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The party was not what it had been; even I, ever the tribalist, can admit that. Once upon a time it had led governments and won wars and ended grand injustices and held the Kaiser to account. It had been a party of Great Men animated by Great Ideals. But that time passed long ago. Now, as elections come and go, the other parties are dealt an approximately even hand of defeats and victories, a steady ebb and flow; for my party there is only ebb, steady erosion mediated by occasional, temporary, reprieves. 

As it will, the party holds on in some places. Places that can’t bear the alternatives; places that have always fancied themselves a little different and want an MP who is, perhaps, a little different too; and places where time moves more slowly, places where news of the party’s atrophying vote-share is slow to arrive. People in these places seem to age a little more slowly, too – they might say that they remember the war, but no-one ever stops to ask which. People in these places still value Great Men. 

The isle of Netta is just one such place. When I was first sent there, the party considered it so safe that no candidate had visited it in – at best guess – twenty years. It does not matter who sits in Downing Street, what the issues of the day are, who the local candidate is, who leads the party – conventional wisdom dictated that Netta would deliver us the votes. It sits on the edge of the Eastern Isles constituency, which the party had held in one form or another since the Great Reform Act. The bulk of the population, voting and otherwise, lived in a series of dour seaside towns on the mainland. The business in these parts is fishing – not much tourism up here – but time is not so very slow on the coast, and people were beginning to do things differently. Shop differently, eat differently, dress differently, vote differently. 

Duncan Leaman, edging into his late fifties far from gracefully, had held the seat with no great aplomb since his youth, but a general election was coming. The nationalists had fielded a strong candidate, a local primary school teacher, and a little less two years before something very strange had happened. In an insignificant council by-election on the isle of Netta, close to 95% of voters had spoilt their ballots. The nationalists found themselves unprecedentedly victorious. From an electorate of some 700, their candidate had claimed just 11 votes – all of them, if anyone had bothered to check, by post. I think of that election often; of how strange it is that such a small, uninteresting, municipal thing could prove to be such a catalyst in so many lives, including my own.

The party looked at that result and realised that perhaps Duncan Leaman was not as safe as had been thought. Somewhere in the sprawling mess of paper and ink and logistics at the party’s head office, some figures shuffled from one column to another, and it was decided that at the next general election Netta was to be allocated its first ever campaign organiser. Nothing more than this – an anomalous council election, the funding for a short-term contract, and the newly precarious position of a life-long backbencher – set in train the strange series of events which took me to the isle of Netta. The events which would eventually find me sitting here, in my office late in the evening. It is dark outside the windows, the Thames glinting black, as I sit, readying myself to tell my story. I am alone; the carpets are thick and in the corridor outside the lights are off and it is still, still throughout the building, still throughout the palace and the chamber, but I know that I am watched. I am always watched. 

2.

The party had, as far as I knew, never sent any staff to Netta. Until then, we had never needed to. It is perhaps an understatement to say that I was not particularly pleased when I learned where I was being sent. We organisers had our postings listed on a board in party head office, a day out from the Prime Minister’s announcement of a snap general election, and we fought and shoved for the clearest view like sharp-elbowed A-level students. The postings would dictate the shape of our lives for the next few months, and perhaps longer still; this old fashioned board covered in rough felt and drawing pins contained the bottled fates of the twenty or so young adults jockeying about hopefully in front of it, wanting to see and hardly daring to look. We all wanted winnable seats and prestige and coverage and charismatic candidates – people who were really going somewhere and might feasibly take us with them.

Mid-way down the list was my name. Christopher M. – Eastern Isles Constituency. There was a pink post-it note next to my name. It read: See Stephen Re: Netta office. About me I heard my colleagues commenting ruefully, or celebrating, or slinking off for a silent cup of tea – or something stronger – to contemplate what the posting and the election would bring.

I peeled off the post-it note and thought about my single encounter with Duncan Leaman MP. It had been at party conference, maybe two years before. I had watched a tired-looking barman refuse him service at a little after two in the afternoon. He had then attempted to lead the bar in a chorus of ‘Scotland the Brave’ before his haggard-looking office manager arrived and suggested he go and have a quiet lie-down in his hotel room. Rumours sometimes swirled about Leaman, his conduct, in the subterranean world of the party; for whatever reason they never quite made it to the surface, out into the press, out into the world beyond. People who are really going somewhere, I thought bitterly, and set off to see Stephen, Re: Netta Office.

Stephen was a regional coordinator, and his large office was a mess, full of constituency maps, filing cabinets overflowing with voter lists and targeting data and highlighters and pens and drafts for leaflets and all of the small, individually insignificant things that constitute what it takes to win an election – or, at least, to attempt to win an election. I knocked lightly and poked my head round the door. The smell of ink and sweat and cups of coffee gone cold drifted over me in a gentle bank.

“I got this note to see you about the Netta office, whatever that may be?”

Stephen looked up at me with profoundly bloodshot eyes. People had expected an election soon, some unspecified soon, but that had not made anyone any more prepared when the announcement had finally come. I doubted whether Stephen had slept in the last forty-eight hours; I could see the remains of several meals in the process of retreating under the ever-expanding flow of paper, pictured with ease him snatching moments of sleep curled up in his office chair. He had that drawn, slightly nasal public-school Scot accent, an accent that didn’t quite suit the spitfire pace at which he addressed me: “Yes – Christopher. Chris. Hi. I got an email from Duncan, that’s Duncan Leaman, and various others about this yesterday – we’re going to have you based out of our offices on Netta, it’s one of the islands. Isles? I’m not sure. Not so much an office as a community hall, really, but someone remembered that the party part-owned it, so in you’ll be going.”

