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  ››› This title is part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to making available out-of-print or hard-to-find titles by classic crime writers.




  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the

  emerging science of detection; now we are obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.




  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated frequenters

  of second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing means that we are now able bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which have

  been out of print for decades.




  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally

  ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid twentieth-century America and their descendants who walk our twenty-first century streets, The Murder Room has it all. ›››
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  Chapter One




  That coast had none of the exhilaration of savagery. The spent swell of the Pacific broke on the beach in parallel lines with the regularity of a vast body radiating into empty

  space. Above the high tidemark of some long-forgotten storm the grey-brown sand turned to grey-brown soil with no clear line of demarcation; and this barren plain extended inland for a couple of

  miles until the first ridge of the Andes sprang from it so exactly that in places a builder’s set square could have been pushed into the angle. It was a coast forbidding habitation,

  resembling some imaginary reconstruction of Permian landscape; but not even the most desperate of amphibians would have attempted to experiment upon that still and utterly waterless land.




  The desolation curiously affected those who were at ease in it. They regarded their home, so far as it permitted itself to be loved at all, with the proud perversion of islanders. Their

  irrigated patch in the midst of the dry detritus of sea and mountains was as startling and unnatural as the white esplanades, further along the coast, of the sea birds’ colonies. The green

  became a symbol of protection. So perhaps was white to the gulls.




  The ridge which rose from the coastal plain was barren as it had been before the coming of the oil company except for the black road which swept up it in three long legs forming an easy gradient

  for the monstrous truck-loads of drill-pipe and casing. Here and there a boulder, loosened from the crest by wind, stood immovable among packed gravel though to the eye off balance. The only lump

  of organic life, vaguely black and white, where Rafael Garay squatted on the hillside with his arm around his son, adjusted itself to gravity with more ease.




  Immediately below him were the white-washed, red-roofed cottages of the labour lines dotted by cans and pots of dusty flowers. Further north a green strip of cultivated land ran along the coast

  protected by groves of eucalyptus where at last it met the desert. To the south was the company town, the sheds, dumps and wharves of the port and two breakwaters against which the Pacific, every

  twenty seconds, spurted its spray to precisely the same height. Beyond the port, after a green interlude of sports grounds, the desert returned made still more desolate by acres of concrete in

  which were set the power station, the refinery and the shining metal masses of the tank farm. There all evidence of human life ended except for some shacks close to the garbage-strewn beach left

  over from the very early days of the Company.




  Rafael Garay had left his bed at first light, resentful of the unaccustomed responsibilities of leadership. To be in the midst of talk was inspiring; it clarified the thought of the speaker as

  well as that of the committee or audience which listened. But between the talking of yesterday and the talking of today, so much of it unnecessary, one felt the need of self-forgetfulness. That was

  why he had tiptoed out of his house to the refreshment of dawn.




  He had not realised that the big eyes of his son were open and watching him. When he reached his perch on the ridge and turned round the beloved figure was trotting up doggedly after him. He ran

  down and lifted the boy in his arms with passionate Latin paternity. It was needless to ask him why he had followed. The boy remained at his side, silent and half asleep.




  Far out over the melancholy crawlings of the Pacific, clouds had become radiant though the shore was still held under the Cordillera’s overpowering shadow. In the half-world a cock crew.

  There was a stirring in the nearest group of houses: the susurration of a hive of men and women laying aside their blankets and lighting fires. Underlying this faint chant of human sounds was the

  distant drone of the overflow from the Charca: a thin column of water arching down from the wall of the reservoir into the pool which fed the irrigation channels a hundred feet below. Rafael was

  suddenly exasperated by the blankness of this smooth, inverted triangle of concrete which blocked the mouth of the only ravine. Colourless in the dawn it advertised the will, finance and technical

  intelligence of the Compañía Petrolífera Cabo Desierto. Without it neither the cultivated land nor the future he planned for himself and his fellows were possible. He knew

  that. Still, such power was indecent.




  Peace? There wasn’t any peace apart from the boy. The calm of the port below him was that of a corpse. Two of the Company’s tankers were tied up far away in the Capital, idle. The

  third rode high at the off-shore buoys. No oil flowed except from the tank farm to the power station. And for all this he, Rafael Garay, was largely responsible. He admitted to himself that a man

  who killed could not expect peace. It was enough to be satisfied that one was in the right.




