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      Janet Frame (1924–2004) was one of New Zealand’s most distinguished writers. She is best known for her autobiography, which inspired Jane Campion’s internationally acclaimed film, An Angel at My Table. Michael Holroyd hailed it as ‘one of the greatest autobiographies written in the twentieth century’. She was also the author of twelve novels, five collections of short stories, two volumes of poetry and a children’s book.

      Throughout her long career Janet Frame received a wide range of awards. They included every literary prize for which she was eligible in New Zealand, honorary membership of the American Academy of Arts and Letters, and the Commonwealth prize for literature. She also won civil honours – a CBE in 1983 for services to literature, the Order of New Zealand in 1990 – and honorary doctorates and medals from three New Zealand universities.
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        Where the bee sucks, there suck I; 

        In a cowslip’s bell I lie; 

        There I couch when owls do cry; 

        On the bat’s back I do fly, 

        After summer, merrily. 

        
          THE TEMPEST
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A Cry of Joy and Pain

      Janet Frame’s first full-length work of fiction, Owls Do Cry, is an exhilarating and dazzling prelude to her long and successful career. She was to write in several modes, publishing poems, short stories, fables, and volumes of autobiography, as well as other novels of varied degrees of formal complexity, but Owls Do Cry remains unique in her oeuvre. It has the freshness and fierceness of a mingled cry of joy and pain. Its evocation of childhood recalls Blake’s Songs of Innocence and of Experience, as well as the otherworldly Shakespearean lyric of her title and epigraph, but her handling of her dark material is wholly original. Although the story of the Withers family is sombre, indeed tragic, what remains in the reader’s mind is the glory and intensity of the language, the heightened imagery, the brightness of an early world. She transforms the real (and at times uncomfortably identifiable) New Zealand provincial seaside town of Oamaru into a mythical and magical Waimaru, where places, events and characters are seen with the sharp remembering eye of redeeming love. This novel, which boldly confronts illness, physical and mental disability, ageing, and violent and sudden death, has a buoyancy of creativity and brightness. Some of its characters encounter defeat, but it is a song of survival.

      Owls Do Cry was first published, to much acclaim, in 1957 by Pegasus Press in New Zealand, and gained Frame an international reputation when it appeared in 1960 in the US and 1961 in the UK. Some contemporary critics at home saw this account of the life of the town and of the Withers family – the parents Bob and Amy, and their children Francie, Toby, Daphne, and Chicks – as a satire on the monochrome, monocultural, impoverished but materialistic society of post-war New Zealand, struggling slowly towards affluence. And it is true that Frame does make fun of the habits and opinions of the townsfolk, while deploying descriptions of material objects to singular effect, particularly in later passages about Chicks’ married life. In earlier sections, we learn much of family and neighbourhood folklore and dreams – the visits of the tooth fairy ‘with a promise of sixpence’, the small silver tin of wedding cake to be put under the pillow, the adolescent longing to train to be an opera singer, the bribe of a new bicycle to ride ‘in colours, red and gold and black’, the false hopes placed in beauty aids (Wisteria Peach Bloom, Gloria Haven) – but the overall impression is not of mockery but of wonder, a childlike wonder at the often incomprehensible oddities of the world. Frame remembers exactly how schoolchildren think, how they misunderstand and understand and make free associations (the ‘nurse shark’ is a wonderful flight of fancy), but not all her prose is poetic: an unexpected everyday throwaway phrase such as ‘He was to have his tonsils out, he said, and everyone felt envious’ takes one back, wholly convincingly, to a schoolboy mindset. She surprises, and she rings true. There is comedy as well as pathos.

      The novel, which covers twenty years in historic time, is, of course, now valuable as a social document, and readers (including overseas readers like myself) who remember the period that Frame is describing will recognise many references from their own past: the acid drops and aniseed balls and licorice allsorts, the hoarded Easter eggs smelling of straw and cardboard, the sparse and sad Christmas decorations, the lavender soap and bath salts, the mothers at school functions redolent of ‘talcum and stored fur’, the first defiant pair of slacks, the names of forgotten dances, and ‘the milk-bar cowboy, the teddy-boy, hanging around the door and putting money in the nickelodeon’.

