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This book is dedicated to the memory of
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friend to C.S. Lewis and to me


from whom I learn so much


about reading books and writing them
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Preface


Fifty years after his death, C. S. Lewis (1898 –1963) remains a towering figure in the world of literature and Christianity. Many – including Lewis himself – expected that his memory and profile would fade away following his death. Yet, like his fellow writer J. R. R. Tolkien, Lewis has secured classic status. As I recently discovered when researching a new biography of Lewis, there is a renewed interest in his life and writings which shows no signs of decline.


 As a writer, Lewis found a wide readership at three completely different levels. Works such as Mere Christianity secured his reputation as a Christian apologist. The Chronicles of Narnia were acclaimed as classics of children’s literature. And works such as The Allegory of Love secured his academic reputation as a literary scholar and critic.


Many want to know more about the man behind these books. What was Lewis like as a human being? And who were the ‘significant others’ in his life? Lewis’s continuing appeal partly reflects the complexity of his personal life, especially his relationship with women. Two of these are of especial importance. In 1917, Lewis began training as an officer cadet at a military training unit based at Keble College, Oxford. His room-mate was Paddy Moore, a young man of Lewis’s age. Moore’s mother and sister had moved to Oxford to be near him and Lewis soon developed a close relationship with Mrs Moore, which continued after Paddy Moore’s death in 1918. Lewis came to adopt Mrs Moore and her daughter as his ‘family’, and moved in with them, caring for Mrs Moore until her death in 1951. The nature of this relationship remains unclear. Most of Lewis’s friends were under the impression that Mrs Moore was his mother, unaware that Lewis’s mother had died back in 1908.


After Mrs Moore’s death, Lewis began a relationship with an American writer, Joy Davidman. This is the subject of Brian Sibley’s beautifully written work, Shadowlands. This deft account of the late-blossoming romance between Lewis and Davidman sets their relationship against the backdrop of a shared feature of their lives. Both were atheists who, to their surprise, discovered God. Using an easy and engaging style, Shadowlands explores how both writers, in their different ways, encountered God – and then encountered each other.


The term ‘Shadowlands’ needs comment. Lewis uses this rich and suggestive term in The Last Battle, the final novel of the Chronicles of Narnia, to express the Christian idea that the world in which we live and move is but a shadow of something greater. It is, to use John Keats’s memorable phase, a ‘vale of soul-making’, in which character is forged and virtue established. The story of Lewis and Davidman is to be set against this backdrop, in which we move from ‘Lenten Lands’ to ‘Easter Day’.


The first part of the book tells the story of how Lewis became first an Oxford don and then a Christian, helping us make sense of the landmarks along the way. Sibley wisely avoids cluttering his narrative with scholarly detail, allowing his readers to get a sense of Lewis as an individual, and especially of his personal development. Using judiciously chosen quotes, the author allows Lewis to speak to his readers, drawing them into his story. In a well-judged move, Sibley weaves themes and motifs from the Chronicles of Narnia into his narrative, allowing his readers to note the correlations between Lewis’s life and his literary creations.


Sibley’s vignette of Davidman’s development as a Christian and as a writer leads into the core of the work – the love affair between two writers, each with their own needs and gifts. As Lewis’s brother, Warnie, later recalled, Lewis’s marriage to Davidman fulfilled ‘a whole dimension to his nature that had previously been starved’. Sibley’s moving narrative traces the origins and development of this unlikely romance, in which a feisty New York girl met and fell in love with an older Oxbridge don. It was a love story that all too soon became a tragedy, as Davidman fought and ultimately lost her battle with cancer. Shadowlands captures the emotional drama of the final stages of Davidman’s life, and the devastating impact of her death on Lewis. Nobody who has read A Grief Observed (1961) – which Lewis initially published under a pseudonym – can fail to appreciate how Lewis’s world was shattered by his wife’s suffering and her death in July 1960. His over-intellectualised approach to the ‘problem of pain’ proved totally inadequate to cope with the raw emotions he experienced. He was like a ‘sleepwalker’, unable to cope with life. Yet, as Sibley shows, Lewis’s faith survived this assault, perhaps even being strengthened.


