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    One 
 
      
 
    *A* 
 
      
 
    The women’s bathrooms at the back entrance of Isis was one of the few neutral territories protected by tradition and unspoken convention. In the English Parliament, political operatives and commercial services staff kept apart as much as possible, neither liking to acknowledge the other as anything more than a necessary part of the job. But here, the two tribes were forced to interact. Everyone needs a place to fix your makeup before entering the executive suite. This fitted my purposes perfectly. I was chairing a council of war in advance of what would be one of my toughest challenges in Parliament. The first priority was, of course, to look the part. 
 
      
 
    Red skirt, white trim, white shirt, red blazer. Little red hat. Red lipstick – after months of searching I had finally found a brand that perfectly matched the colour of the uniform. English flag earrings and my Saint George pendant. I fixed it carefully in place under my uniform, out of view but somehow, I always felt, absolutely and utterly essential. 
 
      
 
    “Everything’s ready on our end,” the parliamentary researcher for the Shadow Minister of Agriculture was telling me. She was brushing her hair and tying it back into a painful looking ponytail. Her lipstick dark black, her business suit charcoal. Threateningly sharp shoulder pads, shiny black pointed heels. Varda dressed like she had a grudge against the world. “Don’t worry about it. Whenever they arrive, we’re ready for them. You just worry about the greeting.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, Varda,” I told her, and turned to my left, to a fellow Red Skirt, also preparing. 
 
      
 
    “Catering is booked and your schedule is clear. Don’t worry if the tour overruns. As far as we’re concerned, this tour is your top priority for the day. You remember which meeting room is best today?” 
 
      
 
    “Conference Room Five,” I told her. “Thanks, Claire.” 
 
      
 
    “Good,” Claire told me. She was my team leader, technically, but more than happy to let me supervise things normally. Now, though, she considered it worth taking a personal interest. 
 
      
 
    Mei, the newest girl in my team, looked up at the screen above the door, because even in here there was at least one screen set permanently to BBC Parliament England, to see if she could work out what event had caused such an upset. “Oh, no, honey, it won’t be on there. It’s too important for that,” Claire said. “We need to make sure that none of the MEnPs try to book out any of our standard stop-off points at the last moment. Can I trust you to handle that?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, if it’s a priority… erm… why is this tour such a priority? Who’s the VIP?” 
 
      
 
    Claire patted Mei on the shoulder. “Don't worry about it. Alice knows what to do.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks. See you later,” I said.  
 
      
 
    “Good luck out there,” Claire told me. “If you need anything at all, page us, okay?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. “I can handle it.” 
 
      
 
    The back of Isis House looked out at a car park, the less glorious parts of the parliamentary campus, and, separated from all this pragmatism by a narrow and quite muddy path, the river that had given the building its name. It was not a pretty part of the building, but a few steps brought me to The View. 
 
      
 
    The English Parliament was not quite as famous as the British one, but we had managed to leverage a bit of visibility in recent years. And this was our most famous shot – the one that the BBC News used in its opening spiel. At the corner of Meadow Hall and Isis House was a gap under a curved walkway between the two buildings, and on the other side was the fountain with the artistic swirl that was meant to represent Saint George, the greenery of the quad, and the entrances to both buildings. 
 
      
 
    In person, it was a little different to the televised version, of course. The TV version doesn’t have armed police milling about. They weren't the iconic image. The iconic image of the English Parliament was us – the Red Skirts. We have an official name as well, but in the privacy of my own head I don’t have to use it. Nobody in Parliament ever did. The gift shop had a monolith display screen in front of it, tuned (of course) to BBC Parliament England. We were between clips, and the tour that had assembled were watching a Red Skirt on the screen as I arrived. A few tourists took a photo right away when they saw the real deal. I fixed them with my best Red Skirts smile, which is, in my opinion, 90% of the brand all by itself. It was the reason we were considered the most customer friendly legislative body in the United Kingdom. 
 
