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The head top leans against the bathroom mirror so that the looking glass becomes a feeling glass. But what does it feel? This position is for body-balance during the brushing of teeth and the washing of face neck arms and torso. Below is for the biddy, and the feet, if sitting on a stool. But especially the torso. For in fact the teeth can also be brushed if the loins touch the washbasin however cold, or the hand grips the edge, on condition neither is wet.


And then the drying of the body-parts, one hand on the tall towel-radiator, the other on the lower part of the towel to dry the lower body. Dressing means sitting on the bed, entering pants, rising, legs in calf-love with the bedside, to slide the pants then trousers past the bottom before swiftly sitting again. The feet feel where the entrances are, whether of pants or slippers.


Standing, on its own, without support somewhere, causes a tidal wave of nothingness in the head and a limping rush to the nearest armchair or bed. That means that nothing, nothing at all, no action or gesture, can now be done with two hands, if standing. That’s a lot of gestures to unlearn.


But one contact is enough for minimum stability, one touch anywhere, from headtop to hip to hand or even one fingernail on the wall as the blood pressure is measured first sitting then standing, orthostatic as they say, when the tension drops by several degrees in a few seconds. Or sometimes rises, for no reason unless euphoric, or falls systolically and rises diastolically or vice versa. It staggers and lurches, like the body unless contact is made through headtop hand finger thigh calf with the ground the earth the planet the galaxy the universe. But then the universal is what is wrong with humanity.


The tidal wave of nothingness is not vertigo, from the inner ear dipping like a builder’s plumb rule, for which there is a cure with turning lights, undergone. It is at unlucky times a faintingness due to the latest change of pill prescribed by the cardio, cancelled by the doctor after heartbeat drop, represcribed by the cardio, recancelled by the doctor, the process repeated with three different pills until a pacemaker is put in.


Besides, many seek vertigo, addicts of all kinds including mountain climbers vertigo all that trouble for a moment of spurious hegemony above all that beauty and now, like everywhere over-populous, leaving their human garbage all the way up, all the way down.


No, it’s an imbalance from the brain’s wrong messages to the inside of the feet and legs, their nerve fibres slowly withering and reversing their tasks, so that where there should be feeling there isn’t and vice versa. Just like love of all kinds. At first the feet on the car-pedals feel like two blocks of ice, then can’t feel the pedals at all, but steadily burn and braise where they shouldn’t feel more than the normal fatigue of a long walk, which, like the car, slowly becomes a thing of the past.


But who feels what? A looking glass is for looking in, not looking out. The fingernail of contact feels nothing. Is it the feet that feel or their boss the brain? Nous no use. Mirrors, once polished steel or later crystal to flatter more, are soon called glace from Latin for ice, or miroir from Latin for looking, however icy the image. Both get borrowed as ever by the English élite, the first fused with native glass, the second just chic, then disdainfully discarded when picked up by the then-called lower orders and shattered down to become a class-labelling code, replaced higher by two native words, looking, plus glass. Looking becomes a window-pane or a drink, not frost. Grammatically, it’s the glass that looks, as in blinding light (for who can blind a light?). Or at least ambiguous, like running-board, dressing-gown, drawing-room, frying-pan (who fries, man or pan?), driving-wheel. But then the so-called higher orders are never hot on grammar, any more than the so called lower. Similarly serviette is replaced by napkin. The tain foil behind the glass causes the so-called upper to look at the so-called lower and vice versa, as in distorting mirrors, until eventually the upstairs doors are opened to all and that particular élite learns domestic chores, at once therefore made fashionable and easier for them by the new labour-saving devices, and the social code shatters again.


Does steel or glass or napkin or ground or earth or universe feel? Humans invent gods of various kinds to think so.


The legs now burn permanently, hot charcoal in the feet creeping up the shins and knees and growing tall, two burning bushes, two pillars of fire for frail support. At every step they flinch wince jerk shirk lapse collapse give way stagger like language when it can’t present the exact word needed, the exact spot where to put the foot.


But no, it’s not the top of the head either, leaning against the glass, but the top of the forehead, where top ideas nestle and suddenly soar. So why is it called the hypothalamus? Maybe because top means shallow?


Why does the West always prefer widening to deepening, while the East likes the opposite? Will Europe survive by widening before deepening? Is ‘wider is wiser’ wiser? Is ‘deeper is steeper’ steeper?


