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“Remember it is the secret force hidden deep within us that manipulates our strings; there lies the voice of persuasion, there the very life, there, we might even say, is the man himself. Never confuse it in your imagination with its surrounding case of flesh, or the organs adhering thereto, which save that they grow upon the body, are as much mere instruments as the carpenter’s axe. Without the agency that prompts or restrains their motions, the parts themselves are of no more service than her shuttle to the weaver, his pen to the writer, or his whip to the wagoner.”

—Marcus Aurelius, Meditations

––––––––
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“And though I dreamt with a rapid eye

By day I hope to rapidly die

And have my organs laid on ice

Wait for somebody that would treat them right...”

—Frightened Rabbit, “Living In Colour”

––––––––
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“I am glad you are here with me. Here at the end of all things...”

—J.R.R. Tolkien, The Return Of The King
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Chapter One.

Stanton Caster Escapes, Malraux Returns 
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“A lot of people are going to get murdered this summer,” Malraux said.

On TV the local news was reporting Stanton Caster had escaped from San Quentin and was last seen only a few miles from where we lived.  From San Quentin to our Outer Sunset neighborhood in San Francisco was only about a half hour away by car, but because Stanton Caster was an escaped convict and presumably on foot, it was anyone’s guess how long it would take for him to reach us.

I assumed he hadn’t taken a Lyft. 

Either way, he was here and I hoped he wasn’t planning to stay very long.

I hadn’t seen Malraux in close to a year and maybe talking about people getting murdered wasn’t the first thing normal people said to each other after that much silence, but Malraux wasn’t normal. 

Not even close.

I hadn’t heard him walk into my house and I had no idea how long he’d even been there, but it was long enough for him to see there was an escaped prisoner in our midst and for him to approximate a future body count.

“You think this Stanton Caster guy is going to go door to door killing people?” I asked, turning around from the couch to look at Malraux.

He wasn’t even looking at the television anymore. He had his back to me, and he was taking a hit off his vape pen while staring at a photograph on the wall of my parents’ living room. The photograph was of a young dreadlocked boy jumping off a rock into the water. It was one of those right-at-sunset shots some photographer takes and then sells at a gallery to people like my mom for way too much money. And from then on, a snapshot from a life my mother would never know anything about—someone else’s memory, someone else’s summer—would forever hang on our wall in suspended sepia.

“Is this a new picture?” Malraux asked, smoke encircling him.

“I guess,” I said. “It wasn’t here before I left for college, but it’s here now.”

“How about when you came home for Christmas?” I had to think about that for a second.  “No, it wasn’t here then, either,” I said.

Malraux took a long hit from his pen again. He closed his eyes and held a deep, stony breath before releasing it.

“Why on earth would she want this?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” I said. “Maybe she thinks it symbolizes joy.”

“Is that what you’ve been learning at Harvard?” Malraux asked. “That a boy you don’t know jumping off a rock into an unnamed body of water symbolizes joy?”

“I don’t know,” I said again. Malraux could make anyone feel stupid in under two seconds—I’d seen him do it since we were kids. But he never used to do it to me. He’d started doing this right before I’d gone off to college, and now he was just picking up where he’d left off. 

“It could symbolize anything,” Malraux said. “Freedom, desire, wonder, pain, escape...”

“Sure,” I said. “It could be any one of those.”

“But you reached for joy first, didn’t you?”

“I suppose I’m optimistic.”

“Call it what you like,” Malraux said. “But it’s anything but optimistic.” He stared at the picture again.  “And it’s certainly anything but joy that’s going on here,” he said.

Nobody knew Malraux better and nobody was more used to his conversational gymnastics than I was. At least I had been, before I left for Harvard, but having not seen or spoken to him for so long, I knew I would have to get used to them again pretty fast. Malraux’s idiosyncrasies were not for everyone—he was stubborn, moody, obsessive, evasive, dark-hearted, emotionally distant, erratic, oppositional, brilliant and probably crazy. If you couldn’t stand any of those things, you probably couldn’t stand Malraux. 

And to be fair, a lot of people couldn’t stand Malraux.

And to be really fair, pretty much everybody couldn’t stand Malraux.

