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For Catherine and Madeleine




Introduction

Congratulations! By opening this book, you’ve become one of the most powerful people in Britain. You’re going to play the role of the Chancellor of the Exchequer – master of the nation’s finances – in a government fast approaching a general election. Many historic figures have gone before you – William Gladstone, Benjamin Disraeli, David Lloyd George, Winston Churchill, Neville Chamberlain – to pick just a few. And now the latest name on that august roll call is yours.

The stakes are high. You’re taking the controls of one of the world’s biggest economies, the prosperity of 68 million people in your hands. One misstep could crash both financial markets and your political career. Every word you say will be scrutinised. Every business lobbyist in the country wants your ear. But play your cards right and you’ll make the country a wealthier and happier place. You’ll also be in pole position to be the next prime minister.

The journey ahead will be filled with dilemmas and tough choices. You’ll learn all there is to know about leading an advanced economy, all while managing the pressures and pitfalls of democracy. Luckily, you’ll have the best advisors to help you: chancellors who’ve filled your shoes, no less. Norman Lamont, Philip Hammond, Kwasi Kwarteng, Jeremy Hunt, Rachel Reeves … their words of wisdom will guide you.

And just like them, you’ll face two major pressures. The first is your – and by extension, your government’s – popularity. You serve only at the pleasure of the voters, and they’ll turf you out if you don’t keep them on side. The decisions you make as chancellor will affect your party’s poll ratings and its chances of winning the upcoming election. Don’t be surprised if the prime minister fires you should the public turn against you.

The second is the health of the government’s finances. Your resources are finite and you’ll have to make wise, prudent choices in testing circumstances. Yes, you need to curry favour with the voters, but you also face stark economic limits that constrain your action. Spend too much or be too careless and you’ll risk the wrath of financial markets. And remember: triggering a market meltdown is also certain to cost you your job.

So, as you embark on your journey as chancellor, have pen or pencil handy and keep note of two things on your tracker on p. 4. The first is your approval rating. Your aim is to keep this as high as possible, to give yourself the best chance of winning the election. The good news is you begin with a net score of +10. Voters have taken a liking to you in your political career so far and are eager to see you deliver results. But if your poll rating drops too low, beware. Politics is a very dangerous place for the unpopular.

The second is your budget surplus. This is the amount of money you have for spending. You’ll want to save most of it for your big, set-piece moment – the Budget – but it’ll also be there for the various emergencies and surprises that are an inevitable feature of politics. You begin with a surplus of £20 billion. That might sound like a lot, but it’s a mere 1.6 per cent of the £1.2 trillion that the government spends each year, a fragile starting point in these uncertain economic times. So again, beware. If your surplus gets too low, investors will start to get jittery and you could lose control of the economy.

That’s enough by way of a preamble. A new dawn is breaking over Westminster and your work as chancellor is about to begin. So, are you ready?




Part 1



STARTING AT NO. 11 DOWNING STREET


Apart from being prime minister, there is no better job.

Jeremy Hunt, Chancellor of the Exchequer, 2022–4
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CHAPTER 1

Decisions, Decisions


You feel a very heavy responsibility.

Norman Lamont, Chancellor of the Exchequer, 1990–3



You walk into the Treasury – the majestic white complex at 1 Horse Guards on Whitehall, with the royal residence of Buckingham Palace radiant opposite across the quaint ponds of St James’s Park – and are met with a sea of applause and smiling faces.

‘Congratulations, chancellor,’ successive bright-eyed officials say with vigorous handshakes, as you’re led to your new office and presented with the famous red ministerial briefcase, the gold letters of ‘Chancellor of the Exchequer’ glinting. It all feels like a whirlwind. Just hours earlier, you were a mere junior minister, a rising star of British politics on the cusp of your big break. And then the surreal blur: a phone call from the prime minister herself, the famous walk up the cobbles to 10 Downing Street, the click-click-click of camera shutters, the simple invitation – ‘I’d like you to be my chancellor’ – and then a short stroll over to the Treasury into a world of power. Deferential nods, looks of expectation, close protection officers and an army of civil servants at your beck and call. For today, at least, you’re the hottest political name in Britain.

