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A Standing Ovation

[image: ]




A standing ovation for a simple courtesy.

Music played a big part in my grandmother’s life. Not only was she a very fine pianist but she also involved herself in arranging concerts and tutoring.

A pianist that she admired greatly was the Polish-born Artur Rubinstein, considered to be the greatest living pianist of the time and who continued to perform as late as his 90th birthday.

A story that she related to me involved a recital that Rubinstein gave at Carnegie Hall in New York.

To meet the huge demand for seats the management had chairs arranged on the stage with only a narrow aisle for Rubinstein to get to the piano, and back off the stage.

The recital was a phenomenal success with the pianist playing several encores to rapturous applause.

Finally Rubinstein indicated that the performance had ended and as he walked down the aisle between the seats on the stage he passed an elderly lady struggling to put on her coat.

Ever the gentleman, Rubenstein stopped, took the coat, and helped the lady don the garment.

Many years later Rubenstein had this to say: “Over the years I have received many wonderful ovations for my playing but the most tumultuous standing ovation that I ever received was for helping an elderly lady put on her coat.”

Artur Rubinstein was born in the Polish city of Lodz in 1887, the youngest of seven children.

He became fascinated in the piano while he watched his sister playing the piano and at the age of 2 displayed “absolute pitch”, an amazing ability at such a tender age.

Absolute pitch (AP), often called perfect pitch, is a rare ability of a person to identify or re-create a given musical note without the benefit of a reference tone.

At the age of 4 he was recognised as a child prodigy.

The family moved to the city of Berlin in Germany where Artur gave his first performance with the Berlin Philharmonic at the age of 13.

He began touring and made his New York debut at Carnegie Hall at the age of 18.

Unfortunately he was not well received in the US and was soon destitute.

By 1908, Rubinstein, penniless and desperate, hounded by creditors, and threatened with being evicted from his Berlin hotel room, made a failed attempt to hang himself.

He strove to improve his playing by focusing on developing more “feeling” in his playing and stopped relying on his natural talent.

Rubinstein, who was fluent in eight languages, held much of the repertoire (and not only that of the piano) in his formidable memory.

He described his memory as photographic, to the extent that he would visualize an errant coffee stain while recalling a score.

Rubinstein also had exceptionally developed aural abilities, which allowed him to play whole symphonies in his mind.

"At breakfast, I might pass a Brahms symphony in my head," he said. "Then I am called to the phone, and half an hour later I find it's been going on all the time and I'm in the third movement."

This ability was often tested by Rubinstein's friends, who would randomly pick extracts from opera and symphonic scores and ask him to play them from memory.

Of his youth, Rubinstein once said: "It is said of me that when I was young I divided my time impartially among wine, women and song. I deny this categorically. Ninety percent of my interests were women.”

Artur Rubinstein became a naturalized US citizen in 1946 and is regarded as one of the greatest pianists of all time.

He gave his final recital at the age of 90 and died in 1982. 
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Anger can be both good and bad, but how do we control it?

Anger is fast becoming the dominant emotion in the world today and people are going to extremes to express it.

Mass killings, assaults and other forms of revenge are reported almost daily because people use violence as the apparent solution to their anger.

But does anger solve our problems?

Cast your mind back to the times when you have made a silly mistake, acted foolishly or embarrassed yourself, and it’s very likely that the emotion that you were experiencing at the time was anger.

Anger is by far the most destructive of our emotions, and every one of us can recall with regret things that we did in anger at one time or another.

THE REASONS FOR ANGER

But why do we get angry?

Anger is an emotion that arises when we don't get what we want, when events don't meet our expectations, when our hopes are dashed, our plans disrupted and when we become impatient. In essence it's when we don't get our own way.

We see anger on the sports fields, on the roads, in business, at social gatherings and in our homes.

Most of us realize that getting angry seldom solves the problems that caused the anger in the first place, yet anger remains the dominant emotion in society.

Why, if we know how destructive anger is, do we not control it?

This is an extremely complex enigma.

As we also all know, anger can, under certain circumstances and if properly directed, help certain circumstances.

Also, to many people, expressing anger intimidates others and results in them doing the angry person's bidding, but this can usually be more easily achieved without anger.

