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About Accidental Bride
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KELLY HAS SPENT HER life taking care of her grandmother and being responsible, but she decides to have a little fun for one weekend in Vegas. She doesn't expect to wake up married to her best friend, Peter—and not remember anything about it.

Peter has been in love with Kelly for a long time, but she's never looked at him as anything but a friend. He's thrilled when she seems to want him for a husband—until he finds out she didn't know what she was doing. Not wanting to let her go, he convinces her to stay married to him for a month and a half to appease their traditional families.

Now he has only forty-five days to prove to her that they should stay married for good.
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KELLY BEAUFORT STARED down at her mostly packed suitcase—lying opened on the bed—and wished she had something sexier to wear.

For her entire life, sexy had never been a word applied to Kelly, either by herself or by anyone else. But still... She was going to Las Vegas for the wild, spontaneous wedding of two of her friends, and she’d liked to wear something appropriate for the occasion.

Only she didn’t have anything wild or hot or even particularly nice in her entire wardrobe, which was mostly made up of jeans, tees, and sweatshirts.

“What about this one?” her sister Deanna asked. She was rooting around in Kelly’s closet and now stuck out one arm, displaying a rose-colored sheath dress. Both of Kelly’s sisters had come over this evening. They’d been planning a sisters’ night of movies and chocolate, but after the Vegas wedding was announced, they’d decided to instead help Kelly pack for the trip.

“That’s a bridesmaid’s dress,” Kelly said, straightening her glasses and staring back down at her case.

“I know that.” Deanna sounded a little impatient. She was a practical, efficient sort of person, and she didn’t like dillydallying about routine tasks like packing for a trip. “You think I don’t remember Rose’s wedding?”

“You looked beautiful in that dress,” Rose added, wiping the dust off the one pair of heels Kelly owned.

“But it looks like a bridesmaid dress.” Kelly frowned over at the dress. She’d felt very pretty in it, for a spring wedding in the garden, but it wasn’t at all right for a weekend in Vegas.

“It does, kind of,” Rose admitted, setting down the shoes and heaving herself up. She was six months pregnant, and so she was curvier than ever beneath her light tunic top. “I wish we had time to go buy you something new.”

“I don’t need anything new.”

“But you never get anything new.” Deanna had hung the dress back up and emerged from the closet, evidently having resigned herself to the depleted state of Kelly’s wardrobe. “We’ve spent a fortune on this old house. We should have made sure you had a little money to spend on yourself.”

“I don’t need a lot of clothes.” It was true. It had been true when they’d all been teetering on the edge of poverty because their old-fashioned grandmother wouldn’t give up the family’s shambles of a historical house in Savannah, Georgia. It was still true, even though both of Kelly’s sisters had married wealthy men over the past year and a half.

Kelly didn’t do anything but go to classes at a local college and work around this house, helping out her grandmother since she was the only sister who still lived in the old Beaufort house. She had friends, of course, but they weren’t the kind that did anything but hang out, watch movies, and eat pizza, so she never needed to dress up. She had a few church dresses and the bridesmaid dress, and otherwise she wore nothing but casual clothes.

Growing up, she’d always been a tomboy, and once she’d gotten old enough, she’d realized it was wiser not to look too pretty or else her grandmother would be trying to marry her off. She wasn’t really interested in her appearance anyway, unlike a lot of women. She was twenty-one, but she’d never dated at all. She’d never met a guy who’d made her want to put herself out there. She’d much rather hang out with her best friend, Peter.

Her sisters were the pretty ones. Their grandmother, who had raised them all for most of Kelly’s life, had focused all her energy on getting the older girls married off to men who could restore the family fortune. She’d never tried to marry Kelly off, and Kelly understood why.

It wasn’t just because she’d made a point of never looking too pretty. It was also because she had no “social graces”—a term her grandmother still used. She wasn’t born for marrying a rich man. She was born for staying at home and taking care of the house, taking care of her grandmother.

She’d never minded her position at all. In fact, she’d made sure she was never part of her grandmother’s manipulations. But, for the first time, staring at her old buff-colored heels, she wished she were a little bit prettier, a little bit sexier.

A little bit something.

