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It has become fashionable to be cynical about politicians and this book will hardly do much to help. Still, I would like to dedicate my first novel to the many brilliant Parliamentarians who are far too decent, hardworking and incorruptible to feature in these pages. I hope anyone thinking about standing as an MP – particularly any women – throws their hat into the ring. 









Whip (noun)


1.   a strip of leather or length of cord fastened to a handle, used for flogging or beating a person or for urging on an animal.


2.   a dessert consisting of cream or eggs beaten into a light fluffy mass with fruit, chocolate, or other ingredients.


3.   an official of a political party appointed to maintain parliamentary discipline among its members, especially so as to ensure attendance and voting in debates.


Oxford English Dictionary










Author’s Note



There has been a fair amount of speculation in the run-up to the publication of this book about whether any of my characters are based on real people. I would like to state – emphatically – that this is a novel. The fictional men, women, media outlets and businesses I’ve written about have not been drawn from flesh and blood MPs or journalists etc. In the great universe of political and media misadventure a lot of crazy stuff has happened, far crazier than any fiction I’m capable of dreaming up, but I’d like to reassure the reader that any seeming inspiration from real events or people is inadvertent. Honestly, not everything’s about you.










Prologue



Big Ben strikes 11 p.m. A Wednesday night in the House of Commons. Business for the day has finally finished and the draughty corridors carry only the occasional echo of unsteady footsteps. In the now empty Chamber, Members of Parliament spent the day as their predecessors did before them – perhaps one of the few settings left where this remains the case, if you excuse the modernising measures of TV cameras and microphones. They have debated, they have voted, they have legislated. They have slouched and yelled. Dust, disturbed by the day’s hot air, is settling once again onto the empty green leather benches. The ghosts of Churchill and Lloyd George and Pitt complain about the standards of modern oratory in the press gallery. A nesting mouse peeks out from behind the throne-like Speaker’s Chair.


On the Terrace by the Thames, groups of drinkers and smokers defy the cold in coats and alcohol jackets. Signals are misread or ignored. MPs who struggled to get dates at university now have carbon copies of the girls who rejected them sitting in thigh-grabbing distance, intrigued by their newfound power sitting on the Public Accounts Committee. Patient researchers persuade their drunk, toddler-like employees to stop spatting on Twitter. Cheerful informal audiences watch their friends play at debating. Someone, buoyed by the cheap wine and jovial surroundings, always says a little more than they mean to.


There’s only one topic of conversation. On Saturday, the beleaguered Prime Minister is hosting a summit of her MPs at Chequers, ahead of a last ditch vote on her China Trade Deal. Beneath the remarks of even her most loyal supporters lie layer upon layer of sub-plot, meaning and doubt. Her least loyal MPs, who have long awaited their opportunity to represent the government in a morning media round, are rather more gallows than humour. What drives them all, like feverish Italian spaniels sniffing for truffles, is power. They need to figure out where it lies and how they get it. What each of them knows, regardless of loyalty, is that a PM in crisis provides opportunity for all.


Also on the Terrace, feeling like prefects at a school disco, are government Whips, tired after a busy day of coaxing, pleading or threatening groups of MPs – their ‘flocks’ – to vote on government business. The bread and butter of their work now done, like the only sober people at a party they can make a study of MP behaviour: who has passed out yet again? Who is following that young researcher around like a puppy? Who is struggling to pay their bar bill? Who is unhappy – and loudly so – about the direction the Party is going in? The Whips are the canaries in the coal mine for prime ministers who want to hold on to power. Deafness to the mood music’s change of key can be premiership ending.


While the MPs are the actors, the scenes of Parliamentary theatre are set by its own stage crew. Cleaning, bar and catering staff, IT and maintenance teams, security workers and police officers, clerks and researchers. Beneath the crumbling facade of what the public see – and make no mistake, it is crumbling – they strive away in subterranean kitchens and hidden cupboard-like offices, even in the walls themselves, to make sure the show goes on.


Away from the chatter of the Terrace, the hot steam of the kitchens and the cloudy breath of the police officers guarding the gates, sit extensive corridors containing MPs’ offices, spread across the Parliamentary Estate. By day these are thrumming with activity as phone calls, meetings, emails and diaries are attended to. When the House sits in the evenings and most of their staff have gone home, MPs often congregate in each other’s offices, drinking and discussing ideas between votes, or quietly working through piles of correspondence alone – allegedly. Once voting is complete, the corridors steadily empty out like an estuary and Members head home or to the Terrace or to another bar, leaving an eerie calm.


Tonight, just after 11 p.m. on a Wednesday, one office is still occupied. Dimly lit by a single lozenge-shaped green lamp, a man sits at a large desk with his shoulders hunched forward, palms on the table, deeply absorbed in his exertions. In the few inches between his face and some documents on the leather-bound surface is a woman on her back, her FitFlop sliders braced against the arms of the chair, her skirt pulled up to reveal a convenient hole torn in the gusset of her fleshcoloured M&S tights. As ever, she is WhatsApping: gossip for journalists; instructions for her advisers and officials; congratulations to an MP for a speech in the Chamber she’s pretending she heard. The blue light from the phone screen, held aloft, picks out her frowning face and frizzy hair immediately recognisable in Westminster circles. Natasha Weaver MP, Secretary of State for the Industrial Economy and, in one of her colleague’s words, ‘the perfect example of the modern politician’s failure to fall within the Venn diagram of self-belief and self-awareness’.


‘Do you really have to text right now?’ her companion muffles irritably.


‘Yes, I do,’ Weaver sighs, continuing to tap. ‘Look, I’m pretty short on time so you can just shove it in dry if you want.’


‘Charming.’


The man continues, but pretty half-heartedly. Weaver rolls her eyes and starts squirming around a bit to cheer him up. Encouraged, the man responds by rising up to hold Weaver’s hands behind her head, so she drops her phone and her back arches. She grunts as the underwiring from her bra digs into her bosoms. The man immediately climbs on top of her. After some frantic effort, the lozenge-shaped lamp smashes onto the floor.


They lie there for a while, panting in the city light streaming in through the window. Once he’s recovered, the man gets up to put on his overcoat from the back of the door and turns to help Weaver into hers, but drops it in surprise. She is bending over the desk with her legs apart, her skirt still hiked up over her hips and her palms flat on the surface. Her body is twisted round so that her vaguely manic eyes glitter at him in the gloom.


‘Crikey. You’re insatiable,’ he mutters wearily.


Big Ben dutifully strikes midnight before they finally leave the room, a few minutes apart.


In a darkened window across the road, a silent figure lowers a long-lens camera and carefully stows it in the recesses of a backpack, wondering if Weaver will learn to close her curtains when she’s entertaining.










Part One











30th March



NURSES THREATEN STRIKE ACTION OVER PAY/
CAR BOMB KILLS 15 IN SYRIA


Chequers


The Prime Minister stares at the ceiling above the bed, watching the intricate cornicing become gradually clearer as the sun rises and the day begins. Although, yet again, she has barely slept at all, she finds that listening to the steady intonation of two sets of breath – her husband, Michael, next to her, and their aged chocolate Labrador, Dennis, on the floor at the foot of the bed – is comforting. She must stop grinding her teeth, she thinks.


The clock radio jumps into life. The female newsreader’s cool voice announces the headlines:


‘Good morning – this is the BBC news at 6 a.m., on Saturday 30th March. The Prime Minister, Madeleine Ford, is today hosting a lunch for Conservative MPs at Chequers, her official country residence, ahead of a final vote on her China Trade Deal next week. Party sources say that for Mrs Ford, who has already suffered two losses at the hands of her colleagues over this divisive legislation, this event is a last ditch effort to get their support. In response to a sustained slump in the polls for the Prime Minister, there are rumours of several letters being sent by Tory MPs to the Chairman of the 1922 Committee, Sir Godfrey Singham, expressing their loss of confidence in her leadership. The letters are sent in secret, but should Sir Godfrey receive fifty or more – the threshold of fifteen per cent of the Parliamentary Party – Mrs Ford faces a vote of confidence and a threat to her leadership . . . ’


The sheets stir and a sleepy voice mumbles, ‘Oh, turn that off, will you? I was having a lovely dream about a dictatorship.’


Dennis thumps his tail on the floor approvingly.


‘ . . . Meanwhile, the Sentinel newspaper reports that the Transport Secretary, Graham Thomas, is coming under pressure to explain how his Easter trip to the Caribbean was paid for and how he spent his time in the region. The leader of the Labour Party has written to the Cabinet Secretary, calling for a full and transparent account from Mr Thomas, who insists the trip was for official government business followed by a private family holiday. However, photos have emerged overnight of Mr Thomas in a corporate box at the England cricket friendly, with Caspar Dubois, the French rail manufacturing tycoon, whose company was announced as the winner of the East London rail link contract three days ago . . . ’


‘Urgh, photos . . . ’ the PM groans, hitting the button on top of the radio. She takes a deep breath and cranks herself out of bed. ‘Shall I ask for a cup of tea to be sent up? I think I’ll go for a quick swim. Just to clear my head for later.’


‘Ooh, yes please.’ Michael pulls himself up against the pillows and fires up Wordle. ‘Will you let Den out with you?’


The PM picks up her swimming things, being careful not to disturb the outfit laid out for later, and moves to the door where Dennis waits patiently. They head downstairs, the early morning light hitting the antique carpets and priceless oil paintings that generations of British Prime Ministers have enjoyed at Chequers, the ancient grace and favour home reserved for their use for as long as they serve in Downing Street.