      But it is not principally for its compelling realism of detail or as a period piece that we now value this book. It is not a conventional novel but a modernist masterpiece, bearing witness to Frame’s wide reading (William Faulkner, Virginia Woolf, James Joyce, Frank Sargeson, Katherine Mansfield) and to her confidence in insisting on her own idiosyncratic punctuation, her own way of telling. She was to say that she wasn’t even sure that it was a novel: it was more of ‘an exploration’. And what she explores is the deep well of her own past: her parents’ relative poverty and their pragmatic but principled stoicism and faith, the early death by accidental drowning of two of her sisters (both of whom had congenitally weak hearts), her brother’s epilepsy, her youngest sister’s survival through marriage and motherhood, her own dangerous descent into mental anguish and years of hospitalisation and institutionalisation and misdiagnosis. She revisited these themes again and again, reworking them in many different ways, as she struggled, heroically and successfully, to come to terms with and rename her condition. She made her way through, with the help of one or two gifted and loyal professionals who became lifelong and supportive friends. In Owls Do Cry we see her stepping out on her long and often lonely journey of discovery and achievement.

      Frame’s original chosen title was ‘Talk of Treasure’, which became the heading for Part One of the published work. On one level, this refers to the rubbish dump to which the Withers children are drawn, playing truant and seeking castaway treasures, and which becomes (perhaps a little abruptly) the scene for catastrophe, but it is clearly a metaphor for the novelist’s store of memories and images. It works well in both senses, and suggests to us an understanding of the very structure of the book: not a chronological narrative, but a flow of moments, of insights, some inspired by random words and by objects quarried from the past, excavated from the dump of the subconscious, drawn up from the well of the archetypes. The dump holds, in this case literally, poetry. The rubbish dump, or tip, features in the memoirs and fictions of many authors, for whom it has an obvious appeal: Alice Munro, in her story ‘Underneath the Apple Tree’, makes an unofficial town dump in rural Canada the scene for an intense adolescent romance. We dig for layers of meaning, rescue broken thoughts from oblivion. Visiting the village tip by the river with my aunt in the 1940s was one of the great pleasures of my childhood. We rescued glass marbles, shards of willow pattern pottery, beads and buttons. The dump was once a universal point of reference in the history of childhood.

      Janet Frame once likened herself to a ‘princess, shepherdess, waitress, putter-on of raincoat buttons in a factory… who chose rags from an old bundle, stitched them together, waved a wand, and found herself with a completely new dress… I do collect bundles of rags And I like to sew them together: I suppose I must accept the fact that I have no wand.’ (Frank Sargeson to C. K. Stead, quoted by Michael King in his biography, Wrestling with the Angel, 2000.) Years earlier, in 1948, she had written to her counsellor John Money ‘I have got to learn that I am alone for ever… I will never have anybody close to me. The rest of the world is miles away over desert and snowfield and sea. Nobody knows how far away I am from everything. Looking at living, for me, is like looking mentally through the wrong end of opera glasses.’ (in M. King, Wrestling with the Angel.) These two quotations give a fine sense of her narrative methods and of the determination and courage with which she held herself together in the face of extreme doubt and suffering. The painful portrayal of Daphne’s fragility and fear in the asylum where she ‘lived alone for many years… in days unshining and nights without darkness’ is drawn from Frame’s own experiences at Seacliff and Avondale, but she proved herself stronger than Daphne in the dead room, and there is tenderness and affection as well as horror in her descriptions of her fellow inmates.

      Owls Do Cry proved to be one of the first works of fiction to deal with life in a mental institution. Virginia Woolf was familiar with this territory and had attempted to portray schizophrenia in Mrs Dalloway (1925); Ken Kesey’s first novel, One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest (1962), is set in the mental ward of a hospital; and Sylvia Plath gives an account of electroconvulsive therapy in The Bell Jar (1963). Since then, many writers have entered this world, but Frame’s first novel, of 1957, remains a landmark, a classic. Against the odds, she emerged to tell her story, and she told it unforgettably.

