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Dedication

For Lee





Epigraph

And now the flight 

of sea hawks hints at pterodactyl blood

while ancient sunlight shimmers on the bay, 

and our thoughts turn to love, which if it lasts

a year will flirt with immortality.

Vesuvius has nothing new to say,

haze-shrouded, calm. This all goes by so fast.

There’s more than one kind of catastrophe.

—LEE SLONIMSKY, “SEASIDE BENCH, SORRENTO”





Chapter One

When I picture the house I see it in the late afternoon, the golden river light filling the windows and gilding the two-hundred-year-old brick. That’s how we came upon it, Jess and I, at the end of a long day looking at houses we couldn’t afford.

“It’s the color of old money,” Jess said, his voice full of longing. He was standing in the weed-choked driveway, his fingers twined through the ornate loops of the rusted iron gate. “But I think it’s a little over our ‘price bracket.’”

I could hear the invisible quotes around the phrase, one the Realtor had used half a dozen times that day. Jess was always a wicked mimic and Katrine Vanderberg, with her faux country quilted jacket and English rubber boots and bright yellow Suburban, was an easy target. All she needs is a hunting rifle to look like she strode out of Downton Abbey, he’d whispered in my ear when she’d come out of the realty office to greet us. You’d have to know Jess as well as I did to know it was himself he was mocking for dreaming of a mansion when it was clear we could hardly afford a hovel.

It had seemed like a good idea. Go someplace new. Start over. Sell the (already second-mortgaged) Brooklyn loft, pay back the (maxed-out) credit cards, and buy something cheap in the country while Jess finished his book. By country, Jess meant the Hudson Valley, where we had both gone to college, and where he had begun his first novel. He’d developed the superstition over the last winter that if he returned to the site where the muses had first spoken to him he would finally be able to write his long-awaited second novel. And how much could houses up there cost? We both remembered the area as rustic: Jess because he’d seen it through the eyes of a Long Island kid and me because I’d grown up in the nearby village of Concord and couldn’t wait to get out and live in the city.

Since we’d graduated, though, 9/11 had happened and property values in exurbia had soared. The rustic farmhouses and shabby chic Victorian cottages we’d looked at today cost more than we’d get for the sale of our Brooklyn loft and Jess had immediately rejected the more affordable split-levels and sixties suburban ranches Katrine showed us.

“They remind me of my dismal childhood,” he said, staring woefully at the avocado linoleum of a Red Hook faux Colonial.

“There’s one more place I think you should see,” Katrine had said after Jess refused to get out of the car at a modular home. She’d turned the Suburban off Route 9G toward River Road. For a second I thought she was driving us toward the college and I tensed in the backseat. Jess might want to live in the area where we had gone to school, but he didn’t want to see those young hopeful college students loping along the shaded paths of Bailey College. At least not until he’d finished the second novel and he was invited back to do a reading.

But Katrine turned south, away from the college, and I heard Jess in the front seat sigh as we entered the curving tree-lined road. This was what I knew he had in mind when he talked about moving to the country: dry-laid stone walls covered with moss, ancient sycamores with bark peeling off like old wallpaper, apple orchards, clapboard Victorian farmhouses, and, through the gaps in the trees, glimpses of stately mansions and the blue ridges of the Catskills beyond the river. The road itself was filled with the light of a Hudson River school painting. I could see it reflected in Jess’s face, replacing the sallow cast it had taken on this winter as he’d labored over his long-unfinished work. Or the “unborn monster,” as he’d christened it. If only there were something we could afford on this road, but even the dreary farmhouse I’d grown up in was surely out of our price range.

When we pulled into a weed-choked driveway and parked outside a rusted gate, though, I immediately recognized where we were and thought Katrine had misunderstood our situation. Lots of people did. Jess was, after all, a famous writer. The first book had done well enough—and he’d been young and photogenic enough—to get his picture in Granta and Vanity Fair. He’d gotten a high-six-figure advance for the second novel—but that was ten years ago. The advance was long gone; the second novel was still incomplete.

But Jess had already gotten out, drawn by that golden river light, and gone to stand at the iron gate to gaze up at the house. Silhouetted against the afternoon light, so thin and wiry in his black jeans and leather jacket, he looked like part of the iron scrollwork. How thin he’s grown this winter, I thought. The late afternoon sun turned Jess’s hair the red gold it had been when we first met in college, banishing the silver that had begun, not unattractively, to limn his temples. His eyes were hidden behind dark sunglasses, but I could still read the longing in his face as he gazed up at the house. And who wouldn’t long for such a house?

It stood on a rise above a curve in the river like a medieval watchtower. The old brick was mellowed with age and warmed from centuries of river light, the windows made from wavy cockled glass with tiny bubbles in it that held the light like good champagne. The sunken gardens surrounding an ornamental pond were already cool and dark, promising a dusky retreat even on the hottest summer day. For a moment I thought I heard the sound of glasses clinking and laughter from a long-ago summer party, but then I realized it was just some old wind chimes hanging from the gatehouse. There hadn’t been any parties here for a while. When the sun went behind a cloud and the golden glow disappeared my eyes lingered more on the missing slate tiles in the roof, the weeds growing up between the paving stones of the front flagstones, the paint peeling off the porch columns, and the cracked and crumbling front steps. I even thought I could detect on the river breeze the smell of rot and mildew. And when Jess turned, his fingers still gripping the gate, I saw that without that light his face had turned sallow again and the look of longing was replaced with the certainty that he would always be on the wrong side of that gate. That’s how he had become such a good mimic, by watching and listening from the other side. It made my heart ache for him.

“No, not in our ‘price bracket’ I think.”

If Katrine noticed his mocking tone she didn’t let on. “It isn’t for sale,” she said. “But the owner’s looking for a caretaker.”

If I could have tackled her before the words were out of her mouth, I would have, but the damage was already done. Jess’s face had the stony look it got when he was getting ready to demolish someone, but as he often did these days he turned the rancor on himself. “I’ve always fancied myself a bit of a Mellors.”

I was about to jump in and tell Katrine that Mellors was the caretaker in a D. H. Lawrence novel but she was laughing as if she’d gotten the reference. “That’s just the sort of thing Mr. Montague would say. That’s why I thought you two might get along.”

“Montague? Not Alden Montague, the writer? This is his house?” Jess looked at me questioningly to see if I’d known it was the old Montague place, but Katrine, ignoring—or perhaps not noticing—Jess’s appalled tone, saved me.

