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About the Book


From the acclaimed author of ESCAPE ROUTES, a bittersweet story of coming-of-age in a divided world, in the tradition of TIN MAN or BLACK SWAN GREEN.


It’s a lonely life for Stan, at a new school that feels more ordeal than fresh start, and at home where he and his mother struggle to break the silence after his father’s death. When he encounters fearless, clever Charlie on the local common, all of that begins to change. Charlie’s curiosity is infectious, and it is Charlie who teaches Stan, for the first time, to stand on his own two feet. But will their unit of two be strong enough to endure in a world that offers these boys such different prospects?


The pair part ways, until their paths cross once again, as adults in London. Now Stan is revelling in all that the city has to offer, while Charlie seems to have hit a brick wall. He needs Stan’s help, and above all his friendship, but is Stan really there for the man who once showed him the meaning of loyalty?
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Goshawk Common, Newford, Surrey. Not the most remarkable expanse of open country, scrubby grass and tumbling hillside in the south of England, just as Newford probably wasn’t the most remarkable town. Still, the common had its charm, especially on those early autumn afternoons when the heathland came to life with crispness and with colour, and when rabbits dodged through tufts of grass while thrushes, robins and blackbirds sang in the trees beyond.


It was on an afternoon like this that thirteen-year-old Stanley Gower rode his bike down Aldershot Road and along Goshawk Road, before turning off the tarmac and on to the grass of the common. He was pedalling fast, now. Maybe faster even than he’d ever pedalled before. Onwards he careered, a dart veering straight into the heart of the quiet, rustling peace of the heath, the wheels of his Falcon Stealth thundering over the terrain in such a way that even if he’d been cycling with his eyes closed – like in that Roald Dahl story, for instance, about the man who could see without his eyes – he’d have been able to tell that his wheels were rattling over grass and stones now, that he was away from the town completely.


He was free here. A free man. Or a free bird, even, because really why should he have to be a man – a boy – a human at all? He’d much rather be a bird, then he could fly around all day. And how weird and cool the world must look from above. Although probably the birds were used to it and wouldn’t think of it as weird or cool at all. Probably they’d think the way we see things from down here as we walk and run and cycle around is weird and cool. But his eyes were watering again a little now, tears escaping in spite of himself, making his broken, sticky-tape-mended glasses slip down his nose. Probably it was the cold air doing it, or because he was moving so fast. Probably that was definitely it. He blinked the tears away, anyway, trying not to think about it all too much because that was all done for the day, wasn’t it? That was all over till tomorrow, now that he’d arrived finally in this place where there were huge skies, and woods, and already fallen autumn leaves – now that he was here on the common, where no one cared that his school uniform was second-hand and didn’t fit properly, where he could finally be left alone. And look! There was even a rabbit, there, hopping up ahead, along the path in front of the Falcon Stealth’s thick wheels. Be careful, little rabbit! This world is harsh and merciless and it’ll give you no warning at all, that’s for certain, and you won’t last long in it if you keep jumping out into the paths of zooming bikes.


On gentle, sloping ground now, Stanley coasted forward on his own momentum, steering round the rabbit – good luck, little guy! May you do a better job of looking after yourself than I have! – and then he was pedalling again, faster, switching back up the gears to give himself some resistance, something tangible to push against. And he was flying onward again now, over the grass and into the sunset-streaked sky up ahead, all the colours melting a bit since his eyes were running properly now in spite of his blinking, sending his glasses slipping down his nose again, the glasses he’d thought Mum would be so angry to see broken but which she hadn’t mentioned at all when she’d picked him up from school earlier – a not mentioning which somehow, instead of making things easier, had only made everything feel even worse.


And then there came an unhealthy clicking sound from the Falcon Stealth, and the feeling of something slipping out from under his feet, and suddenly the free-soaring falcon was faltering – his bike chain was slipping off, and his pedals were spinning and he was just a thirteen-year-old human boy again, wobbling on a stupid second-hand bike that couldn’t seem to make it more than ten minutes down the road without the stupid chain messing up.


Stanley braked, climbed off, laid the Falcon on its side in the grass and tried his best to force the chain back into place. Except bloody hell it was stiff and not going on like it usually would. He’d told Mum he’d sit quietly at home and read and eat the Hula Hoops she’d given him while she napped, and now there was bike oil all over his fingers and over his jeans where he’d wiped his stupid hands without thinking and now he would arrive back home in a mess with a broken bike – which she’d assume he’d broken today, seeing as he hadn’t told her the chain had been all messed up from the beginning. He wasn’t quite sure why he hadn’t told her. Just that the Falcon had been a birthday present from her, and some instinct had told him not to ruin everything by mentioning it at the time.


And of course he’d be late back, too, no doubt. She only ever slept for half an hour, forty minutes maximum if she was very tired, and she was working the night shift tonight, wasn’t she? So most likely she’d be awake in ten minutes from now at the latest, and home was more than ten minutes’ walk away, meaning that he’d have no time to get there and clean up and hide the stupid bike before she saw it. He’d have to turn up all covered in oil, having ruined his jeans probably, and now his fingers hurt too from trying and failing to fix it as well as the rest of him from all that in the playground earlier, and it really wasn’t his day, he wished he lived in Narnia, in Hogwarts, in anywhere but Newford – and then to top it all off here was another rabbit now, stopped still and staring at him. What is it you want, little guy? I’m kneeling, just kneeling here, in the grass. Is that allowed? Or is this your particular favourite patch of grass I’m kneeling on? Would you rather I moved?


But the rabbit’s head twitched, its eyes flicked to something behind Stanley, and then it turned on its tail and bounded away, just as he became aware of the sound of another bike coming up behind him, a less rusty bike from the sounds of it, a much smoother ride – how could it be that his bike was simultaneously so oily and so rusty? And then Stanley turned to the sound of brakes and there was an older boy there, wearing a motorcycle jacket with all these patches and things. And he had sunglasses on too, this older boy, and greased-back hair and earphones in that Stanley could hear were blasting loud, tinny music, and Stanley couldn’t even identify what type of bike he had at all because it had been spray-painted black and green – probably by this older boy himself, judging by the messiness of the paintwork. But how much older was this boy really? He seemed eighteen, seventeen maybe . . . except that then he raised his sunglasses, pushing them back on the top of his head, and Stanley started to think he was maybe a little younger than that. The boy tugged out his earphones, reached into his jacket pocket, pulled out a shiny Discman, and paused his music.


