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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.
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