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			‘A milestone in dystopian ﬁction. The ﬁrst post-Truth, post-Brexit novel. We are destined to hear more of Douglas Board.’

			CHRIS MULLIN, AUTHOR OF A VERY BRITISH COUP

			In 2020 the United Kingdom elects its own Donald Trump.

			Zack can’t believe that his brother, a Bermondsey geezer made good, has his ﬁnger on the nuclear trigger.

			His brother can’t believe that Guardian-reading Zack is going to do anything about it.

		

	
		
			Bob Grant, former football hooligan, now the charismatic leader of the Britain’s Great party, has swept to power on a populist tide. With his itchy ﬁnger hovering over the nuclear trigger, Bob presides over a brave new Britain where armed drones ﬁll the skies, ex-bankers and foreigners are viliﬁed, and the Millwall football chant ‘No one likes us, we don’t care’ has become an unofﬁcial national anthem.

			Meanwhile, Bob’s under-achieving, Guardian-reading brother Zack gets a tap on the shoulder from a shady Whitehall mandarin. A daring plot is afoot to defy the will of the people and unseat the increasingly unstable PM. Can Zack stop his brother before he launches a nuclear strike on Belgium? And just what is ACERBIC, Britain’s most closely-guarded military secret?

			A darkly comic political thriller, Time of Lies is also a terrifyingly believable portrait of an alternative Britain.

			It couldn’t happen here… could it?
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			The quotation on the next page describes the test of an air-dropped hydrogen bomb at Semipalatinsk on 22 November 1955. Andrei Sakharov, Memoirs (New York: Knopf 1990) p. 191, quoted in Lorna Arnold, Britain and the H-Bomb (Basingstoke: Palgrave 2001) pp. 29-30.

			The second quotation is from the poem You Who Read No Calm by Tom Merrill. Tom is a writer and Advisory Editor at The Hypertexts, an online literary outlet mainly but not exclusively devoted to publishing poetry. 

			http://www.thehypertexts.com/9-11%20Poetry.htm 

			Downloaded 15 November 2015 and reproduced with Tom’s permission.

			TIME OF LIES is a work of fiction. Where characters bear the names of living politicians, no connection with actual, sentient beings with moral capacity is suggested.

		

	
		
			I saw a blinding yellow-white sphere swiftly expand, turn orange in a fraction of a second, then turn bright red and touch the horizon, flattening out at its base. Soon everything was obscured by rising dust which formed an enormous swirling, gray-blue cloud, its surface streaked with fiery crimson flashes. Between the cloud and the swirling dust grew a mushroom stem, even thicker than the one that had formed during the first thermonuclear test. Shock-waves criss-crossed the sky, emitting sporadic milky-white cones and adding to the mushroom image. I felt heat like that from an open furnace on my face – and this was in freezing weather, tens of miles from ground zero. The whole magical spectacle unfolded in complete silence. Several minutes passed, and then all of a sudden the shock wave was coming at us, approaching swiftly, flattening the feather-grass. 

		

	
		
			You, who read no calm reportings

			Of alien, distant, dire events,

			But shriek and keen as loves go down

			Beyond all help, to violence;

			Whose temple’s walls, stormstruck and split

			by sizzling bolts collapse around,

			While mid the crash of chaos hope

			Whirls in a death-spin to the ground;

			You, who alone in deep distress

			Cry out for help where there is none,

			All you whom I shall never know:

			I know a portion nonetheless

			Of cruel trials you undergo.

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			Calm reportings
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London, January 2019

			My three-month holiday starts in Angela’s office at twenty past three on Friday afternoon. It finishes at half eleven on Monday morning. You couldn’t even call it a long weekend.

			By twenty past three Tower Bridge has vanished in the sleet outside Angela’s glass walls. I’m defying the weather with a lightweight gilet (Diesel but you won’t see it in shops before March), jeans and suede deck shoes. A bald man returns my gaze from the mirror – five-foot-ten, thirteen-and-a-half stone, stocky but with a fair bit of muscle. 

			Do I look like I need a holiday? Have I ever had longer than a week? Smokeless flames smirk at the question from the designer campfire in the centre of the marble floor. Very executive bling – very pre-2018 meltdown.

			Angela’s not budging. ‘Trust me, Bob. Come the summer you’ll be overdosing on photo-ops – business leaders and new generation political leaders worldwide. The White House, for sure. In the autumn you’ll start campaigning, and then you’re flat out until May. When you win, you’ll bust open that disappear-for-August political culture because you’ve got a country to save. The next three months will be your only break for the next three years.’ She slips me two VIP tickets for next month’s Atlanta Super Bowl. Okay, there are fifteen thousand better places to be than England’s drippy, annoying take on winter. 

			Angela gives me a peck on the cheek and fixes a Shock News car. On the ride home I flick through my phone to see who’s partying this weekend. I ponder my pick of three. Frankie’s will be toptastic if he doesn’t overdose on reggae. I might even stay over and catch Millwall. 

			The Millwall game finishes up lame-oh but it’s good to have a sing. Don’t tell anyone but I’m a bit rusty on the players’ names, which won’t do come the election. It was 2007 when half the squad came to my housewarming. On the upside, the party was well worth the bother. 

