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  Part One

  THE SHUFFLE



  Nothing lasts, not for ever. Not laughter, not lust, not even life itself. Not for ever. Which is why we make the most of what we have.

  Why waste a life in search of an epitaph? ‘Fondly Remembered’. Who other than a halfwit has that chiselled above his head? It is nothing but sentimental incontinence. Let’s
  face facts, life is a zero-sum game and politics is how we decide who wins, who loses. And, whether we like it or not, we are all players.

  ‘Respected By All Who Knew Him’. Another monumental whimper. Not for my gravestone. It’s not respect but fear that motivates a man; that’s how empires are built and
  revolutions begin. It is the secret of great men. When a man is afraid you will crush him, utterly destroy him his respect will always follow. Base fear is intoxicating, overwhelming, liberating.
  Always stronger than respect.

  Always.



  Chapter One

  THURSDAY, 10 JUNE

  It seemed scarcely a moment since she had made it back home, stumbling up the last step in exhaustion, yet already the morning sun was
  sticking thumbs in her eyes as it crept around the curtain and began to nestle on her pillow. She turned over irritably. Her head was thick, her feet sore and the bed beside her empty. Helping
  finish off that second bottle of Liebfraumilch had been a lousy idea. She’d let down her defences, got herself stuck in a corner with some creep from the Sun who was all acne and
  innuendo. She’d had to spill the last of the wine down his shirt before he’d backed off. She took a quick peek under the duvet, just to make sure she hadn’t screwed up completely
  and he wasn’t lurking there. She sighed; she hadn’t even got round to taking off her socks.

  Mattie Storin beat her pillow into submission and lay back once again. She deserved a few extra moments in bed; she knew she wouldn’t get any sleep tonight. Election night. Day of
  Damnation. Voters’ Vengeance. The past few weeks had been ferocious for Mattie, under siege from her editor, stretched too tightly between deadlines, tossed between excitement and exhaustion.
  Maybe after this evening she could take a few days off, sort her life out, find a better quality of both wine and man to spend her evening with. She pulled the duvet more closely around her. Even
  in the glare of the early summer sun she felt a chill.

  It had been like that ever since she had left Yorkshire almost a year before. She’d hoped she could leave all the accusations and the anger behind her, but they still cast a cold shadow,
  followed her everywhere, particularly into her bed. She shivered, buried her face in the lumpy pillow.

  She tried to be philosophical. After all, she no longer had any emotional distractions, nothing to get in the way of discovering whether she really had what it took to become the best political
  correspondent in a fiercely masculine world. Only herself to bother about, not even a cat. But it was difficult to be philosophical when your feet were freezing. And when you didn’t have any
  clean laundry. She threw back the duvet and clambered out of bed, only to discover that her underwear drawer was bare. She’d miscalculated, forgotten, too much to do and so little time to do
  any of it, least of all the bloody washing. She searched other drawers, every corner, made a mess but found nothing. Damn, she was glad no man had to watch her do this. She dived into her laundry
  basket, ferreted around and came up with a pair of knickers a week old but only a day worn. She turned them inside out, stepped into them. Ready for battle. With a sigh, Mattie Storin threw open
  the bathroom door and got on with her day.

  •   •   •

  As dusk began to settle across the June skies, four sets of HMI mercury-oxide television lamps clicked on with a dull thud, painting the front of the building with
  high-intensity power. The brilliant light pierced deep behind the mock Georgian façade of the Party’s headquarters. A curtain fluttered at a third-floor window as someone took a quick
  glance at the scene outside.

  The moth also saw the lamps. It was waiting for the approaching night, resting in a crevice of one of the nearby towers of St John, the graceful church built by Wren in the middle of Smith
  Square. The church had long been deconsecrated, St John dismissed, but its four limestone towers still dominated this now godless square in the heart of Westminster. They stared down, frowning in
  disapproval. But not the moth. It began to tingle with excitement. It stretched its wings, drawn by ten thousand watts and a million years of instinct.

  The moth strained in the early-evening air, forcing its body along the river of light. It flew above the heads of the growing crowd, beyond the bustle and gathering pace of preparations. Nearer
  and nearer it flew, eager, passionate, erratic, ambitious, heedless of everything other than the power it was being drawn to, power beyond dreams, beyond resistance. It had no choice.

  There was a bright flash as the moth’s body hit the lens a millisecond before its wings wrapped around the searing glass and vaporized. Its charred and blackened carcass gave off little
  vapours of despair as it tumbled towards the ground. The night had gained its first victim.

  •   •   •

  Another of the night’s early victims was propping up the varnished bar at the Marquis of Granby, just around the corner from the growing commotion. The original Marquis
  of Granby had been a popular military figure more than two hundred years earlier and had more pubs named after him than any other figure in the land, but the marquis had succumbed to politics, lost
  his way and died in debt and distress. Much the same fate lay in store for Charles Collingridge, according to his many tolerant friends. Not that Charlie Collingridge had ever been elected, but
  neither had the marquis: it wasn’t the done thing in those early days. Collingridge was in his mid-fifties, looked older, worn, and hadn’t had a particularly glorious military career
  – two years of national service that had left him with little more than a sense of his own inadequacy in the order of life. Charlie had always tried to do the decent thing, but he was
  accident-prone. It happens when you have a drink habit.

  His day had started early with a shave and a tie, but now the stubble was beginning to show and the tie was hanging at half-mast. The eyes told the barman that the large vodka he had served two
  glasses ago hadn’t been the first of the day. But Charlie was a genial drunk, always ready with a smile and a generous word. He pushed his empty glass back across the counter.

  ‘Another?’ the barman asked, dubious.

  ‘And one for yourself, my good man,’ Charlie replied, reaching for his wallet. ‘Ah, but it seems I’m a little short,’ he muttered, staring at a solitary note in
  disbelief. He searched through his pockets, pulled out keys, a grey handkerchief and a few coins. ‘I’m sure, somewhere . . .’

  ‘The note will do,’ the barman replied. ‘Nothing for me, thanks. It’s going to be a long night.’

  ‘Yes. It will. My younger brother, Hal, you know him?’

  The barman shook his head, pushed the drink across the varnish, glad the old drunk was out of money and soon out of his bar.

  ‘You don’t know Hal?’ Charlie asked in surprise. ‘You must.’ He sipped. ‘Everyone knows Hal.’ Another sip. ‘He’s the Prime
  Minister.’



