
  
    
      
    
  


  Preface: What happened next


  It was an interesting choice: publish this book, or work for the Prime Minister at Downing Street. I’d been offered a job as Gordon Brown’s Deputy Political Secretary (whatever that meant), to begin in September 2007. This book’s publication date and my start date at Downing Street were the same week. The Downing Street advisor hadn’t finished reading the manuscript, but hinted that if any of it was problematic for the PM, a choice had to be made. So far, so obvious.


  Yet it was hard to choose between the twin dreams of publishing my first book (four weeks before reaching forty) and finally working at Downing Street – something I’d dreamt of most of my life. In the end I decided this book had to take the hit. After all, it could be rolled out another time but a job in Downing Street might never come again. Just as I’d made my decision, I got my first inkling that Gordon – dour, command-control Gordon – might not fit his stereotype.


  ‘It’s fine,’ said his aide, ‘Gordon’s very relaxed about your book, he doesn’t have a problem. It’s our job to decide if he has a problem. What d’you think?’


  ‘Um, it’ll be fine,’ I said, wondering if I’d given the matter due thought. ‘Also,’ I added, ‘I wanted to let you know I won’t keep a diary at Downing Street. I’m sure that must be a concern for Gordon.’


  ‘I don’t think he minds, but I’ll check.’ The confirmation later that week surprised me. ‘No, Gordon doesn’t mind if you keep a diary.’


  ‘Well anyway, I’ve decided I won’t keep a diary – I want people to know I’ll focus on the job, not scribble down everything they say to publish in a few years time.’


  ‘Well the diary’s not a problem. Your problem might be changing from being a front-of-house person to someone behind the scenes. Some people aren’t suited to backstage, especially if they’ve been an MP. D’you think you can do it?’


  ‘Definitely, I can do onstage or offstage. But at this point in my life, right now, I’m yearning to be backstage. Positively desperate. I’ve had onstage, front of house, lights in my face, up to my ears.’


  My only concession – and in retrospect it was quite a big concession – was to cancel virtually all publicity around the book. After all, I couldn’t work for the PM and sit on a TV sofa promoting myself. My editor was sanguine. ‘You’ve written an excellent book,’ she said. ‘The only problem is it’s the slowest-selling political diary I’ve ever published. Except for David Blunkett’s.’ If it wasn’t for all the people who wrote to me about the book, I might have thought it remained entirely unread. I only ever saw it twice in a bookshop outside Westminster. In publishing terms it sank without trace.


  As for me, I enjoyed my new-found anonymity. I worked in 10 Downing Street in an office with a cold-war bunker feel to it which lurked up a spiral staircase. Every morning to reach the spiral staircase I walked past the PM’s office where the day’s newspapers were neatly arranged on a thigh-high filing cabinet outside the door. Every morning I noticed two things: the smell of buttered toast wafting up from No. 10’s basement canteen and the day’s catastrophic newspaper headlines.


  It was impossible to pass or enter his office without reading those headlines. After the autumn 2007 General Election That Never Was, the headlines were almost always catastrophic. Day after day there were stories about how disastrous Gordon Brown was as a PM, or how dysfunctional No. 10 was as a workplace. I never had sympathy for the first view, though the second rang more true – and most likely always will. Kings and their courts are by nature dysfunctional, the dysfunctionality bred by jealousy.


  One particular morning I picked up a newspaper that had ‘Hammer House of Horrors’ plastered above a picture of No. 10. It’s hard not to become dysfunctional when the chips are down at Downing Street. On the front page were pictures representing my colleagues as ghouls. These days, looking at David Cameron’s omnishambles emanating from No. 10, I feel we were a bit hard done by. On the other hand, we deserved some of it.


  I regularly peered from behind net curtains at the massed journalists and photographers standing opposite the door of No. 10. Whether inside or outside No. 10, everyone waited for a fresh slab of meat to be thrown to the 24-hour media beast. The carcasses piled up. They were often in the form of a minister or a Government whip who had been plotting against the leadership, or one of the team of political staffers, which started to eat itself (off with the head of the Prime Minister’s Political Secretary / Chief of Staff / Director of Political Strategy).


