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			Dedication

			To Carrie

			and to the memory of my mother, Charlotte

		

		
			Epigraph

			Hasta la Vista, Baby

			– Arnold Schwarzenegger,

			Terminator 2: Judgment Day (1991)

		

		
			Part One

			Trapped

		

		
			Chapter 1

			The Curse of Spiderwoman

			In which I am apparently skewered by the Supreme Court

			They say the hour is darkest before dawn. Well, my watch said dawn was hours ago and it was still dark. What the hell was wrong? Oh yes. I was in New York.

			I was in a not very flashy hotel, to judge by the size of the room; and as consciousness returned, I remembered the other key data.

			I had come to New York with my wife-to-be, who was lying asleep next to me. She was pregnant. And, that’s right, I was prime minister of the United Kingdom, and first lord of the Treasury, minister for the civil service and the Union; and before I could reflect any further on the position I saw the light that had woken me up.

			It was Martin Reynolds, my brilliant private secretary, whose name was flashing up from London on my iPhone.

			‘Morning, PM,’ said Martin, in his characteristically bouncy tones. You could almost hear his tail thrashing the carpet.

			‘Sorry to wake you so early, but I think you need to turn on your TV. It’s bad news I am afraid.’ Bad news? I thought. I wasn’t sure how my political position could possibly get worse.

			Yes, I was the leader of a G7 country, and yes, I had supposedly enormous executive powers. I had heavily armed and highly trained detectives who physically protected my person. Yesterday one of them had actually crossed from one side of the New York pavement to the other, to push some unsuspecting pedestrian from my path. He gave a startled cry.

			I had cars and planes and helicopters and a trillion-pound budget. But politically I was trapped. My grip on power was already tenuous, and after sixty-three increasingly turbulent days in the job, I felt I was clinging to the rain-slicked window ledge of office.

			My parliamentary majority was zero and sinking the whole time. I had sustained the fastest by-election defeat of any PM in history. Three weeks ago I was on my feet in the House when one of my colleagues – actually a rather thoughtful GP from Bracknell – had stood up as if to intervene in my speech, but rather than catch my eye, he had then sauntered across the floor, as I burbled on, to join the Lib Dem benches, where he was received with rapturous acclaim.

			I had no real electoral mandate, having become PM solely thanks to the votes of 160,000 Tory members, all of them no doubt estimable and responsible people, but only a tiny fraction of the wider electorate. I had not won a single vote in Parliament; and I was stuck, as in one of those suffocating dreams where your legs won’t do as you order them.

			I could not do the one thing that I had promised my Tory selectorate I would do. I could not deliver on the mandate of the people. I was unable to execute the promise we had made to 17.4 million people and to honour their vote to leave the European Union. We were hurtling towards the October 31 deadline by which we were due to leave the EU, and I had sworn to make it happen, ‘do or die’. But the result was looking much more like die than do.

			I couldn’t see a way through. Parliament was refusing to vote through a deal that would allow us to leave. The EU was refusing to give us a new deal. The UK negotiating position, already pretty weak, had been more or less destroyed by the ‘Surrender Act’, a parliamentary bill that meant the UK could not just walk away from the talks and would have to sign up to whatever the EU would give us. And the EU was not going to give us anything that Parliament would accept.

			I could go neither forwards nor backwards. The crowning indignity of my situation was that I was not even allowed the final remedy of the despairing prime minister. Under the terms of the Fixed-term Parliaments Act, I could not call a general election.

			I was stymied, stuck, stumped, and as I switched on the TV – to Carrie’s protests – I wondered what new disaster was unfolding. I found the BBC News channel, and saw that it was all about the Supreme Court.

			Whoa, I said to myself. I was aware that some court judgment impended today, but then I was well used to crackpot legal actions about Brexit. Ever since the UK had voted to leave the EU on June 23, 2016, the courts had been clogged with furious petitioners. The gist of their complaints was that the people had been duped, that the Vote Leave campaign had cheated, and that in helping to lead that campaign I was guilty of some malfeasance in public office. All such vexatious cases had been rightly chucked out, and I had put them in the same category as the man in the blue top hat with the European flag, dressed like Mr Bumble the beadle, who used to bawl unpleasantness at me through a megaphone and even bare his buttocks at my motorcade.

			They were all a symptom of the national fever. They showed how fired up they were, on the losing side. But I had assumed they were just an irrelevance, just noise, and that they would not in themselves be any kind of impediment to Brexit.

			This, on the other hand, looked serious.

			A grey-haired woman appeared on the screen. She had a severe expression and a silver brooch that looked like Shelob the giant spider from Lord of the Rings. She was Baroness Brenda Hale, president of the UK Supreme Court, and she was delivering the unanimous judgment of the court in a case that had been brought against me by Gina Miller, a businesswoman who believed that the UK was wrong to leave the EU.

			It was hard to follow exactly what Baroness Hale was saying because by now Carrie was getting up, and people were constantly on the phone, and I was trying to get my running kit on. By the time I tuned in to her judgment (I suppose it must have been around 10.30 a.m. in London and 5.30 a.m. in New York), Hale had got about halfway through and – this was no doubt why Martin had rung – it was not going well.

			She and her colleagues had already decided one crucial question, which was that they had the right to opine on the matter in hand. This was in itself a pretty extraordinary step.

			The issue was whether I was within my rights, as prime minister, to prorogue Parliament: that is, to bring an end to a parliamentary sitting and start a new one, with a new Queen’s Speech. None of my legal advice had suggested there was any problem with this. I was doing what every PM has always done.

			In fact, you could argue that in this case proroguing – or prorogation – was long overdue. This parliamentary session had been going on for 348 sitting days, that is excluding weekends and holidays. It was the longest since the English civil war of the seventeenth century, and as Cromwell told them at the time, this one had sat too long for any good they were doing.

			We were a new government with a new agenda. We had big plans for building more hospitals and putting more police on the streets; for skills and infrastructure and planning. We needed new bills and a new parliamentary session, and all we were doing, in sending MPs home, was losing a handful of sitting days – between four and seven.

			What on earth was the problem? This was a decision for the PM, not for the courts.

			Spiderwoman was now coming to the climax of her remarks and she was being increasingly critical of someone – it must be me. She seemed to be saying that I was trying to stop Parliament from debating Brexit.

			Her argument was that Parliament needed to be integrally involved in the process of leaving the EU, and that by proroguing Parliament I was stopping MPs from doing their job. At this point eyewitnesses say that I erupted with anger. Stopping Parliament debate Brexit?

			I wasn’t stopping Parliament debate Brexit. MPs had been gassing on about the subject for more than three years, and they had totally failed to deliver on their promises to the people.

