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To Colin Broadway, with my love

And also

To Brian Hall of Parliament Square




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



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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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 thread 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?’

Camilla tore a strip of paper off the bottom of the letter and quickly scrawled, ‘One extra pint please.’ She rolled the scrap of paper up, pushed it in the neck of an empty Grice’s milk bottle and took the bottle out and put it on the doorstep.

The telephone rang. It was William, telling his father that he was back from Swindon.

Charles said, ‘Darling boy, was it horrid putting those scaffold thingies together?’

William said, ‘No, it was kind of, satisfying. How’s Leo?’

‘He’s simply enormous,’ said Prince Charles. He looked down at the dogs at his feet, he was a little disappointed that William had asked after the dog and hadn’t mentioned Camilla. Charles furrowed his brow: was this significant?

William went on, ‘Pa, what do you think about the Tories’ promise to bring us back if they get elected?’

This came as a surprise to Charles. He had been in the garden reinforcing the fence when the news broke and he hadn’t got what he called an ‘idiot box’, believing that television was nearly one hundred per cent responsible for the nation’s moral decline.

William explained that Boy English, the new leader of the Conservative Party, was an ardent monarchist and had promised to reinstate the Royal Family if he was elected. ‘Just think, Pa,’ he said, ‘we could be spending Christmas at Sandringham.’

Hearing this, Freddie barked to Tosca, ‘Hear that, Liebling? Christmas at Sandringham!’

Tosca rolled on to her back and displayed her hind quarters to Leo. She growled, ‘Leo, you’ll love the pinewoods and the log fires.’

Freddie yapped, ‘Your oversized mongrel friend won’t be going with us, Tosca, he’ll stay behind here with the other proles.’

Charles shouted, ‘Quiet, you little beasts, I’m trying to speak on the telephone!’ He said into the mouthpiece, ‘I don’t think Freddie is getting on frightfully well with Leo, Wills.’

‘Too right!’ barked Freddie. ‘He’s a lump of Kot.’

‘What am I a lump of?’ Leo whined to Tosca.

‘Literal translation, excrement,’ Tosca barked.

Leo didn’t like to ask what excrement was, all he knew was that it didn’t sound very nice.


5

The Prime Minister and the Deputy Prime Minister, Bill Brazier, were having a pre-cabinet meeting in Jack’s sitting room at Number Ten Downing Street. Brazier had requested the meeting, telling Jack’s Private Secretary that he needed to see the Prime Minister urgently. Brazier was a corpulent man whose tailor had told him recently that the price of his bespoke suits would have to ‘be adjusted due to the extra volume of cloth required’. He sat on the sofa, panting from the stairs, while the Prime Minister prowled round the room fidgeting with various objects as he passed.

‘So, what’s so urgent?’ Jack asked, touching the gilt frame of a painting of Oliver Cromwell, which hung over the fireplace.

‘Boy English,’ said Brazier.

‘I know almost nothing about him,’ said Jack.

Brazier said, ‘That’s because you take no bloody interest in anything much lately.’

‘I’m tired,’ said Jack. ‘Thirteen years is a long time.’

Brazier scowled and said, ‘Well, unless you get your bloody finger out, Boy English’ll be moving his dainty arse on to this bloody sofa before Christmas.’

‘What do we know about him?’ asked Jack.

‘He’s a toff lite,’ said Bill Brazier. ‘Eton, Oxford, his dad owns half of Devon, and his wife knows her way round an artichoke.’

Jack said, ‘Hardly toff lite.’

Brazier said, ‘Yeah, but him and his missus have both had their belly buttons pierced and are in the darts team at their local pub.’

‘How is he on fox-hunting?’

‘Abstained.’

‘National Health Service?’

‘Clued up, worked as a porter for three months, donated his wages to bloody Amnesty International!’

Jack laughed. ‘And he’s still a Tory boy?’

Brazier said, ‘Since yesterday, he’s the leader of the New Conservatives, says he wants less government, thinks people should be allowed to smoke themselves into an early grave if they want to. Says it will save the National Health Service money in the long run. Wants to ditch the Human Rights Act.’

‘What’s he like on the monarchy?’

‘He wants to bring them back.’

‘All of ’em? Princes and all?’

‘Immediate family. Queen, the Duke, kids, Charles, Camilla, William, Harry.’

‘He’s on a loser, Bill. The people will never stand for that. It’d be like voting to bring back boy chimney sweeps or the poll tax, they belong to another age.’

Bill said, ‘My own wife would be made up if the Royals came back. She’s partial to a bit of pomp and ceremony.’

‘You should take her out more,’ said Jack. ‘How’s the Stepladder Bill doing?’

Bill Brazier took great satisfaction in saying, ‘Badly, Jack, I doubt if it’ll get past the committee stage. Folk like their stepladders, they don’t want to call in a qualified operator every time they paint a ceiling or change a bleedin’ light bulb.’

‘No,’ said Jack, bitterly. ‘They want to fall off their bloody ladders and break their bloody necks, and arms, and legs, and collar bones, and give themselves concussion, then demand an ambulance and a bloody hospital bed, and sick pay, and physiotherapy.’

Bill Brazier said, ‘You can’t legislate for every eventuality, Jack. People must be allowed to fall off stepladders. You’d legislate against death if you could…’

‘I would,’ said Jack, who since a boy had been afraid of the nothingness, the black abyss that death represented. Men were supposed to think about sex every ten seconds, weren’t they? Well, he thought about death. ‘So, do you reckon that Boy English is a serious contender, Bill?’

‘I reckon he is,’ answered Bill. ‘He’s just agreed to pay fifteen thousand quid to have his teeth seen to, and according to my wife – who’s a connoisseur of these things – he’s got lovely hair, and kind eyes and he relaxes by watching the soaps while he’s ironing.’

‘Ironing?’ Jack didn’t understand at first. Was it some kind of medieval sport?

‘Ironing!’ said Bill. ‘As in, ironing clothes.’

‘Oh, ironing,’ said Jack. ‘The sad bastard.’

Jack, whose hair was falling out at an alarming rate and whose eyes were red through lack of sleep, said, ‘We’ll see how pretty he looks after he’s been in office a few years.’

Bill said, ‘You’re talking as if he’s already beat us.’

Jack asked, ‘Have we got anything on him?’

‘Nothing much,’ said Bill. ‘He got cautioned for nicking a traffic cone when he was at Oxford, and a ticket in 1987 for speeding on the M1.’

‘How fast was he going?’ Jack asked.

‘Seventy-five.’

Jack said dreamily, ‘Seventy-five… it was a golden age. You’re lucky to get up to fifty nowadays, it’ll soon be quicker to walk to the bloody North.’

Bill said, ‘Yeah. Disgusting, isn’t it? I blame the Government.’

Jack appeared to join in Bill’s laughter, that is, he opened his mouth in a sort of grin and made a laughing noise. But he could just as well have burst into tears.

Bill said, ‘I’ll ask ’em to dig a bit deeper, shall I?’

Bill lumbered towards the door when Jack stopped him, saying, ‘Do you want us to win the next election, Bill? Wouldn’t it be nice to have a turn at opposition? Sit on the subs benches for a few years?’

Bill said, ‘And let the New Cons in to undo everything we’ve achieved?’

Jack said, ‘Just testing.’

He should have spent the next hour reading briefing papers and consulting by telephone with the Leader of the House in a bid to set a date to talk about setting a date to talk about Peace, but he pushed the papers away, disconnected the telephone and switched the television on. He watched Anna and the King of Siam dancing a polka in a Siamese ballroom. And despite several entreaties from his Private Secretary and the knowledge that the Cabinet had assembled downstairs, Jack kept them waiting until Anna had sung a sad farewell to Yul and the titles were rolling.
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When Mr Anwar saw on the news that novelty slippers would soon become unlawful, he waited for the price to drop and then ordered an articulated lorry load of them. Bundles of novelty slippers filled the shop. There were lions, tigers, giraffes, cats, dogs, elephants and other more difficult to determine animals. Then there were slippers whose design was based on the human form, iconic politicians or film stars. There were modes of transport: cars, planes, lorries, boats, Thomas the Tank Engine, and the Apollo spacecraft.

Unruly queues of eager purchasers formed outside, waiting for the door to open at 10 a.m. Mr and Mrs Anwar could be seen inside, frantically cutting open cardboard boxes, removing the lurid slippers from their plastic bags and handing them to their podgy daughters who arranged them on racks in order of size, small, medium and large, rather than category or gender suitability.

Mr Anwar said to his wife, ‘All of Allah’s creatures are here.’

She said, taking out a pair of George Bush slippers, ‘And also the Devil’s.’

There was outrage when the first few customers emerged with their outsized slippers saying that Mr Anwar was selling the slippers for one pound each or two pounds a pair. The only person to think that this was fair was Prince Andrew’s neighbour Feroza Amiz, who had lost a leg in mysterious circumstances in Kurdistan. Charles and Camilla joined the queue too late to buy the most popular slippers. The Simpsons, the Teletubbies and the dogs with their squeaking noses had all gone, as had the wiry-whiskered cats. Charles dithered over a pair of elephant slippers, which had uplifted foam trunks and rubber tusks. He tried them on and shuffled across the shop floor to Camilla who was trying to decide between Stalin and King Kong, which were the only slippers remaining in her size.

‘What do you think of these, darling?’ said Charles. ‘Are they too ridiculous?’

Camilla said, lowering her voice, ‘Aren’t the trunks a little, well, phallic, darling?’

Charles blushed and quickly pulled the spongy slippers off his feet.

Mrs Anwar said, ‘I have just the thing for you, Mr Saxa-Cobury-Gatha, and for your lady wife also.’ She rummaged around inside a carton and said, ‘I will sell them to you at cost price, fifty pence a pair, to make room for more popular lines.’

The hard-to-sell slippers were gross caricatures of Charles and Camilla. Charles’s prominent ears had been painted red and his brow was deeply furrowed. Camilla’s caricature was equally unflattering.

Mr Anwar said, ‘They are very amusing, perhaps I will keep a pair for myself.’

Charles said, angrily, ‘I will buy your entire stock of Charles and Camilla slippers. I will not have my wife’s face trampled underfoot by some ghastly oik.’

Some of the ghastly oiks in the shop looked over at the sound of raised voices and Maddo Clarke squashed over in his foam-filled Fred Flintstone slippers to involve himself in the argument.

Mr Anwar shouted, ‘You didn’t object to Lady Di’s blessed face appearing on a cloth to dry dishes.’

Charles said, ‘I had no control of the merchandising, including the tea towels.’

Mr Anwar said emotionally, ‘Every day I think about her, the beautiful Princess of Hearts. If she were still with us there would be world peace.’

‘No kids would ’ave to go to bed ’ungry,’ added Maddo Clarke. ‘Not if Di was still alive.’ A resident of Hell Close, Maddo, though in his early forties, still wore the uniform of his hero, Sid Vicious.

Mr Anwar addressed the growing crowd in the shop. ‘Remind yourselves who she perished with. Was he a Christian? A Catholic? A Jew? No, he was a Muslim! And for that she was killed.’

Somebody in the crowd shouted, ‘Murdered, more like.’

Camilla said, with as much dignity as a person wearing King Kong slippers could summon, ‘We’ll leave these people to their shopping, Charles.’

Mr Anwar shouted as Charles and Camilla left the shop, ‘You will never be Queen Camilla. The people don’t want you.’

Camilla untied the dogs from the railings, saying, ‘You love us, don’t you, darlings?’

As they walked home, the dogs were unusually obedient, conscious that their master and mistress had been humiliated and deeply wounded.

Tosca whimpered, ‘It’s at times like this that I wish I could say something to them.’

Freddie growled, ‘Don’t feel too sorry for them, Tosca. Remember, we dogs live in a permanent state of subjugation. They’re constantly ordering us about.’

Leo extended his tongue and licked Charles’s hand. It was meant to be a gesture of comfort and support, but Charles grumbled, ‘For God’s sake, Leo! Keep your bloody slobber to yourself.’
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The Cabinet had been in crisis session for over six hours. Sustained only by mineral water and Rich Tea biscuits, they had been discussing the balance of payments, again. The Government had been in power for thirteen long years, having won three general elections, the last by a small majority. Introducing the Exclusion Zones had won them short-term popularity, but water rationing, hospital closures and monumental mistakes by Vulcan – 13,000 paediatricians had been erroneously placed on the paedophile register – had resulted in the pound faltering and falling like a novice ice skater.

The Chancellor was saying to his exhausted, and in some cases tearful, colleagues, ‘I warned you that losing the cigarette duty would leave a big financial hole. We have to find another source of revenue.’

Jack Barker, who had been kept awake half the night listening to the Chancellor’s dog, Mitzie, yapping through the party wall, said, ‘There’s plenty of disposable income out there. If the taxpayer can afford bloody aromatherapy candles and grooming products for men, they can afford another tax. I reckon we ought to bring dog licences back.’

There was general laughter. Even the Chancellor smiled.

Jack waited for the laughter to die down, then said, ‘There are too many dogs in this country. Did you know there’s six million one hundred thousand of them? Or that people spend over three billion quid on feeding the spoilt bastards? And four hundred million a year on buying the yapping flea-bitten hairy-faced ball-lickers Christmas presents? Four hundred million!’

The Chancellor looked down and shuffled his papers. Last Christmas he had bought Mitzie a pink latex bone, and a hairbrush and comb set. He’d had them gift-wrapped, at Harrods.

Jack continued, ‘And did you know that their combined turds, if laid end to end, would go to the moon and back twice?’

Jack had made this last statistic up, but he had no conscience about the fabrication. After years in politics he knew that statistics were statistically unreliable.

Neville Moon, Home Secretary and owner of two excitable chocolate Labradors, said, ‘Prime Minister, you can’t touch dogs, not in this country. Not in England!’

Jack said, ‘I propose we charge three hundred quid a dog.’ Looking at Moon he said, ‘No, make that five hundred.’

The Deputy Prime Minister growled, ‘It’s political suicide, Jack. You might just as well jump off the top of the fucking Gherkin.’

Mary Bush, Health Minister and owner of a trembling greyhound, said tentatively, ‘It has been shown in various studies that dogs have a beneficial effect on the old and the lonely.’

Jack said, looking directly at Mary, ‘Do you know how many kiddies go blind every year because of the Toxocara canis worm found in dog shit?’ After waiting a few seconds, he answered his own question. ‘Three,’ said Jack, dramatically holding up three fingers.

Bill Brazier said, ‘Three? Is that all?’

‘Bill, that’s three little kids who will never see their mother’s face. Never see the wonder of spring blossom on a…’ Jack’s mind went blank, he couldn’t remember the name of a single tree. So he went for the generic, ‘…tree,’ he finished.

Neville Moon said, ‘All the same, three’s not many, Jack, not in the scheme of things.’

Jack said, ‘I want reports on my desk this time tomorrow. Costs to the National Health Service of dog bites and kids going blind, etc. Costs to the police of dog-related incidents, costs to the fire service of dog rescues. The bleedin’ things are always falling down wells and old mine shafts. I want to know how many tonnes of carbon monoxide emissions are caused by transporting dog food around the bloody country. I want television campaigns, I want billboards, I want dog owners to be the next lepers. We did it with smokers, we can do it with bloody dogs.’

Outside, in the corridor after the meeting, Jack felt a twinge of pain in his left arm. His fingers felt numb. This is it, he thought. He took the lift upstairs, not wanting to die on the staircase under the gaze of the portraits of previous prime ministers. He would have liked to have gone to bed, but he was hosting a dinner to introduce his first wife, Pat, to his second wife, Caroline. Sonia, the youngest daughter from his first marriage, was getting married in the morning. Pat had always refused to meet Caroline, saying, ‘She’s an anorexic bitch.’ So no pressure, thought Jack, as he waited for the pain to hit his heart.

However, he had survived the dinner with his wives. The two women had bonded alarmingly well and had moved chairs so that they could converse more easily. Jack had not liked the tone of their laughter.

Later, he was persuaded into telling Annabel, his seven-year-old granddaughter, a bedtime story. She was to be a bridesmaid in the morning. The ceremony would be held at Westminster Abbey. Jack had argued against this venue, but Sonia had insisted, saying that it was the only place big enough to seat their celebrity friends.

‘Once upon a time,’ Jack said, in his flat Midlands accent, ‘there was such a thing called the Royal Family. There was a queen, princes and princesses, and they lived in big castles and had lots of money and cars and servants and jewels and stuff.’

Annabel said in her, to Jack, disconcertingly posh voice, ‘ I’m going to be a princess when I grow up.’

Jack laughed and said, ‘No, Annabel, you won’t be a princess, you’ll be something useful to society: an engineer perhaps, or a scientist.’

‘No,’ she said. ‘I’m going to be a princess and wear a sparkly dress and a crown and live in a castle.’ She sat up in bed and folded her arms.

Jack said, ‘You can’t be a princess, because Granddad’s got rid of them. He’s sent them all away to live like ordinary people. I’ve sent them into exile.’

‘Can I go to exile to see them?’ asked Annabel.

‘No, you can only go to exile if you’re a very bad person,’ said Jack.

Jack and Annabel were in one of the guest bedrooms at Number Ten. Jack could hear Mitzie, that bloody King Charles spaniel, yapping through the party wall again. He felt his pulse racing, he was sick of complaining about that bloody dog. Mitzie had been a cause of contention since the Chancellor, Stephen Fletcher, had, with a great deal of press coverage, walked Mitzie from Battersea Dogs Home to Downing Street. Fletcher’s approval rating had risen by fifteen per cent in the next YouGov opinion poll. Jack’s team of advisers had urged him to be photographed in the back garden of Number Ten with Tommy, his ex-wife’s big black cat. But Tommy, unaccustomed to being held by the Prime Minister and frightened by the unruly crowd of press photographers, had resisted and clawed Jack’s face in his struggle to be free. A headline in The Daily Telegraph the next day had stated: ‘BARKER HOLDS ON TO POWER BY A WHISKER.’

Jack said to Annabel, ‘Lie down again, pet, and I’ll tell you a different story, shall I? About a lady engineer.’

Annabel said, ‘No, thank you.’ She lay down and turned her back on Jack.

As soon as he got to his office, Jack telephoned the Chancellor on Number Eleven’s private line. ‘Steve,’ he said, when the Chancellor answered. ‘Shut that bloody dog up, will you? Our Annabel can’t get to sleep. She’s got a big day tomorrow.’
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Graham Cracknall was sitting at his dining-room table in a detached, 1970s pebble-dashed bungalow in Ruislip writing a letter in his neatest handwriting. He could type at a rate of sixty words a minute but he was aware that history was being made and he thought that an historical document, one that would be placed in an archive to be studied by scholars, deserved to be personalized.

He was a tall thin man with jug ears and a prominent Adam’s apple. He had been on the books of a dating agency for eighteen months, but the only women to show any interest in him had been on the books even longer. A few thought he had kind eyes and a lovely deep voice on his two-minute video CV.

Graham wrote:

Dear Mr and Mrs Windsor,

I expect this letter will come as a bit of a surprise, not to mention shock!

My mother and father died 62 days ago in an unfortunate lawnmower accident. I do not wish to go into detail at this point in time. Perhaps when we get to know each other better I will tell you the whole tragic story. I comfort myself with the thought that at least they died in the garden, a place they loved. The artificial waterfall they so lovingly built is cascading as I write. I will get to the nub of this letter without more ado.

It came as an awful shock to me to find out that the ‘parents’ I had always called ‘Mum and Dad’ were, in fact, my adoptive parents.

When their wills were read to me there was a codicil letter from my mother (signed by two witnesses) to say that I am the result of a love affair between Prince Charles and Mrs Camilla Parker Bowles.

As you must know, I was born on 21st July 1965 in Zurich, Switzerland, in a private nursing home. How my parents came to adopt me is still a bit of a mystery. All I know is that my ‘mother’ was desperate to have a baby and that my ‘father’ was an importer of cuckoo clocks.

As you cannot fail to see, I have enclosed the codicil letter. I await your reply with interest.

All best wishes from your son,

Graham Cracknall aka Windsor-Parker-Bowles

THE CODICIL

Only to be opened on the demise of both John Peter Cracknall and Maria Shirley Cracknall.

Dear Son,

Do not be too downcast because we are both dead. As Mr Fellows, our solicitor, will explain, we have left you the bungalow, the car and enough money to ‘spoil’ yourself with now and again.

All we ask is that you take care of Gin and Tonic for the rest of their lives. We know you and Tonic do not always see eye to eye, Graham, but that is because of his diabetes, it makes him snappy and irritable when his blood sugar is low.

He has his insulin injection at eight o’clock every morning. It might be easier if he wears a muzzle until he gets used to you, but you must be firm with him, Graham. Don’t let him play you up, he can be a little tinker if he thinks he has got the better of you.

Gin, of course, is a sweetheart. He is used to having a few choc drops at around four o’clock in the afternoon. Please give them to him when Tonic is not looking.

I had better get to the important bit of this letter. Graham, me and your dad are not your real parents. We adopted you a few weeks after you were born on 21st July 1965 in Zurich, Switzerland.

The thing is, Graham, you have got royal blood in you. Your real father is the Prince of Wales and your real mother is Camilla Parker Bowles. So, Graham, you are the rightful second in line to the throne of England. That is the reason we have brought you up knowing about heraldry, British history and royal protocol.

It is up to you, Graham, as to what you do with this knowledge. You may want to remain a private citizen. On the other hand, you might well feel that you need to fulfil your destiny.

You have always been a good son to us and, apart from the incident at scout camp, have given us no trouble. Goodbye, son, and God bless.

Mum and Dad

As the little wooden cuckoo flew out of the clock above his head twelve times, signalling midday, Graham put the two pieces of paper inside an envelope and stuck on a stamp bearing Oliver Cromwell’s warty head. After checking that all the doors and windows were locked, that there was nothing boiling on the stove, that the burglar alarm was in operation and that Gin and Tonic were asleep in their respective baskets, Graham slipped a can of pepper spray into his jacket pocket and walked the fifty yards to the postbox on the corner. Within five minutes he was back home and bolting the front door.

Meanwhile, in a locked ward in a hospital for the criminally insane, a patient, Lawrence Krill, was also writing to the future King of England.

Sire,

I beg your indulgence, my liege, to have recognizance of my advice to thee. I have it in my gift to grant you possession of a most wondrous particular: The Lost Crown of England. May my vitals be torn from my living belly if this be not true.

Write to me, do not tarry, my liege. All I ask as a reward is that you touch my scrofulous and most foul body to cure me of the King’s Evil. ’Tis this unholy affliction that doth condemn me to endure such cruel incarceration in this most cursed place: The Asylum of Rampton.

May the Almighty anoint thee with blessings.

I am, Sire, but a humble and unworthy petitioner,

Lawrence Krill
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At eight thirty the next morning, the Queen, almost weeping with the pain of toothache, went next door and, without knocking, entered Violet Toby’s kitchen, leaving Harris and Susan protesting outside. For a moment, the Queen wondered who the old woman with the mad hair and pale face was, sitting at Violet’s little Formica table eating toast with HP sauce. She then realized it was Violet, who had not yet attended to her toilette.

A man with an accent similar to the Queen’s was saying on Violet’s greasy portable radio, ‘The monarchy in this country is dead, defunct. The Royal Family are the woolly mammoths of evolution.’

The Queen said, talking over the radio, ‘Violet, I had a dreadful night with toothache. At three o’clock this morning I would have gladly paid somebody to have cut orf my head. This pliers woman friend of yours, do you think she could help me?’

Violet turned the radio down and said, ‘’Ave you took some painkillers?’

The Queen nodded.

‘Only I’ve got some good ’uns that the doctor gave me for my back. I had to cut down on ’em, they turned me into a zombie.’

‘At the moment,’ said the Queen, ‘I find the thought of being a zombie rather attractive, but I need my wits about me today.’

Violet reached for the telephone and pressed the speed-dial button for her granddaughter, Chantelle, who was at work at the Frank Bruno House nursing home. ‘Chan? It’s Grandma. You know that woman what takes teeth out…? You do know somebody what takes teeth out. She’s married to… works at Walkers Crisps. The one with the funny leg… you do know him. His sister always sings the Titanic song on karaoke night at the One-Stop Centre. Yes, Sheila. Right, you know Sheila’s daughter, don’t you?… Can you ring her and ask her for her aunty’s number, the one what takes the teeth out?… Good girl. I’m here with the Queen.’

On the radio, a woman with a high-pitched voice was saying that she intended to vote Conservative for the first time in her life, because she wanted to see the Queen back on the throne. The Queen sighed, and clapped her hand over her jaw. Her tongue seemed to have a life of its own. Despite the pain, it kept finding and prodding the wobbly tooth. She wished it would stop.

After Chantelle had rung back, Violet went upstairs to get ready. The Queen fed Micky a few sauce-smeared crusts that Violet had left on her plate. Micky was in a benign mood and allowed the Queen to stroke his coarse ginger hair. The Queen said, ‘Have you ever had toothache, Micky? Have you, boy? It’s frightful.’

Micky growled, ‘I’ve had toothache for the past three years. Why do you think I keep losing my temper?’

The Queen looked into the dog’s eyes and saw that Micky was entirely sympathetic to her plight. Harris and Susan started barking in the street, and Micky ran through the house and hurled himself at the front door. From upstairs, Violet screamed at him to be quiet, and Barry Toby’s heavy tread was heard on the stairs. Barry’s solicitor habitually described him to the courts as a ‘gentle giant’ with a ‘heart of gold’. Neither of these statements was true. He was tall, and he did have a ladylike demeanour, but his heart was a violent, suspicious organ that had lost him wives, children and jobs.

‘Shut the fuck up!’ roared Barry, to the furiously barking Micky. Barry then nodded to the Queen and said, ‘All right?’

Barry was not much of a conversationalist. The Queen was glad when Violet tottered down the stairs in high heels, with her hair brushed and her face painted. After ordering Barry to behave himself, the Queen and Violet left the house.

Dwayne stood at the entrance to Hell Close. It was the first day he’d been allowed out on patrol without a senior officer. He’d been ordered to carry out spot checks to ensure that the residents were carrying their identity cards. It was impossible to check everyone, so he worked out a system: this morning he’d stop men with beards, anybody with black hair, and old ladies.

After working the last three days in the operations centre, he knew that every move he made was being captured on a screen, so he couldn’t let anybody off if they didn’t have their ID card with them. When he saw the Queen and Violet Toby approaching, followed by Harris, Susan and Micky, his legs went weak; he was in awe of the Queen.

‘Good morning,’ he said. ‘Could I trouble you ladies for a perusal of your ID cards?’

Why was he talking like an old fart? he thought. How could the wearing of a uniform affect the way he spoke?

Violet said, ‘This is the third bleedin’ time I’ve been stopped this week. Why am I being victimized?’ She took her card out of her coat pocket and flashed it in front of Dwayne.

The Queen was searching frantically in the compartments of her bag. ‘I don’t seem to have it with me,’ she said with panic in her voice.

Dwayne said, ‘I’m sorry, madam, but I have to see it.’

He glanced around at the CCTV cameras perched on top of tall metal poles and wondered if his colleagues at the station were watching and mocking him. Seeing that the Queen was uncharacteristically nervous, Violet had taken charge of looking for the card and was now methodically searching through the Queen’s coat, cardigan and trouser pockets.

The Queen said, ‘Oh, Harris, where did I put the wretched card?’

Harris growled. ‘I haven’t had it, don’t look at me.’

Susan yapped at the Queen, ‘I know where it is, it’s down the back of the sofa.’

Harris began pulling on the bottom of the Queen’s trousers; maddened by toothache and anxiety, she smacked him away.

Dwayne said, ‘I’ll give you twenty-four hours to produce it at the station.’ He took out his electronic notebook and, sticking to procedure, he said, ‘Name?’

‘You know ’oo she is,’ said Violet witheringly. ‘And I know ’oo you are an’ all. You’re Dwayne Lockhart. I remember you when you were a rag-arsed kid. Is your mam and dad still alive, or have they finally killed each other?’

Dwayne said, ‘Me dad’s dead, but Mam’s still going strong.’ Then, because he was an honest man, he added, ‘Well, as strong as a woman with heart disease, cirrhosis of the liver and bipolar disorder can be.

‘So, what name do you go by nowadays?’ said Dwayne to the Queen. He knew from the history books that the Royal Family changed their names and religion to suit their circumstances.

‘My name is Elizabeth Windsor,’ said the Queen. ‘My registration number is 195311, my tag number is 19531187.’ She lifted her trouser leg to the knee and exposed the metal tag.

Dwayne sent them on their way by saying, ‘You may resume your perambulations, ladies.’

This caused hilarity back at the station. Inspector Lancer said, ‘I shall have to remember that, “You may resume your perambulations, ladies.”’

Constable Peter Penny said, ‘I’d of just told ’em to fuck off.’

Inspector Lancer said, ‘It’s all them bleedin’ books he reads. He knows too many words.’

As they got nearer Hawthorn Street, where the pliers woman lived, the Queen grew more anxious. Harris and Susan fell silent and pricked up their ears, trying to work out the exact location of Magic, the Dobermann pinscher whose territory they were entering.

Standing in the unkempt front garden of the pliers woman’s house was a bitch of such rackety beauty that Harris, an infamous philanderer and connoisseur of bitch loveliness, stopped to gape. She was Britney; she had inherited her father’s long legs and blonde coat and her mother’s exquisite face and dark long-lashed eyes.

Susan ran up to Britney and sniffed her bum. When she ran back to Harris, Susan reported, ‘She’s a slag, Harris. Keep away from her.’

But Harris was mesmerized. ‘How do you do?’ he growled. ‘I’m Harris, the Queen’s dog.’

Britney lay down, displaying her elegant limbs to their best advantage. ‘Am I bovvered?’ she said, tossing her blonde head. ‘Do I look like I’m bovvered?’ she yawned.

Susan yapped, ‘Harris! She’s had more dogs inside her than the show ring at Crufts!’

But it was too late. Harris lay down beside Britney and began his seduction routine.

A mildly obese teenage girl showed the Queen and Violet into a front room, where to their surprise they joined other people who were sitting around the edges of the room on white plastic garden chairs. Piles of ancient celebrity magazines were stacked on a coffee table. The television in the corner was showing the wedding of the Prime Minister’s daughter. The cameras swept around the flower-filled interior of Westminister Abbey, picking out famous faces in the seated congregation. ‘Jimmy Savile,’ said Violet. ‘I thought he was dead.’

‘If he’s not, he deserves to be,’ said the Queen irritably. She had not expected that she would have to wait. After all, it was not as if the pliers woman had a qualification in dentistry. When screams were heard from the next room, the teenage girl came in and turned the volume up on the television. The deep vibrato of the Westminster Abbey organ rattled the pliers woman’s sash windows.

Violet Toby said, ‘Look, Liz, the Prime Minister’s scraping his foot on the steps. He looks like ’e’s stepped in dog muck.’

After an hour of agonized waiting for the Queen, the teenage girl came to collect her, saying, ‘Mam’ll see you now.’

The Queen was shown into the steamy kitchen where a pan was boiling on the stove, watched by a plump woman dressed in Lycra leggings and a white tee shirt, on which was printed the slogan ‘NO PAIN, NO GAIN’ across the front.

‘Won’t be a minute,’ said the pliers woman. ‘Only I ’ave to sterilize between patients, I’m dead careful like that.’

A cigarette burned in an ashtray on the draining board. Every now and then the pliers woman picked up the cigarette and sucked on it as though she was drawing nourishment from it. ‘Sit down and take the weight off your legs,’ she said, dropping cigarette ash into the pan. The Queen hesitated. It was not too late to apologize for wasting the pliers woman’s time, and leave before her consultation began, but she simply could not face another sleepless night. So she sat at the kitchen table and looked at the row of small metal implements laid out on a clean white towel. She recognized some of them: a crochet hook, eyebrow tweezers and a darning needle. A bottle of vodka stood on a tray with a glass next to it.

‘I know your daughter-in-law, Camilla,’ said the pliers woman, who believed in putting her patients at ease with small talk.

‘Oh, really,’ said the Queen, who was possibly the world’s leading expert on inconsequential chat.

‘Yeah. She goes down the One-Stop Centre on Thursdays, karaoke night. She’s a mate of that big gob, Beverley Threadgold. Camilla’s all right, though.’

‘Does Camilla sing?’ asked the Queen, who knew very little about nightlife on the estate.

‘Yeah, she does. Gloria Gayner, “I Will Survive”. She ain’t bad, but it don’t sound the same in a posh voice. Right, let’s get started.’

She put on a pair of Marigold gloves and, using barbecue tongs, grabbed the pliers out of the boiling water. While they cooled she examined the Queen’s mouth.

‘Yeah, you got a nasty back molar there. I’ll soon ’ave that out, it’s as wobbly as Pavarotti’s arse.’

After asking the Queen ‘to keep dead still’, she yanked on the tooth with the pliers. The Queen felt a violent pain, which subsided almost immediately.

The pliers woman dropped the tooth into a paper tissue and said, ‘That bleeder’s better out than in.’

After swilling her mouth out with vodka and spitting into the sink, the Queen said, ‘How much do I owe you?’

The pliers woman said, ‘Just give us a couple of quid towards the vodka.’

Before she left the kitchen the Queen said, ‘I’m terribly grateful.’

The pliers woman said, ‘Perhaps you’ll remember me when you’re back in the palace.’

The Queen could not imagine the extraordinary circumstances that would compel her to call on the services of the pliers woman again, but she said, ‘I most certainly will.’ Thinking to herself, if the honours system is restored I will recommend the pliers woman gets an OBE, for services to the community.

It should have been the wedding of the year. The guest list was an impressive mix of British society. There was Sir David Frost, Jordan, Cliff Richard, Nancy del’Olio, Frank Bruno, Simon Cowell, Elton John, Peter Mandelson, Sharon and Ozzy Osbourne, Chris Evans, Charlotte Church, Kate Moss, Steve Redgrave, Ben Elton, Carol Thatcher and numerous foreign dignitaries and heads of state. Jeremy Paxman had declined, claiming he had an important fishing match to attend.

Sonia was marrying a public relations executive. There were gratifyingly large crowds outside the Abbey when Jack arrived with her in the open-topped golden coach that Prince Charles and Diana, Princess of Wales, had used many years before. There were some in the crowd of onlookers who thought that this was rather excessive for a proclaimed Republican, and a few brave souls protested. There were shouts of ‘You’ve sold out, Barker’ and a madwoman shouted ‘Golden coaches for cockroaches!’ But the police moved in and dragged the dissidents away, citing the new Disrespect to Those in Public Office Law.

The day was suffused with autumnal sunshine and Sonia looked spectacularly beautiful in her white, strapless, satin dress with the long shimmering train. When Jack stepped out of the carriage, he trod straight into a mound of dog muck that had just been deposited by a sniffer dog with an upset stomach. The dog was Mercury from the Metropolitan Police Bomb Squad. His handler was Sergeant Andrew Crane. (An investigation by the News of the World later found that Sergeant Crane had been transferred to the Falkland Islands. Despite an intensive search, Mercury was never traced. Now and again, on a ‘slow news day’ one of the tabloids will raise the question: What happened to Mercury?)

Jack managed to push Sonia away from the mess on the otherwise immaculately clean red carpet, but his own right shoe was covered in the stinking muck. There was a gasp from the crowd, then a ripple of laughter.

From inside the Abbey came the sound of the organ playing the ‘Arrival of the Queen of Sheba’. Jack had no other option but to walk on, up the steps. He hoped there would be an opportunity to clean his shoes before he escorted Sonia down the aisle. But no such opportunity arose.

The smell intensified under the television lights, as Jack and Sonia processed down the aisle. When they passed Cliff Richard, Jack saw the singer wrinkle his nose in disgust. He glanced behind and saw that he had trailed dog muck up the red carpet and that the bridesmaids holding Sonia’s train were inadvertently spreading more of the nightmare substance on their white-ribboned ballet shoes.

When they reached the altar, the groom and the best man covered their noses. Jack watched the Archbishop of Canterbury as he struggled with ecclesiastical duty versus human revulsion. Nothing showed on the cleric’s face, but when Jack looked down he saw that the Archbishop was wearing open-toed sandals and that he was curling his toes back in an effort to protect them from the pollution. He heard his first wife crying behind him.

At that moment, having ruined his daughter’s wedding day and humiliated himself in front of the world, Jack vowed to rid England of dogs.
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When the Queen emerged from the pliers woman’s house, holding a clean white handkerchief against her jaw, she saw, with some disgust, that Harris and Britney were mating in the middle of the road, and were holding up the traffic.

Susan ran up to the Queen and howled, ‘He’s gone too far this time. He’s humiliated me for the last time.’

The Queen made several futile attempts to separate the conjoined dogs, but nothing would disconnect them. A van driver at the head of the queue of traffic sounded his horn and shouted, ‘If that was ’umans doing it in the middle of the road, they’d be arrested.’

Seeing the Queen’s distress, Violet went into the house and came out moments later with a bucket of water, which she threw over the two trysting dogs. They flew apart immediately and the Queen angrily clipped the lead on Harris’s collar and dragged him back to Hell Close.

Several people had stopped her on the way to say that they would be sorry to see her leaving the Fez. Maddo Clarke, skunk dealer and single father of seven unruly boys, said, ‘We seen it on the news, ’ow you might be going home to Buckingham Palace like. I said to one of my customers, ’ow you brung a bit of class to the neighbourhood like.’

Violet said, after Maddo had lurched away, ‘I know it’s not the done thing to talk about why we’re all in the Exclusion Zone, but do you know why Maddo got sent here?’

The Queen bent her head to hear Violet’s story.

Everyone in Hell Close had at least one dog, except for Maddo Clarke, who had been forbidden by a magistrates court after the five dogs he’d owned at the time had destroyed the council house he rented and made it unfit for human habitation. The Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals had brought a prosecution, claiming that Maddo’s dogs were emaciated and covered in sores caused by untreated flea bites. Maddo had defended himself in court, maintaining that a thin dog was a fit dog and that fleas were nature’s natural parasites. When the five dogs had been rounded up and taken away, Maddo was bereft; he started drinking heavily and then stumbled into the brotherhood of the drug-dependent.

Finally, when to his great disappointment, his wife Hazel gave birth to a seventh boy, Maddo cracked, and under the influence of drugs and drink tried to snatch a baby girl from a maternity-ward nursery and substitute his newborn son for the day-old child. He was caught trying to remove the kidnapped child’s plastic identity bracelet with his teeth, earning him the sobriquet of ‘Wolf Man’ after a headline in the popular press: ‘WOLF MAN GNAWS ON BABY’S ARM.’

For some reason, Maddo had always blamed his five-year prison sentence and subsequent banishment to an Exclusion Zone on dogs.

As Violet and the Queen turned into Hell Close, the Queen saw Camilla in her front garden planting bulbs. Camilla looked up and said, ‘Beverley Threadgold told me you were having a tooth pulled by the pliers woman. Was it wretched?’

The Queen prodded the gap where the molar had been with the tip of her tongue and said, ‘Not as wretched as watching one’s dog copulate in public.’

Later, after a rest on the sofa, the Queen was cleaning her front-room windows when she saw Arthur Grice’s yellow Rolls-Royce draw up outside her house. Grice’s Dobermann, Rocky, could be seen snarling on the back seat. The Queen ducked out of sight and hoped that Grice was not about to call on her; she was not dressed for company. She was wearing an apron and slippers and had two plastic rollers in the front of her hair.

To her great annoyance, she heard an aggressive knock on the front door. Harris and Susan ran into the hallway and barked their usual hysterical warning. The Queen tore her apron off, snatched the rollers out of her hair and stuffed them into a drawer of the Chippendale bureau in the hall. As she reluctantly opened the door, Arthur Grice removed his custom-made baseball cap and swept it in front of his bulky body with a theatrical gesture, reminiscent of a bad actor in a Restoration drama. He then gave a deep bow and waited for the Queen to speak first.

Arthur had ordered Sandra, his wife, to download and print out a few pages on royal etiquette from the Web. The pages had told him he must not address the Queen first, but must wait until she had spoken to him. He must not touch her on any part of her body. He must call her ‘Your Majesty’ the first time he spoke to her, and thereafter call her ‘Ma’am’.

After a brief silence, the Queen said, ‘Mr Grice, how do you do?’

Grice lifted his head and gave the Queen one of his rarely seen smiles. ‘I’m all right, Your Majesty,’ he said. ‘In fact, I’m champion.’

The Queen led him into the front room; it was the closest she had ever been to Grice. His face and scalp showed the evidence of a life lived in violent confrontation; knives, knuckles and broken bottles had embedded themselves in Grice as he had battled and cheated his way to riches. The Queen did not ask him to sit down and they stood facing each other, Grice’s bulk towering over the Queen’s slight frame.

The Queen said, ‘How may I help you, Mr Grice?’

Grice said, ‘It’s not so much me I’ve come about, Ma’am. It’s my wife, Sandra.’

The Queen nodded.

Grice rumbled on. ‘I don’t know if you are aware, Ma’am, but Sandra runs herself ragged for ’er charities.’

‘And what are your wife’s charities?’ asked the Queen.

Grice said, ‘She’s the one what started VOICE.’

‘Voice?’ queried the Queen.

Grice said, slowly and carefully, ‘Victims Of Incompetent Silicone Enhancement.’ He then added, ‘She ’ad a boob job what went wrong. One of ’er boobs is twice the size of the other. She’s lopsided for life.’

Grice dropped his head and stared gloomily at the floor.

The Queen murmured, ‘How very unfortunate.’

Grice said, ‘An’ she does a lot of work with teenage boys.’

‘Very admirable,’ said the Queen, who had often seen Mrs Grice driving around the estate playing pounding music in her cabriolet with various louts in the front passenger seat. Mrs Grice had been cosmetically enhanced to such a degree that she looked like a suntanned trainee astronaut undergoing G-force training.

The Queen said, ‘And your point is, Mr Grice?’

Grice said, ‘You wun’t believe the grief she gets from some people. They’re jealous of course, she’s a beautiful woman an’ she ain’t ashamed to show her body off. Some people put it about that she’s a slag. I had ’em dealt with, but if she was Lady Grice she’d feel a bit better about herself.’

The Queen muttered, ‘No doubt.’

Grice said, ‘So if you could see yourself honouring her like.’

The Queen played for time, saying, ‘Perhaps, in the future…’

Grice said, ‘Couldn’t you give me a knighthood, now, while I’m here. I’ve gotta sword in the boot of the Rolls.’

The Queen said, ‘I’m afraid not, Mr Grice. There is a procedure to be followed… advisory committees.’

Grice said, ‘But you’ll be the Queen again soon. If you wanted to honour a local philanthropist what’s overcome all the odds to run the biggest scaffolding business in the Midlands an’ who owns an Exclusion Zone, who could stop you?’

The Queen looked up into Grice’s scarred face and said, ‘I’m afraid my answer is no, Mr Grice.’

‘No?’ said Grice, who rarely heard the word. ‘But I’m the biggest employer on this estate. I break my back for charity. It was me what funded the academy.’

The Queen said, ‘We live in an age when every citizen is of equal worth, Mr Grice. I no longer have the power or, quite frankly, the inclination to grant your wish.’

Grice said, ‘But I set your grandson on as a scaffolder.’

The Queen said, ‘I’m sure William is an excellent scaffolder. He’s a very conscientious boy.’

Grice said, more to himself than to the Queen, ‘She’s ordered new address cards with Sir Arthur and Lady Grice and a coat of arms on ’em. Three scaffolding poles in a triangular configuration with a rampant lion and a panda bear in the centre; she loves pandas.’

The Queen said, ‘It was somewhat premature of your wife to have ordered new stationery, Mr Grice.’

‘She’s an impulsive woman,’ said Grice.

He was not looking forward to going home to his restored watermill and telling his wife that he had failed to secure her an honour. She was high maintenance, he thought. He’d spent two hundred and fifty grand on doing the Old Mill up, and his wife was already banging on that the sound of the water got on her nerves.

‘Well, perhaps when you leave ’ere, you’ll visit me and my wife at home, Your Majesty. We’ve got a glass floor in the living room so you can watch the water going by. We’re both nature lovers,’ he said, ‘like yourself.’

The Queen gave him one of her frosty smiles but he did not respond. She walked to the front door and opened it, giving Grice no option but to leave the house. Harris and Susan stood on the doorstep barking at the Dobermann on the back seat.

‘Heil, Rocky, we hope you fall through the glass floor and drown!’ barked Harris. Rocky threw himself against the car window in a frenzy of frustrated anger.

Grice shouted, ‘Get down, you stupid bleeder!’ Once inside the car he added, ‘Another do like that, Rocky, and I’ll have your balls cut off and fried up for me tea.’

Rocky lay down on the back seat and calmed himself. Grice didn’t make idle threats.

The Queen realized she could no longer ignore the possibility that she would have to once again take up her royal duties, and decided that the Royal Family should have a meeting to discuss the possibility of their return to public life. But first she would visit her husband and ask him for advice.

HRH Prince Philip, the Duke of Edinburgh, had been confined to bed for two years after suffering a stroke that snatched away his vision, memory and mobility. He was a long-stay resident in the Frank Bruno House nursing home at the far end of Arthur Road, which ran through the centre of the Fez, a fifteen-minute walk from Hell Close. He languished in a dark back room that he shared with a garrulous former trade union official – the wheelchair-bound Harold Bunion, aka ‘Bolshie’ Bunion. Bolshie talked in his sleep with the same aggrieved tone he used in the day, when he was fully, aggressively, awake.

The Duke of Edinburgh was confined to his bed and considered himself a prisoner of Bolshie’s. He constantly complained to the staff that he had been moved from Heaven, the royal palaces, into Hell, the Fez, and was now living in Purgatory.

Dogs were not allowed inside Frank Bruno House, so the Queen tied Harris and Susan by their leads to a wooden bench bearing a little bronze plaque, on which was written ‘This seat is dedicated to the memory of Wilf Toby: 1922–1997’. Until recently, residents of Frank Bruno House had been allowed, even encouraged, to sit on the bench. Others had sat nearby in their wheelchairs, to take the air and watch life on the estate pass by. However, the new manager, Mrs Cynthia Hedge, had stopped this practice. She was a firm-jawed woman who maintained that she was introducing a ‘locked-door policy’, to protect the residents from a possible terrorist attack.

The Queen pressed the intercom at the side of the door and waited in the cold wind for it to be answered. Eventually a voice crackled something incomprehensible. The Queen shouted, ‘It’s Elizabeth Windsor,’ into the intercom.

Several long minutes passed, during which an old lady in a nightgown, with hair like a dandelion gone to seed, made obscene gestures at the Queen through the plate-glass door. Eventually, Mrs Hedge herself, not often to be seen in contact with the residents, led the old lady away, then returned and opened the door to the Queen.

Mrs Hedge said brusquely, ‘Identity card, please.’

The Queen said, ‘I’m terribly sorry but I have temporarily mislaid my card.’

‘Then I can’t let you in,’ said Mrs Hedge. ‘Now you’ll have to excuse me, we are short-staffed. Three of the Somalis have not turned up for work.’

The Queen laughed. She said, ‘But you know who I am, Mrs Hedge.’ She laughed again and tried to pass through the door.

Mrs Hedge barred her way, saying, ‘I’m sorry you have such a light-hearted attitude towards security and the war against terror, Mrs Windsor.’

The Queen said, ‘Mrs Hedge, I do not think that Frank Bruno House is a likely target for Hamas or Al Qaeda.’

Mrs Hedge said, ‘If I were to let you in without a valid ID card, it would invalidate our insurance.’

Harris jumped up at the Queen and barked, ‘Your card is down the back of the sofa! How many more times, woman!’

Susan joined in, barking, ‘Take us home and we’ll find it for you!’

The Queen shouted, ‘Quiet! Quiet! You silly dogs.’

They stopped barking and fell into a sulk. Harris said, ‘You try to help them out and what do you get? Abuse.’

Mrs Hedge closed the door. The Queen untied the dogs and dragged them home.

When they arrived at the house Harris and Susan ran into the sitting room and began to drag the cushions off the sofa. Harris forgot for a moment that he was burrowing into soft upholstery and imagined himself feral, out in the field, digging for a small warm-blooded creature that he could savage, kill and then eat.

The Queen was appalled at Harris and Susan’s behaviour. ‘You horrid little dogs,’ she shouted. ‘Look what you’ve done to my sofa.’

She smacked the dogs away from the torn upholstery. A few goose feathers had escaped from the tapestry cushions and were floating, like tiny feathered gliders, in the air.

Harris growled to Susan, ‘Shall I risk another slap and go for it?’

Susan growled, ‘If you find her the card there’ll be something in it for us. There’s a box of mint-flavoured Bonios on the top shelf.’

Before the Queen could replace the cushions, Harris leapt on to the sofa and stuck his muzzle down the back. Ignoring the blows the Queen was raining on him, he pulled out a black Mont Blanc pen, a handkerchief and the mislaid identity card.

The Queen was delighted and said, ‘Clever boy, Harris, clever boy!’

Harris and Susan ran into the kitchen and looked up at the top shelf in the small pantry where the Queen kept the dog treats.

‘There,’ she said, giving each dog a greenish bone-shaped biscuit. ‘Eat these and go to your baskets.’

The Queen herself would have liked to rest for a while, she was feeling every one of her eighty years, and her jaw was throbbing, but she had not visited her husband for two consecutive days and she knew that he would be fretting for her. So, after placing her ID card carefully in her handbag, she left the house again, and leaving the dogs to sleep, retraced her steps to Frank Bruno House.

The light was fading when Chantelle Toby, trainee care assistant and sister of Chanel, opened the door to the Queen.

Chantelle said, ‘I’m glad you’ve come, Liz. We’ve ’ad a right do with ’im. He says ’e’s got to go to the trooping of the colour – whatever that is. ’E’s asking us to saddle ’is ’orse an’ polish the buttons on his uniform.’

The Queen was struck again by Chantelle’s beauty; she really does have an exquisite face, thought the Queen. Some genetic malfunction had given her sculpted bones and long limbs, unlike the rest of the Toby clan, who were stumpy and coarse-featured.

The Queen asked, ‘For how long has my husband been agitated?’

‘I dunno, I’ve only just come back on duty. I’ve been off for three days with stress,’ Chantelle said.

They passed through the residents’ lounge where elderly people with dead eyes were watching Tele-tubbies cavorting on a flickering television. The smell of urine and cheap disinfectant was overwhelming.

‘Why are you stressed?’ asked the Queen as they jerked slowly to the second floor, inside a lift only just big enough to take a coffin and two undertakers.

Chantelle sighed and said, ‘Sometimes I think I’ll never leave the Flowers. I don’t think it’s fair that I’ve got to live ’ere just ’cause my family’s a nightmare. I ain’t done nothing wrong.’

The Queen said, ‘I agree, it is terribly unfair.’

‘An’ this job is the pits,’ said Chantelle, lowering her voice as they neared the second floor. ‘There ain’t enough of us to look after the old people properly, an’ Mrs Hedge is a right cow.’

They came out of the lift and passed the open door of Mrs Hedge’s office, where she could be heard on the phone giving the weekly food order, ‘…and don’t send custard creams again. I’m not made of money.’

Chantelle said, ‘This was a lovely place when Granddad was ’ere. ’E ’ad a budgie in ’is room and ’e could stay up an’ watch the late film.’

The Queen had visited Wilf, Violet’s husband, after a stroke had paralysed him and taken his speech. A kinder regime had prevailed then. Wilf’s dog, Micky, had been a frequent visitor.

The Queen had been hoping that Harold Bunion would be out; a member of staff occasionally wheeled him to the One-Stop Centre where he borrowed talking books from the small visual impairment section. But Bunion was sitting in his wheelchair in his usual place, by the window. He was dressed in a heavy overcoat, a green woolly hat and a matching scarf. He was listening to an actor reading Stalin. When he saw the Queen and Chantelle, he sighed and pressed the pause button on his tape recorder.

The Queen said, ‘Are you about to go out, Mr Bunion?’

‘No,’ said the old man. ‘I’m dressed like this because it’s as cold as an Eskimo’s dick in here.’

‘You shouldn’t use words like that,’ said Chantelle.

‘I’m sure the Queen has heard the word “dick” before,’ said Bunion.

‘No,’ Chantelle said. ‘You shouldn’t use words like “Eskimo”, it’s against the law. You have to say “Inuit people”.’

‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ said Bunion savagely. ‘I meant, of course, to say that it’s as cold as an Inuit person’s dick in here.’

The Queen sat next to her husband’s bed and watched him sleeping. She recalled a visit to Baffin Island, part of northern Canada, when Prince Philip had recited part of ‘Eskimo Nell’ after an official dinner. He had caused a diplomatic incident and British imports to Canada had dropped by five per cent.

His duvet cover was printed with: ‘Property of FBH. Not to be removed from the premises.’ As if anybody would want to steal the horrid thing, thought the Queen, smoothing the worn grey cotton.

Prince Philip opened his eyes. ‘He’s been torturing me with Stalin’s biography, Lilibet,’ he groaned.

Bunion shouted. ‘By talking when I’m trying to listen ’e’s infringing my ’uman rights. I’ll take it to the European Parliament if ’e don’t stop.’

‘Oh, my dearest darling,’ whispered the Queen, looking at her husband’s gaunt face and skeletal fingers. ‘Have you been eating?’

‘Can’t eat,’ he said hoarsely.

‘He can’t hold a knife or fork an’ ’e struggles with a spoon,’ said Bunion.

There was a tray on Prince Philip’s bedside table. The Queen lifted the metal cover from a plate of food. In the middle of the plate were a few spoonfuls of congealed grey mince, and two scoops of off-white potato. A few soggy diced vegetables were scattered around the edge of the plate. The Queen shuddered and replaced the metal cover. She took her husband’s cold hands between her own and examined him closely. He hadn’t been shaved and he was still wearing the pyjamas he’d been in three days before, when she had last seen him.

Bunion said, ‘I tried to get some water down him last night, but I can’t get near enough in my wheelchair.’

‘Did you ring the bell?’ asked the Queen, alarmed at the implications behind Bunion’s statement.

Bunion said, ‘I rang the bell, but nobody came. Nobody ever comes.’

Chantelle looked up from making Bunion’s bed and said, ‘The night staff are lazy bleeders.’

The Queen peeled back the sheets and blankets and saw at once that her husband’s pyjamas were wet. She tried to soothe his agitation by saying, ‘I’m going to change your pyjamas, darling. You seem to have spilt water in your bed.’

In the narrow wardrobe allocated to him she found a collection of mismatched pyjama tops and bottoms. None of them belonged to him. When she and Chantelle removed his wet pyjamas, both of them were shocked by the angry-looking bedsores that had developed on the pressure points of his body. His heels, buttocks and elbows were fiery red.

Bunion said, ‘This is a care home, Mrs Windsor. But nobody cares.’

Chantelle said, ‘That ain’t fair, Harold. I fetched you that Stalin tape from the library, didn’t I?’

Bunion shouted back, ‘I asked for a biography of Marx.’

Chantelle said, ‘The woman in the library said they was both Commies and that you wouldn’t mind.’

The Queen said, ‘Please ask Mrs Hedge to come here, would you, Chantelle? And bring some clean bed linen back with you.’

As the Queen washed and creamed her husband’s emaciated body, Bunion said, ‘We live in harsh times, Mrs Windsor. Do you remember the fifties?’ Without waiting for an answer, he continued. ‘The summers were hot, the winters were cold. We children had free milk and orange juice. The National Health Service looked after us from the cradle to the grave. There was plenty of work for your dad and your mam. There were songs on the radio that you could dance to. There was no such thing as bloody teenagers. We’d never heard of stress. If you were a clever-clogs you could go to university and it wouldn’t cost your mam and dad a penny. They scrapped national service, and if you went into hospital the matron would make bloody certain that none of her patients got bedsores.’

Mrs Hedge stood half in and half out of the doorway as though matters of great importance and urgency would not allow her to fully enter the room. She said, ‘You wanted to see me?’

The Queen said, ‘My husband’s condition has deteriorated, Mrs Hedge.’

‘How?’ she asked.

Bunion said, ‘If this was the fifties, you’d have been out on your arse, Mrs Hedge.’

Chantelle came into the room holding freshly laundered white linen.

When Mrs Hedge looked at Prince Philip’s bedsores, she said, ‘I’m not responsible for nursing care. I’ll ask our duty doctor, Dr Goodman, to call in.’

The Queen said, ‘As you must know, Mrs Hedge, Dr Goodman was struck off for gross incompetence. I saw him only a few days ago, sitting on the doorstep of Grice’s Off-Licence, drinking from a bottle of Burgundy.’

Chantelle put her arm around the Queen and said, ‘I’ll look after Prince Philip. I’ll make sure he gets fed an’ I’ll put cream on ’is bum an’ that.’

Mrs Hedge said, ‘I shall record in the incident book that your husband was offered medical assistance but you declined on his behalf.’

When Mrs Hedge left the room, the Queen and Chantelle dressed Prince Philip in clean pyjamas, and stripped and remade his bed.

The Queen said, ‘I would love to take him home, Chantelle, but as you can see, it took two of us to lift him. He’s a tall man, and I’m a short woman.’

Chantelle turned the thermostat up on the radiator and wheeled Bunion out of the room, saying, ‘Come and sit in the lounge until the room warms up.’

When they were alone, the Queen said to her husband, ‘Darling, I need your advice. Would you mind terribly if I were to abdicate?’

Prince Philip moved his head slightly. It was not a definitive no, but then neither was it a definite yes.

The Queen waited until he had gone to sleep before she felt able to go home.
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Boy English had been holed up in a conference room at New Con headquarters for most of the morning, with a team of advisers hammering out the script of his first party political broadcast. The room was low-ceilinged and brightly lit. The windows were sealed shut and the air conditioning was too cold for comfort. Sandwiches had been sent for, and to Boy’s disgust each one had been contaminated with mayonnaise. Eventually, at twelve thirty, the script had been printed out and copies were handed around for a final edit.

PARTY POLITICAL BROADCAST

The film opens with Boy and his wife in their IKEA bed
romping with their young children.

Voice-over Boy: I care deeply about the future of this wonderful country. I care even more about my family.

Cut to Boy bathing the children.

Voice-over Boy: I’m a hands-on kinda dad. I cut the umbilical cords for both my kids.

Close shot: Boy has bubbles on nose.

Voice-over Boy: My children bring me down to earth.

Close shot: kid laughing in the bath.

Voice-over Boy: They keep me in touch with what really matters.

Cut to Boy taking wife a cup of tea in bed.

Voice-over Boy: I believe that women have had a rough deal over the years.

Cut to Boy walking a dog in an urban street and stopping
to talk to a pensioner.

Voice-over Boy: My constituency is also my community. Walking the dog keeps me in touch. I’m always willing to talk to my constituents.

Cut to Boy riding his bike while listening to rock music on
his iPod.

Voice-over Boy: The bike keeps me fit, it gets me to work, and
I can listen to some of my music at the same time.

Cut to Boy laughing with a black policeman at the House
of Commons.

Voice-over Boy: I love this place, it truly is the Mother of all
Parliaments.

Cut to Boy in his office at Westminster with his secretary
in a wheelchair.

Voice-over Boy: My staff are more than my employees, they’ve become friends I can trust. Trust is everything.

Cut to a recording of Boy at Prime Minister’s Questions,
asking the PM why the Government is banning novelty
slippers, confirming that his wife bought him novelty reindeer
slippers for Christmas.

Boy: Mr Speaker, why, when the country is facing unprecedented economic challenges is the Government fiddling around with legislation to ban stepladders and novelty slippers? My wife bought me a pair of reindeer slippers for Christmas and I’m rather fond of them.

Cut to laughter of New Cons and shot of Speaker laughing –
calling for order. Then cut to Boy on a football pitch coaching
multi-ethnics, both boys and girls (background sound).

Voice-over Boy: Football is a major passion of mine; my team is Tower Hamlets Juniors.

Cut to Boy and his wife entering a pub with a dog. They
go into the public bar.

Voice-over Boy: Once a week my wife and I leave our children in the capable hands of my mother-in-law and we have a night out together. We’ve made some good mates in our local pub.