Chequers is a sanctuary, the most exclusive country house hotel imaginable maintained by Royal Navy and RAF staff. The housekeeper, Sally, is insistent that the team give the PM and her husband privacy. They could cartwheel down the corridors if they wanted to and nobody would know – or say anything, anyway. The cook makes hearty, homely meals that can be enjoyed at leisure. The study, where the PM works with Dennis dozing at her feet, is quiet and cosy. Even the Duty Clerks, who accompany her everywhere, closet themselves away in a small section of the house. Mobile phone signal at Chequers is poor and gives a perfect excuse to put off answering the constant texts until Sunday night. Here, not least in the stunning gardens, there is some space.


Only some space, of course. If the Fords venture out into the grounds they are carefully guarded by armed police officers, unseen and unheard but nonetheless quietly communicating over radios and roaming the telescopic sights of their rifles over the countryside. The Duty Clerks, smiling and polite as they hand over and collect papers from the iconic red box, are primed at any moment for the worst to happen: ready to patch the PM in on a secure line in the event of a major incident; ready to hand over her pristine black suit – which travels everywhere with her – to make an immediate statement in the event of the death of a member of the Royal Family; ready to alert the PM’s Principal Private Secretary, the Cabinet Secretary and the Deputy Prime Minister in the event of her own incapacity or death.


The PM steps onto the terrace and listens for a moment to the birds singing. From the field of the neighbouring farm, lambs bleat tunelessly. She breathes in the fresh air, watching Dennis lollop off towards the flower beds, his crumbling hips struggling down the steps, and checks the bottom gate is shut – his eyesight is deteriorating and she worries he could wander off – before heading to the swimming pool.


The indoor pool at Chequers, a gift from the Nixon administration in the early seventies, sits alongside the terrace in a glass orangery. Although it raised eyebrows at the time – the Trust agonised over how to protect the integrity of a listed building and avoid snubbing such a generous gift from an American President – the pool, carefully incorporated into the old redbrick walled garden, with its sage-green painted timbers and shimmering glass ceiling, has become a favourite spot for Prime Ministers and their families.


After changing into her costume, the PM slips into the lapping water and begins to rhythmically breaststroke in strong, precise movements. As always happens when swimming – maybe it is just the sensation of being suspended in water – she feels the tension in her shoulders ebb away. Completing her regulation thirty lengths, she reaches the end of the pool and floats with her back to the wall, grasping the edges, feeling like a carved figure at the prow of an old ship.


She wants people to listen to her today, not whisper about the tell-tale signs of her cracking under the strain they are putting on her. It is something she feels particularly subject to as a female Prime Minister – what she is wearing and how she’s styled her hair. It constantly amazes her that being described as looking tired or careworn means something quite different when it refers to her rather than her male predecessors. It means weakness and a kind of undesirableness. As a result, she has swum carefully to keep her hair dry, her neck stiff.


On the other hand, if the PM wears anything at all characterful then she’s ‘OTT’. The idea of wasting time thinking of how to dress to please these people irritates her. Bollocks. She suddenly squats down in the water, pushes her feet against the wall and jettisons herself forward, torpedo-like, feeling the cool bubbling jet-stream rinse over her face. The next best thing to skinny dipping. As she bobs back up, her hair slick over her head, she feels a degree of calm and control come over her once again. Aside from these small bursts of rage, she’s lived with the white-noise feeling of dread for so long that she almost doesn’t notice it any more.


Tipperton


In the foyer of Tipperton Community Hall, Bobby Cliveden sits patiently on a plastic seat, her hands folded over the neat file of notes on her lap. With her slight frame and freckled, round face she is often mistaken for much younger than her twenty-four years and generally treated as such. It used to annoy her, but as she’s become more worldly she has often found it useful for people to assume she is naive. Bobby pulls her phone out and checks the time: 9.15. Weeks of chasing down Simon Daly MP – she’d eventually gatecrashed an interview he was doing with the local paper and shamed him into agreeing to a meeting – and he doesn’t even have the courtesy to be on time. Hovering somewhere between irritation with him and embarrassment for herself, she fires off a message to a WhatsApp group with her two closest friends from university, Jess and Eva:


He’s 15 minutes late! Do you think this is a massive waste of time?


Jess replies immediately:


Are you joking? You know the plan – start reasonably, then if necessary chuck in that you’re talking to a journalist about a campaign (he doesn’t need to know it’s just little old me from a regional paper – and the wrong region!).


Eva chimes in:


And don’t be afraid to turn on the water works. Men like him fall apart in front of a crying woman. Trust me, I know! Let him underestimate you . . .


Bobby doesn’t think that would be hard. She puts her phone away and peers at the tatty posters advertising local book clubs, mother and baby groups and the Brownies on the foyer walls. Frowning slightly, she stands up and smooths over one of the posters of a plain building set in a few acres of leafy, tree-filled grounds, repinning it neatly so that Stop the closure of Tipperton NHS Mental Health Unit is clearly visible to passers-by.


Bobby stares at the poster and wonders how many she has personally handed out. The mental health unit in Tipperton has been a linchpin of her family’s life for the last decade. She was about eleven years old when it became clear that her father was struggling with his mental health and became an in-patient. Stephen had joined the police force as soon as he’d left school and, once he’d married Bobby’s mother, had settled into a job in the county road traffic unit. He’d often joked about how being a traffic cop felt a bit like being a goalie in football: you’re either bored, sitting about with your speed gun, or stressed out of your senses dealing with an accident.


This theory was pushed to the brink when he attended the scene of a particularly bad accident, the car in question having veered off the road at high speed, crashed and gone up in a ball of flames. He was surveying the scene when he saw the paramedics pull the bloodied and blackened body of the driver out of the vehicle. He immediately recognised his own brother. Initially Stephen had been almost silent on the subject, angrily shouting, ‘Stop pestering me, Liz. What’s there to say about scraping your brother’s brains off his steering wheel?’ when Bobby’s mother pressed him. Then the regular nightmares began, with Stephen desperately trying to claw his way out of a burning car wreck, and were followed by whole days when he couldn’t get out of bed, exhausted after being too afraid to fall asleep the previous night. His colleagues became worried, as did his friends and family. He would disappear for hours at a time, with Elizabeth fearing the worst. He was put on sick leave from work, then eventually took early retirement.


Finally, when Bobby was doing her GCSEs, Stephen was persuaded to spend some time in the Tipperton Mental Health Unit after going missing for three days – Bobby’s mother had to threaten to have him sectioned under the Mental Health Act. She and Bobby found that terms like CBT, psychosis, PTSD and depression slipped quickly and easily into their casual dinner conversation. After a few late-night panicked phone calls from her mother in Freshers’ Week, Bobby had taken up a routine of coming home each weekend for the three years of university. After graduating, despite the promise of a job offer in London, Bobby had chosen to stay in Tipperton until the situation stabilised. Happily, Stephen is now in a routine of therapy and medication.


Bobby’s lifeline has been her friendship with Jess and Eva, who she met at Cambridge, and who, though far away, give her constant support and light relief. With Bobby’s weekend absences, Jess’s dedication to the student newspaper and Eva’s infatuation with the Union, they agree they’re unlikely friends. But with the same college, same course and same tutorial group they were pretty much thrown together. They’re very different people – Jess tenacious and tough; Eva charming and witty; Bobby sensitive and empathetic – but for whatever reason, their friendship works, their shared sense of humour, fierce loyalty to each other and a burning ambition doing the rest.


Jess and Eva’s progress – Jess as a journalist in Scotland, Eva as a junior government adviser in London – is a constant source of discussion between Bobby and her mother, and the time had felt right for Bobby to fly the nest too. But the mental health unit, which has become a critical part of the Clivedens’ lives, and the lives of dozens of local families who depend on it, is due to be closed. If this happens, Elizabeth will have to give up her job to drive Stephen to the next closest facility – over eighty miles away – or reckon with the prospect of simply leaving him there for weeks at a time. Practicalities aside, Stephen generally only takes steps forward these days, but this change in routine and existence could upset the delicate Cliveden family ecosystem.


Bobby is staying put and has taken on the task of starting the campaign to save the unit. For weeks, she has run petitions in the local community, spoken to clinicians and the families of patients and even headed small fundraising efforts. It’s only recently that she read that campaigning the government through MPs and departments – and the media, of course – is a far more direct route. With time running out, Bobby is in a hurry to pin down her local MP and get him on the case to advocate for the community.


The MP in question, Simon Daly, is driving down the high street to their meeting. Tipperton’s an all right sort of place, he reasons, but nothing like Surrey, where he was brought up. Okay, there’s lovely walking in the National Park and the pies are delicious and a pint is very fairly priced. It’s quite pretty when it isn’t raining. But there’s also the many pound shops and morris dancers and the estates of identical new builds on the edge of town. Regardless of all that, the good and wise people of Tipperton elected him as their MP – a pleasantly safe seat in this part of the world – and so anything they think is good, Daly thinks is good. Even football.


He pulls into the car park of Tipperton Community Hall, turns off the engine, and sits for a second, examining his handsome face in the rear-view mirror. The marathon training in aid of the local hospice is really paying off. He had been getting quite bloated from late-night glasses of House of Commons plonk on the Terrace, and clocking up his miles of jogging has the added benefit of looking like a good egg locally.


