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For my grandmother,
Marcella Neufeld,
and especially for her grandmother,
Maria Sieber—
a girl who walked a very long way




A little child died, and its mother fell to weeping. Then the
child came to her and said, “Mother, do not cry so much. I am
deep in water. If you cry any more, I will drown.”


— from Niederlausitzer Volkssagen (Folktales of Lower Lusatia),
compiled by Karl Gander, 1894




1945


The dog was standing at the edge of the clearing, hackles raised. It lowered its head, watching her, but made no warning sound. Heike crouched where she had fallen, on her hands and knees, maybe twenty-five feet away. For a moment she froze, fear dropping low into her body. She was used to worrying about soldiers, but there were no people with the animal. It might have been a wolf.


No: a wolf would not be so purely black, and its fur would be matted. She sat up, moving slowly. Twenty-five feet is nothing for a dog.


She’d come hard through the bush, her arms and hands badly scratched, and her throat raw from calling out, despite the danger of being heard. Her braids loose and tangled. When a root caught her foot, she’d pitched forward, slamming her shoulder against a stump. She hadn’t slept for two days, her bones heavy with exhaustion.


A village dog. She’d been calling for Lena and the dog had heard her. The dog would have heard her coming from some distance. It took a step toward her now, still in the shelter of the forest.


It was early, the sky a light violet. Heike gathered her basket from where it had fallen and rose to her feet. She had no kind of bribe, no treat to throw. The bread she’d been carrying was long gone; the girls living on what they could find, chewing on hay to fool their stomachs, pinching the snow off evergreen boughs and rolling it around on their tongues.


They’d avoided the road, instead making sure to stay half-hidden in the bushes. Two sisters hunting for berries at the edge of a wood. Winter berries. Relentless as little sparrows. Heike told stories to distract them as they walked: the one about a raven that turns into a golden bird, the one about the twelve sisters who disappear every night, dancing through the soles of their shoes by morning. Lena repeating the words in her sleep, Once there was a king who had twelve daughters, each more beautiful than the other.


In the end, they’d wandered too far west. At night, Heike could hear the echo of artillery fire rolling out through the hills, and she’d led Lena deeper and deeper into the woods.


Now she began to skirt the edge of the little clearing, keeping her eyes low. Where the hill descended into valley the earth broke up, rocky, and the trees changed. She gripped a branch for balance, the new buds rough against her skin. Down farther, there was a stream. She could hear it running freely, the water no longer trapped under ice. It was late March, colder in the hills than it would have been at home. She knelt by the stream to drink, and her knees got wet, her skirt soaking through.


On the other side, the forest rose up into another, steeper incline. There was a sound behind her and when she looked, she saw the dog again, maybe fifteen feet away this time. Its eyes on her, unwavering. Whether it was following her or hunting her, Heike could not be sure.


* * *


In Dresden, her mother had often taken them walking by the river at night. The stars came out, one by one, and they rushed to count them where they reflected in the Elbe, a game between the three of them. This seemed so long ago now that Heike no longer knew if it was a real memory or only another story she told, a way to pass the time on the long days of walking.


On a clear night, the river glittered like heaven.


This is what she thought of now, kneeling by the stream. If her mother was looking at the water when the firebombs came down, the whole city sparkling, the river rising up to meet a massive star. Like a shower of suns.


Heike got to her feet. She had on a pair of leather boots and a man’s overcoat, her father’s, and a kerchief around her hair; Lena had worn boys’ pants and shoes with laces. They didn’t have any gloves, and sometimes she’d taken off the kerchief and wrapped it around Lena’s hands like a muff. The tips of her own fingers had suffered, bleaching white now at the touch of any cold. The blood remembers: what’s lost to the mind is not lost to the body.


She clambered up the bank. She’d been circling the same area since Lena was lost—five days, or six, she’d lost count—widening out the search a little each time. At night, she sat with her back against a tree and worked to keep her eyes open. Just in case, in case Lena was somewhere close by, crying. She didn’t want to call out in the nighttime, a girl’s voice, lonely in the dark.


Once she thought she saw a fawn, was sure of its shape and the spindles of its legs, but when she looked again it had only been a fallen branch. She followed any noise, any rustle or crack of twigs, but the sounds never led her to Lena.


Alone now in the woods, she found herself checking again and again for the dog. Anxious. Willing it to be another trick of exhaustion, a vision she could blink away—but it was always there, close by, its paws soundless on the hard ground.


* * *


On the other side of the rise there was no forest. The dog let out a low growl; it was right beside her now, huge and panting. Taller at the shoulder than Heike’s waist. There was a trace smell of smoke in the air.


She could tell what had happened by the emptiness, by all the paper in the field. What remained after the fighting: every soldier with a picture of his sweetheart in his breast pocket, every soldier with a photograph of his mother. And when they were hit, pfoum! Like confetti.


There were no people left. There were not even bodies. Just bits of paper.


At the edge of the village she found a barn, its door not fixed, the latch batting lightly in the breeze. Heike went inside, shutting the door behind her. If the soldiers had already been through here, then it was a safe place. She hoped that the dog, shut outside, would tire of waiting for her. She climbed up into a corner hayloft and closed her eyes.


Halfway through the night, she heard them come through again, but it was only a handful of voices and some random gunfire, a cleanup crew or a few angry survivors, the dog outside kicking up a fuss and waking her. She pulled herself into a darker corner, holding her breath.


In the morning it was very quiet. She came out from where she was hiding. There was a girl on the barn floor: the soldiers had dragged her in during the night.


When they’d first come in, Heike hadn’t moved, hidden away up near the rafters. But the sound of the girl’s voice, crying out, made her sick with fear, and she crawled to the edge of the loft to see her face, to at least make sure it wasn’t Lena—it wasn’t, this girl tall and lean with copper-coloured hair, sixteen years old at least. Heike pulled her hood tighter, deep in the back corner of the hayloft. Her arms wrapped around her head so that she wouldn’t hear.


Now the soldiers were gone, but the girl was still there. She was dead, her skirt wrapped tight around her face.


Heike looked at her from the hayloft, lying there with her neck at an odd angle, and then climbed down the ladder to the ground. There was no sound from outside. The girl’s body scared her in its stillness, her skin almost blue. She had no boots on, only a pair of house slippers, worn through, not meant for the snow and the outdoors. Once there was a king who had twelve daughters, each more beautiful than the other. Heike left the barn as she’d found it, with the door half open.