      
 
    “Hello, and welcome to the English Parliament. I'm Alice Dawkins, and I'll be your host for your tour. If you have any questions at any point, or need any assistance, don't hesitate to ask. We want your visit here to be both pleasant and informative. Before we set off there's just a few housekeeping things I need to cover-” 
 
      
 
    I had given this same tour a hundred times. I could have done it in my sleep. But the important thing was that I never, ever did. This might not sound like an important duty, compared to catering to the needs of the MEnPs and celebrity guests. But our open tours are the point where the citizens of England, and indeed the world, could see that English democracy worked. What could be more vital than that? At this stage, it was important to assess the group. What did we have today? Aside from the obvious, of course. 
 
      
 
    There was a man who might be a journalist or something of that nature. The kind of person who always seemed to turn up in devolved governments to write some kind of summary of how they worked. Nobody quite knew why this happened, but it seemed to be inevitable. What else? American tourists; always nice to see. As long as they weren't confused and expecting to see Big Ben, but that was happening less and less these days. Isis had managed to get the English Parliament into a few films. It was starting to become known. Aside from that, it was pretty standard fare. Political nerds looking for something to do with their time in Oxford. It helped to know the kind of people you were pitching to. 
 
      
 
    “-the quad is the heart of the English Parliament, where the two main buildings join together. Parliament sits in Meadow Hall, while the Executive and the Regional Committees meet next door in Isis House. This means, effectively, that legislation has to pass through this quad six to seven times to become law.” 
 
      
 
    “What are the other buildings?” Someone asked, on cue, as well. Always a nice treat. 
 
      
 
    “The tea rooms and the Queen Elizabeth, our pub. This is English democracy, after all.” 
 
      
 
    Polite laugh, move on. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, the laugh was not quite universal. 
 
      
 
    “So that’s where our tax money goes, is it?” said a voice from the back. 
 
      
 
    Not an unusual comment, but not what I had hoped for, especially from her. And we had an answer prepared, about how MEnP salaries were decided by an independent body and there were no subsidies on food, and the parliament was a massive economic boost for Oxford. Sometimes it worked. Today it earned a hmpff, which was about the best I could expect. 
 
      
 
    I took the group into Isis House first. A set of steps led up to the Executive suite, which was unfortunately off limits. Sometimes you were lucky and someone important would go up in front of the tour. Today was not a lucky day, but I had more luck with the Regional Committee Halls; we had considered the timing and position carefully, and my group could look down at a busy full meeting of the Eastern Regional Committee. It always impressed me. All those earnest men on their laptops and palm pilots, working in concert with people in local government to consult and make decisions and keep the country running. 
 
      
 
    “It’s not very busy, is it,” the woman said.  
 
      
 
    “This is just one committee; not all MEnPs attend every session.” I replied.  
 
      
 
    “There's not a proper meeting going on at the moment that you could show us, then?” 
 
      
 
    “No… I mean, this is a full meeting. You’ll notice there are also people attending the meeting remotely. All meetings like this include active participation from local government officers based in the regions and services that will be affected.” 
 
      
 
    “Who obviously wouldn’t be able to make the decisions without Isis advising them on what to do,” the woman replied quickly. The rest of the audience had decided that all this was part of the entertainment. 
 
      
 
    “The kind of decisions we make aren’t ones that would have been open to regional governments before now,” I answered. 
 
      
 
    “And why couldn’t they be?” the woman cut in.  
 
      
 
    Another trademark smile. “I’m a Red Skirt, I do hospitality. That’s a question you could ask your MEnP.” The smile stayed in place as I seethed slightly. I knew what was coming and I didn’t expect it to go well. “From this window, you can see the Keith Joseph Building, the centre of Commercial Services in EngParl. It’s also the home of EngParl’s Customer Service Executives – like me! We call ourselves the Red Skirts, and if you look on the wall here you can see the first batch of Red Skirts; this was taken when they started work here in 1999.” 
 
      
 
    People looked politely. Mostly. 
 
      
 
    “So the English Parliament survived four years without Red Skirts?” the woman asked.

“We were introduced when Virgin took over running commercial services. The aim was to introduce an iconic image for the new parliament that was modern and representative of-”

“The skirts were even shorter in the 90s,” the woman said. “Hard to believe.”