“I thought you might know him, Jess being a writer and since you both went to Bailey. He’s looking for a caretaker for the estate. A couple, preferably. He’s not paying much, but it’s free rent and I’d think it would be a wonderful place to write. It could be just the thing for your . . . circumstances.”

I glanced at Katrine, reassessing her. Beneath the highlighted blond hair and fake English country getup and plastered-on Realtor’s smile she was smart, smart enough to see through our dithering over the aluminum siding and cracked linoleum to realize we couldn’t afford even the cheapest houses she’d shown us today.

“But you wouldn’t get a commission on that,” I pointed out, half to give Jess a chance to get ahold of himself. The last person who’d mentioned Alden Montague around him had gotten a black eye for his trouble.

“No,” she admitted, “but if someone was on the grounds fixing up the place it would sell for a lot more when the time came—and if that someone planted a bug in Mr. Montague’s ear to use a certain Realtor . . .”

She let her voice trail off with a flip of her blond hair and a sly we’re-all-in-this-together smile that I was sure Jess would roll his eyes at, but instead he smiled back, some of that golden light returning to his face.

“In other words,” he said in the silky drawl he used for interviews, “you don’t give the old man much longer to live and you want an accomplice on the inside.”

To her credit, Katrine didn’t even sham surprise.

“I wouldn’t put it quite like that. But the word around town is that Mr. Montague is a pretty sick man. I have no intention of taking advantage of that, but I did think the situation might be mutually beneficial . . .”

Jess grinned. “Why then, by all means, set up the interview. I’d give good money to see Old Monty on his deathbed.”

THE ARRANGEMENTS WERE made so quickly—Katrine purring into her cell phone by the side of the road while Jess and I stood at the gate—that I suspected the “interview” had been set up beforehand. Katrine must have known we’d be interested, which meant we must have smelled as desperate as we really were.

“You’re not seriously thinking of doing this,” I said to Jess when Katrine excused herself to make another call to change “a few previous engagements.” “After what Monty did—”

Jess winced. He hated any reference to “the review” but then he turned that look of pain on me and I knew that wasn’t what he was thinking about. “I thought you’d want to see him. He always liked your stories.”

Now it was my turn to wince. It was true that Alden Montague—or Old Monty as he had been called around the college by both his friends and enemies—had said a few nice things about my stories, but I had come to suspect that he had singled me out because my sophomoric attempts hadn’t threatened him as much as Jess’s writing had. A point borne out when Alden Montague wrote a damning review of Jess’s first book.

“He felt sorry for me,” I told Jess, not for the first time. “The local girl surrounded by all you big city sharks. I’m sorry to hear he’s sick, though. It’s kind of sad to think of him all alone up there in that moldering pile.”

“Are you kidding?” Jess snorted. “He’s become a character in one of those dreadful Gothic novels he so admires. I just want to see him. Maybe he’ll be in a wheelchair with a moth-eaten afghan over his lap . . . Ooh! Maybe he’s on an oxygen machine.”

I swatted his arm. “That’s awful, Jess.” There wasn’t much conviction in my voice, though. The review had been damning and, coming from his former teacher, had crippled Jess’s attempts to write for years. Not bad, but not all that good either, was one phrase I often heard Jess repeating in a perfect imitation of Alden Montague’s patrician drawl.

This past winter, though, just when things had seemed the worst and after two aborted drafts that he’d literally burned, Jess had started working in earnest, and I didn’t want a reminder of Alden Montague to derail him. I was going to suggest that we simply leave—we could look elsewhere for a less expensive house, further west in the Catskills, perhaps—but just then Katrine came toward us.

“He says the keys to the gate are in the third mailbox to the right.” She pointed to a row of warped and listing metal mailboxes to the right of the gate pillar.

“Why so many mailboxes?” I asked, as I struggled to open the rusted metal flap.

“Over the years Mr. Montague has rented out some of the outbuildings, to Bailey students, a new-agey type who makes puppets for the Halloween parade and tells fortunes, a metal artist who works in the south barn—”

The flap came suddenly loose and something long and black slithered out of the mailbox. I screamed and jumped back as the snake fell inches from my foot. It wound itself into a figure eight and drew back its wedge-shaped head. Before it could strike, Jess brought down the heel of his heavy boot onto its head.

I screamed again, more from surprise at Jess’s violent and swift response. When he lifted his boot I could see that the snake’s head had been crushed.

“Quick thinking,” Katrine said, peering over my shoulder, apparently unruffled by the appearance of the snake or Jess’s action—which still had my heart racing. “It’s a rattler.”

“Was a rattler,” Jess said, kneeling to examine his kill.

“I’d forgotten there were snakes up here,” I said, thinking that here was another reason to turn around and head back to the city. “We got them at our farmhouse—”

“The old Jackson place, right?” Katrine asked. “I thought I recognized you.”

I smiled, trying to recall her face, but drawing a blank. “I’m sorry . . .”

“Oh, you wouldn’t remember me. I was a year behind you and not in honors classes like you were. I went to Dutchess Community for two years and then SUNY Potsdam. By the time I got back you had already graduated from Bailey and gone to live in the city. Married to that famous writer”—she turned toward Jess and smiled—“and valiant snake killer. Do you think you could get those keys now?”

Jess looked skeptically at the mailbox but under Katrine’s bright smile—the same bright smile she’d used when assuring us that the watermarks in the last basement we’d seen had come from a broken boiler and not habitual flooding—gamely stuck his hand in to retrieve the keys. As he pulled his hand out he jarred a vine hanging over the gate pillar, uncovering a marble plaque with the words “River House” carved on it—only the last letter had been defaced. It looked as if someone had taken a chisel to it and crudely carved in an “n.” I peered closer and heard Jess, reading over my shoulder, bark a dry laugh as he read the reconfigured name.

“Oh,” Katrine said, looking more uncomfortable about this than the venomous snake. “Some vandal’s idea of a joke—unfortunately one that’s stuck. People in the village call it that because of . . . well, you’ve probably heard the stories, Clare.” With that she passed through the gate.

Jess was still staring at the plaque. “Riven House,” he said aloud. It might as well be called Broken House.” Then he grinned. “Perfect place for a broken-down writer, eh?”