Malraux lived down the street from me and we’d been best friends since we were seven, so not only had I’d grown up with his oddities, I had developed a high tolerance for them.

I had not, however, developed a high tolerance for not being around him. My year at school was pretty lonely; I wasn’t in touch at all with my closest friend after an adolescence of always being by his side. Not having Malraux in my life never stopped feeling weird and awful.

Before I left for college we had gotten into a nasty spat and, because of that, he cut the power on our friendship completely. He stopped speaking to me, he wouldn’t answer the door when I knocked, and because he was a Luddite with no phone or computer, there was literally no way to reach him. 

Our spat had to do with my agreeing to go across the country to college, which effectively broke up the detective agency we’d started years before. All through high school we talked about how we were devoted to figuring out life’s mysteries, and that college was not only a waste of time, it also wasn’t a place for independent thought—Malraux said college was where people went when they wanted to stop thinking and not the other way around.

Our junior year there was an assembly in the gym to give everyone an idea of what to do in order to start getting ready to apply for college: preparing for the PSAT, making visits to campuses, reaching out to coaches if we were athletes...that sort of thing. Malraux and I sat far in the back, disdainful and muttering derision. When the speaker asked if anyone had any questions or comments, Malraux raised his hand.

“Yes?” the speaker said, pointing at Malraux.

“The more I study the works of men in their institutions,” Malraux said, quoting one of his favorite Rousseau lines, “the more clearly I see that, in their efforts after independence, they become slaves, and that their very freedom is wasted in vain attempts to assure its continuance. That they may not be carried away by the flood of things, they form all sorts of attachments; then as soon as they wish to move forward they are surprised to find that everything drags them back.”

“Is that a question?” the speaker asked.

“You tell me,” Malraux said. 

“Yes?” the speaker offered.

“No,” Malraux said. And he got up and walked out of the gym.

But when Harvard recruited me for tennis and offered me a full ride, all my years of mocking college went out the window, and I signed a letter of intent a few months before we graduated. I think Malraux figured I’d never go through with it, but when it became clear I was going he turned on me. Or, to be more specific, he turned away from me. I think Malraux saw what I did as the betrayal of our agency, our friendship and our ideals. And judging by his complete removal from my life, it seemed as though I’d never see him again.

I had gotten little glimpses of what life would be like without Malraux during high school when he started doing this vexing and very worrisome disappearing thing. He would literally vanish for two or three days at a time, never telling anyone where he was going or giving any advance word. And because I was so worried about where he was, I’d lose sleep and stress out, thinking about the absolute worst possible outcomes. But then he’d materialize as quickly as he’d vanished, and I would wonder why I’d wasted time worrying about him in the first place.

“Where have you been?” I’d ask.

“I’ve been to the brink,” he’d say.

“Where’s the brink?”

“Where do you think it is?” he’d ask, taking a hit off his trusty pen.

“I don’t know.”

“I’ll give you a hint—it’s between the dusky avenues of the unconscious mind and the darkest corners of the cosmos.”

“That doesn’t help.”

“That’s not surprising.”

“Can you at least tell me what city it’s in?”

“No.”

“Okay, fine—so you’ve been to the brink?”

“I’ve been to the brink.”  

“But now you’re back?”

“For now I’m back.”

The thing was, every time Malraux vanished, he’d come back looking like a wreck.  Even though he started this nonsense when we were just fifteen, every time he returned, he’d look progressively older. Sometimes he’d seem a few months older, other times a few years. At first he’d just look a little unshowered and disheveled, but then it shifted into darker territory; his eyes would be hollow and dim, his hair would seem longer and greasier and, though he couldn’t grow a full beard, patchy reddish stubble had sprouted over his colorless skin. He was tall and thin to begin with, but after these mysterious excursions he’d begun taking on the appearance of a malnourished, black-hearted Viking.

I didn’t know what to expect after such a long time of not seeing him, but that day at my parents’ house he looked decidedly healthy. 

His long dirty blond hair was tied up in a bun, and he looked like he’d been eating and sleeping because there was color in his face and his eyes were an icy silver, which made them clear and alive. Though he was still lean he had put a bit of weight on, and his shoulders were rounder and fuller than I’d ever seen them. 