Deanna apparently read something on Kelly’s face. She ran out the bedroom door saying, “I’ll be right back.”

Rose shook her head and gave Kelly a little smile. “I wish I could still run like that.” She rubbed her hands over her rounded belly.

Deanna was twenty-eight—beautiful, tiny, and curvy. Rose was twenty-six—slightly taller, slightly curvier, and just as pretty. Kelly, at twenty-one, was the tallest of the sisters, and she wasn’t curvy at all.

In less than a minute, Deanna returned to the room, holding her purse.

“What are you doing?” Kelly demanded, knowing immediately what her sister was thinking.

Deanna dug into her wallet and pulled out several bills. “Here,” she said, thrusting them at Kelly. “When you get to Las Vegas, go buy yourself a really nice outfit.”

Kelly backed away, nearly bumping into her dresser. “I don’t want your money.”

“I don’t care if you want it or not. You’re going to take it.”

“I don’t need a new outfit.”

“Yes, you do,” Rose put in. She was usually soft and rather gentle, but she looked just as stubborn as Deanna at the moment. “You never do anything nice for yourself.”

“I do plenty nice. It’s your money. I’m not going to just take it. We’ve taken enough from you and Mitchell as it—”

“You haven’t taken anything, and Mitchell wants you to be happy, just like I do.” Deanna’s little chin was sticking out in a familiar expression that proved she wasn’t going to back down. “Take it. Seriously, Kelly. I’ll be really upset if you don’t. You’ve always done more than your share for this family. You’re always cleaning, or cooking, or hammering down loose boards, or trying to organize all the Beaufort collections—not to mention putting up with Grandmama constantly. I know how hard it must be for you, and you’ve never complained—”

“I haven’t done anything hard—”

“Yes, you have,” Rose interrupted. “You’re always working. You just turned twenty-one, and you deserve to have a little fun. Do it for us, Kelly. Buy yourself a pretty dress. Do something wild and crazy for once in your life.”

Kelly felt incredibly self-conscious. She didn’t like to talk about herself, and she didn’t like being put on the spot like this. She was used to working around the house, and she loved her grandmother and didn’t mind living with her since her sisters had left home. She didn’t feel like any sort of a martyr or sacrificial lamb.

It was just life. You did what you needed to do for the people you loved. You didn’t need to be paid for it.

The truth was she liked her life. She loved the old Beaufort house, and she could sympathize with her grandmother’s desire to keep all of the old family treasures around her. There was something about the familiarity, the history, that was safe, secure—an unchanging haven in a world that often felt out of control.

But she stared down at the bills Deanna was offering. She did want a new dress. She did want to feel different, special—for at least one evening of her life. And she had no money of her own. The family had always insisted that she not work until she finished college since the other sisters hadn’t gotten a chance to go to college until recently.

Surely it wouldn’t be so bad to accept the money this once. It wasn’t like Mitchell and Deanna couldn’t afford it. They wouldn’t even miss it.

She took a shaky breath, raising her eyes to Deanna. “Mitchell wouldn’t min—”

“Of course Mitchell wouldn’t mind. This is money I earned from my beadwork anyway. I sold a couple of clutches last week. But, either way, the money is ours—not his or mine.”

“I can’t take—”

“Yes, you can.” Evidently getting tired of the argument, Deanna glanced around until she found Kelly’s purse on the desk, and she went over to stuff the bills inside. “There is nothing that would make me happier than making sure you have a good time. When you get to the hotel tomorrow, you can find something in one of the shops. Promise me you’ll buy something pretty and extravagant.”

“Deanna—”

“Promise me.”

Kelly sighed, feeling a swell of affection and gratitude, which left her rather shaky since she never considered herself a particularly emotional person. “Okay. I promise.”

Deanna smiled, and Rose clapped her hands. “As soon as you buy your outfit, put it on and send us both a picture. I wish we could come with you to see in person.”

Kelly couldn’t help but grin. “Okay.”

“And don’t wear those braids,” Deanna added. “Your hair is so gorgeous. Wear it loose for once.”

After starting to object to this, Kelly decided not to even bother. “Okay.”

“And put on a little makeup,” Rose said, showing one of her dimples.

“Okay. Anything else?”

