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Not to be confined by the greatest, yet to be contained within the smallest, is divine.

—Epitaph of St. Ignatius (1491–1556)

 

I was walking across our compound last month when a queen termite began building her miraculous city. I saw it because I looked down. One night three great fruit bats flew over the face of the moon. I saw it because I looked up.

—William Beebe (1877–1962)
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Introduction

There is arguably no bird in the world that combines graceful flight, beauty of feathers, pleasing song, and accessibility, plus tameness and abundance, more than the tree swallows (Tachycineta bicolor). And just by putting up a nest-box made in minutes from some scrap board and placed on a pole, I had a pair nesting by my door. In early May 2008, I happened to peek into the nest-box and saw five snow-white eggs in a bed of long white feathers. I had peeked into nest-boxes before and seen nest linings of various commonly available materials, but never anything like this. It was no fluke—such white feathers are rare, and it had cost the swallows deliberate effort to search for and acquire them.

Not surprisingly, swallows are among the most studied birds, and the tree swallow has been considered a “model” bird for research, as the fruit fly (Drosophila melanogaster) and the house mouse (Mus musculus) are to genetics, and the Norway rat (Rattus norvegicus) is to animal behavior. In the many hundreds of scientific studies of tree swallows, the most common topic is their mating behavior. But when I wanted to find out why they line their nests with white feathers, there was nothing in the literature. I had little interest in the mating behavior of tree swallows, but why they went to the effort of finding white feathers was an intriguing question. Would this behavior be repeated by the pair near my door, or by other pairs, or at another place? No answers to these questions were readily available, and I was sure that many more unknowns were linked to them.
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The species is distributed all over North America. Originally tree swallows nested only in tree holes, in contrast to the perhaps more familiar barn and cliff swallows, which build their own type of birdhouse by plastering one gobbet of mud at a time onto a solid substrate to make a potlike cavity, and there they nest. Theirs is a wonderfully creative and beautiful innovation, which allows them to pitch their house potentially anywhere with a convenient solid surface, such as a barn beam or a cliff face. They can nest directly next to each other, and sometimes even on top of each other, thus sharing walls and saving construction costs. As many as fifty cliff-swallow nests may be found in a square meter. In contrast, tree swallows are normally solitary during nesting time. They nest in holes made by woodpeckers, and since woodpeckers are territorial, commanding a certain area as their own, these nesting sites are widely distributed.

But we can bring tree swallows closer to us. By providing them with substitutes—ready-made nest-boxes—we’ll find them nesting right in front of us, in plain view. Their bubbly songs and lively activities are reminders of life’s beauty and bounty, and sometimes their presence provides the opportunity for close study.

Henry David Thoreau famously claimed that a closely examined life would yield infinite riches. He meant our individual lives. But why not consider others’? Birds live by needs, means, and constraints similar to our own. Like us, they claim and settle in a neighborhood, secure food, court a mate, build a home, raise their young, and avoid the dangers that could imperil their own lives and those of their offspring. The details of how they accomplish those universal tasks in their world might offer perspective on and insight into our own lives. Ordinarily we barely glance at swallows; I wanted to watch them deliberately and get to know them intimately.

As you will see, I have attempted, with as little interference as possible, to follow the life cycle of one pair of tree swallows per nesting season. Occasionally, prompted by my observations, I explore wider topics. This differs from the much-practiced method of studying large numbers of birds at a time. My focus is on the detailed observation of individuals, and I have included both drawings and photographs so readers may take this journey with me through ten nesting seasons marked by repetition and variation. My hope is to present an intimate view of the nesting life of a fascinating species.
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In 2010, while living in Vermont, I often examined nest-boxes being used by various pairs of birds—house wrens, great crested flycatchers, European starlings, black-capped chickadees, and tree swallows. The swallows had won out over a pair of chickadees in a contest for the same box, and they furnished the nest with white feathers but, curiously, did so only after their eggs had been laid—not before, as per usual avian protocol.

The female began incubating her six eggs on May 28, 2010, and the nest eventually contained 110 white feathers. The eggs hatched on June 8, and by the 24th the young were feathered out in their ash-gray garb. At that point the nestlings were clambering up from the bottom of the nest to perch, one at a time, in the nest-box entrance hole. There they intercepted each parent as it brought food, fluttering up to its offspring, sometimes hardly stopping. The adult bird simply passed off the food while on the wing.