It had turned cold again in the night: outside, the ground was white with frost. On the other side of the barn she found the dog, shot in the belly. Its fur was so dark you couldn’t see the wounds, but blood soaked the earth around it.


She crossed back the way she’d come, faster now, her feet sliding as she ran, and all the paper, paper everywhere. Tissue-thin pages from tiny bibles, melting into the ridge of snow. A sound from behind her, the low creak of a half-dead tree moving sharply in the wind. She turned back to look. Beside the dog’s body stood a single crow, its black eye shining.




THE RAFT




One just expects it will be used properly. There is no
warning on scalpels, “This is sharp, don’t cut yourself.”


—Dr. Frank Milan Berger, creator of Miltown,
the first mass-market psychiatric drug
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July 1956


Heike had seen the raft the day before. Just a glimpse of it through the trees on her way out, and then again when she was hiking back, the stream sparkling now in the sunlight. It was anchored about forty feet from shore. She’d been following the little river down to where she knew it must spill into open water and was surprised to see it suddenly give way to a pond instead. Wide and flat, an inlet slip of lake. From where she stood on the beach, she could see beyond the tree line to the open glint of Cayuga, the lake formal and civic and plain compared to the closeness of the woods.


Three days of rain had left the ground soft but resistant, and it gave a little under each step. There was ten or fifteen feet of beach, hard-packed and marked with driftwood and the odd fallen log, and here steam rose up off the ground like a thin and expansive curtain, separating woods and pond. Sunlight caught the mist and turned everything to prisms. Too-bright. High summer.


Heike squinted. It was a wood-plank raft, maybe six by six, or a little bigger. Grey-green in the light. To the left of it, there was a bank of young reeds, just the green knife-tips pushing above the waterline, but the raft bobbed slightly and the water looked clear and deep on the far side. Good for swimming. She could bring Daniel here, the next day even, if the rain didn’t come back around. This was the summer of the downpour, the summer of indoor games and puzzles and painting-by-the-window. They were lucky to be on the lake instead of stuck in a city apartment. Eric had been offered a summer of teaching at Cornell that had quickly come to include a position at Willard Asylum. His old stomping ground, in a way: he’d worked some little portion of his residency there. The hospital was one lake over, on Seneca. Eric spent a lot of his time driving and teased that Heike would get jealous. When he’d met her, overseas, she had briefly been his patient.


His sister, Arden, found them the summer house, a rental, close to their own place. Heike’s heart in her throat at the offer. Eric was not one for family connections. But he’d been caught off guard, Arden’s husband suggesting the idea in a way that seemed to leave no room for debate.


She turned back to the forest and let her eyes adjust. She’d been picking her way through the woods in high rubber boots and an old pair of man’s work shorts, belted tight around her waist. There was no set trail. When she stopped and turned around, she could watch the moss spring slowly back into shape where the crush of her boots had pressed it down. Her knuckles and bare thighs scraped against the trees as she made her way through, and she had to grasp the wet branches with her hands to avoid losing her footing. Her hands were damp with bark grit.


Inside the tree line it was cool and damp, but Heike’s feet were hot in the rubber boots. She stood back, just within the shadows. Out on the water, the sun was in full force. She took a moment to gauge where it sat in the afternoon sky. Three o’clock, if she had to guess. Maybe another half-hour before Daniel would be up from his nap and looking for her.


She’d put him to bed late the night before, the way she used to do in the city, the two of them cuddled close in a hammock on the back veranda until the sun was down and the mosquitoes made it impossible. Swaying there as the stars came out. Daniel counted them, one by one, then grew cranky with heat and jumped out to sit next to the table lantern and count instead the moths as they bumped against the glass. Heike told him how she’d learned to count the stars, reflecting off the river, when she was a little girl, and then later at home, to count the corners of the bedroom where she slept as though they were stars. Her own mother’s instruction: if you count the corners of your room and then make a wish, it will come true.


By nine-thirty they’d lost the light entirely. She gathered Dani up for a bath.


Where Eric often sat nearby in the evenings, watching as Daniel set up a course for his wooden trains—each piece of track linking up with a click—this time he’d surprised her, lost to his work. The lamp in the office burning and a bottle of brandy within easy reach. With Daniel sleeping, Heike kept to herself, curled on the couch in the white room at the back of the house until she lost track of the hour, a sketchbook on her lap. The breeze and night sounds through the French doors, an owl just where the yard ended and the forest began. The mosquitoes most interested in her bony parts: clavicle, shoulder, knee.


A bite at the outer edge of her elbow thrummed away now at her patience. She was wearing thin socks and the left one had slipped down below the heel, the skin at the inner edge of her ankle rubbing away like wet tissue. There was a rise just beyond where she was standing, and a kind of clearing that opened out to the pond, and she followed it over and sat down on a stump to take the boot off. The ankle stung. Heike reached into the boot to see if there was anything in there—a piece of bark, a pebble, some little sharpness that might be exacerbating the damage—and in doing so, her body twisted so that she saw the house. Green-roofed and hidden away just beyond the rise. Easy to miss.


She’d walked right by it, twice, without seeing it at all.


* * *


— What were you doing out there?


Arden picked up the knife she’d just placed, held it to the light, then polished it furiously with a napkin. They were laying the table for dinner. Heike and Eric, John and Arden. Only the men were both outside.


— I thought these were public lands, Heike said.


— There’s nothing public here, Arden said absently. She laid the knife down again in its place. All the land was handed out in big swaths, she said. After the War of Independence: bounty land in great big bolts, rolling out to the brightest and shiniest, you know. John likes to say his family’s been splashing about here for almost two centuries.


— But you didn’t know you have a neighbour?


Arden swept a hand over the fold of the napkin, then picked it up and sharpened the crease more deliberately between her fingers. She cocked her head.


— Does Eric know you’re just out wandering around in the woods like that?


Heike reached back and untied her apron.


— I was looking for birds, she said. Eric says a hobby is good for the soul. Besides, I couldn’t stand to be cooped up for one more day. She folded the apron over the back of a chair. The sun was low in the sky now, and she thought of Dani, tucked into her own bed upstairs, the puff of white sheets around his face. There’s a raft, she said. I thought I might go back tomorrow. For a swim.


