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Vinnie

 


My worst habit is bad
luck.

—Vinnie “Strings” Stradivarius

 


 



 


 


SATURDAY

 


“Vinnie. Vinnie. Vinnie.”

Vinnie Strings would have rather been sitting
on a bed of hot coals than sitting face-to-face with William Conway
across Big Bill’s oak desk in the back office of the Blarney Stone
Saloon.

“I know,” Vinnie said.

“You knowing isn’t doing you much
good, and it does me no good at all. And don’t insult me by telling
me you are working on it. You have witnessed how I make
examples of those who fail to pay what they owe. You know I will
have no choice but to make an example of you. I didn’t twist your arm to put down bets with me,
but both your arms will be twisted until they snap if you can’t
cover your loses. I have a reputation to uphold. You may
want to ask your guardian angel to bail you out again. I heard he
squared your debt to Sandoval, and I heard Manny’s two gorillas are
still on crutches.”

“I didn’t ask him to do
that.”

“Whatever you say. In any case, do
Jake Diamond a favor and explain to him that I am not Manny
Sandoval and I don’t employ morons.”

“Can you give me more
time?”

“Of course, Vinnie, that’s why
you’re sitting here and not in traction at Saint Francis Memorial
Hospital. One week. Go.”

 


 


Vinnie Strings sat alone in a booth at The
Homestead on 19th Street and Folsom, working on his third gin and
tonic.

He was staring at the phonebooth just inside
the front door.

Vinnie had come close, a few times, to leaving
the table to phone Jake Diamond.

He knew Jake would help him, but not without a
lecture. Vinnie decided the lecture from Big Bill had been enough
for one day.

He turned his attention back to his drink,
found the glass empty, and called to Rachel for another.

Minutes later, Vinnie was about to ask Rachel
why she had delivered two drinks when Bobby Lockhart sat at
the booth.

“On me,” Lockhart said.

“Thanks.”

Bobby and Vinnie sat in at the same poker game
twice a month. They were not exactly bosom buddies, but they got
along.

“I
hear you’re into Big Bill Conway for three large.”

“Did you read about it in the
Chronicle?”

“You know how word gets around
among gamblers, we all love hearing about someone less
lucky.”

“I’m all right.”

“You don’t look all
right.”

“No offense, Bobby, but I would
rather talk about the weather.”

“I can help you.”

“Why would you want to do
that?”

“Because you would be helping
me.”

“I’ll listen,” Vinnie
said.

“There’s a cat owes me fifteen grand for work I did for him,
and he’s late. He said he would have the cash for me
tonight—but he’s said it before.”

“And?”

“I told him I would drop by his
house to pick it up, but I wouldn’t be alone. You always look more
serious when you bring someone along. I will give you twenty
percent just for keeping me company. It’s enough to get Big Bill
off your back.”

“What time tonight?”

“I can pick you up outside your
place at nine.”

Vinnie Stradivarius looked over to the
phonebooth, and then back to Lockhart.

“Nine it is,” Vinnie
said.

 


 


The house was in the Richmond.

Lockhart parked on the next street and they
walked.

At the front door, Bobby pushed the
doorbell.

It rang the first eight notes of Beethoven’s
Fifth.

The man who opened the door looked at both
visitors.

“Good evening, Fred,” Bobby
said.

“It’s Frederick. What do you
want?”

A gun appeared in Bobby’s hand.

“You can invite us in.
Fred.”

The man backed away, and Lockhart stepped
through the door.

Vinnie stood planted at the threshold.
Confused.

“Come on,” Bobby said, “and close
it behind you.”

“If you want money, I have around
twelve hundred dollars in my wallet,” Frederick Hanover
said.

“Impressive,” Bobby said. “Do you
have a gun?”

“In my desk drawer.”

“Show me.”

They followed Hanover into an office at the
back of the house.

“Top drawer, left
side.”

“Sit. Take it out, slowly. Place
it on the desk, and put your hands behind your head.”

When Hanover complied, Bobby handed his
weapon to Vinnie.

“Keep him covered until I get his
gun.”

Bobby walked over to the desk, picked up the
weapon, turned, shot Vinnie in the chest, and placed the gun back
down on the desk.