			They didn’t want to debate Brexit. They wanted to block Brexit.

			So did many powerful and consequential people – doubtless nice, kind, good people – and so, I was increasingly beginning to suspect, did this judge. She dealt the final blow, saying that what I had done was unlawful, that I had not in fact prorogued Parliament, and that as far as she was concerned MPs should hot-foot it back to Westminster to get on with talking about Brexit.

			As soon as she got to her denouement, about Johnson the law-breaker, the internet exploded in a twittergasm of delight. ‘Boom! Boris Johnson’s position has collapsed,’ said a BBC correspondent. At the Labour Party conference, which was going on at the same time, the leader of the opposition, Jeremy Corbyn, interrupted his speech to give them the news, and Labour activists responded with a howling ovation.

			Within seconds I was facing calls to resign, from Labour, Scots Nats, Liberals and from Conservative colleagues such as Dominic Grieve, the former attorney general and MP for Beaconsfield (electoral slogan: Grieve for Beaconsfield), who said that I needed to ‘consider my position’, by which he meant resign.

			So as I showered and flung on my suit I considered my position, and I was still considering it throughout an emergency meeting of my officials in one of the hotel rooms, and as we drove through New York to my first engagement, breakfast with big US investors.

			I considered the position as I looked at the sun striking the tops of the skyscrapers, the delis opening, the steam coming from the grates. I felt the fundamental energy and optimism of my native city. Yes, I considered my position, and found it on the whole not too bad.

			I found myself unshaken in the belief – which I still hold – that the judges were wrong. Baroness Hale and her colleagues were not only contradicting the legal advice. They were overturning the opinions of the Lord Chief Justice, the Master of the Rolls and the President of the Queen’s Bench Division. Even if we left on October 31, 2019, as planned, there would be plenty of time for parliamentary debate, if that was really what they wanted.

			I meant no disrespect to any of them in the Supreme Court, but I felt I could see the psychological pressures that had driven them to this piece of legal adventurism. You have to understand that in 2019 the country was still split over Brexit and, if anything, the divisions were getting worse. The UK had voted to leave the EU by a majority of 52 to 48 per cent. That was a narrow margin, but still astonishing given the balance of forces in the debate.

			All the main political parties were in favour of remaining in the EU. The entire engine of government propaganda campaigned for Remain, and it would be fair to say that most members of the British establishment were overwhelmingly hostile to leaving the EU: most readers of The Times (more than 70 per cent, some said); most BBC journalists; most university lecturers; most members of the Confederation of British Industry; most MPs, by quite a long way; and most members of the great British legal profession.

			For decades a lot of these people had regarded me (in so far as they were conscious of the subject) with a vague but amused disapproval. They knew me as a TV game show host, a newspaper columnist who said scandalous things, a prize gaffe-merchant. It had never occurred to them that I would actually become PM and take Britain out of the EU.

			Now some of them were borderline hysterical. My opponents in Parliament – in all parties – claimed to fear a ‘no-deal Brexit’, an economic calamity in which the UK abruptly fell out of the EU legal order. They prophesied stock market panic, shortage of medicines, planes refusing to obey their autopilots, that kind of thing.

			In reality, that was never going to happen. It was never my plan; neither side would have allowed such chaos; and my opponents knew it.

			What they really wanted was no Brexit at all: to trap me in the EU, like my predecessor Theresa May; to keep using parliamentary devices to drain me of my authority, to force me to break my promise to leave the EU, to rob me day by day of my credibility with my Tory MP colleagues – a famously ruthless bunch – until I threw in the sponge and resigned over Europe, like May, like Cameron, like Thatcher herself.

			Already some of my predecessors were calling for a second referendum. Should I give in? Should I resign? I thought back to a speeding fine of almost forty years ago, the last and only time I had been found guilty, by a court, of breaking the law. I remembered my indignation at the offence. I was clocked doing 34 in a 30-mile-an-hour zone in Headington, Oxford, and I was so outraged – my Fiat 128 was barely capable of forward movement, let alone speeding – that I actually went down to the magistrates’ court to challenge the decision.

			I arrived just too late and remember watching through the door as a prim-looking grey-haired woman, the spiritual forerunner of Baroness Hale, pronounced my doom and ruthlessly ordered me to be fined. I felt the same sort of exasperation today.

			Resign? I would no more resign than I would have given up driving in 1985. As the day went on, my confidence grew. I gave a speech at the big breakfast for major investors in the UK, and it went well. I had an enjoyable bilateral with Donald Trump and his giant inflatable personality. He gave me his enthusiastic endorsement, and in UK politics if you can survive the endorsement of Donald Trump then you can survive anything.

			I had meetings with the leaders of Egypt, Afghanistan, Iran, Rwanda. I talked to Tayyip Erdoğan of Turkey and Leo Varadkar of Ireland. They had all observed the Supreme Court decision, and it occurred to me that in going for Brexit, it was as if the UK had tip-toed to the edge of the ten-metre diving board, and the whole world was watching.

			We were about to launch ourselves off into a glorious and exhilarating adventure. We were going to show that we could once again be an independent country; and then, amid global consternation, hilarity, embarrassment, confusion – we had sustained some kind of dramatic swimsuit malfunction.

			We were visibly wobbling on the edge of the board. Well, we couldn’t allow that. We had to go through with it, and show what we were made of.

			At about 6.30 London time, I rang the Queen to discuss the position and give her my view. I cannot tell you what she said, but in all my time she was never less than encouraging and supportive. I briefed the cabinet, who were quietly resolute (at least I think they were resolute: it was one of those conference calls where they were on mute). I made two more speeches, one to the Commonwealth representatives and one jumbo speech, to the entire UN Assembly, about the future of data.

			By this time it was 9 p.m. in New York and 2 a.m. in London, and the audience for my data speech was appreciative but pretty select. Then I flew back on the Voyager for my reckoning in Parliament. By the time I got to my feet in the late afternoon, the place was in uproar.

			John Bercow, the speaker, was in an ecstasy of pomposity and self-righteousness, since he had never approved of the prorogation and was delighted to see me humiliated. The opposition benches were a writhing sea of angry faces, and the shouts of ‘Resign’ went on for well over two hours. If there was one thing they hated, they told me, it was my insouciance, my brass neck.

			It did not help that in her judgment Baroness Hale had quoted a box note of mine, in which I noted that the practice of holding a parliamentary sitting in September had only been recently introduced.