I was happy to see him, but I’d never tell him so because he’d just make fun of me. 

“Sentiment is for the flimsy-hearted,” he once said. We were working on a case that involved a husband, a wife, someone else’s wife, and a treasure trove of flowery confessional letters between two of these aforementioned parties; they were scented with perfume and smeared with dried tears. 

This was when he first invoked the name of The Notebook author Nicholas Sparks as the yardstick for crossing the line of good taste and veering relentlessly into the mawkish.

“Never get all Nicky, Sparks about anything,” he said.

But I was a little Nicky Sparks about seeing Malraux again, because the truth was I had missed him. The only way to reach him was the old-fashioned way, so I wrote him a series of letters, but I knew it was a pointless exercise. I knew he would never write back and, to be honest, I have no idea if he even read the letters in the first place.

The fact was, if you didn’t hear from Malraux it meant he didn’t want to be heard from. He’d find you, but you’d never be able to find him. It could only be on his terms.

“This Stanton Caster fellow isn’t going to kill anyone,” he said, turning from the photograph on the wall back to the television and staring with irritation at the raven-haired reporter speaking about the penitentiary escape. 

“They’ll find him in early September with bleached hair and a beard, holed up with a weak-hearted waitress somewhere in Seattle. And when he’s caught she’ll say he’s the best man she’s ever known. But I can guarantee you he’ll have no blood on his hands. He has nothing to do with what’s coming.”

“How do you know what’s coming if it hasn’t come yet?” I asked.

“How do you know it hasn’t?” he asked.

“Okay, so who’s going to be doing the murdering?” 

“You’ll see,” he said, picking up my grey Harvard sweatshirt from the couch and examining it with a look usually reserved for one who has just smelled a carton of sour milk.

“So you’re back from college?” 

“I’m back from college,” I said.

“You’ve just finished the first year of the four best years of your life.”

“Something like that.”

“Next to the idea of heaven,” Malraux said, “the collegiate sales pitch, that they’re going to give you the four best years of your life, is pretty shady business, don’t you think?”

“I’m not following.”

“Nobody has four great years in a row, ever. Actually, nobody even has four good years, period. But somehow, all these colleges claim to guarantee you’re about to experience the four absolute best years of your life as long as you pay their outlandish tuition and accept what will surely be a lifetime of debt.”

He was right—they pretty much did say things like that.

“I’m surprised more graduating college seniors don’t kill themselves,” Malraux said. “Walking across that stage, wearing that stupid black cap and gown; surely that’s where they get the first feeling they’ve been cheated.”

“I’ve never thought of it that way,” I said.

“Of course you haven’t.” 

Malraux looked me in the eye for the first time. 

“So: was it a great year?” he asked.

“It was pretty good,” I said.

“Pretty good,” he repeated.  “Would you still have gone if someone had told you you were about to have the first of four concurrently pretty good years?”

“Maybe not,” I said, surprising myself. I hadn’t really been that happy at Harvard, but I hadn’t told anyone, let alone said it out loud.

“Then there’s still hope for you,” he said, smiling strangely.

I was heartened by this tiny bit of affection.

“Hey, I’m glad to see you,” I said. “I thought you were mad at me.”

“Why on earth would I be mad at you?”

“For going away. For going to Harvard.”

“You should be mad at yourself for that,” he said. “That has nothing to do with me.”

And I didn’t see him again for a week.

***
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By the time I saw Malraux again, the first body had just been found. 

It was Chancellor Davis, the owner of both the thrash metal club Odin’s Garden on Judah and Café Chance, the coffee shop on La Playa right across Great Highway from Ocean Beach, which we frequented, almost nightly, in high school. Chancellor had owned Café Chance since 2008; it was one of the greatest places to go in the Outer Sunset because he always had live music, great food and his secret weapon, the sandy-haired former pro surfer, Storm Newsom, who was voted the best barista in San Francisco three years in a row. For good reason. Like he was in the waves before a shoulder injury ended his career, Storm was a true artist, and his latte, which is what I ordered every time I went to Café Chance, was only a small but winning piece of his ongoing coffee oeuvre. 

