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Authors’ Note


This is a true story.


We have, however, been forced to conceal our true identities: Anna Hendriks and Olivia Smit are not our real names. When we set out to write this book, we did not intend to adopt pseudonyms, but as we progressed, we came to understand the dangers this would entail, the pain our families would endure, and the damage to their lives and welfare once their employers and their communities heard about our story.


Using our own names posed a risk to us too. Prostitution may be legal in Holland and even celebrated for its apparent freedom and its contribution to the economy, but sex work – legal or otherwise, voluntary or enforced – carries an enduring stigma. We have learned, sometimes at great cost, that society all too often blames the victims of the sex trade, rather than the men (and it is almost always men) who exploit them.


Escaping from the sex trade was one of the hardest parts of our journey, and we realised that if we ‘outed’ ourselves as former prostitutes, we would never be more than one click of the mouse, one casual Google search, away from our past and the casual condemnation of what we once were; we would never truly be free of the Red Light District.


For all those reasons we reluctantly came to the conclusion that we could not use our real names or that of our exploiter. The price for doing so would be humiliation for our families, the disapproval of our current employers in the real world, and the lingering pity or condemnation of those who have never experienced what we endured.


From the beginning and throughout everything that happened, there were two of us; we were bound together by shared isolation and unhappiness, and made inseparable by each successive misstep or misfortune. For that reason, we have written (almost) alternating chapters, taking it in turn to tell each stage of our story.




Introduction


At 7 p.m. precisely we draw back the curtains of our glass prisons.


We stand, half dressed and dulled by alcohol, in the neon-lit windows of Amsterdam’s Red Light District, ready to begin the night’s work of selling our tired and bruised bodies to anyone with the price of entry.


Over the next nine hours, we will service the sexual demands of an average of eight customers each. Couples occasionally, but mainly men: young men and old men; normal family men – someone’s fathers, uncles or brothers – as well as those whose pleasure runs to pain, degradation and torture.


Each encounter begins with the same repetitive mantra of our trade: ‘Fifty euros – suck and fuck’. We lead the customers into our small, spartan rooms, take their money, close the curtains and begin the ritual of industrialised sex.


We sanitize their genitals with a chemical spray, roll a condom over their penis and take them – as briefly as possible – into our mouths. Then we adopt the position each client has chosen for the sex itself: missionary or doggy-style, never both. Additional positions, along with the removal of our bras, cost another €50.


Then we lie on the hard, joyless bed, motionless and silent, as each man takes his selfish pleasure inside us. While we wait for them to finish, we try to distance our minds from what is being done to our bodies; sending our thoughts to find refuge somewhere – anywhere – other than the place in which we work. The drink helps, but not always, and not enough.


No child dreams of this life. No little girl grows up with the hope of one day renting her body to dozens of men, night in, night out, allowing them to penetrate her, careless of the damage they cause. Yet for thousands – tens of thousands – of women, this is what happens. Six nights a week, we are two of them.


We do not fit the common stereotypes of prostitution. We are not drug addicts, nor – yet – fully dependent on alcohol. We were not sexually abused as children. We come from respectable middle-class families with comfortable homes in the suburbs. And yet within days of reaching the legal age to sell sex, we were forced to work behind the windows of the most famous Red Light District in the world.


It is April 2004. We have been trapped in our glass-fronted cubicles for more than three hundred nights. Already, we have serviced the sexual demands of hundreds of men. Our world – once happy and filled with hope – has shrunk to the dimensions of the bare rooms in which we sell ourselves.


We are eighteen years old and hardened prostitutes. How on earth did we get here?


This is the story of how we – two vulnerable young girls – fell or, more accurately, were groomed, into the brutal, multi-million-euro commercial sex trade. For more than seven and five years respectively, we worked in the neon-lit glass windows of Amsterdam’s Red Light District, one of the world’s most popular – and profitable – tourist attractions. Some of what we describe may shock you, but it is the truth about how the legalised prostitution industry works. Some of our actions may make you shake your heads or even despise us, for we made mistakes which contributed to our ordeal, but we hope you will try to understand why we behaved as we did. Because however shocking, however disturbing, this is a true story.