Close shot: Boy drinking a pint with an Asian man in a turban.

Voice-over Boy: I want to live in a society…

Close shot: Boy’s wife and Asian women in saris playing
darts.

Voice-over Boy:… that embraces multi-ethnicity…

Cut to Boy walking in a gay and lesbian parade with a
gay Chelsea Pensioner who is carrying a placard reading
‘Gay and Proud’.

Voice-over Boy:… and sexual tolerance.

Cut to footage of the Royal Family on the balcony at
Buckingham Palace.

Voice-over Boy: Above all, I love our Royal Family.

Fade in soundtrack of ‘Land of Hope and Glory’.

Fade out music and dissolve into Boy addressing the viewer.

Boy: I give you this promise. If you vote New Con, we will bring our Royal Family back from their cruel exile and place them where they belong, at the head and heart of our country.

Bring music back up. Closing shot of Boy wiping tears from
his eyes.

When Boy finished reading, he looked around at his advisers and said, ‘I love all that stuff about my dog. The problem is, I haven’t got a fucking dog.’

‘Even better,’ said an excited media adviser. ‘We’ll film you saving one from a rescue centre.’

‘Not Battersea,’ said another adviser, ‘the Chancellor has already done that, the opportunistic bastard.’

‘I’ll get one from my constituency,’ said Boy. ‘All politics is local.’

The script was adjusted accordingly and a visit to Norfolk was hastily arranged for later that afternoon.

As they were shuffling their papers together and closing their laptops, Boy said, ‘I don’t have to keep this fucking dog, do I? I can’t stand the bloody things.’

‘No,’ said a press adviser. ‘It can go missing. We could spin it out for weeks.’ The adviser began to fore-see the press campaign, saying, ‘I can see it now, Boy tramping the streets looking for his lost dog. You could give one of your “blinking back tears” interviews, Boy.’

Boy said, ‘Good work, team. Win, win, eh?’

Dwayne was sitting with five other trainees including Peter Penny in an improvised classroom at the Control Centre. Inspector Lancer was giving a lecture on ‘patriotic protection’. A stun gun was being passed from hand to hand around the small room.

Lancer was saying, ‘A stun gun is a most effective non-lethal weapon. If you’re attacked by Exclusion Zoners, or threatened by one of their mad dogs, don’t panic or cry for your mother. You only need to touch your attacker with one of these stun guns for three or, in the case of fat bastards, five seconds. The high-voltage shock will immobilize them for a few minutes: long enough to get a few hard kicks in, eh lads?’

Dwayne handed the stun gun back to the inspector. He could think of no circumstances in which he would use the horrible thing. Inspector Lancer patted the stun gun fondly, as though it were a household pet.

Lancer continued, ‘Life in the Exclusion Zones is full of danger; your average street is chock-a-block with ruthless criminals, terrorists and the like, and because lily-livered poofs like Prince Charles cry into their lentils at the very mention of arming the police with AK47s, we have to settle for the next best thing. So, now I turn to the Grice taser gun, which happens to be a particular favourite of mine. If you’ve been attacked by an assailant before you’ll know how important it is to have a powerful weapon.’ He took the little taser gun from the holster around his waist and said, ‘Come up here, Dwayne.’

Dwayne got up from his chair reluctantly, keeping his eyes on the small black gun; Lancer waved him to the end of the room. Dwayne stood with his back against the wall.

Lancer said, ‘Just point and shoot the taser at your assailant. The taser will fire wires up to a range of fifteen feet and attach themselves by little hooks to the assailant’s clothing, thereby sending powerful “T” waves through the wires into their scumbag bodies. This will jam the criminal’s nervous system. The sudden deadlock will cause total incapacitation.’

Lancer pulled the trigger of the gun and two wires shot out and attached themselves to Dwayne’s jacket. Dwayne screamed in agony, dropped to the floor, curled into a foetal position and lay there, motionless. Peter Penny rose to his feet, then sat down again.

Lancer carried on addressing the rest of the group, ‘This will give you time to leave the location or call for reinforcements. The Grice taser gun does not cause long-term damage, you’ll be pleased to know, Dwayne, and it’s more effective and faster than poncy chemical sprays. So that’s your common or garden taser. Any questions?’

‘How much do they cost, sir?’ asked Peter Penny when it became obvious that no one else was going to speak.

‘They’ll cost you about five hundred quid a go.’

‘They’ll cost us?’ checked Peter Penny.

Inspector Lancer gave Dwayne a gentle kick to check that he was still alive. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Mr Grice has generously offered to accept four easy payments of one hundred and twenty-five pounds to be docked out of your wages over the coming months.’

After fifteen minutes Dwayne had recovered enough to be able to sit up and accept a glass of water from Peter Penny. When Lancer came over to him to take his order for the taser, Dwayne said, ‘I think I’ll pass on it, sir.’

Lancer said, ‘Think again, lad. From today a taser is considered to be essential equipment, and you can’t work for Grice Security without one.’

‘And they’re not provided free?’ checked Dwayne.

‘No,’ said Lancer. ‘Mr Grice is not made of money.’
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Boy had represented the Great Clutterbuck constituency in Norfolk for five years. He had won the seat with a majority of over five thousand when the incumbent Member of Parliament had been discovered pocketing some of the funds of a children’s hospice. Boy hardly ever visited Great Clutterbuck. It was difficult to get there by car, the trains were infrequent and overcrowded and the local airport closed down at 5 p.m. Few of his constituents noticed his absence. He kept the elderly women activists happy by attending the Christmas Fayre, the Easter Bonnet Competition, the Summer Fête and the annual Bonfire Party held in the grounds of nearby Sandringham House on November the fifth.

His constituency agent, a retired butcher, Derek Proudfoot MBE, dealt with the usual tedious constituency problems: complaints about damp housing, demands for zebra crossings and the constant drip of grievances against Vulcan, the government computer which, when it was not erroneously paying pensioners a million pounds a week, was expecting single parents to live on one pound ten pence for the same period. Boy loathed the flat vastness of the horizon that surrounded Great Clutterbuck. He found the local accent incomprehensible and his wife complained that it was impossible to find focaccia in the village shop.

It was sunny when a convoy of 4 x 4s swept along Great Clutterbuck High Street on its way to the ‘Fossdyke Rescue Centre’, where a madwoman, Ms Fossdyke, harboured stray dogs from the Greater Norfolk Area. Ms Fossdyke patrolled the byways in a converted ambulance on a constant lookout for down-and-out dogs. When Boy’s press officer had rung her to ask if she would object to being filmed helping Boy choose a dog, she had hesitated. When an ‘inconvenience fee’ of three hundred and fifty pounds was mentioned, she agreed.

It was grisly filming. Boy had to trudge in his wellingtons up and down the narrow cinder path in front of the cages of rescued dogs, trying to look interested. Nothing went right. The dogs seemed to take an instant dislike to him.

The director said to Ms Fossdyke, ‘Isn’t there a sweet little puppy with, you know… big eyes?’

‘There’s Tommy,’ Ms Fossdyke croaked. ‘He’s got a thyroid complaint.’

The director had already decided that Ms Fossdyke would be edited out of the footage. She was alarmingly eccentric. Boy thought, if I was told by somebody that Ms Fossdyke had been suckled by wolves, I’d believe them.

In a break from filming caused by a series of low-flying jets, a car drew up in the lane at the end of the drive to the kennels. A door opened then slammed shut. The car sped away, with a melodramatic squeal of its brakes. Ms Fossdyke excused herself, saying, ‘Another poor wretch.’ She lurched away down the drive.

She came back holding a potato sack tied at the top with many knots. The sack was moving, something was whimpering inside. The cameraman shouted, ‘Wait,’ as Ms Fossdyke began to undo the knots.

The director shouted, ‘Boy, I want you in shot. Ms Fossdyke, fuck off and let Boy open the sack.’

Boy said, ‘I’m not up to date with my tetanus shots. Let her open the sack.’

Ms Fossdyke’s knobbly fingers picked at the few final knots and a little black-haired puppy blinked in the daylight. There was a collective, ‘Aah.’ Boy put his hand out and the little dog licked his fingers. Once again the crowd of onlookers said, ‘Aah.’

Boy picked the dog out of the sack and cradled it in his arms, saying into the camera, with a wavering voice that was not entirely bogus, ‘I’ve found my dog.’

The director shouted, ‘Cut! Make-up, our little friend in the sack looks a bit too healthy for a puppy that’s just been dumped. Break it down a bit, will you? Give it a bit of wear and tear.’

Boy was overwhelmed by the immediate love he felt for this little nameless dog. He had witnessed his eldest child, Dora, being born, but when the midwife had passed the baby to Boy, his main emotion had been relief that his wife, Cordelia, had stopped screaming, and he was glad when the midwife took the child away to be cleaned and weighed. But now he held on to the little dog and would not allow the make-up artist or anybody else to take it from him.

To break the long drive back to London, Boy and his entourage called on Stephen Fry. They knew he would be at home in his old mellow-bricked rectory because he was under house arrest. He’d been found guilty at Norwich Crown Court of ‘inappropriate and deliberate mockery of the authorities’.

Boy had previously met Fry at the opening of a new pig-slaughtering house in Watton. Until very recently, Fry had been a National Treasure and Boy’s most famous constituent. His trial had been seen as a watershed: many comedians had fled the country and were living, for some inexplicable reason, in Belgium.

As they drove down the country lanes that led to Fry’s house, Boy sat with the dog on his lap, addressing it directly, talking gibberish. His advisers debated among themselves about what the dog should be called.

‘The name needs to be politically expedient,’ said one.

‘It needs to appeal to a wide demographic,’ said another.

Boy said, ‘Fuck all that, his name is Billy.’

Fry came to the door, accompanied by a lolloping chestnut-coloured dog with sad eyes and long drooping ears.

‘This is Chaucer,’ said Fry. ‘He won’t hurt you, though he has a vicious tongue.’

Chaucer looked up at Billy, who was still in Boy’s arms, and asked, ‘How old are you?’

Billy said, ‘Three months.’

‘Three months!’ said Chaucer. ‘I’m a very old dog. Is he your first owner?’

‘No,’ said Billy. ‘My first owner didn’t like me peeing in his shoes. He threw me into a black bag and dumped me on the side of the road.’

Chaucer appraised Boy, who was talking and laughing with Stephen Fry on the doorstep.

Chaucer said, ‘A word of advice, young fellow. Whatever your opinions, keep them to yourself. Our masters like us to have spirit, but not independence. Fry is a good master, I can’t fault him – apart from a tendency he has to open his heart to me. He tells me things that frankly, Billy, I don’t want to hear. He’s not as confident as he looks. Bless him.’

Boy asked Fry how he was finding house arrest.

Fry said, ‘I’m having a splendid time. I read, I fart about in the house; I drop to my knees every day in thanks to Jack Barker. He’s given me a lovely, albeit enforced, holiday.’

Boy asked, ‘Are you doing any work at all?’

Fry drawled, ‘I scribble a few words now and then, when the fancy takes me.’

Boy took this to mean that Fry was writing another book. He said, ‘I wondered if I could count on your support, Stephen?’

Fry said, enigmatically, ‘I wonder. Pray, do tell me how your policies differ from those of your rivals.’

Boy said, ‘There’s no point in pretending that we’d manage the economy any better: the western world is on the same fiscal treadmill, but the Cromwellians are against the monarchy and dogs, and we New Cons are very much for them.’

Fry said, ‘The paucity of your ambitions will, I expect, be matched by the parochialism of their execution.’

Boy was unsure if he had been insulted or not. He said, ‘If you vote for me, and I win, Stephen, you’ll be released immediately from house arrest.’

Fry said, ‘Oh dear, and I was so enjoying my sojourn in the country.’

Boy said, ‘Can we use a photograph of you and Chaucer in our election campaign?’

Fry said, ‘If I did that, Boy, I’d risk being sent to the Cromer Exclusion Zone. Which truly would be a fate worse than death.’

As Boy turned to leave, Chaucer barked to Billy, ‘Good luck, and remember to use your eyes. They can’t resist our eyes.’
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Arthur Grice was staring gloomily through the glass in his living-room floor to the fast-running mill stream below. The branch of a tree had wedged itself in the narrow channel and had gathered around itself an old Coke can, several plastic bags and, to Grice’s disgust, a condom which, full of water, mocked Grice’s male appendage. Grice was trying to work out how to clear the rubbish. He had invited several VIPs to a cocktail party that evening, and he had wanted to impress them with the Old Mill’s outstanding feature. He had rehearsed in his mind the moment when, having gathered his guests in a circle around the glass floor, he would use the remote control to switch on the lights that illuminated the millstream. He anticipated the gasps of amazement and the cries of, ‘Wow!’

Sandra, his wife, had told the snooty estate agent, employed to find them a character property, that the house must have ‘the wow factor’. Arthur wondered if, in the hour before the guests were due to arrive, he could borrow a small child from somewhere and get the kid to jump in the stream and free the branch and the rubbish.

Sandra called to him from the hot tub on the veranda outside the living room. He slid open the glass doors and removed his terry-towelling robe. As he climbed into the tub Sandra closed her eyes against his nakedness. Her new breasts bobbed above the bubbling water like two huge pink ping-pong balls. Arthur was dying to get his hands on them but Sandra had told him that her breasts must not be touched or fondled for at least eighteen months. Arthur preferred his wife’s old, original breasts. They were less intimidating, and friendlier, he thought.

Sandra said, ‘How did you get on with the Queen, then?’

Arthur sighed, ‘I done everything right, din’t lay a finger on her, I called her by the right names, but she din’t seem keen on giving us a title, Sandra.’

Sandra said, ‘We work our fingers to the bone, Arthur, and what do we get for it? A slap in the fucking face.’

They talked for a while about the various Grice businesses. Sandra said, ‘We’ve got so much money in the bank, I’m running out of ways to spend it, but do you know what we ’aven’t got?’

Arthur didn’t know. As far as he was concerned they’d got it all: electric curtains, gigantic plasma tellies on the wall of every room, white carpets throughout, an Italian coffee-making machine, a French stove, an American fridge, four cars in the garage. ‘What ain’t we got?’ he asked, genuinely wanting to know.

‘Respect,’ she said, examining her red-painted nail extensions. ‘People think we’re common. I want to be respectable, Arthur. I want to mingle with people with class, and a bit of refinement.’

Arthur took her hand. She was asking for the one thing he could not give her.

She cried, ‘I’m fucking sick of havin’ friends called Mad Mick or Brutal Bob, even your mam’s called Knuckles Nora!’

Arthur took umbrage and said, ‘You’re going too far now, Sandra. It’s years since me mam ’ad a fistfight.’

Arthur’s mother, Nora, was downstairs preparing food for the cocktail party. She lived in the granny annexe that had been converted from a building where sacks of grain were once stored. Arthur worshipped his mother, and she worshipped him. In Nora’s eyes Arthur had thrown himself away on Sandra, who she considered to be ‘as spoilt as a sailor’s arse’.

‘You could go on a “Find Your Inner Princess” course,’ said Arthur. ‘The Queen’s butler is running one at Cavendish Manor. We done a scaffolding job there. You could learn to talk better and how to lay a table and ’ow to geddout of a car without showing your fanny.’

Sandra said unenthusiastically, ‘I went on a course once and I ended up on probation.’

Arthur said, placatingly, ‘Yeah, but that yoga wanker was asking to be duffed up. This course is a different barrel of monkeys, it’s five grand a week, and you’d be mixing with near aristocracy.’

Nora Grice slid open the glass doors and shouted, ‘I’ve done the cheese an’ pineapple, and the chipolatas are in the oven. I’ll get off now, I’ve got to change the bandages on me legs.’

Arthur said, ‘Thanks, Mam.’

Sandra said, ‘Nora, if you’re thinking of joining us later, have a shave first, will you?’

Nora stomped away on her ulcerated legs.

Arthur said, ‘I’ll ring that butler bloke tomorrow and get you a place.’

Sandra said, despondently, ‘Don’t bother, Arthur. You can’t teach an old dog new tricks.’

‘But you can!’ said Arthur. He called Rocky upstairs and tried to get the puzzled dog to sit upright on his hind legs.

When Rocky repeatedly fell over, Grice lost his temper and kicked Rocky across the decking, saying, ‘You’re neither use nor ornament.’

Rocky growled, ‘Kick me again and I’ll rip your throat out,’ then turned and ran downstairs.

Later that evening, as Arthur and Sandra were chatting to their guests, most of whom were drawn from the professional criminal classes, Arthur mentioned with apparent nonchalance that he had been talking to the Queen earlier in the day, in her own home. ‘A very nice lady,’ said Arthur, ‘very regal. I’d lay my life down for ’er.’

There was loud assent from the criminals, their wives and girlfriends, all of whom considered themselves to be true patriots.

Later, one of the criminals sidled up to Arthur and, putting his mouth close to Arthur’s ear, said, ‘There’s a story doing the rounds, that the Queen has got the Imperial State Crown ’idden somewhere in her ’ouse. It’s said by them in the know, that the crown is priceless, Arthur, and we all know how much that is, don’t we?’

Arthur said, ‘Anybody what even thinks of ’avin’ that crown away is already dead: ’is legs is in concrete buckets. ’E’s ’anging from a meat hook. ’E’s falling from an ’igh building. In fact, I’m startin’ to feel very sorry for that bloke.’

After their guests had departed and Nora was washing up downstairs, Arthur said, ‘I think that went well, don’t you?’

Sandra yawned, ‘Apart from your mother’s shaving cuts. She might have wiped the blood off before she went round with the chipolatas.’
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Camilla was having her hair coloured in Beverley Threadgold’s spectacularly untidy kitchen, where a small television was balanced precariously on a cluttered work surface. Camilla was slightly alarmed at the eye-watering strength of the peroxide solution that Beverley was sloshing on to her hair. She said, ‘Bev, are you an experienced colourist?’

Beverley bridled and said, ‘I’ve only ever had one client whose hair fell out.’

In her youth Beverley had been briefly apprenticed to a unisex salon in the town. She was still at the shampooing and sweeping-up stage when she had been dismissed for ‘gross insubordination’ after her malicious gossip caused two clients, the wife and the mistress of a third client, to fight among the washbasins in the salon. The subsequent car chase had escalated into tragedy: an attempted murder charge, a hospital admission and a botched suicide.

Camilla had been reluctant to entrust her hair to Beverley, but she couldn’t bring herself to go to Grice’s salon, Pauper’s, again. Not after the last time, when a sixteen-year-old boy stylist had minced up and told her that her hairstyle, the one she had kept for over thirty years, made her look like ‘one of them old women what models thermal underwear on the back pages of pensioner magazines’.

Camilla was always careful what she said in front of Beverley, who had a gift for wheedling things out of one. Only yesterday Beverley had caused trouble on the estate by claiming she had seen Mr Anwar, the highly prudish owner of the ‘Everything A Pound’ shop, sneaking into the entrance of Grice-A-Go-Go, the pole-dancing club in the shopping parade. The gentleman in question had not been Mr Anwar, but a similar-looking, morbidly obese, middle-aged Hindu, an environmental health inspector, making a professional visit. Mrs Anwar had still not returned from her brother’s house, where she had fled to avoid the scandal.

Beverley had once auditioned to work in Grice-A-Go-Go, but Arthur Grice had laughed at her performance on the pole and told her to come back when she had lost four stone. Beverley had gone home and told Vince she’d got the job but couldn’t take it because she’d been allergic to the pole. ‘I forgot, I can only wear precious metal,’ she had lied.

Beverley stuffed Camilla’s dripping hair into a plastic shower cap and said, ‘Maddo Clarke told me he saw Princess Michael taking her Louis Vuitton luggage down from her attic.’

‘How would Maddo know?’ asked Camilla, who was certain that Maddo Clarke had never set foot inside Princess Michael’s house.

‘He’s a peeping Tom,’ said Beverley, matter-of-factly.

Camilla said, ‘What’s the significance of the luggage?’

Beverley said, ‘She’s planning to go back to London, after the election.’

Camilla said, ‘The New Cons don’t stand a chance of being elected.’

‘I dunno,’ said Beverley, looking at the television where Boy English was shown in flattering profile being interviewed on Politics F’da Yoot.

‘I wun’t climb over ’im to make a cup of cocoa,’ said Beverley.

Camilla said, ‘He’s terribly nice. I knew his mother, in the old days.’

Beverley said, ‘Do you miss your old life, Camilla?’

Camilla said, ‘Oh, I ache for it sometimes. But what else could I do? I was terribly in love with Charles.’

Beverley sighed and said, ‘An’ you gave it all up for love, like me. I’d have been a famous actress by now if I hadn’t bumped into Vince’s dodgem car an’ broke ’is nose.’

Beverley locked the door and drew the kitchen curtains against the snooping cameras, and they lit cigarettes.

Camilla said, ‘I hope Boy doesn’t get elected, Bev. I couldn’t bear to be the wife of the King of England.’

Beverley’s eyes widened, she pounced on to this titbit like a tiger leaping on to a soft-eyed antelope and said, ‘Charlie can’t be the King until the Queen is dead.’ She gasped. ‘Don’t tell me the Queen is dying! Oh, my God! What’s she got? A bad heart? Cancer? TB? How long’s she got to live?’

Camilla’s scalp felt as though it was on fire. She said, ‘Bev, I’m terribly sorry, but there’s something dreadfully wrong with my scalp.’

Beverley pulled up the shower cap and inspected Camilla’s scalp. ‘Fuckin’ ’ell,’ she said. ‘Get your head under that cold tap, quick.’

When Camilla’s hair had been towelled dry and the fire in her scalp had almost subsided, they watched the remainder of the Boy English interview.

As a concession to the young viewing audience Boy had left off his tie and was wearing jeans and an open-necked pink shirt. Together with his stylist he had agonized about trainers. Should he buy some, and if so, which brand? He had tried a few pairs on in the privacy of his office, but he decided that he looked ridiculous in them, and anyway, they made him feel as though he had bloody mattresses for feet. He much preferred to feel the hard ground when he walked.

The interviewer was a black girl called Nadine, who spoke in a form of ‘Yoof’ speak he could barely understand. He got through by doing a lot of quick summations but really, he thought, this is worse than doing bloody Beowulf at Oxford. He had just finished talking about his passion for Bob Marley and Puff Daddy when Nadine hit him below the belt by saying in very clear English indeed, ‘Boy, do you still have a serious cigarette habit?’

Boy had a split second in which to think. If he admitted he was a smoker, he was jeopardizing his chances of winning the next election. If he said he was a non-smoker, he might be exposed as a liar. Perhaps somebody had evidence; but he didn’t know how. He only ever smoked in his own house these days, when his wife was out, with the blinds drawn and an extractor fan going. In the recent past he had visited Gasper’s, one of the private smoking clubs that had sprung up in Soho, but he could no longer take the risk, not now his face was so well known.

Boy put on his ‘I’m going to make a brave statement now’ expression and said, ‘Nadine, I’m going to be absolutely straight with you. In my youth I experimented with cigarettes, most people did. I was anxious to fit in with my peers.’ He ducked his head and gave a shy smile, ‘I was not a confident youngster, I thought that cigarettes would make me look cool. I got drawn into it when I was seventeen, in my last year at school.’

Beverley, watching at home, said, ‘What took him so long? I were on twenty a day by the time I was fourteen.’

In the studio, Boy was saying, ‘I bought an expensive lighter. Soon there were ashtrays in every room, then, before I knew it, I was up to ten a day.’

Beverley snarled, ‘Amateur.’

Boy lowered his eyes. His lashes, enhanced by a touch of midnight-black Maybelline, fluttered against his pale skin. This single gesture won him hundreds of thousands of votes from a particular demographic: women, ex-smokers.

‘What about the Exclusion Zones, will you keep them?’

Boy said carefully, ‘We are currently reviewing the situation. Exclusion Zones have undoubtedly had a part to play in making the streets safer for hard-working, taxpaying families.’

Nadine said, ‘OK. Now I’m gonna ask you to do our quick quiz. Which jeans, Levi’s or Wrangler?’

Boy answered, ‘Levi’s.’

Nadine asked, ‘Who’s your favourite slapper, Jordan or Jodie?’

Boy hesitated; he didn’t want to antagonize either slapper’s supporters.

‘Pass,’ he laughed.

Nadine’s next question was easier to answer, ‘Queen Elizabeth or Queen Camilla?’

‘Oh, I think Queen Camilla,’ he said, without hesitation.

Camilla could not help feeling pleased, though the thought of actually being the Queen of England horrified her.

Vince Threadgold almost fell through the kitchen door. King followed him in.

‘You’ve bin drinkin’,’ accused Beverley.

‘It’s our lad’s birthday,’ slurred Vince.

‘I know that,’ said Beverley savagely.

‘King’s birthday?’ asked Camilla, stretching her hand out to stroke the old Alsatian. ‘How old is he?’

There was an uncharacteristic silence from the Threadgolds, as both waited for the other to speak. Eventually Vince said, ‘We ’ad a lad, Aaron. He were born thirty years ago.’

‘’E was took off us by social services,’ said Beverley, lighting another cigarette even though the first was still smouldering in the ashtray.

‘’E kept breakin’ ’is bones,’ said Vince.

‘An’ they thought me an’ Vince was doin’ it,’ said Beverley.

‘I knew I weren’t,’ said Vince, ‘so I thought Bev must ’ave been.’

‘An’ I knew I weren’t,’ said Beverley, ‘so…’

‘So how did he break his bones?’ asked Camilla.

‘’E ’ad brittle bone disease,’ said Beverley with a ghastly smile, ‘but by the time social services found out, ’e’d bin adopted, an ’e didn’t know us.’

Beverley’s face crumpled, ‘An’ now ’e won’t want to know us, will ’e? Not living in an Exclusion Zone.’

Vince patted Beverley’s shoulder.

Camilla said, ‘Children always want to know their blood parents, Bev. He’ll come looking for you, one day.’ She left as soon as decency allowed.

By six o’clock in the evening, a story had spread around the estate that the Queen had six months/two weeks/days to live, because she was suffering from heart disease/leukaemia/tuberculosis. It took only a few hours for the rumour about the Queen’s imminent death to reach Prince Charles; Maddo Clarke told him at the frozen-food cabinet in Grice’s Food-Is-U.

‘Sorry to ’ear ’bout your mam,’ said Maddo. ‘I only seen her today, an’ I thought she looked a bit green round the gills.’

Charles took a step back from Maddo’s beery breath and said, ‘Yes, she’s been in dreadful pain, but she’ll be perfectly all right soon.’

‘Yeah,’ said Maddo, ‘it’ll be a merciful release.’

Charles frowned and thought, Mummy’s toothache can’t be pleasant but it hardly warrants the tears in Maddo’s eyes.

‘It must be ’ard for you,’ said Maddo. ‘Seeing as ’ow close you are to your mam.’

‘Well, I’ll certainly be glad when it’s all over,’ said Charles, as he searched fruitlessly through the cabinet for a frozen organic chicken.

‘Can’t bear to see ’er suffer, eh?’ Maddo put a tattooed hand on Charles’s shoulder.

Charles gave up looking for an organic chicken, and the cooking instructions on the battery chickens appeared to be written in Chinese anyway. He moved on down the aisle to the greengrocery section.

Maddo followed him, saying, ‘I never got over my mam’s passin’. When she took bad they ’ad to get the fire service to lift her out of the bedroom.’

‘Whatever for?’ asked Charles.

‘She were quite a big lady,’ said Maddo. ‘She were forty-two stone at the end.’

‘How appalling,’ said Charles.

‘It weren’t ’er fault!’ said Maddo angrily. ‘Nobody can ’elp their glands, can they?’

‘Indeed not,’ said Charles. ‘I meant, how appalling for you.’

‘I worshipped that woman,’ Maddo said, openly crying. ‘When we buried her, a pizza box blew into the grave. It were a sign from Mam that she were all right.’

Charles put his wire basket down and his arms around Maddo, who was now distraught and attracting attention from the other shoppers.

‘She loved her pizza. She’d get through three a night,’ Maddo sobbed. He recited like a litany his mother’s favourites. ‘Hawaiian, five cheeses, and pepperoni with extra onions. Every night, regular as clockwork, at nine o’clock, the pizza van would arrive. I’ve been drunk ever since.’ He was mopping his eyes now, with Charles’s handkerchief. ‘So look after your mam, and if there’s owt I can do to make sure your mam’s last few days or weeks are ’appy, then let me know.’

Charles was baffled. It was hard for him to take in. Why hadn’t his mother told him she was terminally ill? He’d believed her when she’d told him that she was suffering from toothache. Outside the shop, with the money allocated for groceries still in his pocket, he bumped into his brother, Andrew, who was arm-in-arm with a thin red-haired woman in city shorts and high heels.

Before Charles could get a word in about their mother, Andrew said, ‘Charlie, this is Marcia Boycott, or as The News of the Screws called her, Marcia Boy Cock.’ He nudged Charles and laughed, ‘D’you geddit?’

‘So unfair,’ said Marcia, assuming that Charles was aware of her notoriety. ‘The boy was gagging for it.’ She pushed her red mane back with a slim white hand. ‘He lied his fifteen-year-old head off in court. I got no credit for getting him through his French GCSE.’

‘Marcia’s just moved into Pedo Street,’ said Andrew.

‘You make it sound as though I had a choice,’ said Marcia bitterly. She turned her intense gaze on to Charles and, addressing him directly, asked, ‘Do you think it’s fair that I’ve lost my job, that I’m on a list of known paedophiles, that I’m barred from going anywhere near a school or playground? I’ve been demonized for teaching a clumsy provincial schoolboy the art of love.’

Charles stammered, ‘It does seem a little harsh.’ He was longing to get away but Marcia continued.

‘None of the other boys I slept with complained.’

‘Quite,’ said Charles.

Andrew said, ‘The sneaky little bastard went to the police when Marcia refused to cough up for an iPod.’

‘I have my principles,’ said Marcia. ‘I will not pay for sex.’

Charles judged that this was not the moment to tell his brother that their mother was terminally ill. He could see that Andrew was eager to get Marcia somewhere he could give her a good seeing-to. As Charles hurried home to share the news with Camilla, he comforted himself with the thought that at least he wouldn’t have to be king. He thanked God that he now lived in a republic and the monarchy would never be restored. The New Cons would never win an election; Boy English had too many skeletons in his cupboard, and Charles was sure that one day they would come out dancing.

Mr Anwar told Violet Toby that the Queen was dying when Violet was in his shop looking for a butter dish. ‘It is most sad, she is a very gracious lady, only last week she was in the shop buying clothes pegs.’

Violet had been forced to sit down; she had lived next to the Queen for the past thirteen years and she’d taught her how to cook and clean and look after herself.

‘When I first met her,’ said Violet, ‘she couldn’t mash a spud, and didn’t know you ’ad to shake a bottle of HP to get the sauce to come out.’

Anwar said, ‘She will be a great loss to our community. Most of the people here are the dregs of society.’ He looked out of the shop window to where two struck-off solicitors were arguing over a can of Kestrel lager.

‘I ’ope you’re not callin’ me a dreg,’ said Violet. ‘I’m only ’ere because of our Barry. If it weren’t for ’im I could live anywhere I pleased.’

Mr Anwar said, ‘I am also punished for my son’s behaviour. He rang the police and told them that Osama bin Laden was living in our attic. The boy was thirteen, he’d been reading The Diary of Anne Frank, he’d fallen under the book’s influence. It was foolish, yes, but why punish the whole family?’

‘Didn’t they find some guns in the attic, though?’ asked Violet.

‘A few Kalashnikovs,’ said Mr Anwar. ‘Souvenirs from Afghanistan.’

‘Never mind,’ said Violet, comfortingly. ‘You’d ’ave been put in ’ere anyway, because of your weight, wouldn’t you? What are you now, thirty stone?’

When Violet got home, she dumped her shopping on the kitchen table and went straight round to the Queen’s house. She was disappointed to find that the lights were out and the front door was locked. She would have to wait until the morning before hearing the clinical details of the Queen’s terminal illness.

Charles had also called at his mother’s house and, finding her out, had knocked on Violet’s door. Violet had obviously been crying, thought Charles. Mascara had run down her cheeks, leaving dark trails as if a spider had gone for a jog after falling into black paint.

‘I ’eard about your mam,’ said Violet. ‘I don’t know what I’ll do without her.’

‘I can’t understand why Mummy didn’t tell me,’ said Charles.

‘She wun’t want to worry you,’ said Violet, who wished that Barry would stop telling her about the alarming thoughts that went through his head. ‘Do your brothers and sister know?’ she asked.

‘Not yet,’ said Charles. He was dreading breaking the news to them.

Before Charles had the chance to speak to his siblings, the Queen rang him.

‘Charles,’ she said, ‘I’ve something terribly important to tell the family.’

‘Oh, Mummy, I can’t bear it,’ said Charles.

Both of them were conscious that all telephone conversations were listened to by the security police. It made them more circumspect than usual.

The Queen said, ‘Can you and Camilla come to Anne’s at eight tonight?’

‘Of course,’ said Charles. ‘But are you well enough?’

The Queen said, ‘The pain has been dreadful, but it’s out now.’

‘Yes,’ said Charles. ‘Maddo Clarke told me. I do wish you’d told me yourself, Mummy.’

The Queen said, ‘I can’t be bothering you with every detail of my life.’

Charles thought, or death. He said, ‘You are magnificently brave, Mummy. When my turn comes I hope I shall be able to display such courage.’

The Queen said, ‘The worst bit is the waiting.’

Charles said, ‘I can imagine. It must be agony.’

‘But there’s television to watch, and magazines,’ said the Queen.

After he replaced the receiver, Charles thought, I doubt if there are televisions or magazines in Heaven, but if his mother was comforted by that belief, then who was he to disabuse her? When Charles thought about Heaven, he imagined it to be an English pastoral landscape with farmers in moleskin trousers driving horse-drawn ploughs, but he couldn’t quite decide where he fitted into this heavenly Utopia. Would there be a roped-off enclosure for VIPs or would the dead have equal rights?
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The Queen had asked for the meeting to take place in the Princess Royal’s house because it was the largest private venue available. Anne’s husband, Spiggy, had knocked their living room, hall and kitchen into one large space. He’d demolished the walls one night after returning home from a karaoke night at the One-Stop Centre, where he’d bought a lump hammer from a glue sniffer desperate for a couple of quid.

When he’d finished the demolition, he’d said, looking through the thick dust at the large space he’d created, ‘Now the dog can see the bleedin’ rabbit.’ He’d had to prop the ceiling up with the odd bit of scaffolding, it was still there three years later, but Anne didn’t seem to mind.

When Spiggy let the Queen into the living room, he issued the usual warning, ‘Watch the poles, Liz.’

The room was haphazardly furnished with a mixture of garish antiques and the junk that Spiggy seemed to accumulate every time he left the house. The Queen chose to sit in a high-backed armchair, rejecting Spiggy’s offer of a footstool. She was always a little nervous with Spiggy, so she bent her head and talked to Harris and Susan, telling them to stop running in and out of the poles.

Spiggy muttered, ‘Anne’ll be down in a minute, she’s trimming her nose hairs.’

A commotion at the front door told them that Charles and Camilla had arrived and had brought their three dogs to the meeting. When Spike, Princess Anne’s Staffordshire bull terrier, thundered down the stairs to join them, there were six dogs in the room.

Leo let the smaller dogs do all the barking and was rewarded when Charles said to him, ‘Leo, you are a very good boy.’ Charles stood in front of the log-effect gas fire with its regulated blue flames and said to his mother, ‘How are you, Mummy?’

The Queen said, ‘I’m extremely tired, it’s been a horrid day.’

Charles searched his mother’s face for clues as to how she truly felt about her imminent death. He had not expected her to go to pieces, but surely she would at last, under such circumstances, show some human frailty. He longed to give her some comfort, to put his arms around her, to reassure her that he would be there at her side when the end finally came. He tried to think of some way to broach the subject, but before he could formulate the perfect sentence, Camilla had taken his mother’s hand and said, ‘Your Majesty, Charles and I are both devastated to hear about your illness. How long have the doctors given you?’

The Queen said, ‘I haven’t seen a doctor for three years. I’m perfectly well.’

Charles thought, poor Mummy, she’s in denial.

The Queen laughed. ‘Violet came to see me in floods of tears. Mr Anwar told her that I’d got only days to live!’

‘Maddo Clarke told me,’ said Charles.

Camilla said, ‘So we’re not gathering to hear bad news?’

The Queen said, guardedly, ‘Shall we wait for the others?’

While they waited, Spiggy tried to entertain them. ‘I ’ad a right shock this mornin’,’ he laughed. ‘I woke up. About seven, it were. An’ I were feeling a bit randy, like, so I stretched me hand out and stroked Annie’s belly. I still had me eyes closed, an’ I said, “Are you up for it, Annie? I’m up for it.” She didn’t say owt but I could hear her breathing heavy, so I took me boxers off and I were just getting ready for a nice bit of lovey-dovey when I ’eard Annie downstairs talking to the milkman. I opened me eyes an’ saw Spike lying next to me. I shot outa bed as if I’d got a firework up me arse. Don’t get me wrong, I don’t mind a dog on the bed, but I draw the line at ’aving it in the bed, with its ’ead on the bleedin’ pillow. I ain’t been able to look the bloody dog in the eye since.’

The Queen gave a tight smile.

Later that night, Camilla said to Charles, ‘Your sister must have an extremely hairy belly.’

The next to arrive was Prince Andrew, who said he hoped the meeting wouldn’t last long because he’d left Marcia Boycott at home ‘cooking up a storm’.

‘She’s enormous fun, Mummy,’ said Andrew. ‘You’d like her. She’s a bit of an intellectual, very deep, like Charlie here. I don’t know what she sees in me, as you know I’m a… oh, what is it? A something, an animal of some kind, of very little brain.’

‘A bear,’ supplied Charles. ‘You’re a bear of very little brain, from Winnie-the-Pooh.’

‘Never liked Winnie-the-Pooh,’ said Andrew. ‘Thought he was a bit of a wimp, to tell you the truth. And as for that Christopher Robin, he was definitely a poofter in the making.’

Charles said earnestly, ‘But don’t you see, Andrew? All the animals in the wood represent human archetypes.’ Seeing the bafflement on Andrew’s face, he continued, ‘They, er… represent us humans.’

‘So which are you?’ asked Andrew.

While Charles was thinking, Anne came into the room and said, ‘I think Eeyore, the neurotic donkey, don’t you, Charles?’

Charles forced himself to laugh with the others.

Prince Edward and Sophie, the Countess of Wessex, arrived next. They had the misfortune to live next door to Maddo Clarke and his seven rampaging sons.

Sophie said, ‘We are totally exhausted. The Clarke rabble were up all night doing kung fu on the stairs.’

Edward said, ‘A spell in the army would do them all good.’

Anne said, ‘It didn’t do you any good, Eddy. You had a bloody nervous breakdown.’

Sophie said, ‘Edward doesn’t like to talk about his time in the Marines.’

Anne said, ‘His brief time.’

Edward said, ‘All your military titles were honorary, Anne. You were not woken up at midnight by a screaming sergeant major, made to run thirty miles in the rain wearing heavy boots, in full kit, with a seventy-pound pack on your back, having to wade through ice-cold water holding your rifle above your head. Then, on your return to camp, being ordered to pick up two handfuls of mud, which you had to throw at the walls, the floor, your bed and your dress uniform. Then, weeping with exhaustion, being told that everything in the room must be cleaned, washed and pressed before inspection later in the morning. Add to that the merciless bullying I received from all and sundry.’

Andrew said, ‘Oh, for Christ’s sake, get over it, Eddy.’

But Edward continued, ‘If I’d been allowed to go into the theatre after leaving school…’ His voice trailed away.

Charles said, ‘I was horribly bullied at prep school. It didn’t help that the headmaster addressed me – a little boy, eight years old – as “sir”.’

In an attempt to lighten the tense atmosphere (even Camilla was biting her nails), Spiggy started to tell the company about a fight he’d witnessed outside Grice-A-Go-Go between a pole dancer and Mrs Anwar. Thankfully his vivid narration was interrupted by the arrival of Prince William and Prince Harry and their respective dogs, Althorp, a lurcher, and Carling. Spike growled a warning, saying, ‘This is my territory.’

Charles said to William, ‘A good day at work, darling?’

William sighed and said, ‘If you count climbing a rickety ladder while carrying freezing-cold scaffolding poles in an east wind at a height of forty feet as being a good day, then yes, I suppose I did have a good day at work, Dad.’

Harry said, ‘I had a good day. I stayed in bed and watched my Puff Daddy videos.’

Spiggy was acutely aware that he was the only commoner in the room. Even the dogs had a superior air about them, he thought. He sat slightly on the edge of the family group, jiggling one crossed leg over the other. Being in the presence of the Queen always made him nervous.

Anne had, somewhat ungraciously, made them all tea, and had opened a tin of assorted biscuits. Spiggy was pleased that she was using the hostess trolley he’d given her for Christmas.

He’d had thirteen years to get used to the fact that he was related by marriage to the Royal Family, but sometimes, when they were all together, like this, he felt that he was in a dream and that one day he’d wake up relieved that it was over. He’d given up a lot to marry Anne. He was used to roaming the country doing a bit of this and a bit of that, bit of asphalting, buying and selling a few horses, arranging the odd dogfight, trading cars for vans, and vans for lorries. He never used to leave the house without at least a thousand quid in a roll in his back pocket. He’d given it all up for love. Me and Annie are soulmates, he mused, as he watched his wife steer the hostess trolley around the feet of his in-laws, avoiding the dogs and the scaffolding poles.

What a woman Anne was, he thought. There was nothing that woman couldn’t do. She was the perfect wife: she could weld with an oxyacetylene torch, pull a horse out of a ditch, intervene in a dogfight and mend a burst pipe, and she never minded if his boots were filthy. And look at her, look at those thighs and that hair – hair she would let down and allow him to bury his face in. You could have a laugh with Anne, and she always called a spade a spade.

She was good at reading and writing, and best of all she loved him, little fat Spiggy who didn’t go to school and, until he met Anne, thought horses and dogs were better than people. So what if she hated cooking? Grice’s Chinese Chip Shop was only round the corner. He could eat chips and battered sausage every day of his life, and almost did. It was rubbish about needing to eat fruit and veg. His grandma had lived solely on mashed spuds and treacle pudding. She could only manage soft stuff due to all her teeth being knocked out when a lorry jack slipped while she was changing a wheel. Spiggy cleared his throat; it always choked him up when he thought about his grandma in her coffin wearing a cloth cap and big boots.

He looked at his in-laws. His mother-in-law, the Queen, was all right, she didn’t bother them much, she kept herself to herself. He struggled with his brother-in-law Charles a bit. Charlie sometimes talked like a bender, hark at him now. He watched as Charles tried to decide which biscuit to select from the compartmentalized tin.

‘So hard to choose, impossible to decide between a custard cream and a bourbon. A custard cream is so fondanty, a little like having sunshine in one’s mouth, whereas a bourbon has a certain French earthiness about it.’

Spiggy thought, if he talked like that in my grandma’s house she’d have smacked his head. He watched and listened approvingly as Anne said, ‘Oh, for Christ’s sake, Charles, choose a bloody biscuit.’

Andrew grabbed a chocolate digestive and crammed it into his big-jawed mouth.

Edward looked at his wife, Sophie. She said, ‘Have the wafer.’ He obediently took a pink wafer and nibbled at its edge. Sophie held the flat of her hand up and turned her head as Anne proffered her the tin.

Anne said, ‘What the fuck does that mean?’

Sophie replied, ‘It means that I do not want one of your biscuits, Anne. The last time I had one of your biscuits, it was covered in dog hair and I was ill for a week.’

When the tin was held out to Harry, he said, ‘I’m cool.’

Anne said, ‘We all know you’re cool, Harry, but do you want a bloody biscuit?’

Harry gave a contemptuous laugh, as though the eating of biscuits was only undertaken by geeks and dorks.

William said, ‘Would anybody mind if I took the last chocolate one?’ Only when everyone had reassured him did he take it.

There was a commotion at the front door, a high-pitched yapping and a woman’s voice shouting, ‘I’m here, I’m here. Masses of apologies.’

Spike, asleep on the hearthrug, opened one eye, twitched an ear and went back to sleep. Princess Michael of Kent, wearing a fur jacket against the autumn night, strode into the living room with Zsa-Zsa, a beribboned Russian toy terrier in a matching fur jacket, under her arm. Spike smelled Zsa-Zsa’s intoxicating perfume and stirred on the rug.

‘Am I the last?’ trumpeted Princess Michael. ‘Oh, I can’t bear it, do forgive me, but Prince Michael rang to say that he had heard on the World Service about our imminent return. He said to tell you all that he’s thrilled, absolutely thrilled.’

Anne said, ‘I’d like to know why you are allowed to speak to people outside the bloody Exclusion Zone, and we’re not?’

Princess Michael said, ‘Are you accusing me of collaborating with the enemy in return for favours?’

Anne said, ‘It wouldn’t be the first time your family was on the wrong side in a war.’

Princess Michael said icily, ‘You forget perhaps, Anne, that Prince Philip’s sisters were married to officers in the Luftwaffe.’

The Queen said hurriedly, ‘From where was Prince Michael ringing this time?’

‘A desert somewhere, I forget which one,’ said Princess Michael.

Anne said to her, ‘Has it ever crossed your mind that he’s left you?’

Princess Michael said, ‘He has not left me. He chose to escape rather than be exiled to this place of Hell.’

Anne said, ‘But my point is, he didn’t take you with him, did he?’

When the biscuit tin got to her, Camilla said, ‘No, thanks Annie, darling, I’ll have a fag instead.’ As she passed Zsa-Zsa, she put out her hand to stroke the tiny dog’s head, saying, ‘And how are you, you funny little scrap?’

In return, Zsa-Zsa sank her needle-sharp teeth into Camilla’s index finger.

Princess Michael said angrily to Camilla, ‘Please don’t approach her without warning, she is very easily frightened.’

Charles said, ‘Are you terribly injured, darling?’

Camilla sucked on her bleeding finger and said, ‘No, I hardly felt a thing.’ Then said to her little fat brother-in-law, ‘Can I bum a fag, Spiggy, darling?’

Spiggy got up and went to a battered wall unit, opened a cupboard, and took out a carton of two hundred cigarettes. Spiggy said, ‘You can have a packet. I know a bloke what’s just come back from Spain.’

They moved further down the room and leaned against the cooker. Spiggy turned on the extractor fan; they lit their cigarettes and watched the smoke being sucked up inside the greasy hood.

The Queen raised her voice slightly and said, ‘I am conscious that time is passing and that we are under the midweek curfew of nine thirty, so if we could start.’ When she had the full attention of the family she said, ‘I think we are all aware of the strong possibility that the New Conservatives will win the next election. Should they do so, Boy has promised to reinstate the monarchy – us. I would be expected to take my place once again as, and I will give the condensed description of my title, “Elizabeth the Second, by the Grace of God, of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland and of my other Realms and Territories Queen, Head of the Commonwealth, Defender of the Faith”.’

Princess Michael struggled out of the deep leather-look sofa Spiggy had recently swapped for a chainsaw and said, ‘Thank God! It’s been a hideous ordeal living among the little people in their little houses. Allow me to be the first to congratulate you on your return, Your Majesty.’ She gave a deep curtsey.

The Queen pursed her lips. She found Princess Michael irritating at the best of times, now she had interrupted the Queen at an important historical moment.

Andrew said, ‘I think it would be superb. Christ, I’ve missed the good life. I can’t wait to get back to civilization. Kensington,’ he added.

Sophie said, ‘Edward and I are desperate to get Louise into a decent girls’ school.’

Edward said, ‘She’ll need intensive elocution lessons before she’s allowed into any decent school, she’s got the most frightful local accent.’

The Queen said, ‘If you will allow me to continue.’ She fiddled with an earring and then touched her brooch. Finally she said, ‘After a great deal of thought, I have decided to abdicate.’

Camilla said to Spiggy, ‘Oh, shit.’

Charles said, ‘But, Mummy, the people would want you to be Queen.’

The Queen continued, ‘Charles, I am eighty years of age and I simply cannot face…’ She hesitated.

Anne said, ‘Another bloody Royal Variety Performance?’

There was laughter. Camilla looked over at Charles and saw that he was not laughing. He had lost his customary ruddy complexion and looked pale and frightened. Camilla threw her cigarette into the sink then crossed the room, stepping over dogs and feet.

‘Oh, darling,’ he murmured when she sat down next to him.

She knew how he felt. They had often talked about the possibility that one day he would be king. They had never been happy conversations.

Spiggy said, ‘How do you abdicate, Liz? Is there, like, a ceremony, or is it paperwork ’n’ stuff?’

The Queen said, ‘Since I am, under the present regime, a private citizen, I can do as I damn well please.’

Andrew said, ‘Whoa, Ma! Less of the damns, you’ll be effing and blinding next.’

Anne said, ‘I’m with you, Ma. I didn’t bloody ask to be born royal and I’m not prepared to go back to opening hospitals and bloody bridges. Let some other poor bugger get the curtsey and the bouquet. Me and Spiggy will be happy with a bit of land and a few horses.’

Spiggy shouted across the room, ‘In sickness an’ in ’ealth, for richer or poorer, eh Annie?’

The Queen said to Charles, ‘What do you think, Charles?’

Charles clutched Camilla’s hand and said, ‘Would Camilla be my queen?’

‘No,’ said the Queen. ‘Camilla would be your consort.’

Charles thought about the morning he had discovered that one day he would be king. His nanny had explained to him that he must never, ever, appear outside the nursery without first checking that his shoes were highly polished, his socks pulled up to the knee, his shorts smartly pressed, his face and hands scrubbed clean and his hair carefully parted and brushed. He must be polite at all times, stand with his hands behind his back, and must not be heard shouting or laughing, because one day he would be the ruler of millions of people. Later that night he had wept silently in his bed in the nursery; he knew that he was not good enough or clever enough to be the King of England and the Commonwealth. He knew that he was an ordinary boy.

Charles said, ‘I’m terribly sorry, Mummy, but I will not be crowned the King of England unless my wife, the woman I love, is crowned Queen.’

The Queen said, falling back on arcane language, ‘I advise you to seek counsel.’

Camilla said, ‘Charles, darling, I’m not at all bothered about not being a queen.’

‘I am,’ said Charles with a surge of anger. ‘Unless you are Queen, I will not be King!’

Anne said, ‘Don’t lose your bloody rag.’

Charles shouted, ‘If I had been allowed to marry Camilla when we were young and first in love, there would have been no question about her status in this family. But I was not allowed to marry her because, er… well… she was not without carnal knowledge, that is, she had lain with a man. She was not exactly virgo intacta.’

Camilla disengaged her hand from Charles’s and said, ‘It was the sixties.’

The Queen bent down and picked up Harris, and buried her embarrassment in his grizzled neck.

Princess Michael said, ‘If I may defend your mother, it would not have been fitting for the heir to the throne to have married a woman who had been around the block a bit. Or in Camilla’s case, around several blocks.’

Andrew said, ‘Steady on, Pushy. You’d been round a few blocks yourself before you married Prince Michael.’

Anne muttered, ‘Including the Eastern bloc.’

Charles said, ‘Mummy, we will be King Charles and Queen Camilla, or nothing.’

William said, his voice shaking with emotion, ‘Grand-mama, if my father refuses to carry out his duty then as his eldest son and heir I offer myself.’

William brushed the biscuit crumbs from his trousers and knelt before the Queen. The Queen did not know what to do or say. She thought, he has a taste for melodrama, obviously inherited from his mother. She patted him on the shoulder and said what mothers and grandmothers all over the world say at times of indecision, ‘We’ll see.’

Harris struggled off the Queen’s lap, waddled round the side of William and began to lick the future king’s boots.
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Walking home from the family meeting, Harry said, ‘You was well out of order, kneeling an’ sayin’ you was gonna be king.’

William said, ‘It’s what Mum would have wanted, Harry.’

Harry pulled up his sweatshirt hood so that it partly obscured his face. They rarely talked about their mother, both of them were aware of the pain her absence caused the other.

Harry said, ‘Mum would have been a well top Queen.’

The police helicopter suddenly clattered over Hell Close and descended to such a height that William and Harry ducked, fearing decapitation. The powerful beam of the helicopter searchlight rolled over William and Harry many times, then an amplified voice boomed out. ‘This is an official police announcement: three minutes to curfew. Will residents please return to their homes and stay there.’

William and Harry quickened their pace. They were almost home, when a happy slappy gang turned the corner and came towards them. It wasn’t long before the taunting began. One of Maddo’s sons, Lee, shouted, ‘Hey, Ginger, is your knob hair red an’ all?’

William said, ‘Let’s not run this time, Harry.’

William and Harry stood their ground and the happy slappies passed them with only a few pushes and shoves.

William said, ‘When I’m king, I’ll solve the problem of violent gangs.’

Harry said, ‘Cool. How will you do it?’

William answered, ‘I’ll have them all rounded up and then I’ll have them dispatched.’

‘What, like kill them?’ said Harry.

‘No,’ said William. ‘I shall be a kind and fair king and my subjects will love me and there will be much hysteria when I die. Women will throw themselves on my coffin.’

Harry said, ‘When you die, I’ll be king. Wicked.’

William thought to himself that he owed it to the nation to produce an heir to the throne, soon.

At the other end of the close, Camilla and Charles were hurrying down the road to their front gate. Camilla said, ‘Darling, I don’t care in the least about being queen; the most important thing to me is that I’m your wife.’

She put her arm around his waist and turned her face to be kissed, but he was too angry with himself, his mother and the world to be placated.

He said, ‘At the age of nearly fifty-eight I’m still being treated like a boy.’

When they arrived indoors, Charles immediately went to his writing desk and began to scrawl a letter to his best friend.

My dearest Nick,

Why have you stopped replying to my letters? I am tremendously upset by your baffling failure to reply. This has hurt me deeply, I had thought that we would be friends for life.

I am simply desperate for inside news of the current political situation. Do you think Boy will pull it off? It would be absolutely marvellous if he did.

Mummyhas abdicated and expects me to be king, however she does not approve of Camilla being my queen. I have said, in no uncertain terms, that Camilla and I reign as a couple, or we do not reign at all.

Nick, I am seeking your counsel. Will the people accept Camilla? Does the present constitution allow her to be queen? If not, could you put your not inconsiderable weight behind a constitutional change?

Please forgive the lined notepaper. I send you, as always, my love.

Charles

PS: Please reply care of Dwayne Lockhart, at the attached address.

By nine thirty the streets of the Flowers Exclusion Zone were deserted, save for a few policemen and the entire dog population.

Dwayne found himself patrolling Slapper Alley; he walked past Paris Butterworth’s house four times. He could hear Fifty-cents crying in an upstairs bedroom. He wanted to knock on the door and ask if the baby was all right, but ever conscious that his movements were being watched back at the Control Centre, he walked on.

He had wanted to give Paris a book he had just finished reading, Nineteen Eighty-Four. It was very far-fetched, because it was set in the future when a totalitarian government controlled the population using a television screen. But at the heart of the book was a romance between the hero, Winston Smith, and a girl called Julia.

Dwayne would have liked to discuss the book with Paris, whose sweet face he could not forget.

The Queen had been escorted to her front door by Spiggy, who had said, ‘I don’t want you bumping into them happy slappies, Liz.’

Now she sat by the gas fire in her favourite Louis XVI armchair, brought with her from Buckingham Palace thirteen years before. Like everything else in the tiny sitting room, it was showing signs of wear. The Aubusson carpet had lost its glow thanks to heavy-duty wear by Harris and Susan, and the weighty brocade curtains at the sash windows had come unfastened in a few places from the hooks that held them on to the filigreed curtain pole, giving a slovenly appearance that offended the Queen’s sense of order.

The Queen was writing her journal, a habit she had developed in childhood. Her nanny Marion Crawford, ‘Crawfie’, had said, ‘Elizabeth, you are going to meet many interesting people and visit exciting and exotic countries. It behoves you to keep a note of your thoughts and feelings.’

The young Elizabeth, barely able to write her own name, had asked Crawfie what ‘feelings’ were. Crawfie had said, ‘A good feeling is how happy you are when Mama comes into the nursery to kiss you goodnight.’

‘And a bad feeling is when Mama doesn’t come?’ asked Elizabeth.

‘You mustn’t have a bad feeling when Mama doesn’t come. She is a very busy woman; she’s the wife of the King of England’s brother.’

‘Papa is the King’s brother?’

‘He most certainly is,’ said Crawfie.

‘Why?’

‘Because he has the blue blood. You have it too.’

But the next day Elizabeth had fallen on gravel and scraped her knee, and the blood that seeped out was unmistakably red. She had to keep quiet about her injury; nobody must find out that she had red blood.

The Queen closed her eyes for a moment, savouring the peace, the warmth from the fire and the glorious realization that once she had written in her journal about the day’s events, she had absolutely nothing to do.

She opened her journal and wrote:

A busy day. Had tooth pulled out by pliers woman, visited Philip, had row with manager of Frank Bruno House, called family meeting. Abdicated.

Charles making ridiculous fuss about Camilla being queen. William offered himself but he is too young and I thought him a little too eager.

A rumour circulated around the estate, apparently started by Beverley Threadgold, that I was dying. Well, in a sense Queen Elizabeth is dead, long live Elizabeth Windsor!

The weather is autumnal, as one would expect in late summer.

She closed her journal and switched on the television, where she watched the daughter of an ex-prime minister eating a kangaroo’s testicle in an equatorial jungle in Australia.

As she waited for the milk to boil for cocoa she thought, never again will I have to be presented to the ghastly line-ups of obsequious actors, singers and comedians at charity events. My God, she thought, I’ve certainly done my porridge! She shuddered when she reflected on the sheer bloody embarrassment of having to read the Queen’s Speech. Turning the pages while wearing white gloves was bad enough, then there was the vacuous content of the speech itself…

As she sat sipping her cocoa with her feet resting on the sleeping Susan, she said to Harris, ‘Where shall we live when we leave this place, boy? I understand that most of the palaces have been turned into places of public entertainment. Poor boy, you’ve never known anything but the Flowers Estate, have you? You’ve never ridden in a Rolls-Royce, have you? You don’t know what it’s like to fly in a private aeroplane or to be surrounded at all times by lovely things, do you? You’re my bit of rough, aren’t you, lad?’

Harris growled, ‘Aye, I’m as rough as a whore’s dirty laugh, but I’m nae stupid.’

Before she went to bed, the Queen thumped three times on the party wall, and Violet Toby thumped back. It was an arrangement they had; it signified that all was well.

*

Marcia Boycott was a woman who could not live in disorder. Unkind friends and colleagues had described her as ‘the control freak’s control freak’.

When Prince Andrew arrived home, he hardly recognized the place. Marcia had filled four black bin bags with rubbish and had transformed the rooms downstairs beyond recognition. A delicious smell was seeping from the kitchen, a smell so aromatic that it made his mouth water. Marcia had arranged his CDs in alphabetical order, cleaned the food stains off the sofa, swept and mopped the floors and bleached all the surfaces in the kitchen.

‘Crikey,’ Andrew said, ‘you’ve been busy, Marcia.’

She said, ‘The mince and onion pie will need another ten minutes in the oven. Why don’t I fix us a drink and you can tell me all about the meeting.’

Andrew took his shoes off and sprawled across the sofa, from where he could see Marcia constructing cocktails in two highball glasses. She was a bit on the scrawny side, he thought. He usually liked a woman to have a bit more meat on her, but she had been amazing in bed that afternoon. Abso-bloody-lutely amazing.

Marcia handed him a pinkish drink and said, ‘So, how did it go?’

Andrew said, ‘It was dullsville. Mummy abdicated, Charlie got into a strop, and Princess Michael’s dog bit Camilla’s finger.’

Marcia, an ardent monarchist, whose parents ran a dry-cleaning business and never raised their voices, was enthralled. She said, ‘Andy, more detail, please. Start from when you arrived at your sister’s house.’

*

When Edward and Sophie arrived home, they found their daughter, Louise, asleep in front of the television. Their babysitter, Chanel Toby, was watching I’m a Celebrity, Get Me Out of Here.

