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Sasha Swire was raised and educated in west Cornwall, where her father, Sir John Nott, was MP for the St Ives constituency. She was a journalist on national and regional publications and in Asia before working as her husband Hugo Swire’s political researcher from 2001 to 2019. She divides her time between Devon and London. This is her first book.

‘Ten years ago, reviewing Alastair Campbell’s diaries for the Spectator, I concluded as follows: “Who will be the chroniclers of the Cameron government? Somewhere, unknown to his or her colleagues, a secret scribbler will already be at work, documenting the rise and, in due course, no doubt, the fall of this administration.” Well, here it is . . . No holds are barred. Sasha is candid, irreverent, occasionally outrageous and sometimes hilarious’

Chris Mullins, Spectator

‘Diary of an MP’s Wife is an irresistible, informal history and a rare tell-all about what it’s really like to live behind the headlines of British political life. No one sees more than an observant wife and Sasha Swire’s beady eye makes her a natural reporter! Her sharp vignettes and tart sense of humour make for compulsive reading. I do hope she keeps going!’

Tina Brown

‘They’re the wickedest political diaries since Alan Clark’s’

Daily Mail

‘A gossipy, amusing, opinionated account of what it’s like to be married to an MP . . . Good fun and eye-opening’

The Times

‘It would be a mistake to dismiss these diaries as just another exercise in score-settling in the freak show called Westminster, enabling the British public to engage in one of its favourite pastimes, namely loathing and belittling the political class . . . [Swire] actually has literary ability, a quality that manifests itself in the colour with which she describes the show and the freaks within it’

Simon Heffer, Telegraph

‘As tell-all diaries go, they don’t get more riveting than Lady Swire’s juicy tales’

Alice Fuller, Sun

‘Diary of an MP’s Wife [is] both compelling and shrewd. The pesky MP’s wife may have a better sense of public taste than all the players strutting on the political stage. I can’t wait for the next swathe of Swire diaries and the film rights for these ones’

Sarah Sands, Oldie

‘Gloriously indiscreet’

Daily Mail

‘The small clique of people at the top are also exposed with waspish irreverence . . . Lady Swire may be a social pariah in Notting Hill and Chipping Norton right now but will, I suspect, like Alan Clark before her, be remembered for her indiscretions long after most of the current cabinet’

Telegraph

‘. . . the publishing sensation of the year’

Scotsman

‘This gossipy, opinionated and frequently hilarious book could be the most entertaining political diary since Alan Clark’s’

Charlotte Heathcote, Sunday Express

‘Lady Swire has a keen eye for detail and a waspish turn of phrase . . . a real page-turner’

Lord Vaizey of Didcot

‘A funny, indiscreet and dangerously honest account of the Cameron-May years’

The Times

‘[As] much fun to pick through as a box of Quality Street, and beneath the gossipy surface lies a razor-sharp analysis of the Cameroons’ descent from their gilded heyday to being eaten alive by Brexit’

Guardian
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Preface to the Paperback Edition

I have been a secret journal writer since childhood. For anyone born with the compulsion to write, the journal-writing process has many benefits, from releasing emotions to trying to create a historical record of some value, to honing observational skills. The only discipline required is an ability to regularly capture your impressions. Mostly, my diaries felt like a safe space for critical reflection, but also a place to unload my own personal and political perspectives. At no time did I write with the intention of publication. I have never felt any need for self-vindication (preor posthumous) or the desire to profit from them. I can’t say the thought didn’t exist at the back of my mind, but I always pushed it away because I thought my family, my husband’s colleagues and my friends would see it as an act of betrayal. As Alan Clark wrote in his own preface, ‘Diaries are so intensely personal – to publish them is a baring, if not a flaunting, of the ego.’

What changed? When my husband decided to quit the political stage in 2019, I, out of curiosity, and somewhat foolishly, showed the agent Caroline Dawnay some extracts, and before I knew it, I was swept up into a publishing tornado. As a result, I decided to negotiate all the hazards that come with publishing diaries, particularly political ones, not only because I enjoy reading them but because it is rare indeed to read a female perspective without an agenda on what is still a very male-orientated political world. Diaries are mostly written by men for men, just as history is.

I have been immersed in politics my whole life. I was brought up between London and Cornwall where my father, Sir John Nott, was Member of Parliament for St Ives from 1966 to 1983. He was Economic Secretary to the Treasury under Ted Heath and served as Secretary of State for Trade when Thatcher won the 1979 general election. He was Secretary of State for Defence during the Falklands War. My mother, Lady (Miloska) Nott, is of Slovenian descent. During the Second World War, she was hidden on a farm in Maribor after her father’s internment in Dachau as a Slav partisan, where he died. She met my father at Cambridge, at her engagement party to another man, and rather extraordinarily they were married three weeks later. When I asked her why she had made such a rash decision, she said, ‘Your father was always going places and I thought I would enjoy the ride.’ I must have held on to those words. I can’t remember the number of times I have been asked, ‘So what’s it like being an MP’s wife, then?’ My reply is usually: ‘I’m an MP’s daughter, so my life hasn’t changed much.’

I married my husband, Hugo Swire, in 1996. He was then a director of Sotheby’s. He fought Greenock and Inverclyde in the 1997 election and became MP for East Devon in 2001; I gave up my journalism career, through choice, to support him. I raised our two daughters, Saffron and Siena, and because I could work from home, I became his part-time political researcher doing most of his writing work, including several newspaper columns under his name and all his press releases, and in recent times I managed his social media accounts. Employing family members is now prohibited for new MPs.

As regards my diary-writing, it was not until my husband entered politics that a consistent narrative seemed to weave itself through my journals. They appeared to match an emerging and probably genetic obsession with the activities associated with governance and especially the debate between parties in the fight for power. The entries slowly evolved into a detailed record of what it was like to be a couple at the beating heart of politics during two tumultuous political decades.

When I finally decided to publish my diaries, the next task was to cut them down, a massive undertaking as there were nearly a million words to choose from. My editor, Richard Beswick, detached nine years’ worth, the period from 2010 to 2019, and again shrank them down to a manageable range.

I read the edited proofs during the first national lockdown March 2020, and felt rather like Chips Channon re-reading his own diary, ‘frequently horrified by the scandalous tone it has; one might think we live in a world of cads and rotters; this is far from true, but the weaknesses of the great and one’s friends are more amusing to chronicle than their dignified conduct which one takes for granted’.

