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TO ALASTAIR
who’s quite funny sometimes


CHAPTER ONE

FEED: Did you have a nice holiday?

COMIC: Oh yes, what a week it was. Only rained twice – once for three days, once for four.

Sun ’n’ Funtime at the Winter Gardens, Hunstanton, was, according to the posters that faded on bus-shelter walls and the brochures that were shuffled onto boarding-house coffee tables, ‘A Summer Tonic, Music and Laughter for All the Family’.

The queue that Charles Paris and his wife Frances joined that wet Tuesday afternoon in September looked as though they could do with a tonic. In most cases an oxygen mask would have been more appropriate. Their average age was about seventy-nine and they had the washed-out look of torn bunting clinging to the grille of a drain. These were the dream-realizers, enjoying either a seaside holiday or, in some cases, the life sentence of retirement by the sea.

The Winter Gardens reflected their air of bewildered decay. Maybe once the iron framework had boasted brighter colours than the local council’s chlorine blue paint, which fought a losing battle against the encrustations of salt and the eruptions of rust. Maybe once the white planks which filled in the lower parts of the frame had not been pitted and scratched and aerosoled with lewd invitations. Maybe once the windows had not been mended with flapping strips of polythene and none had rattled, puttyless, like old teeth in shrunken gums. But in 1977 the Winter Gardens was a building which had given up the will to live.

Perversely, Charles felt quite cheerful. The depressing nature of his surroundings seemed, by counterpoint, to enhance his sunny mood.

It was nice being with Frances. That was the main thing. They were together, in another attempt to mend their marriage, which had never been quite the same after Charles walked out sixteen years previously. Since that time there had been so many attempts to mend it that the marriage, like an old tea-service, was bumpy with rivets. Each attempt started well, in an atmosphere of mutual tolerance, but soon degenerated into the old cycle of bickering. After each failure Charles left again, depressed, convinced that an acting career was incompatible with a settled home-life. And each time he drifted into some inferior affair, which gave him even less than the flawed marriage.

But this time it seemed to be working. At least, after three days it was still working. Maybe it was just that they were older, with Charles turned fifty. Maybe it was being in unfamiliar surroundings, in the anonymity and slippery nylon sheets of the Waves Crest Guest House, Hunstanton. Whatever it was, Charles didn’t want to analyze it or talk about it in case it went away.

They bought a programme and found their seats well in advance of the rest of the audience, who were delayed by wheelchairs, crutches and other obstacles such as their feet.

‘Well, what delights have they to offer to our jaded intellects?’ asked Charles as he opened the programme. ‘Hmm. It’s a packed variety show, I see. Bill Peaky in Sun ’n’ Funtime. Since I haven’t heard of the star above the title, I’m not very optimistic that I’ll know any of the others.’

‘I’m sure I’ve heard of Bill Peaky.’ Frances wrinkled her brow. ‘Seen him on television or something. Comedian with a guitar, isn’t he?’

‘No idea. As you know, I don’t watch television much. Only when I’m on. Which means hardly ever.’

‘There must be someone in the show you know, Charles. After all, you’re in the same business.’

‘Different ends of the same business, dear lady.’ In his best Actor Laddie voice. ‘I am an actor in the legitimate theatre; these are mere variety artistes. Oh, things haven’t been the same since Equity merged with that Variety lot.’

‘Comes to the same thing really. It’s just different forms of showing off.’

‘With that attitude to my art, it’s hardly surprising that you weren’t the ideal wife for me.’ But it was said without malice, just teasing. How long was it since they had been sufficiently relaxed together to tease each other?

‘Anyway, who else is on the bill? Good God, programmes these days get more and more advertisements and less and less about the show. Ah, here we are – just between ‘Ladies, for the very best in Modern Hairdressing, go to Dorita’s’ and ‘After the show why not enjoy the best Tandoori chicken on the East Coast?’. Now, who is there? Hmm. We start with These Foolish Things (whatever they may be), then Karamba and Judy, Vita Maureen (accompanied by Norman del Rosa), Mixed Bathing, Lennie Barber and – Good God – that couldn’t be Lennie Barber of Barber and Pole, could it?’

‘Of who?’

‘Oh come on, Frances, even with your limited knowledge of show business, you must remember Barber and Pole. All those radio shows after the war. And then telly. The Barber and Pole Show. It was one of the first big variety shows on the box. In the fifties. You must remember.’

‘Oh yes, I do. That’s right, they had all those terrible catch-phrases.’

Charles dropped into a gormless Lancastrian accent. ‘Bepardon?’