As this was going on, the adult swallows ignored me and Hugo, my yellow Labrador mutt. But on June 26, they suddenly became noisy and started to dive at Hugo and me, and even made a pass at a kingbird that was pulling threads out of a now-empty oriole nest in the neighboring tall black-cherry tree. When a blue jay landed in the cherry tree near the nest-box, one of the swallows dived at it while noisily chattering an alarm.

Then, for the first time, I saw the male take a short break from his usual nest-tending routine; he landed (twice) on the nest-box, his head and back feathers glistening greenish blue to black, depending on the angle of light. I had never seen one of the swallows stop to land there since after the eggs had been laid, but now both of them landed, and also hovered in front of the nest entrance, but without passing off food. This new behavior was puzzling because earlier, the two had consistently come singly and flown directly to and from the box entrance, always to deliver a meal.

Early the next day, the 27th, the baby leaning out of the nest-box was cheeping nonstop, and at 10:10 a.m. it leaned out and almost fell, but, fluttering hard, managed to hold on to the edge of the box by its feet. It tried to get back in, but another nestling had by then taken its place and was blocking the entrance, so, unable to hang on, the first baby fell straight down into the grass and weeds, a distance of two meters. It sat still there for a few minutes before clambering, with rapid flutters, back up into the vegetation. It then perched on the garden fence directly underneath the nest-box.


A Cooper’s hawk came out of the woods and perched in a tree nearby. It had, I suspected, been attracted by the baby swallows’ hunger cries—the continuous two-syllable chil-it calls, which had been increasing in volume. The baby swallow was a “sitting duck” that would, I thought, have been taken by now, had I not been near enough to discourage the hawk.

The pair of swallows then resumed flying to and from the box, but I had the impression they were feeding the babies less frequently. Could that really be true? To make sure, I needed numbers, and soon found they were making one trip, on average, every 3.5 minutes, which seemed about half as frequent as before. The baby that had fallen out of the nest continued meanwhile to call out like the others. It also preened, shook itself, and then to my surprise flew off in seemingly competent flight, landing in a nearby ash tree.
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The Cooper’s hawk returned later, making a quick flyby, and a broad-winged hawk soared overhead. One of the adult swallows chittered loudly and flew up to meet it, looking tiny next to the high-flying hawk. But the swallow was safe, being more agile in flight than any hawk.

The volume of the young swallows’ peeping increased, and now another leaned farther out of the nest-box to meet its approaching parent, even when that bird was still a hundred meters away. However, the young swallow did not react to other birds flying near. Apparently it could recognize its parent. This too was surprising to me.

The begging of the swallow chicks grew more strident as the food deliveries decreased in frequency, but the babies were unable to stimulate their parents to return faster. Feeding nearly came to a stop from 2:30 to 5:48 p.m.; only one food delivery took place during that period of more than three hours. Except during bad weather, I had never before observed such a long interval without food coming to the nest. Two minutes after the 5:48 p.m. feeding, one parent came back, but not to feed the young. It flew round and round, and back and forth, by the nest-box, and called for seven minutes. On previous days neither parent had hesitated a moment before going to the nest entrance. If this change in behavior was meant to lure the babies out to fledge, it wasn’t working so far; by 8 p.m. all but one of the babies still remained at the nest, and they now reacted to the parents when they came within a range of two hundred meters.

June 28 started warm (68ºF), wet, and windy. It had poured during the night but the rain had stopped by the time I got up. Convinced that the remaining five young would fledge today, I had made a special effort to get up in the dark to try to find out what role, if any, the parents might have in this event, and whether the family would leave the nest together. At dawn, already long after the robin had belted out its song and after I had let my two young Canada geese out of their pen and they had run after me to settle beside me in the grass, I started my watching. But there was no sound from the tree swallows. A female American robin sat tight on her nest in a birch tree in front of me. A rose-breasted grosbeak and a warbling vireo sang from their usual trees. A male ruby-throated hummingbird perched beside me on a dry raspberry stem, as he often did, and a mourning dove sang his haunting song. Not knowing when the fledging would occur, I expected an all-day wait, and after a while I settled in on a comfortable patch of grass, distracted by cedar waxwings.