With those I was still close to in politics, I sought permission. But not always. I was determined not to dilute the characters of the main players, including my husband’s, who has a highly developed sense of the risible. Characters, you see, are a diarist’s great staple, the more complicated and colourful the better, and the naughtiest of them, the anti-heroes – Osborne, Gove, Johnson – who are often the most charismatic in real life almost always make the best copy. But at no time do you purposely set out to destroy another’s reputation; at least I didn’t. I liken it to threading a necklace: you drop a pearl, then another one, and before you know it you have formed a narrative of that particular individual over a certain period, each pearl being an occasion or an event, a private gathering, or an individual’s response, all of which is recorded in real time. These people define themselves by their actions, not the other way around; the job of a diarist is simply to record them when they do it. The reader is sophisticated enough to work out who the real heroes and villains are; they don’t have to be told.

Despite pressure, I refused to show the manuscript to anyone before the first drafts had been prepared – including my husband, who only saw it for the first time at that point. I knew that if I had done so, the obsessions about legacy building would come into play. I just didn’t want to let the expectations and opinions of other people affect my decisions on what to include or exclude. Additionally, I cross-checked against other biographies and autobiographies what had been said and not said publicly and mostly excised the rest. (I will leave the unexpurgated version to my children, to decide whether they want to publish the diaries one day in full.) Last, I never felt I was accountable to anyone in politics. I was not on the Conservative Party payroll nor was I a civil servant or an official; I had no desire or need to protect a particular court. I was only ever really a bystander, an interloper in the sometimes-fractious rows of the Conservative Party. Mostly I floated somewhere in the ether, which is where the best diaries are often written, not by those at the heart of power but those who rise above it all. My account might be found wanting in many areas; for being ‘casual’, ‘snobby’, ‘gossipy’, ‘bitchy’, ‘disloyal’, ‘indiscreet’, ‘cruel’ even, but no one can question its authenticity. It is a genuinely frank account of political life in Britain, at both local and national level over a ten-year period, written in the heat of the moment, nothing added and with quite a lot taken away. And for those who find it a mildly depressing read I say this: these are merely snapshots of people taken in their off moments, not when they were trying to make difficult decisions on important matters of state. The great majority of parliamentarians derive their satisfaction from being just an MP, from being at the centre of events and connecting with their community through their surgeries. They are just like any other citizen trying to do a good job for the people they represent. Even in the upper ranks, a deep sense of duty and principle abounds.

The weekend before publication, a series of extracts appeared in the Sunday Times and everything went ka-boom! Almost overnight I went from a talked over and irrelevant appendage of an unknown MP to a publishing sensation. To say this was unsettling is an understatement. All my husband and I could do was pull up the drawbridge and wait for the storm to pass. What became apparent, even early on, was the clear division between those who formed their opinions about us based on ‘those’ extracts and those who ‘wouldn’t have that book in the house!’ I could only advise them to read it for themselves, and when they did the reaction was almost always positive.

As is usual, the reviews quickly followed. The well-respected journalist Janice Turner recommended the diaries to her ‘jaded fellow centrists’. ‘Like a chili pepper inserted into a racehorse’s anus,’ she wrote, ‘this book is guaranteed to get your class war dander up.’ And it certainly did that. The assaults on my particular branch of the political family came thick and fast: variations on a theme, mostly on us all having a ‘sense of entitlement’, of being members of a ‘chumocracy’ or being ‘elitists’. In truth, I don’t know a single government of both left and right that hasn’t had this accusation thrown at them, and really, anyone with even a basic understanding of politics will know there is always a Camelot when a new government gets elected. Each chapter creates new elites and the closer that political grouping is, the more efficient the machine runs.

Besides, I have always viewed Britain as a mongrel of tribes, old and new, from near and far away. One that is made up of many identities and beliefs. No creature is better than any other, nor is any grouping. And no one gets to govern unless they have earned that right at the ballot box. There is no definitive version, we all have our own stories, they are just different in the telling, and this one just happens to be mine.

Less pleasing was the whiff of sexism, something that typically flares up when a female political spouse or partner emerges from the shadows. The sexism is discreet, sometimes difficult to define, and it comes from both genders, but essentially, it’s all about preserving male dominance in the political pecking order. To illustrate the point, a significant number of congratulatory texts and WhatsApp messages – and yes, there were many – went straight to my husband’s mobile.

The other assumption was that I would lose a swathe of friends through the betrayal. Not so: I received no emails, letters, texts, or phone calls, so if they were annoyed they didn’t let on. Politicians, as a rule, come with a Teflon coating – not much sticks to them for long. What’s more, acres and acres of words are written about them every day. It’s just a hazard of the job. I think Alan Clark was right when he commented, ‘There are no true friends in politics, we’re all sharks circling and waiting for traces of blood in the water.’ In reality, everyone has betrayed everyone else at some point in their careers. Many associations have been made and have been broken on the altars of principle and belief. Aside from your immediate family, trust in politics is in short supply. Was it a betrayal for me to go to my desk and jot everything down? Possibly. All I can add is the need to document daily occurrences is something of an addiction for me, as it is for most diarists. Chronicling and assimilating events just becomes part of our daily routine, and it’s a habit I can’t seem to shrug off, even now. But never was it done with malicious intent.

Furthermore, who will tell the dirty business of politics if not the diarist? Who will write about the interlocking public and private lives of the ‘great and good’? Nobody else gets close enough. Diarists are traditionally the Trojan horses of literature; they need to conceal themselves to enter. Someone has to be resident to deflate the pomposity of politicians, spot the hypocrites, fillet out the fanatics. I happen to think uncovering politician’s foibles are absolutely as interesting as their ideologies and principles, and every so often the public should be admitted to this secret world on privileged terms. If they are barred, the smugness of high office will only serve to divorce the governors from the governed even further. Besides, we no longer draw veils over our establishment as we did in Victorian times. Nothing should be above scrutiny or out of bounds, unless it has security implications. And those who enter politics know that: it is in the unwritten contract; everyone must be on their best behaviour at all times or they will be found out. It is why there is little remorse when they eventually leave the political stage and regain their privacy.

This volume of my diaries starts when my husband becomes a Minister of State for Northern Ireland after the 2010 general election, and ends in December 2019, when he stepped down as an MP, just months before the start of a global pandemic which would change the world for ever. It is set against a period of profound social change in Britain: mass immigration, rising ethnic diversity and the expansion of higher education, culminating of course in Brexit, which fuelled a national revolt against the status quo. A time when tribes were splintering and new ones were being formed. Of world orders realigning and authoritarian regimes bolstering their power and reach. I stress that it is an informal account of that period, from someone one step removed from all the head-butting stags and their dangerously doe-eyed counterparts. It portrays Westminster with all its snakes and its ladders, the camaraderie, betrayals, ambitions and disappointments.