— Good, Arden said. I’m into souls. Let’s eat. I’ve had nothing but grapefruits and hard-boiled eggs all day. She was a tall girl, handsome rather than pretty, with sturdy shoulders and a strong waist. I wish there was no such thing as a reducing diet, she said, stopping in front of the hall mirror to fuss with a capped sleeve.


Heike relaxed, her shoulders softening. The truth was that Eric considered her solo hiking expeditions somewhat ambitious. Arden, on the other hand, found such independence alluring. She had herself been the star pitcher in her girls’ softball league at college—Heike had seen the team photograph—but dropped out of athletics for a different kind of competition, and met John Wyland just before he wrote the bar exam. They’d been married in December, in the city, Arden wearing long sleeves and a white wedding coat with a fur-lined hood over her dress, flanked on either side by pretty bridesmaids.


Behind her now, in the mirror, Heike herself might have been a child. Slight and blond, a full head shorter than Arden, but with a long neck and slender wrists and fine, slim fingers. She rose high on her toes and watched her reflection grow taller, almost tall enough to match Arden’s height, then sank back down again. As though in response, Arden teetered up on her own toes a moment. Catching Heike’s eye, she stuck out her tongue and winked.


Like they were old pals. In fact, Eric had not told his family he was married at all—Heike appearing as a surprise in the receiving line at Arden’s wedding, Eric’s hand soft on the back of her neck. They’d spent hardly any time together in childhood, Arden told her later: Eric a full ten years older. Their mother, a widow, had passed on suddenly a few summers before. Since then she’d barely seen him.


In the weeks after the wedding, Arden had sent a blitz of invitations: to tea at the Waldorf Astoria, then again to lunch at Schrafft’s. Eric regarded the new friendship with suspicion: his sister’s enthusiasm, he said, founded merely in housewifely boredom. When John’s firm bought a table at an Easter charity gala, Heike received their tickets directly. John had blanched, Arden said (Eric could be single-minded—strident, even—in party conversation), but she’d reminded him that her brother was her only real relation: the reason he’d turned up to her wedding at all. Besides, they could afford it.


It was at this Easter party that the summer plan had been hatched. John planned to make the long weekend commute back and forth from the city for the season and Arden, faced with the prospect of loneliness during the week, itched for something to fill her dance card. She badly wanted a job writing the society column for an upstate paper out of Syracuse—more occupation, John had announced to the table, than was strictly required.


— You’ve already got two deadlines: Drop me off at the station on Sunday, and pick me up again on Friday night. There’s women who’d kill for that kind of leisure! Make some friends, why don’t you? What about Heike here? Didn’t you say your brother had an offer from Cornell?


John’s idea, almost: the girls hadn’t even had to do the work. Eric, unprepared for once, reticently agreed. Arden had an estate agent within the month.


Now Heike watched her fussing in the hall mirror: she couldn’t make the damn sleeve cooperate. Arden let out a breath of frustration, and her bangs lifted and fell. Heike rose high on her toes again.


The men had been out on the veranda with rocks glasses, and as Heike carried the meat through to the dining room it was suddenly decided that they would eat al fresco instead. Eric had hired a man to install a new trellis at one end of the rail, and within the trumpet vine he’d hidden a hummingbird feeder made of blown glass. For Heike, Eric said. He was hoping the hummers would give them an evening show. She diverted course and set the platter on the outdoor table, wedging it between a couple of fat candles in brass holders, not wanting to tell him that the noise of their dinner party would almost certainly defy his efforts. Eric followed her back inside and gathered the cutlery from the set table, jangling it in his hands and scrunching the folded napkins.


— Heike’s been ransacking an abandoned house, Arden said when they’d all sat down.


Eric looked up from salting his greens. He had dark hair, close cut, and high enough cheekbones. The sort of skin that tans easily in sunshine. The overall effect was dashing, especially in summer, but there was some problem around the eyes, something Heike could identify but not name. Disloyal, to think it.


— What house? John said. He leaned to Arden: Your brother’s been trying to hook me with his research propositions again. I need a change of subject before I’m compelled to turn state’s evidence.


Eric turned from Heike to look at John:


— Any decent doctor tries his own scripts. The whole thing is about opening the mind. Too progressive for you?


— Oppenheimer was also progressive.


John said this with his usual pleasant manner and shook out his napkin before tucking it in over the top button of his shirt.


Arden took up the salt shaker.


— I’m afraid John is quite a Continental theorist, Eric. Mad on the French, you know.


— The French? The French are still obsessed with Freud. What I’m doing is strictly twentieth century.


— Like the Fox, John said. Only less foxy. Heike, what’s this house?


She’d been moving a baby potato back and forth with her knife, half-watching the new feeder, and now picked up her fork to give the meal her attention.


— It’s not so much a house, Heike said. A fishing cabin. Maybe a mile up the lake. Mile and a half or so.


— Funny, she never mentioned a breath of it to me, Eric said. He laid a hand over Heike’s on the table and stroked the soft place between her thumb and forefinger with his own thumb. Then, to Arden: You ladies and your tales.


— I was out walking, Heike said. And I stopped to fix my ankle. I’m sure I told you. She turned away to take the breadbasket from John’s hand. You’ve probably passed by it ten times before. You can’t see it from the road. It’s hidden, kind of.


— But you went inside, Eric said.


— I knocked, and there was no one. The door was unlocked.


This was a lie. The deadbolt wasn’t engaged, but there was a doorknob lock, and Heike had tinkered with the knob and smacked hard against it with her hip until the door swung open.


— I could tell no one was there, she said. It has that look. There are dandelions growing right in front of the doorway.


— Squatter? John said. If it’s well hidden. He scooped up a pat of butter and used the back of his dessert spoon to spread a firm circle of it inside a roll.


— I think a squatter wouldn’t have so many nice things, Heike said. Would you? If you’re just staking a claim?


— What kind of things? Eric said.


Inside, the house had had a feeling of casual disuse: the cupboards lined in newspaper and all the cups stored upside down, but a thick layer of grime on the stove. No drop cloths over the furniture. Heike had picked up a corner of the coiled rag rug and let it fall, releasing a little storm of dust. But it was the presence of the raft outside that made it feel most like a home. Something extra, with no purpose other than a bit of recreation. A raft for a sunbather, for children to practice their deep dives.


— Whoever owns it, they thought they’d be coming back, Arden said.