DIRECTION

We are also told that anger can relieve stress, but the results of this type of stress relief appear to be even more destructive.

We only have to look at the mass killings of innocent people across the world to see that this is very rare.

Anger that evolves into revenge is becoming frighteningly frequent across the globe. 

Obviously there is a place for anger, otherwise we wouldn't have such an emotion, and the answer to the problem is that, to avoid exacerbating the problem, anger needs to be correctly directed.

When the lawnmower won't start, when the gate remote won't operate and when the television goes on the blink, we aim our frustration and anger at the device, as if it was a living thing, berating it, striking it and even breaking it.

And does this behavior solve the problem? Of course not.

Most times it simply aggravates the problem.

There's a well known and very true saying that "he who angers you, controls you" so give this some thought.

By getting angry at the lawnmower, what you are actually doing is letting this inanimate object control you.

Isn't that just a little embarrassing?

And what we also know is that anger tends to overpower the functioning of the brain so that when we are angry we often do and say things that we later deeply regret.

So what can we do to change the situation?

Unfortunately there is no "quick-fix" for anger.

We are repeatedly advised to “take a deep breath” or “count to ten”, but when our mind is being controlled by our anger this is almost impossible to do.

For most of us, getting angry has been with us all our lives and is now a hard and fast habit, and breaking a lifelong habit isn't easy.

As mentioned earlier, anger usually dominates our thinking and closes down the brain, making it almost impossible to think logically and be aware of our behavior.

If we can train ourselves to be aware of what we are doing when angry, we can redirect our anger and control it; but this is easier said than done.

If we could put what is making us angry into perspective and evaluate the consequences, it’s possible that we would be less likely to act on it.

Easier said than done, though.

THE SOLUTION?

The most productive advice appears to be to create imaginary situations that would normally make us angry and then imagine ourselves handling each situation in a calm way without any anger.

This can be quite revealing and, if persevered with, can eventually create a habit that will replace our original angry habit.

So what do we do now?

If every person made an effort to control their anger, we would have a wonderful world; but reality tells us that there is no such thing.

The world is becoming more and more complex and this in turn is creating more and more anxiety, frustration and failure, the very causes of anger.

And the anger thus caused, is making the world a more difficult place to live in. It's a vicious circle.

Regardless of this though, we should all make a concerted effort to control our anger.

Failing to try will make the situation even worse than it already is.
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Bad News and the Media

[image: ]




Bad news can be a means of assurance that the failures that people may be experiencing are a natural part of the world’s progress.

The vast majority of news items published in newspapers concern the human race’s failures, disappointments, crimes and downfalls.

In today’s unhappy world, it probably isn’t surprising.

But isn’t this simply exacerbating the situation? Doesn’t the continual harping on human failures create a negative situation?

Apparently not.

PEOPLE’S FAILURES

A few weeks ago a woman reader wrote to the editor of a major daily newspaper complaining that his publication focused on bad news and seldom, if ever, published good news.

The woman felt that, as the world was mired in crime, corruption and violence, the newspaper’s readers needed to be uplifted by more good news; news about people’s successes and accomplishments.

Although this woman’s suggestion is commendable, what she isn’t aware of is that the vast majority of the people who follow the news actually want to read about bad news.

They want to read about people’s failures, people’s violent and shocking behaviour, their dishonesty and the disasters that have befallen them; especially if the people are rich and famous.

Over the years there have been myriad attempts to publish newspapers that only report on success, honesty, accomplishment and other good deeds, and every one of them has been a dismal failure.

If you listen to any group of people gathered for a social occasion, most of the conversation centers around negative happenings.

The only talk of success and achievement comes from the people who have experienced these accomplishments themselves.

Business failures, illness, relationship breakdowns, criminal activity and other forms of dishonesty, failures in sporting activities and disasters, suspected or real, are readily used to start any conversation.

The problem is that this can lead to a snowballing of the subject, creating a whole atmosphere of antipathy and resentment; a negative and unproductive intercourse that does no good.

REACTIONS

It’s very likely that the reason why people are attracted to bad news is that they find solace in the fact that other people are experiencing hardship and not just themselves.

It also probably soothes their resentment towards the rich and famous for having succeeded where they haven’t.

