johnson swagger and the Downing Street setting and would automatically tend to defer to anything Johnson said. Even the stuff he knew was bullshit. But, over the last nine months, the chief medical officer has wised up and is no longer fooled by the overbearing narcissist. Instead, he speaks his mind.

         Wednesday evening was a case in point. Just as Johnson was talking drivel about people still needing to go out and about to parties – only don’t turn up to your own – despite the Omicron variant being far more transmissible than the Delta, Whitty went freelance. In his view, the government advice didn’t go nearly far enough and was just plain bonkers. If you wanted an even chance of making it through to Christmas without getting ill – never mind stopping the NHS from being overwhelmed – then it was time to start cancelling some engagements and reprioritising your social calendar.

         The reaction was almost immediate. Though many people had already decided to cut back on social events on the basis that it’s invariably safest to do the opposite of what the government suggests, given that its health policy is driven by what the boneheaded libertarians on the right of the Conservative Party will tolerate rather than the public good, a great deal more chose to follow Whitty’s advice and cancel Christmas parties and outings.

         It was no surprise, then, that Labour opted to table an urgent question, asking the Treasury to do more in terms of statutory sick pay for those off work and to offer financial assistance for the hospitality and entertainment industries. The shadow chancellor, Rachel Reeves, had a good excuse for not being in the Commons in person: she’s at home self-isolating.

         Rishi Sunak, not so much. He’s on a chill-out tour of San Francisco, seeing friends in Sausalito, the Napa Valley and Haight-Ashbury. Oh, and obviously working extremely hard. Mainly at distancing himself from Boris. With the possibility of a leadership election sometime in the new year, he doesn’t want to be seen as too close to the prime minister. Sunak and Johnson match one another in the self-serving disloyalty stakes.

         In the absence of the chancellor, we got the hapless junior minister John Glen, who enjoyed a miserable 45 minutes of being harangued by MPs from all parties. ‘It’s going to be fine,’ he said desperately. Could everyone just please wait for the afternoon? To give Rishi a chance to wake up, fit in a yoga session, followed by a tantric massage, and then make a 10-minute phone call with some unnecessarily stressed business dudes back in the UK? In the meantime, could everyone take some deep, Omicronfree breaths and realign their chi? Or kundalini? Or something.

         None of which remotely reassured anyone. Glen tried again, repeating his comments about what the government had done and dropping heavy hints that something would happen in a day or so, once Rishi had completed his life-changing ayahuasca experience. So could people stop pestering the Treasury with their worries of going out of business? He was fed up with people always thinking primarily about themselves. That was the problem with society. Too much me, me, me. Om.

         People should just knuckle down and follow the government advice of going out and catching Covid. That’s what Boris wanted people to do, and that’s what they ought to be doing. After all, that way no clubs and restaurants would be at risk. He would also like it on record that he would be taking his team out for lunch on Monday in Salisbury. And could someone please keep the receipt? I’ve got news for Glen. Someone in his team would probably be cancelling the reservation as he spoke, and he would be eating on his own. Not for the first time, I guess.

         All of this was too much for the increasingly unstable Steve Baker, who is turning into a one-man vigilante unit, on guard against anything halfway sensible. He wanted to know why ‘unelected’ scientists, who actually know their subject, should be allowed to have a say in protecting the NHS. The people who should have the final say on public health were the politicians who were paid to make the wrong judgement calls. And if people died, they died. It was God’s way of punishing a decadent society that no longer trusted its own prime minister. Glen and the rest of the chamber stared at the floor in embarrassment.

         Brand Rishi – reassuringly expensive ‘sliders’ available at £99.99 from www.dishirishi.com – wasn’t the only one to dodge a bullet in the Commons. Liz ‘call me ma’am’ Truss, Sunak’s main rival for Boris’s job, was working on her Britannia-themed Instagram account, and so was unable to answer Tom Tugendhat’s urgent question on why Johnson had lied to him during prime minister’s questions about the projected 10% cut to the Foreign Office’s budget.

         This time it was James Cleverly, who continues to be on a mission to disprove theories of nominative determinism, who had to clear up the mess. Read my lips, he said. There would not be a 10% cut to the Foreign Office’s budget. There could be a 9.8% or a 10.2% cut. But definitely not a 10% cut. It was lame even by the normal standards of ministerial non-denials, and it fooled no one. We had a government that not even the Tories could trust and we’d given up on the Brexit lies of the UK as a global superpower. Happy Christmas, Little Britain.