  Chapter Two

  
    
      It’s a very good idea for a politician to have vision. Yes, the Vision Thing, just the ticket. Really useful, don’t you think? Why, on a clear day most
      politicians can see as far as – well, I know some who can see almost as far as Battersea.

    

  

  Francis Ewan Urquhart was a man of many parts, a Member of Parliament, a Privy Councillor, which gave him the prefix of Right Honourable, a
  Minister of the Crown and a Commander of the Most Excellent Order of the British Empire. He was all these things and this was his night, yet still he wasn’t enjoying himself. He was squashed
  into the corner of a small and stuffy living room, pressed hard up against a hideous 1960s standard lamp that showed every sign of toppling over. He was hemmed in by a posse of matrons who doubled
  as his constituency workers and who had cut off his means of escape as they chattered proudly about their last-minute drops and pinched shoes. He wondered why they bothered. This was suburban
  Surrey, the land of the A and B social classes in the terminology of pollsters, where passports lay at the ready and Range Rovers stood in the driveway. Range Rovers? The only time they ever
  encountered mud was when being driven carelessly over front lawns late on a Friday night or when dropping off their little Johnnies and Emmas at their private schools. Canvassing in these parts was
  held to be almost vulgar. They didn’t count votes here: they weighed them.

  ‘Another vol-au-vent, Mr Urquhart?’ A plate of sagging pastry was thrust in front of him by an overweight woman whose bosom was clad in large floral print and seemed to be hiding two
  fractious cats.

  ‘No, thank you, Mrs Morecombe. I fear I shall explode!’

  With impatience. It was a fault, one that stretched back many generations. The Urquharts were a proud warrior family from the Highlands of Scotland, their castle on the banks of Loch Ness, but
  the MacDonalds had arrived and the castle now lay in ruins. Urquhart’s childhood memories were of the bracing, crystal air of the moors, in the company of an old gillie, lying for hours in
  the damp peat and sweetly scented bracken waiting for the right buck to appear, just as he had imagined his older brother Alastair was doing, waiting for the Germans in the hedgerows outside
  Dunkirk. His brother had called him FU, a nickname that had often got them both a clout from their father, even though it was years before Francis understood why. He didn’t mind, happy to tag
  along behind his big brother. But Alastair hadn’t come home. His mother had crumbled, never recovered, lived in memory of her lost son and neglect of Francis, so FU had eventually come South,
  to London. To Westminster. To Surrey. Abandoned his duties. His mother had never spoken to him again. To have sold his heritage for the whole of Scotland would have been unforgivable, but for
  Surrey?

  He sighed, even as he smiled. This was the eighteenth committee room of the day and the enthusiasm that had knitted together the early-morning humour had long since unravelled and turned to
  thread. It was still forty minutes before the polling booths closed and the last vote was cast. Urquhart’s shirt was wringing wet. He was tired, uncomfortable, penned in by the posse of women
  who pursued him with spaniel-like persistence.

  Yet still he kept his smile afloat, because his life was about to change, whatever the result. Urquhart had spent years climbing the political ladder, from backbencher through junior ministerial
  jobs and now attending Cabinet as Chief Whip, one of the two dozen most powerful posts in the Government. It provided him with splendid offices at 12 Downing Street, just yards from the Prime
  Minister’s own. It was behind the door of Number 12 that two of the most celebrated Britons of all time, Wellington and Nelson, had met for the first and only time. The walls echoed with
  history and with an authority that was now his.

  Yet Urquhart’s power didn’t stem directly from his public office. The role of Chief Whip didn’t carry full Cabinet rank. Urquhart had no great Department of State or massive
  civil service machine to command; his was a faceless task, toiling ceaselessly behind the scenes, making no public speeches and giving no television interviews. A man of the shadows.

  And also a man of discipline. He was the Enforcer, the one whose job it was to put a bit of stick about. That meant he was not simply respected but also a little feared. He was the minister with
  the most acute political antennae in government. In order to deliver the vote, day after day, night after night, he needed to know where his Members of Parliament were likely to be found, which
  meant he needed to know their secrets – with whom they were conspiring, with whom they might be sleeping, whether they would be sober enough to vote, whether they had their hands in someone
  else’s pocket or on someone else’s wife. All these secrets with their sharp little edges were gathered together and kept in a black book, locked inside a safe, and not even the Prime
  Minister had access to the keys.

  In Westminster, such information is power. Many in Urquhart’s Parliamentary Party owed their continuing position to the ability of the Whips’ Office to sort out and occasionally
  cover up their personal problems. Backbenchers intent on rebellion or frontbenchers distracted by ambition found themselves changing their minds when reminded of some earlier indiscretion that had
  been forgiven by the Party, but never forgotten. It was astonishing how pliable politicians became when confronted by the possibility of a collision between their public and private lives. Why,
  even that dyspeptic Staffordshire soul the Transport Secretary, a man who had planned to make a conference speech way outside his remit and far too close to the Prime Minister’s home turf,
  had come to his senses. All it had taken was a phone call to his mistress’s mews house rather than the marital home.

  ‘Francis, how the fuck did you find me here?’

  ‘Oh, Keith, have I made some terrible mistake? I’m so sorry, I wanted to have a quick chat with you about your little speech but it seems I looked for your number in the wrong set of
  accounts.’

  ‘What the bloody hell do you mean?’

  ‘Oh, don’t you know? We keep two sets of books. One is the official tally, the other . . . Well, don’t worry, we keep our little black book under very careful control. It
  won’t happen again.’ A pause before: ‘Will it?’

  The Transport Secretary had sighed, a sound full of melancholy and guilt. ‘No, Francis, it bloody well won’t.’ Another sinner came to rapid repentance.

  The Party owed Francis Urquhart, everyone knew that. And, after this election, it would be time for the debt to be called in.

  Suddenly Urquhart was brought back to the moment by one of his devoted ladies. Her eyes were excited, her cheeks flushed, her breath heavy with the sour afterlife of egg-and-watercress
  sandwiches, her sense of coyness and discretion overcome by the heat and excitement of the day.

  ‘Tell us, Mr Urquhart, what are your plans? Will you still stand at the next election?’ she enquired brashly.

  ‘What do you mean?’ he replied, taken aback, his eyes flaring in affront.