‘Of course, your party trick.’

‘Yes, my one and only show business impersonation. Wilkie Pole of Barber and Pole. I used to do it all the time.’

‘You can say that again. Particularly when you were drunk.’

‘It’s all coming back. What was that other catch-phrase Pole had? Oh . . . um . . . Oh yes.’ Again the accent. ‘You’re rushing me.’

‘I remember that one too. God, it seems a long time ago.’

‘It was.’

‘Why did they break up, Charles?’

‘Barber and Pole? Wilkie Pole died. Right at the peak of their popularity. Late fifties. Then I seem to remember they tried to launch Lennie Barber on his own, but it just didn’t work.’

‘What’s he done since then?’

‘Don’t know. Kept reading about him in the papers in the early sixties. Bad publicity mostly. Divorce, arrests for drunkenness, that sort of thing – all the symptoms of a successful career suddenly gone wrong. Then nothing. I suppose he’s been on the bottle ever since. And who knows . . . maybe touring the clubs all that time, going lower and lower down the league. What a way to end up though – if it is the same Lennie Barber – playing way down the bill to some jumped-up comic nobody’s heard of.’

‘But everybody will have heard of him soon.’ Charles and Frances turned in surprise to the voice from the row behind. ‘Sorry to have been rubbernecking, Charles. I couldn’t believe it was you.’

‘Good heavens – Walter Proud. How are you?’ Charles reached out and the two men shook hands. ‘You know Frances, don’t you? My . . . er . . . er . . . my wife,’ he concluded with some surprise.

‘Of course I know Frances.’ The man leaned across and kissed her effusively, enveloping her in the fumes of a rather good lunch.

From Frances’ expression she didn’t share the recognition. Charles came to the rescue. ‘Walter’s a television director at the BBC. I worked with him on –’

‘You’re out of date, Charles. I left the Beeb last year. We . . . um . . . didn’t see eye to eye. I’ve gone over to the other side, gone commercial.’

‘What, you’re part of the Brain Drain? On the staff of one of the . . .’

‘No, no, freelance. I’m only on a three-month contract at the moment, as a producer, but, if the project I’m on goes well, it’s bound to lead to other things.’

‘Sounds good. You enjoying it?’

‘Well, er . . . Do you know Paul Royce?’ The producer indicated a dark young man who was studying the programme by his side.

‘No, I don’t. Hello, I’m Charles Paris.’

‘Hi.’

‘Paul’s one of the brightest new writers I’ve come across for some time. Straight out of . . . where was it? Oxford?’

‘Cambridge.’

‘Yes, and already been nominated for a UEF award for his first series. Radio thing, of course. Did you ever hear The Three-Legged Giraffe Show?’

‘The Two-Legged Giraffe Show,’ Paul Royce corrected testily.

Charles said sorry, he didn’t listen to the radio that much and, anyway, what the hell was Walter doing at a matinée of a summer show in Hunstanton?

‘Ah, Charles, that brings me back to where I interrupted you. We’ve come down to see Bill Peaky. The project on which I’m working is a fifty-minute special with him. Bound to go to a series, should be very big. Paul here’s going to be doing some writing for the show.’

‘Not if Mr Peaky thinks the same of the rest of my material as he did of the first batch I sent,’ Paul Royce interjected sourly.

Proud was momentarily thrown. ‘That remains to be seen, eh? But, Charles, have you really not heard of Bill Peaky?’

‘’Fraid not.’

‘He came out of New Faces.’

‘Eh?’

‘The talent show that ATV do. He won the All-Winners. I tell you, he’s a very hot property. Going to be very big. We’re going to see him after the show, talk about our series.’

Music tinkled upwards from the pit. Most of the pensioners had been tucked into their seats. The show would be starting in a moment. Charles felt he should say something else and flicked through his mind for subjects. Oh yes, domestic life. ‘Angela and the girls well, Walter?’

‘Angela and I got divorced two years ago.’

‘Oh, I’m sorry.’

‘Best thing, probably. I still see the girls at weekends. Sometimes. Work and . . . er . . . things permitting.’

‘Glad to see you and Frances are still together anyway.’

‘Yes. Oh . . . er, yes.’ Frances’ hand found Charles’. He could feel it trembling with a suppressed giggle.

The lights began to dim and the noise from the pit grew louder. Walter leaned forward and hissed, ‘See you in the interval for a drink, eh? And maybe after the show we could go out for a meal or something . . .?’ Charles remembered from their previous acquaintance that Walter suffered from the television man’s terror of being alone, the need to surround himself with people, to buy company with interminable expense account drinks, to extend every convivial evening as long as possible.