  And then there were the briefing wars, which had to be experienced to be believed. I remember when Gordon was looking for a new Political Secretary journalists did what they always do, which is come up with a list of likely candidates. As a former MP my name cropped up a couple of times, even though I had no interest whatsoever in the job (as a mother with a twenty-month-old baby, I couldn’t imagine anything worse than being available around the clock for the Prime Minister and leaving my house at 5.30 a.m. each day, after a night bottle-feeding, to do the early morning firefighting at Downing Street). Rumour has it that a couple of Gordon’s advisers had their own man for the job. Instead of just ensuring he got the job (which he did – and as it happens he was the best person for the job), they unleashed their usual tactics: they got a full page article in the Daily Mail declaring via ‘one senior MP’ how completely useless I was. Under the headline “‘MPs’ anger as Oona King is tipped for No. 10 role’,“ it said I thought I could persuade people to like Gordon ‘by fluttering [my] eyelashes’... And this was the treatment that Gordon’s boys meted out to someone on their own team who had no intention of undermining them. You can imagine what they did to their enemies …


  Naturally, every Prime Minister must take responsibility for his or her own hired guns and their working methods. But in person Gordon was often very pleasant and considerate. One morning on my way to Downing Street I found a note on the door of the childcare centre: ‘Closed due to staff sickness’. I had no choice but to take the baby to Downing Street where, much to my distress, I had a rare one-to-one policy meeting with the PM. I stood outside Gordon’s office with the baby on my hip. I’m not one for parents taking babies into work meetings, especially not with the Prime Minister, and couldn’t blame Gordon when he looked massively unimpressed. But then Gordon usually looks massively unimpressed. He welcomed me into the office without smiling, and when I turned around after soothing the baby he’d completely disappeared. ‘Oh no,’ I thought. ‘He’s walked out in disgust and he’s going to sack me.’ But then his head popped out from behind his desk where he was on his hands and knees with a toy train set. ‘This belongs to my sons,’ he said. ‘I’m sure your baby will love it.’ He then played with the train set and baby for ten minutes before we got down to business.


  Although Gordon was a modern boss who understood the difficulties for parents juggling work with childcare, it was nonetheless a nightmare to work at Downing Street with a small child. By the time I’d acquired two small children I knew my days were numbered. You can’t really be a Downing Street advisor and leave the office at 5 p.m. to get to the childcare centre for 6 p.m. Downing Street, understandably, will never be nine-to-five. And you also can’t really be the Prime Minister’s Senior Policy Advisor (as I became on Equalities, responsible at Downing Street for the Equality Act) if you only get three hours sleep because the kids have you up half the night.


  One day the Downing Street machine had swung into overdrive even more than usual, or perhaps it was just that the crisis of the day involved my policy area and I was ‘holding the pen’ on the Downing Street response. Thank God this didn’t happen often, but on the few occasions it did, I felt I was trapped inside the mother of all working-mother nightmares, locked in a washing machine on a manic spin cycle. I spiralled between my desk and meetings and eyed the monstrous No. 10 email monster that never spewed out fewer than 600 ‘urgent’ emails a day. Lunch was a fantasy. As the clock ticked relentlessly towards 5 p.m. I would start to mentally bin hundreds of less urgent requests. I’d calculate how much work I could finish once the bedtime routine was over at about 8 p.m., and what percentage of urgent work could be finished by midnight, which was my definition of ‘close of play’. ‘I’ll get it to you by close-of-play’, was my way of leaving the office by 5 p.m.


  This particular evening I ran out of the office at 5.30 p.m., half an hour late, naturally attracting the ‘she can’t be serious about her job’ looks from some colleagues. A note on my desk said ‘LATENESS KILLS’. If I left the office after 5 p.m., the only way I could make it to the childcare centre by 6 p.m. was to play Russian roulette on my bicycle along the fast and dangerous embankment between Westminster and the Tower of London. A deafening slipstream of wind from articulated lorries sucked me towards them as they thundered past. I cycled hell-for-leather, and was always the last mum to pick up my child.


  Whether in the office or outside, my theme tune became the ‘tut-tut’ of others. ‘Your son really hasn’t been too well today, he should be tucked up in bed.’ Tut-tut. Then dinner, bath, story, milk, phone call from Downing Street. ‘This press release MUST be sent out in the next ten minutes, can you do it? We’ve been covering for you, but it has to go.’ Tut-tut.


  And that particular evening Elia did something I’ve never seen a toddler do before or since. He didn’t projectile vomit, instead he exhibited projectile diarrhoea. I was open-mouthed at the spectacle. I had Downing Street on the phone in one hand, and with the other I pressed Elia’s squirming legs against his body as he lay on an inadequate plastic changing mat to prevent him smearing me and the sofa with diarrhoea.