In theory – and in the tourist information distributed across the world – our workplace was a secure space; somewhere women chose willingly to rent their bodies for sex, safeguarded by law and protected by police from traffickers, pimps and violent clients. But this theory is a myth; a fantasy cynically sold by those who control, or profit from, the trade in women’s bodies. We are the living proof that prostitution in the Red Light District is neither voluntary nor safe. We were coerced into sexual slavery by a brutal pimp who controlled every aspect of our lives.


We experienced the worst degradation human beings can inflict on one another, required to accommodate every extreme fetish harboured by the men who knocked on our windows.


We were so regularly abused by our pimp and so degraded by what he made us do that fear and numbness became our default state of being. Gradually, every aspect of the ordinary, middle-class girls we had once been leached away until there was nothing of us left.


We also came to understand the corruption, organised crime, violence and drug dealing that underpins the neon-lit streets of the Red Light District. We witnessed the plight of other young girls and women, many of them trafficked from overseas into this so-called legal industry by violent pimping gangs, and kept compliant with threats or drugs while the police turned a blind eye.


It took all the strength and resolve we possessed – and the enduring bonds of our childhood friendship – to pull ourselves out of the world in which we had existed for so long.


Few people know the reality of legalised prostitution. We do – and that is why we knew we had to write this book. To give girls like us – hidden from plain sight and exploited beyond endurance for the casual pleasure of anyone with the price of admission – a voice; to make you, the lucky ones who never fell into the clutches of the commercial sex trade, see how it trapped us. Above all, we want to prevent other young women falling into the traps that ensnared us. After all, this is a story that could have happened to any one of you, or to your family or friends. It does happen, every day, to normal, respectable girls; girls exactly like us, girls that we once were.


Once upon a time we were not really any different from most of you. Or your children. Or a young girl you know. And yet at the age of sixteen, we were groomed and then forced into the commercial sex industry.


This is the story of how it happened.




ONE


Anna: Once Upon a Time


A photograph. It is summer; a small, slight blonde girl smiles shyly at the camera, a moment of childhood innocence captured by the snap of a lens. It is 1996 and I am that child, playing in my garden, soaking up the afternoon sunshine, secure in the warmth of a close-knit, loving family.


Who was I then? I was you. Or your daughter. I looked no different from millions of other eleven-year-old girls the world over. I seemed happy. Yet in less than twelve months, my safe little world would shatter for ever, and the path towards where, in just five years’ time, I would end up was set in stone.


So look closer at the photo, its colours fading faster than the memories it captured: is there something in it – a tilt of the head, a cast in my eyes – something, anything, to give a sign of what I would become? No. And then again, yes. If you look closely.


I was born in April 1985 in a small village on the outskirts of Amsterdam. My childhood home was in a row of well-built terraced houses, each with a large garden. There were three bedrooms and I was given the biggest one, right at the top of the house. I was an only child; my mother wanted to have a second baby and I always longed for a brother or sister, but my father refused to contemplate any more children – and I soon learned that in our house, his word was the law and final.


I never knew why he was so opposed to having a second child, but whatever the reason it certainly wasn’t financial. My parents were solidly middle class and comfortably off. My father had a good office job, running the business affairs of a local housing association and my mother brought in extra money by working at a café. Although this sometimes involved evening shifts, my father was always home to take care of me before she had to leave the house.


Ours was a close-knit extended family, with three generations living in the same village. My maternal grandfather had a house close to ours, and my mother’s brothers also lived nearby. My father’s family was spread all over Holland, but we visited them every month or so. I was growing up in a happy, loving environment – and I never for one moment thought that this would change.


As a family we went everywhere, did everything, together: I was included in adult dinner parties, and although we never went on foreign holidays, we spent long, relaxed summers at the beach, with frequent day-trips to amusement parks. In truth, I was probably a bit spoiled; I loved sport and my parents indulged my passions. They took me to swimming and dance classes – both ballet and freestyle – and paid for horse-riding lessons and pony treks.


Academically, I flourished. I enjoyed going to my primary school and, secure in the love, support and encouragement of my family, I always achieved good grades and brought home glowing reports from my teachers.


Throughout those childhood years, I was very much a daddy’s girl. He was always the one to take me shopping, to buy me clothes and whatever I needed for school. I knew that my mother loved me, but I spent more quality time with Father and felt emotionally closer to him. Although he was strict (it was always he who made me sit at the big dining-room table to do my homework, forcing me to stare at the textbooks until I finished, even though I cried), I felt we had a deep and unbreakable bond.