He didn’t take up the hint about a meal afterwards, but commented on the chances of an interval drink. ‘Likely to be tea, isn’t it? Bars won’t be open for a matinée, will they?’

‘Oh no, they won’t.’ Walter Proud leaned back in his seat. ‘No.’ He sounded deeply disappointed and Charles identified the smell that he had been conscious of since his conversation with the producer began. Neat gin.

The curtain of the Winter Gardens, Hunstanton, went up to reveal These Foolish Things. They turned out to be a dance group of four boys and four girls.

In fact, they were not just a dance group, but the latest in a long line of dance groups, all of which had been started by a choreographer called Chuck Sheba (known in the business as the Queen of Sheba). The first group he created was called The Young Things, who enjoyed reasonable success in television, cabaret and stage shows, until personnel changes and internal dissensions led to their disbanding and reforming as Some of Those Things and A Thing or Two. This process of binary fission continued so that these new amoeboid groups split again: Some of Those Things became The Thing-Songs and The Best Thing. These Foolish Things, the group in Hunstanton, were born from the break-up of The Best Thing. But they retained the three trademarks which distinguished all Chuck Sheba’s groups – namely, they all bought their smiles from the same shop, they all mimed to taped singing, and they all did the same dance. This dance consisted of kicking a bit, pointing quite a bit, turning round a lot and gyrating the hips a great deal.

And that was the dance to which the crumbling audience in the Winter Gardens, Hunstanton, was treated. On this particular occasion it was done to music called Do the Shuffle, but that didn’t make any difference.

The overamplified sound died as the eight dancers froze into a human fan. The lights were doused and the audience, against the odds, proved they were still alive by lurching into asthmatic applause. They then clutched their prescriptions in anticipation of the wonders of Karamba and Judy.

Karamba should have been billed as – and in fact made quite a scene with the local Entertainments Officer because he wasn’t billed as – Karamba, THE INTERNATIONAL ILLUSIONIST, and Judy. He appeared in a greening tailcoat and top hat and, with the help of Judy (an escaped traffic warden in darned fishnet tights), he ‘amazed the audience until they could no longer trust the evidence of their own senses’. The audience seemed in greater danger of losing the evidence of their senses in sleep than anything else. The tricks which Karamba performed were all right in their way (for people who like seeing coins disappearing into glasses of water, billiard balls passing through sheets of cardboard and strings of bunting being produced from escaped traffic warden’s ears), but they were accompanied by patter of such stultifying banality that sleep was the only refuge. Everything Karamba said was delivered in the same relentless monotone, regardless of meaning or audience reaction. If he was truly, as his publicity claimed, the INTERNATIONAL illusionist, it must have been by virtue of his ability to be dull in many languages. His finale, a long-drawn-out illusion which apparently involved the burning of a five-pound note reluctantly donated by a member of the audience, received the most diluted of applause.

Charles strained in the darkness to read what delights would follow, but his effort was unnecessary as the next act introduced itself.

The curtain rose on a lady in a long pale blue dress, cut high at the waist so as to push her bosom up into a mold like a soap dish. She was not over-endowed and her bosom was spread thin like a birthday cake run out of icing. The woman’s face was the sort that went out with ration books, dating back to the days when wives were called Rita and Valerie, and everyone looked like Vera Lynn. Her modern flowing hair style seemed only to heighten the anachronism.

‘Good afternoon, everybody,’ she trilled, ‘my name is Vita Maureen and I would like to sing for you a little bundle of songs, some of your old favourites, some right up to date, accompanied of course, by – on the piano – Norman del Rosa.’

A tubby gentleman in a red smoking jacket and an auburn wig twenty years younger than his face looked up from the keyboard to acknowledge his applause. Since there was none, he returned busily to his piano. He played flashy chords loudly, without any music in front of him.

Vita Maureen continued. ‘And first, in holiday mood, what could be more apt than that lovely number On a Wonderful Day Like Today . . .’

As the wind which blew uninterrupted from the Urals vented itself against the exterior of the Winter Gardens, Charles could think of quite a few tunes more apt, but Vita Maureen was not to be daunted, and burgeoned into song.

It soon became apparent that she was one of those rare creatures who have gone out of fashion in popular music – a straight soprano. Not for her the transatlantic vowels and broken rhythms of pop. She sang everything like a teenager taking an Associated Board music exam. Every note was right and the interpretation was unsullied by the elaborations of pace and understanding. Everything she sang sounded the same. Her finale, Bring On the Clowns, was indistinguishable from My Secret Love, which preceded it. She was frozen like a defunct insect in the amber of musical comedy.