  ‘Ten minutes, okay?’ clamoured my Downing Street colleague. ‘You’ve got to finish the press release and email it in the next ten minutes, can you do it?’


  ‘I’m really going to try,’ I said. ‘You just have no idea how much shit I’m dealing with.’ It dripped down my top.


  ‘Oona, we’re all in shit up to our ears, just get on it.’


  ‘I’m on it.’


  It was under my foot, over the sofa. Some of it was on Elia’s cheek. I put the phone down, threw him in the bath and heard the door open downstairs. Thank God, my husband was home. ‘Dinner’s in the dog, baby’s in the shit.’ That’s what I would have said if I’d made my husband dinner, but I hadn’t done that since 2005, and anyway that was a one-off meal. I punched the keyboard manically, almost like a boxer, until the press release was fashioned and sent, fourteen minutes late, tut-tut. Many nights I sat at the computer for three or four hours until the detritus of the day was swept up. And I was nowhere near the inner inner sanctum at Downing Street. Did I want to get there? It simply wasn’t a realistic option if I was going to pick up my kids at the end of the day, soothe them in the middle of the night and play with them on the weekend without a mobile permanently glued to my ear. Not an option at all.


  In fact, the only times I used to slip momentarily into the inner sanctum were on Friday nights. On Friday nights Gordon kicked back and chillaxed by writing non-urgent speeches. His main political speech writer was now Kirsty McNeill, a radioactively intelligent twenty-seven year old who, like Gordon, had a Scottish religious upbringing and could ‘channel Gordon’ at the click of a biro. I mopped up some of the leftover speeches. I got emails from Gordon that said things like, ‘Moral arc: I want to describe it from Gandhi to JFK to Martin Luther King’. On this occasion this theme was for a speech at the Kennedy Centre, and the email dropped into my inbox at nine o’clock on a Friday night. I drafted something and sent it back about an hour later. Gordon’s response was quick and called for redrafting and a more compelling definition of moral authority. I wrote more and sent it back, ignoring my husband’s entreaties first to sit down to dinner, then to watch 8 Out of 10 Cats, and then at one in the morning just simply to ‘bloody come to bed’.


  Every time I sent Gordon an email, a response appeared almost immediately in my inbox. We played ping-pong until the early hours of Saturday morning, and I finally emailed Gordon a draft which I felt contained an eloquent and powerful section on moral authority. When an email came back after two saying it should be written again, I finally cracked. The email I sent back was a six-page rant, like those letters from constituents written in green biro and capital letters.


  ‘LOOK! We could spend the next week crafting and redrafting a section on moral authority, but moral authority stems from action, not words. If you want to demonstrate moral authority, just do it.’ And then I started to properly rant, on my chosen topic of the moment: cluster bombs. For example, why don’t you stop the British army using military hardware that kills and maims the maximum number of civilians? Why does the British Government stand accused of being the chief obstacle to the international treaty banning cluster bombs? The position of the Ministry of Defence and the Foreign Office that you can’t get rid of them for operational reasons is no excuse. It’s nonsense. And I’m certain the two ministers – Des Browne and David Miliband – would never stand in the way. It’s your Government, you’re the Prime Minister. Just do it.’


  Once I got going I couldn’t stop. The baby woke up intermittently and I would soothe him with some milk and then return to my cluster bomb rant. It was the first email I sent Gordon that he didn’t answer. I knew I’d irritated him. Gordon flew to America, gave the speech, and I didn’t see him again for weeks. One morning not long after, I was lying in bed half dozing as I listened to the six-thirty morning news bulletin on Radio 4.


  ‘And, in a surprise announcement the British Government has agreed to sign the treaty banning the use of cluster bombs.’


  I sat bolt upright in bed. He did it! God bless that man, he did it! I’d campaigned against cluster bombs for years as an MP. But the ban was now in place because I’d harassed the Prime Minister in the middle of the night. That morning in Downing Street people were jubilant about the announcement. The policy advisor who covered the issue was congratulated by all and sundry. I wondered privately whether it had been my ranting email that had done it after all. The next email I got from Gordon outlined other areas for drafting. But at the bottom was the best ‘PS’ I’ve ever received: ‘PS – Thank you for your inspiration on cluster bombs.’


