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			Epigraph

			A nation can survive its fools, and even the ambitious. But it cannot survive treason from within. An enemy at the gates is less formidable, for he is known and carries his banner openly, but the traitor moves amongst those within the gate freely, his sly whispers rustling through the alleys, heard in the very halls of government itself. For the traitor appears not a traitor; he speaks in accents familiar to his victims, and he wears their face and their arguments, he appeals to the baseness that lies deep in the hearts of all men. He rots the soul of a nation, he works secretly and unknown in the night to undermine the pillars of the city, he infects the body politic so that it can no longer resist.

			Marcus Tullius Cicero

			Speaking to the Roman Senate during the Cataline War,

			circa 40 BC

		

		
			Foreword

			When I started to write this book, I thought that I would be telling the story of how Boris Johnson had been ousted from power. Instead, what I began to uncover were tales of a small group of men, most of them unelected and some totally unknown outside of a tight Westminster bubble, operating at the heart of the Conservative Party.

			For twenty-five years or more they have set out to control the destiny of the Conservative Party. All too often it is their hand on the levers which rise ministers up and drop them back down and terminate their progress in the middle of a career-ending political storm – even if they are sitting prime ministers with an eighty-seat majority.

			It is a story that has never been told. So not only is this book a shocking tale of corruption and unaccountable power, it is also a counter history of British political life in the twenty-first century.

			We may not agree on which party or leader should be in power, but the point of democracy is that those disagreements are played out in public so that we as voters get to decide who we trust to keep us safe and free at the ballot box.

			I was born in one of the poorest areas of Liverpool and was brought up to value my vote. It was drummed into me that in that vote lay hope and my individual power to contribute to change. Nothing in politics is as critical or as necessary as the defence of that principle.

			Each person I interviewed during the process of writing this book, told me the same thing, that I was uncovering something dark and deeply undemocratic. And let me be very clear, I have talked to well over fifty people. From prime ministers and party leaders, through Cabinet ministers, to civil servants and backbenchers. From party grandees to special advisers. All of them had the same tale to tell and yet it is a tale you are entirely unaware of. Why is that?

		

		
			Prologue

			The House of Commons

			MONDAY 5 SEPTEMBER 2022

			It is a political truth that opposition parties don’t win General Elections, governments lose them. Every sensible Conservative MP knew that it would have taken more than a half-decent leader of the Labour Party to threaten our majority or to blow any individual MP off his or her perch in the heat and glare of a General Election campaign because, regardless of large parts of the media churning out negative coverage of the Prime Minister, who they would never forgive for delivering Brexit, we had the winner of an historic eighty-seat majority on our side. He was the person people in the street flocked to meet, to take their selfies with, and even when he met his most ardent adversaries, within moments they could not help softening their expression. A reluctant smile would hover as Boris enthusiastically shook an at-first-unwilling hand, looked them in the eye and asked with what was unmistakably genuine interest, ‘How are you?’ Despite themselves, they would tell him.

			And now, he was gone.

			On 12 December 2019, Boris Johnson won a landslide General Election victory that political analysts will use as a barometer for years to come. Was it really just down to Brexit? That is what many of the young and new MPs in the 2019 intake who voted to remove him would often tell me. Brexit is done, they would say in a manner that betrayed a worrying degree of naivety. ‘That’s what got Boris elected, Brexit. There’s no big idea to vote for now, is there?’

			‘Who is it you want in his place, then?’ I would ask and was invariably answered with a shrug of the shoulders.

			My response was always that there was no Brexit on offer when Boris won the London Mayoral elections not once but twice in solidly Labour London, at a time when the Conservative Party was consistently seriously behind in the polls. We haven’t won it back since he stood down, despite the party having been in power nationally since 2010.

			In the General Election of 2019, Boris won a larger percentage of the vote than that secured by Tony Blair for the Labour landslide in 1997. It was the biggest Conservative majority in forty years. At the time, the Labour Party had been the first opposition in living memory to be terrified of agreeing to a General Election and when they finally did, in the words of Boris, he sent a great big blue Tory ferret so far up Labour’s left trouser leg that they were paralysed. We won seats that we could never have dreamt of winning and Labour had never imagined they could possibly lose. Fifty-four seats that had historically only ever wrapped an MP in a red ribbon to send him or her back to Westminster had dramatically turned from red to blue. Boris won an extraordinary once-in-a-generation victory, delivering a majority the likes of which we had not known since the days of Margaret Thatcher.

			And all of this, on the day he was ousted from office, had been just two and a half short years earlier.

			What each and every one of us was unaware of at the time was that behind the scenes, deep in the heart of the Conservative Party, a plot was afoot to remove him long before the polls had closed on that joyous election night and he first placed his foot across the No. 10 threshold as Prime Minister with a mandate in his own right. If a killer virus hadn’t hit our shores in March 2020 four months after he was elected, his time in office would have been far shorter than it was.

		

		
			Chapter 1

			On Her Majesty’s Secret Service

			‘What the actual fuck have we done?’ was the first thing an MP said to me when I called out a greeting as I passed him in Portcullis House. It had been our very own summer recess of discontent, the end of the very acrimonious leadership election, and today we would officially know who had won, although we all suspected what the result would be. I had nipped across the road from my department in Whitehall, where I was the Secretary of State, into the unusually empty atrium, and passed through the tables and chairs that would normally have been heaving with MPs, visitors, journalists and staff. The sound of clattering cutlery on plates and gossipy chatter was yet to arrive and muffle the sound of my approach towards the lone MP slumped at a table.

