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Cleavage (noun)


1.   the space between a woman’s breasts.


2.   a social or cultural line dividing a society into groups with opposing political ideas.


3.   the division of cells, especially in the early development of a fertilised egg.
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Prologue


In the mirror of a deserted hotel basement gym, a woman gazes at her reflection as she completes a set of bicep curls. She smiles. Her body is perfect. Very tall, with large, toned muscles in her arms and shoulders that have been years in the making. She loves feeling powerful and slightly intimidating. Turning her back to the mirror, she moves her arms above her head in a body builder’s pose and peeks over her shoulder to study her rippling back beneath her tiny sports bra. Pivoting on the spot, she brings her arms down to her groin and pops her pecs and six pack. She gleams with sweat, her heavy makeup wilting a little.


Next, she turns her attention to her thighs, squatting seventy kilos with ease. She groans and admires the veins appearing on her face and neck, but, before she can finish her set, she is disturbed by a man entering the gym. He is shorter than her and very slight, dressed in tracksuit bottoms, a T-shirt and thick glasses.


‘Sorry,’ he says nervously, holding up a large white bag. ‘I didn’t think anyone would be down here at this time of night. I’ve come to restock the towels.’


The woman arches her back, then struts over like a panther until she stands impressively before him. She takes a towel from him and carefully dabs at her chest.


‘Thanks,’ she murmurs. ‘I know it’s late, but I needed some release. Nothing gets me off like lifting.’


The man bites his lip. He isn’t just small compared to this spectacular Amazon, he’s puny. Even his hands and head seem almost childlike compared to hers.


‘Do you think you can lift me?’ he asks in a reedy voice.


Smirking, the woman bends down and in one smooth motion pulls him onto one of her shoulders and parades him around in a circle like one might carry a winning goalscorer at a football match, his mousy hair nearly brushing the ceiling.


‘That’s not so hard,’ the man says. ‘I thought you would be stronger than that.’


‘I’ll show you strong, you little bitch.’


The woman carries him over to the weights area, lies down and begins to bench-press him. As she lifts him up into the air, grunting, her hand creeps between his thighs and cups his crotch. The powerless man continues his journey up and down, like he’s on a fairground ride, his eyes widening in understanding and excitement.


When she has finished her set, the woman places the man down and undresses him matter-of-factly, like a doll. Next to her shining mahogany skin and juicy muscles, he looks ghostly pale, twig-like – except for his penis, which is like a huge, smooth pepper grinder.


The woman lifts him so that he’s horizontal and holds him before the mirror, doing small pulses, one hand firmly running up and down his enormous cock. The man begins to whimper with pleasure, his arms crossed over his chest and his glasses steaming. After a couple of minutes, she squats with him, craning her neck at the bottom of the movements to suck for a few seconds. The man continues to lie helplessly in her arms, groaning.


Eventually, the woman places him on the bench, rips a hole in the crotch of her leggings and sits down – hard – on his face. She leans forward and continues to play with the tumescent member before her while rocking herself back and forth on the man’s head, now completely enveloped by her massive thighs. She begins to grunt as though back doing her squats in the mirror.


Finally, she slides forward and straddles him, reverse-cowgirl, pushing down onto his cock with all her might.


‘Who’s strong now, bitch?’ She’s panting, riding him mercilessly, seeming to want to break his pelvis.


All the small man can do is breathlessly wail. ‘You are . . . you are!’


The woman groans deeply, then swings off the bench ready to take the man’s c—


The door knob to the study rattles. The prime minister quickly snaps his laptop shut, hoping nobody heard the sound coming from the Blue Balls and Bazookas website.









Part One









1st April


CON 28% LAB 38%


MASS SHOOTING IN IOWA/


WARMEST WINTER ON RECORD


Houses of Parliament


At the entrance to Portcullis House in Westminster, a large queue of visitors has formed to go through security. It’s like any other Wednesday morning for an MP when the House of Commons is sitting: meetings with businesses and charities; cosy coffees with journalists; Alka-Seltzer and a sizeable motion for those who hit the bottle a little too hard waiting for votes the previous evening. Assorted members of the public from constituencies, ranging from gaggles of schoolchildren to town mayors and high sheriffs, cluster round each other, waiting to be gathered up by harassed-looking researchers and given tours of the estate. And, of course, the draw of watching Prime Minister’s Questions live from the gallery – a ticketed event, if you can believe it.


After blinking round at the atrium of Portcullis House, the groups descend a small escalator to a large stone corridor. From here, they cross New Palace Yard to the more familiar old buildings of Parliament, beginning with a trip to Westminster Hall. Cavernous and echoing, familiar as the place where monarchs lie in state ahead of their funerals and where notables from Nelson Mandela to Barack Obama have addressed parliamentarians. There are a couple of interested nods at the mention of the small Chapel of St Mary Undercroft down to the left, where some MPs have chosen to get married, then they head up the heavy stone steps – ‘And you’re sure they didn’t film Harry Potter here?’ – and turn into St Stephen’s Hall, lined with marble statues of previous Commons All-Stars, Pitt and Fox among them.


Finally, they’re in Central Lobby, which can only be described as stunning. Everything is intricately designed and diligently cared for, from the marble tiling on the floor to the golden vaulted ceiling. The lighting is soft and the hushed tones people use add to the monastic sense of the place. To the right is the House of Lords and to the left, the Commons. If one could walk straight ahead, and move through walls like a ghost, you would be swimming in the Thames in a matter of metres. There are a handful of recognisable journalists around, and it’s so exciting when the tour group’s MP strolls towards them after exchanging a couple of serious-looking words with one of the hacks. Apart from ardent followers, most people think their MP is fine(ish). But in this environment, one really gets the point of them. There’s something sacred about where they’re standing.