At this point, I remember thinking that being on an island had a certain appeal. I pictured heather on hillsides and glinting seas and the opening credits of Balamory, and thought that at least it might be different to the Midlands city in which I’d slogged out the last election. 

“That sounds fine, of course; what’s an election without a dusty community hall anyway?” I half-laughed and Stephen half-smiled at my lame joke, not quite managing to hide the slightly pained look on his face. 

“Yes, quite. Some not-great news though – we’re actually going to have you staying there, in the hall. We’ll reimburse you for a camp bed, or a sleeping bag, or whatever, but we couldn’t actually find anyone on the island to put you up. And Duncan is adamant that you need to be on the island.”

I didn’t really know what to say. I wanted to say I don’t want to live in a fucking Scout hall on some island and campaign for some gin-sodden political nobody for eight weeks, but I didn’t have much choice. Party comes first. This was where I was to be sent. This was where I was needed.

“Why do they want me on the island again?” I was wracking my brains for what I knew about the Eastern Isles, not particularly fruitfully. “Isn’t that only a small part of the constituency?”

Stephen sighed and looked at me. He was approaching forty, a mid-set man in a stained fleece. He was the future once. 

“Last set of local elections, Netta went from total support to 94% spoilt ballots. Deliberately spoilt – if that’s replicated at a general election, we’ll lose the seat. The nationalist vote is getting stronger and stronger on the mainland; Netta is becoming more important. And if there is a repeat, not only would we lose – we’d lose to no-one. A landslide for nihilism. It’d look...” Stephen trailed off. “Abysmal.”

I asked the obvious question. “Why so many spoilt ballots? Was it some single issue, protest thing, or – what?” I was thinking of my last constituency again, and the distressing three days when I had thought that the uproar over the scrapping of the local library’s bookmobile would send my candidate to an early political grave. I shuddered involuntarily. That bookmobile used to haunt my dreams.

“Nope, that’s the thing. No-one knows. Not even the good people of Netta themselves seem to know.” He looked at his watch and I, in turn, checked mine. It was a little after 11am. It was a Tuesday.

Stephen spoke: “You’re on a train out of Victoria at 5pm. Change in Glasgow tonight, and be in line to catch the 9am sailing to Netta tomorrow morning. You should head home now and pack.”

I nodded dumbly.

“Good luck, Christopher. It’s going to be a long campaign.”

“Same to you, Stephen.”

3.

And so I found myself on the waterfront in one of the unscenic fishing villages of the Eastern Isles constituency shortly before 8am on a bland Wednesday morning in May. The hours since my meeting with Stephen had been a blur of train-station WHSmiths, scuffed floors and clipped voices announcing stop after stop, the announcer’s accent shifting almost imperceptibly with each transfer. I had slept in uncomfortable snatches, but I had arrived to the start of a fine, late spring day. It was bright, and the sea was clear and calm, and, some 2.8 miles across the water I could see the isle of Netta.

The bus had dropped me and my negligible luggage off with more than an hour to spare before the sailing. This time was to be taken up with a meeting with the key player himself. Bobbing towards me down the quayside, dodging bollards and taking care not to disturb the enormous gulls that were dotted about, was none other than Duncan Leaman, Member of Parliament for the Eastern Isles and chair of the all-party parliamentary group for mustelids and their welfare. He was a rotund man with a vivid whiskey nose and an unusually round, fleshy mouth, the two of which combined to give the impression that someone had painted a scarlet exclamation point down the centre of his face. He had a reputable thatch of sandy ginger hair for a man of his age and a pair of bright white eyebrows. Facially, there was a lot going on. 

“Christopher!” he greeted me heartily, “I understand you’re here to save my vote!”

I gave a small, decidedly uninspiring laugh, and attempted to be chipper. “I’m certainly here to try!”

“Indeed, indeed,” said Duncan, rubbing his hands together. There was a lull in our barely-begun conversation. Many of the boats had already headed out for the day’s fishing, though one or two were left in the harbour, with men on their decks fixing nets, mopping decks, and tying impressive-looking knots of the kind I’d so comprehensively failed to master in Scouts as a kid. 

“So, Christopher...”

There was a moment’s pregnant pause. 

“I understand you were told this already, but I just felt it important to, ah, brief you myself: I want you to focus solely on Netta. I’ve got a good team of volunteers on the mainland, and the vote seems to be holding up well both here and on Peig – that’s the other island, there aren’t so many people there, anyway.” He trailed off and we watched as a particularly monstrous gull swooped past, alighting gracefully on a buoy in the water below. 

“But Netta is different, Christopher.” He looked at me with renewed fervour, gripped my arm, and grimly met my eye with the manner of a preacher promising me that the path to salvation would be long and torturous, but ultimately worthwhile. ”It’s different, and that’s where we need you. We need the vote there.” 

I didn’t know what to do besides dumbly nod in the hopes of assuring him that I understood, that I would work my hardest, because Netta was Different. 

“I was told the same at head office, to focus only on Netta – there was some scandal with spoilt votes a few years back that ended up favouring the nationalists, right?”

I felt self conscious of that last questioning right? as soon as it was out of my mouth, like a 13-year-old venally clawing for any scraps of knowledge and authority in the hopes of being taken seriously.

Duncan’s white eyebrows knitted into a frown. “Yes.”

“Do we... do we have any more of an idea why that happened?” I asked tentatively, sensing a sore subject. A quick google on the train hadn’t yielded many results, just a few articles from the island’s paper (the Netta Nation) on the anomalous result. The paper didn’t seem to have been online for very long and its presence there seemed at best grudging: the same could be said for
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