‘Chancellor, if I may.’

Your day-dreaming admiration of your new red box is interrupted by the tall, kindly gentleman who’d first greeted you at the Treasury entrance. The stories about this bespectacled man are legendary: consigliere to chancellors down the decades, Sir Alex Davidson has seen and heard it all. Chief civil servant in the Treasury, also known as the permanent secretary, the twinkle in Sir Alex’s eye is like that of a wise old teacher ready to instruct their latest pupil. He’s in charge of enforcing all the decisions you’re going to make. After you, he’s the next most powerful person in the building.

‘We’d normally run through the introductory briefings on a day like today,’ Sir Alex says. ‘But unfortunately there’s a matter that requires your urgent attention. It’s at the top of your box. The X-Tech case.’

You open the briefcase and see the memo marked CONFIDENTIAL, already anticipating its contents. You’ve been following this sorry saga in the newspapers: the impending collapse of a revolutionary green energy company that employs tens of thousands of people across Britain, scuttled by an internal accounting scandal and scrambling to survive. Their futile search for financial rescue has been going on for weeks, dominating the headlines.

‘I’m afraid your predecessor hadn’t decided whether the government should intervene,’ Sir Alex says. ‘The prime minister is wavering too. And time’s up. If X-Tech can’t raise the funds by this evening, it’s over.’

You’re just about to ask Sir Alex about the terms of any potential bailout when there’s a knock at the door. In walks a lady whom you’re very glad to see.

‘Chancellor,’ the woman says with a flourish and a bow. ‘Sounds magnificent, doesn’t it? I always knew you’d make it. What did I say when you were first elected? Future prime minister. And here we are. A stone’s throw away.’

‘Thank you, Polly,’ you say.

This is Polly Tickle, all-round Westminster supremo and your long-time closest advisor and friend. At every significant moment in your career, she’s been there: the welcoming head of your local party association who encouraged you to stand for elected office, the lady who then ran your campaign and hand-delivered umpteen fliers bearing your name and face, the woman who has become a household name in her own right as one of the canniest observers and operators in Whitehall. If you’re ever in doubt about what will be best for your career – what will curry most favour with the prime minister, what will land best with the public, what might shift the polls in your favour – just ask Polly. She sees the X-Tech memo on your desk and nods.

‘Ah yes,’ she says. ‘A poisoned chalice left by our dear departed chancellor. No wonder his heart gave out. But we have no choice. We have to save it, right?’

She looks between you and Sir Alex.

‘Isn’t it obvious?’ Polly continues. ‘All those job losses, this close to an election? And that be your first act as chancellor? Gives me the shivers.’

You spy the cost of the bailout on the memo and read it aloud. One billion pounds.

‘And it’ll be the best billion you ever spend,’ Polly says.

There’s a fresh knock at the door. Your heads turn and another person you’re also very glad to see enters: the brilliant young economist, June Marion Keyes.

‘Chancellor,’ June says, bowing. ‘Very sorry I’m late. Huge queue at security to get my pass. And then someone wanted a selfie. And then another person. And then another.’

You laugh. You’re not the only well-known figure starting at the Treasury today: a darling of economics academia, June was your hire straight out of Oxford, one of the best decisions you ever made. Intellectually fearless and forthright with her views, June has an impeccable intuition on economics. She’s also rather pugnacious and doesn’t mince her words. She too sees the X-Tech memo.

‘Of course,’ June says. ‘Well, at least your first decision is easy.’

She scans your face, frowns.

‘Chancellor, surely you’re not thinking of saving it? Bailing out that crooked executive team with hard-earned taxpayers’ money and sending a message to all of corporate Britain that the government will pick up the bill whenever things go wrong? It’s a terrible precedent. It’ll just encourage excessive risk-taking in future, even more bad behaviour.’

June takes in the rest of the room, clocks Polly’s squint.

‘I think you’re forgetting the human cost,’ Polly says.

‘I’m not,’ June says. ‘People will lose their jobs, yes. But they’ll find new ones. It’s called the labour market. I’m sorry, chancellor, but I think this is actually rather straightforward. The government really shouldn’t be getting involved here.’