  ‘Are you thinking of retiring? You’re sixty-one, aren’t you? Sixty-five or more at the next election,’ she persisted.

  He bent his tall and angular figure low in order to look her directly in the face. ‘Mrs Bailey, I still have my wits about me, and in many societies I would just be entering my political
  prime,’ he responded through lips that no longer carried any trace of good nature. ‘I still have a lot of work to do. Things I want to achieve.’

  He turned away from her, not bothering to hide his impatience, even while deep down he knew she was right. The strong red hues of his youth had long since vanished, gold turned to silver, as he
  liked to joke. He wore his hair overlong, as if to compensate. His spare frame no longer filled the traditionally cut suits as amply as in earlier years, and his blue eyes had grown colder with the
  passing of so many winters. His height and upright bearing presented a distinguished image in the crowded room, but one minister, a man he had crossed, had once told him he had a smile like the
  handle on an urn of cold ashes. ‘And may those ashes soon be yours, you old bastard,’ the man had snapped. Urquhart was no longer in the first flush of middle age and he couldn’t
  hide it, even from himself. Experience was no longer an ally.

  How many years had he watched younger and less gifted men finding more rapid advancement? How many times had he dried their eyes, wiped their arses, buried their secrets deep from view in order
  to clear their way? Yes, they owed him! He still had time to make his mark, but both he and Mrs Bailey knew he hadn’t so much of it.

  Yet even as he turned from her she pursued him, haranguing him about the proposed one-way system for the High Street shopping centre. He raised his eyes in supplication and managed to catch the
  attention of his wife, Mortima, busily engaged in platitudes on the far side of the room. One glance told her that his rescue was long overdue and she hurried to his side.

  ‘Ladies, you will have to excuse us, we have to go back to the hotel and change before the count. I can’t thank you enough for all your help. You know how indispensable you are to
  Francis.’

  Urquhart even managed a smile for Mrs Bailey; it was like a mayfly, so brief it almost died before it could be seen but enough to repair relations. He made quickly for the door. He was saying
  goodbye to the hostess when he was waved to a halt by his election agent, who was busily scribbling down notes while talking into the telephone.

  ‘Just getting the final canvass returns together, Francis,’ she explained.

  ‘And there was me wondering why that hadn’t been done an hour ago.’ Again the faintest of amused expressions that died long before it reached the eyes.

  ‘It doesn’t look quite as cheerful as last time,’ she said, blushing from the rebuke. ‘A lot of our supporters seem to be staying at home. It’s difficult to read
  but I suspect the majority will be down. I can’t tell how much.’

  ‘Damn them. They deserve a dose of the Opposition for a few years. Maybe that would get them off their rumps.’

  ‘Darling,’ his wife soothed as she had done on countless previous occasions, ‘that’s scarcely generous. With a majority of nearly twenty-two thousand we could allow for
  just the tiniest of little dips, couldn’t we?’

  ‘Mortima, I’m not feeling generous. I’m feeling hot, I am tired and I’ve had about as much chatter about doorstep opinion as I can take. For God’s sake get me out
  of here.’

  He strode on as she turned round to wave thanks and farewell to the packed room. She was just in time to see the standard lamp go crashing to the floor.

  •   •   •

  The air of controlled menace that usually filled the editor’s office had vanished, replaced by a brooding sense of panic that was threatening to get out of hand. The
  first edition had long since gone to press, complete with a bold front-page headline proclaiming, HOME AND DRY! But that had been at 6 p.m., four hours before the polls
  closed. The editor of the Daily Chronicle had taken his chance on the election result in order to make his first edition of even marginal interest by the time it hit the streets. If he was
  right he would be first with the news. If he got it wrong, he’d be up to his neck in it with the alligators circling.

  This was Greville Preston’s first election as an editor and he wasn’t feeling comfortable. His nervousness showed in his constant change of headlines, his insatiable demand for
  updates from his political staff and his increasingly lurid language. He’d been brought in just a few months earlier by the new owner of Chronicle Newspapers with one simple and irreducible
  instruction: ‘Succeed’. Failure wasn’t an option in his contract and he knew he wouldn’t be given a second chance – any more than he showed any hint of remorse for the
  others who worked at the Chronicle. The demands of the accountants for instant financial gratification had required ruthless pruning and a large number of senior personnel had found
  themselves being ‘rationalized’ and replaced by less experienced and considerably less expensive substitutes. It was great for the bottom line but had kicked the crap out of morale. The
  purge left the remaining staff insecure, the loyal readers confused and Preston with a perpetual sense of impending doom, a condition that his proprietor was determined to do nothing to dispel.

  Preston’s strategy for increasing the circulation had taken the paper downmarket, but it had yet to reap the promised harvest. He was a small man who had arrived at the paper with the air
  of a new Napoleon but who had lost weight until he required braces to haul up his trousers and a tide of coffee to keep open his eyes. The once smooth and dapper appearance had begun to be washed
  away by countless beads of perspiration that collected on his brow and made his heavy-rimmed glasses slip down his nose. Fingers that had once drummed in thought now snapped in impatience. The
  carefully manufactured attempt at outward authority had been eaten away by the insecurity within; he was no longer certain he could rise to the occasion, any occasion. He’d even stopped
  screwing his secretary.

  Now he turned away from the bank of flickering television monitors piled against one wall of his office to face the member of staff who had been giving him such a hard time. ‘How the hell
  do you know it’s going wrong?’ he shouted.

  Mattie Storin refused to flinch. At twenty-eight she was the youngest recruit to the paper’s political staff, replacing one of the senior correspondents who had fallen foul of the
  accountants for his habit of conducting interviews over extended lunches at the Savoy. Yet, despite her relative youth and recent arrival, Mattie had a confidence about her judgement that
  inadequate men mistook for stubbornness. She was used to being shouted at and no stranger at yelling back. Anyway, she was as tall as Preston, ‘and almost as beautiful’, as she often
  quipped at his expense. What did it matter if he spent most of his time staring at her breasts? It had got her the job and occasionally won her a few of their arguments. She didn’t find him a
  sexual threat. She knew his secretary too well for that, and being harassed by short men in lurid red braces was the price she had chosen to pay by coming South. Survive here and she could make her
  career anywhere.