As ever, at the top of his mind is cash. Like so many in his position, he finds the life of an MP to be a pricey one. There are the obvious things like rent and travel, which he and his colleagues are careful to expense, but there are all kinds of hidden costs like raffle tickets and coffee mornings and donating to sponsored walks and knit-a-thons. He seems to be constantly getting money out of ATMs to give to somebody to bathe in baked beans. And he can’t even complain about it! To the average person, an £80,000 salary, plus expenses, is extortionate. MPs crying about struggling to balance their Berry Bros account would hardly expect an outpouring of sympathy from the public. Still, there is no denying that compared to his time as a solicitor at a top London law firm, the pay is measly. He’d given it all up to give something back by becoming an MP – he didn’t realise it meant giving the shirt from his back.


Daly exhales heavily and drums his fingers on the leather steering wheel of the Audi, thinking of the cheery air he now needs to put on all morning. He hates this kind of stuff, even if he knows he is good at it. So much of his life in his constituency is spent fobbing off people or stamping on inconvenient problems – local maternity wing closure, ugly solar panel planning applications, petty disputes of one kind or another. The list is endless and he is constantly hit with the uncomfortable reality that his need to be liked by everybody can’t be matched by the amount of money or time to go round.


This bothersome issue with Ms Cliveden is nothing new. He cringes in his seat, thinking once again about how it makes him look to have a mental health unit close in his patch, but the harsh reality is that he doesn’t really want to kick up a stink. He really wants a new A-road – it was the cornerstone of his selection to become the Parliamentary candidate – and it’s really much cleaner to focus his energy on one department – and the Treasury, of course. It is also the case, though he will never say this is a factor, that his strongest supporters and biggest donors in the constituency are pretty much all pro-closure in private – some of them vehemently so. His most generous donor, Jeffrey Cuthbert of Cuthberts, a local developer, is the most strident on the subject and has often made the observation that people like to say the NHS is bloated and that small cottage hospitals need closing to merge into proper, state-of-the-art facilities with every feasible therapy and treatment – unless it’s their own. Regardless, the local paper is now sending his office questions about this on a daily basis, and there is a growing local social media campaign. Time to take care of it.


Leaving the leather-clad sanctuary of the car, Daly steps into the hall through a side entrance and finds Moira, his trusty constituency office manager, making tea in a small kitchen. Six years ago he’d inherited Moira from his predecessor. Now in her early sixties, she has worked for the Tipperton Conservative Association for nearly twenty-five years and makes Daly’s government role of Parliamentary Under Secretary (a junior minister, known as a PUS) in the Foreign Office possible by running the part of his job that he’s actually been elected to do, while he travels the world. Mrs Muscle, he calls her privately. Does the jobs you hate.


‘Moizy, darling, you look sensaish. The new diet is really working.’ Moira rolls her lilac-shadowed eyes and gives an irritable shake of her head, which makes the mass of yellow hair on top of it wobble. ‘Has that Roberta Cliveden woman arrived yet?’ he asks, leaning against the counter and selecting a biscuit from a tin.


‘She’s been waiting in the foyer for nearly twenty minutes,’ Moira says tersely, filling a milk jug. ‘I need you to get it over with quickly because we have to talk about staffing before all your other meetings. We’re absolutely racing through people down in Parliament. They’re either incompetent airheads or they just . . . leave.’


Daly hates the judgemental tone she uses, the old trout. She can’t have it both ways – she voted for the smooth, young Simon Daly as the Conservative candidate along with the rest of the Association. He’d promised they’d get an eventual Cabinet minister. He didn’t promise to be Tipperton’s answer to Mother Teresa.


Like many of his fellow MPs, Daly lives a strange, double life. Within the boundaries of the constituency of Tipperton, he is the dutiful husband, son-in-law and local representative. When Parliament is sitting during the week, Daly stays in London and travels abroad frequently as part of his Foreign Office job. As a result, bar a few weekends and patches of the long Parliamentary recesses, Daly lives as a freewheeling bachelor, with every conceivable perk. There have been girls. There’s no point in denying it. But he’s not an idiot – all consensual and cheerful and completely hidden from his wife, Susie. Besides, he’s such a small potato as a PUS that there’s no real scrutiny of his behaviour. Yet.


Daly gives Moira’s thick body a glance. Nag, nag, nag. He is sick of her being on his case. He is the MP: he has the star quality, the knack of charming everybody, the ability to get away with things that a wrinkled old spud like Moira can’t. On life’s silver screen, he is the lead actor – Moira is just in a supporting role. Maybe even an extra.


‘So anyway,’ Moira continues, ‘I’ve lined up some candidates and I want you to read their applications and decide who you want to speak to before this lunch—’


‘Aha, yes!’ interrupts Daly, delighted to have a new topic of discussion. ‘With the Prime Minister. Ever been to Chequers?’ When she doesn’t answer, Daly shrugs and pulls out his phone. ‘Whatever, yes . . . ’ he sighs, ‘great.’


He moodily crams a second biscuit into his mouth as he scrolls through his messages and smirks at a new video on his ‘Legislative Lads’ WhatsApp group of a porn star popping a champagne cork out of her vagina:


See you at Chequers. Here’s to a corking party.


‘I’m serious.’ Moira turns to face him, hands on hips. ‘Since Annie resigned,’ she raises an eyebrow, ‘the Parliamentary team is completely snowed under. Do you know there is a backlog of fourteen hundred emails? I had Lucy on the phone yesterday at her wits’ end. She is seriously worried someone is going to speak to the Ombudsman or something.’ Moira looks directly into Daly’s bored face. ‘Simon, this Graham Thomas stuff has really spooked everybody. There is an important lesson here in having a well-run office. The silly old bugger has had so many warnings from the Parliamentary Standards people – things like these returns do actually matter. All he had to do was tell his team what he’d been up to so they could write it up. It hardly gets noticed if done properly.’


‘Yes, yes . . . Damn shame Annie left us so abruptly . . . ’ muses Daly, thinking of Annie’s lithe figure. Moira stares at him, baffled that that is his key takeaway from what she’s just said. ‘Still,’ he says airily, brushing the crumbs off his fingers and putting his phone away, ‘we must struggle on without her. I will return shortly to fulfil all your wishes, Moiz.’ He winks from the door. Moira, not for the first time, gives his retreating back the middle finger.


Bobby is skimming her notes when she hears a door open.


‘Ah, you must be Miss Cliveden,’ says Daly, striding over and flashing a winning smile. Bobby stands and offers her hand, taking in his sleek hair and tanned face.


‘Nice to meet you, Mr Daly. I’m Roberta. But I prefer Bobby. Anyway, thank you for your time.’


‘Please,’ Daly gestures to a desk and chairs at the far end of the hall. As they walk he looks at her sideways. She looks barely out of school, he thinks with a smirk. I can’t believe I was worried about this campaign.


‘So before we get started, tell me a little about yourself,’ he twinkles, pulling a chair out for her to sit down.


‘Well, I grew up here,’ Bobby picks up the cup of steaming tea that Moira has placed in front of her, ‘and then since graduating from university—’


‘University! Good for you,’ Daly chips in, ‘somewhere local?’ Daly himself went to Oxford, where he studied PPE. An essential stage of the assembly line for future Prime Ministers. He casts an eye over Bobby. Hull, most likely.


Eva’s text flashes before Bobby’s eyes: Let him underestimate you.


Bobby pauses for a moment then continues. ‘Since graduating from university I’ve been temping at some local businesses, tutoring and helping my mother care for my father, who is a sometime resident of the Tipperton Mental Health Unit, and – as you know – I’m campaigning to keep the unit open.’


Daly nods seriously but says nothing.


‘Anyway,’ says Bobby, ‘we need your help and seeing as my letters and calls have gone unanswered I’ve come to see you in person.’


‘And, uh . . . tell me more about your campaign.’ Daly leans back in his chair and puts his hands behind his head. She really is cute. All thoughts of Annie have now gone.


‘Well, Mr Daly—’


He waves the formality away. ‘Please, call me Simon.’


‘Well, Simon,’ Bobby says evenly, taking a deep breath, ‘as you’re aware, the unit caters for people with all kinds of mental health needs. My father, for example, has been in and out of there for nearly a decade. He was a police officer and has PTSD and depression. Some of his fellow patients have addiction issues, childhood trauma, schizophrenia . . . It’s a complicated picture. Some patients need to stay in a ward for a while, many are day patients and live locally like my dad and some just come in as and when. It isn’t exactly a secret that there simply aren’t enough beds to go round nationally, so the resource here is precious.’ Bobby opens her folder. ‘I’m sure you’re aware that the unit was built through a PFI contract twenty-five years ago, and it’s coming to an end next year. The NHS Trust has concluded that it can’t continue to keep it running. The nearest facility after ours is an eighty-mile drive away, which is hardly feasible for local families.’ Bobby sits back in her chair and shrugs her shoulders. ‘I keep trying and failing to find ways to keep it open and time is running out. The contract collapses imminently. So I’ve come to you.’


Christ, this is tricky, thinks Daly. He is tempted to ask why the NHS Trust doesn’t think carrying on the unit is viable, but already knows it is from repaying the massive debt owed to the PFI contract consortium who built (or in this case converted a listed building) and maintained it. He knows those things are a bad business and honestly doesn’t have a clue what to suggest.


‘And how can I help you?’ asks Daly, his eyes idly roving over the neatly typed papers on the table. ‘Did you know my wife was studying to become a therapist when I met her? It is an issue very close to both of our hearts.’ Doesn’t hurt to look a bit clued in.