Entries were mostly written the following day; principally in London or at our home in Devon. They were not written to throw light on historic events, or to justify my husband’s or party’s positions – after all, I was not the elected one.

What happens between these pages is just one story, about one couple, in one extraordinary political decade, and how we navigated, with love and humour, the exhilarating but often choppy waters of a political life together.


2010



 

 

12 May

London

Still waiting to hear whether H has a job. Wake up in foul mood. I have been a member of a whole constituency of political thought since the age of about six, dedicated to ensuring that these people are locked out of the parliamentary process and now we are in bed with them! Five to be in cabinet and one in every department, apparently. Unbelievable. Particularly when they came third and lost seats. Has David sold his party down the river? Given too much away? Is this really the government the people voted for? Oh, I know the arguments: tie them in, let them share the hit on these difficult austerity-style decisions, but surely I’m not the only one experiencing deep and unsatisfying unease about this new alliance and its long-term political implications. How are we going to fight them when we have to?

Of course, the novelty will keep the show on the road for a few weeks; the gullible of the centre left will call it the new politics, as if coming from different ideological positions is so ‘yesterday’, but ideas and values are what this game is all about. New Labour suffered from its extreme pragmatism, and we will as well because you can’t please all the people all the time. I have a boundary and so do the people in my party. Careful, David, how far you push us and how quickly. And can a fiercely Eurosceptic party with deeply held convictions about tax, public spending and the role of the state work for very long with a pro-European party? One that stages an annual party conference that has been known to career to the left of Labour? I don’t know, but I don’t think so.

My dad, Sir John, always complained about David, that he was a wishy-washy liberal, but I would herd Letwin and Hague into this pen as well; it does not surprise me that they were both members of the negotiating team that has given so much away for a chance to govern. It just feels like an experiment, a route to medical tests. I know it’s not exactly Porton Down, but it still feels uncomfortable. Or is it just that age-old equation: Men + power = whores?

13 May

7.30 a.m. Walk into the bedroom with tea, and The Times tucked into my armpit. H barks, ‘Don’t give me that paper if it has a picture of that revolting couple on the front.’ True enough, pic of Nick (Clegg) and Dave (Cameron) in civil partnership.

5 p.m. Downing Street rings while we are in an antique shop on Lillie Road in Fulham, trying to distract ourselves. Can H take a call from the PM, they ask. We do rushed and whispered negotiations about what he will or will not take behind a Victorian screen as we wait for him to come on the line. First, the usual bollocks about how everyone has been squeezed because of the Lib Dems, then it comes: will he take Minister of State in the Northern Ireland Office? H says he would be honoured. DC sounds shocked: ‘God, I wish everyone was as easy as you. Hugo Swire stock is definitely on the rise.’

We are both pleased. H was on the Northern Ireland Defence Select Committee, so he knows a little bit about the place and its issues. He also knows David is very keen to strengthen every part of the UK, democratically, socially and economically; the Conservative position has always been pro union. But we also wonder whether it’s the keep-Hugo-quiet slot, casting him out into the wilderness. (‘I will leave you in the desert, you and all the fish of your streams. You will fall on the open field and not be gathered or picked up. I will give you as food to the beasts of the earth and the birds of the sky.’ Ezekiel 29:5)

Hell, at least it’s an MoS!

Ring Kate Fall, who is in terrible state; overwhelmed by her new responsibilities in No. 10 and wondering how she can cope with her two young children as a single mother. She has already had a run-in with the civil servants, who excluded her from a meeting. I just think she is exhausted after a long election campaign on the road. She told me she didn’t dare leave the room, there was such a scramble for MoS jobs, because apparently the Chief Whip had tried to sew everything up for his mates; had even promised the ruddy-faced, clipped and military MP Andrew Robathan MoS at the Northern Ireland Office. PLEASE! George (Osborne), Dave and Kate had wrestled it back for Hugo. Kate added that the turf wars have been a complete nightmare. As it turns out, DC has had to carry out a series of brutal demotions of senior colleagues after the coalition left him with far fewer places than he anticipated.

H rings me later from his mobile as he is strolling down Whitehall. ‘I would just like to say I have spoken to my private secretary, who called me Minister. I thought you should know that because I liked it very much, and I will be expecting a new and similar deference when I come home.’ Then the No. 10 switchboard calls to find out where he is so they can make a car available to him. He rings back to tell me this as well.

When he comes home, a black rather than a red box is delivered. I ask H what the main issues are; he is cagey, but basically says the Bloody Sunday report, the continued funding of public services, the relationship between Northern Ireland and the Justice Department.

Until we collapse into bed, he keeps asking me to say ‘Yes, Minister’. He likes its tone.

14 May

6.15 a.m. H flies to Belfast. He is met by security then taken straight to his armoured car, then on to Stormont House, where he meets all his staff and is shown his private office, which he tells me is ‘the size of several tennis courts’. Stormont has recently been refurbished in the most tasteless of fashions by the female Head of the Northern Ireland Office, Hilary Jackson. H has accommodation there if he wants it but decides to take up a berth at Hillsborough Castle instead. Much more his style. He is then given his security briefing level, which is very high. He joins Owen (Paterson, Secretary of State) in meetings all day, with ministers and the Chief Constable etc. H’s responsibilities are mainly to support the Secretary of State, but he also has control over elections, including the impact of political reforms on NI, human rights and the NI Human Rights Commission (including NI Bill of Rights), and day-to-day security case work as well as liaison with the Parades Commission. Together they then go to meet defeated Conservative candidates before moving on to Hillsborough for dinner and the night.

He texts Randal Dunluce:* ‘Forget your castle, come to my castle!’

Greg (Barker) texts from the Climate Change Department: ‘Do I like all this, or do I like this? Certainly beats being in opposition.’ H replies he is sitting in Hillsborough Castle with two bodyguards. ‘Oooh! So you!’ Greg replies.

16 May

Stay at the Old Parsonage Hotel in Oxford to celebrate Saffron’s birthday. George O rings H for a gossip; says his negotiations with the Lib Dems are not a patch on those he is currently conducting with his wife, who refuses to move into No. 11. Good for Frances! He says he still has to pinch himself that he is Chancellor. They gossip about colleagues who have missed out, particularly Keith Simpson, who has been threatening a by-election because he didn’t get a job.

18 May

Ashcroft kicking off, angry at not getting a job. George and Clegg fighting for Dorneywood, but then George just drives down there to plant his flag – well, toothbrush to be more precise. Wins the battle and Clegg ends up sharing Chevening with Hague.