“Are you insane,” Hanover
said.

“You have no idea.”

Lockhart walked over and picked up his gun
where Vinnie had dropped it when he went down. Bobby pointed the
gun at Hanover.

“I’ll give you a chance,” Lockhart
said. “I’ll let you go for your weapon.”

Hanover grabbed for his gun. Bobby put a
bullet in Fred’s head.

Bobby touched the weapon to Vinnie’s hand, and
placed it on the floor next to Vinnie’s body.

He started out of the room, but stopped short
at the door.

He walked back to the desk and lifted the
small statuette.

It was a figure of a winged-woman, made in
metal, six inches tall.

She stood on a green stone
pedestal.

Bobby slipped it into his jacket pocket. He
couldn’t resist.

Lockhart had a thing for angels.

 


 


After a dinner of leftover Chinese take-out,
another terrible Steven Seagal film on TV, and two chapters of
Dicken’s David Copperfield, Jake Diamond was ready to call
it a night when his doorbell rang.

Jake found Detective Sergeant Johnson standing
on the front porch.

“I’m just going to say
it.”

“Okay.”

“Vincent Stradivarius was shot. An
hour ago.”

“Is he alive?”

“He’s alive, but he may not make
it.”

“Where is he?”

“Saint Francis, but he’ll be in
surgery for hours.”

“So, there’s no need to rush down
there.”

“None I can think of.”

“Care for a drink?” Diamond
asked.

“Sure, I could handle a
drink.”

 


 



 


 


Bobby

 


Every murderer is probably someone’s
old friend.

—Agatha Christie

 


 



 


 


1

 


After Sergeant Johnson gave me the news about
Vinnie Strings, I invited him in for a drink.

He followed me back to the kitchen, where I
poured two glasses of George Dickel Tennessee sour mash over
ice.

We sat at the kitchen table.

“Has his mother been told?” I
asked.

“I called Ray Boyle down in Los
Angeles. He said he would personally go over to see her tonight,
and book her a flight for tomorrow morning.”

“Thanks for taking care of
that.”

“No problem.”

“So, what happened?”

“I can tell you what it looked
like.”

“Okay.”

“Vinnie and Frederick Hanover were
both found in Hanover’s study, a house in the Richmond. It appears
there was an exchange of gunfire. Both were hit once. Vinnie was
found on the floor in front of the desk, Hanover’s body was behind
the desk. Hanover was DOA. Guns were found near each
body.”

“Who was Hanover?”

“Big time businessman. Real estate
developer. Obscenely wealthy. It’s being looked at as a robbery
gone south.”

“Not possible. Not
Vinnie.”

“Word has it he had worked himself
into debt. Nearly three thousand dollars.”

“Vinnie would take a beating
before he would point a weapon at anyone. Who does he owe the money
to?”

“William Conway.”

“I guess I’ll have to talk with
Conway.”

“Big Bill is a nasty piece of
work. I’m just saying. Try to be polite.”

“Dealing with Conway will be a
walk in the park compared to giving Darlene the news.”

“It’s after midnight. Why don’t
you wait until morning to call her?”

“I will, and I’ll need to tell her
in person. I’m going to head over to the hospital, find a doctor
who knows something. Did Vinnie say anything?”

“Not a thing. And he probably
won’t be saying anything for quite a while. But there was this,”
Johnson said, pulling a crime scene photograph from his jacket
pocket and handing it across the table to me.

“What is it?”

“The floor near Vinnie’s
body.”

The photo was a close-up shot of two symbols
written in blood.

 


X X

 


“Mean anything to you?”

“It does. Vinnie is telling us he
was double-crossed.”
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It was nearly two hours before I was able to
talk to a doctor and hear what I didn’t want to hear.

It was after three in the morning when I made
it back home.

Another fun-filled Saturday night.

I knew exactly where Darlene would be with Tug
McGraw five hours later, so I set my alarm for
seven-thirty.

It would have given me four hours sleep, had I
been able to sleep.

 


 


I sat on a bench in Buena Vista Park, waiting
for Darlene and the dog to come to the end of their run.

They were about to pass the bench at full
speed when Darlene spotted me. She stopped on a dime.

