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​Introduction
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As I wrote the story of my father's life, I could hear his voice guiding me, chapter after chapter. Although my father had passed away nine years before I started writing the book, I was able to accurately capture everything he had shared with me about his life experiences. He was a Polish patriot who renounced his country after it betrayed him and his people.

Jews had lived in Poland for nearly one thousand years and played a significant role in shaping its culture and industry. Observant Jews lived in villages and towns alongside those who were less religious and Christians who did not see the Jews as different from themselves. The Polish Jewish community included industrialists, doctors, lawyers, bankers, intellectuals, and artists. 

My father's family was well represented by professionals. His father, my grandfather, was a distinguished lawyer who worked for the Ministry of Finance. His aunt was an enthusiastic communist who moved to Russia and never returned. His uncle, his father's brother, was a general in the Narodnyj Komissariat Vnutriennich Diel (NKVD), which was Stalin's secret service. 

In addition, his uncles were dentists in Warsaw, and his great-grandfather was the well-known author Abraham Shalom Friedberg. His grandmother's brother, Juliusz Wolfsohn, was a famous composer and musician, while his aunt, Isabella Grinvskaya, is a renowned playwright in Russia. His uncle Moshe Wolowelski was a wealthy real estate mogul, and a cousin was a surgeon. My father also followed a medical career as a dentist and Lieutenant Colonel Head of the Stemmatological Institute at Tel Hashomer Hospital in Israel.
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​September 1, 1939
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September 1, 1939, is a date that will always stay etched in my memory as the day my life changed forever. I was a young doctor, just twenty-seven years old, who had begun an internship three years earlier at the dental clinic my relative, Dr. Leon Buhanik, ran in Miedzyrzec Podlaski. This town is approximately seventy kilometres from Brest-Litovsk, near the Russian-Polish border. In the weeks leading up to that day, we had been hearing reports on the radio about an imminent German attack. 

Although the reports were filled with assumptions and estimates that had little factual basis, there was a widespread belief that the Germans would eventually attack Poland. The remaining questions were when that might happen and whether the Russians would join the Germans in their assault.

I received letters from my home, albeit irregularly, from my cousin and best friend, Adam Wolowelski. Adam is a medical doctor who completed his studies in Modena, Italy, around the same time I finished my studies in Warsaw. After graduating, he specialized in surgery at the general hospital in Brest-Litovsk. Adam is tall, has red hair that appears intentionally unkempt, and has a gentlemanly demeanour. He has a sarcastic sense of humour and speaks Russian fluently due to his Russian heritage. In the 1920s, at the onset of the Bolshevik Revolution, which sought to eliminate the wealthy upper class, his father, Moshe Wolowelski, a prosperous businessman, fled from the Communists to Poland.

Upon arriving in Warsaw, he invested his money in real estate and brought along his eight-year-old son, Adam, who had recently lost his mother. In Warsaw, Moshe met my beautiful and single aunt, Cesia. They eventually married and had a child named Jerzy, who was seven years old in 1939.

I was in constant contact with Adam Wolowelski, with whom I had much in common. Not only were we the same age and both doctors, but we were also single cousins and extremely close friends. During my years of study in secondary school and later at the university in Warsaw, I lived in his home, and we shared a room. Although we worked in separate clinics seventy kilometres apart near the Russian border, we often managed to get together and spend time with each other.

I would go to the centre of Brest-Litovsk a couple of times a week and spend time with young women I met at dance clubs or through various hospital volunteer associations. These associations were particularly fruitful for meeting young girls as reports of an impending war spread. Many girls lined up to volunteer for accelerated nursing courses, with the promise that both military and civilian services would be interested in recruiting them for immediate service.

[image: ]On the back of a photo dedicated to his cousin Lila, Dr. Adam Wolowelski wrote, “With the cylinder and an eye to the war, I am ready...” and signed “Adek.” Warsaw, September 16, 1931.