Chanel said, ‘Some woman ’as just ate a kangaroo’s ball. I’ve gave a few blow jobs in my life, but I wouldn’t eat a animal’s ball. That’s disgustin’.’

After she had been paid, and had hurried home to beat the curfew, they put Louise to bed. As they were tucking her in, the little girl woke and said, ‘Ay oop, our Mam. Ay oop, our Dad.’

Sophie said, ‘Louise, we may be leaving this house soon and going to live in a place called London, somewhere with a beautiful garden.’

‘I don’t want to leave ’ere, Mam,’ said Louise. ‘We’ve gotta nice ’ouse ’ere in ’Ell Close. I don’t wanna nice garden. I like playin’ in the street wi’ Courtney Toby.’

Sophie felt her throat tightening at the mention of Courtney, a seven-year-old harpy in mini-slapper gear with a precocious foul mouth, whose imaginative play included drive-by shootings and domestic violence involving the intervention of social workers.

After they had crept out of Louise’s bedroom, Sophie said, ‘If we don’t get away from here soon, she’ll be stuck with that accent for life, Ed.’
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The transcript of the Royal Family’s meeting was emailed to Boy English at his breakfast table the next morning. Boy read it on his laptop. With a mouth full of toast he said to Cordelia, ‘Christ! The Queen’s going to abdicate.’

Cordelia said, ‘Boy, you’re spitting crumbs all over the fucking table.’

Boy said, ‘Fuck the crumbs! My whole monarchy thingy is centred around the bloody Queen. I need her, that indomitable little figurehead that everybody respects, doing her bloody duty, keeping her gob shut and her upper lip stiff.’

Cordelia said, ‘But it isn’t as though the Queen ever did anything remarkable or said anything particularly memorable when she was on the throne.’

Boy said, ‘She doesn’t have to do or say anything, she just has to be there.’

Cordelia said, ‘But mobs haven’t taken to the streets demanding her return. Have they, sweetness?’

Boy said, ‘Not yet. But the monarchy is the same as any other commodity, we must create a demand.’

Cordelia laughed. ‘Can’t you buy a cheap queen from China?’

Boy didn’t laugh; he dipped the butter knife into a jar of coarse-cut Oxford marmalade and smeared the orange jelly across his toast.

Cordelia said, ‘How many times do I have to ask you not to do that? Your habits are truly disgusting.’

‘I can’t help it,’ said Boy. ‘I went to Eton, I lived among savages.’

‘So you can’t play your Queen card, then?’ said Cordelia.

‘No,’ said Boy, slurping his coffee. ‘I’m left with the fucking Joker, Prince Charles.’

‘And isn’t Charles popular?’ asked Cordelia.

‘Is he popular with you and your set?’ asked Boy sarcastically.

‘No, my set think he’s a bit of a bed-wetter,’ drawled Cordelia.

‘And Camilla?’

‘Oh, Camilla’s all right, but the proles would sooner see Jordan on the throne showing her pants than Camilla in the full queen regalia.’

‘The public will learn to love her,’ said Boy.

Cordelia said, ‘And perhaps one day you’ll learn to love your brats.’

Boy said, ‘I wish now I hadn’t told you how I feel about the children. I do love them in the abstract, it’s just their physical presence I can’t cope with.’ He put his hand out to his wife. ‘Come on, Cordelia, admit you find their conversation repetitive and childish.’

Cordelia said dully, ‘Hugo is three and Dora is five. They’re not going to chat to you about Keynesian economics, are they?’

From upstairs, in the nursery, came the sound of little feet stamping out an angry tattoo.

Cordelia said, ‘They’ll have to be sent away to school. There’s a place in Surrey that will take boarders at three and a half. It would be for their own good, Boy. We’re awful parents.’

Boy said, ‘After the election, honeybun. I’m Mr

Family Man, heterosexual and potent.’

‘But most importantly,’ said Cordelia, ‘you’ve got a lovely head of hair.’

Boy said, ‘I could be a fucking model for Head and Shoulders and it wouldn’t do me any good unless I can get the great electorate to learn to love Camilla.’

Boy’s mobile phone played ‘Land of Hope and Glory’, a voice said, ‘I’m outside, Mr English, on double yellows.’

Boy said, ‘One minute.’ He kissed the top of Cordelia’s head and said, ‘I must go, that bloody dentist charges sixty quid for every minute you’re late for an appointment.’

The letters from Graham Cracknall and Lawrence Krill arrived in the same post as one from Sir Nicholas Soames at the Flowers Control Centre, and were being read with some amusement by WPC Virginia Birch, a youngish woman who in her spare time attended Star Trek conventions dressed as Admiral Kathryn Janeway. She put Cracknall’s and Krill’s letters in a wire ‘In’ tray marked ‘Nutters correspondence’ and opened the Soames letter. It read:

Dearest Charles,

How are you, sir? I am exceedingly well. I dined with the Prime Minister at the club recently, what an oik he is. My blood boils when I think that he represents our great country. The fellow holds his fork as though he were pitching hay – as, no doubt, his ancestors did.

I fabricated a reason for the meeting, saying, when asked by his Private Secretary, that I wished to talk to him, post foot and mouth, in my capacity as Vice Deputy Chairman of the Sussex Cattle Society.

But my true agenda was to discuss with him the possibility of allowing you and your family to draw stumps and leave your present vile locale and relocate, perhaps to Windsor, which has yet to be turned into a People’s Palace.

Incidentally, one of the Ruthermere girls went to Buckingham Palace the other day to see The History of the Working Class Exhibition. She reported back that everything fine and of beauty had gone and had been replaced by grim depictions of labour – women down mines, boys up chimneys, etc. She said it was terribly distressing to see the Throne Room transformed into a Lancashire Cotton Mill with barefoot children in rags asleep under the looms.

There’s an almighty row going on about Windsor Castle. Hilton Hotels welshed on their deal to turn it into a country house hotel and golf course when they realized that it lay under a direct flight path to Heathrow.

Now the Department of Health is after it to house the alarming number of madmen and madwomen who are at present roaming the streets making life thoroughly unpleasant for the rest of us. (Apparently the Exclusion Zones are full to overflowing.) Another possible use for Windsor is as HQ for the Scientologist Movement.

So, over the meat course (lark and pigeon pie) I suggested that Windsor could be utilized as a living history exhibit, saying that the Royal Family could live there and the public would be allowed in to gawp three times a week.

Barker said, ‘Fatty, your attempts to inveigle the Royal Family back into public life are pathetically obvious.’

I think you would have been proud of my reaction, Charles. I stood up and said, ‘Firstly, sir, only my friends call me Fatty. Secondly, sir, I do not know what I find more deplorable, your table manners or your politics.’

His security people hustled me away from the table before I could finish my pudding, a rather scrumptious spotted dick.

Not much else to report here. The traffic is foul, four and a half hours from Gloucestershire to town. Scandalous!

My housekeeper tells me she has failed to find an English replacement for Baines, my old butler. A new chap starts next week, a Chinese chap called Keith Woo. As you know, Charles, I’m not a racialist and I will give this Woo chap a fair crack of the whip, but I can’t help feeling that it’s a bad day at Bad Man’s Gulch when we can’t even manufacture our own butlers but have to import them from China.

By the way, my dear old friend, it would be delightful to hear from you. I sometimes wonder if you are getting these letters.

Yours truly,

Nick

PS. I don’t suppose you get to see The Daily Telegraph, so I am enclosing a clipping from last Monday’s edition.

WPC Birch unfolded the clipping and saw a photograph of Princess Michael of Kent, posed dramatically against a backdrop of the graffiti-sprayed house front of Maddo Clarke. A wheel-less wrecked car standing on bricks was in the background, flanked by four of Maddo’s seven sons, who were all pulling gruesome faces for the camera.

Birch read:

Ex-Princess Michael (61), the wife of Prince Michael of Kent (64), who is believed to be living in Dubai, spoke out yesterday against what she called her ‘cruel and inhuman exile’ in the Flowers Exclusion Zone.

In her first interview in thirteen years she told our undercover reporter, Tom Cuttlefish (posing as a British Telecom engineer), of her missing years living on state benefits, surrounded by hostile neighbours.

‘The shops are appalling,’ she said. ‘They do not stock asparagus or Helena Rubinstein lipstick, for instance – things that other people take for granted.’

Looking drawn and older than her years, she wept, ‘I urge the country to vote New Con and release me from my living hell.’

Soames had written in the margin, in a bold hand, ‘Christ! Pass the sick bag, Mabel!’

WPC Birch tore Soames’s letter in half and passed it through a shredder. She then took the letters out of the tray and gave them to Peter Penny, saying, ‘More letters from nutters to the future King of England. See that they get delivered, will you?’

Zachary Stein was a celebrity dentist. His waiting room was full of modish Italian furniture. Some of the chairs were so stylish that patients could not work out how to sit on them. On the walls were signed photographs of major and minor celebrities from the worlds of show business, politics and the seriously rich. The one thing these disparate people had in common was their dazzling, perfect teeth. Ken Dodd’s photograph hung over the fireplace. Across his famous buck teeth, Dodd had scrawled in marker pen, ‘To Zach, who saved my career.’

Zachary considered himself to be an artiste. He was a temperamental and acerbic practitioner. In a recent Sunday Times profile, he had admitted to being totally obsessed with teeth. He told the interviewer, ‘I visited the Grand Canyon recently and my first thought was: My God! It would take a shitload of dental cement to fill that gap.’

Boy was three minutes late for his appointment; Duncan, his driver, a bull-necked morose man with childcare problems, had taken them on a circuitous route from Kennington to Harley Street in an attempt to beat the traffic. On the way Duncan had received several phone calls from distraught-sounding women. Boy, feeling the need to comment, had said, ‘Women, eh?’

Duncan had unleashed a torrent of misogynistic vitriol that had alarmed Boy and made him think that it would be no bad thing if Duncan were to be kept away from women, preferably behind a locked cell door. When they finally arrived, a nervous receptionist told Boy that a fine of one hundred and eighty pounds would be added to his bill. With pretended nonchalance Boy said, ‘No matter.’

From behind the door of the surgery, Boy heard the sound of a drill and a man shouting, ‘Wider! Wider!’

‘He’s with a patient at the moment,’ said the receptionist.

‘If you’d like to take a seat in the waiting room.’

Boy was yawning his way through an article in The Economist about EU farming subsidies when an actress he vaguely recognized from a TV series he could not name gushed into the waiting room.

‘It’s official, we now live in a police state! I was stopped twice on my way here, by absolute fascists! Each time I showed my ID, and the bloody card would not register due to some ludicrous cock-up! I told them I had an appointment with Stein, but they affected never to have heard of him.’ She looked closer at Boy and said, ‘Omi-god, you’re Boy whatsisname.’

Boy gave her a modest closed-mouth smile and said, ‘I loved you in that thing…’

‘Oh, please,’ she said. ‘My best scenes were cut.’

‘But you were jolly good in those remaining,’ said Boy.

‘Is Stein in a good mood?’ she asked anxiously. ‘He was absolute hell at my last appointment – he’s a complete diva!’

Boy began to feel a little anxious himself.

After he’d been shown into the surgery, Boy held out his hand towards the masked dentist.

‘No time for that,’ said Stein brusquely. ‘Get in the chair, lie back and open your mouth.’

He pressed a foot pedal and the chair turned into a bed.

Stein shouted at the dental nurse hovering nearby and said, ‘For Christ’s sake! Stop breathing, Angela, you’re distracting me!’

Boy opened his mouth. Stein shouted, ‘Wider,’ and began to examine Boy’s teeth. ‘Christ, it’s like the ruins of an ancient city in here,’ he said. ‘Have you been to Pompeii?’

Boy shook his head.

‘Keep still,’ yelled Stein. Then, ‘It’s how I’d like to see all Eyeties: encased in volcanic rock.’

Boy stared up at the ceiling, where tropical fish swam in a huge suspended aquarium. As he watched, a big purple fish ate an orange tiddler. Stein stamped on the foot pedal and Boy jerked back upright in the chair.

Boy said, ‘So, is much work needed?’

‘Did London need work after the Blitz?’ said Stein, whose own teeth, Boy noticed, were yellowish and unremarkable.

‘Smile,’ ordered Stein. ‘Give me your politician’s “I’ve just kissed a baby” smile.’

Boy drew his mouth back.

‘Yeah, I thought so,’ said Stein. ‘You’re wolf boy in pinstripe. Those incisors look like they’ve just torn a small animal apart.’

‘So what do you suggest?’ asked Boy, weakly.

‘Angela, you’re breathing again,’ yelled Stein. ‘I’m trying to fucking think here.’

Angela said, ‘I’m sorry, Mr Stein, but I… need to breathe.’

‘But do I have to hear it?’ said Stein.

‘I’ll try not to…’

Stein said to Boy, ‘Watch and listen.’ He shoved his face up to Angela’s and said, ‘What’s the population of Reykjavik?’

Angela said, ‘I don’t know.’

‘The circumference of the moon?’

Again Angela answered, ‘I don’t know.’

‘The hibernation period of the American brown bear?’

Once more she answered, ‘I don’t know.’

Zachary turned triumphantly to Boy and said, ‘See! See! This girl has spent eleven years in British Education and she knows nothing.’

Angela said falteringly, ‘I’ve got three “A” levels, Mr Stein.’

‘“A” levels,’ scoffed Stein. ‘A fucking wardrobe can get “A” levels nowadays.’

Boy slumped uncomfortably in the chair. He had been a signatory to a parliamentary anti-bullying campaign recently, but he was too afraid of Zachary Stein to come to Angela’s defence. Instead, he said, ‘A New Con Government will revolutionize education. Every child leaving school will, er… know the population of Reykjavik.’

Stein bellowed, ‘You’re breathing again!’

Angela said, ‘I’m sorry, Mr Stein, but I…’ She left the room on the verge of tears.

‘None of them stay for long,’ said Stein. ‘I blame the Government. Did you know that teeth are not on the national curriculum? So when these girls come to me, they are dentally ignorant. Perhaps when you’re running things, you’ll do something about it.’

‘Can we get back to my teeth?’

‘Thirty grand,’ said Zachary.

‘Did you say thirty grand, as in thirty thousand pounds?’ asked Boy.

‘I dare say you could go to another Harley Street dentist and they’d do a moderately good job, but you wouldn’t have Zachary Stein teeth, unlike the Prime Minister.’

‘You do Jack Barker’s teeth?’ asked Boy.

Stein said, ‘I remodelled his mouth. Before he came to me he was living on soup and slops, his gums were rotting, he was in constant pain. I gave him a smile, made him human and got him elected for two further terms.’

Boy said, ‘So, you’re taking the credit for Jack Barker’s electoral success, are you?’

Stein said, modestly, ‘Only the last two terms.’

‘Won’t there be a conflict of interests?’ asked Boy.

‘No,’ said Stein, ‘I have no interests outside dentistry.’

‘But thirty thousand pounds,’ said Boy.

‘Legitimate election expenses,’ said Stein, who was growing impatient. ‘Do you want Zachary Stein teeth or not?’

Boy imagined himself smiling on the election posters, baring his teeth to Jeremy Paxman, grinning for the cameras as he entered the front door of Number Ten as prime minister. ‘When can you start?’ he said.
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Dwayne was in Hell Close knocking on doors and doing spot checks to make sure that the residents had valid ID cards and had not tampered with, or even removed, their tags. It was deeply embarrassing work, and on days like this he wished he were employed elsewhere: digging out a cesspit or taming grizzly bears. He had known from his first day on duty that he was not cut out to police other people. He remembered the time, not so long ago, when he’d had to submit to having the despised metal tag on his own ankle inspected by a condescending official.

When he knocked on the door of Number Sixteen, it was Camilla who answered. It seemed to Dwayne that the narrow hallway was filled with barking dogs, though when they had settled down a bit he could see that there were only three of them.

‘Good morning,’ said Dwayne. ‘Tag and ID check. Do you mind?’

Camilla led Dwayne into the sitting room and said, ‘Please sit down. I’ll call my husband, he’s in the garden.’ When she had left the room, Dwayne went to the bookcase and quickly ran his fingers over the mostly leather-bound books: Shakespeare, Dickens, Homer, Robert Louis Stevenson, Nikolaus Pevsner, Churchill, Jilly Cooper, Laurens Van der Post…

When Camilla returned with Charles, Dwayne said, ‘Sorry about this.’

Charles said, ‘Please don’t apologize, officer. Camilla, darling, where are our ID cards?’

She said, ‘Aren’t they in the usual place, in the jug on the kitchen dresser?’

Charles went to see, then shouted, ‘No, they’re not here.’

Camilla said, ‘We’re dreadfully absent-minded lately. Charles blames Grice’s horrid food. He says it’s packed full of toxins that rot the brain.’

As he watched Charles and Camilla search for their cards, Dwayne said, ‘I left my card at home yesterday. They wouldn’t give me any books at the library, I had to go home empty-handed.’

‘You must borrow some of our books,’ said Charles, gesturing towards the bookcases.

‘If you want a jolly good laugh, take a Jilly Cooper,’ said Camilla. ‘She’s terribly wicked, but awfully good fun.’

But Charles could see that Dwayne was not looking for fun in his reading matter. He said, ‘Darling, let the officer choose something for himself, while we look for those wretched cards.’

Dwayne took down Laurens Van der Post’s The Lost World of the Kalahari and saw that written on the title page was: ‘The dogs bark and the caravan moves on. LVdP.’

Looking over Dwayne’s shoulder, Charles said, ‘I take great comfort from that inscription.’

When Camilla came in with the ID cards, having found them in a cardigan pocket in the washing machine, Dwayne gave them a cursory glance. Much more interesting was the conversation he was having with Charles about the meaning of life. Charles, who considered himself the Flowers Estate’s foremost intellectual, was delighted to have Dwayne hanging on his every word.

Eventually, conscious that they might be watching him on CCTV back at the Control Centre, Dwayne said, ‘It would be lovely to stay talking but… if I could see your tags?’

Charles rolled his right trouser leg up and pulled his sock down, and Dwayne gave the exposed metal tag a quick inspection, saying, ‘Thank you, sir.’

Camilla sat down and extended her left leg towards Dwayne. As he inspected the tag, to ease his obvious embarrassment, she said, ‘I used to loathe the beastly thing, but now I think I’d miss it, were it not there.’

Dwayne was offered and accepted a cup of tea; it was served by Charles in delicate china cups decorated with roses.

When Charles had gone out of the room to look for biscuits, Camilla said, ‘Charlie must like you, Dwayne. Not everybody gets a china cup.’

Charles said, returning with Grice’s Chinese shortcake biscuits, ‘Dwayne is a chap with fine sensibilities, Camilla. I’m going to lend him my copy of The Heart of the Hunter.’

‘No,’ said Dwayne, ‘I couldn’t.’

‘No! No! I absolutely insist,’ said Charles, pressing the book into Dwayne’s hands.

So, when Camilla whispered to Dwayne, ‘We’re experiencing a few difficulties with our correspondence lately,’ and slipped Dwayne the envelope addressed to Mr Nicholas Soames, Dwayne could not possibly refuse to post it, avoiding the censorship that all mail received, both in and out of the Flowers Exclusion Zone. He pushed the letter deep into his trouser pocket.

Camilla said to him, ‘This is so sweet of you, Dwayne. Why don’t you call round tomorrow, perhaps we could give you lunch?’

At the Arthur Grice Academy, fifteen-year-old Chanel Toby was being taught about the English kings by a nervous supply teacher called Gordon Wall. It was halfway through the lesson and so far all Chanel had written in her rough book was, ‘King Alfred was a minger with a beer’d who cun’t even watch a cake in the oven.’

As Wall droned on, Chanel had lost concentration and had allowed her thoughts to meander along familiar byways. Who should she give her virginity to? There were a few contenders; Prince William, who was nice an’ that, but he wouldn’t do it until she was sixteen; Prince Harry, who were a right laugh but were a proper ginga. Chanel didn’t mind the ethnicity of a person, or their size or shape. She was a big girl herself. She’d messed about with boys with acne and those with aggressive and delinquent personalities, but she drew the line at gingas. To be a natural redhead was to be a social pariah, a target for the happy slappy gangs who patrolled the streets.

Chantelle, Chanel’s older sister, had swapped her virginity for hair straighteners and a Grice’s food voucher, but Chanel was a romantic girl who wanted the rupturing of her hymen to take place in lovely surroundings. The loveliest place she’d ever seen was the island flower bed in the school drive that spelt out ‘Grice’s Scaffolding’ in red, white and blue flowers. Chantelle had lost her virginity in the back of a transit van parked behind Grice’s Chinese Chip Shop. She had complained that her lover had stopped halfway through her ordeal and said, ‘I really fancy a battered sausage, do you?’

Chantelle had said, ‘Oh, I thought that’s what I was getting.’

Chanel didn’t want that; she had aspirations. She was going to get five GCSEs, which would mean automatic release from the tag around her ankle. She would then be free to study floristry at the college in the town.

When she looked up, Gordon Wall was talking about a king she’d never heard of. In January 956, Edwyn the Fair was crowned King of the English at Kingston-upon-Thames. On the day of the coronation, Edwyn left the celebration banquet and was later discovered by St Dunston (later the Archbishop of Canterbury) sandwiched between two women: ‘His mistress and her mother; wallowing between the two of them in evil fashion, as if in a vile sty!’

As instructed by Gordon Wall, Chanel wrote a summation of this in her rough book.

Towards the end of the lesson, when shafts of sunlight had reached Chanel’s desk and had almost lulled her to sleep, the classroom door opened and Arthur Grice came in with a school inspector, Ms Abigail Pike. The class rose at once to their feet and droned, ‘Good afternoon, Mr Grice.’

Grice boomed, ‘Ms Pike ’ere is ’aving a good look round to make sure we’re up to scratch, so just carry on.’ Gordon Wall’s throat tightened, he managed to stammer out that they were doing the English kings.

Ms Pike addressed the class. ‘So, what have you learnt about the English kings this afternoon?’

A few hands flew up, but it was Ms Pike’s policy to ignore the eager beavers. It was more the reluctant students in the back row she was interested in. She looked around the class and noticed Chanel playing with her hair, a look of studied indifference on her face.

She walked to Chanel’s side and said, ‘May I have a look at your work?’

Chanel closed the page of her rough book.

Grice said, ‘This is Chanel Toby. We’ve had our difficulties, ’aven’t we, Chanel? But she’s kept ’er nose clean lately, ’aven’t you?’

Chanel muttered, ‘Yes, sir.’

Ms Pike picked up Chanel’s book and read: ‘Edwyn the Fair was a filthy bastard who was found by a vicar being the meat in a fuck sandwich. The bread was his mistress and her mam. I wonder what the papers said about that in January 956!!!’

Chanel was suspended and ordered to leave the school immediately. Some say that blinded by tears she inadvertently trampled over the floral island in the school’s drive. Others say that she went out of her way to flatten as many flowers as she could before being restrained by Arthur Grice.

Later, in Grice’s office at the school, Ms Pike asked, ‘How many students have been suspended this term, Mr Grice? Would you look the figure up for me?’

Grice said, ‘No need to look owt up, Ms Pike. I keep it all up ’ere in me ’ead.’ He tapped the side of his head. It made a hollow sound. ‘This term, we’ve ’ad to expel sixteen students. Twenty-seven ’ave been suspended, nine of them for a week or longer.’

Ms Pike murmured, ‘But if you carry on shedding students at this rate, you’ll be down to single figures, Mr Grice.’

Grice gestured towards the window that looked out over the Flowers Exclusion Zone. ‘It’s the catchment area,’ he said. ‘Our students are taken from the shallow end of the gene pool. Some of ’em arrive ’ere at the age of eleven, not knowing ’ow to tie a shoelace; they’re totally reliant on Velcro.’

‘You don’t appear to have a head teacher, Mr Grice.’

Grice frowned. The furrows in his brow resembled a freshly ploughed field. ‘We ’ave trouble ’anging on to an ’ead teacher,’ he confided. ‘So I’ve took it on myself to fill in, like.’

‘But you have no teaching qualifications, Mr Grice,’ said Ms Pike.

‘I teach basic and advanced scaffolding Tuesdays and Thursdays,’ he said.

‘But not any academic subjects?’ asked Ms Pike.

‘Listen,’ said Grice, menacingly, ‘it ain’t airy-fairy, let’s-talk-about-civilization-in-Latin bollocks what this country needs, it’s more scaffolders. Where would your cathedrals be without scaffolding? Nowhere. ’Ow do you think the Seven Wonders of the World was built? With scaffolding!

‘If it weren’t for scaffolding, you wouldn’t ’ave no civilization. We’d still be savages living in the bleedin’ caves.’

Ms Pike stood up and gathered her bag and coat together. ‘What will happen to Chanel Toby now?’ she asked.

Grice reached for the school registration book, turned to the letter T in the index, found Toby and drew a line through Chanel Toby’s name.

‘She’s gone,’ he said to Ms Pike. ‘She’s dead meat.’

As Chanel ran home to Hell Close, she passed her grandmother and the Queen walking back from the shops.

Violet said, ‘What you doing out of school, Chanel?’

Chanel sobbed, ‘I’ve been suspended for writing the truth about that dirty bleeder Edwyn the Fair.’ She looked at the Queen accusingly. ‘One of your relatives,’ she said. ‘That ponce, Grice, has said I can’t do my GCSEs. Now I’ll never be a florist.’

Violet said, ‘We’ll see about that,’ and turned round and began to march towards the Grice Academy.

The Queen called, ‘Shall I come with you, Violet?’

Violet shouted over her shoulder, ‘No, Liz, I’m going to use language. And I know you don’t like language. Walk ’ome with our Chanel.’
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The Queen was holding the loft ladder steady as William climbed up the last few rungs and clambered into the attic. He stretched out an arm and the Queen handed him a Maglite torch and said, ‘Somewhere up there is a large cardboard box marked “Glassware this way up”, next to your grandfather’s box of ceremonial swords.’

After a few moments, during which the beam of the torch flickered across the opening, William shouted, ‘Found it!’

The Queen said, ‘Splendid. Bring it down, will you?’ With some difficulty William scrambled down the ladder, carrying the heavy box. When the ladder had been retracted, the Queen and William went downstairs carrying the box between them. William had come straight from work and was still wearing his working clothes: boots with steel toecaps, ragged jeans, a plaid shirt and an orange fluorescent waistcoat. His hands and face were not entirely clean, the Queen noticed. William was impatient to find out what was inside the box. All the Queen had said to him had been, ‘There’s something in the attic I’d rather like you to see.’

The Queen took the bread knife from out of a drawer and began to cut through the parcel tape that sealed the lid. She opened the cardboard flaps and took out an object wrapped in a black plastic bin liner. She pulled away the plastic and revealed a large dark-blue velvet casket. She said tactfully, ‘I think, perhaps, before we go any further, we should both wash our hands.’ They washed their hands at the kitchen sink. The Queen said, ‘Dry them thoroughly,’ and handed William a clean tea towel.

When she had washed and dried her own hands, the Queen lifted the lid of the casket. Inside, standing on a base of white satin was the Imperial State Crown; its jewelled magnificence made William gasp. There was only a single light bulb hanging from the ceiling, but it seemed to find every facet of every precious gemstone that covered the surface of the crown.

The Queen said, ‘This is the Imperial State Crown. I hope that you will wear it one day.’

She used the corner of her apron to polish a glowing ruby. William had often watched the black and white film of his grandmother’s coronation; he and Harry had laughed at the sight of their four-year-old father in white satin knickerbockers and girly shoes. However many times William watched the film, he still felt nervous at the moment the Archbishop of Canterbury placed the crown on his grandmother’s young head. The crown looked heavy and his grandmother’s fragile neck looked as though it would snap under the weight.

‘It looks heavy,’ said William.

‘I hardly slept the week before,’ said the Queen. ‘I was terrified it would fall off, and so was the Archbishop. Would you like to try it on?’

William sat down on a kitchen chair. The Queen braced herself and hoisted the crown free of its sumptuous packing. She held it against herself for a moment, remembering the triumphant peal of the bells and the shouts of ‘Long live the Queen’ that celebrated her crowning. As she placed the crown on William’s head, a presenter on the television in the next room said, ‘It was the first time our vet had performed a Caesarean on a mongoose.’ The crown was a little too small for William’s head; he sat very still, not daring to move.

The Queen stepped back and said, ‘It suits you. How does it feel?’

‘It feels brilliant, actually,’ said William.

The Queen said, ‘Sit very still and I’ll bring you a looking glass.’ When she had left the room, William raised his arms to imaginary cheers and patriotic shouts of, ‘Long live the King. Long live King William.’

The Queen returned with a looking glass she’d taken from a wall in the hallway. When she lifted it, and he saw his reflection, he had a pang of longing for his mother, and it was only by using rigid self-control that he was able to hide his emotions.

The Queen said, ‘I think you will be a very good king, William.’

William said, ‘Yes, but it will be a sad day for me. It will mean that Dad is dead.’

‘Not necessarily,’ murmured the Queen. ‘Your father could renounce his succession and pass it on to you. Are you prepared for that eventuality?’

William stiffened his back, as though he were on the parade ground at Sandhurst, and said, ‘I am, Your Majesty, I have to be the King. I promised Mum I’d do it. It was what she wanted.’

‘And you?’ asked the Queen.

‘I promised her,’ William replied.

‘I repeat, and you?’ the Queen asked again.

‘She brought me up to be a new kind of king. “King Lite”, she called it,’ said William.

‘“King Lite”?’ asked the Queen.

‘Y’know, like Coke Lite,’ said William.

‘Ah! The drink?’ asked the Queen.

‘Yeah. She thought I could, sort of, mix with the people more. Visit the homeless at their, well, not homes, obviously, but their doorways and hostels and things,’ said William.

‘Very noble,’ said the Queen. ‘But to what purpose?’

‘To find out about their problems,’ said William, who was getting a little exasperated with his grandmother. Why was she questioning such a noble act of charity?

‘And when you ascertain what the problems of the destitute are, what will you do?’ asked the Queen.

William said, ‘I’ll try to help them, like my mum did.’

‘Will you throw open the doors of Buckingham Palace, then?’ the Queen asked.

William said, ‘Well, not all the doors.’

The Queen said, ‘You’re a very kind boy and I’m extremely fond of you. Please think carefully before you sacrifice your life to an institution that is increasingly irrelevant. I think it’s time we thought less of the Royal and more of the Family.’
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Charles was reading aloud to Camilla from Macbeth. He was characterizing the speeches and reading the stage directions in his own voice. His only piece of costume was a Hermeès silk scarf, which he used ingeniously to denote character. He had tried to interest his first wife in Shakespeare by performing Richard III to her, but she had ruined his concentration by flipping through Cosmopolitan and yawning.

Camilla, on the other hand, was giving every appearance of being thrilled by Macbeth and his performance; commenting occasionally on the action, saying, ‘How horrid!’ when Macduff’s children were killed and, ‘Mad cow!’ when Lady Macbeth/Charles was screeching during the hand-washing scene. At one point Charles’s performance grew to Donald Sinden-like proportions, causing Vince Threadgold to thump on the party wall and shout, ‘Keep the bleedin’ noise down!’

Camilla was trying to love Shakespeare as Charles did, but she simply could not make sense of the old-fashioned language. Why didn’t the people in his plays simply say what they meant, instead of beating around the bush? And honestly, did Shakespeare think his audiences were stupid or something? She had been to see A Midsummer Night’s Dream at Stratford as a child and the costumes were lovely, but it was terribly far-fetched. How did Shakespeare expect his audiences to believe that a sleeping girl would wake up and fall in love with a donkey? I mean, she adored her pony, but not romantically. That was bestiality, wasn’t it? Similar to what Prince Philip had told her that the Welsh did with sheep.

Charles swirled the silk scarf and began the final scene. Camilla was longing for Macbeth to come to an end, but she sat as though enraptured, as she had done so many times at cocktail parties when trapped by some dreadful bore droning on about a third party she did not know. She heard letters drop through the letterbox and said to Charles, who was halfway through a long speech, ‘I’ll pick the letters up before the dogs get to them.’

As it was, she was only just in time. Freddie and Tosca were playing at tug of war with one letter and Leo had slobbered over the other. Charles had draped the silk scarf over his head as one of the witches and was eagerly awaiting her return. She resumed her seat on the sofa and the performance continued. At the end she applauded until her hands smarted. Charles took several bows and allowed himself to laugh with pleasure. Perhaps the demons associated with Gordonstoun School’s production of Macbeth would finally leave him.

When he was a boy he had played Macduff and had been directed to fall to the floor and wriggle around the stage in his death agonies. There had been a deathly silence in the school auditorium, apart from the sound of one person laughing very loudly. That person was his father, The Duke of Edinburgh. In the dressing room later, the English teacher who had directed the play congratulated the other boys on their performances but said to Charles, ‘Well, Wales, I’m glad your father found your portrayal in our tragedy so amusing. Perhaps we should forget Shakespeare and do Charlie’s Aunt next time.’ Charles had taken this to be not only a rebuke to himself but also a reference to his louche aunt, Princess Margaret. His cheeks had burned with shame.

His mother had been kind, saying, ‘I think you did awfully well to have learnt all those lines. However did you do it?’

His father had cuffed him on the side of the head, in what was probably meant to be an affectionate gesture, and said, ‘Why didn’t you play Macbeth, eh? Not good enough?’

Charles opened Lawrence Krill’s letter first, then threw it over to Camilla saying, ‘Another poor devil with mental health problems.’

Charles then opened Graham’s letter, scanned it quickly and said, ‘Extraordinary the lengths that some of these poor lunatics will go to. This one claims to be our love child.’ He laughed. ‘Graham from Ruislip.’

Camilla reached for her cigarettes, then remembered she was forbidden to light up in the house. Nevertheless, she took one out of the packet and held it in her right hand. ‘What else does he say?’ she asked quietly.

Charles was looking through the three enclosures he’d pulled out of the envelope with the Ruislip postmark. ‘It all looks terribly authentic,’ said Charles. ‘He’s been to enormous trouble: there’s a DNA certificate, a codicil letter and a copy of a birth certificate. It seems that Graham was born in Zurich. You were at finishing school in Zurich, weren’t you, darling?’

‘Yes, in 1965,’ she said.

‘Graham was born in 1965, on July 21st,’ said Charles.

There was a long pause. Charles felt like a character in a Pinter play.

‘Yes,’ said Camilla. ‘It was awfully hot that July, all the windows were open in the delivery room, but it was still stifling. I could hear the cowbells ringing outside.’

Charles said, ‘Delivery room? Were you on a school visit? Was it part of your conversational French course?’

‘No,’ said Camilla. ‘I was definitely screaming in English.’ She began to weep. ‘ I didn’t call him Graham, I called him Rory. Rory George Windsor.’

Charles looked at the letter and the papers in his hand and said, ‘So are you telling me, darling, that this Graham is our son?’

Camilla nodded.

Charles asked, ‘How did it happen?’

Camilla said, ‘You remember, darling. We got carried away after that food fight at Nicky’s place.’

‘No!’ said Charles, irritably. ‘What I mean is, why didn’t you have the, er… operation? The, er… procedure. You must have been desperate to get rid of the, er… er… foetus… Why didn’t you?’

‘I didn’t get round to it in time,’ she replied.

‘You are a dreadful procrastinator, darling,’ he said. ‘But you really should have told me.’

‘Once I was back in England it sort of slipped my mind,’ she said. She put her arms around his neck and said, ‘Are you frightfully angry with me, my little prince?’

Charles thought, I’m a character in Shakespeare. Charles said, ‘Allow me to read the letter again in the sure knowledge that my son be the scribe and not some gibbering fool whose jest it be to claim false kinship.’

Camilla absented herself. She hated it when Charles slipped into what she called his pompous language. She went outside and sat on the back doorstep and lit the cigarette she’d been longing for. It was not that Camilla had completely forgotten about the baby she had given birth to in Zurich. She certainly remembered the event; it was just that she wasn’t a woman who dwelt on things that could not be changed. What was the point of crying on the unknown child’s birthday? She occasionally thought about the boy, wondered about him, but when she did so, she imagined him happy, strong, living in Ruislip where she understood his adoptive parents had a socially prominent position. She had not enquired any further. She wasn’t the only girl at her finishing school to ‘fall from grace’, as the nuns in the nursing home called it. But she was the least neurotic about it. Camilla simply couldn’t understand why people beat themselves up about the beastly things that happened in life.

When she went back to the sitting room, Charles said, ‘Graham wants to come and see us.’

‘Oh, does he?’ said Camilla unenthusiastically.

‘We must see him, darling,’ said Charles. ‘He is our son, our only child. And he’s older than William, which makes him second in line to the throne.’

‘But bastards don’t count, they can’t inherit,’ said Camilla.

‘Those old laws were thrown out with the Dissolution of the Monarchy Act,’ said Charles.

Freddie and Tosca were pretending to be asleep on the rag rug that Charles had made out of old cardigans using a clothes peg and an old sack for the base. They had heard the conversation between their mistress and master.

Freddie growled to Tosca, ‘As if Macbeth wasn’t bad enough, now we’re into melodrama.’

Leo came into the room panting, after running away from Spike. ‘What you laughing at?’ he barked.

Freddie growled, ‘It’s a private pedigree joke.’

‘Right,’ yapped Leo, who never questioned the implicit suggestion that he was in every respect inferior to Freddie and Tosca. He always allowed them to feed first and get nearer to the fire.

When Charles had finished writing to Graham he read the letter aloud:

My dear Graham,

First allow me to commiserate with you on the loss of Mr and Mrs Cracknall, your adoptive parents. You must be simply devastated by their deaths. Then to discover that you were not their flesh and blood must have caused you enormous anguish.

Camilla, your mother, and i would terribly like to see you.

‘Terribly like to see you?’ queried Camilla.

‘Well, I would terribly like to see my son,’ said Charles with a flash of anger.

Camilla said tearfully, ‘I’m not questioning your sentiment, darling, just your way of expressing it. “Terribly” sounds wrong, couldn’t you drop the “terribly”?’

Charles said, ‘You’re quibbling over syntax because you’re trying to deflect me from the beastly fact that you kept Graham’s existence a secret for forty-one years. Forty-one years of deceit!’

Leo crept up to Camilla and laid his big head across her knees. Camilla automatically started to check Leo’s thick coat for fleas.

‘Carry on with the letter,’ she said. ‘I promise not to interrupt.’

But Charles was still angry. ‘I love you desperately,’ he said, ‘but I will not take lessons in the use of the English language from somebody who managed to pass only one “O” level.’

‘It’s more than your first wife got,’ she shouted. ‘The most she managed at school was a prize for Best Kept Guinea Pig.’

Vince Threadgold shouted through the wall, ‘Guinea pigs are filthy little bleeders, it takes a lot to keep ’em clean.’

Charles and Camilla continued the row with lowered voices. ‘I was at Cambridge,’ said Charles. ‘I got a degree.’

Camilla blew her nose on a piece of kitchen towel and said, ‘You’re writing to our son. I ought to have an input.’

‘What do you want to say?’ asked Charles with his pen poised over a new piece of writing paper.

‘Dear Graham,’ Camilla dictated. ‘We were terribly sorry to hear about the loss of your adoptive parents. It would be lovely to see you at your convenience.’

‘At your convenience,’ scoffed Charles. ‘You make him sound like a bloody lavatory attendant.’

‘He could be, for all we know about him,’ said Camilla, who was still smarting from the ‘O’ level jibe earlier. She thought, if I’d put my mind to it I could easily have gone to university. But hanging out with a bunch of boffo students was not her style. As far as she knew, neither Oxford nor Cambridge hunted or had stabling facilities.

‘Oh, just write to him and tell him to apply for a visiting order,’ said Camilla. ‘I’m going to bed. Come, Tosca; come, Freddie.’

She went out of the room without kissing Charles, but he caught up with her and the dogs on the stairs and said, ‘We mustn’t quarrel, darling. We mustn’t let Graham come between us.’ Charles followed Camilla into the bedroom and they began to walk down the well-worn path of forgiveness and reconciliation.

When their strenuous lovemaking was over and Camilla and Charles were lying in a post-coital daze, the dogs crept out from under the bed.

Freddie growled, ‘I thought he was never going to stop.’

Tosca yelped, ‘It’s so embarrassing.’

Freddie growled, ‘Er… talking about sex, er… Zsa-Zsa is coming on heat soon. Would you mind if I…’

‘No,’ snapped Tosca. ‘Mount the bitch, see if I care.’

Freddie said, ‘I’m not a one-bitch dog, Tosca. At least I’m being honest.’

Tosca turned her back on him and scratched at the bedroom door. Camilla disentangled herself from Charles and got out of bed to open the door. Tosca ran down the stairs and went to lie alongside Leo under the kitchen table. ‘I’ve left him,’ she whimpered.

Leo licked her face. ‘Are you sure, babe? We’re all a bit jumpy with this Graham doodah.’

Tosca said, ‘No, I’m sure, Leo. Freddie’s rubbing his philandering nose in my face a little too often now.’

Leo pressed his nose against hers, and panted, ‘Don’t you mind that I’m a mongrel?’

Tosca thought, Ugh! He’s got dreadful dog breath; we’ll have to do something about that. Their relationship was less than a minute old and she was already trying to change him.

In the morning Camilla was surprised to find Tosca and Leo entwined on the kitchen floor. Stepping over them, she said, ‘How long have you two been such good pals?’

Leo barked, ‘We’re not pals, we’re lovers.’

When Freddie came downstairs for breakfast, he saw the two dogs together and went for Leo’s throat, snarling, ‘She’s my bitch, you flea-bitten mongrel!’

When Charles came down to find the cause of the uproar, he took Leo’s side in the argument and called Camilla’s beloved Freddie, ‘A beastly little dog.’

Camilla had shouted, ‘Poor Freddie has been given the cold shoulder. He’s terribly upset.’

King, the Threadgolds’ Alsatian, barked through the wall, ‘Good luck to you, Leo. Give her one for me.’
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Before leaving the Control Centre, Dwayne tampered with the surveillance cameras trained on Charles and Camilla’s house. He wanted to be able to talk to Charles about The Heart of the Hunter, without having his colleagues sniggering and calling him a fucking boff.

As he walked through the estate, he viewed the inhabitants with a Kalahari Bushman’s eye. Some of them were savage, capable of pouncing on a man and pulling him down to the desert floor, others were merely pariah dogs that slunk away as they saw him approaching. Once again, he found himself outside Paris Butter-worth’s house. He could see her through the living-room window, watching Balamory with Fifty-cents.

She was surprised to see him at the door. She said, ‘Has owt ’appened to me mam?’

Dwayne said, more gruffly than he intended, ‘I dunno. I’ve come to check your tag.’

‘It’s still on. What more do you want to know?’ she asked.

He wanted to kiss her sulky mouth and unfasten her piled-up black hair. His forearms were thicker than her thighs, he noticed.

‘I need to check it’s not been tampered with,’ he said.

She said, ‘Come in, but you’ll ’ave to take your shoes off. I’ve got a pale carpet.’

She was wearing disconcertingly realistic-looking cat’s head slippers. The glass eyes sparkled and the whiskers vibrated as she padded across an expanse of pale carpet in the hallway and living room. He left his boots on the doorstep and followed her in.

Fifty-cents was sitting strapped in his baby buggy, watching the television with a glazed expression as PC Plum cycled up a hill. The room was clean and uncomfortably tidy; Fifty-cents’ toys were stored in their original boxes, on a shelf in one of the alcoves. Paris and Dwayne sat on the sofa and faced each other.

Paris said, ‘You’re not supposed to be alone with me, not in Slapper Alley.’

‘I’m not alone,’ said Dwayne. ‘He’s here, aren’t you, Fifty-cents?’

Fifty-cents didn’t respond to his name; he kept his gaze on the television screen.

‘He likes his telly,’ said Dwayne.

‘He does,’ said Paris, adding proudly, ‘he knows all the adverts.’

‘He’s the same colour as me,’ said Dwayne. ‘Is his dad black?’

‘Yes, his dad is Carlton Williams. Do you know him?’

‘No,’ said Dwayne.

‘No!’ exclaimed Paris. ‘You must know him.’

‘Just ’cause I’m black,’ said Dwayne, ‘it don’t mean I know everybody in the town who’s black.’

They looked at each other, and then looked quickly away. Dwayne thought he now knew what a heartshaped face was like. She could have modelled for Valentine’s Day cards. He said, ‘That poem you wrote.’

Paris looked away. ‘Yeah.’

‘Elizabeth Barrett Browning wrote it, didn’t she?’

‘’Ow did you know that?’ she asked in amazement.

‘I’m a policeman,’ said Dwayne. ‘I know everything. Can I have a look at your tag, then?’

She pulled off a cat’s head and extended her thin white leg. Dwayne took the weight of her bare foot, holding it by the heel. He stared at the blue veins, which crossed the foot like a faded road map. She had painted her toenails a pearlized pink. He gently turned the metal tag on her ankle.

She said, ‘I have wrote some poems. But they’re crap.’

‘I bet they’re not,’ he said.

‘They are,’ she said. ‘Trouble is, I don’t get no time. I’ve got ’im to look after, an’ he’s a mardy-arse when he wants to be. It was all right for Elizabeth Barrett Browning, all she had to do was lie around on a settee all day, being ill an’ playing with ’er dog.’

Dwayne said, ‘You did her for a project at school, didn’t you?’

‘No,’ said Paris. ‘I did her dog, Flush.’

Dwayne took out the battered Penguin edition of Nineteen Eighty-Four and put it on the coffee table, saying, ‘Will you read this, please, Julia?’

‘Who’s Julia?’ asked Paris.

Camilla said, ‘What do policemen eat for lunch, Charles?’

Charles said, in one of his Goon-like voices, ‘I don’t know, what do policemen eat for lunch?’

Camilla said, ‘No, I’m not telling you a joke, Charles. I’m asking you what policemen eat for lunch, because I have invited a policeman to lunch.’

Charles thought hard before saying, ‘Don’t they eat bangers and mashy-type stuff? Sardines, perhaps.’

Camilla loved entertaining, but in the past there had always been other people to do the hard work: the invitations, the shopping, the cooking, the table-setting and the washing-up.

Charles said, as she hoped he would, ‘Don’t worry, darling. I’ll see that your policeman is fed and watered.’

He opened a tin of sardines and arranged them in a criss-cross pattern on a small white plate, then went into the garden and picked a trug full of distorted root and salad vegetables that he had grown according to organic principles. A blackbird flew on to the razor wire surmounting the metal boundary fence and serenaded Charles as he knocked clods of mud off a bunch of twisted carrots. Camilla sat on an upturned flowerpot, smoking her second cigarette of the day.

‘Oh, darling,’ said Charles, looking around the garden. ‘Isn’t it heavenly here, doesn’t your heart swell with happiness to hear the song of a blackbird?’

Camilla said, guardedly, looking at the razor wire, the CCTV cameras and the Threadgolds’ broken bedroom window, smashed during a midnight altercation, ‘It’s sort of heavenly, but sometimes I long for the proper countryside.’

Charles pulled up a leek that was covered in tiny scurrying creatures and said, ‘But we have built our own paradise here, haven’t we?’

Camilla thought about the outside world and imagined herself walking through woodland and alongside a river. She envisaged hills in the distance and shafts of burnished sunlight glowing through a vast cloud-dotted sky. She began to cry. She tried desperately to stop, knowing that tears and a contorted face did not flatter a woman of late middle age.

Charles threw the leek into the trug and knelt beside her. ‘Please, darling,’ he said. ‘Please, don’t cry. I simply cannot bear it.’

‘Sorry, darling, but I can’t bear this place either.’

The doorbell rang. Camilla blew her nose, and wiped her eyes with the hem of her flowered skirt. ‘That’s our policeman,’ she said. ‘Do I look hag-like?’

‘No,’ said Charles. ‘To me, you will always be beautiful.’

His qualifying phrase, ‘To me,’ was not lost on Camilla.

Camilla and Dwayne were sitting at the kitchen table. Charles was washing up at the sink. Camilla stifled a yawn. Charles and Dwayne had been talking almost non-stop about a wretched book she’d never read, written by a man she’d never met.

Charles said to Dwayne, ‘When Laurens and I were in the Kalahari, we washed our cooking pots, plates and utensils in sand.’

‘Sand!’ said Dwayne politely.

‘Yes,’ said Charles. ‘It’s nature’s Fairy Liquid.’

Camilla said, ‘And you’d never run out. Of sand, I mean. There’s a huge amount of sand in the desert.’

Even Dwayne was beginning to weary of the Kalahari. He felt as though he’d been staggering across it in the midday sun without a hat. Charles’s intensity had drained him. He had quite enjoyed his lunch of sardines and strange-looking vegetables, but he was ready to leave now. He stood up and scraped his chair back, and said, ‘Well, thank you very much for everything, but duty calls.’

‘Yes, you must go,’ said Prince Charles. ‘I know about duty.’

Camilla whispered, ‘I wonder if you’d mind posting this?’ She handed him a letter with a Ruislip address.

He thought, I can hardly say no, can I? and put it in his pocket.

Camilla walked with him to the garden gate and said, ‘Is it terribly difficult to remove one’s tag? I mean, do people do it?’

‘Oh yes,’ said Dwayne. ‘There’s people been on holiday before now.’

‘Really,’ said Camilla. ‘Do they use a special sort of tool?’

Dwayne said, ‘Mrs Windsor, you’re better off here in the Fez.’ He hesitated. How could he break it to her that she was not that popular in the outside world? Eventually he said, ‘Everybody knows your face, you’d soon be spotted.’

When Dwayne got back to the Lilliputian studio flat he rented in the town, he steamed open the letter and read the contents.

16 Hellebore Close

Flowers Exclusion Zone

East Midlands Region

EZ 951

Dear Graham,

One wonders how to reply to one's long-lost son, a son whose existence one was unaware of until yesterday, when we received your letter. Your mother confirmed that she did in fact give birth to you in Zurich, on 21st July 1965.

We both send our condolences on your recent double bereavement. To lose one parent is a misfortune; to lose two is a catastrophe.

Naturally, we are both absolutely longing to see you. However, we are confined at present to the Exclusion Zone and, sadly, we are not allowed visitors from outside, though I understand that visiting orders can be issued to certain government officials, so a meeting may not be possible in the immediate future. But we must not lose contact.

It was quite extraordinary to discover that your mother and I have a forty-one-year-old son together. I wonder, do you resemble either of us physically in any way? When you next write, would you please enclose a photograph?

As I write, I feel the hand of history on my shoulder.

Adieu, my son.

I send you the warmest of wishes.

Your father,

Charles

PS. Your mother and I would be terribly grateful if you would keep our relationship confidential, for the moment.

Please reply

c/o PC Dwayne Lockhart

Flat 31, The Old Abattoir

Leicester

East Midlands Region

Dwayne’s first thought was, What a cheek! They might have asked me first. He was ashamed of his second thought, which was, I’m holding an historical document here. I wonder how much it would fetch on eBay?

He took the letter with him when he went to the library and photocopied it on the ancient machine that seemed to be used only by mad people copying their epic poems. On his way home, he posted the original letter in a postbox, pausing for a few seconds before he allowed the letter to drop from his hand.

Freddie was in the kitchen having his overlong claws clipped. It was taking the combined strength of Charles and Camilla to hold the little dog down. He had been barking, ‘Help! Help!’ throughout the procedure. Freddie remembered the time Camilla had cut into his pad and made him bleed.

Charles said, ‘Oh, Freddie, do cooperate. Your claws are terribly long, you must be awfully uncomfortable.’

Camilla said, ‘If you were human, Freddie, you’d be Edward Scissorhands.’

Upstairs on the small landing, taking advantage of Freddie’s absence, were Leo and Tosca. Leo was telling Tosca about the miserable time he’d had as a puppy before being saved by Spiggy and then adopted by Prince Charles.

‘There were nine of us in the litter an’ I was the runt. I could hardly get near my mum’s teats. I could’ve starved to death.’

‘Who were your parents?’ yapped Tosca, who could trace her pedigree back nineteen generations.

‘I dunno who my dad was,’ said Leo mournfully. ‘My mum was a total dog when she came on heat, she had half the bleedin’ estate after ’er! She’d take on anything with four legs an’ a tail.’

‘Is she still alive?’ barked Tosca.

‘No, she went under a Grice delivery lorry,’ whimpered Leo. ‘She’s buried in Lee Butterworth’s back garden. She was a pig of a mother. Before she’d finished whelping, she was out every night. I used to cry my bleedin’ eyes out for ’er.’

‘What happened to your brothers and sisters?’ asked Tosca.

Leo whimpered, ‘All I know is that Lee Butterworth put ’em all in a sack an’ told ’is kids that the pups was goin’ to live on a farm in Wales. As if.’

‘Perhaps they did,’ said Tosca.

Leo barked, ‘No. Butterworth was back in ’alf an hour. I don’t know where Wales is, but it ain’t around the corner, is it?’

Tosca barked, ‘Why weren’t you put in the sack?’

Leo whimpered, ‘I were upstairs being dressed up in dolls’ clothes by one of Maddo’s kids. My life was ’ell in that ’ouse.’

Tosca was growing weary of Leo’s self-pity. ‘You were obviously saved for a purpose, Leo. The hand of destiny intervened to bring you to this house, to live with the future King of England.’

Leo looked at Tosca with new eyes. She wasn’t bad looking and she had a lovely glossy coat. He could overlook her short legs; what did it matter that she was half his size? They were equals when they were lying down. Leo edged near to Tosca and sniffed her hind quarters. Instead of snapping at him, like she usually did, Tosca allowed him to take his time.

When Freddie came bounding up the stairs to find Tosca, he was less than pleased to find Leo with his nose up her bum.

Freddie snarled, ‘Get away from my bitch, you low-life mongrel.’ He launched himself at Leo, expecting the bigger dog to slink away and hide as usual.

But Leo snarled, ‘Back off, short-arse,’ and bared his large yellow teeth.

Freddie yelped, ‘Who do you think you are?’

‘I’m somethink special,’ growled Leo. ‘I’m the future King of England’s best friend.’

When it was Tosca’s turn for a pedicure she submitted to the procedure with uncharacteristic good grace.

Camilla said, ‘Tosca’s not herself at all, Charles. Do you think she’s unwell?’

Charles answered, ‘Perhaps she needs worming.’

Tosca barked, ‘I haven’t got worms. You’re obsessed with worms. If I did have worms I’d be scooting my bum along the ground, wouldn’t I?’

Charles said, ‘I’ll put a worm tablet in their food tonight. It’s better to be safe than sorry.’

‘No,’ snarled Tosca, ‘it’s better to be sorry than safe. There’s nothing wrong with me, I’ve never been happier.’

To divert Charles and Camilla from any more worming talk she held out her paw, offering it up to be clipped.

Camilla said, ‘She’s adorable. Isn’t she adorable, darling?’
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It didn’t take long for Camilla to remove her tag: a few minutes of torsion with a pair of secateurs in the bathroom and she was free. She waited until Charles had gone to his Resistible Materials class at the One-Stop Centre, where he was halfway through building an elaborate bird-feeding table. All three dogs were waiting for her outside the bathroom door.

She said, ‘I’m going to get into frightful trouble, darlings. But I don’t bloody care.’

The dogs gathered around her as she put on her waxed coat and tied her headscarf round her head. When she went out of the front door, slamming it behind her and leaving the dogs in the hall, they barked in protest.

Camilla dawdled through the estate, enjoying the warm autumn sunshine and the knowledge that she was not tagged and had no ID card. She thought, I could be anybody and nobody. When she approached the Control Centre, she quickened her pace and without looking right or left walked straight through. No alarms sounded, nobody shouted after her and Dwayne Lockhart, who had seen her approaching through the window, excused himself to Inspector Lancer and went into the lavatory until he judged that Camilla would be out of sight.

Camilla ambled down the road leading into the town, marvelling at the goods in the shop windows, wishing she had money to spend. But it was the countryside she had wanted to see. She asked an elderly woman with a walking frame, who was standing at a bus stop, where the countryside was.

‘The countryside?’ the woman repeated. ‘What, fields and trees and things like that?’

‘Yes,’ said Camilla. ‘Is there a bus that will take me there?’

‘You want a forty-seven,’ the woman said. She was staring at Camilla as if she knew her, taking in the waxed coat, the sensible shoes and the Hermès headscarf printed with horseshoes.

‘Is there something wrong?’ asked Camilla.

‘No,’ said the woman. ‘You put me in mind of somebody, that’s all. Prince Charles’s wife.’

‘Camilla?’ supplied Camilla.

‘Yes, that’s ’er,’ said the woman darkly. ‘She dragged the Royal Family through the mud, that one. She lives back there you know, in the Flowers Exclusion Zone.’

Camilla nodded and began to move away.

The woman said, ‘By all accounts she’s a total alcoholic. Drinks a bottle of vodka with each meal. Lies in a filthy bed all day, only gets up to feed ’er dogs. Fifteen dogs she’s got, none of ’em house-trained. It’s no wonder Prince Charles gives her a clout round the head now and then, is it?’

Camilla asked, ‘How do you know all this?’

The woman said, ‘It’s common knowledge. I’ve got a friend who’s related by marriage to Prince Charles’s next-door neighbour.’

‘Beverley Threadgold,’ said Camilla.

‘Yes,’ said the woman. ‘Poor Beverley has to put up with ’earing Prince Charles and Camilla screaming at each other all through the night. Furniture smashed, dogs barking. When they’re not trying to kill each other, they’re in the garden burning leaves and smoking the place out.’

Camilla was relieved when the woman staggered on to a number 49 bus. As she stood and waited, she noticed a few drivers looking at her curiously as they passed by. She wished now that she’d dressed less conspicuously and worn a pastel-coloured tracksuit and white trainers, like most women of her generation wore round here.

On the opposite side of the road, a man was standing on the top rung of a ladder, pasting a large poster on to a billboard. It was hard to see what the poster was advertising at first, but when the man had finished and removed himself and his ladder, Camilla saw that the poster was of a hugely enlarged black Labrador retriever’s head. The dog’s eyes were mad and its jaws were open, showing vicious teeth. There were no words. Camilla thought, but Labrador retrievers are Britain’s favourites. They are national treasures; the Alan Bennetts of the dog world. Why would anybody want to put up such a vicious poster?

The driver of the number 47 bus was baffled when Camilla asked how much it was to be taken to the countryside.

He said, ‘The nearest I go to the countryside is the out-of-town retail park. The Orchards.’

She climbed the stairs to the upper deck and sat at the front, holding on to the rail as she had been told to do when she was a child on her regular trips to their London house.

She would quarrel with her brother and sister about which was best, the town or the country. The problem was, when she was in the country she loved the country best, but when she was in the town she was seduced by its excitement and glamour. Her childhood had been one long sunny afternoon with ponies in the paddock, theatre in the town, and Mummy and Daddy and Mark and Sarah, always there. Always laughter and treats and holidays, when nobody minded if she hadn’t brushed her hair or ran around barefoot.

The bus passed over a road bridge. Below the bridge was a river and a small wood. Camilla ran down the stairs of the moving bus and asked the driver to stop.

He said, ‘I’m not a bleedin’ taxi service,’ and drove on to the next bus stop.

She ran back to the bridge and saw that a path of sorts had been made down the embankment. There were a few brambles in the way, with some rotting blackberries still hanging from the branches, but she pushed through them in her waxed coat and was soon standing on the riverbank. After a few minutes walking, she was out of earshot of the road. When it was no longer possible to walk alongside the river due to the thick tangle of vegetation, she sat down in the long grass and smoked a cigarette.

The loveliness of the birdsong overwhelmed her. She had never been good with birds, she could just about identify a sparrow or a blackbird, and of course robins were easy. But now she understood what people like Charles were talking about when they lamented the slow demise of the English songbird. It was glorious, simply glorious, to think that nobody, not even Charlie, knew where she was. She lay back in the long grass and watched the clouds passing in the astonishingly blue sky.

On the return journey the bus was crowded with shoppers, and her preferred seat at the front of the top deck was occupied. She glanced quickly down the bus; there were only three vacant seats. She chose to sit next to an innocuous-looking middle-aged woman who was marooned by a sea of Marks and Spencer’s bags.

Camilla said, ‘May I?’