You look between Polly and June. An uncomfortable silence descends.

Eventually, Sir Alex says: ‘It’s a truism, chancellor, but no less true for it. Advisors advise and ministers decide. And you are now the minister. I must insist on an answer tonight.’

You take an inward breath and pick up your pen, hand hovering over the memo. It’s time to make your first decision.
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DECISION



Save the company. You agree with Polly. You want to make a strong first impression with the public and that calls for a bold intervention. You also want to send a signal to international investors that the UK is a good place to deploy their money, and the government will be there to help in difficult times. Deduct £1 billion from your surplus. If you choose this option, turn to p. 12.

Let the company go bust. You agree with June. It shouldn’t fall on the hard-working taxpayer to bail out wealthy executives when they’ve made a mess. You want to convey an image of a strong chancellor who’s willing to make the tough decisions in the interests of the public finances. No cost. If you choose this option, turn to p. 14.

OFFICIAL – SENSITIVE


[image: DECISION]
YOU SAVE THE COMPANY

‘Sometimes the politics has to come first, expensive as this may be,’ you say, agreeing with Polly.

June frowns but she’s a professional and immediately supports your decision.

‘Certainly, chancellor,’ she says.

‘Excellent,’ Sir Alex says. ‘We’ll arrange a statement for the markets and organise the announcement for tomorrow. Thank you for your decisiveness.’

You’re reminding yourself of the terms of the bailout the following morning – the number of seats the government will take on X-Tech’s board, the assurances that jobs will be retained, the share of future company profits that will flow to the taxpayer – when Polly leans over, speaking over the hum of your ministerial black Jaguar en route to X-Tech’s headquarters.

‘The PM is obviously delighted,’ she says. ‘I think the media are on our side too. The people’s chancellor. That’s what I’ve been telling journalists. Always looking out for the working man and woman. Champion of British business.’

She reaches under her passenger seat, unfurling a yellow hard hat and high-viz jacket.

‘Remember,’ she says. ‘Wear these. It’ll look great. Trust me.’

Polly is proved correct. The evening news leads on you announcing the rescue – a group of relieved employees at your shoulder, the hard hat conveying an image of a chancellor getting stuck in on the economy – and the country’s political commentators give you the thumbs-up. You’ve averted joblessness for tens of thousands of worried people as a general election fast approaches. With any luck, they’ll remember your generosity on voting day. There are some naysayers, naturally – June’s argument about rewarding recklessness is repeated in the right-wing press, and some say the £1 billion might’ve been better spent on schools and hospitals – but, on balance, the consensus is positive.

‘And look at that,’ Polly says via message, sending you a snap poll before you go to bed. ‘An immediate bump. What did I say? Future prime minister.’


Add two points to your approval rating. Now turn to p. 16.
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YOU LET THE COMPANY GO BUST

You tell Polly that you get the politics but you think June is right. ‘And it’s a huge sum of money,’ you say. ‘We’ll find better ways we can spend this.’

Polly can’t mask a flicker of disappointment, but she manages a brave face.

‘If you’re sure, chancellor,’ she says. ‘I’ll tell No. 10.’

Sir Alex claps his hands together and says, ‘Very good. We’ll communicate this to the company. And we’ll ensure any affected workers are informed about government support for finding new employment. Thank you for your decisiveness.’

The next 48 hours are rather uncomfortable. Britain’s media comes out against your decision, blaming you personally for the sudden wave of redundancies and calling it a grave mistake. ‘Britain’s absent chancellor,’ the Times leader column declares. ‘Already missing in action,’ says the Guardian. ‘What message does this send about Britain’s openness for business?’ asks the Independent. A few minority voices in the right-wing press congratulate you for letting capitalism take its course, arguing that the company’s collapse will see workers and investment redistributed to more productive firms, and that taxpayers’ money has wisely been kept in the Treasury coffers. But that angle is largely drowned out by the negativity.

Your unease deepens when Polly, who’s been subdued since your decision and clearly desperate to say ‘I told you so’, slips you a chart showing an immediate hit to your poll ratings.

‘Just an early blip,’ she says, her enthusiasm strained. ‘Nothing we can’t bounce back from.’

