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There is no scientific evidence that dogs can understand human speech or that they can communicate with other dogs.

Dog owners who insist that their dogs ‘can understand every word I say’ are misguided.

However, as an old Irish setter said to me recently, ‘Dogs understand human speech only too well and find most of what we have to say to them banal, tedious and patronizing.’

(Camilla to Charles)

‘Darling, do you think a dog knows it’s a dog?’ asked Camilla.

‘It depends what you mean by know,’ said Charles.

Freddie snapped, ‘Of course I know I’m a bloody dog. I eat from a bowl on the floor, I shit in the street…’

‘If you throw live frogs into a pan of boiling water, they will sensibly jump out and save themselves. If you put them in a pan of cold water and gently apply heat until the water boils, they will lie in the pan and boil to death.’

Shami Chakrabarti, Liberty
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Camilla, the Duchess of Cornwall, stood smoking a cheap cigarette on the back doorstep of Number Sixteen Hell Close. It was a cold afternoon in late summer. Occasionally she turned to watch her husband, Charles, the Prince of Wales, clattering the luncheon pots in the red washing-up bowl he’d bought on impulse that morning from the ‘Everything A Pound’ shop. He had borne the bowl home and presented it to her as though it were a precious religious artefact plundered from a sacked city.

As she watched him scrubbing at a Doulton gravy boat, she thought, how little it takes to make him happy, and said, ‘Happy, darling?’ Her voice was husky from years of cigarette smoking and also from sitting up half the night laughing and talking with the next-door neighbours, Beverley and Vince Threadgold.

Vince, a 55-year-old Elvis lookalike, had entertained Camilla and Charles with his terribly amusing stories about Wormwood Scrubs. Charles had said, ‘Prison sounds rather agreeable compared to Gordonstoun School, where I often woke in the night to find my narrow iron bed and rough blankets covered in a light sprinkling of snow from the open dormitory windows.’

Beverley, a big boned woman with hair the colour and texture of straw, had said, ‘You were bleedin’ lucky to ’ave a blanket. I slept under me dad’s army greatcoat.’

Charles had looked so mournful that the laughter had died down, until Camilla had said, ‘Lighten up, darling, and pour us another glass of your delicious turnip wine.’

After a few more glasses, Charles had recovered his spirits and had slipped into his party piece, an extended Goon routine in which he became Fred and forced Camilla into being Gladys. The Threadgolds watched their guests’ improvised performance with stony faces, and were glad when their royal neighbours had staggered next door to their bed.

Camilla asked, ‘How’s the bowl performing, darling?’

‘The bowl is performing absolutely splendidly,’ said Charles.

‘Clever old you for spotting it.’

‘It was on the pavement with a stack of others. One was dazzled by the choice of colours.’

‘You did well, my darling. Red is terribly jolly.’

‘Yes, that’s what I thought. One hovered over the green.’

‘Mmm, green is good, but terribly worthy and a bit reminiscent of Jonathon Porritt, one imagines he has a green washing-up bowl, bought in some dreadful National Trust shop in the Cotswolds.’ Her laugh quickly turned into a cough.

Had she been any other person Charles would have defended his old friend Jonathon Porritt, the National Trust and the Cotswolds, but Camilla was licensed to say exactly what she thought.

She was still coughing; Charles turned worried eyes on her, ‘Are you all right, darling?’

She nodded that she was.

Somehow, the fact that he had chosen a red washing-up bowl felt significant to him. Perhaps, as Laurens Van der Post had urged, he was finally getting in touch with the ‘pagan inside’. He and the long-dead guru had trekked across the Kalahari and sat by a campfire under a vast star-filled sky and talked of what a man needed in order to feel complete in himself. A man must have a passion, they had concluded. Charles remembered the crimson ball of the sun as it sank behind the dunes. Perhaps this metaphysical experience had influenced his choice of washing-up bowl.

Camilla asked, ‘How much was your lovely red bowl, darling?’

Charles said a little tetchily, ‘I did say, I bought it from the “Everything A Pound” shop, darling.’ He blushed, remembering the scene when he had asked the morbidly obese shopowner, Mr Anwar, the same question.

Mr Anwar, irritable after a row with his wife about the Kit Kat wrappers she had found under his bed, said in his public school accent, ‘Tell me, sir. What is the name of my shop?’

Charles had taken a step back on the pavement and read aloud the shop sign displayed in foot-high letters. ‘Everything A Pound.’

Mr Anwar had said, ‘You do not need a degree in semiotics to interpret the signage, Mr Saxe-Coburg-Gotha. Everything in my shop costs exactly, precisely, incontrovertibly, a pound. I repeat, a, that is, one pound.’

Charles, stung by Anwar’s sarcasm and his use of his German family name, had handed him a pound coin and hurried out of the shop.

Charles’s dog, Leo, a Frankenstein-like mixture of many canine breeds, sloped out from beneath the kitchen table and stood by the sink whining and lifting his big wolf’s head towards his master. The dog seemed to get taller every day, thought Charles: it was already, at fourteen weeks, up to his knees. Spiggy, Princess Anne’s husband, the ‘breeder’, had assured Charles that Leo would be, ‘One of them ankle-snappers, what’s good for rattin’.’

Leo whined, ‘I’m hungry.’

Charles said, ‘I know you’re ready to eat, Leo, but can’t you see I’m busy?’

The doorbell rang. Charles, still with his hands in the water, said, ‘Answer that, will you, darling?’

Camilla said, ‘I’m smoking, darling.’

Charles replied with a fixed grin, ‘I’m perfectly aware that you’re smoking, darling, since the smoke is drifting into the kitchen and insinuating itself down to my lungs.’

He gave a little cough and flapped a hand dripping in suds at the pall of tobacco smoke hanging over his head.

Camilla said, raising her voice over the persistent ringing of the doorbell, ‘It’s against the law of the land to carry a lit cigarette through a building, including one’s home, so perhaps you will answer the door.’ She turned her head away before adding, ‘Darling.’

Charles threw a little Spode milk jug into the suds and said, through clenched teeth, ‘I have a washing-up system and I need to concentrate. Why can you not grind out that filthy bloody thing you’re sucking on and answer the door? Darling.’