One of the highlights of this work is its account of the final three years of Lewis’s life, following Davidman’s death, in which his health deteriorated. Sibley’s thoughtful and moving account of Lewis’s graceful acceptance of the approach of death is a fitting end to a moving narrative that is well told.


Lewis scholarship has moved on since this work was first published in 1985, and there are some points of detail that may now be seen to need revision. Yet the great strength of this book is that it tells its story with pace, insight and conviction. Few who read it will remain unmoved. Like Lewis’s wardrobe, it provides a point of entry to a world that allows Lewis to be seen in a new light by those who have merely read his books. In researching my own biography of Lewis, I read a vast number of works about his life and ideas. It is my judgement that Shadowlands remains one of the best works to have been written about Lewis. It will inform and move its readers, making them want to delve deeper into the writings of both its leading subjects.


Alister McGrath


King’s College London, 2013




Introduction


It is rare that an author gets as many opportunities to introduce a book as I have had with Shadowlands. When it was first published in 1985, it was as a tie-in to a BBC television play that I had originally written, under another title, for another television company. But, by the time it reached the screen – as is sometimes the way in the media – it was the work of another writer, William Nicholson, and he subsequently took the story beyond the small screen, first into theatreland and then off to the movies.


The TV play and the book first appeared just over twenty years after Lewis’s death, at a time when relatively little had yet been written about him and his now famous romance with a Jewish-American divorcée. Almost three decades later, that is no longer the case and there are scores of books chronicling Lewis’s life or assessing his literary and spiritual legacy.


Initially, many of these publications tended to reflect a desire to sanctify Lewis’s memory rather than daring to view him as a man who, for all his Christian wisdom and insight, repeatedly wrestled with faith and knew the pain and price of failure. Others, intent on translating Lewis’s relationship with Joy Davidman into the stuff of romantic tragedy, missed the authentic human drama of two middle-aged, self-opinionated, not-especially-attractive people, discovering an unexpected, even unlikely, late-flowering love.


In this fiftieth anniversary year of Lewis’s passing, books are still being written, although attitudes have shifted to enable us to view him more sharply through the prism of reality as a flawed and fallible mortal who happened to be gloriously blessed with a unique ability to explain the complex mysteries of faith with astonishing clarity while, at the same time, possessing a talent for making the everyday and commonplace into something singular and startling – such as a humble, empty wardrobe that becomes the portal to a world of wonders.


Through all these changing scenes, this little book has endured: never out of print, it has been translated into various languages (including ‘American’, in which tongue it won an award!) and read as audio books by the author, Joss Ackland and David Suchet as well as, on radio, by the late Ian Richardson. So, why has this modest, unpretentious little TV-tie-in paperback, without any of the usually desirable academic references or footnotes, managed to survive?


Obviously, I have to admit, it’s largely to do with the fame that has accrued around the one-invented-word title, Shadowlands. But there is, I think, another reason in that it is written, as far as possible, in the words of those whose story it tells, and whatever merits it has belong to their insight and eloquence.


It will be very gratifying, in this fiftieth anniversary year, if – encouraged, perhaps, by the kindly words of Lewis’s latest biographer, Dr Alister McGrath – Shadowlands finds a few new readers. And, should you happen to be one of them, I hope you will recognise and accept it as a book written, out of love, about two lovers who loved ideas, words, books, God and each other with a passion of such intensity, yet such tenderness, as to challenge our accepted and trusted views, thoughts and emotions.


Brian Sibley


London, 2013


 


 


 


… Then Aslan stopped, and the children looked into the stream. And there, on the golden gravel of the bed of the stream, lay King Caspian, dead, with the water flowing over him like liquid glass … And all three stood and wept. Even the Lion wept: great Lion-tears, each tear more precious than the earth would be if it was a single solid diamond …


‘Son of Adam,’ said Aslan, ‘go into that thicket and pluck the thorn that you will find there, and bring it to me.’


Eustace obeyed. ‘The thorn was a foot long and sharp as a rapier.


‘Drive it into my paw, son of Adam,’ said Aslan, holding up his right fore-paw and spreading out the great pad towards Eustace.


‘Must I?’ said Eustace.


‘Yes,’ said Aslan.


