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	Mother is the name for God in the lips and hearts of little children.

	- William Makepeace Thackeray, ‘Paradise Lost’

	 

	 

	 

	 

	I talk in a daze, I walk in a maze

	I cannot get out, said the starling.

	- Vladimir Nabokov, ‘Lolita’
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	My mother, she’s standing at the counter with her hair shining loose over her shoulder, her eyes just as bright, her smile so wide she can only be oblivious to the lipstick marks on her teeth. She’s laying her change out onto the counter, one coin at a time, placing each down with a sharp, metallic tap on the smooth space between the till and the gum rack. The tapping sound, clear and deliberate behind the dancing wall of her voice, feels like the echo of a giant clock in the background. Ticking down to something. Tap-tap like tick-tock.

	“Eighty-nine,” she says. Tap-Tick. “Ninety.” Tap-Tock.

	Beside the rows of coins, stacked up to tens in neat piles, are two crisp bills. Beside the bills are her intended purchases. There are only three—a vanilla-scented lip balm, a box of salted crackers, and a carton of full-cream milk. 

	“One hundred,” she beams. Tap. Tick. “Nearly there.”

	She’s twenty cents off the total. She’s fumbling in the depths of her bag in search of more loose change. The guy behind the counter, he’s standing there with his arms folded, trying to look serious while he stares down her shirt. She’s made this easy for him—the staring—leaning forward the way she is, her shoulders curved in the way they are.

	The man waiting behind my mom, he huffs a sigh. It comes out mostly through his nose. His hands tighten on his shopping basket. He wants to buy a frozen pizza, a bottle of soda water, a tube of lubricant. Clearly, he’s not asking much of life as it is, and this is supposed to be the express queue.

	My mother looks over her shoulder at him. Maybe she caught the gust on the back of her neck, felt his breath hit the space between her shoulders. “Sorry,” she says to him. “I’m in a hurry, too.” She gives him the kind of smile that leaves him awkward for a few moments. His cheeks color to a tough, meaty red. He huffs again. But this time it isn’t a sigh. Not exactly.

	“I’ll pay whatever’s left,” the woman behind Lube Dude says. She’s middle-aged, no makeup, sloppy ponytail and sports shoes that have never seen the surface of any track or indoor court. She wants to buy a pack of tampons, a bottle of aspirin, a box of cheese-flavored crackers, and the obligatory bread, eggs, and milk, of course. Still, it isn’t hard to tell why she’s testy.

	“Five,” my mother says, ignoring her. “Six.”

	Tick. And then Tock.

	The shop is small but understaffed. Four check-outs, two in use. The guy behind the counter should’ve done something by now, but he’s young, new. Who expects this kind of scene on a calm, mid-week afternoon?

	He clears his throat. “Ma’am….”

	My mother stops counting. “Yes?”

	“Don’t worry about the rest,” he says. “Please.”

	So, at fourteen cents short, everyone in line behind my mother exhales a loud sigh of relief. 

	“But… are you sure?” she opens her eyes wide at him, and smiles again, the tips of her teeth caught with the scarlet smudge of her lipstick. Red smeared on white. Gleaming. 

	“Yes, really,” the cashier guy says. “It doesn’t matter. Just, please…”

	His new worry is she’s going to launch into a thank you speech. That she’ll stay right where she is with her shining hair and her stained smile, and hold the queue up even longer while she tells him how wonderful he is, how kind he is, how he can only be an angel, helping a stranger out so selflessly. From the way she’s standing—cozy on her elbows, her feet arched in their heels with one ankle crossed back in a lazy twist—this seems a likely scenario. The way she leans, it’s like she’s at her own kitchen counter. The way she’s smiling, it’s like she’s catching up with an old friend.

	“Please,” he says.

	My mother seems unsure. She turns her head for a moment, about to look back again at the growing line of people—now six, maybe seven—behind her, but thinks better of it and returns her attention to the cashier. He drags his eyes away from the place on her chest where her shirt ends and her skin starts. For a moment he looks like he might be about to cry.

	“Well, times are tough for all of us,” my mother says. 

	Cashier Man stares at her. He blinks.