‘You alright, mate?’ he said, stowing the Discman and earphones carefully away again and frowning at Stanley like he was some strange curiosity found lying by the side of the road – which in a way, he was. ‘You always talk to rabbits? What happened to your glasses?’


Of course – of course this older boy would laugh at him. That same old nasty prickling feeling started up behind Stanley’s eyes again, and as he opened his mouth to say something, he found he’d lost all ability to summon and to order words. It was all just like at school, and yet a feeling that was so alien to being out here on Goshawk Common, where he was used to being free, permitted to come and go unharmed, unpicked on.


‘Chill out, mate,’ said the older boy, jumping off his bike now, setting it down in the grass next to Stanley’s. ‘I was just asking.’


His accent wasn’t quite like other people’s round here, Stanley noticed then. There was something else in it that conjured somewhere different, far away, outside and far beyond the little world of Newford. Somewhere, maybe, that reminded him a little of Coronation Street.


‘I’m Charlie, by the way,’ said this older boy. ‘D’you need a hand?’


Charlie talked as he messed with the chain. ‘It’s no bother at all,’ he was saying. ‘I just got off work and actually I wasn’t really sure what to do with myself. I mean, it’s a weird old place, Newford. Before I came down here I thought there’d be loads going on. My brother told me there was, anyway, but my theory is that was just a ploy to get me to come back. I was away for a bit, you see – but fucksake you’ve a bastard of a chain here, mate, you know that?’


At first Stanley felt a bit affronted, embarrassed at how obvious it clearly was that he wasn’t able to fix his bike himself, and annoyed at having the feeling of peace he’d almost found a moment ago so completely disrupted. A large part of him wanted to tell this Charlie to back off and leave him alone, as who did he think he was, after all? Muscling in like this and getting involved without even being asked, drawing attention to Stanley’s bike’s crappiness, not to mention to his general uselessness? Then again though, it wasn’t like Charlie was laughing at him, or anything. He didn’t seem to be at all, actually. And, really, when Stanley thought about it properly, it was probably kind of good of him to help. Good of him, in fact, that seemingly without thinking about it at all he’d got right off his own bike, stopped going wherever he was going and got down in the damp grass, without seeming to mind that his hands were covered in oil now, too.


And more than that, he also found himself strangely grateful for the fact that this Charlie was a talker. Stanley wasn’t a talker. He tended to stay quiet and stare at people – which made them feel uncomfortable, Mum said. He didn’t mean to do it. It was just that no matter how much he wanted to say stuff, it somehow never happened right. He never found it easy, and then whenever he forced himself to speak he would only end up saying something weird that no one outside his own head could ever understand.


Like on the first day at school, the first day of St Reginald’s, which felt like ages ago now – like he’d been there forever already, and not in a good way – though it could only have been a few weeks. They’d gone round the class saying what they wanted to be when they were older, and everyone had said stuff that made everyone else nod and ask questions and the teacher write whatever they’d said on the board – policeman, interior designer, singer, actor, dancer, all the usual stuff, he couldn’t say really what they’d said now, but anyway – he’d gone and said that when he was older he’d like to be either Merry or Pippin from The Lord of the Rings. He’d meant it to be funny, he supposed, but then Miss Kennedy had asked him why with this look on her face like he’d been deadly serious, and what he’d said had concerned her, and then everyone else in the class had stared at him too, of course. Stared at the new scholarship kid. The kid in the stupid, ill-fitting second-hand uniform, who was always tripping over his feet in shoes that had been bought ‘for growth’. Stanley had found himself paralysed, unable to talk, to conjure even a few words to explain even in the most basic terms what he’d meant, unable even to locate his vocal cords and say any simple set-piece phrase like it was a joke. He’d remained in that state for the rest of the lesson, sitting in silence while everyone else despised him and thought he was weird. Long story short, then, it was a nice change, the way this Charlie talked with ease, as if he didn’t even notice the difficulty Stanley was having in thinking of anything reasonable to say in reply.


‘I just moved here, see, from my dad’s,’ Charlie was saying. ‘Or, I wasn’t living with my dad, not really, only staying for a bit, but then the rest of my family were somewhere else before, and I was only a kid anyway last time we were here. So what I mean really is I haven’t met too many people round here yet – apart from my family of course, and then all the guys at work . . .’


Charlie finally managed to slide the chain back into place. He wasn’t just older. Though at first glance he looked a bit scrawny in that giant leather jacket, he was obviously much stronger, too. One of those wiry guys who could lift stuff and climb stuff and punch stuff harder than Stanley could ever dream of doing. Charlie sat back on his heels and wiped the oil off his hands and on to his jeans – without thinking twice about the mess, it seemed.


‘And the thing is,’ he continued, looking over the grass towards the trees, ‘even if I’m only somewhere for a few months or whatever it is, I still like to get to know it. You know, the history of the place. What it all means, why it’s there. All the people who lived their lives in it, and built things and had kids and died in it before we were even born, you know?’ Charlie stared out at the trees a little longer, then nodded down to the Falcon.


‘Fixed your bike,’ he said.


Stanley opened his mouth, panicked a little in spite of himself, coughed, and managed to choke out a, ‘Thanks.’


‘What was your name again?’


‘Stanley. Stan.’


‘Which is it?’


‘Stan. If you like.’


Charlie stood up and made to head over to his own bike again. ‘Nice meeting you, Stan,’ he said.


‘Wait,’ Stan said, too quickly, surprising himself, as surely he’d be waiting for Charlie to leave, so he could relax again, just be on his own without having to worry about accidentally making anything go wrong?


But Charlie had stopped, and was watching him now, hands in pockets. Waiting, no doubt, for him to spit out whatever it might be that he had to say for himself, so he could get on his way.


‘So you’re from Manchester, then?’ Stan asked him, mainly just for something to say.


‘Nah,’ Charlie said. ‘Or my dad’s from there. I stayed with him almost a year, nearly. Or for the spring and summer, more like, I suppose. But I’m from round here, really,’ Charlie said. ‘Not Newford though. All over.’


‘Where d’you go to school?’ Stan asked Charlie.


‘Don’t go to school, do I?’


‘But . . . how? Don’t you have to? Don’t your parents make you go?’