Deanna slid Kelly’s wallet back into her purse, patting it in satisfaction. “And have a couple of drinks. You’re twenty-one now, and you never even went out to celebrate being able to drink legally.”

Kelly hadn’t. She’d never had an alcoholic beverage in her life, except a few sips of beer that she’d found incredibly unpleasant. She’d just never had the urge to do things like that.

She’d always been hardworking and boring and responsible.

“But don’t go too crazy,” Rose put in. “Don’t get drunk and go off with a stranger or anything. Make sure you’re with someone you trust.”

“Peter will be there,” Kelly said. “I’m sure I’ll be staying with him most of the time.” When she saw her sisters exchanging looks, Kelly rolled her eyes. “Don’t be stupid. Peter and I are just friends.”

“Of course you are,” Deanna replied with a smile. “That’s always what they say.”

“But it’s true in our case. There’s never been even a hint of anything else between us. He goes out with other girls, you know.”

“Okay, okay. Don’t get all upset about it. You’re just friends. I’m sure you’ll find another smart, good-looking, funny, sweet guy like Peter one day—who you’ll be more than friends with.”

Kelly just frowned. She was used to the teasing. She’d been friends with Peter for more than three years now, having met in the first college class she’d taken. They’d both been majoring in Hospitality Management, although he was older and further along in his degree. They’d hit it off immediately, and soon they’d been hanging out most of the time together, but neither one of them was interested in anything romantic.

It didn’t matter if no one else in the world believed that men and women could be friends in a completely platonic way. All that mattered was what she and Peter knew to be true. She liked her life as it was. She didn’t need anything else.

It had been hard for her when her sisters had left home to get married. She’d tried to be happy for them, but their departure had left huge holes in her world. At least they were still in town though, so she could see them often. It had been a change but not a brutal one.

Kelly was hoping things would settle down now that their romantic lives had been satisfyingly resolved. It wouldn’t be the same for her, but it would still be good.

Rose evidently realized Kelly was getting annoyed because she changed the subject. “So you’ll get there tomorrow late afternoon, and you’ll go to the hotel and then buy your new outfit. When are your friends planning to get married?”

“Since everything is in one night, we’re having the bachelor and bachelorette parties first, in the early evening, and then Gus and Veronica will be getting married at nine or ten. They want to have some honeymoon time afterward, but they have to get back here by Monday morning, so they’re just jamming everything into one night.”

Deanna chuckled. “All right then. So you’ll have to jam in a lifetime of being wild into one night. Do you think you can do it?”

Kelly was going to buy something pretty to wear, and she was even going to have a few drinks. But she had absolutely no intention of doing anything genuinely wild.

But what she said was, “I’ll do my best.”

***
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“I DO NOT UNDERSTAND why you feel the need to make such a silly trip.”

Kelly smiled at her grandmother, despite the lofty disapproval in her tone. “Gus and Veronica are good friends. I want to be at their wedding.”

“But it’s such a foolish way to get married.”

“It’s not our wedding. It’s theirs. They can get married any way they want.” Kelly had lived with her grandmother nearly all her life since she’d been very young when her parents had died. She knew how to manage the old woman’s eccentricities, and they almost never bothered or upset her the way they sometimes still upset her sisters.

Grandmama was who she was. She wasn’t going to change. There was no reason for her to change. Kelly loved her, and there was no one else like her in the world.

“That is no excuse for a foolish wedding. I expect better of you.”

Kelly laughed.

“It is no laughing matter,” her grandmother said with a frown. She was a tiny woman—eight inches shorter than Kelly—and she always wore old-fashioned black dresses since she was still in mourning for her husband who had died forty years ago. Despite her small size, she had a dignified manner that many people found intimidating. “I expect you back tomorrow evening without delay.”

Kelly had never been intimidated by her grandmother. “What else would I do?”

“I do not know. But young ladies are sometimes foolish when they leave home for pagan cities like Las Vegas.”

“I’m never foolish.”

“There is always a first time, and I do not trust that young man who is always lurking around you.”

“Peter?” Kelly’s eyes widened. “What’s wrong with Peter?”

“He has eyes on you I do not like.”