  From that point forward I decided to cut myself some slack about being a working mum with a chronic sleep deprivation habit. If you’re looking after young kids it can sometimes feel like a huge achievement just to wash your face and get out the door. Banning cluster bombs while changing nappies was a result. And it made me think, ‘If Downing Street is going to kill you, you can go now. You did something worthwhile.’


  I survived for two years. I loved working in the Policy Unit, but negotiations around the Equality Bill were brutal, with business interests at cabinet level (John Hutton) pitched against Harriet Harman, who covered the equality brief. I was the No. 10 negotiator. The resulting Equality Act, however, is a landmark piece of legislation that will frame Britain’s approach to equalities for a generation or more. I woz there. For equality anoraks like me it is a priceless achievement of a Labour Government.


  The other achievement which stands out from that time at Downing Street, despite all the catastrophic headlines, was watching Gordon save the global financial system from meltdown. To coin a phrase: not flash, just Gordon. That’s why I think it’s undeniable he was the right Prime Minister at the right time. Sure, he was rubbish on a TV sofa, he didn’t have the smile or the chit chat. But let’s not be churlish, he stabilised the world economy when it was on the brink. A Prime Minister without his forensic grasp of global financial architecture would have let that ball drop. And that would have been a catastrophe not just for Britain but for the world.


  Still, my main memory of Downing Street was more prosaic than mighty international battles and always led back to the boring yet constant battle against sleep deprivation. I’m used to it now, but back then Downing Street was my first job as a mother with a small child. Many new working parents are often poleaxed with exhaustion when they discover what it actually means to never sleep a full night, and never recover. I was no exception.


  I remember one particularly sleep-deprived session when I sat through a strategy seminar of the No. 10 Policy Unit. We were meeting Ed Miliband, as we did at least monthly, to discuss wider political strategy. Ed was Gordon’s policy person, and later drew up the Labour Party manifesto for the 2010 general election. We sat around a long table in his Cabinet Office room, twelve men and me. And while we spoke about care charges for the elderly, pushing forward a radical energy policy, and how the Equality Act might play out in Essex or Durham, one thought kept recurring in my sleep-deprived mind: how did I get into this room? How come I’m the only woman in Britain – and the only person from an ethnic minority – to get into this room where policy is debated and shaped?


  These diaries answer that question. They explain how I became an MP, and what made me want to be an MP. I was partly driven by a visceral reaction to Margaret Thatcher. I had to respect her achievement of becoming Britain’s first female Prime Minister; and yet how could I respect someone who smashed the glass ceiling only to reinforce it with concrete?


  On one occasion I was accompanying Gordon after a meeting at Westminster with MPs. As we drove slowly through the House of Lords car park, we passed an old woman struggling to get out of a passenger seat. Gordon was nearest to her, but was rifling through papers for his next meeting. The old woman seemed to stand to attention at the sight of the car and waved almost bashfully towards us, evidently assuming we might stop and speak to her. When Gordon didn’t look up, her eyes slipped past his and, momentarily, locked on to mine.


  ‘Gordon,’ I said, still surprised to have looked so closely into those eyes, ‘you’ve just blanked Margaret Thatcher.’


  He seemed uncomfortable. ‘D’you think we should go back?’


  I looked at the woman, who stared after us, the woman who had shaped my life and my country.


  ‘No.’


  It was the least offensive thing I could think to say. And I couldn’t help but watch with some small satisfaction as she faded from view through the rear window. Of course she’s still with us, and despite her death, she always will be. Her achievement of becoming Prime Minister – never mind the first female Prime Minister, never mind one considered by many to be the most important peace-time Prime Minister – was extraordinary. But although she modernised some parts of Britain, our psyche and our economy, she destroyed so much else. She created an underclass, trebled child poverty, abandoned our manufacturing base (unlike her German counterparts) and laid waste to the public realm.


  Even the Conservatives realised they wouldn’t win another election until they ‘detoxified’ their brand, diluting the more extreme Thatcherite elements. Apparently, when asked what her greatest achievement was, Thatcher said ‘Tony Blair and New Labour’. Like most enduring politicians, including Tony Blair, Thatcher reshaped the centre ground in her own image. My time in the House of Commons, described in these diaries, was the time when Britain reimagined itself in opposition to Margaret Thatcher, as a country where society most certainly did exist.