Then Eustace set his teeth and drove the thorn into the Lion’s pad. And there came out a great drop of blood, redder than all redness that you have ever seen or imagined. And it splashed into the stream over the dead body of the King. And the dead King began to be changed. His white beard turned to grey, and from grey to yellow, and got shorter and vanished altogether; and his sunken cheeks grew round and fresh, and the wrinkles were smoothed, and his eyes opened, and his eyes and lips both laughed, and suddenly he leaped up and stood before them – a very young man, or a boy … And he rushed to Aslan and flung his arms as far as they would go round the huge neck; and he gave Aslan the strong kisses of a King, and Aslan gave him the wild kisses of a Lion …’


‘But,’ said Eustace, looking at Aslan. ‘Hasn’t he – er – died?’


‘Yes,’ said the Lion in a very quiet voice, almost … as if he were laughing. ‘He has died. Most people have, you know. Even I have. There are very few who haven’t …’


C. S. Lewis


The Silver Chair




Prologue: The Door Slams Shut


The funeral service over, a small group of people emerge from the cool chapel into the blistering heat of a bright July day.


The grounds of the crematorium, like all such places, make an uninspired attempt at the creation of an earthly paradise garden.


The chief mourners are a strange quartet – two elderly men and two young boys. The men are brothers: Major W. H. Lewis and Professor C. S. Lewis. The boys, David and Douglas Gresham, are also brothers. Their four lives are bound together by the life and tragic death of an astonishing woman whom they all loved.


Born Helen Joy Davidman (but known to everyone as Joy), she was married first to William Gresham – father of David and Douglas – and then, for just four years, to C. S. Lewis.


The story of the love between C. S. Lewis and Joy Davidman is a curious one. Curious, because, at first glance, it seems hard to imagine two less likely lovers than they: Lewis, a sixty-year-old bachelor don with a reputation for being the greatest Christian thinker, teacher and writer of our time; and Joy, an American, Jewish, divorcee who had been a youthful member of the Communist party and who, later, became an adult convert to Christianity.


There is, however, no doubt at all that they were deeply, passionately, in love. ‘We feasted on love,’ said Lewis, ‘every mode of it – solemn and merry, romantic and realistic, sometimes as dramatic as a thunderstorm, sometimes as comfortable and unemphatic as putting on your soft slippers.’


Alone in his study, after the funeral, Lewis begins to confront the fact that this love, so lately won, is now lost to him forever.


Too tired to draw the curtains, he gazes at the reflection of his face, vignetted by night, in the window. A strong face with heavy features and round spectacles, it has, in repose, a look of resignation which might easily signify either peace or despair.


Opening an old unused manuscript book, he momentarily contemplates the arctic emptiness of the page, then takes his pen and writes:


‘No one ever told me that grief felt so like fear … the same fluttering in the stomach, the same restlessness, the yawning. I keep on swallowing …’


The bookcases on the walls around him are stacked with books. The kind of books to which a man might turn, in time of grief, for comfort, encouragement or hope. Books – such as Miracles, Mere Christianity and The Problem of Pain – to which others have turned in their millions.


There they stand: volume upon volume, page after page, paragraph upon paragraph of insight and wisdom on matters of faith and belief, all of which are utterly useless to the man who wrote them.


Shipwrecked by grief, marooned on an island of doubts, Lewis finds his faith questioned, his convictions challenged, his beliefs assailed.


‘Where is God?’ he asks. ‘Go to Him when your need is desperate, when all other help is in vain, and what do you find? A door slammed in your face, and a sound of bolting and double bolting on the inside. After that, silence. You might as well turn away. The longer you wait, the more emphatic the silence will become. There are no lights in the windows. It might be an empty house. Was it ever inhabited? It seemed so once …’


Indeed, had not this man who now writes so despairingly, once written about the inhabitant of that house with absolute conviction?


‘Give up yourself, and you will find your real self. Lose life and you will save it.’ These were his very words. ‘Submit to death, death of your ambitions and favourite wishes every day, and death of your whole body in the end: Submit with every fibre of your being, and you will find eternal life. Keep nothing back. Nothing that you have not given away will ever really be yours.’


‘Nothing that has not died will ever be raised from the dead.’


‘Look for yourself, and you will find, in the long run, only hatred, loneliness, despair, rage, ruin and decay.’


‘But look for Christ and you will find Him, and with Him everything else thrown in.’


Why and how could such certainty turn to doubt?