The waxwings were now dissolving their small flocks. Five birds flew by, and two peeled off to their nest near the end of a long horizontal pine limb. Two others engaged in a chase against the fifth. A little later one was vibrating its wings and opening its bill in typical food-begging behavior, as the other offered it a bright-red honeysuckle berry. It was almost nesting time for these identically garbed birds, and likely they were following the usual bird protocol: a male was offering a female a so-called nuptial gift. I presumed it was a male suitor. The female accepted the berry, and then begged again. This time he acted out feeding her, though he had no berry in his bill. He pretended to pass her one; it looked like a kiss.

The pair of song sparrows that had fledged their young several days earlier had already started a new nest near my watching post. The male sang, and the female flew with one piece of dry grass after another, at intervals of about a minute, into the dense patch of weeds in front of me. He accompanied her, but when she flew down to the nest, he flew up into a tree and sang a few soft, muted refrains—mere whispers compared to those he belted out in April, the day after he arrived.

There was no activity at a nearby nest of northern orioles, which was hanging from a bough of the large overarching black-cherry tree; the young had long since fledged. The strands of milkweed the birds had gathered to make their nest had by now been reused in one kingbird and two cedar-waxwing nests. A family group of four ravens drifted by, circling lazily in the air, dipping down, flying back up. Their young continually yelled—pitiably, I thought—as they tagged along. I had never let young ones (ravens or others) in my care get quite so hungry that they screamed so. Families of blue jays and common grackles were also near, and the young of each were making a constant racket. The grosbeak sang, with only small breaks, and the female low in the bushes below his perches fed on both honeysuckle and serviceberries. Yesterday the male had followed her closely as she wandered through the underbrush; he was either silent or singing in a barely audible whisper. That is, this song was meant for her specifically—it was not a full-throated proclamation that this was the bird’s territory. It was intimate music for her ears only, now that the two were a pair close to nesting.

Meanwhile, this morning, one or another of the baby swallows had perched at the nest-box entrance. It seemed that the parents were still trying to starve them out because so far no feeding had occurred, and even by 7 a.m., when the female came by for the first time, she had no food. She merely landed briefly by the nest entrance and then left.

The swallow parents made two more flybys over the next hour and a half, and the baby at the nest entrance, reaching farther and farther out, peeped piteously. Finally, at 9:51 a.m. one of the parents flew up to it and passed it a morsel of food, and for the next nine minutes this parent flew around the nest area without a break, fluttering, gliding, diving, making sharp turns, starting to fly off but coming back again and again, calling all the while. Two more visits to the nest within the next hour were followed by similar display flights. By 11 a.m. there had been only seven visits from the parents.

A second young swallow flopped over and hung on at the nest entrance, fluttering, as one had done yesterday. However, after managing to retract its wing, it squeezed back into the nest-box.

Finally, at 6:42 p.m., another baby swallow flew away. It left alone, with no adults near at the moment. The young bird fluttered clumsily along and kept losing altitude, heading downward toward thick raspberry bushes. But it then pedaled hard and barely cleared them, and continued toward the nearby beaver bog. I feared it would land in the water, but it turned and, “finding its wings” in time, circled and headed for a pine tree. At that point in its exodus an adult swallow suddenly arrived and accompanied it. Baby and adult then flew together out of my sight. Greatly relieved, I was ready to examine the contents of the now-silent nest-box. I opened it.

The white feathers were now trodden into a damp, gooey mass. Flat on the layer of guano lay a fully feathered, fully dead young swallow. I could see no injury, but the keel of its chest was sharp; it had starved and was now in rigor mortis, so it had died within the past day. Other than that, the nest was empty.

None of the young returned there. I could not be sure how many had survived; I’d seen two leave the nest but could have missed others as they did so. But for most of the next two days, tree swallows were skimming over the pond and over neighboring fields, and my curiosity was whetted. What were these birds capable of, and how did they solve the basic problems of living?

