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			Dedication

			For Etta

		

		
			Epigraph

			‘In politics, it’s the anonymous plotters you have to watch out for. I could never quite shake the feeling of vulnerability.’

			DAVID CAMERON, For the Record

		

		
			Note to the Reader

			This book was printed in October 2024 and should be read in that context. In an ever-changing political landscape, some of the events covered will, no doubt, have developed further since going to print, including the confirmation of a new leader of the Conservative party. None of that alters the fundamental analysis of what ails the Conservative party, and the malign and continued influence of a small group of individuals, as detailed here.

		

		
			Prologue

			I ended my first book, The Plot, with a minute-long excerpt from an interview exchange between Dominic Cummings and the BBC political journalist Laura Kuenssberg for a BBC News Special on 20 July 2021 shortly after Cummings had been sacked from his powerful post in No. 10. I realise now, that was how The Plot should have begun and I shall rectify that error by placing the short extract below.

			LAURA KUENSSBERG: But you’ve just said that within months of the prime minister winning the biggest Conservative majority in decades, you and a few others from the Vote Leave campaign were discussing the possibility of getting rid of him [Boris Johnson].

			DOMINIC CUMMINGS: Days, not months.

			LK: [Incredulous] Within days, not months, you were discussing getting rid of him?

			DC: Yes … We only got him there because we had to sort a certain problem, not because we thought he should be prime minister …

			Cummings was working as chief adviser to Boris Johnson when the Conservative party won the 2019 election. On that victorious day, Cummings was one of the first people to congratulate Johnson as he stepped over the threshold into No. 10. Despite that, this BBC interview revealed that Cummings and others were already plotting to bring down the prime minister in defiance of the will of the British electorate and even though he had just won the biggest Conservative majority since the days of Margaret Thatcher.

			During the course of writing The Plot, it became clear that the person they intended to replace Johnson with was Rishi Sunak. Dominic Cummings’s presence in the Conservative party was the result of a relationship with Michael Gove going all the way back to 2001. Ever since then, Cummings had worked for Gove, or Gove for Cummings – no one is quite sure which way around it worked. Despite the protection of Gove, Cummings was widely regarded as a destructive and chaotic force. When David Cameron appointed Gove to the role of education secretary, Cummings travelled to Downing Street with Gove as he always did; in fact, Cummings insisted that he attend meetings the prime minister held with Gove. As though Gove were a child, not to be trusted to speak up for himself. On this occasion, Cameron refused. Cummings was left sitting outside the room where Cameron told Gove that he could not have Cummings working for him. Gove pleaded that he could not possibly do the job without Cummings, but the appointment was blocked by Cameron’s head of communications, Andy Coulson. Coulson suspected that a meeting held between Cameron, George Osborne, Gove and Cummings had been leaked to the media by Cummings and that he was not a suitable adviser to make the transition from opposition to government.

			Cameron famously described Cummings as a career psychopath and cited him as someone who gave bilious briefings to the media. He also noted in his memoirs how often in cabinet the details of meetings attended by Gove found their way into the newspapers, most notably The Times. Three months after the appointment of Cummings as Gove’s spad (special adviser) was blocked, Coulson was forced to resign from his post in 10 Downing Street, after facing hostile briefings and media scrutiny for his role in the phone hacking scandal in his former role as editor of the News of the World. With Coulson gone, Cummings walked into the Department for Education and took up his familiar place, at Gove’s side.

			Dougie Smith, the other key figure in this book, is another Gove ally who until recent years lived with Gove and his family. Smith has been a shadowy figure at the centre of the party for over twenty-five years and has worked at the heart of central office and No. 10 for the past fifteen years. He telephoned Boris Johnson in January 2022, six months after Cummings gave his interview to Laura Kuenssberg. He told Johnson to stand down as prime minister; that if he went of his own accord, ‘we may let you back one day’, and that if he didn’t stand down willingly, Smith said, ‘I’m going to take you down and finish you off.’

			I have spoken to several party treasurers who over the years had queried why Smith, the man who existed in the shadows, whose role in the party was opaque, was nonetheless on the party payroll being funded by membership fees and donor contributions.

			They would order that Smith be removed from the payroll. Each time this happened, the party treasurer would receive a robust (hair dryer treatment) telephone call from Gove insisting that Smith remain and the decision be reversed. Cummings and Smith maintained their long-term hold on the levers of power, courtesy of Gove.