			He stared into his mug of cold tea when I struggled to answer. ‘I’m totally and utterly fucked,’ he said, more to himself as a statement of fact than as a comment inviting discussion. ‘That’s it for me.’ He looked close to tears. I knew that he had bought a new house for his family the summer following his election in December 2019. The salary he earnt before he became an MP was less than half of what he was earning now. He also loved and had spoken out for his constituency with a passion that had brought more investment into his patch in his first twelve months than the previous Labour MP had managed in twelve years. I felt his despair keenly. He was right; that was it for him. He had given up his career to become an MP and now he was having to face up to the fact that he was going to be lucky if he survived even a single term. He knew it, the world knew it, but the Conservative Party had gone quite mad and appeared to be in the middle of a collective nervous breakdown. I slipped my green pass into my bag, which I hung over the back of a chair as I sat down next to him. ‘You will be okay,’ I said, and reached out to pat the back of his hand. He stared at the place where my hand had rested and looked utterly forlorn. ‘I’ll go and get us a nice cup of tea,’ I said, his almost-empty mug giving me the excuse I needed. I could only guess: he had taken a bigger mortgage, promised his family that all his hard work, the price they had to pay, the abuse and threats that all MPs live with, would be worth it. That he would win the seat for a second term, that financially they would be secure and physically safe. But there comes a moment for every new MP when they are forced to stop believing their own PR and realise, in today’s world, it’s not policy or your personal hard work for your constituency that drives people to the polls, but the charismatic communication skills and the gravitational pull of an individual party leader. It began with Thatcher, continued with Blair, and reached its peak with Boris. Major, May, Brown all lacked the necessary charisma and personality to be truly successful. Cameron pulled together a coalition government in 2010 and a workable majority by 2015 before he resigned in 2016. This forlorn MP was facing his own moment of truth: that it was Boris he had to thank for his seat, Boris who had unarguably won it for him – and as many will attest, there is nothing quite as ex as an ex-MP.

			The Despatch Box café was empty; the barista, still under-occupied, was wiping the wine bottles on the shelves that had gathered dust over the summer recess. Wine that in term time, MPs’ staff could be seen hurrying to buy on a Thursday afternoon to take back as raffle prizes to constituency functions. I felt a heaviness in my own heart. There was nothing I could say to reassure this MP because the truth was, he had made the wrong call and followed the herd.

			Just the day before, I had spoken to an MP who had told me that it was the summer holiday he had spent in his constituency that had brought him up sharp. He had been a cheerleader for Rishi; a vocal critic of Boris Johnson. He had WhatsApp’d me and asked, ‘How do we turn this around and get the boss back?’ He was consumed by seller’s remorse. This MP was using the term ‘boss’ as a way of declaring his loyalty, letting me know, ‘I’m onside again, you can trust me.’ I wasn’t sure that I could. I had called this particular MP rather than WhatsApp him back. He was confused and totally lacking in any self-awareness. People had walked up to him in Tesco and asked him what the hell was going on with the Conservative Party. The same people also told him they would never vote Conservative again. ‘But you’ll vote for me,’ he had pleaded. ‘Oh, no, mate. We voted for Boris,’ had been the reply as they eased their trolleys past his.

			He was a new MP who spent his time judging the public mood by reading Twitter and social media, and he had almost no understanding of how politics actually works in the real world. He found himself in the position of having to lie to his constituents, faking disbelief at the terrible things he and his colleagues had done, agreeing that the parliamentary party had written a political suicide note, when, all along, he was as guilty as anyone. When the opinion of the public does not align with your opinion of yourself, when the person you think you are and the choices you have made are openly derided by the people who elected you, life becomes a struggle for any politician, and my colleague was definitely struggling. He lacked the inherent courage required to stand up for what he had done and the dawning realisation of that just added to his woes. He was a good man at heart, I suspected, but one who may have been better suited to a form of public service that did not involve playing the role of a foot-soldier in an army where words were the ammunition of battle, and the courage of your convictions, your shield. I paid for the tea and hurried back to my neglected colleague carrying a tray.

			‘It’ll be Liz Truss,’ he said as I returned. ‘It’s all over Twitter.’ Once again I wanted to tell him that Twitter wasn’t the real world, but in this instance, it might be. Liz had offered me my job back as Secretary of State in the Department for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS) three times already during the leadership campaign and I was truly flattered, but not persuaded, even though she had been on course to win for weeks. ‘I feel sorry for Rishi,’ said the MP. ‘He didn’t want this you know, it was forced on him. He just had no choice.’

			I would beg to differ. Rishi was very obviously up to something way before it became fashionable to plot against Boris. I had long since guessed Rishi didn’t want to wait to become party leader until Boris stood down willingly. Who knew if the political cycle would then be in his favour? For Rishi, it appeared to be more about him being Prime Minister than putting the party or the country first. I had seen enough of his behaviour at first hand to know he didn’t possess the essential personality to put him into the Thatcher, Blair, Boris camp. He was firmly in the category of Major, May and Brown. I had spoken at London Tech earlier in the year and took the stage straight after Rishi. His oratory was lacklustre, he had no presence, and frankly, his speech was hesitant, squeaky and disappointing. In a side room, his young social media team, photographers and officials flapped around telling him how amazing he had been. He truly hadn’t. As I followed in his footsteps and took to the stage, looking down at my vast audience, bored expressions on their faces, I abandoned my prepared speech and freewheeled as best I could to try and liven things up. Taking the stage after Boris was a terrifying prospect for anyone; you could only disappoint. Following on from Rishi was a relief.

			‘I guessed it would be Liz,’ I said.

			‘Can you imagine?’ he asked me. ‘Lifetime Labour supporters in my patch won’t say, “I voted for Liz Truss” in the same way they would say, “I voted for Boris Johnson”. It just wouldn’t fucking ever happen.’

			I mopped up the spilt tea from the table with the paper napkin. ‘Would they do that with Rishi then?’ I asked him. His eyes met mine. Whatever he was about to say, he changed his mind. His voice had dropped to a mere whisper and I only just caught the last words. ‘It’s a mess,’ he said. He had got that much right at least.

			He was in full-on self-pity mode now. ‘Boris is like God in my patch, but he couldn’t have led us to the next election; the polls.’ They had been the whispered words of discontent in the corridors of power, infecting the body politic and he and others had believed them. Bewildered and confused, he gulped the tea, forgot to say thank you and stared at the notifications on his Twitter feed, which told him we were fifteen points behind in the polls.

			‘Is that what they told you?’ I asked. We had been a mere four behind on the day he had cast his vote of no confidence in Boris and I sipped my tea and watched as he disappeared down the black hole of doomscrolling on his phone. A message popped onto the screen of my phone from my driver:

			I’m parked in Speakers Court to take you back to the department. It’s a circus out there and your next meeting is in four minutes.