         
            * * *

         

         The country had shambled its way through the Christmas break without another lockdown. More by luck than by judgement, Johnson had for once made the right call. People were able to go and see friends and family, and there was no spike in the death rate, the Omicron variant turning out to be less lethal than first feared.

         Meanwhile, there had been further allegations of parties at No. 10, and a civil servant, Sue Gray, had been appointed to investigate them. It was a job that might once have gone to Simon Case, the cabinet secretary – only he might have known they were actually happening, or even been at a few of them himself.

         Boris Johnson’s best party excuse is that he’s even dimmer than we feared

         12 January 2022

         Finally, we got some kind of explanation from the prime minister for his boozy parties at Downing Street. It turns out that Boris Johnson wants us to believe that Boris Johnson thinks that Boris Johnson is catatonically stupid. And that the British public are equally half-witted enough to believe any old lies he happens to come up with. There’s just one problem with this: Boris may be dim, but he’s not that dim. And the rest of us have long since learned to see through his mendacity.

         This was the prime minister’s questions at which Johnson finally ran out of road. An outright denial that he had been at the party on 20 May 2020 would no longer keep him out of trouble, as there was anecdotal evidence that he was there. So all that he had left was to come up with the best possible excuse and hope it would buy off a few of the more gullible Tory MPs. Only the best possible excuse turned out to be a crock of total shit.

         Here’s how it was, said Johnson, as he made a short statement to the Commons. He recognised the sacrifices the country had made, and he wanted to apologise for having got pissed with No. 10 staff in his own back garden. The thing was, he had just not realised the party was a party. When the email – which he definitely had not read – was sent, inviting everyone to enjoy the sunshine and bring their own booze, the last thing he had imagined was that a party was about to take place. Even though 60 staffers had made that assumption, realised it was against the law and decided to stay away.

         So anyway, he and his then fiancée – Carrie always came along to work meetings – coincidentally turned up at the party that wasn’t a party, even though they hadn’t seen the invite, and stayed for 25 minutes just because it seemed rude not to. He discussed a few work matters before going back to his flat and remembered thinking how brilliant it was that so many people were staying late to work outdoors over a few bevvies.

         And he hadn’t even thought the party was a party when he saw the staff clearing up the empties from the flower bed the following morning. Indeed, it was only when Dominic Cummings mentioned last week that the party might actually have been a party that it occurred to him that the party could have been a party after all. He now bitterly regretted everything – most of all, getting caught – and all he was asking was that people gave him a bit of wriggle room before Sue Gray submitted the findings of her investigation. Hopefully, she would be as gullible as he imagined everyone else to be.

         None of which cut any ice with Keir Starmer. This PMQs may have seemed like the most open of goals for the Labour leader, but he still needed to stick the ball in the net in front of a packed Commons’ chamber. Which he did six times. Johnson was pathetic: after months of denial, was this the best he could come up with? The old dog-ate-my-homework excuse would be less insulting. The prime minister had attended the party. He had broken lockdown rules. He had misled parliament when he had said how sickened he was about the other No. 10 parties. The country thought he was a pathological liar. He needed to resign.

         Boris visibly crumpled. Unlike Prince Andrew, he knew what it was like to sweat. Back in No. 10 he had managed to convince himself that his feeble explanation might be enough to get him off the hook. After all, he had a long history of getting out of tight situations by lying through his teeth. But now he could feel his optimism seeping away. He was fooling no one. Not even himself. He tugged at his toddler haircut in desperation. His eyes folded in on themselves to become bloodshot pinpricks.

         The king of bullshitters was all out of ideas. Even he could see how abject his lies were. He willed himself not to exist. To be elsewhere. Somewhere he wouldn’t be exposed to the starkness of his own self-hatred. His voice became strangely disconnected. Like an automaton. Without effect. He could only express his regret at the way events had panned out. A narcissist can’t do empathy and can only feel sorry for himself. And this was ultimately his tragedy. His fall from grace. He had never felt so exposed. Just wait for Sue Gray. Hope that she dematerialises.

         Rishi Sunak had made himself scarce in Devon. ‘I’m right behind you, Prime Minister. Two hundred miles behind you.’ The rest of the cabinet stared impassively at the floor, their expressions hidden behind their masks. They too would rather have been anywhere but the Commons. This was also their humiliation. They were the ones who had put a man transparently unfit to be prime minister into No. 10. They knew what Boris was like but hadn’t cared. His incompetence and corruption was also theirs.