The doorbell rang again.

Camilla said, a little tearfully, ‘Charlie, my fag time is terrifically important to me. You did agree before we married that I could smoke five fags a day and that I would not be disturbed whilst doing so.’

Charles scrubbed furiously at the perfectly clean Spode jug with the washing-up brush and said, ‘We also agreed to share the housework, but you’ve driven a coach and horses through that agreement.’ He saw the hurt on her face and said in a conciliatory tone, ‘You’re terribly lazy, darling.’

Camilla walked away down the crazy-paving path to the hen coop at the bottom of the narrow, heavily cultivated garden. She stared through the chicken wire at the hens, Eccles and Moriarty, who were pecking at each other in the casually cruel manner of siblings squashed together in the back seat of the family car.

Camilla was not fond of the hens. She disliked their wattled necks and Goon names, their cold eyes, sharp beaks and prehensile claws. She resented the time and money that Charles spent on their upkeep. In her opinion they were ungrateful feathered bastards. She was sick of having to coax Charles out of his disproportionate sense of failure every morning after he returned from the coop, with the egg-collecting basket he insisted on using completely empty.

Her own dogs, Freddie and Tosca, who had produced two litters together, ran out of the house on their little Jack Russell legs. They joined their mistress at the hen coop.

She said to the hens, ‘You’re so bloody ungrateful. He simply lavishes attention on you and yet you refuse to give him one measly egg. It’s terribly unfair, we’re desperately poor.’

Camilla took a last drag on her cigarette and distractedly poked the still-burning stub through the chicken wire. Eccles ran forwards, picked up the burning stub in her beak and then, with a flurry of feathers, leapt on to the roof of the hen house. Camilla laughed when Eccles allowed the cigarette to dangle in the manner of an avian Lauren Bacall.

In the kitchen Charles heard her laughter and smiled with relief. Camilla didn’t bear a grudge – unlike his first wife, who had kept a sulk going for… well, years. He hurried down the path, wiping his hands dry on a tea towel. He had been too hard on her; she’d had servants until very recently, whereas he’d been doing for himself for the last thirteen years, while in exile.

Camilla thought, in the few seconds before Charles saw his precious bird apparently enjoying an imported Chinese copy of a Silk Cut Ultra Low after her dinner, this will make a terribly funny anecdote one day, but the immediate repercussions will be ghastly for poor old me. Charles reached out and spun Camilla round to take her in his arms, and then saw with incredulity that Eccles appeared to be smoking a cigarette and that a fox was sitting behind a row of winter cabbages, staring at him with bold insolence.

Freddie and Tosca crept behind the legs of their mistress; Camilla had never seen a fox at such close quarters, at least not a live one. She’d seen plenty of pieces of dead foxes. She thought to herself, he’s terribly beautiful. The fox stood up, gave a lopsided grin then coolly turned his back, strolled to the corner of the garden and disappeared.

Still on the doorstep, though quickly running out of patience, was the Queen. She was suffering from toothache and wondered if Charles had some oil of cloves in his homeopathic medicine box. She had two dogs with her, both Dorgies (a cross between a Corgi and a Dachshund). One was Susan whom she had inherited from her mother, the other Harris, her own dog, was the son of Harris I, who had accompanied her in the furniture van that had brought her to Hell Close thirteen years before.

‘This is infuriating,’ said the Queen to Harris. ‘Why won’t they answer the door? We know they’re in, don’t we, old boy? We can hear them shouting, can’t we?’

Harris said nothing to the Queen, but he growled. ‘I knew it wouldn’t last.’

Susan yapped, ‘All married couples quarrel. We do!’

‘We quarrel because I’m tired of you,’ said Harris.

‘You’re so cruel,’ whimpered Susan, and ran for comfort to the Queen’s side.

The Queen bent down and stroked Susan’s back, saying, ‘What is it, old girl? What is it?’

Beverley Threadgold, still in her dressing gown at two o’clock in the afternoon, stuck her head out of her bedroom window and shouted down, ‘They’re in the back garden, Liz. They’re having a big row about Camilla’s smoking. Do you want me to tell ’em it’s you at the door?’

Beverley loved a drama, however small. She habitually turned a drama into a crisis, and a crisis into an incident necessitating the attendance of the police, and once the police helicopter.

The Queen said, ‘No, please don’t bother,’ and hurried away down the path.

Beverley shouted after the departing figure of the Queen, ‘We all got pissed last night on Charlie’s parsnip wine. Charlie was tellin’ us about his unhappy childhood. ’Ow ’e ’ad snow on ’is bed at school.’

The Queen said to Harris and Susan, ‘I really wish Charles would stop whining about his childhood to all and sundry. He’s a man of nearly sixty.’

As the Queen passed Beverley’s house, King, a cross Alsatian, leapt up at the front gate and began to bark furiously at the Queen’s dogs. He was a troublemaker, like his mistress.

The Queen’s early training had taught her to blank out unpleasantness so as she walked along Hell Close she didn’t see the obscenities scrawled on the walls or smell the stench of the uncollected rubbish bags on the pavement. The sounds of screaming and domestic arguments did not reach her ears. She could not afford to fully admit to herself that she was living in such dreadful circumstances.

When she was a little princess, her nanny, the beloved Crawfie, had instructed her to whistle a merry tune inside her head when faced with difficult situations.

When she got to Number Twelve, the Queen heard the amplified sound of somebody, a singer she presumed, shouting not lyrics, but threats and exhortations to commit violence. She could not understand Prince Harry’s taste for what he had told her was called ‘gangsta rap’. True, his royal ancestors had been the gangsters of their day. Was it in the genes? As the Queen stood looking up at the house she could feel the vibrations of the music under her feet. The curtains were drawn and the windows appeared to have been attacked recently with eggs. She said to Harris, ‘I told Charles that it was inadvisable to allow the boys to live without supervision. Just look at the place, it looks like a New York tenement.’