			The timing of meetings in my office is regimental; from my wonderful Principal Private Secretary down, I had spent the past year being herded and was never allowed to be late. Nor, for security reasons, was I ever allowed to walk. I sprang to my feet, cleared up the mugs, placed them back on the tray and, retrieving my handbag, I slipped the strap over my arm. ‘I’ll see you later then,’ I said, but he wasn’t listening. I returned the tray to the empties’ rack and looked back over my shoulder; he hadn’t even noticed I had left the table.

			On my way down to Speakers Court, I passed a number of very glum-faced MPs reluctantly returning from recess, dragging their battered wheelie suitcases across the cobbles behind them into the members’ cloakroom. There was none of the optimism that had hung in the air when we knew that Boris was to be our new Prime Minister. I felt the shock I had kept at bay for the previous weeks seeping into my bones. The day Boris had been elected, Conservative MPs were euphoric; we shared his vision that the UK is an amazing country that could be made even better with the right degree of optimism, energy and commitment, coupled with his own relentless can-do and can-do-it-right-now attitude. None of us thought Boris was perfect, far from it, but when it came to the big decisions that matter to people’s lives, he had the crucial quality so essential in a leader of getting them right and getting them right fast. My private office staff were waiting for me to tell them the news: would I remain as Secretary of State under the new Prime Minister, or would I go? Had I accepted the offer to remain in the job I loved? A second notification popped onto my phone from my driver:

			The office is asking for an ETA; we have to leave, now.

			It was time for a decision I had spent the entire summer agonising over. Ever since that fateful Cabinet meeting, just two short months ago. It had all seemed so calm back then and it felt as though it had taken place just yesterday.

			I had walked up Downing Street that Tuesday morning like any other Cabinet minister, clutching my red folder, serious face on, beaming inside. I had cherished every proud step I had taken in the year I had been attending Cabinet. Larry, the No. 10 cat, was lying prone across the front step and glared across the road at the photographers just as the iconic, glossy black door swung open. Once inside, I would typically grab a coffee from the table outside the Cabinet room; someone would even bring a plate of soggy bacon sandwiches and place them on a side table. The halls of Westminster are filled with the ghosts of MPs who expired long before their three-score years and ten, thanks to the notoriously bad dietary habits an MP can easily slip into. But on the occasional Tuesday mornings when it did happen, even this ritual of Cabinet I could not let pass.

			I was one of the first to arrive, followed by Nadhim Zahawi and a very glum-looking Sajid Javid. The Chris Pincher affair had brought a fresh wave of opprobrium down upon us and the atmosphere was tense. It was Theresa May who had appointed Pincher following his first misdemeanour, but that didn’t matter, it’s not what the media were reporting, not what the public knew, and in the white heat of the moment, there was little interest in the back story or even in the detail or the facts. All the media required was an inflammatory headline to keep the newsfeed rolling.

			I deposited my mobile phone into the pigeon-hole on the wall outside and entered the Cabinet room, where phones were not allowed, and wandered over to chat to Simon Case, the Cabinet Secretary, the highest civil servant in the land, who reported directly to the Prime Minister and ran the entire No. 10 operation. I had often offended him by saying that the coffee in No. 10 was disgusting and that I hoped visitors weren’t served it, knowing full well, they were. He looked his always-serious self. I could never quite work him out. It was impossible to find a single civil servant who had a good or kind word to say about him, and as he was head of the civil service, I found that unusual. He had been brought in by Dominic Cummings, a move that had raised many eyebrows given how inexperienced he was. It was a mystery to me how he had totally recused himself from running the Partygate inquiry days before he was due to report. The majority of young female civil servants working, ostensibly for him, in No. 10 were fined, as were Boris Johnson and Rishi Sunak. Boris for being sat at his desk. I once asked a senior civil servant in the Cabinet Office why there was so much animosity towards Simon Case and the answer I received was, ‘a disastrous appointment, it’s totally impossible to understand how he got the job. It’s an absolutely baffling mystery to everyone.’ The level of competitiveness in Westminster means that gossip is rife and unpleasant commentary about individuals is never far from anyone’s lips. I tried to make my own judgements and, despite being truthful about the coffee, I think I got on with Simon fairly well, but then I didn’t really know him as others did. It did occur to me though that if he wanted to give the appearance of being good at his job, why didn’t he just get someone to sort out the coffee?

			We assembled around the Cabinet table as the Prime Minister walked in and Cabinet began, as always on the second that the vintage Dutton wooden clock on the mantlepiece reached nine thirty, watched over by the portrait of Walpole above. I never could quite feel like I belonged there surrounded by history and grand paintings, that it was my rightful place or my destiny to be sat at that table, and so I made sure I absorbed every tiny detail and felt a thrill run down my spine as, during my time in that room, I began to understand exactly how it is that power, famously for some, eventually corrupts.

			The Prime Minister and Simon Case arrived with a retinue of civil servants close behind. Boris was quite literally flanked throughout the day and marched from meeting to meeting. I once heard him ask a civil servant, ‘Do you mind if I just pop to the bathroom?’ I was slightly taken aback by the response: ‘You can, but you only have about ninety seconds.’ At the time I was leaving the room with a delegation of tech founders who were investing in the UK, and I saw the group of people waiting to enter the room for the next meeting hovering in the corridor. The Prime Minister’s schedule ran from early in the mornings usually through to 10 p.m. at night. Even on the early nights, he finished at 7 p.m. after just eleven hours. His life was trapped in a diary controlled by others that would suffocate most people.

			As I took my customary glance around the table, it amused me that no one ever noticed I was watching them. They were so intent on rehearsing over and over in their minds the speech they would make to impress. Interventions were usually taken when the Prime Minister had finished addressing Cabinet. There were those who almost always put their hand up, who couldn’t wait to speak, who itched to demonstrate their brilliance to their colleagues. Oliver Dowden was invariably the first. I have never heard anyone talk for so long and say so little. Oliver used a hundred words when ten would do, and when he finished speaking I wasn’t the only one left inwardly groaning and wondering at the greatest mystery of Cabinet: how a man of so little discernible talent had risen so far. And then there was Grant Shapps. Quick to raise his finger in the air to catch the Prime Minister’s eye. So predictable. Boris almost knew where to look next as he scribbled people’s names down in the order that they caught his attention. Grant’s contributions always created an eye-roll from colleagues. He was overly voluble, but at least, unlike Oliver, his contribution could be described as interesting; the resentment from others stemmed from the fact that they wished they had made it.