— Whoever owns it died in the war, Eric said. He sawed at the chop on his plate. Died without family. Or they all died, who knows. He speared the meat with his fork. So long as no one knows you were there. We don’t want any trouble.


It was a three-room house, just a big kitchen and living area and one room with a bed, the coverlet pulled tight over the mattress. Heike had sat down on the edge of the bed, leaned over to peer into the crack under the highboy in the corner. Windows with their winter storms on. In the kitchen drawers there was real silverware, though, and she’d almost slipped a coffee spoon into her pocket, running the pad of her thumb in and out of the dull bowl. The newspapers lining the cupboard were from Rochester rather than New York. She let the spoon clink back into its drawer and opened up a glass cabinet instead, fingering the abandoned souvenirs before choosing a porcelain figurine of a girl, her round white hat tied under her chin, holding the corners of her apron out wide. Heike flipped the figurine over to check the bottom. Two swords. Meissen.


A destroyed place now, but Heike’s corner of the world, near to Dresden.


Bombed and scattered. She ran her fingertip down the smooth finish of the girl’s skirt. She’d been only three days away by foot when they came.


Lena sleeping next to her in a field. The sound of the planes overhead and suddenly it was morning, but in the east somehow two suns rising, instead of just one. Firebombs from Dresden and a red herring target, Böhlen, less than sixty miles to the north, lit the sky in two points. She’d thought she was crazy or dead.


Heike turned the figurine over in her hand again.


The connection seemed too much for coincidence. She pulled a single sheet of newspaper out of the cupboard and wrapped the girl up for the hike home.


— No risk of trouble, Heike said now. There was a cucumber salad on the table, and she spooned a little onto Eric’s plate before serving herself. No one’s been there for years, I’d say. You’re probably right: whoever owned it died overseas.


From the corner of her eye, she caught the sharp glint of a wing flickering in the trumpet vine, and for a moment she froze, unsure of whether to call attention to it. The little bird hovered at the feeder, neither drinking nor taking its leave, its tiny, furious body suspended. A held breath.


Heike set the salad bowl down and turned her own body to Eric.


— I walked all the way around the property, she said. No tire tracks, even. No trace.


* * *


The next day was clear and bright, with a high sun, somehow even early in the morning. Heike shifted in bed. Light flooded in strong through the sheers and caught the cut-glass vase on the vanity, spangling between the vase itself and the mirror behind it. She draped a hand across her eyes and tried to settle. John and Arden had stayed late—later, Heike knew, than Eric had originally wanted. But their attention had been too fawning for him to resist. His sister was committed to matching her own family’s camaraderie to John’s. They were all to be great chums, Arden said. Like the Wylands.


Heike had crept upstairs to check on Daniel twice, watching his eyes roll and twitch beneath the closed lids. She’d tucked him snugly into their bed, a pillow on either side of him to stop him falling out. The second time, Eric had found her there, sitting quiet in her vigil, and whispered to her harshly to come back downstairs. She’d been gone too long; his brother-in-law had marked it. Ungrateful, to hide away like that.


The words came out with an abruptness that made Heike stiffen: the real problem was that her absence had forced Eric to host his relatives alone. He dropped to a crouch beside the rocking chair. After all Arden had done, he said. Imagine how it looked to others. Disappearing like a witch at midnight.


Heike said she thought it was witches who came out at midnight, and Cinderella who disappeared?


She could see by the taut corner of the bedsheet that he’d slept the night in his office. A lazy pang of regret ran through her: she could have apologized, hurried back downstairs, and saved herself what might now be a tiresome start to the day.


To the other side, Daniel curled against her, bum wriggling. Heike peeled out of bed and began to raise the blinds, one by one, crossing the long wall of the room. The front garden was in full light, English roses glowing coral-coloured where they wound high around their arbour, then the chamomile and low-lying thyme pale against the fringe of rock roses with their wilder look, a deep red. Heike paused a moment, surveying the landscape. She could see now that she’d overslept, the sun casting only the slimmest of shadows. It was not, in fact, early morning at all. To the west side of the lawn there was a bank of raspberry canes, and part of her songbird project taking shape—Eric’s idea, a few colourful houses on stilts. Berries being, he said, a lure for birds and children. Around the back, out of view, was the kitchen garden. Then only the shade trees, and beyond that the grass ran down to the stream’s edge, too shallow in this place to swim or set a boat down, the one failing of the house.


She spun and pulled the covers up high over Daniel’s head, covering him completely.


— Hey, wake up in there!


He shrieked and curled lower in the bed, his knees tucked underneath him.


— Who’s inside? Heike gave the little mound a preliminary tickle, the lilt of her voice leaning more German now, as it always did when they were alone: Is it Mr. Snail or Mr. Turtle? Who lives always in his bed?


There was a creak, and she looked up to where the door was suddenly standing open, Eric half inside the room with them. Heike straightened and moved toward him.


— Oh, Eric, I’m sorry we fought. Don’t be angry. Let’s not fight this morning.


He had a glass with him, balanced on a tray, and he stepped farther into the room and set the whole thing down on the dressing table.


— I’d hardly call it morning. He held his arms out to her, but she’d stopped a few feet shy of him, and after a moment he let them drop to his sides. I don’t know what you’re talking about, he said. There’s no reason to fight. Is there? Have you been up to something?


He was almost smiling.


Heike pulled her dressing gown off the chair and wrapped it around herself.


— No, of course not. Not if you don’t think so. She fussed a moment with the tie on the gown. I just want to have a happy day, she said. With no problems. I’m sorry I slept so late, I don’t know what’s wrong with me. The light is beautiful.


She pulled the tie into a bow and let it drape off her hip.


— I brought you a tonic, he said. Something for your head.


She looked back to where Daniel lay, bunched up under the covers, still again, as though he’d fallen back asleep now that the game was done. She turned to Eric:


— My head. How did you guess?


— You complained of a headache last night. Eric nudged the tray with the back of his hand to settle it more securely on the vanity. It sat centred now, in front of the mirror. He adjusted a perfume bottle, and then the tray again. Symmetry was satisfying to him.


— Did I? Heike said. I have a headache now. Or maybe not quite. She pressed her hands to her temples and closed and then opened her eyes again. I can feel it there, underneath. She let her hands drop. Like it’s waiting, she said.


— You were sitting up here in the rocker, Eric said, and I came to find where you’d gone. I thought maybe Daniel had had a nightmare, or you’d heard him call out, but you said you had a headache. Remember? He reached out, not for her hand but for her wrist, and used it to pull her closer. You remember now, don’t you? A terrible headache, you said. He drew a line with his thumb across her brow, temple to temple.