			It was the shock resignation of Dougie Smith’s wife, Munira Mirza, who had worked for Boris Johnson for many years, that began the ball rolling in the removal of Johnson as prime minister. As one cabinet minister said to me, ‘We were sat in the chamber on the front bench when we heard the news about her resignation and we just knew, that was the starting gun firing, it was the start of something bigger. Those of us who knew Smith knew what he was capable of … but no one put it into words. Munira was Dougie’s wife but not a lot of MPs even knew who Dougie Smith was so they didn’t clock the relevance. I’ve personally known him since the 1980s. It was clear at that point, Boris had the fight of his life on his hands, but I was also aware at the same time they meant business, and it was probably the end. When Rishi (Sunak), who never commented on anything and who never said anything positive about the government or supported Boris, went straight out and made an unhelpful comment to the media effectively damming Boris, I thought to myself, “Fuck me, it’s him they want. He’s next.”’

			Downfall covers the period between Christmas 2023 and the general election in July 2024; however, it was impossible to prevent witnesses from linking what happened during that period to what had gone before. The actions of the power-addicted few – those who had firmly gripped the levers of power in the Conservative party and the government – ricocheted all the way through to the very end. Unlike many journalists (which I am not) who write political books, I have no sources to keep sweet, no client relationships to maintain. No one owes anything to me, nor I to them. I don’t rely on those with an axe to grind. Or even those who want to ensure that their role in events is recorded for history in a favourable light. Downfall is, once again, the voices of the people who were in the room, in their own words. The recollections of the raw truth tinged with despair at the fate which has befallen the party traditionally known as the natural party of government. Together, this collection of interviews encapsulates all that was wrong, and by making this known, I hope those who become responsible for the future are aware that in order for the Conservative party to survive, this can never happen again.

		

		
			Part I

		

		
			Chapter 1

			No End Game

			I took the final decision to write Downfall during the 2023 Christmas break. It was the first time I had been able to relax since The Plot was published but people had been telling me I needed to keep going well before then.

			It’s now 2 January and I’m sitting down to write this with a slice of my homemade Christmas cake on the desk next to my computer accompanied by a sliver of Stilton cheese from Fortnum & Mason and a steaming pot of tea at a safe distance, in case I spill it on the keyboard – it’s happened before and I’ve learnt my lesson. The log burner is starting to crackle and I can hear the distant chatter of my family as they clear away the last detritus of New Year’s excess throughout the house before my youngest daughter and her partner head home to London. I’ve stacked the logs and lit the fire in silent slow motion. My two-year-old granddaughter is taking her nap upstairs and the chimney runs up though her room, next to the cot. There will be no peace for me if she wakes. Despite repeated attempts to kill it off, The Plot has done fantastically well and part of me thinks that should be it, I’ve done the job of exposing the dark heart of the Conservative party and the clandestine group of individuals, mostly men, who believe it is their God-given right to own and control it no matter how anti-democratic or disastrous their leadership is. So many things had come to pass that I knew were having an impact. But I also felt very alone. Was I the only one fighting back?

			I do, however, long to return to writing novels and for creativity to again become a daily feature in my life. I love the isolation of early morning writing and the buzz of excitement that sets me up for the day as I finish a thousand words of make-believe in the silence of the early hours, before most people have woken and, closing the lid on my laptop, pack the characters away until the following day as I head out with the dogs into the countryside.

			Today, in this quiet hour and a half, I should be preparing for this. Cleaning out the fridge and scanning the newspapers for a fad diet to begin and dwelling on the characters I’m about to invent. But I’m doing none of those things. I’m back at my desk because I’ve been itching to get into the study to start this book since Boxing Day. I heard news from a friendly journalist just before Christmas that some of the characters who had removed Boris Johnson and had worked very hard to destabilise and topple Liz Truss in order to impose Rishi Sunak, appeared to be living high on the hog. They had also decided, I was told, that it was now time to remove Rishi as prime minister. They were done with him, I was told. ‘Dougie is bored with him now.’ After so long spent persuading everyone that Rishi was the answer, no one appeared to be able to remember exactly what the question had ever been. They had already deposed a number of party leaders and three prime ministers and now it seemed they were addicted. It was as if their lust for power could now only be satiated when they removed someone from the top job, so here they were, on manoeuvres again.