NOW THAT KATRINE had mentioned it, I did remember hearing some locals call the old Montague place “Riven House” because of its unhappy history, but I’d also heard people call it the widow’s house. Sometime back in the thirties the owner of the house had been killed in a shooting accident. His grieving widow was said to have wandered the house and grounds, crying inconsolably and finally killing herself. Even then, the townspeople said, she was seen walking the grounds or appearing at windows, a specter of grief and remorse. The house had slid into decay after that, but that wasn’t uncommon for these old Hudson River mansions, which often enough had their stories of scandal, financial ruin, madness, ghosts, and declining maintenance. As we got closer to the house it became even more apparent what truly bad condition it was in. Chunks of the sandstone trim had fallen clean off the brick façade. The bricks were pitted and pockmarked, as if the house had at one time had a case of smallpox. A swath of ivy hung over half the façade like a veil the house had donned to hide its marred face. A widow’s veil, I found myself thinking. The whole house looked as if it had gone into mourning.

As we walked up the hill we passed an old apple orchard that looked like it was suffering from fire blight. I had the feeling that all the surrounding vegetation was creeping toward the house. Even one of the apple trees had broken free from the ranks of the orchard and was listing against the side of a clapboard addition built onto the north side of the house. We were walking through knee-high grass—remembering the snake, Katrine’s boots no longer seemed like an affectation—which surrounded the house like a green whispering sea. The front door hung marooned over a flight of demolished stairs, giving the house the look of a stranded ship wrecked on a coral reef. I wouldn’t have been surprised to see crabs crawling out of its blind eye-socket windows; I did notice swallows darting in and out of the attic windows.

“It looks like a medieval tower,” Jess remarked.

“It’s an octagonal house,” Katrine replied. “They were quite a fad in the mid-nineteenth century. People believed they generated some kind of vital energy.” Katrine laughed to show she didn’t hold with such new-age nonsense but would happily use it to sell a house. “This is one of the most famous examples. You can see the glass skylight in the central dome . . .”

“It looks like the House of Usher,” I said to Jess as Katrine stomped on ahead.

“Yes!” he said, his face shining with a thin sheen of sweat and unmistakable excitement. “It’s wonderful!”

For not the first time in our marriage I noticed that for all Jess’s writerly powers of observation he tended to overlook some things—little things like the trail of bread crumbs he left on the kitchen counter after making his toast in the morning; bigger things like our mounting credit card debt. Right now he was clearly seeing a magical fairy-tale castle while I saw a large crumbling bio-habitat for mice and bats. Or perhaps he saw the big picture—the possibilities—while my eye was drawn to the imperfections, the flaws.

“Would the caretakers live in the house?” I asked Katrine when we caught up to her at a side door.

“Oh no!” Katrine said. “Mr. Montague likes his privacy. There’s a caretaker’s cottage down by the river. It’s quite cozy—and in much better shape than the main house,” she added in a lower voice.

“What were you thinking, Clare,” Jess muttered in my ear. “Us field hands don’t live in the big house.”

I suppressed a giggle as Katrine led us around to the addition on the north side. We passed under the old apple tree to a heavy oak door. She pushed it open and we stepped down into a dim, cool space. It was what my mother would have called the mudroom—which shared space with the washer and dryer in my childhood home—but which Katrine referred to as the boot hall. An assortment of boots and shoes that looked like they dated back to the mid-fifties lined the cocoa-matted floor. The walls were thatched so thickly with jackets, coats, dog leashes, canvas bags, leather satchels, and various gardening tools that the room had narrowed to a clogged corridor.

“Should we take off our shoes?” I asked, doubtfully looking down at the grimy matting, caked with what looked like decades’ worth of mud.

Katrine laughed. “Gawd no! You’ll step on a nail and need a tetanus shot. That’s all Mr. Montague needs. He can barely afford to heat this big place. He lives downstairs in a basement apartment”—she pointed to a doorway half hidden between the hanging coats—“but in honor of you two he’s opened up the library for us today. He’s waiting there.”

“The Library,” Jess mouthed as we followed Katrine out of the boot hall and into an equally dark and cluttered corridor (this one lined with stacks of newspapers and empty bottles). “Where we shall take some more tea.”

“I’ve had nothing yet,” I answered, recognizing Jess’s prompt from Alice in Wonderland, “so I can’t take more.”

“You mean you can’t take less,” Jess finished in his Mad Hatter’s voice, “it’s very easy to take more than nothing.”

I smiled and relaxed a bit. Quoting from Alice in Wonderland was always a sign that Jess was in a good mood. This was a game to him, an adventure. He was already turning it into a story to tell our Williamsburg friends at dinner. Our visit to the famous writer in his decaying mansion. I could see his eyes, hungrily scanning the dim hallway for details, cataloging the stuffed deer heads and peeling wallpaper and age-mottled prints of family ancestors. I paused in front of one sepia-tinted photograph of a young girl in a flimsy white dress crowned with a wreath of blossoms, wearing a sash that read “Apple Blossom Queen 192-,” the last digit obscured by the curve of her waist, and remembered that the town still crowned an Apple Blossom Queen each spring when I was in grade school. The Montagues owned orchards, which might explain the floral pattern of apple blossoms on the sliding pocket doors in front of which Katrine and Jess were waiting.

Katrine knocked briskly on the doors and then slid them open to some inaudible summons within. As the doors opened onto the sun-filled room I caught, for a moment, the scent of apple blossoms on a spring breeze, a smell completely at odds with the damp, mildewed corridors through which we’d just passed.

But then so was this room. When my eyes adjusted to the light I saw that we were in an octagonal room. Glass doors opened onto a stone terrace and a view of the sunken gardens bathed in the late afternoon light. Was the scent coming from those gardens? Only it was far too late in the season for apple blossoms and the apple orchards were on the other side of the house. I sniffed the air again, but the scent was gone. I must have imagined it because of the painted blossoms on the door, a motif that was echoed in the painted fire screen and plaster frieze on the high domed ceiling.

“I see you’re admiring the room,” a man’s voice said.

He was seated in a wing-backed chair behind a desk, the chair partly turned toward the glass doors so that I hadn’t seen him at first. He leaned into the slanted sunlight and motioned for us to come forward. As I walked across the room my feet sank into the thick carpet. Looking down, I saw that it was an oriental rug figured in the same pattern of apple blossoms.

When I looked up I discovered that the man behind the desk was staring at me. “It’s Clare, isn’t it?” he asked, holding out a thin, trembling hand. “Clare Jackson. You were in my fiction workshop the last year I taught over at Bailey.”