The thalamus and hypothalamus are in the forebrain under the cerebral hemispheres. The thalamus is the main relay between the medulla in the hindbrain and the cerebrum in the forebrain.


Thalamus means inner chamber, or cavity, or the receptacle of a flower, a ventricle in the brain, and so, surely, a cerebral womb. Yet like a phallus it takes over the medulla’s transmission from the spinal cord to the cerebellum, still in the hindbrain, and sends it all to the cerebrum, the top brain, that convoluted glory as developed in the higher mammals and more especially humans. There the transmitted sparks clash into motor neurons inside a synaptic cleft and create impulses.


Hypo means under, lesser, for the hypothalamus is a lower or downstairs inner chamber (a kitchen? a pantry? a scullery?), controlling pleasure, pain, hunger, thirst, blood pressure, body temperature, the sex-drive and the hormones governing the phlegm secretions of the front pituitary gland, not to be confused with the pineal gland, called epiphysus cerebri meaning a growth upon the cerebrum, a parasite which, structured as an eye in the lower vertebrates, is not organised as an eye in the higher, where it functions as a light-receptor, its endocrine job being to elaborate the hormone melatonin, causing the concentration of melanin, the black or brown pigment cells called melanophores. To act perhaps as the tain foil of a looking glass? The eye-shape but not the eye as mirror of the soul? Seemingly endless, like that sentence. At any rate this gland is where Descartes places the soul, thus putting de cart before dehors.


But the hypothalamus does not control balance and coordination. That, in the division of labour, is the task of the cerebellum (the war of Ceres?), back in the hindbrain, receiving the signals from the spinal cord.


The floor the ground the earth are for walking on feet, the world the universe for walking in the head. A walking illness keeps the universe for the head but leaves, for the feet, only the floor. How long will the head last? The few remaining pleasures are not the sex-drive, nor body-temperature hunger thirst or blood pressure but pleasures in the head so rich and devious, and, also, pain as the dubious pleasure of a constant companion, sometimes intolerable, and now vanishing only in the just reachable armchair or bed. And only insofar as the cardiovasco de gamma network still functions, more or less. Pain is from Old French pener, to punish. For what? Nulla poena sine lege.


You must walk, says the physiotherapist, for your legs. Of course, walking is a joy. But slowly the rest of the body prevents it, with flailing anginal pains and breathlessness, demanding sit-downs on low walls or electricity meters, first at the end of the walk, shorter and shorter, now even before leaving. Just moving from one room to another, from the bed to the bathroom, the bathroom to the revolving armchair, the armchair to the kitchen, the kitchen back to the table or preferably the armchair with a tray held between hand and bosom to keep the other hand for support from passing walls and slow-flowing furniture. And sometimes not so. Sometimes the whole tray clatters, shatters to the floor (the earth the universe). Then comes the collapse into the revolving armchair in order not to crouch, and the picking up of the food, the broken plate and glass. For the hardest is the rising after crouching. Hence the resurrection myths, all gods rise so easily. Whereas the rising of the human blood pressure signals a fall. Did Eve have high blood pressure?


Objects also have trouble being picked up.


You mustn’t fall, says the doctor, on account of anti-coag. treatment, yet not thinking of the flinching legs. The doctor knows all the six ailments but can’t do much to make them go away, as doctors can and do when patients are younger: cure versus maintenance. Maintenance for what?


The vicious circles are endless.


Do this for that ailment but another prevents it.


And the astonished surprise, when the doctor, after three months of violent nauseas in the morning, gives a medicine that actually cures them. Presumably to avoid the birth of a very elderly baby.


So life becomes a gradual learning of new physical impossibilities and a slow reorganisation of every daily movement around them. The shrinking of all activity to such movements is step by step accepted, as is the swift dismantling of a lifetime’s independence. The small activities left become trebly precious. And astonishingly those ailments are not accompanied by clinical depression. Serenity remains. All the more so for joyful solitude. Closing in on oneself, it’s called, and foolish, wicked, unhealthy, weak-minded, self-centred. But how to avoid that if others do the enclosing? That withdrawal is then the last tiny freedom, the last small piece of autonomy.