The warm applause of her superannuated audience suggested that they wanted to get back into the amber too.

The act which followed the lovely Vita Maureen and Norman del Rosa came from the opposite end of the musical spectrum. First, there was a longish delay, filled with thumps and muffled curses from on-stage, and then the curtain rose to reveal a pop group called Mixed Bathing.

Mixed Bathing was obviously a group in search of an image, which had tried to cover all its options by dressing each member in a different style. The lead guitarist/vocalist affected electric green satin trousers and a silver lamé string vest. The rhythm guitarist wore a striped blazer and white flannels. The keyboard player had on a black leotard and top hat, while the drummer wore a complete army combat kit.

Musically they suffered in the same way and again had tried to deal with the problem by playing a very wide pop repertoire, in the hope that some of it must inevitably suit their styles. And to ensure that it should all sound indistinguishable anyway, they played at very high volume.

The array of electrical equipment on-stage explained the long delay before the group’s appearance. They were walled in by banks of speakers and amplifiers. When they launched into their first number, Under the Moon of Love, those painted panes of glass in the Winter Gardens’ dome hitherto undisturbed by the wind, joined their fellows in a cacophony of rattling. The waves of sound fluttered the old-age pensioners like sweet wrappers in a windy playground. It was a relief to most of the senses when Mixed Bathing reached their final earth-shaking chord and the curtain fell.

It next rose to reveal Lennie Barber manhandling a small cart onto the stage. He was having difficulty in doing this, first because his hands were encumbered by giant mittens and, second, because one of the cart’s wheels had been caught by some offstage obstruction. He gave a sharp tug and it lurched on. A rattle of laughter came from the geriatric audience, uncertain whether or not this was part of the act.

It was a shock for Charles to see Lennie Barber. He was unmistakably the one who had starred in Short Back and Sides on the radio and The Barber and Pole Show on television, but the familiar contours of his face had shrunk with age. The cheeks, puffed out with affront in a thousand publicity photographs, now hung slack, and deep furrows scored the old laugh lines round his mouth into a mask-like parody. But the greatest surprise was the hair. The old sleek outline of black, raked back from a parting, had now fluffed out into an aureole of springy white. It was only the lack of Brylcreem and the passage of time that had made the change, but perversely it gave the impression that the old Lennie Barber was dressed up, disguised as an old man for a comedy sketch.

His costume also seemed wrong. Gone was the trademark of the white coat from Barber and Pole’s famous Barbershop Sketch; in its place the comedian wore a short red jacket over red and white striped waistcoat and trousers. On his head was a small red bowler hat. He looked like an old print of a comedian from a vanished age.

The mittens added to the incongruity. They did not fit the style of the rest of his costume and their great size suggested that they hid some terrible swelling or deformity.

Barber’s material was also strange. He started on a sentimental note with a little song about being The Simple Pieman. The chorus was quite catchy.

Don’t ask me why, man,

It’s just that I’m an

Ordinary Simple Pieman.

When he came out of the song, he changed gear abruptly. He was no longer recreating an old music hall act; he was modem, sharp, even slick. It was a great change from the old days. In the shows with Wilkie Pole he had been robust, optimistic, slightly self-important, always ready to put down his gormless partner. But now he had tried to break out of the old mould and find a style of his own. Charles regretted the change; he knew he shouldn’t, but he would have liked a wallow in nostalgia.

However, the comedian’s opening patter echoed Charles’ mood, so it was not without appeal.

‘Hello, how are you all doing out there? Comfy? Right. I tell you, those seats out there are unbelievably comfy. Old girl we had in earlier in the year found them so comfy she stayed in her seat for a fortnight.’ A pause. ‘Mind you, she was dead.’

Charles and Frances seemed to be the only members of the audience who laughed at that one. For the rest it was too near the truth.

‘Matter of fact,’ Barber continued, ‘we get a lot of dead people coming to this show. Well, I assume that’s why nobody laughs.’

‘Talking of death, did you hear about the Irishman who tried to commit suicide by jumping off the top of the Empire State Building? He missed the ground.’

The preoccupation with death was not going down well with the audience. The act was dying on its feet. Lennie Barber changed gear. ‘Actually, the place I’m staying here in Hunstanton, the landlady’s a real character. First day I arrived I said, are the sheets clean? She said, yes, I washed them only this morning. If you don’t believe me, feel them – they’re still damp.’