			Monday morning sees London still immersed in grey, like the bottom of a fish tank that hasn’t been cleaned. I arrive at Odyssey at half ten. It’s off Kensington Church Street, and the best venue by far for a Monday morning. 

			Yanni’s taken the place back to the original three-storey Victorian schoolhouse. The room he calls ‘the gym’ I have to myself – full-size tables for snooker, table tennis and table football, and a single ten-pin bowling lane complete with pick-up machine. The bowling lane is called ‘Capitalism’: you knock all the ‘workers’ down by bowling at them with ‘market forces’, then ‘the state’ stands them up for another go. Yeah, Yanni is a bit of a nerd. For me politics just gets in the way of fixing stuff.

			I’ve muted the two footy-sized TVs: on a Monday Yanni’s addicted to Waste-of-money Central, aka the BBC. He has it on while he goes around minding the clean-up after the weekend. I’m drinking super-cold cider in a frosted glass while giving the snooker balls a work-out. The vacuum cleaner next door is part of the Monday morning vibe. 

			On screen seven semi-geriatric men in suits and two women file out from behind a wooden door with frosted glass windows. They sit at a curved table. For Chrissake, Yanni – BBC Parliament?! I check my Rolex – eleven twenty-three. Seven minutes till Odyssey starts serving chips.

			Ten minutes later the nine stand up and file out. Now it’s some squeaky clean thirty-two-year-old standing on the grass in Parliament Square. The caption says ‘Supreme Court: New Brexit Judgement’. I turn up the volume.

			By half eleven I fucking need a weapon, so I smash the cue against the table, snapping it in two. Its jagged point is raw and splintered. A picture of a clock tower in a market square, four decorated classical columns on a square brick base, comes onto the screens. I hurl snooker balls at the screens, shattering the glass and scattering sparks. The loose end of a turquoise wire flickers with a flame as small as a child’s birthday candle. 

			When Angela’s on the phone I scream at her, ‘Who the fuck do they think they are? Jesus, they think we’re so stupid! My campaign starts now!’  
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London, January 2019 (2)

			‘So we’ve just heard the President of the Supreme Court read out the judgement. What does it mean, Kieran?’

			‘Well, Janet, it’s a complete surprise. Everyone thought that the Court had shot its bolt two years ago. The Government got its ducks in a row and gave notice to leave the European Union a few months later.

			‘Today’s case was brought by a three-truck haulage firm in Scotland, after Borisgate – the leak of five thousand emails exchanged between Brexit ministers in the run up to giving notice. Supported by crowd-funding as well as the Scottish government, the truckers got their case into the Inner House of the Court of Session – the highest civil court in Edinburgh. From there it came to London. The upshot is that by a five to four majority the Supreme Court have accepted a claim of “Wednesbury unreasonableness” and quashed the UK’s notice to leave.’

			‘Quashed? What does that mean?’

			‘It means that our notice in 2017 was invalid. It doesn’t count. Now the President of the Court did stress, this does not mean that the UK cannot leave. Indeed the Prime Minister is likely to give a fresh Article 50 notice later this week, as soon as the Government is confident that they have made their reasoning legally watertight.’ 

			‘Will we be staying in the EU another two years?’

			‘Probably not. If there is a fresh notice, formally the negotiations on exit terms would start again – but in practice all the pieces of paper with agreements written on them are still there. And none of the parties, the EU countries or the Commission or the European Parliament, will have changed their positions. For example, the IMF insisted on five transitional years in the European Economic Area as the price for helping us to bail out our banks last year – that won’t have changed. So fresh negotiations could be a formality with the exit later this year as originally planned. This new judgement may be no more than an intense embarrassment for the Government.’

			‘Whatever the legal arguments, Kieran, isn’t this judgement going to be seen by many people in this country as a gross interference with democracy? One hashtag going wild on Twitter is #judicialcoup. And what about the tiny majority, five to four?’

			‘Out of a panel of nine, a majority of one is eleven per cent, which is nearly three times the size of the leave majority in the referendum. And when you say “people in this country”, remember Scotland voted remain. Three of the Law Lords noted that the Court was sitting as the Supreme Court of Scotland. Since we may still be leaving the EU on the same terms and the same date, talk of a judicial coup is a little excitable.’

			‘So what’s the point of the judgement, Kieran?’

			‘Wednesbury is a market town in the Black Country – I think we’re showing its clock tower behind me. Today it has no cinemas but in 1947 it had three, the Rialto, the Imperial Palace and the Gaumont. In 1947 the Court of Appeal had to decide whether the condition which the local authority had imposed as part of allowing Sunday screenings – essentially that children couldn’t attend – was reasonable. The cinema owners said the condition wasn’t reasonable. The court said it was. But the court laid down a principle that acts of officialdom could conceivably so fly in the face of reason and logic – in plain English, could be so stupid – that they would for that reason alone be null and void. The Supreme Court has just ruled, by five to four, that the way the Government went about deciding when to give notice was that stupid.’