			Their behaviour was becoming more destructive and dysfunctional, the time spans were getting shorter and their game-playing was destroying the Conservative party.

			‘Who has decided it’s time to remove him?’ I asked the person who told me, amazed that they had tired of him so soon. ‘It feels like he’s only been there for five minutes and there’s a whole year until there needs to be an election.’

			‘Dougie, mostly, as always.’ He was talking about Dougie Smith, the man who had operated very much in the shadows of the party until I wrote my book and exposed his role and his hand in the fate of ministers and leaders. When The Plot was first published, the only photograph the media had of him to use was thirty years old. Bizarrely, picture editors at newspaper head offices had a note attached to a more recent photograph which warned, this photograph is not Dougie Smith, do not use. It certainly was Dougie Smith. Who had done that? Which journalists who were in hock to Smith had those words posted on that photograph in order that it was never published? I had the photograph confirmed by a number of people who’d had the misfortune to meet Smith in order to give the photograph to newspapers and supply the confidence they required to be able to print it. However, the only newspaper brave enough to use it was the Daily Mail. The only newspaper to truly comment on Smith in an informative and a detailed way, which has both blown his cover and exposed his Machiavellian behaviour, is also the Daily Mail. Despite having occasionally mentioned him, The Times has never published the photograph.

			He was known back in the day as the ‘dark arts person’. All political parties have one. Labour does too, his name is Paul Ovenden, and Lord Peter Mandelson was famously known as the Labour party’s prince of darkness, but Mandelson’s role is more specific. He is more likely to be the man who charms the party donors and arranges favours; Mandelson would never plunge his hands into the offal of the political world as Dougie Smith does on a regular basis. There is also Lord Alli who is emerging as a controlling force in Labour as he has been named as the man who put many of Labour’s new MPs into plum seats. It’s almost as though he has been watching Smith and learning. Having people grateful to you and forever in your debt, especially if they would prefer the details of favours to not be in the public domain, is where true political power lies.

			I telephoned a close friend in Westminster and asked if he had heard anything about a new plot to remove Rishi.

			‘Too right I have,’ he said. ‘People are calling them the “pasta plotters”. They have even set up an office in Covent Garden, fully staffed, the lot. Who do you think has paid for that?’

			I groaned. What was it with the food metaphors? We had the pizza plotters who helped them to bring down Theresa May; the pork pie plotters, led by Alicia Kearns, the MP for Melton Mowbray and for the new constituency of Rutland and Stamford, who held regular weekly meetings which began almost as soon as she became an MP, plotting how to remove Boris; and now the pasta plotters helping to bring down Rishi. It all sounded so trivial and childish. These are the people we had elected to Westminster to run the country. Is it any wonder the electorate were fed up with us and we were in the mess we were in? They made politics sound as though it were a game. Not a serious business which touched upon the lives of everyone in some way or another, every single day.

			‘I think we know enough about this lot to work out for ourselves what is about to happen. Even if they don’t get Rishi to stand down immediately they will warn him somehow, just as they warned Boris, that if he doesn’t go voluntarily, it’ll be a war of attrition. They will destroy him, cut by cut and they will get him out, eventually. They will terrify him, let him know the letters are coming in. They will play with his mind, make sure he spends every day looking over his shoulder, not trusting anyone or anything. They will keep the stories coming in the press, keep him awake at night and then, as a man with zero political nous or ability, which is something of a disadvantage when you are prime minister, he will start to doubt himself, then he will blame everyone else until he has reached the point where he will look for the nearest exit. If Dougie Smith has decided it’s time for Rishi to go, it’s over. It’s now only a matter of time. Dougie will tell the pasta plotters when it’s time to move, and the rumours are he’s sorted the funding for the offices and these guys aren’t doing it for nothing, they are being rewarded. One of the plotters has been heard outside the Red Lion [a Westminster pub] telling another, “We can’t use that yet”, waiting for Dougie Smith to sign it off. Everything has to go through Dougie first.’

			I remembered the warning, the phone call Dougie Smith had made to Boris, and coincidentally, that had been made in January, back in 2022. It took him until July of that year to remove Boris. So Smith knew it would take six months of hard work to dislodge a sitting prime minister, elected or not.

			Boris had said, ‘I remember where I was when the call came through, I was upstairs in the flat in No. 10. He said to me, go now and we may let you come back one day.’