The front door opened, releasing a blast of music, and a teenage girl, Chanel Toby, a large-breasted fifteen-year-old with a foghorn voice and artificially coloured and straightened white hair, ran down the front path weeping, closely followed by Prince Harry’s dog, Carling, a red-haired mongrel with lanky legs and a small head. Chanel ran past the Queen and into her grandmother’s at Number Ten. Carling bounced around the Queen’s legs. He was such a harmless fool that Susan and Harris allowed him to continue.

Harris growled, ‘If this was a village, Carling would be the idiot.’

The Queen took Carling by the scruff of the neck and dragged him up the path and pushed him through the open door. It was dark inside, all the Queen could see were several hooded figures and a heavy cloud of strong-smelling tobacco. She slammed the front door shut; it had been a thoroughly unsatisfactory afternoon so far.

As she was letting herself into Number Nine, William drove by in a white pick-up truck on the side of which was emblazoned ‘Arthur Grice, Scaffolding’. She could hear Wagner’s ‘The Ride of the Valkyries’ pouring out of the open windows. He papped the hooter and pulled up.

‘How did it go?’ she asked.

William had been given permission to leave the estate and work on a contract erecting scaffolding, in preparation for converting a Norman church into a casino in Swindon.

‘It was OK,’ said William. ‘We stayed in a Travelodge, the other chaps were terribly nice to me. I took a bit of stick at first because my hands were so soft.’

The Queen said, ‘Was it horribly hard work?’

‘Yes, horribly,’ said William. He held out his hands to show the Queen. They were now cut and calloused, but the Queen could see that he was proud of having completed a week of manual work.

She said nothing to him, but she was proud of the boy. He had lived most of his life on the estate, surrounded by some dreadful people, but had managed somehow to remain law-abiding and utterly charming.
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England was an unhappy land. The people were fearful, believing that life itself was composed of danger, and unknown and unknowable threats to their safety. Old people did not leave their homes after dark, children were not allowed to play outside even in the daylight hours and were escorted everywhere by anxious adults. To make themselves feel better the people spent their money on things that diverted and amused them. There was always something they thought they must have to make them happy. But when they had bought the object of their desire, they found, to their profound disappointment, that the object was no longer desirable, and that far from making them happy, they felt nothing but remorse and the sadness of loss.

To help alleviate the pensions crisis, the laws on euthanasia were liberalized and pensioners contemplating suicide were encouraged by a government information leaflet entitled ‘Make Way for the Young’.

In a desperate attempt to be seen to be ‘doing something’ about crime and social disorder, the Government’s Department of Liveability embarked on a bold programme to convert the satellite council estates into Exclusion Zones, where the criminal, the antisocial, the inadequate, the feckless, the agitators, the disgraced professionals, the stupid, the drug-addicted and the morbidly obese lived cheek by jowl.

The Royal Family, those who had not fled abroad, were living in the Flowers Exclusion Zone (known locally as the Fez) one hundred and nineteen miles from Buckingham Palace, in the East Midlands Region. Arthur Grice, a scaffolding magnate and multi-millionaire, owned and managed the estate; he considered it to be his personal fiefdom. The Royals lived in Hell Close, a cul-de-sac of sixteen small semi-detached ex-council houses. The houses had small front gardens, fenced to waist height. A few of the gardens were lovingly kept. Prince Charles regularly won the Grice Best Kept Garden Award, whereas his neighbours’, the Thread-golds’, garden was an eyesore of old mattresses, vicious brambles and festering rubbish bags.

When Charles offered to clear up and cultivate the Threadgolds’ disgraceful garden, Vince Threadgold said, ‘You ain’t confiscatin’ my land. This ain’t the Middle Ages, an’ you ain’t got no royal prerogative no more.’

Beverley Threadgold had shouted, ‘Anyroad up, there’s field mice nesting in them old mattresses. I thought you was for wildlife!’

A twenty-foot-high metal fence topped with razor wire and CCTV cameras formed the boundary between the back gardens of Hell Close and the outside world. At the only entrance to the Fez, on a triangular piece of muddy ground, squatted a series of interconnected Portakabins, housing the Grice Security Police. The residents of the zone were required to wear an ankle tag and carry an identity card at all times. Their movements were followed by the security police on a bank of CCTV screens, installed in one of the Portakabins.

When Camilla’s tag had been fitted, immediately after her wedding on the estate, she had said, with her usual cheerful pragmatism, ‘I think it flatters my ankle beautifully.’ By contrast, Princess Anne had wrestled two security police to the floor before a third officer had finally managed to attach her tag.

There were many prohibitions and restrictions imposed on the residents of the Fez. A strict curfew had to be adhered to; residents must be inside their homes from 10 p.m. until 7 a.m. at weekends. During the week they must be inside their houses from 9.30 p.m. Residents were not allowed to leave the estate. All correspondence, both in and out of the Exclusion Zone, was read and censored as appropriate. The telephone system did not extend to the outside world. There were only two free-to-view television channels, the Advertising Channel, which showed a few programmes now and then, and the Government News Channel, which, unsurprisingly, had a perceptible bias in favour of the Government.

The Fez heaved with dogs. They were everywhere, running in the streets, gathering on pavements, fighting on the few areas of scrubby grass and guarding their unlovely territory. There was not a single minute, night or day, when a dog was not barking. After a while the human residents no longer heard the noise: it became as much part of them as the sound of their own breathing. It was a continuing mystery as to how some owners managed to acquire their pedigree dogs, which often cost many hundreds of pounds, since all residents received the same weekly allowance of £71.32.

Jack Barker, leader of the Cromwell Party, Prime Minister and architect of the Exclusion Zones, could not get out of bed. It was ten thirty in the morning and he had already missed three appointments. He lay under the duvet in his bedroom at Number Ten Downing Street, listening to Big Ben striking the minutes and hours of his life away.

He was tired, he lived in a permanent state of déjà vu: he felt that everything he said, he had said before. Everything he did had already been done. Most of his trusted colleagues, those who had been elected with him thirteen years before, on a heady mix of idealism and principle, were dead or had resigned. Jack’s wife of twenty-four years, Pat, his childhood sweetheart and political ally, had confronted him one night and accused him of fraternizing with the Devil after he had spent a convivial evening dining with Sir Nicholas Soames at a gentlemen’s club in St James’s. She had screamed, ‘You’re the leader of the Republican Party, for Christ’s sake! You called the fucking cat Tom Paine!’