         The Tory backbenchers were also out of sorts. No one could bring themselves to actually defend their leader, but neither did they dare attack him. His immorality cast a toxic pall over proceedings. Boris was the turd that would not flush and which no one dared to mention. So instead they asked him about irrelevant details of constituency business. A county motto. It was all somewhat surreal.

         It was left to Labour’s Chris Bryant to have the last word. How stupid did Johnson think we all were? Could he even imagine a 10-year-old getting away with lines like that? And would it yet again be people who had worked for Boris, like Allegra Stratton, that would end up losing their jobs? Johnson shrugged, still a semi-absentee observer of his own downfall. Needs must. If that’s what it took for him to survive. It was a fight to the death. Whose exactly would soon become clear.

         Hard-done-by Big Dog gets Patel and Dorries to dish out the catnip

         17 January 2022

         Big Dog was having a temper tantrum. He had been hiding out in Downing Street since Wednesday, and everyone was still talking about the number of parties he had held and how long he could get away with lying about them. It’s just not fair, he had shouted at a member of staff. Why did the whole world blame him for everyone in No. 10 being pissed more often than not during lockdown, when he was merely the person who had been in charge and let it all happen? It wasn’t his fault he was unable to see the difference between working and having a social event. Surely the person who warned him about the party on 20 May should have made a greater effort to get his message across?

         ‘We need to move on,’ he had said eventually. What was required was a secret plan. Or two secret plans: Operation Save Big Dog and Operation Red Meat. Secret plans that were so secret he was going to make sure everyone knew what they were. First off, he was going to sack as many members of staff as were necessary for him to keep his job. Because that was the kind of threat that would be guaranteed to buy the loyalty of everyone in No. 10. And then he was going to offer up some policies that he hoped would be catnip to both the right-wing press and the far right of his party. With any luck, it would stop them writing letters of no confidence to Graham Brady. Big Dog might even get round to doing a bit of work after that. Then again, why break the habit of a lifetime?

         Monday saw the plans go into action. At Home Office questions, Priti Patel declared she was going to set the navy on refugees who were trying to cross the Channel in inflatable boats. She didn’t quite say what she expected the navy to do about them. But hopefully it would find a way of pushing them back to France. Failing that, it could just sink them. A warm glow of pleasure passed through Priti Vacant’s veins as she thought of foreigners fighting for their lives in a gunmetal-grey sea. It was for moments like this that she lived. To be home secretary was very heaven.

         Next up was Nadine Dorries, who, having already announced in the Mail on Sunday and on Twitter her plan to freeze the BBC licence fee for two years and then discontinue it from 2028, belatedly got round to informing parliament in a statement to the Commons. The BBC had quite enough money to be going on with, people were broke, and the licence fee was an outdated business model.

         Furthermore, it was about time the BBC learned to be a bit more impartial and stop reporting things that were damaging to the government. Stories about corruption and lying at the heart of government had no place in a national broadcaster’s reporting. And while the Beeb was at it, it should get out of its London bubble and stop showing programmes for the metropolitan elite. Shows like Strictly Come Dancing, Doctor Who, David Attenborough and Match of the Day. It was an outrage that no one from the BBC had ever bothered to adapt one of her third-rate books for television.

         Labour’s Lucy Powell, the shadow culture secretary, wasn’t having any of this. This wasn’t a policy announcement so much as a minor distraction to prevent Red Meat from becoming Dead Meat. While there should be no blank cheques for the BBC, this really wasn’t about the cost of living. If it was, then the government could have done more to help with energy price rises and tax increases. She could also have mentioned the £20 reduction in universal credit and the £4.3 billion the government had written off in fraudulent Covid schemes.

         So what did Nad expect the BBC to do? Just show repeats or cut its local journalism and regional programming? Or it could just dump its offering for children and Bitesize education. And as for linking the licence fee to editorial content of which the government approved, that was the kind of thing you would expect of a tinpot dictatorship.

         Nad merely shrugged dismissively. Nobody was thinking of getting rid of the BBC, she said. They were merely thinking of ways to make it more like how Big Dog wanted it to be. Even though Big Dog had been very supportive of the BBC before he went into politics. And no, she hadn’t given a moment’s thought to what funding model might replace the licence fee. All she wanted to do was whip up a distraction by starting a discussion about the BBC’s future.