You’re gloomily studying the polling numbers when June sees you and says: ‘You did the right thing, chancellor. I know it doesn’t win you many plaudits in the short term, but we need to protect our position ahead of the Budget. This was a victory for sound economics. You’ll be more than vindicated in time. Trust me.’

Deduct three points from your political approval rating. Now turn to p. 16.
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CHAPTER 2

The Exchequer


The Treasury has a small number of people, but a lot of power.

Philip Hammond, Chancellor of the Exchequer, 2016–19



You arrive at the Treasury the next morning still reeling from the sudden burden of responsibility and influence that comes with the role. Sir Alex is already waiting and appears to read your thoughts.

‘They don’t call it a Great Office of State for nothing,’ Sir Alex says, inviting you to join him on a walkabout. ‘I’m afraid the decisions will come thick and fast.’

The Treasury that Sir Alex shows you lacks the grandeur of the Foreign Office across the road – where the internal opulence and royal portraits are designed to impress overseas dignitaries – but it’s nevertheless a bright, buzzing department, off-shooting rooms filled with headset-wearing officials tapping away at their desks. He enjoys regaling you at various points of interest: here the Churchill Room with its blue marble, where the former prime minister addressed the crowds from the balcony on VE Day in 1945 and ex-chancellor Gordon Brown announced the Bank of England’s independence in 1997; there the unusual circular courtyard known as the ‘drum’, inspired by the designs of Italian Renaissance architect Andrea Palladio; here the chancellor’s old office, once Bomber Command during the war. He’s pointing out the site of a former machine gun post looking over St James’s Park when you gasp. You’ve almost tripped over a black cat.

‘The silent assassin,’ Sir Alex says, chuckling. ‘Meet Gladstone. Named after one of your most famous predecessors. Our rather prolific mouser-in-chief.’

Gladstone takes you in. He looks to Sir Alex and meows.

‘Yes,’ Sir Alex says. ‘You’ve outlived yet another one.’

Sir Alex’s tour becomes more business-like as you meet the key teams in the department, starting with the tax officials.

‘Forgive me if this is all terribly obvious,’ Sir Alex says, removing his glasses and cleaning them with a pocket cloth. ‘But I think it’s always best to cover the fundamentals. You’d be surprised how little some of your predecessors knew about public finances and the economy.’

His gaze becomes distant and you sense a painful memory. But then his glasses are replaced and it passes.

‘Taxation,’ he says. ‘Perhaps the most important thing we do here in the Treasury. The government raises almost £1 trillion in taxes each year, and all the key decisions are made in this building. By you. It’s really quite breathtaking when you think about it. The sway you have over the finances of every citizen in the country. When they go to work, you decide what they pay in income tax. Whenever someone pays for a meal in a restaurant or buys something in a shop or goes to the cinema, you decide what they pay in VAT. Whenever someone buys a home, you decide what they pay in stamp duty. And so on.’

Sir Alex motions to an official, who nods and disappears.

‘You’ll learn that setting tax rates is both an art and a science,’ Sir Alex says. ‘Set the rates too high and you’ll face a very unhappy Joe Public, aggrieved by the burden and perhaps encouraged to conceal their gains or diminish their efforts. But set them too low, and you won’t be able to afford the public services Joe Public expects.’

The official returns, wheeling a whiteboard displaying a pie chart.

‘Thank you,’ Sir Alex says. ‘This is worth studying. A breakdown of the taxation we raise.’

[image: A doughnut chart presents income tax at 28 percent, national insurance at 18 percent, VAT at 17 percent, company taxes at 11 percent, other indirect taxes at 10 percent, business rates and council tax at 8 percent, capital tax at 4 percent and other taxes and royalties at 4 percent.]
Where does the government get its money? | Institute for Fiscal Studies

‘It’s always helpful to know your golden geese, so to speak,’ he says. ‘As you can see, it’s income tax, VAT, National Insurance and company taxes that are our biggest revenue-raisers. I’m sure we’ll discuss these in greater detail ahead of the Budget.’

Your tour continues. You arrive at the Public Spending teams where the officials appear to be poring over umpteen complex spreadsheets.