So there were a lot of reasons to like the Chance, and The Chancellor, which is what everyone called him, was a really cool guy who was super nice to everyone, including high school kids like us. He had been in metal bands in the ‘90s, and even though now he had a short dark pompadour and wore thick black glasses, the sleeves of tattoos rolling up and down both his arms, packed with skulls, demons, and weird ancient symbols, offered a visual roadmap to his thrashy past.

Sometimes a thrashy past, however, isn’t as far in the past as we think.

They found the Chancellor stabbed to death in his back office, blood all over his desk and floor. But perhaps the grisliest detail was his heart had been cleanly removed from his sternum.

“Interesting,” Malraux said.

Malraux looked awful. His hair was a mess and it stood up at weird angles—there was what appeared to be dried blood on his knuckles, and he looked like he hadn’t slept in days. The chain behind his eyes had grown slack; he seemed unable to fix his gaze on anything for longer than a millisecond. 

I was sitting on the steps of my parents’ house looking at my iPad when Malraux came over. In the afternoon sun he looked oddly colorless.

“Where have you been?” I asked.

“Where haven’t I been?” 

“Well, wherever you were, you’re back just in time,” I said. “And you were right about people getting killed this summer. Stanton Caster murdered the Chancellor.”

“Of course I was right. But I never said Stanton Caster was going to murder anyone.”

“No, but you did say people were going to get murdered, and now they have. Caster just got his first victim.”

“How do you know it was Stanton Caster?” 

I handed him my iPad, which was on the San Francisco Chronicle site. The headline read “Local Business Owner Murdered.” Embedded in the article was a picture of Café Chance with police tape wrapped around the entrance. Stanton Caster’s mug shot appeared a few paragraphs below the photo of Café Chance along with a bit about how he was a suspect in the case.

“This is all very well and good, but Stanton Caster didn’t murder the Chancellor,” Malraux said. 

“That’s not what I’m reading in this article, and that’s not what’s all over the news.”

“Yeah, but you’re reading what they want you to read and you’re hearing what they want you to hear: that a just-escaped convict likely robbed the café and killed the owner in the process.”

“Makes sense to me,” I said.

“Of course it does,” Malraux responded, clearly annoyed.

“What about it doesn’t make sense?”

“Do you even know anything about Stanton Caster?” Malraux asked, handing me back the iPad.

I looked at the photo on the screen. Caster had short curly hair, a heavy shadow where a beard was only days away from filling in and a discernible sneer his round wire-rimmed glasses didn’t soften. He looked surly, bitter and dangerous.

“What am I missing? That he has a physics degree from UCLA?”

“No, but he does have an accounting degree from Santa Barbara.”

“He does?”

“He does. I thought that collegiate element might appeal to someone like you.”

“What does that mean?”

“It seems,” Malraux said, ignoring me, “that after the four best years of his life were over, our pal Mr. Caster went a bit rogue.”

“Murdering people and taking out their hearts is more than a bit rogue.”

“A few years ago he founded a startup called PeerPay, which is basically just a mobile app payment platform. They were well-funded, had an office on Brennan and seemed to be on their way, but then Caster decided he wasn’t so interested in waiting around for his business to take off.”

“So what did he do?”

“He started robbing banks, naturally. Turns out he was a brilliant hacker—he used a sophisticated system, and he was quite successful. All he did was redirect any transactions from ATM machines and shepherded them to a series of fake servers. He was able to gather the credit card information of anyone who used the ATM machine.  In just under seven hours, he monopolized the bank’s entire online presence and operation, and he got away with a ton of money. It was rather brilliant and untraceable, but once he started, he couldn’t stop, and somewhere along the way he got careless and he got caught.”

“That’s a really fascinating story, but I’m sure a lot of murderers have fascinating stories.”

“Stanton Caster is no murderer,” Malraux said, running his thumb and forefinger over the red stubble on his chin. “He robs banks from the comfort of his own home or the window seat at California Pizza Kitchen; he doesn’t kill people. And, he most certainly doesn’t kill people, cut out their hearts and disappear with them into the night.”

“But he is a robber, and he robbed the Chancellor.”