         If Dorries had thought she was in for an easy ride from Tory backbenchers grateful for a chance to settle scores with the national broadcaster, she was in for a nasty surprise. Peter Bottomley, the father of the house, reckoned it was just petty to freeze the inflationary increases for the next two years. Damian Green suggested that the least the government could do was maintain the licence fee till 2038, but Nad wasn’t having anything to do with it. As Tory after Tory got up to ask about the non-profitable parts of the BBC they admired, Nad became increasingly unhinged. It wasn’t until an hour in that she got unequivocal support from Jonathan Gullis, who declared that the Beeb deserved to be dismantled because it hadn’t supported Brexit unequivocally. That’s more like it, Dorries cheered. Operation Red Meat was a success after all. Big Dog could relax. For one more day at least.

         Even under the mask, Johnson looked like someone who knew the game was up

         18 January 2022

         Things fall apart. It had been intended as the comeback day. The day when Big Dog finally stopped barricading himself in his Downing Street kennel and came out to prove that there was life in the confidence trickster yet. That, by sheer force of personality and the odd gag, Boris Johnson could make the Tory party – and possibly even the country – fall back in love with him. And yet right from the start of his TV interview with Sky’s Beth Rigby at Finchley Memorial Hospital in London, it was clear the prime minister was running on empty. All passion spent.

         Things fall apart. This was Johnson as we’ve rarely seen him. Not contrite, exactly: he still doesn’t really seem to believe he’s the cause of his own fall from grace. But certainly Hang Dog rather than Big Dog. Someone who can tell that the game is up. Someone who has run out of last chances and has no more lies to tell. None that will be believed, anyway. A beaten man no longer in control of his own destiny who is waiting on a miracle to save him.

         Things fall apart. Rigby went straight to the heart of the matter. Dominic Cummings says you are lying and that you were explicitly warned the party should not go ahead. This account has been confirmed by a second source. So, have you lied? she asked the prime minister. For once, Johnson was wearing a mask inside a hospital, but even so, there was no sign of the usual telltale smirk. His eyes were the giveaway, as they invariably are. Puffy, almost closed. Eyes that had stared into his soul and been surprised and alarmed to find that he had one. Albeit a primordial work in progress.

         Things fall apart. ‘I’m sorry for my misjudgements,’ he said, before hastily correcting himself to speak in the passive voice. He was sorry for the misjudgements that had been made. That was better. It was his safe place, where he was not responsible for his own actions. Nobody had told him he was doing anything against the rules. When he had gone out to join the party – not that it was a party – he had thought he was attending a work event.

         Things fall apart. This was either gaslighting of the highest order – after all, he had made the rules and told the country to obey them at numerous press conferences, so you would have thought he knew what they were – or we were witnessing the partial implosion of the Johnson psyche. Someone so detached from a painful reality that he could no longer take any responsibility for himself and could relate to himself only in the third person. A separate entity.

         Things fall apart. What followed was a police interrogation as, slowly and forensically, Rigby destroyed every alibi. Was Johnson saying that Dom was a liar? Boris didn’t dare do that. All he could do was repeat his assertion that no one had told him that the social event had been against the rules. Presumably because no one really thought they needed to spell it out that plainly, as they imagined the reasons for not having a party were blindingly obvious.

         Things fall apart. Was Dominic Lawson a liar? He too had said he knew someone who had warned Johnson not to go ahead with the party. ‘Um, er,’ said Big Dog. ‘All I can do is humbly apologise for what happened.’ And repeat that no one told him it was a bad idea. Then again, no one had bothered to tell him to put on his shoes or wipe his bum that morning. Every time he said it, pulling nervously on his toddler haircut, he sounded a bit more feeble. A bit more pathetic. You could almost sense his grip on power growing looser by the minute.

         Things fall apart. Rigby picked up the pace. Should Sue Gray interview Cummings? Should Cummings give testimony under oath? Would he resign if he was found to have misled parliament? How ashamed was he at having to apologise to the Queen? What did he think of the ministerial code? Presumably not very much, given he hadn’t sacked Priti Patel when she was found to have broken it. Big Dog sighed sadly. How was it that everyone found it ludicrous that he could go into the garden, see trestle tables laden with food and booze and 40 people getting a bit pissed and imagine he was at a work seminar? Who hadn’t done that?