In order to answer that question, we must first understand something of what made this man, and the woman he loved, the people they were …




1

The Magician’s Nephew


C. S. Lewis was born on 29 November 1898, the second son of Albert and Flora Lewis, in a semi-detached house in Dundela Villas, near the outskirts of Belfast, Northern Ireland. His father was a solicitor and his mother the daughter of a clergyman.


He was christened Clive Staples Lewis, names wasted on one who, at the age of four, declared his name to be ‘Jacksie’, and who was to be called Jack for the rest of his life.


A complacency for given names was evidently a family trait, since his elder brother Warren Hamilton was always known as Warnie.


Warnie was three years old when Jack was born and he later wrote of the event, ‘Of his arrival I remember nothing … it was only by degrees that I became dimly conscious of him as a vociferous disturber of my domestic peace.’


However, as soon as Jack reached a more interesting age than babyhood, Warnie began to take rather more notice of his young brother. Before long they were devoted companions. ‘He never seemed to be an elder brother.’ Jack later recalled, ‘we were allies, not to say confederates from the first.’ Warnie was to have equally happy memories of those childhood years, when they had laid ‘the foundations of an intimate friendship that was the greatest happiness of my life’.


Jack and Warnie’s parents were markedly different in temperament: their father, Welsh in origin, was sentimental and emotional, while their mother, of Norman stock, had a happy, equable disposition.


Jack later claimed that being aware of the contrast between his parents had bred in him ‘a certain distrust or dislike of emotion as something uncomfortable and embarrassing and even dangerous’. It took almost sixty years for that distrust to be dispelled by a woman who, in a sense, combined the best qualities of both his parents.


The early years were highlighted by the annual seaside holidays at such romantically named places as Ballycastle, Castlerock and Ballynahinch and regulated by what Lewis was to later call the ‘blessings’ of his childhood: good food, good parents and a garden in which to play.


The other blessings of his life were the family nurse, Lizzi Endicott (who awoke his young imagination with her tales of leprechauns and the old Irish gods), and his brother Warnie.


It was Warnie, Jack was later to recall, who first opened his eyes to the beauty of nature, when he ‘brought into the nursery the lid of a biscuit tin which he had covered with moss and garnished with twigs and flowers so as to make it a toy garden … That was the first beauty I ever knew. It made me aware of nature as something cool, dewy, fresh, exuberant … As long as I live my imagination of Paradise will retain something of my brother’s toy garden.’


Again and again in later years, Lewis was to use the image of the garden in his writing, as a symbol of romance and mystery and life everlasting:


‘At the far end of one long lake which looked as blue as turquoise, they saw a smooth green hill. Its sides were as steep as the sides of a pyramid and round the very top of it ran a green wall: but above the wall rose the branches of trees whose leaves looked like silver and their fruit like gold … So all of them passed in through the golden gates, into the delicious smell that blew towards them out of that garden and into the cool mixture of sunlight and shadow under the trees, walking on springy turf that was all dotted with white flowers. The first thing which struck everyone was that the place was far larger than it had seemed from outside … Lucy looked hard at the garden and saw that it was not really a garden at all but a whole world, with its own rivers and woods and sea and mountains …’


In 1905, there came an important change in the Lewises’ life, when they moved to Little Lea, a new double-gabled house on the very edge of Belfast’s suburbia.


Architecturally, it was a poorly designed house with frightful draughts, troublesome drains and a warren of dark tunnels under the eaves leading to huge attic spaces. To Jack and Warnie, however, it seemed ‘less like a house than a city’ and offered the prospect of unlimited adventures. From the windows in the attic, which Jack and Warnie quickly commandeered, they could look out across Belfast Lough towards the misty undulations of the Antrim Mountains.


But they had little time to enjoy this new world together. A month after the move Warnie was sent away to school in England.


Jack now began his own education, receiving lessons from a governess, but there was still plenty of time to be filled in although no brother to help him do so. ‘I am,’ he later wrote, ‘a product of long corridors, empty sunlit rooms, upstair indoor silences, attics explored in solitude, distant noises of gurgling cisterns and pipes, and the noise of wind under the tiles.’ He was to later re-create this attic world in his children’s novel The Magician’s Nephew.