And we were a settled family. Unlike other children in the village, I don’t recall ever hearing – much less witnessing – arguments or fights between my parents. They were always very affectionate towards each other, holding hands or curling up on the couch together; they kissed frequently and openly and they were, or so it seemed, very much in love. To my child’s mind, they were – and I was – idyllically happy.


Looking back, though, I wonder about how happy I truly was. From very early in my childhood, I was extremely shy and I often felt uncomfortable if my family, or my teachers, made me the centre of attention. In part this was due to the way I looked: I was much taller than the other children in the village but at the same time I was extremely skinny; as puberty approached, I became very insecure about my body.


Nor did I have many friends. I was never the sort of child who enjoyed being part of a large group; I was only comfortable with having one close companion at a time – and I was also acutely aware that even this was one too many for my mother. I came to feel that she resented anyone I grew close to, and it gradually dawned on me that she was jealous: she wanted all my attention and begrudged me spending time with anyone else.


I think this was because of something my grandfather had been told by his father: he used to say that ‘You only have one best girlfriend – and that’s your mother.’ This lesson was passed down, generation to generation, as a piece of unimpeachable family lore, and by the time I was old enough to hear it, I knew beyond any question my mother believed it absolutely. As I approached the difficult years of adolescence, when puberty heightened my emotions and my insecurities grew, my mother became very bitter whenever I went to a friend’s house or had a sleepover there. She made little attempt to conceal her jealousy and I was forced to find ways of avoiding or, if that was not possible, of putting up with her outbursts.


Until the summer of 1996 this was just faint background noise in an otherwise happy family landscape; something I had to be aware of, a little speed bump to be navigated, but nothing which really threatened to unravel the fabric of our lives. And if it ever got to be a problem, I could always count on my father being there to make everything right again. Until the day he wasn’t.


One Saturday morning I woke up early. It wasn’t a school or work day and I presumed my parents would still be asleep in their bedroom on the floor below mine. Normally, I would have stayed in bed, relishing the prospect of a lazy weekend lie-in, but that morning something made me get up and go downstairs.


I found my father sitting quietly on the couch in the living room; he didn’t immediately say anything, and I noticed that the front door was unlocked – unusual for this time on a weekend morning. When I asked why, he said my mother had gone to my grandfather’s house. This, too, was out of the ordinary; although she visited her father often, it was rare for her to go without either taking me along or at least telling me in advance that she wouldn’t be home when I woke up.


And then my father told me – quietly and, as far as I can recall, without any obvious emotion – that he was leaving. He didn’t attempt to break this to me gently, didn’t try to soften the blow, nor can I remember him holding me or speaking any words of comfort. I was simply presented with a decision he had made to abandon us; that the break-up of our safe little family was a fait accompli, and that nothing I could say would change his mind.


In all honesty, at that moment I wasn’t capable of saying anything. I was in complete shock and although I didn’t want him to leave, I don’t think I told him so. I certainly didn’t burst into tears or beg him to stay, although I did later on; I think I just sat on the couch with him, numb and confused.


It’s hard to recall exactly how I reacted because from then on, I began having strange lapses of memory; whenever I experienced shocks, my mind seemed to shut down and resist any subsequent attempts to recall the traumatic events immediately beforehand. With hindsight, I know that this is a protection mechanism, something my subconscious does independently to protect me from otherwise unbearable events. I don’t fully understand how this process works: I only know that it does – and that it began that summer morning when I was eleven years old.


It was – or at least it felt like – just a few minutes after he dropped his bombshell that my father bundled me into the car and drove me to my grandfather’s house. I don’t believe we spoke on the short journey, and I’m fairly sure he didn’t take me inside – he just dropped me at the door and drove off without saying goodbye.


I know that every day millions of children face the misery of their parents splitting up. It is always traumatic and – except in families where the departure of an abusive parent comes as a welcome relief – more often than not, it leaves a psychological scar on the children. But on its own, family break-up does not set a child on an unavoidable path to prostitution; however abruptly and callously I was given the news, I didn’t end up selling my body to strangers in the Red Light District just because my parents separated. The picture is – as it always is – rather more complex.