I took his hand, which felt like dry paper, and looked down at the man in the chair. My surprise at his recognizing me was nothing to my surprise at not recognizing him. Thirteen years ago, Alden Montague had been a hearty bear of a man. True, his hair had been white then, but he’d looked like Ernest Hemingway about to set off on a safari. This man had shrunk to half his former size and the full white hair was reduced to a wispy aureole around a sunken yellowish face. He really was ill. Still, his grip on my hand was strong and his eyes were the same icicle-sharp blue that I remembered skewering a hapless student who had uttered some foolish, ill-considered remark.

“It’s Clare Martin now,” I said, stepping a little to the side so he’d see Jess. “You remember Jess, don’t you? He was in your class too.”

For a moment I was afraid he didn’t. That would be the worst thing, I realized. Jess could tolerate disdain, criticism, even a vitriolic attack, but to be forgotten was Jess’s biggest fear. He once confided in me that he had a recurring nightmare of wandering through an empty house that was full of mirrors, but that when he looked in them they were blank. He cast no reflection.

But then Alden Montague’s cavernous face split open into a wolfish grin. “Jess Martin! I’d hardly forget my most famous student. Come here, boy. Let me see you. You’re even more dashing than your author photo.”

I felt, as Jess brushed past me to clasp Monty’s outstretched hand, how tense his muscles were and I recalled the way he’d struck out at the snake. For a moment I had the wild idea that he was going to strike Monty, but he took his hand instead.

“Hardly the most famous student, sir, and perhaps mostly famous for a certain review in the Times.”

“Heh, heh,” Monty laughed as he pulled Jess into a tenuous embrace. Jess still hovered a good six inches above the chair, his back tensed. “I believe I said you had the promise to write the best novel of your generation, son. I just didn’t think you’d done it yet. But you will. I feel it in my bones.”

With that I saw Jess’s back muscles relax and he folded himself into the old man’s embrace. When he stood back up I saw that his face, washed in the golden light of the setting sun, was full of joy. This was why we were here—not because of any caretaker’s job—but because Jess had been waiting all these years for his mentor’s approval.

“Well then,” Monty said, slapping his thin knees. “What do you say you finish your magnum opus here? I think that would be poetic justice, don’t you? I’d like to see my legacy confirmed before I die.”

I turned away from them and went to look at the view as Jess half sat on the edge of the desk and they began working out the details of “the arrangement.” I knew there was nothing I could do or say to stop it, nor would I want to. To see that look on Jess’s face again was worth living with snakes and bats. It was the perfect solution, I thought, as I watched the sun begin to set over the Catskills, the river turning bloodred as it sank, to all our problems.





Chapter Two

Before we left that day Monty took us for a tour of the house—a shadowy, dusk-lit tour because most of the rooms no longer had working lights.

“I’m afraid the river damp plays havoc with the old copper wiring,” he said, chuckling amiably as if the climate were a worthy and entertaining adversary.

The rooms were arranged in a circle, each room connected to the next as well as opening onto a central rotunda. “My great-grandfather subscribed to the theory that the octagonal shape magnified vital energy,” Monty lectured. “I know it sounds like hogwash but I’ve gotten some good writing done in this house.”

After the library, though, the state of upkeep declined as though whatever “vital energy” generated by the house’s octagonal shape had withered and died. The parlor to the south of the library was papered in the same apple blossom print (“Designed by Candace Wheeler,” Monty told us proudly) but there were extra blooms in the pattern that I suspected were mold. At least it was furnished. Other rooms had furniture in them but not arranged to make the space livable. One room contained nothing but straight-backed chairs (“We had a girl from the college once who was going to upholster them but then she got an internship at Sotheby’s . . .”), one had an array of rocking horses lined up as though at a starting gate, their eyes milky in the dim light. Another room held boxes of papers that Monty airily referred to as “the family archives.”

“I’m working on a book about the family,” he said as he took us up the grand staircase that now seemed to float in the murk of the central rotunda. The domed skylight that once lit the space was covered with a layer of green pollen, giving the stairwell a subaqueous pallor, an impression reinforced by the coralline configurations of mildew on the plaster moldings and the cobwebs that hung from the ceiling like seaweed.

“So you’ve given up fiction?” Jess asked.

I tensed, knowing what Jess thought of novelists who turned to memoir, but Monty only laughed and replied good-naturedly, “Yes, the last resort of the failing imagination, I’m afraid. But if you knew my family’s history you wouldn’t say I’d given up on fiction, lad. Untangling the layers of lies and omissions is like deconstructing a Henry James novel. But then you probably know something about it, Clare, seeing as you’re a local girl.”

I was looking away at a portrait so dark I couldn’t make out the subject, so Monty didn’t see me wince. Local. It had been a while since anyone had called me that—or since it had meant anything negative. Buy Local, bumper stickers exhorted now. Think global, act local. It didn’t mean rube, charity case, or dimwit, I reminded myself, turning to Monty with a frown that he could interpret as polite embarrassment.

“My father always said the villagers made up stories about the river folk because they were bored with their own lives.” I didn’t mention that he’d say it when my mother and her sisters were sitting around the kitchen table telling those stories. Or that his grandmother had been in service in one of the old houses.

“Your family had that little orchard on Apple Ring Road, didn’t they?” Monty asked.

“Yes,” I answered, supposing that fifty acres was little to a man who lived on five hundred. “They sold it in the Depression, but my grandfather stayed on as manager and my father after him.”

“I don’t imagine he had much time or use for the foolish goings-on of the river folk, as you called us.”

“No,” Jess answered for me. “Clare’s too high-minded for gossip. I’m always trying to explain that’s how we writers make our livelihood. Gossip and lies.”

“Well, you’ll find plenty of both here,” Monty said, gesturing to the oil portrait I’d been trying to make out. “That’s my father, Alden Bayard Montague. Bay, as he was called. You may have heard of him—”

“Didn’t he die in a shooting accident?” Katrine asked, peering at the murky portrait.

“You’re being polite, Miss Vanderberg. It was ruled an accident by the police, but everyone knows it was the curse that killed him.”

“Curse?” we all obligingly echoed. Although we were on the landing of a decaying mansion we might as well have been back in Monty’s Senior Fiction Seminar. He’d always been able to command the attention of his audience.