Heike worked to remember if that was the excuse she’d given. She’d been half-asleep in the chair when Eric came into the room, her eyes soft and only a bit of moonlight casting the room into grey shadows. It wasn’t antisocial, not really: Dani looked so calm and lovely when he was sleeping, his breath rising and falling like a quiet tide.


— I didn’t mean to disappear, she said. I was so tired.


He let his hand drift from her temple down along her jawline and cupped her chin a moment.


— Perhaps you should stay inside today.


— Oh, no. Eric, it’s a waste to keep indoors. Look at the sky! And the garden is so charming. Really. I slept very well last night.


He leaned in as if to kiss her, then spoke low into her ear instead:


— I wouldn’t want you to tax yourself.


He bit her cheek, gently, teeth pulling at her skin.


Heike touched the place where his mouth had been. The cheek was warm. She left her palm there, covering it. Eric stepped back and held the glass out to her.


— Come now. Drink up your tonic like a good girl. Did you see I’ve added to your bird village? There’s a new house, a blue one.


Under the blankets, Daniel gave a squawky yawn. Heike swivelled to watch the rumple of bedding rise up and flop down again. It grew limbs, stretched like a starfish under the white sheets, and then lost them, returning to its former hunched shape, and bounced there to some rhythm of its own device.


She looked to Eric, her eyes a mix of amusement and quiet pride, and then back to Daniel. Eric leaned to one side so as to follow her gaze.


— Will you trust the good doctor, or won’t you? I’m sure Daniel wants his breakfast. He called over her shoulder, toward the bed: Don’t you, Dani?


Heike watched the bedding perform its dance, her head to one side. Eric laid a hand on her shoulder to try to draw her attention, then slid the hand along her back, his fingers playing at the knob at the top of her spine, a tiny massage.


— You’ve got fresh eggs in the icebox. The neighbour’s girl brought them over this morning.


Dani sat upright, the sheets falling away.


— Eggs and soldiers?


Heike turned back to face Eric, mimicking Daniel’s wide eyes:


— Eggs and soldiers? She had an easy smile now.


Eric held the glass.


— You know I’ll always take care of you. You do know that, don’t you, Heike?


— I know. Heike slipped the tonic out of his hand, repeating the phrase: I know you’ll always take care of me. She swallowed the liquid down, making an exaggerated face. Ugh. It tastes like baking soda.


Eric picked up the tray and took the empty glass back again.


— I think the fresh air does you good, he said. Perhaps it’s not such a bad idea to go for a little walk today. You’ll be alright all by yourself?


Heike gave the back of her head a scratch. Then, sitting down at the vanity mirror, she wrinkled up her nose and began to fix her hair, moving it this way and that. Her eyes flicked to Eric’s reflection, pausing there for a moment to read his expression. A softness in his eyes.


— We’ll just play in the garden this morning, she said. And maybe later on, a little hike in the woods.


* * *


They set out in the afternoon heat, on foot, Heike carrying a pack across her shoulders. For this and that, she said. The pack clanked in a gentle way as she walked, the sound of glass jars knocking against each other in the cradle of the fabric. Maybe a few peaches are in there, she told Daniel. Maybe something else, too.


Daniel had strapped on a lifejacket and rain boots, although she’d explained to him that they couldn’t take the canoe the whole way. First they had to walk in the shade awhile.


— You’d get a sunburn at this time of day. Besides, don’t you want to see some rabbits?


The launch was farther downstream. She pried the rubber boots, heat-damp, off his bare feet and made him wear sandals. Daniel played with the straps of the lifejacket, pulling them tighter over his T-shirt. His swim trunks had blue stripes.


The earth at the edge of the woods had begun to look sandy again, granular. A whole day without rain. Heike picked up her own trail through the trees, boot prints still marking out a path where the ground was shaded from sun, but she wore sandals now, too, and short sleeves, the halter of her own swimsuit teasing at the back of her neck, and they stopped to peer down holes cut into the ground, tunnels hidden under brambles or tree roots. Daniel right down on his hands and knees, Heike behind, holding him by the shoulders.


— What do you call rabbit babies?


— Kits, I think, Heike said. No. Kittens?


— What about bunnies?


— Bunnies is maybe a cute word.


— But not real?


— Not scientific.


— It’s kits, Daniel said, nodding. Then, wiggling out of her grasp and lurching forward: Maybe we could catch one!


— It might not be bunnies in that hole.


— Kits!


— Kits, okay, she repeated. But maybe it’s not. Rabbits or mice. It could be badgers. Or a rat! Heike gave his shoulders a squeeze, and Daniel jumped. So we don’t try to catch things, she said.


Daniel considered this. From above them came the solitary, persistent knock of a woodpecker. He looked up, suddenly distracted from what he might find under the path.


— I’m hungry a little bit.


— Wait till we get to the raft. Then you can have a peach and put your feet in the water, yeah?


— Okay. How about in the canoe?


— To eat in the canoe, or put your feet in the water?


— To eat.


— Okay.


— Okay, Daniel said.


At the launch, Heike threw her pack into the boat, then hauled him up into her arms and swung him over the side.


— Now let’s see if I can make this thing go, she said. She tapped at the gunwale with her paddle.


Daniel unzipped the pack and pulled out two peaches. He weighed them back and forth in his hands.


— That one is for you because it’s a Mommy peach, he said, letting her peach roll back into the open pack. This one is mine because it’s a Superman peach.


Heike didn’t question this. She paddled out of the shallows and down to where the stream met the lake, and then followed the shoreline, stroking smoothly but switching sides a little more often, she thought, than you should really need to. The canoe waggled its way along like a duck on land. It was a longer trip than she remembered, the shore maybe thirty feet to the east of them and a little island clouding the view to the west.


Daniel pointed.


— Who lives here?


— No one does, Heike said. The water is for everyone. Anyone can come.


It was hot, and she searched ahead for a break in the tall grass at the shore. Could they have passed the entrance to the pond without noticing?


— But someone used to live here, Daniel said.


— How do you know that?


— Because you said there’s a house. And the raft. Someone built the raft for kids to jump off. So there was kids, Daniel said. This satisfied him, and he took a bite of peach.


