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    Nurse Tessa Calvert loves her work and as she is a trained counsellor she also loves her part-time job as an 'agony aunt' on local radio. She is horrified when she is accused of giving foolish advice to an awkward teenage girl - especially  when she discovers that the girl is Lucy Armstrong - the daughter of James Armstrong , her new boss in A and E.




    Tessa manages to becomes friends with  Lucy and to help her,  much to the delight of James. He admires Tessa for her professional skills - but also feels a growing attraction to her. She feels the same way. However, when  Lucy falls seriously ill, Tessa is persuaded that the best thing to do would be to leave her job and leave James. He finds her, convinces her that she is wrong.


  




  

    Chapter One




    Just an ordinary afternoon.




    Not that there were any ordinary afternoons in Halstead Hospital Accident and Emergency Department. They were all frantically busy. There had been no chance for Staff Nurse Tessa Calvert to have even a drink since the fifteen minutes she had allowed herself at lunchtime. The triage nurse had kept her busy.




    She was working with her friend Jack Harris the young senior house officer. Together they had dealt with a young woman with a badly scalded arm – the kettle handle had come off. Fortunately only the epithelial layers of skin were affected so she was treated with analgesics, aspiration of the blisters, and Flamazine dressing.




    Then there had been the boy playing football in the street. He had tripped and fallen, using an outstretched hand to break the fall. So he had broken his wrist and it needed attention.




    Eighty-six-year-old Emily Brice had collapsed in the street outside her house and been brought in by a number of concerned friends and relatives. Jack thought she had suffered a TIA – a transient ischaemic attack. After taking a detailed history they had admitted Emily for further investigation. This wasn't made easy by the fact that Emily was demanding to go home, and her relations were demanding an explanation of what was wrong and an instant cure.




    ‘I think I prefer it when patients are brought in on their own,’ Jack mumbled.




    ‘They're all worried about her, they love her. You know that's a good thing.’




    ‘I do. But I wish they wouldn't ask questions I can't answer. “Why did it have to happen today?” one woman asked. “It's when she goes to bingo.” When I said I just didn't know she obviously thought I was a pretty poor doctor.’




    Tessa smiled. ‘I'm sure you'll get over it. Now look, we're not wanted for a while. Let's sneak a cup of coffee.’




    It was four o’clock. They had their coffee and then Tessa collected Junior nurse Sally Kent. She was mentoring the young girl and took her teaching responsibilities very seriously. She and Sally would work together on techniques of pain relief for a while and then she could get away promptly at five o’clock.




    Things were going well then at ten to five the curtain was swished aside and Jack said, ‘Got an emergency cardiac arrest coming in by ambulance. I could do with a hand.’




    Tessa frowned. ‘Isn't Fay Roberts available?’




    ‘She appears to be doing something else,’ said Jack, looking at her expressionlessly. So Tessa finished with Sally and hurried along with Jack to meet the ambulance. ‘Fay Roberts is useless as well as idle,’ said Jack when they were alone, ‘as you know very well. And nobody does anything about it.’




    Tessa did know but she wasn't going to say so. They walked to the glass-covered forecourt where the ambulance would pull in, and Jack went on, ‘Anyhow, things might change soon. When this new consultant comes he'll put things in order. There'll be no more putting up with slackers like Fay. I gather he's been here a while, bought himself a house, had no end of meeting with the high-ups. Bit of a whiz-kid. Not like our Francis Pell.’




    Tessa sighed. Francis Pell, their present consultant, was about to retire. Some said that he had retired years ago. ‘We'll just have to wait and see,’ she said. But secretly she agreed with Jack. The department was getting slack.




    The ambulance drew up in front of them and reversed into the bay. As the doors opened Jack scrambled inside, nodding to the green coated paramedic who was leaning over the still figure. ‘What have you got for me?’ he asked.




    Jack listened to the paramedic's report as Tessa supervised the removal of the patient to the Resus room. Other nurses were there waiting. This was a well drilled team based operation in which everyone knew their part.




    The man was moved onto his side, gentle oropharyngeal suction applied to clear out any saliva, and then an airway introduced. Now he could be given oxygen. His clothes were cut away to make venous access easier, and a nurse fixed up a giving set. Cardiac monitoring was arranged, as well as a pulse oximeter and a BM reading. His temperature was checked and an ECG performed, just to check on progress. And slowly, the man seemed to recover. ‘I think we'll hand this one on,’ Jack said after ten minutes. ‘He's more or less out of danger now. Tessa, do you want to phone the cardiac ward?’