			The long, well-polished wooden table always gleamed and, as I sat down, placing my red folder onto the green-baize blotting pad in front of me along with the pencil from the carved wooden holder at the head of my blotter, Jacob Rees-Mogg, who sat to my left, and I would always exchange pleasantries. I liked Jacob, admired him, and though I often vehemently disagreed with him, I had grown really fond of him over the year in Cabinet. I had been raised in a house with an outside lavvie on Breck Road in Liverpool, he on a country estate with too many bathrooms to count. It was an unlikely but respectful and rock-solid friendship. To my right, Alister Jack, the Scottish Secretary, would fill my glass embossed with the crown and the initials ER from a silver thermos flask of water and place it in front of me before filling his own. He would then reach into his jacket and offer me an extra strong mint, following this up with an invariably very funny quip that would almost always make me laugh out loud. I sat between two of the most decent gentlemen in Cabinet. Our little rituals had become established in just a year and I loved every moment. I sat back in my chair and said to them both, ‘Look at this, all three of us grew up on estates, but only mine was owned by the council.’

			Today the Cabinet room was unusually quiet. There was none of the usual chatter that preceded a Cabinet meeting. I observed the goings-on surreptitiously from beneath my lashes as Michael Gove furtively took notes, his index finger rapidly flicking backwards and forwards, stroking across his top lip and beneath his nose. He peered across the top of his glasses down the Cabinet table and over to the Prime Minister, intent on his mission to record the Cabinet meeting, completely against protocol. Was he already anticipating the day when he might be ready to use his notes and sell his memoirs? I had often wondered why the Prime Minister allowed it. The Cabinet minister who sat opposite me would sometimes follow my eyes and, grinning, wink at me; he knew too. One morning he said to me after Cabinet had finished, ‘I’ve been watching him; he writes all his notes in shorthand. Doesn’t matter what meeting he is at, he notes everything down, even at COBR.’* There his finger goes again, flicking over and over his top lip as he looks down at the two notepads he always has on the table in front of him and flicks the pages back and forth, back and forth, mimicking the flight of his unsettled mind. He was a man I could only ever visualise as Brutus, the first person to stab Boris in the back in 2016, without warning on the morning he and Boris were due to run for the party leadership on a joint ticket. With Boris as Prime Minister, Michael as his running mate would have been Chancellor or at least been guaranteed the high office that still eluded him. His betrayal resulted in Theresa May becoming Prime Minister by default and the party almost losing power in the election of 2017. I had watched him then, too, and had sensed the day before his devious act of treachery that he was about to be disloyal, to create havoc and pull the rug out from under his supposed friend and ally. I had watched him in a meeting in Portcullis House as he stood to speak and had thought to myself, something is not quite right there. He looked uncomfortable, shifty and indeed, it transpired, all was not well at all.

			As the Prime Minister addressed the Cabinet, I noticed Rishi Sunak rudely half turn his back on Boris and twitch in his seat. This had become a familiar Rishi move. It was as if he could barely contain his irritation that it was the Prime Minister addressing Cabinet and not him. He saw me watching him and gave me a fixed and unnatural grin, the bleached dental white of his teeth almost blinding me in the reflected light. His face was set, his eyes steely. He was not happy.

			Michael looked across, studied Rishi’s face, and as Rishi met his gaze, I caught a knowing glance pass between the two men. My antennae tingled. Michael looked away and scribbled in his notepad. A meddler who just couldn’t help himself was the common refrain among ministers by way of an excuse, and we did excuse him because whatever Michael did or ministers complained about, he always got away with it and that included admitting to taking cocaine. But I had noticed something had altered with Michael over the past year, and I don’t mean the dancing in Aberdeen nightclubs with teenage revellers in the early hours of the morning, or his marriage break-up, or his admitting to taking class A drugs, or the fact that, because of his betrayal in 2016, very few MPs liked or trusted him. It was none of that. ‘I’ve known him for well over thirty years,’ someone said to me, ‘but actually, I don’t really know him at all.’

			A Cabinet minister raised his hand and spoke. You could almost hear the suppressed groans from around the table as Michael laid down his pencil. It was Sajid Javid, who had styled himself as ‘The Saj’, only God knows why. He was a lovely man on a personal level, but had spectacularly failed to impress anyone around the Cabinet table in his role as Health Secretary. Weeks ago, when he had made a presentation to Cabinet, it was reported that he had been savaged by Cabinet members. The reports were exaggerated, but not by much. We were looking for answers to problems; he hadn’t provided us with any but instead had reeled off a speech that sounded like it had been written by a junior civil servant. I’m not sure why we were disappointed; he had never shone in any department he had led and with each appointment the gloss had dimmed, he was now running on air. As he spoke this morning, his voice was monotone, reluctant, his contribution startlingly unimaginative. Since Boris had promoted him, he had requested meetings with the Prime Minister on a number of occasions. Boris had assumed he wanted to discuss ways to invigorate his department. ‘All he ever wanted to talk to Boris about was sacking Liz and him being promoted to Foreign Secretary, not his actual brief,’ an aide had told me, obviously frustrated. I knew this was true because one evening, just before a reshuffle, ‘The Saj’ had called me personally and told me the only jobs he would accept if the Prime Minister were to promote him, which he was sure he would be considering, were those of Foreign Secretary or Deputy Prime Minister. He had asked me to appeal to Boris on his behalf. I did, unaware that he had already asked for and half demanded those roles a number of times himself already.

			When Sajid finished speaking, those who always spoke had their say. Alister Jack muttered his funny comments for my ears only when one or the other made a particularly tedious comment, and I would habitually glance up at the masterful paintings around the room, committing the whole scene to memory, telling myself: this may be your last time. Was it different in your day, Walpole? I would ask myself as I gazed up at his portrait.