Kelly couldn’t help but laugh again. “You’ve got to be crazy. Peter doesn’t have any kind of eyes on me at all.”

“I do not trust him. Be sure not to get too close to him this weekend.”

“I thought you would have liked the fact that he’s a Blake.”

The Blakes had a long history in Savannah, going back three centuries. In fact, their history was even longer than the Beauforts, which Grandmama took so much pride in. Unlike the Beauforts, the Blakes still had family money since the family’s seafood franchise had grown so quickly in the past forty years.

“The Blakes are a very good family. It is this young man I do not trust.”

“Peter’s not going to do anything. We’re just friends.”

“Do not be thinking of him as anything except a friend. You are not the kind of girl who needs a husband.”

Ridiculously, Kelly felt a stab of pain at the last comment. She knew it was true. She wasn’t particularly interested in getting married—at least, not any time soon. And she’d always made a point of dressing and acting in ways that wouldn’t encourage her grandmother to try to marry her off.

But still... it was a little depressing that her marriage-minded grandmother believed no man would really want her.

And what was so wrong with Peter that he wouldn’t be a good choice for any woman in the world to marry?

Grandmama was now eyeing her closely. “Do not be getting ideas, young lady.”

“I’m not getting any ideas,” Kelly replied with a sigh.

“Good. We must accept the lot we have been given. Morris Alfred Theobald III is looking again for a new wife, but I do not think he will be looking in your direction.”

Great. Not even the most obnoxious, unattractive, arrogant man she’d ever met would be interested in her.

“I’m just going to see Gus and Veronica’s wedding. Nothing is going to happen.”

“Excellent. See that it doesn’t.”

Kelly genuinely liked her life, and she didn’t feel any desire for it to change. But she still felt kind of glum as she stood at the parlor window, waiting for Peter to arrive to pick her up for the airport.

She didn’t think she needed to change, but it would be nice if people thought it was even a possibility.

***
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THAT AFTERNOON, KELLY walked with Peter into the lobby of a Vegas hotel. Everything was big and loud and flashy and overwhelming, and she moved a little closer to Peter instinctively.

This wasn’t her kind of place at all. She didn’t like to be surrounded by so many people, and she didn’t like the myriad of lights and colors and dazzling displays. It made it hard for her to think. Maybe her grandmother was right. She wasn’t cut out for this kind of thing at all.

“I don’t understand why so many people come here for vacation,” she murmured.

“Where would you go if not here?”

“I don’t know. Anywhere. A bed and breakfast on a lake in the mountains sounds pretty nice. This is just so loud and glitzy.”

“They do it on purpose,” Peter said. “They think, if they dazzle you with overstimulation, you’ll spend more money.”

Kelly felt better at the sound of his dry voice and the slight arch of one of his eyebrows, a distinctive look that was pure Peter. He had longish light brown hair and steel-gray eyes, and he was dressed casually in worn jeans and a plain gray T-shirt, which she knew could be bought six in a pack from a discount store.

“The only money I have to spend I’ve already promised to spend on a new outfit for tonight.”

Peter evidently found the check-in desk because he steered them to the right. Kelly still couldn’t see anything but a lot of motion and shiny objects.

“You’re not going to gamble at all?” Peter asked.

“Of course not!” Kelly was outraged by the very thought. After scraping for every penny as she’d grown up, she found the idea of handing over money without knowing exactly what she’d get in return almost offensive, even if it was just for entertainment. “I’m not going to throw my money away. Anyway, Deanna would never forgive me if I didn’t spend it on a dress. She gave me a bunch of cash with strict instructions.”

They’d made it to the front desk, but they had to wait in line before they checked in. Peter’s eyes were resting on her face as he said, “That’s good. You never do anything for yourself.”

“Don’t you start that too. To hear my sisters talk, you’d think I was some sort of noble martyr withering away from her self-sacrifice.”

Peter chuckled. “I wouldn’t go that far.”

She gave him a poke in the side since it sounded like there might have been some irony in his words.

He had a way of talking that always hinted at something else, a deeper intent underlying his words. It was like he invariably meant more than the obvious. She liked that about him, but it sometimes made her nervous since he was often very difficult to read.

Kelly liked to understand people, and she didn’t always understand Peter.