  She turned to face him with her hands thrust defensively into the pockets of her fashionably baggy trousers. She spoke slowly, hoping her voice wouldn’t betray her nervousness.
  ‘Grev, every single Government MP I’ve been able to talk to in the past two hours is downgrading their forecast. I’ve telephoned the returning officer in the Prime
  Minister’s constituency, who says the poll looks like it’s down by five per cent. That’s scarcely an overwhelming vote of confidence. Something’s going on out there, you can
  feel it. The Government aren’t home and certainly not bloody dry.’

  ‘So?’

  ‘So our story’s too strong.’

  ‘Crap. Every poll during the election has talked of the Government getting home by a sodding mile, yet you want me to change the front page on the basis of . . . what? Feminine
  instinct?’

  Mattie knew his hostility was built on nerves. All editors live on the edge; the secret is not to show it. Preston showed it.

  ‘OK,’ he demanded, ‘they had a majority of over a hundred at the last election. So you tell me what your feminine instinct suggests it’s going to be tomorrow. The opinion
  polls are predicting around seventy seats. What does little Mattie Storin think?’

  She went up on tiptoes, just so she could look down on him. ‘You trust the polls if you want, Grev, but it’s not what’s going on in the streets. There’s no enthusiasm
  amongst Government supporters. They won’t turn out. It’ll drag the majority down.’

  ‘Come on,’ he bullied. ‘How much?’

  She couldn’t stand on tiptoe for ever. She shook her head slowly to emphasize her caution, her blonde hair brushing around her shoulders. ‘A week ago I’d have said about fifty.
  Now – I reckon less,’ she responded. ‘Perhaps much less.’

  ‘Jesus, it can’t be less. We’ve backed those bastards all the way. They’ve got to deliver.’

  And you’ve got to deliver, too, she mused. They all knew where their editor stood: in the middle of one of the largest swamps in Fleet Street. Preston’s only firm political view was
  that his newspaper couldn’t afford to be on the losing side, and that wasn’t even his own view but one thrust on him by the paper’s new cockney proprietor, Benjamin Landless. It
  was one of his few attractive aspects that he didn’t bother being coy and trying to hide his true opinions, he wore them in full public view. As he constantly reminded his already insecure
  staff, thanks to the Government’s competition policy it was easier to buy ten new editors than one new newspaper, ‘so we don’t piss off the Government by supporting the other
  fucking side’.

  Landless had been as good as his word. He had delivered his growing army of newspapers into the Government camp, and all he expected in return was for the Government to deliver the proper
  election result. It wasn’t reasonable, of course, but Landless had never found being reasonable helped get the best out of his employees.

  Preston had gone over to stare at the bank of television screens, hoping for better news. Mattie tried again. She sat herself on the corner of the editor’s vast desk, obliterating the pile
  of opinion polls on which he so blindly relied, and marshalled her case. ‘Look, Grev, put it in perspective. When Margaret Thatcher at last ran out of handbag time and was forced to retire,
  they were desperate for a change of style. They wanted a new fashion. Something less abrasive, less domineering; they’d had enough of trial by ordeal and being shown up by a bloody
  woman.’ You of all people should understand that, she thought. ‘So in their wisdom they chose Collingridge, for no better reason than he was confident on TV, smooth with little old
  ladies and was likely to be uncontroversial.’ She shrugged her shoulders dismissively. ‘But they’ve lost their cutting edge. It’s rice-pudding politics and there’s no
  energy or enthusiasm left. He’s campaigned with as much vigour as a Sunday-school teacher. Another seven days of listening to him mouthing platitudes and I think even his wife would have
  voted for the other lot. Anything for a change.’

  Preston had turned from the television screens and was stroking his chin. At last he seemed to be paying attention. For the tenth time that evening Mattie wondered if he used lacquer to keep his
  carefully coiffured hair so immaculate. She suspected a bald patch was developing. She was certain he used eyebrow tweezers.

  He returned to the charge. ‘OK, let’s dispense with the mysticism and stick to hard numbers, shall we? What’s the majority going to be? Are they going to get back in, or
  not?’

  ‘It would be a rash man who said they wouldn’t,’ she replied.

  ‘And I have no goddamned intention of being rash, Mattie. Any sort of majority will be good enough for me. Hell, in the circumstances it would be quite an achievement. Historic, in fact.
  Four straight wins, never been done before. So the front page stays.’

  Preston quickly brought his instructions to an end by pouring out a glass of champagne from a bottle that was standing on his bookcase. He didn’t offer her any. He started scrabbling
  through papers in dismissal, but Mattie was not to be so easily put off. Her grandfather had been a modern Viking who in the stormy early months of 1941 had sailed across the North Sea in a
  waterlogged fishing boat to escape from Nazi-occupied Norway and join the RAF. Mattie had inherited from him not only her natural Scandinavian looks but also a stubbornness of spirit that
  didn’t always commend itself to inadequate men. But what the hell!

  ‘Just stop for a moment and ask yourself what we could expect from another four years of Collingridge,’ Mattie challenged. ‘Maybe he’s too nice to be Prime Minister. His
  manifesto was so lightweight it got blown away in the first week of the campaign. He’s developed no new ideas. His only plan is to cross his fingers and hope that neither the Russians nor the
  trade unions break wind too loudly. Is that what you think the country really wants?’

  ‘Daintily put, as always, Mattie,’ he taunted, patronizing once more. ‘But you’re wrong. The punters want consolidation, not upheaval. They don’t want the toys
  being thrown out of the pram every time the baby’s taken for a walk.’ He wagged his finger in the air like a conductor bringing an errant player back to the score. ‘So a couple of
  years of warm beer and cricket will be no bad thing. And our chum Collingridge back in Downing Street will be a marvellous thing!’

  ‘It’ll be bloody murder,’ she muttered, turning to leave.



  Chapter Three

  
    
      Jesus told us to forgive our enemies and who am I to second-guess the Almighty? But in his infinite wisdom he didn’t mention a damned thing about forgiving our
      friends, and least of all our families. I’m happy to take his advice on the matter. In any case, when it comes to it, I find it much easier to forgive myself.

    

  

  It was the Number 88 bus thundering past and rattling the apartment windows that eventually caused Charles Collingridge to wake up. The small
  one-bedroom flat above the travel agency in Clapham was not what most people would have expected of the Prime Minister’s brother, but reduced needs must. Since he had run out of money at the
  pub he had come home to regroup. Now he lay slumped in the armchair, still in his crumpled suit, although his tie was now completely missing.