			It was just ‘girly swot’ David Cameron, I scribbled, trying ‘to show that MPs were earning their crust’. This was not judiciously phrased, even if you don’t normally expect such documents to surface for thirty years. I noted a while later (after she had retired) that the good Baroness Hale herself was sporting a T-shirt saying ‘Girly Swot’, so I can assume the words somehow irritated her.

			But what really enraged my opponents, they said, was not just my reckless behaviour and attitude. It was my dangerous language. A Labour MP called Paula Sherriff challenged me: ‘Why do you use words like surrender, betrayal, traitor?’ she demanded. It was the kind of thing, she implied, that had led to the murder of Jo Cox – an MP who was tragically murdered by a right-wing nutter during the referendum campaign.

			Well, I wasn’t having that. I had never called anyone a traitor, and I thought it was perfectly fair to describe the Surrender Act as the Surrender Act, since it demolished the UK’s ability to negotiate and forced us to surrender to EU terms.

			‘I have never heard such humbug in all my life,’ I said.

			There was total fury opposite, and repeated calls for me to retract and to apologise. Sometimes it is when you are on the stickiest wicket that you hit the most runs or feel that you have. That evening I generally tonked it around the park, duffed up the opposition and came out feeling well pleased with my performance.

			My staff were anxious – because the BBC coverage was pretty grim and Twitter was in meltdown. I was being accused of arrogance, insensitivity and even sexism. There were many now saying that I might be the shortest-serving prime minister in history. But the debate itself had proved my point. In well over two hours, Parliament had offered not a single new idea about the negotiations, or about Brexit. Nor did MPs do so in all the weeks that followed. The court was wrong. There was no need for more time to debate.

			The truth was that the Supreme Court judgment was painful, but made no practical difference to my position, since Parliament already had me trapped.

			There is, moreover, a sense in which Brenda Hale and her colleagues played into our hands. Whatever else it did, the judgment confirmed the general impression of the public that this government – and I – would stop at nothing to get Brexit done. After three years of misery and paralysis, that was what people wanted.

		

		
			Chapter 2

			Poisoned Chalice

			How and why I became Tory leader – and the beginnings of levelling up

			But wait a mo. Before we surge on with this narrative, let us draw breath. There are some preliminary questions that need to be addressed.

			I can imagine that many readers are still vaguely mystified about how I came to be prime minister – what possessed the Tory Party to choose me. Remember: to the prune-lipped Pharisees of the UK establishment, I was the guy from some satirical TV game show (Have I Got News for You).

			I was the gaffe-prone scandal-magnet who should have long since been excised, like some benign but irritating polyp, from the body politic. It was almost twenty years since the former defence secretary and media star Michael Portillo had written a column in the Sunday Times that announced – following one of my regular career disasters – that ‘his political career is over’.

			As a piece of political prophecy, this turned out to be premature by at least two decades, but it showed what people were thinking. I still treasure a piece by Simon Carr, then the Independent’s sketch writer, who concluded at about the same time that the Tories ‘will never recover until Boris Johnson leaves the stage’. I expect that there were many Tories who agreed, secretly or openly.

			So what the hell happened?

			They say politics is all about timing, and of course that is true. But it is also about what you do to make your own luck, to try to script the movie in which you vainly believe you are starring.

			Some people have a knack for being in the right place at the right time. They just happen to be under the tree when the apple plops into their lap. Some people have to bash and butt at the base of the tree for an awfully long time until the exhausted apple stalk can bear the weight no longer.

			I am definitely in the second category.

			To understand how I came to be PM, it helps to remember how grisly it all seemed in the years after the EU referendum. It is too much to say that the country was in shock, but the ruling classes were certainly at sixes and sevens.

			They were struggling to adjust to the reality that they appeared to have lost an argument to those that they considered their intellectual inferiors. In the snooty phrase of Jeremy Clarkson (who for some reason was an ardent Remainer), they felt they had been cheated of their European citizenship by a bunch of ‘coffin-dodging idiots’ in places like Sunderland.

			I am afraid that people started mentally to divide the terrain. There were the places that had voted to remain in the EU – the lush, sensible, civilised places: London, the London commuter belt, the university towns, and of course the Scots, whose sense of identity and separateness was sedulously coddled and funded by the EU.

			Then there were what one female columnist called the ‘Brexity’ places. I can almost hear her spitting the syllables. She seemed to mean the Midlands, the north, the seaside towns, the less fashionable and less affluent places, the places that later came to be called the left-behind places, where getting a degree was not thought to be so essential to success or to enjoyment of life; not forgetting Wales, which heroically voted Leave by 52 per cent.

			People began to formulate a clear (if stereotyped and exaggerated) vision of the difference between the two groups. Suddenly, for the first time in living memory, the wishes of the ruling liberal establishment had been not just ignored but overwhelmed. It wasn’t like a general election, where the powers-that-be invisibly transfer their allegiance from Labour to Conservative and back again.

			It was more fundamental than that. The Brexity places of Britain had been threatened with all sorts of consequences. They had been warned that it would be a disaster if they voted to leave the EU. George Osborne’s emergency tax-raising budget. Mass unemployment. Remember all that?

			Then they had gone right ahead and flicked the most colossal V-sign at all the experts of the Remain establishment – and the ruling classes were utterly furious. They ran the country, not the Brexity places, and they would show it.

			On the morning after that referendum, Friday June 24, 2016, a group of Eurosceptic Tory MPs met in the Boothroyd Room in Portcullis House. Some were simply jubilant. Some were struggling to assess what it meant. Everyone seemed to assume that the argument was over. So I stood up and gave a warning.

			Every time this happens, I said, every time there is a referendum that goes against the general direction of EU integration – and I cited examples from Denmark, France, Ireland, the Netherlands – the EU establishment always finds a way of overturning that popular decision and forcing people to think again. They will try it here too, I said.

			That is exactly what happened. In the months that followed, the establishment in Britain combined with the EU to try to make a nonsense of Brexit and to make it impossible to deliver. By the spring of 2019, we had been in a state of Brexchosis for almost three years. We had promised the people that this was a once-in-a-lifetime moment, that if they voted Leave, then we would leave the EU, no ifs no buts. And yet when it came to it – when it came to delivering on that promise – the MPs shied away, again and again.

			We were becoming so stuck, as a nation, that word was getting around the global campfire. People were starting to sneer. In Paris the French president Emmanuel Macron, a former London banker, openly derided the Brexit experiment as a disaster that was based on a pack of lies.

			Across the continent, from Le Monde to the Süddeutsche Zeitung, the EU commentariat slated the leadership of the UK as a bunch of demagogic dilettantes who were leading a great country to ruin. We were stewing in a vat of xenophobia, they said. It was all falling apart, and the Eurosceptics (they often singled me out) were getting their intellectual comeuppance.