  I left Downing Street in 2009 to become Channel 4’s Head of Diversity. Although the task at hand wasn’t easy – to make British TV reflect contemporary Britain – in terms of daily pressure it was impossible to compare it to Downing Street. In fact, it was like being airlifted out of a frozen Siberian slave camp and dropped onto the palm-fringed shore of a desert island. That’s what the outside world seemed like, compared to politics. Everything appeared so much more sane and manageable. And on top of that, I actively loved working at Channel 4. So I was perturbed to find that the Labour Party was beginning its London mayoral selection process a year earlier than expected, in April 2010.


  I always thought I would run in this mayoral selection race, but I was filled with dread at the thought of going back to full-on campaign mode. 6 a.m. call times for the Today programme, appearances on Newsnight at eleven at night, and seventeen hours packed full of meetings in between, working full-tilt seven days a week. I was a mum with two kids now, and the cost of giving up my whole life seemed too high – if not for me, then for them. It’s almost impossible to understand the intensity and madness of an election campaign unless you’ve lived it. These diaries show how the 2005 general election nearly pushed me over the edge. I didn’t know if I had the stomach to enter the fray again. And yet my soul-searching was wishful thinking: as much as I loathed elements of politics, I always had the stomach for it. I always wanted to bang the table and argue for change. I always put my hand up and said ‘I’m in’.


  Having said that, not even the 2005 general election prepared me for how hard the 2010 mayoral selection process would be. How is that possible? How could a piddling selection process be harder than a brutal general election fight? Obviously, fighting Ken Livingstone could never be as bad the 2005 election against George Galloway. Ken and I were on the same side for a start. In this mayoral campaign there were no death threats, my car tyres weren’t slashed, and the police didn’t follow us about in unmarked cars. I didn’t wake up each morning wondering if I was going to get blown up. It should have been a stroll in the park.


  But I was forgetting the main thing about elections these days: they cost a fortune, and in this sense they are profoundly undemocratic. It’s all very well saying ‘I’m in’. What you really need to say is ‘I’m loaded’. If I’d known at the beginning of the selection campaign what I knew at the end, I wouldn’t have taken part. I wouldn’t have had the choice. Because no normal person can enter a campaign with a price tag of £150,000. And even after I miraculously raised that sum from individuals who put their faith in me (by completely suspending my life, taking a sabbatical from my job, nearly ruining my marriage – again – and spending almost a year begging for money), I was still left owing £30,000. That’s how much was required in cash or kind to conduct a serious campaign over five months.


  People find it hard to believe it could cost that much. So do I. I naively entered the campaign thinking I’d have to raise something in the region of £20,000. But I hadn’t actually added up the cost of paying for a campaign staff of at least eight people, hiring venues, offices, phone lines, publishing thousands of glossy leaflets, paying for postage, setting up an entire IT network, buying and renting computers and mobile phones, sending out mass text messages, paying for research and polling, managing 500 volunteers, paying expenses… The list of costs was endless, and unlike the general election campaigns I’d previously fought, there was no local or national party to foot the bill. It was just me. You either had to be independently wealthy, or be bankrolled by trade unions or business. Before the selection got under way, nine out of eleven trade unions were Ken supporters, and they held 50 per cent of the vote. So if the odds were so bad, why did I do it?


  First there was the small matter of democracy. I thought Labour Party members should have a choice in a selection contest that was so important. The Mayor of London has the largest personal electoral mandate of any politician in Britain. If you believe in the democratic process, then you need contests, not coronations. And secondly there was the big matter, the huge matter, of wanting to change London. Yes, London is one of the best – if not the best – cities in the world, but any Londoner will tell you how much is wrong with it. There was so much I wanted to change.


  Whether it was cracking skulls together to reduce the outrageous cost of childcare in London, or improving transport (why can’t night buses run along the same routes as tube lines, so the average Londoner can get home at 1 a.m. without a PhD from Transport for London?); whether it was wanting to use the Mayor’s authority to skew public spending towards early intervention instead of mopping up catastrophe; whether it was a new approach to tackling gang culture, or ending the scandal of too many London kids’ lives being ruined in the care system, or wanting every London school leaver or college graduate to be guaranteed a paid job placement, there were so many things I wanted to change. My strapline was ‘Changing London for good’.


  More than anything I wanted London to be not just the global centre for financial capital, but also for social capital. What does that mean? It means understanding that relationships glue communities together. In practical terms it means valuing human relationships, and putting them at the heart of service delivery. It’s the quality of the relationship between parent and child, teacher and pupil, police officer and resident, care worker and housebound pensioner, youth worker and gang member, job advisor and unemployed Londoner that makes the difference. As individuals we’ve all made the mistake of spending money and time to fix the car, but not spending money or time to fix our personal relationships. Our debilitating miscalculations result in so many broken families, and are writ large across institutions and public policy.