	“So… I can’t tell you how grateful I am. My little girl here—” and now she points to me “—she and I, we struggle every damn day to support ourselves and each other. Every cent counts. Every cent really counts. So few folks understand that when it’s not them it’s happening to. You know?”

	The cashier guy definitely knows. Minimum wage for long shifts, school assignments, and debt payments. Time stretched out like a decaying rubber band you have to keep plucking on, dreading the day when it finally snaps—but then he has a moment. He seems to replay what he’s heard, and he looks at me. Eyes mostly white. 

	“That’s your daughter?”

	My mother beams. “Looks just like me, doesn’t she?”

	My mother, sometimes she’s a super bitch.

	“Hey.” I smile. My teeth are whiter than my mother’s. They don’t have any lipstick marks. “Mind if I take some gum?”

	I’ve already pocketed a pack, strawberry-flavored, by the time he looks at me. 

	“S-sure,” he says.

	I take another pack. The only one he knows about.

	“It’s so important to be kind in this life,” my mother says. 

	“I thought maybe she was your sister,” Cashier Dude mumbles. He’s trying not to look at me again.

	My mother scoops the cash back up off the counter. Bills, coins, the lot. She shoves it all into the pocket of her leather jacket. She picks up the purchases. The items she hasn’t purchased at all.

	“Only great people do beautiful things,” she says. She cocks an eye at me, signalling that it’s time to leave.

	“But—” the cashier says. “Wait—”

	But. 

	Wait.

	Like by the time he dared to say those words, they still had any power at all.

	My mother zips up the side pocket of her jacket, packed now with all the cash she’s just re-appropriated. She shoves the milk carton into my hands. She palms the lip balm in his full view.

	“God bless you,” she says. “So much.”

	I follow her out, and when the door closes behind me I hear a bell jingle inside.

	Such a cheerful sound.

	The stiff silence of sudden outrage shut behind.

	***

	“Okay kitten,” my mother says as we speed-walk across the parking lot. “Stay right by me for the next few blocks, okay?”

	I wouldn’t know where else to go, but this is something she always says after what she calls a ‘paper-tiger heist’. The famous paper tiger, a cut-out form that fools only the utterly gullible or the absolutely stupid. My mother, she’s not made of paper, though. The tiger in her has teeth. Scarlet-marked and all.

	That we’ve just risked a major scene for some milk and crackers, it’s not important. Adrenalin, endorphins, the sweet mayhem-jolt anxiety and excitement make when they swirl into each other. My heart pounds. My throat is swollen with all the giggles I’m keeping trapped down there. Scary as it is right now, it’s also sort of funny. Later it’ll be hilarious.

	“Try to look innocent,” she tells me over her shoulder, half-smile, fast-stepping in her heels. I’ve never seen any other woman walk so fast with spikes on her feet. Battered concrete or rough country road, my mother steps like all the world is her linoleum.

	The box of crackers slides out from under the clasp of her jacket—it thuds against the concrete and rolls onto a battered side. Probably all shattered in there, now.

	“Goddammit,” she mumbles, pausing to snatch the box up, glancing at me through the fall of her hair.

	I raise an eye at her, flash her the tube of lubricant, the carton of eggs. I lifted them right out of those tight-clenched baskets while their holders gazed in stunned outrage at my mother’s shining-smile antics. I could’ve swirled these items over my head on the way out, shrieking, and nobody would’ve noticed. Back there, I was that invisible and she was that bright.

	“My girl.” She grins. 

	Without having to try this time, I smile.

	I don’t know where we’re going, but she leads us. My momma in her pretty spiked shoes, with her lovely dark lips. Her blonde hair glittering, her silhouette stark as black velvet tossed on tall flames. Like an angel on fire. Like a shadow thrown against the sun.
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	My mom was fifteen years old when I arrived in her world, and the way she tells it, you’d swear there was never a sign for her that she was even pregnant. 

	“You gave me the worst cramps I ever had in my life,” she’s said to me. Like I was a forgotten tampon or a plate of bad seafood. “But when I first saw you, it made it all okay.”

	I know it’s not okay, and she knows it’s not okay, but since so much of life is pretending what’s horribly wrong is actually really okay, maybe the truth doesn’t matter so much in the end. 