While they pose for photographs, one couple ask curiously about the discreet doors that lead off the Chamber. ‘Oh, they’re handy little shortcuts for people with passes to get to different offices and dining rooms and things. Now, there’s time for a quick cup of tea on the Terrace before PMQs . . . ’ However, an interesting, distinctly un-touristy group has just walked through one of these little doors and is beginning a lengthy descent, along corridors and down staircases, to the deep underbelly of the parliamentary estate. There is no marble or gold here.


The chief whip, Nigel Jackson, and his special adviser, Eva Cross, are accompanied by the head of the Parliament Restoration and Renewal team and an engineer as they examine recent flood damage to the building. Eva, who has never been down to this part of the building, is amazed at the stuffy labyrinth of winding corridors, littered with rodent droppings. She wonders what else she’s missed out on, when her boss nudges her and points at a used condom, carelessly tossed into a corner.


She grimaces. ‘And they say romance is dead.’ Then she touches one of the large bunches of electrical cables above her head. ‘Where do those go?’


The group stops moving and the R&R head and engineer shrug at each other.


‘Truthfully? We have no idea. And that’s not an April Fool. This is the whole point. We can’t even tell what’s going on down here. She’s a magnificent building but she’s old and in desperate need of proper restoration. You’ve seen our reports – it will need to be at least a decade’s worth of work and, frankly, in the billions of pounds. We patch her up as best we can, but . . . ’ The R&R head spreads his hands helplessly.


The chief whip, invigorated after a PMQs prep meeting, where he thought of some witty zingers for the prime minister to use at midday, can’t help but remain upbeat. ‘Her? Oh, come on, this isn’t the bloody Titanic.’ He bangs on the wall and puts on a plummy voice. ‘ “She can stay afloat with the first four compartments breached, but not five. Not five!” ’


‘Flooding isn’t really our problem, sir.’ The engineer sucks his teeth. ‘It’s fire from the electric. Wires everywhere, plus the rats and mice, mean we’re in serious danger of a spark pretty well all the time. We’ve got a twenty-four-hour fire marshal as it is, but we have little electrical flare-ups most weeks. And we’ve got bits of stonework dropping off the ceilings, concrete crumbling to dust . . . she’s a ticking time bomb.’


‘But people have been banging on about Parliament catching fire or getting swept away by the Thames for ages. It – sorry, she – withstood the Blitz, for Christ’s sake. I think she can manage a few mice and the odd kettle fusing. Just, I don’t know . . . find a couple of cats and some electrical tape.’


‘A cat wouldn’t stand a chance. There are legions of rats. Fearless and huge. We’d need all the residents of Battersea to overcome them,’ the engineer snaps back hotly.


‘Chief, this isn’t intended to be a conversation about the need for repairs,’ says the R&R man calmly, stepping in front of the engineer. ‘That’s already been established by experts. What we want to discuss with you is plans for how Parliament can sit while this essential work takes place. You’re aware of some of the plans, of course.’ He brandishes some bound reports.


‘Yes.’ The chief nods glumly. He’s seen the options: the Commons sits in the Lords, who go to the QEII Centre across the road until the work is complete; Parliament sits on a new floating chamber on the Thames; the whole lot of them are transported to somewhere more central on the map of the UK – York has been suggested – and a virtue is made of taking decision-making out of Westminster until the work is complete, which is likely to be in twenty years or so.


‘Well, we need your help in getting MPs to agree to the move. They’re, uh, somewhat reluctant to change.’


The chief knows why. He feels the same way himself. He fought tooth and nail to get into the Commons, to sit where Churchill and Attlee and Thatcher sat. He likes the sound of hundreds of shoes on stone corridors and drinks on the Terrace and the gilt and leather and masonry. Why should the current lot have to give all this up and sit in some sad, modern pine-and-glass monstrosity for the rest of their careers so that some snotty-nosed kids get to come back to his old stomping ground in twenty years’ time without the risk of a few minor burns?


Eva recognises the pugnacious expression that has spread across her boss’s face and takes over.


‘I’m afraid you’re right – they are quite dug in. The trouble is that with an election looming, few MPs are really focused on whether Parliament is standing, if they aren’t going to be in it. Listen.’ Eva takes the reports and smiles reassuringly. ‘We’ll go back to the drawing board with all this and think carefully about next steps. Perhaps we can make sure the PM and other party leaders come down and see the damage for themselves too. In the meantime, thank you for all your hard work in keeping the place going.’


Eva and the chief shake hands with the men and turn to leave. Just as they get to the end of the corridor the engineer pipes up.


‘This is urgent, you know. She could go up at any time.’


Without turning or slowing, the chief lifts his hand above his head and gives a thumbs-up.









2nd April


The King kicks himself free from the tangled limbs of big-bushed stable girls and rises from his canopied bed.


‘I’m up,’ he bellows. Countless men of the Privy bustle in to retrieve his nightshirt and secure his codpiece and test his breakfast swan for poison.


‘Your Majesty, the business for today.’ The Lord Chamberlain clears his throat and pulls out a scroll. ‘The Spanish ambassador will be along later to discuss the war, then we are beheading the Countess of Cardiff—’


‘Isobel? Why?’ The King gasps, straining over the chamber pot.


‘Witchcraft, Majesty.’