         Things fall apart. ‘Will you still be prime minister beyond the end of this year?’ asked Rigby. Johnson stared into eternity. He thought of how Dominic Raab had admitted the party had actually been a party to Sky’s Kay Burley earlier that morning. And had then gone out of his way to distance himself from it by saying he definitely hadn’t been invited and wouldn’t have gone anyway. Thanks for nothing, Dom.

         Things fall apart. Big Dog thought of how junior defence minister James Heappey had been laughed out of the Commons by all parties during an urgent question on bringing in the navy to control migrants in the Channel. The halfwit had been stupid enough to confess he hadn’t a clue what the plan was. Operation Red Meat was dead on arrival. Big Dog thought of how that snake Rishi Sunak had yet again refused to offer him any support. Next year? He’d be lucky to make it through to the end of the week at this rate.

         
            * * *

         

         Johnson was learning a difficult lesson: that things can always get worse. First, the Tory MP for Bury South, Christian Wakeford, had crossed the floor of the Commons moments before prime minister’s questions to join Labour – a sure sign the Tory grip on the red wall was weakening and that MPs were losing faith in Boris. Then came evidence of yet another party. This time Johnson’s very own birthday bash.

         Hard to argue he hadn’t been at that one …

         Big Dog was now the Suspect, but at least Gray’s report would be delayed … Oh

         25 January 2022

         Big Dog was having a bad morning. Normally, he could rely on Grant Shapps to put up a spirited defence of any government lie, which is why he had been sent out to do the morning media round. But not even the transport secretary could be bothered to put a positive spin on the latest birthday party revelations. He had even made the schoolboy error of calling a party a party, when everyone knew that word was a no-no inside No. 10.

         Nor had the usually reliable Nadine Dorries shown her face on Twitter, after being ridiculed for claiming the previous evening that a birthday celebration for the prime minister in the cabinet room, organised by his wife and attended by the interior designer Lulu Lytle, clearly constituted a high-level work meeting.

         In fact, the only two MPs showing any public enthusiasm for him had been the always absurd Jacob Rees-Mogg and Michael Fabricant. Which was a mixed blessing, as he haemorrhaged support every time they opened their mouths.

         Then had come the appearance of the Metropolitan Police commissioner, Cressida Dick, before a committee of the Greater London Assembly. There, she had announced that, after Sue Gray had forwarded some of the evidence she had gathered, a police investigation into some of the parties at No. 10 would be a good idea after all.

         Dick had offered Boris Johnson some encouragement. For a start, she had said she would only be investigating parties for which there was already plenty of evidence. Far be it from the Met to actually go to the effort of digging up any new evidence for itself. That would be a waste of police time. And she had seemed reassuringly slow on the uptake about the failure of the police stationed inside Downing Street to wonder about what all the noise was and why so much booze had been smuggled into the building. It also appeared to have only just occurred to her that there might be CCTV footage of some of the parties. No, not parties. Work events.

         Even so, a police investigation wasn’t ideal. Big Dog sighed and poured himself a drink, even though it was only just past midday. On the plus side, it might delay things for a few weeks or even months. That was always good news, when your only game plan for the past few weeks had been to find ever more creative ways of trying to hang on to your job till the end of the day. The down-side was that Sue Gray must have found clear evidence that he – and others – had broken the lockdown laws, and the shit was sure to hit the fan sooner or later.

         His more immediate worry, though, was to find a Cabinet Office minister stupid enough to answer Labour’s urgent question on the latest party allegations and the police investigation. ‘Don’t worry, Prime Minister,’ said Steve Barclay, chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster. ‘I’ve got just the man. It’s Mike Ellis, the paymaster general. He’s already made himself look abject by doing two previous UQs on your parties …’

         ‘Please don’t call them parties,’ said Big Dog. ‘It makes me nervous.’

         So it was that Oily Mike found himself up against Angela Rayner in the Commons for the third time in a matter of weeks. Labour’s deputy leader went in studs up. What part of the prime minister stuffing his face with a Colin the Caterpillar cake, which his wife had just happened to bring down – along with darling Lulu – from the upstairs flat to the cabinet room, where 30 of his staff had just happened to gather to sing ‘Happy Birthday’, did everyone not understand was against the rules that the government had itself imposed on the rest of the country? You hardly needed a police investigation for that, but hell, now that there was one, we had better see it through. And in the meantime, why didn’t Big Dog just resign?