A new stream opened out into the lake, and Heike manoeuvred the canoe around the bend and dipped the paddle deeper to propel it up against the current. Surely this had to be right. A little way upstream, the channel widened out into a pool, lax and clogged with river plants, and the current stilled. Daniel leaned against the edge of the canoe, trailing one hand in the water. It was a brief moment of shade, and she let them drift, pulling the paddle up and resting it across the boat and closing her eyes.


— I have a friend, Daniel said. He’s a tadpole. I have a tadpole friend. He’s on me, Mami. See? He’s just little and nice.


Heike peered at him with one eye to make sure he wasn’t leaning too far over the water. From behind her came the quick, repeating splish of the swallows, beaks and wingtips nicking the water’s plain surface again and again. Daniel thumbed at something on the back of his hand.


— Mami?


She shut her eyes again. His voice rose higher:


— It won’t get off! Mami! My tadpole won’t get off!


Heike jumped forward, upsetting the paddle and grabbing it just before it slipped into the water.


— Here, give me your hand. Give, now, she said. Daniel.


She pinched the leech with her thumb and forefinger, tugging it sharply up, then flicked it back into the stream. A little droplet of blood sprang up on Daniel’s hand.


— Put your hand in the water, she said.


— No! What if it gets on me again?


— You have to wash your hand. Heike grabbed his wrist and crawled forward, careful to keep hold of her paddle, then swished his hand in the wet two or three times before letting go.


— Now, she said. You see? All done.


Daniel took his hand back and glowered at her.


— Oh, you don’t have to be so sulky, Heike said. You put your hand in his home! Maybe he was trying to be friends.


Daniel touched the sore place on his hand, and the little dot of blood thinned and widened.


— He wasn’t a tadpole friend, he said. Then, putting the trauma behind him: Will we go in the house?


— No, Liebchen. It’s not our house. No one lives there anymore.


She took the paddle in both hands and steered out to where she could see that the stream opened up wide again. The sun felt all new. Heike squinted into it. There was a younger bank of reeds ahead, the green tips barely breaking the water’s surface, and hidden just beyond that, she saw the raft.


— I found it, Daniel said.




2


Heike pulled the canoe up against the side of the raft and held it steady, hooking the tip of the paddle into the notch between two slats of wood.


— Go on, now. She nodded to Daniel and then gave a flick of the chin, gesturing for him to climb out. Give me the peach. She took a hand off the paddle and held it out, the boat wavering slightly.


Daniel took three bites in succession, then tossed the pit overboard.


— It’s gone, he said. Heike brought the canoe tight against the side again, both hands back on the grip, and Daniel clambered up onto the raft, his fingers digging into the boards. There was a mooring line attached to the stern deck behind her and Heike laced the yellow rope through a metal ring on the raft, cinched it, and tied it off before getting out herself.


— Alright, now look what’s in the bag for you.


Daniel drew the zipper down and brought out three more peaches, lining them up in a row; then a knit blanket, two towels in tight rolls, and two canning jars, one full of lemonade and the other stacked with almond cookies, thin and uniform and lacy-edged. He’d managed to wiggle out of the life jacket without unclipping any of the buckles, and it sat upright on the raft, boy-shaped.


Heike shook the blanket out into a loose square.


— The corner is wet. Did the jar leak?


Daniel rolled the jar of lemonade between his hands.


— It’s still full, he said. Swish-wish-wish.


— Give it here and I give you a drink.


— How about a cookie?


— Okay, then give me that one.


Heike popped the lid and passed a cookie to Daniel, and then, after a moment’s pause, a second one. One for each hand. A little wave of pleasure rolling through her as she offered the treats: Eric often so strict about sugar, what they should or shouldn’t eat. The almond cookies almost but not quite the same as the ones her grandmother used to make at home, when Heike herself was small.


She twisted off the top of the second jar and took a long drink, then leaned forward to ruffle Dani’s hair.


— Where’s your hat?


Daniel held a cookie up and peered at her through the filigree.


— It blowed off.


— When? Heike looked around.


— A while ago. It went in the lake. He took a bite of cookie, then examined it to see the shape his mouth had made. You were paddling, he said. It was before my peach.


Heike drew the blanket up close to the edge of the raft, and they dangled their feet in the water.


— I can’t reach! Daniel straining to get more than his toes wet.


— Here, come here. Heike hauled him up onto her lap, then between her knees, dipping him into the water, on and off the raft again: Hoppa! Hoppa! Ploomps!


Daniel kicked his feet in the water.


Heike sang:




Hoppe, hoppe Reiter


Wenn er fällt, dann schreit er


Fällt er in den Graben


Fressen ihn die Raben


Fällt er in den Sumpf


Dann macht der Reiter plumps!





She dipped Daniel low, leaning so that he was wet to the belly. He shrieked and wriggled in the cold water and Heike grabbed at him, her nails digging in a little.


— Hey! Stay still, I’m going to drop you! She squeezed him in tight against her lap again, nuzzling his neck. I don’t want to lose you! Here. Let’s swim.


Heike sat him down next to her on the raft and stripped off her shirt and shorts.


— Do you want your shirt off?


Daniel nodded.


— Okay, here, I help you. She pulled the T-shirt up over his head and folded it next to her own clothes on the blanket, then lowered herself off the edge of the raft. The water deep enough that her feet didn’t touch.


— Come. Now you can jump. She held her arms out, treading water with her legs only.


Daniel danced on the raft, one foot to the other.


— What if there’s a turtle?


— There’s no turtle. I promise. You can come.


The splash and force of his jump caught her off guard, though, both their heads ducking under the water before they came up, Daniel sputtering.


— It’s okay, it’s okay. You’re bigger every day, makes it harder for Mami to catch you! She bobbed him in the water a little before easing him out of her arms. Hold my hands. So, like this: you make your legs like an egg beater, like we are making a cake in the water. Daniel’s face turned up to the sun, chin and ears barely breaking the surface, legs pumping. His fast breath. That’s it! Heike beamed. Kick your feet! Kick your feet! She caught him up again just as he started to tire, his mouth and nose slipping under. The two of them treaded together for a moment and then Daniel wrapped his legs tight around her waist. The little wet lick of blond hair behind his ears.


— You’re holding me like a monkey! Are you a baby monkey? Heike pinched gently at his toes: Look out, it’s a turtle! What’s under the water? Look out, a turtle gets your toes!