‘Ah, yes, of course.’ The King ruminates on the exceptional spell she had him under only days ago. He spent ages writing that poem for her about a ‘whizzy’ green-eyed woman – he left out his thoughts on her breasts – to bring her round to the idea of letting him give her one. Then the ‘one’ in question got back to the Queen. They always did. ‘Can’t we just . . . I don’t know . . . put her in a scold’s bridle or something?’


‘I think not, Majesty. The Queen is quite insistent.’


The King pictures his wife’s rageful, pinched face, free of the public mask of greasy paint and drawn-on eyebrows. Her mood is hardly helped by her latest regime to maintain her figure and youth: a diet of raw quail eggs and regular ice baths. Whizzy Izzy, a veritable peach of a woman, couldn’t contrast with the Queen more strongly. He supposes he could intervene to spare the woman’s life but it’s never worth the hassle, not when his marriage brings such generous lands and patronages from the Continent. Last time this happened, the Queen arranged a sermon in church that had the King sweating throughout. Very embarrassing.


‘Ah, right-o. The Queen is particular in these things. Tell me, have we got to the bottom of who has been writing those parchments about her?’ The King ponders, still straining rabbit-sized offerings into the pot, ready for his doctors to study.


‘Not yet, Your Majesty. Although of course we are destroying each one we find.’ The Lord Chamberlain struggles to keep his mouth in a firm line. The amusing illustrations accompanying the stories about the Queen’s spending habits and public vanity projects are getting increasingly rude. He has often wondered, though, why the King seems so content that the parchments are circulating as freely as syphilis. In the Lord Chamberlain’s view, though it certainly helps that the Queen takes the bulk of public anger for high taxes, poor food, brutal wars and various diseases, it doesn’t become a ruler ordained by God to let a narrative take hold that his wife is really the one wearing the tights.


‘Not my copies, I hope?’ The King lets a young fellow – the son of an earl, most likely – take the now full chamber pot away for inspection. Proximity is like this. You have exceptional access to the King, learn every secret desire in his heart and hear every word to come from his mouth. But you also have to deal with what comes out of his arse.


‘Regrettably, sire, a plague has broken out in Parliament again. Caused by vermin, you see.’


‘The rats or the members?’ The King chortles. The rats concern him little. They can at least be exterminated. The real vermin, however, are a constant thorn in his side, curtailing his plans and cutting his spending.


Just then, the heavy door cranks open and the King swivels round. He lives in a constant state of paranoia that one day that sound, of heavy riding boots on stone floor, will mean his death. Today, however, it is Sir Henry Dauntsey – his face forever bubbled with pox scars – and a cluster of his men, all in their customary black. These men – or Royalist fanatics, as they truly are – make up the network of spies that track down, monitor and snatch those who work against the Crown. They know of the sexual proclivities and financial states and secret worship of each bishop and nobleman and courtier, and they feed this intelligence to Sir Henry, who decides how to punish possible misdemeanours and probable threats to the King’s reign.


Sir Henry, who is now speaking seriously to those present about the recent worrying behaviour of the King’s cousin that suggests he has designs on the throne, is key to the whole royal operation. His sleepless nights of strategising mean the King and the Court sleep easy, even if they are distinctly uneasy in Sir Henry’s presence while awake. It isn’t just his image, although that is in all respects revolting. It is the rumours that the King and the Court hear about Sir Henry’s actions when he deems someone to have done something suitably egregious. The beheadings are quite straightforward and the King has perfected the expression of regretful wistfulness on those public occasions. But it sounds like the various tortures and punishments in advance are growing increasingly experimental. It began with fingernails being pulled out but, if the whispers are right, things appear to have ramped up to live skinnings, crushings and force-feedings until human paté is produced, which Sir Henry eats on water biscuits with a little fig relish. All right, some allegations defy belief. But the little sack on a string round Sir Henry’s neck, rumoured to be made from the scrotum of his proudest scalp, doesn’t exactly help quell the whispers.


Sir Henry finishes speaking and those assembled murmur agreement. The King, trying to deep-breathe away the flicker of paranoid panic that these little chats with Sir Henry generally bring on while his shoes are fastened, nods at the expectant faces and listens to the rest of the day’s affairs. Presently he’s away with his men on an early morning hunt around St James’s Park to fight off the strain he is starting to feel against the buttons and stitches of his clothes. The body of the King is of immense importance and maintaining this particular temple occupies a great deal of thought for those around him.


But he’s distracted and stops regularly to stare into space.


‘Your Majesty, are you quite all right?’ asks Cuthbert the Loyal, pulling up alongside his master.


‘All I can think about is the Countess of Cardiff’s daughter.’ The King sighs. ‘Does she have green eyes too?’


‘Felicity? She does indeed. It is most gracious of Your Majesty to have her in your prayers.’


‘Of course. Just in my prayers, you know. As a subject.’ Felicity. Fizzy. Whizzy . . . The King wonders whether it would be smooth to make a pass at her at her mother’s beheading. It is an awfully good poem to go to waste.


‘You know she is to enter God’s service tomorrow? She to a nunnery; her brother to a monastery . . . ’


Fuck that, the King thinks. I’d sooner abolish them.


Percy, Lord Cross of Molton and Georgetown, and former British Prime Minister, closes the book and stares out over the packed theatre, letting the applause wash over him.


‘Lord Cross,’ his waspy American interviewer shouts over the din. ‘Thank you so much for being with us here in Los Angeles. And thank you for that fabulous reading of your first novel, The Loin King. That accent, right, folks?’ The audience whoops.


Percy dips his chin in bashful acknowledgement.


‘So, this book is of course set in Tudor times, but we understand it is in fact drawn from your experiences of being prime minister. Why?’