			We were like the dog that chases a car every day until one day we catch it – and don’t have a clue what to do next. The public could see all this very clearly, and the effect on the Tory Party, as you might expect, was verging on the catastrophic.

			By May 23, 2019, we reached what must have been the all-time nadir in our two-hundred-year history as ‘the oldest and most successful political party in the world’. Since we had failed, time and again, to get Brexit done, we were forced into the utterly ludicrous position of contesting the Euro-elections. Yes, in 2019 we actually fielded a whole army of candidates for a body that we had voted to leave three years previously.

			It was humiliating. Never in history has a major party so pathetically and so abjectly pointed its wobbly chin at the electorate and invited them to give it a pasting. Never has the electorate so cheerfully obliged.

			We had an inkling of what was coming on May 2, 2019, when our councillors – through absolutely no fault of their own – were badly mauled at the local elections, and we lost 1,300 seats. On Thursday May 23 we managed to get only 9 per cent of the vote in the Euro-elections. The Conservative and Unionist Party came fifth – fifth! – in a national election.

			In fact, we hardly beat anyone except a fronde movement called Change UK, whose plan was to rejoin the EU and which included such luminaries as former Labour MP Chuka Umunna and my sister Rachel, whose undoubted rabble-rousing talents – as I tried in vain to explain to her – were wasted in that party. Whatever the voters were signalling in that election, it was not a lust to rejoin the EU.

			So that is the frame of mind in which Tory MPs were considering the position in the summer of 2019. In the face of these results, Theresa May had announced she was standing down. Even if you made allowances for the peculiarity of those Euro-elections, and the emptiness of the vote, they could see that they were staring down the barrel. On this maths, the next election was going to bring a complete annihilation.

			My MP colleagues started to turn to me that summer – for the same reason that anyone ever turns to any MP.

			They were pretty desperate, and they had run out of better ideas.

			They knew I had been at least a moderately successful mayor of London (even my worst enemies conceded that). They knew that I instinctively wanted to cut taxes, and set people free, and that I wanted to make use of Brexit freedoms – and they were right about that. The one big advantage of Brexit, for me, was that it would enable us to do things differently from our competitors, and faster; and I knew that idea – what people sometimes called Singapore-on-Thames – is what Angela Merkel and Emmanuel Macron really feared.

			I knew that there was no earthly point in Brexit if you stayed in the single market and customs union – accepting EU rules but unable to set them. My colleagues got all that, and I was certainly winning that argument. But I believed I had something else to offer. De Gaulle once said that he had a certain idea of France. Well, at the risk of being pretentious about my political convictions – and I think, after all this time, I have earned the right to be at least a bit pretentious – I also had an idea about the future of the UK. It was connected to Brexit. But it was also bigger and wider than Brexit.

			It was about how we could address the problems that the Brexit vote expressed. It was about how Britain could be, and it was based on all I had observed and done in journalism and politics. For years I struggled to articulate it. Then I hit on a phrase. It was all about levelling up.

			What? You don’t understand what I mean by levelling up? You have heard the phrase, but you weren’t sure what it meant? Don’t worry. I don’t blame you. Perhaps it would help if I gave some illustrations, a few snapshots from my levelling-up album. Let’s start with school.

			As many people know, I went to the same school as the party leader. We were both lucky enough to find our way into its hallowed and ancient red-brick confines, not far from the Thames.

			Yes, I went to Primrose Hill primary school, Princess Road, Camden – the alma mater of Ed Miliband, former leader of the UK Labour Party, and his brother David.

			It must have been when I was about seven or eight years old that I went out into that playground at break and, like all of us, I learned some of life’s hard lessons: about what seem to be the differences between human beings, about what I was good at and what I was less good at.

			I was hopeless at football – couldn’t dribble for toffee. I wasn’t much use at the recorder. I could draw a bit, but other kids were much more accomplished (I think of Matthew Bakewell, son of Joan Bakewell the famous broadcaster).

			What COULD I do? I was quite good at piggyback fights, and carried my friend Joel Harris into battle against other pairs, easily knocking them over. Maybe I was strong? That’s it. I concluded, without any firm evidence, that I was a kind of pre-pubescent Chuck Norris, with a flair for the martial arts.

			I decided, insanely, that I was going to challenge all-comers to a fight. Come on and have some, then, I said as I went into the knee-scabbing tarmac playground. Come on, I said, or words to that general effect, if you think you are hard enough. Most of them just laughed, but eventually an older child turned in my direction.

			She was called Tracy and she must have been a good head taller than me. I didn’t have time to get ready, to form my hands into a tiger claw or perform my kung fu routine. I didn’t even dance around her like my then hero Muhammad Ali.

			All I can remember is noticing how large and knobbly Tracy’s fists seemed to be, and then – this is picture one of my levelling-up album – I am lying on my back, legs waving feebly in the air. Looming above me are Tracy and all her friends, silhouetted like a laughing spinney against the grey London sky.

			In that instant I am learning an important truth about life: that we are not as good as we think we are, and that other people often turn out to be better at something than you predict. Above all – here’s the key point – you don’t know who that person is going to be. Hold that picture, and then spool forward five or six years.

			Having spent a few years abroad, I am now at another Thames-side pile of ancient privilege. I am in the Farrer Theatre of Eton College, Windsor, Berks, SL4 6AU, and at the age of thirteen or fourteen I should be feeling much more confident. I have won an academic scholarship, worth an awful lot of money in those days, from the foundation endowed by Henry VI.

			I am what they call a Colleger, because I live in a special superswot hothouse called College, or a Tug, because unlike the 1,200 other kids we wear gowns, hence gens togata, or ‘toga’ed race’. But now my heart is thudding because I am being tested again, in a terrifying ritual called ‘Reading Over’.

			It is the end of the term (or ‘half’) and all 250 boys have been assembled to be publicly informed how they have done in the exams (or ‘Trials’). The results are read out in reverse order, starting with whoever has come bottom. A hush falls as the master takes the stage. He is a tall, thin, pale man – probably perfectly nice, but I remember him as an inveterate flagellator, and I thought that beating adolescents was a pretty grim system of punishment.

			‘Number 250,’ he begins, ‘and a general total failure …’ Imagine that! Is there any school nowadays where they would tell a boy, in front of all his contemporaries, that he was a general total failure? He names the general total failure – a genial chap who goes on to be a highly successful luxury travel agent and make more money than most of the rest of us.

			He takes a bow, amid general acclaim. The master continues his tormenting recitation of names and numbers, and for a hundred places, two hundred, my heart beats faster.