         Oily Mike was momentarily caught off guard. What should he call the prime minister? The Accused? The Perp? The Defendant? No, that was it: the Suspect. MPs shouldn’t be so quick to pre-judge the Suspect. It was quite normal for the Suspect to drop in for a quick cup of tea with his wife.

         And the 30 guests were all waiting to debrief him on an important, fraudulent Covid test-and-trace contract. And they were only singing ‘Happy Birthday’ to wash their hands. And as it was a surprise party, there was no way you could expect the Suspect to remember having been there. Otherwise, it wouldn’t have been a surprise. As for the cake, the Suspect had a long history of thinking he could both have it and eat it.

         On previous occasions, very few Tories had come to the chamber to make idiots of themselves. But this time there was a hardcore of about 20 Boris loyalists. Edward Leigh raged that we were on the brink of war, and the PM was about to be brought down by a piece of cake. Theresa Villiers was adamant that the Suspect should have an exemption because he had helped to organise the vaccination programme.

         Giles Watling moaned that investigating all the crimes committed by the Suspect was a vexatious waste of time, while Graham Stuart thought he could detect terror in the opposition benches. In the government benches maybe. Where do Tory selection panels find such idiots? Stuart Anderson reckoned the charges were destabilising the country and should be dropped, while Mark Jenkinson detected a media plot. To discover the truth. Richard Bacon thought the crimes were so minor they should just be forgotten and we should have a 10-day celebration of the life and works of St Suspect.

         Back in Downing Street, the Suspect thought he had things nailed down for now. Maybe the Met would take so long to report back that everyone would forget he was a liar who had broken his own rules. That he could bring the country down to his level by implicating it in his nihilism and deception. That somehow we had got the government we deserved. People so disengaged they’d let anything go. Then came the unwelcome news that Sue Gray’s report would be published this week. Now all hell might be let loose.

         Even the Suspect thought it was touch and go whether he could talk his way out of this one.

         Labour had Boris Johnson over a barrel, but he could still scrape the bottom of it

         26 January 2022

         That noise? The sound of the bottom of the barrel being scraped. Boris Johnson degrades not only himself, but the Tory backbenchers falling over themselves to defend him. Not so long ago, Conservative MPs could just about kid themselves that there were no parties in Downing Street and Big Dog’s integrity was intact. Now the game is long since up, and no one even bothers to defend the lies. Apart from Chris Philp. He’ll repeat any nonsense he’s been told to say.

         Instead, we get ever more improbable lines from Tory MPs, who seem to have forgotten that the Suspect made the laws, the Suspect broke the laws and the Suspect lied about it. Mostly stuff like ‘It was only a small bit of cake,’ ‘It wasn’t really a party,’ ‘It was a surprise, so he couldn’t be expected to remember it,’ and ‘He’s done such a brilliant job we shouldn’t be too bothered if a little bit of law-breaking went on inside No. 10.’

         The advocates of this last excuse have been excelling themselves. We’ve had Jacob Rees-Mogg as good as admitting that he couldn’t think of anything Johnson might do that would cause him to reconsider his support. Conor Burns said the Suspect had been ‘ambushed with a cake’. That Colin the Caterpillar can be a right bastard. Then there was Andrew Rosindell telling Sky’s Kay Burley that ‘it wasn’t as if he had robbed a bank or anything’. Phew.

         It can’t be long before someone says, ‘He hasn’t killed anyone, as far as I know.’ In the end, this kind of feeble moral relativism drags everyone down to the bottom.

         But we are where we are. And come Wednesday lunchtime, MPs of all parties appeared to be in limbo as they waited for the Sue Gray report to land on No. 10’s doorstep. So prime minister’s questions had the feel of the Phoney War, with both leaders seeming to pull their punches, as if they were testing each other out for weaknesses before the real battle, when the two went head to head in the Commons statement in the coming hours or days.

         Keir Starmer kept it simple at the start. Did the prime minister think the ministerial code, especially the section on knowingly misleading parliament, applied to him? The Suspect mumbled a quick, rather uncertain ‘Yes’, before going on to say that he couldn’t possibly comment on matters that were the subject of a police investigation. Except he could if he wanted to. There was nothing stopping him giving a long and detailed explanation of how he was completely innocent of everything that had been alleged against him. Other than, of course, the fact that it would have been yet another lie. But then who was counting?