For the biggest problem, as one study of the disabled says, is not the handicap – here the growing lameness and the pounding Vasco the Harmer, constant pain, the constant falls during the constant low-grade work of the pining Ceres in the hindbrain, pining for Proserpine. The biggest problem is Other People.


And the body, though it may cause laughter, has no sense of humour of its own, no small sparks of slow but planetary motion, no fleeting stars of word-play, only the mind has those. But then, what is the mind but body, the corn-goddess at war with the gleaning cerebroom that sweeps up for a little peace and order and doubtful cleanliness. The mind without the body couldn’t laugh nor murmur nor shriek nor have tears in the eyes. It couldn’t play nor run nor stumble with words, it couldn’t read.


The body has disabilities but so has the mind. Here pain, mere burning or falling or shattering are trivial compared to blindness, deafness or the slow swift murder of neuronic cells in the memory. Not to mention famine poverty torture landmine legloss suicide bombs and demolitions from O.P., from the world, the universe, that is to say from man. Mere diswalking and disstanding may create some unknown presence or other to thank for the retained use of eyes, even if merely confronted with instant alien war in ultra-green, or is it infra, like the hypothalamus? Well in fact it can’t be either since green comes in the middle of the spectrum and can’t jump beyond the ends. It doesn’t look like emerald green or leaf green or go-green or pea-green or ecologreen. Or envy-green. Or Big Apple-green. More like death-green. While the blind may thank that same presence for the use of legs. It is the brain, it is the brain endures, yet even the pain from that misquote of Empson floods the mind. Which also shrinks and dies. As Eve falls.


The immediate environment always shrinks, from house to flat to room to bed to coffin to earthworm-tums then grows again to compost to earth to planet to universe.


Even languages die, like species, thousands per century. All those colonised people lose theirs to the stronger power, while those overlooked by the colonisers shrink back through isolation into a tribe, a clan, a family. Whichever is our own language we can hear the grammatical and phonetic changes, the lapse that may grow into an unimagined transformation during one lifetime, but can we spot the slow death-symptoms?


It is the brain, it is the brain endures.


But is it? Or the pillars of fire? All these streaking snippets of facts occur only because of long familiarity, long love of language and its bones and flesh, and how it grows from Primitive Human to Old High Human to Middle High Human to Modern Low Inhuman. The world in other words. Nobody else is interested.


And now, in any case, new information, from the still retained and enjoyed passion for reading, is quickly lost. So are proper names, even of well-known politicians, reporters, writers, sudden black holes although the names of stars familiar and loved from youth are remembered, and pang slightly when they die, after a longish spell of vanishment so as not to advertise their old age. And holes for what has just been seen, the original place of a word in a huge puzzle after looking up to think, or the reason for grindingly moving into one room from another, to fetch what, a black hole. The only access now to the world, the universe, is made through bits and pieces, clung to as small heroes battling against withdrawal.


A scientist on some learning programme says black holes can hide renewed creativity.


Painfully jerking, like a babe learning to walk, stagger, jerk, plonk, old age a mirror of childhood but childhood not for one second reflected in the present-bound, floor-bound eyes. The child trips towards its mother, the old towards Mother Nature, looking into a glass darkly.
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But who is O.P.?


The measurer of blood pressure is fixed on the wall behind the patient.


How much, Doctor?


Very high.


Yes, but how much?


Very high.


She smiles a purse-lipped smile. Very high.


Doctor, come off it. You yourself told me to buy an instrument and I can take my blood pressure ten times a day, if mad enough.


She sees the point. And tells.


She is young, slim and pretty, with two protruding teeth, for cussedness perhaps. But she is conscientious. To an ignorant but intelligent patient she seems to make quite a few diagnostic errors. And whatever her medical qualities she has a real communication problem, almost worthy of Molière’s satire: don’t tell the patient. Even though it’s long been recognised that if the patient understands what’s going on in his body that’s often half the therapy. This seems to be her first practice. She has come here from Ambulance Urgencies, someone in the village says. If true, and despite tele-series, a doctor in urgencies does not inform, but reassures.


Her voice is indeed soothing, so that the atmosphere remains smooth and smiling.


May I ask you, why did you cancel the Vitamin B12 leaving only the B1 and B6? You said Vitamin B is the only treatment for polyneuritis of the legs, well, yes I know, not to cure but to keep hold. (For what? Silently.)