The Lewises’ house was crammed with books; they were to be found – sometimes two deep – in every room and on every landing. Some were suitable for a child to read, others were most decidedly not. Nothing, however, was forbidden him. ‘In the seemingly endless rainy afternoons, I took volume after volume from the shelves. I had always the same certainty of finding a book that was new to me as a man who walks into a field has of finding a new blade of grass.’


Most of the books he read were novels, biographies and historical works (neither of his parents having much taste for poetry or romance), but there was a lavishly illustrated edition of Gulliver’s Travels and Mark Twain’s Arthurian satire A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court. There was also the Strand Magazine with monthly serialisations: Five Children – and It and the rest of E. Nesbit’s magical fantasies; and Conan Doyle’s chivalric adventures of Sir Nigel which awoke a passion in Jack for tales of knight errantry.


The Tale of Squirrel Nutkin and other books by Beatrix Potter had already found their way into Jack’s possession and had quickly caught his imagination with their natural settings and humanised animal characters. So taken was he with the idea of animals dressing and living like people, he began hunting through his father’s collection of old Punch magazines in search of the elaborate animal cartoons drawn by Tenniel and others.


From these diverse sources would come, in later years, the inspiration for the talking squirrels, beavers, badgers, bears and owls with which he populated Narnia.


Lewis once said of his children’s stories: ‘I wrote the books I should have liked to read. That’s always been my reason for writing.’ Doubtless the same reason unconsciously motivated his first attempts at story-telling.


Secretly written in the attic, Jack’s earliest stories concerned an imaginary realm called Animal-Land, inspired by his chief interests at the time, dressed animals and knights in armour. ‘I wrote,’ he recalled, ‘about chivalrous mice and rabbits who rode out in complete mail to kill not giants but cats.’


He also tried his hand at autobiography: ‘Mamy is like most middle-aged ladys, stout, brown hair, spectaciles, kniting her chief industry etc etc. Papy of course is the master of the house, and a man in whom you can see the strong Lewis features, bad temper, very sensible, nice wen not in a temper. I am like most boys of 9 and I am like Papy, bad temper, thick lips, thin, and generally wearing a jersey.’


Jack’s solitary existence was punctuated by Warnie’s school holidays when the brothers could share each other’s company once more. On fine days they would ride off on their bicycles to explore the hills and lanes of the nearby countryside. And when clouds lowered on the mountains like ghostly shrouds and rain fell in stair-rods, they would retreat to their attic kingdom to draw pictures and write stories.


While Jack continued his saga of Animal-Land (and its rabbit-king, Benjamin VII), Warnie was composing stirring adventure stories set in India. Eventually the brothers decided to collaborate and their two worlds were united by a series of detailed maps and historical chronologies.


When Warnie had to return to school, Jack simply returned to his books until the next holiday rolled round. This became the pattern of things for the next three years. But, unbeknown to the boys, the ordered predictability of their life was under threat. At the beginning of 1908, their mother was taken ill. It was cancer.


On 15 February, Flora Lewis underwent surgery at home. Jack was aware that something was very wrong: ‘the house became full of strange smells and midnight noises and sinister whispered conversations’.


Having been taught that prayers made in faith were always answered, Jack set about praying his mother better. He prayed, as he later put it, to a God whom he viewed ‘neither as saviour nor as judge, but merely as a magician’. Nevertheless, his prayers appeared to be answered when his mother made an apparent recovery.


Then, within two months the pain and the cancer returned. In July, Warren was sent home from school before the end of term because his mother’s condition was worsening. Delirious and heavily drugged with morphine, Flora lingered on a month and then died on 23 August, her husband’s forty-fifth birthday. Jack and his brother were taken into the bedroom, on a day they would never forget, to view her body laid out in death.


Jack continued to pray, this time for a miracle, and when the miracle didn’t happen, simply assumed that the magic hadn’t worked. ‘I had approached God,’ confessed Lewis, ‘without love, without awe, even without fear.’