Frances texts: ‘You must come and stay at Dorneywood.’

I text back, ‘And you must come to Hillsborough, darling!’

We are like kids in a sweet shop.

I sign off: ‘Rejoice, for tomorrow we die.’

Then Kate: ‘Gosh, he can really waffle for Britain, that man Clegg, never draws breath.’

H accosted in Portcullis House by Peter Luff, who is waving a piece of paper in the air. ‘Looks like you are the only one who has been rehabilitated. I have the list, I have the list,’ he booms jealously. H replies meekly that he was also the only one unceremoniously dumped from the shadow cabinet because of the school he went to.

‘There is no such thing as fairness in politics, Peter.’

‘Only one on the list,’ repeats Luff, walking off in disgust.

The Conservative Home website also points this out and adds that it is clearly because H is a lifelong friend of Dave’s, which of course is utter rubbish; he only met him when they went into politics together. A lot of them are spitting blood. H has an awkward conversation with Andrew Robathan, who says he and his lovely wife have not slept for three days. He’s going round saying how he feels utterly let down by DC. He believes he was shafted by the Chief Whip, which is not quite the truth, and he is altogether furious. He makes it sound like a drive-by shooting.

20 May

H in Ireland to receive DC on his first visit. Has meeting with Gerry Adams, Peter Robinson and more. Before the roundtable discussion starts, Cameron rather surprisingly gives H a huge plug. ‘I’d like to tell you that the only reason I am sitting here is because of Hugo Swire, who happened to run my leadership campaign.’ This comes as news to Hugo, who did nothing of the sort. Afterwards all household staff at Stormont are gathered to be introduced to him; there is some joking about looking after the new minister.

‘He’s easy, but wait till you meet his ferocious wife.’

‘Yes,’ chips in H. ‘That’s why you will be seeing rather more of me than you probably expected.’

6 June

Gurning horror . . .

‘I’m not wearing a hat!’

‘It’s a royal garden party, you have to wear a hat.’

‘I hate wearing hats. I’m not going to wear one. I mean, what’s the purpose of it? It’s not occupational, is it? A garden party?’

‘Sasha, please don’t be difficult, it’s royal protocol.’

‘Well, it’s outdated. I’m going to make a stand.’

Of course, I don’t. I nip down to John Lewis, where I opt for a fascinator. It’s a small act of rebellion because in hat land, such as Royal Ascot, they are frowned upon, but it makes me feel better as it’s less of a statement than a wide brim – and, more importantly, it’s dirt cheap. I am flying to Belfast tomorrow for my first visit.

8 June

Sitting in our apartment at Hillsborough Castle watching the groundsmen outside drawing white lines to segregate the public from royalty. Beyond them, clipped yews descending to a pond and a temple in the woods. Beautiful. Now I know how power corrupts.

Here for the Secretary of State’s garden party. Some 2500 invited, including Prince Edward and Sophie Wessex, who we will be having dinner with afterwards. Looks as if it is going to be a washout.

Hillsborough far more stunning than I had anticipated, a low-lying eighteenth-century mansion in the middle of an attractive village. It was the seat of the Marquesses of Downshire for well over two hundred years, but is now the official residence of the Secretary of State for Northern Ireland (and his Minister! And his wife!) It is used generously for official functions and acts as a motel for passing VIPS and royals.

I tour the castle when I arrive. Nice anecdote about the recent reconciliation talks that took place here. The DUP were the first to appear, and took over the long blue drawing room. When Sinn Féin showed up, they were put in the room opposite, the throne room, which to this day contains no furniture as it is used for state occasions such as dinners and investitures. As the talks dragged on, hour after hour, day after day, Gerry Adams was found asleep on the floor by the throne. So incensed were Sinn Féin that the Unionists had a better room, with furniture in it, they staged a sit-in when the DUP made a brief exit. The idea that these two groups were going to go into a power-sharing deal was getting remoter by the minute. The long and short of it was that a whole round of sub-talks had to open to remove Sinn Féin from squatting in the drawing room. It was agreed that the quickest way out of this was for soft furnishings to be brought to the throne room to accommodate their wishes. This was promptly done, Sinn Féin finally moved across the corridor and talks resumed.

Our apartment is small, rather like a suite in a five-star hotel: all Molton Brown shampoos and Heal’s dressing gowns. All laundry is taken away and washed. All beds made and fridges stocked to requirements. Cloudy Bay, no less. It’s less grand than Owen’s but cosier because it is compact; Owen’s rooms are in the royal section of the castle.

As I’m unpacking my washbag Dave is on telly against his chosen backdrop of happy, shiny, smiley, perfect people; this time in Milton Keynes. He’s saying it’s really bad, really, really bad and suddenly the people behind him don’t seem to be smiling any more. Dave is saying our debt is massive, colossal, mind-blowing; it’s so terrible that the lot behind him owes him nearly £1 trillion and if they don’t give it to him now – he says NOW! – the total will be £1.4 trillion in five years. But the people do get it, because most of them have racked up something similar on their M&S store cards. Still, they really don’t look happy any more, not at all. I wait for him to get to the nitty gritty: defence? NHS? Northern Ireland Office? Cuts delayed for a year. But it is bad, we know that; the country is suffering the worst recession since the Second World War, banks are being nationalised, businesses are going under and unemployment is rising. A stable government has never felt more important.

Sue Lawley and her husband Hugh Williams taxi over from Belfast to have dinner with us at the Parson’s Nose, a lovely restaurant in Hillsborough village. We talk about It’s a Royal Knockout, which Hugh produced for the BBC after being approached by Edward and Anne and Fergie. Hugh is hilarious, imitating Andrew and Edward mincing around deciding what ye olde English lavish costumes they were going to deck themselves out in before lending themselves to a custard-pie TV game show. We agree most of their time is spent dipping into the dressing-up box anyway, so it would have come naturally to them.

Yesterday taken on a political tour of Belfast by Patrick Lynch, an amiable Scot from the political unit. Patrick studied at Aberdeen and did his masters in conflict resolution at Queen’s here in Belfast. He takes me to most of the flashpoints, starting in east Belfast, notably the Short Strand, a mainly Catholic and Irish Nationalist enclave in a six thousand-strong Protestant area. For decades, Protestants and Catholics regularly clashed at its edges. We then drive down Cluan Place, a cul-de-sac; wooden crates are stacked up here, ready to light for the 12 July parade bonfire. This is a Protestant working-class street and it sits on the peace line. Fifteen years ago, this would have been a no-go zone for anyone as extraneous as myself, and although windows have wire grilles, front gardens are often filled with children’s toys and it is surprisingly neat. In fact, I am really struck by the tidiness and cleanliness of these areas, much more so than their equivalents on the ‘mainland’. (I’m not meant to call it that any more.) We pass St Matthew’s Roman Catholic Church, and I’m told of a gun battle fought between the IRA and loyalist paramilitaries back in June 1970.