	Pretend okay. Real okay. Maybe there isn’t always a difference. A teenager gets pregnant, or not. A baby is born, or not. So many beautiful, terrible journeys leading out from so many different possibilities. Like a pane of glass cracking, fractures making fractures, a fragile crisscross of lines spreading out in a spiderweb shatter. 

	“When something scary happens, or something hurts you, you have to weigh the bad up against the good it gives,” she says. “You have to trust when you look back on it one day, you’ll see all the ways it was pretty. You have to look for the beauty, babe. It’s always there.” 

	I don’t remember where we were when we last had this conversation, but I see a lollipop in her mouth. I see her squint-smile, the one where her eyes get tiny and the dimples in her cheeks scoop hollows into her face. She presses the lollipop to her lower lip. Wet, electric red. It vanishes back into her mouth. A small red orb holding down her tongue.

	What she doesn’t say. What I always think. Even if you do find a lot of good from something bad, nothing really makes it all the way okay. Scars, bruises, fears. They still happened. They’re still there. This is the truth nobody likes to look at, while they’re dewy-eyed talking about how grateful they are for some vicious event that damn-near destroyed them.

	Bad things turn the good life that follows into a consolation prize. I guess this is what I am to her. Her consolation prize.

	My mother doesn’t talk much about before I was born. She says as she is now, she can’t imagine being without me. She says this like nothing that came before me exists for her anymore. Like I wiped it out, shredded it into a fine mist. Those memories are wisps and ghosts hovering around her, half-complete. Not solid enough to take seriously.

	“I didn’t have a reason for living before you,” she’s told me.

	And.

	“Becoming a mother is like dying in a car wreck and coming back a different person.” 

	And.

	“Not all types of dying are bad.”

	The part of her life before me, I don’t think any of it was particularly fair or easy. Not real okay, not pretend okay either. 

	“You don’t have to be what you grew up around,” she says. “But that doesn’t mean it’s not a part of you.”

	I don’t remember where we were going when we had this conversation, but I see her behind the wheel of a car, driving us somewhere. The visors are down. Her sunglasses mask her eyes. The sun is bright and low against the horizon. Her forehead shines with sweat. 

	“It was just a small town, doll. One of a million. Nothing special about it. Believe me.”

	She’s described it for me, though—the town and the hills surrounding it—a little place lost in the middle of rural nowhere, surrounded by woods and rocks, gathering up towards the mountains in thickening waves. 

	“They scared me as a kid,” she says. “Not the woods, but the mountains further out. Some of those mountains are shaped like tables. Big and wide and flat at the top, you know? I used to think giants lived out in the hills somewhere. I used to have nightmares about them coming at night and snatching people out of their beds. Using the mountains like furniture, sitting down at one of them like it was a dinner table. Laying their victims out, all tiny and screaming, all wriggling around on the plate. Sometimes in my dreams the giants even had cutlery—massive knives and forks that flashed silver and made sounds like thunder when they moved.”

	I don’t think the giants lived in the hills. I think the giants were the hills. Mossy faces and broken teeth. A turned shoulder here, a bent knee there, making all those shapes. 

	“Yeah, it was full of monsters, all right,” Momma says. 

	I don’t remember where we were here either, but I see us sitting on the curve of a road at night. A hill stumbles down below us in a sheer and shadowed fall, soft with wild grass. Streetlights shine above and behind, picking up the diamond sequins on her denim jacket when she moves. I feel myself shivering in my skin. Shivering from the cold, or maybe for her.

	“That man,” she says—her father, who she never calls father, who I’d never call grandfather—“He didn’t have a lot to give. Even if he did, he didn’t do a lot of giving.”

	I guess she was poor or maybe it means he was selfish. My momma, she never talks about those details. She barely mentions her own mother at all. 

	“I don’t remember her, babe,” she says when I ask, tossing her hair over her shoulder so the streetlights ripple-shine through it. “So take a good look at me, huh? You should be so lucky.” Nudging me. “You got a mother and a best friend all in one, and I’m right here next to you.” Laughing. “Drink me in.” Looping her arm through mine. The diamonds on her shoulders flash again. Pressing a kiss to the side of my face. Her breath warm and sweet.