‘And this is what it’s all for,’ Sir Alex says, gesturing grandly. ‘These fine folk finance 45 per cent of the UK economy. More than £1 trillion of spending.’

A few of the civil servants look up, embarrassed. One waves.

‘This is the engine room of the British government,’ Sir Alex says. ‘Whenever anyone interacts with the state – an operation in the NHS, say, or receiving their benefits, or sending their child to the local comprehensive – that can only happen because the money was first made available here. Take our brave Armed Forces stationed overseas. Or our nuclear submarines patrolling the darkest waters of the ocean, keeping Britain safe. Or our spies working undercover in hostile regimes. The list goes on and on. The entire breadth and depth of government activity funded from here.’

More awkward acknowledgements. Sir Alex asks if they have the chart and another whiteboard materialises.

‘Again, a breakdown for you,’ he says. ‘This is where the money goes.’

[image: A doughnut chart summarises UK spending in 2022 to 23, with the largest share for health, followed by pensioner and working-age social security, education, debt interest, defence, transport, public order, long-term care, housing, overseas aid and other areas.]
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‘As you can see, the National Health Service, welfare and education are the biggest areas of spending.’

You consider the chart closely. You note that spending on debt interest is almost double the spending on defence, a point you mention to Sir Alex.

‘An astute observation,’ he says. ‘And that’s why I’d like you to meet these people.’

You come to your final stop on the tour: the Debt and Reserves Management (DRM) team. Sir Alex explains that the government doesn’t only raise money through taxation. It also borrows money on financial markets and does so to plug any gaps between the money raised in tax and the money spent on public services.

‘Hence we have government debt,’ he says. ‘Rather a lot of it, in fact. And of course, we pay interest on that debt. That’s money we could be spending on schools, roads and hospitals, but, alas, we must pay our way with our creditors. They include pension funds, foreign investors and the like.’

Sir Alex looks about himself, lowers his voice. He beckons you closer.

‘I wanted to bring you here to stress a singular point. You never want to hear from these people. Ever. If you find yourself on an emergency conference call with someone from DRM, then something has gone badly wrong. You see, if financial markets suddenly start demanding higher and higher rates of interest on our debt – because they lose faith in you, and I’ve seen this happen before – then our economic position can collapse rather quickly. Something to bear in mind.’

Sir Alex pulls away and is jovial again, leading you back to your office. He wishes you the best of luck in the role and asks what’s next on your agenda.

‘A meeting with leaders from two of Britain’s largest trade unions,’ you say.

Sir Alex’s face falls.

‘Then luck is certainly what you will need,’ he says.

Polly and your diary manager are in your office moments later, announcing that the union bosses have arrived. Polly’s face is a picture of alarm.

‘Just to warn you, chancellor,’ she says. ‘Be prepared. I’ve seen some scary people in my time. But not quite as scary as this.’

You settle yourself at your desk. ‘Send them in,’ you say.
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CHAPTER 3

Industrial Relations


You can’t say yes to everything.

Rachel Reeves, Chancellor of the Exchequer, 2024–



The two men – Charlie Marks and Fred Angel – take seats across from you. Between them they represent the overwhelming majority of Britain’s unionised public sector workforce of doctors, nurses, train drivers, bus drivers, civil servants, firefighters, police, teachers, and so on. They get straight to the point.

‘We appreciate you’re new here, chancellor,’ Marks says, as he massages his knuckles. ‘And the pay deal was obviously drawn up by your predecessor, so we don’t hold that against you. But surely you see this for what it is. An insulting offer.’

On the desk between you, flecked with the saliva from Marks’s ‘insulting’, is a summary of what he’s referring to: the Treasury’s proposed public sector pay offer. One of your biggest decisions each year – covering more than 20 per cent of government spending and affecting 6 million workers – the previous chancellor had pencilled in a 5 per cent pay rise, in line with the recommendation of the independent pay review bodies. They’re the panels of experts who advise on the settlement, bringing an impartiality to the decision which is meant to dissipate the tension of confrontations like these.

‘Only 5 per cent,’ Angel chips in, also moistening your ministerial memo. ‘At a time when inflation is already running at 5 per cent?’

His tone becomes funereal.