  He was a carpenter, and by trial and error had become a craftsman. The obstinate genes of Basque ancestors had persisted through passive wombs of Indian and Negro mothers, but he was, to a

  European eye, black. Since all his society was coloured in darkish shades of brown he was unconscious of any major difference. As for his native Indian blood, he insisted without any evidence at

  all that he was the descendant of princes. That was the Spaniard in him.




  Whatever order he was given he could carry out promptly and even wisely; but for all his pride he could not feel the equal of these technicians who created a home in the desert, who drilled

  beneath the Andes for four kilometres and controlled with such exactitude the ferocities of pressure that oil could be turned on and off as if it were water. They thought of everything before it

  happened. That was it. If you could think of a thing before it happened you were one of them.




  He was not in the least jealous of the pay and privileges of these experts whose bungalows were just over the crest of the ridge behind him. Most of them were British; some were from his own and

  neighbouring republics. All were the same in the essential, seeming to have been born among machinery. How was it possible that men could know so much when they were careless of so much? They even

  kept acres of grass cut short and wasted their time playing with balls on it instead of feeding it to animals. Some could hardly speak Spanish or work with their own hands. Yet their technology

  formed a gulf more impassable than that between landowner and peón. There the gulf was merely a difference in income; in all which mattered, dignity and humanity, the peón was the

  equal of his employer.




  He envied only superior knowledge. If it depended on him, there would be no limit to the earnings of men who could do what these had done. No, what he resented was the smooth and cruel world of

  their creation in which a man was well-meaningly treated as a unit in a mass. Twenty years ago you could fight the Company; now the Company did not seem to be there to fight. The Company approved

  of the State, and the State of the Company, and men found that between the pair of them they had forfeited all their rights. Cared for like expensive cattle! If you fatten them up you have the

  right to drive them to market.




  The boy in his own way was also reviewing a problem: that though the world was uniformly satisfying there were things in it which ended. He was seven years old and promised to have the same

  square, powerful face as his father. His skin was much whiter, and he would have passed as a boy from the south of Spain if it had not been for the exceptional grubbiness, unnoticed by a

  father’s eye, of his blue shirt and once-white cotton trousers.




  ‘What is death?’ he asked suddenly.




  The question startled Rafael. He knew that the boy, deep down, mourned for his mother without words either spoken or clearly thought; yet this single bubble bursting at the surface seemed so

  obviously derived from his own thoughts of the killing of the Company.




  ‘Man, one moment one is here. The next moment one is not.’




  ‘But could you die now? Here?’




  He was about to answer: yes. But what the devil? A kid must not be left with a thought like that. Deprived of a mother, he couldn’t be allowed to believe that he might have no father.




  ‘No, that is impossible,’ Rafael answered, begging whatever powers might be listening to pay no attention to his reply.




  ‘Why?’




  ‘Because I have so much to do.’




  ‘Me, too. Every day I have much to do.’




  ‘Indeed?’




  ‘More than when our mother was here.’




  ‘How? You used to help her.’




  ‘But now I do anything I like. They say: “let him alone, poor kid! He has no mother.” ’




  He imitated in miniature the tone and rhythm of some kindly voice intervening in his favour.




  ‘Don’t you miss her then?’




  That was too solemn and forlorn a thought to be answered at all. The boy countered it with another question.




  ‘They say she was murdered. Who killed her?’




  No one. By God, that was the trouble! How easy if there had been any single person who had killed her, if there had been, for example, a boss who could be killed himself or even a boss who would

  weep at his mistake and beg and be granted forgiveness! But what had killed her was the Company, the State, the Union, the slimy cleverness of a lot of whore’s spawn upon none of whom could

  be placed the sole responsibility.




  Up to a point a man of good will could have no complaint. The Company had drilled their three stupendous wells. The whole field had taken pride in the joint triumph of the Three Sentinels which

  could, it was said, produce two million tons of oil a year for thirty years. So it was reasonable that the Company should decide to close down the old bailing and pumping wells in the shallow field

  and dismiss eight hundred and seventy men. Clearly there was no longer work for them. But Cabo Desierto was more than an oil field; it had become a home, a pueblo like any other with its

  own shops and streets and taverns and a mayor.