			The words we may let you come back one day, were hugely significant.

			‘It’s the same time of year they decided to get rid of Boris,’ I said.

			‘Yes, and Theresa May, too,’ he replied. ‘The timing is important. It’s not just that in theory that would give the party a chance to then install a new leader in time for the general election that had to take place by January 2025. They also know that when MPs are in Westminster, they gather in tea-rooms and bars and they talk, a situation which is rarely productive in a good way. The biggest disruptions always happen just as Parliament is about to rise and everyone takes off for the holidays. The last thing they want is for the MPs to join the dots or head off down their own path of independent thought – I cannot emphasise how much they despise MPs – they definitely don’t want that.’

			Obviously, having been an MP myself for eighteen years, I know how it works and even though it pains me to hear it, I know he is absolutely right. They set the wheels in motion so that the deed is finally done in the run-up to the summer recess and MPs disperse to the beaches and swimming pools.

			‘But it’s only two years since they did it to Boris,’ I said. ‘Surely MPs won’t have the stomach to remove yet another leader so soon?’

			‘They will coax them into the box, MPs are as jittery as thoroughbreds, and that makes them easy to manipulate. They are also lazy bastards, too easily distracted by their own greatness now that they’ve been elected as MPs. Their Twitter/X feeds and Instagram accounts interest them more. Above all, they have short memories and they don’t read. I mean, they don’t read anything let alone the facts. You can tell when they give speeches in the chamber, they all read from notes in their hands, there’s no longer such a thing as a speech given from the head or the heart. That requires intelligence and bravery … You can make the posh boy argument that there were too many Etonians in Westminster, but at least they could debate the life out of a Bill and make salient and intelligent points for or against a piece of legislation. Those days have long gone.’

			I remember how as a new MP, if anyone read from notes in their hand in the chamber, other MPs would chant in a low voice, ‘reading, reading,’ or ‘it says here …’. It was intimidating and terrifying, but it was a rite of passage and it made you able to rise and speak, with confidence eventually, because you’d had to face the embarrassing running commentary. Even as a minister, I felt self-conscious about reading from the speeches in my red folder at the despatch box. It just felt wrong and counter-intuitive. Reading from notes had been trained out of me, even if today that learning process would be described as bullying. The standard of debate in Westminster now is almost embarrassing in comparison to how it was twenty years ago, as today’s speeches are made to be echoed in soundbites on social media, and Westminster is all the worse for it.

			‘It may take a bit longer for the plotters to persuade MPs to do the dirty deed next time,’ he said, ‘but they have accounted for that and they are ready to launch the next decapitation plot as soon as the Christmas holidays are over. They are organised, set up and ready to go right now. Once they decide to remove a prime minister, they know it takes about six months, so they are working on the same timescale as they did with Boris and May.’

			The long summer break meant that any angst or qualms of conscience MPs may have harboured in July at what they will have done, would have dissipated by the time they returned in September. Sunlight, holidays, cutting the grass, all contributed to erasing the guilt and anxiety as they tried to make sense of their own actions.

			‘Then that allows the plotters to use the conference season in October to tell everyone how brilliant the new plan is, to get their new leader in and elected because, as we know, the media are everywhere and second to removing prime ministers, they love talking to journalists,’ I said.

			He laughed. ‘It’s much more than that,’ he said, ‘these guys, they get off on it. And MPs, they love an audience and they love to put on a show rich in jeopardy and political drama. Their phones blow up and they love being at the centre of the action and playing the leading roles.’

			We arrange to meet next week. ‘I’ll take you to Giovanni’s in Covent Garden, if you like,’ he says. ‘It’s the pasta plotters’ favourite haunt. They love a bit of luxury. I hear one of them has been lying on white sandy beaches all over Christmas buying lobster at £350 a pop for lunch and living it large.’

			That perennial question, again and again. Who pays? When I had been on holiday in Majorca, a yacht was pointed out me that was owned by one of the peripheral long-term plotters and permanently moored there. His salary wouldn’t have paid for that.

			I knew too that this particular plotter lounging in the Caribbean had not been a big earner ever, as he had spent far too much of his life addicted to politics and hanging around on the periphery creating mayhem.

			‘The degree of benefit cascades down the money tree to all of them, from the big players to the minions like Cummings’s former sidekick in No. 10, Lee Cain.