      Margaret Drabble, 2014 
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      The day is early with birds beginning and the wren in a cloud piping like the child in the poem, drop thy pipe, thy happy pipe. And the place grows bean flower, pea-green lush of grass, swarm of insects dizzily hitting the high spots; dunny rosette creeping covering shawl cream in a knitted cosy of roses; ah the tipsy wee small hours of insects that jive upon the crippled grass blades and the face of the first flower alive; and I planted carrot seed that never came up, for the wind breathed a blow-away spell; the wind is warm, was warm, and the days above burst unheeded, explode their atoms of snow-black beanflower and white rose, mock the last intuitive who-dunnit, who-dunnit of the summer thrush; and it said to plant the carrot seeds lightly under a cotton-thin blanket of earth, yet they sank too deep or dried up, and the blackfly took hold among the beans that flowered later in midnight velvet, and I thought I might have known, which is the thought before the stealth of fate; lush of summer, yes, but what use the green river, the gold place, if time and death pinned human in the pocket of my land not rest from taking underground the green all-willowed and white rose and bean flower and morning-mist picnic of song in pepper-pot breast of thrush? 

      And now, voluminous, dyspeptic Santa Claus, there is a mound of snow at the door of Christmas that no midsummer day or human sun will dispel, and it is that way, and seems that way, to fit in; and now do we buy a Christmas card and write or sign the obituary of string with sticky tape; wrap our life in cellophane with a handkerchief and card; buy a caterpillar that is wound up and crawls with rippling back across our day and night. 

      Sings Daphne from the dead room. 
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      Their grandmother was a negress who had long ago been a slave with her long black dress and fuzzy hair and oily skin, in the Southern States of America. She sang often of her home,

      
         

        — Carry me back to ole Virginny,

        there’s where the cotton an’ the corn an’ taters grow,

        there’s where the birds warble sweet in the springtime,

        there’s where my old darkie’s heart am long to go.

      

      And now that she is dead she will have returned to Virginny and be walking through the cotton fields, with the sun shining on her frizzy hair that is like a ball of black cotton to be danced on or thistledown that birds take for living in if their world be black.

      No, you must eat your cabbage, for colanders hang on the wall that cabbage may be pressed through them, that the green water may run out; though if you have diabetes you must drink the green water or you may, like your grandmother, lose two legs, and have new wooden ones made, that you keep behind the door, in the dark, and that have no knees to bend, no toes to wiggle. 

      Colander? 

      Colander? 

      Calendar? 

      Calendars hang upon the wall and have bills pinned to them from the grocer and milkman and butcher; and somehow they contrive in hanging there to collect all the days and months of the year, numbering them, like convicts, in case they escape.

      Which they do, always.

      — Time flies, said Mrs Withers. And it is calendar, not colander, you silly children. Francie, Toby, Daphne, Chicks, drink up your cabbage water or you shall lose two legs, like your grandmother.
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      — I don’t wanner go to school, Toby said. I wanner go to the rubbish dump an’ find things.

      Francie, Toby, Daphne, not always Chicks because she was too small and dawdled, found their treasure at the rubbish dump, amongst the paper and steel and iron and rust and old boots and everything that the people of the town had cast out as of no use and not worth anything any more. The place was like a shell with gold tickle of toi-toi around its edges and grass and weeds growing in green fur over the mounds of rubbish; and from where the children sat, snuggled in the hollow of refuse, warmed sometimes by the trickling streams of fires that the council men had lit in order to hasten the death of their material cast-offs, they could see the sky passing in blue or grey ripples, and hear in the wind, the heavy fir tree that leaned over the hollow, rocking, and talking to itself saying firr-firr-firr, its own name, loosening its needles of rust that slid into the yellow and green burning shell to prick tiny stitches across the living and lived-in wound where the children found, first and happiest, fairy tales.

      And a small green eaten book by Ernest Dowson who said, in confidence, to Cynara,

      — Last night ah yesternight betwixt her lips and mine.

      Which was love, and suitable only for Francie who had come, that was the word their mother used when she whispered about it in the bathroom, and not for Daphne who didn’t know what it felt like or how she could wear them without they showed and people said, Look.

      — You will drop blood when you walk, Francie said.