“Do I get to help you pick out a new dress?” Peter asked, stepping forward as the check-in line moved.

“Sure, if you want to. I could go with Heidi though. She should be here in another hour or so.” Heidi was flying in from California, where she’d been visiting her family, so her plane was arriving later. Kelly hoped she wouldn’t have to go shopping with Heidi. She liked her friend, as much as she liked Veronica, the bride-to-be, but Heidi had a taste for in-your-face-sexy clothes that would never work for Kelly.

“I’ll go with you. I don’t have anything else to do. Owen got here earlier, but he’s probably already holed up, playing video games.”

“Okay. Sounds good.”

Kelly would rather hang out with Peter than almost anyone else in the world, but she suddenly felt a sliver of self-consciousness at the idea of his tagging along while she tried to pick out something sexy to wear.

Peter didn’t think of her as sexy. She’d never thought of herself as sexy. She wasn’t sure how, between the two of them, they’d be able to find her something appropriate to wear.

***
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AS PETER HAD PREDICTED, Owen was already deep into a shoot-em-up video game when Peter made it up to the room they were sharing. Owen was an okay guy, but Peter had little patience with the kind of person who spent every spare minute of his life playing games.

Peter was twenty-four, so he was a little bit older than most of the others he hung out with, all of whom were still in college. When Peter had been eighteen, instead of going to college, he’d taken off to hitchhike his way through Europe, and then he’d kept traveling through Asia and Australia—mostly because he hadn’t wanted to go home.

His family was old money, and they had most of the bad habits that came with it. He’d felt smothered by the pressure and all the expectations, and so he’d finally just walked away.

When he’d come back, he’d been determined to earn his own living, so he was working full time so he could pay for college, which was why he still hadn’t graduated. He wasn’t remotely tempted to go back and live off his family’s money, but sometimes he felt like a babysitter, surrounded by people younger than him, with a lot fewer life experiences.

Except for Kelly, of course. Everything was different with Kelly.

Owen glanced away from his game long enough to point toward the bed he’d claimed as his. Then Peter put his bag down and sat on the other bed.

He hated Vegas. It just wasn’t his idea of a good time. If Kelly hadn’t decided to come, Peter would have found some excuse not to go too. He’d much rather be biking or hiking or traveling somewhere with a history and culture that gave it real depth—or even sitting at home watching TV.

But he was here now, and he knew Kelly was excited about the trip. She’d never really gotten the chance to go anywhere. Sometimes he wanted to shake her grandmother for never giving her a chance to have any fun.

He was thinking about Kelly and how she might look in a new dress tonight when his phone rang.

He almost didn’t pick it up when he saw it was his mother, but then guilt caught up to him, so he answered the call after all, moving into the bathroom so he could have some privacy, although Owen seemed completely unaware of his presence.

“Hey, Mom.”

“Peter, where are you? Are you out of town?”

“Why do you ask that?” She always seemed to know what he was doing. Occasionally, he suspected that she had spies on him.

“Jess said you weren’t at work.”

Jess was his younger sister, who came to see him sometimes at the hotel where he worked.

“Yeah, I’m out of town. A friend is getting married in Vegas this weekend, so we came out too.”

“Vegas? Well, don’t do anything dangerous there.” His mother was old-school southern, with the heavy accent and notions of propriety that came with it. “Did your young lady come with you?”

“She’s my friend, not my young lady. But, yes, she’s here too.”

“I don’t know why you never take her by to meet us.”

Peter managed not to groan. “I have a lot of friends you never meet.”

“Of course, dear. But she’s special, isn’t she?”

He didn’t answer, partly because he was embarrassed that his mother had been able to read him so easily and partly because he didn’t know what to say. Of course Kelly was special. But no one in the world knew that—particularly not Kelly.

“A mother can tell,” his mother added. “I don’t understand what young men are thinking these days—sitting around and hoping a lady will just drop into their laps from on high. You have to step up, dear, and pursue her, if you’re really interested in her.”

“Mom—”

“I know, I know. It’s none of my business. I just worry about you, all by yourself out there.”

“I’m not all by myself. You didn’t expect me to still be living with you at twenty-four, did you?”