			‘Certainly, the big signpost comes when you are able to follow the money: not that it’s easy to do that, but when you can you see that they are very good at looking after each other. Take the case of Lee Cain. He had gone from the Mirror newspaper making him dress up as a chicken in the 2010 election to becoming head of press in No. 10 less than ten years later. When Boris sacked Cummings, Cain left with him, that’s the official story. I have a feeling Boris’s memoirs may tell a different story altogether. Cain had been a close Cummings ally from the vote leave days.

			‘You are aware that the vote leave office was vandalised by some on the vote leave team the night Gove stabbed Cummings in the back? Computers removed, some smashed. They didn’t get everything out though, because some of the staff were keeping records and copies as they went along. It was sheer anger. Their entire project had blown up. They weren’t supposed to win, they were supposed to just lose and Gove was supposed to become prime minister.’

			I knew this. I’d seen the CCTV footage for myself. I knew who was in that room and saw the computers being ripped out of the wall, desks being turned over, a laptop being walked out of the building. I knew it was reported to the Met police and that they were sent away the following morning by a Cummings ally.

			Back in Westminster, the week before the House of Commons rise for Christmas recess is a time filled with festive parties, which are normally attended by MPs happy that they are heading back home for a break. But in 2023, it hadn’t felt happy at all.

			Labour were just shy of being twenty points ahead in the polls and the Conservative party was waking up to the fact that it was facing political oblivion. Regicidal MPs, who had played a part in the terrible position the party was now in, spent a great deal of time sat in the MP’s tea-room smoothing down ruffled feathers and loitering about in Portcullis House, trying to reassure themselves that the new year would bring a fresh start. That there were plans for a reset and Rishi and his team had it all in hand. Rishi’s new bag carrier Craig Williams (now no longer an MP, tainted by the betting scandal) attempted to plead with and reassure anyone who would listen to him. ‘Rishi is the winner,’ he would say. ‘He’s the prime minister who is going to keep you your seats. There is a plan and Labour won’t know what has hit them.’ I was told the same story three times by three different MPs so it was impossible to know where this nugget of political wisdom had originated. It preceded Rishi’s five-point plan. That was to come in January and was greeted by a stunned and underwhelmed audience of MPs who asked each other, ‘Is that it? Is that supposed to save us?’

			Absolutely no one, other than the most deluded or desperate MPs, believed Craig Williams, a classic Tory boy, portly with flushed-red puffy face and buck teeth. A character Harry Enfield would have had a field day with, if he had been a person of any significance before he placed a bet on the outcome of the election. As beleaguered MPs dragged their suitcases from the members’ cloakroom over the wet and shiny cobbles towards the exit gates, the freezing rain lashing their faces as they scuttled towards the tube and the train stations to make the long journeys home, they surely must have wondered how the hell they had got to that point. Returning home for Christmas to their families, knowing that they were about to join that most sad bunch of political losers, the one-term MPs, and what was worse, they had all arrived in Westminster euphoric victors three short years ago, just before Christmas in 2019, in a blaze of glory. Now the thought that accompanied them on the journeys home to their families was, how many pay packets do I have until the P45 arrives in the post?

			Prior to Christmas I had met with a friend in Westminster on the day of the book launch for The Plot. It was she who had sown the seeds of a sequel. We meet early in St James’s Park and grab two cappuccinos before sitting on a bench. It’s a bright, if freezing cold day and I wish I’d worn my gloves. We are both wearing sunglasses. I’ve got a beanie on and a scarf around my neck to hide my distinctive platinum hair. I grin as people I know well walk past us both, tapping into or talking on their phones.

			‘What have you got?’ I say out of the side of my mouth and we both laugh out loud.

			She, like everyone in the party, talks about the state of the polls.

			‘We’re twenty points behind Labour, can you believe it? All those MPs who argued that Rishi would grow into the job are now having to admit it has been like watching a sugar lump slowly dissolve in a cup of warm, weak tea, and so he waved his wand and brought in David Cameron to help shore him up. Rishi needed some ballast, a heavyweight to steady the ship. In desperation his team turned to William Hague, to lure Cameron back into government.’

