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        “I haven’t cried like this in a while. When The Hummingbirds Danced In A Honeysuckle Sky is a stark examen of redemption. With unfiltered beauty, Patrick Craig draws the darkest of masculine and feminine trauma to the impossible, hoped for light of undeserved, tender, most patient love. To give, without thought of return, to sacrifice without reserve, and constancy, this is what you’ll find in Craig’s muscular narrative of what it means to be saved… from oneself. ”

        Ann Malley, 
        author of the Diamond Dog Series

      

        

      

      
        
        
        “Patrick Craig has come through with another well written book. Exceptional and real characters kept me totally engrossed and emotionally invested in the story. I would definitely recommend When The Hummingbirds Danced to everyone! .”

        Darlene Woosley McDougal,
        Reviewer, Reader

      

        

      

      
        
        
        I would certainly recommend When the Hummingbirds Danced in a Honeysuckle Sky as a poignant exploration of reconciliation and legacy that is perfectly paced and powerfully told.

        K.C. Finn, Five Star Review — Reader’s Favorite

      

        

      

      
        
        
        O my, I loved this book. For sure it is a page turner, It was a very emotional story. I believe I cried through most of it. I couldn't get the tears to quit sliding down my cheeks. Loved the characters. 

        Diana Lynn Montgomery, Diana’s Tea Time Reviews

      

        

      

      

      
        
        
        I have over 500 books on my Kindle, but only nine books are listed under "Favorite Christian Books". Three of those nine are the Apple Creek Dreams Series. The characters are believable, lovable, flawed human beings.

        Amazon Reader

      

        

      

    

  


  
    
      For my wife, Judy, who has given me thirty-seven wonderful married years, and taught me most of what I know about manhood…
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            A Note From Patrick E. Craig

          

        

      

    

    
      When The Hummingbirds Danced is a simple story about two kids who start out together on life’s road and somehow lose their way. And then, years later, find it again.

      I wrote it from a Christian perspective, but it is not necessarily Christian Fiction… well, in its own way it is… but I hope that those of you who are not Christian, those who might read this, will set aside any reluctance you might have if you see Christian ideas or Christian rhetoric in the interaction between Josie and Wes, and look for the archetypical themes to be found in this story—Sacrificial Love, Redemption, and Restoration.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Josie and Wes

          

        

      

    

    
      Josie and Wes, Wes and Josie. Two tumbleweeds that started in the same patch, broke free, and drifted along by themselves for years and yet somehow ended up stuck fast against the same barbed-wire fence in Burns, Oregon, just after the turn of the 21st century.

      Josie and Wes, my mother and father. This is their story, a story that I only uncovered after my mother died and I found letters addressed to me when I was digging through her things. She had never been one to keep notes on anything in her life, but when the “It”, as she called it, came into her life, she decided she better at least let me know what she was going through. I really didn’t know why then, because she abandoned me with my grandmother when I was ten, went off to be a country singer, and after that I only heard from her off and on for the next twenty years. I think I only saw her four times during all that time and she was drunk two out of the four. It was only when she found out she was sick that she contacted me, in desperation, I’m sure. She wanted me to come be with her, but I couldn’t. Grandma was dead. I had my kid and was working two jobs just to feed us. That, and it’s a long way from Texas to Oregon if you don’t have any money.

      The interesting thing is, about the time she called, I had been restarting a relationship with my dad, another ghost that I had not seen in years. Something happened to him and I guess he decided he cared about the girl he fathered, and because of that we were starting to build a tenuous relationship. When I told him about mom he responded in a way that was very surprising. And the good Lord added another chapter to the story of Josie and Wes.

      I just want to make it clear, this is not really my story at all except as a postscript. What details I didn’t find in her letters, my father filled in. He was with her at the end, and how that came about is a story of deep longing, utter despair and, in the end, great redemption. Because I missed being with her when she passed, I somehow feel that my role in this story is to share Josie and Wes with someone who reads this—someone who might have looked for love in all the wrong places and been seriously burned, like Josie and Wes.

      And what I found as I wrote this story down is this; when you have real love, you never lose it… it is always right there to find, if you are willing to look.