‘For two reasons. One, I found being in Downing Street very much like a Tudor court in atmosphere. Paranoia about betrayal – although of course being sold out to the French or burned as a witch set the Tudor stakes rather higher than leaking our childhood obesity strategy to the Telegraph. That same need my team felt for proximity and access, constantly fighting to get into meetings or pop into my office or get a desk right outside the door. The pomp and ceremony . . . the constant fluffing from eager officials and sycophantic ministers keen for promotion. Running round the park with my security detail in the morning and the fussing from diary managers about what I was eating and whether I had a cold coming on.’


There is a little ripple of laughter.


‘And the second reason?’ the host prompts.


‘Lawyers, my dear. By shoving everyone into corsets and ruffs, I’ve distorted the characters of anyone who might sue me for libel.’ Percy pauses for more laughter.


‘Have you got any future projects up your sleeve?’


‘Oh, yes.’ Percy slaps his hands on his knees and turns to face the audience. ‘I’m writing my first play! It’s all about the nuclear bunker in Downing Street. Miserable place. Not been tarted up since Thatcher’s time. The play’s about an emergency with all the big cheeses crammed inside and how they wish they were outside, taking their chances with the nukes.’


‘Oh, you mean like our Situation Room?’


‘I suppose I do, but ours is nothing like what you see in the movies. Very stuffy. After all, a fart from the national security adviser is still a fart.’


‘Now we have some questions submitted by the audience.’ The host swivels in her seat, keen to change gears.


‘Fire away.’


The host picks up an iPad and begins to read out the first question.


‘ “It’s in the public domain that there is a bidding war underway to secure the movie rights for this book.” ’


She pauses for an, ‘Ooooh,’ from the audience. It is something Percy has had to get used to over the course of his American tour.


‘ “You’ve written a lot of X-rated sex scenes in the story. Do you think these will be included in any film or TV adaptations?” Oh, that’s fun.’


‘I certainly hope so. Indeed, you probably think it is a bidding war for money on the pitchers’ side. It is in fact a scramble from me to see who can get closest to full penetration on screen. A race to the bottom, as it were.’


The joke doesn’t quite land.


‘Uh . . . Okay, so someone has focused on the portrayal of the Queen. They ask – quote – “Do you think this is a fair representation of a woman who has no official voice of her own, as was the case with your wife at the time of your premiership? Even if you are hiding behind the context of the fifteen hundreds, don’t you think this is a very sexist characterisation of someone who should have real agency?” – end quote. Gosh, that’s a tough one!’ The host leans forward, clearly pleased to see the old goat under a bit of pressure.


‘No, it isn’t,’ Percy says simply. ‘It is my view that, regardless of the century, women accorded a certain status have always had power. Whether that was Anne Boleyn carefully placing members of her family at Court or my own wife’s media contacts.’ There is a little tutting and muttering from the audience. ‘Oh, some of you don’t agree? Just ask Mrs Courtenay.’


Percy holds up an iPad of his own. The screen shows a recent front page of the Sun, the front page screaming the words PM’s wife caught calling the shots accompanied by a photo of Clarissa Courtenay wrapped in a Cruella de Vil-style fur coat, her phone clamped to her ear. The audience laughs again. The story is about, at first glance, a very average Tory backbencher called David Coker. The trouble is, it isn’t an average story. He is a member of the All-Party Parliamentary Group on Drugs Reform and joined a fact-finding trip to Amsterdam to learn about marijuana policy there. By all accounts he did himself very well during his three-day trip in the city, but his mistake came when he expensed the taxpayer for his entry to various sex shows and hostelries in the red-light district. Eagle-eyed journalists spotted the entry and, after a few calls to other members of the APPG, who were unaware of Mr Coker’s activities in Amsterdam, the demands for his resignation from the Commons began.


But Coker didn’t go and nobody could understand why. That was until it was revealed that Coker was being protected by none other than Clarissa Courtenay, the prime minister’s wife. The pair have known each other for years, right back to their schooldays in a small town in Cheshire, where they dreamt of busting out to the Big Smoke, and Clarissa has given her old friend assurances that ‘he will not be sacrificed on the altar of a moral panic’. Coker, idiot that he is, confidently divulged all this to an assortment of MPs in the Commons tea room and the lobby had it within minutes. Coupled with the usual suspicion of MPs about the influence of the prime minister’s spouse – beware of pillow talk! – there has been a feeding frenzy.


To try to rally her position, Clarissa has been putting members of the government under pressure to say supportive things about her in the media. But, unfortunately, a number of these texts have leaked. The fallout has been bad, with countless opinion pieces from ancient rivals dating back to her time as a journalist, implying Clarissa has personally ended careers in politics and journalism, prompting questions from the ecstatic leader of the opposition about her influence on government policy, staffing and strategy. Much to everyone’s surprise, Clarissa hasn’t turned her back on Coker.


‘Well, I’m going to ask a follow-up question of my own, if I may.’ The host doesn’t wait for a response. She interviewed a Pulitzer Prize winner last week. Time to have some fun. ‘I see that your ex-wife’s diaries, which of course sit in non-fiction unlike yours, also came out last week and have currently outsold you in the Sunday Times bestseller list.’


‘So?’ Percy frowns, though his ears turn pink. Jenny, his ex-wife and Eva’s mother, is on something of a high just now. It’s true that her book is doing fantastically well, but she also has a new, in her words, ‘beau’ – a world-famous ageing rocker. As far as Cool Britannia goes, Percy’s feeling just a little outdone.


‘So how do you feel about that? There are some choice stories in there about you . . . ’


The host hears her producer in her ear. ‘Which you must not get into, okay? We agreed to just focus on his book.’