When her legs began to tire, she helped him pull back up onto the raft, guiding his hands and heaving from behind, then pulled her own body up and collapsed in the sun. She closed her eyes. It seemed impossible that she should feel so sleepy after rising so late in the morning. Daniel sat upright and pinched at her toes:


— Who got your toes, Mami? Something got your toes!


Heike threw her arm up over her eyes and listened past Daniel’s chatter. They were just far enough from shore that the general noise of the woods was muted, only a few clear notes reaching them. The high, true song of a warbler, and then the mockingbird’s poor counterfeit, a slim set of repeated tones. Ducks setting up shop back in the reeds. From somewhere far off, a solitary loon called and answered to its own echo. Out on the lake, Heike thought. Or around the other side of the bay.


She crooked her elbow up and peered at Daniel. He was on his belly, a cookie in one hand. With the other, he traced a path between knots in the wood with a solemn finger: a car on its way to the city, or a school bus heading out into a field. A garbage truck. He made a low humming sound that increased in fervour with the speed of his travelling finger. She closed her eyes again. There was so much freedom in a day like this. Just her and Daniel, no one else. No Eric.


Heike let the guilt and pleasure of this thought wash over her. Then, for a moment, allowed the imagined possibility of a life without him to drift into her mind. As though she were telling herself a little story: What if there had been a car accident on the road to Ithaca, a morning drunk crossing the line, Eric too distracted by his own thoughts to notice until it was too late? She called up one version after another, in a daydream way. He’d taken an unexpected detour and hit a place where the road was washed out, the car rolling and tumbling down a steep ditch; out running at noon hour in the July heat, he’d suffered a freak young man’s heart attack.


These things happen. Heike had read something like it in The New York Times, a thirty-year-old marathon runner who fell down dead.


The truth was that being with Eric often felt like work. Was this a private honesty, or was she simply disloyal, too demanding?


He just required so much of her energy. Was he bored, or tired? Had he eaten recently, had Heike packed enough food, and the right kind? Had she brought a radio. Was it too hot, too cold, too buggy, too wet. Was Daniel too chatty, too quiet, too nervous in the water, had Heike taught him to be nervous. Did Heike not look happy enough. Had something unnerved him, or, better, could she catch that thing before it happened? Prevent him from going sour, or sulky, make everything just right, perfect. Above all, keep the day from seething within him, ward off an evening argument early. Block the blow-up.


Of course, there were rules to this kind of game. Ways that Eric couldn’t disappear: No abandonment. No gory accident, or at least, not an accident Daniel might see. No suicide, obviously, although she didn’t think Eric the type. Nothing that might follow Dani into his own life.


Heike sat up suddenly, shocked at herself for letting it go this far. The sun blinded her, and she held up a hand to shade her eyes and scan her surroundings, as though making sure this musing of hers was only that, a moment of intimacy, that it hadn’t somehow careened into the real world. Daniel needed a father.


And Eric loved her. He took care of them, Heike and Daniel both.


Daniel with his cookie, with the sun in his hair, continued driving his truck along the boards, unaffected by this conflict. Heike lay back again, her hands against her belly so she could pay attention to the rise and fall of her breath.


Eric had simmered three eggs in their shells for their breakfast, stood close behind her as she buttered and cut the toast into little strips, one hand rhythmically stroking her arm. He had a new idea, something glorious and untested that he began to explain before waving off her questions. He was looking for a nomination, a prize: that part she understood, and in a way it was the best part of him, boyish, half-bouncing on the balls of his feet over a moment of greatness that was sure to come. Heike listened, heating the milk for his coffee before he got into his car and left for the day. The summer house far enough from the hospital to make commuting a chore. This house she had wanted, Heike, and the few times she’d come along for the ride, Eric hadn’t even dragged her into his office to make polite small talk with the nurses but let her sit outdoors in the sunshine or sipping a coffee in the diner down the road. She reminded herself of these kindnesses; they counted for something. She counted them out.


This calmed her, and she forgave herself again and shook off the last traces of anxiety.


She dozed a little. Stretching out one leg so that her foot rested on the back of Daniel’s thigh, keeping track of him that way. The loon calling again, a little closer, the tune broken and lonely but far enough away that the ducks weren’t bothered. Not close enough to be a threat.


* * *


Daniel was talking to her now, and Heike realized that his little leg was gone from under hers, the wood plank hard against her heel. She sat up and opened her eyes. The sun was strong enough to make her vision spotty. The light washed everything out. She squinted and Daniel came into focus. He was on hands and knees, at the raft’s edge, talking away. Not to Heike. She sat up taller, drew a leg in, one arm supporting her from behind.


There was a little girl with him, down in the water, one hand gripping the side. As though she’d swum up to the raft. She held something in her other hand, a paper. A drawing, the bright crayon catching the sun.


Heike looked around. There was no other boat; no one, that Heike could see, standing on shore. She brought a hand up to shade her eyes, looking off toward the cottage roof in the distance, looking for a car, any sign of people. Was it possible that she was wrong about the place being abandoned? She thought back to the click of the doorknob lock opening against the force of her hip, the dust on the windowsills, the absence of any track, tires or shoes, in the warm, wet ground. After all that rain.


The little girl pulled up onto the raft with both hands now, Daniel crawling back to give her room. She’d abandoned her drawing. It wavered, white against the surface of the pond. Heike thought how quickly it would take on water and be lost to the bottom; a gift, perhaps, that the little girl’s mother—wherever she was—would fail to receive.


— Come, let me help you.


Heike reached out her arm, but the girl was up on the raft on her own by now, sitting high on her knees. She was a sweet thing, about the same size as Daniel but perhaps a touch older. She’d already lost her babyness. Heike saw that her face was slim and almost sculpted, where Daniel’s cheeks still puffed out round. She had the same blond hair, the wisps near her face shining almost silver in the sunlight, pulled back neatly in a ponytail, and wore a blue-patterned one-piece bathing suit with a ruched top and little gathered bloomers. So there was a mother, somewhere. Someone to brush and comb her hair, look after her, send her out into the world well cared for. Her skin, too, had nice colour, although she was certainly fair. A rosiness to her cheeks. Heike thought she looked a bit thin compared to Daniel. She guessed she might be as old as seven.


— I am Mrs. Lerner, Heike said. She held out a hand still, but the little girl didn’t move toward it, looking instead at Daniel.


— This is Tessa, Daniel said.