			As we left Cabinet, the atmosphere was heavier than usual. No Cabinet ministers were trying to catch a moment with the Prime Minister before the civil servants whisked him away. Simon Case was adept at turning his back on anyone bearing down on the PM’s chair as he stood to leave. No one was approaching Boris today though, not even Nadhim Zahawi, who always managed to reach the PM’s side before anyone else had even pushed their heavy oak chair back under the table. The thought crossed my mind, What’s happening here?, as I noticed Sajid clasp an always-smiling and friendly Nadhim by the elbow and urge him into Rishi’s Chancellor’s office just off the main corridor. Why were they going into Rishi’s office? I wondered. Where was Rishi?

			Every person around the table knew full well that as soon as Cabinet was over, any controversial matters discussed or even just the business of the day would somehow appear in The Times newspaper, hence the Prime Minister’s practice of beginning many Cabinet meetings with the warning, ‘Colleagues, it doesn’t help anyone if this meeting is leaked to the press before the ink on the record has had time to dry. We are, or we should be, all working together to deliver on the manifesto promises we made at the General Election. The opposition has one objective: to prevent us from doing so. And by leaking the contents of our discussion, whoever is doing so is assisting our opponents and damaging our efforts to help the British people and run an effective government.’ Despite how often the Prime Minister said this, Steven Swinford, the political editor at The Times, knew what had been discussed before the last of our ministerial cars had glided back to its respective department and we were once more at our desks.

			Later that day, Saj released his (yet another) resignation letter. He had always wanted to be Prime Minister and, like so many who hold that ambition, was singularly unable to accept that this role could never be his. What I didn’t know then when I saw Sajid easing Nadhim into Rishi’s office was that the office was empty and Sajid knew that. It had been cleared out. Rishi had already vacated his position as Chancellor the day before; he just hadn’t told anyone yet other than his own confidants. The Treasury, unbeknown to the Prime Minister, was rudderless, and it remained that way until Rishi finally resigned. The final stage of the plot had been activated: failure was not an option, there was no turning back. Nadhim was promoted by Boris to take Rishi’s place, and later that evening Nadhim took Alister Jack and I into Rishi’s office in No. 10 and showed us the empty desk and shelves. ‘Saj brought me in here straight after Cabinet this morning and tried to persuade me to resign,’ he said. ‘“Come on Nadhim, you have to do this.” He tried very hard to get me to agree. I said to him, “I can’t do that to Boris; where is Rishi? Why are we in his office?” And Saj said, “Look around you, he’s cleared out, he’s already gone.” “Gone where?” I said. I couldn’t believe it.’

			Alister and I took a second to absorb this information. I spoke our thoughts out loud. ‘Hang on, Saj told you at 9.30 this morning that Rishi had cleared out already, but Rishi didn’t resign until gone six this evening?’

			Nadhim replied with a nod of the head and I sank down onto what was now Nadhim’s plush blue velvet sofa. ‘He who wields the knife never wears the crown. Rishi was never going to go first,’ I said. ‘He moved his family out of the flat upstairs a couple of weeks ago, didn’t he? He’s obviously been planning this for some time.’

			I pondered Rishi’s actions as the two men chatted about the economy. He’d obviously put off making his move until the latest he possibly could, just in time to catch the evening news and the following day’s press, because surely, if the Chancellor went missing without leave for more than a day from the Treasury, it would be noticed. There was a whiff of meticulous, well-planned organisation about Rishi’s exit. Why would Saj resign though? He was an ambitious man. Maybe he knew, with Rishi coming in, he would never reach the political heights he desired to achieve, as he had already discussed with me, of Foreign Secretary or Deputy Prime Minister. Had he done a deal with Rishi? I’ll resign and open the trapdoor for you to encourage others to follow me and resign, and if you are successful and become Prime Minister, when I stand down at the next general election you put me in the Lords. I would never know if that conversation took place, but I could easily imagine it.

			Now, after two months of a torrid leadership election, and trying not to think about it, I knew that the moment had come. I had to face what would be the hardest decision of my life: do I carry on or do I step down to write this book? Would I tell the story people don’t know and do I expose what I suspected had taken place over the past three years? I knew that many would think the wisest thing to do in my situation would be to accept Liz’s offer and get stuff done, finish the work I had started in my department over the past year, stick with the incomparable honour and privilege of being a Cabinet member and let sleeping dogs lie. The people I worked with in the department were among the best and I was fond of them all. They were courteous, professional, competent, a joy to be around. It would be so much easier to stay, to bask in the honour of being appointed to Cabinet by not one but two prime ministers and to leave all that should be said unspoken and unknown.

			As I jumped into the black Range Rover parked on the cobbled courtyard of Speakers Court and rested my arm on the cream leather of the seat divider at the rear, my driver Louise handed me a tangerine and a tissue and smiled at me in the rear-view mirror. I smiled back and eased the peel from the fruit. Louise knew me well. She didn’t only keep me safe, on time and in check; she kept me fed too.

			I began to read my messages. You’re a writer, you should write the truth about this, said one from an aide in No. 10 who had been in place since the beginning of time. She wasn’t the first to say it. Almost daily it seemed, someone asked me, ‘Are you going to write your political book soon?’ I had always laughed and replied with the same line, ‘No, because I write books about characters people are actually interested in.’ I have read enough political books to know how it works. MPs and aides love to insert themselves into the footnotes of history and so the stories they repeat to journalists amazingly always have the version where they play a key and decisive role. The books are typically written by journalists, whose sources are the very people they are obliged to protect because they are a key conduit of leaked information. Sometimes, of course, those sources are entirely dishonourable and rather than insert themselves into the footnotes of history, maliciously they rewrite it and use it as an opportunity to attack those who have climbed higher up the greasy pole than they may have managed and often, to kick others back down, because why wouldn’t they in exchange for a free lunch at Scott’s?

			‘I can’t,’ I replied, ‘no one will want their names put to anything, and I can’t do it without first-hand witness accounts, and besides, I don’t have all the facts.’ The answer buzzed straight back: this person would never go on record, not in a million years. If you promise me anonymity, I will tell you everything I know and so will everyone else. They can’t go on like this. I was doubtful. Who can’t go on like this? MPs? People involved in politics are always fearful, terrified of offending someone who could impede their progress. I knew enough to know who some of the bullies were and that people were scared of them.

