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To Alice, Valentine, Nicolas and Pauline











‘Once he has touched the water, the swimmer is alone.’


Charles Sprawson, Haunts of the Black Masseur: The Swimmer as Hero


‘There would always be this memory, this solitude: this snow in all the suns, this smoke in all the springs.’


Jorge Semprun, Literature or Life
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Alfred Nakache, 1938.









Constantine, Algeria, summer 1928


They won’t force him into the water. Alfred doesn’t like the water. He’s told them so a thousand times. Every Saturday it’s the same ritual, the same procession, the entire Nakache family hurrying down the sloping path that leads to the Sidi M’Cid swimming pool at the bottom of the Rhumel river gorge in Constantine, eastern Algeria.


‘I keep telling you I don’t like water, leave me alone!’


‘Just say straight out that you’re scared of it. You’re such a wimp!’ sneers his cousin Gilbert.


The worst of it is that he’s right. Alfred is thirteen years old and the sea frightens him, as do ponds, even quite shallow ones. He doesn’t know where this fear comes from. Sitting on the edge of the swimming pool, he clings to the little metal ladder going down into the blue water. He can barely manage to dip in his feet. Meanwhile, Prosper, his little brother, is swimming an increasing number of lengths, alternating between breaststroke and crawl, and making a point of pulling a different face at him every time he turns at this end of the pool.


Alfred pretends not to see him, looking up at the sun with his eyes half closed. His father, David, doesn’t like the water either. What he likes is having all his family around him. Rose – Alfred’s stepmother, who happens to be the sister of his mother who passed away too soon – his daughter Georgette, his sons, his nephews. Best of all he likes the moment when it’s time for the picnic that has been carefully prepared by Sarah, the wonderful grandmother who, despite her dreadful short-sightedness and weak heart, excels herself in creatively satisfying the appetites of the entire tribe.


Every Saturday, the Sabbath, is a treat: little meat pies, aubergine caviar, dried tomatoes warmed by the sun and salted, houmous, orange salads, makroud biscuits filled with dates, pastries flavoured with rose water and orange flower water … They settle down in a shady corner overlooking the swimming pool where they are sheltered from the heat, close enough to enjoy watching the suntanned bodies of the divers as they hang in space but far enough from the hubbub to hear David telling his stories.


He never talks about his job managing a pawnshop. Alfred has barely taken in the fact that his father lends money to the city’s most impoverished people. But when it comes to religion, Alfred’s father can carry on talking forever. He’s a true believer, and eager to teach all his offspring the principles of Judaism, the sacred texts, the Talmud, the Torah.


Alfred is a little ashamed to admit it, but he finds his father’s long speeches a bit boring. He can’t imagine what the God he talks about looks like, or where he’s hiding. And mainly he can’t imagine why, if God was up there watching over us, he wouldn’t prevent all these awful things from happening. Here’s one, by chance, on the front page of the local newspaper, La Dépêche de Constantine, which the rose hips are wrapped in: the attack of 22 January 1928, a bomb in the heart of the market – three people dead, two Jews and one Muslim, forty injured. Just people out doing their shopping, who happened to be passing by and hadn’t done anything to anyone.


In the crumpled newspaper, he reads, without properly understanding, that it was another attack on the Jewish quarter, the Kar Chara as it was known, a disorderly maze of thousand-year-old alleyways on the far side of this city built on a rocky plateau, eight hundred metres above the Rhumel river. The neighbourhood ends at the Boulevard de l’Abîme – the boulevard of the abyss. What was God doing that day? Alfred doesn’t ask his father. It would upset him too much. No, what Alfred likes to do down by the pool is talk about football with Roger, the youngest of the brothers. For two years they have been closely following the ups and downs of the Club Sportif Constantinois, the oldest team in Algeria, as if they were Real Madrid or Red Star, their favourite French football club.


Alfred’s favourite player is Paul Nicolas, Red Star’s striker. No one else in Saint-Ouen-sur-Seine can pierce the defence like him, it seems. Alfred admires his speed and power. Prosper likes Alex Thépot, the goalkeeper. He says he has springs in his heels, as well as sharp eyes and arms that stretch so he can reach a ball at the other side of the net. A magician, rather than a human being. If only his cousin Gilbert would stop bugging him about the swimming, Alfred would like these heated discussions at Sidi M’Cid to go on forever.