Six is usually the maximum number for a clutch of tree swallows. Perhaps this time the pair had laid one extra egg, or something else had happened. Another female may have discovered the nest and inserted her own egg there at an opportune moment.
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The tree swallow nest I had observed in Vermont showed possible advantages as well as difficulties related to using tree holes as nesting places. The nest holes were small—perhaps all the babies hadn’t been fed because not all could perch together at the entrance. Now, with my move in 2011 to our remote cabin in the Maine woods at the center of a half-hectare clearing, a place where I had spent many previous summers, I could definitely rule out any white feathers coming from a nearby chicken farm. Here in Maine, there were no farmers for miles. My first surprise, though, was to see swallows battling.

 


Swallows are known for their peaceful, mild-mannered nature. A barn with barn swallows is always alive with their gentle twittering, as they sail in and out the door or an open window and perch on their nests plastered here and there on the ceiling beams. I don’t recall ever seeing a clash or quarrel among barn, cliff, or bank swallows. Not so here in our clearing, with nine nest-boxes ready for occupancy.

Two swallows had come as a pair, and the first thing they did upon arrival was to land repeatedly at the entrance of the same nest-box. They flew to and from it, stopping to peek in, then flying around the clearing while chirping loudly, only to return again and again, looking in some more. They ignored the other newly installed boxes, suggesting that one or both of these swallows were returning to an old nest site. Then, within an hour, a third swallow arrived.

Within less than a minute, one of the other two swallows met the stranger in the air. The two then fell to the ground, entangled in a brawl that looked like a single ball of fluttering feathers. They were close by, oblivious to my presence, so I walked over. I was almost able to pick up the grappling duo before they disentangled themselves and flew up into the air. Was this an extraordinary event, or was it characteristic of tree swallows?

Only the original pair remained after several such battles with the third. But fifteen minutes later, suddenly four swallows were flying around the clearing. The new pair left after being chased off, but this time no contact fights occurred. One of the two remaining swallows then perched on top of a nest-box, while the other clung to its entrance and peeked in.

 


Two weeks of cold and rainy weather followed this encounter, and during this time I saw no swallows. However, on May 7, temperatures rose to 63 degrees F, and masses of migrant birds came streaming in. Already at dawn, four swallows were circling the clearing, but only one pair remained—apparently that first pair from two weeks earlier. The female (identifiable by her dull brownish coloration, distinct from the shiny reflective blue of the male) carried a bit of grass into the nest-box the two had apparently claimed on their first day here.

A week later the nest of grass looked finished, and egg laying started the next day, May 15, even though the nest still had no lining of feathers. By May 19, with egg laying nearly finished, it contained six light-colored feathers. Examining the feathers closely, I identified them as mostly those of ducks. The nearest potential sources were the beaver bog two kilometers to the south and the lake twice as far to the west.

I knocked on the nest-box in early June when the eggs were being incubated, hoping the bird inside would flush out so I could examine the eggs. But there was no response, and so I opened the nest-box by removing its front panel. The female was on the nest. She didn’t budge. She seemed nonchalant as I gently reached in and poked a finger under her belly to shove her gently to the side as I counted six eggs. After that I checked the nest daily and, as before, she appeared unfazed by my presence.

She and her mate continued to ignore me. I had probably in an earlier summer become an accepted part of their environment. Swallows, like people and most other animals, are alarmed by the unfamiliar and the unexpected. I was not news to these swallows. With my cabin door practically next to their nest-box, I was the equivalent of the rain barrel under the roof or the wheelbarrow by the garden.

The six eggs hatched on June 10. Young songbirds typically put on conspicuous growth from one day to the next, which allows them to become quickly independent—sometimes merely ten days after hatching. By June 27 all six young were feathered out, and they begged nonstop. The baby perched in the nest entrance increased the volume of its calls whenever one of the adults flew into the clearing.

I expected the young to fledge soon, so the next day, June 28, I closely followed the adults’ nest-provisioning behavior. They now averaged only five nest visits within ten minutes, one-third the frequency that I had measured earlier. The reduction could have been due to any of a number of variables, such as weather, hatches of specific insects, and so on. But the adult birds’ activity soon seemed deliberate, by choice: in the last two minutes of one of my ten-minute watches, one of the birds circled around the whole time. It cheeped emphatically while swooping repeatedly over and around the nest-box, but without landing. It had an agenda other than food delivery.