I was afraid the leash would pull Tug McGraw’s
head off.

“I’m not glad to see you,” she
said.

“Vinnie was shot last night. He’s
alive, but not in the clear.”

“Have you seen him?”

“He went from surgery to recovery
to intensive care, no one will be seeing him until noon at the
earliest.”

“What happened?”

“The going theory is Vinnie shot a
man named Hanover while Vinnie was committing a robbery, but we
both know that’s not true.”

“What’s your theory?”

“I think someone else was there,
shot them both, and staged the scene to mislead the
police.”

“Hanover?”

“Dead.”

“So, on top of everything, Vinnie
is a murder suspect.”

“I’m
hoping when the crime scene investigators are through they’ll find
it couldn’t have gone down that way.”

“What was Vinnie doing
there?”

“Before he lost consciousness at
the scene, Vinnie left a message. He was telling us he had been
betrayed. Someone Vinnie felt he could trust got him there, and
back-stabbed him. That someone is who we’re looking
for.”

“What can I do to help find that
someone?”

“I don’t know enough yet to answer
that question, but there is something you can do. Ray Boyle called
to tell me he put Vinnie’s mother on a plane, can you pick her up
at the airport and take her to the hospital?”

“Of course. What will you be
doing?”

“I’ll be paying a polite visit to
a nasty Irishman.”
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The Blarney Stone was one of those neighborhood
bars where locals came to drink breakfast.

The place was buzzing at nine in the
morning.

I went to the bartender and asked for Conway.
The barkeep told me to come back later, but didn’t say how much
later.

“What’s your name?” I asked
him.

“Paddy.”

I might have guessed.

“Paddy, if Big Bill happens to be
available sooner than later, please let him know Jake Diamond needs
to talk.”

Paddy picked up the bar phone, exchanged a few
words, and sent me back to Conway’s office.

“Jake Diamond. Take a seat. I’m
guessing you are here about Vinnie Strings.”

“Vinnie was shot last
night.”

“That’s terrible news. Is he
alive?”

“Afraid you may not get what he
owes you?”

“May I call you Jake?”

“Sure.”

“Jake. I was raised by an Irish
mother, I’m not heartless. And that was a rude thing to say. I’ll
let it go this time. I’m sure you are upset.”

“I apologize. Vinnie is alive, but
it’s touch and go. Any idea about who may have wanted to hurt
him?”

“None. I saw him yesterday
afternoon, and I gave him a one-week grace period to square his
debt. I suggested he reach out to you for help. He wasn’t too keen
on that idea. Vinnie is a luckless gambler, but he has his pride. I
am a businessman and I can’t tolerate being short-changed, but I
actually like the kid. I have many eyes and ears around the city.
If I get wind of anything at all, I’ll let you know.”

“Thank you.”

“How about a drink. I have
twenty-one-year-old Jameson.”

“It’s a little early for
me.”

“It’s five in the afternoon in
Dublin,” Big Bill said.
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I arrived at Saint Francis Memorial just before
eleven.

I found Darlene and Vinnie’s mother sitting in
the visitors lounge at the intensive care unit.

Frances Stradivarius rose from her seat, moved
to me, and took me in her arms. Then she stepped back and looked me
in the eyes.

“Tell me my son will be all
right.”

I told her Vinnie would be all
right.

“They won’t let me see
him.”

“I’ll try to locate the doctor I
spoke with last night, try to find out when you can see Vinnie. And
I need coffee. Have you had anything to eat? Can I bring you
something from the cafeteria? The food isn’t terrible.”

“I couldn’t eat. Maybe a cup of
hot tea.”

“Will you be all right if I go
with Jake?” Darlene asked. “I’ll be back soon.”

“Yes, dear, go on.”

Darlene and I walked toward the
elevator.

“Find out when she can see
Vinnie,” Darlene said. “Frances will go nuts if she has to wait
much longer. I’ll go down to the cafeteria for takeout.”

Darlene took the stairs down.

I went off to find a doctor.

The good news was that Frances would be able
to see her son soon.

The bad news was that Vinnie would not know
she was there.

On my way back to the lounge, I got a call
from Sergeant Johnson.