		

	
		
			PART ONE

			Alien, distant, dire events
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Helensburgh, Sunday 19 April 2020

			Three of us are in Cairstine McGinnis’s living room on Sunday afternoon with her 1920s tea service. Cairstine and her daughter look at each other across cold tea in bone china cups. My own gaze has escaped the double-glazing and dashed into the spring lawn. Once fondness bloomed there but now new things have pushed through. Splashes of purple and yellow from crocuses match the colours of two teenage members of a hockey team, climbing towards us. Helensburgh’s streets slope down to the Firth of Clyde and Gare Loch in an American-style rectangular grid.

			Photos fill the mantelpiece, frame clips holding tight to memories which Cairstine loses completely, like the Mary Quant admirer in a mini-skirt (herself, age twenty-nine). Cairstine’s words come out spiky and tart, like gooseberries. ‘That Kathy – you won’t go leaving me like her!’ 

			It’s Kathy, her thirty-eight-year-old daughter, to whom Cairstine is speaking. Once Cairstine’s mind had high caverns and cool vaults which stored the better part of Scottish civilisation, but the passageway to those spaces has collapsed. However, her tongue is as cutting as ever, like a cheesemonger’s garrotte. 

			‘Of course you’ll not leave me,’ Cairstine purrs, stroking Kathy’s arm. The skin on Cairstine’s thin bones gleams like translucent silk. Something plastic and made in China falls loose from her pompadour; she brushes it back into place. 

			Kathy replies, ‘Of course I won’t leave you.’ That’s Kathy: keep calm and carry on smiling.

			The twenty years I’ve known Cairstine are the twenty years Kathy and I have been together, since I graduated in 2000 at the peak of Cool Britannia. We married, and I moved into Kathy’s flat in Putney, eight years later. 

			Kathy is the anchor of my life, but the Royal Navy hoists anchors. The top brass have decided to ‘discover’ her so we’re not sure where we might be for the next couple of years – possibly Washington DC. In the meantime I try to pull my weight when she visits Cairstine. Helensburgh can be a tough gig for her to do alone. Often enough we’ll walk down to the promenade where the bust of John Logie Baird, Helensburgh’s celebrity, fixes the loch with a proprietorial gaze; if we feel like it we might stroll along to Rhu to see whether any submarines pass by.

			Right now I’m staring as hard as I can at the crocuses, because Cairstine is about to make me explode into giggles. Kathy and I went to see Jimmy Keohane at the AlbaR last night, the club on North Frederick Street. After all, Glaswegian comedy is famous. The club was Kathy’s pick, up-and-coming, so we overlooked its heart-on-its-sleeve Nationalist sympathies. Besides, Brexit and the collapse of English politics into a kindergarten had turned every comedian north of the border into a Nationalist. In London we missed the fuss about Jimmy’s new material on dementia.

			***

			Setting off a hydrogen bomb is like telling a joke with a triple punch line – one which leaves hundreds of thousands of people irradiated, incinerated or turned into burning postage stamps by the blast wave. 

			Someone pulls a trigger – the first punch line. Inside a metal coffin two bits of stuff are hurled together by a conventional explosion. Harmless on their own, together they create the second punch line – an atomic explosion. That explosion hurls yet more stuff together to make a third kind of explosion, the kind you get inside a star: your own private star, coming now to where you now live. So Kathy pulled the trigger which sent us, harmless on our own, smashing into Jimmy Keohane; Jimmy sent us smashing into Cairstine; and then off we all go, twinkle, twinkle.

			The AlbaR was like an upside-down gym. Benches, weight stacks and rowing machines hung at odd angles from bare ceilings and ventilating shafts. The place was heaving. Kathy had booked us into the eating area but the rest was standing-room only. 

			Until Jimmy came on, what we got was intravenous politics. True, we’re in a General Election. Even in Scotland it’s still a General Election. For the comedians, the politicians were like fish in a barrel. 

			Fair play, the governing parties – the two Tory parties and the Scot Nats – were getting crucified for the 2018 bank bail-outs. You have to hand it to the bankers, and by God as taxpayers have we done that with feeling. The Treasury had never really recovered from 2008, so when our banks fell over again we had to crawl to the IMF. This time the eighteen-year-olds have woken up to who’s going to pay off the new debt (them), and how (unemployment). So even in a Nat club the Nat leader was getting a hosing, while the Frumpy Tories and the Future Tories were getting water-boarded. (‘I see a few faces from last week. Now me nan brung me up to say sorry when I overstep the mark, and last week I did. I told a few jokes about the Tories and paedophilia. Well, I’m sorry. Tonight I’ll stick with paedophilia.’)

			Then Jimmy Keohane came on. He was my height, five foot nine with a buzz cut. His humour was based on physical repetition. When he repeated a line, every hair in his eyebrows and every crease in his belly repeated what they had done four or five seconds before, exactly. His flesh moved like a freaky, computer-generated image. He kicked off with some gentle parody of marital arguments.

			‘You moved the spoon.’ (He re-plays moving the spoon.)

			‘No way I moved the spoon.’ (He re-plays not moving the spoon.)

			‘Are you fucking blind? Of course you moved the spoon. I blame your mother.’