Auschwitz, Silesia, February 1944


‘Get in the water, Nakache! Don’t make us wait, all the staff are here to admire you, pal.’


Officer Müller, the man in charge of the Auschwitz infirmary building, is gloating. Nakache, the world record holder for the 200 metres breaststroke, is his favourite source of entertainment, along with the French boxer Victor Perez, the youngest ever flyweight world champion, known to everyone here as Young Perez or Younkie. Alfred stretches as he slowly gets up from his straw mattress, and pulls on his swimming trunks and his pyjamas under the mocking gaze of Müller and his two flunkies.


‘Put this round your shoulders, it’s not very warm outside,’ he says, holding out a blanket.


Alfred doesn’t like his smile. Ingratiating yet oozing contempt.


Just like last week, he finds himself standing shivering by the pool, with its dirty brown water covered with a layer of green algae. This pool is one of three reservoirs, each around fifteen metres long by six metres wide, scattered around the camp for fighting fires. The cold floods through him, freezing his bones, just like his anger at being there, a mere puppet of his torturers, the pathetic toy officers in immaculate uniforms. One of them is holding a stopwatch, the other a camera.


Obersturmführer Schwartz, the dreaded commandant of Auschwitz III, is rubbing his hands with glee. Gather round, ladies and gentlemen, the show’s about to start!


‘This time, Alfred my boy, you’re going to give it everything. Ten lengths of butterfly. If you get below your previous time, you’ll be allowed a bit of meat. If not, we’ll save another of our specialities for you. A surprise, Alfred my boy, a surprise …’


Alfred knows what the punishment will be: the end of the comfort of the infirmary, back to the barracks, the darkness, the overcrowding, the disgusting soups. Back to those unbearable screams that pierce the night and penetrate the walls.


‘Are you ready, champ?’


Save your skin, think only of yourself, not them. They don’t exist. You’re going to swim, Alfred, isolating yourself completely in the way you can. Your arms fully extended, your mouth open.


A shot rings out and he’s in, his head already above the water, bringing up disgusting masses of vegetation. He hears laughter dissolving in his ears. He thrusts his shoulders even higher into the icy air. He hurts his pelvis with every stroke, gaining speed at every turn. I’m swimming, dammit, I’m swimming well and to hell with them.


‘Well, Alfred, my boy, what do you reckon?’ yells the general.


He doesn’t answer, waiting, with his icy hands on the concrete. He can see them conferring, still smiling, again and again.


‘Same time, my friend. We’re going to need a second test to decide.’


When it comes to humiliation, their imagination knows no bounds. One officer pulls a knife from its sheath and holds it up in the air, beaming.


‘It’s going to be the dagger test, Alfred. Come and join us.’


Alfred gets out of the water, chilled to the bone. With his arms folded across his chest, he approaches his executioners.


‘Well now,’ says Schwartz triumphantly, ‘we’re going to throw this dagger into the middle of the pool. The tank is deep, but we know how talented you are. The game is to fetch it and bring it back up in your mouth. The knife between your teeth, got it, Alfred? What a great test! Like a doggie bringing it back to its master, you’ll open your mouth and drop it at our feet. At least we hope so, you little rascal.’


Alfred estimates the pool to be at least six metres deep. That doesn’t scare him, his lungs can cope with that. What worries him is the thick, opaque water that makes it impossible to see anything. It’ll be like looking for a needle in a haystack. He has no choice but to give them this sadistic pleasure. Like all the detainees in the camp, he’s at their mercy, a slave to their desire to destroy. Even so, he’s lucky enough to have titles and medals, international recognition that makes him less transparent, less vulnerable. It’s up to him to live up to his privileged status. The ‘knife between the teeth’ test, in a swamp, with a water temperature of ten degrees Celsius.


When the officer throws the dagger, he tries to follow its trajectory and identify its point of impact. Slightly towards the left, he thinks, two thirds of the way across the pool. He looks at the general, as if asking for permission to go ahead. With a ridiculous gesture, a kind of bow, the man invites him to jump into the water. He dives in immediately, swimming just below the surface, and heads to where he thinks the knife ended up. Then he dives straight down into the abyss, descending into the unknown. Long, interminable seconds pass, until the moment when his palms hit the hard, slimy bottom of the pool.