			I’d been told Hague had been offered the job first, but he didn’t want it. A key player in helping Dougie Smith to secure Rishi his parliamentary seat, Hague was straight out of the blocks as an attack dog against Boris in The Times and had been an avid promoter of Rishi. Maybe he felt he’d done enough to destroy the chances of the party remaining in power, or maybe like everyone else, he could see the error of his ways in having promoted someone who was turning out to be a complete disaster. Would he ever admit that? Will you ever read a column by Hague in The Times which states, I’m so sorry, I was totally wrong about Rishi, I’m an idiot and my political judgement is shot to bits. No, of course you won’t. Cameron was in need of having his reputation rehabilitated following his involvement in the Greensill scandal and a stint as foreign secretary would do just that.

			‘I think Cameron probably felt something had to be done to help,’ I said. ‘I’m not sure he shouldn’t have been put in place to take over from Rishi. He is a statesman, he knows how to do the job. Greensill was an unfortunate blip in his many years of service to the party, surely?’

			She smiles and drinks her coffee. ‘You do know that Dougie Smith had got to the point where his services became increasingly indispensable to Cameron and Osborne when they were in No. 10, don’t you? You remember Adam Afriyie, the MP for Windsor?’

			‘Of course I do. He was in my intake. A lovely man.’

			Adam was a family man whose office was adorned with photographs of his beautiful children and his wife. They were the perfect couple. Adam had come from a similar background to myself. He had worked his way up, started his own business and was a storming Thatcherite success story.

			‘Well, do you remember how in 2012, Cameron wasn’t that popular among MPs and Adam got a bit lippy? The media loved him, poor boy made good. The press began to quote his opinions, which were not always in line with Camerons’.’

			In the back of my mind, I did recall that. It was a long time ago now.

			‘Cameron didn’t like that one little bit. He was always aware that there were plotters and always looking over his shoulder. Dougie Smith, who had been brought into CCHQ by Gove, got to hear that Cameron didn’t like the media attention Afriyie was receiving and that people were talking about Afriyie becoming a future prime minister.

			‘The next thing you know, a double-page feature on Afriyie and about how he was trying to oust Cameron before the 2015 election appears in the Mail on Sunday, and who do you think the journalist was? None other than the good friend of the plotters, Simon Walters. Adam was toast from that moment on. The negative stories kept on coming, they were relentless.’

			That was a familiar tale.

			‘The fact was, Afriyie was prime ministerial material but there was a reason why Dougie could never let that happen. Adam was taken down because to Dougie, it was personal. The smears were fatal. It’s a testament to Adam and Tracy-Jane that they held it together as a couple. Of course, that was it. No one ever mentioned the words Afriyie and prime minister in the same breath again. The media stopped publishing the stories. From that moment on, Cameron was in Dougie Smith’s debt even though he may not have known it was happening or how Smith had become involved. But it was Smith who was behind it all.’

			From what I think I know of Cameron, he will regret that, whether he knew or not. Destroying someone’s reputation is not Cameron’s style.

			‘Once that had happened, Dougie knew the power he had over Cameron. Imagine if he ever made it public – this is what I did to this man and his family and career because Cameron was unhappy – and that was what he did, he notched up the number of people who owed him, who became fearful of what he knew and the power he exercised.’

			I felt guilty that I had criticised Cameron’s appointment as foreign secretary. Sadly, I allowed my own working-class prejudice to colour my opinion and that is always such a difficult and emotional battle I have with myself. I was wrong to do so. I grew up in poverty, borrowing shoes from a kindly neighbour in order to attend school. He went to Eton. Our relationship was never going to be easy. However, I have always liked Cameron, if at times I was incredibly frustrated with him. He was never devious or unkind or Machiavellian, many of the traits common in politicians today who are always looking for someone to climb over and flatten on their way to the top or a knife to wield and ram between a pair of shoulder blades. However, he is no saint. He threatened to ruin Boris’s career forever if he didn’t join Cameron and back remain so he was no stranger to the tough talk himself. However, at the highest level politics is a game of passion and belief, and I can’t imagine Boris would ever hold that against Cameron. In fact, I can attest that having been at a recent party with both men they were happy in each other’s company and that’s the side of politics most people don’t see. At the level of genuine belief and passion, grown-ups can disagree vehemently on a point of political principle but still be good friends, and if not, congenial and polite.