      He was a buckaroo cowboy with a dollar in his pocket..

      She was a little-town girl with an old silver locket…
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            Chapter One

          

          
            Burns

          

        

      

    

    
      Josie Winters drove her 1973 Ford pickup into Burns, Oregon. Piled in the back and covered by a tied-down tarp, was a wide-ranging assortment of furniture, boxes, and suitcases. Attached to the ball hitch sticking out from under the rusted rear bumper was a funky white horse trailer. Inside the trailer in the front was more stuff. In the back was an old black horse.

      Josie pulled up to the stoplight on the main street and looked out the driver-side window. Burns, Oregon, is not a metropolis. Neither is it a haven for philosophers, nor does it have a bronze foundry like Joseph, a little town further north in the Wallowa country—a foundry that, if Burns, Oregon, had one, might attract the artsy-fartsy crowd from Portland, tourists ready to part with their money in a myriad of day-tripper traps, art galleries, ice cream palaces and antique stores.

      No, Burns, Oregon had none of that. Burns is basically a wide spot on Highway 78, about halfway between Winnemucca, Nevada and The Dalles, Oregon, as the crow flies. Burns is an eclectic assortment of museums, rock shops, and western art galleries dotting a small Main Street. If you are coming from Reno, Nevada, like Josie, you find Burns by turning off Interstate 80 at the second Winnemucca exit, taking a left at the far end of town, driving up the endless empty miles of Highway 95 for seven hours through Orovada, and McDermitt, and turning left again at Burns Junction. You will cross into Mountain Time at the bowling pin radar station on 95 and then back into Pacific Time outside of town. Burns is a “don’t blink or you’ll miss it” kind of town. In fact, the Wikipedia article on Burns, Oregon, ought to include the word ‘nondescript.’

      In the year of our Lord, 2000, it had a population of 3,071, but by the time Josie Winters arrived, four years later, the number of people had declined by about ten percent.

      Summers in Burns are short, hot, and mostly clear weather. The winters are freezing, snowy and cloudy and last from October to June, with a greater than twelve percent chance of rain or snow on any given day. This gives Burns three noticeable seasons—green, brown, and white.

      Josie Winters could live with all these things. The one aspect of Burns she didn’t like much was the wind. High desert is just that—high desert. The Steen mountains are off in the distance and there are not enough big trees growing in the sand and clay soil between them and town to act as windbreaks. Because of the town’s situation, out on the arid eastern Oregon range, wind can be a constant companion.

      Indeed, it seemed to Josie that the wind was always blowing in Burns, Oregon. Every time she had come, first to look at places, then to complete the sale, and now to settle in, the wind had been blowing. But when she thought about it, she decided she could live with the wind as well. Because it was some genus of wind—either the one blowing the dust down the main street of town, or perhaps a divine breath—that came along one day, picked her up out of her shabby little life in Reno, Nevada, and blew her north right up to Burns, Oregon. It was a strong wind, because it carried all her household goods and her horse, Salty, with her. It also brought the last of her bank account including the settlement she got from husband number three as payment for getting out of his life—just enough to buy five acres and a run-down house outside of town and live comfortably, if not meagerly.

      What it didn’t carry to Burns was her drunken live-in boyfriend or his two other scattered-around-Reno girlfriends. That was a good thing. But try as she might, while she was rolling up to Burns, tumbleweed fashion, she couldn’t shake the rotating carousel in her head—the failures, the lies, the broken parts of her life and especially the memories. No, the wind couldn’t blow the shadows of her past into the land of the lotus-eaters, but at least it got her out of Reno. Well, something did, whatever or whomever it was.

      And so, one August day in 2004, she sashayed into Burns in her worn-out truck, stopped by the real estate office to get her final paper-work and title deed, and drove the flat, treeless five miles out of town to her new home.

      Somewhere on the journey to her ranchette, she suddenly had a feeling she didn’t recognize, and she wasn’t sure she liked it. For the first time in her life, she knew she might be where she was supposed to be. It was such a strange feeling. She pulled the truck off the road, stopped, and did a quick inventory.

      I’m Josie Winters. Before today, I have never been happy, well, except once, a long time ago… but I do love my horse. And somehow, I know… I will never leave this place.