On into the Catholic heartland, the Falls Road. It’s long and busy, and overlooked by the lone Divis Tower.

The road is illustrated with a series of murals, blossoms on walls, some part of the information machine, others expressions of the community’s current cultural and political concerns. I’m particularly drawn to those that pay tribute to other international liberation movements, particularly Palestine. I will see them everywhere here, across divides, naive artistic portrayals that are passionate, angry, how art should be, direct from the heart, art of the street, Banksy-style. When this is all over there will be temptations to strip this art down, to sanitise the streets, to help grease the peace process, but war graffiti leaves such an enduring document of pain shared. They are sacred expressions about common sentiments and cultures and should be left to history.

Back to Hillsborough. Get the lowdown on Shaun Woodward from one of the staff. When he came here, he brought his own retinue: cook, butler, probably nannies. He also insisted on having extra security in the UK; a huge black Range Rover with stacks of security guards following his already bulletproof Jaguar. Outriders even. Altogether more prime ministerial than Secretary of State.

2.30 p.m. Hugo is unable to attend the garden party. Stuck in Downing Street with the heads of the UK’s devolved assemblies, it seems.

He is due to fly back for dinner with the royals after the meeting.

2.45 p.m. Summoned to be in a line-up with Rose Paterson to greet the Wessexes. She has the right hat on and a nice neat boxy suit, naturally. Rose is uptight English: lean as a thoroughbred racehorse; if she smelt – which she doesn’t – it would be of hay and saddle soap. She has owned point-to-pointers and event horses. She is also a Cambridge bluestocking and clearly the more clever of the pair. Ever vigilant, she watches Owen closely and blunts his edges. But then that’s the thing about women and horses: it’s all about power and powerlessness, to be in control, or out of control. And power can only be accessed by persuasion because of the differences in strength, a gift we political wives share. Despite this, she makes me feel mildly inadequate as a political consort.

The Secretary of State is running late because of low-lying dense cloud over a lough near Belfast airport, but he and his gang all arrive safely, if not a little agitated.

I follow the royal party’s procession through to the state rooms. It’s all very formal. Rigid, even. From there we proceed into the garden and full pelt into a rainstorm. It feels as if the entire region’s average annual rainfall is about to be deposited on my flimsy fascinator.

I look out at a sea of umbrellas, under which are serving PSNI officers and their guests, and a bevy of service personnel based in the province all stand looking miserable. Up goes the national anthem, played by the band of the Northern Ireland Fire & Rescue Service, into the ground goes a nice new tree courtesy of a spade and a prince. I turn to Belinda, my chaperone for the afternoon, and groan, ‘Come on then, let’s do a circuit.’ As I walk, I have to clench my thighs and pull my heels out of the sodden ground; it’s like drawing the cork out of a cheap bottle of wine. I have this ridiculous fascinator on my head and I’m shivering in my spotty silk L.K. Bennett dress. Green with envy, I look over at Rose in her neat little tweed suit, laughing with the guests. Truth is, I’m not remotely interested in laughing or talking to anyone. I only meet Belinda’s mum, though that’s partly because Belinda can’t see anyone’s faces under their umbrellas. We immediately strike up a deal and shake on it; she won’t tell my husband anything and I scarper as fast as my long legs will carry me to the soft, dry confines of the flat, where I text H, who is in Downing Street: ‘Unbearable. Pissing torrential rain. You fucking owe me.’ He rings me half an hour later and asks why I’m answering the telephone. Oh God, he’s rumbled me. And he is furious, then I get furious that he’s furious, abandoning me to the rain and the small talk. And he puts the phone down on me.

7 p.m. H rings: ‘I’m not going to make it over for dinner. They keep delaying the flight. I would get in at ten and the dinner will almost be over. It’s not worth it.’

‘Bloody hell, you’re joking. That means there’s only six of us for dinner.’

‘Well, you better turn up this time then.’

‘I didn’t sign up for this, you know.’

‘I pay you, don’t I?’

‘No, darling, the taxpayer pays me as your political researcher, this grin-and-curtsy shit does not fall under my job description. I can show you my contract if you like.’

‘It falls under a wife’s job description.’

‘You forget, my darling, I am something of a republican.’

‘You dare—’

‘Ta-ta.’

7.45 p.m. I make my way down to the drawing room. The Patersons and I are soon standing to attention, listening to the Countess of Wessex in full sail as she bangs on about farming matters. She justifies her forthright views in her capacity as vice-patron of the Bath and West Show, but as she makes some fatuous comment about dairy farmers I can no longer contain myself. I explain that in my part of the world (Devon), if a dairy farm goes to the wall (as they have been) a yuppie comes in and buys the property and the farm is sold off, which is a tragedy for the countryside. Owen also pitches in as he has a rural constituency as well. Then she moves on to ramblers and rights of access. Again, I feel I have to interject. I say it would be political suicide for the Conservative Party to reverse legislation on this. As we walk into dinner Rose whispers, ‘Well done! Very brave of you.’ Gosh!

At dinner I sit next to Sophie and opposite Prince Edward, who spends the entire dinner talking across the table to me, completely ignoring Rose and Owen on either side of him. I don’t suffer from a case of the vapours around the royals and I don’t feel particularly deferential towards them so I’m quite relaxed. To be honest, even though I am not actually a republican, which I said to wind H up, I’m no ardent monarchist, although I would not want the alternative, which would be a Boris Johnson or, God forbid, a Ken Livingstone type. Or Simon Cowell? The point is, what we would have imposed on us would be downright worse than what we have now.

It comes as a surprise that I like Prince Edward; he is friendly, over-excitable like a puppy and, like his wife, highly opinionated about political matters. We talk about MPs’ expenses, the media (I am very damning about the Telegraph), the House of Lords. At one point I say, ‘I think I like you – you are agreeing with everything I say. That’s a very good principle: my husband will tell you that!’ He seems overwhelmed with relief that the Conservatives have got in.

So, we are back in the drawing room for coffee and I’m on the sofa with the Countess, wondering how the hell I am going to loosen this woman up.

‘So, bet he didn’t tell you he was a royal when he married you.’

She looks at me, puzzled. ‘I knew he was a royal, of course I did. What do you mean by that?’

‘It was a joke!’