It is the way adults handle their divorce that determines how well (or badly) their children cope with the disintegration of their family. Good parents place their children’s welfare first and work hard to limit the fallout from the emotional carnage they have caused. Others, whose break-up is acrimonious and overwhelming, find it difficult to protect their children from the backwash of their own toxic stew of resentment and bitterness. But the worst parents are those who use their children as weapons; turning already traumatised youngsters into proxy soldiers in adult wars is a guaranteed recipe for trouble. My mother fell squarely into this last category.


As my father drove away, I went into my grandfather’s house to look for my mother. I found her in an upstairs bedroom; I wanted her to put her arms around me, to hold me and comfort me and tell me everything would be alright. I needed what any child in those circumstances would need: love and security. My mother offered neither.


Her very first words were a blunt and unreasonable question: who, she demanded, did I want to live with? Of course, I didn’t know; it was less than an hour since my father had told me he was leaving and even if I had been old enough to think about it rationally, I’d had no time to think about what this meant in practical terms. And yet my mother stood there expecting me to take sides, confronting me with a choice that no child should be forced to make. I couldn’t give her a sensible answer; instead I blurted out the first thing that came into my head, saying that I didn’t really know, but perhaps I should live with my father.


Unsurprisingly, this wasn’t what she wanted me to say. She looked at me coldly and said, ‘If you go to live with him, I shall hang myself.’ It was a terrible thing to say to a child, especially one in shock; it placed all the responsibility for her welfare – her survival – on me. I don’t know whether I truly believed she would commit suicide, but I understood instinctively that if she did, it would be my fault. And so I promised there and then that I wouldn’t leave her, that I would stay with her, comfort her, assuage her pain. In doing so, in making that enforced and impossible choice, I set the pattern for our lives over the coming years. I couldn’t have realised it then, but by suppressing my childish needs and prioritising her adult ones, I was giving her permission to transfer the weight of her unreconciled emotions and unhappiness on to my eleven-year-old shoulders.


That morning marked two indelible changes in my young life. It was the moment my childhood ended and I was forced to carry the burdens of an adult. And it was the moment I began to hate my mother.


Over the next few days she told me why my father had left us. It was the usual banal story behind break-ups the world over: he had been having an affair. He had always been flirtatious around other women, but he had fallen in love with one of them. Whether or not she had known or suspected this for some time, his decision to move in with his new girlfriend left my mother feeling predictably discarded and unloved. Unfortunately for us, she found this rejection utterly unbearable and I was drafted in as a weapon to be deployed in her war with him.


Although she had effectively blackmailed me into staying with her, she repeatedly told me that the reason I could not live with my father was that he didn’t want me; that he was too busy with his mistress to have any time for me. Ironically, although my mother had no means of knowing this, and made the claims simply to reinforce her adopted role as the victim and martyr in our family’s commonplace tragedy, she turned out to be at least partially correct in her assessment. In the ensuing weeks and months, I spent every other weekend with my father and his girlfriend and whilst he was – on the surface at least – kind and generous, I never again felt that I had his full attention, let alone love.


Nor did the visits help my mother or her increasingly fragile emotional state. Always jealous and needy, she reacted by becoming ever more demanding of me, insisting that I become a replacement for her departed husband. Very soon after my father left, she announced that she could not bear to sleep alone; from then on, I was required to share her bed every night. This took a severe psychological toll; it felt completely wrong to be forced to replace my father in their marital bed, and whilst my mother never sexually abused me – I don’t recall her ever actually touching me at this point in our lives – I was once woken in the middle of the night by the sounds and movement of her masturbating next to me.


When the pain of his loss became overwhelming, I was expected to comfort her; no matter that I, too, felt abandoned and was struggling to navigate the choppy waters of my parents’ mutual antagonism whilst simultaneously coping with puberty. My mother passed to me all the responsibility for managing her distress.


As the weeks and months wore on, I missed my father more and more – and became increasingly angry with my mother. I cried frequently and began phoning my father in tears, begging him to come back, pleading with him not to leave me alone. It was a wasted effort: he had chosen a new life with his girlfriend. He was happy and wasn’t about to abandon that just because I (let alone my mother) needed him.


Perhaps if I had been able to talk to my mother about this, we could have found a way through the pain. But it was impossible; she was too wrapped up in her own grief to take care of me. She constantly denounced my father for leaving us and I soon learned to keep my phone calls to him a secret; I knew that if she found out she would be angry and take out all her pent-up rage on me.