      Those thoughts scared her. They scared her because Josie Winters was a loser. She had never succeeded at anything or won anything, ever… except, of course, the time she took home a $2,000 jackpot from an Elko, Nevada, slot machine after a three-night gig with her CW band, a jackpot her besotted bass-player boyfriend magically turned into a very large collection of Johnny Walker Red bottles and several cases of empty Bud cans tossed into the trash dumpster outside her apartment.

      Now the boyfriend was kaput, the band was no longer an entity, and Josie, after a seven-hour drive, sat in her truck considering the possibility that this latest move might work out. A question. Would she be happy?

      No, she decided, happiness was not for Josie Winters. But maybe, just maybe, she could at least find some peace in Burns, Oregon. Maybe…
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      She started up the truck and headed on. The brown summer-burnt desert stretched off into a hazed nothingness. An orange sign—Open Range—reminded her to stay alert for cows on the road, and then three mailboxes with her number on the first one appeared alongside the highway. 71885. She slowed and turned left onto the gravel drive. On the right was a white house with a white fence—well-kept, purple, yellow and red flowers in a bed in front of the porch, green lawn with an impact sprinkler set in the middle sending a stream of water arcing clockwise around the grass. A nice place.

      That would be the Sacks

      The road turned from gravel to washboard, and the truck started shaking, so she slowed down. Another house, less well-kept, brick wainscoting along the bottom half of the front wall, tan peeling paint above that. A couple of rusty cars with weeds growing up around them, and an old John Deere tractor completed the Joad-ish scene. An old man was in the yard, white hair, cigarette, denim overhauls, unshaven, and a dirty t-shirt. He waved but didn’t smile.

      John Gibson. Gibson? No, Garland. John Garland.

      Then she was at her driveway. 71885 in a hand-written script on a white board nailed to the fence post. She turned off the washboard onto a fairly-new asphalt drive, one of the last improvements made by the previous owner. One hundred feet more and then she pulled into a wide circle in front of the house. In the middle of the circle was a patch of weeds with a red-hatted lawn gnome and a moss-encrusted bird bath perched in the middle. The water only came half-way up the sides of the bowl and the moss above the water-line was brown and dead.

      Lotta work here.

      A front porch with white posts holding up a slightly sagging roof. In between the posts were friezes of gingerbread. One or two sections had pieces broken out.

      As is. Kinda like what I say when I meet a guy in a bar.

      When she pulled up, she saw a basket on the porch with some packages, what looked like a card and some flowers. They were purple, yellow, and red. She got out of her truck and went back to the trailer to get Salty out. He knickered appreciatively as Josie led him down the ramp and headed him around to the slightly off-kilter barn behind the house. She pulled open the big door and stepped inside. It was dark, with little beams of light poking their fingers through several holes in the shingle roof. A pigeon flapped off a beam above the loft and several more rose flapping. She jumped. The birds settled back down. She took a breath and looked around.

      The barn was cool and she could see little motes of dust floating in the beams of light. The smell was familiar—alfalfa, horse manure and dust. She was surprised to find a stall cleaned out with hay in the feeder. It was a pleasant touch after a long day on the road.

      Salty was a bargain-hunter horse, one of many mustangs rounded up off the desert and broken for riding. But now he was old, an equine antique destined for the dog food factory—destined, except Josie saw an ad for an auction put on by the BLM Adopt-A-Horse program that piqued her interest. She wandered the barn where the beat-up nags were for sale and cruised the aisles of stalls until one horse put his ears up and stuck his head over the rail. Josie walked over, the horse gave her a nuzzle and that was that. She liked the horse because he reminded her of herself—aging, beat-up, too many unskilled riders, and ragged around the fetlock. She plunked down the hundred bucks and led him out to her also aging horse-trailer—an inheritance from hubby number two, a rodeo clown and all-around jerk, who looked on too much red likker one night, forgot where he was, and steered his pickup into the Truckee River.

      She called the horse Salty, because when she ran him he sweated and, unless she rubbed him down right away, the sweat dried into salty patterns on his skin. She left him eating the hay contentedly and went around to the front of the house, walked up on the porch and picked up the card.