  Of the eight hundred and seventy some four hundred had been willing enough for a change. Either they were young men who were eager to see the rest of the republic and cared no more for one place

  than another, or they were Indians resigned to obey. But four hundred and seventy petitioned the Company to be allowed to stay. They were prepared to pay rent for their houses, their share of the

  communal lands and their water. Impossible, the Company said. Yet they could have made a living from the land—poor, but at least as good as any peasant holding up in the Cordillera. That too

  was reasonable, wasn’t it? They refused to go. Why should they go?




  Then the Company sent for a señorito from the Ministry of Labour to talk to them. He spoke very well—that must be admitted—but like a schoolteacher to children. There was work

  for all, he said, in the forests or on the new roads or in the steel mill which was being constructed in the south. The country had need of all its faithful sons, and wages would be no less.




  ‘But this faithful son wants to stay where he is. Look, man! Cabo Desierto is our home.’




  That was Gil Delgado. His father had been an immigrant from Aragon in Spain and Gil was argumentative like all of them. A mastermind but without manners even to his mates.




  The señorito from the Ministry explained with much patience that there would be no homes in Cabo Desierto if the Company had not made them.




  ‘And there would be no homes from Chile to Mexico,’ Gil had said, ‘if the Spaniards had not made them. But that does not mean that we must all go and live in China.’




  Yet the only answer he got was that the Company could not keep four hundred and seventy extra hands who must be fed though there was no work for them. The State had need of labour and the

  Company had not. Four hundred and seventy men must do what they were told by the eight million citizens of the country. That was democracy.




  The delegate of the Union agreed with him. He agreed with everybody. He admitted that it was all very hard, but the Company had been correct and the Union would see that the State was generous.

  He was so eloquent that he sprayed spittle on his coat where it shone in the sun like piss on a palm leaf.




  Rafael was not immediately concerned, for he was one of those to be retained. Not for his own value. He knew that. The carpenters’ shop would have less work now that there was little

  rigging to be done. No, it was for Catalina that the Company held on to him. Catalina helped Dr. Solano in the hospital. She had only a bit of training in first aid and midwifery, but she was an

  angel. How many times had the women cried out that they would not be touched till Catalina came! The world had few women like Catalina.




  It had been an open meeting down at the port where he and Gil had first protested against this nonsense. Rafael was just as angry and saw no reason why he should not open his mouth as wide as

  Gil Delgado.




  ‘What rights have we then?’ he shouted.




  ‘You know very well,’ replied the little crook in collar and tie with all the courtesy of his dirty trade. ‘You have the right to elect your government, to a minimum wage and

  to support in time of unemployment. The State is your father. We are no longer in the old days when the Company could ship out its men to starve.’




  ‘But to how much liberty have we a right?’




  It appeared that they had a right to all the liberties of a good citizen, and the man from the Union had made another fine speech, asking for his name and addressing himself to Don Rafael,

  though what in the name of God he had really said no one could remember afterwards. So the men elected a committee and chose Gil and Rafael to negotiate for them. Not because they were experienced.

  Just because they were the two who had spoken out.




  He and Gil were treated very smoothly as if they were men of consequence, and they were not suspicious. There were telegrams and telegrams and then the Ministry proposed that the four hundred

  and seventy should go to the Capital in the Company’s launches and see for themselves what was offered—the conditions of work, the wages, the housing.




  The men agreed at once. Were they not human? A little travel at no expense with wives and children left behind at Cabo Desierto. Of course they agreed! And the Company promised to bring back any

  who were not contented. No shadow of doubt about it!




  ‘You are trembling,’ the boy said. ‘Why?’




  ‘Nothing! Nothing!’ Rafael answered, his voice unsteady.




  ‘Have I asked what a man should not?’




  ‘No, no, beloved. I have my thoughts. That is all.’