Soon after Jack’s second election victory, the Republican Party had changed its name. A team of brand management consultants had deliberated for months, at an estimated cost of three million pounds, on the wisdom or otherwise of giving the party a new name. A 402-page report was produced, which almost nobody read in full, but instead turned to the executive summary, which said that, yes, a new name was called for due to constant confusion with the American Republican Government, underlined when Jonathan Ross called the Prime Minister ‘Mr Pwesident’ on Ross’s Friday-night chat show. Another firm of fantastically clever consultants was contracted to think up a new name and logo. This team retired to a country house hotel where they brainstormed for five consecutive days and nights before coming up with the Cromwell Party.

Jack was now married to Caroline, who had fine bones and was the eldest daughter of a baronet, but Caroline found politics ‘tiresome’ and had recently started to criticize the way he held his fork. Jack was slightly afraid of Caroline, her vowels intimidated him and her pillow talk was formidably intellectual. Last night she had thrown Voltaire’s Dictionnaire Philosophique across the bedroom, shouting, ‘Lightweight!’

Jack had looked up from a report on phone tapping (161 Members of Parliament were currently having extramarital affairs), and said, ‘Who’s a lightweight? Me?’

‘No, fucking Voltaire,’ she had said. ‘Enlightenment, my arse!’

Jack had looked at her lovely profile, at her angry, heaving breasts, and felt a twinge of desire, but the last time they had made love, Caroline had said, after they had peeled away from each other, ‘Jack, you make love like a laboratory rat; your body’s there, but your brain is elsewhere!’

If Caroline had a weakness it was her inability to pass a handbag shop. She currently had her name on a waiting list for a black Italian handbag, costing £2,000. When Jack grumbled that she already had eleven black handbags, she screamed, ‘I can’t be seen with last season’s handbag. I’m the wife of the Prime Minister.’

Jack’s mother had used the same navy-blue handbag for forty years. When the handles had become frayed she had taken the bag to a cobbler, who had repaired the handles for one and sixpence. When he told Caroline this, she said, ‘I’ve seen photographs of your mother. She made Worzel Gummidge look positively elegant!’

Caroline had a pale beauty that mesmerized the picture editors of the English newspapers. She appeared on the front pages of most of them on a daily basis, often on the flimsiest of pretexts: ‘CAZ BREAKS NAIL!’ had been one recent headline.

Big Ben struck eleven times. A statement was issued to the press that the Prime Minister was ‘indisposed’. The pound fell against the dollar.

Jack’s Government was sometimes accused of being totalitarian, which made him laugh. He was far from being a Stalin or a Mao; it wasn’t his fault there were no viable opposition parties. He had been forced to detain some of his potential opponents, but only because they had been stirring up trouble. He could not take chances with the security of the country, could he? He was hardly responsible for the political apathy that hung over England like a fog, was he?

A little crowd of agitators, Republican purists, had stirred themselves enough to hold an unlawful protest outside the Palace of Westminster, accusing the Government of revisionism. They had been dealt with but Jack could not help feeling that the tide was about to turn and cut him off from the shore. Perhaps he should not have put Stephen Fry under house arrest. It hadn’t done any good: Fry had continued to mock the Government on the Internet, from his Norfolk home. He should have sent Fry to Turkey to have his cuticles seen to by one of their security forces’ crack manicurists. That would have wiped the smile off Fry’s satirical face. Jack laughed briefly under the duvet, but soon resumed his gloomy thoughts.

His workload was unremitting, remorseless. Just lately, Jack had begun to fantasize about walking away from his desk and never going back. Let some other poor bastard make the decisions, chair the meetings, deal with the arseholes and fools he was surrounded by. Had nobody noticed he was going mad? Were they unaware that he had developed a tick in his right eyelid? That he was forgetting the simplest of words? Didn’t the strain show in the way that he occasionally found himself weeping real tears in public? What did they think he was doing when they saw him mopping his eyes?

He was not a quitter; he couldn’t give the job up of his own volition. His mother’s last words had been, ‘Jack, get rid of the monarchy.’ Though this was disputed by others round her deathbed, who thought she had said, ‘Jack, give Sid me front-door key.’ It was hard to be sure because of her oxygen mask.

He knew the Chancellor was after his job. Jack wished Fletcher would make his move and stick a metaphorical dagger in his back; he couldn’t do it to himself. He couldn’t let his mother down. He pulled the duvet over his head and reviewed the past thirteen years. He’d failed to win England’s independence from America; he was spending billions on an asymmetrical intractable war in the Middle East. The roads and motorways were almost at a standstill. He was still subsidizing British farmers for doing fuck all. The rich were vastly richer, and the poor seemed to be morphing into a deviant subculture. The one thing he could be proud of though, Jack thought, was the removal from British life of hereditary titles. He had, with the stroke of a pen, destroyed the monarchy, forever.
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Inspector Clive Lancer, the senior officer in Arthur Grice’s private police force, was giving new recruit Dwayne Lockhart an induction to the Flowers Exclusion Zone. Dwayne was uncomfortable, not only because his uniform was slightly too small for his lanky body but also because he knew most of the people in the Fez and from now on he was expected to order them about and report them for various misdemeanours. As the two men walked around the almost deserted streets, a little plane circled overhead.

‘Spotter plane,’ said Inspector Lancer, throwing back his huge head. ‘He’s doing aerial photography, looking for illegal sheds.’

‘Is it against the law to have a shed now?’ asked Dwayne.

‘It is if they’ve not got planning permission and they’re evading council tax. A shed counts as a home improvement,’ said the inspector. Sensing Dwayne’s disapproval, Lancer said, ‘We’ve got to keep on top of the scum, lad. Give ’em an inch an’ they’ll thieve the sodding ruler.’

Dwayne thought, yesterday I was one of ‘the scum’, the only difference between then and now is that I’ve took this job and had my tag took off official. I can go where I want now.