“Ah, the curse, you have to hear about the curse, but first . . .” He was already striding around to the other side of the circular gallery, surprisingly fast for a man who’d looked at death’s door downstairs. Perhaps the house still had some pockets of “vital energy” after all.

“Don’t let Mr. Montague scare you with his talk of ghosts,” Katrine said, lingering behind. “These old river families all lay claim to ghosts right along with their membership in the DAR and Colonial Dames.”

I laughed. Of all the things I’d had to worry about lately—unpaid bills, finding affordable health insurance, bolstering Jess’s mood—ghosts seemed quaint. “I just don’t want him to get Jess going,” I said. “He’s got such a vivid imagination.”

“Oh, he’d have to, wouldn’t he?” Katrine said, widening her blue eyes at me. “It must be pretty exciting living with a writer. Do you ever worry he’ll put you in his books?”

She obviously hadn’t read Jess’s work.

“Jess would tell you he doesn’t borrow from reality; he remakes it,” I said, parroting one of his interviews.

“Oh,” Katrine said, “like God.” Then she turned to follow the men. She was smarter than she looked. Before I left the landing, I spared one last look for Alden Bayard Montague. It had grown even darker under the dirty skylight, but Bayard’s face loomed out of the gloom like a bloated fish belly bobbing to the surface of a pond. He had the bland, broad features of a Dutch patroon (despite the Frenchified name, the Montagues, like most of the old families around here, were mostly Dutch). Only the wide sensual mouth suggested his French lineage. His eyes, though, were cold as the ice floes that jammed the river in winter. I found myself shivering as if an icy breeze had blown in off the river and found its way onto the airless rotunda. The cobwebs and strips of wallpaper hanging from the ceiling, though, were still and limp. There was no draft, just the chill of those dead eyes. I turned and walked away from them to find Jess and the others.

They were in a room on the west side of the octagon—a room that caught the last bit of evening light, perhaps because it was papered in a pale parched yellow that seemed to drink the light thirstily. The paper was unfigured except for white dots and a frieze that ran waist-high around the room. It made me think of that awful story Monty had had us read in his class about the woman who goes crazy from seeing figures in her wallpaper and ends up creeping around the floor trying to get inside the pattern. Looking closer, I saw that this pattern was an innocent parade of clowns and circus animals.

“It’s a nursery,” I said.

“My nursery, as it so happens,” Monty said, “only I didn’t use it past infancy. You see, Bayard married my mother, Minerva Delano Noyes—a second cousin of the Roosevelt Delanos—in the summer of 1929. She was soon—some would say suspiciously soon—with child. Old Bay was . . . well, let’s just say he had a way with the ladies.”

He smirked at Jess, who flicked his eyes toward me, but answered accommodatingly. “A ladies’ man, got it.”

“In fact,” Monty continued, standing with his back to the windows, his hands clasped behind him, so that he was silhouetted against the deepening indigo in the west, “he rather had an eye for the village ladies. He especially liked to judge the May Fair competition in which the daughters of the local farmers competed to be crowned Apple Blossom Queen. Perhaps one of your ancestors competed, Clare.”

“My mother never said,” I lied. What she’d said was that it was a barbaric ritual that paraded farmers’ daughters like livestock in front of the local gentry. But then my mother was plain and probably had never even been asked to compete. “But I’ve seen pictures in the library and I noticed one in your hallway as we came through.”

“Ah,” he crooned. “Always the keen observer, Clare. I’m surprised with your beauty you aren’t descended from a former Apple Blossom Queen—”

“Clare’s adopted,” Jess said. “So she got her beauty on her own.”

I rolled my eyes like any good wife indulgent of her husband’s flattery, afraid to show how pleased I was. It had been a while since Jess had called me beautiful. It made up for his mentioning that I was adopted, which I didn’t like to tell people, but I knew it was one of Jess’s favorite facts about me. He said it made me like a character out of Dickens.

“Oh!” Monty said, momentarily thrown, then quickly recovering himself. “But you see my point remains. You might be the descendant of one of the local Apple Blossom Queens and not know it. At any rate, Bay came down from Harvard in May of ’29 to crown the Apple Blossom Queen. After the crowning, the girl was lifted into a wagon, bestrewn with apple blossoms, toasted by the local populace and the river folk with apple cider, and paraded through town in a gay procession.”

“Sounds positively medieval,” Jess remarked. “Let me guess, did they end the ceremony by burning her in a wicker basket along with a goat and corn sheaves to assure the fertility of the community?”

“No,” Monty said gravely, “but that spring my father, having had a bit too much hard cider, took it into his head to drive off with the cart—and the Apple Blossom Queen. They disappeared in a cloud of dust on the Old Post Road and weren’t seen again for a week.”

“Like Tess of the D’Urbervilles,” I said, thinking that I had heard this story before. Or read it. “Only with apples instead of strawberries.”

“Exactly.” Monty beamed at me. “And with, I’m afraid, the same outcome.”

“She got pregnant,” I said. Yes, I must have read it. It had the feel of a story out of one of those tourist books they sold in the town drugstore: Legends of the Catskills or Haunted Hudson Valley.

“Yes, and her dear old dad came to Riven House with his disgraced daughter, demanding restitution. To give my father credit, he always claimed afterward that he was willing to marry the girl, but his father, Birdsill Alden Montague, said he’d cut him off without a penny. Old Birdie sent the farmer packing with a deed for a hundred acres of apple trees and shipped my father off to New York, where he was paraded in front of that year’s crop of debutantes. He was soon married to his second cousin twice removed, little Minnie Noyes, my mother.”

“What happened to the apple blossom girl?” I asked even though I thought I remembered the end of this story.

“Her father married her off to the son of the farmer who owned the adjoining farm. Not a bad settlement for the time, considering he could have washed his hands of her.”

“I suppose it depends how she liked the farmer’s son,” I said, thinking of my mother’s bitterness at being married to a farmer. She would have loved to have gotten out of the old farmhouse I grew up in and moved to that split-level faux Colonial Jess had stuck his nose up at. “Not everyone takes to farming.”

“Events would suggest she did not,” Monty said. “It’s hard once you’ve tasted champagne to go back to beer and I imagine my father gave her plenty of champagne that week they spent together. But what choice did she have? An unmarried mother today has it hard enough. Imagine what it would have been like in 1930.”

I caught Jess’s eye but then looked away. We both knew we were thinking of the fight we’d had in college.