The next morning the familiar constant begging calls of the baby swallows continued unabated. I knew that six fledglings had so far survived and were still in the nest. But curiously, no baby swallow was now perched in the nest entrance; up to this moment, one or another had been there virtually continuously. Furthermore, instead of two adults, only one now circled the clearing, making soft musical calls. It kept on and on with this, until finally, alighting at the nest entrance, it perched there. By the cadence of the sound, I could tell that only one baby bird was now begging, and even more incessantly; but it still did not appear at the nest entrance. I had, by taking a short break in my watch, missed the apparent quick departure of all except one baby.


I again monitored the parents’ frequency of visitation, and during ten minutes saw thirteen visits to the nest-box entrance. But despite this sudden increased attentiveness, no food was passed to the young—despite the fact that during at least the last six to eight visits, a parent bird carried a conspicuously large food item: a yellow-brown moth. I had seldom seen the swallows carrying any sort of large insect, and I had never before observed them bringing in prey that large. I had the impression that the swallow was using it as bait in an attempt to lure the last baby out of the nest-box. But something wasn’t right—only one parent was present at any given time, whereas usually I had seen both together. Furthermore, no baby had appeared at the entrance, despite the constant begging. I therefore approached the nest-box to check its contents. The begging stopped, and when I opened and looked inside, I was surprised. The nest was empty! I looked again and again, at first not believing my eyes.

No baby could hide in that nest. It was a soggy, stinking, thick layer of guano. I looked under the guano—it was crawling with the usual guano-feeding maggots, generally harmless to birds. The conclusion was clear: although the babies had fledged, one remained nearby.

The moment I left the vicinity of the empty nest-box, the begging resumed, coming, I now realized, from a thicket of blooming fireweed directly beneath the box. I then found the baby on the ground there, under a meter-thick layer of dense plants. No adult swallow would enter such a tangle, nor would any juvenile, unless it had fallen into it. I picked up the baby swallow and returned it to the box, hoping the parents might still feed it.


One parent returned twice to the nest-box during the next half-hour. But each time the parent (always just one) circled and called; it did not feed the one remaining nestling, which now perched in the entrance. Seeing the adult flying nearby, the baby responded by calling ever more wildly, until it finally jumped out. It was still too weak to fly, and again it fell into the fireweed.

In ten minutes a swallow landed at the nest-box entrance, and the baby below screamed as loudly as ever. But the parent soon left. Forty-seven minutes later, a parent once more returned. This time it did not fly to the nest-box but instead made several brief passes high over the clearing before flying on. There was no response from any of the other five babies anywhere within earshot. They had apparently all left with one of the parents; one of the pair kept returning to try to retrieve the one remaining baby, which was weak. Now fearing that this nestling might be abandoned, I retrieved it and saw that it was fully feathered out, but its pectoral (flight) muscles were atrophied—the bird was starved. I tried to revive it.

Nearby flowers offered many insects. Prying open the baby’s bill, I was able to insert crush-killed insects, mostly bees—they were the most abundant and easy to catch. The bird eagerly ingested all that I gave it. (I did not want it to get stung by the honeybees—even recently dead honeybees still have a functioning stinger. I held them to my arm first to discharge the venom, which simultaneously stimulated my immune system.)
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While I was walking around, capturing and preparing the food for my new charge, two swallows, presumably both parents, suddenly reappeared. The youngster instantly started to struggle in my hand, so I released it. Now with a clear view ahead of it, and with a little fuel in its stomach, it fluttered downhill until it reached the woods at the bottom of the slope, about a hundred meters away, where it landed in a low bush. It there resumed calling. The adults instantly flew to it. They did not, however, feed it. They had come only to look for it, and just swooped over it and left.

A half-hour later three adult swallows arrived, but just one stayed, for twelve minutes. Seventeen minutes later two came. Still, none fed the baby. I again retrieved the little bird; its calls made it easy to locate. It made no attempt to fly as I plucked it from its perch and put it into a makeshift wire cage, which I set on the ground near the nest site.