In the very early morning of September 1, 1939, the city of Warsaw was bombed by hundreds of German aircraft that arrived in massive waves. Over the radio airwaves, we could hear the loud, shrill voice of Adolf Hitler, promising that no house in Warsaw would remain intact. “We will eradicate Warsaw to its foundation,” he screeched, and so Jewish and Christian families alike lost their homes, and all their life’s possessions were buried under rubble. Entire buildings collapsed, streets disappeared, and districts were obliterated when the waves of German planes relentlessly dropped tons of bombs on this great city. Within moments, luxurious gardens were transformed into craters filled with muddy water containing carcasses of swans and crushed fish. An unbearable stench of charred corpses hovered in the air, and bursts of fire and smoke could be seen everywhere. Ambulance sirens were frequently heard, but after a while, they also abated.

The fortunate individuals who were not injured were seen departing the city in long convoys, mostly on foot, pulling carriages filled with packages as they travelled eastward. Even those who could start their journey by car eventually had to abandon that plan due to a fuel shortage and the poor condition of the roads.
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German aircraft attacked Warsaw in 1939

The plane attacks primarily occurred at night, illuminating the city with the glow of incendiary bombs that set buildings, districts, and beautiful old trees ablaze. Bridges spanning the Vistula River rose into the air before collapsing in ruins. A feeling of impending doom surrounded the city as relentless German planes bombed Warsaw, unleashing destruction and death, which allowed their ground forces to advance and seize control of the broken city. The mayor of Warsaw, Jozef Stasinski, felt powerless and bewildered. At one point, he broadcast a message urging citizens to evacuate the city to save themselves, while at another, he implored them to stay and not abandon their wounded homeland. Soon after, the electricity was cut off, plunging the city into chaos.

I heard all these details from my fiancée, whom I refer to as "the lucky and fortuitous one." The entire apartment building where she and her family lived on Ulica Chlodna in the centre of Warsaw was destroyed entirely. 

Fortunately, they fled the building as soon as they heard the planes overhead, which saved their lives. After witnessing the building go up in flames and collapse before their eyes, they decided to leave their beloved city, where her grandfather Maks was born, and relocate to Kobryn, a town east of Brest-Litovsk, two hundred fifty kilometres from Warsaw.

Initially, they stayed with relatives they met after crossing the Russian border by swimming across the Bug River, separating Russia from Poland. I will return later to the story of how I met my future wife in a Russian Gulag in Novosibirsk, where I was exiled along with many other Poles, Christians, and Jews by the end of 1939.
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Warsaw, after heavy bombing attacks

In the following days, I witnessed the chaos as hundreds of thousands of frightened people fled the border area, seeking refuge in villages and forests to the east, heading towards Russia. I decided to escape from Miedzyrzec to Brest-Litovsk to see what the people were doing. After speaking with Dr. Buahnik and his wife, who were both anxious yet hopeful that no harm would come to them if they stayed, I decided to leave. I walked out of their house and discovered an abandoned motorcycle lying on the side of the road, but it was out of fuel. A short distance away, I spotted an overturned truck on the opposite side of the road. As I approached the car, I noticed it still had fuel in the tank.

Using water hoses, I had torn from the engine, I siphoned off the fuel and transferred it to the motorcycle, which started immediately. I set off toward my destination, passing hordes of people fleeing from imminent danger. Upon arriving in Brest-Litovsk, I raced through the deserted streets toward the hospital. However, a closed bridge prevented me from continuing my journey.

The officials were aware that large crowds were on their way, creating a tense atmosphere near the hospital as air raid sirens occasionally sounded, warning of potential aerial attacks. The hospital was nearly empty, with everyone anxiously awaiting the arrival of victims from those attacks. The city was on high alert, preparing for the worst. We knew it was only a matter of hours before the enemy would arrive. Meanwhile, diplomatic negotiations were underway between Russia and Germany to divide Poland to avoid confrontation. Stalin was eager to prevent war with Hitler; however, he also set his sights on acquiring the fertile territories of his traditional enemies in the West.