			We had no idea why we were corpsing, but we were. Then, before we knew it, Jimmy flipped subjects: he started dancing with dementia. 

			According to the biggest rumour ever, dementia is why the Queen withdrew to Balmoral in 2019, installing Charles as Prince Regent. Funny that, Jimmy said; we put the Queen away because she’s started talking to plants when Charles has been at it for years. No, he argued, the Queen was just pretending to have dementia; the greed and idiocy of British politics had simply got too much for her. Who could blame her when Cameron had twice tossed the fate of the kingdom – her kingdom – to a referendum, like a coin?

			And then Jimmy threw out the idea that is making me squirm in Cairstine’s. What if the Queen was not the only senior citizen to have had a light-bulb moment? What if older people aren’t half as stupid as we think? Maybe they’ve cottoned on that pretending to have dementia is a way to snatch back power and make everyone else’s life utterly miserable. Besides, Jimmy claimed, how hard can dementia be to fake? What’s more like dementia than forgetting the story you’re making up?

			With that, Jimmy brought us Roger and Johann, a gay couple, having tea with Roger’s ma. Pretending to have dementia lets ma stick her beak ruthlessly into Roger and Johann’s relationship, breaking it like a beady-eyed bird smashing an oyster against rocks. Just like what Cairstine was doing to Kathy right now.
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Helensburgh, Sunday 19 April 2020 (2)

			‘Both of my girls were angels,’ explains Cairstine, ‘in their own way. But Kathy was very focussed on her career. I had to find my place in her order of things.’ She beams a smile like a cracked dinner plate. ‘She left me.’

			‘Ma, I’m here.’

			‘And where else would you be? It comes down to that man. I blame him.’ 

			I assume she means me. The giggles will be unstoppable if I don’t say something. Besides, I’ve flown four hundred miles to help Kathy play verbal tennis against a wonky ball-throwing machine: it’s time to join my partner at the net. ‘Usually it depends on the woman too,’ I offer.

			Cairstine turns to me. ‘Oh, look at yourself giggling away, and thinking I don’t know. No, you’re not the man,’ she explains dismissively. ‘You’re not Kathy’s boss. He had designs on her. Trust a mother’s instinct.’ She looks back at Kathy, tilting her head to one side. ‘Now Meghan was different. She was absolutely devoted to her ma. And she had a career as well. Of course she did.’

			Is Kathy tired, or tired of being put down? Is she following dementia care advice? Whatever the reason, she puts a foot into the fantasy world of ‘Meghan’. ‘What career was that, ma?’ she asks. ‘Meghan’s, I mean.’ 

			Punishment is guaranteed, and it comes. ‘Oh you’re heartless! She had that terrible accident, didn’t she? So she couldn’t have a career.’ 

			I laugh out loud – I can’t help it.

			Kathy throws me a look like a grenade. ‘How could I know, Ma? There never was any Meghan.’

			‘That’s wicked! Because Meghan would have –’ 

			Cairstine’s voice tails off. That’s rare in this habitat.

			‘Because Meghan would have – ?’ Kathy persists.

			‘Oh, she would have outshone Kathy,’ Cairstine replied. ‘I never said a word to Kathy, of course, but I knew. The way a mother does. Outshone her into a cinder.’

			Hydrogen bomb test subjects standing miles away, with gloved hands clamped over their goggles and facing away from ground zero, have reported seeing everything turn blinding white. Kathy and I can confirm the accuracy of these reports. We finish our visit early, badly needing some recovery time.

			***

			Every year the local council slaps a fresh coat of dereliction on Helensburgh’s swimming pool and fairground. We park alongside and walk along the seafront. By the time we pass the Ardencaple Hotel and Rhu Marina, Kathy has calmed down. She had drinking lessons (tequila slammers) in one and sailing lessons in the other. Both involved salt and experienced instructors. The Royal Navy was the obvious next step.

			We walk tall out onto the spit, in Kathy’s case from her service training, in my case from Pilates. Kathy’s shorter but there’s barely an inch in it. She walks purposefully, I’m closer to ambling. Let’s say she got the runner’s body and I got the forgetful jogger’s.

			Curly black hair tumbles down below my collar. I touch my crown. My locks are as come-hither as they were twenty years ago, maybe more so. Epidermal growth factor shampoo from Iceland is brilliant.

			Kathy is in black stockings, a dark skirt and pastel blouse (that’s the grown-up in-the-office side of Kathy), wrapped in a shawl. The shawl might as well have been designed by Tracey Emin; that’s the Kathy who drank tequila slammers. Her chestnut hair is pinned in an office-friendly bun. Helensburgh trips have become work.

			‘Did she seem the same to you?’ Kathy asks. 

			‘The same old, I thought.’

			‘One day…’ Kathy’s eyes flick to mine. She was eighteen when I first saw the spark in her eyes. I still see it now.

			‘A care home won’t be the end of the world,’ I venture. ‘Much as she’d like you to think it is. She might even enjoy it – discover some more long-lost siblings for you.’ 

			‘If you’re not going to say anything more intelligent than that, don’t bother saying anything at all.’