This behaviour isn’t abnormal though, and most of the people with this reaction to the accomplishment of others don’t do it consciously.

It’s very likely a subconscious reaction as a result of their frustration at not having achieved their own goals.

What is particularly disturbing though, is when people express elation at the passing of someone rich and famous or notorious.

Nobody should feel pleased because of the death of another.

Satisfaction at punishments such as imprisonment, fines and confiscations are justified for misdeeds but for the ending of someone’s life, it is just not acceptable.

The problem is that the human being has become so addicted to showing satisfaction or indifference at bad news that it has been hardwired into their nature and has become so natural that they are no longer aware of this trait.

As a result people don’t questions these feelings, or lack of them, but simply accept them.

And those that do become aware of these sentiments, or absence of them, very often hide them so as not to be seen as opposing the majority.

SUPPORT

It is becoming normal to look upon indifference as a strength.

It has been said though, that the opposite of love isn’t hate, it’s indifference; the turning away from those in need.

When people experience hardship, failure and loss, showing empathy towards them is something that they covert.

Mostly, they’re not looking for sympathy but rather encouragement, understanding and support.

Why indifference is so devastating is that it has no feelings at all; neither positive or negative.

This makes it especially devastation and destructive.

Failure plays an important part in the road to success though.

It is widely accepted that failure creates the most effective learning process that we can experience as long as we learn from it.

Most astute businessmen, when hiring staff, prefer people who have experienced failure during their careers as this indicates that the applicant is inventive and confident of his or her abilities.

People who stagnate for fear of failure seldom achieve anything during their lives.

For this reason, failure is an essential part of life and needs to be looked at as an ingredient to success if handled positively.

GOOD NEWS

Obviously not all bad news is good news though.

News such as a rise in interest rates is bad news for many people and treated as such.

But this type of bad news is vastly outweighed by the type of bad news that creates satisfaction.

Other types of bad news that are treated as such are rises in inflation, natural disasters and the defeat of your favorite sports team.

The latter though will obviously create great elation for the supporters of the winning team.

So, as far as newspapers are concerned, the more bad news they have to report on, the higher the sales of their publication will be.

All they are doing is providing the news that their readers want to read.

To them, bad news is without doubt, good news.

Bad news should also be a means of assurance that the failures that people may be experiencing are a natural part of the world’s progress and should be treated as such.
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Cancer and Braggadocio
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The World Cancer Research Fund Report should have received world-wide acclaim and yet it was received with an uncaring silence. 

Why do people clutch at the one-in-a-million oddity that smoked heavily, ate junk food, never exercised and drank heavily and that lived to ninety and yet ignore the tens of millions of people whose lives are shortened as the result of the five factors exposed by the World Cancer Research Fund; smoking, junk food, obesity, a sedentary lifestyle and excess alcohol? It appears to have something to do with their self esteem.

In 2007 the World Cancer Research Fund released a report with the heading: Food, Nutrition, Physical Activity and the Prevention of Cancer: A Global Perspective, based on the analysis of 7 000 research studies that investigated the relationship between our lifestyles and cancer.

The results of this study ended much of the vagueness surrounding what can cause cancer and what helps to prevent it.

The report was said to be "the most sweeping examination ever conducted of the relationship between cancer and the way we live".

The report identified the five most important factors that contribute to the formation of cancer in our bodies.

The most important of the five was smoking, followed by obesity, incorrect eating habits (junk food), a sedentary lifestyle and the abuse of alcohol.

The report should have received world-wide acclaim and yet it was received with an uncaring silence.

OLD HAT

The report has been considerable updated since then but the basic message remains the same; stop smoking, eat less junk food and more healthy foods, exercise regularly and drink less alcohol.

It’s interesting to note that, except for smoking, the report doesn’t require total abstinence; what it does is encourage moderation.

Today these five cancer-contributing factors are "old hat".

We all know about them.

We’ve heard and read about them in magazines, newspapers and books and heard them on radio and television.

So why do so many people choose to ignore them?

One of the main reasons is what we call "braggadocio".

How often have you heard people say; "If you give up smoking, drinking and junk food, you don't live longer, it just seems like it" or "I'll take my chances" and "Something's going to get me in the end"?