      And not knowing how to answer her, Daphne said

      — Rapunsel, Rapunsel, let down your hair;

      quoting from the prince who climbed the gold silk rope to the top of the tower, it was all in the fairy tales they found at the rubbish dump. The book smelt, and it too had been eaten by worms which still lived in its yellow pages, and it was dusted over with ashes, and it had been thrown away because it did not any more speak the right language, and the people could not read it because they could not find the way to its world. It had curly writing on the cover, saying, The Brothers Grimm. It spoke of Cinderella and her ugly sisters with their cut-off heel and toe and the blood flowing black, the snow colour of every bean flower.

      — But I don’t wanner go to school, Toby said. I wanner go to the rubbish dump an’ find another book.

      The lady doctor was coming to school that day. She wore a grey costume and because she was the school nurse and fierce, they had her mixed in their mind with the grey nurse shark that is deadly, creeping behind you when you swim, to swallow you in one gulp; though not found in these waters, only, I believe, near Sydney.

      Every time she came the nurse took the dirty children to look at them and whisper at them through a roll of cardboard. Thirty-two, fifty-five, sixty-one, she would whisper; and the children, if they were the dirty ones and being examined, would have to echo, Thirty-two, fifty-five, sixty-one; and if they echoed correctly it meant they could hear and would not have their ears poked at and operated on. And the lady doctor would then take a stick like an ice cream spoon and very very gently part the strands of the pupil’s hair, to look through it and find if it were inhabited. She would look at their clothes, too, and see how often they had been washed, and if they were hand-me-downs or new. And she would hold a square of cardboard in front of the dirty children and point to the letters printed on it, and expect to be told the alphabet, muddled up, and them to see small print, even smaller than the middle column of a page of the Bible where it says See Tim. Rom. Deut., and other mysterious words.

      Toby did not like this. He feared it all. He had seen on a page of the doctor’s book that his mother kept on top of the wardrobe, a picture of the animals with many legs that walk through people’s hair; and the red spots that come on people’s faces, and the way legs turn crooked. Toby was a sick boy, himself, who took medicine, a teaspoon in water after each meal until his mother found out what the writing on the prescription meant. And then,

      — Bromide, she said. Drugs.

      So whenever the bottle of medicine came, in twos or repeats, Toby’s mother said

      — No child of mine, no child of mine will drink this filth; and she broke the seal and popped off the cork and poured away the thick mulatto fluid.

      Toby did not get better. He went to school and sat in the back row and put his head on one side, trying to know what was written on the blackboard and what the master, Andy Reid, was saying in the history lesson.

      There had been Maori Wars and the white people had taken a block of land —how big is a block of land, Toby wondered. They built houses with blocks and walked in the morning around the block, touching every second fence and plucking every third marigold. But this block of land in history, they say it held a forest of kauri that only a storm could walk round in a minute and pull out by the hair, every second and third tree.

      — The government was good then, Andy would say.

      And sometimes he said —The government was bad.

      And he talked of peace and war that never seemed to happen at the same time in history. There were, say, six years of peace when Maoris and white people spent every day and night of the years smiling at each other and rubbing noses and exchanging greenstone and kumaras and kauri and marrying and going for picnics and boiling the billy and drinking tea and eating fish and laughing and no one was ever angry.

      Until the six years finished. On New Year’s Eve, perhaps, with the white and brown people standing outside the New Year, the same way people stand outside theatres and cricket grounds waiting for the films or the shield match to begin; and the mothers warning their children, Remember you must not laugh or play or swap anything. We are killing for six years. It is War.

      Toby could not imagine years of war, but Andy Reid told everyone and Andy Reid knew. He said also that there had been a Hundred Years’ War when some people’s faces must have been born angry and died angry without any smiling in between.

      But history was hard to understand with its kings good and bad and their wigs and their white fitting pants for dancing a minuet; and then the two princes sitting in the dreadful tower and listening to the water dripping from an underground cavern on to their faces and down their necks and on their heads poked like flowers from their pretty petal ruffs. Toby felt sorry for them but he could not understand history and wanting to get more land and gold; nor, sometimes, could he understand what the master said, or read the words on the blackboard. And that is why he wanted not to go to school when the lady doctor came.