			I called someone who worked at the heart of No. 10. He answered the phone immediately and I asked a direct question: ‘If I were to write about all that has happened since the day Boris was elected, will you meet with me and tell me everything you saw?’ The phone scratched and shuffled and went quiet. ‘Sorry, I just moved out of the office. You don’t mean policy stuff, you mean the games, the plot to remove him since long before he was elected, the dark arts, everything?’ I was confused. ‘What do you mean, long before he was elected? What, with an eighty-seat majority? How does that work? That’s ridiculous.’

			‘Oh yes, they work as a group right at the centre and over the years have tarnished and ended many ministerial careers. Look, if I am going to speak to you, it would have to be totally anonymous, I’d lose my job otherwise.’

			‘Of course, of course, I’ll get back to you soon,’ I reassured him but my mind was whirring.

			I clicked off the phone and took a deep breath. This was a dilemma. I would have to give up everything I loved, the job, possibly even my role as an MP. The people who I needed to speak to could lose their jobs too; it just wouldn’t work.

			‘Right, back to the department?’ said Louise. Our jovial Speaker, Lindsay Hoyle, strode past me, raising his hand. ‘Secretary of State,’ he began, as he always did when he saw me, and my heart lurched in response. If I did this, how many more times would anyone address me in a way that made me almost pinch myself each and every time it happened, but even as the thought crossed my mind, I knew what I had to do.

			I texted back the first aide in No. 10 who had suggested the book. It was worth speaking to her just to gauge why she believed there would be enough that was interesting to form the basis of a book anyone would want to read.

			‘Can you meet tonight?’ I asked.

			The reply came within seconds of the two blue ticks appearing on my phone. We were at the traffic lights on the corner of Parliament Square and the anti-Brexit campaigner, the man known as Steve Bray, though it’s much rumoured that isn’t his real name, was blasting out ‘Bye bye, Boris!’ to the Bay City Rollers’ tune from a ghetto blaster, as he had been doing every day for weeks. It was always a total mystery to me how he had managed to live in one of the most expensive houses in Westminster, next door to Jacob Rees-Mogg as it happened, and drive the 300 yards every day, parking in College Gate, where the police cars parked up, without ever being arrested or moved on. From his position outside, he blasted music so loud it made it impossible to work. ‘There’s Nadine Dorries, a Tory liar!’ he shouted to the crowds waiting at the traffic lights. Louise’s eyes scanned the throngs behind the barriers who were now staring into the car. We were silent as we both watched and waited, the only sound in the car, the repeated clicking of the indicator as we willed the lights to turn green. Since the day of the Westminster terror attack in 2017 when police officer Keith Palmer had been murdered in New Palace Yard, such moments were always anxious ones. The memory was all too vivid of being stood next to Grant Shapps on that day, frozen with fear, as the locked double oak doors leading to the members’ lobby and the chamber shuddered backwards and forwards while two men in black balaclavas tried to gain entry. We had been locked and penned into the chamber for our own safety, with only our phones to tell us what was occurring. The stone arch above the oak doors, damaged in World War II when the Commons was bombed but retained in place during the rebuild under Churchill, who wanted MPs to always be reminded of how close our democracy had come to falling, was about to be ravaged again, this time by machine guns. ‘We’re dead,’ Grant said in sotto voice. My throat had closed, I froze, I couldn’t say anything. Apart from the sound of the shuddering oak doors, the members’ lobby fell quiet. There was no panic, no screams, no running. If we were all about to meet our end, we were doing so stoically.

			‘Police!’ the shout went out as the two men burst through the doors carrying machine guns. The fear of that moment was instilled and it has never left me.

			The lights changed. We were safe. I breathed again.

			Tonight at 7.30? I messaged back as the car glided into the stream of traffic. The Two Chairmen pub? I suggested, a favourite Westminster watering hole.

			I looked out of the side window as we passed ‘Steve Bray’ and glared. ‘Don’t,’ said Louise in her warning voice. I made a petulant grunting noise. I obviously wasn’t going to say or do anything, it would be unseemly to make any kind of inappropriate gesture from the window of a ministerial car, but God, did I want to. I opened the red folder full of policy decisions I needed to address that Louise had left on the seat next to me, but I couldn’t concentrate. My mind was buzzing.

				
					* COBR: Cabinet Office Briefing Rooms where meetings are held in response to a national crisis.

				

		

		
			Chapter 2

			Diver Girl

			I arrived at the pub just past 8 p.m., over thirty minutes late, and the moment I got there, I knew I had made a mistake. The night driver dropped me around the corner as I didn’t want to be noticed.

			‘I’ll get a cab home,’ I said.

			She looked at me in the rear-view mirror. ‘You sure? I go past your door anyway on the way home; I don’t mind waiting.’

			‘No, I’m fine, you go,’ and before she could argue, I slammed the door of the car shut.

			As I turned the corner, my head bent, hands thrust into my pockets, I could see the pavement was heaving with researchers and lobby journalists, seeking out young members of MPs’ staff enjoying the new London high life of political intrigue, desperate to ply them with expense-account drinks and to loosen young keen-to-impress lips. The air was thick with smoke that hovered below the Victorian carriage lights on the wall and above the chatter, which subsided as I drew close. My name was whispered behind me as I moved through the crowd. ‘Excuse me,’ I muttered as hushed voices whispered, ‘It’s Nadine Dorries.’ I bent my head. ‘Secretary of State,’ said one young man as I passed, and my head shot up. He stood to the side to let me pass and I recognised him as one of the officials from my department. I smiled. ‘Glad to see they let you out every now and then,’ I said as I moved in through the front door.

			I had made a stupid mistake; this was way too public. If I was going to do this, it would be lesson number one learnt: don’t meet people in the environs of Westminster.

			The inside of the pub was empty apart from people at the bar ordering drinks; everyone else was outside enjoying the muggy September evening air. I glanced around and I couldn’t see my secret assignation anywhere. Maybe I was too late and she had to leave. I cursed the unpredictable hours of my job as I took out my phone just as a notification dropped onto the home screen.

			Keep on walking to the back, bottom right.

			My footsteps echoed across the aged wooden floorboards until I reached the rear of the pub. Eventually, I turned and there she was, tucked into the corner, and I realised we were in a private place where no one would hear us.