			Of course, Rishi’s team were oblivious to the fact that Cameron’s appointment would be extremely unpopular with the Conservative MPs of today, some of whom are so inexperienced in politics that they had little knowledge of the Cameron years, which were largely successful, and in their ignorance had even less respect for the man himself. This actually irritated me. Before Brexit, Cameron managed to hold the Conservative party together for eleven years, an achievement for which he received very little thanks, and in light of today’s chaos appears to be an even greater feat of diplomacy than people appreciated at the time. This must surely have made him a perfect fit for the Foreign Office and a high-level diplomatic role.

			Cameron’s appointment underlined how the ‘Tory Grandees’ were horriﬁed at how things were progressing. They could never publicly admit how wrong they had been about Sunak, as they live by the political mantra: never complain, never explain. A variation on the original of ‘never complain, never explain’ used by the Royal family, and it seems to work as no one ever holds them accountable for their views. But surely the ultimate objective in bringing Cameron back was as a fallback, a leader from the Lords who could be popped in if Sunak had to be removed, or if the party was completely wiped out in a general election and we were in need of a caretaker leader. It was emergency contingency planning and hinted at how worried the grandees were.

			‘They are all moaning about the fact that Liz Truss has a book coming out,’ she says.

			‘The entire country loathes Liz right now,’ I remind her. ‘Especially those with mortgages. I can’t see her holding on to her seat in a general election, can you?’

			She thinks for a moment before she replies, ‘People have short memories though, that’s the thing with politics, isn’t it? A week is a long time. There’s probably twelve months until the next election, she’ll be fine by then.’

			I wasn’t so sure. I had personal experience in my family of how the massive increase in interest rates had affected people’s mortgages. How some people, whose two-year deals had come to an end at the worst possible time, were having to fork out more than double their usual monthly payment. They wouldn’t forget that. They were reminded of it every month as they struggled to make ends meet and pay the bills and would blame Liz directly. Of course, the complex technical issue of the looming pensions crisis was not the fault of Liz, but if they hadn’t removed Boris to install Rishi, then Liz would never have been prime minister, and none of it would ever have happened. So in that sense, it wasn’t all Liz’s fault and she apparently was vocal in blaming the ‘deep state’, the concept originally unique to conspiracy theorists but becoming more mainstream by the day since Liz resigned.

			‘Liz was always going to be prime minister for a short time only,’ she says. ‘Gove would tell any journalist who would listen how they were going to remove her and journalists knew it was coming because they know who Gove is linked to. Remember, Gove and Sue Gray [briefly chief of staff to Keir Starmer] are also extremely close. So, is it Labour who are unhappy with the publicity Liz will receive for her book, or is it Sue Gray on behalf of Gove and advising Starmer that this will be a good line of attack because it will give easy copy to journalists and remind people how incompetent the Conservative party has been? Meanwhile, the Sunak squad are terriﬁed that Boris will try and get a seat and are doing everything possible to ensure that doesn’t happen, including letting it be known, if he tries for a seat, he will be blocked.’

			It starts to rain and the casual walkers in St James’s Park begin to scurry past and head for cover. We head for the bin and deposit the cups. Despite the warmth of the coffee, my fingers are frozen.

			‘He won’t last six months if he doesn’t do something radical soon,’ she says.

			‘He’s got twelve months,’ I say. ‘He’d be mad to go early.’

			‘Ha! We’ll have to agree to disagree. I think he’ll be gone long before that. You should consider writing another book because in my thinking, they’re all mad …’

		

		
			Chapter 2

			The Italian Job

			The idea that the corruption in the Conservative party may be far deeper than I realised had been hovering on the edge of my thoughts for some time.

			I had been given chapter and verse on the way in which peerages are sold for money and for favours. But although everyone suspects something fishy is going on, it is too difficult for any journalist to dig deeper as the transactions appear to involve only two people and every transaction is four or five times removed and kept well away from the office of the prime minister, who will finally sign off the nomination. When it comes to appointments, prime ministers to a very large extent depend upon their advisers.

			If it’s an appointment to the House of Lords, the Appointments Committee will approve it and, kerching, it’s part of the reason why the plotters stay, desperate to remain close to power and to have influence, having worked so hard to get there. Being able to hand out honours and peerages is a powerful bargaining tool and can buy you many favours. ‘You know a sniff of political influence can keep a rich man happy for some time because it is a way of spending his money which ordinary people do not have access to,’ Moneypenny, one of my contacts, had once said to me. I was beginning to understand what she meant.