      He was often sick and had to stay away from school. When he was sick his hand shook as if it felt cold and then a dark cloak would be thrown over his head by Jesus or God, and he would struggle inside the cloak, pushing at the velvet folds, waving his arms and legs in the air till the sun took pity, descending in a dazzling crane of light to haul, but, alas, preserve, where in all the sky, Toby wondered, this cloak of stifling recurring dream. And he would open his eyes and see his mother beside him, her big tummy and the map of wet and flour on her sack apron.

      He would cry then.

      The velvet cloak came over and over again so that whenever Toby moved his hand or arm too quickly, his mother would rush to his side and ask,

      — Are you all right, Toby?

      Or at school Andy Reid would say,

      — You can go and lie down, Toby Withers, and you may be able to stop it.

      — It?

      Did Andy Reid understand what happened, and how the cloak came with its forest of a million folds? Did he know why some people are given a private and lonely night, with a room of its own but no window that the stars, called by the tattered woman at the show Zodiac, may look through?

      So Toby did not go to school that day when the lady doctor came. He said goodbye to his mother and father and said,

      — Yes, I’ve got a hanky and I’ll tell them if it comes on; and he ran on ahead of Daphne. Daphne was glad, for it made her afraid to be close to him in case it happened and she was alone watching him, and he would die or choke out of the terrible mulberry colour of his face and his hands twitching and his eyes rolled back, and white, like the eye, closed, of a dead fowl that Daphne had seen by the fowl house. And yet, standing there on the wet side of the street, with Toby gone ahead, and the African Thorn hedge, hung with berries like penny oranges, leaning over to jag her legs if she walked too close, she felt alone, and wanted to catch up; so she caught up and went with Toby to the rubbish dump to find things. They found a bicycle wheel and a motor tyre. Inside the motor tyre was a stack of ledgers full of neat writing and figures written carefully in a beautiful blue ink; and each page seemed, to the children, like something out of a museum, to be kept under a glass case, like the handwriting of a pioneer or governor.

      Daphne gathered the books and put them in her lap, stroking them because they were valuable.

      — These are treasures, she said. Better than silver paper, this lovely writing.

      — They’re not, said Toby. They’re just sums, grown-up sums.

      — But they’re made like treasures. Why do they throw them away? And when you’re grown up you work at treasure, so it must be.

      — No. It’s out of banks, said Toby. Where they wear striped suits and get red in the face when it’s hot.

      And he tore some pages out of the books, though Daphne tried to hold on to them, and he made paper aeroplanes and wet on one to see if it changed to invisible.

      And then they talked about the fairy tales that nobody had wanted and had put in the ashes to be burned. There was a little man, truly, the size of a thumb. He used to drive a horse by sitting in the horse’s ear and whispering Whoa or Gee-up. And there was a king who lived in a mountain of glass and could see his face in seventy different mirrors in one look. And a table that rose up through the earth the way the organ, they say, in the big theatres, rises through the floor and music plays before the people are settled and ‘God Save The Queen’ begins.

      And to make the table vanish the little girl in the story had to say only,

      — Bleat goat bleat

      Depart table neat.

      — But, talking of tables, I’m hungry, Daphne said to Toby. What’ve we got?

      They had nothing. Dinner time must be close, they thought, so they took one page of the blue writing of sums, in case it was really treasure for a glass case, and they walked home, passing the fruit shop on the way.

      Daphne went into the shop that seemed always wet and being washed and the cabbages turning yellow and the fruit specked; and before the shopkeeper came (she was a Chinese woman with different funerals and weddings and churches from Toby and Daphne) Daphne sneaked an apple under her arm and crept out, so that she and Toby had half an apple each, dividing it fairly because it really belonged to Daphne, Toby having the green sour part with thick skin, and Daphne the rosy-cheeked side; though to emphasise the fairness of their venture and the importance of not telling, she agreed to let him walk on the sunny side of the street and be warm while she continued in the shade.

      And in the afternoon they both went to school. The lady doctor had been. She had collected people and ticked off their names on white cards, with red ink, and given Norris Stevens a note to take home to his mother, about his tonsils. He was to have his tonsils out, he said, and everyone felt envious.

      — Why were you not at school this morning, Miss Drout said to Daphne.

      — I was sick, Daphne said.