“Alice!” Boomed a new voice. “Terribly nice to see you. Do you mind if I… oh,” the man turned theatrically. “My apologies. I didn’t realise you were doing a tour. So rude of me to intervene. I’m Andrew Varley-Smith, MEnP for English Riviera East and Permanent English Representative on the Federal Council.” I looked at the woman. She was finally silenced. She hadn’t been expecting this kind of intervention. Perhaps she was actually, finally, impressed. “Alice, our meeting room in the Executive suite is empty at the moment; perhaps your group would like to sit around the table and see first-hand a bit of how the United Kingdom is governed? I have time, and I’ve lost count of the number of times you’ve helped me. She really is a treasure, everyone. Most important people in Parliament, the Red Skirts. Do come this way.” 
 
    
He ushered the group along, but as he came to the end of the group he made a point of smiling at That Woman. “And you must be Alice’s mother! Such a pleasure to meet you! She was so excited about you coming.”

“Erm.” She was momentarily stunned at being singled out.

“The whole parliament is on high alert! You’ll find we haven’t rolled out the red carpet this far since the last time Her Majesty visited!”
  
 
    * 
 
      
 
    The tour went a lot more smoothly after that. I took the group through Isis House and into Meadow Hall, where the parliament met, and back, inevitably, to the gift shop, where they milled around, examining our selection of oversized pencils, fudge tins, and books. Usually, this was the point when I would say my goodbyes, pose for some photos, and rush off to be in three places at once somewhere else on the campus. So it was actually interesting, from a professional perspective, to watch how the tour members dispersed around the shop, and what drew them in. There were a few surprises; one of the political nerds – who I had expected would make a bee-line for political biography – ended up at the cuddly toys, for example. It was probably business intelligence I could make use of somehow. 
 
      
 
    It was an excellent shop; there was something for everyone, and it kind of drew you in. I realised that I’d been drawn over to the books section. There were some fascinating things here, and it occurred to me that I could really improve my knowledge of the Parliament. I mean, yes, I worked here, but these books were by proper experts, with degrees and elected positions. There was The Visitor’s Guide to the English Parliament, My Journey From Westminster to Isis by Jacob Rees-Mogg, Confessions of an Oxford Red Skirt, Reality TV in the English Parliament and Devolution, Actually – the devolved assembly in popular culture. The things I could learn from here. I picked up Confessions; it was the shortest, and I know what I’m like with books. Just at that moment, my mother caught hold of my arm.  
 
      
 
    “It can’t be very interesting for you in here. Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    I hastily put the book down, and tried to look innocent. “Hi, mum. Did you enjoy the tour?” 
 
      
 
    “It was better than waiting for you to finish work. But there was far too much walking around for your dad.” 
 
      
 
    My dad was stood behind her, as usual a few steps behind, and much taller than her. Which, rather than making him stand out more, just formed a fluffy fleece backdrop for my mother to stand in front of.  
 
      
 
    “I don’t mind if you want to stay and get something here,” I replied. “Is there anything you like?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t need any of this tat. Sorry, I know you have to sell this stuff.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t work in the gift shop!” I exclaimed, and realised that had been a bit too loud. I looked over at the women working here; they wore the same uniform I had, but they weren’t smiling, and they were, suddenly, looking my way. “I mean, I don’t. I’m… erm.” 
 
      
 
    “I know, you’re still just a catering assistant,” she said. “Come along. We should go get some food. I want to get out of here before the rest of this lot get to their cars.” She motioned around at the moderate number of people in the guest shop. 
 
      
 
    “Erm. I thought you might like to eat here?” I offered. As though it was no big deal and I had managed to get her into one of the guest restaurants.  
 
      
 
    “No, I wanted to go somewhere with a bit more character. What’s the point of coming to Oxford then staying in some awful modern office complex? I thought we’d go to the Wetherspoons in the city centre.” 
 
      
 
    I considered saying something, but relented. My dad smiled at me. “Nice to see you,” he said. “You keeping well?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, thank you – and you?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, good,” he said.  
 
      
 
    There were a few seconds of quiet.  
 
      
 
    “Come along, you two! We don’t have all day. I want to get out of Oxford before the rush.” My mother shouted back at us. I and my father followed meekly behind, in silence.  
 