  He looked at his old wristwatch and cursed. He’d been asleep for hours, yet still he felt exhausted. He’d miss the party if he didn’t hurry, but first he needed a drink to pick
  himself up. He poured himself a large measure of vodka, not even Smirnoff any more, just the local supermarket brand. Still, it didn’t hang on the breath or smell when you spilled it.

  He took his glass to the bathroom and soaked in the tub, giving the hot water time to work its wonders on those tired limbs. Nowadays they often seemed to belong to an entirely different person.
  He must be getting old, he told himself.

  He stood in front of the mirror, trying to repair the damage of his latest binge. He saw his father’s face, reproachful as ever, urging him on to goals that were always just beyond him,
  demanding to know why he never managed to do things quite like his younger brother Henry. They both had the same advantages, went to the same school, but somehow Hal always had the edge, and
  gradually had overshadowed him in his career and his marriage. Charles didn’t feel bitter about it, was a generous soul, far too generous, and indulgent. But Hal had always been there to help
  when he needed it, to offer advice and to give him a shoulder to cry on after Mary had left him. Yes, particularly when Mary had left him. But hadn’t even she thrown Hal’s success in
  his face? ‘You’re not up to it. Not up to anything!’ And Hal had much less time to worry about any other chap’s problems since he had gone to Downing Street.

  As young boys they had shared everything; as young men they still shared much, even an occasional girlfriend or two. And a car, one of the early Minis, before Charlie had driven it into a ditch,
  staggering away, persuading the young policeman it was shock and bruising rather than alcohol that made him so unsteady. But these days there was little room left in Hal’s life for his elder
  brother, and Charlie felt – what did he feel, deep down, when he allowed himself to be honest? Angry, stinking bloody one-bottle-a-time furious – not with Hal, of course, but with life.
  It hadn’t worked out for him, and he didn’t understand why.

  He guided the razor past the old cuts on his baggy face and began putting the pieces back together. The hair brushed over the thinning pate, the fresh shirt and a new, clean tie. He would be
  ready soon for the election-night festivities, to which his family links still gave him passage. A tea towel over his shoes gave them back a little shine, and he was almost ready. Another glance at
  the wristwatch. Oh, it was all right after all. Just time for one more drink.

  •   •   •

  North of the river a taxi was stuck in traffic on the outskirts of Soho. It was always a bottleneck, and election night seemed to have brought an additional throng of revellers
  onto the streets. In the back of the taxi Roger O’Neill cracked his knuckles in impatience, watching helplessly as bikes and pedestrians flashed past. He was growing agitated, he didn’t
  have much time. He’d had his instructions. ‘Get over here quick, Rog,’ they had said. ‘We can’t wait all fucking night, not even for you. And we ain’t back till
  Tuesday.’

  O’Neill neither expected nor received preferential treatment; he’d never tried to pull rank. He was the Party’s Director of Publicity but he hoped to Christ they knew nothing
  of that. There were times when he thought they must have recognized him, seen his photo in the papers, but when he was less paranoid he realized they probably never read a newspaper, let alone
  voted. What did politics matter to these people? Bloody Hitler could take over for all they cared. What did it matter who was in government when there was so much loose tax-free money to make?

  The taxi at last managed to make it across Shaftesbury Avenue and into Wardour Street, only to be met by another wall of solid traffic. Shit, he would miss them. He flung open the door.

  ‘I’ll walk,’ he shouted at the driver.

  ‘Sorry, mate. It’s not my fault. Costs me a fortune stuck in jams like this,’ the driver replied, hoping that his passenger’s impatience wouldn’t lead him to forget
  a tip.

  O’Neill jumped out into the road, jammed a note into the driver’s hand and dodged another motorcyclist as he made his way past the endless huddle of peepshows and Chinese restaurants
  into a narrow, Dickensian alley piled high with rubbish. He squeezed past the plastic bin liners and cardboard boxes and broke into a run. He wasn’t fit and it hurt, but he didn’t have
  far to go. As he reached Dean Street he turned left, and a hundred yards further down ducked into the narrow opening to one of those Soho mews that most people miss as they concentrate on finding
  fun and dodging traffic. Off the main street the mews opened out into a small yard, surrounded on all sides by workshops and garages that had been carved out of the old Victorian warehouses. The
  yard was empty and the shadows deep. His footsteps rang out on the cobbles as he hurried towards a small green door set in the far, gloomiest corner of the yard. He stopped only to look around once
  before entering. He didn’t knock.

  It took less than three minutes before he had re-emerged. Without glancing to either side he hurried back into the crowds of Dean Street. Whatever he had come for, it evidently hadn’t been
  sex.

  •   •   •

  Behind the brick façade of Party Headquarters in Smith Square, opposite the limestone towers of St John’s, the atmosphere was strangely subdued. For the past weeks
  this had been a place of ceaseless activity, but on election day itself most of the troops had disappeared, heading for the constituencies, those far outposts of the political world where they had
  tried to drum up the last few converts for the cause. By this hour most of those who remained were taking an early supper at nearby restaurants or clubs, trying to exude confidence but lapsing
  repeatedly into insecure discussion of the latest rumours about voter turnout and exit polls and critical seats. Few of them had much appetite and they soon began drifting back, pushing their way
  through the ever-growing crowds of spectators, beyond the cordons of police and past the mounting piles of scorched moths.

  During the last month these offices had grown overcrowded, overheated and impossibly cluttered but tomorrow everything would be different. Elections are a time of change, and of human sacrifice.
  By the weekend, no matter what the result, many of them would be out of a job, but almost all of them would be back for more, sucking at the nipple of power. For now they settled in for what would
  seem an interminable wait.

  Big Ben struck ten o’clock. It was over. The polling booths had closed and no further appeal, explanation, attack, insinuation, libel or godawful cock-up could now affect the outcome. As
  the final chime of the old clock tower faded into the night air a few of the Party workers shook each other’s hand in silent reassurance and respect for the job well done. Just how well done
  they would discover very shortly. As on so many previous evenings, like a religious ritual they turned their attention to the news screens and the familiar voice of Sir Alastair Burnet. He appeared
  like a latter-day Moses, with his reassuring tones and ruddy cheeks, his flowing silver hair with just enough backlighting to give him a halo effect.