      Hi, neighbor. I’ve left you a few “welcome to the neighborhood” snacks. I’m the first house on this road, the white one with the green barn. I knew you were bringing your horse, so I brought over some hay and put it in the stall. You can pay me later. Some milk and eggs in the frig. Your toilets are clean and I made up your bed with some of my stuff. Didn’t know if you would be too tired to do it yourself. Anything else you need, just let me know.

      Amanda Sacks

      Josie picked up the basket. What looked like peanut butter cookies wrapped in saran wrap, a loaf of shepherd’s bread, also in saran wrap, and the flowers.

      Nice.

      A lump formed in her throat.

      Nobody does nice things for me. Wait until she gets to know me.

      She got out the key.

      As is. At the price they asked I couldn’t afford not to buy it.

      She opened the screen door. It shifted in her hand and she could see that one hinge had pulled out of the frame.

      I wouldn’t expect otherwise.

      The key stuck in the lock for a minute and then she got it to turn and the bolt slid back with a click. The door pushed open, and she stepped inside. Drawn shades, it was dark and cool and a little musty inside.

      The sharp pain in her abdomen caught her unawares. It was familiar, but unexpected today, of all days.

      I guess I should go see about that. Probably acid reflux.

      And then the pain came with a rush, like someone had driven a knife into her side. So intense it drove her to her knees. She gasped for breath and then the pain was so hard that she passed out.

      And that is where Amanda Sacks found Josie Winters ten minutes later—sprawled across the threshold of her new home, out cold.
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            Doctors

          

        

      

    

    
      Josie Winters knew nothing about medicine. She was one of those grown-up-in-America girls who went to the doctor because her mother took her, sat blush-red embarrassed, looking out the window, while the male doctor examined her after she started her monthlies, and then, for the next forty-two years, only went once a year to hear the doctor say she was good for another trip around the sun. Going to the doctor was one of those things she did, like shopping or bar-hopping or reading the newspaper—occasionally and with little thought.

      Now she was sitting across the desk from Doctor Gary Sorensen. Gary was young, too young for Josie, but what could she do? The old town doctor, Doctor Phil Harris, the one she had planned on using, had retired a month before Josie arrived. Gary Sorensen had taken over his practice and Josie had fallen into line. After all, he was just a doctor.

      Dr. Sorenson spread his notes and reports out on the desk in front of him. “How long have you had the pains in your stomach area?”

      Josie shrugged. “I don’t know, four or five months. Why?”

      “I ran some blood tests after your friend brought you in last week.” He paused and swallowed nervously. “I want you to see a specialist. He’s in Boise. It’s only about three hours from here.”

      Josie felt a strange knot in her chest. “Why a specialist? It’s just indigestion… isn’t it?”

      Dr. Sorenson shook his head. “I think it may be more than that. That’s why you need to see my friend. I checked and your insurance will cover the visit.”

      Josie shifted in her seat. “Just be honest, Doctor. What’s going on with me?”

      “Well, Ms. Winters…”

      “Oh, for gosh’ sake, my name is Josie. I haven’t been Ms. Winters since I was sixteen.”

      “Okay… Josie. I think… I mean, your tests indicate…”

      “Spit it out, Doctor. I’ve been around the quad a few times. I can take it.”

      Her words belied the sinking feeling in her gut.

      The doctor sat up in his chair. “Okay then. The tests indicate pancreatic cancer. I was suspicious because of the pain. Pancreatic cancer can press on the coeliac plexus or damage it, causing pain in the tummy area and back. Nerve pain can come and go and can be difficult to describe. Some people say it feels like a burning, shooting or stabbing pain, or like pins and needles. So I ran specific tests and… that’s what I think, at least with my limited test facility. HDH Clinic is not exactly Johns Hopkins.” He tried to smile.

      “So that’s why I need the trip to Boise?”

      “Yes, Dr. Fred Cranston was my teacher in medical school. He’s the top in his field—Oncology, the treatment of cancer. I’ve contacted him and made you an appointment for next week, on Thursday.”

      “That might be difficult, Doctor. I will have to arrange transportation and a place to stay. I don’t think my truck will make it there and back.”