“She could have given the baby up for adoption,” Katrine said. “There was an orphanage and home for wayward girls right here in Concord. St. Anne’s—”

“Ah, imagine knowing you had a child in this world but not being able to hold it and watch it grow up,” Monty said, shaking his head and looking so sad that I wondered if he regretted never having children. I looked at Jess, but this time he was the one to look away as Monty went on with his story. “In the end she might have been better off giving the baby to St. Anne’s. She married the farmer’s son and had the baby on a cold night in February in the middle of an ice storm. The roads were so bad the midwife couldn’t get to her. Her husband helped her best as he could I suppose, poor fellow, but must have fallen asleep after the baby was born. When he woke up she and the baby were gone. She must have been half out of her mind. She took the baby, wrapped in a blanket, and carried it to the steps of this house where she laid it down and left it. Maybe she thought someone would hear it cry, but the night was loud with the crack of trees breaking under the weight of the ice. As for the girl, she walked around the back of the house and out onto the frozen pond. Halfway across, the ice broke and she went down under it. They found her in the morning, frozen under the ice, her eyes staring up at the sky.”

Monty shook his head. It had grown so dark in the room that I couldn’t see his expression.

“And the baby?” I asked.

“The kitchen maid found it in the morning,” he said, looking up, no smile on his face now. “Her scream so shocked my mother, who was pregnant with me at the time, that she went into premature labor. Luckily, the housekeeper was trained as a midwife, or no doubt I would have suffered the same fate as the apple blossom girl’s baby. I survived . . . but the experience changed my mother. She’d sustained an injury to her back during childbirth and was given laudanum for the pain. She began having delusions that the apple blossom girl haunted the house and was jealous of her and her baby. She said she saw the girl’s ghost standing above the weir at the end of the pond and standing on the terrace looking up at the nursery window. Then she refused to take care of me because she said I wasn’t hers. She thought her real baby had been taken away and I was a fairy changeling. She became so agitated that my father feared she’d hurt me. She must have been suffering from postpartum psychosis, but of course no one knew about that then. They sent her away for a rest to the Hudson River Mental Hospital.”

“I wouldn’t call that a restful place,” I said, rubbing my arms to banish a sudden chill.

“Neither would Minnie, I’m afraid. When she came back she shot my father with his own revolver. It was ruled an accident, but everyone knew by then that Minnie was mad. The villagers saw her wandering the house and grounds in her widow’s weeds—even after she was found dead in the bathtub, her wrists slit.”

“How dreadful!” Katrine said.

“Yes. That’s when the locals started calling the place Riven House. I was shipped off to live with cousins in Hartford. The old place was left to molder and decay. Technically it belonged to me, but I didn’t have much interest in it. After college I went to Europe and started writing. It was only when I got the position at Bailey College that I decided to live here again. Since my retirement I’ve been hoping to put the place to rights . . .”

He looked around the darkening room and then at us as if he’d forgotten for a moment to whom he’d been telling this story. I’d seen that look in class sometimes. It had always made me nervous that he had lost the thread of his lesson, but he always found it again and he did now. “That must seem crazy, eh? To come back to a house where so much bad has happened. But a place like this . . . once it gets into your blood, you’re never free of it.”





Chapter Three

In the weeks that followed I thought about what Alden Montague had said about places getting into the blood. Was Concord in my blood? I had done everything I could to get away from the small town where I’d grown up. Sure, the view from those river mansions was beautiful, but the view from the tiny farmhouse where I’d grown up was mostly of mud, ice, and snow. Monty’s story had brought back memories, though, of apple blossoms in the spring and apple picking in the fall. I was sure that I’d heard it before and thought that I had even written something about it at some time—back when I was still writing. Maybe moving back upstate would reignite that creative spark.

I was sorry, though, to be leaving our Brooklyn apartment. It was the first floor of a Williamsburg loft that Jess and I had bought with the money from his first advance. We’d considered ourselves modest not buying a whole brownstone in Brooklyn Heights with what seemed like a huge amount of money at the time, but Jess had fallen in love with the high ceilings, vast space, and arched windows, as well as its proximity to the burgeoning café and art scene in Williamsburg.

“We’ll just wait out the old folks on the second floor and buy them out when I sell the second book.”

Now the “old folks”—a CUNY professor and his psychologist wife—bought us out for their son and his wife, who had recently graduated from Bennington. We were lucky to sell so quickly and smoothly in the current market—our friends told us horror stories of buyers demanding extensive work before signing—but I had a hard time watching the Bennington couple measuring our living room for their Ikea bookcases and West Elm coffee tables.

“I wish we could afford something like this,” the wife, a design student at Pratt, said, running her hand over our dining room table. “It’s a Bend Becker, isn’t it?”

“It is,” I admitted, stroking the reclaimed barn oak that had been polished to a satiny sheen. “But he wasn’t so well known when he made this for us.”

“It’s a custom piece!” she exclaimed, her voice warbling with excitement. “Copper, did you hear that? Bend Becker made their dining room table.”

Copper, who’d cornered Jess into a discussion about the current state of publishing, said, “Shit, man, a Bend Becker. I bet you write on that table for inspiration. I don’t suppose you’d want to sell it? I mean, it does kind of go with the space.”

I was sure that Jess would say something about inspiration coming from the head, not a block of insensate wood, but I was surprised to hear him ask instead, “How much would you give me for it?”

The wife—whose name, unbelievably enough, was Penny (“We knew we were, like, meant for each other because of our names, although of course his real name’s Copernicus and mine’s Penelope”)—had gotten up to whisper in her husband’s ear. He had then, in a cracking voice, offered us five times what we’d paid for the table. I still thought Jess would turn it down—he had written the last (burned) draft of the second novel on it—but instead he said, “Wow. I wish my career were doing as well as old Bend’s. You have yourself a deal.”

When they had gone I asked him why he hadn’t asked me if I wanted to sell the table. He blinked, surprised at the question, then said, “I thought you hated that table. You were furious at me for spending so much on it. We had a terrible fight and then . . . oh . . .”

I tilted my head and looked up at him sideways, fingering the wood.

“. . . and then we made up on it,” he finished with a crooked grin. He ducked his head and burrowed it in my neck. “Whoops. I’m sorry, Clare. Do you want me to tell them we changed our minds? Shall we tell them . . .” he said, nibbling on my ear, “that we can’t get rid of the Bend Becker because it’s where we always have our makeup sex?”