At the hospital, I found Adam in a very depressed mood because he had not received any letters or information from his parents. Fleeing Jews who were arriving reported that the city of Warsaw had been destroyed and that the Germans were kidnapping Jews, sending them to forced labour camps, and forcing them to wear white armbands with a symbol identifying them as Jews. They also recounted how the Germans were humiliating and degrading Jews in the streets, while some local Poles volunteered to help by hunting down their neighbours and turning them over to the Germans. Everyone tried to escape, but it was too late; the borders were virtually closed. Those approaching from the Polish side found themselves in the line of fire from Russian forces, who shot at anyone trying to cross the border. On the other side, German patrols fired upon anyone attempting to enter their territory. These rumours were incredibly distressing, and I was terrified to hear them. Although my immediate family lived in Wloszczowa, three hundred kilometres south of Warsaw, I had aunts, uncles, cousins, and other relatives living in Warsaw.

[image: ]

Polish Jews and Christians are leaving their towns and villages running to the east.

At the Brest-Litovsk hospital, Adam and I spent a few hours together, encouraging each other. When we finally stepped outside to smoke, the street was deserted, with only the occasional civil service patrol passing by the hospital entrance. After returning inside and sharing a long embrace, we understood that we probably wouldn’t see each other again. We also believed the war would last long and that we needed to look after ourselves. However, we agreed to send messages to each other whenever we had the opportunity.

On September 7, the Germans began bombing Miedzyrzec and Brest-Litovsk. The aircraft dropped bombs day and night, shaking the earth and causing buildings to collapse. Gaping craters appeared on the main roads, making travel increasingly difficult. Since I had a Polish passport and some money, I decided to return to see what had happened on the other side of the border, as the German ground troops had not yet arrived. 

When I returned to Miedzyrzec, I went to the clinic of my relative and found the building empty and in ruins. Everything was in disarray. All the equipment that Dr. Buhanik took pride in such as hand tools, X-ray machines, chairs, medications, and syringes, was gone, ripped from the walls, and taken away during the heavy bombing of the city. Even Leon Buhanik and his wife were missing.
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Corpses are laying in the streets after German air raid
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​My Older “Brother” Adas
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After all these events, I decided I needed to leave the area and venture deep into Russia. I decided to meet my cousin Adam again and try to persuade him to run away with me further into Russia, possibly to Moscow, where I had an uncle. Since Adam was fluent in Russian, we could help each other.

Traffic was light, and most vehicles on the road were large trucks, but a passing truck stopped and picked me up. Our journey was delayed several times by the Polish police, who were still patrolling the area, apparently acting independently since law and order had broken. They set up roadblocks, warned people to stay away from the Russian border, and demanded identification papers to cross the border, which opened and closed intermittently.

I identified myself as a doctor working at the hospital in Brest. After checking my papers, they informed me I would be recruited for military service immediately and must leave for Rovno.
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Lithuanian and Ukrainian Jews are leaving their homes, having been forced out by the Russians.

I travelled the last few kilometres on an old bike I found abandoned on the street. Panting and red-faced from the exertion, I arrived at the hospital and went to the second floor, where the doctors’ room was located. Much to my disappointment, Adam was not there. However, I felt relieved when a nurse assured me, he was in the evaluation room. 

After a short while, Adam entered the doctor’s room, surprised to see me. "What happened? What brings you here?" he asked. "I’m glad to see you but also surprised."

We sat down for a long time as I explained that I had nowhere to go. The clinic where I worked had been destroyed, and the room where I lived near my relatives had also been ransacked. The Russians were sniping on one side while the Germans were advancing on the other. 

After calm and confusion, a nurse suddenly called Adam into the operating room. He embraced me and, in his typical sarcastic way, said, “Davidek, flee from here and keep in touch. I’m not leaving this place. You’ll always know where to find me.” With a wink, he disappeared into the operating room.

I gathered all my mental strength and stepped outside, where everything had been destroyed, and explosions could still be heard from time to time. Then, I suddenly noticed a civilian vehicle traveling east, transporting goods. I signalled for the car to stop. Though he initially passed me by, I saw the driver glance back, and after a few hundred meters, he changed his mind and stopped. 

I ran towards the car and climbed into the empty front seat. The driver asked me where I was headed, and in my limited Russian, I told him I didn’t know but wanted to go as far east as possible. He informed me that he was heading to Riga. Although that wasn’t exactly where I wanted to go, I decided to stay in the car.