Percy, knowing this agreement, grins. ‘Oh, I’m thrilled for her. And to come out in the same week is . . . splendid. I’m trying to encourage a two-for-one deal on Amazon.’ He looks earnestly at the host, wondering if he can try a different tack to win her over. ‘But, listen – I’m not pretending that this book is Ulysses. Jenny is a far more talented writer than me, and, doubtless because it is a diary, her book is far more meaningful to her. It’s only right that she’s outselling me!’


The host is taken aback. She doesn’t often have displays of self-deprecation on her stage. ‘Well, that’s . . . very good of you to say so. Okay, we’ve got a question about an issue a little closer to home. “It’s well known that you’re currently dating one of America’s most eligible bachelorettes.” ’


‘We call them spinsters,’ Percy interjects. ‘Although that doesn’t quite fit Holly, does it?’


‘For sure. Great job getting her to cross the Atlantic!’


‘Well, I am very charming . . . and dynamite in the sack, of course.’


‘Right.’ The host longs to roll her eyes but judging from the loud laughter, the audience has been captured. “We understand her father, Cooper Mayhew, is mulling a presidential bid. What advice would you give him?” ’


‘Do it. Political girls are the wildest by far . . . ’


An hour later, Percy makes his way to the bar in his hotel. It’s at the stage of the evening where straps have slid off shoulders and hands are resting on knees. The kind of time and place he would have revelled in not long ago. Now he generally avoids this scene altogether, but Holly is travelling to join him from Hawaii where she’s been on holiday with her parents and Percy has some time to kill before her arrival, so he’ll have one drink while he waits. And perhaps just a little flirting, if anyone spots who he is. He needs to keep his ego nice and bloated on trips like these, as he bounces between cheerful events surrounded by admirers and reading nasty book reviews alone in his hotel room.


He orders a dirty martini and is biting into an olive when he hears a deadpan voice, betrayed by its Northern Irish accent. Percy would know it anywhere.


‘Wotcha, Perce.’


‘Cal!’


Callum Gallagher, a tricky but brilliant strategist from Belfast and Percy’s first proper adviser. Under Callum’s ruthless, focused stewardship as a parliamentary researcher, Percy rocketed from lowly backbench MP to the cabinet. Unfortunately, he had to ditch his maverick lieutenant at that point as the then-PM, who dubbed Callum ‘a real Mic(k) – Mad Irish Cunt’, knew him to be too extreme in his views and too effective for his own good (the good being the PM’s). Cal was accused of leaking negative stories about the administration, so he promptly planted a few policy booby traps and moved to California. He and Percy have occasionally spoken over the years but, despite everyone’s prediction that they would reunite for Percy’s premiership, Cal stayed in San Francisco, doing something obscure with digital marketing and hanging out with tech bros and hedge-fund billionaires.


‘It’s okay, I know this chap,’ Percy says to the plain-clothes police officers, who have to go everywhere with him and have appeared seemingly out of nowhere. ‘Don’t mind my personal gendarmes, Cal. They’re a bit bored, as in the old days I’d be absolutely dripping with Russian honeytraps. But what are you doing here?’ Percy thumps Cal several times on the back.


‘I’m in town for some meetings and thought I’d come and listen to your reading.’ Cal orders a Negroni.


‘What did you think?’


‘Shite.’ Cal takes a long sip. ‘Shite book, shite interview. And I assume Jenny has gone ballistic.’


Percy’s ex-wife, though busy with her trendy new jet set, is not above logging on to Twitter to air her views on her former husband.


‘She’s on a transmitting hiatus, thank Christ. Got a new boyfriend and he’s all into yoga and veganism and ditching tech. Plus he’s working on another album – apparently the old fart might play Glastonbury – so Jenny’s got to keep her trap shut for a bit. She says that any connection with me is bad for their brand . . . ’


‘Glasto, eh?’ Cal grins. ‘And you’re stuck doing this. I hope you’re at least getting paid a feckin’ fortune.’


‘Oh.’ Percy tries to look uninterested. ‘Well, the money isn’t bad . . . ’


‘Good to see you haven’t changed, Perce.’


‘Well, I have changed a bit. You may have noticed, for example, that I am currently sitting here speaking to an ugly Northern Irishman instead of a bosomy blonde. And I’m well out of politics. Couldn’t be happier. Especially as Courtenay’s screwed. Election in under a year and he hasn’t got a hope.’


‘Is that so?’ Cal says, unmoved.


‘Surely! The polls are terrible. They’ve got no coherent plan or policies. Pretty much every newspaper has had enough of them. Looks like everyone but the Sentinel is turning, and those guys look loony for sticking with him so firmly. I can’t see Eric turning this around . . . ’


Cal almost whispers, ‘It can be done.’


‘No!’


‘If Courtenay has got balls. I’ve been paying a bit of attention to UK stuff. If he is willing to agree to a plan and aggressively, unwaveringly execute it, it can be done. Big difference between governing and campaigning, after all.’


Percy indicates to the barman for another round. ‘Are you saying I should get back in the game?’


Cal sighs. ‘Not everything’s about you, Perce . . . ’


‘All right, all right. Still, maybe I should remain open-minded. You know I’m still the top-ranked politician among members? Strikes me they could do with a bit of popularity . . . and remember my daughter, Eva? She’s working for the chief whip now.’


His seat in the Lords keeps Percy tantalisingly close to power but just out of reach. Perhaps a clean break would have been better. Or perhaps he’s perfectly positioned to re-enter the fray. He’s been listening out for the call to return to power but Courtenay’s first year has been such a flop that Percy cracked on with The Loin King and has all but tuned out of SW1.