			‘Phew,’ I said as I slipped onto a stool and looked behind me. No one was watching, my arrival already old news. I shrugged my trench coat down from my shoulders and it fell over the back of the stool as I pushed my hair away from my face. She looked immaculate. Manicured, fresh French polish on her nails, her skin tanned. ‘Have you been away?’ I asked her. She folded her arms onto the table and leant forward. ‘Yeah, South of France, but I kept connected to the shit-show back here while I was away, I had to.’ She smiled and inclined her head towards the drink she had already bought for me. ‘Champers. It might be warm by now and it’s not the best here.’ I sipped. She was right, it was warm and it wasn’t the best. We exchanged holiday stories and embarked upon the same conversation everyone outside was having – Are we living in a bubble of insanity? What the hell has happened? – before we moved on to the purpose of our meeting.

			‘So, where do you think I should start?’ I asked her. Her phone was on the table and vibrated as it buzzed.

			‘I’m sorry, do you have to be somewhere?’ I asked.

			She shook her head. ‘I do, but I can be late.’

			‘That’s one part of this job I won’t miss if I do give it up,’ I said. ‘Back to normal-life hours.’

			She unlocked her screen, took ten seconds to reply to a message and looked straight back up at me.

			‘Were you seen coming in?’

			I put my glass on the table.

			‘I was.’

			She looked over my shoulder. ‘No one’s looking now. You know what used to happen when Dominic Cummings arranged to meet the journalist Simon Walters, formerly at the Daily Mail?’

			I frowned. ‘No, why would I and why would he be doing that? Cummings had nothing to do with the media, did he? That was the head of No. 10 comms’s job.’

			She laughed. ‘You are so, so going to have your eyes opened. He very much did meet journalists, big time. He and Simon used to meet in pubs in Fitzrovia and if either of them thought they had been recognised, they would call each other and dramatically hiss, “abort, abort”, and arrange a new rendezvous.’

			I was still confused. ‘When was this? During Covid?’

			She sipped at her own champagne. ‘Oh no, always, he was briefing journos, right back to the days when Cummings first became involved in politics, back to the early 2000s, and obviously more so the whole time he was in No. 10 and the Cabinet Office. He created stories too – I mean, obviously, he didn’t deliberately engineer Barnard Castle, that blew up in his face. If you do this, you will find out all the names of journalists Cummings leaked to and the stories they planted and how they used the media and weaponised those leaks. It will amaze you. But, of course, it wasn’t just him.’

			I was speechless and that is a rare event. I thought Cummings was all about policy, data, Brexit and, of course, the infamous Barnard Castle incident. She looked down at her watch.

			Even though the champagne was warm, I sipped it and winced.

			‘Look, I can’t tell you too much,’ she continued, ‘but it certainly isn’t just Cummings. You need to speak to people – most of this stuff no one talks about – and if I were you, I’d make sure you meet with Iain Duncan Smith, I think he would be a good place to begin. Look at what happened to him, ask him to explain it to you, and that will help you to understand how these people operate and some of it will make sense, but not all of it. If you speak to Iain, it will give you context and help you to identify their pattern of behaviour. It’s almost a rule book they operate now. They repeat the same acts of treachery over and over.’

			‘I was around at the time IDS was removed,’ I said, trying to remember the events, but all I could remember was the term Betsygate, and something to do with his wife and her family finances. Expenses?

			‘I remember some of Betsygate,’ I continued, ‘but the most recent wife to be in the media concerning her expenses was Akshata, Rishi’s wife; oh, and Carrie too.’

			She looked up from her phone and held my gaze. I sensed the importance of the link.

			‘Who are these people, then?’ I asked her as I opened Notes on my phone.

			‘I can’t be the one to tell you that. You just need to start following the threads. Start with Cummings, he’ll lead you to the rest, I promise.’

			Her phone buzzed again. She picked it up and carried on speaking as she typed. ‘Look, Boris has made mistakes, but what has just happened to him, it was unjust and wrong, it was a travesty and it must be the tipping point, the catalyst, the moment at which they have gone too far; they have to be stopped. Parties, my arse. He was never at any parties; if he was, that’s what the police would have fined him for, not for being with a group of people, of which Rishi was one, that he worked and met with all day, unbeknown to him, walking into his office to sing “Happy Birthday” while he was sat at his desk. That’s also the opinion of one of the highest KCs in the land. Whatever Boris knew about parties, Rishi knew too; they worked in the same building, cheek by jowl, and it was Rishi who lived in the flat above No. 10, not Boris. What Boris knew or didn’t know, Rishi did or didn’t know, it’s as simple as that.’

			She looked up at me, her eyes earnest. ‘Look, I know Rishi didn’t say at the despatch box that no parties took place or whatever, which led to Boris being accused of misleading the house, but Boris couldn’t know what he didn’t know. He had no idea what was really going on and he still doesn’t know all of it, but he had asked people questions and the answers he was given were, no boss, nothing to see here. Honestly, I’m not joking. To this day, the public have no clue what was happening inside No. 10. There are people who have a great deal to hide. And I can also tell you this: they won’t be happy with Liz. They will panic her, they will get her out, she will make wrong moves, they will get Rishi in, and they won’t be happy with him either because I can see what they are up to already. If it’s Liz who’s in, one or all of them who Rishi thinks right now are his new best friends, will be trying by any means possible to get a job in No. 10 and get close to Liz; they will already have decided who that is, probably Robbie Gibb. They will then work to get Liz out, and Rishi in.’

			I couldn’t type as fast as she was speaking. ‘And they are already looking beyond Rishi, but right now they will want one of their group on the inside to start working towards bringing Liz down, and they will have plenty of connections on the outside to help.’

			She continued, ‘Boris would get rid of the lot of them if he ever got back in, so they know they have to work hard and fast to truly bury him. They are spinning out of control because of the threat of Boris returning. You need to find out who was hosting the regular secret parties in Downing Street when the Prime Minister was at Chequers. Why was what really took place at those parties never even mentioned by journalists, or by Sue Gray in her report, or by Simon Case even? But most of all, you need to put all the pieces in their right places on the board because they are all up in the air right now. People don’t know who is connected to whom and how it all works. Listen, I have to go. I’m in trouble, I’m not a Secretary of State, I don’t get forgiven for being late. I’ll send you a list of names. People you have to talk to. But you will never be able to write a book big enough to fit it all in, there’s too much. Speak to IDS, just to get a bit of perspective, and then I’ll put you in contact with people whose identity you must protect at all costs.’