‘I didn’t know that, but I’m so glad you’re keen to take an interest.’ Bobby smiles at him. ‘Truthfully, I’m not sure where to begin. I’m new to campaigning. And policy. But I suppose it would help if you lobbied the Secretary of State for Health – plus perhaps the Chancellor and Prime Minister – to help. Maybe ask them to ring-fence money for these units across the country. I doubt we are the only place facing this problem.’ Bobby speaks faster, her enthusiasm blowing away her nerves. ‘Perhaps they could make these buildings protected spaces. Or we could persuade someone to buy the building off the NHS and the government could create a tax break for property owners who lease assets to these kinds of facilities at a reduced rate? I’m sure as a government minister with such an interest in this your help would—’


‘Now, Bobby,’ Daly interjects. ‘This campaign of yours is extremely impressive and I’ve followed it with interest.’ He pauses, scratching his chin as he thinks about what to say next. ‘You should be very proud of yourself. I’ve already spoken to the Secretary of State for Health who insists it is a local decision—’


‘But you’re the local MP.’ Bobby tries to keep a tinge of irritation out of her voice. ‘Surely this matters to you?’


‘Of course it matters!’ choruses Daly, looking hurt that she could so badly misunderstand him. ‘It matters to me greatly. But if the NHS won’t change its mind and there’s no more money to fund the unit, then we’re talking about a likely change in the law here. The government has a limited budget and an extremely full legislative agenda . . . ’ he trails off. ‘I can of course write to everyone I can but,’ he smiles sadly, ‘I can’t really do anything more than that.’


‘Well . . . ’ Bobby can feel her frustration threatening to bubble over. She has been trying to track this guy down for months. He could have told her this ages ago and now the clock is running down. ‘Well, I don’t quite know what to do now.’


‘Like I say, you’ve run a fantastic campaign,’ Daly claps his hands together and rises from the desk, ‘something to be really proud—’


‘Could I ask you for some advice, Simon?’ Bobby asks abruptly, the plan she’d made earlier with Jess and Eva leaping into her mind. Daly raises his eyebrows. ‘I was contacted by a journalist yesterday, who is extremely interested in what we’re doing.’ Bobby sees Daly’s eyes widen. Bingo. ‘They seemed to think it is a bit of a human interest story for them. All very emotive. They think it might be worth doing something nationally.’ She gestures at the documents on the desk.


I bet they do, thinks Daly.


‘Anyway, I’d sort of agreed that they can come up here and talk to us about it.’ Daly’s sense of unease grows. ‘And . . . ’ Bobby glances at him sideways, forcing a small wobble into her voice. ‘And now I feel like I’ve led them down the garden path . . . ’ She sniffs loudly. ‘All I’ll be able to tell them is the unit is going to close and I’ve let my dad down.’ She slams her small fist on the table and is surprised to notice real tears come to her eyes. She lets them pour out. ‘I’ve wasted all this time since Cambridge for no reason!’


Daly thinks for a moment. He is so absorbed that he almost fails to register the word ‘Cambridge’. Hull, indeed. Maybe he should attend the Parliamentary unconscious bias training after all. Anyway, one story is hardly going to scupper him. Everyone has to sit through a sticky news cycle from time to time. He can ride this out.


‘Don’t worry, it’s just one journalist,’ he says, mainly to himself.


‘Well, that’s the thing,’ Bobby sniffs, seeing exactly where Daly is going, ‘they’re talking about a whole campaign around it. They’ve got behind hospital closures before and,’ she searches her mind for something plausible, and lets out another sob, ‘they’re doing a big push on mental health this year.’


Daly immediately jumps up and steps around the desk, pulling a handkerchief out of his pocket. He kneels down and hands it to her, thinking fast. Problems, problems.


‘Don’t worry, Bobby,’ he says kindly, patting her on the shoulder. ‘I’ll help you.’


‘But,’ she sobs, ‘if the campaign isn’t going anywhere, this journalist will think they’ve been called up here for no reason . . . ’


Oh, they’ll have a reason, Daly says to himself. A government minister, who has made mental health treatment for victims of conflict abroad a core part of his brief – and which he speaks so feelingly about at the despatch box – simply nodding through the closure of a centre that caters for the most vulnerable right here in his constituency without a fight . . . the story writes itself.


‘Now, Bobby.’ Daly wills himself into action, his eyes roaming around the room, grasping for an idea. ‘Now . . . ’ He hears a cupboard door close in the kitchen and thinks of Moira working away in there and a thought strikes him.


‘Bobby,’ he clears his throat and holds her by both shoulders, ‘I’ve got a plan.’


Bobby looks at him in full Bambi mode, her watery eyes hopeful.


‘What we’re going to do is this. You’re going to come and work for me in Westminster. Move down to London and, uh, really take this campaign to where it matters.’ He clears his throat loudly while his mind continues to race ahead, troubleshooting as he speaks. ‘We can tell this journalist that we’re going to fix this local issue and take it national’ – so in the meantime they can politely shut their pie hole while we work it all out, Daly thinks – ‘and change the law!’


There is a stunned silence. This is the last thing Bobby had expected to happen. She just thought she could push Daly into writing some letters and do some mild cage-rattling. She’s always had a pretty dim view of politicians and it has certainly never occurred to her to work for an MP. Not least a Conservative MP. And definitely not this Conservative MP. But this seems like the only way to save the unit. She can keep her eye on this slippery character and come home as much as she did at university . . . and her mother does keep saying that she wants her to use her degree properly . . . But does she really want to work for an MP? Well, a small ambitious voice niggles at her, Daly is definitely one to watch. Who knows where this could lead?


‘Th-thank you,’ she stutters, ‘thank you so much. I . . . I . . . I’d love to.’ Bobby begins laughing, wiping her eyes.


Daly’s face floods with relief and his bounce instantly returns. You son of a gun, you’ve done it again.


‘Of course.’ He pats her shoulder and moves back around the table. ‘Moira!’


Moira pokes her head round the door.


‘Moira, the brilliant Bobby has agreed to come and join my Parliamentary office – could you call Lucy and let her know?’ Daly grins broadly. ‘Moira is a total hero and makes everything at this end tick. Lucy is the Parliamentary office manager, in London. There are some forms and things I’ll expect you have to do but Moira and Lucy will help you with all that.’


Moira smiles tightly, casting her eye over Bobby’s athletic frame, taking in her glossy brown hair and slim legs.


‘Well, that is good news, Simon. You are a dark horse, I must say: I wasn’t even aware this was a job interview . . . What would you like me to say to the other seven people we’d shortlisted? And I’d love to see Bobby’s CV and references. She must be an impressive candidate to have been taken on so fast!’


Daly’s grin stiffens. ‘Well, Moira, I know talent when I see it: you’re my Tipperton office manager after all, so clearly I only work with the crème de la crème of administrative staff.’ Moira doesn’t smile. ‘Bobby recently graduated from Cambridge – more sciences than classics – but hardly the airhead, don’t you think?’ Daly gabbles. ‘And, as you say, we really need a sharp mind and attention to detail . . . Cancel the others, there’s a love.’


Daly turns his back on Moira’s hard look.


‘Oh, Bobby, you must also speak to Moira about standing as a Parliamentary candidate. Moira’s done it loads of times, haven’t you, Moizy? Stood in some absolutely dreadful places. Keeps trying, though.’ Moira stares at her feet. ‘Still, we’ve all got to have something that gets us out of bed in the morning.’ Daly winks at Bobby, who ignores him. ‘So . . . how soon can you start?’


Twenty minutes later, the conversation finally sinking in, Bobby marches purposefully down the high street, returning waves. She knows each shop and café. The leisure centre, the library, the bowling alley. The schools and churches. Everything is gleaming in the morning sunshine. Bobby can’t believe that the plan has worked! She can’t wait to get home and tell her mother what has happened – and that she’s moving to London. Her heart is full. Well, nearly full. It was going to be a wrench to leave her parents, but this is her best shot at securing the unit permanently.


She thinks about Moira, who does not seem pleased with Bobby’s appointment. Bobby wonders if Moira had seen through her tearful act. They had a brief introductory chat while Bobby filled in a form and it was clear that Moira has a low tolerance for fools. She will be checking Bobby’s work and expecting the highest standards – and Bobby is not to take any decisions relating to the constituency without checking with Moira first. It was like meeting the Mother Superior. The only time she had softened was when Bobby explained her connection to the unit. But it had only been momentary – Moira had sighed heavily and carried on passing Bobby forms.


Back in the community hall bathroom, Daly sits in a cubicle and wonders to himself why exactly he just created this new rod for his back. Does he really need another Annie-type situation? And how on earth is he going to save this unit? He hasn’t a clue where to start. Still, he’s got form in navigating his way through messes. Something will turn up.


Glasgow


At 10 a.m., some three hundred miles away, Jess Adler sends Bobby a congratulatory WhatsApp and marches up to a doorstep in a Glasgow suburb. She pauses to straighten her coat and smooth her hair before knocking, holding her press accreditation in one hand and her phone, set to a voice recorder app, in the other. This is easily one of the most testing parts of her job as a crime and justice correspondent at the Glasgow Tribune. Sifting through death notices to find one of interest (which in this case means ‘young’ – the woman who has died was still at college), then interrupting a family’s grief to try and learn more about the loved one they’ve lost. At least with cold-calling from a phone bank, you don’t risk getting punched.