“Actually, he didn't rob the Chancellor. No money was taken from him at all. The Chancellor may have died with no heart, but he didn’t die with an empty register. Every cent from that night’s haul was there and, not only that, the Chancellor had a wall safe and about a thousand dollars in his wallet—the safe, the wallet and the thousand weren’t touched.”

“None of that is in this article,” I said.

“Of course it isn’t.” He shook his head, as if I were so obtuse he was aggrieved. 

“Fine—but when they find Caster roaming around the financial district with the Chancellor’s heart in a cooler, you’re going to have to admit you were wrong.”

“First of all, Stanton Caster is nowhere near San Francisco anymore. He’s gone. They may find him, they may not. But if they do, he won’t have the Chancellor’s heart in a cooler.”

“You’re sure about this?”

“Absolutely certain. A bank robber doesn’t become a skilled surgeon overnight. And even if that transformation does take place, he doesn’t lose his lust for money and develop a passion for the removal of organs.” 

“Then who killed the Chancellor? 

“Well that, my dear Weston,” Malraux said, putting his pen in his mouth, “is the best question you’ve asked all day.”
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Chapter Two.

Bohemia Solutions Starts, Bohemia Solutions Ends

(And Begins Again. Sort Of.)
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By the time we got to 7th grade, Malraux was inscrutable and odd; too tall for his age, too sullen for a kid and too smart to be getting such awful grades. But Malraux wasn’t interested in school—he was interested in the world. He spoke six languages, knew Proust inside and out, was a black belt in seven martial arts and could juggle knives in the dark.

But more importantly, he could solve stuff.

There was nothing he couldn’t figure out.

When we were twelve, in just under three weeks Malraux completed a pretty impressive amateur detective hat trick: he figured out which employee at the record store was stealing people’s credit cards, he found the subterranean warehouse hideout of the small band of hooligan hipsters who were robbing houses in our neighborhood, and he located our journalism teacher’s stolen car, in Spofford alley in Chinatown.

The front seat was soaking wet, the steering wheel was gone and there was a chainsaw in the back seat.

“How did you know it would be here?” I asked.

Malraux didn’t answer. 

“I want that chainsaw,” he said.

Malraux’s leaps in logic, bizarrely keen intellect and penchant to see though the things nobody else could see through were fanciful and exciting, and as kids we thought we could become rich and famous if we used his talents and started a detective agency. 

To be fair, when we started the agency I was the one who said we could become rich and famous – Malraux said he didn’t care. He just liked to figure things out before anyone else.

At any rate, that’s when Bohemia Solutions was born. 

You’re probably wondering why someone like Malraux would need someone like me for a detective agency. After all, to anyone who observed us, he was obviously the franchise player, the guy with the flash and the skill, and I was the one who lumbered behind him. But Malraux was no administrator and not the kind of person to keep track of things, and because every business needs its administrative anchor, I willfully accepted the role as the agency’s head of HR. My job was to chronicle everything. 

I’d been writing short stories since I was a little kid and, even though with my pre-med major I was headed towards a life as a doctor, my secret desire was to be a writer. Like Dickens. Or Hemingway. Or Kafka. Or Joyce. Malraux was the only one who knew about my secret cache of stories and fragments for future novels, and he was also the only one who ever read any of them.

“You’re making a big mistake being a doctor,” he said to me the summer before I left. “You’re a writer, and though you’ll no doubt be respected in the field of medicine, you’ll be denying the world the literature it desperately needs. I know it’s noble to be a doctor, but art is the succor of life—it keeps us thinking, it keeps us veering towards sophistication and, above all, it keeps us alive. Without it, we’d be swinging machetes at each other in dark alleys.”

So here was the deal we struck: Malraux said he’d solve crimes with me under the banner of Bohemia Solutions if I wrote down every case in short story form in the hopes of one day getting it published. He liked to think that as I was chronicling our adventures, I was also putting together a manuscript.

“All of the cases in book form will read like a collection of stories,” he said. “And one day it will be an impressive volume that will be read widespread across the world. And call me old fashioned, but I’m heartened to know that because there’s not a case I can’t solve, they will all have beginnings, middles and ends. You’re the captain of the epistolary ship, however, so feel free to jump the biographical track and steer the vessel towards fancy whenever you like.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean feel free to add architecture where there is none, that’s all.”