	The way she talks about it, I imagine my mom’s room was all bare walls and a baseboard bed. She doesn’t have to describe it in exact words. The truths words make can be different to how a thing actually is. Dark places make dark pictures, and sometimes I think I see every corner. 

	The baseboard for her bed, the way I picture it, it was the splintery kind. She slept hard, when she slept. It toughened her skin, but not in a way you know by looking or touching. The curtains were smoke-stained, hanging from broken hooks so the light splashed down on her even when they were shut. I see a stash of sweets and a coil of junk necklaces she’s saved, hidden somewhere smart—a false floorboard or a hollow behind a loose section of skirting board. She’s good at hiding things, which is a talent more than a learned skill. 

	“I was a grownup way before I was supposed to be. Before I even knew it was supposed to be any different for kids,” she says. “But hey. People with easy childhoods grow up to be a bunch of clueless brats. You ever notice that?”

	I don’t know.

	Maybe.

	My mom, there’s a lot of things she notices. Since she had to grow up with nobody looking after her but herself, she’s sharper than most other people in a lot of ways. When I was younger, I thought there was nothing she didn’t know how to do. She can change a tire, jump-start a car, sew a button, roll a cigarette, make a meal out of near-nothing, put lipstick on without a mirror, and tie a cherry stalk with her tongue.

	“It’s okay to ask for help the first time,” she says. “But then you pay attention. You watch. You remember. Then you’ll never have to ask again.”

	If I think of her hometown, I imagine railway tracks for some reason, but this can’t be a real memory. Not of mine. It just feels that way—like metal and dust and iron lines slicing through soft earth. I think of That Man and her, together in his house, and then of me, a bud blooming in her belly. Me, rounding out so fast and tight she couldn’t push me flat with bandages, couldn’t smother me with loose fabric. Like I was a tumor, or maybe more like an earthquake rippling up against her surface, making new shapes under her skin. The damage getting harder for her to hide. 

	Slut. She says that man called her that when those oversized sport shirts and lumpy sweaters couldn’t hide me anymore.

	Whore. He said that, too.

	Fifteen years old, sobbing in her bedroom. I see her flat on her belly, her hair flung out onto her pillows. Or, no. She can’t have been flat on her belly, not with me in there. But I’m sure about the hair? Tangled, dirty. Darker than it is now.

	“I was still myself,” she tells me. “I was still the same girl, only pregnant. But to everyone I’d ever known, I was now stained. Overnight, I was trash. People can be fucking awful when something they don’t like happens to you. Something they wouldn’t like happening to them, or to their family. You’re the one in front of them, so you’re the one they blame. Like demonizing you gives them some kind of protection. Next thing, you’ve got nobody close and nowhere to go. Know what I mean?”

	I do know. Sort of. I don’t know. Not really. Especially since this is as much as she’ll say about the other people in this story. Nothing at all about my father, not a word about his own reaction to the news. Or if he was even still around. 

	Slut.

	Whore.

	The man who gave me half his genes, she’s never once said his name, which makes me wonder if she knows herself. Who was he? It’s like she has a list of possibilities, but none of them fit the idea in her head. So she’d rather say he’s Nobody. Like I was her own creation, her own conjuring. In a lot of ways, I guess I am.

	“I grew up different too,” she says. “Worlds from that whole nuclear family bullshit. But even the way I grew up, I never had someone the way you have me. I wasn’t so lucky, babe.”

	Her childhood home was a kind of chaos factory. A constant stream of people coming and going. Neighbors, strangers. Her father’s friends. His acquaintances. The back room kept dark, the windows opened to cracks behind heavy black curtains. 

	“It wasn’t a place for children,” she’s said. 

	The first time my mother got drunk, she was only about eight or nine. 

	“Some old dude kept giving me sips of his whiskey,” she smiles. Her bitter smile, when a memory is almost good but has a lot of bad around it too.

	This conversation? I think we were at a bus depot, waiting to leave. Sitting on our bags outside the ticket office. Dawn was dragging night into day. The air was so fresh and so chill even our breaths were mist. We were huddled back against the cold brick wall with our arms locked around our legs. We’d taken some clothes out of our bags to lay over ourselves for extra warmth. The sky was a crisp ghost-blue, like when the day is warming up hot after a night full of ice.