‘Naw,’ Charlie sank his hands deeper into his pockets. ‘Not any more.’ He studied Stanley. ‘You’re a bit of an odd one, mate, aren’t you?’


And that should have hurt. Stanley knew it should have done. And yet somehow, he completely surprised himself by laughing. ‘What about you?’ he found himself replying, and the words sounded weird as he said them, as if someone else was in control of his vocal cords now, and he was listening to his own voice resonating out somewhere else, somewhere far away and separate from himself. ‘You’re not so normal yourself.’


Charlie laughed. ‘Good,’ he said. ‘That’s the way I like it. See, I can’t help but think if people think you’re normal in a town like this then surely that just means you’re boring. No offence meant, like, if you grew up here. Did you grow up here?’


Stanley nodded.


‘Suppose someone had to,’ said Charlie. ‘Mind you, it’s not all bad. I always like a good common. D’you know the history of this place, Stan?’


Stan shook his head.


‘Neither do I, being honest, not really. But the thing is, right, the thing with commons is that it means they were common land, you know? That they still are, to some extent at least. So this place belongs to us, just as much as it belongs to anyone. We have just as much right to be here as anyone else.’


‘I never knew that,’ said Stan.


‘Right, well, now you do. Come and find me any other time you fancy a history lesson.’ Charlie picked up his bike and climbed on. ‘Anyway, I’d best be off. Got stuff to do and all. I’m sure I’ll see you round.’


‘Whereabouts d’you live?’ said Stan.


‘I work at the boxing gym. Just over the way,’ Charlie nodded his head, back down the path. ‘It’s a bit of a slog but you get to use the gym for free on Sundays, so it could be worse.’


And then he was off, cycling away down the path, leaving Stanley blinking at what had just happened, at the strangeness of having just had a full conversation with someone like Charlie, someone older and obviously so much cooler, with all the usual social rules and hierarchies that underpinned the days at school having somehow melted away.


And then of course the moment passed, and he was aware again of his mum back home, who’d be up by now and wondering where he’d got to. Aware of the oil on his jeans, and the tape on his glasses and the bruises on his ribs and the scrapes on his elbows hiding under the long sleeves of his sweater. He watched Charlie disappearing, just a retreating figure in the distance now, indistinct in his oversized jacket, hunched over the handlebars. And after only a moment’s hesitation—


‘Thanks for fixing my bike,’ Stan yelled down the path, after him.


He wasn’t even sure Charlie would hear him, whether his voice would be loud enough to carry over the distance between them. He was just about to turn around to go home when Charlie stuck out a hand, and waved.
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Later, sitting opposite Helen, his mum, in the low, buzzing light of the kitchen, Stanley shovelled forkfuls of macaroni cheese into his mouth and wondered about what Charlie had said, out on the common.


I work at the boxing gym. Just over the way.


And thinking about it too, Charlie had seemed exactly the kind of person he had always imagined might be into boxing. Not to say he’d looked thuggish, or anything. Not at all. Just . . . unafraid. Authoritative. Capable.


Stanley was distracted from his thoughts then though by the sound of Helen sighing, as she turned over a page in the magazine she had open on the table in front of her. He watched as she rubbed her eyes. Strands of her light brown hair were falling from her ponytail into her face, but she didn’t seem to notice. She was having her breakfast now, kind of. The meal she always had before going in to work the night shift. A cheese sandwich and a mug of coffee, with the coffee smelling so good Stanley would often nag her to let him have a mug of his own. Of course she never let him, saying he’d only be hyper and wouldn’t sleep – which he didn’t quite believe, seeing as she drank so much of it and still managed to be sleepy all the time. Anyway though, sometimes, if she was in a good mood, she’d let him try just a sip, and even though the bitter taste was inevitably a disappointment it would still always feel a bit like a special treat, a little victory, to have convinced her, even just for a moment, to have let him in on this particular aspect of adult life.


Looking up properly now from the sticky mass of food on his plate, he watched her across the table as she chewed a corner of her sandwich, slowly, and then as she rubbed her eyes again, still staring down at the magazine which was all pictures of some beach resort now. He decided he wouldn’t ask for any coffee tonight. It didn’t feel like that kind of evening.


‘Mum,’ he found himself saying instead. ‘You know the boxing club? Up past the common?’


A slight frown creased the skin between her eyebrows, and he knew this probably wasn’t right either, that he should just stop talking, keep quiet, let her have some peace before going into work, but still the words seemed somehow to cascade out of him, before he could stop them.


‘Dad used to box, didn’t he? Like when he was around my age?’


Helen put her sandwich down, and chewed her lip. ‘He was a bit older,’ she said. ‘Why was that in your head, Stanley?’ she asked.


But of course, he’d probably messed things up now. She always said she was happy to talk about Dad whenever he wanted, but it never went well when he tried, he knew that. He shrugged, ducked down to his plate, muffled the guilty feeling spreading through him now with another mouthful of pasta.


Before Helen had packed away most of the old photos that had been up around the house, taking them all to the attic, there had been this picture of Dad at the back of the cluster they’d always kept on the mantelpiece. It was strange to think now, but when Dad had still been here Stanley had never really asked him about it properly, had taken the photo completely for granted as just another familiar object he’d find out the full story behind later, all in good time. There were so many things like this, he was finding. Sometimes it seemed he came across a new one, a new thing he’d never get to ask Dad about, every day. In this picture anyway, Dad had been wearing boxing gloves, he’d had a medal around his neck, and he’d been smiling. More than anything though, he’d just looked so young, not much more than a boy himself and so lit up with life that, thinking about that photo now, it seemed almost unbelievable to Stanley that it really could have existed, and that the human being it captured could really be the same person he’d said goodbye to, in those last awful weeks at the hospital.


‘Wasn’t he once the best in Newford, or something?’ he asked Helen.


She brushed her hair out of her face and smiled, though it didn’t make her look any happier. ‘Third in Newford, love,’ she said. ‘Though that was all a long time ago now.’


And then the alarm clock went off in the hall, telling them both it was time for her to go to work. Stanley followed as she went to take her things from the pegs by the door. She always had to leave. She always had to be at work.


‘Sorry,’ he told her, hovering in the door frame as she shoved pen and notepad in her bag.