  I knew our relationships could be so much more productive. If we could learn to live more cooperatively we could change our city and change our lives. On the one hand this can sound like wishy-washy nonsense. On the other hand there is well-documented research which clearly demonstrates that one-to-one relationships are the critical factor in improving life chances and turning around lives and communities.1 We know this intuitively – the teacher who changed my life – but we don’t know how to bottle it and apply it to public policy.


  Whether it’s helping Londoners with things they need in their daily lives, or brokering relationships between students who exchange their company for cheap rent with lonely pensioners, or systematically linking up businesses to schools so that every child has access to a laptop at home, there are countless ways we could change the way we live for good.


  Bizarrely, it was the internet site Freecyle that made me realise how easily we could change London if we put our minds to it. When my second child arrived I had two kids under three, and I needed a double buggy (stay with me on this one). The cheapest double buggy cost a cool £600, and I didn’t have that money lying around. I was jealous of the yummy mummies with their double buggies. And in practical terms it was dangerous getting on the tube at Mile End – an open platform on both sides – when my three year old might dart off the edge at any minute. I went onto Freecycle and almost immediately saw a double buggy. When I arrived to pick it up, giddy with excitement, I realised I was taking it from a woman who was less well-off than I was. She lived in a cramped two-bed council flat with three kids. I felt guilty.


  ‘Why didn’t you sell it on eBay?’ I asked.


  ‘For a start I needed it out of my hallway because my flat’s too small, and I knew if I advertised it yesterday, you’d be here today. But secondly I get things I need off Freecycle, so I’m happy to put things up for free. Share and share alike. It works better that way, don’t you think?’


  In twenty seconds this mum encapsulated the long-winded idealism I’ve spouted for decades. Left-wing politicians talk about cooperation and mutuality endlessly. And we think only left-wing people are interested in it. But we forget that if being good was the easy option, rather than a struggle, most of us would be more generous than we are. I thought of all the spare stuff I had that this woman, or other Londoners, might be grateful for: the old computer and printer, the TV, the sofa bed, the iron, the old fridge, the car seats and other buggies. Had I thought of giving them away? Not proactively. Firstly because no one had asked, and secondly because I didn’t have the time. New technology means there are myriad ways that both individuals and government can be catalysts for more cooperative living and reduce the ‘effort’ of altruism. Indeed altruism becomes not just for others, but for oneself.


  Of course this is nothing new. People have written about cooperation for hundreds if not thousands of years, and more recently tracts on nudge theory (first published in 2008) have been in vogue on both sides of the Atlantic; politicians understand that incentivising good behaviour is a nice concept, it’s better than hitting people over the head with a new tax. But no one’s made it happen yet. No one has systematically incentivised or inspired Londoners to live differently. That’s what I wanted to do, and I was determined to put my hand up and give it a go.


  First I had to tell my husband I was leaving my job, and would have no salary for at least four months. Then I had to get a campaign manager in place. And then I had to kick-start the campaign with countless phone calls and emails followed by press releases, pledges and a first-draft strategy. I sat down and worked, without stopping, for forty-eight hours. I remembered once more how being in politics and having a baby are similar: you don’t sleep at night, you’re constantly on the go during the day, you lose the capacity to speak normally, and when you do speak, after a while only simple sound bites come out.


  I was lucky to have a great campaign manager, Matt Cooke. Eight weeks went by. Matt got the other campaign posts filled. But it was suddenly crunch time. There were now eight people working for me full time in a suite of offices in Canary Wharf, but I hadn’t raised a penny to pay them. Eight people whose mortgages or rent depended on my ability to put cash on the table. We had already spent about £5,000 on the campaign. I had already breached – again – my overdraft limit. I was desperate. When I got into bed, if I got into bed, I couldn’t sleep. Not only was I destroying my own family financially, I was destroying others.


  People who had given money in the past said no this time. The Labour London mayoral selection was happening at the same time as the Labour leadership campaign. Mayor of London might be a big job, but Prime Minister was bigger. No one was interested. During the day and for evening meetings I would travel from one side of London to the other, often with Ken, arguing over the future of London. But at night I became more and more convinced I’d made a terrible mistake. I didn’t mind taking part in a contest and losing, that was part and parcel of politics. But taking part in a contest and bankrupting my family began to seem foolhardy. Who was I to think I could take part in a race like this? I didn’t have a wife at home to look after my kids, and I didn’t have a rich husband.