He asked about Vinnie, I told him what I
knew.

Johnson said he had some information and asked
if I could come down to Vallejo Street Station.

I took a seat beside Vinnie’s
mother.

“You can see Vinnie soon, thirty
minutes. But you need to be prepared, Frances. He won’t be
conscious, and they have a machine hooked up to help him
breathe.”

“My God. Can I sit by him and hold
his hand?”

“Of course,” I said. “I need to
see someone. Darlene should be back any minute. Will you be
okay?”

“I’m trying my best, Jake, go
ahead.”

I bumped into Darlene at the
elevator.

She was carrying a cardboard tray holding
three paper cups and three wrapped sandwiches.

She handed me a cup of coffee.

“How’s Vinnie?”

“The jury is still
out.”

“Going somewhere?”

“Vallejo Street. Johnson has
something for me.”

“Did Big Bill have
anything?”

“No. But he did offer to ask
around, and offered me an Irish breakfast.”

“Corn beef and
cabbage?”

“Jameson.”

“Take this,” she said, handing me
one of the sandwiches. “Scrambled egg and cheese on a hard
roll.”

“No bacon?”

“Give me a break,
Jake.”

“We’ll need to find a hotel for
Frances. We can’t let her see Vinnie’s apartment.”

“She can stay at my place. There’s
plenty of room, and Tug McGraw loves company.”

“Thanks.”

“If you want to thank me, find the
bastard who hurt Vinnie.”

“We will,” I said, and I stepped
into the elevator.
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Johnson rose from his seat when I reached his
desk at the Vallejo Street Police Station.

“Follow me,” he said. “Lopez wants
in on this.”

The door to her office was open. She waved us
in.

“Take a seat,” she
said.

We sat.

Captain Laura Lopez and I had a history of
conflict. She often referred to me as a thorn in her side. But I
had helped Lopez out of a jam recently, and I knew she had a
soft-spot for Vinnie Strings.

“I was truly sorry to hear the
news,” Lopez said. “Is Vinnie going to pull through?”

I had heard the same question too many times,
and had nothing to offer but a different version of the same
answer.

“To paraphrase the doctors.
Heads he will, tails he won’t.”

Lopez left it at that.

“Sergeant Johnson received
preliminary findings from the forensics unit. I’ve asked him to
fill us both in.”

“Investigators have not been able
to learn anything about the gun that killed Hanover, other than the
fact it was at Vinnie’s side and it tested positive for his
fingerprints. The gun fired at Vinnie was registered to Hanover.
Small traces of gunpowder residue were found on Vinnie’s hand, and
Hanover’s also. It is still being considered a robbery homicide,
and we don’t expect that to change until when and if Vinnie is able
to give us something else to go on.”

“There was someone else there,” I
said.

“That will be a very hard sell.
The place was loaded with valuables. The painting on the wall
behind Hanover’s desk alone was appraised at six figures. Not to
mention an impressive coin collection in plain sight in the office,
and the twelve hundred dollars in cash found in Hanover’s wallet.
It doesn’t seem as if anything was taken. Hanover’s daughter is
coming from New York City for the identification and the funeral.
We can ask her to look through the house, she may be able to tell
us if something is obviously missing.”

Lopez finally spoke up.

“Vinnie Stradivarius is a habitual
screw up, but I don’t believe he could rob someone. Let alone shoot
and kill someone. I don’t know if or how we can help him, but we
will do what we can.”

I thanked them both and headed back to the
hospital.
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I found Darlene pacing back and forth in front
of Vinnie’s hospital room.

“Have you seen him?”

“Not much to see. He looks like
he’s sleeping peacefully. Of course, all the tubes and monitors and
machines plugged into him take something away from the picture of
serenity.”

“Frances?”

“She’s in there holding his hand.
What did Johnson have?”

I ran it by her.

“Did you see your dream
girl?”

“Lopez expressed her condolences
and her interest in helping.”

“What a gal. Look, Jake, I really
need to get away from here for a while. I dislike hospitals more
than I dislike date movies. I told Frances I would come back for
her when she’s ready to leave, if she’ll ever be ready to
leave. Call my cell if you need anything, I’ll be at Ocean Beach
keeping a promise to my dog.”