“You mean make things up?”

“Whatever you want to call it.”

“I couldn’t do that,” I said. “That would be dishonest.”

“The world is dishonest,” Malraux said. “People who say they love each other are dishonest. Teachers are dishonest. The Government is dishonest. Even this conversation is dishonest.”

Even though Malraux gave me the green light to embellish, I never needed to: when it came to our cases, what happened to us was truly made of the kind of stuff you truly couldn’t make up. 

So once we started Bohemia Solutions I was the one who kept track of things. I titled each case, wrote down every detail and kept a record in real time of our progress. We stored our case files in a black file cabinet in my bedroom locked with a padlock and covered with a long red cloth that made it look like a table. Not great camouflage, but nobody was really interested in what was in it anyway, so the chances of someone breaking in to read our case histories were slim to none. 

After we solved a case, Malraux’s favorite thing was to sit back and listen to me read him my literary rendering of the entire thing. He’d lean back on the couch, take long hits off his vape pen and nod his head in approval whenever he liked a bit I read.

“You’ve captured my movements and my methods far better than a camera ever could,” he said one night after reading him my latest piece about a case we had just put to bed, “The Surfer’s Lament.”

“It’s kind of like you’re writing a book here. These case files read like short stories—they’re gripping episodic blasts of sheer narrative velocity and one day someone will publish the entire volume.”

Malraux didn’t hand out compliments, so if he ever said anything positive, I’d hang on to it pretty tight. Even if I was in a hurry to get home or to tennis practice, if he asked me to read a case to him while we were hanging around the office, I was only happy to oblige.

Oh, we had an office.

I’ll get to that in a minute.

When it came to Bohemia Solutions, Malraux had rules about the agency, and just so we were clear about them, he had me write them out on a piece of flimsy white binder paper, while he dictated. Then we both had to sign the paper to make it official. I still have the paper taped up on the wall of my old bedroom in my parents’ house, in between a poster of Roger Federer and another of The Clash. 

Bohemia Solutions:  Manifesto 


	Bohemia Solutions is not for hire. We solve what we want to solve and we report to no one ever.

	Bohemia Solutions doesn’t exist. It’s a shared idea and occupies no physical place in the world.

	No website, no social media, no phone, no office. We are vapor.

	The inside of a case is what makes the outside hold its form. If you don’t see it, you must find it. 

	No outsiders.

	Believe in nothing but your own skepticism.









That last one was the one that surprised me the least. It was a shorthand version of a Sartre quote, one of Malraux’s favorites when we were in elementary school. I know most elementary school kids don’t typically have favorite Sartre quotes, but Malraux was different than most elementary school kids. He was raised in the direct sunlight of philosophy, because his dad was a Professor of Philosophy at San Francisco State. When Malraux was as young as five, his dad made him sit in on his lectures, and before he was ten, Malraux had read Sartre, Aristotle, Descartes, Rousseau, Lucretius and Kant. 

His dad was a towering, gawky figure of weirdness with his buzz cut, enormous black-framed glasses and impenetrable gaze. When he looked at you it was as if he were either looking through you or seeing something in you that, based on his quizzical expression, didn’t look right. And when it came to conversation, you just couldn’t have one with him. He was elliptical and fragmented; he spoke in riddles and quoted passages from philosophers without looking at a book or explaining why he was doing it. 

When I was nine I was having dinner with Malraux’s family and his dad turned to me out of nowhere and said, as if he were continuing a conversation we’d been having, “Ah yes, but Young Weston, consider what exactly Marcus Aurelius observes about change. He reminds us that all things are in the process of it, yes? As he said, ‘You yourself are ceaselessly undergoing transformation, and the decay of some of your parts, and so is the whole universe.’”

I stared at him.

“In other words, never forget that our corporeal selves will not and should not last. We are dying stars, all of us. As Aurelius reminds us: ‘The substance of us all is doomed to decay; the moisture and the clay, the bones, and the fetor. Our precious marble is but a callosity of the earth, our gold and silver her sediment; our raiment shreds of hair, our purple a fish’s gore; and thus with all things else. So too is the very breath of our lives—ever passing as it does from this one to that.’”
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