How many times have you heard people tell of someone they know who "smoked eighty cigarettes a day and lived to ninety" or someone who "never did any exercise, ate junk food all day and also lived to ninety"?

We seldom take any notice of the millions of overweight, inactive men and women whose lives were cut short at fifty five by cancer.

BRAGGADOCIO

Why do people clutch at the one-in-a-million oddity that lived to ninety and yet ignore the tens of millions of people whose lives are shortened as the result of the five factors exposed by the World Cancer Research Fund?

Mainly it's an attempt to justify their own attitude.

If you were diagnosed with cancer would you tell your anxious and frightened family as they stood around your bed in the cancer ward that you’re glad that you never exercised, never stopped smoking or drinking and ate junk food?

Of course not.

Braggadocio isn't a characteristic of cancer victims nor is it ever heard in the oncology wards of the world.

There's only regret. And yet we still continue to believe that bad things only happen to other people.

Have you ever stopped to think that to others, you are one of those "other people"?

MEDICATIONS

What also encourages people to avoid taking the findings of the World Cancer Research Fund seriously is the plethora of prescriptive medications that are available to counter the effects of overindulgence of alcohol and junk food and the avoidance of exercise. Instead of using weight loss, healthy foods and exercise to combat stress, obesity and inactivity, it’s much easier to ask your doctor for medication that will combat these problems.

The problem is that these drugs are creating an unnatural solution that simply controls the symptoms and doesn’t remove them.

QUALITY OF LIFE

The fact is that bad things can and do happen to everybody. "I don't want to eat salads, exercise regularly and avoid alcohol and tobacco just so that I can spend an extra ten years in an old age home" is about the most feckless statement imaginable.

Adopting healthy habits is not just about longevity - quality of life is far more important.

Every day we see overweight people struggling to walk up stairs, unable to bend down and pick up something they dropped or simply walk from their car to the supermarket. Are these people enjoying their lives?

Unlikely.

The only time they're happy is when they're gorging themselves on junk food on the sofa in front of the television.

Food labels tell us what to eat, doctors, medical research institutes and nutritionists tell us how best to avoid illness and the healthiest way we live

But from the physical appearance of almost half the people in first world countries, this lifesaving information is completely ignored.

POISONS

The World Cancer Research Fund report is very important but most people who are aware of it won’t take any notice of it.

They will continue to recite trite stories that excuse themselves from their responsibilities; that they are quite content with their choices, have no regrets and blame fate when their lives are threatened with avoidable tragedy.

They’re quite unable to accept that salt, sugar and fats are poisons and that they are committing slow suicide by over-indulging in these substances.

BEING DEAD

The lifestyles of health-conscious people is often referred to as “dreary” by those people who pronounce that “life is for living” and who ignore the warnings spelled out by the World Cancer Research Fund.

But can there be anything drearier than being dead?
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The power that cell phones have.

Yesterday I found myself behind a woman who was behaving quite normally, steering her conveyance carefully and taking care not to obstruct or endanger other users. This docile and considerate demeanor changed dramatically though when the woman’s cell phone rang.

Immediately she became totally oblivious to her surroundings and her fellow excursionists, her concentration focused totally on the incoming call.

She came to a screeching stop, causing me to execute emergency evasive action, then veered into the path of oncoming traffic that only avoided a collision through some very skilful maneuvering, slowed suddenly and then accelerated dangerously, all the time unaware of the consternation her perilous passage was creating.

As she progressed along her erratic path, seemingly completely out of control of her conveyance, her utterances became louder and more strident and her gesticulations more lively, resulting in even more dangerous maneuvering and erratic behaviour.

I feared even more for the safety of the people in her vicinity.

Mercifully the telephonic interlocution eventually came to an end and the metamorphosis that followed was quite astounding.

The woman calmly replaced her mobile in her pocket and continued on her way as if there had been no interruption in her journey, her quiet and considerate behaviour restored.

As the woman receded into the distance I shuddered to think of what might have transpired had this lady been driving her car on the highway and not pushing her shopping trolley along the supermarket aisle.
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Change These Two Words and Succeed
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We need to get out of the past and look to the future.