 


 


Although I didn’t mind date movies, as long as
Sandra Bullock or Goldie Hawn weren’t involved, my dislike of
hospitals rivaled Darlene’s. In addition to that, I was dog-tired
from lack of sleep. And, I wasn’t looking forward to seeing Vinnie
hooked up to a roomful of contraptions. But I felt I should at
least go in and see how Frances was doing, tell her I needed to get
some rest, and ask for her permission to leave.

I was pacing in front of the room, as Darlene
had earlier, looking foolish trying to decide whether to go in or
not go in, when an attractive young woman approached me.

“You’re Jake Diamond,” she
said.

“Is that a question?”

“No, you’re Jake
Diamond.”

“And you are?”

“Rachel Palmer. I wait tables at
The Homestead on Fulton. I’ve seen you there with Vinnie a few
times, he talks about you like you’re a superstar.”

“Vinnie tends to exaggerate. Are
you a friend of his?”

“Vinnie comes into the bar
occasionally. We’ve talked. He’s a good guy. I heard what happened.
I came to see how he was doing.”

“Not great,” I said. I was running
out of colloquialisms. “It’s good of you to come.”

“It’s funny. Well, not funny
really. I saw him just yesterday afternoon.”

“At
The Homestead?”

“Yes. Vinnie was unusually quiet,
and knocking down gin and tonics. He seemed preoccupied, like
something was worrying him. I don’t feel familiar enough with
Vinnie to ask about his troubles, so I didn’t.”

I felt sure Vinnie had Big Bill Conway on his
mind.

“Vinnie was alone?”

“At first, but then a friend
joined him at the booth.”

“A friend?”

“They seemed friendly. I’ve seen
him with Vinnie once or twice before. I think they play cards
together.”

“Have a name?”

“Bobby.”

“Last name?”

“No. Bobby is all I
have.”

“Vinnie won’t be seeing visitors
for a while. His mother is in with him now, but she is a different
story.”

“That’s okay. I just wanted to
find out what I could. I’m glad Vinnie has family around. I hope he
comes through. He’s a good guy.”

“I’ll drop by The Homestead and
let you know when he is entertaining guests again.”

“That would be good,” she said,
with a genuine smile.

“And if Bobby comes in again,
would you please give me a shout,” I said, handing her a business
card.

“I will. Good luck.”

“With what?”

“Finding whoever did this to your
friend.”

 


 


After Rachel walked off, I quietly opened the
door to Vinnie’s room and I peeked in. His mother had moved a chair
as close as possible to the bed. She sat holding her son’s hand in
hers, and she was fast asleep.

I just as quietly closed the door, and left to
get some shuteye myself.
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The phone woke me up at six in the evening.
Darlene.

“I’m at my house with Frances.
Somehow, I finally extracted her from the hospital. Vinnie’s doctor
said they would call if there was any change.”

“Vinnie ever mention a friend
named Bobby?”

“Not that I recall, what’s that
about?”

“I’m not sure. Maybe
nothing.”

“There’s Chinese food on the way
here, if you’re hungry.”

“I’ll pass, I had it last
night.”

“Okay. You know how to reach
me.”

 


 


I was reminded I hadn’t taken a bite to eat
since the breakfast sandwich, and not a morsel of meat all
day.

I decided to go down to Carlucci’s Restaurant,
hoping I might bump into Tony. Even though seeing Tony Carlucci was
not my idea of a good time.

In any case, Mama Carlucci would insist I eat
far too much food.

I decided to take a cab—in case it took far too much wine to wash it all
down.

I didn’t spot Carlucci, but then Tony had a
strict policy. He would never interrupt someone while they took
their meal.

“Espresso?” the waiter asked, when
he was clearing the plates.

“Sure.”

He came back with a tray. Two coffees, two
small glasses, a bottle of Sambuca, and assorted
biscotti.

Only then did Carlucci appear at the
table.

“I was sorry to hear about Vinnie.
If there is anything I can do to help, don’t hesitate.”

Everyone was sorry to hear about Vinnie, and
everyone wanted to help.

Vinnie was well liked.