Helen only shrugged, and turned away, fastening the buttons on her coat. ‘You miss him,’ she said. ‘No need to be sorry for that.’ Then suddenly sounding bright and businesslike, speaking to him now in the blandly friendly, brisk tone Stanley suspected she might use while talking to patients at work, she asked him – ‘So what’ll you do with yourself this evening then? Anything nice on the telly?’


‘I think I’ll just carry on with my book. I’m reading that one about Greek and Roman myths. It’s really good.’


And she smiled at that, properly smiled. Even came over and tried to give him a hug, and though of course he wriggled away from her he found he was also kind of glad.


‘How ever did you get to be so clever?’ she said.


‘Mum,’ he groaned. ‘Stop it.’


She’d been prone to moments like this ever since Gran had put him in for the thirteen-plus scholarship exam for St Reginald’s, and he’d actually passed. Every time school or homework or even just books were mentioned these days, she’d only go and get all weepy and weird and embarrassing. He was just backing away again, thinking she might try and grab him for another hug, when her smile slipped a bit, and she looked so sad, suddenly.


‘I’m so proud of you, Stanley,’ she said. ‘You do know that, don’t you?’


Stanley nodded, and didn’t know what to say.


Then pulling the folds of her coat tight around her, Helen opened the door and waved goodbye, heading out into the chill of the autumn night to the hospital.


He tried to read, he really did. And a lot of him actually wanted to as well. It hadn’t been a lie he’d told when he’d said he was enjoying his book. Of course he was. He was in the middle of the story about the Minotaur, and the Minotaur was awesome. So why, then, when he’d cleared up the plates and washed the pots and wiped the table, had he gone up to his room and picked up his book and sat on the bed and drawn the covers right up to his chin and pushed his glasses up to his nose again – why was it that in this setting, which should be so peaceful and so welcome and so cosy after all the trials of the day, that he just couldn’t seem to sit still?


There was simply no position he could twist himself into that seemed at all natural. It was like his limbs had suddenly got longer or more awkward, just unwieldy, and he didn’t know how to fold them or to organise them any more so that they fitted in the small space allotted to them. And then when he tried to read, his mind somehow seemed unable to focus on the words, getting caught up again in the day at school just passed, and the week before that, and then too in thoughts of the days ahead, the weeks ahead, the weeks stretching to months stretching to years, none of which seemed to offer any opportunity for escape. And of course it didn’t help take his mind off things that every five seconds he had to readjust his broken glasses.


He read the same paragraph three times, getting to the end of the page only to find he hadn’t paid attention to a single thing that had happened, and that what he was reading made no sense. And now he was too hot under the duvet too, and he found himself hating the way it made him feel like he’d been tucked in like a child when it wasn’t even eight o’clock yet, when it was hardly even dark.


He threw the duvet off and went downstairs. He paced up and down for a while in the kitchen but found that it was too small, somehow; he felt as if he was always almost bumping into things and having to be careful where he stepped. He thought about making himself sit down, calm down and just turn on the telly. He wasn’t even sure what would be on. Neighbours or Top of the Pops, probably. Stuff the other kids were always on about at school. He picked up the remote and stared at it a moment. Then he put it back down, picked up his bike, and went out.


Where to, Stan? Where to? It felt weird being out like this on his own, after tea, in the twilight, under his own steam. Like he was breaking some kind of rule, though he wasn’t, not really. Mum had never said he couldn’t go out, he just never did, that was all. But where was he going, clicking round the quiet streets on his newly mended bike? Where would someone like that Charlie from the common go, for instance, if he were out and about like this of an evening? Surely this was the kind of thing someone like Charlie would do all the time, easy, not even thinking about it? Stan clicked his way down Woodside Lane. All the hedges and the matching houses – wheelie bins and mesh garden fencing, red brick and polished white doors and window frames.


If people think you’re normal in a town like this then surely that just means you’re boring, Charlie had said, hadn’t he? Could that be right? Looking around himself now it didn’t seem impossible. Everything Stan passed, after all, looked kind of the same to him as everything else. Well kept, net-curtained and neat. The same flowers in all the front gardens, and no one had so much as painted their door a different colour, or even decorated their wheelie bin. Come to think of it, neither had he and Mum – what did that mean? Did it mean anything?


Clicking on down Woodside Lane now, the houses fell away on his right, leaving the road open to the actual woods, or to a neatly clipped hedge, anyway, behind which there were woods . . . Oh but it was alright, Newford. What did Charlie know? Could Manchester really be all that much better than this? Stan turned down Foxburrows Road. What a good name for a street, Foxburrows Road. He bet there wasn’t a Foxburrows Road in Manchester. And where had Charlie lived before that? Where had he grown up? He hadn’t really said, had he? All over, had been about the extent of it.


The matching roofs of the houses lining the way either side of Stan stood solid and quiet against still-glowing sky, the trees from the woods just visible in silhouette behind them, and suddenly, Stan found himself thinking of Monopoly houses, wondering if this is how it’d feel to be shrunk down to the size of an ant, and creeping around the board.


He turned off and picked up the pace, cycling faster through the sleepy silent streets, cutting through the estate and up on to Spelman Road – and he’d be lying to himself now if he said he was just meandering, that he didn’t know exactly where he was going, that he hadn’t, in fact, had a plan from the second he’d locked the front door behind him, even from the moment he’d shut his Greek myths book and got back out of bed. The boxing club, that was where he was headed. That was where Charlie would go.


He pedalled hard then free-wheeled round the long curve of tarmac until the rows of houses stopped suddenly, space opening out, and then there it was, up ahead, lights in the windows glimmering at him across the expanse of an empty car park – a sprawling almost-bungalow, every wall a different shade of grey. He coasted up to it and braked.


He could hear voices coming from inside. Male voices, shouting and laughing. Cracking jokes, it sounded like. He couldn’t make out any words from here but he recognised the rhythm of the sounds. There were lulls, dips dominated by singular, more prominent voices, then sudden explosions back into noise, everyone talking over each other again. Was Charlie among them? Stan listened harder, trying to pick him out. Tall shadows moved in the windows, behind the blinds, then the lights in the far corner of the building began to click off, and then more lights followed, darkness spreading inwards, taking over – before the front door swung open and two tallish boys strode out across the car park, big bags over their shoulders, sweat in their hair, tracksuit tops zipped up against the now quite chilly night air. Stan could see their breath in the air as they talked.