And so, unfairly in many ways, I came to blame my mother for the break-up of our once happy family. We fought frequently and soon I began running away – not for long, and I never went very far – in the hope that she would notice my distress and put aside her own needs to look after me. But she never did. Instead, we more or less moved into my grandfather’s house and my mother turned over much of the responsibility for my care to her father and her brothers. They proved as insensitive as she had been. Faced with a moody, depressed and now troublesome adolescent, they invariably took my mother’s side in any argument. ‘Your mother is in a lot of pain because your father left her,’ they told me. ‘You need to behave better for her sake.’


I wanted to scream, I wanted to shout, to make them recognise that my mother wasn’t the only one suffering – that I, too, was hurting badly and that I, too, missed my father terribly. Above all, I think I wanted them to see that it was unfair to expect a child to carry the whole burden of her mother’s mental anguish. But I didn’t – couldn’t – tell them. Always shy and insecure, I drew further back inside my shell; I became increasingly isolated, hiding my emotions and erecting mental barricades against the world. I was not yet twelve years old and I felt dead inside.


What I really needed – other than the love and attention of a functioning parent – was someone to talk to. There’s an old saying – ‘misery loves company’, and that’s certainly part of it, but really it was much more fundamental than that. If I was to find any way out of the psychological prison walls I was building around me, I desperately needed to find a friend; someone who instinctively understood what I was going through because they, too, were struggling.


Which is how I met Olivia.




TWO


Olivia: A Child in the Middle


I longed for my parents to separate. Always. All of my life. I can’t remember a time when I didn’t go to bed at night, hoping and praying that I when I woke up, I would find that they were getting divorced. I knew that was the only way the fighting would stop.


I was born – nine days after Anna – in one of Amsterdam’s sprawling southern suburbs. I was the second child in our family; my sister, Eva, had been born two years earlier, but unlike her, I was a sickly infant. Three months after I was born, I developed chronic eczema and asthma, and the damage to my lungs was so serious that throughout my early childhood I was regularly taken to the local hospital and kept – sometimes for weeks at a time – in an isolation ward.


All of our extended family lived near us. We spent most time with my maternal grandma; she had been widowed before I was born, so she had the time and – as I would come to discover – the much-needed patience to help my mum with the daily demands of family life. We did not have the same relationship with my dad’s side of the family. For reasons which were never explained, my mum disliked Dad’s parents and brothers and we only saw them on the rare occasions when she could be persuaded that a visit was unavoidable.


Our neighbourhood was not a great place to grow up; it was a little run-down and beginning to suffer from the drugs and crime that were slowly creeping out from the city centre into the suburbs. When I was four, my parents decided that we needed to move somewhere quieter and less troubled, and they bought a large house with a big garden on the corner plot of a newly built terrace in the same village as Anna’s family, around thirty kilometres from where we used to live. There was a lovely park right next door and it was safe, so my sister and I could run out to play on the swings and the roundabout unsupervised.


To our neighbours, and to friends, we must have seemed like a perfect middle-class family. Both my parents had good jobs – my dad had a senior position in a Dutch government agency and my mother worked as a book-keeper in the office of an agency for people with Down’s Syndrome – we had a lovely home and money was never a problem. We went on holiday every year, either skiing in Austria or soaking up the sun in Spain or Greece. I enjoyed all the typical privileges of a comfortable childhood: swimming lessons, gymnastic classes and my particular favourite, the Girl Scouts. I looked forward to the annual summer camp, where for a whole week we ran free in the local woods, our uniforms emblazoned with the organisation’s motto: ‘To Save and to Serve’. All of us learned and took to heart the Dutch Scouts’ laws: help out at home, obey without complaining, care for our health and never, ever, look down on anyone because of the job they do.


That, then, was how the Smit family would have seemed to anyone on the outside. But I knew different; I experienced it from the inside – and behind our closed front door it was a battleground in which my sister and I were caught in the middle of our parents’ bitter and unending war.


My mum was bipolar. Her moods swung violently between bursts of manic activity and debilitating hopelessness, and her condition was made worse by post-natal depression. She was never able to fully bond with my sister and me, nor look after us properly; she took to her bed for days on end, leaving us crying in wet and dirty nappies. I know now that she couldn’t help this, that she was a prisoner of these twin conditions, but as we grew from infancy to early childhood, we felt that she simply didn’t love us as a mother should. The best she could manage – and even then, not consistently – were the basic necessities of childcare: feeding us and making sure we were dressed.