He raises his head, can’t see further than a metre. He starts to feel his way over the ground, bumps into a pile of bricks, identifies what seems to be a trowel, gropes around as methodically as possible, in front, behind, to the right, to the left, while holding his breath. Where’s the bloody knife? They must be having a good laugh up there, maybe they think I’m already unconscious or half dead. He’s scrabbling around blindly now, with ever wider arm movements, and at last, with the tip of a finger, he feels the prick of a sharp point. He stretches out his arm and seizes hold of the object – the knife, with a blade at least twenty centimetres long. They’ll get what they want, their photo of the bolshie with the knife between his teeth. Maybe, with a bit of luck, there will be some blood dripping from his lips, like you see on the posters.


He kicks as hard as he can to get back up to the surface and surges out of the water like an angry shark. The Nazi photographer bombards him with camera flashes, while the general jumps up and down like a child, applauding loudly. He spits out the knife. He’s not bleeding. A soldier heaves him out of the water. He stands up, stumbling, exhausted. As he recovers, he sees them walk away and pile into their shiny Mercedes. For them, the show is over. As they are moving off, the Obersturmführer lowers the window and yells: ‘Congratulations, Nakache. You’ll be allowed some small meatballs in your soup tonight.’ And with a bark of laughter, he adds: ‘Make the most of it. Next week it’ll be a different story.’


Alfred wraps himself in a blanket, unable to think, as though what just happened was nothing to do with him. It takes him a long time to start moving. Slowly he walks past the sinister barracks on his way back to the infirmary. A deathly silence surrounds him.









Sidi M’Cid swimming pool, May 1929


His cousins and his brothers would never have helped him conquer his fear of the water, let alone learn to love swimming enough to become one with the water. That small miracle happened on this day in May thanks to a training session for some French soldiers – ten or so strapping young men who had already mastered the four swimming strokes and, most importantly, looked radiant with happiness. So effort doesn’t preclude pleasure after all, quite the opposite: you can suffer, push past your limits and feel a sort of exaltation. That day, Alfred watches their supple bodies cleaving the water, creating regular waves of white foam, as though taking part in a perfectly synchronized dance routine, embracing the immensity of the sky with every breath.


He’s impressed by their tumble turns. They get so close to the wall, disappear in a flash as if they’d crashed into it head-first, then come up again faster than ever. At the end of the race, clinging to the starting blocks, they throw their arms round each other, congratulate each other, sometimes seem to be teasing each other. Rose often says that someone is ‘happy as a fish in water’ and now he understands this expression – even just sitting beside the pool, he feels in his element. Is it because he can’t stop staring when one of the soldiers beckons him to dive in? Alfred answers with a shy shake of his head. No, not now. The soldier insists, and is joined by his friends.


‘Come on, lad, the pool’s all yours!’ he yells.


Alfred doesn’t move; he’s petrified with fear. The young man swims a couple of strokes closer.


‘What’s your name?’


‘Alfred.’


‘Can’t you swim?’


‘A bit. Well, yes, I’ve learned to swim, but I’m not very keen on big swimming pools.’


‘Small or large, it makes no difference, just keep to the edge of the pool and show me how you swim. You’ll be fine. I’m Fabien, I’m the captain of the Algerian army swim team. We’re staying here in Constantine for ten days, and then it’s the big event: the Military Olympics in Algiers, ten countries competing.’


Surprised by his own boldness, or maybe just in order to gain some time, Alfred asks: ‘Are you in with a chance?’


‘Of course. In France, we have the best clubs in Europe, maybe in the world. Paris, Marseille, Toulouse, so many homes of future champions! Especially Toulouse, my club ever since I was little. Before joining the army and being sent to Algeria, I used to train there up to four times a week. Come on, it’s your turn now.’


Fabien holds out a hand to pull him into the water.


‘I’ll swim beside you, start off slowly.’


Alfred lets go of the wall and starts swimming the crawl like a panicking dog, a series of jerky strokes with his mouth open, which makes him choke. Fabien stops him and brings him back to the edge of the pool.


‘Calm down, Alfred! You’re strong for your age, you’re actually quite powerful, I can tell, but the engine’s idling, you’re exhausting yourself for nothing. Your arms aren’t going far enough into the water and your legs aren’t working. Watch me.’