After traveling about ten kilometres along winding roads that crossed dense forests, we encountered small groups of women, children, and elderly people who appeared to be Jewish. They moved slowly, looking terrified as they dragged heavy bags and trolleys laden with suitcases. Eventually, they merged into a long, endless convoy. I asked the driver to stop and let me out at that point. 

I stepped out of the car and began walking alongside the people. I noticed a young man with striking facial features ahead of me in the convoy. He seemed to be around my age, perhaps a few years older, but he walked hunched over, and a deep sadness was evident on his face. After passing each other several times, I reached out my hand and introduced myself. He nodded and replied, “Adas, Adas Hofflat.” 

I didn’t ask him where he was from or about his background; instead, I adopted him as my older brother. As we walked together, I occasionally glanced at him and noticed that he would turn his head to look at me with a satisfied expression. I felt a connection had been made between us.

The next few days were tough; food and shelter were scarce. Occasionally, the group stopped near a village where the locals offered us what little they had, mainly blankets they used to cover their cows. We used these blankets to protect ourselves from the chill of the night. We would huddle under them on the outskirts of the forest, finding refuge from the wind and rain we occasionally encountered.

It had been a while since we had heard the rumble of shelling, indicating that we had travelled a considerable distance. We rarely saw any military vehicles, as we had chosen to travel mainly through the forests and rural dirt roads.
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Refugees are being transported away to Novosibirsk.

During one of our many rest stops, Adas and I found ourselves sitting apart from the rest of the group, which was gradually diminishing due to exhaustion. It was during this time that Adas began to open up to me. He shared that he had worked as an electrical engineer for a Polish electric company and lived with his wife and two young daughters in a ground-floor apartment in a small house on the outskirts of Warsaw. 

He explained that the electric company had sent him to the Russian border to repair a failed transformer. However, he became stuck on the Russian side of the border while trying to return to Warsaw. Just as he was about to cross the Bug River, shelling began, causing the bridge to collapse, and he was unable to cross back into Poland.

As we trudged along, the Russians began turning away every Polish citizen who approached the border. Rumours spread that the Germans were advancing from Warsaw toward the Russian border, and their planes were constantly bombing the area. With no other options available, we pushed eastward. As we travelled, Adas confided in me that he was most worried about the safety of his wife and two young daughters, as well as his sick mother, who was alone in an apartment not far from his home. He also expressed concern for his pregnant sister, whose husband had abandoned her. “What will happen to them? When will we be able to return?” he asked repeatedly, desperate for emotional support.

Once, while talking and showing our concern one for another, I told Adam about my family, my parents, my uncle and aunts, my younger brother Izio, and my sister Lila, who was two years younger than me. I also told him about my life in Warsaw with my Uncle Moshe Wolowelski, Adam's father, who remained in Brest-Litovsk. I told him about my grandmother, Paulina Wolfsohn, who arrived from Vienna after she was widowed and lived in my father’s house in Wloszczowa, where he worked for the Polish Ministry of Finance as head of the income tax department. 

I told him about my uncle, my father’s brother, who was a general in the Russian NKVD and presently lived in Moscow, and about my father’s sister, Luba, a dentist who lived in Lodz. 

He also learned about my uncle Ilia, a wealthy, well-known dentist in Warsaw who had two daughters, Stefania and Mila. I also told him about my beloved Polish Irena, whom I left behind in Wloszczowa with a promise that I would return; thus, we fell asleep, slept sitting next to each other and huddled in a heavy and smelly wool blanket in the eerie silence of the dark forest where in the background the wailing sobs of the wind could be heard.

At dawn, we woke up to the sounds of shouting in Russian and saw hundreds of armed soldiers surrounding us on all sides. The people scattered across the clearing in the forest assembled quickly at the sight of armed soldiers. The cry of women and children was heard from all sides while the men, with fear in their eyes, raised their hands as if awaiting execution.