My dad struggled to cope with my mum’s volatility. He was always under great stress at work and when he came home, she essentially drained him of what little strength he had left. They argued constantly – especially if Dad had to work late or if he came back from the office later than she expected, and as often as not, the smallest, most trivial things would set her off. Visits to his relatives were almost guaranteed to result in a row; my mum hated his side of the family and invariably attacked him over some petty slight she believed my grandfather, uncles or aunts had inflicted on her.


Her drinking made things worse. Although she had been warned that alcohol would interfere with the medication she took to control her illness, she turned to the bottle for comfort; the result was like throwing petrol on a smouldering fire.


My dad was simply unable – or unwilling – to handle my mother’s mood swings and sharp tongue. His response was swift, brutal and unforgiving – and he used his fists to deliver his message. Their fights invariably began with simmering anger and insults, escalated to vicious screaming matches and then progressed to an inevitable conclusion in which he picked up the nearest object – plates and glasses were his favourite weapons – and hurled them across the room at her. When this didn’t work, he grabbed her, pushed her over and started hitting her.


However much my mum infuriated him, Dad’s behaviour was unforgivable. Worse, neither of them made any attempt to hide these violent outbursts from their children. The fights usually started as we all gathered to eat supper; night after night, my sister and I would sit at the table while our parents hurled insults at each other over the evening meal. But often – too often – I found myself quite literally in between them as they fought. My sister tried to hide on the other side of the room but I always wanted to protect my mum and I deliberately pushed myself in front of her as Dad screamed in her face, me begging him to stop. It never made any difference. On one occasion – I can’t have been much more than five years old – I got between them while he was hitting her and tried to push him away. In the heat of his fury, I don’t think he even noticed; he just ignored me and carried on trying to beat her as she lay on the floor.


These fights lasted for hours. Once they had started, nothing seemed to give my parents pause for thought. My sister and I frequently put ourselves to bed to the sound of their arguments and although – I still don’t know how – we eventually fell asleep, we would be woken later by thumps and the smashing of crockery or the sound of Mum’s crying. We got up, crouched at the top of the stairs and watched, waiting for the storm to blow itself out.


The strangest aspect to these bouts of violence was that after they were over, no one ever talked about what had happened. My parents never made any attempt to reassure their two frightened children; instead, however late the hour, my mother usually scooped us up, bundled us into the car and drove us over to stay at my grandmother’s house. And I was relieved when she did; although it was unsettling to leave home, and the sleeping arrangements – a shared mattress on the floor in the living room – were uncomfortable, I was just happy to be away from the arguments and out of range of my dad’s fists.


These respites never lasted long. Each time we turned up on my grandmother’s doorstep I hoped that we would stay for ever, but each time Mum took us back home after a few days. Life then resumed as if nothing had happened: once we were back inside our own front door, my parents never once mentioned the fight, or us leaving. And despite the beatings my dad dished out, my mum never reported him to the police; I don’t think it would ever have occurred to her to do so.


Growing up in that house felt like sitting on a powder keg, and the uncertainty of not knowing when my parents’ next fight would erupt inevitably had an effect; my sister and I began running away to find a few hours’ peace, hoping against hope that we might come home to a warm, loving embrace from adults who had worried themselves sick at our disappearance. When that didn’t work – and it rarely did – Eva’s way of coping was to shrink into the background, but I wasn’t built that way; the more the cycle of violence, separation and uneasy truce repeated itself, the more confrontational, the more angry, I became. I started to hate my dad and resent my mum.


Looking back, I realise that she couldn’t help her illness and at least some of the behaviour it drove her to. But I also think that she realised the power this gave her and used it as a way of drawing sympathy and attention to herself. Although she never talked to me after I had witnessed one of their arguments, she did subtly try to recruit me to her side in the war of attrition that constituted her marriage. Mum told me often – so often that it became an immutable part of my childhood understanding – that when I was eight months old, my dad had hit her as I sat on her lap. I was far too young to have had my own memory of this incident, but her constant repetition of the story fed the nascent contempt I felt for him.
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