  Labour Party people often spoke about the importance of women taking part in politics – people on all sides talked about that – but the practical difficulties were almost insurmountable. And then Margaret McDonagh (former General Secretary of the Labour Party) spoke to Waheed Alli (a Labour peer and media entrepreneur), and asked him to reconsider my request for money. Waheed donated £10,000 to my campaign. It was over two months since I’d announced my candidacy, and for the first time I felt I could breathe. Waheed’s donation made the difference between being able to continue or not.


  I then entered a new phase in which I spent the majority of my time locked in an office, ringing people and begging for money. This was not how I had envisaged the campaign. This was not my skill set (though in the end it became my skill set). By now we had dedicated fundraisers working on the campaign. They brought professionalism to the operation, but at the end of the day begging for money is begging for money. I hated it. It made my eyes sting. But eventually, out of sheer unadulterated desperation I knuckled down and got on with it.


  I was living The Wire, albeit in Tower Hamlets, not Baltimore. Scenes from the cult American TV series show future Mayor Carcetti on the phone begging for money. ‘You go into that office now,’ says his assistant, ‘and you don’t come out until you raise $30,000. Because if you don’t raise $30,000 by lunchtime, this campaign is over.’ And then his team literally shut him in his office until he has $30,000 pledged. That’s what my team did to me. I now had a handler to supervise my begging phone calls. This person sat next to me, firstly to ensure I made the call instead of doing whatever other displacement activity I could think of; and then to ensure I was looking at the script (‘democracy costs more than I thought / please help me change London for good / here’s what I’d like to do to tackle poverty, improve policing, increase life chances, work with the City, improve childcare etc. etc. I really need your money’. Show me the money). They held a stopwatch and waved it in my face if a five-minute phone call showed no signs of yielding cash.


  The crossover between fact and fiction didn’t stop there. I was heartened that one of the stars of The Wire, Idris Elba, gave up his time to record a video endorsement for me, encouraging people to support me in my bid to become London Mayor. Idris’ video remains on my website, and I refuse to take it off because – well, anyone who’s seen The Wire will understand why! But even with encouragement like that, it was still incredibly hard going. The most galling thing of all was that my fundraising team demanded I begin by ringing my own friends. ‘What do you mean I have to ring my own friends? They’re not rich. They’ll think I’m both rude and deranged if I ask them for £500.’


  ‘Then ask them for £100, and if they can’t afford that, ask them for £50. But ask them. And then work out who will pledge sums of £5,000 or more, because otherwise you will never leave this room.’


  My best friend wasn’t just incredulous, she was horrified. ‘You’re going to do what? You can’t ask Tim for £500, that’s outrageous.’


  ‘But he might be willing to help, maybe he can afford it. If people I know won’t give me money I’m screwed.’


  ‘It’s not fair to put him in that position. I’m shocked you’d do that.’


  I was shocked too, but politics was shocking, even if you’d been in it for years.


  Slowly but surely the money started to come in. Tim, and others like him, got their wallets out. In total about thirty of my friends and family gave amounts ranging from twenty to a thousand pounds, which brought in another £10,000. Although my memory can be a bit iffy, I remember every single one of my friends and acquaintances who gave money to the campaign. I was so grateful it was almost pitiful. Then two unions came out to support me, USDAW and Community, and they donated money. And a few weeks later a pledge for £15,000 arrived. It was from a Labour businessman, Nigel Doughty, sadly since deceased, who said he was determined to help me and that he understood that ‘democracy costs’. These were the sorts of people who allowed me to run in the campaign. Their money also allowed me to leave my room and work up a comprehensive policy document – again with the help of people who often gave their time and expertise for free.


  But just when I started to think that maybe I could deal with the financial stress that had left me sleepless for months, the family stress exploded. My four year old was okay, but my two year old was seriously suffering from my absence. I had made two miscalculations. Firstly I’d thought I could be like a man: I know hundreds of men who more or less leave their partner to bring up their kids for four months, four years, or for their children’s entire childhood. I thought it would be okay if I did that for four months and it would have no long-term consequences for my kids. Secondly I forgot that an adopted child is not the same as a birth child. An adopted child – depending on their circumstances and age at adoption – carry trauma that is often under the surface, but if triggered spills over in dramatic fashion.