			I can’t remember exactly where I came in those early years. Since you ask, since you absolutely insist on knowing, I think I ended up fourth in the final sixth-form rankings, which I know that many readers will rightly assume was something of a fluke. But that’s not the point of this story.

			As the names and numbers are read out, you are able to observe genetics in action. This is still a time when the Eton admissions system is sentimental about the history of the school. There are names being read out in that theatre that have been names at the school for hundreds of years, names that appeared among the dead of Waterloo and the Somme, names that are carved on the oak panels of the pre-Tudor classrooms.

			As you listen, you notice something about the distribution of those names in the binomial curve of academic performance. It is true that there are unquestionably some sprigs of the aristocracy who are brilliant. Lightning does indeed strike twice in the same place. Sometimes. But you also notice that there are quite a few who are not. It really doesn’t seem to matter how illustrious your genes, you could just as easily end up average – or below average – as somebody from any other family.

			As I close my eyes and wait for the judgement of the examiners on myself, I feel I am in the presence of some ineluctable biological-historical process. I have read somewhere that intelligence, like other human qualities, reverts to the mean. (Was it H.J. Eysenck who gave me that idea? Eysenck it was.)

			Well, here it is. Like David Attenborough breathlessly observing some law of evolution exemplified by a tribe of baboons, I can hear the genes for intelligence being expressed in some of the most powerful and successful families in Britain, and it is surely reverting to the mean.

			Slowly and amateurishly – real biologists and real experts please avert your eyes – I start to form some kind of theory about human potential, and the inchoate beginnings of a levelling-up campaign. Of course I didn’t really believe that this brutal numerical hierarchy was a real guide to intelligence.

			Nor did I think that those on the left of the exam binomial – the left-hand brim of the bowler hat – were necessarily fated to be less able, or less talented, or to achieve less, than those on the right. We all know that human intelligence is a complex and multifaceted thing, and that it develops in different ways and at different speeds. No one wants some chill Darwinian meritocracy, where alphas are picked and promoted on the basis of their IQ.

			I just couldn’t help wondering what the world would be like if so many others had the chance that I had at that wonderful school: the chance to listen to such life-changing teachers, to enjoy the green vastness of the playing fields, to sit in the light and space of the drawing schools, to fool around with the school Gutenberg Bible, the school racquets court, the school cyclotron.

			Maybe I am exaggerating about the cyclotron, but you get my drift.

			Before winning my scholarship, I had spent four terms at an English prep school, where I had gulped down Latin and Greek like a python swallowing an egg. I had also learned by heart Thomas Gray’s famous ‘Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard’. You know that one.

			The poet is standing at dusk in the churchyard, in what is now the affluent Buckinghamshire commuter-belt village of Stoke Poges, and he meditates in iambic pentameters on the lot of the rural poor. The curfew has tolled the knell of parting day. The lowing herd has wound slowly o’er the lea. It’s 1750, and there is no compulsory primary education, let alone secondary education.

			These people all died illiterate, he says as he looks at their mouldering graves. They could have been poets. They could have been politicians or great military leaders. They could have been contenders. They never had the chance.

			Full many a gem of purest ray serene,

			The dark unfathom’d caves of ocean bear:

			Full many a flow’r is born to blush unseen,

			And waste its sweetness on the desert air.

			So says Thomas Gray, and I am with him. It’s the job of teachers, politicians, leaders to excavate those dark undersea caves and allow that talent to shine. We all know instinctively that it is there.

			We all know people who have risen to the top, miraculously, through sheer ability.

			The last snapshot from my album of levelling up is a smiling geezer with a shock of grey hair. He’s called Frank Johnson, and I first heard of him at about the time that I was sitting palpitating in that school theatre. I must have been in my early teens, and for my Sunday essay I had written some meritless spoof or other.

			Clearly puzzled, but wanting to sound encouraging, the teacher scrawled at the bottom of the page, ‘Frank Johnson of the Daily Telegraph?’. I dug around for old Telegraphs and managed to find a couple of pieces. He was very funny, brilliantly capturing the atmosphere of the House of Commons. He made it sound exciting but also faintly demonic. Norman Tebbit was the ‘Chingford Skinhead’ and Dennis Skinner – a famously caustic Old Labour MP – was the ‘Beast of Bolsover’. (He really was a beast. I was once clearing my throat in the Chamber when he called out something so unmentionable that I completely lost my train of thought.)

			I met Frank later, when I was about to leave university, and I will always love him for his personal kindness and the advice he gave me at a critical stage; but much more importantly, he was a shining gem-like example of the point I am trying to make.

			As he said in his Who’s Who entry, Frank was the son of a pastry chef and confectioner. He failed his 11-plus, went to a secondary modern in Shoreditch, left with one O-level. And yet through sheer power of verbal invention he rose to the top of journalism: foreign correspondent for The Times, deputy editor of the Sunday Telegraph, editor of the Spectator, and by common consent the master of the parliamentary sketch.

			He was a lover of ballet and opera, an autodidact who was constantly carrying some learned book or other, and his deepest wish – so he told me often – was to be able to read Thucydides in the original Greek. ‘Thucydides!’ he would say, in his tense East End whisper, tapping his copy of the text, ‘He’s the man!’

			Frank used to badger me to talk about the debate on Mytilene, when the Athenians proposed and then regretted a massacre – and what it meant for democracy. I would ransack my memory, wishing I could satisfy his thirst for knowledge.

			I’d call up some dusty old quote or half-remembered fact, and he would fall on it as if finding an Old Master in a car boot sale. To me they were lumber; to Frank they were gold. It seemed so unfair. The attic of my mind was stuffed with desiccated heirlooms, once lovingly bequeathed by my teachers, now covered with cobwebs.

			No one had done the same for Frank. No one had told him at Shoreditch secondary modern that he had the potential to study Greats at Oxford, which – so he now told me – he so desperately wished that he had. So when I later became spokesman for the opposition for higher education, I became obsessed with this idea of talent-finding – to put it simply, spreading opportunity.

			I didn’t want to bully the universities into admitting kids that did not have the right academic qualifications. Nor did I want them to discriminate against parents who scrimped and saved to pay for tutors. Nor did I want to put up barriers against those who had been to fee-paying schools.

			That wasn’t levelling up; that was levelling down. That’s what Labour did, that’s what lefties got off on. Abolishing grammar schools, banning academic selection, taxing fee-paying schools (as we are now under Labour), punishing effort, punishing investment, punishing aspiration, insisting that all must have prizes. That was the agenda of the left, and the exact opposite of what I wanted.