‘What a slap in the face for our hard-working members. For the people who are the backbone of Britain.’

You say you hear their concerns and you’re sympathetic, but you remind them that the public finances are already tight and you’re simply following the independent recommendations.

‘Chancellor, you might think we’ve come here to negotiate,’ Marks says, cracking a forefinger. ‘Well, you’d be wrong. We’re long since done negotiating with this government. The excuses have worn thin. We’ve come to tell you what you’re going to do. You will award all public sector workers a 10 per cent pay rise immediately, without caveat or qualification. If not, you will face a general strike.’

He says those last two words with menace befitting the threat. It paints a picture in your mind of rubbish piling high in the streets; of parents at a loss for childcare because of the closure of their kids’ schools; of many more deaths in the NHS due to patients not receiving treatment; of lengthening backlogs in the courts and crimes going unpunished; of mass disruption on the railways, buses and underground services, leaving people unable to get to work; of production in factories grinding to a halt; the huge negative economic and political impact of all of the above, and more. Strikes in individual public sectors are painful enough, but this is the nuclear option.

‘Yes, chancellor,’ Marks whispers, reading your face. ‘A general strike.’

You take a moment to gather yourself once the pair have left, surprised by the brevity of the meeting and rattled by the extremity of their demand. Polly and June join you for a much-needed restorative sugary doughnut and strong coffee in the Treasury’s cafe downstairs, where you fill them in on the ultimatum. Polly is aghast.

‘You know the worst thing?’ she says. ‘They’ve got us over a barrel. And they know it. That kind of disruption is terminal in an election year. It will ruin us. It will ruin you, chancellor. We have to accept their terms.’

June says she strongly disagrees. She says the pay demands are dangerous, unaffordable and will stoke inflation. Polly asks why.

‘Because it’s a huge extra injection of cash into the economy that won’t be matched by an increase in the amount of stuff in the economy – the goods people buy,’ June says. ‘So it’s just more money chasing the same amount of goods. Companies will realise this and increase prices, seeing a chance to boost profits. And they’ll definitely increase prices if their own employees also start pushing for 10 per cent pay rises, as they will. Then we risk a vicious cycle. The trade unions will be back next year asking for even more money, to compensate their members for everything being even more expensive. And then we’ll be in a wage–price spiral. Rising inflation, rising wage demands, and it’s a feedback loop.’

Polly is still sceptical, dangling her pastry with a frown.

‘I say keep it simple,’ Polly says. ‘We can put significant money directly into the pockets of many voters, all while avoiding these strikes. And those strikes would be bad for the economy anyway, wouldn’t they?’

Your ministerial briefing note on the matter of public sector pay and industrial action had also made this point. Depending on their length, disruption from strikes can cost the economy billions of pounds in lost output, a thought you mention now.

‘We should still call their bluff,’ June says. ‘Reject their demands and call for further negotiations. I bet they’d settle for 7 per cent, or even 6 per cent. And if they strike, we say we’re simply defending sound government finances, and any disruption is the fault of the unions alone. The strikers would eventually run out of money and public support. And, most importantly, we won’t be fuelling the fire of inflation.’

You thank them both and return to your office, deciding there’s one more opinion you’d like to seek: that of the prime minister herself. You get through to her on a secure line – she’s currently on a diplomatic visit in the Middle East – though you sense she’s rather distracted.

‘I trust your judgement,’ the PM says over the background hubbub of what sounds like a formal state dinner: chinking glasses, lively music, genteel chatter. Your mention of the alarming cost of what the unions are asking for – an extra £10 billion spent on public sector pay – appears not to have registered.

‘That’s why I picked you as my chancellor, after all,’ she says. ‘I’m sure you’ll make the right call.’

You hang up with feigned confidence and return to your ministerial box. It’s time to make your next decision.
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DECISION



Accept the 10 per cent pay rise. You think Polly is right. What better way to win public support than just giving more money to voters? You’re also worried about the threat of these strikes. You hear June’s concerns about inflation but an election is looming, and that can be a worry for another day. Deduct £10 billion from your surplus. If you choose this option, turn to p. 28.