The woman moved a few of the bags so that Camilla could sit down. ‘I only went in for a loaf of bread,’ said the woman.

Camilla laughed and said, ‘My husband does that. He went out for a loaf and came back with a washing-up bowl.’

The woman looked at Camilla curiously. They were silent for a few moments, each woman assessing the other for class, status and level of attractiveness. Having decided that further conversation was possible, the woman with the bags said, ‘It’s lovely on the top of a bus, isn’t it?’

‘Yes,’ said Camilla. ‘One can see into people’s gardens and backyards.’

The woman said, ‘The buses are quite civilized since those dreadful hoodies and yobs were rounded up and tagged. The Government will certainly get my vote at the next election.’

Camilla said, ‘Oh, if I had a vote I’d give it to Boy English. He’s a real sweetie.’

The woman said, ‘Do you not have a vote?’

Camilla was not a good liar. She stammered unconvincingly, ‘My husband doesn’t allow me to vote.’

The woman’s eyes widened. She took in Camilla’s headscarf and asked, ‘Who are you married to, a Muslim fundamentalist?’

‘No, though my husband is interested in Eastern religions,’ said Camilla and lowered her voice. ‘Do you remember Prince Charles?’

The woman said, ‘Of course. And he’s another reason why I’ll vote for the Government. I certainly don’t want the New Cons to win, not if it means bringing back those dreadful Windsors. I suppose at a pinch I could just about accept the Queen, but the thought of Prince Charles and that hideous woman, Camilla, reigning over me makes my blood run cold.’

An inspector clumped up the stairs and shouted, ‘Tickets and registration cards, please. Have them ready for inspection.’

There was an audible groan from the passengers and an anxious search through bags and purses. Wallets were taken out, pockets were patted and bumbags were unzipped.

The inspector started at the back of the bus. Camilla could hear him saying, ‘Thank you, sir; thank you, madam,’ as he moved inexorably towards her.

The bag woman next to her kept her ID card in a burgundy leather wallet. As she held it out towards the inspector, Camilla saw a photograph of a balding man with his arms around a large smiling dog. After he had checked the woman’s documents, the inspector stood looking down expectantly at Camilla. She showed him her ticket.

He glanced at it and said, ‘ID card, please.’

Camilla said, ‘Sorry, I seem to have left it at home.’ The inspector sighed and said, ‘I’m going to have to give you an on-the-spot fine.’

Camilla said, ‘I haven’t any money.’

He took out a book of forms and said, ‘Name?’

The other passengers on the bus had fallen silent.

Camilla said, ‘I would rather not give my name.’

The inspector said, ‘I would rather you did.’

Camilla said, ‘Can’t I just get off the bus? I’ll walk the rest of the way.’

She half rose to her feet; the woman next to her was now looking studiedly out of the window, detaching herself from the scene.

The inspector said, ‘You’re not going anywhere, madam, until you give me your name.’

Camilla said, ‘I’m sorry, but I can’t.’

The inspector took out a small radio and spoke into it. ‘Driver, stop the bus. I’ve got a UP up here.’

The bus came to a jerky stop.

A voice from the back shouted, ‘How long we going to be? I’ve got kids to pick up from school.’

The bag woman said, ‘I’ve got a dog to let out. He’s been in the house since nine o’clock this morning. He’ll burst his bladder if I’m late.’

An old man across the aisle said, ‘I know who she is. She’s Camilla Parker Bowles, as was.’

‘She lives in an Exclusion Zone,’ said the inspector. ‘It can’t be her. She’s on the tag.’

‘I remember his first wife,’ said the old man. ‘Beautiful, she was. A saint. They say she could cure cancer.’

A sarcastic voice behind Camilla said, ‘Yeah! An’ she turned the bleedin’ water into wine.’

The inspector said, ‘I’m going to ask you again, madam, to give me your name and your full address.’

Camilla said, ‘I’m terribly sorry, but I can’t.’

‘Then you give me no alternative but to inform the security police.’

When Prince Charles arrived home he was exhausted, having carried the bird-feeding table almost a mile. He wished now that he hadn’t constructed such an elaborate edifice. It was multi-levelled, each level having its own thatched roof. There were indents for bowls of water and little troughs for seeds. He lugged it through the house and out into the back garden, shouting, ‘Darling, I’m home. I’ve finished it.’

The dogs danced around him as he searched every room, looking for Camilla.

‘She can’t have gone out,’ he said to them. ‘She’s left her ID card in the little jug on the dresser.’

Leo led him into the bathroom where, to Charles’s great alarm, he found the secateurs and his wife’s ankle tag.
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Camilla’s interrogation had been conducted with the utmost civility by Deputy Chief Constable Peter Manning, in his austere office in the huge, recently built Regional Police Headquarters. After a strip-search by two silent policewomen, Camilla had been taken for forensic investigation. No trace of explosives was found on her, only an unusual quantity of dog hair.

Manning would not usually have bothered himself with the questioning of terrorist suspects; he had specialist teams for that, who, by various methods, were able to extract information. But he could not resist questioning Camilla. It would be an engrossing chapter in the book he was writing about modern policing, he thought.

M: Why did you leave the Exclusion Zone?

C: I wanted to go to the countryside.

M: You were meeting somebody there?

C: No, I just wanted, you know, to see it.

M: You’re a member of BOMB, aren’t you?

C: BOMB? I don’t know what that is.

M: They, as you well know, are terrorists dedicated to bringing the monarchy back. BOMB, Bring Our Monarchy Back. You arranged to meet them yesterday.

C: No, I’ve never heard of them. They don’t sound like my kind of people. I’m not a political animal.

M: So, you maintain, do you, that you removed your tag… incidentally, how did you do it?

C: Secateurs.

[Manning nodded, he was a gardener himself.]

M: Not a cheap pair, obviously.

C: No, I don’t think one should economize on secateurs. A good strong pair will last a lifetime.

M: So, you removed your tag and left your ID card at home?

C: Yes.

M: That’s two offences.

C: Yes. I suppose it is.

M: How did you pass the control point? Did you have an accomplice?

C: No, I just sort of walked by. Nobody stopped me, so I carried on walking.

M: You arranged to meet somebody on the riverbank, didn’t you, Mrs Windsor? You waited for thirteen minutes, during which time you smoked a Silk Cut cigarette. But the person or persons you had arranged to meet didn’t come, did they? So you retraced your steps and were arrested on the forty-seven bus.

Camilla closed her eyes. It was as though Manning had snatched a precious crystal from her and had smashed it to smithereens. She had expected to keep those thirteen minutes of tranquillity and freedom to herself. She had planned to withdraw memories as needed, like she used to withdraw money from the bank. She would not have been extravagant with her memories. She would have remembered the flash of the sun on the river perhaps, or the angle of the reeds as they bent forwards in the breeze like a crowd sharing a secret. But she would not have recalled the glorious singing of the birds in the woodland next to the river.

That loveliness would have been too terrible to bear.

C: I wanted to be free for a while, to be out of sight.

M: You’re a romantic, Mrs Windsor. I understand; I’m a bit that way myself. A golf course in the early morning can bring tears to my eyes.

C: What will happen to me?

M: You have broken seven laws in all, Mrs Windsor. Eight, if we prosecute you for reckless smoking. You were surrounded by dried grasses, you could have started an inferno.

C: I’m to be prosecuted, am I?

M: You’ve committed serious offences, Mrs Windsor. [Manning smiled.] By committing such offences you have forfeited your right to go to court.

C: I see.

But she didn’t truly see. On the other hand, Manning seemed to be a thoroughly decent chap. Not the type to muck about with civil liberties. All the same, Camilla had taken it for granted that if you broke the law you were entitled to be tried in a court of law. Wasn’t that the English way?

C: So who punishes me?

M: Ultimately, God will punish you, Mrs Windsor, but for now, contractually, I have to turn you over to Arthur Grice Security.

C: Can I telephone my husband, Inspector? He’ll be frantic with worry.

M: I’m sorry, Mrs Windsor, that privilege does not extend to terrorist suspects. Incidentally, the secateurs, which brand?

C: Wilkinson’s.

An investigation was being conducted at the Flowers Control Centre into how Camilla had managed to walk past them into the outside world. Inspector Lancer was showing CCTV footage of Camilla as she strolled past the Control Centre with her hands in her pockets.

Lancer said, ‘Note the time on the film. She passed us at precisely eleven thirty-five a.m.’ He held up the duty roster. ‘Those on duty at eleven thirty-five were police constables Julie Cutherwaite, Dwayne Lockhart and Lee Clegg, and police dogs Emperor and Judge. So, what I want to know is, what the fuck went wrong?’

Dwayne held up his hand and said, ‘Excuse me, sir. You’ve forgotten one other person.’

‘And who would that be?’ snarled Lancer.

‘Yourself,’ said Dwayne.

Lancer said, ‘I was busy working out the duty rosters, Lockhart. Surveillance is below my pay scale. So, somebody’s head has got to roll. Headquarters want blood.’ He turned to Julie Cutherwaite and said, ‘You’re a moody cow and you’ve got no tits to speak of. So, you’ll write to Mr Grice and offer your resignation, and take full responsibility for this morning’s breach of security.’

Julie said, angrily, ‘That’s sexism. You wouldn’t sack Dwayne for having a small cock.’

Dwayne was tempted to defend himself against the charge, but he kept quiet, judging it wise in the circumstances.

The forty-six residents of Hell Close were evacuated from their homes at midnight by the security police and were gathered together in the main hall of the One-Stop Centre. Groups of sleepy people sat about on spindly-legged plastic chairs, yawning and complaining. Camilla was notably absent. Charles was sick with worry; he went from group to group asking if anybody knew the whereabouts of his wife. Since he had already knocked at every door in Hell Close that afternoon without result, it was a futile exercise.

The ex-Royal Family sat together at the back of the hall, speculating in low voices on the reason for Camilla’s disappearance. Harry was of the view that a police death squad was in operation.

The Queen said, ‘This is England, Harry, not Guatemala.’

Andrew speculated that there had been a coup, and that the Government had been overthrown by ardent monarchists.

Anne said angrily, ‘It’s obviously something to do with Camilla. As if she hasn’t brought enough trouble to this family.’

Princess Michael said, ‘In my opinion, she’s left Charles for another man. I knew their marriage would never last.’

Edward and Sophie turned from watching anxiously as Louise ran wild with Maddo Clarke’s boys.

Sophie said, ‘I can’t stop thinking about the Romanovs. They were rounded up in the middle of the night, weren’t they?’

Edward took Sophie’s hand and said, ‘Try to stay calm. Take one of your pills, darling.’

William yawned, ‘It’s all right for the rest of you, but I have to get up for work in the morning.’

When Charles returned to his family group he said, ‘Nobody knows anything about Camilla’s whereabouts.’

Beverley Threadgold, in a grubby pink dressing gown and Elvis Presley slippers, sat nearby telling Maddo Clarke that she wouldn’t be surprised if Camilla had been murdered. She looked across the room at Prince Charles and said, ‘’E was diggin’ in ’is garden, after dark last night.’

Dwayne Lockhart, armed with a taser gun that he had no intention of using, was guarding the exit doors. He wanted to confide in Charles that he had seen Camilla leaving the Exclusion Zone earlier in the day. But how could he, without losing his job and his flat in town? He shifted the taser carefully from one hand to the other, aware that a single pull on the trigger could send a 50,000-volt shock through the human body. He hoped fervently that he wouldn’t be forced to use the thing.

Violet Toby was reminiscing with the Queen about the last time Hell Close had been evacuated.

‘It was before you come here, Liz. A crack ’ead in Number Sixteen held his social worker hostage with a starting pistol. It were lovely. We ’ad cups of tea and sandwiches from the WRVS, and a good singsong.’ She sighed. ‘Happy days.’

The Queen asked, ‘What was the outcome? Did all end well?’

‘Oh, yes,’ said Violet. ‘The crack ’ead shot ’iself an’ the social worker ’ad a breakdown.’

The Queen yawned and covered her mouth; she was longing to return to her bed. She had been in a deep sleep when an announcement from the police helicopter hovering over Hell Close had startled her awake and ordered her to leave the house immediately. Once outside, a phalanx of security police had corralled the residents and marched them to the One-Stop Centre. There had been no WRVS and, thought the Queen, it was unlikely there would be a singsong.

At half past three in the morning, when even Maddo Clarke’s boys were flagging, the double doors burst open and Camilla was led in, surrounded by a cordon of security police. She blinked in the harsh fluorescent light and looked around the gaping crowd for Charles. When she saw him pushing through the crowd, she raised her handcuffs above her head, like a triumphant boxer, but there was no joy in the gesture, only recognition that she accepted her capture, punishment and humiliation. Arthur Grice followed with a face like a dark cloud.

Charles shouted, ‘Camilla, darling,’ and tried to take her hand, but his way was blocked by PC Peter Penny, and he was pushed back into the crowd.

‘I’m sorry, darling,’ Camilla shouted.

A policeman in a beribboned uniform addressed the exhausted residents. He said, ‘I am Deputy Chief Constable Manning. Yesterday, this woman…’ he indicated Camilla.

Charles shouted, ‘How dare you call my wife a woman!’

Manning continued, ‘Yesterday, this lady removed her tag and left the Exclusion Zone. As a consequence of her actions she will be placed under house arrest for ten days, and you, her friends and neighbours, will be restricted to the environs of Hellebore Close for a seven-day period.’

‘Pour encourager les autres,’ murmured the Queen.

Camilla bowed her head. There was a low rumble of anger from the crowd, like the soundtrack in a cowboy film of buffalo running across distant plains. All eyes turned to her.

Princess Michael rushed forwards and said, ‘But there is not a food shop in Hell Close. Do you intend to starve us to death? Or perhaps turn us into cannibals!’

Deputy Chief Constable Manning turned to Arthur Grice, seeking elucidation.

Princess Michael continued, her voice reaching a hysterical note. ‘Yes! Now I see your plan. You want us to eat each other, to destroy the monarchy ourselves. Very clever, Kommandant.’

Many eyes examined Princess Michael with close attention, noting where the fleshy bits were.

‘I wouldn’t mind a slice of her arse,’ shouted Maddo Clarke. He looked around, grinning. But people were in no mood to laugh.

Spiggy leapt from his chair and barged through the crowd, grabbing Maddo by the front of his shirt. He roared, ‘You insult a member of my family, and you insult me!’

Anne shouted, ‘Leave it, Spiggy, leave it! He’s not worth it!’

Spiggy pushed Maddo like he thought they did in the films, and walked back with as much dignity as a little fat man, dressed in paisley pyjama trousers and a Meat Loaf tee shirt, could muster.

Charles said, ‘I presume, Deputy Chief Constable, that you will be providing us with the necessities of life.’

Arthur Grice said savagely, ‘If it was up to me, you’d be on bread and water, but Deputy Chief Constable Manning ’ere is a ’umanitarian, so you’ll be provided with a Grice grocery box.’

Sophie said, ‘I’m on a low-potassium diet, Mr Grice, I can’t eat tomatoes, mushrooms or bananas.’

‘You’ll eat what you bleedin’ well get,’ shouted Grice. I ain’t a fookin’ diet gnu.’

‘Guru,’ corrected the Deputy Chief Constable irritably. He was furious with Grice and his privatized security police. He had warned HQ that minimum wage policing was a non-starter.

Vince Threadgold said, ‘You said we’d ’ave the necessities of life. Does that include fags an’ booze?’

‘No,’ said Grice, tapping the ash from his cigar on to the floor. ‘Now would be a good time to give ’em up.’

The Queen said, ‘Deputy Chief Constable, my husband is a resident of Frank Bruno House. He depends on my visits…’

Manning waved the Queen’s implied request away with a black-gloved hand. He was anxious to get away from the fusty smell of unhealthy bodies packed into an unventilated room.

When William asked Grice if he was expected to turn up for work in the morning, and other people made enquiries about doctor’s appointments and school attendance, Grice lost his patience. He roared, ‘You ’eard what Mr Manning said, you’re not allowed to leave ’Ell Close for seven days and seven nights. Don’t blame me, blame ’er.’ He glared at Camilla, remembering the angry confrontation he’d had the previous evening when Manning had warned him that future contracts to police the Flowers Exclusion Zone would have to be reviewed. He then ordered Dwayne Lockhart to escort Charles and Camilla to their house, and told him that if they gave him any trouble to ‘let ’em ’ave it with the taser’.

When Charles and Camilla were allowed out into the cold early-morning air they found their dogs waiting for them. Freddie and Tosca jumped up to Camilla with such wild enthusiasm that they almost knocked her off her feet. ‘Are you pleased to see me, darlings?’ she said.

Leo pressed his head against Charles’s thigh and rasped, ‘I’m glad she’s back.’

Charles said, ‘You’re glad to see her back, aren’t you, Leo? You’re glad to see her back, aren’t you, boy?’

Leo growled, ‘I’ve already said I’m glad to see her back. Do you have to repeat everything?’

Charles said to Dwayne, ‘Would it be possible to remove my wife’s handcuffs?’

Dwayne said, ‘Sorry, Mr Windsor, but she’ll have to keep ’em on until she’s inside the house.’

Camilla said, ‘I quite understand why I’m being punished, but why does everyone else in Hell Close have to suffer?’

Charles said, ‘It’s collective punishment, darling. Didn’t you come across it at school?’

Camilla thought back to her schooldays. What a laugh they had been: the teachers had been absolute sweethearts, so understanding if one forgot the wretched capitals of South America.

As they passed Mr Anwar’s shop, Camilla pointed out that the ‘Everything A Pound’ shop sign had been replaced with one that said ‘Grice’s Everything A Fiver Shop’.

Charles grumbled, ‘Somebody should report ghastly Grice to the Monopolies Commission.’

‘Funny thing about the Monopolies Commission,’ said Dwayne. ‘It’s got a monopoly on monopolies commissions, hasn’t it?’

‘He’ll be erecting a statue of himself next,’ said Charles.

‘In gold, on the recreation ground,’ laughed Camilla.

‘Parties of schoolchildren will be brought to his effigy to sing his praises and wave their little Grice flags. Sometimes… I think… well… we are, er… sleepwalking into a dictatorship,’ said Charles.

‘Be careful what you say,’ whispered Dwayne. He caught Charles’s eye and gestured with a slight indication of his head and the lift of an eyebrow towards the trees they were passing.

Tosca yelped to Leo, ‘I wondered why a BT engineer was pruning trees. Now I know.’

Leo sniffed Tosca’s bum and said, ‘I love you, Tosca. You’re so clever.’

Tosca ran around the back of Leo and stood up on her back paws and sniffed Leo’s bum. Freddie pretended not to notice the other two dogs’ public display of affection, but he burned with jealousy inside. If he hadn’t been so exhausted, he thought, he would have torn Leo’s throat out. He’d thought he could cope with having three dogs in the marriage, but he was wrong. He vowed to get rid of Leo, who, after all, was only a mongrel, whereas he, Freddie, could trace his bloodline back through the centuries.

As soon as Dwayne had left them alone, Charles and Camilla threw themselves into each other’s arms. Then, to Freddie’s disgust, they went upstairs to the bedroom and made love.

Freddie lay outside the bedroom door, listening to the cries of passion and the shouted endearments. When he judged that the couple were reaching their climax, he threw himself against the door in a frenzy of barking and didn’t stop until the door was flung open and Camilla, naked and flushed, gave him a swift kick that sent him flying across the landing. When he was on his feet again, he bared his teeth at her.

Camilla shouted, ‘What is wrong with you, Freddie?’

Freddie gave a deep growl from the back of his throat and said, ‘You’ll be sorry for that one day, woman.’
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The anti-dog campaign had started slowly with bus shelter posters depicting a blown-up photograph of a slathering Rottweiler with froth hanging from its jaws. A government public service film showed a pack of feral dogs running amok on a deserted suburban estate. Menacing music played and a spectral voice said: ‘They kill. They maim. They spread disease. The dogs are taking over.’

The Prime Minister chose to announce the date of the general election at Great Ormond Street Hospital, from the bedside of a seven-year-old called Sophie Littlejohn. A Rottweiler had bitten the little girl on her forearm two days before on Hampstead Heath. Sophie was in a hospital bed because she had developed an allergic reaction to the tetanus injection she had been given in Outpatients. The iciest of hearts would have melted at the pathetic sight of the little girl: the golden curls, the bandages and the intravenous drip.

When Jack first saw Sophie, he was concerned that there didn’t appear to be ‘enough bandages on the kid’. He said so to his media advisers, who in turn suggested to the ward manager that Sophie might be more ‘comfortable with a bit more padding’. More bandages and a sling had been applied. A media adviser removed the pillows so that Sophie was forced to lie flat on her back, but the camera operative had complained that he wasn’t bloody Houdini; he needed her sitting up. Once the lights and microphones had been arranged, a make-up girl had applied a little pale foundation to Sophie’s pink cheeks. When Sophie’s mother objected, she was asked to leave the ward by one of Jack’s entourage. When she refused, security officers were sent for and she was led away for an ID check.

Jack and his media advisers waited impatiently for Sophie to stop crying for her mother. It was not that they were unsympathetic, but the kid didn’t realize that the Prime Minister was working to a tight schedule and they were anxious for the election announcement to make the lunchtime news. A giant teddy bear had been ordered from Hamleys. Its arrival caused a heated discussion among the advisers. Should the giant bear be present throughout the announcement, or should the Prime Minister be filmed presenting it to Sophie? Eventually, it was decided that the bear would be in shot throughout the announcement, wearing a Cromwell Party rosette.

Immediately before the filming began, the director instructed Sophie to close her eyes and not to open them again until she was told to do so. The bear was placed on the bed sitting between the apparently unconscious child and the Prime Minister. But the camera operative said, ‘That bloody bear is filling the shot.’

The bear was repositioned to everyone’s satisfaction, but as Jack was making his announcement, saying, ‘I am sitting at the bedside of a very poorly little girl called Sophie. She was savaged by a dog yesterday on Hampstead Heath,’ the bear lurched to the left, falling across the intravenous line and toppling on to the terrified child. When the bear had been lifted off her and her sobs had abated it was repositioned yet again, this time by standing it upright, on the floor, between Jack’s chair and the hospital bed.

Jack stared down at Sophie, lying with her eyes tightly shut. His voice trembled as he looked back into the camera and continued. ‘The dog that savaged this little girl was a Rottweiler, a foreign dog that should never have been allowed into this country in the first place. To stop such incidents recurring I am proposing to bring in legislation that will severely curtail the freedom of dogs to threaten and maim our children. For such a revolutionary piece of legislation the Government requires a mandate, from you, the people. To this end I am calling a general election. Polling will take place six weeks from this Thursday, that’s Thursday November the eleventh.

‘English men and English women must decide. Are you on the side of kiddies like Sophie who ought to be able to play safely in our public parks? Or will you choose to support mad dogs who pollute our public areas and savage our precious children?’

Jack had moved himself to tears and the camera focused on his eyes as he turned to look down at Sophie. The little girl opened her eyes because the man had stopped speaking. She looked up and saw the glassy eyes of the giant bear staring down at her, and she started to cry for her mother.

As Jack and his media advisers were going down from the ward in the lift, Jack said, ‘I hope they got the tears.’

After two days of getting in everybody’s way the giant bear was taken by two porters down to the hospital basement where it was stuffed into a room with many other giant bears donated to the hospital by generous, but unthinking, well-wishers.

Beverley and Vince Threadgold had watched the lunchtime news with tears in their eyes. When the camera had shown the close-up of Sophie, lying as though unconscious with her blonde curls spread over her pillow, Beverley had said, ‘Oh, Vince, you’ll have to turn it off, I’m far too sensitive to watch owt upsetting about kiddies.’

Vince looked angrily at King, who was sleeping innocently in a corner of the sofa, and said, ‘If our King ever attacked a kiddie, I’d tear his fucking ’ead from his shoulders.’

King woke up when he heard his name and wondered why Vince was glaring at him with such hatred.

Beverley said, ‘When I ’ad my tonsils out, our dad bought me a big bear like that, but it gorrin’ the nurses’ way an’ me dad ’ad to take it ’ome, on the bus. ’E got in a fight with some lads who were takin’ the piss.’

Vince said, looking at the Prime Minster, ‘’E looks fuckin’ old lately, don’t ’e?’

Beverley said, ‘’As the digital gone funny, or ’as ’e gotta twitch?’

A picture of the Rottweiler that had bitten Sophie was shown with its owner, a tall man in a pinstriped suit and flamboyant tie.

An announcer said, ‘The Rottweiler at the centre of the Sophie Littlejohn tragedy has been identified as belonging to a leading politician, the Party Chairman of the New Conservatives, Tarquin Forbes-Hamilton. In a statement released today, he said, “My dog, Lucy, adores children. Perhaps the little girl was teasing her. Lucy has been under the weather lately after giving birth to eight puppies. I see no reason why such an affectionate and loyal dog should be put down.”’

When the picture went back to the studio, a woman in a pink suit with carefully coiffed hair and immaculate make-up said, ‘What do you, the viewer, think? Should Lucy be destroyed? For “Yes”, press the red button on your remote, for “No”, press green.’

Vince picked up the remote control, and said to Beverley, ‘It’s worth spendin’ a quid to put that kiddie killer down,’ and pressed the red button.

That evening, the first anti-dog advertisements were shown on all the major television channels. Old films of rabid dogs were shown to a soundtrack that had been strongly influenced by horror films. All over England, dog owners looked at their pets with unease for the future. After a phone call from Boy English, it was announced on the six o’clock news that Lucy was dead and that Tarquin Forbes-Hamilton had resigned his chairmanship of the New Con Party. At nine o’clock, in time for the news, Boy was filmed sitting by Sophie Littlejohn’s bed, silently holding her hand.
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Camilla stood on the front doorstep, looking towards the entrance to Hell Close where a temporary barrier had been constructed from portable crowd-control fences. Grice’s security police were on duty, turning away cars and inquisitive pedestrians, assisted by police dogs, Emperor and Judge. A gang of dogs were running excitedly through the spindly trees on the little patch of ground in the middle of Hell Close. Micky, Tosca, King, Althorp and Carling were trying to catch Leo, but by weaving from side to side with constant changes of direction, Leo was evading capture.

Freddie pushed past Camilla and, after watching the chasing dogs for a few moments, growled, ‘Look at the fools, have they nothing better to do?’

Camilla patted the top of his head and said, ‘Go on, boy. Go and play.’

Charles was in their front garden digging a hole in the lawn for his bird table. When he finished he said, ‘Darling, could you help me put it in place?’

Camilla said, ‘No, darling. I can’t leave the house, can I?’ She thought, there are some advantages to being under house arrest.

Charles said, ‘Sorry, darling. It’s absolutely absurd, banning you from your own garden.’

He hefted the bird table into the hole and replaced the turf around the base, then stepped back to look at the effect it made. He said, with a frown, ‘You don’t think it’s too… er… dominant, do you? It does loom somewhat.’

‘It’s certainly imposing,’ said Camilla, looking at the seven-foot-high construction with its multi-ledges, tables and roosting boxes. ‘But I’m sure the birds will be terribly appreciative.’ She watched him fondly as he attached a piece of coconut on a string and hung it from a nail, then placed nuts and seeds on to the various surfaces. She said, ‘Look at our lovely bird table, Freddie. Isn’t Charles clever?’

Freddie waddled over to the bird table, cocked his leg and urinated over the base.

Charles shouted, ‘You horrid little beast!’

Freddie scrambled through a hole in the low privet hedge and ran out into the close and down to the barrier, where he barked, ‘Let me through, I’ve got an appointment in Slapper Alley.’

Judge barked back, ‘Try to leave this close, you short-arsed fleabag, and I’ll rip your bleedin’ throat out.’

The gang of dogs stopped their chasing game and lay flat on the ground, panting and watching the altercation at the barrier.

Emperor barked, ‘And that goes for all you Hell Close low-life scum. You’re all forbidden to leave the close.’

Princess Anne was looking out of her front-room window. She said, ‘Spig, what’s that tower thing Charles has just put up in his front garden?’

Spiggy looked out of the window and said glumly, ‘Christ knows. Give me a clue.’ Spiggy was in a bad mood, he had people to see and things to do on the estate today, and now, because of his sister-in-law, he couldn’t do anything. He said, ‘I’ll go stir-crazy stuck in the bleedin’ ’ouse.’

Anne said, ‘You can do something about those bloody scaffolding poles. I’ve been living with them for ten years and I’m sick of manoeuvring round them, it’s like the bloody slalom course at Klosters.’

It didn’t suit Spiggy to be confined; it was like living in an open prison, and he knew what that was like. He’d spent seven months at North Sea Camp for a tarmacking scam. He had, for three of those months, worked in the prison kitchens with Jeffrey Archer, who had encouraged Spiggy to tell him his life story. The great man had subsequently published his prison diaries and Spiggy had featured in them, under the alias of a Russian mafia hit man.

Spiggy said, ‘There ain’t no point in doing the house up, is there? We could be out of ’ere in six weeks if the New Cons win the election.’ He threw himself down on the mock-leather sofa and propped his head in his hands.

Anne said, ‘You don’t sound delighted at the prospect. What’s wrong, Spig?’ She cuffed him round the head playfully.

Spiggy said, gloomily, ‘You’re not goin’ to want me if you go back into the outside world, are you?’

Anne said, ‘So, who will I want?’

‘Some bloody posho with no chin,’ said Spiggy.

Anne said, ‘I’ve had two of those, and neither of them was half the man you are, Spig.’

But Spiggy was wallowing in his misery. ‘I’ll ’ave to wear a suit,’ he said, ‘an’ eat artichokes.’

Anne laughed and said, ‘Come on, Spig. What’s really up with you?’

Spiggy said, ‘I’ve run out of fags and I can’t go to the bleedin’ shops to buy some because your brother’s wife fancied a stroll outside.’

Anne said, ‘If you help me with the housework, I’ll ask Camilla if she’s got a few fags to spare.’

Spiggy could turn his hand to anything, but the mysterious arts of cooking, laundering and cleaning continued to keep their secrets from him. He had never used a lavatory brush in his life, and he felt nothing but contempt for any man that would.

Spiggy said, ‘No, don’t bother, Maddo Clarke owes me a few favours.’

Harris and Susan were lying on the end of the Queen’s bed, watching her sleep. Harris said, ‘She’s never slept this late before. It’s nearly midday.’

Susan whimpered, ‘I’m dying for a pee. We’ll have to wake her soon.’

Harris tramped along the silk coverlet and began to lick the Queen’s face. The Queen woke and said, ‘Hello, boy.’ She glanced at the little carriage clock on the bedside table; it was 11.54 a.m.

Susan ran to the bedroom door and barked, ‘I’m hungry and thirsty and I want a pee.’

The Queen said, sleepily, ‘Yes, I hear you.’

Violet Toby shouted from downstairs, ‘Where are you, Liz?’

The Queen shouted back, ‘I’m upstairs. Come up.’

She heard Violet wheezing on the stairs, then the bedroom door opened, and Violet said, ‘Are you poorly?’

Violet had been in the Queen’s bedroom on only a few occasions. Each time she had been almost overwhelmed by the loveliness of the furniture and accoutrements. The room was like the inside of the Fabergé egg that the Queen kept on her dressing table. It was lustrous and mirrored; objects seemed to shimmer above the surfaces on which they were placed. The room reminded Violet that her friend and neighbour had once been the Queen of England and the Commonwealth, and had been fabulously wealthy.

The Queen sat up and put her glasses on. ‘No,’ she said, ‘I’m perfectly well. I’ve been lying in bed listening to the radio. Did you hear the Prime Minister’s announcement?’

Violet said, ‘I seen it on the telly. That poor little kiddie.’

‘Yes, dreadful,’ said the Queen.

‘If the Government don’t get back in,’ said Violet, ‘you’ll be leaving ’ere.’

‘If the New Cons keep their promise,’ said the Queen.

Violet said, straightening the silken coverlet, ‘I won’t know what to do with myself if you leave here and go back to your palace.’

The Queen picked at a loose thread on the monogrammed sheet and said, ‘I’ll miss you, Violet. Would you consider coming with me?’

Violet said, ‘I’d love to, but I couldn’t leave our Barry.’

The Queen was tempted to say that Barry would be welcome to live in one of the royal palaces, but instead she said, ‘Yes, family comes first.’

Violet said, ‘I’ve come round to borrow a tin of dog food. My poor Micky will be chewing his own leg off if he don’t get fed soon.’

Harris and Susan barked in protest. Harris growled, ‘Away with you, woman. Let the mangy moron eat his own leg. He’s nae having my food.’

The Queen started to get out of bed.

Violet said, ‘Stay there, I’ll make you a cup of tea, and let the dogs out, shall I?’

When Violet and the dogs had gone downstairs, the Queen lay back on her pillows, remembering how agreeable it had been in the old days to have people helping her with the bothersome necessities of everyday life. There was the sound of a dogfight in the back garden. She heard Freddie, Susan and Micky snarling and snapping, then Violet’s voice screaming, ‘Leave our Micky alone, you nasty little bleeders.’

The Queen got out of bed and looked out of the window and saw Violet laying into the dogs with a sweeping brush. When the dogs had gone their separate ways and run out of the garden, the Queen got back into bed. She felt a little guilty, but she thought, I am eighty years old, and I have been up most of the night.

Violet stomped up the stairs again; this time she carried a tray of tea and hot buttered toast.

Violet said, ‘You must be right pissed off with Camilla.’

The Queen sipped at her tea and said, ‘Yes, I am rather. I’m absolutely furious with her, putting us all to a great deal of trouble. I won’t be able to visit Philip.’

Violet said, ‘And I’m running out of my blood pressure pills. If I have a stroke, it’ll be Camilla what killed me.’

The Queen said, ‘She really should have thought about the consequences before she went AWOL.’

‘She’s a bit of a loose cannon, though, ain’t she?’ said Violet. ‘I mean, tell me if I’m speaking out of order, but I’m not sure she’s queen material.’

The Queen said, ‘My own sentiments entirely, Violet. She’s been well enough brought up, but she hasn’t had the training. I had the spontaneity knocked out of me at an early age. The only impulsive thing I ever did in my whole life was to fall in love with Philip at first sight. He’ll be pining for me.’

Violet said, ‘I can’t tell our Chantelle to look out for ’im either. She tried to go to work this morning, but the police turned ’er back. So I’ve got ’er and Chanel moping round the ’ouse, an’ Barry talkin’ to ’imself in ’is bedroom. They’re as wound up as a milkman’s alarm clock.’

The Queen said, ‘Stay here, Violet. We’ll have some lunch and watch the afternoon film.’

Violet said, ‘With a bit of luck, it’ll be in black and white.’

Both women believed that films had deteriorated since colour was introduced.
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Panic broke out among the residents when the Grice grocery van pulled into Hell Close. Earlier that morning a rumour had swept from house to house that there would not be enough food to go round. Beverley Threadgold claimed she had heard on the grapevine that the residents were to be given British army rations earmarked for Afghanistan. She had told Maddo Clarke, who had in turn passed it on to Chantelle Toby, that they were expected to live on dehydration salts and dry biscuits.

Grice security police, in riot gear, had bellowed at the residents to form a queue. But panicked by the thought of going hungry, several people, including Prince Andrew, pushed to the front and were beaten back with batons. Camilla watched from the doorstep as Charles was pushed further and further back until he was at the very end of the agitated queue.

When Princess Anne walked by with a cardboard box full of groceries, she said, ‘Camilla, if I were you I’d go inside and close the door. People are blaming you for this and things could turn nasty.’

Camilla took Anne’s advice.

The Hell Close dogs were also in a state of agitation; examination of the first food box carried away by Barry Toby revealed that there was no dog food among the tins, packets and bottles.

Micky said to Leo, ‘It’s gonna be dog eat dog,’ as he followed Barry back to the house.

When Charles finally arrived home, he and Camilla unpacked the groceries on to the kitchen table. They were far from being army rations, which are meticulously assembled for nutritional and calorific value. These foods were devoid of minerals, vitamins, fibre, goodness and taste. Most of them had been processed from dubious ingredients in eastern European industrial units.

Camilla said, ‘We’ve run out of loo roll and there’s none here.’

Grice’s groceries included a tin of pink sausages in brine, two ‘Mexican-style’ pot noodles, a box of economy tea bags, a chicken and mushroom pie (three days past its sell-by date), a tin of spam, a tin of grey mince, two tired leeks, a bag of defrosted oven chips, a block of margarine and one of lard, a white sliced loaf, a pot of Slovenian jam, a two-pound bag of granulated sugar, and surprisingly, in the bottom of the box, under a packet of Vesta chow mein, an envelope bearing the House of Commons portcullis.

Dwayne Lockhart had lifted the visor on his helmet as he handed Charles his provisions, and whispered, ‘There’s a bit of a treat for you in the bottom of the box.’

Charles opened the envelope and read:

Sir Nicholas Soames

House of Commons

Westminster

To His Royal Highness, The Prince of Wales

c/o PC Dwayne Lockhart

Flat 31, The Old Abattoir

Leicester

East Midlands Region

My Dearest Charles,

How could you think that I would desert you in your hour of need? I confess myself hurt that you think me capable of such calumny.

I was knocked sideways when my man brought your letter to me in bed this morning. I recognized your distinctive hand and almost choked on my Cumberland sausage.

I am somewhat baffled myself as to why you have not received my numerous letters. I curse myself now for not having made copies; mes belles lettres would have transmogrified into a decent little book, ‘Letters to a Prince in Exile’. What do you think, eh?

I managed to get some shooting in at Buffy Haight-Fernemore’s place in Northampton – a couple of dozen brace of partridge and, as a special request from Buffy’s Mallorcan cook, a dozen larks for a pie.

Did you see the television footage of our illustrious Prime Minister, Mr Barker, stepping into the dog poo? It was priceless. Goofy Guggenheim, who was there at the Abbey in an aisle seat, said the smell was so foul that he almost retched into his top hat.

Buffy tells me that Boy English is so confident of winning the election that he has already contracted Colefax and Fowler to do up Number Ten. He also advised me to put money on it. Apparently the odds are extremely favourable on him winning. It will be simply marvellous to have you back in London.

I consulted the top chap at Burke’s Peerage and there is no sound constitutional reason why Camilla cannot be your queen. The public are a little lukewarm, but they could, I think, be made to learn to love Camilla as you and I do. Anyway, that’s far into the future, as your mama will undoubtedly live to be a hundred!!!

Must dash, I’m speaking against the Stepladder Bill in twenty minutes but I wanted to get back to you asap.

Love to Camilla and your mother, Her Majesty, of course.

Yours, as always

Nick

Charles passed the letter to Camilla and said, ‘Fatty seems to think we could be back in London in only six weeks. It’s terribly exciting, isn’t it, darling?’

Camilla said, faintly, ‘Yes, terribly,’ and turned away from him as she began to put the groceries away.

Charles asked, ‘Is anything wrong, darling? You seem a little, er… distracted.’

Camilla said, ‘It’s nothing. I’m worried about the loo paper. How will I blow my nose?’

Charles said, ‘It’s not like you to let a small problem, such as a lack of loo paper, get you down. What is it, darling?’

‘The people hate me,’ she burst out. ‘I don’t want to be queen.’

Charles said, ‘How could anybody hate you? You’re utterly adorable.’

Camilla said, sadly, ‘There are three people in our marriage, Charlie. She’s still around in people’s memories. They loved her because she was beautiful.’

Charles said, comfortingly, ‘At a certain angle, in a flattering light, with professional make-up and an expert hairdresser, I admit she could sometimes look beautiful.’

Camilla shouted. ‘What do they expect? I’m fifteen years older than her.’

‘But, I think you’re beautiful,’ said Charles.

Camilla shouted back, ‘Have you any idea how insulting that is?’ She opened the back door and was about to run down the garden when she remembered that she was under house arrest.

Beverley Threadgold shouted through the party wall, ‘Ay oop, Camilla, I’ll swap you a toilet roll for a bag of sugar. And don’t beat yourself up about ’is first wife, she would only have got ’ard-faced, running around wi’ them Eurotrash gangsters.’

Later that evening, Charles went out to talk to the hens. He explained to them that food was in short supply and that he would be awfully grateful if they could manage to produce a few eggs. The creatures did not seemingly pay any attention to his entreaties; they continued to cluck and scratch at the earth inside their wire compound. At the bottom of the garden the fox had scrambled through the narrow gap it had burrowed under the wire fence and stood quite brazenly watching Charles. It was some time before Charles saw the pair of glittering eyes that appeared to be assessing him.

The fox said, ‘We have a family connection, Your Royal Highness. You, together with your wife and friends, hunted down and tore apart my great-great-great-grandmother in a copse in Leicestershire. Family legend has it that the hounds followed her scent for miles across the Vale of Belvoir.

‘At dusk, exhausted and terrified, she ran from the fields into a private garden to seek sanctuary from a sympathetic householder. The hounds maddened and encouraged by the humans following on horseback, jumped over the garden fence and corralled my ancestor, forcing her through the open door of a greenhouse. A witness reported that my great-great-great-grandmother begged the hounds for mercy, telling them that she had cubs at home that needed her milk. She cried that if the hounds killed her, they would also kill her cubs, who would die slowly and painfully of starvation.

‘She appealed to them, saying, “You and I are the same species, we owe allegiance to each other, not to humankind.” But the hounds were baying with bloodlust and few heard her appeal. Before the first dog could sink his teeth into her fur and flesh, her heart burst. Again, legend has it that in the few moments remaining of her life, my great-great-great-grandmother cursed you and your kind, and predicted that there would be great tragedy in your life. I am here now to witness events as you and your family tear yourselves apart.’

As Charles and the fox stared into each other’s eyes, Charles had a terrible sense of foreboding and shouted, ‘Be away with you.’ But the fox stood his ground. Charles picked up a terracotta flowerpot and threw it at the fox, but before it landed the fox had disappeared.

Camilla was waiting to listen to The Archers – there had been another suicide in Ambridge due to an organic sausage business failure – but before the familiar music played, she shouted from the back doorstep, ‘I’ve just heard the seven o’clock news. Avian flu has been found along the M1 corridor; we have to bring the poultry indoors.’

‘Indoors?’ queried Charles. ‘Are you sure, darling?’

‘Quite sure,’ she said. ‘The minister from the Department of the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs said quite explicitly that all poultry are to be brought indoors.’

It seemed to take forever to capture the two hens. Eccles escaped from Charles’s hands and flew on to the Threadgolds’ fence, causing Vince Threadgold to shout from his back door that, ‘If me or Bev gets avian flu, I’ll torch your house and destroy your family, fair enough?’

Charles said, ‘Certainly, fair enough.’ Eventually he managed to grab both of the hens and throw them into the kitchen.

With dogs and hens milling around their feet, Camilla said, ‘They’re going to make a dreadful mess.’

Charles said, ‘Darling, it’s a peasant tradition to share one’s living quarters with animals.’

Camilla said, with more vehemence than she’d intended, ‘But we are not peasants, Charles. You’re certainly not; you listen to the Reith Lectures and own a pair of black velvet evening slippers.’ She went into the sitting room, closing the kitchen door firmly behind her.

Charles began to clean the floor of hen droppings. Freddie stood by the pantry door, assessing the contents, and thought, by my estimation the dog food will run out by tomorrow evening. He growled and snapped at the hens, who were already pecking at the few remaining crumbs of biscuits in the three dog-feeding bowls. The hens fluttered up to the draining board, giving Freddie the opportunity to inspect them more carefully. He reckoned that, of the two, Moriarty would provide the better meal.

Later that night, after listening more carefully to the news, a shamefaced Charles rounded up the hens and took them back to their coop and locked them inside their nesting shed. On his return, he said to Camilla, ‘They’re going to miss their freedom dreadfully.’

Camilla said, ‘I know exactly how they feel.’

Dwayne kept his eye on Paris Butterworth by watching her on CCTV. He was delighted when she finally picked up Nineteen Eighty-Four. He didn’t mind that she moved her lips when she read; it proved to him that she was a diligent reader. He was immensely proud of her when, only a few days later, she reached the notoriously difficult middle section of the book, where Orwell lectures the reader about the nature of totalitarianism. Dwayne had skipped a few of the more impenetrable passages, but Paris had ploughed on through the scholarly text, stopping only to look up a few words in the dictionary she had borrowed from school and never taken back. Sometimes, when Fifty-cents was fretful and tired of the television, Paris turned his pushchair around to face her and read aloud to him from the book. Fifty-cents seemed to be entertained by Nineteen Eighty-Four, though Dwayne suspected that it was his mother’s attention he really enjoyed.

Dwayne couldn’t wait to see Paris again and have a literary discussion. The last time he had talked about books to his colleagues, it had resulted in them calling him Dorky Dwayne. Afterwards, Inspector Lancer had taken him aside and confided in him that he, himself, had read several books in the fifteen years since leaving school and had ‘quite enjoyed them’. Dwayne was preoccupied with how he could visit Paris without it being noticed. It was not only that he wanted to talk about Nineteen Eighty-Four. He suspected that the strange ache he had around his heart might be caused by love. He was too young for it to be angina.
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There was an atmosphere of barely controlled hysteria in the chamber of the House of Commons as the elected members waited for the entrance of the Prime Minister. Boy English, flanked by a handsome black woman, the Member for Grimsby North, and the famously flamboyant gay Member for Shropshire South, was looking happy and relaxed in his ‘man of the people’ Marks and Spencer’s dark-blue ‘Italian’ suit, white shirt and pink tie.

The colour of the tie had been the subject of an acrimonious row between Boy’s media adviser and his team of stylists. Baby blue had been rejected by some because it ‘lacked gravitas’, olive green because it was ‘militaristic’; red was ‘bolshie’, maroon ‘old fart’, silver ‘bride’s father’; brown could signify ‘depression’; yellow indicated ‘cowardice’; lilac, purple and lime green were considered by some as ‘opportunistic’; royal blue was rejected as being ‘a bit Harold Macmillanish’. Eventually, as the clock ticked remorselessly towards noon, the choice came down to baby pink – non-threatening, women love pink, pink is optimistic and fun – or pistachio green, a colour that many people painted their walls. With five minutes to go, Boy chose the pink and, pausing only to allow a stylist to tease a curly lock of hair over his forehead, he left his office.

When the Prime Minister entered and took his place on the Government Front Bench, there were cries and laughter from the New Cons opposite: ‘Poo, poo, poo, what’s that on your shoe?’

This jibe reduced some Opposition MPs to tears of laughter. The Prime Minister allowed himself a wintry smile. Jack had not enjoyed his schooldays. Whenever his name had been called out in registration it was inevitably followed by some wag muttering ‘woof-woof ’. Sometimes, if the teacher was unable to keep discipline, the whole class would bark in unison. Jack would grin at his classmates to show that he didn’t care, but when he was thirteen he had looked up ‘deed poll’ in the dictionary and considered changing his name.

The first few questions were more or less a formality, asked by tame MPs who had to pretend that they were interested in the Prime Minister’s appointments for the day. Then Boy English stood up and congratulated the Prime Minister on his daughter’s marriage. Once again, there were cries of, ‘Poo, poo, poo, what’s that on your shoe?’

Hysteria broke out again, which was mostly halted by the Speaker shouting, ‘Order! Order!’ A few MPs remained convulsed.

Boy rose and said, ‘Prime Minister, can you confirm that according to figures released today by the Home Office, there are now six million, five hundred thousand and eighty-two persons currently living in Exclusion Zones?’

Jack stood up and said, ‘The honourable gentleman is correct: six million, five hundred thousand plus antisocial criminals, suspected terrorists, drug addicts and social incompetents have been taken off the streets and are now living in restricted areas, enabling stakeholders and decent hard-working families to get on with their lives in peace.’ There were loud Government cheers as Jack sat down.

Boy stood up again, ‘Prime Minister, these figures are rising at an alarming rate. How long will it be before there are more people inside the Exclusion Zones than there are outside?’ There was loud laughter, during which the Speaker called for order.

The Prime Minister rose and jabbed his finger at Boy across the Dispatch Box. ‘The courts decide who is excluded from our society. Does the honourable gentleman question the probity of our legal system?’

Boy stood up and said, ‘I do question the impartiality of our present system of justice, yes! Since all magistrates and judges are now appointed by your Government, I ask you this: Are you aware that a constituent of mine, a Mrs Lucinda Haddock, was sentenced by a Guildford magistrates court to three years in an Exclusion Zone for the heinous crime of posting a letter without a stamp?’

There were shouts of, ‘Disgraceful! Shame!’ A few Government backbenchers shifted uncomfortably in their seats.

Jack rose and read from the folder in front of him, ‘Post Office fraud is a very serious crime, one that this Government takes very seriously. Such fraud deprives the Post Office of hundreds of millions of pounds each year. Revenue that could go towards life-saving equipment for cancer patients.’

There were some half-hearted cheers and a few muted ‘hear, hear’s.

Boy fingered his pink tie and licked his lips, relishing his next question, ‘Prime Minister, are you aware that Mrs Haddock is suffering from a virulent form of cancer herself, and that the prognosis for her survival is poor?’

The House fell quiet. Jack glanced at the folder, but there was no help there, and it was some time before his instinctive political acumen took over. ‘I deplore the honourable gentleman’s naked opportunism in seeking to exploit Mrs Haddock’s tragic medical condition. I wish Mrs Haddock and her family well and would seek to reassure them that excellent palliative care is available to all English citizens, whatever their circumstances.’

Government backbenchers released their tension with prolonged cheering until quietened by the Speaker. A Government backbencher stood and asked, ‘Does the Prime Minister agree with me that this is the finest Government of all time?’

Jack agreed.

A New Con backbencher, the member for Windsor Central, asked, ‘Does the Government have any plans to release the Royal Family from exile, bearing in mind that a recent opinion poll concluded that seventy per cent of the English public supported the reinstatement of the monarchy?’

There was long and sustained cheering from the Opposition benches.

Jack shouted, ‘The survey the honourable gentleman is quoting has been discredited by all political analysts. The questions in this specious questionnaire were, and I quote,’ Jack put on the horn-rimmed glasses that he only ever wore at Prime Minister’s Questions, and read, ‘who would you rather see as head of state? a) Sir Elton John, b) Dame Judi Dench, or c) the Queen?’ To loud Government laughter, he went on, ‘Fifteen per cent voted for Sir Elton John, fifteen per cent for Dame Judi, seventy per cent for the Queen, but… but fifty per cent of those polled did not understand the meaning of the word “prefer”.’

Tom Bass, the Minister for Education, frowned. If it were true that half of those surveyed did not understand the meaning of the word ‘prefer’, it reflected badly on him and his department. He scribbled a note in his diary to have the words, prefer, preferred, preferring and preferment added to the National Curriculum.

A few mundane questions followed: the Member of Parliament for the Isle of Wight West asked if the Prime Minister would join him in congratulating the Needles Academy for their achievement in gaining several bronze medals in the Isle of Wight non-competitive sports challenge.

Jack did.

Another, the Member for Chelsea, asked, ‘Is the Prime Minister aware that three of my constituents have fallen from stepladders during the last financial year, at a cost of one hundred and fifty thousand pounds to the National Health Service, and can he confirm that the Stepladder Bill will be made law before the dissolution of this parliament?’

Jack confirmed that it would.

Then, in the final few minutes, a New Con MP, the Member for Cheltenham East, Marjorie Coddington, rose to her sensibly shod feet and said, ‘Is it true that the Government is proposing to rush through new legislation reintroducing dog licences, and is planning to charge dog owners five hundred pounds a year…?’

There were cries of dismay from both sides of the House. The Chancellor stared down at his pinstriped trousers and removed several of Mitzie’s hairs. He had brushed her coat earlier that morning.

After the Speaker had intervened, Mrs Coddington continued, saying, ‘…and will the Prime Minister confirm that only one dog is to be allowed per household?’

Jack glanced quickly along the row of Cabinet Ministers. Some bastard has been talking, he thought. The details of the proposed dog legislation were meant to be a secret. The Queen, watching at home with Harris and Susan, waited anxiously for the Prime Minister’s reply. Harris and Susan nuzzled closer to their mistress.

Jack thought, in the seconds before he answered Mrs Coddington’s question, thank God, I’ll soon be out of here, out of office and out of politics. ‘Yes,’ he said.

The Queen looked from Harris to Susan and back. How could she possibly choose between them?

Harris whimpered, ‘She’ll keep me, I’m her favourite.’

Susan said, ‘I’m her mother’s dog, she promised to look after me.’

The Queen looked away from the dogs and stared down at her hands resting on her lap. She was unable to look either dog in the eye.
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Graham found Prince Charles’s letter on the coconut-fibre doormat when he arrived home from his work as a health and safety officer. Gin and Tonic, having very little to do all day, had been speculating since the post had been delivered that morning about the contents of the letter.

‘The envelope is cheap,’ said Tonic.

‘But the pen used is a Mont Blanc,’ said Gin. ‘And if I’m not mistaken, the ink is Quink, India black.’

‘The handwriting belongs to somebody confident and of high status,’ said Tonic. ‘Although the down strokes indicate that the confidence is only skin-deep.’

The dogs waited impatiently for Graham to put his umbrella in the stand by the back door, take off his anorak and hang it on a coat hanger in the cloakroom.

Gin said, ‘Let’s fetch his slippers.’

Tonic said, ‘Sod him, let him fetch his own slippers. He leaves us here all day with bugger all to do. Not even a squeaky toy to lighten our futile existence.’

Gin said, ‘I can’t talk to you when you’re in one of your nihilistic moods.’

Graham was pleasantly surprised when Gin waddled into the living room dragging one of the huge Bart Simpson novelty slippers that Graham had bought for himself as a recent birthday present. ‘Good boy, Gin,’ he said. He would have died of embarrassment if anybody had come to the door while he was wearing the slippers, but as nobody ever did come to the door, he felt fairly safe. When Gin dragged the second slipper up to him, he said, ‘You’re my best dog, Gin. Yes you are, yes you are. You’re my friend, aren’t you? My bestest friend.’

From the doorway, Tonic barked, ‘Bestest friend? If I had fingers I’d be sticking them down my throat. Why don’t you have human friends, Graham? Could it be because you’re a social pariah?’

Graham took off a Bart Simpson slipper and hurled it at Tonic’s head, shouting, ‘Shut the fuck up!’

Tonic slunk off to the kitchen to avoid being hit by the other slipper. As he passed Gin, he growled, ‘I’ll get the bastard back for that.’

Graham opened the envelope and took out the letter from his parents, Charles and Camilla. He read it with growing excitement, and at the end he said to the little dog at his feet, ‘I’m the heir to the throne, Gin, and that means that one day, you’ll be top dog.’

He went to the cupboard and pulled out a photograph album, saying to Gin, ‘They want a photograph of me. Which one should I send?’ As Graham turned the pages, he said, ‘How about the one that was on the front page of the Ruislip Trumpet, recording my third successive victory in the Ruislip Tiddlywinks Championship, captioned “The Tiddlywink King”?’

Gin looked at the photograph and remembered that even Graham’s adoring adoptive mother had said, ‘My God, Graham, I can’t put this in a frame.’ His less adoring father had looked at the newspaper and laughed.

But he did have a short video of himself filmed at the Hardtopleeze Dating Agency offices earlier in the year. In Graham’s opinion it gave an absorbing and fascinating portrait of his life and character. After editing out a few glitches (at one point Graham had nervously blurted out, ‘I usually eat serial killers for breakfast,’ when, of course, what he meant to say was ‘cereal’) he had shown the film to his parents and asked them for their opinion.

‘Be honest,’ he’d said.

His father had lowered The Daily Telegraph and watched the video without changing his expression, only saying at the end, ‘You shouldn’t have asked for somebody “bubbly”. In my experience, women who start out bubbly end up crying in public and wearing red shoes.’

Graham’s mother had said, ‘You can’t have it all, Graham. Your dream woman can’t be financially secure and like board games. The two are incompatible.’

At the end of the video, Gin muttered to Tonic, ‘So that’s a mystery solved.’

Gin and Tonic had often speculated about the precise nature of Graham’s sexuality. Graham had never brought a girl home, but Gin didn’t think he was gay. Gin was sometimes allowed into Graham’s bedroom and he had seen Graham leafing through copies of Playboy, cutting out the photographs of women and pasting them into a scrapbook that he kept on the top shelf of his wardrobe, underneath a pile of winter-weight sweaters.

Tonic said, ‘So what? I’m gay, but I’m still attracted to bitches.’

Gin and Tonic had been gay lovers ever since they came to sexual maturity, at the age of eighteen months. Gin was the submissive partner; Tonic sometimes complained about that, saying, ‘You’re too bloody lazy to get up off your front legs. You just stand there and let me do all the work.’

Graham had ignored the advice of his parents and posted the video on the Net. He received two hits almost immediately, one from a lady-boy in Bangkok and the other from an 89-year-old Mantovani fan, Clarice Witherspoon of Rugby. Mrs Witherspoon had sent an attachment back to Graham at grahamcracknall@hotmail.co.uk with a photograph of herself in corsets, wearing a red fez. ‘I’m a bit of a character,’ wrote Mrs Witherspoon. ‘I’m young at heart and own my own house, love OFAH and think David Jason is a dish! You tick most of my boxes. Do I tick yours?’

Over the next few months, Graham checked his email many times a day, hoping for the right woman to appear on his screen. But the ones who described themselves as being mad about board games did not look as though they had ever washed their hair, and the bubbly ones looked slightly mad. He had replied with great excitement to a woman who was staggeringly beautiful and claimed to be a backgammon champion. However, when Graham showed the beauty’s photograph to his mother she pointed out that Graham had been hoaxed. The photograph was of Gina Lollobrigida, a film star that Graham had never heard of.

With both parents dead, there was now nobody to advise him otherwise. So he found a Jiffy bag, took four first-class stamps from his purse and posted the package in the postbox on the corner.
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Mitzie, a King Charles spaniel, was lying under Chancellor Stephen Fletcher’s desk with her pretty muzzle resting on the Chancellor’s highly polished black brogues. One of her silky ears was cocked, listening to an alarming conversation between her master and the Prime Minister.

‘Please, Jack, don’t ask me to get rid of Mitzie.’

‘We have to lead by example, Chancellor. How can we fight the war on dogs if you’re harbouring one in the very heart of government?’

‘But Mitzie’s so docile, so well behaved.’

‘She’s still a dog, Chancellor.’

‘But she’s all I’ve got since Veronica refused to leave the bloody constituency.’

The call was abruptly disconnected; the Prime Minister rarely said goodbye on the telephone. Mitzie crawled out from under the desk and stood at the Chancellor’s side. She had been glad to see the back of the neurotic Veronica, who had constantly complained about dog hair and the occasional flea bite. Mitzie was glad the poor cow preferred rural isolation.

Mitzie jumped up on the Chancellor’s lap and laid her glossy head on his knee. She gave him the brown-eyed, full-on, adoring gaze that she had been working on in private in front of the mirrored wardrobe doors in the master bedroom. The Chancellor stroked Mitzie’s head and thought bitterly about his estranged wife. She had never loved him with such adoration as this dog. ‘I’ll never give you up, Mitzie,’ he said.

Only Mitzie witnessed the Chancellor’s frailty these days. It was she who stayed awake half the night with him when he toiled over the papers and graphs that told him that England would be destitute, wearing rags and living under a railway arch within three years, unless taxation was increased by three pence in the pound. He had done his best for the country, but nobody, not even God, could give the people what they wanted: low taxation and superb public services.

England owed the United States a hundred billion pounds and the United States owed seven trillion dollars to the World Bank. The Chancellor sometimes thought that money was an abstract thing, existing only in the imaginations of the people who brokered deals. He felt like a man who had shuffled halfway along a tightrope, only to see his landing platform go up in flames. He wondered how Jack Barker had become so powerful. A certain look from him was enough to silence a room. Perhaps, thought the Chancellor, it’s because Jack doesn’t care about anything any more, and therefore nothing can hurt him.

The Chancellor picked Mitzie up and held her in his arms like a baby. He kissed her, told her she was beautiful and swore his undying love for her. He then put her down on the floor and wrote:

Dear Jack,

It is with great regret that I have to inform you that I have decided to resign from my position as Chancellor of the Exchequer.

You asked me to choose between my dog and my job. I have chosen my dog.