Jess has been at the Tribune for the three years since she left university and is keenly aware that some of her Cambridge peers wonder – with a smirk, she suspects – why she hadn’t landed a job on a serious London-based broadsheet straight after graduating. She had been one to watch in her year, after all: editor of the university newspaper, a gymnastics blue, a first in History. And yet here she is at the Glasgow Tribune rather than The Times. It is a choice she’s made, but her competitive side prickles at the thought that the public schoolboys she’d bossed about at Varsity have landed coveted roles at top London papers, via a conveyor belt of unpaid summer internships that Jess couldn’t possibly have afforded to do – or had the address book for. She notices that this gang have quickly embraced the so-called Westminster Bubble, feverishly watching their Twitter follower numbers go up as they share their self-important analysis of ‘what the public are thinking’ from the latest snap poll.


Jess tries not to lose herself in these sorts of sour reflections. She has chosen journalism, and she has chosen to do it from the bottom up. Patient, tough and a firm believer in graft – one of the few things she has in common with her parents – she likes what she does. Far from reporting the gossipy stories swirling around SW1, she is seeing for herself the drivers of devastating poverty, drug use and violent crime. Her doughty editor has let her run a series recently on women who have been in abusive relationships and their journeys through ‘the system’. Seeing them go into court, watching them lose their nerve and refuse to give evidence against the smirking, pseudo-contrite Mickey sitting in the dock. Listening to meetings between them and their social workers as they discuss the removal of their children. She is learning how ‘the system’ – the police, the social services, the courts – can let people down again and again because of anything from chronic underfunding to institutional rot.


Jess documents all of it in the hope of a longer-term project. It feels like a vital story, and she is an important witness to it. She wouldn’t want to be doing anything else. She remembers the excitement she’d felt at getting to interview a Cabinet minister at university. A load of waffle. Nothing could feel less important now.


The youngest of seven children, she has always been determined to make her mark on parents who are understandably distracted by her six other siblings and the grinding work of a sheep farm in the Borders. Jess was the only Adler child to get into Cambridge, the only one to go into journalism and, now, the only single one. She loves her parents and her siblings but has developed a revulsion for conformity. Her oldest brother once mockingly referred to Jess as a libertine, after she returned home from a teen holiday with experimental hair dye, a belly button piercing and a couple of small tattoos. Jess has found herself embracing that persona, instinctively pushing against her family’s roster of early, long-term relationships based on Strictly Come Dancing Saturday evenings and cosy Sunday roast lunches. Jess wonders whether this is what drew her to Eva (something of the exotic, rock ’n’ roll about her adolescence compared to Jess’s summers of pony club and young farmers) and Bobby (the perfect, ready-made younger sibling Jess never had, ready to absorb worldly advice like a sponge).


Jess’s thoughts are interrupted by the sound of steps moving towards the front door. She prepares her best, most sympathetic smile. I’m so sorry to disturb you at this time, and on a Saturday . . .


A man in a loud check suit answers. It is Geordie Adams, a rival from the Herald. Jess’s smile falters.


‘Piss off, mate. I’ve beaten you to it.’ Geordie sticks out his tongue. ‘Drinks on you later.’ The door is slammed in Jess’s face. ‘Just some bloody gawpers. Have sent them packing. Now . . . do go on . . . ’ Geordie’s voice trails off down the hallway.


Bollocks.


This happens sometimes, but her editor, Magnus Campbell, will still be furious. Jess walks slowly back down the path, racking her brains for a different angle that Geordie might miss to pacify Magnus. She’s certainly lost the family story now. She pauses on the street for a moment, jingling her car keys and thinking of Geordie’s leering face at the door.


Suddenly an idea comes to her and she strides over to her car, typing into Google on her phone as she walks.


Ninety minutes later, Jess leaves the salon where the young woman had been a trainee and dashes to a café to type up her words. As she had suspected, no other journalist had thought to go and interview the young woman’s friends. Through her careful and sensitive questioning, Jess gains the group’s trust and has emerged with a vivid picture of their dark party culture – plus a sense that the young woman’s family might not know the full story.


Jess is just hitting send when her phone rings. It’s Magnus.


‘Hello, boss. Tell everyone to keep their pants on, I’ve just sent it through,’ Jess says cheerfully. ‘I suppose you’ve heard Geordie got to the family. I’ve just been to the salon—’


‘I don’t care. I need you to come back to the office,’ Magnus cuts in brusquely.


‘Um, right. Okay.’ Jess fumbles getting her key into the ignition. ‘I’ll head back now. Fifteen minutes.’


The line goes dead. Jess tells herself there is nothing to be worried about. True, she is coming to the end of a two year contract and is waiting to hear if it will be renewed. True, Magnus had hardly sounded friendly on the phone, but when did he? He has a disconcerting habit of just hanging up when he’s finished speaking. He has a knack for making you feel uneasy: it is hard to know where you stand, when he is so unpleasant half the time and jovial and kind the other half. He certainly hadn’t sounded jovial just now. Jess feels a knot of anxiety travel up from her stomach into her chest as she follows the road along the Clyde to the Tribune offices.


After parking, she dashes to the bathroom in the foyer to touch up her makeup with slightly shaky fingers. She looks into the mirror at her angular face, her pale skin set off by her dyed black hair, and meets her own gaze as she used to do countless times before gymnastics competitions. It always steadies her, and as she exhales a deep breath she lifts her chin in a defiant attitude. She’s got the Tribune some brilliant stories, her copy hardly needs a scrap of editing and, she knows, her ability to judge the right moment to tease Magnus has made her one of his favourite reporters. Everything’s fine. She straightens her collar and sweeps towards the lifts.


She reaches Magnus’s office and knocks on the door.


‘Come in,’ he barks.


Jess walks into the room with her arms folded. When Magnus doesn’t look up from what he’s reading she reaches behind her and pushes the door closed with a loud snap. ‘You wanted to see me.’


‘Yes,’ he grunts, digging around in his breast pocket and pulling out an e-cigarette. He leans his considerable weight back in his chair and surveys Jess sullenly through his dense eyebrows. Magnus has a thick, wild head of grey hair and a matching wolfish beard, streaked with yellow. He puffs out a wisp of rhubarb and custard vapour, his chosen way to keep up his nicotine levels between his lunchtime and evening cigars.


‘Your contract has come to an end.’


Jess shifts her hands to her hips, determined to fight. ‘Yes, I know.’


‘We aren’t renewing it.’


She bites the inside of her cheek.


‘Right, well . . . Thank you for the opportunity.’ Jess turns to the door.


‘I haven’t finished.’


Jess stops and closes her eyes for a moment, then faces him again.


‘We haven’t renewed your contract because I’ve recommended you for another role.’


She frowns, confused. ‘Doing what?’


Magnus takes another deep, rattling inhalation on his e-cig that reminds Jess of the caterpillar from Alice in Wonderland, and says to the ceiling, ‘Junior lobby bod for the Sentinel.’


He dips his chin to look at her stunned face.


‘Well, this is a first,’ he smirks. ‘I’ve finally shut you up.’


‘I, uh . . . I don’t know what to say.’


‘Well, don’t say thanks, not yet anyway.’


Jess raises her eyebrows.


‘The situation is this . . . ’ Magnus sits upright, grunting with effort. ‘Ed Cooper is the political editor there, and his position is about as solid as they come.’ Jess steps closer to the desk to listen. ‘StoryCorps execs, who oversee the paper, are determined to have a woman in the junior correspondent role – the way things are now I suppose – but the latest has just left after eleven months, which I’m told is the record time someone has put up with Ed. I got word they’re after someone tough,’ he gestures towards her, taking another puff, ‘to pick up the mantle until the end of the year – maybe beyond. It’s a weird arrangement, but Ed is a weird guy and they want to hold on to him and be,’ he shakes his head irritably, ‘diverse . . . So I thought: two for the price of one. Do someone down there a favour, and give Ed a headache.’ He leans back and smiles at the ceiling again.


Jess opens her mouth to speak, but he cuts in.


‘I should be clear, though.’ Magnus takes yet another drag and lets his breath whistle through his teeth. ‘I know Ed Cooper,’ he growls at the ceiling. ‘He is a total bastard.’


Jess waits to see if he will say anything else, but he just continues to gaze upwards. Magnus has always snidely referred to the Westminster press lobby as ‘Twatter’ – chatter and Twitter – and Jess has firmly taken the same view. So why recommend her to go down there, if he thinks the work his newspaper does is far superior?


‘Well, Magnus,’ she says, ‘thank you for putting me forward for this . . . I like doing what I do here, though . . . the stories I’ve been doing on domestic abuse – I, I think they’re getting a bit of cut-through now. It’s a flattering offer . . . ’ Jess trails off.


Magnus holds up the sheet of paper he’d been reading. It’s the piece she sent through earlier.


‘You’re a good writer and you get me great stuff. The stories you’re doing are powerful. Sad thing is no one reads them. It isn’t like when I started out. We could afford long-term projects like what you’ve been working on . . . Look, just take this in the spirit it’s meant – this is a run at the big time.’


There is an awkward pause, as Magnus pulls himself up from his chair and walks around the desk until he stands in front of her, his blue eyes suddenly fiery.


‘I’m serious about what I said about Ed, though. I know I’m hard on you but I am Miss Honey compared to him. There can be no teasing, no piss-taking, no room for manoeuvre.’ He looks at Jess, hard. ‘He will belittle you in front of other people. He will treat you as his skivvy. He will nick your stories. And there’s nothing you can do about it because there is no such thing as fair play or complaining where you’re going.’ He smacks his fist into his palm with each word. ‘You have to box smart.’


After one final hard look he turns back to his desk. ‘Now, you’d better get packing. You start next Monday.’