‘Oh.’

We move on to discuss her royal duties. There is a long moan about how she dislikes doing functions with Edward (she is usually on her own) because she gets frozen out. ‘Well, I suppose he’s the royal one,’ she sighs. She tells me that she had been slighted that day, by some woman who refused to acknowledge her, instead fixing all her beady concentration on the Prince, and I reply by saying it happens to me all the time as an MP’s wife, and that as a result I carry revenge in my heart until my dying day – but that is because I have Slav blood and wanting to kill people all the time comes naturally to me. A smile finally emerges from her pale, milky face and she says thinks she must have Slav blood in her as well.

She talks about how she still worked at her PR company after her wedding, under the name Sophie Wessex, but was quickly forced to give it up because she came in for criticism for appearing in public with clients and was accused of using her royal status to promote her business. As she tells me this there is real regret in her eyes, and sadness that this part of her life is gone and not allowed to return. The conversation moves on to the fake sheikh affair, which I barely remember. I said did she remember what he looked like, the fake sheikh, aka News of the World undercover reporter Mazher Mahmood?

‘No, I couldn’t pick him out in a line-up of one.’

‘Pity, you could have warned Fergie, because that was always going to happen.’

(In May, Fergie was stung by the tabloids when she was caught offering something called ‘access’ to Prince Andrew for half a million big ones, with the promise that he might be able to help industrialists because of some grand title he holds. Personally, I’d pay half a million to avoid seeing him, but then that’s me.)

‘Did you see it?’ she asks me.

‘Yes.’

‘What was it like?’

‘Excruciating. No wriggle room. Embarrassing beyond belief.’

After they go to bed I reflect on how sorry for her I feel. I recall how in 2001 she was rushed to hospital with an ectopic pregnancy, and how she had to undergo a massive life-saving operation, losing a lot of blood. It’s as if she has never recovered, she is still pale, drained, tired and it feels to me, and I could be wrong, most definitely sad. I can’t help thinking, when I think of all these royal women – Fergie, Diana and now Sophie – how the monarchy swallows them up whole and probably retains its strength by doing so. As an institution it seems to have an uncanny ability to destroy or weaken everything near it; its weapons of choice a whispered aside, a cold shoulder, a dropped title, a small divorce settlement, a reduction of identity. Of course, the Palace is run mostly by men, who want women to be seen, decoratively so, but not heard.

14 June

H in Downing Street with D, preparing the Bloody Sunday statement. They are drafting and re-drafting. The Saville report, out tomorrow, comes down heavily against the Paras. DC wants to be very apologetic. Owen is there, of course, and Liam Fox. K is taking notes. David exits to go to a dinner with Andy Feldman but leaves everyone in his office. He calls H on his mobile from his car. ‘What do you think? Am I doing the right thing?’

‘Yes,’ says H reassuringly, ‘absolutely the right thing. It’s right to be apologetic.’ They both express their amazement at how compliant Fox is being about it all.

K will tell me later that both she and David were deeply moved by the summary of the report. And appalled by the disgraceful way the paratroopers behaved.

15 June

DC brilliant in the House of Commons, at his absolute best.

All in all, an important day in our political history because what this report and inquiry have demonstrated is how the state must always be held accountable, however difficult that may be. It must set the standard so that others can follow. As D commented, ‘openness and frankness about the past, however painful, do not make us weaker; they make us stronger’. And he couldn’t have been clearer: ‘No government I lead will ever put those who fight to defend democracy on an equal footing with those who continue to seek to destroy it, but nor will we hide from the truth that confronts us today.’

But the time has also come to move forward. Owen and H and the people of Northern Ireland must come together to resolve injustices in non-violent ways to ensure a peaceful and prosperous, and shared, future. That is now the job in hand.

When people out of politics ask me now what the job in Northern Ireland involves, I respond by saying it’s rather like carrying a huge Ming vase that can break at any moment.

21 June

Philippa, my beloved mother-in-law, aka the Dowager Marchioness Townshend, rings my mother. ‘Thank you so much for asking me to Cornwall. I will be bringing my butler, Keith, and my dog.’

Silence. Gulps. ‘Did you say your dog?’ my Slovenian mother, Miloska, asks.

‘Don’t worry, he can sleep with me.’

‘In four-poster room? No, darlink, our dogs are kept outside in shed. I suppose we could put a basket in kitchen.’

‘Oh, he’s not really a dog, Miloska, he’s a human and I have to have him with me. I absolutely insist, otherwise I will have to decline your generous invitation.’

Philippa’s adored dog Merlin, an aristocratic blue whippet, mostly sits sphinx-like by her side, including as a sleep-sitter beside her bed. When he is released from his quivering bug-eyed station, which is rare, he is prone to bouts of snarling, saliva-dripping aggression. We think her affection is down to her belief that the dog is in some way the reincarnation of her recently deceased husband George, whom she worshipped, and who is guarding her during her time left on earth.

I tell H, who is incensed by the grandeur of it all.

‘She’s only got the butler for a year, for God’s sake. She needs to get used to life without him.’

‘Stuff the butler, it’s the dog they are getting worked up about. I’m nearly fifty and I’ve only been allowed to sleep in that room once in my life. A dog, believe me, is way down the pecking order as regards entry.’

‘Leave it to me,’ says H.

28 June

Dinner hosted by my old friend Martha Fiennes at the Westbury Hotel. An eclectic bunch: Martina Navratilova, Patti Smith, Michael Barrymore, Sigrid Rausing, Ralph Fiennes, Sabrina Guinness, Julie Myerson, Nicky Haslam. I’m placed next to Marc Quinn, of YBA (Young British Artist) fame.

We get talking and I’m immediately alarmed by his low calcium intake: apparently, he eats no dairy products, and I tell him I’m scared his bones might dry out and he’ll be unable to paint. Mind you, from what I can establish, his assistants do a lot of the work.

‘So did Caravaggio, you know. And Michelangelo,’ he protests. Michelangelo he ain’t.

I ask him if it’s a Primrose Hill thing, being averse to the bovine. Only today, another resident, Gwynnie (Paltrow) announced she had the early stages of osteoporosis because she had been following a macrobiotic diet since the nineties, and had cut out dairy and never put her face in the sun.

‘Oh, I do that, I get sun – I’m building a house in Majorca. I just find the idea of lactation disgusting.’

We also have an interesting conversation about tax. I’ve ceased to be surprised by how people become more focused on such matters when they start making tons of money. His wife, Lady Georgia Byng, daughter of the Earl of Strafford, is flirting mercilessly with the actor Ben Chapman, which I also can’t help teasing him about.