    ‘My pleasure,’ Tessa said. She checked to see that all the tests had been recorded properly, ready to be handed over with the patient. ‘Anyone found out who he is yet?’




    ‘Working on it,’ said another nurse who was looking through a wallet. ‘I know where he lives now.’




    It was a joint operation they had performed before. It always gave Tessa pleasure to see how smoothly they worked together. But what was the time?




    After handover it was six before she got away. Just another ordinary afternoon in Halstead Hospital A and E Department. Tessa walked across to the car park, climbed into her ancient little red car, and drove home. She had enjoyed her day and now she was going to enjoy her evening.




    Home was a custom built flat by the sea. In fact, if you stood on a stool in the bathroom you could actually see the sea – sometimes. After years living in nurses' homes, sharing with fellow nurses, or renting something that wasn't too bad, she had decided to go for what she really wanted. A flat of her own. After all, she was twenty-eight – time to settle down. It had been a financial struggle, but at least she lived in the reasonably priced North. She had been to a conference in London a year ago and had told an acquaintance there how much her flat had cost. The girl had laughed enviously. ‘You wouldn't get a dog kennel for that around here.’




    So life should have been looking good for Tessa Calvert. Why then, so often recently, had she felt vaguely dissatisfied?




    First, a quickly made sandwich. Then a shower, after which she untied the neat pleat and brushed out her shoulder-length dark hair. Then, still in her dressing gown, she sat at her desk and ran through the evening’s script. She had rehearsed it, timed it, and she thought it was pretty good. Her eyes flicked over the files neatly stacked on the top of her bookcase. Twenty-eight files, twenty-eight weekly programmes. She was getting to be an old hand at this.




    It was still warm out, with the unusual heat of high summer. She pulled on a sleeveless summer dress in blue. It emphasised her long brown legs and was fairly low cut. If you looked smart then you felt smart. It might not be nurse-like – but then who was going to see her?




    A twenty minute drive and she manoeuvred her way into the tiny car park of Radio Seafront. She nodded to June Ritchie, the always harassed receptionist. ‘Busy night?’




    ‘Aren't they all? I don't know why I work here — I could always go down the mines.’




    Tessa smiled to herself. She knew that June loved her job, even though she was run off her feet. But she was a forty-five-year-old divorcee who had seen it all. Never again would she enthuse about anything.




    Radio Seafront wasn't a big organisation. There was June's reception room which doubled as a waiting room. To one side was a tiny tearoom, bathroom, and storeroom. To the other side was the studio. A red light showed that a show was on-air.




    Tessa gently opened the studio door and slid inside. Silently she waved to Ray Grantham, the station manager, producer, and general dogsbody. Ray waved back, without stopping his reading of a list of local happenings – church fetes, school concerts, local art displays.




    Tessa sat in her chair and pulled on the cans – the large earphones she had to wear when broadcasting.




     Her script was open in front of her. Ten minutes to go. She breathed deeply, made herself relax. No longer did she need a glass of water by her in case her voice dried up. Now she was an expert.




    Nearly time. Ray held up five fingers as he introduced her. Then he pointed. She was on air.




    ‘Hi, Nurse Tessa Calvert here, hoping to help you with your health and your personal problems. Remember always, I'm not prescribing, I'm suggesting. There's plenty of professional advice available. If you feel in any doubt about anything, then see your GP. Some interesting letters this week …’




    She thought it was going well. When she looked at Ray he nodded and smiled. She kept her eye on the clock. If she found she was seriously overrunning she could cut out a little. Broadcasting live was sometimes a bit terrifying! But all was going well.




    ‘I know you've got your pride Ken, but there are limits. It's just not on for your girlfriend to expect you to pay for everything, especially as you're both students. So try to talk to her again. And if she won't see reason, ask yourself if she's the kind of girl you really want to go out with. That's all for this evening. You know the station address. Any queries you think I can help with — remember, you can always "Ask a Nurse".’