I slid onto the table and tugged his head up by his hair. He gasped at how hard I pulled.

“Are you kidding?” I asked. “We can have sex for a week at the Mercer for what they’re paying for this table.”

He grinned back at me, my coconspirator, and pulled my hips toward him over the slick surface. “Then let’s say we give the Bend Becker a proper send-off.”

I WOULD HAVE sold the Bend Becker, which really was a monstrosity and would have cost a fortune to move, and every other stick of furniture we owned to get Jess back in my bed. We’d barely made love for months—practically a year, if I were being completely honest. At first I’d attributed the drop in his libido to writer’s block and then, when he started writing, to his preoccupation with the new book. Then I wondered if he was having an affair. He disappeared sometimes for hours—seeking the muse, he’d say, not giving any more specifics.

“Is the muse that tattooed barista at Sweetleaf’s?” I’d asked nastily when he came back late one night smelling of clove cigarettes and dark roast coffee.

He’d slept in his study after that.

Now, though, our tryst on the table (as Jess dubbed it) lit a match to our dry spell. We made love in our bed again that night and in the morning he slipped into the shower with me and slid inside me from behind as suddenly as he’d struck that snake. If I hadn’t had to deliver a galley in Manhattan we might have stayed in bed all day. When I got home he’d set the table with candles and the white Jasper Conran china that his editor had given us as a housewarming present, and takeout from Samurai Mama. We didn’t make it past the kuro edamame. We made love more times in twenty-four hours than we had in a year.

It had been the anxiety over money, I saw now, even though Jess had pretended not to be worried. That had been my job: fretting over the diminishing savings account, taking more freelance editorial jobs to pay the bills. Jess always said he’d be happy to live in a shack. Now he seemed almost gleeful to see our possessions go in boxes to the vintage stores on Wythe Avenue and the Salvation Army. Even our books he tossed eagerly into cardboard boxes bound for the Strand—the signed ones from the dozens of readings we’d attended over the years, the review copies publishers sent him, the expensive art tomes he’d bought when, for a year, he’d thought his protagonist was a painter. The only books he kept were the classics—mostly what he’d read in Monty’s class—and the remaining copies of his first novel, which he’d bought up rather than see them pulped. The shaking off of possessions and debt made him a new man. He even suggested we have a dinner party—something we hadn’t done in longer than we hadn’t had sex.

I invited Jess’s agent, Ansel, his Dutch animal rights activist wife, Hanneke, my old publishing friend Marika, her partner, Duma, and our poet friends Abe and Yuriko, who both taught at Brooklyn College.

“Quite the literary salon,” Jess said when I listed the guests. “What does Duma do?”

“She’s in PR at Hachette and writes YA.”

“Why A?” Jess asked. “Why not B?”

I swatted him with a dishcloth and went back to marinating tofu. Because of Hanneke the meal would have to be vegan, but I wanted Jess to see Ansel before we left—or rather, wanted Ansel to see how good Jess was looking and hear how well the book was coming along. When I’d gone to drop off the galley at Broadway Books I had stopped by Marika’s office and heard that there was a rumor going around that Jess had shown Ansel his latest book and Ansel had told him he couldn’t sell it.

“That’s completely untrue,” I said. “Jess didn’t even show me the book before burning it.”

Marika lifted an elegant eyebrow. “Do you want me to spread that story around instead?”

No, I didn’t. I thanked Marika for telling me—and for sending so much work my way over the last two years—and walked back to the elevators, passing through the beehive cubicles where I’d started as an assistant thirteen years ago and worked for five years until Jess had fallen out with his editor. It had been too uncomfortable to stay, but Marika had steered enough freelance work my way to make looking for another job unnecessary. Which was for the best anyway now that we were moving. I could keep up the freelance copyediting remotely. I didn’t miss working in an office, I told myself, even though I’d enjoyed the camaraderie at first—all the underpaid college graduates working long hours and hanging out at each other’s cramped and overpriced apartments as if they were a continuation of our college dorm rooms, drinking at bars, telling each other after enough drinks what novels we planned to write like it was a dirty secret you were supposed to keep to yourself. But then Jess had published his book and that had made a difference—but not as much of a difference as when Jess had a loud fight with his editor at Craft and lobbed a cast iron terrine of creamed spinach at him. After the Craft incident (“The closest he’ll come to actually working in the craft,” Jess had gotten fond of saying) I’d pass these same cubicles and hear them whispering—or hear a sudden silence—as I went by. Even now I could hear it—the story of Jess’s rejected book passing from cubicle to cubicle all around the city. No, I didn’t miss it. I’d FedEx the next set of galleys “from the country,” as the editor I’d worked for used to say when she was at her Litchfield house.

But first I had to put a stop to the rumors. So I invited Ansel and vegan Hanneke and Abe and Yuriko, who would tweet about it (poets loved Twitter), and Marika so she’d see I’d been telling the truth and Duma—well, Duma because she came with Marika and a YA author wouldn’t bother Jess like a real novelist might.

At first it went well. Everyone wanted to hear about Old Monty and his decaying mansion and Jess reveled in the story. “He’s like Miss Havisham up there. I swear all the clocks are stopped at the exact hour his last book was published.”

“Is he still writing?” Ansel asked.

“He mentioned some kind of memoir about his family and went on about the magical properties of the octagonal house,” Jess said. “Even his desk is shaped like an octagon. Monty claims the shape generates energy that has a positive influence on the brain.”

“In other words, he’s gone completely bonkers,” Marika said, spearing an artichoke leaf left-handed and gesturing with it. “Are you sure it’s a good idea to put yourself and Clare at the mercy of this monomaniac’s whims?”

“Oh, he loves Clare,” Jess replied, beaming at me. “He’s always maintained that Clare’s the one with the real talent in this family.”

I felt myself grow warm under the lamp of Jess’s praise.

“Well, I’ve always said that too,” Marika replied tartly.

“Do you write?” Duma asked me.

“Not anymore,” I said quickly. “I prefer to edit other people’s work.”

“And she does so brilliantly,” Marika said.

“It’s a waste,” Jess said, oblivious to the fact that he was talking about Marika’s profession. “I think living in Riven House is going to have a galvanizing effect on Clare.”

“We’re not actually living in the main house,” I explained to the table, hoping to change the subject. It was one thing for me to dream of apple blossoms and writing again and another to voice that hope. “We’re going to live in the caretaker’s cottage by the river.”