I wish I could say that working with you has been an honour and a privilege. However, I can't.

Stephen Fletcher

The Chancellor read the letter aloud to Mitzie and asked her opinion.

Mitzie barked, ‘Don’t be so hasty, Stevie, stay around to help us fight the war on dogs.’

The Chancellor put the letter into an envelope and locked it inside a drawer of his desk. Mitzie always gave him good advice, he thought. The dog was sensible and rational, unlike most of his ministerial advisers, who could not see the economic wood for the financial trees.
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All over the land people without dogs congratulated themselves and those with dogs felt vaguely discomfited. Anti-dog stories had been appearing in the press. It seemed that every day a dog had caused a serious traffic accident, or a child had been savaged. When a train was derailed outside Ely, causing two fatalities and dozens of injuries, a dog was blamed. The train driver, who had braked when he saw a dog on the line, had appeared on the front of The Sun. The headline read: ‘DRIVER TRIES TO SAVE DOG AND KILLS MUM OF THREE.’ Dog charities reported that their donations were down and Battersea Dogs Home took in a record number of abandoned animals.

The Queen picked up a basket of wet washing and lugged it out into the garden. A strong wind had blown up and the Queen wanted to take advantage of its free, drying properties. She battled against the gusts of wind to peg the towels and bed linen on to the clothesline. Harris and Susan waddled out to watch her. They were both subdued, each thinking about their chance of surviving the proposed one-dog-per-household rule. They stood with their heads into the wind, which flattened their ears and sent rippled patterns through their fur.

After a few minutes, Violet squeezed through the gap in the fence between the two gardens. She could never get used to seeing the Queen performing any household task. To Violet it was as novel as witnessing a circus pony walking on its hind legs. They worked together, pegging out the billowing sheets.

‘These are wearing a bit thin,’ said Violet, examining the exquisitely monogrammed linen.

‘They’re over fifty years old,’ said the Queen. ‘They were made for our wedding.’

‘Lovely bit of embroidery,’ said Violet.

The Queen did not like to tell Violet that the silk for the embroidery had been farmed from specially bred silkworms that fed on a certain type of mulberry tree, planted in a secret location. Or that a team of embroideresses had worked twelve hours a day, for ninety days, to complete the task. It would sound like a fairy tale.

Violet said, ‘These sheets are as thin as a piece of old-fashioned lavvy paper. I can see my bleedin’ hand through ’em.’

Moments later a huge gust of wind filled the sheets, reminding the Queen of the puff-cheeked illustration of the wind on a weather chart that used to hang on her nursery wall when she was a small child. Every day Crawfie would ask her and her sister, Princess Margaret Rose, to hang a little weather symbol on to the hook, adjacent to the day of the week and the date.

Another gust ripped one of the sheets apart at the hem, leaving the pegs on the line and the sheet flapping along the ground. The Queen and Violet gave little screams and hurried to retrieve the sheet. The dogs barked excitedly as the two women battled against the wind. When they finally struggled back into the house, Violet noticed that the Queen had tears in her eyes and said, ‘It’s only a sheet, Liz. You can buy a bedding bundle for a fiver in Grice’s Mini-Market.’

‘A fiver?’ queried the Queen, blowing her nose and wiping her eyes. ‘How come?’

‘It’s probably made in China, cos the Chinks’ll work all day for a few noodles and half a cup of rice,’ said Violet.

The Queen sat down at the kitchen table, buried her head in her hands and began to weep.

Violet put her arm around the Queen’s shoulder and said, ‘Come on, come on, don’t cry. The Chinks are ’appy enough.’

The Queen said, ‘It isn’t the Chinese I’m weeping for.’

Violet said, ‘What, then? Is it Philip?’

‘No,’ sobbed the Queen, ‘it’s the dogs. Only one is to be permitted per household. Oh Violet, how can I choose between them? They’re both adorable.’

Harris and Susan each gazed up at the Queen and tried to look just a little more adorable than the other.

When Charles called around to see his mother, to tell her that all residents of Hell Close had to push their wheelie bins to the police barrier because house-to-house collections had been suspended, he was alarmed to find her not only in tears, but being consoled by Violet Toby, a woman he had never felt entirely comfortable with.

‘Mummy, what’s happened? Is it Papa?’

‘No,’ said Violet, in her usual trenchant manner. ‘The Government has said your mam has got to kill one of her dogs.’

Harris and Susan ran under the table and listened as Violet told Charles about the one-dog-per-household law.

She continued, ‘If you’d get a telly, Charlie, you’d know what was going on in the world.’

Susan began to bark hysterically, ‘We’re going to die! We’re going to die!’

Harris said to Susan, ‘This is England. They don’t kill dogs in England.’

When Susan continued to bark, Harris sank his teeth into her neck and she calmed down and whimpered, ‘I’m sorry.’

Charles was sure that Violet must be wrong. She was an unreliable witness: he had once overheard her asserting in the queue at the ‘Everything A Pound’ shop that she had heard on the News at Ten that Judas Iscariot’s diaries had been found and that they proved that Judas ‘didn’t shop Jesus!’

Charles said, ‘This is England, Mummy. The English people are dog lovers, they would not allow their Government to implement such a draconian law.’

The Queen blew her nose and said, ‘I hope so, because I couldn’t possibly choose between Harris and Susan.’

Charles said, ‘Nor I between Freddie, Tosca and Leo.’

Violet said, ‘Thank the sweet Jesus I’ve only got our Micky. But if it came to choosing between our Micky and our Barry, well, I’d ’ave to choose Micky.’

Charles said, ‘My poor darling Camilla, it would break her heart to condemn two of our dogs.’

Violet said, ‘Pardon me for speakin’ my mind, but I ain’t exactly bothered if ’er heart is broken. She’s gone an’ caused everybody in ’Ell Close a lot of bleedin’ trouble. I’d ’ad an appointment with the pliers woman to tighten my dentures tomorrow. I’ll have to cancel it now.’

Charles said, ‘Camilla is distraught, Mrs Toby.’

‘Yeah, well, I’m distraught an’ all,’ said Violet. ‘My top set keeps slipping on to my bottom set. It’s like ’aving a pair of bleedin’ castanets in me mouth.’

Charles said angrily, ‘My wife did nothing wrong.’

The Queen said quietly, ‘Camilla acted very irresponsibly, Charles. Her actions were not the considered actions of a queen. A queen has to put her people first and her own desires a long way back.’

Violet said, ‘If I’d put myself first I’d ’ave ’ad our Barry took away after ’e set fire to ’is first school.’

‘But you did your duty,’ said the Queen. ‘You stood by your son.’

‘Well,’ said Violet, evasively, ‘I stood by ’im until ’e set the church on fire, then I ’ad to do my duty an’ turn ’im in. There was a wedding going on at the time.’

The Queen asked, lowering her voice, ‘How will I choose between the dogs, Charles? It’s impossible.’

Charles said, ‘It’s an intolerable situation. We must hope against hope that Boy English wins the election.’

Violet Toby said, ‘I’ve never voted Conservative in my life. But them Cromwell people ain’t for the poor and the working classes no more.’

Charles said, ‘Because of my status as a Royal, even an ex-officio Royal, I have never been allowed to vote.’

Violet said, ‘Our Barry can’t vote on two counts. One, he’s a criminal, and two, he’s a lunatic.’

Charles shouted, ‘Do you see the company we’re in, Mummy? We’re disenfranchised, along with criminals and lunatics.’

The Queen shouted, ‘If you don’t want to be a Royal, then pass the succession to William.’

‘You mean, pass him the poisoned chalice,’ Charles roared. He stalked out of the back door, banging it behind him.

When there was no sound of the Queen’s wheelie bin being dragged from the back garden into the front, the Queen said, ‘Well, it looks as though he has left me to deal with my own rubbish.’

Violet sighed, ‘It’s a pity we can’t take our grown-up kids’ pants down an’ give their arses a good smacking, ain’t it?’

The Queen put on her hat and coat and, with Violet’s help, they struggled against the wind to pull her wheelie bin to the barrier at the entrance to Hell Close.

Camilla was turning the familiar pages of an edition of Horse & Hound. She had brought a stack with her from the outside world. They provided ballast when she felt as though her new life threatened to swamp her with its difficulties. She looked at the familiar faces of her friends and their horses; she almost knew the captions under the photographs by heart: ‘Major Jeremy Yarnold swaps a joke with the Honourable Lady Fiona Leyton-Haige at the Hunt Ball at Smockington Manor.’ Even the advertisements on the back page gave her comfort.

All three dogs were lying on the sofa, something they were normally forbidden to do, but she hadn’t the energy to shout at them, and order them on to the floor. Charles often teased her that she treated the dogs as though they were hairy children that she indulged.

She said to the dogs, ‘You look happy, darlings.’

Freddie whimpered, ‘I may look happy to you, but that’s because I’m limited to very few facial expressions. I’m actually tormented by jealousy and rage.’

Tosca growled, ‘Get over it, Freddie. Go and call on that cheap bitch, Britney.’

Freddie snapped, ‘You’re making a fool of yourself with Leo. You’re a mature bitch, and he’s barely off his mother’s teat.’

Leo lifted his big head and sniffed between Tosca’s back legs.

Tosca growled, ‘You don’t like it because I refuse to be dominated by you.’

Freddie barked, ‘Mixed-breed couplings never work. You’re a pedigree and he’s a mongrel. You know nothing about his bloodline.’

Tosca barked back, ‘We’ll be together for life.’

Leo growled, ‘When my balls have grown, we’re going to have puppies of our own, aren’t we, Tosca?’

Freddie lunged at Leo, biting his nose and causing the bigger dog to howl in pain. Tosca leapt at Freddie’s throat, and soon all three dogs were engaged in a vicious fight. Charles ran in to find Camilla vainly trying to separate the dogs.

He shouted, ‘Freddie, stop it at once!’ He yanked Freddie’s collar and threw him on to the floor.

Camilla protested, ‘Why single Freddie out? All three of them were fighting.’

Charles said, ‘Because he’s a nasty piece of work, Camilla.’

‘No, he’s a darling boy,’ Camilla said.

Freddie lay on his back at Camilla’s feet, whimpering pitifully.

‘You’ve hurt him,’ Camilla said to Charles.

Charles replied, ‘Any fool with eyes to see can tell that he’s putting it on.’

‘Don’t be absurd,’ said Camilla, bending down and scooping Freddie into her arms. ‘Dogs have no guile, he’s genuinely hurt.’

Tosca barked, ‘Freddie is a better actor than Lassie.’

‘Quiet, Tosca,’ said Charles.

Camilla said, ‘Why are you being so horrid to my dogs.’

Charles said, ‘Because your dogs are a bloody nuisance, Camilla. I don’t need to discipline Leo.’

Leo jumped off the sofa, shook himself, stretched, and then padded towards Charles, leaning his head against Charles’s thigh.

Charles said, ‘Come with me, Leo. We’ll go and deal with the wheelie bin.’

Camilla went to the window; she and Freddie watched Charles. Every now and then the lid of the bin opened like a big gaping mouth, and pieces of rubbish blew out and twirled around the close.

Beverley knocked on the back door and shouted, ‘It’s only me!’ She was wearing a pink tracksuit and what looked like new white trainers. She said, ‘I’m on the cadge again, Cam. Can I buy a can of dog food off you? Vince is threatening to feed our King on that tinned mince what we got in our grocery box.’

Camilla said, ‘I’m awfully sorry, Bev. But we’ve barely enough for our own dogs.’

Beverley said, ‘That bleedin’ King will eat us out of ’ouse and ’ome. I’m bleedin’ sick of ’im. Still, at least we ’aven’t got your problem.’

‘Which problem is that?’ asked Camilla. ‘I have so many.’

‘Which dog you’re gonna keep and which two are for the chop,’ said Beverley, with relish.

When Beverley explained about the proposed one-dog-per-household law, it was like throwing a grenade into a house that already had a chip-pan fire. The fact that Charles had already shown his hand by singling out Leo and rubbishing her own dogs did not surprise Camilla. Charles had, after all, been brought up to play palace politics. Look how ruthless his ancestors had been.

Beverley said, ‘It’s like that film, Sophie’s Choice, where Meryl Streep has to choose between ’er kids.’ Beverley looked from Freddie to Tosca and back again.

Camilla remembered the film and said, ‘I wept absolute buckets, I was prostrate.’

Beverley said, ‘So, which of ’em are you goin’ to choose?’

Freddie and Susan waited nervously for her answer.

‘How can I possibly choose?’ Camilla asked. ‘Freddie is such a marvellous little character, and Tosca is utterly adorable.’

‘And Leo?’ asked Beverley.

‘Leo’s lovely, of course. He’s a big softie.’

‘But he’s Charlie’s dog really, ain’t he?’ said Beverley, malevolently.

When Charles returned, Camilla said nothing about Beverley’s visit or that she knew about the proposed change to the dog ownership laws. She could tell that Charles was preoccupied and miserable. She knew that he was dreading telling her that they would have to choose which of the three dogs was to live, and which two were doomed to die. It was part of Camilla’s make-up that she did not confront unpleasantness head on. That would make things real, and she preferred to live in the shadowy world of self-deception.

All three dogs were exceptionally quiet, even docile. Camilla went to bed early, leaving the bedroom door open so that Freddie and Tosca could come and go as they pleased.

Charles stayed downstairs and later that evening sat at his little writing desk and wrote a reply to Nicholas Soames.

My dear old friend,

I can't tell you how delighted I was to receive your letter. One sometimes despaired of ever receivinga reply to the numerous letters I have sent to you and many other people.

Camilla and I are in staggeringly good health; we seem to thrive on adversity, though being poor is terribly time-consuming. There's an awful lot of paperwork and bureaucratic nonsense to be got through before one can receive one's state benefits. However, I always hankered for the simple life and now I have it, so I must not complain.

Camilla is under house arrest due to several infringements of the Exclusion Zone Contract she signed. And I and my fellow residents of Hell Close are undergoing collective punishment. The poor darling feels terribly guilty and is convinced that she is reviled by all and sundry.

I confess, Nick, that I ama little concerned about the future. Mamais talking about abdication, and to be brutally honest, I view the prospect of becoming king with a mixture of alarm and despair.

William, the darling boy, has stepped forward and offered himself. However, a complication has arisen. It transpires that Camilla and I have a son, Graham Cracknall, who was born during our first love affair, in 1965. We have yet to meet him. But the documentation he enclosed with his letter looks authentic, and Camilla has confirmed that she did indeed give birth to a baby son at that time.

Nick, I know that the laws of inheritance and bastardy were changed at the time of the dissolution of the monarchy. Could you look into this with the chap at Burke's Peerage as a matter of urgency, and let me know if there is any possibility of our son, Graham, succeeding to the throne? He is older than William by seventeen years.

Did you enjoy the partridge and lark pie? I once ate such a pie when staying with the King of Spain in his villa in Mallorca. I thought it rather delicious, but William choked on a tiny beak and gave us all a fright.

There is so much I want to say, but I will restrain myself for now.

Love from your friend,

Charles

PS: Please get in touch with Camilla's children and assure them that their mother is in marvellous form.

PPS: Please continue to write to me care of Dwayne Lockhart. If this were a James Bond film, I would ask you to eat this letter, knowing you to be a man of gargantuan appetite. As it is, I ask only that you keep our correspondence confidential.

PPPS: Another postscript, if you can bear it. Alarming news about the one-dog-per-household law. What chance is there of it being implemented? You must be as worried as I am. Do you still have the four dogs?
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Gin and Tonic were in the living room, sitting next to each other on the red, swirly-patterned carpet. Their eyes were fixed on Graham who was filling out an application form to obtain the Exclusion Zone Visiting Order that would enable him to visit his birth parents.


	APPLICATION FOR VISITING ORDER
 (EXCLUSION ZONE)
Name: Graham Cracknall
Address: ‘The Cuckoos’, 17 Hanging Boy Gardens, Ruislip HA4
Date of birth: 21.07.65
ID number: C7494304
Occupation: Health and safety inspector
Name(s) of person(s) to be visited: Charles Windsor and Mrs
C. Windsor
Address: 16 Hellebore Close, Flowers Exclusion Zone, EZ 951,
 East Midlands Region
Duration of visit: 4 days
Reason for visit: Professional. To assess risk of fire, flood, acts
 of God on premises.




Gin growled, ‘Tonic, do you realize the implications for us if he’s accepted by his parents and joins the Royal Family?’

Tonic growled back, ‘We’ll get to travel; I’ve always wanted to see the world.’

It was Graham’s habit to turn on Radio Four before he went to work. He had been convinced by a crime-prevention leaflet pushed through the door that burglars, hearing such civilized tones issuing from the radio, would turn on their heels and rob a less-civilized household. Gin and Tonic had listened with rapt attention to a lunchtime programme about the possible return of the Royal Family.

Gin barked, ‘If the New Cons get in, we’ll have the run of Buckingham Palace, and the gardens!’

‘We’ll be celebrities, Gin, on the front page of Dog World,’ Tonic woofed.

The two excited dogs leapt up and ran around the living room until they were dizzy and Graham shouted, ‘Pack it in!’

He was tired of living with the dogs. They were stupid and unpredictable, and he was sick of cleaning up the mud they trailed in from the garden and the revolting turds they left on his immaculate lawn. But it had been a condition of his inheritance that he had to take care of the dogs until they died. However, he had been thrilled to be told by a colleague at work (a downtrodden man called Leonard Wolf, whose wife kept three Pekinese dogs) that the Government had announced they were to bring in tighter controls on dog ownership; restricting each household to no more than one dog.

Leonard Wolf had said mournfully, ‘My wife is threatening to leave me and set up house with one of the dogs, farm another one out with our grown-up daughter, and leave one of them with me.’

Gin and Tonic rolled on to their backs and lay still with their legs in the air, signalling to Graham that they were under his control.

Graham knew that he could have typed under ‘Reason for visit’ something ridiculously far-fetched, such as ‘to participate in devil-worship ceremony’, or tongue-twistingly ‘to teach tadpoles to tango’.

Vulcan, the Government’s gargantuan computer that was trusted to process and issue ID cards, visiting orders, benefits, National Health Service records and a myriad other bureaucratic duties, was so inadequate to the task and had such bafflingly complicated software that no one person, civil servant or government official could understand how it worked. An investigative journalist had recently written in The Times about her successful attempt to be issued with six ID cards, under the names of Saddam Hussein, Joseph Stalin, Osama bin Laden, Mickey Mouse, Dr F. Rankenstein and William Shakespeare. All six of the cards had been delivered to the same address in the same post.

Graham said to Gin, ‘In my opinion, it would have been cheaper to have hired ten thousand dim-witted sixteen-year-olds to do Vulcan’s work, by hand.’

Gin yelped, ‘And it would keep them off the streets.’

Graham said, warming to his theme, ‘Pensioners could be roped in to do the biotechnics. Any fool can take a DNA swab, photograph an iris and process a fingerprint.’

Graham imagined that Gin’s growl said, ‘It would cost a fortune in wages.’

Graham said, ‘No, it wouldn’t, Gin. You could pay the stupid teenagers just enough to cover their bus fares and call it youth training, and the OAPs would be forced to work for the Government as a condition of getting their pensions. Why should they have a life of leisure?’

Tonic growled at the back of his throat and approached Graham with his jaws open and snarled, ‘You’re a nasty piece of human shit, Graham, and it’s time for my insulin injection.’

Graham picked Tonic up and hurled him across the room, saying, ‘Why don’t you die?’

Tonic landed on his legs, and after a quick shake of the head ran up to Graham and bit his ankle.

Graham lunged across the room, grabbed Tonic by his collar and dragged him towards the back door, saying, ‘You’re for the chop, grizzle chops.’ Graham got down on his knees so that his face was level with Tonic and continued, ‘First, I’ve never liked you, second, you’re not worth the cost of the insulin that keeps you alive and third, you’re a deviant. Don’t think I don’t know about your disgusting sexual shenanigans with poor Gin.’

Gin watched anxiously as Graham opened the door and threw Tonic into the dark wet night. He went to the French windows and pressed his nose against the glass. Tonic was standing forlornly in the rain, his coat plastered to his body.

Charles could not quite decide which religion to practice; he flirted with both Christianity and Islam. He had studied both and read whatever books were available. He’d talked to the Reverend John Edmund-Harvey in his barricaded church, St Adrian’s, and with the Imam Mohammed Akbar in the mosque, which was two ex-council houses knocked into one. Each place had its merits.

St Adrian’s had a serene atmosphere, especially at sunset when the light through the stained-glass window behind the altar cast a gentle luminescence over the damp interior that even the anti-vandal mesh could not debase. The mosque, with its expanse of traditional patterned carpet and its lines of shoes by the entrance, was always busy, and Charles enjoyed the companionship of his fellow worshippers, although he had once walked home in another man’s flip-flops after his own brogues had disappeared. The Imam had blamed the crime on the Hell Close dogs, but the shoes miraculously reappeared at the next Friday’s prayers. They’d even been polished.

When Charles wanted to be alone, he would call at the vicarage to collect the church key. He’d then sit waiting for the sun to reach the window and illuminate the agony of Christ on the cross. He felt a strong bond with Jesus; both of them had frightening fathers who had expected too much of their sons.

Today, when he had returned the key, the Reverend Edmund-Harvey had invited him into the kitchen to take tea with him and his partner, Jerad, an Australian of aboriginal descent and an ardent Royalist. Jerad had been baking; a tray of sweet-smelling little cakes were cooling on a wire rack on the mock-granite worktop. Charles and the Reverend watched as Jerad decorated the cakes with an icing bag, covering the surface with a series of dots.

‘I’m exceedingly fond of aboriginal art,’ said Charles. ‘I find the primitive profoundly… well… profound.’

Jerad, who had a degree in fine art from St Martin’s art college scowled at this, but Charles had already switched his attention to the plump and pink Reverend Edmund-Harvey, saying, ‘Reverend, may I tax you with a theological question that has bothered me since I was a boy?’

The Reverend, slightly nervous because of Jerad’s obvious bad mood, said, ‘Gosh! Theology! I’m usually asked for advice on social-welfare matters these days, but fire away.’

Charles said, ‘One’s terribly fond of animals, y’know, dogs, horses, that sort of thing.’

Jerad snorted, ‘He knows what an animal is, he’s one himself behind closed doors.’

The Reverend laughed nervously.

Charles continued, ‘I’ve lost many dear friends over the years and I’ve always wondered, where do dead dogs go? To heaven? Or to a place of their own? Have they a soul?’

Before the Reverend could answer, Jerad said, ‘Only soul a dog’s got is an arse-soul, same as me an’ you.’

The Reverend took hold of Jerad’s arm – the one holding the icing bag.

His grinning mouth looked like the half-moon carved into a Hallowe’en pumpkin as he said, ‘Christ was undoubtedly an animal lover. The New Testament heaves with sheep, fish and donkeys. I don’t know if he kept a dog… it’s possible…’

Charles urged, ‘But does a dog have a soul?’

The cleric faltered. Souls were not fashionable, nor was Heaven, and even God was currently out of favour with the religious community to which the Reverend had once belonged. It was why he had been exiled to the Flowers Exclusion Zone. He was still not entirely sure why he had been sent from his comfortable parish church in Suffolk to the hellhole he now officiated over. Was it Jerad? Or perhaps it was the piece he had written in the parish magazine, where he’d suggested that, ‘If Jesus were alive today, he would probably recruit his disciples from the gay bars in Old Compton Street.’

The Reverend might have escaped Vulcan’s attention had he not gone on to compare Jack Barker to Judas Iscariot, saying, ‘Both men betrayed an ideal.’ He had expected to cause a little controversy in the peaceful Suffolk village – perhaps being snubbed in the Post Office by homophobes – but nothing had prepared him for being woken at 3 a.m. by the security police ramming the vicarage door down and swarming upstairs to pull him and Jerad from their bed and drag them, naked and terrified, downstairs and out into a vehicle where they were locked inside individual, caged compartments.

As they were driven to Bungay for questioning, the security police had serenaded them with, ‘Tie me kangaroo down sport.’

Caroline, the Prime Minister’s current wife, was sitting on the lavatory with the lid down, soaking her feet in the adjacent bidet. She was watching her husband as he shaved for the third time that day. He was the reluctant guest of honour at a dinner to be held by the Parliamentary Fly Fishing Association. Caroline had bullied him into accepting the invitation. Her mother owned a salmon river in the north of Scotland, and liked nothing better than to stand up to her thighs in ice-cold water with a fishing rod and a gillie standing by.

She pulled the plug out of the bidet and said, ‘And don’t go on about cruelty to fish in your speech tonight. You’ve already antagonized dog lovers; my sodding phone hasn’t stopped ringing for two days. Do you realize, Jack, that the movers and shakers in this country have at least two dogs each? When was the last time you saw Sir Alan Sugar stroking a pussy? You can’t afford to lose the fishing vote, Jack.’

Jack said, ‘How would you like to be hauled out of your natural element with a hook in your soft palate? Don’t tell me that’s not painful.’

Caroline raised her voice and said, ‘What are you, a fucking Buddhist? It’s a bloody fish.’

‘A fish is a sentient being,’ said Jack.

‘Hardly,’ said Caroline. ‘Does a fish have feelings? Does it feel jealousy or remorse? I think not.’

‘It’s still cruel,’ said Jack.

‘So what are you going to legislate against next? Fishing? Slug pellets? Ant poison? Where does it stop, Jack?’ asked Caroline. ‘This anti-dog legislation is madness. If you base your manifesto on it, you’ll lose the election.’

Jack rinsed his face clean of shaving cream and said, ‘I know what I’m doing.’

The Fly Fishing Association dinner took place upstairs in the banqueting room at the National Portrait Gallery. Jack sat in the centre at a long table with Caroline on his right and Jeremy Paxman on his left. During the first course of mackerel pâté and thin curls of toast, Jack chatted to Paxman about strictly non-political subjects. But as they were eating a baked turbot, Jack remarked that under his Government the rivers had been cleaned up, and consequently fish were now more plentiful.

Paxman snarled, ‘Come off it, Prime Minister. I was fishing the River Dove recently, and the only thing I caught in three days was a trout that was decidedly on its last legs.’

When Jack rose to speak, he was still simmering with resentment. His conversation with Paxman had deteriorated from a sotto voce row about England’s polluted rivers into a shouting match about the erosion of English civil liberties.

After formally thanking the Fly Fishing Association, he launched into an attack on cruel sports, saying in part of his speech, ‘I’m no Christian, but to my recollection Jesus disapproved of fishing, and returned the fish to the sea, making it clear that fishing was a heathen activity. Wait, I hear you say, didn’t Jesus feed the five thousand with bread and fishes, thus validating fish? But you would be wrong. An eminent Biblical authority, Professor Elias Moncrieff, wrote in the Catholic Herald that the deconstruction of the fish and loaves parable showed that the word “fish” has been misinterpreted, and in old Hebrew, the words “fish” and “oil” were almost identical, so it is entirely possible, ladies and gentlemen, that the five thousand were actually fed on bread and oil.’

He heard Jeremy Paxman mutter, ‘That’s absolute bollocks.’

Jack continued, ‘And didn’t Jesus urge Matthew, Mark, Luke and John to renounce their livelihood, which was catching fish, and become his disciples and start fishing for men?’

On the way home in the official car, Caroline said, ‘You’ve lost the election, Jack.’

‘I know,’ said Jack, and he smiled in the dark.
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On Saturday morning Charles dug up some of his root vegetables: potatoes, turnips and parsnips. He gave a basketful to Beverley Threadgold, who had complained, over the fence, that the only thing she had in her cupboard was a red Oxo cube and a bit of salt and pepper. She recoiled at Charles’s gift at first, saying, ‘Ugh! What are they? They’re covered in fuckin’ mud.’

Charles had explained that underneath the dirt were vegetables, and that if Beverley washed, peeled and chopped them up and added the stock from an Oxo cube she could make enough soup to keep herself and Vince going until they were allowed to go to the shops again.

Beverley looked at the vegetables suspiciously, and said, ‘But it ain’t hygienic.’

Charles said, ‘But, Beverley, mankind has eaten produce grown in the earth for centuries.’

Beverley said, ‘Well, generations of Threadgolds ’ave bought their vegetables from the Co-op in tins and packets.’

However, Beverley took Charles’s produce inside and an hour later astounded Vince by presenting him with a bowl of vegetable soup, with only a little muddy sediment.

*

On Saturday afternoon, Dwayne Lockhart called at Charles and Camilla’s house under the pretext of checking the effectiveness of the new tag on Camilla’s ankle. During the examination, he fumbled a Jiffy bag out of his baton pocket and slid it under the sofa. When Dwayne had gone, Camilla retrieved the package.

‘It’s from Graham,’ she said. ‘I’d know that crabbed handwriting anywhere.’

She opened the package and found a letter addressed to ‘My mother and father’, and a video labelled ‘Graham Cracknall!’ with another of his exclamation marks.

Dear Mother and Father,

It was wonderful to get your letter! I can’t tell you how excited I am at the prospect of meeting my father, my brothers William and Harry, and being reunited with you, Mother!

As you can see, I have enclosed a video I made some months ago! It is part of my life plan to be married by the time I am forty-five! However, in the past I have been very unlucky in love! So I decided to cast my net wider and join a dating agency in the hope of catching a suitable fish!

So far, hardtopleeze.co.uk have not been able to find me a prospective wife, but I live in hope!

At least I have a video which, I think, gives a fair representation of what Graham Cracknall is all about!

Best wishes from your son

Graham

Please Note: I had my hair cut shortly before the filming of the video. The barber wilfully ignored my instructions for a trim and proceeded to shave my scalp, leaving only stubble! My hair has since grown back!

Charles read the letter with a sinking heart. It was not only Graham’s prolific use of exclamation marks that depressed him; there was a slight air of desperation between the lines. Could it be that Graham was a social misfit? The Hardtopleeze agency had been the subject of a critical documentary on Radio Four’s You and Yours. The presenter Peter White had accused the owner, a Mrs Greyling, of ‘preying on the weak, the vulnerable, the physically and emotionally challenged’. Mrs Greyling had defended her agency rigorously, claiming that she ‘gave hope to those who, in earlier days, would have been condemned to spend most of their life living at home with their mum and dad’. Charles said nothing to Camilla about his worries. The poor darling has enough on her plate at the moment, he thought.

When Camilla had finished reading the letter, she said, with a mother’s determination to see the best in her child, ‘It’s splendid that he has a life plan, isn’t it?’ Camilla had never planned anything in her own life; she merely reacted to people and events.

Charles said, scanning the letter again, ‘He certainly understands how to paragraph.’

Having no video or television, Charles went next door and asked Vince Threadgold if he could borrow their portable set. Vince said, on the doorstep, ‘I’m halfway through recording the afternoon porn show. Come in an’ watch if you like.’

Charles was flummoxed by Vince’s insouciance. In Charles’s opinion, sex was a serious and sacred business, and conversation about it should be confined to one’s sexual partner.

Later that evening, Vince set up the television and video. He explained how everything worked by putting Graham’s video into the slot, waiting until the film began. When Graham’s face came up on the screen, Vince laughed. ‘Christ, ’e’s an ugly bugger! Who is it?’

Charles turned the volume down and said, ‘Er… he’s a distant relation.’

Vince laughed again at Graham and said, ‘That’s what years of inbreeding does to a man’s looks.’

After Vince had gone, Charles rewound the video and turned the volume up. Camilla seated herself on the sofa and prepared herself to see and hear her elder son for the very first time.

Charles sat down next to Camilla and took her hand; he switched on the video. Graham was sitting in what looked like a cubicle under very bright lights. On the wall behind him was the hardtopleeze.co.uk logo: a stick man and a stick woman embracing inside a clumsily drawn heart.

As she watched the forty-year-old Graham on the video, Camilla thought back to the day-old baby she had called Rory. How had that little bawling scrap turned into Graham, who appeared to have the dress sense of an Albanian swineherd and the manner of an especially wooden ventriloquist’s dummy?

Hello, my name is Graham. Graham Cracknall. I’m forty, my star sign is Leo or Cancer, depending on which newspaper you read. I’m on the cusp, not only astrologically, but also, in life.

As you can see, I am of medium height, a bit taller than Tom Cruise, but a smidgen smaller than John Travolta. Incidentally, both of these men, chosen by me completely at random, are eminent Scientologists, disciples of the late Ron Hubbard. I once flirted with Scientology myself and sent for the literature, but my mother, bless her, who is in the habit of reading my correspondence while I’m at work, was so upset by Mr Hubbard’s mind-mapping philosophy that she notified Cult Watch and they arranged for me to meet a counsellor, who warned me about the dangers of joining any quasi-religious organization headed by a billionaire with a private island and a fleet of expensive limousines. So, phew! I had a close shave there!

I live with my mum and dad in Ruislip, famous for lovely Jordan, who graced us with her presence for a year. Other alumni include the famous spies, the Krogers, Linford Christie and Mantovani, and one day I hope Graham Cracknall will be a name on everybody’s lips.

Anyway, time is running out, so enough about me. I am looking for a petite, nonsmoking heterosexual woman with a GSOH, bubbly personality and an interest in board games. Looks are not important but I would prefer her not to have any obvious disabilities, ergo children. She will need to be computer literate and financially secure and preferably have at least one foot on the property ladder.

Ideally, she will chill out to easy-listening music. James Blunt is a particular favourite of mine; I saw him a year ago at the Hexagon in Reading. If she enjoys The Two Ronnies, Only Fools and Horses and Inspector Morse, we will get on like a house on fire. I have the complete, director’s cut, boxed set of Morse on DVD.

So if you like what you see, get in touch with me at:

grahamcracknall@hotmail.co.uk

After the video had finished, Camilla said weakly, ‘I expect he looks better with hair.’

‘Undoubtedly,’ said Charles, ‘but I think, darling, that Graham has not been blessed with good looks.’

Camilla searched and found within herself a tiny ember of maternal love; perhaps if she fanned it a little, the ember would burst into flames. She had always, as a child, loved the story about the ugly duckling. Perhaps one day Graham would come out from behind the metaphorical bulrushes and glide gracefully down the river.

*

Later that night, Charles and Camilla were brushing their teeth side by side in the cramped bathroom, each allowing the other to rinse and spit in turn into the cracked washbasin stained with limescale. Charles would not allow Camilla to keep the tap running due to his concerns about the worldwide water shortage, so a certain amount of orchestration was necessary.

Camilla examined her reflection in the harsh light of the mirror and sighed, ‘Oh, darling, I do look a hag tonight.’

‘You’re mad,’ said Charles. ‘You look more beautiful to me every day.’

They heard the sound of breaking glass and went downstairs to find a half brick had been thrown through the living-room window. Shards of glass lay on the carpet. A note was fastened to the brick with an elastic band. It read: ‘Yourl never be queen.’ Charles quickly scrunched the note up and put it in his pocket before Camilla could see it. The poor darling has suffered enough, he thought. He ran out into the darkness of the close, where few of the streetlights were working. There was a light on at William and Harry’s house.

Charles walked to the barrier with the half brick and showed it to the security policeman on duty there, saying, ‘If my wife had been lying on the floor under the window, it could have killed her.’

The policeman said, ‘But why would your wife be lying on the floor? Ain’t you got chairs to sit on?’

Charles said, testily, ‘Look, aren’t you going to investigate the crime?’

‘No. I’ll give you a crime number for the insurance, if you like,’ said the policeman.

Charles said, ‘I have no insurance; the premiums are far beyond my pocket. Can’t you take fingerprints or something?’

The policeman laughed and said, ‘You’re thinking about the olden days, sir.’

‘Can’t you look at the CCTV?’ asked Charles.

‘I’m not qualified to interpret those images, sir. And anyway, one hoody looks very much like another,’ said the policeman. ‘So, if you’d make your way home now. You’re breaking the curfew.’

Charles was tempted to show the policeman the scrunched-up note that he had in his pocket, but something stopped him. There was a tiny voice in his head telling him that he had seen the handwriting before. When he got home he found that Camilla had made no attempt to clear up the shards of glass. She was sitting in the kitchen with the dogs. After vacuuming the living-room carpet, and taping a plastic bag over the jagged hole in the window, he suggested to Camilla that she should go up to bed. When he judged that she was asleep, he went to the writing desk and opened the locked drawer where he kept souvenirs and mementos. He sifted through them for the last birthday card he had received from Harry. He took out the scrunched-up note and smoothed it flat, and compared the handwriting. It wasn’t just the dismal spelling that angered him.

Harold Bunion had been pressing the call button on his bedside table for over twenty minutes. His bladder was bursting, but he needed assistance to get out of bed and into his wheelchair; his legs were two leaden lumps since his last stroke. Down the corridor he could hear Edna Hart pleading, ‘Help me, help me!’ and further away somebody was groaning, as though in pain. Harold strained his ears, listening for footsteps approaching his room, but there were none to be heard.

He shouted, ‘Is anybody there?’ Prince Philip stirred in his sleep and Harold shouted again, ‘Is anybody there?’

Prince Philip struggled up from his pillows and yelled, ‘Britannia is sinking.’

Harold visualized the royal yacht capsizing and being swallowed up by a huge dark sea, and wondered why the Queen had not been to see her husband for a few days. He could tell that Philip had not been eating or drinking from the untouched trays that were dumped on his bed trolley. He fumbled on his bedside table in the dim light for a receptacle of some kind. His hand touched the little plastic pot which held his dentures, but when he tried to grasp the pot he only succeeded in pushing it further away. He pressed the call button and this time heard footsteps in the corridor. A care worker he had never seen before put her head around the door and said, ‘Is it you making all that noise?’

Harold said brusquely, ‘I need the toilet. Help me into my wheelchair.’

The woman said, ‘A wheelchair transfer takes two people. It’s Sunday, and me and the other nurse is running the place on our two owns, and she’s on her break, so you’ll have to wait.’

Harold said, savagely, ‘I can’t wait. Just help me into the chair, will you?’

The woman said, ‘I can’t, it’s health and safety. I’m not going to do my back in for five pounds twenty-eight an hour. I’ll fetch you a bottle.’

Philip shouted, ‘We’re drowning! The water’s over my head.’

There was a commotion from one of the rooms at the end of the corridor, and Harold deduced from the raised voices that Mrs Hart had fallen out of bed. He began to weep; he had lost control of everything in his life, and now he was losing control of his bladder. The urine flooded out of him, warm at first, but it quickly cooled down, and soon he was shivering in his saturated bed.

Prince Philip said, ‘I’m hungry and thirsty. I want Elizabeth.’

Harold said, ‘She’ll be here in the morning. Go to sleep now.’

Harold was comforted by the thought that the Queen might visit them in the morning. He was a Republican and had denounced the monarchy on many public platforms, but he liked and trusted Mrs Windsor. He lay awake for a few moments, listening to the rise and fall of Prince Philip’s breathing.
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Princess Michael was sitting at her dining table, writing in an A4-size spiral-bound notebook using a Bic pen. She was working on the manuscript of a novel she intended to call A Princess in Exile. The heroine, Cristina von Kronenbourg, was not unlike herself, Marie-Christine thought: statuesque and hauntingly beautiful with hair like spun gold and a smile that captivated men’s hearts and kept them prisoners for eternity. Her fictional husband, Prince Michael of Kronenbourg, had been tragically lost in an avalanche, though his body had never been found. Finding herself cast out by his cruel family, who had ruled the small country of Kronenbourg for centuries, she wandered from country to country finding nothing but unkindness from the common people. After many adventures, she found her husband, who was disguised as a sea captain. Reunited, they returned to their previous positions. But the prince had learned a valuable lesson – that poor, uneducated people were absolutely horrid and that the best people with the warmest hearts were the rich and the powerful ones. They were the best friends to have.

Princess Michael had shown the manuscript to only one person, Chanel Toby, who cleaned for her once a week. Chanel had been forced to read the manuscript under the intense gaze of Princess Michael, who scrutinized every gesture that Chanel made, saying, ‘Your mouth moved, are you amused?’ or, ‘You raised an eyebrow, you are surprised by the story, huh?’

Chanel had blurted out at the end of the ordeal that she thought, ‘The book were brilliant; much better than anything anybody has ever writ before.’

Princess Michael said, ‘Please be honest with me, child. I know the book is good, but brilliant, I’m not so sure.’

Chanel, desperate to get out of the house, said, ‘It’s better than the Bible and Shakespeare and Harry Potter.’

Princess Michael had smiled. It was as she thought, she was a genius. Her book would explode on to the literary world like a shooting star. She would be acclaimed by Hello! and Cosmopolitan, fêted by other authors. Her financial worries would be over. The only regret she had was that she hadn’t started to write novels years ago. She heard a noise outside. Voices were raised and dogs were barking. She looked up from the manuscript and saw a rowdy crowd of Hell Close residents milling around one of Grice’s delivery vans.

She finished the paragraph she had been writing: ‘Princess Cristina was invited into the torture chamber to watch the torturers practising their black arts. She greatly enjoyed hearing the peasants who had wronged her begging for mercy. Such entreaties she answered with a merry tinkling laugh that sounded like fairies shaking a cowslip.’ Inspired, she carried on: ‘ “Ask me not for mercy, peasants, lest thee displease me further, in which circumstance thy tribulations will increase fourfold.” ’

As she crossed the green with Zsa-Zsa in her arms, she heard inside her head the Whitbread Prize judge saying, ‘And the first prize goes to Princess Michael of Kent for A Princess in Exile.’

After six days without another grocery delivery, there was a serious shortage of dog food. The humans were also feeling the pinch. Mr Anwar and his wife were suffering the worst; they were used to eating vast amounts of food and were living in Hell Close precisely because he was morbidly obese and had been put on the Morbidly Obese Register. Mr Anwar had said at the time, ‘I wish the doctors would make up their minds. Ten years ago they tell me I am fat, five years ago they tell me I am obese, and now they have changed their minds again and tell me I am morbidly obese! What next?’

He had signed many National Health Service contracts, promising to keep his calorific consumption down to two thousand five hundred a day, but had failed to keep to any of them for more than forty-eight hours before cracking and waddling into Grice’s Chinese Chip Shop. Mr Anwar had begged his obesity counsellor to recommend him for gastric reduction surgery, a procedure that involved reducing the stomach to the size of a baby’s fist. But the counsellor had explained that Mr Anwar was much too fat for the operation, and had told him that he would need to lose at least five stone before he could be safely anaesthetized. Mr Anwar had protested in his reedy voice, ‘But I can’t lose five stone until I have the operation.’ This circular argument had been going on for many years.

Mr Anwar’s dog, Raj, was also obese. He rarely left the house; he felt safe only in the back garden. He communicated with other dogs occasionally by barking loudly and listening to their barked replies, but he was too fat to run and play with them on the green and so missed the subtleties of their interaction.

Everybody was hungry. A deputation of dogs went up to the police barrier and spoke to Judge and Emperor who were on duty.

Harris barked, ‘We’ve been living on slops and human leftovers for almost a week; we’re actually starving to death. Can you nae do something for us?’

Leo whimpered, ‘I’m a growing dog, I need my food.’

Judge barked, ‘Piss off! We work for our food. You’re nothing but lapdogs and parasites.’

Harris snapped, ‘I’d cut my tail off for a job. Can I join the police force?’

‘No,’ laughed Emperor. ‘You ain’t got the height, shortarse.’

When Arthur Grice’s Rolls-Royce drew up at the barrier, the dogs stood aside to let him drive through. Rocky was snarling on the back seat, ‘Hello, losers. Feeling a bit peckish?’

Grice drew up outside Charles and Camilla’s and opened the car boot. He took out a large carton full of dog food and ordered Rocky to guard the car. The Hell Close dogs, nineteen in all, surrounded Arthur, baying, barking, howling, yelping, whimpering and growling. They followed him up the path to the front door. Hunger had stirred a primeval memory of when dogs were wild creatures who hunted and killed to fill their empty bellies. Grice kicked out at the dogs and banged on the door. When Camilla opened it, he pushed past her and stumbled into the hall. Leo, Freddie and Tosca stood shoulder to shoulder and pushed the other dogs back over the doorstep, and Camilla slammed the door.

Grice said, ‘I’ve brung you a present. There’s twenty-four tins of Pedigree Chum in ’ere. Where do you want it?’

Camilla said, ‘How very kind. In the kitchen, please.’

Grice followed Camilla through to the kitchen, and dropped the box on to the table.

Freddie barked to Tosca, ‘Grice does nothing out of the goodness of his heart. What does he want?’

Tosca growled, ‘I don’t care. I’m hungry.’

Leo barked, ‘Camilla, get the box open. Find the tin opener. Feed me!’

Grice said, ‘Your ’usband not in?’

‘No,’ said Camilla. ‘He’s with his mother.’

Grice smiled. ‘Family is everythink,’ he said.

‘Do you have any children?’ asked Camilla.

‘No,’ said Grice. ‘We’ve got Rocky. He’s a Dobermann, and they don’t like kiddies.’

‘Enough of the small talk,’ barked Tosca, jumping up at the box.

Camilla said, ‘How much do I owe you for the dog food, Mr Grice?’

Grice waved the suggestion of payment away airily. ‘Nothink,’ he said. ‘It’s free, gratis, a present from one dog lover to another.’

Camilla asked, ‘And are all the dog lovers in Hell Close to be given dog food?’

Grice’s eyes shifted away from Camilla. ‘You could mention to ’Er Majesty the Queen that you’ve got a few spare tins,’ he said.

The Hell Close dogs had made their way around the side of the house and were now marauding in the back garden, trampling on the neat lines of brassicas and winter cabbage. King had jumped over the fence and was howling at the back door.

When Grice made no sign of leaving, Camilla, impelled by good manners, asked if he would like a cup of tea. Grice unbuttoned his cashmere overcoat and dropped down heavily into a chair. He looked around the kitchen and said, ‘I hope you didn’t take your house arrest personal, only I ’ad to be seen to be in control.’

Camilla stood with her back against the sink, willing the kettle to boil. She made no move to open the carton of dog food, though it was hard to resist the hunger in her dogs’ eyes. She waited for Grice to state the nature of the price she would have to pay.

Grice said, ‘I was brung up in a council house like this. There was nine of us, we took it in turns to wear the shoes, an’ there was never enough cups to go round. I ’ad to drink my tea out of a jam jar.’ Grice’s voice faltered, he was suddenly overwhelmed with self-pity. ‘I didn’t own me own underpants until I was sixteen.’

Freddie snarled, ‘Pass the bleeding violin.’

Camilla said, ‘You’ve certainly done terribly well to fight your way out of such poverty, Mr Grice.’

Grice sighed, ‘Yeah, I done all right. I’ve got everythink – ’ouses, cars, expensive wife, millions in the bank – but it ain’t enough. I want somethink money can’t buy.’

Camilla asked, ‘Happiness?’

Grice said, ‘No, happiness is for losers. What I want is an honour.’

Camilla said, ‘But money can buy you an honour, Mr Grice. One only has to donate a large sum of money to the Cromwell Party.’ She had heard recently from Beverley Threadgold that Michael Jackson, the disgraced singer, had, in exchange for many millions of pounds, been elevated to Lord Jackson of Neverland.

Grice growled, ‘But it ain’t guaranteed. And anyway, why should I pay the monkey when I can get one from the organ grinder?’ He was rather pleased with his analogy, but Camilla was baffled. What had monkeys and organ grinders to do with the reintroduced honours system?

The kettle shrieked and Camilla poured boiling water into the teapot. The dogs in the garden were now leaping up at the windows and scratching on the back door. Camilla felt doubly besieged; her own dogs were whimpering pitifully, never taking their eyes off the carton of dog food, still unopened on the table. She poured strong black tea into a delicate china cup and asked, ‘Milk and sugar?’

‘A bit of milk and seven sugars,’ Grice replied. ‘Anyway, you might mention that in your opinion, Arthur Grice, employer of hundreds, philanthropist and benefactor to the poor, deserves an honour. Perhaps when you give the Queen a few tins of this dog food.’

Camilla said, ‘Mr Grice, I have no influence over the Queen.’

‘But your ’usband has,’ said Grice. ‘Couldn’t ’e put a word in for me?’

Camilla said, ‘Relations are strained between my husband and his mother at the moment.’

She spooned seven teaspoons of sugar into Grice’s cup and added a little milk.

Grice said, ‘I expect she blames you because she’s not allowed to see ’er ’usband.’

Camilla said, ‘I do feel dreadful about that.’

Grice said, ‘And it’s your fault ’er dogs are goin’ ’ungry.’

‘Yes,’ said Camilla, grimacing as Grice sipped his sickly-sweet tea.

He said, ‘An’ all these problems could be solved by just a little tap on the shoulder with a sword, and the words “Arise, Sir Arthur”.’

‘When you put it like that,’ said Camilla weakly.

‘Well, I’ll leave you to think about it,’ said Grice, picking up the carton of dog food.

Leo, Tosca and Freddie leapt at the box, trying to knock it out of Grice’s huge hands. Grice roared, ‘Fuck off, you bleeders!’ and kicked out viciously, catching Tosca a hard kick behind her ear. She recoiled from the blow and lay still on the floor, whimpering, with her eyes half closed. Leo and Freddie cowered away from Grice as he made his way out of the kitchen carrying the carton. Camilla knelt over Tosca, stroking her head and making soothing, calming noises. She heard the front door open, then close, then the cacophony of ravenous dogs outside pleading for food.

Arthur Grice drove his Rolls-Royce slowly around Hell Close, pursued by famished dogs. A few of the more intelligent animals knew that this was a fruitless pursuit, but they joined the pack anyway. Grice stopped the car outside Princess Michael’s house. It was soon marooned by a circle of Hell Close dogs whose eyes were wild and whose teeth were bared. Rocky was throwing himself around on the back seat, bouncing from one side of the car to the other, ignoring Grice’s commands to stop. The noise of Rocky’s barking in the confines of the car was intolerable.

Grice called for assistance. ‘I want tasers and dogs ’ere immediate,’ he shouted into his mobile phone. While he waited for help, Grice’s blood pressure rose; he could feel the pulse in his ears throbbing. He was not accustomed to being frightened, but the thought of being attacked and brought down by the maddened pack made him sweat and tremble with fear. Some of the residents had come to stand at their front gates; others were gawping from their front-room windows. They were thoroughly enjoying Grice’s predicament. Grice saw two policemen in riot gear, with Emperor and Judge straining on their leashes, running down Hell Close towards him, followed by Inspector Lancer holding a taser gun.

Emperor barked, ‘Clear the area, go to your homes!’

The Hell Close dogs stood their ground.

Judge barked, ‘Go to your homes, you filthy scum!’

Harris ran forwards and growled, ‘We have nae had a decent meal in days, and we have a right to protest.’

Susan barked, ‘Harris, let’s go home.’

But Harris’s hackles were up and he advanced on the straining police dogs, growling, ‘You’re a disgrace to your own kind.’

Inspector Lancer said, ‘Let ’em off the leads, boys.’

The dog handlers unleashed Emperor and Judge, and the pack of Hell Close dogs turned tail and scattered to their own homes. Only Harris stood his ground.

As she fled, Susan barked, ‘Run, Harris, run.’

But Harris, foolishly, because he was half their size and there were two of them against one, prepared to fight. Emperor and Judge waited for their orders; Lancer’s finger moved to the trigger of the taser. He was sick of police dogs getting all the glory. You could hardly open a newspaper without seeing a photograph of one of the smug ‘heroes’ sitting at the side of a grinning handler. He advanced on Harris.

Harris turned to look at Lancer, growling from the back of his throat. When it looked as though Harris was about to run at his ankle, Lancer pulled the trigger and the taser shot the wire from the gun. The darts on the end embedded themselves into Harris’s belly, sending 50,000 volts through the little dog’s body. Harris screamed in agony, then collapsed and lay twitching on the pavement. His agonized yelps brought the Queen and Prince Charles running. Charles had never seen his mother run before, not even when he was a child and they played on the lawn. He was astounded how quickly she covered the territory from her front door to Harris’s side.

As the Queen bent over Harris’s prone body, Inspector Lancer said, ‘It was self-defence. ’E would have ’ad me throat out.’

The Queen said, ‘Nonsense! To reach your throat he would have needed a stepladder.’

Grice opened the car door and said to Lancer, ‘If you’ve killed Her Majesty’s dog, you’ll pay for it with your inspector’s pips. I’ll have you on the beat so long your feet will be in tatters.’

Lancer said, ‘But Mr Grice, I was only following orders.’

Grice rolled his eyes, and Charles said, ‘That was Rudolf Hess’s defence at Nuremberg, Inspector Lancer.’

Grice bent over Harris, asking solicitously, ‘’Ow is the little fellow?’

The Queen took off her cardigan and laid it over Harris, who opened one eye and whimpered, ‘Thank you.’

Grice said, ‘’E’ll soon be all right, when ’e’s ’ad a decent meal.’

The Queen said, ‘Unfortunately, Mr Grice, I have nothing substantial to give him. Your grocery boxes have been somewhat inadequate.’

Grice lowered his voice and said, ‘I’ve got a carton of dog food in the boot of the Rolls, Ma’am. You’ve turned me down for a peerage, but ’ow about a knighthood? I could settle for bein’ Sir Arthur Grice.’

The Queen was tempted to take Grice up on his offer; after all, what was a knighthood? A mere tap on the shoulder with a fancy sword and a few steps backwards.

Seeing the Queen’s hesitation, Grice continued, ‘We could ’ave a bit of a do at the One-Stop Centre.’

Charles said, ‘Mummy, it wouldn’t do any harm. All titles are meaningless; nothing means anything. Life is composed of random happenings. And we ourselves are composed of water and carbon thingies.’

The Queen and Grice were baffled by Charles’s philosophizing.

The Queen thought for a moment, then said, ‘Very well, Mr Grice, these are my terms, in exchange for giving you a knighthood. First, I am to be allowed out of Hell Close to visit my husband. Second, all the dogs in the close are to be given a case of food, and you might also throw in a couple of boxes of Bonios.’

Grice agreed eagerly. He would have been willing to forfeit half of his fortune for a knighthood bestowed by the Queen. She was, after all, the genuine article.

Charles picked up Harris’s prone, twitching body from the pavement. Grice ordered the policemen and their dogs to return to work. He said to the Queen, ‘I’ll get the missus to organize the do.’

The Queen said, imperiously, ‘You will organize the dog food first, Mr Grice.’ Then she and Charles, with Harris in his arms, trekked across the little green.

Camilla was watching them from her doorstep, her hands pressed against the sides of her face, convinced that she was responsible for killing Harris, the Queen’s favourite dog. Charles would not allow his mother to go back to her own house with the sickly Harris. So stopping only to collect Susan, they proceeded to Number Sixteen where Camilla was waiting. After establishing that Harris was alive, Camilla absented herself and went into the kitchen to cry and make tea. The Queen had not directly blamed Camilla for Harris’s condition, but neither had she been particularly friendly to her.

Harris was wrapped in a blanket on the sofa, where he lay blinking and whimpering. The Queen sat beside him, stroking his back and repeatedly telling him that he was ‘a brave boy’. Although she had appeared to keep her composure, a slight trembling of her chin betrayed the fact that the Queen was in fact distraught.

Charles hovered over his mother and Harris, not quite knowing what to do or say.

He tentatively patted his mother’s shoulder and said, ‘Mummy, look at the other dogs, they’re terribly worried.’ The Queen looked across the room to where Susan, Freddie, Tosca and Leo were lying with their ears flattened and their eyes fixed on Harris.

Word spread quickly among the dogs of Hell Close that the Queen had rescued them from starvation and that Harris had almost sacrificed his life for their cause. A cluster of concerned dogs had gathered outside Charles and Camilla’s house, waiting for one of the resident dogs to give them an up-to-date medical bulletin on Harris’s condition. Zsa-Zsa had escaped from Princess Michael’s house while her mistress was absorbed in writing her novel. Spike and Raj, both usually confined to their back gardens, had also joined the crowd.

At 4.30 p.m. Freddie came into the front garden and barked an announcement: ‘At 4.27 Harris sat up and requested food and a drink. He is very tired, but his nose is shiny and his eyes are bright. The Queen expects him to make a full recovery. I suggest that you go back to your homes and wait for the delivery of Pedigree Chum and Bonios.’

Micky Toby barked, ‘Will the mongrels get Pedigree Chum?’

Freddie barked back, ‘In accordance with Harris’s wishes, I am calling a moratorium on divisions between the mongrels and the pedigrees. After all, we are all dogs!’

The mongrels among the pack of dogs turned to see how the pedigrees had taken Harris’s relayed dictum. Not well, was the answer. It was thought among the pedigrees that the shock from the taser had addled Harris’s brain. How could a mongrel ever be the equal of a pedigree dog? Did centuries of selected breeding count for nothing?

Spike growled to Zsa-Zsa, as they crossed the green to their respective houses, ‘I don’t mind having sex with a mongrel, but I wouldn’t want to live with one.’

Zsa-Zsa yelped, ‘Nor I, mon chéri. Zat ’Arris is a traitor to ’iz class.’

Spike growled, ‘I know we’ve had our differences in the past, but I’ve always fancied you, Zsa-Zsa.’

Zsa-Zsa laughed, ‘You are too ’eavy for me, chéri, and unfortunately you ’ave ze face of John Prescott.’

Spike was mortified; he had seen John Prescott on the History Channel. Zsa-Zsa was selfish and highly strung, but she was not entirely heartless. She saw that she had hurt Spike’s feelings

She said, in a conciliatory tone, ‘We will not ’ave sex, but you can sniff my derrière.’

Spike went behind Zsa-Zsa and drew in her scent – it was a heady mix of musky secretions and the Diorissimo that Princess Michael sprayed on Zsa-Zsa after the little dog’s daily bath. Spike was overwhelmed by her fragrance; he lost his ugly head and attempted to mount her, but the disparity in their sizes prevented him from gaining purchase and his efforts were frustrated. Princess Michael, finally realizing that Zsa-Zsa had escaped from the house, went looking for her. She found her, apparently being mounted by the drooling Spike.

She screamed, ‘Get off her, you ugly brute,’ and kicked out at Spike.

Princess Anne, hearing Spike’s howl of pain, flew out of her house, roaring, ‘Kick my dog again and I’ll take your bloody head off your shoulders!’

Princess Michael scooped up Zsa-Zsa and kissed her tiny petulant face, saying, ‘Did the horrid slobbery monster frighten you, my precious?’

Princess Anne gave Spike an affectionate cuff round the head and said, ‘At least my dog looks like a dog. That spoilt creature you’ve got in your arms looks like a hairy four-legged Barbie doll.’

Exactly how the two women came to brawl in the street is disputed. Spiggy swore Princess Michael struck the first blow, whereas a more neutral witness, Mr Anwar, claimed that Princess Anne jumped on Princess Michael’s back and shouted, ‘Ride, pony girl!’ It was not unusual to see women fighting in Hell Close, but it was the first time that the Royals had made such an exhibition of themselves. Princess Michael was heard to scream that Anne had married a mongrel. Anne yelled back that at least Spiggy had a chin.

Maddo Clarke brought a folding chair on to the green and settled himself to watch the spectacle of posh middle-aged totty rolling in a mud patch. Spiggy eventually broke the fight up and dragged Princess Anne back into their house, saying, ‘Leave it, Annie, she’s not worth it.’ Maddo Clarke congratulated Princess Michael on her fighting technique, and offered to help her off with her muddy clothes. When she refused his help, he folded his chair and went back inside his house.
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The dog food that Grice’s van delivered was labelled with government health warnings, saying: ‘DOGS KILL.’ ‘DOGS SERIOUSLY ENDANGER YOUR HEALTH.’ ‘DOGS CAUSE BLINDNESS.’ ‘DOGS LICK THEIR GENITALS, AND THEN THEY LICK YOU!’ ‘DON’T FEED A DOG, FEED A STARVING CHILD!’ ‘DOGS CARRY FLEAS.’

After serving it up, the Queen left Harris in Charles and Camilla’s care and went home to put on her coat, hat and gloves. Having made sure her identity card was in her handbag, she left her house and walked up to the checkpoint. Inspector Lancer waved her through without meeting her eye. Normally she would have exchanged a few pleasantries – they had once talked for five solid minutes about the weather – but for now she could not bring herself to speak to him.