  ‘Good evening,’ he began in a voice like a gently flowing stream. ‘The election campaign is over. Just seconds ago thousands of polling booths across the country closed their
  doors and now we await the people’s verdict. The first result is expected in just forty-five minutes. We shall shortly be going over live for interviews with the Prime Minister, Henry
  Collingridge, in his Warwickshire constituency and the Opposition leader in South Wales. But, first, ITN’s exclusive exit poll conducted by Harris Research International outside a hundred and
  fifty-three polling booths across the country during today’s voting. It gives the following prediction . . .’

  The country’s most senior newsreader opened a large envelope in front of him, as reverently as if the A4 manila contained his own death certificate. He extracted a large card from within
  the envelope, and glanced at it. Not too quickly, not too slowly, he raised his eyes once more to the cameras, holding his congregation of thirty million in the palm of his hand, teasing them
  gently. He was entitled to his moment. After twenty-eight years and nine general elections as a television broadcaster, he had already announced that this was to be his last.

  ‘ITN’s exclusive exit poll forecast – and I emphasize this is a forecast, not a result – is . . .’ He glanced once more at the card, just to check he hadn’t
  misread it.

  ‘Get on with it, you old sod!’ a voice was heard to cry from somewhere within the Smith Square complex; from elsewhere came the sound of a champagne cork being loosened in premature
  celebration; but for the most part they stood in profound silence. History was being made and they were part of it. Sir Alastair stared at them, kept them waiting a heartbeat longer.

  ‘. . . that the Government will be re-elected with a majority of thirty-four.’

  The building itself seemed to tremble as a roar of triumph mixed with relief erupted from within. Thirty-bloody-four! It was victory, and when you are in a game to the death it’s really
  only the winning that matters, not how the game has been played or how close the result. Time enough later for sober reflection, for history to reach its verdict; but to hell with history –
  for the moment it was enough to have survived. In every corner there were tears of joy, of exhaustion, and of release that many found almost as good as orgasm and, in the view of a few old hands,
  considerably better.

  The screen divided briefly between mute shots of the Party Leaders taking in the prediction. Collingridge was seen nodding, in acceptance, his smile thinner than satisfaction, while the broad
  grin and shake of his opponent’s head left viewers in no doubt that the Opposition had yet to concede. ‘Wait and see,’ he was mouthing, in triumph. Then his lips moved again,
  saying something that lip readers later thought had been in Welsh. Two words, both very inappropriate.

  •   •   •

  ‘Bollocks!’ Preston was shouting, his hair falling into his eyes, revealing the secrets of the shiny scalp beneath. ‘What the fuck have they done?’ He
  looked at the ruins of his first edition and began furiously scribbling on his notepad. ‘“Government majority slashed!”’ he tried. It was hurled into the bin.

  ‘“Too close to call”,’ Mattie suggested, trying to hide any hint of satisfaction.

  ‘“Collingridge squeaks in”,’ the editor tried once more.

  They all ended up in the bin.

  He looked around desperately for some help and inspiration.

  ‘Let’s wait,’ Mattie advised. ‘It’s only thirty minutes to the first result.’



  Chapter Four

  
    
      The crowd is vulgar. Always play to the crowd, praise the common man and let him think he is a prince.

    

  

  Without waiting for the first result, celebrations were already well under way at the Party’s advertising agency. With the confidence shown
  by all positive thinkers, the staff of Merrill Grant & Jones Company PLC had been squashed for nearly three hours in the agency’s reception area to witness history in the making and every
  wrinkle of it projected on two vast TV screens. A river of champagne was flowing, washing down an endless supply of deep-pan pizzas and Big Macs, and predictions of a drastically reduced majority
  only served to spur the partygoers on to more feverish efforts. Even at this early hour it was clear that two ornamental fig trees that had graced the reception area for several years
  wouldn’t survive the night; it seemed probable that several young secretaries wouldn’t, either. Most of the wiser heads were pacing themselves, but there seemed little reason to
  exercise excessive restraint. Ad men don’t do restraint. Anyway, the client was setting a fearsome example.

  Like many expatriate Dublin adventurers, Roger O’Neill was renowned for his quick wit, his irresistible capacity for exaggeration and his unquenchable determination to be involved in
  everything. So overwhelming were his energies and so varied his enthusiasms that no one could be entirely certain what he had done before he joined the Party – it was something in public
  relations or television, they thought, and there were rumours about a problem with the Inland Revenue, or was it the Irish Garda – but he had been available when the post of Publicity
  Director had become vacant and he’d filled it with both charm and ability, fuelled by a ceaseless supply of Gauloises and vodka-tonics.

  As a young man he had shown great promise as a fly-half on the rugby field, but it was a talent that was never to be fulfilled, his highly individualistic style making him ill suited for team
  games. ‘With him on the field,’ complained his coach, ‘I’ve got two teams out there: Roger and fourteen others. Screw him.’ And so Roger had been duly screwed, in many
  areas of his life until Fortune had smiled and brought him to Smith Square. At the age of forty, he sported an unruly shock of dark hair that was now perceptibly greying and his muscle tone had
  long since gone, but O’Neill refused to acknowledge the evidence of his middle age, hiding it beneath a carefully selected wardrobe worn with a deliberate casualness that displayed the
  designers’ labels to their best advantage. His nonconformist approach and the lingering traces of an Irish accent hadn’t always endeared him to the Party’s grandees –
  ‘All bullshit and no bottom,’ one of them had loudly observed – but others were simply overwhelmed by his unusual vigour.

  His path through the thicket had been made much easier by his secretary. Penelope – ‘Hi, I’m Penny’ – Guy. Five foot ten, an exciting choice of clothes and a
  devastating figure on which to hang them. There was that other aspect that made her stand out from the Westminster crowd. She was black. Not just dusky or dark but a polished hue of midnight that
  made her eyes twinkle and her smile fill the entire room. She had a university degree in the History of Art and 120 w.p.m. shorthand, and was ruthlessly practical. Inevitably, there had been a
  riptide of gossip when she’d first arrived with O’Neill, but her sheer efficiency had silenced, if not won over, the Doubting Thomases, of which there were still many.

  She was also totally discreet. ‘I have a private life,’ she explained when asked. ‘And that’s just how it’s going to stay.’