			I wanted to create ladders, springboards, trampolines, catapults – anything to help kids with energy and talent. By the late 1990s and early 2000s there were parts of London where not a single pupil – I mean no one in the maintained sector – was doing advanced mathematics for A-level.

			There were schools where physics A-level had more or less died out, where German was a distant memory. As for the Latin and Greek Classics, the subject that pole-vaulted me to university – you might as well ask to study Sumerian or Akkadian. It was gone. And so, naturally, was the kind of social mobility that we saw in the post-war period, when grammar schools leavened society with talent. When Frank Johnson lost his life, far too early, to cancer, the Evening Standard billboards said: ‘Fleet Street genius dies’.

			He was a genius. But it was still a kind of miracle that he emerged. He happened to become a tea-boy in a trade, journalism, that is – or used to be – porous to talent, where you could rise to the top by spotting the story in a morass of fact, by writing a sharper intro, striking a more mordant paradox, telling a better joke.

			My political aim for the last thirty years has been to do what I can to give a leg-up to every potential Frank Johnson, and to every kid who has even half the potential of Frank Johnson.

			There are some who are pessimistic about all this. I remember having long conversations with my friend David Willetts, himself said to be blessed with two brains, who doubted my continual assertion that Britain was one great Klondike of undiscovered talent.

			In his view there are complex reasons for the drying up of social mobility, not least the habit of ‘assortative mating’, by which female graduates tend only to marry men who are themselves graduates. This habit of exclusive inter-graduate mating tends to deepen the divide, they say, between those who have been to university and those who have not.

			The only way to break the cycle of assortative mating, if I understand Two Brains correctly, is for more female graduates to be encouraged to marry more hod-carriers and dustbin men, which sounds deeply romantic but which doesn’t seem to be happening, or not enough, not yet.

			As the Sutton Trust continually informs us, all the top professions continue to be colonised by the children of the rapacious university-educated middle classes, who are so expert in passing on their privileges. But does this mean we should all give up? Of course not.

			To repeat: I am a proud member of the pushy bourgeoisie. I am right behind their values. But I also believe that there really is gold in them thar hills, not to mention gems of purest ray serene, and in colossal quantities.

			Levelling up is about extracting or unleashing that potential. By 2019 I believed pretty messianically in that project and I felt sure it could be done. For eight years I had been mayor of London and engaged flat out on a transformational plan to regenerate huge tracts of the city.

			Again, this is why I am not a socialist or even a social democrat. I hate words like ‘deprived’ or ‘disadvantaged’, because they encourage a sense of inevitability. I remember being told, before I became mayor, that there were parts of inner London that were just doomed to economic decay. I was told that whole communities, whole estates, were locked in a cycle of underachievement from one generation to the next, with one jobless household giving birth – at the expense of the taxpayer – to the next. I was told that there was nothing much you could do about the poverty of these places. It was just a fact of life.

			Well, I am here to tell you that this is all rubbish. Yes, of course there are places that get locked in a cycle of decline, and of course there are left-wing politicians who get elected time and again by fostering a culture of resentment and entitlement and dependency on the state. But it is just nonsense to say that there is something fated or inevitable about this kind of urban decay. I saw how London changed. I saw it with my own eyes and I played my own part in the regeneration.

			There was the change in the culture of London schools, and by the time I became mayor in 2008 those crunchy subjects – advanced maths, physics, languages – were catching on again. Thanks partly to the energy and ambition of immigrant families, ‘disadvantaged’ London schools were suddenly outperforming the schools of the surrounding ‘leafy’ Home Counties.

			Everything we did – massive transport projects, cracking down on crime, apprenticeships – was intended to spread opportunity, to level up the boroughs that people believed were fated to be left behind. But it was not, repeat not, just a question of state spending (when I was mayor, City Hall actually cut our share of council tax).

			Government money, in the end, cannot hope to make the difference on its own. It was all about creating the conditions – safer streets, better transport – for the private sector to invest. Governments have billions, or tens of billions. The private sector has trillions. That money flooded into London, across the city, in growing quantities, from around the world.

			Above all, levelling up is about leadership. You need teachers who believe in the potential of their kids, the inspirational figures (we have all had them) who keep alive the flame of our interest and aptitude. You need the local leaders who will bang the drum for their city or town or community and tell its special story, who will champion talent and opportunity and who don’t just moan about deprivation. And you need a government that sees the potential of the whole country.

			Which takes me to a moment of epiphany, when I decide that the skills and ideas I am acquiring in London might well have a more general application. It is May 2014. I have been mayor for six years. The Tories are campaigning to hold the Newark constituency in a by-election, and I am in the back of David Cameron’s prime ministerial Jag.

			This beast is so thickly plated with armour that the mobile signal is dodgy. So we chat away. I have no idea why Dave has done me this honour – inviting me to campaign with him – but I am happy to be there.

			He is on the whole a good-natured and friendly sort of chap, and we tend to speak pretty freely to each other. By this stage I think we have left Newark and we are gliding through some East Midlands suburb, I can’t remember exactly where. Today, for whatever reason, the place is not looking its best. There are boarded-up windows, there is buddleia growing through the cracks in the brickwork, and the local economic activity seems to consist of tattoo parlours and kebab shops.

			Dave taps the reinforced window of the Jag and gestures languidly outside. ‘The trouble with the UK economy,’ he says, ‘is that outside London and the south-east, there really isn’t much.’ I want to stress that he is not being dismissive.

			He does not mean to disparage. He is being elegiac. He is lamenting, like the poet Gray at the graveside, what he sees as a giant socio-economic fact, against which we all struggle in vain. His remark encapsulates, it seems to me, the attitude of the Treasury for the last few decades. It is one of those remarks that really lodges in your head. I think about it as we go, and I think that even if it is true, it doesn’t have to be true.

			Dave is right, in the sense that the UK is the most imbalanced major economy in the world, certainly in the G7. London is about 56 per cent more productive than Wales. Go to the great provincial cities of continental Europe, and of course you will find here and there all sorts of signs of urban blight: graffiti, dereliction and so on. But on the whole these cities are rich places that lift the average wealth of the country.

			Go to the US, and even though there are such huge and famous inequalities of wealth, you will also find a rich and varied sameness, a homogeneity from state to state.

			The UK is different. For decades London and the rest of the south-east have been way out in front, and too much of the rest of the country has been treated as a kind of economic afterthought, a long comet’s tail of underproductive streets and businesses like the one we were looking at.