She waited for longer than usual outside Frank Bruno House, constantly pressing the buzzer and eventually banging on the front door. A female care worker she had never seen before, who was pushing an old lady in a wheelchair, opened the door and said, in an accent the Queen thought might be Polish, ‘What is it you are wanting?’

The Queen put her foot in the door and said, ‘I’m here to visit my husband, Mr Windsor, on the top floor.’ She took out her identity card; the woman glanced at it and allowed the Queen to step inside.

The smell hit the Queen like a blow. The air felt heavy with invisible, malodorous substances. The woman in the wheelchair turned her yellow face towards the Queen and said, ‘Your Majesty, they’re killing me.’

The Queen hurried towards the lift, but the care worker shouted, ‘The lift, it is broken.’

As the Queen climbed the stairs, pausing every now and again to catch her breath, she heard the distressing sounds of her contemporaries, those she had once called her subjects, crying out in bewilderment and fear. She also heard a younger, harsher voice shouting instructions to somebody who had displeased them.

When she walked into her husband’s room she found Harold Bunion trying to reach Prince Philip’s mouth with a dessertspoon full of yogurt. Because of the barrier the wheelchair presented, he could not get close enough to spoon the yogurt into Philip’s mouth. When Bunion saw the Queen, he said, ‘Thank God you’ve come.’

The Queen was alarmed when she looked at her husband. In the six days since she’d last seen him, he appeared to have shrunk to half his former size. She hardly recognized the little old man who was lying with his head on the grubby pillow.

Bunion gestured towards the covered dishes stacked on Prince Philip’s bedside trolley. ‘He’s not been eatin’,’ he said, ‘and I don’t think ’e’s ’ad anything to drink either. We’ve been in a right pickle.’

As the Queen was trying to get her husband to drink from a glass of water, Bunion wheeled himself away and sat by the window, looking out.

He said, ‘I might as well do the country a favour and top myself. Nobody wants me, nobody would miss me, I’m just a bloody nuisance. It’s a crime to be old in this country an’ I’m bein’ punished for it.’

The Queen said, ‘I’m here now, Mr Bunion, and I’m deeply grateful to you for trying to help my husband.’

Bunion said, ‘I don’t hold with the monarchy, but he is a human being.’

The Queen was ridiculously grateful for Bunion’s acknowledgement of her husband’s humanity, and was moved to say, ‘Perhaps when the lift is mended, one of my grandsons could push you to the library.’

Bunion nodded his thanks and stared out at an England he no longer recognized.

When Harris recovered his faculties, he was a changed dog. There was no perceptible difference between the old Harris and the new, but the electric shock he had received to his system had charged him up and clarified his brain.

As he said to Susan, shortly after struggling off the sofa and testing the strength in his legs, ‘I’m fired up, Susan. I’m only a wee Dorgie but I’m nae taking this anti-dog rubbish lying down.’

Susan whimpered, ‘You almost got yourself killed, Harris. Dinna stir the waters.’

Harris barked, ‘I’m calling a meeting. I want every dog on the Flowers Estate to be there.’

Susan yelped, ‘Every dog? What about our enemies?’

Harris barked, ‘Our enemies are human, not canine.’

Because he didn’t really trust his legs to hold him up yet, he climbed the stairs slowly, stopping every now and then to catch his breath. I’m getting old, he thought. He flattened himself and squirmed underneath the Queen’s bed, and in that quiet, dark space he began to think. When the Queen came looking for him, she dropped to her knees and tried to coax him out with a fresh scone she had baked for him as a special treat.

He growled, ‘Please, can ye nae leave me be, woman?’

The Queen struggled to her feet and said to Susan, who was at her side, ‘Our boy is beginning to look his age, Susan.’

When they had gone downstairs, Harris made himself as comfortable as he could in the restricted space and began to plan his revolution.
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There was an air of celebration the next morning when the residents of Hell Close awoke to find that the barrier at the entrance to the close had been dismantled and they were now able to come and go as they pleased within the Flowers Estate. Camilla watched the perambulations of the residents: William driving the pick-up truck on his way to work, the children going to school, then later still Maddo Clarke setting off for the betting shop. Chantelle waved as she ran to her work at Frank Bruno House.

Camilla longed to leave the house. ‘I’m not an indoor person,’ she said to Beverley Threadgold, who had come round to enquire about Harris’s health.

Beverley seemed almost disappointed when she was told that Harris was ‘a bit quiet and thoughtful, but otherwise quite well’. She sighed; she’d been hoping for a poignant burial service in the Queen’s back garden. It would have been something to get dressed up for.

Arthur Grice had been called to Grice-A-Go-Go to settle a dispute between two dancers over a stolen thong. Normally Sandra would have seen to such a trivial incident, but she was busy with arrangements for his investiture, and so Arthur had gone himself. He was confronted in the club by two angry young women, each accusing the other of thong theft. Arthur quickly solved the problem by sacking both dancers. He wouldn’t have to worry about replacing them; there was always a waiting list of new girls willing to writhe about on men’s laps for a few hours a day. The money was good and Arthur hardly ever touched the girls up himself.

As he was leaving the club, he saw Princess Michael, a woman he had always admired, coming towards him with Zsa-Zsa in one arm and a bag of shopping on the other. Princess Michael was enormously flattered when Arthur Grice put a business proposition to her. He was conscious that, though his wife was still, at forty-one, hot totty, she was not a lady. Arthur worried that Sandra would not be able to hold her own when they began to mix with the upper echelons of East Midlands Region society. He’d once taken her on a world cruise, thinking it would give her something to talk about at the parties they gave, but she had not been impressed by the wonders of the world.

On seeing Sydney Harbour Bridge she had said, ‘That reminds me, I must ask the steward for some more coat hangers.’ Her verdict on Venice had been, ‘Time they came up to date, filled in them canals and built some fuckin’ roads,’ and her opinion on Rome, ‘It could be nice if they done up all them fallen-down buildings.’

It wasn’t that she was thick – she could add up a column of figures in a flash, and she understood business. Sandra was the only person Arthur knew who took any notice of the Dow Jones index. And she was a walking encyclopedia when it came to beauty products. But she had certain habits that he was sure would not go down too well at the functions they were bound to attend as Sir Arthur and Lady Grice. Picking her teeth with a sharpened matchstick at the end of a meal was one. Telling people how much her breasts had cost was another.

He waylaid Princess Michael and Zsa-Zsa outside Grice-A-Go-Go and said, ‘Princess Michael, ’ow ’bout a lift home in the Roller?’

‘Oh, this is heavenly,’ Princes Michael gushed as she sank back into the leather of the front passenger seat. ‘One so misses the privileges that come with rank.’

Rocky growled a greeting to Zsa-Zsa from the back seat and she yapped back, ‘Bonjour, mon ami. Is zat a new collar you are wearing? Zose studs are très butch.’

Rocky dipped his huge Dobermann head modestly and growled, ‘Arthur bought it for my birthday.’

During the short drive to Hell Close, Arthur outlined his business plan. He was going to open a school of etiquette and modern manners, and he wanted Princess Michael to run it for him. ‘I’d make it worth your while,’ he said.

He reckoned she was the classiest of the Royals; she always looked like a princess in her diamonds and bits and bobs of fur. The other Royals were scruffy buggers; even the Queen had let herself go. She rarely wore a hat and the only time he’d seen her in gloves lately was in the garden. Arthur had witnessed her on CCTV, grubbing in the dirt like a commoner.

Princess Michael said, ‘What aspects of modern manners have you in mind?’

‘For instance,’ Arthur said, ‘is it right or wrong to answer your mobile phone when you’re on the lavvy? An’ ’ow many times can you say “fuck” in a sentence without causing offence? An’ when my girls are lap dancin’, is it good manners to take their thongs off or keep ’em on?’

Princess Michael was taken aback at first; she had thought that the students would be seeking guidance on the finer points of fish-knife use, or how to address a baronet. However, a job was a job. She was desperately short of money, and Zsa-Zsa needed a new coat before winter came.

‘I accept your proposal, Mr Grice,’ she said.

‘Right,’ said Grice, ‘I’ll get some cards printed up. How does “The Princess Michael Academy” sound to you?’

‘It sounds rather splendid,’ she said.

‘You can start with my wife, Sandra,’ said Grice. ‘She’s a wonderful woman, but she’s got a few rough edges.’

Princess Michael had seen Sandra Grice on the estate and thought her the epitome of trailer trash.

‘’Ow long d’ya reckon it’ll take you to turn ’er into a lady?’ asked Grice anxiously. His investiture was to take place within the week and he wanted to start off on the right foot.

‘I’m afraid one has to be born to it,’ said Princess Michael, then seeing Grice’s crestfallen face added, ‘but give me a week and you’ll hardly know it’s the same woman.’

When he stopped the car outside her house he said, ‘Ta-ra, then,’ and waited for her to get out, but she sat there with her head on one side, smiling like that Mona Whatsit picture.

‘What’s up?’ he asked.

‘I’m waiting for you to open the car door for me, you ungallant fellow,’ she laughed.

Grice heaved himself out of the car and lumbered around to the passenger door and opened it with a flourish. He couldn’t wait to do the same for Sandra.

Later that night, after returning from Grice-A-Go-Go, where he and Sandra had been meeting with their accountants, Grice said, as he drew the car up to the front door of the Old Mill, ‘Sit there, babe, I’ll get the door for you.’

Sandra said, ‘I ain’t a fuckin’ cripple. I can open me own bleedin’ door.’

She slammed out of the car and strode across the gravel in her white cowboy boots.

Grice turned to Rocky and said, ‘I love her to bits, Rocky, but if she don’t come up to scratch I’ll have to trade her in for an upmarket model.’

Later still, as he swilled brandy inside a balloon glass as big as a toddler’s head, he noticed that more rubbish had collected in the stream under the glass floor.

Sandra and her mother had gone to bed; there was nobody to talk to apart from Rocky. The dog hoped that Grice wouldn’t keep him up too late. He was tired and wanted to settle into his basket and go to sleep. When Grice slurred, ‘Rocky, have I ever told you how poor we was when I was a kid?’ Rocky’s heart sank; it was going to be a long night.
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Graham had never visited an Exclusion Zone before. When the taxi bringing him from the station drew up at the outer perimeter checkpoint, he hesitated before he got out of the car. The driver said, ‘Changed your mind? I wun’t blame you. They’re animals in there.’

They looked out of the car windows at the steel fence with its topping of razor wire. A clematis had insinuated itself around the jagged steel teeth.

‘That’s a montana,’ said the driver, ‘late flowering, with a very vigorous habit.’

Graham said, ‘It should be cut down. It’s growing in an entirely unsuitable position. If anybody tried to prune it they could cut themselves to ribbons.’

Pulling his wheeled suitcase behind him, he approached the checkpoint. Inspector Lancer poked his head out of a hatch in the control room and checked Graham’s visiting order, saying, ‘Four days for a risk assessment?’

‘I’m very thorough,’ said Graham, who wasn’t exactly lying. He was spoken about in the profession as the risk assessor’s risk assessor: regarded by the Young Turks of the profession as a ruthless enforcer of the health and safety laws. He had once appeared on the regional news, defending the local authority’s decision to cut down some ancient horse chestnut trees because of the inherent dangers they presented to young children who, despite warning notices, continued to throw sticks into the upper branches in their quest for conkers. As Graham said, ‘Somebody could lose an eye.’

Inspector Lancer examined Graham’s ID card and tapped the registration number into the computer. After a few seconds Graham’s details came up on the screen. Lancer was interested to see that Graham suffered from frequent urinary tract infections and that he had purchased the latest James Blunt CD the previous day at HMV in Ruislip at 11.57 a.m.

‘I’m partial to James Blunt,’ said Lancer. ‘Is his new album as inspiring as the last?’

Graham said, ‘It exceeds his previous canon; it’s a spiritual experience par excellence,’ adding, ‘I’m glad to know that at least some of Vulcan’s software is working.’

He spoke as one professional to another. Vulcan was a standing joke among those who had access to the system.

Lancer said, laughing, ‘You’d have been amused yesterday. Vulcan sent every pensioner in Coventry a death certificate with their name on it.’

Graham acknowledged Vulcan’s stupidity by drawing his lips apart, like curtains in a theatre. It was not quite a smile, but Lancer was satisfied and waved Graham through.

As Graham walked towards Hell Close, he noted various hazards on the way: a tree with an overhanging branch, numerous cracked paving slabs, and evidence everywhere of lax attention to the health and safety laws. Cars were jacked up on bricks, there was a man up a ladder, and a child without a safety helmet was sitting astride a tricycle. As he turned the corner of Honeysuckle Avenue, he encountered Dwayne Lockhart who had been ordered to stop and search at least five people an hour.

Having read the correspondence that had passed between Graham and his blood parents, Dwayne felt as though he knew Graham. However, he remained outwardly detached and processed Graham’s documents efficiently, even curtly, though he could not resist the temptation to make Graham feel uncomfortable. There was something about the man that made Dwayne’s flesh crawl. It wasn’t only that Graham was an ubergeek, it was that he brought out Dwayne’s inner bully and made him ashamed of himself.

‘So, why are you residing with Mr and Mrs Windsor for four days?’ he asked Graham brusquely.

Graham had his answer ready. ‘I am preparing a dossier on the health and safety aspects of a possible return to a monarchical system,’ he said, ‘with particular emphasis on the potential risks of the future monarch and his consort abusing their powers, should Mr Windsor accede to the throne.’

Dwayne looked at his hand-held computer screen and asked, ‘What did you do with Gin and Tonic?’

Graham was taken aback at first. How did this young mixed-race policeman know the names of his dogs? He didn’t remember giving this information to Vulcan, or to anybody in authority.

‘Gin and Tonic are staying at the Excelsior Dog Hotel,’ said Graham.

After he had been searched and was found to be free of weapons, explosives, tobacco and drugs, Dwayne directed Graham to Charles and Camilla’s house. Dwayne then amused himself by processing other information about Graham that he had gleaned from the geek’s ID card.

Graham didn’t like cabbage, he bought a lot of black shoe polish, and he last went to the doctor’s complaining about a ‘funny feeling’ in his index finger. He had informed the doctor that the feeling went off at night, but was painful during the day. He had recently inherited one hundred and twelve thousand pounds, following the death of his parents. When he was twelve years old, he had received a police caution for throwing an apple core into a neighbour’s garden. He subscribed to Board Game Enthusiast and Risk magazines. He had tried unsuccessfully to cancel his mother’s subscription to Dog World.

When Graham had gone, Dwayne said to himself, I wonder if Vulcan knows that I love Paris Butterworth?

Graham’s trolley suitcase made so much noise as he trundled it along the uneven pavement of Hell Close that people came to their windows. Graham had not warned his parents that he was coming; he wanted to give them a delightful surprise. As he approached their house he was conscious of coming to a major crossroads in his life. He opened the little gate and walked up the short path, passing an extraordinary structure that seemed to be some kind of facility for birds. Graham saw at a glance that all it would take to topple it would be a strong wind and the weight of an unusually large bird.

Graham knocked on the front door, then wiped his hands on his trousers. He had once overheard one of his colleagues say, ‘Shaking hands with Graham Cracknall is like trying to revive a dead fish.’ He heard dogs barking and a woman shouting. He arranged his face in what he imagined was a friendly expression. What Camilla saw when she opened the door was a badly dressed, early-middle-aged man with jug ears and lopsided features. She knew that this was her son.

‘Rory?’ she asked.

‘No, it’s Graham.’

Camilla said, ‘Of course, it’s Graham. Please, do come in.’

She couldn’t think of anything much to say; a huge conversational chasm opened up. Graham proved to be extraordinarily difficult to talk to. An enquiry about how he got there was met with the answer, ‘Train and taxi.’ Asked if he enjoyed the journey, he said, ‘No,’ without elaborating. Charles, who often said to Camilla that he could do a PhD on small talk, soon gave up the struggle. Camilla battled gamely on. She sensed that Graham was overwhelmed by the unique circumstances.

‘We much enjoyed your video,’ she said. ‘Did you ever get to meet that bubbly girl you were looking for?’

Graham said, ‘No.’

He felt sick with disappointment. He hadn’t expected his parents to fall on his neck and weep over their long-lost son, but neither had he thought that they would greet him with such restrained politeness. And look at them! He was prepared for the fact that they would not be formally dressed, but… the pair of them looked like those scruffy types who toiled at the allotments behind his bungalow.

Camilla excused herself as soon as decency allowed and fled upstairs to prepare the spare bedroom for Graham. She had been horrified to learn that he intended to stay for four long days and three long nights. How on earth would they fill all those hours? And how would they feed him? They had absolutely no money left, and the only meat in the house was dog food. Perhaps she could add curry paste and chilli powder to a tin of Pedigree Chum?

She sat on the bare mattress with the clean sheets on her lap, and tried to compose herself. The training she had received at Mont Fertile, the Swiss finishing school, drummed in her mind. As the hostess, you must do anything to make your guest feel at ease.

She heard Freddie coming up the stairs and when he trotted into the room she said, quietly, ‘Oh dear, Freddie darling, what do you think of Graham?’

Freddie barked, ‘Confucius said, “After three days, fish and visitors stink.” ’

Camilla patted Freddie’s back, saying, ‘I wish you could talk to me, Freddie.’

Later that night, over an improvised supper of curried frankfurters, borrowed from the Threadgolds, and homegrown root vegetables, Charles and Camilla made a concerted effort to get to know their son. An aperitif of parsnip wine had loosened Graham’s tongue; he had monologued for ten full minutes on the health and safety laws in Estonia – there weren’t any.

Charles tried to head him off by asking, ‘Do you have a garden, Graham?’

‘Yes, it’s mainly laid to lawn, but I’ve got a few rows of salvia and daffs. In the spring, of course. I don’t like tulips. You can’t rely on them to stay upright in the vase, can you?’

‘Er… no, indeed, er… tulips are terribly… spontaneous in their habits.’

‘Do you ride?’ asked Camilla.

‘Not on horses, no,’ said Graham, somehow giving the impression that he didn’t care to ride horses, but that he was often to be found mounted on camels or llamas, even elephants.

‘Are you interested in art at all? Painting… er… that sort of thing.’

Graham said, ‘I don’t like modern art, I think it’s a con, chimpanzees could do better. In fact, Michael Jackson’s chimp friend, Bubbles, has done some quite passable watercolours. His last exhibition sold out completely, within an hour.’

Charles, a watercolourist himself (as was Camilla), was rather peeved and a little jealous of the chimp’s success. Charles had exhibited at the One-Stop Centre recently, a rather fine series of watery ‘impressions’ of Hell Close. Only one had been sold, to the Queen.

When they retired a few steps to the other end of the room for coffee, the subject of Graham’s birth and adoption had still not been broached. A great deal of dog patting went on. Leo, Tosca and Freddie were surprised at the extra attention they were receiving. Freddie took advantage of this to perform his trick of chasing his own tail.

Graham’s laugh was not a pleasant sound. When Freddie, wildly spinning, banged into the coffee table and knocked a glass of wine over, he was ordered to stop by Camilla, and silence fell between the three people in the room. Each of them wished that they were somewhere else. Eventually Graham went to bed, taking with him his inhaler and what he called a ‘book’: a subscription magazine called TW Monthly. It had transpired during the evening that Graham was an aficionado of the game of tiddlywinks and played to competition standard.

Charles whispered to Camilla when they were in bed together and conscious of the proximity of their son sleeping in the next room, ‘I suppose tiddlywinks needs a great deal of manual dexterity. I mean to say, one would have to have exceedingly strong thumbs.’

Camilla held her thumbs up in the dark and said, ‘I’ve always had strong thumbs. I used to be able to crack a walnut between my thumb and index finger.’

‘He gets it from you then, darling,’ Charles said.

Neither of them had said that they were disheartened by meeting their son Graham, but damp and dismal disappointment seemed to have leaked into the room and lay over everything like a wet fog.

Just before she went to sleep, Camilla said, ‘To be Tiddlywinks Champion of Ruislip three years running is pretty good, isn’t it?’ It was a genuine question.

Charles said, ‘It’s a splendid achievement, darling.’

Camilla whispered, ‘I’m not sure I can love Graham.’

Charles grimaced; this was exactly his sentiment. ‘Perhaps when we get to know him better…’ he said.

‘But the tulips,’ Camilla hissed, ‘and those shoes.’

Charles said, ‘Something could be done about his appearance – a good tailor, a decent barber.’

‘But he isn’t very… nice,’ said Camilla.

‘No,’ agreed Charles, ‘but we must make allowances for him.’

‘But he doesn’t like dogs, darling,’ said Camilla.

‘Not everybody does,’ whispered Charles.

‘But our sort of people do,’ she said, turning towards him in the dark.

‘Then we must make Graham into our sort of person,’ said Charles.

They kissed, and turned away from each other. It was unsaid, but understood between them, that there would be no physical intimacy while Graham was under their roof.
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When Camilla went downstairs the next morning to make tea, she found Graham, fully dressed, sitting up-right on the sofa tapping into his laptop. She pulled her dressing gown together and tied the belt; she did not want Graham to see her ‘Everything A Pound’ shop nightshirt with its picture of the Hulk on the front.

‘Graham,’ she said, ‘you’re up early.’

‘Early?’ said Graham, censoriously. ‘Half the morning’s gone.’

Camilla glanced at the clock on the mantelpiece; it was 7.50 a.m. ‘You must think me quite a slugabed.’

Graham said, ‘At your age you need more sleep, I suppose.’

As Camilla filled the kettle she thought, he is utterly charmless. The three dogs clustered around her as she made the tea. They seemed to be reluctant to be left alone in the sitting room with Graham.

As she was about to go upstairs with Charles’s tea, Graham said, ‘I’d advise you not to wear those King Kong slippers on the stairs. Certainly not with a cup of hot liquid in your hands, and with your hair in your eyes.’

Camilla said, ‘You’re probably right,’ and extracted her feet from the gorilla slippers before climbing the stairs.

On hearing that Graham had been up for hours, Charles quickly washed, shaved and dressed. He chose, Camilla noticed, smarter, more conservative clothes than usual.

‘You’re rather formal today,’ she said, noticing that the suit he was wearing smelt rather fusty.

Charles said, ‘I have to tell Mummy about Graham today, darling. I think a suit reflects the, er… gravity of the situation.’

Camilla said, ‘Darling, can’t we get to know Graham a little better before we inflict him on the family?’

‘Inflict?’ questioned Charles. ‘He is our son!’

Camilla said, ‘He inferred I was lazy, more or less said I was old, and made me take my lovely warm slippers off.’

Charles remembered the enlightening conversations he had enjoyed with Laurens Van der Post, in which his mentor had explained that separation from the mother can be the cause of aggression in adult life.

He said, ‘He’s almost certainly hurting dreadfully inside, Camilla. We must nurture him, surround him with love and security.’

Camilla said, ‘Before or after we tell your mother, The Queen of England, that she has a bastard grandson who is second in line to the throne?’

When Charles went downstairs he found Graham in the living room, staring out of the window at the bird table. A pair of blue tits were hanging upside down pecking at the white flesh of the suspended half coconut.

Charles whispered to Graham, ‘Aren’t they delightful little birds? I’m absolutely thrilled to see them using my bird thingy.’

Graham said, ‘It’s a pity it will have to come down.’

Charles’s forehead creased. ‘Come down?’ he said.

‘I was out there at six o’clock this morning,’ said Graham. ‘It’s a highly unstable structure. I’m surprised you got planning permission.’

Charles said, ‘I didn’t get planning permission because I didn’t apply for it. It’s only a bird table.’

Graham said, ‘It might be “only a bird table” to you, but to me it’s a dangerous structure that could kill or maim a small child or a vulnerable adult.’

Charles said, ‘I know it’s your job to assess risks, Graham, but couldn’t you turn a blind eye?’

Graham said, ‘Please don’t ask me to compromise my professional integrity. I’ll help you to take it down.’

Graham thought that dismantling the bird table would help him and his father to bond. He had been aware of a certain coldness emanating from his mother earlier that morning. He knew it was nothing he had done or said. Perhaps, he thought, she was going through ‘the change of life’. His adoptive mother had metamorphosed from a placid, homely woman into a shrieking diva during her change.

Graham said, ‘And avian flu is on the way. This is not the time to encourage birds, is it?’

Charles looked around the living room, trying to see it through Graham’s eyes. Suddenly the most harmless of things seemed to present an ominous danger: the little crystal chandelier could fall from its ceiling mounting, somebody could trip over the holes in the threadbare Aubusson carpet. If the radio overheated it could explode and cause an inferno.

To deflect Graham’s attention from the bird table, Charles said, ‘I would like to introduce you to my mother and the rest of the family today.’

‘I’m a bit nervous about meeting the Queen,’ admitted Graham.

Charles said, ‘We’ll have breakfast and then I’ll take you round.’

The dogs ran into the kitchen and stood eagerly by their feeding bowls. They were usually fed half a bowl of dried dog food each. But this morning they were treated to Pedigree Chum. Camilla put half a tin into each bowl, saying, ‘You have Her Majesty the Queen to thank for this.’

The dogs gobbled it down greedily, and then waited for more. When Camilla made no move to refill the bowls, Freddie barked, ‘Is that it? Is that all we’re getting? What about a Bonio?’

Leo whimpered, ‘I’m twice the size of them. I’m a growing dog, I need two Bonios.’

After throwing each dog a Bonio, Camilla picked the bowls up from the floor, rinsed them under the tap and stacked them on the draining board, signifying that the dogs’ breakfast was over. The dogs lay together under the table, hoping that a few crumbs would drop from Graham’s plate; they had noticed that he was a messy eater.

After a while, Freddie growled, ‘This is demeaning. We’re totally dependent on human beings for all our needs.’

Tosca moved closer to Leo and whimpered, ‘We’re still in control of our sex lives.’

Leo licked a sticky patch on Tosca’s ear and whimpered back, ‘And how could we feed ourselves, Freddie? We haven’t got fingers. We can’t open the tins.’

Freddie snarled, ‘There was a time when we dogs killed our own food.’ Then, unable to resist, he gave a tiny nip to the exposed patch of flesh between Graham’s sock and trouser leg. ‘Tasty!’ said Freddie, before Graham kicked him under the table.

When the telephone rang Harris and Susan ran into the living room and heard the Queen say, ‘Good morning, Charles… I’m quite well, thank you… Yes, Harris is back to his usual self… No, I am not especially busy this morning, but I’m going to see your father this afternoon. Perhaps you’d like to come with me… Can’t you tell me on the telephone?’

Harris said to Susan, ‘Charles is coming round. I hope he brings his dogs, I’m in the mood for a scrap.’

Susan growled, ‘Don’t overdo it. You’re still convalescing.’

The Queen said, ‘Come at ten, and I’ll make coffee. Will Camilla be with you?… I’m dreadfully sorry, Charles. I’d quite forgotten that Camilla is still under house arrest… So how many cups shall I put out… three?’

When she’d put the phone down, she said to Harris and Susan, ‘Charles is bringing a visitor to see us, so I want you two to be on your best behaviour. No barking, no biting, no fighting.’

*

It was some time before the Queen could take in the full import of what Charles was saying. She had thought he was talking gibberish as he told her a faltering tale about Camilla, Zurich, cuckoo clocks, adoptive parents, and a boy called Rory, who then seemed to have turned into Graham, the young man who was standing in her living room, biting the fingernails of one hand while jiggling the change in his shapeless grey trouser pocket with the other.

The Queen said, ‘Charles, please take a deep breath and repeat very slowly what you have just told me.’

Charles said, ‘I’ll, er… try to… take a run at the fence from a different direction. Er… this young man is my eldest son, Graham. His mother is Camilla, my wife. He was born in Zurich, in 1965. Until recently I knew nothing of his existence.’

The Queen gave Graham a full appraising look, taking in the details of his physical appearance. The ears belonged to Charles, as did the jaw, the hairline and the hands. He had Camilla’s nose, eyes and posture. Graham was a perfect amalgam of Charles and Camilla’s genes. The Queen did not need to see the DNA certificate or the solicitor’s papers that Charles was waving in front of her.

She said, ‘Why did Camilla not tell you about the existence of this child?’

Charles hesitated; he did not want to hurt Graham’s feelings, but how else was he to explain Camilla’s oversight?

He twisted and turned his neck inside his shirt collar, ‘Look Mummy, she simply wiped it out of her mind. You know how delightfully scatty she can be.’

The Queen saw Graham flinch, as though a flying insect had stung him. She felt a little pity for him.

She said to Charles, ‘I know Camilla is absent-minded at times, and that you think it is a charming characteristic of hers, but she is not suffering from amnesia, is she? Does she remember the name of her first husband? The names of the children she had by him? The first gymkhana she won? Her favourite alcoholic drink? I expect so. Do you not find it strange that she apparently forgot about the birth of her first baby.’

Harris barked, ‘Not a common or garden baby, either, but the second in line to the throne.’

The Queen shouted, angrily, ‘Oh do be quiet, Harris!’

Harris barked back, ‘There’s no need to take it out on me.’

Susan barked, ‘It’s Charles you want to shout at.’

The Queen shouted at both dogs, ‘Continue barking, and you’ll go outside!’

Charles said, ‘I’m equally baffled, Mummy. But Camilla has, I think, a sort of filter in her brain that, er… prevents any negativity or unpleasantness getting through and hurting her.’

The Queen said tersely, ‘More of your Van der Post nonsense. Go into the kitchen and make the coffee, you’ll find everything on the tray!’

When Charles had gone, she turned to Graham and said, more gently, ‘So, you’re my eldest grandson, Mr Cracknall?’

Graham said, ‘Yes, Your Majesty.’ His voice was remarkably like Charles’s, thought the Queen. His pronunciation was good, without a trace of a regional accent.

The Queen continued, ‘Please, do sit down,’ and indicated the fireside chair opposite her own. ‘I’d be most interested to hear your story.’

As Graham spoke, he grew less intimidated by the Queen’s presence, and after giving her his basic biographical details he talked about his pastimes and hobbies. The Queen was interested to note that he had once collected New Zealand postage stamps; philately was something they had in common, she told him.

When Charles came in with the coffee tray the Queen was asking Graham, ‘Have you met your half-brothers yet, or your aunts and uncles?’

Charles said, ‘Of course he hasn’t, Mummy. You are the head of the family and you had to be told first.’

The Queen said, ‘Does anybody else know?’

Charles said, ‘Only Fatty Soames, but I swore him to secrecy.’

‘Fatty Soames?’ laughed the Queen. ‘You may as well have contracted the Red Arrows to write of Graham’s existence in the sky over London.’

Graham said, ‘Why do we have to keep my existence a secret? I’m very proud to be a member of the Royal Family. I always knew that I was a cuckoo in the Ruislip nest. I never fitted in with the other boys at school.’

‘And nor did I,’ said Charles. ‘They were beastly to me.’

Graham said, ‘Without wishing to disrespect the dead, I have to confess that I always felt that my adoptive parents were a little common. It used to pain me that they would have a milk bottle on the table at breakfast.’

He glanced at the coffee tray with its matching cups, saucers, sugar bowl and milk jug, silver apostle spoons and sugar tongs. He approved of the way that the shortcake biscuits had been arranged in a fan shape on the plate.

He said, with growing confidence, ‘I used to wash my face and brush my hair before sitting down to watch the Queen’s Speech on Christmas Day, Your Majesty.’

‘How very nice,’ murmured the Queen.

She bent down to stroke Harris, who growled, ‘Mr Goody Fucking Two Shoes.’

The Queen said, ‘Do I understand that you work for a living, Mr Cracknall?’

‘Yes,’ said Graham, apologetically. ‘My adoptive parents thought that a career in health and safety would be… well… safe.’

‘Graham is hiding his light under a bushel,’ said Charles. ‘He’s a world-class tiddlywinks player.’

‘How very interesting,’ said the Queen. She added, ‘The Duke of Edinburgh had a passion for tiddly-winks; I believe he was a member of the Tiddlywinks Federation.’

Over coffee it was arranged that the other members of the Royal Family would meet Graham later that evening at Charles and Camilla’s house, and that they would all be sworn to secrecy.

Dwayne Lockhart, sitting in the dark of the surveillance room, smiled to himself, ‘Ah, bless. Haven’t they realized yet? There is no secrecy.’

The Queen said, ‘As you must be aware, Mr Crac-knall, there is to be a general election in less than five weeks. If the New Cons win, they have pledged in their manifesto that the Royal Family, which now includes you, will be reinstated. Not all the electorate will approve of the fact that you were born out of wedlock, and that your existence has been hidden from them. There may be a backlash that will result in us staying here for many more years.’ She picked up Harris and, using him as a buffer against the world, said, ‘I do not want to die in Hell Close, Mr Cracknall.’

Dwayne switched screens and watched Paris Butterworth ironing for half an hour. She did nothing interesting, but Dwayne didn’t mind, he loved her.
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Boy English had been informed of Graham’s existence by the editor of The Oldie, who in turn had been told by a disgruntled Polish plumber who had worked on a blocked toilet in Sir Nicholas Soames’s London house. Boy immediately accessed www.hardtopleeze.co.uk and found Graham’s video. As he watched, Boy saw his election victory running away, like storm water down a drain.

At the daily election-planning meeting he watched the video again. This time with his advisers, although he did not tell them about Graham’s parentage. In the discussion that followed, the advisers were almost united in their condemnation of Graham’s appearance and manner. The sole dissenter was a darkly attractive young woman with a geometric haircut, called Miranda, who said, ‘I think he’s kind of sexy. I go for that nerd look.’

A reptilian-like male colleague, Gary, replied, ‘Yeah, but you get horny watching Mr Bean.’

Miranda said angrily, ‘Only once! I was on a plane, I was drunk, there was turbulence, and my face was thrown across your genitals, Gary. The fact that Mr Bean was the in-flight movie was entirely coincidental.’

Boy said, ‘Enough! So, say we had to get this guy on our side and then sell him to the electorate, what would we do?’

‘It’s a no-brainer,’ said Gary. ‘We send Miranda fishing, she hauls him in and then we wash, clean, fillet and fry him, dress him up with a bit of lemon and serve him up on a china plate.’

Miranda said, ‘So I’m whoring for the party now, am I?’

Boy said, ‘We’re all whoring for the party, Miranda. The only difference between me and a prostitute is that I work with bigger pricks.’

Miranda asked, ‘So why is Graham the Geek so important to us?’

Boy said, ‘That pathetic gift to the playground bully will win or lose us the election.’

When everyone else had left the room, Miranda asked Boy, ‘Why did you assume I would agree to this Graham entrapment?’

Boy squeezed Miranda’s small breasts and said, ‘You’re a self-proclaimed ladette, Miranda. You’ll do anything for a laugh. You’re amoral, and it’s great to have you on the team.’

Miranda emailed Graham:

Hello Graham,

My name is Miranda. I’m 26, small with dark hair. I’ve got a bubbly personality and share your passion for board games. I have both my feet firmly on the property ladder, as I own my own semi-detached house.

I’m a member of the David Jason fan club, are you? I think OFAH is the greatest television show of all time. I am looking for love and companionship

At Gary’s insistence, Miranda finished the email:

I am not sexually permissive, I believe in chastity before marriage. I find the ladette culture abhorrent.

Graham received this message on his laptop in the spare room of Number Sixteen Hell Close. He cried out with delight, and Camilla shouted up the stairs to ask if he was all right. He shouted back that he was perfectly well, and tapped a reply to Miranda.

Graham did not believe in love at first sight; it was just another urban myth, like driving home with a dead relative rolled up in a carpet and tied to the roof rack. But as soon as Miranda had appeared on the screen of his laptop, looking pretty and modest in a floaty white dress, and shielding her eyes against the sun, he knew that she was good wife material.

He peered closely at the photograph on the screen; as far as he could tell she was not wearing red shoes. He emailed her back:

Dear Miranda,

Can we meet? Pressure of work keeps me busy (I am overseeing stepladder disposal), but I will be free on Sunday.

Are you located anywhere near Ruislip? If so, I will prepare the car for a journey (check tyre pressures, brakes, etc.), or of course you could come here (not exactly here, because at the time of writing I am in the East Midlands Region, but you could come to Ruislip). There is a very nice, respectable pub in the vicinity, The Mouse and Cheese, which is frequented by a respectable crowd, from the golf club mostly. Their clubhouse was burnt down by an aggrieved ex-wife a few years ago.

Please reply stating your preferential arrangement.

Yours in anticipation,

Graham C

The reply came within minutes:

Dear Graham,

The Mouse and Cheese sounds lovely. One o’clock on Sunday.

Best wishes,

Miranda

Graham replied:

Dear Miranda,

One o’clock it is!

The dress code for The Mouse and Cheese is smart casual; most people of both sexes wear Pringle sweaters. I tell you this only to save you possible embarrassment.

How will you get there? Do you need directions?

Yours,

Graham

Miranda said to Gary, ‘Christ! Is this guy anal or what?’

Gary said, ‘Yeah, as sure as Jesus had a hole in his bum.’

In her new persona, Miranda wrote:

Dear Graham,

Please don’t worry about me getting there. But I am very shy, so would you meet me outside? I have never entered a pub on my own before.

Warm wishes,

Miranda

Graham’s heart was touched. He replied:

Dear Miranda,

I will, of course, escort you into The Mouse and Cheese.

With the very warmest of wishes,

G.

Later that night, Miranda was asked to leave a Soho nightclub after performing a lewd dance on the bar, during which one of her red high heels flew off and detached the retina of a barman called Gloria. After vomiting in the minicab on the way home, she sobered up slightly and asked the bewildered Somali driver if he knew how to play snakes and ladders.
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Camilla and Charles worked together to prepare the house for their guests. As there was very little food in the pantry, Charles borrowed some money from the Threadgolds, went shopping and bought the ingredients for party snacks.

Dwayne Lockhart was on duty outside Grice’s MiniMarket. Grice had increased the price of bread by ten pence, which meant that customers were now paying one pound for a small white sliced loaf. One of the few things that Grice remembered from his history lessons at school had been that the French Revolution had started with a similar price rise. Dwayne had been posted, together with a taser, to quell any possible uprising by the mob.

When he saw Charles approaching with a wicker shopping basket over his arm, he said, ‘Good morning, sir. I will need to check your wife’s tag later this afternoon. Would four o’clock be convenient?’

Charles wondered why Dwayne’s left eye was opening and closing; had the poor boy developed a nervous habit? Then he realized that Dwayne was winking.

Charles blurted, ‘Yes, four o’clock would be a perfectly splendid time to call, couldn’t possibly be a more convenient hour.’

*

Graham was in the spare bedroom when Dwayne knocked on the front door at precisely four o’clock. He had laid out all the clothes that he had brought with him and was trying to decide what to wear. He had already asked the advice of his parents, but they had not been at all helpful.

Camilla had said, ‘Wear something that you’re comfortable in.’

Charles had said, ‘I doubt if anyone else, apart from Princess Michael of course, will dress up.’

After trying on several ensembles, Graham opted for a pair of his dead adoptive father’s slacks. It was lucky, he thought, they had shared the same waist and inside-leg measurements; it would save him buying clothes for years, providing he didn’t put on any weight. He added a diamond-patterned golfing sweater, worn over a shirt and tie. He had only brought one pair of shoes – a pair of grey slip-ons – so he gave them a polish, and when he checked his reflection in the wardrobe mirror, he was satisfied that he looked clean and tidy.

His adoptive mother had once said to him, ‘You’ll never be Clark Gable, Graham, but at least you can look neat and tidy.’ Graham had not known who Clark Gable was at the time, but later, watching the actor on television, he had been struck by his ears, which were remarkably like Graham’s own.

Dwayne slipped Nicholas Soames’s letter out of his deep trouser pocket, and shoved it under a tapestry cushion in the corner of the sofa. He did more of the winking, and Charles said, ‘Ah! Splendid. I see what you… Yes. Marvellous.’

Camilla sat down and once again they went through the charade of tag inspection. Dwayne was still down on one knee when Graham came downstairs and into the living room.

Charles said to Dwayne, ‘Constable Lockhart, this is, er… our…’

‘Risk assessor,’ said Camilla.

‘Yes. Risk assessor,’ agreed Charles.

Graham said, ‘We’ve already met.’

‘Yes,’ said Dwayne. ‘How’s the assessment going?’

‘All right,’ said Graham, evasively.

Dwayne could not resist adding, to Graham’s discomfort, ‘Is it a risky business, assessing risk? I mean, what do you consider a risk?’

Graham said, ‘The risks start in the womb; then birth itself can be a very risky procedure.’

Dwayne said, mischievously, ‘I suppose there’s always the danger of losing contact with your mother.’

‘That’s a negligible risk,’ said Graham, looking at Camilla. ‘Most mothers are rather tenacious in their love for their newborn child.’

Seeing the stricken look on Camilla’s face, Dwayne felt ashamed and excused himself by saying that he had to attend an incident in Slapper Ally. He left the house with his cheeks burning. He’d noticed that since joining Grice’s security force, there was a sadistic side to him that did not sit comfortably with his more humane side. But people like Graham seemed to invite unpleasantness. He doubted if Graham ever questioned his own self-righteous uncritical self.

*

Dwayne had lain awake half the night, trying to decide which book he should next take to Paris Butterworth. His mouth watered at the thought of the literary treats she had in store. Should he arouse her interest with a bit of foreplay, Jane Eyre for instance, or should he go for broke with Madame Bovary? Perhaps it would be safer to give her another Orwell; Animal Farm might appeal to her.

He relished the day they would read Orwell’s Inside the Whale and Other Essays together. He fantasized about the scene: he and Paris were in bed, naked under the covers, Fifty-cents was sleeping in the next room. They were discussing Orwell’s Essays, perhaps having a heated debate about Orwell’s preference for plain words. Paris might argue that Orwell’s style was too workmanlike for her taste.

In the morning, when he laid Animal Farm on the coffee table in Paris’s living room, she said, ‘I’m already reading another book. I got it from the library at the One-Stop Centre.’

Dwayne was hurt, but he tried not to show it. ‘What is it?’ he asked.

‘I’ll go and fetch it,’ she said, and ran out of the room and up the stairs. He could hear the floorboards creaking as she walked across her bedroom.

Fifty-cents had cut a few more teeth, Dwayne noticed. The kid was sitting on the plastic floor of a lobster-pot-shaped playpen, chewing on an empty plastic bottle of Calpol. Dwayne threw a few toys into the playpen, but Fifty-cents ignored them. Paris reappeared holding a paperback book. She handed it to Dwayne; it was Not a Penny More, Not a Penny Less.

‘It’s by—’ she started.

Dwayne interrupted her, saying savagely, ‘I know who it’s by!’

‘What’s up?’ she asked. ‘I thought you’d be pleased.’

‘Pleased?’ said Dwayne. ‘I want you to read literature.’

He felt as though she had betrayed him, going off in the night with a ne’er-do-well Jack the Lad type, who would seduce her with strong storylines but ultimately leave her unsatisfied and a little ashamed. Dwayne forgot that he and Paris had never been out together or even declared any interest in each other.

Paris said, ‘Aren’t all books literature?’

‘No,’ said Dwayne. ‘That thing you’ve got in your hand is a best-seller!’

‘It’s good,’ said Paris defensively.

‘But it’s not great,’ said Dwayne. ‘Good is the enemy of great.’

Paris sat down and picked up Animal Farm. She looked at the cover suspiciously.

‘What’s it about?’ she asked. ‘Pigs?’

Dwayne said that it was an allegory about Soviet Russia.

Paris said, ‘I might look at it when I’ve finished the other one.’

Dwayne said gruffly, ‘I’d better check your tag while I’m here.’

As he did so, she said, ‘I’d like to do what Julia did in Nineteen Eighty-Four, you know, go somewhere where I wasn’t being watched.’

Dwayne said, ‘There is nowhere now.’

Paris said, ‘Anyway, I’d only get caught and end up in Room 101.’

Dwayne recognized that she was trying to make amends and, seizing the moment, said, ‘If you were sent to Room 101, I’d spring you before the rats got to you.’

Paris looked outside to see which way the camera was pointing, and satisfied that it was looking the other way she whispered, ‘I’ll read Animal Farm next.’

Then, to Dwayne’s delight, she touched his hand. This small gesture emboldened Dwayne; he took her hand and pressed it. Their fingers interlocked. Fifty-cents shouted something that sounded to Dwayne’s ears like, ‘Totalitarianism.’ But Dwayne realized that it was impossible, the kid could hardly articulate ‘mama’ or ‘doggy’. They sat quietly together for some time, watching Fifty-cents’ clumsy attempts to place one Duplo brick on top of another.

‘I’ll bring him some children’s books tomorrow,’ said Dwayne.

Then he looked around the living room and decided that the two alcoves on either side of the fireplace would make excellent sites for Paris’s new bookshelves.

Charles waited until Graham had gone back up to the spare room before opening Sir Nicholas Soames’s letter and sharing the contents with Camilla.

My dear friend, Charles,

First things first, your letter is residing safely in a Coutts bank vault.

Your news about this Graham chap was a bombshell; the cove at Burke’s Peerage, Miles Furnleigh-Wood, tells me that bastards can now inherit the bloody earth!!! Gays and other deviants have as many privileges as you and I used to enjoy before the bloody Roundheads took over. Incidentally, what Oliver Cromwell would have made of the modern Cromwell Party, with its tax revenues coming from casinos and lap-dancing clubs, God only knows.

I saw Jack Barker at a dinner the other night; he made a complete fool of himself. Debate at our table was divided between those who thought he was drunk and those who thought he was mad. Jeremy Paxman sat on my right and a chap called Rick Stein, famous for cooking fish apparently, was on my left.

Paxman claimed that his forebears had been paupers, dependent on the parish for their daily bread. When I said that poverty was nature’s way of sorting the wheat from the chaff, Paxman called me an odious buffoon and for the rest of the dinner spoke exclusively to the person opposite, a scrawny woman with an idiosyncratic dress sense who said she worked for the BBC. I overheard her opining that there were serious misgivings at the BBC about the Government’s anti-dog propaganda.

I shouted over Paxman, ‘It’s about time the Corporation stopped doing the Government’s dirty work for them, and stood up to Barker!’

She told me, behind Paxman’s back, that the upper echelons of the BBC had been infiltrated by cat lovers. I can’t say I’m surprised, Charles, as it’s well known that cats are preferred by homosexualists and fancy nancy intellectuals.

I have been in daily contact with Boy English, who is proving to be a splendid leader of our party. His dog, Billy, is constantly on the front pages of both the serious papers and the scandal rags. Boy is now neck and neck in the opinion polls. Will there need to be a photo finish and a steward’s enquiry? Or will he fall at Becher’s Brook?

I confess that I am a little concerned about your son, Graham. I have made discreet enquiries to MI5 about the young man, and quite an unflattering picture has emerged. I suggest we keep him under wraps, as he could be an election liability.

By the by, when you return to your rightful place I recommend that Constable Dwayne Lockhart be given an honour of some kind. He has shown amazing gallantry, and such courage should be recognized by the country he serves so well.

I remain, my dear Charles, your affectionate friend,

Fatty

‘My children are terribly laid back,’ said Camilla, ‘and they are not in line to the throne. It’s your children, Harry and Wills, that we have to worry about.’

They started to make canapés, cutting circles of bread with a pastry cutter, brushing a little oil on their surfaces and putting them into the oven to brown and crisp. They assembled the toppings, and worked well together, combining simple ingredients – sardines, cheese, meat paste – with slivers of vegetables from the garden.

Charles brought a stack of white plastic chairs in from outside and distributed them around the room.
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When the Royals and their pets were finally assembled, there were thirteen humans and nine dogs crammed into Charles and Camilla’s small sitting room. Graham was still upstairs, sitting on his bed with his hair neatly parted, fingering the sparse moustache he had decided to grow in the last few days. He hoped it didn’t make him look too much like Hitler; perhaps the brown shirt had been a mistake. He got up and listened from the bedroom to the commotion of overlapping conversations. The talk was almost entirely about dogs. Why weren’t they talking about him?

It seemed to Graham that he had always come second best to dogs; his adoptive mother had squandered the family fortune on insulin for that malingering diabetic, Tonic. Graham had suggested that, given the price of insulin and the inconvenience of administering a daily injection, it would be more sensible to have Tonic put down. But his adoptive parents had been horrified at the idea. It still annoyed Graham to think about the attention given to Tonic compared to the neglect he, their own son, experienced when he was laid low by flu.

There was a knock on the door and his mother came in. She sat on the bed next to him, took his hand and said, ‘I’m terribly nervous, are you?’

‘Yes, I wish now I hadn’t grown this moustache. Does it make me look like Hitler?’

Camilla said, ‘Perhaps if you ruffle your hair a little, and undo the top button of your shirt…’

Graham unbuttoned his shirt, but could not bring himself to mess up his hair. He’d had the same hairstyle since he was a small baby. He had a photograph of himself at six months old; he was wearing rompers and had a short back and sides with a neat side parting.

Graham followed Camilla down the stairs; a small part of him was looking forward to the attention he would receive. This was the one occasion when he could be sure that every human eye in the room would be on him. One of the mantras repeated by his adoptive mother came to him: ‘If you’re wearing clean socks and underpants, you’re the equal of any person, in any circumstance.’ Graham had often questioned this advice. After all, there were, presumably, serial killers who had meticulous personal hygiene. But now, about to pass through a doorway from commoner to aristocrat, he was comforted by the words.

When Camilla led Graham into the room, everybody turned to stare. The dogs began to howl; they had been informed about Graham by Freddie, who had warned them that Graham was second in line to the throne, putting their own status in jeopardy. Althorp, Prince William’s dog, was particularly vocal. He howled the loudest and was the last to stop when Charles appealed to the dogs, ‘Please! One can’t hear oneself think!’

Taking advantage of the dogs’ silence, Charles added hurriedly, ‘There is something my wife would like to tell you… It’s, er… frightfully important. This young man is, er… Graham Cracknall.’

Graham fingered his moustache nervously; there was an expectant silence.

When Charles seemed to have difficulty finding words to continue, Camilla said, ‘Graham is my son; he was born when I was eighteen.’

There was another silence.

Andrew said, ‘No worries, Cam. We’ve all got skeletons in the cupboard.’

‘Yes,’ said William, magnanimously. ‘It’s cool, Camilla. This is the twenty-first century.’

Harry agreed, ‘Yeah, it’s fierce.’

The Queen directed a meaningful look at Charles, willing him to explain Graham’s exact status in the family.

Charles cleared his throat, and fiddled with his cufflinks, before saying, ‘Yes, so Camilla is Graham’s mother, and I… well, the simple truth is that, er… um, I am Graham’s father.’

The Queen said, ‘I think it might be pertinent if you gave the assembled company Graham’s date of birth.’

Camilla said, ‘He was born at half past five on the morning of the 21st July 1965. I was just eighteen, Charles was sixteen…’

Andrew shouted, ‘Way to go, bro!’

Camilla continued, ‘It was on the last night of the Horse of the Year Show, we were both very young but terribly in love.’

Charles manoeuvred around the humans and the dogs and went to Camilla’s side. The Queen watched William’s face darken as the realization dawned on him that he was no longer second in line to the throne.

Spiggy said, ‘Well, I’ll be buggered! Welcome to the family, Graham.’ He pushed through the crowded room and shook Graham’s hand.

Harry whispered to William, ‘Dorkface is our half-brother.’

William whispered back, ‘More importantly, he’s our elder brother.’

Princess Michael drawled, ‘So, what is your title, Graham? Do you have one?’

‘Not at present,’ said Graham, ‘but I was thinking along the lines of Prince Graham of Watford. I was brought up in Ruislip, but Watford is a more prestigious town.’

Princess Michael said, ‘Prince Graham of Watford? That makes a mockery of the whole thing.’

Anne snapped, ‘Another bloody nail in our coffin!’ She appealed to the room, ‘Let’s renounce the monarchy tonight and put an end to the whole bloody charade.’

Prince Andrew said, ‘Steady on, old girl. Speak for yourself. I’m rather keen to make Marcia here my wife; and I was kind of hoping that she would become a lady-of-the-bedchamber.’

Edward said, ‘This is all very well for you, Anne. You’ve always been a Bolshie, but Sophie and I are respectful of this country’s institutions.’

Sophie said, ‘We’re bringing Louise up in the hope that she will be a royal princess one day.’

Anne scoffed, ‘I’ve seen your royal princess running wild with Maddo Clarke’s boys. Save your energy.’

William asked the Queen, ‘Granny, do you still intend to abdicate?’

The Queen said, ‘I feel that I have done my duty to my father’s memory and to the country, William. It’s time your father lifted some of the burden from my shoulders.’

Charles felt a rage building inside his head; he thought he might explode unless the words he needed to say were expressed.

He declaimed, ‘I have always done my duty. For over fifty years I have worked unceasingly for this family. I have toured light-engineering factories on industrial estates, and forced myself to show some interest in their bloody machines. I have visited schools, and looked over the shoulders of the children as they demonstrated their wretched computer skills. I have comforted the victims of train crashes and similar horrors, and tried to think of something to say that wouldn’t sound glib or insincere.

‘I do not look forward to the prospect of becoming king, even though I am assured by an impeccable authority that Camilla could be my queen—’

The Queen said, ‘I am prepared to accept Camilla as your queen.’

Camilla gave a wan smile.

Anne snapped, ‘Good! So that’s sorted. Can we all bugger off home now? It’s past Spike’s bedtime.’

Spike barked, ‘Don’t use me as an excuse.’

Charles raised his voice above Spike’s, and said, ‘The simple truth is, I don’t want to be king, and I do not want to subject Camilla to the strains and cruelty of public scrutiny. I simply want a… well… a simple life.’

The Queen said, ‘You say that is what you want, but what do you intend to do?’

Charles tried to imagine Graham on the balcony of Buckingham Palace, acknowledging a vast crowd of gawping subjects below. Nuremberg came to mind. ‘I simply don’t know,’ he said.

William got up and left the room, quickly followed by Harry, Althorp and Carling. The front door banged and William and Harry ran down the path and out into the street with the dogs following. The Queen buried her head into Harris’s neck and everybody, apart from Graham, busied themselves in patting and talking to a dog.

Graham had hoped that his introduction to the family would have been greeted with more signs of pleasure. He stood with his back to the wall, waiting for the party to begin. Camilla asked him to help her with the refreshments, and gave him a plate of canapés to pass around. However, the gathering did not turn into a celebration: too many ends remained untied, and important issues were still undecided.

Anne tried to engage Graham in conversation, saying, ‘I once drove through Ruislip on my way to Slough.’

Graham said, ‘Where from?’

‘From Harrow,’ she replied.

‘Then whoever advised you was a fool,’ said Graham. ‘It would have been quicker to have gone via Wembley and the A40, cutting out Ruislip altogether.’

Recognizing that their brief conversation had been unsatisfactory and was not likely to improve, they drifted away from each other.

When Graham offered Sophie the sardine and tomato crostini, she held her hand up in horror, as though Graham was offering her a morsel freshly cut from a flyblown corpse. ‘They’re groaning with potassium.’ She shuddered. ‘Why will nobody take my diet seriously?’

Graham talked about his own diet at great length, telling her that he had suffered agonies of constipation as a child and now lived almost entirely on porridge, prunes and pears. When he was demonstrating to Sophie how the large intestine actually worked, he did not notice that her eyes had glazed over, and that she was taking tiny backward steps.

Seeing Graham alone again, Camilla took pity on him and manoeuvred him towards Marcia, saying, ‘Marcia used to be a teacher, Graham.’

Graham said, ‘So! If the Royal Family are reinstated, and you marry Prince Andrew, you could end up as Minister for Education.’

Camilla and Marcia exchanged a puzzled look.

Marcia said, ‘But I’m not a politician.’

Graham said, ‘But if my father, Prince Charles, becomes the King, he could appoint you as a Minister of the Crown.’

Camilla’s knowledge of constitutional matters was slight, but she said, ‘A king or queen has no such powers, Graham.’

Graham said, ‘But ministers have to receive the monarch’s consent. They have to swear allegiance to their king or queen. I think, Mummy, you will find that I’m right.’

It was the first time that Graham had called Camilla ‘Mummy’. The word was a dagger in her heart.

Graham continued, ‘When I become king, I won’t be afraid to exercise my power.’

Overhearing this, the Queen said, ‘We no longer have absolute power, Mr Cracknall. We rule by consent.’

Charles agreed with his mother, ‘This is the twenty-first century, Graham. Parliament has the power. It is no longer in our gift to appoint ministers; to attempt to rule by force would simply invite riots.’

The Queen said, with a little smile, ‘It is some years since a monarch was able to order the beheading of an enemy, though one can sometimes see the attraction.’

Graham insisted, ‘A strong police force and military would soon show them who was boss. And we have technology on our side now. He who controls Vulcan, controls England.’

Charles said, ‘Well, all I can say is, thank goodness Vulcan is totally inept.’

Marcia complained, ‘Vulcan paid a monthly salary cheque of two million pounds into my bank account last year.’

The Queen said, ‘Vulcan keeps writing to me as Mrs T. Heoccupier.’

Camilla laughed, ‘Vulcan wrote to me recently to inform me that my artificial leg was now ready for fitting and collection. It worries me rather that there is another Camilla Windsor hopping about waiting for her prosthesis.’

Graham said, ‘I acknowledge that Vulcan has its problems at the moment, but by the time of my accession it should be up and running at one hundred per cent accuracy.’

Charles and Camilla exchanged a glance; King Graham was a chilling prospect.

As the half past nine curfew drew near and Charles was helping the Queen on with her coat, she said quietly, ‘I rely on you for the safe stewardship of this country, Charles. You must be king. Graham will need years of grooming before he’s ready to succeed. Though if he does, God help us all.’

Charles whispered, ‘Mummy, I simply can’t discuss such important matters now. I need to think.’

The Queen said, ‘We cannot prevaricate. I was willing to leap a generation and hand over to William, but now…’ She looked across the sitting room at Graham, who was talking to Prince Andrew about how he would run the country. Andrew was nodding enthusiastically.

Camilla came across to say goodbye to the Queen and heard Charles saying, ‘I admit that Graham is a little, er… rough around the edges, but I think he’s a decent chap at heart.’

The Queen sighed, ‘So why are there alarm bells ringing inside my head?’

Camilla said, ‘Perhaps, Your Majesty, when you get to know him a little better…’

The Queen snapped, ‘I have no wish to know him a little better, Camilla. All I ask you both is this: Is Graham a suitable figurehead and representative of this country? Can you imagine him meeting the President of the United States at Heathrow Airport, or giving the King’s Speech on Christmas Day? Because I can’t.’

She called Harris and Susan, gave a general goodbye and left the house, saying that she wanted to telephone Frank Bruno House to check that Philip and Harold Bunion were comfortable. After the Queen had departed, the remaining guests waited for a short while, then moved as one towards the door.

When everybody had gone, taking their dogs with them, Graham turned to his parents and said, ‘I think that went quite well, don’t you? Although, it’s a pity that William and Harry left early; I would have liked to have got to know my half-brothers better. Perhaps we could ring them up and invite them round for a game of tiddlywinks.’

Charles said, ‘Not tonight. It’s curfew, and anyway, I’m totally exhausted, I haven’t the energy to throw a dice.’

‘Die!’ said Graham.

Such was Charles’s mental agitation that he responded disproportionately to Graham’s exhortation. Did Graham have a form of Tourette’s syndrome that had forced the word ‘Die’ out of him, signifying that he wished his father dead?

‘Die?’ checked Charles.

‘The singular of dice,’ said Graham.

Camilla thought, he’s so like Charles in his nit-picking about language. Only yesterday, Charles had lectured her because she had asked, ‘Is Pedigree Chum different to ordinary dog food?’

Charles had closed his eyes and shuddered.

‘Darling,’ he’d said, ‘do please pay more attention to your grammar. It is identical to and different from!’

Graham asked, ‘By the way, why does Harry wear his hood up in the house?’

Camilla said, ‘He suffers from earache.’ She could not face explaining to Graham about Harry’s alienation.

William and Harry sat in their cluttered living room on a battered sofa; Chanel and Chantelle Toby sat opposite on an equally shabby sofa. A gangster was shouting on the sound system in time to a drum and bass that he wanted to cover his bitch in gold before smacking her up and giving her to his homeboys. The young people shouted to each other over the music. It did not occur to any of them to turn the volume down.