      
 
    *V* 
 
      
 
    One of the advantages of writing for the English Democrats is having a really simple style guide: everything in red or white, text a choice of two sans serif. Design is the hard part, and with that handled you can focus on the slightly less mission critical elements, like the text. 
 
      
 
    I knew the deal; the biased press didn’t bother with very much of what we said, unless they could somehow find some quotes to take out of context. We wrote reports; more often than not they wouldn’t actually be read by that many people. But it was so important to have glossy policy research documents on hand. It was part of the image of being a professional party, and that was suddenly important.  
 
      
 
    When I’d joined, the English Democrats had been a ridiculous fourth party. My parents had warned me away from them, like they thought they were the National Front and would have no place for a good Muslim girl. That was untrue. Mostly untrue. But anyway, I’d never really been a good Muslim girl to start off with, so no real harm done. In Oxford, I’d helped set up the English Democrat Student group. We’d used black and white leaflets printed in the library, and handmade banners painted onto bedspreads. A lot of students had assumed that it was a joke in bad taste. 
 
      
 
    Now, just five years later, every Young England Group got a starter kit and help from the central party and everything had to be branded, glossy, and on message. And nobody saw them as a joke anymore.  
 
      
 
    Around me, the debate had been raging on for some time about what to include in the Policy Report. Dig For Victory! English Farmers in a Global Marketplace – or, as some of the backbenchers were arguing Dig For Victory! English Farmers and the Global Marketplace (or, as John Morton, the Chair of the Agriculture Sub-Committee, insisted, Dig For Victory! Protecting English Farmers from the Global Marketplace). My main job was to sit and look attentive. This meeting was a courtesy. My boss, Adam Anderson, was Shadow Minister for Agriculture and Rural Affairs. The party could kick and scream all they liked. But I was going to write what Adam wanted and nobody would read it anyway. 
 
      
 
    “The key message is that we pay £200 million a week to the UK through the Barnett formula, and if we’re elected we will spend that money on a Working Englishman’s Dividend-” someone was saying. 
 
      
 
    “-an English Worker’s Dividend,” someone corrected.  
 
      
 
    “Oh come on!” 
 
      
 
    “We need to get the terminology right,” someone else interjected.  
 
      
 
    “The report refers to the EWD,” I interjected. “Chapter 10, under long-term plans. But this is about what we can campaign for now.” 
 
      
 
    There was a chorus of that being not enough, which I pretended to take notice of for a while longer. The Barnett formula money had already been spent multiple times in our manifesto, and the EWD (or WED, or Working English Family Dividend, or whatever it was the different factions of the party wanted) would cost far more than most people expected, and achieve a whole lot less. It was one of these things that was literally never going to happen. But oh well. 
 
      
 
    At last, this fight was drawing to a close and I would be free to actually get work done again. “Thank you, everyone. That was really helpful. Final changes will be made for the draft and it will be sent next week. I want to see it on everyone’s comms plans next Monday.”  
 
      
 
    All that was left was to clear people out. I glanced over the table at Lenny, one of the people from John Morton’s office. So, as close to a political rival as you get within the happy English Democrat family. He’d been drawing tanks and rockets in the margins of his papers.  
 
      
 
    “I see you got a lot out of the meeting,” I joked. To be honest, I was hoping to get some kind of a reaction from him. But he just shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “This thing’s already written, but the idiots here spend half their time thinking you’ll change Adam’s mind about anything. I zoned out for those bits,” he said. 
 
      
 
    It was… actually fair enough. Lenny was one of the new intake who’d come in from the last election, with no knowledge of how things worked in politics. I don’t think he even had a degree.   
 
    “Yeah,” I replied, then added more stiffly, “I can see why you think that. But actually, we take it very…” I paused, made a decision, and showed him my own paper, with various geometric shapes drawn on the margin. “Don’t tell anyone.” 
 
      
 
    “Gotcha,” he replied, grinning. “Who knew politics would have so many meetings, right?” 
 
      
 
    Really? What did you think happened, idiot? “It would have been impossible to guess.” 
 
      
 
    “I know! I mean, none of us knew anything about this a year ago; it’s still pretty weird, when you think about it. I mean, I was just an apprentice plumber, and now?” He paused. “What about you? Did you come with Adam from Nottingham?” 
 