Then he shows me some of his artwork on his iPhone. Vague memories of a head made from his own blood, a marble statue of a limbless woman in Trafalgar Square, but the ones he is showing me now are more beautiful; exotic flowers in photographic colour, orchids, very sexual; the flower petals resembling vaginas, nature mirroring itself back on itself type of thing. They would look great on a hedge fund manager’s wall, which is probably where they all are, since no one else can afford them.

1 July

DC at Norman Lamont’s last night: ‘You have to be nice to me now, Sasha, I’ve given your husband a castle and a butler, for goodness sake, and he’s even got more bloody security than me.’

‘Oh, all right then.’

He then asks H whether he wants to come in on prep for PMQs;

he says he needs him for the jokes. I butt in, saying that H will be crap at it, he’s more off the cuff, but secretly I’m thinking he also knows sod all about what’s going on outside his brief.

H has very good Irish questions in the House, so much so he shows up Owen. A colleague whispers afterwards: ‘Not a good idea to upstage the Secretary of State, Hugo.’

The Dowager rings me: ‘He is an absolute genius, isn’t he, darling, brilliant, just brilliant and you are brilliant for getting him to marry you.’

‘Excuse me, Philippa, may I remind you that it is me who has made him brilliant.’

‘Yes, yes, darling, of course you have.’

She’ll be dining out on his brilliance for months to come, telling her crusty old aristocratic guests he is clearly heading for the portals of No. 10. Not.

7 July

To Christopher Moran’s Chelsea palace on the Thames. The core of Crosby Hall is an original Tudor house which was moved from the City of London in 1908 to Thomas More’s old garden in Chelsea, and eventually incorporated, rather like a smaller Russian doll, into a hostel for the British Federation of University Women.

Enter Christopher Moran, with a thin cheque for the lease (a mere £100,000) and the old biddies are booted out. He subsequently spent £25 million to turn it into a thirty-bedroom mansion. Moran, who Hugo has known for quite a while, gives the appearance of having it all – which he does, up to a point. But of course that which is most desirable is proving the most elusive – that being ‘recognition’, or in layman’s terms, a peerage.

What he has done at Crosby Hall is deeply impressive, though he doesn’t exactly restrain his ego: his initials and crest are freely displayed all over it, as are casts of his and his children’s heads. Incidentally, his first wife ran off with a flower-seller on the Fulham Road. At the time she said, ‘He doesn’t say things in jest – ever. When he wants something, he will stop at nothing to get it. He wants people to remember what he has achieved and he’s very persuasive.’

Anyway, we walk into this black-tie dinner he is hosting in the courtyard designed by the irrepressible Mollie Salisbury (she is there, still looking beautiful, but even older and whiter than usual) and I’m already looking for an exit strategy. H has to vote so I’m terrified he is going to leave me stranded. As it turns out, it’s one of those unexpectedly fun evenings where the company just gels. On our small table: Moran, Owen and Rose Paterson, a Prince of Wales flunkey on the charitable side, Francis Maude, Hugo and me, and the portly and cheery Jonathan Marland, who is on hilariously good form. The humour commences when Moran gets up with a microphone, practically giving it a blow job, it’s that close to his lips. He starts rambling on about his esteemed guests, most of whom listen, bored and silent. No such respect is demonstrated at our table. When he starts to pick people out of the crowd, which is his way, Marland and Hugo throw in asides, which he unwittingly starts to incorporate into his verbal evocations. When he comes to Hugo:

‘And we have Hugo Swire here, new Minister of State for Northern Ireland. Formerly an auctioneer, Hugo is—’

‘A great shot!’ calls Marland.

‘A great shot,’ echoes Moran.

‘And a great lover,’ I shout.

‘A great lover . . . Is he, now? And you are?’

When the speech is over, H is still on a roll and turns to another target at our table, this time the Fagin-like Francis Maude, all villainous-looking with his tight little weasel eyes. He currently spends his days bent over the books in the Cabinet Office, counting the money, or more precisely the lack of it.

‘You know how no one has ever seen him smile? Now we get one with a cut in the morning, one with a cut at lunchtime, and even one in the evening, when another slash is planned for the next day.’ Maude smiles back with his customary blend of wariness and cunning.

Hugo and Marland then turn to the subject of Moran, who is sitting down again, and start digging into the tar pit of his past. H, with huge doses of embellishment, relays a tale of when Moran tried to clear the local ‘wee free’ out of the church on his Scottish estate. H, who was in the passenger seat at the time, says Moran insisted on revving the accelerator of his Range Rover as they came out of church. ‘Terrified they would be mown down, the poor wee free were left flat and scattered in the hedgerows.’ Moran smiles and jokingly says that a few of his tenants were something of an irritation to him and as result he refused to put baths in their properties. We don’t believe this is actually true. Another story is recounted by Marland, of a man who had two barns within view of Moran’s window. He promptly threw money at the problem and discovered that one was illegal so sent in a digger and knocked it down overnight. ‘The view was vastly improved after that,’ Moran chuckles.

Afterwards, we offer to give Esther McVey and Charlotte Leslie, newly elected MPs, a lift in the government Prius to get to the vote. They are both refreshingly normal (for members of the political class). Charlotte is wearing a tight shoulder-less red satin dress, and as soon as she is outside the heavy oak doors of Crosby Hall she kicks off the most amazingly high red satin heels and runs down the street barefoot. ‘My mum says wear them while you can, but they are so bloody high.’ I love her sense of mischief, though she makes me feel suddenly very old.

Esther McVey, who is perfectly groomed with a pretty face and a strong Scouse accent, follows behind. In the car she is more ladette than lady, telling us she will tell the whips to ‘piss off’ if they make her stay too late. Wonderful. But this new bunch of Tories should not be underestimated: many of them believe they were elected despite David Cameron, not because of him. Many even whisper that they could have doubled their majority if he hadn’t been such a liberal wimp. Dave, in his PR way, picked them because they ticked the right boxes, but they in turn picked the party, and they picked it because they are reform-minded, resolutely Eurosceptic and right wing. They are also acutely aware that to be cool is to be independent – look no further than the election of Graham Brady as chairman of the 1922 Committee. David’s whips have got their work cut out.

A fun evening.

16 July

H asks his driver to take me home after an event as he expects to be in the Commons until late – as it turns out, he will be there until 4 a.m. This request is, however, strictly against the rules. I say to the driver, as we purr along electrically in his Prius, do they really expect me to find my own way, in a long dress and painful heels, to some excruciatingly dull public function, sit next to some Godawful bore, pay for the taxi to get there, and then get left stranded on some dark corner trying to find a non-existent taxi home because the driver is taking my husband in completely the opposite direction to vote? The government needs to be gently reminded that they do not get two for the price of one! Those days are well and truly over. I do them a favour, they do me one back. Simple.