Shocked again by his abruptness, Jess stumbles towards the door then stops.


‘Magnus?’


‘Yeah?’ He’s back to studying the ceiling.


‘This Ed Cooper character. Just on . . . handling. What if I got past him to the editor?’


‘Philip? He’s a good guy but I wouldn’t count on him being able to vouch for you. Ed has some clout with the high-ups down there. He’ll make your life a living hell if he thinks you’re undermining him.’


‘Hm,’ Jess thinks for a moment. ‘Is he, uh, married?’


Magnus chuckles throatily. ‘I like where your head’s at.’


‘Well, is he?’


‘He is. But he’s not met you yet, kid.’


‘Understood.’


As the door is about to close he shouts out one last time: ‘Remember, box smart!’


Claybourne Terrace


In Pimlico, Eva Cross stands in front of her bedroom mirror, studying herself carefully. She is wearing a matching set of red lace bra and knickers and holds a long-sleeved navy woollen polo-neck dress against herself. The dress is a gift from her mother from when she started her job, and is easily the most expensive thing she owns. She has promised that she’ll wear it only for special occasions and, seeing as today is her first event at Chequers, it feels this should be its maiden outing.


Eva turns to the side view and rubs her tummy, frowning. She ruefully thinks about the salty reception canapes and warm white wine that have lately become her evening meals in her role as a junior adviser in the Prime Minister’s political office. Because Eva’s room is the only area in Number Ten without any civil servants (her team does strictly party political business for the PM in her role as Leader of the Conservative Party), fellow political appointees known as Special Advisers – SpAds for short – often congregate in there to gossip and gobble up the leftovers from the reception celebrating Chinese New Year or marking International Women’s Day or welcoming the report into the life cycle of the toad in the State Rooms upstairs. No booze today, Eva thinks, need to be on high alert. It’s just so easily done when you’re cornered by someone boring.


A sleepy voice from the bed interrupts her thoughts. ‘Hang on, I’ve not seen those before. When were you going to show them to me?’


Eva draws herself up and looks over her shoulder coquettishly. ‘You’re seeing them now, aren’t you?’


‘Yes, but I wish to really see them . . . explore them,’ the man says, nestling in among the pillows.


‘Well, Jamie, you can look now and touch another time.’ Eva turns sideways so Jamie can see the curve of her breasts and bottom. ‘Anyway, I had to get new stuff. I’ve done a bit of filling out recently so I thought I may as well do some tarting up at the same time.’ She snaps a red bra strap.


There’s a click and an intake of breath and Eva sees reflected in the mirror Jamie’s handsome face watching her through a wisp of cigarette smoke, his arms folded sulkily across his bare, tanned chest.


Eva met Jamie Whitmore at the Henley Regatta a year ago, when he accidentally poured a glass of Pimm’s down her backless dress. She hadn’t been able to resist his arrogant apology (‘Oh dear, I seem to have made you wet. Care to get wetter?’). He is funny and attentive and has the gift of being able to make easy conversation with anybody. Eva is clever and connected and pretty. They both know that they’re two bright young things, and with Jamie’s job in the City sitting squarely away from politics, Eva feels she’s safe to live out her private life in peace. In SW1, nothing shuts down tedious enquiries into what your boyfriend is like more than, ‘Well, he works in finance.’


Eva knows she is an object of fascination in Westminster. Two weeks after she turned thirteen her father, Percy Cross, had become Prime Minister of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland. For exactly two years and 299 days – the same incumbency as the Duke of Wellington, Percy’s idol – Eva had lived in Downing Street, growing up in the public eye and dogged by strange rumours of her father’s affairs. Just shy of her sixteenth birthday, Percy had been forced to resign in disgrace after photos emerged of him having a particularly graphic stretching session with his personal trainer in some bushes in St James’s Park. The fallout had been terrible. The national media had camped outside the school gates and the rental home her mother, Jenny, had moved her to. Eva had endured excruciating bullying and her parents’ marriage had fallen apart.


Now, the Cross surname is synonymous with sex. Percy, rollicking around the after-dinner speaking circuit leaving women, towering debts and empty bottles behind him, is only too happy to mix the private with the public. He makes his living off poorly researched hagiographies of his favourite historical figures and GQ, Playboy and Telegraph columns that depend on his back catalogue of risqué anecdotes to capture the growing mass of readers who so enjoy his witty takes on navigating Pornhub categories as a silver surfer.


Eva has learned from painful experience that people she thought she could trust will talk and the media can turn on a sixpence (glossy features in Tatler one day, embarrassing university stories from so-called friends in The Sun the next). She didn’t even find safety with her mother, who used the chubby, teenage Eva as Exhibit A in her First Lady Vlog, which chronicled a whole series about her developing daughter – a low point being ‘Eva’s first period’. Jenny has since launched a TV career off the back of her split from Percy, pitching fad diets and cleanses and revenge bodies to fellow middle-aged divorcees, and has announced her decision to publish her memoirs, which promise to be toe-curling. So yes, Eva has good reason to keep her private life hidden away.


‘What are you doing today?’ she asks, balancing on an armchair and pulling on a pair of black tights.


Jamie blows a smoke ring. ‘Playing tennis and counting down the minutes until I see you next, I s’pose.’


‘I’ll leave you some keys,’ Eva zips up a high-heeled suede boot, ‘I’ve got Dad’s set. Which reminds me, do you think he’ll care if I invite Bobby and Jess to stay here? Just until they find their feet. It’s his house, but he’s away for a while, so the company would be wonderful.’


‘What about me?’


‘Well, you aren’t a paying guest. And no, sexual favours don’t count,’ Eva smirks.


‘Where is he, anyway?’


‘Gone off to do this professorship or something at a college in California until the end of the summer. The college admissions scandal is nothing compared with the reality that they’re paying Dad actual money to teach.’ She looks thoughtfully at her booted feet. ‘I hope they like Latin.’


‘God help those West Coast freshmen,’ intones Jamie, ‘you’ll have a stepmother who’s younger than you at the rate he’s going.’ He puts on a gruff, irritatingly good impression of Percy’s voice and cups his hands on imaginary breasts, ‘Salve puellae.’ Jamie, who rather likes Percy, is always careful to stay on the upbeat, jolly side when the subject of Eva’s father comes up. His own relationship with his parents being normal, Jamie doesn’t know how else to deal with the occasional outburst Eva has about hers.


Eva stands up.


‘It’s pretty cosmic though, right? Bobby and Jess coming to London at the same time – and for political jobs too!’


Eva hopes Jess and Bobby will come and live with her. She wouldn’t admit it, but she’s lonely and she doesn’t have another way to find housemates. Upon starting at Number Ten, she had been presented with a summary of her online activity, prepared by a mole-like researcher from Conservative Campaign Headquarters (CCHQ), detailing every excruciating teenage musing, fancy dress or bikini picture ready to be found by a nosy journalist or troublesome Labour HQ researcher. Panicked, she had immediately deleted every account she held, which means she has shrunk her world right down. There’s no way she could issue a social media callout for flatmates. Admittedly, she is in touch with everyone she really needs to be, but that is quite a modest circle of family and friends, plus the politicos she mixes with after work at house parties and pubs.


Jamie’s eyes follow Eva as she walks in front of the mirror once again. The navy dress hugs her body but, with the long sleeves, high neck and black tights, only the skin on her hands and face are exposed. She pulls her sandy blonde hair back into a modest bun at the nape of her neck, and adds a pair of small pearl earrings. She looks simultaneously sexy and demure. Enough to spark a man’s interest, but not enough for a woman to be threatened. She wonders how many of the other women going today are performing this exact same dance right now: clothes piling on the bed; lipstick being applied and wiped off; the narrow path between trendy and try-hard lost in a mapless wardrobe of trusty navy and cream.


‘E-va, isn’t there time for just a quick one?’ Jamie butts into her thoughts, a begging tone in his deep voice.


‘Oh, don’t whine,’ she snaps, but softens when she sees his face in the mirror. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to sound cross,’ she narrows her eyes and grins, ‘but you didn’t even say please.’


Without losing eye contact Eva walks slowly around the side of the bed until she stands before Jamie, then she leans in and removes the cigarette dangling from his mouth, stubbing it out. She creeps her right hand forward until she clasps his fingertips and uses them to slide her skirt up her thigh, towards her hips. Jamie feels his mouth go dry and swallows hard, as she silently skims a leg over him, continuing to look into his eyes.


Jamie wraps his hands around Eva’s waist and feels himself stiffen as she pushes her weight into his lap. He moves his hands further down until he is gripping her, a cheek in each hand. He moans softly as Eva gently kisses up his neck from his collarbone to his ear. His fingers are massaging beneath her, Eva’s breath responding to his touch through the tights. Jamie finds it tricky, but manages to manoeuvre his hand under the waistband. He can tell he’s doing a pretty good job, based on Eva’s increasingly loud gasps. Then Eva’s phone buzzes. Jamie groans.


She sits up abruptly, completely recovered, and reads a message. It’s her boss, Peter Foulkes, the Prime Minister’s Political Secretary:


Come on, missus. I’m outside.


‘I’ve got to go,’ Eva says, tapping out a quick reply.


‘Oh please no,’ Jamie says desperately. ‘I was just waking up. It isn’t fair.’


Eva smiles down at him and he feels a brief flicker of hope as she leans down, her warm breath tickling his neck. He can feel the kiss coming. Instead she bites his ear, hard.


‘Ouch!’ Jamie cries angrily, as Eva jumps off the bed, laughing.