He demonstrates in slow motion the incredibly long strokes that make him glide over the surface of the water. Alfred repeats those movements, trying to imitate the images recorded in his brain. He doesn’t know if he’s imagining it, but he feels he’s reaching further, that his heart isn’t pounding as hard and his breathing isn’t letting him down. Here’s hoping Fabien doesn’t ruin this feeling with a crushing comment.


‘That’s right, there you go, that’s good.’


Alfred hears these simple, reassuring words. Fabien’s presence and his encouragement inspire him with a confidence he thought was beyond him. He’s swimming with a champion who calmly pulls him along in his wake and he’s no longer scared. He feels good. Very good, even. Like a fish, as Rose would say. That evening, he went to bed earlier than usual. With the window open, lulled by the sound of the cicadas, he imagined himself in Algiers, ready to dive into the pool in front of stands packed with overexcited supporters. His brother came into his room to tease him, as he did every evening. Alfred threw him out with unusual determination. In his dreams, it wasn’t Fabien the military champion being applauded, but Alfred Nakache, the great new hope of French swimming. The unknown who used to tremble at the idea of entering the water and who is now getting ready to mount the podium. B’ezrat Hashem, as his father says. With God’s help …









Constantine, April 1930


No one at home would have thought that Fabien’s lessons would transform him so quickly. In the pool, Alfred swims length after length of freestyle without even lifting his head out of the water, sometimes for over an hour at a time.


‘Oi! Alfred! Did you get some kind of jab or what?’ sniggers his cousin as he turns at the end of a length.


Gilbert is lying on the starting block, with his mouth half in the water to make sure that Alfred can clearly hear his jeering comments. He might as well be talking to a brick wall. Alfred ignores him, determined to become a great swimmer. Never mind if they think he’s a fool. In fact, he doesn’t know exactly where this stubbornness bordering on pig-headedness comes from. Or rather yes, he thinks he does know: he needs people to believe in him and to say so, very loudly. When they do, he loses all his inhibitions. At school, at the Lycée d’Aumale, it’s the same: he’s only good at a subject if his teacher pays him plenty of attention. When Madame Cherki, his history teacher, looks at him kindly, he’s third-best in the class. When Monsieur Bardet, his maths teacher, glumly gives him back his marked homework, Alfred is second from the bottom. He sometimes wonders if he would have been different if he’d had an older brother, or a father who paid more attention to people’s feelings and was less of a slave to his religion. Maybe Alfred needed more expressions of love than other people, and more admiration. He loves to admire people. It’s like an engine inside him. He admires Fabien and in return, he wants Fabien to admire him. That’s all there is to it. As Monsieur Bardet would say: ‘It’s not rocket science, for God’s sake!’


One thing is for sure: this is all Alfred needs to make him feel strong and happy. It’s enough to sweep away the doubts that surface too often, which he hides as best he can by playing the clown. That’s what makes things difficult for his family and friends: he smiles all the time, whether he’s deliriously happy or down in the dumps. It’s not easy to find out which. At least he doesn’t bore them with his moods. In the space of only a few weeks, he feels his adolescent body transforming. His shoulders are broader. In the mirror, his torso looks more and more like the pictures of Greek and Roman statues in his history book. His abdomen has developed a series of ridges, the outlines of which can be seen from the other end of the pool. As for his thighs, thanks to practising leg kicks he no longer has reason to envy the muscular legs of the Red Star footballers. He has legs like a carthorse. The only threat to Alfred’s fitness are the warm, chocolate-covered rolls that his grandmother has baked especially for him in the communal oven, opposite the synagogue of Sidi-Fredj, which he wolfs down greedily when he returns from his training sessions.









Paule, July 1930


At the Sidi M’Cid pool, Alfred is basking in the sun after swimming dozens of lengths when he catches sight of her large green eyes. Irises sparkling with gold, almost too beautiful to be real. ‘Like golden sequins’, he says to himself. Paule Zaoui, the daughter of a Constantine cloth manufacturer, one of the most famous people in the Kar Chara, the Jewish quarter. Like Alfred, she is a pupil at the Lycée d’Aumale. Brilliant, solitary and unattainable, she accumulates distinctions and honours. The boys steer clear of her. She’s too beautiful, too mysterious. She often comes to the pool with her brothers and sisters.