‘Good for her. Anyway, nobody gives a feck about what the membership thinks so shove your ranking where you like. Got to think nationally now. And super strategically.’


‘Yes, I suppose. Anyway, it isn’t just the members who like me. Lots of people do.’ Percy folds his arms. He forgot how brutally honest Cal could be. He decides to change the subject. ‘So, how do you find living in California?’


‘Yeah, good. A lot of very bright people around. I’ve made a bit of dosh and wondered about coming back to the UK but I’m shacked up with an American girl so I’m not sure. Same as you, I hear.’


‘That’s right! Holly Mayhew.’


‘I hear her old man is thinking of a presidential run.’


‘Possibly. Not sure he should, though. Not exactly what you’d call cerebral . . . ’


‘Don’t think that matters here. Or back at home, at that. Just got to have the right team and the right plan. A chimp could run in the modern game. Just look at Courtenay – he looks the part and that’s enough for a lot of people.’


‘That’s true . . . ’ Percy wishes he could read minds. He has always found Cal a mystery and is reluctant to come out and ask the burning question, ‘Are you saying I should get back on the pitch?’ in case he is met with a sneer. But why else would he pop up like this? Percy’s always hated asking Cal questions about politics, often left feeling like he’s asking a grumpy chess grandmaster what the little horse pieces on the board are called.


‘Anyway,’ Cal checks his phone, ‘I’d better run. Good seeing you, Perce.’


Cal nearly snorts at Percy’s misty expression. Of course his old boss thinks it’s all about him. Percy’s so addicted to the thought of power and glory that his pupils dilated at the very mention of an electoral win. It couldn’t have been easier to get his greedy cogs turning. All the commentary over the years about Percy being a ‘different breed of politician’, but his desires – to be adored, to be recognised and to be at the top – are the same as the rest of them.


‘Right, yes.’ Percy jumps up and, after pausing to give the barman his room number for the drinks, trails Callum to the lobby, feeling like a needy puppy. ‘Cal . . . All right if I give you a call at some point?’


Cal, busy texting on his phone, doesn’t look up but raises a bored eyebrow. ‘Sure.’


‘Good.’


Percy pats him gingerly on the shoulder and plods thoughtfully to the lifts. Maybe he should ease up a bit on Clarissa Courtenay for the rest of the tour.


New Broadcasting House, London


Back on GMT, the team at Politics Tonight, the BBC’s flagship weekly politics show, are preparing the final hours before they go live. The editor and producer are excited because they have an exclusive interview with John Ramsey, the leader of the opposition and likely future prime minister, and they’ve put together a large panel of ‘experts’ to predict when, between now and January, the general election will be held. They’ve also got a segment with a range of councillors up for election at the forthcoming locals in May, with the Tories due a mauling, the Lib Dems – who always do well at these contests – likely to make gains and Labour, who are sanguine, aiming for the big win. It’s the first electoral test for Courtenay and Ramsey.


So a busy and exciting show. But there’s just one problem: the guest from the government, Conservative Party Chairman and Deputy Prime Minister Natasha Weaver, has vanished.


Weaver has been outside for a steadying fag but she’s still jittery. She always gets like this ahead of a big sit-down interview. What if she fucks it up and everyone hates her? Might her career end at any moment? Where has her confidence gone? In her mid-fifties, she’s reliant on Spanx for a smooth outline beneath her pencil dresses but the result is undeniably good. There isn’t much she can do about her flyaway, frizzy blonde hair but she balances it out nicely with sexy stilettos and a decent coating of lipstick. Not exactly universally adored among MPs, party members rate her highly. The women, because she fiercely says what she thinks, and the men, because they want to give her one.


She’s heading back to the studio, drumming her hands anxiously against her thighs, when one of the junior Central Office bods sent to nanny her appears round the corner, frantically searching for her. Bingo. The man must be about twenty-five years old and his visible relief at finding her is sweetly endearing. But what the fuck’s he called? Craig. Or maybe Creg. Chris?


Weaver stops walking, leans her hip against the wall and beckons him with a finger. He almost jogs down the corridor, flattening his hair with one hand.


‘Hi,’ she whispers, radiating her finest smile.


‘Uh . . . Hi, Minister,’ he murmurs back. He smells nice, she thinks. Clean.


Weaver opens a door behind her and peeks inside. It’s a small room with a few cardboard boxes stacked in a corner and a wheeled office chair on its side. Without looking behind her, she reaches an arm out, grabs the young man’s lapel and pulls him inside.


‘Want to relax with me for a minute or two?’ Weaver says quietly, placing a box in front of the door and inclining her head at the chair. ‘I get so nervous at these things.’


‘Yeah . . . yeah. Uh, definitely,’ he stutters, dropping his binder of briefing notes he’s been carrying around for her and lunging forward to right the chair. She walks towards him and, with tantalising slowness, takes hold of his tie and pulls him down as she takes a seat.


‘Okay,’ she murmurs into his ear. ‘Do your best, then.’


He looks confused for a moment, as though debating whether he should say soothing affirmations or encourage deep breaths.


Then Weaver starts running her long nails up his arms and over his chest. She can’t help grinning to herself as she notices him grip the armrests of the chair. It’s a great thing, having these young men around the place. They’re ready and eager for action, and very discreet. Crucially, they’re quick to satisfy and she needs to get back to the studio. The young aide creeps his fingers up beneath Weaver’s skirt and between her legs.