      And

      — It came, was Toby’s answer to Andy Reid. And Toby was told to lie on the sick bed and they gave him a drink of milk at playtime, through a straw.
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      Their town, called Waimaru, was small as the world and halfway between the South Pole and the equator, that is, forty-five degrees exactly. There was a stone monument just north of the town, to mark the spot, in gold lettering.

      — Traveller, the writing said, Stop here. You are now standing halfway between the South Pole and the equator.

      What did it feel like to be standing at forty-five degrees?

      It felt no different.

      Waimaru was a respectable town with the population increasing so quickly that the Mayor kept being forced to call special meetings of the borough council, which were reported in the local newspaper, the rag, it was called. To decide if the reserves where grew native trees and shrubs should be offered for sale as housing sections, and the shrubs, and also the children who played near them after school, be rooted out and planted somewhere else; but the Mayor’s suggestion was defeated and letters to the paper followed, threats of resignation, a special meeting of the afraid beautifying society who had given many shrubs; a defiant meeting of the Build Your Own Home Club; after which, calm fell like a sweet mantle, and the shrubs and children (including the Withers family) remained happily planted on the hills surrounding the town.

      And the young Councillors shook their heads, saying,

      — This is not progress. The northern towns go ahead, becoming bigger and bigger, while we stagnate here, in the south.

      They were afraid.

      — We shall be left behind, they said.

      Left behind from going where?

      Among the letters to the paper were some by Mrs Withers who called herself Tui, the native bird, to show she wanted the native bush left on the hills. And sometimes she called herself, if she were writing about bush, Miro, the little red berry. She showed her children the letters, and though they could not understand them, they knew their mother must be Someone, so they could say it in school, with the others who said,

      — My father owns a car.

      — My uncle can chop down trees faster than anyone.

      — My mother writes letters to the paper.

      — Yes, Mrs Withers would say, as she licked the envelope for closing,

      — I’ll blow them up.

      And Bob, her husband, would make a rude remark to her.

      — Yes, I’ll blow them up. I’ll put my foot down. We women can’t be trodden on.

      Sometimes, instead of signing herself Tui, she became Mother of Four; and instead of Miro, the little red berry, she changed to Disgusted, or, merely and universally, A Mother.

      — I see Mother of Three has answered me, she would say. I’ll settle her.

      Oh, as if gentle Amy Withers could settle anyone!

      And then her husband, going to a lodge meeting, would call from the bedroom,

      — Where’s my best tartan tie? I haven’t all the time in the world.

      And Amy Withers would pick over shirts and socks till she was hit by a cascade of tartan tie.

      — Here’s your tie, Bob.

      She was afraid of her husband. She said Sh-sh to the children when Bob came home from work or parliament was on the air.

      — Honourable gentlemen, Bob would say.

      Honourable gentlemen.

      He was Labour.

      But, about the town. You should read a booklet that you may buy for five shillings and sixpence, reduced at sale time to five shillings, increased at Christmas to six shillings. This booklet will tell you the important things about the town and show you photographs – the town clock saying ten to three (the correct position of the hands for driving, says the local traffic inspector); the begonia house at the Gardens, and a perplexed-looking little man who must be the curator, holding a begonia plant in flower; the roses in the rose arch and the ferns in the fernery; also a photograph of the Freezing Works, the outside with its own garden and fancy flower-beds, and the inside with rows of pegged pigs with their tiny trotters thrust out stiff; of the Woollen Mills, the chocolate factory, the butter factory, the flour mill – all meaning prosperity and wealth and a fat filled land; and lastly a photograph of the foreshore with its long sweep of furious and hungry water, the roll-down sea the children call it, where you cannot bathe without fear of the undertow, and you bathe carefully, as you live, between the flags; and beware of the tentacles of sea-weed and the rush of pebbles being sucked back and back into the sea’s mouth each time it draws breath. Certainly, inside the breakwater is a little shovel-scoop of bay, Friendly Bay, where you paddle and sail shells and eat ice cream bought from Peg Winter, the mountainous woman who moves like faith from town to town, leaving behind her a trail of sweet and ice cream shops, almost as if they dropped from her pocket, like crumbs or seeds springing into red and white painted shape, with cream-coloured tables and chairs inside, and other high swivel-chairs as the dizzying accompaniment to a caramel or strawberry milk shake.
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