	“I remember feeling kinda giddy, like I’d been spinning around and my head hadn’t stopped swirling yet. I was happy—woozy-happy. I was stumbling all over the place. Bumping into everything. It can’t have been, you know. Safe.”

	“No one helped you?” I said.

	“Helped me? No babe. That Man and his friends, they thought it was funny. They all stood around and laughed at me. They gave me more. They gave me so much I threw up behind the television set. Then I got so scared of being punished for it that I peed, right there on the carpet. ‘This little thing hasn’t been house-trained yet’, one guy said. I remember, because I remember thinking ‘Thing’? And how awful that word felt, the way he was saying it. I was just a kid, drunk and confused and crying, with pee running down my legs and puke burning the back of my tongue, while they stood around and looked down at me, laughing.”

	I see these strangers, looming over her. Big men with hands spaced wide on their hips, heads thrown back. I see her wide eyes and her soiled dress, the tip of her tongue between her teeth the way she does when she’s scared. I see her weaving on her feet.

	The way my momma tells her bad memories, they always sound worse than mine.

	I don’t know why there were so many people at her house—there always are, in all her stories—or what exactly That Man did for a living. I want to imagine a poker lounge, a kind of backyard gambling den. I’ve been in one or two before, so I know how they look. Cards and cigarette smoke and crumpled stacks of cash. Empty beer bottles cluttering the tables, lined up against the walls. Everything smelling sour like ash and days-old sweat. Unwashed hair and dirty shirts. It’s easy to see my mother in this place.

	“That Man was useless,” my mother tells me. “Useless. He barely did anything except open and close the door to let those bozos in and out. And drink. And talk. Always, lots of talk. Like he was this incredible human being who knew everything better than anyone, though he hardly left the house. Mostly though, I guess he was just lazy. I once heard a woman talking about That Man, back when I was a little kid, younger than you are now. She was telling someone, ‘If there was work in the bedroom, he’d want to take a nap.’ The way she said it, I knew it was supposed to be funny, but it was years before I understood what it meant.”

	My mother didn’t laugh when she first heard this saying, but I did when she first told it to me. 

	I guess, unlike her, I was old enough to get the joke.
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	Where we are now, this town has been home for a touch over two weeks. It’s a moderate size suburban square, sprawling, kinda poor but not trash-torn. There’s a water tower up on one of the higher hills, which you can see from almost everywhere around. It doesn’t look so big from a distance, though it must be, or it wouldn’t loom like that. Metal bars and splayed legs. A dome-topped cage held high. The high street isn’t long but it snakes around in sections, hiding the post office behind the supermarket, the library behind the mechanics. I don’t know where the schools are yet—maybe tucked farther back.

	My mother says this town is a perfect ‘launch pad’. Small, safe. Separate, but connected. It has a coach depot and a train line and a highway running by. It’s a place with many exits. No locked doors. We live like rumors in towns like this. Sketch-book versions of ourselves with scratched-out features and unknown names. Vague address, no kin. This is the kind of town we get to stay in long enough to find a rhythm, feel familiar. Settle down on shallow roots. The type of weed that tears out with one easy tug, and barely turns the soil. Some towns like this, we get close to forgetting we’re not really supposed to stay. Staying too long makes leaving difficult, like the way leaving Auntie Clem was difficult.

	Our friend here’s name is Susie. I want to tell him he’s got a girl’s name, but I don’t know if that would be safe. How he would react. His eyes are soft when he looks at me, but I’ve seen him clenching his hands when he’s stressed, pushed, unsure. They open and shut in slow-grasp spasms, like he’s looking for something lost in the air around his hips. 

	Hey, Little Kitten, he calls me. Darling. Pretty One. Doll.

	He says these names smirking like a friend, like a joke, hands on his hips, his shoulder shrugging like, Shucks. There’s nothing sharp in his eyes, and the way he says it makes me giggle, or at least smile. That smirk of his, it’s the safe type. So far.

	“You could be your mom’s sister,” he said the day we first met. “Her baby half-sister. Same eyes, same skin, same hair. Guess maybe it’s better in some ways, to be so close in age? Huh?”