			The loch itself is flat with a light grey counterpane of high cloud. Springtime is my favourite time of year to come. For instance, now it’s gone tea-time and we’ve still three hours of daylight left, and no midges.

			We walk out to the Rhu Narrows light, two hundred yards into Gare Loch on the end of a shingle spit. It’s like standing beside a Belisha beacon on a traffic island, one-third of the way across one of London’s clogged arterial roads – maybe the Cromwell Road near Earl’s Court – but the Narrows is narrower. Three miles to the north, guarded by a stationary police boat and some undercover seagulls, is Faslane. In the event of a nuclear bust-up, this will be the first place in the British Isles to be vaporised, taking with it Glasgow and over a million people. The forests and heather of Loch Long and Loch Lomond would be ablaze. 

			Some of the seagulls eye us quizzically and call up reinforcements. A black police inflatable comes round Rosneath Point, darting about like a fly. 

			‘Barry and Joan do a great job looking in on her,’ I point out.

			Kathy’s worry lines report for duty. ‘But their son has just bought that place near Granada. They’ll be around less in the winters.’

			I can tell she’s thinking about the possible move to Washington. Kathy’s boss is Patrick Smath. He pronounces it ‘Smayth’. From what Kathy says, he’s nice enough in a sorry-you-weren’t-as-well-educated-as-I-was way. He’s no Navy man but right up there, the most senior civil servant in the Ministry of Defence. For the last year Kathy has been working for him. If there is anything to Cairstine’s mutterings about a man with designs on Kathy’s career, that man is Patrick.

			‘He wants me to go to Washington, but spend some time with the war-gamers at Rhode Island first.’

			‘Don’t you think war games says it all?’

			‘Zack, sometimes! I’ve told you … they’re not games. They’re about getting ready for the future. For goodness sake, think about the Russians, the terrorists, the hackers. No-one’s playing by the old rules. If we don’t practise, we lose. All our best people do this kind of stuff. Why Patrick thinks I’m one of them I don’t get, but don’t wind me up.’

			I hold her close and bury my face in her shawl, in the smoothness of alpaca and bamboo. When my eyes open I’m facing Rosneath Point. Beyond the Firth of Clyde lies the Atlantic. 

			I catch my breath at a sight I’ve never seen before. A dark sword is being unsheathed at the water’s edge. The sword slides into view between low, grey-green hills, yachts at play and a ferry boat. Its front is rounded but as alien and black as Kubrick’s monoliths in 2001. While the submarine turns towards us its length vanishes, but not for long: the god of destruction accompanied by eight armed boats and tugs heads our way. This is Shiva, with two periscopes and a sonar third eye. His trident can spit dozens of nuclear warheads more than 7,000 miles. He is coming in procession before us.

			He passes us almost within arm’s reach. The submarine is one-third again as wide as an athletics track, as long as an athletics oval. Fifteen-thousand tonnes drive through the water in silence. Wavelets touch Darth Vader’s cloak before streaming in lines to lap obediently at our feet. The dorsal fin, the conning tower, rises five storeys above us. Diving planes protrude to port and starboard. The tail fin makes a defiant finger gesture out of the wake. We don’t care to find out whether Shiva’s bridesmaids will fire their heavy calibre machine-guns, so we don’t wave.

			And then he is past, handing back to us permission to speak while he punts his way up Gare Loch. Yes, one of the biggest insanities in human history has just passed close enough to touch. But see the other side of me, he now says. Watch me transporting underwater what you do not care to think about. I’ve been taking your fears to a safe place for decades. Thousands of sailors and engineers and physicists have worked hard at it. The least you might do is say thanks?

			My mind takes flight in every direction. I seek refuge from large horrors in smaller ones, like Cairstine’s invention of Meghan. What might any of us do to nourish survival, to exist, still to be noticed and talked about, as remembered grandeur fades? Is that how Cairstine thinks? 

			My questions about Cairstine could have been questions about Britain. Is Trident part of what we do to nourish survival, to exist, still to be noticed and (so we imagine) talked about in the world, as remembered grandeur fades? 

			Kathy is deflected neither by national dementia nor by nuclear annihilation. ‘We need to turn back or we’ll miss our flight.’

			Two black guillemots descend to inspect a washed-up Morrisons supermarket bag. I take out my six-week-old vape pen. I used to smoke roll-ups but finding a tobacco-flavoured American juice has done the trick. I exhale a cloud.

			‘That was Vanguard,’ says Kathy. ‘She was the first Trident submarine – the first British one, I mean. Her first patrol was in 1994. From the garden I watched her put to sea.’

			‘So you were twelve and I was sixteen. Christmas number one?’

			‘East 17, you silly idiot – “Stay Another Day”.’ 

			My phone fetches the video. ‘White parkas and Santa’s dandruff!’ 

			Kathy peers as we walk. ‘Yeah. And we-can’t-dance-so-we’ll-sign-for-the-deaf-instead. Mind you, I was in love with Tony Mortimer.’

			‘Which was Tony?’ I tease.

			‘Which one! Look at those eyebrows. The other guys were a bit scary for a twelve-year-old. Did I ever tell you your eyebrows look like his?’ 