  Both my children had been adopted (two years apart) at thirteen months. But my daughter had always been the more emotionally sensitive one, and it took her a year to get over her devastation at losing everything and everyone she knew (the foster family with whom she’d been placed at birth) at thirteen months. To now ‘lose’ me was unbearable. She demonstrated her fear and frustration by changing her sleeping habits. Instead of waking up once a night, a few nights a week, she started to wake up every night, up to seventeen times a night. I would crawl into bed literally shattered at midnight or one o’clock, with the alarm set for five or six in the morning, and she would start to cry almost immediately. She had a sixth sense that told her I was in the house. I would go into her room to soothe her, but after weeks my temper started to fray. One night when she had woken me up more than fifteen times, and when I was due on the Today programme at 6.30 a.m., I started to crack.


  ‘Kaia! If you wake Mummy one more time Mummy will go crazy! Do you understand?!’


  I noticed that my hands, which were meant to gently but determinedly push her back into her bed, had starting to slip towards her neck. Ok, let me be clear before social services arrive at my door, I was never going to strangle my daughter, but the situation was driving me crazy. It was harder even than the Galloway campaign. At least in that campaign, every so often I
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  ‘Blair’s Babes’: the iconic picture of Tony Blair and some of the 101 Labour women MPs elected on 1 May 1997
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  Me at fourteen months
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  With my father Preston
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  With my mother Hazel and brother Slater, Kenya 1969
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  Me standing in front of my mother with my aunt Miri, my uncle Tom, Slater and cousins Oliver, Will, Barney and Ed
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  On Slater’s 30th birthday in Greece, August 1999
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  With Tiberio in Greece
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  In my wedding dress, July 1994
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  Glenys Kinnock borrows some red hair from my best friend, Quincy, to lend to Neil.
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  My wedding, July 1994
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  With Tiberio, members of his family and my mum
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  On our honeymoon, August 1994
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  My father receiving a presidential pardon from Bill Clinton following a racially-motivated conviction in the civil rights era
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  My uncle, CB King, an inspiring civil rights activist and lawyer
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  Visiting El Salvador when I was 22, in 1989: on an anti-government demonstration at the entrance to the cathedral where Oscar Romeo was shot. A political demonstrator tells me how his eyes were removed with forks by the Junta, and his left hand – and a finger from his right – had been amputated during torture sessions
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  Baby Luis, who I spent time with in Nicaragua. Luis died before his fifth birthday, one of the twelve million poor children who die each year before the age of five
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  My first time on Question Time, with David Dimbleby, Lembit Öpik, Julie Morgan and Richard Littlejohn. September 1997
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  With Tony Blair, John Prescott and local resident Brenda Daley on the Ocean estate in Tower Hamlets
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  Addressing a packed House of Commons to second the Queen’s Speech
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  Jack Straw visits Bethnal Green and Bow the day after the Brick Lane bombing
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  Sharing a joke with Barbara Follet and Harriet Harman, one of the Cabinet ministers who helped me most
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  Tony watching me with a pained expression that was to become familiar
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  The Prime Minister with London MPs during the ill-fated Frank Dobson mayoral campaign, January 2000
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  Painting my constituency office in Bethnal Green (I had to begin again because the green paint came out blue)
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  With survivors at the genocide site in Rwanda that I visited in March 1998
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  With President Paul Kagame of Rwanda and members of his Cabinet and entourage
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  Sharing a moment with schoolchildren during a visit to Cambodia with the Select Committee on International Development, January 2001
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  With children in Burundi, the Great Lakes region, July 1999
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  Preparing to set off down the Congo river with the Rainforest Foundation and colleague Bob Blizzard MP in a trip organised by the All-Party Parliamentary Group on the Great Lakes Region and Genocide Prevention
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  Visiting a micro-credit financing scheme in Uganda, 1998
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  On the campaign trail in the East End, Columbia Road Flower Market
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  Placades for the 2005 election, with supporters including my assistant Mohammed and two campaign team members, Anna and Joe
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  Congratulating George Galloway on his victory, 5am, 6 May 2005
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  Life after being an MP: in New Orleans, reporting on Hurricane Katrina for the Guardian, September 2005
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  Hosting a Q&A session with Gordon Brown during his leadership campaign, May 2007
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  Campaigning for more youth services with young people outside Parliament as Chair of the Make Space Youth Review
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  Elia diving into Tiberio’s arms on his second birthday
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