         In which case, said the Labour leader, why didn’t the Suspect do everyone – Sue Gray and the police in particular – a favour and just resign now? In December, he had said all guidance had been followed and that no parties had taken place. Now he wasn’t even bothering to pretend there had been no parties, nor that he had attended them. So unless he was now pleading he had been in a fugue state for 18 months and had had no recollection of anything until Gray had reminded him, then clearly he had knowingly misled parliament. All that was missing as a coup de grâce was for Starmer to pass him a slice of cake.

         The Suspect smirked and toyed with his toddler haircut, determined to appear upbeat. As much for himself as the MPs on his backbenches, on whom he was depending to prolong what was left of his career. He wanted to go down at least with a semblance of a fight. All hope of going with dignity had long since passed. If he had a conscience, he would have been up to his neck in shame. For him, it was still all a big joke that the police were conducting a criminal investigation into the prime minister of the UK.

         What followed was a stream of unconsciousness. He rattled on about trying to stop Putin from invading Ukraine, while Labour just focused on his unfortunate habit of lying about everything. Why was everyone making such a fuss about something so trivial? I wouldn’t be at all surprised if Big Dog believes he lies only because other people make him do it. It didn’t seem to have occurred to the Suspect that it was him and his government that had spent virtually every waking hour for the past two months trying to protect his own job.

         Nor was there any greater self-awareness when he went on to say he was cutting taxes – they were going up in April – and fixing the cost of living. Just as food and fuel prices were rising. He ended by declaring Starmer was ‘a lawyer, not a leader’. In time he might come to realise that wasn’t such a killer line as he’d imagined. Not least because he might be needing the services of a top lawyer in the coming weeks. It’s also probable most voters would settle for a good lawyer running the country, rather than a pathological fraud. The only thing he can be trusted with is to be untrustworthy.

         The Tory benches were rather louder in their support than they had been in the past two weeks. Though this was more for show than sincerity. Most would happily knife the Suspect in the front if they thought it would play to their advantage. Their loyalty is barely even skin deep. Only Sheryll Murray delivered a full-on love bomb to her leader. Which was as pathetic as it was touching. Johnson ended by claiming the difference between the Tories and Labour was that he had a vision. If he does, it’s a drug-induced one. The main difference between the two parties is that the Tories are knee deep in their own shit. And still have no real idea how to get out of it.

         Faced with the Gray report, Johnson was left without honesty and without honour

         31 January 2022

         Sometimes less is more. When the Metropolitan Police eventually got round to investigating the parties at No. 10, after being presented with the evidence by Sue Gray, and then insisted she doctor her final report, it was generally assumed to be a win for the Suspect. The Greased Piglet had escaped again after an establishment cover-up. Only Gray had other ideas. Rather than punting out a whitewash, she just said, ‘Fuck you,’ and downed tools. Gray wasn’t going to play ball. She was going to make it clear that there was no way she could submit a meaningful report when 12 of the 16 parties were subject to a criminal investigation. At best, she could offer a partial update. Just 12 pages, two of which were blank, and all the others an indictment of the prime minister’s operation.

         It was no wonder everyone in No. 10 was shattered during the pandemic. Who wouldn’t have been, with so many parties?

         And it might be an idea to laminate Boris Johnson’s briefing papers to save them getting ruined by wine spills. Gray concluded her brief update by noting that NHS staff were working under appreciably more stress than No. 10, and they weren’t out breaking the rules and getting trashed every night.

         So when he came to give his statement on the Gray report, it was a far trickier Commons appearance for the Suspect than he had hoped. He started by saying he was sorry. That was his first lie. He wasn’t at all. He never is. Other than to be sorry for having been found out. And from that point, he just kept on lying. His main theme seemed to be: ‘If only everyone else could read the redacted parts of the report relating to the 12 parties – one of which was in my own flat – that are the focus of a police investigation, then they too would see I was innocent.’

         The Suspect blamed all those around him. There would be a wholesale restructuring of the entire No. 10 operation. How many people would be fired? Precisely as many as were required for the Greased Piglet to retain his own job. Besides, now that he had skim-read the update a second time, he had come to the conclusion that Gray was basically exonerating him of all wrongdoing. He was that mendacious. That delusional.