OFFICIAL – SENSITIVE
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DECISION



Reject the unions’ demand and call for further negotiations. You think June is right. You want to keep a lid on price rises in the economy and also get the best value for money for the taxpayer. The threat of strikes is concerning, but you think you can get the unions to agree to less. No cost. If you choose this option, turn to p. 30.

OFFICIAL – SENSITIVE
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YOU GIVE THE UNIONS THE 10 PER CENT PAY RISE

You ask your principal private secretary to get Charlie Marks on the phone.

‘That’s a very wise move,’ Marks says, on hearing your decision, his delight audible. ‘Pleasure doing business with you, chancellor.’

June goes a shade paler when you break the news to her and Polly, but Polly is bouncing.

‘Brilliant call, chancellor,’ she says. ‘I’ll brief the papers now.’

She adopts her newsreader voice.

‘Payday for Britain! Hard-working public servants finally get the pay rise they deserve. All thanks to their new, finger-on-the-pulse, champion-of-the-people, chancellor. The Guardian is going to love it. The Mirror too. The Telegraph will call us commies but plus ça change.’

‘And I’ll prepare a briefing on the likely response of the Bank of England,’ June says darkly as she leaves, not looking you in the eye.

‘Don’t worry about her,’ Polly says. ‘Those economists. Too obsessed with the numbers. Never thinking about the politics.’

June re-enters, having overheard, and says: ‘I’m always thinking about the politics. And just you watch. We’ll pay a serious political price for this.’

Yet in the days that follow, there’s no sign of June’s prophecy coming true. A majority of Britain’s newspapers report favourably on the pay deal, saying it will give a much-needed boost to morale in the UK public sector and marks a long-overdue recognition of their social contribution. A minority in the right-wing press attacks you for all the reasons raised by June – the potential for stoking inflation, the major hit to the public purse – but thankfully it’s just that, a minority.

At the end of the week, Polly slaps a fresh polling chart on your desk, her expression smug.

‘Power to the people,’ she says.


Add one point to your approval rating. Now turn to p. 32.
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YOU REJECT THE UNIONS’ DEMAND

‘Turns out you weren’t listening, chancellor,’ Charlie Marks says over the phone, his voice bitter, laughing at your request for further talks. ‘We’ve already had the talks! Don’t bother coming back with anything other than 10 per cent. See you on the picket line.’

The disruption that follows is just as bad as you feared. By the second day, most schools in England are closed. On the third day, the NHS declares an emergency due to staff shortages. On the fourth day, Polly stops showing you the front pages of the newspapers, too depressed by what they contain, Britain’s headline writers running out of synonyms for ‘chaos’ and ‘crisis’. June was right about one thing – there’s plenty of public anger at the unions themselves – but you’re also getting lots of the blame.

‘We just need to hold the line,’ June says, sounding very unsure of herself. ‘Surely they’ll come back to the negotiating table.’

As it is, you never find out if they do. On the fifth day, with your latest offer of talks having just been rebuffed by the unions, you hear from the prime minister, who’s calling from her Royal Air Force jet as she travels back from the Middle East.

‘Chancellor, remember how I said I trust your judgement on this one,’ she says, sounding the very opposite of distracted now. ‘Well … I think we need to change course. Immediately. This is hurting us too much. I want you to make the strikes stop. Right now.’

You feel deeply uneasy, winded by this direct attempt at an overrule by the prime minister. You consider arguing the case for staying the course – the inflationary impact, the hit to the public finances – but Polly is in your eyeline drawing an imaginary line across her throat, while June’s gaze is downcast.

‘Certainly, prime minister,’ you say, feeling humiliated. ‘We’ll get this sorted.’

You invite Marks and Angel back into the Treasury for an emergency meeting and they enter with a swagger. You say you’d be willing to do 9 per cent, final offer. Marks shakes his head, says you’re still not listening. They make to leave but then you finally concede: Fine. 10 per cent.

‘You could’ve saved yourself a lot of pain here, chancellor,’ Angel says, no doubt referring to the hit you’ve taken in the polls. ‘Remember this for next time. We never make empty threats.’


Deduct £10 billion from your surplus and three points from your approval rating. Now turn to p. 32.
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