He couldn’t wait to visit the lending library in the town. He had heard that there were thousands of books on the shelves.

They walked down Bluebell Lane; known locally as Slapper Alley because of the preponderance of teenage mothers living there.

‘We’re on slapper territory now, lad,’ said Inspector Lancer. ‘Some of these slappers can intoxicate a man and make him lose his head. You’re replacing Taffy Jones, who was lured on to the metaphorical rocks by a slapper called Shyanne Grubbett.

‘Taffy told me at the disciplinary hearing that he took one look at her white tracksuit, stilettos and hooped earrings and he was already halfway to losing his job. When she unzipped her tracksuit top and he saw her knockers spilling out of her skimpy Nike vest, he said he was lost.

‘So keep your guard up, lad. The Jezebels are always waiting for fresh meat.’

Dwayne was extremely well read, but as was so often the case, he was relatively sexually inexperienced. There had been a few fumblings with an older girl at school, but he was still technically a virgin.

Inspector Lancer said, ‘We’ll stop here and wait for a slapper to come along. I want to demonstrate stop and search procedure.’

They leaned against a wall covered in obscene and possibly libellous graffiti about a woman called Jodie and her relationship with her dog. It wasn’t long before a sweet-faced girl pushing a fat baby in a buggy came towards them.

Lancer sprang to attention and said, ‘Right, I’ll demonstrate a female stop and search.’ He held his arm out and the girl sighed and stopped. Lancer said, ‘First, ascertain the name and tag registration number of the suspect.’

The girl said, automatically, ‘Paris Butterworth, B9176593,’ and produced her ID card. She pointed at the baby, who was chewing at the corner of an unopened packet of Monster Munch crisps. ‘’E’s Fifty-cents Butterworth. ’E ain’t been tagged yet, ’e ain’t old enough.’

Lancer said, ‘Ask to see the baby’s ID, Dwayne. You can’t believe what these slappers tell you.’

Dwayne said, ‘Would you mind if I had a look at Fifty-cents’ ID, Miss Butterworth?’

She unzipped the baby’s mini-anorak, delved beneath his sweatshirt and pulled out an ID card hanging from a blue ribbon. Two of the card’s corners had obviously been chewed.

Lancer examined the card closely and said, ‘Note the damage to this card, Dwayne.’ Then he said to Paris, ‘That is damage to government property. I could give you an on-the-spot fine for that.’

Paris said indignantly, ‘’E’s teethin’, ’e’s chewin’ owt ’e gets ’is ’ands on.’

Lancer said quickly, ‘We’ll let it go this time, Miss Butterworth. Right, having ascertained the identity of the suspects, we proceed to the search. In the absence of a female officer we must proceed carefully, Dwayne. So, avoiding the obvious erogenous zones, give Butterworth a quick pat down.’

Dwayne and Paris exchanged a glance. Dwayne thought, she’s got lovely eyes.

‘You’re looking for drugs, stolen goods, concealed weapons and bomb-making materials,’ said Lancer.

Paris said, ‘As if! I wouldn’t know a bomb-making material if it come up an’ smacked me in the gob.’

Lancer said, ‘Al Qaeda are known to have infiltrated slapper society in the past, Dwayne. So we take no chances.’

Lancer took his truncheon out and pointed with it at various parts of Paris’s slim body, before saying, ‘Now you pat her down, Dwayne.’

Dwayne tentatively ran his hands around her waist and shoulders, down her back and around her shins. He could feel her trembling and said, ‘Sorry.’

Lancer continued, ‘Then, once you are satisfied that the suspect is not concealing anything on her person, we search the baby.’

Dwayne bent down and said, ‘Hello, Fifty-cents. Can I tickle your tummy, eh?’

Fifty-cents stared back warily. He wasn’t keen on men. Men shouted and made his mother cry. Dwayne quickly ran his hands around the squashy body of the stern-faced baby, finding nothing unusual apart from a chewed-up plastic giraffe, which had fallen inside his vest. Dwayne held the model giraffe out to Paris; she took the animal from him and said, ‘’E’s mad ’bout giraffes.’

Inspector Lancer searched the bag that was hanging from the handles of the buggy and pulled out a letter addressed to Mohammed Yousaf at Wakefield Prison. He handed the letter to Dwayne and said, ‘Why am I going to confiscate this letter, Dwayne?’

Dwayne tried to remember the half an hour that had been devoted to correspondence in his week’s training. He said, ‘Residents of an Exclusion Zone are prohibited from corresponding with serving prisoners.’

Lancer said, ‘You’re a naughty girl.’

Paris’s face crumpled, and she began to weep. Nothing in Dwayne’s training had prepared him for this situation. He stood awkwardly, not knowing what to do.

Paris sobbed. ‘It’s Mohammed’s birthday next week.’

‘Well, I’m sure we’ll all wish him many happy returns,’ said Lancer. ‘Be on your way.’

Dwayne wanted to apologize to Paris. He hoped that she could see from his expression when he looked at her, that he would not have confiscated her letter. He didn’t know how long he could stand this job if today was anything to go by. Paris zipped up the baby’s coat, gave him the giraffe and walked away in the direction of the shops.

As Dwayne and Lancer were crossing the patch of grass in front of the One-Stop Centre, Camilla approached them, followed by Freddie, Tosca and Leo. She said to Lancer, ‘Inspector, could you tell me the time, please? My watch has packed in.’

Lancer said, ‘Before I tell you the time, madam, I should warn you that there is now a charge for this service.’

Camilla said, ‘How extraordinary. All I’m asking of you is that you glance at your watch and tell me the time.’

Dwayne sneaked a look at his own watch. It was 11.14 a.m.

Lancer said, ‘We are a public–private partnership and if we want to stay in business we have to charge for our services.’

Camilla said, ‘So how much are you going to charge for telling me the time?’

Lancer answered, ‘There is now a standard charge of one pound an enquiry.’

‘A pound!’ said Camilla. ‘That’s outrageous.’

Lancer said, ‘So you no longer want to know the time?’

‘No,’ said Camilla. ‘I can see from the position of the sun that it’s almost midday.’