         In reply, Keir Starmer was at his most damning. Often at prime minister’s questions the Labour leader has used humour to expose the absurdity of the Suspect’s lies. Now he chose outright contempt. Scorn for a leader who had brought shame on himself, his country and his ministerial colleagues, who, lacking the self-worth to stand up to him, had trashed what little integrity they might have had.

         What part of a prime minister being investigated for an illegal party in his own flat did he think was OK? Johnson was left without honesty and without honour. A moral black hole that destroyed all those around him. When would the Tory party rediscover some decency? Hell, it wasn’t as if much was needed. The government benches were eerily silent as the Labour leader spoke. Maybe the truth was slowly seeping into their consciousnesses.

         Now the Suspect really began to lose it. First he accused Starmer of failing to prosecute Jimmy Savile when he was director of public prosecutions. Another outright lie. One that seemed too much even for his own front benches, as various ministers seemed to be having second thoughts about having come to the chamber to offer their support and were now looking to leave.

         Then, Johnson claimed that he alone was propping up NATO against Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. This when his first-ever phone call to Vladimir Putin was being cancelled because the Suspect was too busy saving his career. The reality is that he’s seen as a joke around the world. The UK’s own Berlusconi.

         It was almost as if Boris was punch-drunk. Unable to connect with reality. Much more of it and he would have denied all knowledge of being prime minister, and it was up to the police to decide who was actually living in the Downing Street flat. Come to think of it, that shark had already been jumped. The Suspect lives in various multiverses in which there are any number of realities he might have lived. So when he says he stands by what he said, that phrase no longer has meaning as there are too many versions to pin down. He is the postmodern prime minister. A shambling exhibit of well-past-his-prime performance art. An embarrassment to everyone but himself.

         A more considered, self-reflective Johnson might have at least pretended to be more apologetic. Instead, he just laughed and toyed with the toddler haircut, as opposition MPs made the error of asking him to tell the truth. The SNP leader, Ian Blackford, achieved his objective of getting red-carded from the chamber for calling Johnson a liar and saying he had deliberately misled parliament. This was a through-the-looking-glass moment. Blackford goes for telling the truth. Johnson stays for lying.

         There were some unhappy Tories. Theresa May said the Suspect could have either failed to understand the rules or thought they didn’t apply to him. Andrew Mitchell formally withdrew his support. Aaron Bell wondered if Johnson thought all those who obeyed the rules were fools. Mark Harper wanted Gray’s final report published when the time came. Something to which Johnson would not commit. Though within minutes of the statement ending, a spokesperson said that he would, unless he could think of a way not to.

         Otherwise, the few Conservatives who did have something to say – most kept quiet, and long before the end it was just opposition MPs doing the talking – could offer only nonsense. Voters were fed up with stories of cake and parties. What they were crying out for was a wholesale reform of the civil service in No. 10.

         Yeah, right.

         Natalie Elphicke was so moved by Johnson’s contrition she begged him not to go easy on refugees. Keeping it classy.

         
            * * *

         

         As the evidence of rule-breaking on an industrial scale in No. 10 began to mount, so too did the number of Tory MPs sending in letters of no confidence in Boris Johnson. These were kept anonymous, so it was impossible to know who had and who hadn’t submitted one – one MP was even thought to have submitted and withdrawn the same letter on numerous occasions – but it was hard to escape the feeling that a net was tightening.

         Johnson was certainly feeling the pressure, going out of his way to ingratiate himself with his backbenchers, most of whom he usually preferred to ignore. With this in mind, he chose this moment to end all Covid restrictions. Sadly for him, this was somewhat overshadowed by the Daily Mirror publishing a photograph of a party that Johnson had previously insisted had never happened. You lose some, you lose some.

         End to Covid rules wins over the MPs Johnson needs to help him survive Partygate

         21 February 2022

         You couldn’t make it up. ‘Now was the time for personal responsibility,’ said the prime minister, with no sense of personal responsibility. His whole life has been conducted with a reckless disregard for other people. Boris Johnson is a man who has always done exactly what he wants, when he wants to do it, and he has a trail of broken marriages and promises to prove it. When the rest of us mugs were doing our best to follow the rules that he made to the letter, he was busy enjoying himself at one party after another. And when he was caught, he didn’t have the decency to apologise. Instead, he chose to brazen it out, cheapening himself and his party still further.
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