    Ray nodded and as she took off her cans, bent to give the station address again. Ben Yardley, the DJ who would play requests for the next three hours, came and sat next to her with his case of discs ready. Tessa softly walked out of the studio, followed by Ray. ‘Another great programme,’ said Ray. ‘Let's go and celebrate.’




    Opposite Radio Seafront was the Black Lion. At lunchtime it was heaving with local businessmen grabbing a drink and a sandwich. But in the evenings it was always quiet. The sun was still strong as they crossed the street, but the Black Lion had its shades down and inside it was dim, almost intimate.




    Ray led her to one of the banquettes and said ‘Special night tonight. Let me pick the drinks. We've done a lot of planning here, haven't we? Now I've got something a bit special for you to think about.’ And he went to the bar.




    Tessa leaned back against the red plush cushions and consciously relaxed. She was quite used to broadcasting now, but she still felt tired after each show. Probably the consequence of adrenaline.




    Vaguely she wondered what Ray had to say that was so special. Nothing personal, of course. They were very close friends, but that was all. Ray was twenty years older than her, happily married with two children. Just the kind of man friend she wanted. Anyway, she didn't go out with men she worked with. In fact, she seldom went out with any man. Passion had got her nowhere.




    Ray seemed to be quite a while at the bar – she could hear him joking with the barmaid. Once again she thought how lucky she had been to meet him, how well their ideas worked together.




    She had written to him with an idea for a programme, which she was willing to do for nothing. It had been a mad idea but her life had seemed a bit, well, flat. He had written back to her and invited her for a drink here in the Black Lion— their favourite hostelry. They had talked, planned, looked at scripts, and now Ask a Nurse went out on Radio Seafront every Friday night at half past eight.




    It was only a small, local radio station, but Tessa liked to think that she did some good. Listeners were invited to write to her with their personal or medical problems. Every letter got a written reply  – and four or five she selected each week to read out and comment on. She was a qualified nurse and had taken a diploma in counselling, but thought that the best qualification for her job was a robust common sense. And the number of letters was growing …




    Ray came back, a beaming smile on his face. 'Champagne,' he said, placing two crystal flutes on the table. ‘The only drink to celebrate. Here's to us, Tessa.’




    She looked at him, perplexed, as he sat opposite her. Usually she had red wine, Ray a pint of beer. ‘What are we celebrating, Ray? Why to us?’




    Ray didn't answer at first. He drank his champagne, obviously enjoying his moment of suspense. ‘Ray! I'm getting all curious here. What are we celebrating?’




    ‘We're celebrating the beginning of our future. Tessa, I'm leaving Radio Seafront. I've been offered a job on a national radio station, doing much what I'm doing now. I'm to develop new programmes — and the one I want to start with is the one I enjoy doing now. I want to take Ask a Nurse onto national radio.’




    She looked at him, speechless. Then she groped for her champagne.




    ‘Ray, this is just a side-line for me. I'm a nurse, I'm good at it, and I like it. I couldn't go on national radio I'd … I'd …’




    ‘You may be a good nurse but you're a born broadcaster. Your voice is great! There's that touch of a northern accent, and it's a warm voice, a friendly one. You've seen the letters when people say how much they like listening to you.’




    ‘But what would we … surely Ask a Nurse wouldn't work in its present format?’




    ‘I know that. We'd have to broaden the appeal — have you interview guests, conduct discussions. There's a lot to learn, you'd have to be interviewed first and then go on a training programme. And the money would be more than you're getting now.’




    ‘Like I said, I'm a nurse, Ray. Whatever I do, I won't give that up. It's what keeps me … what I am.’




    Ray waved a hand carelessly. ‘We'll be working from Manchester, we can sort something out. All I want you to do now is think about it. You know, we've spent hours here, talking about new formats for the show.’




    ‘Yes, we have,’ she agreed. Tessa hadn't realised just how seriously Ray had been taking her ideas.




    ‘Just sit there and think about it,’ Ray said again. ‘There's no hurry. Well, not much.’




    She was silent a moment, looking round the interior of the pub. Here she'd spent many quiet happy hours with Ray. He had been so good for her self-confidence. Now she was feeling lost again.




    The door banged open and she looked up. Someone must have pushed it with unnecessary force. A dark figure was silhouetted against the sunlight outside. There was something about the hunch of the shoulders, the angle of the neck. She had trained herself to recognise body language – in an A and E department this was often very necessary. This man was upset – no, he was angry.