“How bucolic!” Ansel said. “Is it in better repair than the main house?”

“We didn’t actually get to see it,” I admitted, sorry now I’d brought it up after all.

“Yeah,” Jess said, saving me from explaining. “By the time Old Monty was done scaring Clare half to death with a preposterous ghost story it was too dark to go look at it.”

“It didn’t scare me,” I lied. I’d been dreaming about the story and those dreams were scary. “It was just sad.”

“Of course sad,” Yuriko, who’d been quiet all night, said. “Ghosts are always sad. That’s why they’re ghosts. They come back because they were wronged.”

“Don’t get Yuriko started on ghosts,” Abe said, smiling fondly at his wife. “Japanese ghost stories are all about wronged women seeking revenge. I think she tells them to me to keep me in line.”

“Then you’ll love this one—” Jess began.

“Let Clare tell it,” Hanneke said. “I can see she was the one most affected by it.”

“By all means,” Jess said, emptying the dregs of a wine bottle into his glass and then getting up to get another one. “Go ahead, Clare. I’ve heard it.”

“Oh, it’s probably just something Monty made up,” I said, hoping to deflect the table’s interest. “It has all the earmarks of the Gothic stories we read in his class. A local village girl seduced by a rakish millionaire, she gets pregnant—”

“Poor thing,” Hanneke interjected. “Of course there was no birth control or abortion.”

“Don’t get Hanneke started on health care,” Ansel sighed.

“She could have put it up for adoption,” Duma pointed out with a sideways glance toward Marika that made me wonder if they were thinking of adopting.

“But she didn’t,” I said. “She had the baby in the middle of an ice storm. The midwife wasn’t able to come because the roads were impassable. All through the night she could hear the apple branches breaking and falling on her roof. She thought the whole house would come crashing down around her. She thought she would break in two . . .”

I could almost feel the cold and the terror and the aloneness. I felt the ice under the girl’s bare feet as she walked through the storm-wrecked world to her lover’s house and laid the baby on his doorstep wrapped in a pale pink blanket, the same color as the apple blossoms she’d worn in her hair when he crowned her queen and carried her away. She’d embroidered the blanket with apple blossoms so he would remember. She wore a nightgown with the same pattern embroidered on the hem, which trailed over the ice as she walked out onto the frozen pond. When the ice cracked beneath her she thought it was her heart breaking . . .

I looked up at the end of the story to see all the faces at the table staring at me in the flickering candlelight. The candles had all burned down. How long had I been speaking?

“Wow,” Duma said. “That crazy old man’s right. You are quite the storyteller.”

“Of silly melodramatic legends,” I said, getting up to clear the dishes. “Your art department would have to put a woman in a white nightgown fleeing from a looming castle on the cover.”

“The Apple Blossom Ghost, you could call it,” Jess said. “That was good, though, about the blanket embroidered with apple blossoms. I don’t remember Monty mentioning that.”

“I’m sure he did,” I said, shouldering my way through the swinging door into the kitchen with a stack of plates. Duma and Abe brought some too, but they went back to the table while Yuriko and I washed up and started the coffee. I could hear Ansel asking Jess to “tell me about this book you’re working on” as the door swung open.

“You go back too,” I told Yuriko. “I asked Ansel earlier about publishers for your chapbook. He knows someone who’d be perfect for you.”

“That’s sweet of you, Clare,” she said, drying a plate with a dish towel. “You’re always looking out for other people. I hope you’ll look out for yourself up there.”

“It’s not the wilds of Alaska,” I said. “Remember I come from there. Or do you really think I’m going to be attacked by a vengeance-seeking ghost?”

“Why would anyone seek vengeance on you?” she asked with only a hint of a smile. “I just wondered if it will be good for you to be so . . . isolated. I wish you could have stayed here where you have friends. If Jess had only taken the job at Brooklyn College . . . but I suppose that he thought teaching would interfere with his writing.”

“Yes,” I said, scrubbing at a bit of dried kale on the rim of a plate. “I think he does. That was kind of you, though, to think of Jess. I haven’t had a chance to thank you—”

“Oh, it was all Abe. He spoke to the department chair and they would have been thrilled to have Jess. But of course it was three classes—more than Jess would want to do. We just thought . . . well, I don’t know what we would do without our salaries and health insurance benefits. But then we’re poets and Jess will write a big book that makes you both rich. It just would have been nice.” She smiled. “I would have had company at all those boring faculty parties.”

“It would have been nice,” I said, handing a plate of fruit to Yuriko. “Would you take this out? I’m going to pour the coffee. This damned Italian espresso machine is so temperamental it might scald you.”

Yuriko squeezed my arm before leaving with the fruit plate. I watched her rearranging a slice of melon as she backed through the door. Then I turned and rinsed the last plate, letting the cold water run over my wrists to calm myself down. Jess hadn’t told me about the job—a job with insurance benefits and a fifteen-minute commute from our beautiful apartment filled with all our smart, witty friends and our enviable Bend Becker dining room table . . .

The plate slipped from my soapy hands and fell into the sink. I heard a crack and cursed, but when I fished it out of the sink I saw it was unbroken. I took a deep breath and put my hands back under the cold water to make them stop shaking. Jess knew how I felt about honesty. He knew I considered an omission as good as a lie. My parents hadn’t told me I was adopted until I was twelve. When they told me I felt as if my entire life had been a lie. Didn’t this omission make our entire marriage a lie?

When my hands were so numb they no longer shook, I dried them and arranged the little blue and yellow espresso cups we’d bought on our trip to Italy (during the year that Jess had thought his second novel might take place in Rome) on a tray, filling each one with a perfect dollop of black aromatic coffee from the temperamental La Spaziale espresso machine Jess had bought for two thousand dollars because he couldn’t write without a “decent” cup of coffee. (Another reason I’d been suspicious of the tattooed barista: why did he have to spend all that time in a coffeehouse with a two thousand dollar coffee machine at home?)

As I came back into the dining room I was afraid they’d all look up at me and see the hurt and shame on my face but they were all staring at something on the table. Only Jess looked up and he was too excited to notice my expression.

“Clare! Do you think Hopper and Benny will want their money back? Bend Becker’s work isn’t indestructible after all.”

I looked down to see what he meant. Running from one end of the table to the other was a narrow but deep crack that I could have sworn hadn’t been there when I set the table.
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