  The jobs which were offered were jobs; a man’s preference was of no importance. The Ministry wished to distribute their cattle neatly—a herd here and a herd there—according to

  whether they were born on the coast or in the mountains. So the men became excited and insisted on the promised right to return to Cabo Desierto while they made up their minds. There in the Capital

  they had no one to fight for them and, worse still, no one they could fight. Either launches were not available or there were papers to sign which were not ready or secretaries at the Ministry were

  busy. It was then that he, Rafael, began to be angry, for he had given it as his opinion that the Company could be trusted. Not the Ministry, of course. All of them knew that every politician,

  however sympathetic, was a liar.




  The whole field met in the plaza where there was talk of a strike, but the plaza was too small. Crowds were jammed in the side streets yelling that they could not hear the speakers and

  overturning vehicles in their way. Thereafter they met in the sports ground, marching out in good order from the town, their own town which was like no other town. What was Cabo Desierto but

  themselves? It was not right to trick fellow citizens into leaving when they did not want to leave.




  In old days the Company had been afraid of nothing, neither the State nor its men nor the devil, but now it was flapping like an old hen with a truck at its tail. They had not known it was

  screeching, too, until they saw sixty armed police disembarking at the port. And this when they had been told that there were no launches available for their comrades!




  The Company should have had more sense than those fools in the Capital for whom Cabo Desierto was a home of ogres in a fairy tale. A ledge of criminals they called it. Was a decent citizen a

  criminal just because there was no road or railway to his town? And what was the use of sixty policemen among fifteen hundred oil workers with their knives and spanners?




  Well, it had been made very plain to the police that they should keep out of the dispute as best they could. A little blood in the gutters, yes, but thank God no one had been killed! And after

  the police had returned to their station in the customs shed Cabo Desierto gave them no more trouble.




  So all was quiet. But the riot had frightened some women. Women, when their men are away, will believe anything. God only knew what chit-chat went on amongst them. They had no more sense than

  animals. The group which had caused the trouble were the poorest of all, living in the dirty shacks beyond the port, whose husbands, being unskilled, were among the four hundred and seventy stuck

  in the Capital. It was incredible what some decent men would marry. Nothing in their heads but bed and chatter! One couldn’t say much for priests and their fancy dress, but at least they gave

  such women some sense.




  Yet he had no right to be angry with them just for the sake of Catalina. Men are what they are and women are what they are, and when you know what they are it is criminal to take away their

  husbands and send for the police. A pitiable panic! And they kept their secret as if they were still living in some trapped tribe. Jesus! Would you believe it? A party, all from one lane behind the

  refinery, went off by land with their children to join their husbands.




  That could be done by men who were strong and well-provided and sure of not losing the track which wound and climbed through sixty waterless miles of giant foothills where wind and the trickling

  gravel could wipe out all sign of it. But for them, impossible! And it was a day before any sensible Christian knew where and when they had gone.




  Another day passed without news, and then the Superintendent himself set out after them with four good fellows and his own wife and Catalina. The women would listen to her, and the doctor told

  her what to do if they and their children were dying of thirst.




  A coward, the General Manager, with his telegrams! Nothing but telegrams for the help of the army and a plane. Anyone could have told him that the poor martyrs would hide because they were

  afraid of being sent back. Meanwhile the Superintendent found them in a rocky cove—seventeen of them dead and the rest giving the children sea water to drink because they cried.




  They had no longer the strength to walk. The only way to save them was by sea, and that was almost beyond hope even for the men of the port who could handle a boat in any surf. Somehow they got

  those helpless women off, but Catalina was drowned and two men pulped on the rocks trying to save her.




  Yes, and after that there was a tanker at once to take the four hundred and seventy men back to Cabo Desierto. But not to work! No, friends, not to work! The Union refused to back the boycott.

  It told the unwanted men that they must go and that then it would get higher wages for the rest. Its leaders were not going to draw on the funds which kept them living in the cafés of the

  Capital. But workers in the country sent what they could and there were contributions from oil fields in all Latin-America. Everyone had to tighten his belt a hole, but not yet two. It was a

  miracle what Cabo Desierto could achieve when all were working full time on the communal lands.




  So much discipline and activity—and still there remained his son’s question.




  ‘Look.’ Rafael told him. ‘We are not God Almighty to share out the blame. But the Company killed her, and it is on the Company that we avenge her.’