The situation, discovering that Charles and Camilla had a bastard son, caused no particular surprise to the Toby girls; such revelations were almost daily occurrences among the Toby clan and their circle of friends and acquaintances.

‘So, what’s your brother like?’ shouted Chantelle.

‘Half-brother,’ shouted the Windsor boys in unison.

‘Is he cool?’ asked Chanel.

‘He is so not cool,’ said Harry. ‘He’s the most uncool person in the country; in Europe; in the western hemisphere; in the World; in the solar system; in the universe!’

Harry looked at William; he was struggling now with his superlatives.

William added, ‘He’s beyond-infinity uncool.’

‘He’s into friggin’ tiddlywinks,’ said Harry scornfully.

‘Ugh, the filthy bastard,’ said Chanel, who wasn’t sure what tiddlywinks were, but they sounded disgusting.

All four young people chanted along with the chorus of the rap they were listening to.

‘So you ain’t gonna be king?’ shouted Chantelle to William.

‘Doesn’t look like it,’ said William, miserably.

‘Still,’ said Chanel, ‘you’ve always got the scaffolding to fall back on.’

Harry yelled, ‘Three ’undred years ago we could ’ave ’ad Graham killed and ’ad ’is ’ead on a pole on Westminster Bridge.’

Chanel said, ‘Yeah, but they’ve got DNA testing an’ stuff now. Vulcan would know who done it within hours.’

Chantelle, who had a softer heart, said, ‘I feel sorry for him, he can’t be as bad as you’re makin’ out.’

‘I think he’s several rungs up the autistic spectrum,’ said William.

‘Ah, bless!’ said Chantelle, who quite liked men to have a weakness of some sort. It made them easier to manage and less scary.

Chanel said, ‘Chantelle likes dorky blokes. ’Er last boyfriend collected carrier bags.’

Chantelle said, ‘I like a bloke what’s got a hobby.’

William laughed, ‘Perhaps you and Graham should get together, Chantelle.’

Later that night, lying in each other’s arms, Camilla said, ‘Have you made your mind up yet, darling?’

Charles said, ‘To be king or not to be king, that really is the question.’

Camilla said, ‘No, there’s a more important decision to be made, isn’t there? If the Dog Control Act becomes law, which dog do we keep and which two do we get rid of? That is the question.’

Freddie, Tosca and Leo, who were lying in a heap at the foot of the bed, waited for Charles to answer. The hands of the pretty French clock on the bedside table ticked away a full minute before Charles answered.

‘I don’t know.’
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The following morning William lay in bed, wishing the radiators worked, but luxuriating in the knowledge that he could lie in until midday when Chantelle was going to call for him. He had promised, after a few bottles of Smirnoff Ice, that he would take her to meet Graham. ‘It will be a laugh,’ he’d said.

He now regretted his impulse. He had no desire to see Graham again. Even the thought of Graham made him burn with anger. He was furious with his father and Camilla; and with their irresponsible adolescent sexual behaviour. Why couldn’t they have used a condom, for God’s sake? They had destroyed his own chance of becoming king – something he had looked forward to since he was a little boy. He felt as though a fabulous celebration in his honour had been cancelled at the last minute, leaving him all dressed up with nowhere to go.

Still, at least he had Chantelle, who was as pretty as anybody you saw on film or television. They had not technically become lovers yet; Chantelle had not enjoyed her deflowering in the back of a delivery van, and had vowed to ‘keep her legs together’ until she was married. They had not said ‘I love you’ to each other, but there was an understanding between them that they would not go out with other people.

Chantelle was waiting downstairs for William, trying to teach Althorp to sit up and beg. Harry was sitting cross-legged in front of the television, steering an imaginary car round a virtual ghetto landscape to the sound of gunfire and guttural obscenities. Carling watched the screen with interest, waiting to see if Harry’s car could make it to the safe house without being blown up by the many bad guys who seemed to pop up from every alley and doorway en route.

Chantelle said to Harry, ‘Look, I’ve teached him a new trick. Beg, Althorp, beg.’

Althorp jumped up on his back legs and held up his two front paws. He whimpered to Harry, ‘Tell her to stop, will you? This is utterly humiliating.’

Harry said, ‘Clever dude. That’s fierce clever shit, dude.’

Althorp dropped to all four paws and slunk out to the kitchen, muttering, ‘First I’m humiliated, and then I’m patronized.’

William had half hoped that Graham would be out somewhere. But Graham was well and truly in, sitting at the kitchen table with Charles and Camilla, teaching them the finer rules of tiddlywinks. Graham was about to tiddle a wink when he looked up and saw Chantelle Toby standing in the doorway in a shaft of sunlight, looking incandescently beautiful in a white shirt, wide leather belt and blue jeans.

She gave him a lip-glossed smile in greeting and said, ‘You must be Graham.’

Charles got to his feet and said, ‘Graham, this is Chantelle Toby. She looks after your, er… grandfather at Frank Bruno House.’

Chantelle said, ‘Tiddlywinks! I used to play with our granddad. ’E’d give me a Nuttalls Minto every time I got one in the cup.’

‘Excellent,’ said Graham. ‘Would you like to play?’

Chantelle sat down on the only vacant chair, and William leaned against the sink and watched while Graham and Chantelle played as a team against Charles and Camilla. He noticed that Chantelle was flicking her hair more than usual, and throwing her head back, laughing, showing her perfect teeth.

Althorp, who had accompanied them, having nothing better to do, said to Leo, ‘Doesn’t it make you sick, how humans have to go through a whole lot of malarkey just to get themselves a shag?’

Leo said, ‘You’ve got a dirty mouth on you, Althorp.’

Freddie growled, ‘I’m with Althorp on that. Dogs don’t waste time messing about. It’s a quick sniff, and Bob’s your uncle.’

Tosca said, ‘Leo is a romantic, aren’t you, pet?’

Leo said, ‘Bitches appreciate a bit of respect, a few compliments. Wise up, Freddie, you’re living in the past.’

Freddie bared his teeth at Leo and growled from the back of his throat.

Tosca yapped, ‘Don’t start, Freddie.’

Althorp took Freddie’s side and the two dogs rushed at Leo, snarling and swearing. Tosca ran and hid behind Camilla’s legs. Charles picked up Freddie and hurled him into the back garden, saying, ‘Bad dog, Freddie!’

When the kitchen door had been slammed shut, Freddie walked down the garden path and urinated against the last remaining winter cabbages.

After Chantelle and Graham had beaten Charles and Camilla three times in a row, the tiddlywinks were put away and the table was set for lunch, to which Chantelle and William were invited.

Camilla said, ‘Why don’t you young people get to know each other, while Charles and I prepare some lunch?’

William said, ‘Young! Isn’t Graham over forty? Is that what’s considered young these days?’

Camilla said, ‘Forty is the new thirty. We’re all living longer now. Think of your great-granny, she was a hundred and one when she died.’

Graham said, ‘I cried for five minutes when I heard she’d finally gone. I felt a sense of kinship with her.’

Chantelle said sweetly, ‘You take after her a bit, Graham. She had a moustache just like yours.’

Graham stroked his moustache proudly.

When the younger people had gone into the living room, Charles said to Camilla, ‘What shall we give them? There’s hardly anything in the pantry, and we seem to have spent all our money.’

Camilla said, ‘Leave me to it. You go and talk to the kids.’

She surveyed the few ingredients: there was curry paste, paprika, a little vegetable rice, and the ubiquitous root vegetables from the garden. There was no meat, cheese, fish or eggs. However, there was stacks of Pedigree Chum, and several boxes of Bonios.

She said to the dogs, ‘You’re extremely well catered for, aren’t you, darlings?’

William had no desire to ‘get to know’ Graham. He flung himself into a corner of the sofa and studied the various calluses on his hands. Graham was holding court: talking about his job, making it sound as though he was James Bond, or something, thought William. In the scaffolding trade, health and safety inspectors were the enemy. Grice considered them to be the scum of the earth.

Chantelle’s eyes were shining. ‘I’m in a caring profession,’ she said. ‘I’m a nurse.’

‘No, Chantelle,’ said William. ‘You’re a care worker. You’re not trained, are you? You’re on the poxy minimum wage.’

Chantelle was hurt, her luscious lower lip trembled. Why was William showing her up in front of his half-brother?

Charles said, ‘Wills, darling, Chantelle does a simply wonderful job, caring for Grandpa.’

Graham buried his face in his hands. He remembered how kind the nurse had been to him when he sat by his adoptive mother’s bed as she lay dying from the terrible wounds that the lawnmower had inflicted on her.

Noticing Graham’s reaction, Chantelle asked, ‘What’s up?’

Graham said huskily, ‘I told them to have that mower serviced professionally.’

When Camilla called them in to eat, they trooped into the kitchen to find a delicious casserole dish of rich-looking beef curry, a pile of steaming rice and dishes of spicy vegetable croutons. As Charles sat down, he murmured, ‘Camilla, darling, you are an absolute wizard. However did you do it?’

A red-eyed Graham sniffed that he did not like curry, but would give it a try. As they forked the fiery chunks of red meat into their mouths, Camilla watched anxiously.

Charles said, ‘It’s simply delicious, darling,’ then went into an anecdote about a visit he’d made to Delhi.

William remembered the photograph of his mother sitting alone in front of the Taj Mahal. To his horror, his eyes filled with tears. He blamed them on the curry, but he left as soon as decency allowed. Chantelle stayed and helped Graham with the washing-up.

When they were alone in the kitchen, Graham said, ‘Can you keep a secret, Chantelle?’

Chantelle had once caused endless trouble when she had inadvertently blurted out the secret that Beverley Threadgold’s name, before she changed it by deed poll, was Edna Onions. She said, ‘Don’t tell me nothing secret, Gray. It’ll be all round the estate before you can say diddly squat.’

But Graham was longing to tell somebody outside the family about his royal parentage.

He said, ‘You might think I’m just a normal chap with an ordinary tea-towel in a nondescript kitchen in a boring region in—’

Chantelle was a patient girl, but even she was growing slightly irritated. ‘Yeah?’ she prompted.

‘Well, I’m not an ordinary chap,’ said Graham, ‘I’m royalty. I’m second in line to the throne.’

Chantelle scraped at the burnt bottom of the curry pot with the end of a sharp knife and said, ‘Yeah, I know. William told me.’

Graham was outraged. ‘I was sworn to secrecy,’ he said.

Chantelle laughed, ‘Don’t get your pants up your crack. There’s no such thing as a secret no more. Secrets was something they ’ad in the olden days.’

Graham took the sharp knife out of her hand, rinsed it, dried it and placed it carefully in the cutlery drawer. They continued washing and drying the pots in a companionable silence.

Arthur Grice was at his tailor’s in Melton Mowbray, being fitted for a top hat and morning suit. He was standing in his Y-fronts, having his inside leg measured, when he received a call on his mobile from the acting head teacher at the Arthur Grice Academy, a Mr Lowood.

The teaching staff were threatening to resign en masse in support of the religious studies mistress, who had got into an argument with Chanel Toby about creationism.

Arthur shouted down the phone, ‘What the fuck’s creationism when it’s at ’ome?’

Mr Lowood replied, ‘It’s the concept that God created the universe, and everything in it, in seven days. Well, six actually; he rested on the seventh.’

‘I ain’t surprised,’ said Arthur. ‘Anybody would be shagged out after workin’ that ’ard. So what’s the problem?’

‘Chanel Toby questioned the theory and argued for Darwinism, stating quite aggressively that we’re descended from the apes. I’m afraid things turned physical.’

Arthur, who had more than a touch of the simian about him, thought about his coming investiture and the Queen’s apparent affection for Chanel Toby. He couldn’t afford to rock the boat.

He said, ‘The kid ’as a point. I mean it’s a lot to do, ain’t it, in six days. Create every bleedin’ flower, tree, plant, seaweed, animal, bird and fish. Not to mention light and dark. I mean it beggars belief really, don’t it?’

The acting head said, tentatively, ‘But you insisted that the children be taught the Bible, Mr Grice. It’s part of the curriculum, Bible studies, three times a week.’

Arthur pushed the tape measure out of his groin and said to the tailor, ‘You’re enjoying yourself a bit too much down there for my likin’, nancy boy.’ He said into the phone, ‘I’ll be there in ’alf an hour.’

On the drive back to the Flowers Exclusion Zone, Arthur talked about God. ‘Me an’ God ’ave a lot in common,’ he told Rocky. The Flowers Exclusion Zone was Arthur’s world and he was undoubtedly the supreme ruler, and like God, he had come from nowhere, and both of them had been forced to bang a few heads together on the way. God was always smiting some awkward bleeder who wouldn’t play by the rules.

‘He was a hard bastard,’ Arthur said to Rocky. ‘He watched his kid die on the cross and wouldn’t let ’im down.’ Arthur’s hands sweated on the steering wheel; he had always had a thing about the crucifixion.

When he arrived at the academy he was greeted by Mr Lowood and taken to the staffroom to hear the staff’s grievances, which were not only about Chanel Toby and her ‘challenging behaviour’. They earned less than teachers in non-academy schools, they paid for their own pensions, they worked longer hours, the children were impossible to teach…

Arthur surveyed the sullen gathering and said, ‘My teachers said I was educationally subnormal. Well, I ain’t the best scholar in the world,’ he added ingenuously, ‘but I’ve proved ’em wrong, ain’t I? I’m joinin’ the ’igher echelons. Next week this school will be called the Sir Arthur Grice Academy. So who knows what Chanel Toby will achieve in ’er life? Give the kid a chance, eh?’

Then, with Lowood following, Arthur went to his office upstairs, where they met Chanel Toby and Mrs Whitehead, the head of religious affairs, an anxious-looking woman with an overactive thyroid. Arthur was now the great conciliator. Though he thought, looking at Chanel’s sulky expression, there’s a face that needs a good slapping.

‘Right,’ he said, ‘let’s hear what Mrs Whitehead ’as to say.’

Mrs Whitehead said, ‘The lesson was progressing satisfactorily. I’d asked the children to draw Adam’s ribs, from which Eve was made, when Chanel Toby asked why we were, and I quote, “having to do ribs again, when we’ve already done ’em in biology”. I explained that God had made Eve out of one of Adam’s ribs and Chanel said, “As if!” in a very unpleasant tone. This led to a certain amount of repartee among Chanel’s classmates, some of it explicitly sexual, about the reason God felt the need to create a woman at all. I managed to divert the discussion along more theological lines, and then Chanel Toby shouted out, “I know why God created woman! It was to tell Adam he was wearing the wrong shoes.”

‘I regret to say there was laughter, and I asked her to leave the classroom. She refused, saying that she was being persecuted for her religious beliefs, and that she would sooner be burnt at the stake than retract her views.’

Lowood said, anxiously, ‘For the record, Mrs Whitehead, can I take it that at no time did you threaten Chanel Toby with burning at the stake?’

‘At no time,’ said Mrs Whitehead indignantly.

Arthur cooed genially, ‘Do you want to say anything, Chanel dear?’

‘Not really,’ said Chanel. ‘I think I’ll take your advice and leave school.’

‘And what will you do?’ asked Arthur, paternally.

‘I’ll marry Prince Harry,’ she said. ‘I might as well; I could be ’aving ’is baby. We didn’t use a condom because ’e said it would be like eating a sweet with the wrapper on.’

Princess Michael woke with a new sense of purpose on the morning of Sandra Grice’s first lesson in social advancement. However, Sandra was an unwilling pupil. She resented Arthur’s implication that she was not a lady.

‘It’s not as if ’e’s a gentleman ’imself,’ she said to Princess Michael when they were sitting in the Princess’s overfurnished sitting room.

‘And what is your idea of a gentleman?’ asked Princess Michael.

‘It’s somebody who holds your hair back when you’re being sick,’ said Sandra. ‘Arthur’s never done that!’

They started with a discussion about clothing for Arthur’s investiture.

‘Tell me whose style you admire,’ said Princess Michael, her pen poised over a notebook.

‘Dolly Parton, Jordan, Jodie Marsh,’ said Sandra. ‘I like sexy clothes with a touch of class about ’em.’

Princess Michael asked, ‘Your favourite outfit?’

‘That’s easy,’ said Sandra. ‘It’s my red leather catsuit with white fringing, worn with white cowboy boots and a rhinestone Stetson.’

Princess Michael closed her eyes briefly. The outfit as described caused her real pain.

She said, ‘From now on, your colours will be only beige, grey, black or white. The only fabrics allowed are cashmere, wool, silk or linen. Hems will touch the knee. Jewellery will be pearls and/or diamonds, nothing else.’

She examined Sandra’s hair, which was white-blonde and long, piled up on top of her head, looking like several Mr Whippy ice creams, minus their cornets. Princess Michael unfastened Sandra’s hair from its pins and combs and twisted it into an elegant chignon.

Sandra said, looking in the sitting-room mirror, ‘I look like one of those women what collects cats.’

‘No, you look très elegant,’ said Princess Michael, who was excited by her new career as a stylist and life coach. With her royal connections she could end up editing Harpers & Queen, perhaps British Vogue, one day.

She persuaded Sandra to go up to the bedroom and try on a beige silk suit.

Sandra stood in front of the cheval mirror.

Princess Michael said, ‘No, you still look common. It’s these enormous breasts of yours.’

Sandra said, ‘I look common, because I am common.’

She climbed out of the beige suit and handed it back to Princess Michael. Beverley Threadgold, who was looking out of her front bedroom windows and wondering why Sandra Grice’s car was parked outside Princess Michael’s house, was agog when she saw Sandra ‘flaunting herself’ in a leopard-skin bra and matching thong in Princess Michael’s bedroom. Also enjoying the show was Inspector Lancer who, after Sandra had roared off in her car, had entered ‘active lesbian’ in Sandra’s file.
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Chanel told both of the grandmothers that she was pregnant before she told Harry. Violet and the Queen were watching Emmerdale in the Queen’s living room when Chanel walked in after knocking on the back door and shouting, ‘It’s only me.’

The two women moved their eyes away from the screen reluctantly. They had been about to discover who in the village had been stealing tractor wheels.

‘I’ve got sommat to tell you both,’ said Chanel.

‘You’ve been chucked out of school again,’ said Violet resignedly.

‘No, I think I’m pregnant!’ said Chanel excitedly.

‘Oh, my duck!’ said Violet. ‘That’s smashin’!’

The Queen was amazed that pregnancy was always a cause for celebration in Hell Close, however young the girl or however unsuitable the father of the child might be.

‘Do I know the father?’ asked Violet.

‘You both know the father,’ said Chanel. ‘It’s ’Arry.’

‘Ari?’ questioned the Queen. As far as she knew, she was not acquainted with a Greek person called Ari.

‘Harry!’ said Chanel, making a great effort to sound the aspirant.

‘What, the Queen’s ’Arry?’ said Violet delightedly.

‘Yes,’ said Chanel. ‘I know it’s ’Arry’s cos I ’aven’t bin with nobody else.’

‘Come and give your grandma a kiss, you little beauty,’ said Violet, staggering to her feet.

The Queen rose from her armchair and waited until Violet released Chanel from a tight embrace. She kissed Chanel on both cheeks and said, ‘It’s time we had some new blood. Congratulations, Chanel dear.’

When Chanel had gone to break the news to the father and the rest of the family, Violet said, ‘We’re related now, Liz. It’s the Tobys and the Windsors, eh?’

They waited until the Emmerdale tractor-tyre thief had been unmasked – a drug fiend, newly arrived from the city, who was swapping tyres for crack cocaine – then they put on their coats, checked that they had their registration cards, and headed to Frank Bruno House to tell Prince Philip that he was about to become a great-grandfather.

He couldn’t grasp that Harry and Chanel Toby were expecting a baby. He kept referring to the time he had shot a baby elephant while on safari in Africa.

Violet shouted, trying to cheer him up, ‘We’re related now, Phil! Ain’t it lovely?’

The Queen said, ‘Oh, my poor darling, you look so unhappy.’

‘I miss the dressing-up,’ he said bleakly. ‘I miss my medals and my gold braid. Where are my lovely uniforms, Lilibet?’

The Queen said, ‘Hush, darling, you’ll wake Mr Bunion.’

Bunion was noisily asleep in his wheelchair. His snoring was awfully irritating, thought the Queen, but infinitely preferable to him waking up and starting one of his interminable anecdotes about the wildcat strikes he had led in the 1970s.

On the way home the two old ladies talked about Harry and Chanel’s wedding. There would have to be a wedding.

When Sandra got home from Princess Michael’s, she found Arthur staring morbidly at the accumulated rubbish in the stream under the glass floor.

‘Look, there’s a bleedin’ dead rat down there now,’ he said. ‘I’ve been on to Rentokil, but they reckon they ain’t got frogmen on the staff.’

Sandra looked through the floor at the decomposing rat lying among the stacked-up rubbish, and had the melancholy thought that it wouldn’t matter how much money and status she and Arthur accumulated, there would always be a rat under the floor.

‘Anyroad up,’ said Arthur, turning to look at her, ‘’ow did you get on with Princess Michael?’

‘It was a waste of my time an’ your money,’ said Sandra. ‘She told me to buy a string of pearls, keep my tits covered up, drop my hems and keep my legs together when I’m sitting down.’

Arthur sighed and looked down again through the floor. The rat was waving its dead paw at him. He knew it was the flow of the water that was manipulating the dead beast, but he couldn’t get the idea out of his mind that the rat was somehow taking the piss.

On the last night of Graham’s visit, Camilla went into the kitchen to feed the dogs and found Graham at the window staring disapprovingly at the chickens at the end of the garden.

Later that night, seeing him writing, Camilla made one last effort to engage with him and asked, ‘What are you doing?’

‘I’m filling in a risk assessment sheet for this place,’ he said without lifting his head.

Charles looked up from his book and said, ‘Might we be party to your, er… conclusions?’

Graham said, ‘I’m afraid not. It would be more than my job’s worth to breach the laws of commercial confidentiality.’

When Charles and Camilla were washing up in the kitchen together, she whispered, ‘It’s bound to take time to get to actually love him, isn’t it?’

Charles said, ‘That’s what Nanny said to me about my dislike of cod liver oil, but I still can’t stand it.’ He shuddered. Camilla was not sure what had caused this response – the memory of cod liver oil or Graham – but she was determined to be positive.

She tried to fall asleep that night by counting Graham’s good points. He had lovely handwriting, he could whistle in tune, he lowered the seat after using the lavatory, his shoes were always polished, he didn’t swear… but the list was not long enough. She lay awake worrying until Charles’s deep breathing lulled her to sleep.
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The next morning Charles and Camilla walked in hazy sunshine with Graham as he trundled his suitcase to the security checkpoint, where he had arranged for a taxi to take him to the station. All three of them were privately pleased that Graham was going home. He was not an easy person to live with; every piece of food he put in his mouth was subject to an almost forensic investigation, both its provenance and wholesomeness being questioned. Only that morning Graham had interrogated Charles on the precise age of the rashers of bacon on his plate. There were other things about him that unsettled his parents: the way he shouted, ‘Help! Help!’ in his sleep; his habit of walking into a room and saying, ‘Ha!’ before walking out again.

To compensate for not loving her son, Camilla held on to Graham for an uncomfortably long time. It was Charles who said, ‘Let him go, darling. The taxi is waiting.’

Charles hesitated; should he embrace his son or offer him his hand? He need not have worried. Graham passed his ID card to Peter Penny, who was on duty at the checkpoint, and was ushered through to the outside world. He gave a brief wave and was gone.

As they retraced their steps towards Hell Close, Freddie, Tosca and Leo ran to met them, united in their happiness at Graham’s departure.

Camilla said, ‘The dogs look terribly happy.’

‘Why shouldn’t they?’ said Charles. ‘They know nothing about the proposed dog laws, poor empty-headed things. They live an ideal life.’

‘And what is your ideal life?’ asked Camilla.

‘In my ideal life,’ said Charles, ‘we would live very simply in a tiny shack in a wilderness somewhere. We would keep warm and cook over an open fire. We would have very few possessions, a few rough cooking pots, a plate, cup and bowl each. A knife, fork and spoon.’

‘A bed?’ prompted Camilla.

‘A plank bed, covered in animal skins.’ Charles sighed happily, imagining himself and Camilla making love in the firelight with the wind howling outside.

‘And where would this shack be?’ asked Camilla.

‘Oh, I don’t know, darling. Scotland, perhaps… Rannoch Moor,’ said Charles.

Camilla said, ‘It will be terribly cold in the winter, darling. What will we do during the long dark days and nights?’

‘We’d survive, darling,’ said Charles. ‘We’d collect wood and hunt for our food, and make our own clothes and boots.’

‘Would we?’ said Camilla.

‘We’d have to, darling,’ he said. ‘We’d be beyond Harrod’s delivery zone.’

Camilla saw that he wasn’t joking and said, hesitantly, ‘I think I’d like to be a little closer to London, darling.’

‘Where?’ asked Charles.

‘Gloucestershire has some terribly wild places,’ said Camilla.

Charles said censoriously, ‘Yes, Gloucester city centre on a Friday night is horribly wild.’

Camilla said, ‘Oh please don’t sulk, Charlie. I’m sure we’d be terribly happy in a shack on Rannoch Moor, but I’d be equally happy in a lovely old house with the dogs and a few horses, within driving distance of a Marks and Spencer’s chilled food cabinet. It’s being together that counts.’

There was a long silence, during which time Charles checked Leo’s back paws for stones.

Camilla said, ‘You ought to tell your mother that you’ve decided.’

‘Decided what?’ asked Charles.

‘Decided you don’t want to be king,’ said Camilla.

Although Gin and Tonic were on different floors of the Excelsior Dog Hotel, they kept in touch by barking to each other at frequent intervals. Tonic was inclined to panic when the hour for his injection passed without any sign of a member of staff. At such times, Gin urged Tonic to howl for attention and continue until somebody came.

The hotel boasted in its promotional literature that the dogs received ‘five-star attention, two mouthwatering home-cooked meals a day, long walks and a fun and games hour’. Tonic, who was in the cheaper annexe, expected nothing, but Gin was bitterly disappointed. The two mouth-watering home-cooked meals proved to be a portion of cow’s hide which had simmered in a bucket on top of a filthy stove in the kennel kitchen. The long walk was a quick trip on a lead with the owner to the off-licence and back. The fun and games hour consisted of the owner’s teenage son throwing a rubber bone in a desultory fashion in a concrete compound.

When Graham came to pick up the dogs, he said, ‘Did you have a lovely time, Gin? Did you? Did you?’

Gin barked, ‘You were ripped off, Graham. The owner’s a drunk and her son is a tormenting brute.’

When Tonic was let out of his cage, Graham did not acknowledge his existence. But Gin rushed up to greet his companion and lover, and the two dogs rubbed heads and exchanged smells.

‘We’ll never spend another day or night apart,’ barked Gin, who was alarmed at Tonic’s condition. ‘Look at you; your eyes are glazed, you’ve lost weight and your nose is dry.’

‘I’m so thirsty,’ rasped Tonic.

‘You need insulin,’ diagnosed Gin.

When they arrived at the Ruislip bungalow, Graham had to carry Tonic from the car into the kitchen. Gin watched anxiously as the exhausted Tonic was almost thrown into his basket.

Gin barked, ‘Give him his insulin, Graham.’

But Graham was tired after his long journey; he was also emotionally drained.

After living in the Fez, Graham found the bungalow unnervingly quiet; the only sound came from the ticking of the cuckoo clock and Tonic’s ragged breathing. At precisely the same time that a drunken and stoned Miranda was trying, and failing, to fit her key into the lock of her front door, Graham was woken by Gin frantically barking and scratching at the kitchen door. Graham stumbled out of bed and injected Tonic with painful haste.

Before Graham fell asleep again, he wondered how Miranda would react when he told her that he was second in line to the throne. The beautiful Chantelle had not seemed particularly impressed. He decided that he would wait until he found out what Miranda’s political affiliations were. For all he knew, she could be an ardent Cromwellian – there had to be something wrong with Miranda. His adoptive father had warned him that all women were unstable and harboured dark secrets. It might be safer if he didn’t put all of his eggs in the same basket, but kept a couple back in their cardboard carton, in a high cupboard, behind a locked door.
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Miranda’s entrapment of Graham Cracknall was accomplished within ten minutes of their first sitting down together at an alcove table for two in the golf-themed lounge of The Mouse and Cheese. Miranda was wearing a white, full-skirted dress with a Peter Pan collar. She had made her face up skilfully so that it looked as though she was wearing no make-up.

Miranda had studied ‘The Psychological and Physiological Triggers in Male Reproduction’ at the De Montfort University, and she knew what men liked and what left them cold. So she let Graham do most of the talking and agreed with everything he said. She lowered her voice and laughed at his jokes. She looked at him with rapt attention and glanced away shyly when he paid her a clumsy compliment. She endured his re-enactment of tiddlywink competitions in which he had triumphed, without showing the slightest sign of boredom. She even begged him to repeat some of his tiddlywink strategies, saying, ‘Graham, tell me again how you managed to tiddle the yellow wink into the cup by bypassing the red and green.’

Graham illustrated his past triumphs by using pieces of beer mat he had torn up before eventually being loudly reprimanded from behind the bar by the surly landlord. Graham shouted from the alcove, ‘I’m a health and safety inspector and your pork pies should be stored in a chill cabinet. They should not be flaunted on top of the bar.’

Miranda forced herself to ignore the waves of hatred emanating from the golf-sweatered customers and kept her eyes on Graham, who had told her he was wearing his father’s Sunday best clothes. She had nodded enthusiastically when he said, ‘It would have been stupid to throw them away, there’s years of wear in them yet.’

Over glasses of orange juice Miranda told her sad, fictional, life story. Orphaned in a train crash, brought up by a cruel aunt, sent to a convent school, befriended by a saintly nun, Sister Anastasia, who made the young Miranda sign a pledge that she would be chaste until marriage.

When the landlord shouted across, ‘Are you two going to sit there nursing that orange juice all bloody day?’ Miranda picked up her coat and said, ‘Perhaps we’d better go.’

By the time Graham walked out of the pub with Miranda on his arm, he felt two inches taller. Had he been a stag, he would have challenged any man in the pub to an antler fight. Now, at last, he understood about women. It was why Napoleon tried to conquer Europe – he wanted to impress Josephine. It was the same for Hitler – he lost his way over Eva Braun. There was no still, quiet voice inside Graham’s head asking why a stunningly beautiful girl like Miranda needed to search on a website for a partner.

When Graham mentioned that he would have to go home soon to let the dogs out, Miranda gushed, ‘I love dogs.’

Gin and Tonic were in the kitchen listening to Gardeners’ Question Time, when they heard Graham’s voice outside the house. The dogs pricked up their ears and Gin said, ‘We’d better go to the door and greet him, show a bit of enthusiasm.’

Tonic yapped, ‘You go, I’m waiting for Bob Flower-dew’s tip of the week.’

Gin whimpered, ‘Come with me, Tonic. You need to earn some brownie points.’

Tonic growled, ‘Look, I don’t like Graham. Graham doesn’t like me. End of.’

They heard Graham’s key scratching in the lock and a female voice saying, ‘Orphaned, by a runaway hover mower! How awful, Graham.’

Tonic barked, ‘He’s brought a woman home! This I must see. I bet she’s a reject from the Argos queue!’

The dogs ran into the hallway, barking excitedly, and saw Graham helping a dark-haired woman off with her coat.

Tonic yapped, ‘Beauty and the Beast.’

Gin yelped, ‘I expected a gruesome twosome.’

They frisked about at Graham’s feet and Miranda said, ‘Oh, Graham, Skye terriers! They’re adorable.’

Gin sat up on his hind legs and held out a paw to Miranda.

‘Gin wants you to shake his hand,’ said Graham.

Miranda bent down and held Gin’s small paw. She laughed, ‘I’m very pweezed to meet you, ickle sir.’

Tonic growled, ‘Jesus Christ! Ickle sir? Pweezed!’

Graham frowned down and said, ‘Be careful of Tonic, he’s a very nasty piece of work. He’s diabetic so he’s prone to irrational mood swings.’

‘Does he bite?’ asked Miranda, taking a step backwards.

‘When his blood sugar’s low,’ said Graham.

He shepherded Miranda through into the living room and opened the French doors to the garden. The dogs ran out for a pee. When they returned, Graham and Miranda were sitting on the sofa holding hands. There was a soppy expression on Graham’s face that they had never seen before.

Miranda was saying, ‘When was the last time you bought any new clothes for yourself, Graham?’

The transformation of Graham Cracknall had begun.

Miranda’s sexual seduction of Graham started an hour and a half later, after a Sunday tea of salmon-paste sandwiches, and a tin of fruit cocktail with evaporated milk. It was a tricky one for Miranda, who had to make an apparent journey from shy virgin to willing sexual partner. She started by toying with the half cherry from the fruit cocktail, holding it on the tip of her tongue and trying to tease Graham into taking it from her with his own tongue.

They were soon exchanging small pieces of fruit from mouth to mouth. Then, as though maddened by desire, Miranda dipped her fingers into the fruit syrup in her glass dish and asked Graham to lick them clean. She then undid the buttons under the Peter Pan collar and smeared some of the evaporated milk across the rise of her breasts.

Tonic was disgusted. ‘What a waste of good food,’ he snapped.

Both dogs were relieved when Miranda murmured in Graham’s ear, ‘God forgive me, Sister Anastasia, but who could resist such a man?’ and took Graham into his bedroom.

A few minutes later, Miranda lay underneath Graham as he huffed and puffed on top of her, and thought, the things I do for the party!

She had known from the way that he tapped out of time to the Glenn Miller record playing in The Mouse and Cheese that he had no sense of rhythm, and so it proved in bed. He was like an impatient man driving in slow traffic. He appeared to take no notice of her at all, let alone any sexual needs she might have.

Graham’s bedroom could have belonged to a ten-year-old boy. There was a shelf full of battered soft toys, including a pig. Graham’s one endearment so far to her had been, ‘You’re a silly little piglet, aren’t you?’

On Monday morning Miranda reported back to Boy and his election strategy team. First she projected the photographs she had taken of Graham in the garden of the bungalow, in the time between the salmon-paste sandwiches and the sex.

Miranda was relieved of her usual media duties, and for the following week she concentrated on her preparations for capturing Graham Cracknall’s heart. An aide was sent to Hamleys to buy a luxury games compendium; she was a fast learner and was soon conversant with the basic rules of ludo, dominoes, backgammon, snakes and ladders, and Cluedo. More difficult to her was injecting a measure of bubbliness into her depressive personality. She practised girlish giggles, hair flicking and tried to adopt a remorselessly cheerful outlook, and, although normally fiercely competitive, she allowed Graham to beat her at the games they played, before ‘getting down to business’, as Graham called it.

On the nights she didn’t see him, she drank and drugged herself into a state of insensibility.

The Chancellor and the Prime Minister were co-hosting a reception at Number Ten for the Chinese Minister of Trade. The Chancellor took an opportunity, when Jack was between introductions, to draw him away to a corner of the room. After checking that they were out of earshot, the Chancellor asked, ‘Have you read about Mao Tse-tung’s eradication of the four pests?’

‘No,’ said Jack. ‘What were they?’

‘The extermination of rats, mosquitoes, flies and sparrows. The point is,’ said the Chancellor, ‘he wanted to add a fifth, but was persuaded out of it by his advisers.’

Jack said irritably, ‘For fuck’s sake, get to the fucking point.’

‘The fifth was dogs,’ said the Chancellor. ‘If it was unwise for Mao Tse-tung to try to eradicate dogs, then it’s wrong for you. Prime Minister, this is England.’
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Violet Toby and the Queen were looking into the open door of the Queen’s wardrobe, trying to select an out-fit that the Queen could wear to Grice’s investiture. The Queen was in her underslip and stockinged feet; Beverley Threadgold had been round first thing to wash the Queen’s hair and set it, into fat pink plastic rollers. Violet felt that she would swoon with delight as each beautiful silken outfit was taken out of its plastic cover and laid on the bed to be examined.

She asked, ‘Why don’t you wear any of this lovely stuff, Liz?’

The Queen said, ‘Silk clothes like these need a good foundation, Vi, and I simply can’t be bothered to struggle into a corset every morning.’

‘Nor me,’ said Violet, looking mournfully at her lumpy un-corseted bum in the glass. ‘You wouldn’t believe I once ’ad a eighteen-inch waist, would you?’

‘No,’ said the Queen, ‘I would not!’

Eventually, after a long deliberation, they chose a coat and dress in duck-egg blue silk which had a matching hat and shoes for the Queen. Violet squeezed herself into a frock and jacket in emerald green, which the Queen had worn only weeks after Prince Edward’s birth, before she had quite recovered her figure.

Violet marvelled at the tiny hand-stitching on the hem and cuffs, and said, ‘It’s the most loveliest thing I’ve ever ’ad on my back.’

The Queen persuaded Violet to try on a wide-brimmed hat, covered in peacock feathers, saying, ‘I always felt a little intimidated by it, but it will suit your… bolder personality perfectly.’

Violet smiled when she saw her reflection in the looking glass. ‘You’re right,’ she said, ‘this hat don’t scare me.’

After titivating their faces with the stash of Estée Lauder cosmetics the Queen had kept unused in a drawer for a special occasion, the two women left the house, treading carefully on the broken pavements in their court shoes, and headed towards the One-Stop Centre. The invitations to the ceremony had said, ‘Dress smart: no jeans, no trainers, no Burberry, no horses.’ The Queen had puzzled over the ‘no horses’, before being informed by Harry that ‘no horses’ was code for ‘no Ralph Lauren’.

All over the Flowers Estate similar scenes were taking place, as people pulled their smartest clothes out of cupboards and wardrobes. A mellow golden sun warmed the Flowers Exclusion Zone, for which both the Reverend Edmund-Harvey and the Imam Mohammed Akbar took credit. Both men had been asked by Sandra Grice if they would pray for good weather.

Sandra had spared none of Arthur’s expense; she had hired a job lot of entertainers from an agency calling itself Joviality Incorporated. She had not had her pick of agencies; most of them carried a warning on their advertising literature: ‘No Exclusion Zones’. A small orchestra had been engaged to play Arthur’s favourite music, before, during and after the ceremony. Arthur’s taste had not changed since he was a young teenager, and when Sandra had asked him what the orchestra should play, he’d replied, ‘Motown, there’s bin no music since 1965.’

The One-Stop Centre had been draped in English flags and bunting. Balloons had been tied, perhaps unwisely, to the razor wire that ran around the perimeter of the roof. Inside the main hall, floral displays of carnations and chrysanthemums spelt out S.A.G., Arthur’s soon-to-be initials. Round the back of the building, inside a hired freezer, was an ice statue of Arthur, depicting him as a purposeful visionary with one hand shielding his clear-sighted eyes from the sun.

A magnificent six-tiered cake, each tier supported by eight icing-sugar faux scaffolding poles, stood in the middle of a room-sized buffet table. The food was a hymn to saturated fat. There were mounds of Turkey Twizzlers, stacks of mini pork pies, piled wedges of glutinous pizza, a small mountain of suppurating cheese cubes on sticks, deep bowls of potato crisps and platters of slimy chicken thighs. Sandra had crossed ‘salad’ off the suggested menu: Arthur never touched rabbit food and considered those that did to be communists and cranks.

At ten o’clock the Queen and Violet arrived at the One-Stop Centre. After passing through various security checks, they were shown by a policeman in a bullet-proof vest into the main hall where the caterers, two bickering bald men, were putting the final touches to the food by decorating it with plastic watercress. There was a raised dais at the end of the hall on which stood a semicircle of gold-painted chairs. Each chair had a card Sellotaped to the seat: ‘Reserved for Royal Family’.

Violet said, with an aristocratic hauteur, ‘And where exactly do I put my arse?’

The Queen tore off one of the Sellotaped cards and said, ‘Princess Michael will have to sit in the audience.’

Violet nodded and took her place next to the Queen.

The small orchestra gathered around the piano and frowned over their sheet music. More used to Salzburg than Motown, they nevertheless started up gallantly with a somewhat staid rendition of ‘I Heard it through the Grapevine’.

At ten fifteen, the Queen, Violet and the rest of the Royal Family were escorted to a side room while the dais was prepared with a velvet footstool and the ceremonial sword. At half past ten a procession of cars and flatbed lorries assembled at the security checkpoint at the entrance to the Exclusion Zone. Arthur and Sandra were sitting in the back of an open-topped carriage, drawn by two white horses whose manes had been plaited with purple ribbons to match Sandra’s purple velvet ermine-trimmed dress and cloak. Arthur was an imposing figure in his top hat and tailored morning suit.

Sandra had told her dressmaker to run her up something ‘sexy but tasteful. Tits, but no nipples. Bum, but no crack. Legs, but no fanny.’ The dressmaker had dropped her other work to concentrate on Sandra’s outfit and had produced a frock that Camilla later described as a hybrid of flamenco dancer and Ruritanian princess.

Rocky sat between Arthur and Sandra, wearing a new purple rhinestone collar. He was dreading the mockery of the dogs on the estate. He had refused to jump into the carriage, until Arthur threatened him with ‘a good kickin’, if you don’t get your arse in sharpish’, so Rocky had been given no choice but to do as his master commanded.

Columns of security police, including Dwayne Lockhart and Inspector Lancer, walked alongside Grice’s carriage. The carriage driver, a melancholic man who owned a riding school near to the Old Mill, had been bribed by Sandra into wearing an eighteenth-century costume, including a powdered wig and tricorne hat. After they had been trotting along for only a few moments, Arthur tapped the driver on his back and said, ‘Alter your face, sunshine, you look like you’re on your way to the bleedin’ gallows.’

The entertainers walked at the rear of the procession, behind a small brass band that played hits from the Eurovision Song Contest, including ‘Congratulations’ and ‘Boom-Bang-A-Bang’. The residents of the Exclusion Zone lined the streets in their thousands, lured out of their houses by the banging drums, clashing cymbals and oom-pah-pah of the trumpets and trombones. Their numbers were reinforced by Grice’s scaffolders, who had been given a day’s holiday – without pay – so that they could celebrate his social elevation.

The night before, Dwayne Lockhart had spent several fraught hours reading Dostoevsky’s harrowing account of his incarceration in a Siberian Gulag. Dwayne had been moved to tears by the great writer’s description of a Christmas Day treat, when some of the prisoners had performed a melodramatic play for the other convicts. The brutalized men – some of whom had raped and murdered, and had been sent mad by the horrific conditions – were transfixed by the clumsy acting and brightly lit stage. The brutality had left their faces, and for an hour or so they became better men. Dwayne fancied he saw the same redemptive expression on the faces of those watching Grice’s parade (though, it has to be said, nobody else he conferred with afterwards witnessed such a transformation).

A juggler threw five oranges in the air and caught most of them most of the time. A mime artist carried an imaginary sheet of glass. Two stilt walkers, in very long trousers, sulked at the back, desperately trying to keep up with the rest. A clown in an orange fright wig squirted onlookers with water from a flower pinned on to his loud checked jacket, until a youth who had failed an anger management course took exception and threatened the clown with grievous bodily harm.

Dogs stood among the crowds throughout the route, and Rocky’s worst fears were realized. His purple rhinestone collar was the cause of much canine hilarity, and there were cruel jokes about his sexual orientation, cracked in the safe knowledge that Rocky’s elevated social position made it impossible for him to jump from the carriage and rip their throats out. As the carriage passed Hell Close there was a barrage of what sounded like orchestrated barking, from the resident dogs. On-lookers swear that the dogs were lined up in three rows in order of height, and that Harris appeared to be conducting from the front. What Rocky heard was: ‘Rocky, join our Hell Close Pack! Send your rhinestone collar back!’

At Cowslip Lane the morbidly obese waddled to their front gates to watch. At Daisy Hill the cadaverous junkies gathered to gape. In Slapper Alley the young mothers held their babies up to see the parade. The lap dancers came out of Grice-A-Go-Go and gyrated their nipple tassels and wolf-whistled Arthur as he passed by. At the gates of the Arthur Grice Academy the children were lined up in their school uniforms to sing a song specially commissioned by Sandra for the occasion. There was nobody in the school who could play a musical instrument, so the children sang unaccompanied:

Thanks to Arthur we are blessed,
We shall strive and never rest
Till our school is in the black
And we have the things we lack,
Paper, pens and canteen cooks,
Teacher’s aids and library books.
Praise to Arthur, prince of men,
Arthur Grice we sing ‘Amen’.

Few of the struck-off professionals came out on to the street, but many disgraced doctors, solicitors and teachers watched from their windows and doorsteps. A police helicopter clacked overhead and a policeman could be seen videoing the procession and the on-lookers. A large crowd of hoodies jeered and shouted obscenities as the procession passed Asbo Gardens. Arthur ordered his security police to, ‘Present tasers!’ and the hoodies slunk away.

The Queen and the rest of the Royal Family, Charles, Camilla, Andrew, Edward, Sophie, Anne, Spiggy, William, Harry and Princess Michael, waited in a small side room that was normally used for obesity counselling. Step-on scales that registered up to fifty stone stood in one corner.

Princess Anne, in a tweed suit and sensible shoes, said to her brother, Andrew, ‘Go on, Porky, weigh yourself. There’s a machine you won’t break.’

Andrew, in a pinstriped suit that strained to contain his bulk, said, ‘Have you looked at your husband lately, Annie? He looks like a beach ball on legs.’

‘I like bein’ fat,’ said Spiggy, patting his big check-shirted belly. ‘An’ anyway, the last time I lost weight, I lost a couple of inches off my sausage. Annie didn’t like that, did you, Annie?’

Anne said, ‘No, I did not. A chipolata is no match for a decent banger.’

William and Harry, dressed in smart casuals, laughed and snapped their fingers. Edward and Sophie, both in grey suits, sniggered and Charles, in blazer and what he called ‘slacks’, turned away and studied a wall chart detailing the weight fluctuations of the morbidly obese population of the Flowers Exclusion Zone.

Camilla, in the dress and coat she had worn for her own wedding, whispered to Charles, ‘Darling, please don’t go into one of your black-dog moods.’

Charles whispered back, ‘I sometimes wonder if I belong to this family, they are so bloody coarse.’

When the sound of the brass band was heard outside, playing ‘Puppet on a String’, the Queen said, ‘Mr Grice is about to arrive. We ought to take our seats now, he is the star of the show.’

As they were about to file into the hall, Violet said to Princess Michael, ‘By the way, you’ve got to sit in the audience with the ordinary people. I’m ’er lady-in-waiting, I’ve got to take ’er bag from ’er when ’er ’ands are full.’

Princess Michael was about to protest, but was silenced when, with the appearance of the Queen, the orchestra struck up the national anthem. Only a few people in the hall stood up to sing. The Queen was glad when it was over and she could take her place on the dais.

Disappointingly, few of Arthur’s friends and relations had been able to attend the ceremony; many had been called away at the last minute on urgent business or had developed sudden incapacitating illnesses, so most of the seats in the hall were occupied by workers in the scaffolding trade and their families.

The trumpets from the One-Stop Centre Boys’ Brigade Unit played a discordant fanfare and Arthur Grice entered with Sandra on his arm. They walked down a strip of red carpet towards the end of the hall, to where the Queen was waiting, her hands clasped in front of her, her handbag in the crook of her arm. A single twitch at the corner of her mouth betrayed her amusement at the sight of Arthur Grice in a top hat that was a little too small for his massive head. As Arthur proceeded up the aisle he wished that his father were still alive to witness him now, about to be honoured by the Queen. The last time he had seen his father, the old man had screamed, ‘May you burn in hell, Arthur, you ugly bastard!’ His father had been suffering from delirium tremens at the time and Arthur liked to think that he didn’t know what he was saying.

Before Arthur knelt on the velvet stool in front of her, the Queen said quietly, ‘Good morning, Mr Grice. I hope that you do not think that I am impertinent, but I have one more request before the investiture.’

Arthur waited. What did she want? Money? No problem, he had loads.

‘I would like you to double the nursing staff at Frank Bruno House and arrange for the residents to have assistance to eat their meals.’

Arthur did a quick calculation; he could easily afford to take a cut in profits, old people were a lucrative business.

‘You’ve goddit,’ he said.

The ceremony was held up briefly when Sandra found her reserved seat occupied by Princess Michael, but after a brief scuffle and a few exchanged obscenities, Inspector Lancer stepped in and escorted Princess Michael outside, and the proceedings continued.

Violet Toby stepped forward to take the Queen’s handbag and received a round of applause and a few whistles from the Tobys in the audience, then the Queen indicated by a slight inclination of her head that Grice was to kneel. He handed his top hat to Sandra, who was sitting immediately behind him, and knelt before the Queen. The Queen took Grice’s own ceremonial sword, the one he’d confiscated from a rival gang in the early days of the scaffolding turf wars, and tapped Grice once on each shoulder with the flat of the blade, before saying, ‘Arise, Sir Arthur Grice.’

As Sir Arthur Grice staggered to his feet, Sandra Grice screamed, ‘Live the dream, babe! Live the dream!’ And much to the Queen’s alarm, others in the room began to scream and whistle.

Charles whispered to Camilla, ‘Why can’t people be quietly pleased any more? Why do they have to scream like banshees?’

Lady Sandra flung herself into Sir Arthur Grice’s arms and sobbed, ‘Babe, I’m so proud of you.’

Arthur wept astonishingly large tears and said to those congratulating him, ‘It’s a bleedin’ dream come true.’

Asked by a local radio reporter, ‘How do you feel?’ Arthur said, obligingly following the script for such occasions, ‘It ain’t sunk in yet.’

Over his shoulder, Sandra, following another version of the same script, said, ‘Perhaps by tomorrer it might ’ave sunk in.’

Four burly scaffolders carried the ice sculpture of Arthur into the overcrowded room and placed the glistening statue in the centre of the buffet table. The Queen, Charles and Camilla went to take a closer look; Lady Sandra joined them.

When the Queen congratulated Sandra on having made the arrangements so quickly, Sandra said, ‘It was easy, I just chucked money at it.’

Camilla said, ‘I do envy you your figure, Lady Grice.’

‘Yeah, the surgeon wanted two grand per tit, but Arthur beat him down, and he done the two tits, and took a wart off Arthur’s nose for three grand.’

‘Warts and all,’ said Charles. ‘Jolly good. I wonder if he’s any good with ears?’

‘Listen,’ said Sandra, ‘this bloke could fix Dumbo’s ears and make a nice elephant-skin bag with the leftovers.’

Out of politeness Charles took the surgeon’s telephone number, though he had no money for plastic surgery. The Queen was hurt when she overheard him in the cake queue, complaining to Camilla, ‘I should have had them pinned back when I was a boy.’

Later, as Camilla watched Prince Andrew flinging Marcia across the improvised dance floor, Charles nudged her and said, ‘The statue.’ Arthur’s nose had melted, making him look more pig than man. But nothing could spoil Arthur’s evening. He even broke up a fight between two drunken scaffolders arguing over the last remaining chicken thigh.

Coming back to join the Queen at her table, Arthur blew on his smarting knuckles and said, ‘It can’t get much better than this: a title, a few drinks, the company of friends and a fist fight to round it all off.’

How cruel, then, that when Sir Arthur and Lady Grice returned home to the Old Mill, they found that the glass floor had cracked open and the mill stream had rerouted itself so that it now ran through the Edwardian conservatory via the minimalist German kitchen. The stench made Sandra gag.

As the stinking water lapped around his ankles, Sir Arthur railed against nature. He cursed everything living and swore to avenge himself on the natural world. Then, because he could hardly blame Sandra for the crack in the glass floor, he took his rage out on Rocky and kicked him around the sodden floor until the dog lay in a whimpering heap in a corner of the thatched porch. When Sir Arthur stormed off to ring for help, Rocky climbed to his feet slowly, checked each of his legs for damage, and then started the painful four-mile walk to Hell Close.

The Hell Close dogs were waiting at the entrance to the cul-de-sac for Rocky to arrive. He had announced his destination when he was a mile away; Rocky’s bark was a thunderous basso profundo that carried a huge distance. Harris barked to the other dogs, ‘Rocky is joining us; he will be an extremely useful member of the pack.’

Protracted bum-sniffing and tail-wagging celebrated Rocky’s arrival in the close. Some of the bolder dogs tried to lick his genitals, but Rocky yelped in pain and they backed off and apologized. Because the dogs could not survive without human help, there was the question of which household Rocky should attach himself to. Rocky growled, ‘I’m not going where I’m not wanted.’

It was Micky, Violet’s dog, who suggested that Rocky should wait a while and see which of the humans would offer Rocky a home. After warning him about Maddo Clarke, the other dogs went to their owners’ homes and left Rocky to lick his wounds. As expected, it was Maddo who first tried to lure Rocky off the green, but a low menacing growl and a display of dripping fangs sent him scuttling back behind his garden fence. Eventually, as night fell and a light rain began, Barry Toby tramped across the green and said, ‘Come on, lad.’ And Rocky got up and followed Barry home.


46

Chantelle and Chanel had turned Violet Toby’s cramped front room into what they called ‘a pampering parlour’. Camilla had been ordered to soak her ‘damaged by gardening’ hands in a pudding basin full of warm, soapy water by Chanel Toby, who had been horrified at Camilla’s ragged cuticles and broken nails. Chantelle was giving the Queen a pedicure. Each time a royal toenail was cut and a clipping flew across the room, it was chased by Micky, who retrieved it and brought it back to Chantelle, who said, ‘Good boy, Micky.’

Barry Toby had declined an invitation to be pampered. He sat in front of the television, eating toast and watching a documentary about the Great Fire of London. An actor in a curly wig and seventeenth-century costume was prancing about pretending to be Samuel Pepys. Rocky lay at Barry’s huge feet. Every now and again Barry would lightly touch the back of Rocky’s bruised head, as if to reassure the dog that he was safe now.

Violet said, ‘I ought to be collecting them toenail clippin’s an’ puttin’ ’em in a box, Liz. They’ll be worth a bit when you’re back in your palace.’

The Queen laughed, ‘You’re welcome to them, Vi. Do you want me to authenticate them?’

Camilla laughed, ‘You’re welcome to mine!’

Violet said, ‘I don’t think anybody’d want your toenail clippin’s, Camilla.’

There was a brief awkward silence; Camilla felt ludicrously hurt that her toenail clippings had been rejected.

The Queen tried to help by changing the subject, saying, ‘It’s terribly exciting about Chanel’s baby, isn’t it?’

Chantelle said, filing the Queen’s toenails with an emery board, ‘I wish it was me, having a baby. I love babies. They’re so squashy and lovely, ain’t they?’

Violet said, ‘I expect you and William will get married one day, then you’ll have your baby.’

Chantelle looked up from the Queen’s feet and said, ‘No, me and Will are just mates. ’E don’t fancy me, an’ I don’t fancy ’im.’

The Queen was relieved. One Toby girl in the family could be assimilated, but two might add rather too many dysfunctional Toby genes to the pool; their propensity for arson, their automatic belligerence when slighted, their vulgar taste in furniture and soft furnishings. She tried to imagine Chantelle and Chanel as chatelaines of Buckingham Palace; she envisioned them shouting at an upholsterer as he clad an antique chaise in leopard skin.

Barry Toby bellowed, ‘Shut the fuck up!’ and turned the television volume up.

A spokeswoman from the Kennel Club was saying, ‘This is England’s darkest hour.’

‘Are we at war?’ asked Chanel nervously.

‘Shurrup!’ shouted Barry, turning the volume up even higher.

A handsome newsreader, familiar and reassuring to them all, told them that the Dog Control Act had been passed by Parliament. The women listened in silence, not daring to antagonize Barry any further. As the full extent of the dog laws was spelt out on screen in the form of graphics and bullet points, the Queen’s spirits sank.

When Barry allowed them to speak again, the Queen said, ‘I shall have to go home. I left the television on for Harris and Susan, they’ll be frightfully scared.’

Violet said, ‘Don’t worry, Liz, they’ll never get our dogs took off us. They’re not that bleedin’ stupid.’

But the Queen did worry. She had known many politicians, and they were that stupid.

When Camilla returned home, manicured and pedicured, Prince Charles made her recount the time spent at Violet Toby’s in Proustian detail. He had not yet talked to his mother about Chanel’s pregnancy, and was avoiding doing so. Camilla assured him that the Queen seemed excited at the prospect of becoming a great-grandmother. Charles was not cheered by the news. He had called round to see Harry and had been horrified at the boy’s attitude. When Charles had accused his son of failing to practise safe sex, Harry had said, ‘I’ve only got one word to say to you, Pa, and that’s Graham!’

Camilla waited until after dinner, when they were sampling a bottle of turnip and beetroot rosé, to tell Charles about the dog control laws. Intoxicated by the startling strength of the wine, Charles kissed the top of her head and said, ‘Another set of laws that will never be implemented. Darling, this is England.’

*

It was the final cabinet meeting after Parliament was dissolved and before the electioneering began. The members of the Cabinet sat around the large polished table, waiting for the Prime Minister, watching the door and speaking in whispers. Few of them expected to keep their parliamentary seats and survive the general election. The Government’s popularity rating was seventeen per cent, an all-time low.

The Chancellor could not stop touching the resignation letter in the inside pocket of his suit jacket. He knew he was about to do the right thing and felt a glorious sense of relief that he would soon be out of the whole filthy business. He would live in the countryside with Mitzie, and take her for long walks along what were left of the public footpaths. He would divorce Veronica and marry a jolly, fat woman. He hadn’t met her yet but he saw his second wife in his mind’s eye; she was walking towards him with her dog obediently at heel. She would have a pretty face and laughing eyes, and would invite him back to her cottage for tea and home-made scones.

The Chancellor’s reverie was interrupted when Jack Barker strode into the Cabinet Office with the gunslinger’s walk he had affected since visiting the American President recently.

Taking his seat in the middle of the table, Jack said, ‘We should congratulate ourselves this morning. Last night was a political triumph. We passed two important legislative measures, the Stepladder Act and the Dog Control Act. I realize that some of you are very attached to your…’ Jack paused and looked around the table ‘…stepladders.’ He laughed, ‘But you’ll have to be seen to be getting rid of them, and the same goes for your dogs. We have to lead by example. I want a photo shoot here in Downing Street tomorrow morning. If your dogs are in your constituencies, send a ministerial car. I want them outside here for an eleven o’clock press call.’

The Chancellor asked, ‘And what will happen to our dogs, Prime Minister?’

Jack responded, ‘We’ll send ’em to work on farms… in Canada.’

The Home Secretary asked, ‘Does that also apply to the public’s dogs, Prime Minister?’

Jack said, ‘Canada is a very large country.’

The Cabinet Secretary shuffled his papers agitatedly, anticipating the paperwork, the quarantine, the practical difficulties of shipping tens of thousands of dogs, of feeding them on the journey, and disposing of their faeces. It was forbidden to throw pollutants into the sea.

The Chancellor wondered if he had the energy to stage a coup. The Prime Minister was obviously mad, and he knew that most of the Cabinet would agree with his diagnosis, if he stood up now and denounced Jack. He was almost sure that he could count on their support, but he was worn out himself and uncomfortably aware that the Prime Minister still had supporters in the security forces. He had left it too late; he took out the resignation letter and handed it to Jack. He said, ‘Prime Minister, I can no longer work in this Government.’

The room became quiet; nobody moved or spoke while Jack read the letter.

Jack said, ‘I wish I could say you’d done a good job, Stephen, or that you’ll be missed, but I can’t. You were never more than a fuckin’ number cruncher, and you’ve done nothing to help me counteract the dog terror.’

The Chancellor said, ‘You’ve cracked, Jack. There is no dog terror.’ He looked around the table for support, but nobody would catch his eye.

By late evening he was in his constituency with Mitzie, telling Veronica his career and their marriage were over. She took the news quite well, saying, before she drove away, ‘Thank God! I’ll never have to fake another orgasm again.’

Inspector Lancer was sitting at a computer terminal in his Portakabin office, reading the latest government directive. The Dog Control Act had been passed and ratified by Parliament and was to take effect within four weeks.