It’s temporary.


What do you mean, temporary?


Temporary means provisional.


New burst of laughter.


Thank you doctor. I mean, of course, what do you mean medically, in this particular instance?


Does her face upcolour? No. She has her rank to rest on, in a way a doctor in mere Language and Literature does not. And as it turns out, the suppression is not provisional at all but permanent. Because, this time explained, the body has enough B12 according to the monthly analysis. So why not mention the analysis in the first place?


Slowly she learns to be less evasive and distant, but it’s a conscious effort on both sides, on the one to be more open, on the other less mocking, but also less demanding of information, not because less curious, but to avoid ruffling her. She has three ways of not answering: one, not answering, as with the blood pressure; two, pseudo-answering, as with the provisional; three, answering but in jargon. Hence fewer questions. And not caring.


Is the doctor O.P.? Not treating her patient as an individual?


No. For at least they both learn. Without saying so. She cannot turn her patient into a non-patient, but can make her less impatient.


Real O.P.s are very different. Oh, friends of course. Not the close true ones, who can imagine the other at all times. Nor the casual ones who have slowly been dropped in the usual and harmless time-space way. But those in between, the professionally familiar and particularly friendly. Long helped and welcomed, then, suddenly, repeatedly thoughtless. Oh, it happens to all of us with the elderly, when we are not yet so, we can’t help seeing them as annulled into a different category. But a true friend would feel it and admit it at once, at least to himherself. O.P.s do not, and the most generous way to drop them is to write a slightly reproachful letter, so that they can do the dropping and feel good about it.


The cause of the office transfer, for instance. To climb upstairs, to the library, with its superb view towards the distant mountains, is more and more paroxysmal, as if all the veins are about to burst. One step at a time, for breath, but like a child for whom each step looks huge, and clinging to one banister with both hands. Not only are most of the books up there, with their charactrifying contacts, but also the office, with its electrifying contacts by computer, and the Xerox, the printer, the filing system. Order. Soon it will be impossible to go up there, except on a stair-climbing chair. It’s the chair that climbs, not the stair.


It is therefore very crushing to make all that effort for nothing, for snipetty tiddlies or non-replies to current questions of curiosity, presumably because now mere. They seem unaware that in true friendship it’s not the length or frequency of a letter that is required, but its relevance. Friends not seen for five, for ten, for thirty years can pick up where they left off, surfing back on a wave-length without sinking, yet bringing all the changes and news, like breakers. So the generous way of dropping is often used. And good friends lost, for physical reasons. Even though these reasons can and probably are interpreted as the behaviour of someone now belonging to a different species. Or trying hard to learn to belong to it. The deepdown original fault lying here. As hinted by the blame-shouldering reproaches and inevitable loss of reputation, But serenity now matters far more than reputation.


So the office is brought down, item by item, and the machines all reconnected, by the lively cleaning girl Valérie and her young husband Gérard, who serves at his brother’s grocery shop in the village, and delivers twice a week, showing that True Friends are not necessarily intellectual. He is only an employee there, because his brother is heir to the shop. This leaves him free to leave when ready, for they aim to be agriculturers, saving and saving to increase their small lots of vineyards and cherry orchards, which they tend and pick themselves. Valérie has a diploma as viticulturist, but for official recognition needs a bit more terrain. They have two small daughters, astonishingly bright and well behaved. Above all, they have humour. It is a daily happiness to see that people like that still exist, though rare, and a strong affection grows between us, indeed they are both invited to dinner, in their car of course, at a favourite restaurant, with a garden and shrieking cicadas. For walking with a cane to the car and from the car to the retaurant table is thank goodness still possible.


The transfer is slow, but perfect. The long white office table takes the place of the sofa, which they remove as a gift. Together with a pretty pink-tiled table and two benches, the tiles in different pinks and even one or two light brown ones to recall the wooden edge and the benches, originally a kitchen table. It has to go because what’s left of the sitting-room, that is, two armchairs and a coffee-table, must replace the table and benches. There is now no table for guests to eat from. Summer guests can still sit round the terrace-table but winter guests must be told not to come, or eat in the armchairs off trays. Trays they must carry. Or stay in a hotel car-far from the village. In other words they can no longer be fetched, so must come by car.