      
 
    “Not quite,” I replied. Maybe, okay, definitely, a little smugly. I felt bad about that. “I graduated from PPE at Oxford at a lucky time.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, erm. Okay.” He replied. “I didn’t even know Oxford did PE, but I guess they do everything.” 
 
      
 
    I considered what to say next, but settled for “Yeah, nice to see you anyway. Wish it could be under less boring circumstances.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe… we could have lunch sometime?” He said. “It would be nice to get to know you better. Um. If you’d like to?” 
 
      
 
     “I mostly eat at my desk. But yeah, maybe.” I gathered my papers together. It was just me and him left by this stage, and I wanted some time to catch up on emails before the next meeting. “Must dash, close the door when you leave or the Red Skirts will charge us for overrunning on our time, okay? Bye.” 
 
      
 
    *A* 
 
      
 
    Andy has a thing for Red Skirts. It’s nothing to be ashamed of. It’s entirely understandable. It’s certainly a feeling that’s shared by a small but growing number of people around the world. It’s a sign that our branding is working. This year was important to us as an organisation because for the first time we had licensed halloween sexy costume versions of our uniform. I suppose I could feel exploited by that, if I wanted to. 
 
      
 
    I sat on the edge of the bed, put my tights back on, and found my shoes and shirt. The jacket had stayed on throughout. 
 
      
 
    “Andy, get off.” 
 
      
 
    He smiled. “Going back already?” 
 
      
 
    “I have to see my mum again.” I said. “I only got away because there were things I desperately needed to finish off at work.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re always very diligent,” he said, kissing my neck. “I’m sure that parliament could take up a bit more of your time.”  
 
      
 
    “You could come see my mum again,” I replied. “She likes you.” 
 
      
 
    Andy backed off, theatrically fast. “No, thank you! One of the few advantages of being a dirty secret is that I don’t have to do the in-laws.” 
 
      
 
    I turned around and kissed him. “That’s really convenient for you. I bet you just made up your wife to get out of boyfriend duties.” 
 
      
 
    He laughed. “Damn, you’ve discovered my cunning ploy. How will you ever trust me again?” 
 
      
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Again?” 
 
      
 
    “You wound me, dear lady!” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe you’ll think better of corrupting innocent Red Skirts in future.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s funny.” He replied. “I’m rather sure you seduced me.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled at that, and wondered for the first time how I had got into this – the Other Woman. It wasn’t just the power; ‘Junior English Parliamentary Representative to the Federal Council’ isn’t really a very sexy title when you know what it means. The way he had explained it to me was that he was the understudy for the person who went along with ministers to meet similar ministers in other devolved assemblies. The limit to his decision making powers was that he sometimes got to select the hotels they stayed in.  
 
      
 
    What I liked about Andy wasn’t that he was powerful, it was that he noticed me. That’s rare among politicians in Isis. It was nice to be talked to like a person, rather than as a decorative drinks dispenser. I can’t remember exactly when I fell for him; it happened gradually, he just kept doing nice things. Like earlier today. I’m not naive. I expect that there are other Other Women. I’m sure his wife knows the score as well on some level. It’s… less than ideal. One day I would like to have a real relationship, but I don’t know when I’ll ever have time to do that. In Isis, the needs of the English Parliament have to come first. You have to be flexible. A little too flexible to make any plans outside of work. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe we can see each other Saturday?” He said. “At the campus?” 
 
      
 
    I was surprised at this. All MEnPs had apartments on campus. It was meant to keep expenses down, but most of them kept private rooms elsewhere. The risk of running into the First Minister before your morning coffee was too much to bear. Apartments tended to be places to entertain only. 
 
      
 
    “Just a small party,” he said.  
 
      
 
    “I.... Um.” I started. Then I remembered something. “Damn! I can’t. I have tickets for the game that evening. And I really don’t want to miss it.” 
 
      
 
    “Game? What game is that?” 
 
      
 
    “The game. The inter-assembly charity match with Scotland,” I said, realising suddenly how stupid this sounded. I’d forgotten that not everyone was following this like I was. “It’s the semi-final against
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