‘It’s not about that though,’ one of them was saying. ‘If he keeps up with all that then it’s over, he’s fucked, I promise you . . .’


They were older than Stan was, obviously. And bigger, too. But he still couldn’t help but be a little surprised that they were still so young. Surprised and disappointed, even. He’d expected men, coming out bruised and black-eyed and bleeding. Not boys like this – just like anyone, like people from school, who were probably off home for their tea now, and then maths homework, and the school bus in the morning.


Stan stood up on his pedals and began riding around in a slow circle, turning to face back the way he’d come, still keeping an eye on the boxing club door but with a kind of I shouldn’t be here feeling creeping up on him now. This place isn’t for me. And then another group of boys stepped out, one of whom he recognised. It was Charlie, of course, and Stan felt such a rush of triumph then to find he’d been so dead right in guessing where Charlie might go, and at having actually managed to find him again like this so easily when part of him had been wondering if he’d ever see Charlie again, if that conversation on the common hadn’t been some weird kind of fluke.


Charlie looked so at home here though, amongst these people. He had a bag over his shoulder and tracksuit on like the rest of them, and was rolling a cigarette, licking the paper like it was automatic for him, that action, like he’d done it a million times before – which he probably had, come to think of it – and he was laughing a little at something someone was saying.


It was a terrible mistake to have come here. Stan understood that now. He couldn’t let Charlie see him like this, hovering like some pathetic kind of stalker, waiting outside where he’d known Charlie worked. Why had he come here? What a weird thing to do – what a fucking creepy thing to do, even. He hadn’t meant it like that at all, though. He’d been curious, that’s all. And also maybe – maybe even hopeful? Hopeful that he might have stumbled upon a place which, though it was only round the corner from all the usual familiar haunts and streets, might have offered him a way to step outside the endless maze that life felt like these days, an alternative to both the unspoken sadness of home and the daily battle of school. A place he could go to learn how to feel like he had for those ten minutes on the common with Charlie – as if he were a person just like anyone else, with a solid right to be there, and to take up the space he was occupying.


Who had he been kidding, though? This place was just like anywhere else – worse, even, as it was boxing, and Mum hated boxing – or at least was weird about it, in that way that she was weird about anything these days that reminded her of Dad. What was he doing? He had no business looking for another world here when he knew how it would upset her. Really he had no business looking for other worlds at all. This was Newford, not Narnia. Things like other worlds simply didn’t happen here. He should get himself home now, before any of them clocked him. He should go back to bed to read so that he wouldn’t have lied to Mum at all when he’d told her earlier he would read his book, making her look so proud and also . . . what had that look been? Just as she’d been leaving the house?


He pushed down on the pedals and was setting off into the night just as he heard a voice ring out behind him – loud, confident, a little bit northern.


‘Oi, Stan, is that you?’


And then more voices . . . But he was off now on his way and couldn’t hear what they were saying.
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It started again on the school bus the next day. You’d think they would let him wake up a bit first, have a minute to digest his breakfast, give him half a chance. Did they not need to wake up, too? Were they not human? Or did they open their eyes each day in a fury, the name of Stanley Gower burned on the inside of their lids? Or maybe the whole world was actually one big lie, like that film Mum loved so much, what was it? The one with Jim Carrey in. The Truman Show. Yeah maybe it was actually like that and he was Truman, and this whole thing an experiment to see how much crap he was capable of taking. Maybe Huxley Edwards and his two lackeys weren’t even real people at all, but robots, programmed with the sole instruction of making him as miserable as possible.


Ah but that was probably delusional. That at least would have the bonus of meaning he was a little bit important. These boys probably never even thought about him when he was out of sight. And how he wished he could say the same of himself about them. How he wished he could ban them from his brain for every second they weren’t physically in front of him. How he wished he could stop them affecting the way he behaved and thought all the time, not only in school but always, when probably they’d never even notice if he just stopped coming in one day, and it was only when they clapped eyes on him that they were suddenly reminded of how repulsive he was, and were compelled to do something about it. That would be why it always started on the school bus, with no morning respite – they saw him, were reminded, had to act. And he’d sat off to the side today and everything, trying to keep a low profile. He’d even worn a hat. Perhaps the hat had been an error.


The three of them muscled over and sat in the seats around him, other kids moving out of the way to give them room, Eddie Franks’s face getting redder and more furious by the second, Huxley Edwards’s by contrast getting paler, his eyes brighter.


‘Nice hat,’ Huxley said.


Definitely the hat had been a mistake.


‘Where d’you get it?’


‘I found it,’ Stan muttered, dipping the brim down, over his eyes.


‘What was that, Stanley? Did they not teach you at peasant school that it’s rude to mumble?’


Stan shrugged, aware that in spite of himself and all his resolutions to stand his ground and not let these three get to him, he was still edging back now, pressing himself into the small gap between the bus seat and the window.


‘So this hat, anyway, Stanley. Am I to understand it isn’t yours? That you stole it? Is that what they teach in peasant school? Stealing?’


‘It’s my dad’s,’ Stan lied, pointlessly – and he didn’t know why he’d said that, exactly. The words had just come out.


‘What was that? I told you to speak up, didn’t I?’


‘It’s my dad’s,’ Stan said again. This time the words came out far louder than he’d meant them to, and from the expression on Huxley’s face he could tell he’d gone and done it now. Stan cast a quick look up the two rows of seats stretching to the front of the bus. All the other kids were sitting so quiet and so good in their uniforms, pretending this whole situation didn’t exist.


‘Ah,’ said Huxley, glancing around at his mates, nodding as if they’d arrived at something important here. ‘If there’s anything I can’t stand, it’s a liar. You don’t have to lie to us, Stanley. Who is it, exactly, you’re trying to impress? We all know you’ve got no dad.’


‘I do though,’ Stan said, talking back to Huxley in spite of himself, though he knew it was a stupid idea, that it would definitely be more sensible to keep his mouth shut and his head down until Huxley and the others got bored and went away. The fact was though that he did have a dad, of course he did. Just because his dad wasn’t around any more didn’t mean he’d never existed. It wasn’t the same thing at all. And that felt important to assert, somehow, in spite of everything.