  





  Chapter Two




  The office of the Compañía Petrolífera Cabo Desierto in London Wall had served the Company for the thirty-five years of its life and in an old-fashioned

  way was still luxurious, panelled in light oak, furnished with green leather chairs of great comfort, decently spacious and designed to appeal to the financier or shareholder or fellow oilman who

  might have, regrettably, to wait. The buying of the Company’s stores and the selling of its products was carried on across the river at Bermondsey. There, too, the waiting-room had changed

  little. It was furnished for commerce rather than finance and still uncomfortable.




  The sole occupant of the green leather chairs would have suited London Wall or Bermondsey equally well. He might have been a sales manager or geologist back from abroad, spare, tall, in his

  early fifties, with a face once bronzed but now yellowish from lack of sun and the forgotten illnesses of his youth. It was a classless face, having little in common with the firm mouth and

  professionally kindly expression of the soldiers and colonial administrators. The grey eyes were indeed kindly, but ironical; they had watched rather than accepted, seen through rather than

  overseen. An employer—a real intelligent tycoon out of the top drawer—could never be quite sure that such a mouth, disturbingly mobile and compassionate, would not smile at what was

  serious or let loose in the solidity of the board room the outrageous bitter laughter of its unstable habitations.




  Matthew Darlow felt himself out of place in London Wall. Bermondsey was all he expected. Presumably they did not know that he would gladly have taken a job as chief clerk—even as a night

  watchman if it came to that. When he met Henry Constantinides he had fortunately been a little drunk. Not as in old days! The price of alcohol now limited him to an occasional beer. A few gins and

  some wine with dinner, which had once been as normal an intake as the bread on his plate, produced in these days a vulgar self-confidence, followed in the loneliness of his bedroom by a depth of

  melancholy which he had to discipline himself to ignore.




  Two years before, he could still tell any promising acquaintance what he wanted. Now, however delicately he put his request, it sounded in his own ears as if he had shouted: ‘for

  Christ’s sake give me a job!’ But that genial night in a friend’s house had temporarily restored the sense of belonging to his normal world. When Henry Constantinides had asked

  him what he was doing he answered casually that he had practically retired but might be open to any interesting offer. Henry had looked him over carefully, said little and asked for his telephone

  number. Mat Darlow didn’t think he had been taken in for a moment. Still, the references for half his life had been demanded and the invitation to call at London Wall had come.




  He was used to humble waiting in offices—a poor end to more than thirty highly enjoyable working years in which he had always served his masters better than himself. The

  Compañía Petrolífera Cabo Desierto had been his second employer and his first love. For five years his job as Secretary and Assistant to the General Manager had been wholly

  satisfying. The concentration of human beings where they had no right to be provided his character, even then that of a fascinated observer, with interests which married into his daily work. Texan

  drillers and the hybrid labourers of the coast equally rejoiced him by their departure from the norms of European behaviour. And the Company had been generous with local leave. One could jump on a

  launch to the Capital for the asking.




  Why had he left them? Well, would anyone really want to spend his life between Cabo Desierto and London? That answer was instant, yet followed by sour self-approach. Irresponsible! Too many

  employers just for the sake of curiosity. If only he had stopped then, at the beginning, the exasperating pattern of his life!




  But at twenty, thirty, even forty, one could not foresee the need for some sort of security at fifty. Security was like death. Obviously it would happen, and obviously you didn’t know how.

  After Cabo Desierto had come Central America; after that, the Congo. All training for each other. It was odd how Spanish civilisation taught a man to be on easy terms with any people of any colour.

  You were conditioned to profound respect for the individual though you might have none at all for his way of life. In the end white men not black had tired his taste for Africa; they did not want

  to understand or they understood too scientifically. It was depressing, when he came to think of it, that he had refused careers from sheer impatience with the stupid, whether they were plain

  inhuman or, to his mind, over-earnest.




  Couldn’t the stupidity be his own? Well, he had not shown any in London before the war when he was in business for his own account and using his bit of capital for the import of rare

  woods. He had acted as his own salesman, travelling with a special van full of his lovely samples from the rain forests—silver and red and black and all the yellows from the palest lemon to

  flame. Inch planks, four feet by two. He usually had to start his sales patter in the general office, but in a few minutes the builders or architects or furniture-makers were out in their yards,

  fascinated by his polished beauties as he slid them off the racks.