    Behind him the door closed and the man went over to the bar, quietly ordered a drink and whispered to the barmaid. Tessa was curious. She lifted her glass and peered over its rim, studying this new arrival.




    After a moment's conversation the man turned and surveyed the room. He stepped forward and paused, his face illuminated by the nearest wall light. He stared at her directly and, she couldn't help it, she stared back.




    He was an attractive man. A very, very attractive man.




    Tessa had heard it could happen like this. It was strange. A glance exchanged with a complete stranger, a moment's magic communion that suggested an infinity of possibilities. She felt it, she knew he had too. Tessa bit back a gasp. Just what had she seen in this man's eyes?




    Then the moment passed, the man looked away. And she remembered that she was twenty-eight-years-old, a sensible, serious professional. She didn't believe in instant romantic attachments – she didn't want a romantic attachment of any kind. She was tired, that was all. But for a moment … She turned back to Ray.




    ‘This could be my big chance,' Ray went on, 'and I think that with you I —’




    ‘Miss Calvert and Mr Grantham? Mind if I join you?’




    The voice was curt. It was obvious that the man didn't care whether they minded or not. He slammed his glass on the table and before they could object had pulled up a chair and sat at the end of their banquette.




    Tessa felt the first prickle of apprehension. He knew her name. Had the man misunderstood her interest? He had set his chair so they couldn't get out without disturbing him. And there was an impression of power and strength as he leaned forward and stared at both of them.




    Then she noticed that the open necked shirt was expensive, made of fine white linen. The hands that rested on the table were broad but the fingernails were clean and well cut. This man took pains with his appearance.




    His face was now alarming. He might have been quite good looking if he smiled and she liked his longish dark hair. But a generous mouth was spoiled by tight-pressed lips and his large grey eyes were now smouldering with barely veiled fury.




    There were deep lines round eyes and mouth which she recognised as fatigue. His stillness only emphasised the fury inside him.




    ‘We'd like to help you,’ Ray tried gently, ‘but this is a private conversation. If you'd like to ask Reception at the station I'm sure they could …’




    The man ignored Ray, dismissed him without speaking. Ray's voice tailed away. The man looked only at Tessa now, glanced at her rather exposed front. It took all the strength she had to keep her hands by her side, not to reach and pull up the front of her dress. She wouldn't do it!




    The stranger spoke. ‘Just what I expected. I might have known you'd be a young, attractive thing.’




    ‘I don't think there's any need to …’ Ray tried to interrupt, but the man overrode him, his eyes fixed on Tessa. ‘I'm here to get an explanation from you about the rubbish you've been broadcasting. I want to know if you realise the harm you're doing.’




     Tessa knew that the advice she gave didn't suit everyone. She'd had the occasional letter saying so. But so far no one had actually called on her. She didn't like it, it was a bit frightening.




    Ray tried again, and this time the man let him finish. ‘If you have any complaints they should be addressed to me. I see all of Miss Calvert's scripts, vet them if you like.’




    The man smiled, but it wasn't a happy smile. ‘Then you’d better listen, too. I may well be suing the station as well as this young lady who calls herself a relationship expert.’




    ‘Suing?’ Ray said, obviously taken aback. ‘That's a bit excessive, isn't it?’




    ‘I don't think so. You're supposed to be offering a public service. Every public service may be sued if it gets things seriously wrong. I certainly know that.’




    Tessa saw that Ray didn't like this threat. Certainly she was sure the man had no cause for complaint. But a determined man, even if he were wrong, could do a considerable amount of damage.




    At first she had been rather frightened, nervous of this tall, angry stranger. But now she was getting angry. She wanted to shout at the man, to ask him who he thought he was, what did he mean making these stupid comments? No – what was needed was anger management. She had been trained in how to defuse situations, how to calm people without giving them the satisfaction of having a fight. There had to be some way of discussing this man's problems calmly.




    The trouble was, he was obviously intelligent. She didn't know how she knew this, whether it was the voice or the light in his eye. But she was willing to bet that this man was no fool. He wasn't some kind of fanatic and somehow that made him more dangerous.




    ‘I'm sure we can talk about your problem calmly,’ she said, ‘and go about things in a rational and reasonable manner.’