That day, she puts her towel down a few metres away from him. He pretends not to notice her figure, least of all her breasts, which he guesses are soft and firm, arousing in him a disturbing emotion. She appears to be trying to find the best position for sunbathing – on her stomach, on her back, with her legs straight or bent, and now on her side facing him, turning her large eyes towards his frightened face. Because he too is now lying on his side, with his head clumsily buried in his strong arms. She stands up, moves her towel another good metre closer, as if an approaching shadow was threatening to cover her legs.


‘Paule!’ He sputters out her name without even realizing.


‘Oh, it’s you, Alfred! I saw you in the water just now. How fast you swim! Everyone in the Zaoui family is talking about you. They say you’re going to be a great champion.’


‘I don’t know about that, Paule.’


‘Well, we know already,’ she smiles, stretching out on her stomach. ‘You’re the fastest swimmer in Sidi M’Cid. Nobody can catch you.’


‘What about you, do you like to swim?’


‘I love diving. Anyway, that’s enough sun for now, don’t you think? Come and cool down.’


Before he has time to respond, she runs over to the pool and dives in, as graceful as a dancer. In a single bound, Alfred joins her. There they are, face to face, under the burning sun, in the blue pool with the rocky cliffs of the Rhumel gorge reflected in it. Alfred kicks with his feet to keep his torso upright and his shoulders out of the water. Paule hardly moves. She seems to float as she smooths back her hair and twists an elastic band round it, uncovering her broad, tanned forehead.


‘Would you like to come to the cinema with me? They’re showing Sous les toits de Paris at the Cirta. My cousins have been to see it, they say the songs are fantastic. And I would so like to see Paris …’


‘Yes! Next Saturday?’


‘Next Saturday.’


She takes a single stroke and throws her arms round his neck as if they had known each other forever. Alfred is dumbfounded by this speedy move. He’s paralysed, incapable of making the slightest movement. The touch of Paule’s skin sends shivers through his whole body. Could this be falling in love? He’d like to be brave enough to turn his head, meet her gaze, press his lips to hers, but he can’t, it’s all happening too fast. And after all, he’s not sure about anything. Maybe she just wants to be his friend. The girlfriend of a future great swimmer. Hide his anxiety. Relax in her embrace. Rather than risking a hesitant kiss that might go horribly wrong, he suggests a game.


‘Grab hold of my feet, with your arms stretched.’


Paule immediately twists round, grasps his ankles and says she’s ready. And off they go across the Olympic pool, with him like a locomotive propelled by the strength of his arms and her like a train carriage firmly coupled to it. The faster he swims, the more she laughs, her voice clear and bright, like sparks of happiness that echo from the steep walls of the Rhumel and die away beyond the gorge.









The Toulouse–Paris train, 10 January 1944


The women who aren’t handcuffed slip letters through the tops of the carriage windows, as if they were dropping a message in a bottle into the sea. The letters whirl around alongside the train, their crazy flight coming to an end wherever it may be – in the trees, under the tyres of a car or in the middle of a road, somewhere obvious enough for a charitable hand to pick it up and safely send it on its way. These letters express anxiety about the outcome of a journey under guard, they send words of love and encouragement, or sometimes just advice to wrap up warm against the winter cold. Premonitions of a journey with no return, urgent but unspecified appeals for help.


‘I can’t write very well, please help me,’ begs Chaja, Paule and Alfred’s neighbour.


Like Paule, this woman has a child in her arms. Her husband is firmly handcuffed at the other end of the carriage. Originally from a small village in Poland, Chaja and Zelman fled from the Nazis and found refuge in Haute-Garonne, in the south-west of France – part of the zone libre, the ‘free zone’ that was not under German occupation – where he worked as a tailor, and she as a nanny. Then the German invasion of the zone libre plunged them back into uncertainty and danger.