I did not like asking Tony Carlucci for help.
There always managed to be strings attached. And Tony didn’t like
to offer, but his big brother Johnny Boy, who called San Quentin
home, insisted Tony be nice. A curse and a blessing.

“Maybe you can
help.”

“Shoot.”

I hated when Carlucci said shoot.

“How well do you know the regular
poker games in town?”

“Looking to buy into
one?”

“No. I want to know what games
Vinnie might sit in on. I’m looking for someone he plays
with.”

“Have a name?”

“Bobby.”

“That’s it?”

“That’s it.”

“There are lots of games, and a
lot of cats named Bobby. If you come up with anything more
specific, I’ll see what I can do.”

“Fair enough. Thanks,” I said,
finishing the espresso with a taste of the sweet
liqueur.

“I’ll walk you to your
car.”

“I came by cab.”

“Then I’ll give you I ride home. I
was leaving anyway.”

I didn’t really care to have Carlucci know
where I lived.

“You don’t need to
bother.”

“No bother at all. I know where
you live, it’s on my way.”

 


 


I knew I would be up for quite a while, having
indulged in a four-hour afternoon nap.

I tried mapping out a plan for the next day,
but everything I came up with depended on a
maybe.

Maybe Big Bill Conway knew something about a
Bobby.

Maybe Bobby would show up at The Homestead and
Rachel would call.

Maybe Johnson or Lopez would learn something
new.

Maybe Vinnie would come awake and clear it all
up.

I opened the book I was reading and found
David Copperfield where I had last left him.

David was visiting the home of the Peggotty
family.

They lived in a boat turned upside
down.

I could relate.
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I was up until three, but Charles Dickens and
George Dickel had kept me well entertained.

The phone woke me at seven on Monday
morning.

Sleeping four hours at a time was a not a
habit I was interested in permanently adopting.

I answered on the third ring.

Darlene.

“I dropped Frances off at the
hospital. They stopped pumping Vinnie full of antibiotics, it seems
the danger of serious infection is past. He hasn’t been awake yet,
and still needs help breathing. They’re still feeding him through a
tube.”

“Too bad, Tony Carlucci offered to
send meatballs over to the hospital.”

“You went to see
Carlucci?”

“I mainly went out to his
restaurant to eat, and bumped into him.”

“If you didn’t want to bump into
Carlucci, you could have gone to Burger King. Was he any
help?”

“Anthony was willing but unable.
But it was worth a shot, the grub was outstanding. Where are you
now?”

“I just walked into the office.
I’m about to check the answering machine with the hope there is
something there beside another low-interest credit card offer or a
three-dollar discount for Great Clips, though you could use a
haircut. It’s getting dangerously close to the first of the month,
we need some business. You know, like when you do a job for someone
and they actually pay you.”

“Attorneys use private
investigators, maybe we should start chasing lawyers who are
chasing ambulances.”

“That’s an idea. Are you planning
to make an appearance here?”

“Soon. Can I bring you
anything?”

“George Clooney.”

After a shower and a shave, I looked and felt
much better.

I did need a haircut.

I grabbed a breakfast burrito at Little
Chihuahua on my way to see Conway, so I wouldn’t be tempted to
start my day with Irish whiskey.

I was hoping Big Bill didn’t know more than
five or six poker players named Bobby.

This time, Paddy at the bar sent me back to
Conway’s office without the song and dance.

“I know at least five or six card
players called Bobby.”

Terrific.

“But,” Conway added, “I do know
Vinnie sat in at a game down at Fort Mason, second and fourth
Monday of every month. And today happens to be the fourth
Monday.”

“Where at Fort Mason?”

“They use a small theater, The
Changing Scene. They set the card table up on the stage, makes it
feel like they’re in a Tennessee Williams play.”

“What time?”

“Usually begins at
eight.”

“Can I get in?”

“Tell the guy at the door that Tom
Collins sent you.”

“Tom Collins?”

“Trust me.”

 


 


I arrived at the office around ten.

Darlene was at her desk doing what she did
better than anyone I knew. Trying to determine which bills to pay
first. Tug McGraw was under the desk, gnawing on a rawhide bone
that looked as if it came out of a Brontosaurus.
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