‘Now, be good,’ she says silkily, lighting a cigarette and popping it into his mouth.


Eva gathers up her handbag, jacket and a large folder containing the biographies of all the MPs and their partners coming to Chequers, and heads down to the waiting car. Jamie sits helplessly in bed, moodily staring into space through a haze of smoke. He gets tired of Eva rushing off the whole time. He can’t remember the last time they’d gone out for dinner or watched a film when she hadn’t been texting or talking on her phone. Still, she’s extremely good at leaving things on a cliffhanger so that he can’t wait to see her again. He finishes his cigarette and reads the news.


As she walks down the stairs Eva checks her phone and fumbles for her keys. Just the usual messages from SpAds and MPs on the endless, endless WhatsApp groups.


She opens the group with Jess and Bobby on it and smashes out a message:


Girls, it’s quite spooky this is all happening at once! So exciting. I guess you might need somewhere to camp out. My dad is away all summer . . . want to come and stay with me? x


A car honks outside. Eva shoves the phone in her bag and swings the door open, heading out into the day.


Notting Hill


A couple of miles away, Eric Courtenay MP, Minister of State in the Foreign Office, pushes open his front door and chucks a selection of newspapers from the corner shop onto the kitchen table. Now in his mid-forties, Courtenay is tall and athletic with thick, steel grey hair and icy blue eyes. Clad in sleek, grey designer gym kit, he sweats slightly after his run, which has conveniently been pictured by a friendly photographer (Courtenay’s team takes every opportunity they can to frame him as fit and vigorous, his Scandinavian features in sharp contrast to some of his paunchier colleagues).


Courtenay steps over to the sink and runs the tap, stretching his hamstrings against the sideboard while he waits for the water to run cold. His wife, Clarissa, wrapped in a cream silk dressing gown, her raven hair in rollers, glances up from the front pages, china teacup in hand, to see what kind of mood her husband is in. Sometimes he returns from a run very horny. But today, no dice. He must be thinking about the torturously sociable couple of hours ahead of him.


Clarissa daintily refills her teacup. A stranger wouldn’t guess that her refined attitude is anything but second nature to her. Raised in a Cheshire village where her parents ran a garden centre, Clarissa knew from an early age that she wanted to be important and powerful, and had decided in her teens that she would escape to work in television. As a teenager, Clarissa had come alive to her mysterious ability to enthral pretty much anyone she encountered, especially men. She had made good use of her black magic to scrape a job on her local newspaper straight out of school, before navigating the climbing wall of regional and national media to eventually land a senior executive role at StoryCorps, Lord Finlayson’s London-based media empire. In response to the many questions about how she had achieved such a meteoric rise to prominence from obscurity, Clarissa chooses to say, ‘I cut my teeth – literally – doing grunt work,’ and leaves out the bits about blackmail and shrivelled blowjobs.


She had met Courtenay, her second husband, in a TV studio when he had come on as a guest for a programme she had dropped in to revive (their viewing figures were down). He was leaving the Army and had talked about the lack of opportunity for ex-servicemen and, stunned by his remarkable good looks and the gentle way he spoke, Clarissa had immediately spotted his potential. She had been languishing slightly at StoryCorps, tiring of the daily fights and back-stabbing and being at Lord Finlayson’s beck and call each time he’d popped a Viagra. Meeting Courtenay had given her a new idea on how she was going to become truly important and powerful. Within the year she had persuaded Courtenay to leave his wife (perhaps the easiest challenge she’d ever faced, Clarissa had boasted at the time) and had become Mrs Courtenay.


When Courtenay won the safe seat of Chatterham in Oxfordshire, Clarissa resigned her role at StoryCorps, while remaining on excellent terms with his Lordship, and kept on a handful of strategically useful advisory roles – plus a healthy balance of favours, friends and enemies. She finds she needs every ounce of the cunning, charm and ruthlessness that she had needed in her old life – plus the sharp teeth – to support Courtenay in his rise through the Conservative Party and her own rise in society. She wants to mix with people of unimpeachable importance: Royals, world leaders, ideally Amal Clooney, and she feels sure that securing her husband – and it has to be her husband; God knows she has too many skeletons buried among her fur coats – the keys to Downing Street is the way to go. The First Lady, if the UK officially had such a person. As she admits only to herself, though, Courtenay isn’t exactly the Brain of Britain and certainly no strategist. But he has a certain charisma and an officer’s ability to take orders and has been happy enough so far to muddle along with her plans. Courtenay is Clarissa’s vehicle to greater things – but she is the driver.


Clarissa holds up the front page of the Telegraph, which reads PM’s appeal to Party and includes a photo of the Prime Minister awkwardly folding herself into her armoured car.


‘Good Lord, look at the old dear. I really can’t think of anything worse than having to watch her wheeze through today. Still,’ she winks at her husband, ‘we can measure up the curtains.’


Courtenay changes legs on his stretches and frowns. ‘Darling, I wish you wouldn’t say things like that. Don’t you think it’s tempting fate?’


‘Oh, Eric, for goodness’ sake. Do you think we’re the only people talking about this? It’s clearly going to be a screaming mess for her, and mark my words: this evening, West London will be deafened with the sound of Tory MPs firing up their laptops all at once, tapping away at “My vision for Britain” Google docs.’ Clarissa clacks her coral fingernails on an imaginary keyboard. ‘There’ll be a strain on the Grid!’


Courtenay pulls up a chair next to her. ‘I know, I know. It just all feels so far off and huge and . . . and I don’t know. I obviously think she is getting it totally wrong on China, but I suppose I do feel sort of sorry for her. What a position to be in.’


Clarissa looks him squarely in the eye and prepares to trot out her usual mantra. ‘Well, don’t. This is politics, Eric. You have to be tough about this sort of thing. Have you taken a look at the polls lately? The Party – and likely the country, if that red maniac gets in – is screwed if she remains in charge. China is a perfect example of her getting the big calls wrong. Don’t think of this as being ruthless.’ She draws a cross through the PM’s careworn face. ‘It’s being merciful.’


Courtenay nods reluctantly and stands up to put his glass in the dishwasher. Clarissa wonders, not for the first time, if he has actually understood what she’s just said. He really doesn’t have a political bone in his body. It astounds her that so many really quite successful MPs are like this – completely lacking the lizard-brained political nous necessary to truly win in politics. Relying on competence. It’s like they’re old radios that are struggling to tune into the frequency of the rest of SW1. Enough are switched to the Courtenay station, though. By Clarissa’s reckoning her husband would have the support of at least thirty MPs without breaking a sweat if he ends up running for leader.


She picks up the Sentinel, which features a grainy photo of Graham Thomas MP, Secretary of State for Transport, in a panama hat on the front page. One of the older MPs – he must be approaching 70 – his shiny face, even in black and white, looks blotchy and slack with drink. The man with a friendly, conspiratorial arm around him, Caspar Dubois, looks smooth and in control. In the corner of the picture is a young boy aged around eleven years old, looking bored. She opens the paper and scrutinises the other pictures: Thomas and Dubois shaking hands, Thomas and Dubois toasting with full champagne flutes, Thomas downing his glass while Dubois looks on triumphantly. The boy stares intently at an iPhone. The journalist in her can’t help but smile. Hacks don’t often get ‘gotcha’ stuff like this these days. She casts her mind back to the last good, solid scoop with actual photographs . . . the Fake Sheikh? Percy Cross in the park?


Clarissa taps a nail against her tooth thoughtfully, watching her husband as he heads upstairs. Once she hears him on the landing she slides her phone out from under the pile of newspapers and calls Nigel Jackson MP.


‘What’s new, pussycat?’ Clarissa says. Or rodent, if she were being truthful. ‘Tell me, have you seen the Sentinel today?’


‘Hello, Clazz.’ She hates that Jackson calls her that. But she always lets it go – he has that political lizard-brain stuff in spades. ‘I have indeed. Quite the pickle Graham’s got himself into.’


‘Absolutely. What do you think?’


Clarissa hears Jackson suck his teeth, a habit he has never kicked from his days as a bloodstock auctioneer. ‘So he could be in hot water—’


‘Come on, Nige,’ Clarissa lowers her voice as she hears a creak from upstairs, ‘I mean where does she go with this?’


‘Well, we’ve got a few considerations to take into account,’ Jackson says, enunciating each syllable pleasurably. ‘First off, let’s establish the facts: the Secretary of State has gone on an official trip, followed by a private holiday. While there he appears to have had a meeting with an individual who is later awarded a chunky contract directly from the Secretary of State’s department. Which part of the trip is which? If this was an official meeting, he failed to report what was discussed at that meeting and he didn’t take a civil servant with him to take notes and keep it all proper. Even if this was just a friendly chat, did the Secretary of State just happen to bump into his mate at the cricket on the other side of the Atlantic Ocean?’


‘Doubtful,’ snorts Clarissa.


‘Right. So I think we can assume they decided to meet there. In which case, did Graham buy his own tickets for the box sponsored by Dubois’s company? He’s not saying so. If he has accepted a favour from Dubois, he has to declare it. So far he’s made no declaration either through his department or the Cabinet Office, which would indicate that in his view he was not there on official business. But he also hasn’t noted the interest through the Parliamentary Standards route, saying he accepted the favour as an MP. Can he safely argue that cricket tickets are in no way connected to the whopping Dubois contract?’


Clarissa listens intently, fixing her eyes on the picture of the PM with the line drawn through her face.