	What was he seeing in his mind? Pillow fights and makeovers. Me and her doing each other’s nails, wearing each other’s clothes? Blending into each other the way day moves into night? What Susie imagines about my mother and me is almost true, but the parts he doesn’t see are truer.

	“She’s still my mom,” I told him. 

	“Yes she is, Little Miss,” he said. “But what does that make me?”

	It sounds like he’s flirting, but I don’t think he is. To me it sounds more like stuff he says to make sure I don’t feel left out. Maybe he’s right, and this is something I need. The way he is when they’re in the same room together pushes me to the edges, to a place that isn’t really the outside but feels as good as. Like I’m mostly forgotten in this time. Watching him and my mom, it makes my stomach clench.

	I don’t say much to Susie yet. New friends are harder to read. They might start off nice, easy-going, even fun, but sometimes they have a way of changing. It can start as small as a twitch. A flash. The way they show the thoughts within. A tensing somewhere supposed to be hidden, flickering to the front. Too quick to catch if you’re not watching for it.

	I’ve been there before.

	Uncle Dan, it was the way he raised his index finger at me one day when he caught me going through his magazines. Babes with bulbous breasts and plastic eyelashes, fingers making Vs between their legs to show the pink inside. Their dumb doll faces oblivious to all the scribbling he’d done on their bodies, eyes scratched out and sternums split with red and black pens. Scissor stitch-marks around their nipples, red ink spirals to show the skin peeling back. He’d pressed down so hard he’d torn the paper in places. He caught me when he wasn’t supposed to. His index finger up, stiff and trembling. So desperate to scream at me, he sputtered for a while first. That kind of anger, it has a lot to do with shame.

	Uncle Vern, it was in the tilt of his head while he watched me watch TV. Smiling like I was a puppy asleep on the carpet, when really I was just cross-legged on the floor, gaping at the infomercials. When really I was trying to learn about knives, how they cut through leather boots and tin cans like nothing can scratch their metal. When I was thinking how great it would be to have a knife like that of my own. His smile was soft and sappy. The shadows on his face shifting as the light from the TV flickered bright, then dark, and then back again. I saw it all when I turned to look at him, and he stared back at me for the longest time, his hand trembling on his belt buckle, fingers nudging at the tongue. He only looked away in the end because I wouldn’t. Staring back at him, thinking about knives while the glare from the TV burned the side of my face.

	With Uncle Steve, it was in the first moment when he held his hand out for me to shake. Wrapped his fingers over mine with the smell of bleach and dirty skin. His yellow-toothed grin opening above my head. 

	I don’t like him I don’t like him I don’t like him.

	I don’t know why or how I decided so fast. I was too young back then. I didn’t know the things I know now.

	Susie isn’t anything like these other men. I don’t know why my mother chose him, but Susie let her choose him, so in some way he must be like the others—or she wouldn’t be here. I wouldn’t be here. We’d be catching trains inland, we’d be hitchhiking out of the hills. I wouldn’t be sleeping on his couch every night with a blanket clenched around my body, which smells like cigarette smoke. I wouldn’t be lying awake listening to those staccato slapping sounds, the squeaking bed, those overblown moans coming from the next room. I wouldn’t be lying awake all those hours afterward, listening for the sound of bare feet stepping softly down the passage toward me.
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	No matter how clearly I see it all in my mind, I’m not always sure how true what my mother tells me really is. How bad it was, I mean. Memories have a way of getting uglier when they’re of someone or something we don’t like. It’s not like my mother starved to death, or lost her teeth from malnutrition when she was carrying me, or died giving birth to me, so she must’ve had some kind of help. That Man must’ve been doing something for her. For us. Or, someone had to.

	The way she talks, the way she changes… I don’t always know what to believe.

	“Well, there was your Auntie Clem, of course,” Momma says. “When I first found out I was pregnant… You can’t imagine how I felt. I was very young, and very alone. A stupid kid about to have a kid. I understood enough to be scared of you. You were this major thing about to happen to me, and I had no idea what I was supposed to do about you. I wanted to kill myself just to get out of it all. I even mixed up a bottle of bleach and traded a neighbor for a bunch of sleeping pills, but I knew if I went through with it, it would mean killing you, too. Without Auntie Clem…” and she smiles the kind of smile that hurts. “Without her, I might’ve done it anyway.”
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