The pair came by several more times that still-early afternoon, and they now landed at the cage. I had by then fed the youngster ten insects and felt it must be absolutely stuffed. However, since the parents’ presence still invariably caused it to cheep loudly, I wanted to find out whether it was hunger or their presence as such that caused it to respond like that. I therefore fed it until it would take no more, to find out if it would still cheep at the parents when they came by. The baby eventually ingested, one after another, at least thirty-eight large insects (three beetles, four honeybees, twenty-one flies the size of honeybees, eight bumblebees, and two butterflies). Afterward it sat at rest and seemed content and silent for an hour. Unfortunately, my intended experiment yielded no result; no other swallow came by in all that time.

That evening I set the still-inept fledgling on a branch, where within minutes it was again chirping nonstop. Then, in a weak and clumsy but nevertheless fluttering flight, it flew a hundred meters to a nearby chestnut tree. It gradually got stronger, and from there it flew to a nearby spruce, and then onto a sugar maple.

An adult swallow finally came at dusk, clearly announcing itself by chirping continuously as it circled all around. The baby immediately answered but did not budge from its perch. Eventually the circling swallow switched to higher-pitched calls. The baby continued to respond, but it did not jump off to follow the circling swallow, which after three minutes of continuous circling flew off in silence in a southerly direction, as both adults always had when leaving the clearing.

The baby had now possibly been abandoned. Yet once again a swallow came before dark. This one didn’t circle. Instead it flew low and went directly to the baby; then, after a brief vocal exchange and possibly a feeding, the adult left. I had by now noticed two flight patterns, or individual flight signatures—those of the female and male, respectively. One hurried and fluttered, the other with some gliding.

There was silence the next dawn. But at 5:20 a.m., on this clear and windless day, the male came for a reconnaissance. Its calls of cheelp—cheelp-cheelp sounded insistent as he flew around the maple tree where the baby had perched the previous evening. The swallow then flew low and called all over the clearing, but this time no cheeps answered him, and he left after a mere fifteen seconds. He had been back long enough, and his calls had been conspicuous enough to elicit a response, if the baby was still there.

Three minutes later the female (the one with the more fluttering flight and the higher-pitched but softer voice) came by also. She made only two or three passes before also flying off, silent, over the forest in the southerly direction, as her mate had done, and as both had done the day before.

That morning I continued to lie in bed, next to the open window, after the two swallows had left, listening to the dawn chorus of ovenbirds, of yellow-throated and chestnut-sided warblers. A family of common ravens, which had noisily settled at dusk into a nearby pine grove, were just waking up and making a racket loud enough to raise the dead. A loon called from the lake, and an evening grosbeak’s clear, bell-like tone rang out, but there was no peep from the baby swallow. It could not have left after dark, I had seen it just before dark, and no baby now responded to either parent. I surmised it had died during the night.

 


I did not expect to see the parents again this year because they had come to check on their fledgling and heard no response. In past years, after the young had all fledged, no adult swallows appeared, even on the day that the fledging took place. Not until the following spring would another swallow grace the clearing. Yet on this morning, the pair showed up five more times, vocalizing to call their young! This, given my previous observations, was noteworthy. It suggested that the parents had inferred that this one baby, the last of six, was still around. I doubt they actually count their young, so the swallows’ inference was likely based on having seen the fledgling the previous evening. Yet I was still baffled, because the five other babies had most likely left with the parents—wouldn’t the adults have felt they had them all?

After each foray, the pair flew off in a southerly direction, to the place where surely they had taken their other five young, possibly the beaver bog. The five babies must have left close together, perhaps as a group. I now did know that the parents remembered and cared about the one that got left behind, or else they would not have come here repeatedly, looking for it. I renewed my efforts to find out what might have happened to the little swallow. I had seen it at dusk, but there was no sound of it at dawn; it was therefore not likely taken by a hawk, and so I searched in the grass and leaves under the tree where the baby had perched at night. I found no sign of it.

That afternoon, after the swallows stopped coming, a turkey vulture kept circling. Could a vulture have been attracted by the scent of a single dead swallow? This new thought induced me to recheck the thickly overgrown ground under the maple tree, and this time I found the baby lying dead among the leaves. Its keel was still sharp
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