  Right now at Merrill Grant & Jones – Grunt & Groans, as Penny preferred to call them – she was effortlessly providing the centre of attention for several red-blooded media
  buyers plus the deputy creative director while at the same time managing to ensure that O’Neill’s glass and cigarettes were always available but closely rationed. She didn’t want
  him going over the top, not tonight of all nights. For the moment he was dug in deep with the agency’s managing director.

  ‘The future starts right here, Jeremy. Don’t let’s lose sight of that. We need that marketing analysis as soon as possible. It’s got to show just how effective our
  efforts have been, how brilliant the ads, how much impact they’ve had, how we hit our target voters. If we win, I want everyone to know they owe it to us. If we lose, God help
  us—’ Suddenly he sneezed with great violence. ‘Shit! Excuse me. Damned hay fever. But if we lose I want to be able to show the entire bloody world that we beat the other side
  hands down at our communications game and it was only the politics which blew it.’ He drew close so they were almost touching foreheads. ‘You know what’s needed, Jeremy.
  It’s our reputations on the line, not just the politicians’, so don’t screw it up. Make sure it’s ready by Saturday morning at the latest. I want it in the Sunday papers and
  I want it as prominent as an actress’s arse.’

  ‘And I thought I was supposed to be the creative one,’ Jeremy reflected, sipping more champagne. ‘But that doesn’t give us much time.’

  O’Neill lowered his voice, drew closer still so that the ad man could smell the sourness of French tobacco on his breath. ‘If you can’t get the figures, make the bloody things
  up. They’ll all be too exhausted to look at them closely, and if we get in there first and loudest we’ll be fine.’ He paused only to blow his nose, which did nothing to ease the
  other man’s visible discomfort. ‘And don’t forget the flowers. I want you to send the most enormous bouquet around to the PM’s wife in Downing Street first thing in the
  morning. In the shape of a gigantic letter “C”. Make sure she gets them as soon as she wakes up.’

  ‘From you, of course.’

  ‘She’ll get in a twist if they don’t arrive because I’ve already told her they’re coming. I want the TV cameras to film them going in.’

  ‘And to know who’s sent them,’ the other man added.

  ‘We’re all in this together, Jeremy.’

  Yet with only your name on the card, Jeremy almost added, but didn’t. It was possible to take sincerity too far. He was used to his client’s breathless monologues by now, and to the
  irregular instructions and accounting procedures demanded by O’Neill. A political party wasn’t like any other client: it played by different and sometimes dangerous rules. But the last
  two years working on the account had given Jeremy and his youthful agency more than enough publicity to stifle the lingering doubts. Yet, as they waited nervously for the results, a silent fear
  struck him as he thought of what would happen if they lost. Despite O’Neill’s assurances that they were all in this together, he had no doubts the agency would be made the scapegoat. It
  had all looked rather different when they’d started their work, with the opinion polls predicting a comfortable win, but his confidence had begun to evaporate with the exit polls. His was an
  industry of images where reputations withered like yesterday’s flowers.

  O’Neill rattled on, effervescent, irrepressible, until their attention was grabbed by the six-foot image of Sir Alastair, who was now holding his ear with his head cocked to one side.
  Something was coming through his earpiece.

  ‘And now I believe we are ready for the first result of the evening. Torbay once again, I’m told. Breaking all records. Just forty-three minutes after the polls have closed and
  already I see the candidates are gathering behind the returning officer. It’s time to go over live . . .’

  •   •   •

  The Assembly Room, Torbay. Victorian, crowded, humid, desperately hot, crackling with tension. Bundles of counted votes stretched out along trestle tables, empty, black, tin
  ballot boxes stacked to one side. On the stage at one end, amid the banks of hyacinths and spider plants, the rosettes and mayoral regalia, the candidates were gathered. The first result was about
  to be announced, yet the scene resembled more a village pantomime than an election: the promise of nationwide media coverage had attracted more than the usual number of crank candidates who were
  now doing their best to capture the moment by waving balloons and brightly coloured hats to attract the cameras’ attention.

  The Sunshine Candidate, dressed from head to toe in a searing yellow leotard and waving a plastic sunflower as ludicrous as it was large, was standing directly and deliberately in front of the
  sober-suited Tory. The Tory, his suit pressed and hair cut for the occasion, tried to move to his left to escape from the embarrassment but succeeded only in bumping into the man from the National
  Front, who was inciting a minor riot in the crowd by displaying a clenched fist and an armful of tattoos. The Tory, desperate to do the right thing and uncertain what his candidate’s manual
  prescribed in such circumstances, retreated with reluctance back behind the sunflower. Meanwhile, a young woman representing the Keep Our Seas Clean party and who was clad in blue and green
  chiffon, walked back and forth in front of everyone, trailing yards of cloth that billowed like an incoming tide.

  The mayor coughed into his microphone. ‘Thank you, ladies and gentlemen. I, as returning officer for the constituency of Torbay, hereby declare that the votes cast in the election were as
  follows . . .’

  •   •   •

  ‘So there we have it from colourful Torbay,’ Sir Alastair’s sepulchral tones intervened. ‘The Government hold the first seat of the night but with a
  reduced majority and a swing against them of, the computer says, nearly eight per cent. What does that mean, Peter?’ the newscaster asked as the screen cut to the channel’s academic
  commentator. A bespectacled, rather tussled figure in Oxford tweeds was given on the screen.

  ‘It means the exit poll is just about right, Alastair.’



  Chapter Five

  
    
      Politics requires sacrifice. The sacrifice of others, of course. Whatever a man can achieve by sacrificing himself for his country, there’s always more to be
      gained by allowing others to do it first. Timing, as my wife always says, is everything.

    

  

  ‘Great show, Roger, isn’t it? Another majority. I can’t tell you how absolutely thrilled I am. Relieved. Delighted. All of that.
  Well done. Well done, indeed!’ The breathless enthusiasm of the chairman of one of Grunt & Groans’ major retail clients poured into O’Neill’s face without any visible
  effect. The thick-waisted industrialist was enjoying himself, sweating, smiling; the evening was turning into a fully fledged victory party irrespective of the fact that the Government had just
  lost its first two seats of the night.