Why do you allot yourself the smallest and least practical room? asks a True Friend from Germany in a previous house, with more rooms. You’re here all the time, they come only for a night or two.


True. Why? Is it generosity or the desire to impress? Unanswerable without tedious analysis. Both probably. The recommended change is made, and later, in this smaller house, the counsel is remembered. The only bedroom in the house part now, is when the guests have a ground-floor room without a view, no sun, made out of the huge double garage, though large and comfortable with own loo and shower. No sun because it faces the stone-wall stair curving inwards and up to the terrace. So this time the guests are sacrificed, Still, at least the room is cool in summer heat.


The delight of Valérie and Gérard with the pink-tiled table and two benches is even more intense than for the sofa, for they can now eat the simpler family meals in their kitchen. But the exchange is mutual, for the carrying down of the office would be totally impossible. It’s chiefly for e-mail. Writing, the old use of the office, is over. At an end. Like life.


Her face looks like a looking-glass, une glace bien encadrée, not a mirror, neither a stage-mirror nor a mirror-stage. Oenone Prentice. She likes to call herself ‘You Only’ or ‘You Know Me’. A nymph. Still learning.


She has come a long way, not, naturally, just for this brief meeting but for others, professionally more alive and useful. By plane from America, by fast train in Europe, by rented car from the station, at the request of her hostess who insists on paying for it.


But why should you pay for it?


Because I have always fetched you and taken you back and no longer can. Please, Oenone. I’m so glad you agreed. With a taxi instead of a car and driver I couldn’t have invited you to dinner last night and I can’t cook any more, I’m unable to stand to peal or stir, unless leaning against the sink or stove, and even that’s difficult. I can’t carry trays or lay the table.


This is several details too many. Of course. Still learning, after five years disabled, though gradually. She accepts the cheque and sits, talking of her work and colleagues in the academic world of literature we still share, at least in the head, along the thirty-year-old friendship.


But learning what?


First, that she can’t quite conceal the long-recognised but knife-twist fact that being out of things is like no longer existing; and second, she’s not interested in real answers to polite questions about coping, with what, or how, in other words, nobody is interested in efforts. Only in results. Just as nobody is interested in Form, only Content. Not the how but the what.


Fine. It’s her absolute right. Life goes on (etc.). Keep asking her about her.


But after a while, what emerges is this newly discovered notion, out of an article, about the only real problem for the disabled being Other People. Well. Sartre said it fifty years ago, but only for the dead, already in hell. Whereas today it’s generally understood, it’s a widespread platitude, that everyone is especially kind to the handicapped.


She reacts with live interest, listening suddenly to a genuine problem. She understands, agrees, generalises, theorises, sympathises, commiserates with abstractions, contributes, develops.


But it’s time to change the topic. Never remain too long on an individual notion. Or is it a fantasy?


So how was Philadelphia? Did you manage to see Jean-Yves and the typescript?


What typescript? Why Jean-Yves? I’ve never heard of this.


He has the typescript of my last critical book – last in every sense – in which you’re generously quoted. I told you about it, and thought you might like to see it before it goes to the publisher.


What! I know nothing about it. Is it the book I just received before leaving? I haven’t had time to read it. But thank you. Apart from that I haven’t heard from you for ages.


No? Don’t you remember, you rang me, transatlantically, to say you were going to Philadelphia for a term, and to give me your e-mail address? And I suggested you should contact Jean-Yves, and gave you his number, in case you were interested and had time. I also told him to expect you, and why.


Come off it honey, you’re inventing all this.


That would surprise me. You’ve never before rung me to give information of your movements in the States, we’re not on inti-interfering terms, so it was very memorable.


Holding on to the sides of the armchair for extra ground contact with the earth the planet the universe. Naturally, the person who forgets or invents must be the disabled, not the over-busy one.


She changes the subject.


I saw Brenda in London, and when I told her I was visiting you she insisted I should come to see her. And to bring you. Can you ring her?


Hesitation. A trip. An extra person. More vein-bursting effects.


But you say you just saw her in London.


Yes, but she wants to show me her house here. Come on.


O.P.s: those who impose their own agenda on the old and ill, their own interests thoughts desires convenience without so much as asking if the convenience is reciprocal.


Well, I’m a bit tired. Can’t you go alone? I know the house.