Here are three typical statements made by people who have experienced misfortune.

THE BUSINESSMAN

“I had always wanted to own my own business and over a lengthy period I had put together a plan that I believed would result in a solid business able to endure even the worst recession.

“I presented the plan to my bank and sufficient capital was extended to me on terms that appeared to me to be reasonable and suitable with regards to the current economic climate.

“Although I had never worked in the industry that I was now entering, I believed that I had sufficient knowledge of the production methods that I would be using and the materials that would were required to produce a high-quality product at an acceptable price.

“The business started off well but due to the number of other commitments that I had at the time, I found that I was unable to pay sufficient attention to the business. By the time I realized that I needed to employ an experienced technician to oversee the production responsibilities that I was unable to perform, I had insufficient resources to employ such a person.

“At the same time the economy experienced a severe downturn with the result that the interest that I was paying on the loan from the bank rose significantly. Although the bank was sympathetic towards my plight they declined to increase the size of my loan.

“I struggled on, but my inadequate knowledge of the finer details required to produce a product commensurate to the quality of my opposition’s product soon began to tell and sales fell dramatically. Eventually the business collapsed and I was forced to liquidate and join the unemployed.

“If only I had spent more time investigating the production methods required to produce a competitive product and taken more notice of the prevailing economic forecasts I know that I would have been able to create a viable and lasting business.

“If only I had not been in such a hurry to start my business and had sought the advice of others in the same industry I would undoubtedly have had a thriving business today.”

THE SPINSTER

In the second statement a woman tells of the marriage opportunities she squandered because of her dedication to her invalid mother.

“My parents were involved in a motor accident when I was twenty two. My father died but my mother survived with serious back injuries that made it difficult for her to cope with life on her own, despite the adequate insurance compensation that she received for the death of my father. As a result I felt obliged to care for her. This resulted in my forfeiting my fulltime job and seriously reducing my social life.

“At the time of the accident I was about to become engaged to a kind and lovable man four years older than me, but the constant care that I felt my mother needed eventually ended our relationship. In the years that followed I had several marriage opportunities but my mother’s needs overrode them and I remained single.

“Eventually when I was forty eight my mother passed away. Although I inherited a large house and sufficient money to allow me to live comfortably for the rest of my life, there was now no possibility of my ever marrying.

“If only I had realized after my father’s death that my mother could have coped with life considering the compensation she received as a result of my father’s death by employing a fulltime assistant, I would by now be a loving mother of two or three children and the wife of a devoted and caring husband.

“If only I had realized that I had a right to live my own life and not unnecessarily use it to the benefit of someone else, I would be happy today and not lonely.”

THE SINGLE MOTHER

In the third statement single mother tells of her teenage son’s drug addiction and the resultant law enforcement predicament that she was faced with when the child was arrested for possession of drugs.

“I separated from my husband when Tony was fourteen years old and finally divorced a year later. My marriage had been fraught with anger and psychological abuse and I felt a profound sense of relief when I eventually became a single mother. I strongly believed that I could cope with the extra responsibilities despite working fulltime.

“I also believed that my son, Tony, was mature enough not to get involved in anything illegal and that, because I was working fulltime, he would also contribute to the running of our home.

“Unfortunately things didn’t work out as I had planned. My job as a property salesperson kept me away from home a great deal especially over weekends and resulted in me seeing Tony only in the evenings.

“As the country was experiencing a boom in the property market, I was working much longer hours than usual and, as a result, whenever Tony needed anything I attempted to satisfy his needs by providing him with money. The fact that he seldom advised me of what he needed it for or what he bought with it never occurred to me.

“One afternoon I received a call from a police detective asking me to visit the local police house as Tony had been arrested for being in possession of drugs. The resulting court case and the time I spent trying to help my son as well as the legal costs resulted in the loss of my job and eventually forced me to sell our house. At present I am working as a waitress at the local McDonalds.

“If only I had realized that at the age of fifteen Tony was not mature enough to manage his own affairs without supervision and that boys of that age are easily influenced by their peers, especially where drugs are concerned.

“If only I had also made more time to be with Tony, I’m sure that I would have quickly become aware of his drug use and would have been able to help him before it was too late.”