			I locked my phone. ‘Hang on, I haven’t even decided if I’m doing it,’ I said. The tone in her voice changed as she responded with an intensity that left me in no doubt.

			‘You have to, because no one else is going to and it’s a story that absolutely has to be written. People have a right to know about the poison, the corruption and the cancer that lies at the heart of the party and the government when we are in power, and until that is cut out, the cycle will continue.’

			I slipped my phone down into my trench pocket. ‘But, no one will speak to me …’ I wailed feebly. ‘I’m not Tim Shipman;* it will be hopeless. I like to write historical and romantic novels …’ I sounded pathetic.

			‘Don’t look for obstacles, you can go back to writing your cosy Catherine Cookson-esque novels afterwards. Honestly, you will not regret this. People will speak to you because you aren’t a journalist, and if you care about democracy and making sure that nothing like this ever happens again, you will be driven to do it. So, listen, on the anonymity, it’s important; what about if you give everyone a code name?’ She had stood and was slipping her jacket from the back of the stool and up the length of her arms. ‘I think what you are embarking on here is a proper Bond-style spy story. Call me diver girl from You Only Live Twice; it’s my favourite Bond theme tune.’

			I pulled on my own coat. Bond references, that was a good one: my literary agent was Piers Blofeld, whose father had been at school with Ian Fleming. It was surely meant to be.

			‘I’ll leave first,’ she said. ‘Give me a minute. Yeah, give everyone you speak to a Bond character, or tune name or something … I like that. Has an air of intrigue about it. Let’s meet up again. I’m sorry, I have to go.’ She kissed me on the cheek and slipped past me and out onto the noisy pavement. I looked down at the last of the warm champagne and, picking up the glass, I gulped the warm, flat, disgusting liquid down in one. I wished I hadn’t let the car go. I perched on the side of the stool for a few moments as I checked my messages, wondering who I should speak to first. There was one from Boris. Can I come and see you soon? I asked. It seemed like a good place to start.

			I looked out the pub door; the crowd had thinned, dragged away by their empty stomachs.

			As I left the pub, I heard a car horn beep; my driver was still there.

			‘What are you doing?’ I asked her.

			‘Well, I wasn’t going to leave you, was I. Besides, I had to go back to the department, they’ve sent you a red box; it’s in the boot.’

			We both laughed, I with a hint of sadness as I knew that, from tomorrow, she would no longer be my driver. I knew all about her family and life, she about mine. We had become friends in the way you do when you share long journeys with once strangers. My phone was linked to the car’s Bluetooth and I looked up Bond theme tunes and clicked on ‘You Only Live Twice’ as we pulled out along the embankment. The music filled the car and I looked down the river, its deep and inky water sparkling in the descending darkness as it reflected the lights from Westminster Bridge. ‘Ah, I love a bit of Nancy,’ she said, and began to sing along: ‘Don’t think of the danger … You only live twice.’ She could drive, but she couldn’t sing. I had so far refused Liz’s offer to retain my position as Secretary of State and all that came with it. The long hours and red carpets and the seven-days-a-week workload, the prestige, the red boxes and the pride you felt at achieving a place in Cabinet, the driver and the car – I would give it all up to write this book. What I didn’t know at that moment was what I would uncover and how much potential danger that might put me in. The very least that would happen would be that the entire establishment would pile in to destroy my reputation. MPs, the media, every political pundit who liked to secure a spot on Sky by saying something outrageously unpleasant, would fill the airwaves, out to get me. They would call me mad, say the book was a work of fiction, a conspiracy. I would have many battles to face; did I really want to do it? But what did I know? It would be the words of others, not mine. I would just be the holder of the pencil.

			I replied to Boris, asking if we could meet after the weekend. I would give myself the time with my daughters and my family to think about it. If I had known then the secrets that had festered at the heart of the Conservative Party unspoken for many years and the Gordian Knot that I would begin to unravel, leading me to people and events that interlinked and draped across Westminster and No. 10 like a ghostly spider’s web, I wouldn’t have hesitated for a moment. The car dropped a gear as it turned up and away from the bridge and along the now-clear road home, the river to our right, Parliament nestled on the bank, the floodlit vista of the terrace across the water illuminating the Lowry-esque figures of MPs drinking in the warm evening. As was so often the case, they would be well refreshed. Lonely, away from home, hanging around for far longer than they should be. Nancy Sinatra’s voice was seductive, filling the car, and I decided there and then, I would do it. I would give up the best job I had ever had in my life. ‘Gawd, save us,’ I said, laughing as my driver sang along.

			‘You’re right,’ she chuckled, ‘even my angelic voice can’t match Nancy’s.’ She stopped and giggled to herself.

			I sat back in my seat as the haunting crescendo of strings washed over me. Then I texted the aide I had just shared the champagne with. I’ll do it, diver girl, I typed. After all, you only live twice …

				
					* Tim Shipman, Sunday Times political editor and bestselling author of political memoirs.

				

		

		
			Chapter 3

			Boris: Facing Off Against Oddjob

			It is a bright sunny morning as I leave my flat and head out across the river to meet with Boris. My new trainers squeaked annoyingly, backpack slung across my shoulders. I was embarking upon a new phase in my life.

			‘You’re mad,’ my youngest had said as I caught the flying bread from the toaster and began to butter it ten minutes earlier. She loved my job as Secretary of State, or rather loved me doing it. She had the pleasure of being my plus-one to events. ‘No more BAFTAs or Classic FM concerts,’ she wailed.

			‘It’s all right for you,’ I said. ‘It was work for me.’ Even as I said it out loud, I knew I was far from convincing. But after twelve-hour days, such events were exhausting, and all I ever wanted to do was crawl home and into my bed, not dress up behind the office door for a film premiere and sit in the dark, fighting to keep my eyelids open, knowing that my red box was waiting to be attended to once I arrived back home.

			It was only the third time I would have seen Boris since the day we were all stood outside Downing Street and he made the speech in which he quoted Lucius Quinctius Cincinnatus, the Roman statesman who left his plough when citizens called for him to lead them into battle. That had been a surreal morning. A small number of us had assembled in
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