			‘Only a million times – which doesn’t make it true.’

			***

			At Glasgow airport there isn’t anything better to do than get another reality dose from the national news. 

			It’s been forever since the media went into full-on election mode. All the parties bar one are fucked. The Liberals haven’t yet followed Lazarus out of their grave. Neither of the Labour parties are doing anything in Scotland; in England a lot of their supporters have gone Green. UKIP, the United Kingdom Independence Party, flaky at the best of times, turned out to have stronger competition – BG. More than one poll now has BG ahead of the whole pack, which makes me ill.

			Television news has become living torture. Eight national ‘parties’ try to occupy the space previously squatted on incompetently by two or three, tying the broadcasters in knots with lawsuits. So the early evening news now occupies an hour, and the main nightly bulletin two. Change.org has a petition begging for the news to be replaced by the compulsory eating of toads.

			The departure lounge has more than its share of election toads, in suits, on a Sunday evening. Tonight all of them are staring at their smartphones in a blissful daze. Apparently BG have fucked up. 

			The leader of the Britain’s Great party is beaming at me from the screen across the lounge. Some people call it the Bob Grant party, or the Bermondsey Geezer party. Wearing black designer trackies with a red-and-white lion (standard BG campaign gear), Bob’s thighs have squashed the turquoise telly sofa into submission. He’s an inch taller than me and a stone and a half heavier. He’s shaved his head since he was twelve. He claims the weight is all muscle, but I say it’s congealed sweat off other people’s backs. The screen has been muted but everyone in Britain knows his standard riff off by heart:

			Britain’s Great! ’Course we are. You want to know why? You need to be told? Then fuck off mate. Get out of my country. We don’t want you. 

			I don’t give a fuck if you were born here. Maybe you were born in the business class lounge at Heathrow. Maybe you’re white as it goes, maybe latte or flippin’ espresso – do I give a fuck? I’ve seen too many white arseholes born here, went to posh schools here, went to university here – you and I paid for them by the way – and they wouldn’t know why Britain’s great if you cut off their bollocks and shoved them where the sun don’t shine. I say fuck off to the lot of them. This country’s for people who know it’s great.

			You know the shit-bags I’m on about. You’ve seen them on the telly, they’ve been running our governments – this government, the one before that, and the one before that. Forget what the parties were called, it was always them with their cuff-links and suits-me-nicely pensions killing themselves laughing over the Third Way, the Big Society, climate change, the Northern Powerhouse and building grammar schools.

			Because the words were just there to baffle us. They thought we were stupid enough to think the game was Scrabble. What the game really was, it was help yourself, mate, to my job, my home, my bank account, my country, just talk long words at me while you’re doing it.

			Call us stupid to fall for it so many times. But Britain’s Great is doing the calling now and we’re calling time. We reckon the mugs who pay the taxes are smart enough to decide the taxes. Cop this: since we’re the only ones who do pay the taxes, that’s just what we’re going to do.

			By the time the aircraft reaches the runway, I’ve pieced the story together: Bob Grant has attacked ‘hardworking families’! The leading bunch of clowns farts in the nation’s face! The airport connection wasn’t up to streaming any video, but there’s some live stuff of Bob that the Future Tories are so pant-wettingly happy about, they are pushing it from every hireable server onto every digital device in the British Isles. 

			I’m giddy, light-headed, happy beyond belief at the thought that BG’s balloon is about to burst. Don’t even think what this piece of off-white south-east London trash, someone who left school with a knife more times than he ever left with homework, might do with Britain’s 160 hydrogen bombs if he got his sticky mitts on them. If I know my Bob, he’d set one off just to prove that he had the balls to do it.

			In the early micro-seconds of a hydrogen bomb explosion – at Big Bang diddley squat, so to speak – there is the briefest of races. The first child of the explosion is a hole in the sky and an ascending chandelier of air-on-fire. But for a moment, the light from hell fluctuates as the second child of the explosion, a shock wave of exploding energy, overtakes the first. 

			There’s another race which has been going on rather longer. Bob and I haven’t spoken for more than twelve years. His shaved head is a bullet-proof reason for my curls. He is the second wave to my first. Born fourteen months after me, he overtook me a long, long time ago. Bob Grant is my younger brother, and I loathe him.
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London, Monday 20 April 2020

			From March until December Kathy’s morning commute took her across the Thames on foot. She used the footbridge from Waterloo to Charing Cross. The upstream crossing gave her a view of the Houses of Parliament half a mile away. Her own workplace with the flags of the three armed services was closer still. 

			To be honest, the Ministry of Defence Main Building was a mausoleum. When Kathy had joined the Navy the idea that one day she would work here would have been ridiculous. Twice she had been runner-up for a fleet navigation prize, but navigation was about real things precisely observed; keeping her head above water in a stagnant sea of words was something else. She had expected to hate her present job, and some days she did; but choosing to walk to work in a way which put the Main Building’s stone squatness in the centre of her view hinted differently. 