Dwayne pulled the cuff back from his right wrist, exposing his watch. Then pretended to shield his eyes from the wintry sun.

Camilla said, ‘Ah, I see it’s eleven fifteen. Thank you, Constable.’

Leo lolloped over to Dwayne and dropped a stick he’d been carrying in his mouth at Dwayne’s feet. Dwayne picked up the slimy stick and hurled it as far as he could. The three dogs raced towards the stick, which had come to rest in a patch of mud.

Camilla said to Dwayne, ‘I hope you’re not going to charge me for throwing that stick.’

‘No,’ said Dwayne. ‘There will be no charge.’

When Leo brought the stick back and dropped it again at Dwayne’s feet, Lancer said, ‘Leave the stick where it is, lad. We’ve work to do.’

Walking on, they came to a district that was separated from the rest of the Flowers Estate by a high wall.

‘This,’ said Lancer, as he turned a key in a door in the wall, ‘keeps the kiddie fiddlers penned up and out of harm’s way.’

He opened the door and they walked through. Dwayne had expected to see furtive-looking men in greasy overcoats maundering around the streets, but to his surprise the men here looked as ordinary as the men on the rest of the estate.

When he remarked on this to Lancer, he was further surprised when Lancer said, ‘Most of the poor sods are as innocent as a lamb in springtime, lad.’

Dwayne said, ‘What are they doing in here then, sir?’

‘Malicious ankle-snappers have borne false witness against these poor blokes, boy. The evil little tykes have led ’em on and once they’ve eaten their sweeties they’ve gone squawking to ChildLine.’

Dwayne said nothing, but he wanted to defend abused children. His swimming teacher had often fumbled inside Dwayne’s Speedos, claiming he was checking for genital abnormalities. After a quick tour of the area housing the struck-off professionals (where Lancer and Dwayne were abused by a human rights lawyer who shouted, ‘You’re the puppets of a police state!’), they arrived back at the Control Centre. Inspector Lancer scanned Paris’s letter into a computer, showing Dwayne how to do it. The letter said:


Hi Mohammed,

I have wrote you a poem for your birthday, don’t laugh. I writ it last night when Fifty-cents was asleep. It took me a long time, I had to keep checking the spelling in that dictionary I nicked from school.

                   How do I love thee?

                   Let me count the ways.

                   I love thee to the…



Dwayne realized from the second line that she had attributed the authorship of Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s famous poem to herself. He was bitterly disappointed in Paris.

Lancer said, ‘That’s not a bad poem. I wonder where she went to school?’

He keyed in Paris’s name and registration number and the screen came up with Paris’s life history:


Name: Paris Butterworth (19).
Father: Lee Butterworth (47), recidivist, prescribed methadone, currently unemployed.
Mother: Lorna Butterworth (51), currently employed at Grice-A-Go-Go as cloakroom attendant, many convictions for petty theft.
Sister: Chelsey Butterworth (19), pole dancer.
Sister: Tropez Butterworth (12), Arthur Grice Academy.
Brother: Dallas Butterworth (4), special needs nursery.
Paris Butterworth: 5' 1", 8 stone 3 lbs.
Medical record: Bronchitis every winter, otherwise healthy.
Menstrual cycle: First week of every month, complains of severe pain.
History: Unsettled at nursery school, constantly cried for mother. At four years could not handle eating implements. Vocabulary v. poor, when showed a picture of a cow could not name it.

Poor standard of hygiene, frequently wore dirty clothes and inadequate shoes for bad weather. Placed on at-risk register after mother could not satisfactorily explain large areas of bruising on buttocks and lower back.
Age eleven: Failed government targets for reading and writing.
Skills: Showed some aptitude for maths and art.
Arthur Grice Academy: Paris caught up with her peers under the tutorage of her English teacher. Her project on Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s dog, Flush, earned her a pass in English Literature. However, she failed four other subjects and was permanently excluded from the academy when seven months pregnant.
Present circumstances: Lives alone with ten-month-old male child, Fifty-cents Lee Butterworth.
Father of the child: Unknown.
Current boyfriend: Mohammed Yousaf, currently in high-security wing of Wakefield Prison serving an indefinite sentence for potential terrorist activities – unusually large quantity of fertilizer found in outhouse of parents’ home. Father claimed fertilizer was for tomatoes. Attending officer reported unusually large quantity of tomatoes growing in greenhouse. Mohammed Yousaf arrested because had funny look in eye, had beard and was verbally abusive. Yousaf resisted arrest and anti-terrorist squad were called to attend before he was restrained.
Butterworth’s income: Standard single mother’s allowance £84.50 weekly. Butterworth now spends her time looking after the baby and watching property programmes on television. Non-smoker. Sexual status: Heterosexual. No sexual activity since birth of son.



Dwayne was pleased to find out that Paris had been chaste for such a long period. He scrolled on and was amazed to find that records of all Paris’s purchases had been listed. She seemed to buy an inordinate amount of Monster Munch crisps.

When he expressed his amazement at the extent of the information kept, Lancer said, ‘Vulcan knows everything about us, lad. It’s like a lovely warm duvet on a cold night.’

‘Vulcan is the god of fire and metalwork,’ said Dwayne, who had not yet realized that imparting such facts would not endear him to his superiors.

Lancer said, ‘Vulcan is a policeman’s best friend.’

Dwayne said, ‘Isn’t it a bit… well… intrusive?’

‘I’ll tell you what is intrusive, Lockhart, and that’s a bleeding terrorist bomb!’ said Lancer. ‘What you’ve got to take on board, lad, is that we’re living in tomorrow’s world, today. We are science fiction. The Yanks have got satellites that can guide a thead through a fuckin’ needle!’

Dwayne glanced out of the window at the grey clouds hanging over the Fez.

Another new recruit, Peter Penny, asked anxiously, ‘Can the spy satellite see through curtains, sir?’ He was remembering last night’s humiliation when he had persuaded his wife of three years to try a daring new sexual position.

‘Curtains?’ asked Inspector Lancer scornfully.

‘Yes,’ said Peter Penny, ‘thick, velvet curtains with a lining.’