THE TWO WORDS

If you study the wording of the above three statements carefully you will see that all three people included the two words “if only” twice when summing up their predicaments.

These two words are a very subtle poison and, if not eradicated, will not improve any of the situations that the three people found themselves in.

All three made mistakes, but that is normal.

Nobody is perfect and mistakes always provide lessons that must be learned before progress can be made.

From the above three statements it’s obvious that the three people haven’t learned anything from their failures because they have never gotten out of the past tense.

Not one of them mentioned the future.

They all have the human’s perverse streak of focusing on their old mistakes.

By doing this they continue to hold centre stage.

What we all need to do when we have failed, is to realize that our failures are in the past and that by using the phrase “if only” we are creating a roadblock that keeps us facing backwards and gives us an excuse to not try again.

THE FUTURE

We need to get out of the past and look to the future, and the way to do this is to change “if only” to “next time”.

Whenever someone says “if only” it implies that they are stuck in the past and will remain troubled.

But as soon as we say “next time” we move into the future and are on our way to overcoming our problems.

It shows that we have learned a lesson from our mistake and are ready to remove the obstruction of regret facing us and move forward by taking some kind of action.

It is important to understand that this procedure only applies to situations that can be remedied.

An example of a situation that cannot be remedied would be the following: a woman’s husband, who was charming but inadequate as a provider, died and she had to continue with the responsibility of raising her family.

Up until the husband’s death, the woman had continually complained about his inadequacies but shortly after his death she received a promotion that she was extremely proud of.

“If only I had accepted Jim’s faults, and if only I had loved him regardless of his faults while I could, I would be so much happier today.” the woman lamented.

Unfortunately she couldn’t change this.

It was too late.

So, the next time you’re late for an appointment and leave the office in a hurry, and the elevator’s door closes as you dash towards it, don’t grumble by saying, “If only I had left the office ten seconds earlier.”

Rather say, “Next time I’ll run a bit faster.”
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Colds and the Flu
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Both colds and the flu can be caught at any time of the year.

Colds and the flu don’t only occur in the winter.

Both colds and the flu can be caught at any time of the year, but more so in colder conditions when people tend to congregate closer to each other and because most cold-causing viruses thrive in low humidity.

An important point that needs to be clarified right at the beginning of this article is that you can only get a cold or the flu from a virus.

You can't get a cold or the flu from sitting in a draught unless that draft is carrying airborne cold or flu viruses.

There are a host of other claims about the sources of colds and the flu but the fact remains: only viruses can cause colds or the flu.

So, what are viruses, where do they come from and how do they spread?

Viruses are living microscopic organisms that can be found almost anywhere on Earth and can infect animals, plants and even fungi.

Viruses are considered the most abundant biological variety on Earth and almost every ecosystem contains viruses.

Some viruses are highly dangerous while others are harmless.

The important thing about viruses is that they exist to replicate, but they cannot do this without a host.

They require a host because they need protein, something that they cannot produce themselves.

They are thus completely dependent on a host. Viruses are thus classified as parasites.

What is also very important is that, at present, there is no cure for a virus infection.

Vaccinations can only prevent them from spreading.

VIRUSES

Viruses are difficult to trace through time because they don't leave fossil remains.

One of the more acceptable theories about their origin is that they began as independent organisms but became parasites as a more convenient way to exist and replicate.

As the virus begins to replicate in the body of its host, it begins to affect the host and, after a period known as the "incubation" period, symptoms begin to show.

Viruses enter your body through touch, exchange of saliva by coughing and sneezing (becoming airborne), sexual contact, contaminated water and food and by insects that carry them from person to person.

Because viruses only exist to reproduce their offspring they quickly spread to new cells and new hosts.

Some viruses can live on an item for over 72 hours, so if a person touches an item with viruses on his or her hands, the next person to touch that item can easily pick up the viruses.

Research has shown that over 73% of colds and the flu are caused by people touching their eyes, noses and mouths and eating food with their contaminated hands.

To demonstrate just how potent a single incident of virus transfer can be, here is a typical example:

A man has a cold and uses a handkerchief to blow his nose and clear away some of the mucus that is being produced by the turbinates in his nasal cavity.
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