Stan hadn’t exactly told anyone at school what had happened, with the cancer. It hadn’t been a deliberate policy, more that no one had really seemed trustworthy enough. It had been difficult to avoid the subject of fathers entirely though, especially given the amount of time everyone here seemed to spend talking about what their dads did for work, and so Stan had found himself constantly dodging the question – something which Huxley, of course, had been quick enough to pick up on.


Huxley was laughing now, setting off his friends, all three of them cackling away in Stan’s face at what he’d said about Dad. And though Stan knew he couldn’t really have expected anything better it still stung, still felt horrible, having them laugh like that at the most awful thing he’d ever known to happen, at the biggest loss he’d ever had to face.


‘Really, Stanley?’ Huxley continued, catching his breath amid all the supposed hilarity. ‘And is he the one who picks out your clothes?’


Which set them all off again, of course. And not for the first time Stan found himself wondering why Neil or Eddie never did the talking. It would have provided some basic variation at least to have one of them baiting him for a change. They were bigger lads than Huxley, so why did it seem he had the run of them? They were like a chorus there, like a Greek chorus, like the one in his book, just making sounds and backing Huxley up on everything. But Huxley was reaching forward now, for the brim of Stan’s hat – just some baseball cap he’d found in the bottom of his mum’s cupboard, with a fish or a dolphin or something embroidered on the front. Huxley tweaked it off Stan’s head, and spun it round in his fingers, to assess the front.


‘Save the whales,’ Huxley said.


‘What?’ said Stan.


‘Is your dad some tree-hugging hippy or what?’


‘Sorry?’


‘Save the whales, is what I said,’ said Huxley. ‘Hang on – don’t tell me you’ve been walking around with something written across the top of your head and you hadn’t even had the presence of mind to check and see what was there? Not very intelligent are you, in spite of all the books? Not very smart.’ He passed the hat to Eddie, and Stan started to give up all hope of ever getting it back. ‘In fact, Stanley,’ Huxley continued, ‘can you tell me what you do have going for you? Because when you first showed up at this school I was sure there had to be something. Even though you didn’t exactly look promising, I told myself you couldn’t be a total waste of space, otherwise they’d never have let you in. Now though, I do have to admit that I’m really starting to wonder.’


No words, no retort would come to Stan’s mind, and he only felt more exposed now without the comfort of the peak of his cap.


‘Look at his face,’ said Neil then. ‘What a fucking loser.’


Stan felt something inside him crumble, and, in spite of himself, his eyes began to spark.


‘Although I have to say,’ Huxley continued then, ‘your mum’s alright though. I mean she’d almost be decent-looking, if she took better care of herself. Bit young to have a kid your age, though. Is she your actual mum? Or what was it, teenage pregnancy?’


That set them all off properly cackling, Huxley and Eddie and Neil, and Stan could see some of the others further up the bus starting to laugh too, kids who hadn’t seemed to be taking sides either way until now. And then Huxley reached forward again, towards Stan’s face. Stan flinched. Huxley grinned. And then with an action so easy, so calm, so entitled it was almost gentle, he lifted off Stan’s glasses.


‘I’ll just hold on to these for bit,’ he said, beginning to unwind the masking tape from around the fractured frame.


And Stan knew he couldn’t just let this happen. That he had to say something, do something. That apart from anything else glasses were valuable, and much more important than just some stupid baseball cap. What would someone like his dad have done, faced with a situation like this? What would someone like that Charlie do, even, from the boxing club, and out on the common?


It seemed like everyone was laughing at him now though. All the kids in the seats around them. Huxley finished peeling the masking tape off his glasses just as the bus turned off Church Street, pulling up in front of the school. He caught the two pieces and slipped them into his blazer pocket, neat as you like, dropping the tape on the floor.


‘I’ll see you at break,’ he said, standing up, giving the cue it seemed for his friends to follow. ‘Cheer up, loser. If I’m feeling generous, I might even give you them back.’


And Huxley leaned over then, as if to clap Stan on the shoulder – but before Stan could flinch away or even knew what was happening, he was being shoved hard, right into the seatback in front of him. Ducking his head out of pure reflex, he took the blow solidly on one of his temples, and pain flashed through his skull and behind his eyes as he tried to pull himself together, blinking, head spinning, all blurry-eyed anyway now without his glasses.


He straightened up just in time to see the three of them finally walking away, thank God, heading down the aisle, first off the bus as usual. And even though without his glasses Stan couldn’t make out anything so precise as the particular facial expressions of the others on the bus around him, he could still tell enough to know that everyone was avoiding looking at him, reaching for bags and jackets and staring off in different directions so they wouldn’t accidentally catch his eye.


Without his glasses he could hardly even see out the window. Anything further than a few feet away was really quite blurry and furred round the edges. He’d have to explain to Mum what had happened to her cap too, when he got home. Although, would she even notice it was missing? She was always too tired when she worked nights. She was always too tired these days full stop. He shuffled down in his seat and waited as everyone else pushed past, jostling in the aisle and down the steps, on to the pavement and through the gates. The driver nodded to him as he passed, anyway. All the drivers knew Stan. He was always the last one off.
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Huxley didn’t give him back his glasses. The pieces were still in his blazer pocket, as far as Stan could tell. Probably he wouldn’t see them again now. Or Huxley would do something awful to them before he gave them back. Just because Huxley’s dad was some big shot in London, that was all. Just because Huxley’s dad wore a dry-cleaned suit and had three different cars or something to choose between depending on his mood, and a stupid box in Twickenham Stadium so Huxley and all his stupid mates could go and watch the rugby with champagne and oysters or whatever it was they had up there. Probably that box was the only reason Huxley had any friends at all, as it could hardly be because of his warm and generous personality now could it?


Stan glowered out the window next to Helen in the car. At least the fact that she was so often late meant Huxley and the others didn’t tease him as much as they could have done, about being picked up from school by his mum like a six-year-old. And seeing her now he could see what Huxley meant – if she took better care of herself. Her hair was an unkempt tangle, shoved back in the same ponytail she wore it in every day, and she was still dressed in the same old grey skirt and battered shoes she always wore to work, and the bags under her eyes were bad enough to make it almost look like she’d walked into something. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen her wear anything nice, or put on make-up . . . oh but that was such a horrible thing to think. What was he doing now, letting Huxley get under his skin like this? His mum worked hard, that was all. And that was something to be proud of – helping people and looking after people at the hospital and then managing all by herself now at home as everyone always said, though she wasn’t all by herself really, as he was there with her, wasn’t he? But he was proud of her, of course he was. Everyone always said he should be. He just got tired of it all sometimes. He got tired of everything and couldn’t help but wish sometimes that things in his world were the same as however they were in everybody else’s.