			So I look at the streetscape and I think, Is this inevitable? Is this our nation’s doom? And I think, No: this is the Midlands, this is the birthplace of the industrial revolution that first gave Britain its position of world leadership. It was here or hereabouts that people invented the forges and foundries and mills and looms that were to change the fortunes of humanity. Are you telling me that the descendants of these inventors are somehow less naturally gifted?

			I know it’s not true, and I think we are making a huge mistake. It’s morally wrong to be fatalistic about the shape of the UK economy, but that’s not the point. It’s madness.

			Look at the economic map of Britain, and the story of our development in the last 150 years. Go to our great provincial cities and you will see the architectural legacies of previous urban leaders: proud city halls, corn exchanges and wool exchanges, beautiful stone-colonnaded museums, soaring red-brick station hotels. These Core Cities – Belfast, Birmingham, Bristol, Cardiff, Glasgow, Leeds, Liverpool, Manchester, Newcastle, Nottingham, Sheffield – were once the pumping pistons of the UK economy.

			They were not just great centres of population growth; they were the homes of technological innovation that changed the world. And yet the story of those cities, in the last century, has been one of relative – and in some cases absolute – population decline and massive relative decline in productivity.

			Londoners now produce about £90,700 per year in gross value added. In Core Cities outside London, that figure is down to £45,000–£60,000; and nowhere comes near the capital.

			London and the south-east are just about the most productive regions in the whole of Europe. But the UK Core Cities are way, way less productive than their European counterparts. Take the secondary cities of Germany – Munich, Dusseldorf, Stuttgart, Cologne, and so on. Workers in those cities are about 30 per cent more productive than in the UK’s secondary cities.

			Or take the inhabitants of Marseille, Lyon, Bordeaux, Toulon: they are about 22 per cent more productive than their British equivalents. The workers of secondary cities in the Netherlands are 26 per cent more productive, and in Italy they are 17 per cent more productive.

			Why is this? Having run a great city (the greatest) for eight years, I can tell you there is nothing fated about any of this – as we shall see. Cities rise and fall overwhelmingly, I am afraid, because of politics and leadership.

			When a city thrives, it is almost always because of ‘agglomeration effects’, the critical mass of talent that encourages other talented people to move there. To make that happen, you need safe streets, good education, efficient transport, and you need ambitious civic leadership that can tell the story of the place and why people should be proud to live there.

			If you can pull that off, the chances are that you will level up; and you will get those young professional families moving back to enjoy all the buzz and benefits of urban life. It happened across London, even in the areas people said were irremediable.

			It can and will happen across the UK, if we level up. Andy Haldane and his colleagues have calculated that if we could bring UK Core Cities up to par with their European comparators, we would easily add £100 billion a year to national GDP, or 5 per cent in perpetuity. You would drive growth not only in the Core Cities, but in the peri-urban areas – provided the transport was good. You would also reduce some of the intense pressure to develop the Home Counties.

			If we levelled up Britain – closed the gap between the least productive and most productive regions, so that it was no more pronounced than in the rest of Europe – we would achieve a total transformation. We could actually become the richest economy in Europe. It can be done.

			Look at what the people of East Germany have done. East Germany still has problems, but it is a stunning fact that the productivity differentials between parts of the UK are now bigger than the differentials between the old East and West Germany. How in heaven’s name can that be? How can we waste so much potential?

			I also happen to think that this imbalance – and the chronic toleration of this imbalance – is political folly. It was two years after Dave and I slipped through those shuttered streets in our armour-plated Jag that the revolt finally happened. Those left-behind places rebelled against an economic model that plainly was not working for them.

			They rebelled against the fatalism of the Treasury orthodoxy. I believed and I believe that they were right. By voting to leave the EU, they revolted against the idea that Britain was just a territory of a vast Euro-empire, where levelling up (or convergence, as they call it in Brussels) was a matter for the EU Commission’s directorate general for regional policy.

			No matter how well-intentioned those EU officials, no matter how kind and how clever, the people of the Midlands did not feel it was working for them, and nor did 52 per cent of the entire population. Yes, it was partly about immigration. But I don’t believe that the people of the UK are hostile to immigrants; far from it.

			It was more that they were fed up with a system that seemed to undervalue their own skills, and their children’s skills, because business could always supplant those skills with talent from abroad. They wanted the thought and the care and the love to be directed at their country, our country.

			They thought it wasn’t good enough to wheeze elegiacally and say that things couldn’t change. They wanted change, and on June 23, 2016 they voted for change in greater numbers than any British population has ever voted for any proposition or any government.

			Three years later, with Brexit still undone, I finally found myself in a position to deliver that change, and to make a serious and determined run for the Tory leadership.

			The contest began, as is customary these days, with a kind of Grand National of contestants. But it wasn’t long before the Tory MPs had whittled it down. Then for weeks it was just Jeremy Hunt and me, in what I think the media found to be a disappointingly gentlemanly campaign, slugging it out in debates around the country. Jeremy had many things going for him: decent, very able, son of an admiral. But he had voted to remain in the EU, and it was obvious, after three years of stasis, that the government should be led by someone who actually believed in the project.

			I had the advantage of knowing exactly what I wanted to do. I had the ideas, and the slogans to capture them. I wanted to level up and unleash the potential of the whole UK, and I wanted Britain to be stronger and more confident abroad – what I called Global Britain.

			I wanted to show them all how wrong they were, those who thought that Brexit somehow marked a retreat from the world stage. After the appalling Salisbury poisonings of March 2018, when Vladimir Putin used chemical weapons in the UK and murdered an innocent member of the public, I wanted to show that we would stick up for our values around the world.

			Both ideas depended on getting Brexit done; that is, properly taking back control of our legislative and regulatory system; and the reason I was in the race was because a lot of people now seemed to believe that I was the only person with the force of personality to do it; to do the necessary and get Brexit done.

			Of course I wasn’t always sure that they were right, and of course I was worried about my own abilities. Any sane person has those worries. I was also worried about the vast and glorious roll-call of enemies I now had, after many years in journalism and politics in which I had been far from cautious about what I said or did.

			Jeremy put up a strong fight, but in the end I was able to muster just under two-thirds of the vote. I had a plan. I had the job. But time was very, very short, and the sharks were out there beneath the waves – far more numerous than I ever imagined.

		

		
			Chapter 3

			Locked-in Syndrome

			Northern Ireland and the plot to stymy Brexit

			I had only been PM for about a week when they told me that I was facing my first natural disaster. It was early August, and the rains had been heavy in the Peak District. The waters had been pouring off the moors into an elderly piece of infrastructure called Toddbrook Reservoir. Suddenly a great gash had appeared in the side of the dam.