‘Oh, M-M-Mrs Weaver,’ he mumbles through her Spanx, as her sharp nails clamp down on his head and push him down. ‘This is awesome. This . . . I . . . f-f-fuck, I can’t believe this is happening. The party chairman! What a f-f-fantasy . . . ’


Weaver’s torn between asking him not to call her Mrs Weaver – with their age difference it makes her feel like a secondary school teacher with her pupil – while dying to thank him. This is new. They’re normally as quiet as mice, as though anxious not to break the spell, and she’s taken aback by his – Chris’s? – flattery.


He gets to work, his young tongue massaging her eagerly.


‘Fuuuuuck,’ he groans. ‘You’re the fucking boss. You’re the best . . . at all of it. Should be PM . . . ’


She sits up. ‘Really?’


‘The greatest prime minister we’ve never had . . . yet.’


Weaver leans back again, pleasure coursing through her. As his hands dig into her thighs, his mouth too busy to speak any more, she moves her hands to her chest and pinches her nipples through her push-up bra. Within seconds, Weaver shudders with surprise and satisfaction.


‘Ministerrrrrr.’ He sighs, rocking back on his haunches and wiping his mouth.


Weaver pulls out a compact mirror and checks the damage to her make-up. She hopes the face she had on from the lunchtime show she joined as a panellist will still be okay, but the heavy foundation has effectively cracked under the strain of the last few minutes. She’ll just have to get the make-up artist to start again.


‘Well.’ She rises and looks at the young man, who is standing in the corner, shy and subservient again, clutching his binder. ‘That was fun. I’ll, uh, see you around. Maybe wait a minute before you come out.’


Weaver knows she doesn’t need to tell him to keep his mouth shut. He’s too hopeful that it might happen again. And besides, would his little friends even believe him if he told them? He nods and she leaves, her ego restored. She could do with another cigarette, though.









3rd April


CON 28% LAB 40%


NHS WAITING LIST HITS 7 MILLION/


FLOODS IN CHINA


Downing Street


Percy’s daughter, Eva Cross, is at her desk in the chief whip’s office first thing in the morning when her phone vibrates. A message from her boyfriend, Jamie.


All OK for tonight? Looking forward to it x


Eva feels a now familiar stab of guilt. She’s not really looking forward to it at all. Jamie is a nice guy and she knows she should count herself lucky, but she feels suffocated by him these days. Mainly, she just isn’t attracted to him any more. Sex with Jamie no longer excites her. The last few times, she’s only orgasmed when she’s closed her eyes and pictured herself with someone else. She’ll think of some excuse to put him off, but there’s an immediate follow-up.


Thinking of you x


The trouble is, she hardly ever thinks of him now. Her plan this evening is to blow Jamie off, run a bath and fire up her vibrator with some well-chosen videos of alleged stranger-on-stranger action on Pornhub. Ignoring both messages, Eva returns to the Crash website, a Westminster gossip blog, which has another article about her father’s bombastic tour of America – this time a late-night talk-show interview. In the past, this is the exact kind of thing that would have horrified her, but she’s learnt to bump along with her father’s eccentric behaviour and has even started to enjoy it.




Favourite book: The Loin King, of course! You can get it at every reputable bookshop. And a few disreputable ones too.


Strangest thing about America: Hm . . . I think the Girl Scout cookie phenomenon is very odd. In the UK, children are taught not to accept sweets from strangers. Here, the kids wear these cute little strippergram outfits and are the ones to bring the sweets right to your door. Is it just a very elaborate front for the FBI’s paedo tracker team?





‘Well, at least he’s showing some personality,’ Eva’s boss, who is hovering silently behind her, says with a sigh. The chief whip, Nigel Jackson, is ageing horribly. He’s been in post less than a year but the strain of passing legislation through the Commons and keeping Conservative MPs in line is taking its toll. He hasn’t lost a single vote but he has lost a good deal of hair and has the look of someone who was halfway through being embalmed before the undertaker realised he still had a pulse.


Eva nods in agreement. ‘Yes, that’s never been his problem. It seems to have made a lot of people over there quite cross though. The White House had to issue a statement saying there is no specific “FBI paedo tracker team”. Then they had to admit that maybe there should be one . . . ’


‘Honestly, I would kill for a nice row about hunting down nonces. At least we’d be tough on crime! As things stand, we’re fighting a general election this year and most of the country can’t even recognise a photo of the PM. And the ones who can think he’s a knob. Except, of course, the very small percentage known only to the security services, who regularly write to him saying they love him so much that they’d like to kill him, stuff him and keep him as some sort of sex mannequin. And most of those people aren’t eligible to vote . . . ’


The chief flops into a chair.


‘Well, maybe you should have a chat with Dad,’ Eva says, closing the Crash tab and thinking about this morning’s well-timed text from her father.


Perhaps we should invite your boss over for dinner when I get back.


‘He’s an expert in starting completely pointless fights. Look at his last few columns . . . ’


The chief examines his fingernails, lost in thought, while his team of whips file into the room for their morning meeting. It’s true. Percy is the king of manufacturing headlines out of nowhere through his Sentinel column and occasional media appearances. Whole petitions have been launched from his rants about separate recycling bins and bringing the BBC’s ten o’clock news back to 9 p.m. And he’s popular. Amazingly so, when you consider that he had to resign in disgrace.


‘Boss . . . ?’ The deputy chief whip asks hesitantly.


‘Sorry, let’s crack on.’ The chief sits up straight. ‘Okay, who’d like to start?’


Someone raises a hand.


‘Yeah. You may have heard that one of my lot – David Nicholls – went completely bananas on a WhatsApp group last night. Same old after the Coker stuff. Got himself pickled then picked a fight about MPs who he thinks are being promoted over folks like him.’