Nonsense, it’ll do you good. For heaven’s sake, I came to see you, we don’t have much time, I can’t go off visiting and leaving you here.


Astonishingly, under reflecting eyes, she herself transforms, visibly and audibly, into O.P. It’s true the hanidicap is still barely visible. Walking with a cane, however wrenching, can still be elegant. The polyneuritis is not yet theatening. It’s Vasco de Qualmer who threatens.


We’ll go together. You must guide me. Ring her.


And later: you sounded very distant. Almost rude with her.


Grappling down the steps on the pillars of fire, gripping the ramp and holding not using the cane. The cane, a third leg. But difficult on steps, so a mere nuisance, the ramp more sure. In the car the guiding takes over, but as little as possible, restricted to two gentle warnings of sharply curved stops ahead when another road is to meet this one at an acute angle from the right, to force all drivers to stop and look. She can hardly manage European gears, drives much too fast for country lanes and hugs the middle, moving to the side only at the last second before an oncoming vehicle. The rented car could land in a ditch, isolated, no cell-phones, with a foreigner and one lame passenger unable to walk for help. It looks very different from the passenger seat, she says at a murmured demur.


I’ve been a passenger now for five years, Oenone, on this same road, with friends or ambulance-car drivers, and I’ve never experienced fear. This is not said.


A familiar dangerous situation lies ahead, a sharp turn right and uphill, with a small layby to the left for taking the turn correctly, arriving on the wooded uphill right and not the uphill left to face a fast downward car. The explanation is proffered gently, amicably. She ignores it. Luckily there is no fast downward car. Ouf!


Shut up! I’m a very good driver.


The visit is just for coffee, so not too long, but their house-seeing means sitting alone, unable to climb, with a fourth lady who has to be worked on hard to create alas platitudes.


Over at last. She wants to see the tomb of a mutual poet-friend in a neighbouring village. Despite attending the funeral at a time when driving is child’s play, the exact topological memory has gone. Which means half an hour of silent but very painful limping up and down the cemetary lanes to find it. But at last it’s there, with our joint sadness at that loss, till she lays three small stones in a triangle on the mottled dark rose marble. Then back to the car, with anginal lacerations, silent again. On the way to the home village restaurant where she is doing the inviting in return for yesterday’s dinner, she twice faces another car in a narrow one-car passage, and each time edges forward dangerously for the other to back. Silence. Like the British no doubt, when top nation. In any top nation every individual however ordinary feels superior to the rest of the world. She is not of course ordinary. She is a very successful one-generation American. But it happens very quickly. And takes a century to unlearn.


Conversation somehow revives, the old and easy talk returns, about books of fiction and criticism and the people writing them. Sitting, with a glass of red wine, the most allowed, soothes away the thundering in the chest. The feet can’t feel the floor yet burn like two roaring fires as always.


Can I leave my handbag, sorry my purse, on the table, Oenone, under your watchful eye? It’s become very tiresome to carry with the cane in the other hand. And there are three steps into the loo.


But the return finds her standing with her back to the table, examining some cheap costume jewellery for sale in a display cabinet. The handbag is still on the table, full of not only money but documents, medical and identity cards the loss of which creates one long hell. But they’re inside, so nothing is said. She comes back to the table with three items.


I’d like to buy one, please advise me, which is the nicest?


A small implosion occurs, at the last.


Don’t ask me, I hate costume jewellery so wouldn’t know.


There’s no doubt about the rudeness. She says nothing, as with her Shut up un-met, buys one and we leave the restaurant to say goodbye beside the car.


Don’t worry, I’ll walk back home, it’ll do me good.


She seems to believe that.


It was very good of you to come, Oenone, thank you so much.


Lovely to see you dear, and a very good idea about renting a car, we were able to get around a bit. Take care. Get well soon.


She seems to believe that too. She certainly believes she has been very gracious to a friend become a rude and fussy person.


Then comes the fissuring climb through the village, with the constant stops to sit on steps or low walls round flower beds till the sundering anginal pains that now come at once with the slightest movement calm down and go away. The thirty-year friendship is over, for both. Oenone has become O.P.


How pseudo, deutero it all is, compared to so much worse in the world. Ah, the world. But it is the repetition, from all walks of life, that slowly destroys, turns the looking-glass into a mirror, distorting or true, both cruel.
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