			As private secretary to Patrick Smath, Kathy’s job was to make the permanent civilian head of the Ministry of Defence look good. ‘Permanent’ – he wasn’t a here today, gone tomorrow politician. Smooth-faced graduates from Oxford and Cambridge lusted after roles like hers where reputations could be polished and noticed. They also told each other that Patrick liked a bit of uniformed skirt on the side.

			At one level the job was that of a glorified PA and bag-carrier. She scanned the great man’s in-box, dispatching anything which didn’t need his attention and summarising what did. She was the hamburger-helper making Patrick go further. Kathy gave instructions to deliver what Patrick would want before he knew himself; he bounced ideas off her; and she wrote half of the ‘personal’ notes he sent to his political masters, his opposite numbers in other departments and the military top brass. If a shiny twenty-five-year-old graduate had got the job, they would have humble-bragged about it seven days a week.

			But Kathy didn’t humble-brag. What inspired her was working hard, having a respected role within a worthwhile team and doing something for her country. 

			On this Monday morning Kathy’s river panorama was disturbed by a piece of democracy in action. Labour 4 You had moored a barge with a giant screen in front of the Houses of Parliament. The floating display worked its way through photographs of the party’s forty-six Parliamentary candidates in their constituencies with a dynamic graphic of the party’s strap-line: ‘Britain 4.0’. Labour 4 You was relentlessly future-focused. 4.0 meant The-Third-Way-But-Better. Surveying the wreckage left by Corbyn, how selflessly Lord Mandelson had accepted the call of history to resign his peerage and stand for prime minister. 

			For Labour’s larger rump, LKGB (Labour for a Kinder, Gentler Britain), the future was simply that part of the past which hadn’t ossified yet. To them Britain 4.0 was the mark of Beelzebub, yet another sneer at the clause in the party’s historic constitution on which Blair had smeared the faeces of ‘the many, not the few’. Since hardly any voters remembered what clause four had been, Corbyn had attack dogs who pointed out that 4.0 predicted well Labour 4 You’s likely number of seats in the new Parliament. 

			Electoral meltdown was the dish of the day being served up in the dining rooms of all the older parties, including the United Kingdom Independence Party. UKIP’s electricity had been stolen by BG and wired up to organisational discipline and youth appeal. What was left resembled a night out in a golf club for time-share salesmen.

			***

			Kathy’s office block, the Kafka Central of British bureaucracy, was an eight-storey stone toaster with three pop-up slots: slightly larger slices of architectural toast towards the north (Horse Guards Avenue, where Kathy entered); slightly smaller towards the south. Here the main government drag was defended from the river and all other imaginable enemies by committees of the greatest sophistication. For example, if the Thames flooded, Whitehall would function unperturbed – it hoped – thanks to untiring ant-teams within this building such as WTF-WTF-WTF, whose report was now on Patrick’s desk. The Ministry of Defence bred acronyms like a mangrove swamp.

			In fact, the report was on Kathy’s desk. She had to figure out whether any of the thirty thousand words (maps and tables not included) produced by WTF3 – the Whitehall Task Force Weather Threat Forecast sub-group on Wide Thames Flooding – deserved her master’s attention. 

			Appropriately, the Main Building’s construction had been delayed by two world wars. The anthill had arrived in the 1950s, built to designs already forty years old. Since then its journey in public esteem had been downwards. 

			Fifteen years ago modernisation had arrived. Private finance had eviscerated four miles of corridors and enclosed offices while leaving the squat façade intact. Blairism went beyond impregnating taxpayers with debt, it impregnated public servants with new minds. Now the destruction of Britain’s enemies was planned by Kathy and her three thousand colleagues using the same pastel sofas, open-plan areas, Post-It notes and designer chairs as those on which Marks & Spencer planned Britain’s lingerie. 

			Frankly, a lingerie team could have made better use of the pair of gargantuan stone breasts visible from Kathy’s window. Two giant nudes, reclining on three-storey plinths, had been commissioned to watch the Ministry’s entrance. Any good reason for this had been lost in the 1950s along with hat-wearing. The breasts now did what they could to repel those terrorists with strict dress codes.

			Kathy’s phone emitted two green flashes. She passed the message to Patrick. ‘The deputy secretary of state wants us now, not this afternoon.’

			Patrick Smath swung his legs off the desk. Lanky and energetic, Patrick had eyes the colour of aluminium, cirrus eyebrows and the hair of a celebrity scientist. ‘I thought he was supposed to be at the dentist?’

			‘Indeed, sir.’ The day she had asked Patrick how often he wanted to be ‘sirred’, the answer had come back in a flash. ‘Sparingly. Unobtrusively. Attentively. Like ground pepper in a classy restaurant.’ 

			Kathy followed Patrick into the ministerial zone, carrying four copies of the classified slide pack the minister wanted. After the first week she had settled on Navy 3A rig in the office: around politicians she felt more comfortable in a white shirt, black tie and lieutenant-commander’s shoulder slides. In this building her rank was no great shakes but it reminded some politicians to give her the protections of the Geneva Convention. 