Years later, when writing The Magician’s Nephew, Lewis relived the pain of his mother’s death through the boy Digory who is forced to choose between obeying the great Lion, Aslan, or obtaining the means to heal his dying mother. The setting is a children’s story, the anguish is painfully real:


‘“But please, please – won’t you – can’t you give me something that will cure Mother?” Up till then he had been looking at the Lion’s great front feet and the huge claws on them; now, in this despair, he looked up at its face. What he saw surprised him as much as anything in his whole life. For the tawny face was bent down near his own and (wonder of wonders) great shining tears stood in the Lion’s eyes. They were such big, bright tears compared with Digory’s own, that for a moment he felt as if the Lion must really be sorrier about his Mother than he was himself.’


In the story, Aslan gives Digory an enchanted apple that restores her to health. For young Jack there was no such happy ending. Separated from their mother, Jack and Warnie found themselves also cut off from their father by his quite inconsolable grief. The brothers ‘drew daily closer together – two frighted urchins huddled for warmth in a bleak world’.


It took Jack a long time to come to terms with his mother’s death: ‘all settled happiness, all that was tranquil and reliable, disappeared from my life. There was to be much fun, many pleasures … but no more of the old security. It was sea and islands now; the great continent had sunk like Atlantis.’


Fifty years later the spectre of his mother’s suffering returned to haunt Jack when Joy Davidman, the woman he loved, also lay dying of cancer.


In 1908, trauma followed trauma for Jack. Only a few weeks after his mother’s death, he found himself being kitted out in knickerbockers, heavy boots, an Eton collar and a bowler hat, and packed off to England. His destination was Wynyard School in Watford, Hertfordshire, where his brother, Warnie, was already a pupil.


Lewis later referred to the school as ‘Belsen’ and his two years there as ‘wasted and miserable’. The headmaster, the Reverend Robert Capron (known to the boys as ‘Oldie’) was a vicious disciplinarian who would mercilessly flog a boy for the slightest error in geometry.


Oldie had a number of favourite victims, and although Jack and Warnie were fortunate in not being part of that select group, they were nevertheless forced to watch the repeated brutalisation of many of their fellows.


Despite the unremitting discipline at Wynyard, little seems to have been taught the boys, apart from the meaning of fear. During the first year at the school. Jack wrote to his father: ‘We simply CANNOT wait in this hole till the end of term,’ but the plea was ignored.


It was, perhaps, the all pervading atmosphere of punishment and despair that sharpened Jack’s response to the Anglo-Catholic services they had to attend twice each Sunday. For the first time he acquired a real understanding of the Christian doctrines and made a conscious effort to read the bible and to pray every day.


If Jack found comfort in religion, he found escape in reading: books by E.Nesbit, A.E. W. Mason, Conan Doyle, Rider Haggard and H. G. Wells whose science fiction stories were influencing Jack’s early attempts at writing:


‘“Bensin I’m going to Mars” he said in his short way. I laughed. “How?” said I. “In a vessel” said he “all I want is money.” “Don’t be a fool Brown” said he “you’ll never do it!” “Oh yes I will” quoth he “at any rate I’ll try.” “It is wrong to commit suicide, specially when one has wife and children” I observed. “It is, very wrong” said Brown “but I am not going to. However I thought I’d give you the chance of coming with me: – will you?” Come with him! – I hadn’t thought of that. I reflected and then said, “If you don’t mind. Brown I’ll wait till you have settled your arrangements.” “Sorry Bensin” returned my friend “but I am going to start from central Africa, I sail from Southampton tomorrow night!”’


There must have been times at Wynyard when Jack would have risked all the hazards involved in interplanetary travel to have escaped his educational concentration camp.


Release came in 1910, when the school was closed down and its headmaster certified insane. Warnie was now at Malvern College, but a new school had to be found for Jack.


Albert Lewis decided to enter Jack at the Belfast public school Campbell College, but his stay there was brief. After just half a term, Jack developed a cough that was bad enough to keep him away from school.


He recuperated at Little Lea in the company of a pile of books, while his father, who was for some reason dissatisfied with Campbell, made new plans for his education, and enrolled him at Cherbourg, a preparatory school at Malvern.


Term began in January 1911, and Jack was able to travel to Malvern with Warnie who was already studying at the college there. On arrival, Jack wrote enthusiastically to his father: ‘Cherbourg is quite a nice place. There are 17 chaps here. There are three masters, Mr Allen, Mr Palmer and Mr Jones, who is very fat … Malvern is one of the nicest English towns I have seen yet. The hills are beautiful, but of course not as nice as ours.’
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