      “Well, you have a week. Maybe you can find someone to take you. He will only need a few hours, I’m sure. If you leave here early, say around 7:00 a.m., you can be there by 10:00. He’s cleared his schedule after 11:00 that morning as a favor to me. You could be back that evening.”

      Josie got up. “Okay, Doctor, I’ll try to get something arranged. I’ll call you.” She pivoted and walked out. He did not see the tears in her eyes or her trembling hands.
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      Josie Winters sat at the table in her kitchen. She had just gotten off the phone with Dr. Cranston. Now… everything had changed.

      “Ms. Winters? Doctor Cranston. I’m calling about your tests. I… I’m afraid Gary was right. It is pancreatic cancer, and it’s stage four.”

      Josie felt her skin go clammy.

      “What does that mean?”

      “Barring a miracle of some sort, it’s terminal.”

      A long silence.

      “How… how long do I have, Doctor?”

      “Five months, six at the most.”

      “And there is nothing I can do? Chemo? Radiation?”

      “No, I’m afraid not. It’s very aggressive, and it’s metastasized.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means the cancer has spread and is inoperable. It’s too late for chemotherapy.”

      “What about the pain?”

      “You need to start with a non-opioid—aspirin or acetaminophen at first. As time goes by, you will need something stronger, codeine or morphine. I can prescribe it for you.”

      “But isn’t that addicting?” Josie realized what a stupid question that was.

      “Well, if you take oral morphine on a timed schedule you can avoid that, but, in the long run, I’m afraid it won’t matter. I’m sorry to be so blunt, but that’s where we stand.”

      Another long silence. The doctor spoke up.

      “I am sorry about this, Ms. Winters, but you need to hear it as it is. Do you have someone who could help you? A friend… family?”

      “I guess I could call my daughter. She’s in Texas.”

      But we haven’t spoken for ten years.

      “Well, I think it’s time for you to put your affairs in order.”
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      “Hello?”

      The voice sounded tinny and distant, but Josie felt a pang of remembrance. Margarita. Wesley had named her after his favorite drink. Margi never knew she was a joke to her dad. Josie remembered her daughter when she was little. There were some good times, mostly when Wesley was off on the rodeo circuit.

      “Hello?” The voice came again.

      “Margarita… it’s your mom.”

      There was a silence. It was a silence born of years of neglect and forgotten birthdays, and all the baggage of Josie’s own broken dreams. She heard Margi sigh.

      “What do you want, Mom? And how did you get my number?”

      How did we get here? She’s my daughter.

      “I called my cousin, Beth. She knew where you were. I know we haven’t spoken in a while, but I was hoping…”

      “A while? That’s funny. And hoping what, Mom? You want to get together? Be friends? Take me shopping?”

      “Margi, don’t…please. Let me say what I have to say and then you can beat me up if you want to.”

      Nothing for a moment. “Okay, what?”

      “I’m sick, Margi. Real sick.”

      “What are you saying, Mom?”

      “I just got a call from my doctor. I have pancreatic cancer.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Just what I said, Margi, I have stage four pancreatic cancer.”

      It was the first time Josie had said the words. It was almost like vomiting.

      “Stage four? That’s bad isn’t it?”

      Josie took a deep breath. “He says I have about six months left.”

      Margarita’s voice softened. “What are you going to do?”

      Josie shook her head.

      What am I going to do?

      “I don’t know, Margi. But I thought I should tell you.”

      The hardness came back. “That’s just great, Mom, just great. You take off with that band, dump me with Grandma and I see you four times in twenty years. Then, out of the blue, you call just to let me know you’re dying? After years of nothing, no letters, no calls, not even a kiss my behind. Unbelievable. Just unbelievable.”

      Josie’s hands were trembling. “I know, I know. I was messed up, honey. I didn’t know what I was doing.”

      “And that’s supposed to let you off the hook?”

      “I was hoping maybe you could come and see me.”

      Margarita laughed, only it wasn’t a laugh. “I’m a thirty-two-year-old single mom with a five-year-old boy. I work two shifts a day at a crummy restaurant just to make ends meet. I don’t even have a car. I’m lucky I have a place to live, and I wouldn’t if Gram hadn’t left her house to me. And you want me to come see you? Give me one, just one, good reason.”