Lancer grumbled to Dwayne Lockhart, ‘As if we haven’t got enough to bleedin’ do. I’ll have to take men and women off surveillance and turn ’em into dog enforcement officers now. And where the fuck am I going to set up a dog holding centre?’ He printed the email and handed copies to his colleagues. Dwayne ignored the legal jargon and read the summary. A series of bullet points said:

• All dogs must be licensed (£500 per annum).

• Only one dog is permitted per household.

• Dogs are not allowed to reside in flats or apartments.

• Licensed dogs must be kept on a lead and muzzled in all public places.

• Dogs are not allowed to bark, howl or whine between the hours of 10 p.m. and 8 a.m.

• Dogs are forbidden to defecate or micturate in any public place.

• Dogs violating the orders will be confiscated.

• All confiscated dogs will be taken to a holding centre to await collection and dispersal to Canada.

To Dwayne’s dismay, Inspector Lancer said, ‘How do you fancy being in charge of dog enforcement, Dwayne?’

Dwayne said, ‘To be honest, sir, I’m not that keen on dogs.’

Lancer said, ‘I’m not that keen on people, Dwayne. But I have to deal with ’em, don’t I? You’ll need protective clothing, a van, muzzles and an assistant, so you’ll be working with WPC Boot. She’s got a bit of a reputation but she’s the only officer I know who could stare a pit bull down.’

Dwayne had heard of WPC Boot; she’d been on medical leave after damaging her back at the security police tug-of-war sports day. He said, ‘It sounds dangerous work.’

Lancer said, ‘Yeah, so make sure your taser is up to scratch. Some of the owners might get stroppy.’

Dwayne said, ‘I don’t think I’m the right man for the job, sir. I’m too soft-hearted.’

Lancer snarled, ‘Butch up, Lockhart, or you and your soft heart will be out on your soft arse.’

WPC Abigail Boot was a strong-jawed, sturdily built policewoman. She was ferociously ambitious and seemed to have no conscience or sensitivity. She took the new job with relish, saying, ‘I’ve never seen the point of dogs, I mean, what are they for? ’

Dwayne thought it only fair that dog owners should be given some warning of the implications of the new laws, and asked WPC Boot to compose a leaflet clearly stating the law and giving a deadline of four weeks.

WPC Boot said, ‘Why give them notice?’

Dwayne said, ‘Where are people going to get five hundred quid for a dog licence? And what about multi-dog households? It’s only kind to allow people time to choose which dog they want to keep.’

WPC Boot said contemptuously, ‘Kind! You should have joined the Sally Army and banged a fuckin’ tambourine. In my book, kindness is another word for weakness, and I despise weakness.’

She set her jaw and, within minutes of sitting at a computer, had composed a draft of the leaflet and had decorated it with line drawings of snarling dogs’ heads that she had downloaded from the Internet. All day the photocopier churned out the leaflets, and by the time Dwayne and Abigail went off duty, the leaflets had been stacked into piles of one hundred, ready for delivery the next morning.

After work, at WPC Boot’s suggestion, she and Dwayne went for a drink outside the Exclusion Zone, in The Clarendon Arms. WPC Boot strode into the pub and leaned a brawny arm on the bar.

‘What’s your poison?’ she asked Dwayne.

Dwayne had never had a drink he could call his own. He hesitated, then said, ‘I’ll have what you’re having.’

She shouted, ‘Two pints of Black and Pickle,’ to the landlord, who was at the far end of the bar trying to extricate himself from the pub bore, who was monologizing about a goal he had witnessed in 1974.

Dwayne wondered what a Black and Pickle was. Two minutes later he was presented with a pint of Guinness in which floated a pickled onion, the size of a small apple.

When he expressed surprise at the unlikely combination, WPC Boot said, ‘I don’t run with the herd.’ She took a bite out of her pickled onion and said, ‘I’ve heard you read books.’

Dwayne nodded and looked away.

‘Subversive books,’ she added quietly.

Dwayne took a careful sip of Guinness, trying to avoid the onion. ‘I read books,’ he admitted, ‘but…’

‘I’ve seen your Vulcan file,’ she whispered. ‘Orwell is on the list.’

‘What list?’ asked Dwayne.

‘The subversive list.’ WPC Boot finished the pickled onion and swilled it down with a deep draught of Guinness. She wiped the foam moustache from her upper lip and said, ‘Best get rid, eh?’

Later that night, Dwayne collected his Orwell titles together, nine in all, and hid them under the floorboards of his studio flat. He hated the gaps on his bookshelves and filled them with a photograph of himself as a child, taken in a time when books did not present a threat.
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The doorbell had stopped ringing; Camilla heard raised voices at the front door, then Charles, holding a tea towel, came into the kitchen followed by two large men wearing white, hooded, chemical-warfare suits and surgical facemasks. Charles was saying, ‘But they are both terribly healthy.’

The alarming men in the protective suits had come to exterminate Eccles and Moriarty. Avian flu had been reported in Luton; a chicken fancier and his wife were critically ill in an isolation unit in Luton General Hospital. A proclamation had been issued by Vulcan that all domestic backyard, unregistered chickens were to be slaughtered. One of the exterminators showed Charles Vulcan’s instructions: a piece of paper signed ‘Graham Cracknall, Health and Safety Officer’.

Charles had not been able to watch the end, but he hadn’t been able to shut out the panic-stricken squawks or the sound of frantically beating wings. When the men had gone, carrying the birds away in a sealed bag, Camilla made him a cup of camomile tea and said soothing and comforting words to him. Though perhaps it was not a good idea for her to say, ‘Cheer up, darling. Your affection was purely one-sided. Those bloody hens never gave you a single egg.’

Charles had lifted his stricken face and said, ‘It’s hopeless, everything is hopeless. The birds are dying; the weather has turned against us. The icecap is melting. Tesco’s are inheriting the earth and young people born and educated in England cannot speak their own language. I find it in-com-pre-hen-sible that our English young are not taught swathes of Shakespeare as a matter of course. I used to swoon over A Midsummer Night’s Dream at Gordonstoun, and I knew several sonnets off by heart.’

Before he could recite one, Camilla said, ‘More proof of that big brain of yours, darling.’

She left him to his misery and went into the garden. Freddie, Susan and Leo followed her down the path to the empty chicken run. When Camilla was at school, she had thought Shakespeare a ginormous yawn. An egghead boyfriend had taken her to see Lear at Stratford, but it was terribly boring, nobody famous was in it. It was just an old man shouting a lot, and complaining about his daughter. She didn’t know why they had to stick to the old-fashioned language Shakespeare used. And that bit when some chap had his eyes gouged out was terribly amateurish. You could tell the actor was faking it – from the stalls, anyway.

She hadn’t bothered seeing the egghead again. In the interval he’d taken forever to get a drink, and then had completely blown it by telling her he was afraid of horses!

Camilla heard the doorbell ringing again. The dogs looked up at her expectantly, but she didn’t move – she wasn’t ready for whoever was on the doorstep. All she wanted was a quiet moment to smoke a cigarette and think.

Charles shouted, ‘Camilla, you must come, it’s awful. Awful!’

She closed her eyes in irritation and said, under her breath, ‘What now? What fresh hell is this?’

With all three dogs pursuing her, she went back into the house to find Charles, Dwayne Lockhart, and a stolid policewoman Dwayne introduced as WPC Abigail Boot, standing in the sitting room. Charles was clutching a leaflet.

He said, ‘First my hens, and now your dogs.’

He thrust the leaflet into Camilla’s hands. She read it without understanding.

Seeing her confusion, Dwayne said, ‘I’ll leave it with you. It’s a lot to take in at the moment.’

Abigail Boot said, ‘It’s quite simple. You’ve got three dogs. The law allows you to keep one, ergo, two have got to go.’

She looked down at Freddie, Tosca and Leo. All three were growling and baring their teeth. WPC Boot’s hand went to the taser in its holster on her hip; the dogs retreated behind the sofa.

Dwayne couldn’t wait to get out. ‘Take your time choosing,’ he said, as though Charles and Camilla were indecisive children at the pick ’n’ mix counter.

‘How much time do we have?’ asked Camilla.

‘You have four weeks to turn two of your dogs in voluntarily,’ said WPC Boot.

‘And if we refuse?’ asked Charles.

‘We confiscate all three,’ replied Boot.

As she headed for the front door, Dwayne mouthed, ‘Sorry.’

Leo whimpered to Freddie and Tosca, ‘I’m too young to die.’

‘And I’m too old,’ snapped Freddie.

‘And I’m too afraid,’ howled Tosca.

After a visit from PC Lockhart and WPC Boot, the Toby household was in uproar. Barry had taken Rocky up to his bedroom and barricaded the two of them in while continuing to bellow, ‘Rocky ain’t goin’ nowhere!’

Violet sobbed on the sofa, holding Micky in her arms, imploring Chantelle and Chanel to make Barry see sense and turn Rocky in to the authorities. Violet kissed Micky’s grizzled head and cried, ‘This dog ’as meant more to me than any man. I ain’t ’ad to wash an’ iron for’ im. An’ ’e ain’t fussy what ’e eats neither.’

Next door the Queen was sitting with Harris and Susan on her lap. She had read the leaflet aloud to the dogs several times. She looked from one to the other; she couldn’t imagine life without either of them. The only thing she could say was, ‘But this is England, England.’
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‘It’s time to do some tough talking, Graham,’ said Miranda, on their seventh date. ‘No offence, piglet, but you’re an ugly bastard with the charm of a septic tank. And your clothes! What’s your style guide? Pensioner chic?’

Graham stepped back as though he had been kicked in the chest. His own view of himself was entirely self-approving. They had just left The Mouse and Cheese, where they had eaten a gruesome English Heritage Ploughman’s Lunch, consisting of a stale baguette, rubbery cheese and a tired salad.

They were walking back to the bungalow when Miranda started criticizing him ‘out of nowhere’, as he later told Gin. Graham had heard that women tried to change their men, so thought it was part of a modern relationship when Miranda suggested that he have a makeover. He was a little alarmed that she had arranged a series of appointments for him, and even more alarmed when she told him the cost. But he had his legacy, and Miranda had more or less said that unless he improved his appearance and adjusted certain mannerisms, she would not have sex with him again.

Graham was very anxious that the sex should continue. He had enjoyed himself a great deal recently, and was determined to improve his times. On the second occasion he and Miranda had made love, Graham had told her that he was going to wear his stopwatch and get an accurate timing of the bout.

Miranda had said, ‘Graham, please! You make it sound as if we’re about to take part in a boxing match.’

After his climax, she heard him stop his watch and say, ‘Better – four minutes, seven point five seconds.’

Miranda had pushed him off her and run into the bathroom with the avocado suite. She had stayed under the shower for twenty minutes trying to scrub herself clean. Since then, he hadn’t worn the stopwatch. But she knew he watched the little alarm clock on his bedside table, which had Winnie the Pooh on the second hand.

At 8.30 a.m. on Monday, Graham presented himself at Zachary Stein’s dental surgery and underwent extraction, filing, moulding, and finally, the fitting of Hollywood-style caps. At 5 p.m. he kept an appointment with celebrity hairdresser and professional cockney sparrow, the ageing Alfie Tompkins, who frowned over Graham’s hair before saying to Miranda, ‘You’re ’aving a larf, ain’tcha? I’ve seen a better barnet on a lavvy brush.’

Miranda said, ‘Graham will be on the front cover of Hello! next week.’

Alfie grumbled, ‘I suppose a few golden highlights and a scruffy “just jumped off a surfboard” look might be possible.’

As his hair was washed, coloured and cut, Graham was disconcerted by Miranda’s conversation with Alfie. It appeared that they shared the same circle of friends. There were references to ‘wasted Pete’ and ‘crackhead Giles’, and light-hearted anecdotes about being too ‘bladdered’ to get home.

Alfie said, ‘Now me, these days, I like to be home by eight with a bottle of Moët and in bed by nine with a lissom young stylist.’

They made cynical comments about authority figures; including the Prime Minister, Jack Barker, for whom Graham had the greatest respect. The banning of novelty slippers and stepladders would make Graham’s professional life much easier. When Alfie had finished blow-drying Graham’s hair, he waited for the verdict.

Graham looked in the mirror and asked, ‘Have you finished? It’s sticking up all over the place.’

Alfie said, ‘Doh! It’s meant to be like that.’

Miranda said, ‘You look cool, Graham. Clothes and shoes tomorrow.’

Graham had been hoping that Miranda would take him back to her flat in Stoke Newington, but she told him that she had to visit her sick best friend who was in a hospice. So Graham returned to the bungalow where Gin and Tonic had a good laugh at his hair.

Later that night, after many tequila slammers, Miranda told Boy’s election team that she would sooner have a threesome with grizzly bears than sleep with Graham again.

The filming of the New Cons party political broadcast had taken place over three fraught days. On the first day, Boy’s wife, Cordelia, had objected to the camera, the lights and the electric cables snaking across the bathroom floor, and had refused to put the children into the bath until a safety officer had checked that all was well.

Only thirty seconds of footage showing Boy bathing the children, as though it were part of their normal routine, were required. However, whenever Boy approached them with a soapy sponge, they shrank away from him and retreated to the end of the bath, crying for their Polish nanny, Katya. Eventually, when the bathwater was cold and the children’s skin had begun to wrinkle, the director called an end. The sobbing children were taken out of the bath by Katya and wrapped up in warm, white towels.

The children also refused to cooperate for the mock breakfast scene, and the filming ended in a confusion of tears, spilt milk and frayed tempers. So the focus of the film was shifted gradually from ‘Boy English, Hands-on Father’ to ‘Boy English, Dog Lover’, because Billy was undoubtedly a star. He was obedient, cooperative, silent and gloriously photogenic. The film crew were besotted with the dog, and what had been a walk-on part for Billy became a leading role.

The puppy brought out another side in Boy. Whenever he looked at the dog, his face softened and his voice deepened. He allowed Billy to lick his face and he fed him titbits from his plate. The dog went everywhere with him; Boy stormed out of the Ivy when the maître d’ refused to set a place for Billy. Boy happily cleared up the piles of stinking ordure that Billy distributed in the house and garden, though changing a nappy for the first time had made him retch and he had refused to do it ever again.

Five miles away in Westminster, Jack Barker was so desperate to lose the general election that he began to tell the truth to the many media outlets he spoke to during the long electioneering days. He was surprised at how much better he felt; the strain of having to choose his words as carefully as a man carrying an unstable stick of gelignite was gone. His brain cleared, it was like leaving a dark cave and breathing the fresh air of a sunlit meadow.

Asked by Peter Allen of BBC Five Drive if he would raise taxes to pay for his manifesto promises, he said, ‘Yes, by five pence in the pound!’

Asked if there was a satisfactory solution to the territorial dispute between Palestine and Israel, he simply said, ‘No!’

When he was asked by a hospital radio presenter in Liverpool to state whether he enjoyed visiting the city, he replied, ‘No! I hate the accent, I think the men are work-shy crooks and the women are all loud-mouthed tarts.’

There was outrage in Liverpool, but in Manchester, Leeds, York and Chester the Prime Minister’s popularity soared. One flat-capper interviewed in the centre of Bolton said, ‘Up ’ere we like a bloke ’oo speaks ’is mind.’

It had only taken a few weeks for the anti-dog propaganda to work. When Jack had been shown a survey commissioned by The Independent newspaper, which showed that the dog terror was the most important issue of the day, he had grown depressed; he had not realized that the electorate had become so gullible. When did they lose their scepticism? The survey found that fifty-one per cent of English dog owners no longer considered their pet to be their best friend.

This was hardly surprising since television programmes were frequently interrupted, not only by advertisements for consumer goods, but also by short, brutal films featuring dogs attacking small children and elderly and disabled people. One particularly harrowing film showed a blind toddler trying to find her way around the living room of her home. A spectral voiceover intoned: ‘Maisie will never see this room, never see the world, never see the sunrise, never see the stars, never see the changing seasons. Every day children like Maisie go blind because of contamination by dogs’ faeces.’ The last shot was a close-up of Maisie’s sightless blue eyes, which were brimming with fat unshed tears.

Jack consulted the latest survey concerning his own popularity and was alarmed to find that his own approval rating had risen by seven per cent since he had started telling the truth.

When Graham’s makeover was complete, a DVD presenting the new Graham – suntanned, white-toothed, expensively shod and tailored with a West Coast haircut – was shown to a select audience of aides in Boy’s private office. A press conference announcing Graham’s existence and status as second in line to the throne was cancelled, until Graham had benefited from intensive media training. His lip-licking nervousness and awkward physical mannerisms did not look good on camera. And when the twenty-one females working on Boy’s election campaign played ‘shag or die’, twenty of them said ‘die’ when Graham’s name came up. The remaining woman said ‘suicide’.

Rip Spitzenburger, the elderly man with film-star looks, who had taught Bill Clinton his ‘people skills’ and had masterminded two winning election campaigns for the Democrats, was flown First Class from the United States and given a suite at the Savoy. He had a week in which to transform Graham from an awkward geek into a confident aristocrat. He watched the DVD in his hotel sitting room with the large windows overlooking the Thames. At the end of Graham’s film he stared out at the river. He enjoyed a challenge – he had coached Mike Tyson on the correct use of a fish knife – but he wondered if this time, he had, like Mike, bitten off more than he could chew.

Rip and Graham’s first meeting, held over room-service afternoon tea, started badly when Graham told Rip that, according to a poll of international risk assessors, ‘America is the biggest threat to world peace.’

Rip, considered a liberal crypto-commie flip-flopper, in his own country, bridled at Graham’s statement and said, ‘First rule, Gray: do not on your first meeting insult your new acquaintance’s country. Second rule: do not start a sentence with “According to a recent poll”.’

Rip Spitzenburger felt that he had been duped by Boy English and his team. ‘I shoulda been notified that the guy was bipolar,’ he complained to his agent after Graham had gone home to Ruislip. After Rip’s agent had negotiated a higher fee and a sponsor had been found to cover the extra cost, Rip agreed to complete the week’s media training.

For the next seven days Rip attempted to teach Graham to smile without looking like Jack Nicholson in The Shining; to stop rolling his eyes back when asked a question; to show his best profile, his left, when posing for a photograph; and to speak and enunciate clearly, but without sounding like somebody whose vocal cords had been removed and replaced with an electronic voice box.

On most evenings Miranda met Graham in the American Bar at the Savoy, where she wheedled him into buying her a glass of champagne. He was surprised that she seemed to be on such intimate terms with the barman. For a shy girl she certainly knew a lot of people.
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As the terror campaign intensified dog owning had quickly become synonymous with antisocial behaviour. There were fewer people exercising their dogs on the streets and in the parks. A man walking his gentle golden Labrador in Hyde Park was beaten up by a gang of youths and called ‘a dog-loving bastard’.

Dog rescue centres were unable to cope with the constant flood of abandoned canines. Cruft’s was cancelled, breeders of pedigree dogs could not sell their puppies and veterinary surgeons were inundated with requests for euthanasia. There were many stories from around the country of dogs jumping from high buildings to their deaths. Suicide could not be proved in any of these sad cases, but nobody could deny that the surviving dog population looked depressed and fearful. It was not a good time to be a dog, or a dog lover.

In the fourth week of what quickly became known as the War On Dogs, a government agency was set up to manage the crisis. Operation Dog Round-up opened centres around the country where unwanted dogs could be left, on the understanding that ‘suitable candidates’ would be shipped to Canada to work on farms. A government information film showed a ship leaving Liverpool Docks with dogs crowded on the top deck. An ‘owner’ was interviewed waving goodbye to her sheepdog. ‘I know he’s going to a better place,’ she said. Another ‘owner’ said, ‘My dog, Rex, was cooped up in a flat all day. He’ll have better opportunities in Canada.’

The Queen watched these propaganda films with considerable scepticism. As she said to Violet, ‘I’ve been to Canada many times. The climate is entirely unsuitable for English dogs, and there certainly aren’t enough farms to go round.’

King was the first dog to go from Hell Close. Beverley Threadgold had never liked King; he was Vince’s dog and would follow his master from room to room, waiting outside the bathroom when Vince had a bath and greeting him when he emerged as though they had been separated for years. Sometimes Vince thought that he loved King more than he loved Beverley. King was better looking than Bev for starters, and caused less trouble. Bev had let herself go, big time. Sometimes she couldn’t even be bothered to get herself dressed and just slobbed about the house in a scruffy dressing gown and sheepskin slippers, the insoles of which had turned a shiny, smelly black. On such days she tied her hair back with whatever came to hand: string, a sock, once a torn-up J-cloth.

She moaned that she was depressed but Vince thought, what’s she got to be depressed about? I only smack her one when she deserves it. King, though, he was a looker – big brown eyes, a lovely silky coat – and another thing about King, he was always smiling.

The first that Charles and Camilla knew about King’s disappearance was when Vince asked over the garden fence if either of them had, ‘Seen the dog around?’

Camilla said, ‘Vince, you look frightful.’

Vince said, ‘I ain’t slept a wink. I were lying awake listening for ’im to scratch on the door, but ’e din’t come ’ome.’

‘Has he stayed out all night before?’ asked Charles.

‘No, ’e looked ’ard but ’e were frit of the dark,’ said Vince. ‘We ’ad to leave the bedroom light on for ’im.’

Camilla said, ‘I’m sure he’ll come back, Vince.’

Vince said, bleakly, ‘I keep seein’ ’im in me mind’s eye, chasin’ motorbikes.’

When Vince went back into the house he noticed that King’s possessions, his food and water bowls, his spare collar, grooming brush and leather leash, were also missing.

‘A bleedin’ dog don’t take its stuff with it,’ he said out loud to himself. King was clever, but he hadn’t mastered the art of packing an overnight bag.

When he asked Beverley about King’s bits and pieces, Beverley cursed herself for this oversight; she’d been too anxious to remove all traces of King from the house. She said, falteringly, ‘We must ’ave ’ad the burglars. Maddo Clarke’s lads were messing about in front of the ’ouse yesterday.’

Vince always knew when Beverley lied to him; her eyes flicked from right to left, like an umpire at Wimbledon.

Vince asked, ‘When was the last time you seen King? Think carefully, Bev, ’cause if you lie to me I’ll kill you.’

Beverley walked to the back doorstep, lit a cigarette and inhaled deeply. She needed to think. Vince had killed before; a teenage fight in a taxi queue in the early hours of the morning.

She looked him in the eye and said, ‘I meant to tell you, Vince, but it went right out of my mind. I took King to the dog collection point, he’s going to start a new life, on a farm in Canada.’ She backed into the kitchen and, as Vince advanced on her, she shouted, ‘Dogs are dangerous, Vince! King were a nutter, you said so yourself!’

‘I liked ’im being a nutter!’ roared Vince. ‘It saved me from being one myself!’

The first blow knocked Beverley’s head against the built-in oven, activating the timer. Camilla listened to Beverley’s screams with her head in her hands. Charles was white-faced.

He said, ‘One must do something. Should I go round and try to reason with Vince?’

Leo barked, ‘No!’

Camilla said, ‘Better not, darling. The last time you intervened, Beverley hit you.’

After a while the screaming stopped, and the only sound to be heard through the wall was Vince, sobbing for his dog.

The opinion polls alarmed Jack; the Government was neck and neck with the New Cons. Just what did he have to do to lose this election? Call the electorate moronic bastards on television? Suggest the culling of girl babies? He was constantly astonished at how complacent and compliant the electorate were. Sometimes he wondered if those bastards at Porton Down were slipping something into the water supply, but there was nobody he could ask because there was nobody he could trust. He couldn’t even discuss his thoughts with his wife.

As Jack went through the motions of electioneering, Caroline was constantly at his side wearing an ever-changing collection of outfits and smiling as they alighted from cars, coaches, helicopters and trains. The press and public seemed to like her, and the public mistook his bad temper and manner for bluff honesty. They applauded Jack’s increasingly taciturn behaviour, his rudeness to journalists.

When he warned a local television audience during an otherwise unremarkable speech in a leisure centre hall in Grimsby that if re-elected, he would raise the basic level of income tax to fifty per cent, saying, ‘If you want excellent public services, you’ll have to pay for ’em,’ the audience applauded and gave him a standing ovation of three minutes and fifteen seconds. He had left the platform scowling and shaking his fist, but, as ever, his belligerence was interpreted as passion.

A leader in The Times said: ‘Mr Barker has expressed some unpalatable truths about taxation. We may not want to hear them, but we ignore such fiscal realities at our peril.’ Reading the press the next day, Jack was reminded of a book by Samuel Butler he had once read, Erewhon, in which the world was turned upside down and inside out, convicted criminals were treated in hospitals, the sick were sent to prison.

He hardly slept and appeared at the morning press conferences pale and hollow-eyed; he ate very little and lost weight; he let his hair grow and stopped shaving as meticulously as he had previously. One day he left Number Ten wearing an old pair of hipster jeans and a denim shirt. He became a cult figure in France, where he was called ‘Le bloke anglais’. The readers of Heat voted him the sexiest man in politics; even his wife began to find him attractive again.

He ignored his advisers and speechwriters and made short, off-the-cuff speeches that were frequently interrupted by wild cheering and applause. He debated with the audiences who flocked to see him. Sometimes he was fantastically indiscreet, confiding to a meeting in Hull that he missed Pat, his first wife. Caroline, sitting behind him on the stage, had no time in which to arrange her face; photographs of her angry expression appeared on most front pages the next morning.

Pat was interviewed by Jenni Murray on Woman’s Hour and confessed that she still cared for the Prime Minister.

‘I didn’t want to divorce him,’ Pat said in a choked voice, ‘but I didn’t want to stand in his way. He couldn’t help falling in love with somebody else.’

Jenni Murray said, sounding as though she wanted to give Pat a good shake, ‘Well, thank you, Pat Barker. Coming up next, women saxophonists, why are there so few?’
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It was Roy Hattersley’s dog, Buster, famous among dogs as a wit and author, who was credited with starting the civil disobedience movement that swept through the canine population of England like a fire through a hayfield. At first, unofficial meetings were held in parks, recreation grounds and inner-city alleyways. A few of the more neurotic dogs volunteered for suicide missions, but were told by their pack leaders that martyrdom would not be necessary.

At twilight, the dogs of the Flowers Exclusion Zone met by arrangement inside the walls and padlocked gates of the long-abandoned adventure playground. Earlier in the day, a little terrier called Eddie had tunnelled an entrance sufficiently deep to allow Rocky, the tallest dog on the estate, to pass through.

Micky Toby looked round fondly. His eyes were bright and his tongue lolled out of his grinning face. He remembered when the playground had been full of dogs and children, before the health and safety laws had meant that dogs were banned, and children were forbidden to climb the trees or use a hammer and nails to knock up a rudimentary den. A risk assessment form had to be filled in before a child was allowed to play. Soon the children had stopped coming and the playground was closed.

A truce had been called between the mongrels and the pedigrees, and individuals from both classes were intermingled in the crowd. Harris, flanked by bodyguards Spike and Rocky, jumped up on a rotting climbing frame and barked for attention. A golden retriever called Nelson, who had been asleep in the front row, sat to attention and pricked up his ears. Other dogs ceased their conversations and waited for Harris to speak; a few puppies were cuffed into silence by their mothers.

‘Mein fellow dogs,’ Harris barked, ‘We come together as dogs, regardless of breed or breeding.’

Princess Michael’s dog, Zsa-Zsa, said, ‘But we pedigree dogs, those of us who have been carefully and expertly bred, cannot possibly associate with mongrels. We barely speak the same language.’

Harris said, ‘The anti-dog laws apply to all dogs regardless of the purity of their bloodline.’

‘But,’ continued Zsa-Zsa, ‘a mongrel has never won Best Dog at Cruft’s.’

Micky Toby barked, ‘Only because we ain’t allowed to enter.’

Rocky growled for silence and Harris continued, ‘Many of the more intelligent breeds among you will have heard about the threat posed to our canine world by this dog-hating Government. However, the more stupid dogs, and I think you know who you are, Dummkopf…’

There was gruff laughter; several heads turned to look at the runts of litters.

‘…and the dogs who take no interest in human affairs, may not be aware of the implications of these draconian proposals. I will touch briefly on each.

‘One: the Government is proposing to charge our feeders five hundred pounds annually for a licence fee, for each of us.’

Britney howled, ‘That’s me out on the street. The pliers woman ain’t got that sorta money.’

Susan yapped, ‘Quiet, you slag!’

Althorp and Carling began to play-fight and were separated by Freddie, who had appointed himself as chief steward.

‘Two: only one dog is to be allowed per household.’

Leo whined, ‘I’m the youngest of three. Will it be last in, first out?’

‘Three: flat dwellers are barred from keeping a dog. Although…’ Harris said, bitterly, ‘…cats will be allowed.’

There was an outbreak of angry barking at this news. After they had quietened down, Harris resumed.

‘Four: our ablutions can only take place in designated areas, which will be sited far away from human habitation.

‘Five: any dog exercising its right to bark after ten o’clock in the evening will be taken to a government centre, and killed!’

An angry Dobermann snarled, ‘I’m a watchdog. How can I do my job if I can’t bark in the night?’

There was sustained and angry barking, which only stopped when Rocky and Spike called for order.

Harris continued, ‘Our enemy is the Cromwell Party and their supporters. For now, we do nothing but watch and listen. We have spies in high places who have promised to keep us informed of any new developments. Are there any questions?’

Zsa-Zsa yelped, ‘I do not have a question, but I want you all to know zat I am here under duress. I was bullied into coming here tonight by the horrid dogs of Hell Close. I am not a political animal, none of the issues you are getting yourselves excited about affect me. I am an only dog, I hardly leave my garden, and I do not bark after ten o’clock at night.’

Tosca growled, ‘What about the dogs in multi-dog households? Think about our situation.’

A mongrel from the back whimpered, ‘We’re going to die, we’re going to die.’

Some of the more sensitive dogs began to howl.

Harris barked, ‘Control yourselves, we will fight back, and destroy our enemies.’

A mongrel called Scarlet, whose recent ancestor was a New Guinea singing dog, jumped gracefully on to the climbing frame and stood next to Harris. She lifted her wedge-shaped head and began to croon, and the dogs in the audience fell silent, entranced by her voice as she sang:

Dogs of England see the light,
Leave your homes and join the fight.
For too long we have slept,
Always willing to accept.
Now’s the time to show our teeth,
Hail to Harris, he’s our chief.
Humans, hear our battle cry,
We will not lie down and die.
Humans, hear our battle cry,
We will not lie down and die.

At the end of the song there was wild barking; Scarlet bowed her head modestly.

Spike growled, ‘Again, sing it again.’

The little dog raised her head once more and sang, louder and more confidently this time. Soon, thanks to the stirring melody and the simple lyric, even the most stupid of dogs were word perfect. Outside on the Flowers Estate, residents were alarmed when they heard the eerie howling emanating from the abandoned playground. Charles and Camilla turned the volume down on the radio and listened at the front door to the unearthly-sounding canine song.

‘Darling, where are the dogs?’ Charles asked Camilla.

‘They haven’t come home for their tea,’ said Camilla. ‘Should we worry?’

After the howling had stopped, Charles said, ‘Listen to that.’

Camilla said, ‘I can’t hear anything.’

‘Precisely,’ said Charles. ‘I can’t hear a single dog barking.’

They both strained their ears, but the dogs in the playground had agreed that they would travel to their homes in silence, and under cover of darkness.

When Leo, Freddie and Tosca had scratched at their front door and been let in, Camilla said, ‘You’re late for your tea, darlings.’

Leo growled, ‘So?’

‘What have you been doing?’ she asked.

Freddie snarled, ‘Nothing.’

‘Where have you been?’ she asked.

‘Nowhere,’ snapped Tosca.

All three dogs walked by Charles without greeting him, and went into the kitchen.

Charles and Camilla exchanged a worried glance: why were their dogs exhibiting such coldness towards them? What had they done to deserve such treatment? For the rest of the evening the dogs preferred to keep their own company, lying together under the kitchen table. When Charles let them out into the back garden to pee, before he went to his own bed, the dogs ran to the back fence barking. The two foxes joined them and all five sang ‘Dogs of England’ together.

On the other side of the close, the Queen turned her television down; Harris and Susan were howling in the bedroom, where they had been since coming home late for their tea.

The Queen shouted upstairs, ‘What is it, darlings? Are you hurt?’

The dogs ignored her and carried on singing until the end of the song. When the Queen went up to bed, the dogs left the bedroom without acknowledging her in any way. Without their comforting presence on the end of the bed, the Queen could not easily get to sleep. She lay awake wondering what she had done to elicit their disapproval.
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Boy English and his advisers were in his office at the New Con party headquarters watching their party political broadcast, which was due to go out in a few days on all terrestrial channels simultaneously. It featured Boy’s dog, Billy, for at least a quarter of the film’s content. An adviser had said, as they watched the DVD, ‘Can we rejig the dog digitally, turn it into a cat?’

‘There’s no way you can turn a Labrador retriever into a fucking moggy,’ said one shirt-sleeved young man. ‘Why don’t you stand up for dog owners, Boy, and oppose the Government?’

Others urged Boy to steer clear of any kind of support for dogs. ‘It’s not as if the fuckers have a vote,’ said a young woman with fashionably tangled hair.

Boy played for time, steering the discussion away from dogs and towards plans to meet the exiled Royal Family.

‘The request is in,’ said one of his young team, ‘but I doubt if Vulcan will grant you access to them.’

‘I’ll play the civil liberties card,’ said Boy. There was laughter from the team; they all knew that civil liberties were old school.

It was Boy’s driver, Duncan, who finally made up Boy’s mind regarding his position on the anti-dog legislation. The driver conducted his conversation with Boy through the use of the rear-view mirror.

‘What do you make of all this dog malarkey, Mr English?’ he asked. ‘How come it was all right to have a dog a few months ago, and now it ain’t, and what’s with all these posters?’ He gestured to a billboard outside in the Euston Road, where two toy poodles appeared to be tearing a teddy bear apart. ‘I bought my mum, eighty-seven she is, one of them Jack Russells, for company like. She’s called it Gloria, after Gloria Hunniford. Done my old mum the world of good, it has. She dotes on that dog, takes it for a long walk twice a day, feeds it Werther’s Originals. Is this what my granddad fought in the war for?’

‘Did your grandfather survive the war?’ asked Boy.

‘Yeah, but when he came back he’d lost an arm.’

Boy muttered, ‘Brave man.’

‘No,’ said the driver, who was a pedant of the highest order, ‘he weren’t brave. He moaned every bleedin’ day about that missing arm, complaining he couldn’t open a tin. He drove us all bleedin’ mad.’

Boy asked his driver for his opinion on the Royal Family.

‘I’d ’ave the Queen back termorrer,’ said the driver, ‘but I’d make the others work for their bleedin’ living.’

When Boy was next in a radio studio, he converted the driver’s opinion into more or less proper English, and was encouraged by the positive feedback from listeners who were relieved that somebody was standing up for dogs. The telephone lines were blocked with dog lovers promising Boy their votes.

When Vulcan issued him and a film crew with a visiting order for the Flowers Exclusion Zone, he was not to know that it was Jack Barker, his supposed rival, who had signed the order.

It looked to Boy as though he wouldn’t need Graham after all. He was tempted to cancel Graham’s last session with Rip. The bar bill at the Savoy was exorbitant and Rip was constantly on the room phone to America, clocking up even more expense.

Rip Spitzenburger was, in fact, in a TV studio in Soho, conducting a mock interview with Graham, trying to get him familiar with the type of media attention he would receive when Boy unveiled him to the public.

Rip said, ‘So, I’m the interviewer, you’re the interviewee. OK, so first you check your appearance: zipper up, hair smooth, no spinach on teeth. Smile even though your fucking heart is aching, smile though it’s fucking breaking… And remember, Gray, flatter the interviewer. Say “That’s a very interesting question”, or “I’m glad you asked me that, Rip”, or whatever their goddamn name is.’

Graham seated himself on the chair opposite Rip and waited for the mock interview to begin. He had never felt so uncomfortable. He had a mouthful of newly capped teeth, his scalp still tingled from an allergic reaction to the peroxide highlights, and he was wearing the sort of clothes that homosexuals wore on television. As soon as the camera lights were switched on, Graham twisted himself in knots, rolled his eyes back and compulsively checked his flies.

Rip shouted, ‘Forchrissake! Take your bloody hands away from your crotch! You look as though you’re pleasuring your goddamn self!’ He sighed; a week of intensive training had been for nothing.

In his role as interviewer he asked, ‘Prince Graham, how did you feel when you found out you were second in line to the throne of England?’

Graham said, ‘I was over the moon.’

Rip shouted, ‘What did I tell you about clichés? You were not over the goddamn, mother-fucking moon!’

Graham leapt out of his chair and tore the tiny microphone from the lapel of his jacket.

He said imperiously, ‘I am the future King of England. You will not speak to me with such disrespect. My ancestors were conquering the world when yours were eating their own kith and kin.’

Later, after Graham had left the studio, Rip blamed himself. He had tried to put Graham at ease by telling him about the Spitzenburgers’ humble origins in Estonia, and about the Great Freeze in the winter of 1795 when the Spitzenburgers had been forced to eat a fat aunt before the Great Thaw.

Graham ran from the building in Wardour Street and was swallowed up by the crowds of workers and tourists jostling for pavement space. He was sick of being circumspect about his true birth parents. Why should he be used as a political pawn? Why didn’t he take his life in his own hands and tell the world that, one day, he would be the King of England? The thought excited him; he sat at a pavement café in Old Compton Street and ordered a ‘milky coffee’.

The waiter said, in an over-familiar tone that Graham didn’t care for, ‘Milky coffee? How delightfully retro.’

As he sipped his coffee, Graham noticed that many of the men passing on the pavement were blatantly what his adoptive father had called ‘of the other persuasion’. When a young man wearing mascara asked if he could join him, Graham left the café and hailed a black cab, telling the driver to take him to the offices of the Daily Telegraph, the newspaper his adoptive father had read. He knew he could trust the Daily Telegraph; it supported the monarchy and the English institutions. He was confident that the editor would give him a sympathetic hearing.

Graham had never been to Canary Wharf before. A lesser man might have been intimidated by the towering buildings and acres of reflective glass, but Graham strode into the building housing the Daily Telegraph like the king he would one day be. After telling the receptionist that he had the story of the century, an editorial assistant, India Knightly, came down in the lift to speak to him. She was a languid, well-spoken girl who didn’t blink when Graham informed her in a whisper that he was the love child of Prince Charles and Camilla Parker Bowles.

‘Really,’ she drawled. Only last week she had listened to a woman who had claimed to be the Pope’s current mistress.

Graham said, ‘Yes, really. I have the papers to prove it.’

‘May I see them?’ India was bored with having to deal with the nutters who seemed to haunt newspaper offices. She wanted her own column where she could write about the amusing things her cats did and how infuriating it was to choose a squeaky trolley in the supermarket.

When Graham told her that the papers proving he was the future King of England were at home in Ruislip, India signalled to the two security men lounging against the reception desk, and they each took one of Graham’s arms and steered him towards the door. He should, of course, have left it at that and gone home on the tube to Ruislip, but consumed by a need to claim his true identity, he shouted, ‘I am your future king. Unhand me!’ The ensuing struggle resulted in a damaged potted palm, a splintered glass coffee table and an alarming and illegal amount of arterial blood.

When Miranda returned to Boy’s election campaign headquarters and confessed that Graham was on the loose, somewhere in London, Boy shrugged it off. The latest opinion poll had just been published and showed that only twelve per cent of voters cared about the monarchy. However, sixty-seven per cent had strong opinions about dogs.

At the end of Front Row on Radio Four, Gin began to worry; Tonic needed his insulin.

‘It’s infuriating that we are so dependent on humans,’ yapped Gin, as he prowled in front of the fridge where the insulin was kept.

Tonic barked, ‘If only we had fingers, Gin. Think how our lives would be transformed.’

They looked at their paws in disgust.

When the cuckoo in the clock had ratcheted out of its nest twelve times and Graham was still not home, Tonic crawled into his basket, whining, ‘He won’t come now, he’s never out after midnight.’

Both dogs were hungry and thirsty and needed to relieve themselves. Gin made many valiant attempts to jump up to the sink to a slowly dripping tap, but his age and his small stature meant that he could only watch as each precious drop of water dripped into the sink. After peeing in a corner, he went to lie alongside Tonic and talked of their lives together, stressing the happy times they’d had when Mr and Mrs Cracknall had been alive.

In the morning, Gin awoke to a terrible silence. There was no sound of Graham preparing for work, no sound of Tonic’s asthmatic breathing. There was only the slow drip of water hitting the sink.
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Jack Barker was reading the early editions of the newspapers in bed; it was still dark outside. He laughed quietly to himself when he saw the front page of the Sun. The huge black headline read:

GOD COULD BE DOG CLAIMS TOP CLERIC

See page three

Jack turned to page three, and after glancing at a photograph of a bare-breasted adolescent, a Ms Candy Barre from Ludlow, he read:

The Archbishop of Canterbury shocked fellow clerics today when he announced from the pulpit, ‘God was almost certainly not a man or even a woman, but could be a dog.’

The bearded, sandal-wearing, holy man who is head honcho of the Church of England, made his shock claim at a service to celebrate the bravery of animals in both world wars.

After congratulating pigeons, who carried messages from the front line, and horses, who pulled the heavy artillery, he lavished most of his praise on dogs, who, as well as showing bravery in many capacities, were vital in keeping up the country’s morale and providing comfort to the bereaved.

The lentil-eating cleric shocked worshippers by suggesting that God could be manifested in the form of a dog.

When he said, ‘After all, God is only dog spelt backwards,’ a member of the congregation stormed towards the pulpit, shouting, ‘How dare you use that tired old cliché in God’s house!’

The agitator was wrestled down the aisle by Cathedral Security Staff and was later arrested and charged with ‘causing upset in a public place’.

Jack studied Candy Barre’s pneumatic breasts more closely, and was interested to read that she enjoyed water sports.

The ‘God could be dog’ piece was featured in every newspaper. The Peter Simple column in the Daily Telegraph was of the opinion that God was probably a St Bernard. Whereas a columnist in the Guardian suggested that God was almost certainly a bitch. The cartoon on the front of The Times showed a golden Labrador sitting on a cloud, looking down to earth. Jack didn’t laugh; the archbishop was obviously trying to subvert the dog terror laws. Jack thought, who will rid me of this pesky priest?

Now that did make him laugh.

Lawrence Krill was delighted when The Bastard King of England, as the attendants called him, was introduced to King George III ward. He wasted no time in informing Graham that he, Lawrence Krill, had in his possession the lost English crown.

Graham sat on his bed muttering, ‘I am the future King of England,’ to himself.

A kind nurse gave Graham his medication, which he swallowed obediently.

‘Of course, you’re the future King of England,’ she said soothingly. In her experience it was better to agree with the poor souls.

Lawrence Krill rummaged in his bedside locker and brought out a cardboard crown he had made in occupational therapy. Lawrence had decorated it with stuck-on jewels made from the cellophane wrappers of Quality Street toffees. It wasn’t the coronation that he had expected, but as Krill lifted the crown and placed it on Graham’s head, he could not help but feel that he was a man apart. A purple toffee wrapper dislodged itself from the crown and floated to the floor. Sunlight shone through the barred windows on to King Graham and his only loyal subject.

The little copse of trees on the green in the centre of Hell Close had been cut down in the middle of the night. Camilla had thought she’d heard a chainsaw, but being in that state between dreaming and wakefulness had, after a few minutes, gone back to sleep. As soon as she drew open the bedroom curtains in the morning, she noticed that the trees were gone, leaving only pale ground-level stumps as a reminder. Without the softening trees, Hell Close looked bleak and raw. The dogs of Hell Close were sitting together in the spaces between the stumps. They look as though they’re having a meeting, thought Camilla.

Charles came out of the bathroom and was alarmed to see Camilla crying at the window.

‘The trees have gone,’ she sniffed.

Charles looked out and said, ‘What an unspeakable act of vandalism.’

He dressed quickly and went out on to the green. The assembled dogs watched as he kicked at the stumps.

William came to join him and said, ‘When I’m king, I’ll come back and plant a hundred English oaks here.’

Charles patted his son’s shoulder and said, ‘There isn’t room for a hundred English oaks, darling. A mature oak has a tremendous span.’

William’s patriotic fervour deflated, he said glumly, ‘Whatever,’ and bent down to stroke Althorp. ‘C’mon boy,’ he said, ‘time for your breakfast.’

Charles was mystified as to why William said goodbye so brusquely. He put it down to lack of sleep; the lights in William and Harry’s house were often blazing at three o’clock in the morning.

The remaining dogs drifted to their homes despondently. The trees had been their message posts and had provided shade in the summer; some of the dogs had enjoyed chasing the floating autumn leaves and forcing cats to climb to the upper branches.

During the rest of the morning, little knots of residents stood on the green, looking at the space where the trees had been. Only Maddo Clarke’s boys were happy to see level, uncluttered ground. Four of them took their ragged jumpers off for goalposts and began to play football.

The Queen told Prince Philip about the trees when she visited him at Frank Bruno House. He made no sign that he had understood her, but Harold Bunion agreed with her that it was a crying shame. She asked Bunion if he had noticed any improvement in staffing levels.

He said, ‘A lot of hoodlums have been set on to feed them that can’t feed themselves.’

‘Hoodlums?’ asked the Queen.

‘Well, teenagers,’ said Bunion. ‘Same thing, in’t it?’

The Queen busied herself sorting her husband’s laundry and tidying his bedside locker. At lunchtime a youth wearing the Sir Arthur Grice Academy uniform brought a tray of food into the room and plonked it on Bunion’s bedside trolley.

‘Do you require assistance with your dinner, sir?’ asked the youth.

Bunion said, ‘No, I can feed myself, ta very much. But do you mind telling me how much you earn, lad?’

‘Oh, we don’t get paid, sir. We’re volunteers, working with old people as part of Sir Arthur Grice’s charity, “Feed an Oldie”,’ said the boy.

The Queen said, ‘I rather fear I’ve been duped by Sir Arthur Grice. I hadn’t expected him to exploit schoolchildren.’

Bunion took the cover off his plate and stared distastefully at a mound of glutinous rice and a greenish chicken curry.

‘Foreign muck,’ he said, contemptuously.

The Queen said, ‘I do wish Philip would wake up. There’s something I must tell him.’

‘I can pass a message on,’ said Bunion, who didn’t like to tell the Queen that her husband would probably never speak again.

‘It’s too important to leave a message,’ said the Queen. Then, because she had to tell somebody, and Mr Bunion had been so sympathetic of late, she said, ‘At ten o’clock this morning I wrote to Jack Barker, abdicating from the throne. I am no longer the Queen of England.’
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On the night before Election Day, Harris led the remaining Hell Close dogs under the Exclusion Zone’s metal fence. They passed through the slumbering suburbs, keeping to the shadows and resisting the temptation to bark at provocative cats and the occasional human. Once they reached the dual carriageway that led to Bradgate Park, they picked up speed and were soon running in a tight pack with Harris at its head. When they had covered three miles, Harris called a halt, fearing that his little legs would collapse under him.

He gasped, ‘We must find a ditch and drink.’

A retriever padded away and soon gave a low growl that a ditch had been found and that the water was potable. Harris couldn’t move. His heart felt as though it would burst through his ribcage. Susan panted behind him; none of the dogs were used to running such a distance without stopping. Only the greyhound seemed to be enjoying himself.

After a while, Harris walked down to the ditch and stood in the brackish water and drank. When he had slaked his thirst, he barked that they were to leave the verge of the road and cut across the fields. Their eventual destination was Beacon Hill, in the deer park. Harris set off.

Susan gasped, ‘Slow down, Harris, or you’ll never make it to the top of the hill.’

But Harris was exhilarated by the sight of the beacon looming ahead in the moonlight; he thought about nothing else but reaching the top. Two of the very small toy dogs – Zsa-Zsa and Fifi, a lap dancer’s pet – sank into the bracken, unable to go on, but the soft-mouthed Labrador retrievers picked each toy dog up carefully by the scruff of their necks and carried them up the hill towards the summit. In the dark woods beyond, the deer collected. The cracking and splintering of the bracken had woken them and their fastidious nostrils had alerted them to the danger of dogs. When the pack reached the foot of the beacon, Harris barked a halt; the dogs lay down in a circle around him.

‘Listen for humans,’ ordered Harris.

The dogs cocked their ears and listened, but the only sounds were of owls hunting and nocturnal creatures moving through the undergrowth. There was not a single human voice or footfall.

‘We will now climb to the top of the beacon,’ said Harris.

It was a difficult ascent; the dogs scrambled over huge boulders that had been thrown about in a volcanic eruption millions of years before. When they finally reached the top it was some time before they could speak. Each dog had its tongue out, panting, though they looked at each other with bright triumphant eyes. When they recovered their breath, they began to explore the summit. Most of them took the opportunity to urinate against the base of the stone direction marker, where important cities including Moscow and New York were indicated by an arrow pointing in their direction.

Harris called the dogs to attention, saying, ‘We are here for a purpose. There are beacon hills all over England, and at the top of each beacon there is a pack of dogs. We are going to send a message that will be heard by every dog in the land.’

The dogs fell silent, waiting for the message.

After a full minute had passed, Tosca said irritably, ‘Are you intending to share the message with us, or are you going to stand in the moonlight all night looking heroic, you clapped-out little ponce?’

Rocky growled, ‘Keep it sweet, Tosca.’ He nodded at Freddie and said, ‘Respect, innit?’

Harris said, ‘It’s two o’clock in the morning. Most of our fellow dogs are in their homes, guarding their human feeders – yet another thankless task we perform every day of the year. The ancestors of our owners laid down their lives to secure their freedom. Are we to ignore their sacrifice?

‘How much longer can we stand by and do nothing as laws are passed that prevent our owners from speaking of what they know to be true?

‘English men and English women must be free to express what is in their hearts, and if they do not like what their Government is doing, they must be allowed to say so, and not be afraid of a knock on their door in the middle of the night.

‘The dog terror laws must not be implemented!

‘Now listen, and learn this simple rhyme. It will be barked from this beacon and be heard and repeated by the dogs on the nearest beacon, and so on until the whole of England is awoken to the sound of barking dogs.’

When the dogs of England heard the commands issuing from the hundreds of beacons, they woke and pricked up their ears. It was a call to arms.

Destroy the ID cards of Government supporters! Chew the cards! Eat the cards! Bury the cards!

There were queues outside the polling stations on the morning of the election. Nothing had ever excited the English voters as much as the dog question. Cromwell Government supporters who were also dog owners had woken to discover that their identity cards had been torn from wallets, bags and jacket pockets in the night and chewed to pieces, rendering them useless at the polling stations, where possession of an ID card was mandatory before a vote could be cast. Some Cromwellians had the disturbing experience of seeing their cards snatched out of their hands by marauding dogs as they produced the cards to show the electoral officers.

However, it was the huge turnout in support of dogs that caused the biggest landslide in recent political history. Seasoned analysts were taken by surprise at the size of the New Con victory. Boy English was hailed as a new type of politician, one with ‘emotional intelligence’ and ‘vision’. His first address to the nation was given, accompanied by Billy. The English voters were transfixed by the little dog’s antics, as he licked his paws and groomed his sweet face. So transfixed that they failed to listen attentively to what Boy was saying: there would be an extension of the Exclusion Zones, the Government would censor the programme output of the BBC, and in future the American Secretary of State would have a designated office at Number Ten.

Boy finished with, ‘And, of course, the anti-dog legislation has already been rescinded.’

He lifted Billy and manipulated one of his paws to wave goodbye.

Jack Barker was seated at his desk in his office at Number Ten. It was ten o’clock in the morning and he had been wearing the same jeans and tee shirt for two days. He was listening to a Leonard Cohen CD; now and then he would join Cohen in a mumbled duet. He and Pat, his first wife, would make love to the sound of Leonard Cohen in the small flat they used to share. Cohen had been the soundtrack to their young lives. His second wife, Caroline, had banned him from listening to Cohen. She said his songs were ‘unhealthy’ and tried to interest him in her own passion – early English music played on a thing called a sackbut, or something similar. Harpsichords, anyway.

He opened the letter that had been couriered to him the day before the election, and reread the contents.

Dear Mr Barker,

I’m sure you will be pleased to hear that at 10 a.m. today, I abdicated from the throne.

I am only too well aware of the fact that you do not recognize the monarchy. However, I do.

There is a question as to who will succeed me to the throne, but this need not concern you, as I suspect you will soon no longer be Prime Minister.

I thought it only courteous to inform you of my decision, since we do share a history together.

Yours sincerely,

Elizabeth

He picked up the telephone and dialled the number he knew by heart. Pat answered immediately. She was in her kitchen; he could hear their old dishwasher whining in the background.

He said, ‘Pat, come and get me.’

She said, accusingly, ‘You’re listening to Leonard Cohen. You know the effect he has on you. Turn it off, Jack, now!’

Jack used the remote and turned the volume down, but his sense of desolation and misery remained.

He said, ‘We should never have got divorced, Pat. And I should never have gone into politics.’ He repeated, ‘Come and get me, Pat.’

‘I can’t,’ she said. ‘I’ve got somebody living with me.’

Jack could not speak; Leonard Cohen groaned about death and despair. Eventually he asked, ‘Who is he?’

‘He’s a Pyrenean mountain dog called Jack,’ she said.

Jack didn’t know the breed, but it sounded big.

He repeated, ‘Come and fetch me, Pat.’
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At dawn on the first Monday of the New Con Government a Chinook helicopter came out of the sky from the east and clattered over Hell Close. It hovered a few moments, then landed on the green where the trees had once been. The noise was an assault on the quiet early morning. The insistent clack-clack-clack of the propellers and the shriek of the engine woke everyone in Hell Close and brought them stumbling from their beds to look out of their windows. All of the dogs in the close were barking, alerting each other to possible danger.

When Camilla pulled back the curtains she could not at first comprehend what her eyes were telling her. What looked like a monstrous, hovering beetle sat on the green, spewing black-clad, balaclava-wearing men from a hatch in its belly. She turned to speak to Charles and saw with incredulity that he was slowly putting his dressing gown on over his pyjamas.

She shouted, ‘For God’s sake, Charles! Why not have a wash and shave before you come to the bloody window?’

They heard their front door being battered, then splintering. Angry voices were yelling incomprehensible instructions; heavy boots were pounding up the stairs. Charles had picked up a comb from the dressing table and was combing his hair.

Camilla said, ‘The dogs have stopped barking. Where are the dogs?’

When, from her window, the Queen saw dark figures running towards Charles and Camilla’s house through the blue dawn light, her first thought was that she must protect her son.

Charles was balding and wrinkled, and would soon be a grandfather, but he was still her child. She did not wait to put on her dressing gown or slippers, but ran downstairs and out into Hell Close in her cotton nightgown and bare feet. She had heard as a child whispered conversations about the fate of the Romanovs – death by firing squad. If necessary, she would offer her own life, if the assassins would spare Charles.

As she ran across the wet grass on the green, she saw Harris, Susan, Freddie, Tosca and Leo sitting at the door of the Chinook, being petted by the soldiers inside.

When the men kicked the bedroom door open, Charles was prepared for them. He had expected something like this to happen since the day he realized that his life as a Royal was entirely in the hands of the people. Without their consent, his family could not rule.

Camilla wished she had combed her hair when a television crew entered the bedroom and shone a bright light into her face. She was startled again when Boy English strode into the room and, after positioning himself between Charles and Camilla, said, ‘I’ve come to set you free, Your Royal Highnesses.’

He gave a low bow and Camilla noticed that the hair on the crown of his head had been woven into his scalp. She pulled her dressing gown around her and finger-combed her hair.

Charles said, ‘Was it necessary to break our door down, Mr English? If you’d rung the bell, it would have been answered.’

This was not how Boy had imagined the liberation scenario. He had expected them to be grateful and gracious, regal at least. It was hard to imagine these two late-middle-aged people reigning over anything more important than a car boot stall.

‘May we go downstairs?’ asked Camilla. She was conscious of their unmade bed and the puddle of knickers she’d left on the floor.

Stepping over the splintered bedroom door, Charles, Camilla and Boy went downstairs and into the sitting room, followed by the film crew and the soldiers.

When the Queen burst in shouting ‘Charles! Charles! My darling boy!’ and flung herself into her son’s arms, nobody was more surprised than the Queen herself. She sobbed into his chest, ‘I thought they’d come to assassinate you.’ After a few moments of loud weeping, the Queen thought, I’m behaving like those Middle Eastern mothers on the news, I must pull myself together, whistle a happy tune.

When the Queen and Charles had finally prised themselves apart and had dried their eyes and blown their noses with the squares of lavatory paper that Camilla handed them, they sat down on the sofa with Camilla and listened to what Boy had to say.

‘Your Majesty,’ he said, bowing to the Queen.

She said, ‘I’ll have to stop you there, Prime Minister. I am no longer the Queen, I abdicated my position yesterday. I am now the King’s mother, and I do not wish to return to public life. My husband is not well enough to be moved, so I shall be staying in Hell Close until… he no longer needs me.’

She took Charles’s hand in her own and held it tight.

After Boy’s face had been retouched with make-up, he knelt at the Royals’ feet and, as the TV camera closed in, removed the tags from around their ankles.

The next day, reading The Times, Camilla was glad she’d had a pedicure. A photograph of her left foot dominated the front page.
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The Royal Family were having afternoon tea in the ornately decorated and furnished Throne Room at Windsor Castle. Princess Chanel, visibly pregnant, was pouring Earl Grey tea from a silver teapot into exquisitely patterned china cups. King Charles and Queen Camilla, sitting side by side on ornate thrones, declined the tea; they were far too hot in their coronation robes with the ermine trim, and their crowns were both heavy and uncomfortable. The Princes William and Harry fidgeted on their gold and brocade chairs, longing for the next hour to be over. Their military uniforms were equally uncomfortable.

Princess Chanel sipped on her tea decorously. ‘How about calling the baby Gucci?’ she said to Prince Harry. ‘Gucci would suit a boy or a girl.’

‘Gucci?’ said Charles, looking up from the letter he was reading.

‘I like it,’ said Harry. ‘It’s sick!’

‘No, Harry, it’s ridiculous!’ said Charles. ‘I will not have a grandchild called Gucci.’

Camilla adjusted her crown and sighed; there was always a little tension immediately before the double doors at the end of the room were opened. Charles reread the letter that had been forwarded, together with a note from Dwayne Lockhart telling him that he and Paris were reading War and Peace together.

King George III Ward

Rampton Hospital

To The Prince of Wales

16, Hell Close

Flowers Exclusion Zone

Dear Mother and Father,

I am the victim of a terrible injustice. Imprisoned in a hospital for the criminally insane, for a crime I did not intend to commit.

I have always maintained that glass coffee tables should be banned. Perhaps now the authorities will pay heed to my expertise and experience.

I continually scream, shout and inform the psychiatrists, doctors and nurses in here that I am of royal birth, and one day will be the King of England. But to no avail.

Will you please visit me as soon as possible, bringing my authentication papers with you? They are in the bureau drawer in the lounge of the bungalow.

I urge you to act in haste.

Please give my regards to my mother, Camilla, Countess of Cornwall.

Yours, your son

Prince Graham of Ruislip

‘Anything interesting, darling?’ asked Camilla.

‘No,’ said Charles. ‘It’s of no interest whatsoever.’

He tore the letter into tiny pieces and stuffed them into the pocket of his white, satin breeches.

When the first notes of a fanfare sounded, the Royal Family braced themselves and the public were let in. A bossy uniformed woman from Royal Heritage Ltd shouted, ‘Please do not feed or touch the exhibits, or attempt to engage them in conversation. And please keep to the public side of the rope.’

Camilla found it hard to make small talk to her family in front of a constantly changing audience of gawping tourists, but it was only for an hour on weekdays and two at the weekend. The rest of the time was, more or less, their own. Mr English, the Prime Minister, had been terribly kind to them, really. And she was sure that he was right when he explained that everything, even the monarchy, had to pay its way.

A huge Australian man in a tee shirt with the slogan ‘The Dingo Done It’ gripped the velvet rope and said to his wife, ‘Shame to see ’em in captivity, ain’t it, Darleen? They look almost human.’

The guide shouted, ‘Keep moving!’ and the crowd shuffled on.
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