  ‘That’s very kind of you, Harold. Yes, I think a thirty- or forty-seat majority will be enough. But you must take some of the credit,’ O’Neill replied. ‘I was
  reminding the Prime Minister just the other day how your support goes way beyond the corporate donation. I remember the speech you gave at the Industrial Society lunch last March. By God it was
  good, so it was, if you’ll forgive a touch of blasphemy, you really banged the message home. Surely you’ve had professional training?’ Without waiting for an answer, O’Neill
  rushed on. ‘I told Henry – I’m sorry, the PM! – told him how good you were, that we need to find more platforms for captains of industry like you. Giving us the view from
  the coal face.’

  ‘There was no need for that, I’m sure,’ replied the captain without the slightest trace of sincerity. The champagne had already overcome his natural caution and images of
  ermine and the House of Lords began to materialize in front of his eyes. ‘Look, when this is all over perhaps you and I could do lunch together. Somewhere a little quieter, eh? I’ve
  several other ideas he might find interesting, on which I’d very much welcome your views.’ The eyes bulged expectantly. He took another huge mouthful of wine. ‘And talking of
  banging home the message, Roger, tell me, that little secretary of yours—’

  Before the thought could be pursued any further, O’Neill burst into a series of volcanic sneezes that bent him almost double, leaving his eyes bloodshot and rendering any hope of continued
  conversation impossible. ‘Sorry,’ he spluttered, struggling to recover. ‘Hay fever. Always seem to get it early.’ As if to emphasize the point he blew his nose with the
  sound of many trumpets and what seemed like a few bass drums. The moment gone, the industrialist backed off.

  The Government lost another seat, a junior minister with responsibility for transport, a callow man who’d spent the last four years rushing to every major motorway crash scene in the
  country, dragging the media behind him. He had developed an almost religious conviction that the human race’s capacity for violent self-sacrifice was unquenchable; it didn’t seem to be
  helping him very much to accept his own. His chin jutted forward to meet adversity while his wife dissolved in tears.

  ‘More bad news for the Government,’ commented Sir Alastair, ‘and we’ll see how the Prime Minister is taking it when we go over live for his result in just a few minutes.
  In the meantime, what is the computer predicting now?’ He punched a button and turned to look at a large computer screen behind his shoulder. ‘Nearer thirty than forty, by the look of
  it.’

  A studio discussion began as to whether a majority of thirty was enough to see a government through a full term of office, but the commentators were constantly interrupted as more results began
  to pour in. Back in the agency, O’Neill excused himself from the group of overheated businessmen and fought his way through a growing and steadily more voluble group of admirers that was
  pressing in on Penny. In spite of their protests, he drew her quickly to one side and whispered briefly in her ear. Meanwhile, the ruddy face of Sir Alastair intruded once more to announce that the
  Prime Minister’s own result would soon be declared. A respectful silence took hold of the revellers. O’Neill returned to the industrial captains. All eyes were fixed on the screen. No
  one noticed Penny gathering her bag and slipping quietly out.

  In the studio an Opposition gain from the Government was announced. A less than splendid night. Then it was Collingridge’s turn. His appearance brought forth a roar of loyal approval from
  the Grunt & Groans staff, most of whom had by now lost whatever political convictions they’d brought with them beneath the tidal wave of celebration. Hell, it was only an election.

  As they stared, Henry Collingridge waved back from the screen, his stretched smile suggesting he was taking the result rather more seriously than was his audience. His speech of thanks was
  formal rather than polemical, his face grey with exhaustion beneath the makeup. For a moment they watched sombrely, almost soberly, as he hurried from the platform to begin his long drive back to
  London. Then they set to celebrating once more.

  It was a few minutes later that a shout pierced the party atmosphere. ‘Mr O’Neill! Mr O’Neill! There’s a call for you.’ The security guard who was presiding over
  the reception desk held the telephone up in the air and gesticulated dramatically at the mouthpiece.

  ‘Who is it?’ mouthed O’Neill back across the room.

  ‘What?’ queried the guard, looking nervous.

  ‘Who is it?’ O’Neill mouthed again.

  ‘Can’t hear you,’ the guard yelled above the hubbub.

  O’Neill cupped his hands to his mouth and once more demanded to know who it was in a voice and with a volume that would have done justice to a winning try at Lansdowne Road.

  ‘It’s the Prime Minister’s Office!’ screamed the frustrated guard, unable to restrain himself and not quite sure whether he should be standing to attention.

  His words had an immediate effect. The room fell into an expectant hush. An avenue to the telephone suddenly opened up in front of O’Neill. Obediently, he stepped forward, trying to look
  modest and matter-of-fact.

  ‘It’s one of his secretaries. She’ll put you through,’ the guard said, in awe, grateful to hand over the awesome responsibility.

  ‘Hello. Hello. Yes, this is Roger.’ A brief pause. ‘Prime Minister! How very good to hear from you. Many, many congratulations. The result is really excellent in the
  circumstances. My old father used to say that a victory is sweet whether you win five–nil or five–four . . .’ His eyes darted around the room; every face was turned to him.
  ‘What did you say? Oh, yes. Yes! That’s so kind. I’m at the advertising agency right this moment, as it happens.’

  The room was now hushed to a point where they could hear the fig trees weeping.

  ‘I think they’ve performed marvellously, and I certainly couldn’t have done it without their support . . . May I tell them that?’

  O’Neill placed his hand over the mouthpiece and turned to the audience, which was held in total rapture. ‘The Prime Minister just wants me to thank you all on his behalf for helping
  run such a fantastic campaign. He says it made all the difference.’ He went back to the phone and listened for a few seconds more. ‘And he’s not going to demand the money
  back!’

  The room erupted into a great roar of applause and cheers. O’Neill held the phone aloft to catch every last sound.

  ‘Yes, Prime Minister. I want to tell you that I’m totally thrilled, overwhelmed to receive your first telephone call after your own election . . . I look forward to seeing you, too.
  Yes, I shall be at Smith Square later . . . Of course, of course. See you then. And congratulations once again.’

  He replaced the telephone gently in its cradle, his expression heavy with the honour that had been done him. He turned to face the room. Suddenly his face burst into a broad smile and the
  gathering broke into a series of resounding cheers, and everyone attempted to shake his hand at once.

  They were still saluting him with a chorus of ‘For He’s a Jolly Good Fellow’ as, in the next street, Penny replaced the car phone in its cradle and began to adjust her lipstick
  in the mirror.
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