      Another longer silence, crushed dreams, roads that went nowhere.

      “I just thought…”

      “I’m sorry for you, Mom, I really am. It’s bad luck. But I can’t come.”

      Josie could taste the distance between them.

      Then quieter. “Have you told Dad?”

      “Wes?” It was Josie’s turn to laugh. “Wes has been gone a long time, Josie. Thirty-eight years. I don’t even know where he is. Besides, what could Wes do?”

      “I don’t know, Mom. I really don’t. But you should at least tell him.”

      “That’s a lose-lose proposition, Margi. Your father is a drunk, and he never did anything for anybody but himself.”

      “People can change, Mom. I’ve been talking to Dad lately and, well, he’s different.”

      “You don’t seem to believe that about me. I’ve changed too.”

      “That’s why you haven’t called me in ten years? At least he did.”

      Josie sighed and thought about that. “To be honest, Margi, I didn’t know what to say. I wanted to call, and then I didn’t and a year went by and then it was ten, but I’m calling now.”

      “Sure, when you need something. How about when I needed something? A mom to tell me I was beautiful when I went to the prom, or give me advice so I wouldn’t get pregnant when I was seventeen and then abort my baby, someone to tell me not to live with the jerk who fathered Billy…”

      The tears on her face surprised Josie. “I’m sorry, Margi.”

      Her voice was so quiet she almost didn’t hear herself.

      “What?”

      Louder. “I said, I’m sorry, Margi. Sorry for everything. Sorry for you, sorry for Billy, sorry for my messed-up life, sorry I’m going to die before I can make it up to you, just sorry.”

      Josie started to hang up. She heard Margarita say something, so she put the phone back to her ear.

      “What, Margi?”

      “Do you still live in Reno?”

      “No, I moved. I’m in Burns, Oregon.”

      “Burns, Oregon? Where the heck is that?”

      “It’s about three hours west of Boise, Idaho.”

      “Is there an airport?”

      “Yeah, a little one. I think you can fly into Boise and catch a local flight over to Burns Municipal.”

      “When did you move there?”

      Josie shook her head. “About a week ago. I thought this was going to be a safe place for me. When I was driving here, I had the strangest feeling I would never leave here. I was right.”

      Another silence. Another sigh. “Okay, Mom. I’ll try to come and see you. I can’t promise anything, but I’ll see.”

      The phone went dead.

      Josie stared at the phone in her hand. Something welled up in her, like heartburn, or a poorly chewed potato stuck in her throat. She hung it up, leaned against the wall and then slid down to the floor and wept. She sat there for a long time.

      Finally, she got up and went to the sink. She ran the water until it was ice cold and then she put her head under the faucet. The shock of the water was like a blow to the back of the head, but it cleared her thoughts. She stayed there for a long time and then reached up and turned off the faucet. There was a red checked dish towel hanging over the stove handle. She grabbed it and wrapped it around her head. Icy-cold water ran out from under the edge and down her face. She stood there at the sink for a long time, the sleeves and neck of her sweatshirt soaking up the water.

      Then she walked through the kitchen and went into her bedroom. A pile of bath towels lay on the bed where she had unpacked. She picked one off the top of the pile and went into the bathroom. Stripping off her wet clothes, she turned the shower on. When the water was steaming, she stepped in.

      I can count the number of times I will stand in a hot shower. I know how many more times I will ride Salty. I can plan all my meals for the rest of my life.

      When she got out of the shower, she put on dry clothes and went outside. The sun was sinking in the West behind a low range of hills. The desert was dry and the grass that had been verdant in the Spring was now brown, dry, scraggly like a three-day beard that stretched to the horizon. She walked out to the fence that separated her place from the BLM land. There was a green metal pasture gate hung between two rock cairns, fastened with a length of chain. She opened it and walked out onto the prairie.

      If I just keep walking, I can walk into those hills and just lay down somewhere.

      She took a few more steps.

      So, this is it. I will die alone, like I’ve lived.

      She stared at the sinking sun. It was slipping piece by piece into the crack where tomorrow lives.

      But I have no tomorrow…
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