When DC came in as leader, he vowed to get rid of ministerial cars, following a long campaign orchestrated by arch-moderniser Ed Vaizey. Any minister who does not have security implications can use a pool car or make do with public transport. We all groaned: token politics again. In his usual mad PR dash, the oily Jeremy Hunt was the first to give up his car, much to the annoyance of little Hugh Robertson: ‘It’s all right for him, he’s rich. He just gets a bloody taxi home.’ Ed Vaizey can now be found, night after night, loitering outside the Members’ Entrance, trying to cadge a lift from a chauffeured colleague. His problem is that most of the drivers object to giving him passage, in retaliation for having endangered their livelihoods. Another one hoisted by his own petard!

There are ways and means in politics, and H has pretty much worked these out. He keeps Sid, his driver, for ‘security reasons’, but another way around this, as others are working out, is to become friends with the red box. As long as you have that arrogant little upstart beside you in the Prius, you have a ticket to ride. The box, you see, is the important passenger: it represents the office of state, whereas the politician is not only replaceable but irrelevant.

But the whole system is in chaos, partly because the Government Car Service and its drivers are devoted to maximising use of the car. Drivers are paid a low basic wage and are therefore heavily reliant on overtime. They are happy to be kept hanging around at all hours of the day and night. The PM’s call to use pool cars is causing all-out civil war between the regular drivers and the pool drivers; the regulars loathe the pool drivers for stealing their jobs. They simply don’t talk to each other.

27 July

Answering to the new middle-class glamping trend, we spent three nights at Port Eliot Festival; the four of us under a tepee, which I hire at huge expense because I think the only way to get through it is to throw money at it.

The trouble with tepees is that they are constructed around three or four bamboo poles, which, as a rule, meet at the top through a hole in the canvas. This is not a bricks-and-mortar, air- and watertight type of affair, and as a shelter is not entirely suited to bad weather conditions. Having said that, the indoor shower with Hugo’s bed as a rain tray was a somewhat unexpected feature.

H gets his chance to have his Victor Meldrew moment. In a raging monsoon of a wet Cornish evening he storms over to the reception tent to find a group of laddish men spaced out around a log-burning stove. The mere sight of their comfort makes him go off on one. Forget Victor Meldrew, he is turning into Derrick Bird, the madman who shot some perfectly innocent people up in Cumbria last month. H picks up one of them, drags him by the collar over to our tepee and forces him to lie down on his wet mattress.

‘Yeah, OK, man, I get the message. I’ll go and get a ladder and fix the leak.’

I bark after him, ‘And a new mattress, duvet, pillow and sheet.’

‘It’s all gravy, ladies.’ (We think that means don’t worry, it’s all cool.)

He returns ten minutes later with a mattress even damper than the one I foisted on him in the first place. He looks crestfallen when I reject this one as well. He understands, and rightly so, that this incident is proving to be a direct challenge to his cosy existence back at reception, where his mates were last heard laughing uncontrollably about the Luft Wafter, a famous topless German techno fan with body odour issues. He goes on to tell us that the dry mattresses are in some camper van but his boss has the key and he doesn’t know where his boss is.

He goes off to get the ladder but of course doesn’t return. Hugo storms over again and has another rant. He grabs the one he knows and drags him back to our tepee.

By now our tent supervisor is being subjected to an insurmountable tide of abuse from this entitled middle-aged Tory couple who clearly have had no experience whatsoever of camping and are clearly not very chilled people.

‘You’re stoned, aren’t you?’ I say.

‘No, I don’t drink or take drugs, I’m just laid back.’

Liar. I was young once, you know.

‘Well, that’s not normal. Why don’t you drink?’ H asks.

‘Cause I don’t like stress.’

He goes off again to get the ladder, muttering ‘It’s all gone Pete Tong . . . ’

After he’s left Hugo says, ‘Fuck’s sake, Sasha, why did you accuse him of being stoned? You have completely destroyed our legal case now.’

‘What legal case is that, exactly? It’s in the contract, babe. Tepees leak.’

‘Shower?’

‘Leak.’

H throws his hands in the air, exasperated. ‘I’ll have to sleep with you.’

‘You are not bloody sleeping with me. You stink.’

‘Siena, move over, darling, I’m coming in.’

‘OK, Dad, but please don’t snore.’

Wake up bleary-eyed and lift the tent flap, to be greeted by the beaming face of a camp tramp. Except that H knows this one; he is a double-barrelled old family friend. This is a posh festival, after all – in fact, at times it feels more like an Etonian reunion. William Sieghart and James Studholme, who was in the same class as H, are also here. Anyway, our uninvited visitor clearly hasn’t washed, hasn’t changed his clothes for three days and is moon burnt from too much clubbing. Now here he is, begging for toothpaste. When he sticks out his tongue to demonstrate why, it is a rather strange shade of RAF blue. He actually seems remarkably happy, unnaturally happy in fact, for one who has been out for the last two nights, passing out in other people’s tents and not quite knowing how he got there. The children think he is marvellous, rather like a white-faced circus clown. I think he’s out of his head and need to shrug him off, but he keeps offering to help me carry gear to the car.

Saffron goes off with her friend Io. She’s loving it in her festival gear – mascara (H hasn’t noticed), short shorts and wellingtons. Only thirteen and she’ll probably be in ’beefa next year, doing the big fish little fish cardboard box, speakers hoofing it and mum ’n’ bass with her ounce bounce friends (oh yes, I know all the lingo now) . . . Then again, hopefully we have got a few years left.

Hugo comes back from the crapocalypse, the festival club toilet, which is in another league of horror, and without any paper, but when desperation calls . . .

6 August

Cornwall

My mother has signed over her field and pond to me. As a war child she is determined that I have a patch of ground to grow vegetables, should the time come. It has caused difficulty in my relationship with my brother, which is already strained. He expected to cop the lot, but unluckily for him (not so for me) we share a foreign mother who does not understand or comply with the concept of primogeniture. Everything has been signed over to him for tax reasons, everything except Barn Cottage (situated inconveniently in his courtyard), and one field and one pond.

It is simply the most wonderful gift I have ever received.

I walk down through my field, golden and high with barley, with swallows flying low overhead on this sunny August day, to the pond. The jarring noises of husband and children left behind. The pond is large and fringed by dense common reed with occasional reedmace and lots of yellow iris. To
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