			Some concrete slabs had slipped, exposing mud and rubble beneath. It didn’t look good. If this thing burst, I was told, then 1.2 million cubic metres of water were going to engulf the town of Whaley Bridge, home to 6,000 souls, including famed Tory ex-minister Edwina Currie.

			By the time I got there, in the late Sunday afternoon, a state of emergency had been declared, with ‘imminent risk to life’, and 1,500 people had already been evacuated.

			Some were refusing to move. I remember marvelling at what seemed then to be the limits of the coercive power of the state. If a freeborn Englishman or woman chose to drown like a rat in his or her own home – then there was not a damn thing the government could do. I thought it rather splendid. (Little did I imagine, of course, that I would soon be taking such vast powers, in the name of public health, not so much to evacuate as compulsorily to intern the entire population.)

			I watched as a big double-rotor Chinook helicopter appeared in the evening sky, with a huge hessian sack of aggregate suspended below it. The sappers expertly dropped the load, with a thwok, onto the hole in the dam. Would it hold? It looked pretty makeshift, and more rain was said to be on the way.

			It was clearly a race against time and a metaphor – you saw this one coming – for my own political position.

			Day by day the pressure was building. The Tory Party had hired me to get Brexit done and it was now only three short months until we were meant to leave on October 31, 2019. If we failed yet again, if we delayed again – then I would look ridiculous, nothing but Theresa May in a blond wig – and I would be swept aside in a torrent of public indignation.

			Some people on the opposite side were already starting to claim that the 2016 referendum was losing its valence. It was more than three years ago. Many of those elderly Brexiteers were probably now pushing up the daisies, they said. The whole thing should be rerun. It was time for a ‘People’s Vote’, they said, as though the People had not been consulted the first time. As for the Leavers – the 52 per cent – this kind of talk was just infuriating.

			They had been told that this was a once-in-a-lifetime decision and that their votes really mattered. Now, yet again, it looked as though their wishes were about to be ignored. So I was like some boastful motorcycle stuntman who had claimed he could do an impossible trick; and now they were holding me to my promise.

			Like Evel Knievel, I was revving my bike and preparing to hurl myself up the ramp, in the gulping knowledge that I had to clear two giant double-decker buses parked end to end. I had to get the EU to give us a new deal and then I had to get Parliament to vote for whatever they gave us, and frankly I wasn’t sure I could get over the first, let alone both.

			By the third week of August 2019, we were getting nowhere. The UK now had a new chief negotiator in David Frost, a former don and diplomat, an aesthete and expert on medieval German poetry, whose mobile phone screensaver, for some reason, is the Adoration of the Mystic Lamb by Jan van Eyck.

			Frosty had been my adviser at the Foreign and Commonwealth Office for years. On Brexit, on what it meant and what it could mean, he was and is one of my closest allies. He saw very clearly what we needed to do and how Brexit was nothing unless we truly took back control.

			Frosty presented his case to the EU with clarity and logic; and, yes, he got a frosty reception.

			The EU chief negotiator was Michel Barnier, the former French foreign affairs minister, and the Brussels view was that the British had already signed up to a withdrawal agreement and that we should jolly well stick with what we were given. As many commentators pointed out, both in the UK and abroad, it was hard to see why they should make any special effort to help me, of all people.

			I was the monstrous Johnson, the beast of Brexit and the big bullshitting bus, the Pied Piper who played the devil’s tunes and led the people to perdition. Why would they unbend and make difficult legal compromises – just because I was in a bit of a political mess? Why should they make concessions if I could be carried away at any moment, to be replaced by yet another ephemeral Tory leader?

			As Barnier continually told Frosty, he had no mandate to change the agreement, and there was nothing he could do. So by August 21, we had decided that it was time to stop talking to the monkeys and start on the organ-grinders.

			The EU is ultimately the creation of the Franco-German axis. We needed to go to Berlin, and then Paris, and quickly.

			I was amazed at the formality of the reception in Berlin. There was a vast red carpet running to the door of Angela Merkel’s Kanzleramt and a military band that gamely played our national anthems, almost drowning out the crowds of anti-Brexit protesters that had gathered at the gates.

			For some reason (I think she was worried about fainting in the heat) Angela had to sit down during the ceremony, but once we had reached her office upstairs, she was full of beans – and her usual chirpy and slightly pointed humour. She and I were poured flutes of crémant d’Alsace and ushered out onto her roof terrace in the hope that we would bond.

			We looked out over Berlin, where the parks and avenues are so thick with leaves that it appears from above almost like a great umbrageous forest interspersed with buildings.

			I told her we had to change the withdrawal agreement. She needed to give the orders to the Commission, I said.

			She gestured at the Bundestag, whose Norman Foster glass dome was twinkling in the sun, a perfect symbol of post-war Anglo-German friendship.

			‘I can control my parliament,’ she said. ‘Can you control yours?’

			There didn’t seem any point in sounding hesitant. There are times when you can pour out your troubles to your international friends, and times when you certainly can’t.

			No worries, I said: ‘Wir schaffen das!’ We can do it.

			It was not perhaps a supremely tactful choice of phrase.

			Those were Angela’s words at the beginning of the 2015 refugee crisis, and I thought it showed that I shared her positive can-do spirit. It was later explained to me that her enemies had tried to turn them against her and she was a bit sick of hearing them.

			Oh well, I thought: never mind. Let’s try Macron.

			It was swelteringly hot the following day, and we sat for ages in the garden of the Élysée Palace trying to cook up new plans for Anglo-French unity. I suggested all kinds of wheezes: a second fixed link across the Channel, a new hydrogen-fuelled Concorde aircraft, a new nuclear pact. Macron was warm, and I liked him a lot. But I could sense his deep reserve.

			He had been working in London for Rothschild when I was mayor, and I knew he felt that Brexit was a terrible snub to the EU and to his view of the world. He had been on record many times already, to the effect that Brexit could not be a success – politically or economically.

			The British, said Macron, had to be seen to be penalised for their decision – if only pour encourager les autres. Why should he help Johnson, menteur and tricheur extraordinaire?

			I drank more white wine and the perspiration trickled down the brows of Macron’s military advisers, in full braid and epaulettes, as I extemporised more plans for cross-Channel cooperation. It was no use. It was clear that we were stuck until Brexit was fixed.

			Eventually Emmanuel and I went inside for a tête-à-tête. He showed me a curious steel stool in the shape of an African drum. To test how heavy it was I lifted my foot and briefly rested it on the stool, a moment that was unfortunately captured by the cameras.

			Emmanuel was leaning forwards as if peering at my foot, and I was leaning back. It looked as though I was inviting him to shine my
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