  Of course he had not made out of it all that he might have done; but it was an assured living, ready for expansion whenever profits allowed. If the war had not come along, he might have had time

  to buy a house in the country, look around and get married.




  Marriage and children. Prosperity. Christ and Recristo and Damn and Redamn! Why wreck a solid future, so late begun, by enlisting like a boy of twenty? There was no reason for pride in rising

  from private to full colonel. Anyway he had enjoyed himself far too much to bother with pride. And such promotion was inevitable for a man of wide experience who could command with confidence the

  languages and customs of the commanded.




  On his return to his own country in 1946 he had caught the general sense of exhaustion in a grey, featureless culture. Even he, who had exploited the world of free enterprise to its farthest

  limits of freedom, was now wary of it. Besides that, he had new assets—among them a minor decoration and a wry taste for government service. So he had taken a sound, unadventurous job in

  Timber Control. He congratulated himself on being sensible at last; in a few years he would rank as an established civil servant with a pension when he retired.




  Timber control was abolished too soon for that. He was disappointed but felt no grievance. It was high time for an end to import licences together with the administrators who grew fat on them.

  He was assured that with his experience he wouldn’t have any trouble in getting a business job. Not the slightest, old boy! Did they know that was nonsense or—cushioned from the crude

  world—didn’t they? He never could decide.




  Suddenly he was conscious that he, who in his own mind had stayed permanently in the late thirties, was now fifty- two. Responsible posts were no longer for him. He didn’t fit into the

  pension schemes. He had, officially, only thirteen years of useful work left—though that was time enough, one would have thought, to ensure the success of any small firm bumbling along

  without any original mind at the top. But how to prove the original mind? Employers very naturally thought there must be something wrong with a man of fifty-two who was on the market. The Welfare

  State would not of course let him starve. His local Labour Exchange had even offered to have him trained for rug-making.




  ‘Sir Dave Gunner and Mr. Constantinides will see you now, Colonel Darlow.’




  He resisted the impulse to correct the little honey. Inwardly and outwardly he had become Mr. Darlow within three weeks of demobilisation. No doubt these people in the outer office were

  carefully instructed to hand out any title which could conceivably flatter vanity—their own or the caller’s.




  Henry Constantinides, leaning against the broad, carved mantelpiece of the board room, looked very much the grey-streaked, genial Managing Director. He was still recognisable as the young

  financier, daring and highly intelligent, who in 1930 had spent a month at Cabo Desierto trying to pick the brains of the General Manager and the Fields Manager. The General Manager hadn’t

  any and the conversational powers of the Fields Manager, who had, were limited to smut. They had used young Mat Darlow as their interpreter, and it had been he who initiated Constantinides into the

  dynamism of a new and appallingly speculative field.




  Yes, Henry was still the same: a real professional City gent, expensively educated, with one generation of money behind him. How it had been made the Lord knew—and some little adventurous

  Greek of a type which Mat had always relished. Their lives were more rootless than his own, yet they made money.




  ‘Ah, Mat!’ Constantinides greeted him as if he were a delightful and quite unexpected visitor. ‘This is Sir Dave Gunner, our Chairman.’




  Sir Dave had no affectations, except to dress deliberately as if he had just bought his suit off a hanger in a back street of Leeds. He spoke with a firm Yorkshire accent and shook hands as if

  he had learned the true grip by correspondence course—all qualities which befitted an honest broker between Capital and Labour.




  Mat Darlow knew all about Sir Dave—once secretary of a vital Trades Union, now retired and collecting directorships. One couldn’t call him a fraud. Far from it. He had fully deserved

  his knighthood if he wanted one. No, it was simply that this born negotiator (didn’t they call him?) could not be imagined as doing much more than negotiate. Henry, on the other hand, was an

  honest, aggressive manipulator of money. Instead of peddling paraffin, buttons and rubber goods, as his father might have done, he peddled the companies which manufactured them.




  Sir Dave plunged into the interview with a proper north-country objection to wasting time.




  ‘Now, what has been your attitude to Labour?’ he asked.




  ‘I don’t have one,’ Mat answered. ‘I have never been able to see where Labour begins and ends.’
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