The unit commander got out of his field vehicle, climbed on its hood, and stood as high as possible so we all could see him. In Russian, peppered with Polish words, he told us not to fear for our lives; his mission was to transfer all the families to another province, as far away as possible from the combat zone, where we would be temporarily housed until we could return to our homeland. We organized ourselves into one long line to be registered and placed on recently arrived trucks.

When it was our turn, Adas told the officer that we were brothers and, therefore, not to separate us. We were placed on the same truck as brothers, and we had no idea where the trip would lead, as we had a common tragedy on a journey.

The journey on the truck was arduous, as it was a military truck usually used to transport troops to the front. We sat on wooden benches and bounced all over because we rode on unpaved roads and had to endure the crying women and children and the sighs from the adults. Although we had no idea our fate, we were not scared. We were unafraid of the soldiers, who called us “comrades” and smiled at us occasionally. Although armed and on military duty, they looked like young blond teenagers who, until recently, had worked in their parents' fields or were college students.

After several hours of driving, the truck stopped, and two soldiers sitting in the front seats near the door jumped out and opened the back doors on creaked hinges, making the noise make us all jump. They lent us a hand and helped women and the elderly escape the truck.
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Loaded in merchandise train wagons and sent to Siberia

I looked around and saw that the wooded area was no longer there; instead, we saw a large area with a group of tiny rural huts, and behind them, on the horizon, a relatively large city was visible. I assumed that our travel time had been about six hours, and it did not seem we had travelled more than three hundred kilometres. In other words, we were still near Ukraine, close to the town of Sarny. Close to us, several large buildings looked like warehouses. We were picked up by the guards and shown the way to walk to the city that we had seen, and before beginning the journey, we were allowed to take care of our personal needs; even the women squatted to do their needs, but there was no privacy nor was there running water to wash our hands or face.

We walked silently for a long time, everyone consumed by their thoughts. What troubled me most was that I was distanced from my family, cousin, and best friend, Adam. My family knew nothing about me, and I knew nothing about them; communication was impossible.

On the city's outskirts, which we now realized was Rovno, there was a plain tin sign in Cyrillic writing, (Russian Alphabet) which I could not understand. However, there were Russian speakers in our group, and they could read what was written. The sign indicated that we were at a concrete building with a flat roof, a warehouse that stores goods before loading onto trains. Although no train station was visible, there were railroad tracks nearby.

They brought us into the building without pushing or shouting, in a relatively orderly manner, and without the bustle of soldiers, and we each chose a spot. The building was already home to several hundred people who had come on earlier transports. No one seemed to know what was happening, although rumours abounded that we were going to be transported to labour camps. We could not imagine that we were about to take the longest journey of our lives.

Towards evening, we were given food and hot drinks. Each of us received a quarter of black bread and an aluminium cup containing steaming hot potato soup, which I burned my mouth by trying to sip too fast. Then Adas and I settled in a corner and tried to sleep. Adas appeared shattered as his face was red from lack of sleep and worry; nevertheless, he remained silent. His silence was troublesome, and his eyes told it all. My mind was also filled with thoughts, but I managed to suppress them. I tried to think of every possibility that could improve my situation in those most difficult times, as well as the situation of entire populations suffering the ravages of war. The motto accompanying me would be, “At least we’re alive; things could have been different.”

We heard many trains passing close to a nearby building all night, but no one stopped.

A great commotion outside the building woke us early the following day. We tried to prepare ourselves for what was to come as soldiers entered with tin cans that they distributed according to the size of the family portion. They then lined us up, and every group of ten was ordered out. Group by group, we were put onto freight carriages harnessed along the tracks. The line of train carriages was so long that we could not see the end. Thirty people were placed into each carriage, which became crowded and stuffy. We had to sit on the floor, for there were no benches, and if we wanted to look out, we had to look for a crack between the wooden slats, which the sides of the carriage were made of.

After many hours of waiting in the freight carriages with the heavy doors locked, we noticed many things. We noticed ventilation openings fixed in the ceiling that let in what little light came in. We also noticed that in the corner, there was a small lavatory where excreta or urine would fall directly on the tracks. The odour was hard to bear since many people had diarrhoea. Not always did everything go into the hole; sometimes, it remained on the sides or floor.