Paule reassures her, taking pains to write a few sentences to the family Chaja had worked for in Toulouse. Chaja was alone at the house in the Rue Saint-Louis when two militiamen came for her. She knew how kind the couple, both of them doctors, she worked for were. She knew that, if need be, they would be able to alert her husband’s older brother, who had set up home further south, near Carcassonne. Paule writes the address as clearly as possible. Alfred, who had been spared being handcuffed, looks on in wonder as his wife acts with the kindness that captivated him right from the start. Having found her again, her and their little daughter Annie, after the violence of their arrest and then their separation in the Saint-Michel prison in Toulouse, is already a victory. Everyone on this train, which hundreds of people boarded in Toulouse, recognizes Alfred’s face. Nakache is still a star, despite his recent absence from the pool. They look at him with admiration, sometimes with embarrassment. Why is he on this journey too? Even the French policemen who come across him are ill at ease.


One young man has no such qualms. His name is Léon.1 He’s twenty-three, and he’s accompanied by Louise, his older sister, who is sitting in the front of the carriage. On the day of her arrest, acting on instinct, Louise managed to save her five-year-old daughter by pretending she was the child of the concierge. Now she knows her daughter is safe.


Léon approaches the champion.


‘I’m delighted to be able to talk to you. I’ve been following all your records for two years,’ he says with a smile. ‘The Germans have gone mad.’


‘What about you, what do you do?’ Alfred asks.


‘I was a switchboard operator in Toulouse, but they gave me the sack. Since then, I’ve been doing small electrical jobs, here and there. I get by all right. Before that, I was just a little poulbot.’


‘A poulbot? What’s that?’


‘A Montmartre street urchin, if you prefer. That’s where I learned to sing. I spend my life singing. Some people pray when things are going badly, some people cry, others keep silent. I sing!’


‘You’re absolutely right to do that, my friend! What about your parents, where are they?’


‘Still in Paris.’


‘Isn’t that too dangerous?’


‘They have a little fabric shop right opposite the police station in the 18th arrondissement. The superintendent decided to protect them; I’ve no idea why. My parents trust him and have never registered themselves as Jewish. Maybe the superintendent is impressed by my father’s life story: a Romanian who joined the French army in the trenches, a convinced socialist, a naturalized Frenchman, the father of five children … and he hasn’t a penny to his name!’


‘It’s possible,’ says Alfred, as the train slows down again and stops.


‘I’ll take the first opportunity to scarper,’ whispers Léon, looking all around him. ‘But my sister Louise never stops repeating, I can’t run, I can’t run … It was such a shambles at the Matabiau station back in Toulouse that we could have got away then.’


‘Don’t take any risks, Léon. And look after Louise.’


The Toulouse–Paris train is a proper local train. It crawls along for twenty-four hours on its way to the Gare d’Austerlitz in Paris. On the platform, as day is only just beginning to break, the police escort the detainees to dozens of requisitioned buses. Where are they going? Nobody knows.


The Parisians on their way to work don’t seem to suspect anything, or be worried about anything.









Last stop before Pitchipoi


Standing on the open platform at the back of the bus, Alfred has just enough time to see the name of the place: Drancy. It’s about fifteen kilometres north of Paris. This outer suburb means nothing to him. Before he left for Toulouse, the big swimming pools of Paris were where he defied the stopwatches.


The column of buses slowly crosses the town, then stops with a noise of grinding metal that makes their exhausted bodies jump. Alfred leans over the side. A few metres away is a group of greyish buildings in what looks like a horseshoe shape, surrounded by a barbed wire fence. French policemen with rifles slung over their shoulders are on guard. A murmuring sound that Alfred hears coming from behind the walls is getting louder. It’s the sound of a noisy crowd, punctured by orders shouted in German, sharp cries and the voices of women singing that seem to rise heavenward. The bus gives another shake. With Paule and Annie, Alfred enters this place, which looks unfinished. Four-storey dwellings with neither windows nor doors, open to the icy wind, crammed with probably over a thousand people – men, women, children and the elderly.


Drancy. A concrete residential estate transformed into an internment camp, with five fourteen-storey tower blocks looming over it – the first skyscrapers to be built in France. It’s impossible to imagine that the Cité de la Muette was once meant to be a model of urban development – a social utopia that, according to its developer Henri Sellier, was going to provide ‘better housing for humanity, aiming for a level of light, joy, health … ’ Inside, no more policemen, but Nazis and bossy henchmen appointed from among the detainees to allocate spaces, assign activities and maintain order by means of insults and truncheons. The stench is unbearable, as is the dirt on the ground and the walls. Relieving yourself without authorization is prohibited. Moving for no purpose is prohibited. So people do what they can.
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