Lancer shook his head. Was this rookie an idiot? ‘The new satellites can see inside a fucking mountain! They can pick up a whisper. They’re listening to us now.’

‘Who is?’ asked Dwayne.

Lancer activated the camera at the bottom of Prince Charles’s garden and watched Charles pleading with his hens to give him an occasional egg. He said, ‘The Yanks. The Chinese. The Russians. The French. The Arabs. The World.’

‘And are we listening to them?’

‘Of course we are,’ said Lancer.

Dwayne wouldn’t let it go. ‘So everybody knows everything?’ he asked.

Lancer watched Charles walk discontentedly up the garden path and go into his kitchen and said, ‘We have to work on that premise, lad, yes.’

‘So what’s the point?’

‘Ah, now that I can’t tell you, Dwayne. As an employee of a public–private partnership I’m subject to commercial confidentiality.’

Dwayne Lockhart was a local man who had made good. Unable to read at the age of eleven, he had transferred to the Arthur Grice Academy and been taught the basics of reading and writing by Mr Nutting, a shambolic eccentric English teacher who made the children laugh and kept order in the classroom by raising an eyebrow. To Dwayne’s distress, Mr Nutting was sacked for ‘failing to adhere to the national curriculum’. Before he left he told his classes that they must read at least one book a week. ‘Books should be as vital to you as food, water and oxygen,’ he said.

He had given them all a sheet of paper on which was written a list of the books he wanted them to read. Dwayne still kept the paper inside his wallet. He had read all of the books on the list, but he kept the paper because Mr Nutting had scrawled on the bottom of his booklist: ‘Dwayne, nobody can choose the family they are born into. Both of my parents were alcoholics. You are an intelligent lad. Don’t waste your life. Yours, Simon Nutting.’

Dwayne had told nobody else in the class that Mr Nutting’s parents were alkies or that Mr Nutting had put it down in writing that he, Dwayne Lockhart, was intelligent, but he read the words to himself when his own parents were drunk and fighting in the street, when they called him a fucking gay boff because he was always reading.

When Dwayne and Peter Penny were alone in front of a bank of cameras in the surveillance room, Peter said, ‘What are we looking for?’

Remembering Inspector Lancer’s mini-lecture on surveillance, Dwayne said, ‘Unusual or suspicious behaviour.’

Peter said, ‘But everybody on the screen looks suspicious.’

Dwayne agreed, he was looking at the on-screen image of Charles and Camilla’s living room. Charles was writing at a small bureau. Camilla was talking to one tall and two small dogs as if they were not only human beings but had valid opinions. ‘So you think I should have my highlights done, do you, Leo?’

Dwayne could not resist zooming in on the journal Charles was writing.


September 25th

Still no eggs. iam at my wits' end. What more can I do? I have provided the hens with a decent diet and a splendid coop. I lavish attention on them, but nothing back – they barely acknowledge my existence. I am utterly crushed by their ingratitude.

Camilla and I had an extremely distressing row earlier. I was left trembling and near to tears. God knows, I am the most tolerant of men, but I am finding her inability to stop smoking increasingly irritating. The sight of Eccles, one of God's innocent creatures, with a cigarette hanging from her beak caused me intolerable pain.

Camilla and i are now reconciled, although I notice it was not me she consulted about the advisability of highlights, but Leo – who is ill-qualified to give advice on hair. His own coat is permanently bedraggled however much i brush it.



Dwayne wondered if somebody, somewhere had watched him struggling to write poetry in his bedroom or playing air guitar in front of the mirrored wardrobe door. He blushed at the thought of what else they might have seen.
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Violet Toby, the Queen’s next-door neighbour, best friend and confidante, had dropped in to complain to the Queen that Prince Harry had called her granddaughter Chanel a ‘minging spag’ and if he ever got to be king, he would lock her in the Tower of London and order her ‘minging head to be chopped off’.

The Queen said, ‘That’s highly unlikely to happen, Violet, since we live in a republic. And anyway, Harry will be king only over my dead body.’

Violet the pedant lifted her swollen feet on to a tapestry-covered footstool and adjusted the skirt of her navy and white polka-dot dress. The Queen noticed that there was a strip of white showing at the roots of Violet’s otherwise red hair.

Violet said, ‘Charles will be king over your dead body. And if Charles fell under a bus?’

The Queen said, ‘Then of course William would be king.’

‘And if William fell off some scaffolding…’ said Violet ‘…and broke his neck and died?’

The Queen said bleakly, ‘Given those unlikely circumstances, then Harry would be king. Unless, of course, William has married by then and had children.’

Violet said, ‘Well that ain’t likely, is it? ’E’s not even courtin’.’

The Queen gave a deep sigh, imagining Harry and his hoody friends on the balcony of Buckingham Palace swigging from cans of lager and giving the crowd below the V sign. She said to Violet, ‘We must find a wife for William.’

The conversation turned to the Queen’s toothache and then to teeth in general.

‘I ’ad a set of false teeth for my twenty-first birthday,’ said Violet. ‘Mam and Dad bought the top set and the rest of the family clubbed together an’ bought the bottom.’

Violet gnashed her porcelain teeth at the Queen. ‘The dentist didn’t want to take me teeth out. He said they were perfect, but me dad said, “No. I want all ’er teeth took out, an’ false ’uns put in. It’ll save her trouble later in life.” ’

The Queen was horrified. She said, ‘What a beastly thing to do.’

Violet bridled, ‘No, Dad were right. I’ve ’ad a lot of trouble in my life, with money, men an’ our Barry, but I’ve never lost a day’s work, or a night’s sleep, with toothache.’

The Queen momentarily felt a little jealous of Violet’s teeth. She had spent a very unpleasant night wishing that Mr Barwell, by royal appointment, dental surgeon to the Queen, was still on call. At the slightest twinge, Barwell would be flown in the royal jet to wherever she was staying. Now, thought the Queen bitterly, she had no dentist at all. Mr Patel, the National Health Service dentist, had recently escaped from the Fez and nobody had taken his place.

Violet said, ‘I know a woman what takes her own teeth out with a pair of pliers, do you want me to have a word with ’er?’

‘Goodness, no, it sounds terribly dangerous.’