“I don’t see why not. You know, Martha Harris’s son still lives at home, and he’s almost thirty. You’d be so much more comfortable here, or we could buy you a nice place of your own, if you’d just—”

“I don’t want to join Dad in business,” he gritted out. “I don’t want to live on money I didn’t earn. Why is that so hard to understand?”

“Well, you don’t have to be mean about it.”

Peter bit back another groan. “I’m sorry. I just don’t know how many times we have to have the same discussion.”

“Maybe one day you’ll change your mind. I know you want to do hotel management, but your Dad and I could buy—”

“I don’t want you to buy me a hotel!”

Occasionally, Peter would wonder if he should just accept his parents’ help. He and Kelly had talked for a long time about running a property together—planning out the details of how it would work and what each of them would do. He loved that idea, and he would be thrilled to have it happen more quickly.

But, at eighteen years old, he’d made the resolution that he would earn his success on his own, and nothing in the past six years had changed his mind about it. He’d been steadily saving his money from his job so he could afford a down payment on a modest property when he graduated. It would be a start, and it would be his alone.

“Okay. Okay. I just hate to see you struggling.”

“I’m not struggling. I’m working, like most people do. And I haven’t finished college yet, anyway. I’ll be fine, Mom. I promise I’m not starving.”

“Do you have enough money to take your young lady out? You know a woman needs to be wooed if you’re going to—”

“I’m not wooing her, Mom!”

Most people would never be in the position to speak those words out loud, but this was his life, and it wasn’t likely to change.

She clicked her tongue. “Well, that’s your problem, dear. You’ve got to woo her if you’re ever going to win her.”

Peter wasn’t ready for that yet. He didn’t have his degree yet, and he didn’t have enough money saved up to really start a life. Plus, Kelly had never once looked at him in any way except as a friend.

Maybe that would change one day, but he wasn’t going to ruin what they had if there wasn’t any hope for something more.

“I’ve got to go, Mom. I’ll call you later, okay?”

“Okay. Be good, dear.”

Peter was shaking his head as he hung up the phone. Surely most guys at his age didn’t have their mothers still calling them up and telling them to be good.

He’d already hurt his family enough by his decision not to go into the family business or accept any of the family money. The least he could do was answer his mother’s calls.

He and Kelly had agreed to meet in a half hour, and it had only been twenty minutes, but he was bored and restless, so he left the room and knocked on Kelly’s room across the hall.

In a few seconds she swung the door open, smiling at him.

His heart gave a familiar little twitch. “I’m early.”

“That’s okay. There was nothing for me to do in here anyway, except call Grandmama.”

“How is she doing?”

“She’s fine. Deanna is staying with her for the weekend. Grandmama told me not to let any stray suitors follow me home, so you’ll have to keep your eye out for them.”

Peter chuckled. If he thought his mother was bad, she was nothing compared to Kelly’s grandmother. “I’ll do my best to beat them off for you.”

“Let me grab my purse, and I’ll be ready to go.”

Peter watched as Kelly bent over to pick up her purse. Her ass was small and tight and rounded beneath her jeans, and he felt the irresistible urge to touch it. And also her long legs and her breasts and her face and her hair.

But that wasn’t likely to happen any time soon.

She came back to him, still smiling warmly—like she liked him, like she wanted to be around him, like she wanted to keep him in her life.

But not like she wanted him in bed with her.

As far as he knew, she’d never thought about him that way even once.

He didn’t think he was a bad-looking guy. Girls seemed to like him well enough, even if they didn’t know or care that he was “one of those Blakes.”

He wished a miracle would happen one day and Kelly would see him as more than a friend.

If she gave him even one little sign, he would pursue her exactly as his mother had advised.

But, without at least a sign that she would be receptive, it was too big a risk to take.

***
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AN HOUR LATER, KELLY was staring at a rack of dresses, desperately trying to find one that looked even a little bit like her.

There was nothing.

All of the dresses were too short, too low cut, too stretchy, too clingy, too sparkly, too wildly colored, or too all-of-those-things-at-once.

She reached for one that was more calmly colored in a solid blue, but then she groaned when she saw it had a diamond-shaped cutout in the front that would display half of her breasts and most of her belly.
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