At nightfall, the train finally began to move, although very slowly. After a while, it began to pick up speed and travelled nonstop throughout the night. At daybreak, the train changed tracks and stopped. It remained there all day, so it didn’t interfere with the trains going to and from the frontlines. We were permitted to leave the carriages and stretch a bit during these times. 

On the second morning of the trip, after traveling all night without a stop, the train suddenly began to slow down until it stopped entirely with an irritating squeal. The doors were opened, and we were told to get down. We alighted into the morning coolness as a light rain fell. We all sighed, stretched our aching bones, and massaged our pained muscles. I lifted my head and saw that the soldiers were gone except for one or two without weapons, who were wandering among the people. The scenery around us clarified everything. All we saw was a wasteland, black soil with hardly any vegetation, vast expanses with nothing in sight; not even a tree was seen. 

“Where are we? Where are we being transported?” were the questions that could be heard in Yiddish and Polish. Among our group were some Russian-speaking Latvians who tried to question one of the soldiers, but to no avail. Finally, we were called to a carriage where food and drinks were distributed. Everyone got a slice of black bread and a metal canteen that contained approximately a litre of water.

After about a two-hour break, during which I did not leave Adas for even a moment since, at times, I had to help him stand up and walk because of his weight and weakness, we were ordered back to the carriages. We sat in them until dark, when the train continued to travel. This time, we were allowed to keep the door slightly open, so through the cracks, we could see that we passed the cities of Minsk and Smolensk. We understood that we were heading towards Sverdlovsk in the Urals.

The landscape became increasingly uncivilized. Villages and forests disappeared utterly, and the ground became desolate and scattered with low bushes that sometimes seemed disengaged from the ground and blew in the wild wind.

I was lost in thought as I leaned on Adas’s broad shoulder. He hugged me for the first time, and I felt the warmth of his body and soft hands. Adas knew I needed this hug, but he did not deprive me. 

“Adas,” I began, “I have told you I have a brother and sister. My sister is two years younger than me, and my brother is seven years younger. Who knows how they are faring in these difficult times. If only I had the opportunity to let them know that I was fine. Perhaps at our destination, I can send them a letter.”

Adas nodded, for the thoughts of his wife and two daughters did not allow him any peace; even his older sister, whom he left behind in Warsaw, disturbed his rest since she was in the first stages of pregnancy. Her husband disappeared as soon as he learned that she was pregnant, even before the war broke out. She was sure her husband would return, but Adas knew he would not. Many people fled their homes when they heard the Germans had occupied Czechoslovakia and knew that Poland was next to be attacked. Apparently, they forgot that they had a family, children, or parents, so her husband must have surmised that a pregnant woman would be a hindrance to him and chose to abandon her.

Many lost their pride and human dignity out of fear of the Germans and the war and were constantly consumed with questions of survival. The force that drove them was the desire to live and the will to survive; they were willing to sacrifice everything, including their families.

On our train trip to the Urals, I told him about my childhood in Wloszczowa, all about my youth, my loves, and about my grandmother Paulina, who was the sister of Julius Wolfsohn, a composer and conductor of the Vienna Philharmonic, and the niece of David Wolfsohn, deputy to Theodor Herzl, an important man in the history of Zionism. I told him about my great-grandfather, the famous Hebrew author Abraham Shalom Friedberg (my mother’s maiden name was Friedberg). I boasted about how beautifully my mother played the guitar and that I also knew how to play the violin. I had received one as a gift from my uncle Stanislaw Szajkowski (who we called Staszek), who was married to my mother’s sister Eugenia. I told him I have an aunt, Berta Friedberg, a novelist and playwright. Her pen name is Isabella Grinvskaya, and she lives in Constantinople. I told him about my little cousin Jerzy, who lives in Warsaw and was Adam Wolowelski’s half-brother. We talked until I felt Adas’s head fall on my shoulder as he fell asleep. This is how another exhausting night passed on the long train that transported thousands of people to their unknown destination.... To a brighter future? To a temporary place? To a dangerous place? No one knew where the train was going; no one imagined the journey would take a month. 
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