It’s a common story. The role of chief whip, after winning votes, is to maintain discipline among Tory MPs. This past year has won prizes for scandal: secret taxpayer-funded second homes; secret taxpayer-funded second families; a particularly raucous trip to Brazil for a group of MPs on a trade delegation, complete with photos of bejewelled G-strings and feathered bras – worn by the MPs. Coupled with hesitation from the centre to do any really bold policies, the party’s image is shot and the polls almost laughably bad. The David Coker–Clarissa Courtenay story has been the cherry on top of the nightmare trifle – and it has made MPs turn against Number Ten and the PM. After all, is there anything worse than an ‘unelected prime minister’ who really runs the show?


‘All right, I’ll take him aside and explain that the reason he hasn’t got a job isn’t because anyone else has been given preferential treatment – it’s because he’s shit. And pulls stuff like mouthing off on WhatsApp after he’s had a few drinks. Chippy fucker.’


‘Come on, he’s just shirty because he thinks his seat is gone at the next election.’


‘Well, if he carries on this way, he thinks right.’


‘All right, try this.’ Another whip raises a hand. ‘We’ve got a real problem with this hotmp.com website. Nobody’s getting anything done because they’re constantly logging in to see what their rating is and voting for themselves.’


‘Yeah, I notice you’re doing pretty well on there, mate . . . ’


The meeting continues, whips throwing troublesome names about and discussing the business for the day – the different votes that the government needs to win. Eva notes down the people the chief whip will need to speak to personally or any that the PM should make contact with. It strikes her that lots of those on the list aren’t the usual troublemakers.


It is common that, about a year out from a general election, MPs fall into line and sheepishly do whatever the leader of their party says so that, as a group, they appear coherent and competent when they ask the public to vote for them again. But something different is happening this time round. Accepting each body blow of a poll after the next as fact, and therefore assuming they are going to lose their seats regardless, the Conservative MPs have made the decision to go rogue, reasoning that 1) they can’t rely on the national party and leader to save them, so looking strident and independent locally is their best bet for holding their seats and 2) if they are about to need new jobs, having name recognition will help with bookings for Dancing on Ice or with an executive position at Centrica.


Winning votes in the Commons is one thing, but holding a fractured and unhappy parliamentary party together is quite another. The chief half hoped, at the start of the Coker debacle, that the prime minister’s refusal to demand a resignation would bolster MPs’ support, seeing him being loyal to one of their own. But the moment Clarissa was dragged into it, that hope was doomed. It became about special treatment and influence, and from an aloof, snobby character that few Tory MPs have even met. No wonder the chief is losing hair by the fistful.


Once the meeting is over, Eva accompanies the chief one door along the pavement to Ten Downing Street, where they have been summoned to join the PM’s morning meeting. Normally the chief goes alone so Eva’s invitation surprises and concerns her. Is it so she can be bollocked about her father’s press tour? She reflexively folds her arms at the thought. She’s not his keeper. Eva isn’t invited to Downing Street for official meetings, but she is here a lot under cover of darkness, sneaked up to the flat every couple of weeks to meet secretly with Clarissa Courtenay, the prime minister’s wife.


Since Eric Courtenay took office, Clarissa has taken Eva under her wing. They may even be friends. Eva is cautious, assuming it is just a smart woman keeping tabs on the nerve centre of gossip, the whips’ office. Or perhaps she is trying to stay friendly towards Eva, who knows the full extent of Clarissa’s skulduggery during last summer’s leadership contest, when Clarissa was willing to throw anyone – including Eva herself – under the bus.


The truth is that it took Clarissa a matter of weeks to realise her husband taking high office was not her ticket to the unmarked VIP lounge. In fact, as many have found before her, her unclear status as the PM’s spouse (the UK doesn’t have an official First Lady) seems to repel most interesting people – not helped, of course, by this recent incident with David Coker. Clarissa’s bored, and somehow more and less visible than she’d hoped. As a result, Clarissa sees Eva – talented, ambitious and capable – as a sort of project.


Eva deposits her Apple watch and phone in one of the cubbies near the front door (as she doesn’t hold a Downing Street pass any more, she mustn’t carry electronic communication devices with her around the building – an anti-snooping measure) and jogs down the corridor to catch up with the chief. They join the small chattering group outside the PM’s office, pouring themselves cups of coffee and trading gossip. Jake Albury, the director of the Downing Street policy unit, beckons her over. She sees a lot of Jake these days, as he is dating one of her best friends and housemates, Bobby Cliveden, who works in Parliament.


‘Tell me, would you ever be an MP?’ Jake asks.


‘Bit heavy for eight thirty, isn’t it?’ Eva laughs, struck as usual by how Jake manages to look simultaneously exhausted and handsome, and admires his shabby but beautifully cut suit.


‘Come on, you must have thought about it.’ Another man who Eva hardly recognises inches over to join the conversation.


‘Hello, Nick.’ Eva clinks coffee cups with Nick O’Hara, the holder of a huge job – Director of Communications for the prime minister’s office, as well as the campaign director at CCHQ. He carries the weight of the world on his shoulders, with everyone expecting him to take the fall for what will surely be a disastrous general election result for the Conservatives. Nick, a former journalist, has had to learn about campaigning later on in life, but what he now doesn’t know about fieldwork – knocking on the right doors, staying within election rules, where to allocate money to spend on campaigns across the electoral map – isn’t worth bothering with. He has always been bright and cheerful but he’s aged worse than the chief, looking simultaneously gaunt and bloated and far away from his usually gym-honed, well-coiffed self.
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