    She was pleased with her little speech, delivered in just the right cold tones. But the man wasn't impressed.




    ‘You can be calm and rational and reasonable. But I'm too tired to be all those things. I'm furious. I've had two hard days. And in between I was up all night chasing down to London to pick up my daughter who ran away from home because of your advice. The advice of a halfwit!’




    Tessa had had enough. Sweetly, she said, ‘I'm sorry about your daughter. But do you find abuse more productive than explaining what's wrong? Quite frankly, I think that's the action of a halfwit.’




    Beside her, she felt Ray flinch. The man's face darkened with anger. He was shocked to be addressed in this way. But she held her gaze, her blue eyes trying to outstare his grey ones. And after a while he looked away.




    From his pocket he took a letter and put it on the table. 'All right, we will be calm,' he said softly. 'This letter was sent from you to my daughter. Would you like to check?'




    Her fingers trembling slightly, she opened the letter. 'Yes, my letter, my signature.'




    ‘And what made things worse, you repeated this advice on your radio programme. You have a very persuasive voice, Miss Calvert.’




    Tessa was reading through her letter. She remembered the case quite well. A girl had written in to say that she had been brought up by her father. He'd been good while she was a child, but now he thought he was still entitled to dominate her. She was looking forward to being eighteen when she'd technically be an adult but her father made her work non-stop and wouldn't let her have any social life. She earned some money but he wouldn't let her spend it. She had fallen for a young man a few years older than her but her father wouldn't let her see him. Now they had moved well away from her boyfriend. What should she do?




    Tessa had advised the girl that probably her father still loved her. They should try to discuss things. But she was an individual with a right to her own feelings. She should show her father this. She should try to talk him round. And if this didn't work she should go her own way, show him she was an individual.




    ‘I can't really see what you're objecting to,' she said to the man, 'I think the advice I gave is quite correct. I stand by every word of it. At this age a girl is entitled to her own life.’




    ‘Quite so.’ The voice was even softer now, and Tessa found herself wishing that he would get angry again. She could cope with that. But she had an uneasy feeling that she had led herself into a trap. How?




    ‘My daughter is fortunate; she has a skill that has enabled her to earn, well, reasonable sums of money. She is tall, has matured early, and like many young women she thinks she knows her own mind.’




    ‘Perhaps she does know her own mind,’ Tessa put in.




    ‘Perhaps. I don't think so. She is a very gifted musician and has been since she was eight. I want her to train so that she can have a musical career. The money she earns now is irrelevant.’




     ‘But you can't live an eighteen-year-olds life for her!’




    ‘Of course I can't. I hope I wouldn't want to. But what about a fourteen-year-old? What if she wants to go out with a twenty-one-year-old of very doubtful reputation?’




    ‘Fourteen-year-old!’ Tessa gazed at him in horror. ‘My advice was for an eighteen-year-old! Very different from what I'd say to someone aged fourteen!’




    The man picked up the letter, glanced at it. ‘You don't say that. I would have thought it important.’




    ‘But … she said she was looking forward to being eighteen! I thought that she was seventeen. She hid things from me!’




    ‘I gather you're a nurse, Miss Calvert, and you work in an A and E department. Can't you tell when patients are lying to you? Don't you know how to get at the truth?’




    While Tessa thought about this the man finished his drink. He stood, empty glass in hand, and said, 'I'm going to get myself another drink, I need one. Don't think of going away, though. We've got more talking to do.' Then he paused, irresolute. She knew what was going through his mind. It wasn't in his nature to get himself a drink and not those he was sitting with. She felt pleased at his predicament. He said, ‘Since we're sitting together, could I –?’




    ‘Not for either of us thank you,’ Tessa said.




    He glared at her, obviously not used to being interrupted, but then left without a further word.




    She thought about what he had just said. Staff in A and E were often lied to. There were wives coming in with black eyes, facial injuries, who’d “had a fall”. There were young lads who had overdosed – ‘Someone must have put it in my drink.’ There were the drivers who were over the limit – ‘I've been taking antibiotics, they must have affected me.’ She recognised these stories for the lies they were. Why hadn't she spotted that this letter was at least ambiguous?




    The man returned. ‘I've re-read my letter,’ Tessa said, ‘and I stand by everything I say. It was just taken at the wrong time.’