And if he couldn’t have that, then maybe at least she could say something about the fact his glasses were missing? Because he could tell she’d noticed. The second she’d clocked him at the gate he’d seen it in her face – the disappointment, the resignation. He wasn’t going to mention it because how could he explain it? How could he tell her what had happened? It was impossible. Especially after all those mean things they’d said about her, and about Dad. But still he’d need some new glasses, wouldn’t he? He couldn’t carry on like this, unable to read people’s faces properly if they were more than five feet away, and with the board at school so blurry he’d got in trouble about it twice today already . . . although at least that meant he would probably start doing worse, getting worse marks, which might give Huxley less reason to notice him, the new kid in the second-hand clothes who’d been stupid enough to reveal himself as a swot who actually cared about learning – somehow apparently the least cool thing you could do in school.


He could hardly ask her though for a new pair of glasses, straight out, just like that, could he? Not when she hadn’t mentioned it deliberately. It would seem weird, almost embarrassing. And then there was the fact he felt kind of guilty these days asking her for anything, as she always seemed so overstretched, so pushed for time, so tired. She worked so hard and now he couldn’t even hold on to one measly pair of glasses. A part of her must have been thinking that at least.


They turned on to the Eastern Road and pulled up outside the house. Helen got out without saying anything and slammed the door behind her. Yeah, that was definitely what she was thinking. And she was right to, wasn’t she, really? Why hadn’t he stood up to Huxley? Or stopped him nicking the glasses, at least?


It was only up in his room, changing out of his school clothes for the afternoon – feeling the weight of them lifting as he unbuttoned his collar and peeled off the scratchy grey socks – that he saw what had been written on the back of his shirt the whole day. There’d been a scuffle in the playground at break, with them all grabbing at him and shoving him and messing with that stupid cap – Huxley or Neil or Eddie or one of them anyway had kept that too, which was fine, good riddance, he hated that stupid cap – but how had he not noticed there was something written on his back? Blowhole, it said, in ragged, blotchy blue fountain pen ink. Well fuck you, too. You’ve been walking around with something written across the top of your head and you hadn’t even had the presence of mind to check and see what was there, Huxley had said that morning on the bus. There was a kind of justice to it. A certain kind of symmetry. At least Mum hadn’t noticed the writing either. Or had she been deliberately ignoring that, too? Surely not. What would he do now, though, about washing it? The thought of trying to get the ink out without her noticing made him feel wearier still.


He stashed the shirt under his mattress, pulled on his jeans and a jumper, ran downstairs, picked up his bike and was out the front door again without saying a word to Helen. He couldn’t face it. Couldn’t face the idea of the two of them sitting there in the kitchen with their cups of tea, made to feel ashamed of each other because of some prick like Huxley when really that was the opposite of what they should be feeling – or the opposite of what he should be feeling about her, anyway.


He pedalled away and turned into Aldershot Road, Goshawk Road – the Monopoly houses and silver hatchbacks a blur to him now with his stupid useless eyes and inability to stop other people nicking his glasses . . . but that was okay, a blur was quite nice in fact, it softened the edges, made everything that little bit less real. He pedalled faster and faster and faster until he was on the common with the grass and trees and woods and sky and no one around to tell him he had no right, that he wasn’t good enough to be there.


The hazy, late afternoon sun was dipping below the crest of the hill, meaning Stan must have been sprawled in the grass for nearly an hour now, at once exhausted and restless. He was jerked from his doze by the sound of bike wheels on the path behind him.


He sat up, blew a rogue bit of grass off his face – and then he put a hand out to steady himself and accidentally slammed it down on the pedal of his own bike which he’d forgotten was next to him, putting far too much weight on it and yelping with the pain. He was studying the damage to his palm when Charlie braked next to him.


‘Ay up,’ he said. ‘You alright?’


‘Yeah fine, I’d just – I’d drifted off I think and then I shoved my hand down here like this and then, well. I’m fine, it doesn’t matter.’


‘I wondered if you fell,’ said Charlie.


‘Naw,’ said Stan. ‘I’m not quite as crappy on a bike as that. Even if I’ve got no glasses.’


‘Right, yeah. I thought you looked different,’ said Charlie. ‘You lose them or what?’


‘Something like that,’ said Stan. He rubbed his eyes as if to try and make everything a little clearer. The funny thing was, though, that it was actually a little easier to talk to people, maybe, when everything was a little fuzzy, a little at a remove.


‘Did I see you last night?’ said Charlie. ‘Going past the boxing club? Up on Spelman Road?’


Stan stared for a minute, tried to think of some clever excuse before giving up and just saying, ‘Yeah’, because it was true.


‘I called after you,’ said Charlie. ‘Did you not hear me?’


‘I did,’ said Stan.


‘Didn’t think to say hi?’


‘Not really,’ said Stan.


‘Not even after I fixed your bike?’


Stan shrugged.


‘Oh. Cheers,’ said Charlie.


‘Anytime,’ said Stan.


Charlie laughed. And then, to Stan’s complete and staggering surprise, Charlie climbed off his bike, put it down next to Stan’s by the path, and came and sat down right next to him in the grass. Stan didn’t know what to say. He pulled himself up to sit a little straighter, noticing as he did that the autumn afternoon suddenly felt a little warmer around him, the last rays of sun a little brighter. Charlie unpacked an array of packets and pouches from his pockets and began rolling a cigarette.


‘Smoke?’ he said.


‘Nah,’ said Stan. ‘My mum’s a nurse. She says it kills people.’


‘Ah,’ said Charlie. ‘Something’s got to.’


‘It’s a horrible death, my mum says.’


‘Something else’ll get me first.’


‘Like what?’


‘I dunno. If I knew I’d plan for it, wouldn’t I? Motorbike crash? Fight gone awry?’


‘You’ve got a motorbike?’


Charlie shook his head. ‘Not yet I don’t, but that doesn’t mean I haven’t got plans.’ He tapped the side of his nose.


‘To die in a motorbike crash?’


‘Obviously not, but it happens, doesn’t it? Things like that happen constantly, all the time.’