‘No, it’s dead safe, she sterilizes the pliers first, in a pan of boiling water.’

They were sitting in the Queen’s tiny front room on matching Louis XVI armchairs next to the gas fire. They were waiting for Emmerdale to come on the television. It was going to be a double episode. This one-off special had been trailed all week. The whole population of Emmerdale Village were to go on a coach outing to an agricultural show in a fictional county. The trails had shown the villagers having a jolly singsong, then cut to the coach braking to avoid a stray sheepdog. There had been close shots of various actors/villagers screaming as the coach slid down an embankment on to a railway line below. The Queen and Violet were avid to find out which of their favourite characters would survive the accident.

Harris and Susan were also waiting; they were curious to find out what was to happen to the dog. Violet’s dog, Micky, a gruff-faced, ginger mongrel with a tail that curled on to his back, was not allowed inside the Queen’s house; Micky was emotionally unstable, and given to sudden irrational outbursts of aggression. He sat on the Queen’s doorstep patiently waiting for Violet to come out.

To change the subject from teeth, the Queen asked how Barry was, Violet’s delinquent forty-five-year-old son.

Violet sighed. ‘He’s got a psychiatric social worker now, a woman. And according to Barry, this woman says Barry’s problems are all my fault. She says, locking him in the understairs cupboard when he was a little kid has made him want to destroy authority, and has gave him a syndrome.’

The Queen said, ‘Charles blames me and his father for most of the problems he’s had in his life. He claims he was neglected, which is terribly unfair. We saw him at least once a day when we were in the country, and his nanny adored him.’

Violet said, ‘I think Barry should be locked up. I’m ’aving to hide all my lighters and matches again.’

The Queen nodded sympathetically. Charles was troubled, but as far as she knew he was not an arsonist. The Queen qualified many of her observations about people by saying, ‘As far as one knows.’ Even members of her own family seemed to have so many secrets. She had a few herself.

A burst of dramatic, urgent-sounding music caught the two women’s attention immediately. A news band at the bottom of the screen said in fat red letters ‘Breaking News’.

Violet said, ‘Now what?’ She was sick of having her programmes interrupted by real life. She never watched the news out of choice. Who wanted to know about wars and disasters? She couldn’t do anything to stop them, could she? So why worry herself, she was already on three blood pressure tablets a day.

The leader of the Conservative Party, a grey man in a grey suit, had resigned in order to spend more time with his latest family, and a new leader, a fresh-faced youngish man with a shock of luxuriant black hair, had taken his place. He was ‘Boy’ English.

‘Good gracious,’ said the Queen. ‘It’s Boy. His father ran a stud at Newmarket, his grandmother was one of my ladies-of-the-bedchamber.’

Boy was being interviewed by the BBC’s senior political correspondent. ‘And what is at the top of your political agenda, Mr English?’ asked the bespectacled reporter.

‘I want to restore the monarchy,’ said Boy. ‘I want to see Her Majesty, Queen Elizabeth, back on the throne, and I want to see Jack Barker and the Cromwellians consigned to the dustbin of history.’

When the Queen didn’t say anything, Violet said, ‘Well, I ain’t voting for ’im. I’d sooner casserole me own arm than vote Tory, an’ anyway, I don’t want to lose you, Liz.’

Half an hour later, the villagers from Emmerdale lay trapped inside the wreckage of their coach as an express train hurtled towards them. The Queen was still thinking about Boy’s loyal statement. Even the melodramatic death of the village idiot, played by an actor she had never liked, could not engage her full attention.

Camilla was at the bottom of the garden, in the dark, poking at a smouldering bonfire of wet leaves with a long stick. She had always loved the autumn. She was glad to put away her summer clothes and throw on a baggy sweater, jeans and wellingtons. In the old days, when her affair with Charles was still a secret from the public, she had lived for fox-hunting days. She would rise early to begin the ritual of dressing: in the tight jodhpurs, the white high-necked shirt, the fitted red coat with the brass buttons. And last, but best of all, the tight, black knee-high riding boots.

She knew she looked good in the saddle and was regarded by her fellow huntsmen as a fearless rider. When she strode from the house towards the stables, whip in hand, her breath visible in the frosty air, she felt contained and powerful, and if she was honest with herself, there was the tiniest frisson of sexual excitement. With a horse between her legs and the open countryside in front of her, surrounded by friends she could trust with her life, she experienced a sort of ecstasy; and how wonderful it was to return to a warm house at twilight, to lie in a hot bath with a drink and a fag and, occasionally, Charles.

She heard a noise and looked up from the fire to see a pair of black and gold eyes staring into her own. The fox was back. She waved the blackened end of the stick towards it and shouted, ‘Bugger off.’ Then she saw that it had a companion.

Beverley Threadgold shouted from her back door, ‘Camilla, we’re all coughin’ our bleedin’ lungs up in ’ere.’

The foxes turned their backs and disappeared into the night.

When Camilla went indoors, after dousing the bonfire, Charles was sitting in the front room, composing a letter at the small writing bureau. She could see from the wastepaper basket next to him that he had already gone through several drafts.

She decided not to mention the foxes; he was obviously in a state of anxiety. Instead, she asked, ‘Who are you writing to, darling?’

‘The milkman,’ said Charles. ‘I’ve been through several drafts, I’ve written and rewritten the damn thing so many times, and don’t know how to end it.’

Camilla picked up the last draft and read:


Dear Milkman,

Awfully sorry to inconvenience you, but would it be at all possible to change our order for today (Thursday) and have two bottles of semi-skimmed instead of our usual one?

If this addition to our usual order leaves you in the ghastly position of being overstretched as far as your stock is concerned, then please do not worry. I would be simply devastated if my request gave you a moment’s anxiety or inconvenienced you in the slightest.

May I just add that your cheery whistle in the morning, and in all weathers, somehow exemplifies the very essence of the indomitable British character.



When she finished reading, Charles said, ‘Do I sign it “Sincerely, Charles”, or “With best wishes”, or “Yours respectfully”, because I do respect him, or what?’




















Author’s Note

Queen Camilla is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used entirely fictitiously.
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