— Tessa, where are your parents?


The girl gestured vaguely behind her, and Heike glanced up and scanned the lake again. How long had she been dozing? At some point she must have drifted deeper asleep, had heard nothing of the girl’s approach. Not a splash. Where had she come from?


She looked for movement in the reeds, the nudge of a rowboat. Maybe the parents were hidden, fishing quietly, unaware of how far their daughter had gotten in a short time. When they lived in New York, Daniel had often hidden inside the big round racks of dresses at Bloomingdale’s. Or Heike would find him standing, stone-like, in a boutique picture window with the mannequins. She’d lost him more than once.


— I’m thinking your mother is going to be very worried.


— I always swim here, the girl said, but she was talking to Daniel, not Heike. The water isn’t so deep on that side of the raft.


Heike watched her in profile, the sharp lines of her cheek and chin. She tried again:


— Do you live here?


The two children had gone back to chattering quietly together; he was showing her something wedged deep in a knot in the wood. Heike looked up toward the cottage a second time, then searched the shoreline with her eyes. Surely someone had to be missing this little girl. Soon they would hear a woman’s voice, her mother or grandmother, calling out and rising in panic: Tessa! Tessa!


But the call didn’t come. Tessa’s hair was already dry in the sun. Had it ever really been wet? It was so light that Heike couldn’t see a difference. But now not even the tip of her ponytail hung damp. The children had risen to their feet, and she was teaching Daniel some kind of clapping game, their fingertips moving together and apart, together and apart.


Perhaps the parents were hiking in the woods and Tessa had run ahead for a swim without telling them. By now they would be frantic. Heike pictured Eric, thrashing in the brush, furious, and her chest tightened up so that she had to take a breath and expel it.


Out on the water, the girl’s drawing was floating away. She could see the colours in it, the childish wings of birds, an indiscernible scatter of letter m’s littering a cloudless sky. It had somehow failed to become waterlogged and sat, pristine, on the surface. An unseen current pulling it slowly to shore.


— Oh! Your picture is there!


The words slipped out as fast as Heike thought them. Tessa looked up from their game. There was something there, on one side of her face, something Heike hadn’t noticed before. She peered at her. If she hadn’t just been in the water, Heike might think she had a bit of her breakfast there, stuck on her cheek. A little errant porridge. As she looked closer now, she wondered if it could be mud.


— Come here a moment. Reaching out to her. Tessa turned her head, looking for the paper she’d left floating away. The smudge on her cheek now looked not so much like mud as like vomit. Heike recoiled.


— My birds! The girl stepped lightly off the raft and seemed to skip, weightless, across the water, her feet barely skimming the surface of the lake. Heike lurched forward and grabbed onto Daniel, pulling him against her. He tried to squirm free, and she locked her arms around him.


— Something is wrong.


How could it be so shallow? Were the reeds so matted there, just below the surface? The girl was a tiny thing; the reeds might hold her up. The water looked clear and clean. Heike thrust a hand into the water off the side of the raft. There were no mud flats that she could see.


The disturbance had created a band of choppy waves across the veneer of the lake, and now one corner of the picture tipped, as though a drain pulled at it, the whole sheet suddenly sinking fast. Heike watched as the girl dove down after it, her feet and ankles disappearing under the water. Then nothing. The pond flattened, instantly calm.


At some point, the woods had gone still. Heike loosened her grip around Daniel’s middle and then let go altogether. Not even the loon was crying.


She counted to five in her head. Neither the girl nor the drawing resurfaced.


Heike turned and grabbed Daniel by the shoulders, shaking him.


— Stay here! You don’t move, you understand? Stay right here! She dove off the raft, long and shallow, making the distance to where Tessa had gone after her picture, then duck-diving down, her eyes open and searching. The pond had little depth on that side of the raft. Eight feet at most to the bottom, the water clean and clear. She dove again and again. No sign the silt had been disturbed, and only a few fronds waved gently from the sandy floor and caught in Heike’s fingers. The bed was still.


Heike came up for air, her heart moving fast and heavy. There was no little girl, no Tessa. She inhaled and oriented herself, turning her back to the shore, looking for Daniel. Her head was spinning. She could see him, now, crouched on the edge of the raft, toes curled over the side, looking down into the water. He reached out with one arm, the tips of his fingers. Heike called out to him, but he didn’t turn his head, instead leaning farther forward until suddenly his body tipped off the raft. He disappeared with a splash.


— Daniel! Heike charged forward, stroking with her head above water, and then dove again, arms out in front of her, the pond suddenly deeper and silt stinging her eyes. She could see him there, already ten or twelve feet down, a little compact ball, his knees in tight to his chest, pink and yellow against the green-grey of the water. She grabbed him by the arm and tugged, hauling him up and kicking hard to get back to the surface. They broke the water line, Heike’s head spinning again as she struggled to take in air herself and push Daniel’s head above water.


She propelled them forward until her feet found bottom, only then realizing how far they’d travelled from the raft: in her panic, she’d made more distance than she would have imagined. Daniel’s eyes wide with fear and the long moment of silence before he finally gasped and let out a long, choking wail. His body registering shock.


She waded out onto the beach, holding his body against her and calling out.


— Hallo? Hallo? Is anyone here? Please! Hallo?


There was no movement from the house or the woods around it. Daniel thrashed against her and pummelled her chest with his little fists, a panicked temper tantrum, still not fully able to take in air, his wet trunks plastered against her stomach. Heike dropped to the ground, rolling him onto his side and rubbing his back. He was crying, and the sound came out broken, stilted, between bouts of coughing.


— It’s okay, Mami’s here, Mami’s here. Cough out the water. Just cough out the water. You’re alright. I am here, I am here.


She stroked his cheek, his hair, his brow. Daniel coughed a little more, his breath coming quick and shallow, then deeper. Heike leaned over him.


— Just stay lying down nicely. Mami’s here, just lie down a moment longer. Catch your breath.


She left a hand on his back for comfort and sat up slightly, looking out over the water to the raft and then beyond it, to where she’d last seen the little girl, Tessa, before she disappeared below the surface. There was no change in the weather, the sun as high and hot as it had been when they first tied up the canoe. No breeze, a wetness to the air, the woods still and humid. The birds were as quiet now as they’d been the moment the little girl went under. Somewhere back in the trees Heike heard a cicada start up. Its weird song rising, louder and louder against the silence.
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