			A foreboding feeling of the end of days is creeping in with everyone involved with the party, but like most, I’m pretending that’s not the case and that something is about to happen to turn everything around. Surely, when MPs return to Westminster after Christmas, there will be a new sense of optimism and hope, they will get their act together and start afresh.

			One thing has become more certain: Rishi will not stay the course to a general election in January 2025, which is the last possible date he can go to the country. Glen Owen at the Mail on Sunday has written about the pasta plotters and what they are hoping to achieve, as well as the role Dougie Smith has played. They are bound to try to remove Rishi somehow, but because he was so much a part of the removal of Boris Johnson, he will know what they are doing and try just as hard to stay one step ahead. Nonetheless, Sunak will have a battle on his hands to survive.

			I arrived for our lunch at Giovanni’s and stood outside the restaurant on a filthy London day, clutching my shopping in Liberty bags in my icy cold fingers. I was waiting to meet my informative friend and shivered as the rain ran off the burgundy awning and down my neck.

			‘Get inside!’ he shouts as he jogs from a black cab and runs up to me. ‘It’s freezing out here.’

			It truly was and the warmth from inside the restaurant could not be more welcoming as we step inside. Sitting at our table, drinks at hand, we both order bianchetti, the fresh whitebait fried in Ligurian olive oil, followed by, for me, the ravioli con ricotta e spinaci, and for him, the fegato con guanciale, which is the calves liver I wish I’d ordered as soon as the meals arrive. I seem to have an inclination for always ordering the wrong dish in a restaurant.

			‘These plotters certainly know how to dine,’ I say as I watch his knife glide through the calves liver as though it were melted butter. ‘So, who pays their bill at the end of the meals they have? If the pasta plotters are just a group of Tory MPs, I can’t see them wanting to fork out.’

			He smiles and shakes his head. ‘Well, they are not all MPs, although of course the Suella (Braverman)-backing MPs are involved, but it’s also the usual group of young Tory boys who always seem to hang around Dougie Smith. When I say always, I mean they change through the decades as they grow up, get proper jobs and move on. The potheads who were helping him during the Jimmy Goldsmith days of the Referendum party are still around, they just wear different clothes and they’ve moved on from weed to cocaine. But now they are in the background and there’s a new lot now, and whereas in the old days they were having sex with copious numbers of young women, today they are mostly gay and having sex with each other, but the constant is that they never grow old and are all still in their twenties. That has remained the same.’

			‘How did they get here?’ I ask as I wave my fork around the restaurant. ‘I don’t mean here, obviously, although I do, I mean how did they get to the point where they decided it’s time to oust Rishi and replace him?’

			‘Oh, that’s all Dougie and the usual agitators. There is a WhatsApp thread called the Evil Plotters.’

			I laugh in disbelief.

			‘Yeah, I thought you would find that funny. Given how often they protested that your book was nonsense, it’s amazing how often they discuss it. Kemi Badenoch is on that WhatsApp group while at the same time denying being a part of any plot to remove Sunak. Question her about it though and you quickly become aware of how the art of plausible deniability is a skill and a tool these guys use to full effect. They are bored of Rishi, or rather Rishi’s team have put distance between Dougie and Rishi and that was never going to end well. Dougie was never going to let Rishi get away with that, and to be fair, Rishi makes it easy for him. Rishi is a really, truly dreadful politician. You know some cabinet ministers compare Rishi to David Brent from The Office? It’s clear Rishi has never seen it, as he apparently spends half his time complaining that he has so many good ideas, so much to say, so much to offer, but that no one will listen to him. I mean, it’s pathetic. They have even got the whips begging MPs to listen to what he’s saying and to give him a chance and the MPs are saying, “That’s the problem, we do listen, and with every word it just gets worse.” He wants them to believe that if he paints a picture of Keir Starmer as a man who is going to destroy the economy and him as the man who will lower taxes and make it all better, people will believe him. How can they? He doesn’t appear to have a tax cutting bone in his body because, let’s face it, after three years of Rishi as chancellor and another as prime minister, we are all so much worse off. He just left the door open for Dougie Smith to walk through.

			‘It’s a surreal situation really, everyone feels as though they are in a parallel universe. It wasn’t supposed to be like this. All the pain we went through was supposed to be for a reason. They told us that all the problems were those of Boris Johnson and then, Liz Truss – I mean, what a fucking disaster she was. But it turns out that was nonsense because with Sunak, it is all so much worse. You
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