‘We both know these things can kill you but they most often don’t. Even if it turns out that Dubois paid for the tickets, a five-star hotel and a private jet, Graham can probably get away with a late declaration, a smack on the wrist from the Parliamentary Standards people, an internal Cabinet Office investigation that returns nothing, blah blah.’


When Clarissa doesn’t speak, Jackson continues.


‘Second on the list. What do the public think?’ Jackson chuckles. ‘Tory wanker, clearly guilty, can’t have this person in the Cabinet. Ford should show some bottle for once and bin him. Which of course she should. But she can’t. Not if she wants to hold her MPs together. You see, Clazz,’ Clarissa grits her teeth, ‘with the polls where they are, and as much as she will hate it, she can’t afford to do anything but show her MPs loyalty to one of their own. They’re looking for an opportunity to ditch her as it is – think Maggie in the nineties – and Graham’s a popular guy who, until tomorrow’s papers arrive at any rate, hasn’t actually unequivocally been proven guilty of anything. Terry Groves will caution against anything dramatic while he wheezes on as Chief Whip. So then, of course, she only slumps more in focus groups and opinion polling and whatnot because she went against the public mood and looked weak. Vicious cycle, innit.’


Clarissa nods to herself.


‘Are you still there, Clazz?’


‘Yes, I’m here. I’m nodding.’ She pauses, struck by a thought. ‘You say Graham is popular?’


‘Yeah, with MPs anyway. The country obviously thinks he’s a tool, but he could get far in the first stage of a race – the bit when it is just MPs voting – if there were a leadership contest. We have a few goes of that to whittle down to two contenders for the Party members to vote on. He’s got a bit of a base there, too. All the older members like that travel pass he cooked up last year.’


‘Will he run?’


‘Hm, if he survives this then I should think so. I’d advise him to. Throw your hat into the ring and then withdraw to back who you think will win. Bring some people with you and you’ve probably got yourself a nice Cabinet role there. Kingmaker.’


Clarissa draws a target around Graham Thomas’s ball-like head, holding the pen tightly.


‘Sounds like there’s some work to be done,’ she says quietly. ‘We can cause havoc for the PM this weekend. Tell the Courtiers it’s time to get the alternative whipping operation up and running in earnest. In the meantime I’ll tee up the Sundays accordingly to make sure back bench grievances are front and centre.’ She lowers her voice to a near whisper. ‘It’s already obvious she’s toast – but we can’t have Graham stumbling out of this in good enough shape for a genuine leadership bid.’ She blacks out Graham’s eyes to empty, yawning holes. ‘See you later – time to get on your party clothes.’


Chesham


At the Three Horseshoes pub the Chief Whip, Terry Groves MP, and his wife Sheila, a cheerful, stocky couple in their late sixties, are sitting down to a late breakfast. As they make their way through a stack of toast and marmalade, MPs and their spouses who have also stayed overnight quietly come over to respectfully wish the Chief and Mrs Groves a good morning. The Chief’s role gives him the gifts of promotion, patronage and punishment. He acts as adviser to the Prime Minister and therapist to his back benchers and is in charge of nursing the government’s legislation through Parliament and into law. He is one of the few Conservative MPs from the North East, and the only one to have worked in the dying steel industry.


Though he is widely respected in the Party as a reasonable, no-nonsense man, his job has become increasingly difficult in recent months as he fights to persuade his Party’s MPs to back the Prime Minister in crucial China Trade Deal votes. Tory MPs are divided pretty well in two over it: half are committed Sinophiles or simply pro-trade with the superpower, clocking jobs and growth in their constituencies and the reality that British businesses need access to technological and manufacturing expertise on the other side of the globe; the other half raise human rights concerns, cybersecurity, military aggression against Taiwan and a nervous sense that Chinese companies are creeping into British structural security systems like telecoms and energy.


The Chief often wonders which way he would vote if he was free to follow his conscience. He’s certainly suspicious of the Chinese state’s knack for funnelling money into anything from APPGs (All-Party Parliamentary Groups – unregulated groups of Parliamentarians that stand under the banner of anything that interests them, from Portuguese to pottery to polycystic ovaries, which are potential loopholes around lobbying rules) to former Commonwealth states, who gladly take funding for roads and hospitals in exchange for access to precious metals. Closer to home, cheap steel imports from China have, in his view, contributed to the near collapse of his first industry. However, Chinese investment in his patch might also reignite British steel production through new plants run on nuclear power. And the old steel jobs might move to car manufacturing. Besides, is he just unleashing his inner conspiracy theorist with all this ‘creeping tentacles of Beijing’ stuff? The Prime Minister, managing an economy that’s still feeling the pinch from a deep recession a decade ago and sensitive to the moral pride of the UK, has tried to stitch the two sides together. Her draft deal is fundamentally a Free Trade Agreement but there are specific clauses about human rights, slave labour and curbs on Chinese investment in key UK state infrastructure – all of which is making negotiations on the Chinese side very sticky.


That’s not the Chief’s problem, though. His focus is just on getting the China Trade Bill through the Commons. He has reasoned arguments, threatened the end of pork barrel offerings (the promise of bridges, road junctions and station upgrades in constituencies), dangled jobs and future careers and, frankly, pleaded with back benchers. Meanwhile, the opposition parties talk about the cost of living, NHS waiting times and school funding, making the Conservative Party look preposterously obsessed with a niche issue in the eyes of the public. He feels sure that bringing the whole lot of Conservative MPs together today is his last shot at winning them over. Show them what they have in common – although he fears that might be the shared wish for a new party leader.


‘What’s wrong, love?’ asks Sheila, noticing that he has a piece of toast frozen in mid-air, marmalade plopping off it.


‘Oh, nothing. I just hope it goes all right today. I reckon I’m out of tricks now. Plus this stuff with Graham is really the last thing I need. How stupid can he be?’


‘There’s nothing you can do about that. And as regards everything else . . . Well, you’ve done your best, Terry. You can’t say fairer than that.’


The Chief pats his wife’s hand. ‘I know, love. It’s just hard to argue for something that I’m not really sure of myself. But she’s the boss and I can’t see another way through.’ He takes a long gulp of tea and smacks his lips. ‘I hate the idea of these toe rags closing in around her. I just can’t stand the stupidity and . . . ’ he wipes his mouth and shrugs moodily, ‘disloyalty. They’re using this bill to rumble her whole premiership.’


A man clatters into the pub, a woman trailing reluctantly behind him. Sheila is immediately struck by the man’s ability to catch the attention of the room, despite only going through the innocuous task of requesting a table. She watches him glance around the diners, nodding to various people, before catching sight of her husband.


‘Ah, Chief!’


Sheila notices her husband recoil like a tortoise retracting into its shell as the man, wearing a navy blazer, pink striped shirt and beige chinos, lunges forward. Richard Hendrick MP, the Secretary of State for the Department for Education, has a thinning head of carefully styled, expensively cut curls and a wide smile that shows every one of his rather small teeth.


‘Good morning, good morning. Chief. Mrs Chief. How are we?’ Hendrick says ostentatiously.


The Chief responds with a brief smile.


‘Excellent. We’ve just come from London and this is the only chance we’ve got for a quick coffee.’ Hendrick raises his voice even louder. ‘I was doing the media round today. Next week’s vote, Graham’s little trouble, a bit on my own brief . . . A tough gig but I think I got through okay,’ he guffaws before leaning in conspiratorially. ‘Got a good feeling about today. Do let the PM know, I’m one hundred per cent behind her. If there’s anything I can do, just tee me up.’ He does a pretend golf swing, nearly smacking a passing waitress.


‘Thanks, Rich. I’ll let her know.’ The Chief nods again. He notices the man is looking expectantly at him so raises his cup in a little salute. ‘See you there.’


Hendrick loiters a few more seconds, smiling obsequiously at the Chief before retreating slowly back to his table.


‘Well, you aren’t his biggest fan,’ Sheila chuckles.


‘You know what Rich is like,’ the Chief sighs. ‘He might be in the Cabinet and saying supportive things in public but mark my words: he’ll disappear like a submarine if we lose this vote on Tuesday and we won’t hear a thing from him until he announces his leadership candidacy. He’s already having secret fundraising dinners. I told you – I hate disloyalty. And ill-discipline. If I really had it my way I would tell the PM to sack Graham. If she were in a stronger position they’d respect her for it. But we are where we are and she has to play nice – including to that wazzock.’ He inclines his head towards Hendrick’s table.


Sheila looks over, just in time to hear him order ‘a skinny cappuccino, please. That means skimmed milk. The red top. I’m on a very specific diet that rules out excess dairy’.


‘I don’t fancy his chances of the big job, though,’ the Chief says quietly into her ear. ‘His nickname with his colleagues is “the hermaphrodite”.’


She looks back at him, nonplussed.


‘Because he’s both a dick . . . ’ he lowers his voice further, ‘and a cunt.’


Sheila has to cover her mouth with a napkin to stifle her shrieks.


Wendover


Daly eases his Audi into sixth gear and glides along the road. His wife Susie grips her door handle just a little tighter as they speed up to ninety miles per hour.


‘Well, Suse,’ Daly glances at his reflection in the rear-view mirror, ‘it is good of you to come today. I’m afraid it’s going to be terribly boring.’


‘Oh, I don’t mind,’ Susie says brightly. ‘I’m looking forward to seeing Chequers. I’ve heard the gardens are wonderful. And it’s so nice to be away from the constituency to meet some more of the folks you spend your time with. Apart from the occasional fundraising thing I help the Conservative Women’s Organisation with, I hardly know anyone from Parliament.’
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