‘Do they?’


Charlie shrugged. ‘They can do, yeah.’ He shook his head, as if dismissing an unwelcome thought, then licked the Rizla, smoothed it down. ‘I only mean, you never can tell what’ll happen to you next. It could be fucking anything.’ He stuck his cigarette behind his ear, and grinned.


‘I suppose,’ said Stan.


‘It’s true,’ said Charlie, then jumped to his feet. ‘What happened to your glasses?’ he said.


‘Got pinched,’ said Stan.


‘Serious?’ said Charlie. ‘Someone walked right up to you’ – he experimentally mimed going up to Stan and seizing phantom glasses – ‘and grabbed them right off your face? What for? Doesn’t everyone need different glasses anyway?’


Stan shook his head, not laughing or anything, though he knew Charlie was joking and at least a smile would be polite. ‘It’s not like that,’ he said.


‘Right,’ said Charlie.


‘It’s this guy in my year,’ said Stan, throat tightening, mouth drying, not even sure why he was still talking. ‘He just likes messing with me. He doesn’t even need glasses. He’s got perfect eyesight, I think.’


‘Fucking people with their fucking perfect eyesight,’ said Charlie.


‘Don’t you have perfect eyesight?’ said Stan.


‘Yeah, but I don’t expect it to last.’ Charlie jumped to his feet, picked up his bike and angled it out towards the path again. ‘You shouldn’t have let him,’ he said. ‘Cunts like that, you let them think they’re fine to wipe their feet all over you, they’ll wipe their feet all over you.’ He climbed on to his bike.


‘Yeah well, maybe next time,’ said Stan.


‘Good man,’ Charlie said, and then he held his fist up in the air. The gesture stirred something in Stan, some memory. Curled up on the sofa, watching telly and eating custard creams with Helen over the summer, still weeks before he’d started at St Reginald’s and everything had got so complicated. All the documentaries she’d made them watch because she’d said they might come in useful once he got to school, for History and that, back when they’d still thought fitting in at St Reginald’s would involve being smart, and caring about learning things. That documentary about the Spanish Civil War. Stan mirrored Charlie’s fist automatically, and felt suddenly better for it.


‘Nae pasaran,’ said Charlie.


‘What?’ said Stan.


‘Means “they shall not pass”. It’s like an anti-fascist thing in general, but this one’s Scottish. Heard about it from a mate, from up near Glasgow.’


‘It’s Scottish?’ said Stan. ‘It sounds more – I don’t know. Spanish.’


Charlie nodded. ‘Yeah, it was Spanish originally. The “nae” kind of makes it Scottish though, see? It’s because back in the seventies there were these factory workers, up in East Kilbride, I think it was. They refused to repair the engines of some fighter jets they were meant to be fixing after they found out they were being used by Pinochet, for the military coup in Chile. And that’s what they said, in solidarity. “Nae pasaran.”’ He said it this time in a surprisingly convincing Glaswegian accent.


‘Who’s Pinochet?’


‘Nasty military dictator. Not been paying attention in history, Stan?’


‘Never learned about Pinochet. Or East Kilbride. Just about Tudors and things like that.’


‘Tudors?’


‘You know, like Henry the Eighth.’


‘Oh right,’ Charlie squinted at Stan like he’d said something particularly puzzling. ‘Each to their own I suppose.’


‘How – how d’you get to know so many weird things? You don’t go to school.’


‘Weird things?’ Charlie laughed.


‘But you do know about weird things. Those factory workers in Glasgow, or – or East Kilbride. Nae pasaran. Pinochet. That thing about commons. Common land.’


Charlie shrugged. ‘No idea, just find stuff interesting I suppose.’ He grinned, and then pushed off along the path, giving Stan a wave as he did so.


Stan got home as it was getting dark and Helen was washing up her plate and mug, hair tied back, ready for work.


‘There’s bread in the cupboard and beans in the pot,’ she said. ‘Ice cream too, if you want it.’


‘Thanks,’ said Stan, still hovering in the kitchen doorway.


‘You okay?’ said Helen. And then when he didn’t reply, ‘I didn’t know where you’d gone, Stanley, I was worried.’


‘I was only on the common,’ he said. ‘For some air. I didn’t go far.’


‘You were gone for ages,’ she said.


‘Yeah,’ said Stan. ‘I was reading.’ And he didn’t know why he said that. Why he sort of lied to her, and didn’t mention Charlie. Something about the smoking, maybe? Or the stuff about motorbikes?


‘There’s nothing you want to talk about, is there, Stanley?’ said Helen.


And he couldn’t help but think she looked a little bit hopeless there, with her wet hands still held out over the sink, dripping away. All worries and work and no . . . what was it? No nae pasaran. That was it. He couldn’t quite see her expression properly without his glasses on but he knew only too well what it would look like – that combination of concern and weariness, that look of hers that just said tell me everything’s okay, even if it isn’t, so that I don’t have to worry about you any more. And maybe things were okay. Kind of. Huxley Edwards wasn’t everything, after all.


He waited until Helen had left for work to help himself to dinner, and as he ate he read his Greek myths book, finally finishing the story of Theseus and the Minotaur. And then as he fell asleep that night he imagined himself as Theseus, the Minotaur bearing down on him. Nae pasaran! he would cry, before ramming his bike straight into the vulnerable folds of its stomach.
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As September faded into October it became a bit of a pattern. School ticked over, Stan doing his best to avoid Huxley and Neil and Eddie and the rest, with varying success, and then almost every evening afterwards Stan would ride his bike to the common, to meet Charlie.


And they would sit on the grass while Charlie rolled cigarettes or smoked and Stan watched the beginnings of the sunset or the trees with their tops all swaying in the wind, and Charlie would talk about things Stan had never heard of or thought about before. Like the gigs he’d been to with his dad up in Manchester, or stuff to do with boxing, or with motorbikes – mainly about how good his dad was at fixing them. He’d talk about the stuff he’d done with various girls in the different places he’d lived, and then he’d talk too about all the odd things he knew, about stuff that had happened or about people that had lived in the past who Stan had never even heard of – often having something to do with Newford. Stan found those the most interesting bits, really. Not because he wasn’t interested in music or motorbikes or boxing or girls, but because the things Charlie told him showed Newford in a new light, making this small home-town of his seem suddenly peppered with interesting sparks of history.
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