			Deputy Secretary of State for Defence Roger Hartington had a ministerial office with a desk, a meeting table and parallel sofas. ‘Deputy secretary of state’ was a self-invented fiction, but so what? None of his ministerial colleagues (his boss included) had felt contesting it would be worth the resulting personal gossip leaked to the media. Hartington was rumoured, not least by Hartington, to head the promotion list for Cabinet in the unlikely event that the Future Conservatives came top in the electoral slugfest.

			On one sofa arm perched a bird with three ear-rings in his left ear, awaiting carrion – Hartington’s special adviser.

			‘How was the dentist, Minister?’ enquired Patrick. ‘He left you able to speak?’

			‘Yes – I am sorry if that disappoints.’ A self-satisfied chuckle escaped Hartington’s blubbery lips. ‘In fact I had to can the dentist – pressing matters, which is why we need to meet now. The security of our country calls. Besides, I find pain is much more blessed to give than to receive.’

			The first ten minutes were taken up with a skirmish about the Polish defence minister. He wanted television cameras to cover his arrival to view Britannia’s shiny new aircraft-carrier, the Queen Elizabeth. Of course Hartington had put him up to it. The real objective was election news coverage for Hartington himself welcoming the visitor on board the Royal Navy’s flagship. BG were hammering the Future Tories on re-armament. Still, the Poles were reputed to be about to order three River class patrol boats which would be built on the Clyde.

			The protagonists stared at each other for thirty seconds before Patrick acquiesced. ‘I will authorise the visit, subject to the approval of the Cabinet Secretary. You and the Polish minister will have vetted, non-political scripts. Stick to them, or no broadcasting.’ 

			‘Good,’ said Hartington. ‘Now talk to me about drones. We keep hearing rumours that BG have got hundreds of the things. You’ve been fobbing me off for weeks.’

			The special adviser looked up. ‘You’ve been obstructing the minister.’

			‘Bollocks! Far from obstructing, I asked my private secretary Kathy McGinnis to prepare the report personally. She has now done so.’

			***

			Kathy handed over her slides. There were two parts – first the story, then the numbers. 

			Drone policy was a mess and enforcement was worse. Enthusiasts could and did pepper the sky with hundreds of mechanical gnats, giving the middle finger to the Civil Aviation Authority’s rules. Public bureaucracy had not ignored this insult – on the contrary, several drone-related versions of What The Fuck 3 had sprung into life. The costs and benefits of different drone policies had been quantified, business cases had been made, the ‘drone community’ and other stakeholders consulted and regulations drafted by the yard. These regulations could be deployed the minute someone actually took a decision on what was to be achieved (finessing her words was not Kathy’s style). The special adviser scowled, but she thought Hartington smiled.

			The draft regulations ranged from aero-device registration and the fitting of identification devices and lights to pilot licensing, insurance, public liability, taxes and recycling, as well as powers of interdiction in instances of aerial emergency. Fine legal words had been crafted by artisans; but they were also words prepared in just one country. While Brexit meant Britain no longer needed to wait for Europe, drone costs could not come down until different countries had got their act together. In other words, drones were an entirely typical international policy snafu – situation normal, all fucked up.

			Two forces had the potential to break this logjam, Kathy noted, although neither had yet done so. A tragic accident involving a commercial airliner; despite some enthusiastic attempts this had not yet happened. Or the ravenous desire of a handful of global companies with cash-heavy balance sheets and recurrent technological wet dreams. Who would be the first and biggest to have drones delivering to your garden, collecting from your balcony, watching your home in Spain or your kids walking home from school…or perhaps your partner leaving the office…

			The net result: the British authorities hadn’t a clue about ‘nerd drones’ – one-offs bought off the shelf at Maplins by males who would have been better employed inserting their rechargeable batteries into vacuum cleaners. Manufacturers’ records suggested that there could be tens of thousands of them, but most had an endurance of 20 minutes or less. One study suggested fewer than eight per cent remained flyable six months after purchase. 

			However, intelligence about commercial fleets was another matter. With drone law in such a mess, companies and other large organisations were terrified of legal risks. Fewer than fifty drones flown by large organisations were licensed to enter built up areas. 

			Hartington’s spine had been straightening as Kathy spoke. Now, at last, to the heart of the matter. By definition, this figure included any BG drones. Kathy pointed out that none of the claimed sightings of BG drones had survived close investigation. It suited BG to spew futuristic techno-babble about flying black triangles with silent electrostatic propulsion, solar cell longevity and extended dwell times. But frankly? BG’s drones had as much evidential backup as the rest of BG’s claims, which was none. The proliferation of black triangles with sides one metre long in the background of individual YouTube clips was pure games-playing piss. 

			The minister was delighted to hear it. Even before she had finished, Kathy could see his attack dog turning his mind to how this assessment could be leaked to the media – which was why she had hand-delivered her slides in hard copy only, and now stood to take the copies back. Patrick beamed. 

			Kathy thought her work was done but Hartington had something unexpected up his sleeve. ‘I’d like to detain Lieutenant-Commander McGinnis on a personal matter,’ he explained, showing the other two the door. The adviser’s eyes narrowed. Patrick’s did the opposite. Kathy’s cheeks went pale and stiffened like a starched shirt.
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