    ‘It's not our fault if the girl lied,’ Ray chipped in. Tessa sighed to herself. That had not been the right thing to say – or the right time to say it.




    ‘Not your fault? Passing the buck as usual?’




    ‘We're sorry that you've been put to this trouble,' Tessa apologised hurriedly. ‘What would you like us to do? Naturally we're very eager to put things right.’




    ‘Naturally,’ the man said. ‘In fact, there is something you can do. You can put right the damage you have done and come to talk to my daughter.’




    ‘Perhaps Miss Calvert has other things she needs to do,’ Ray said sharply. ‘We don't operate a home visit service.’




    ‘Last night I had other things I needed to do. Instead of doing them, I had to drive to London, find my daughter and drive back.’




    ‘No way will Miss Calvert go to the home of a man she doesn't know – whether she wants to or not!’




    The man smiled. ‘If Miss Calvert doesn't know me yet, she soon will.’ He dropped a card onto the table. ‘My name is James Armstrong. I'm the new consultant in Halstead Hospital A and E Department. Miss Calvert, I'm your new boss.’




    Tessa thought that there didn't seem to be much anyone could say to that.




    After a while James Armstrong said, ‘I know you finish at five tomorrow and then you've got three days off. I suggest you get to my house at about seven. You can talk to my daughter; try to undo the harm you have done.’




    ‘What if she still doesn't want to?’ Ray asked desperately.




    ‘I'm sure she does. For one thing there's her professional pride. My daughter thinks she makes sense, Miss Calvert will want to put her right. She talked her into this rebellion — she can talk her out of it again.’




    ‘Or you'll phone your solicitor?’




    ‘That's right, Miss Calvert. And it wouldn't be good for your career – or the radio station – to be involved in this kind of situation. Goodnight.’




    Tessa watched him walk out of the door, momentarily outlined again against the sunlight. It was a confident walk, the walk of a man who was sure he had won. And of course, he had won.




    ‘He has no real case, you know,’ Ray said after a pause. ‘We'll stand by you. What do you want to do?’




    Tessa knew that there was only one course of action. 'If he does cause trouble there goes your chance at a new job and there goes my hopes of working with you. I'll go and see this daughter. For two reasons. First, I want to undo any harm I might have done. Second, any child of that man needs all the help she can get.'




    ‘Maybe you're right. I'm going to get us both another drink. I think we need one.’




    Tessa's heart was beating far faster than it should have. I've just had an argument, she told herself. It was unpleasant, I'm stressed, of course my heart is beating faster. On a personal level that man means nothing to me.




    But she remembered that moment when her eyes had met his, and she wondered if this were true.




    James Armstrong strode out of the Black Lion and walked quickly to his car. He drove out of the town centre then took a side road that led to the coast where there was a car park. He locked his car then walked along the beachside path until he came to a bench. As good a place as any to sit and think.




    Seagulls were screaming overhead, he could hear the distant thump of a tanker's engines and see the ship pushing out to sea about a mile away. It should have been peaceful there in the late sunshine. But he wasn't at peace with himself.




    He'd done it again. He'd lost his temper, tried to bully people when there had been no need. That nurse's rebuke had probably been deserved. He had acted like a halfwit. The fact that he was concerned about his daughter was no excuse.




    The nurse – Tessa Calvert? He remembered the first glimpse he'd had of her when he'd caught her looking at him. For a second his anger had been forgotten, all he'd been able to think of had been how gorgeous she was. And something had passed between them, recognition of … He shook his head angrily. He was being ridiculous!




    But she was gorgeous. Her hair was thick and dark, falling to her shoulders, and when she turned her head quickly she had to brush it from her eyes. Her eyes were blue, candid but capable of blazing with anger.




    He wondered if she knew how attractive she was when she was angry.




    In some ways it was a pity her programme only went out on radio, she would have been an instant success on television. Her face was not merely beautiful, it was alive. When she smiled or frowned or looked thoughtful, he knew at once what she was feeling.




    If she hadn't misled his daughter, if he didn't have to work with her, if they hadn't started in such a bad way, perhaps they could have … No. He had a new job in a slack department and a fourteen-year-old daughter to cope with. He didn't have time for passionate attachments. Look where it had got him last time.




    But Tessa was gorgeous.
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