From then on he was into the familiar territory of Your Favourite Seaside Landlady Jokes. The audience, which, like all audiences, felt more comfortable with jokes they had heard before, began to respond. The restraint remained, but there were a good few wheezy chuckles.

Charles found it strange. At the start Lennie Barber had had something, a certain attack, in spite of the audience apathy. But he had gone into the seaside landlady routine with resignation, performing on automatic pilot. Though the audience preferred this Identikit comedy, Charles, as a performer, could recognize that the comedian had opted out. His comic potential was being diluted to nothing. Just as age looked like a disguise on the real Lennie Barber, so did this undistinguished style of performing. In fact, to call it a style was a misnomer; it was lack of style that made it so colourless. But through the drabness of the performance, Charles could still feel the power coming across the footlights.

Lennie Barber’s modest ovation was followed by the return of These Foolish Things to do their dance again. This time they were miming to When You Need Me, though only an expert would have noticed. However, there was a more significant change. One of the unalterable precepts of the great Chuck Sheba was that all dance groups should comprise an equal number of boys and girls. And, whereas in the opening routine there had been four of each, there were now four boys and only three girls. The seven of them continued with their smiles screwed in as if nothing had happened, but one couldn’t help noticing. Charles found it rather funny. Four men would stand in wait; three girls would cavort across the stage and launch themselves into their arms; three men would twirl round with their burdens; and the fourth would also twirl round, trying to look as if he had a girl in his arms too.

The absence of one of the girls was made the more obvious to Charles by the fact that the missing one was the prettiest. All of them had a kind of lacquered, manufactured beauty, but she had looked more authentically beautiful than the others. Long bouncy blonde hair, sweet childish face, trim figure. Charles had found his eyes constantly on her during the opening number and now she wasn’t there, he felt cheated. Still, she didn’t come back and, at the end of the dance, the group spread out in another depleted fan, the curtain fell to a rattle of applause and the lights came up for the interval.

Walter Proud was leading the four of them to the bar in the hopeless quest of an interval drink, when he stopped and greeted a stocky man with a small bald head. ‘Dickie.’

‘Oh hello, Walter.’ The man called Dickie spoke without enthusiasm. He didn’t remove from his mouth the cigar at the end of which two inches of ash hung precariously.

Charles recognized Dickie Peck, one of the biggest agents in the business. They had met when Charles had been working with Peck’s client, Christopher Milton, on the troubled pre-London tour of Lumpkin!, a musical loosely based on She Stoops to Conquer. Dickie Peck had either forgotten this previous meeting or chose not to recognize Charles.

He also seemed anxious to get away from Walter Proud, but the television producer was equally keen to keep him in conversation. ‘What are you doing here, Dickie?’

‘Came down to see Bill Peaky.’

‘About . . .’

‘About a project.’ The delivery was calculated to stop further inquiry.

‘Ah. I’m down here to see him too.’

‘Really? If you’ll excuse me . . .’

But Walter wasn’t to be shaken off that easily. ‘Great act, isn’t he, Bill Peaky. Really going to be very big. I mean, it’s original. All that business with the guitar. Nobody else doing that. Except Billy Connolly. But he’s too blue for the family audience. I like to think that the reason for Peaky’s success is that he’s up to date, marrying the old music hall comedian bit with the world of pop music that the kids understand. You know, they really identify when they see someone come on-stage with an electric guitar. Any yet he doesn’t alienate the older audience either.’

Dickie Peck was plainly uninterested in Walter Proud’s theories of comedy. ‘Sure. Well, I’m going round to –’

At that point he was interrupted by the arrival of a thickset young man in a sharp blue suit and a heavy gold identity bracelet, who spoke with the brash confidence of an East End street-trader. ‘Hello. Mr. Peck, isn’t it?’

‘Yes.’

‘I’m Miffy Turtle, Bill Peaky’s personal manager. Actually, I also represent the group, Mixed Bathing, and Lennie Barber as well, but –’

‘Nice little package deal you’ve sorted out for yourself with this show,’ observed Dickie Peck shrewdly.

Miffy Turtle accepted the compliment from a fellow agent with a tense little smile. ‘I heard you were out front this afternoon, Mr. Peck, and thought I should make myself known. Gather you’d like to meet the boy.’

‘Yes.’

Well, if you come round to the dressing room after the show, Billy’d be just delighted. I’m sure we’d be able to find a bottle of something.’

‘By the way, my name’s Walter Proud. We met. I’m the television producer who –’

Dickie Peck answered Miffy as if Walter had not spoken. ‘I have to get back to town rather quickly. There’s a charity premiere tonight. I’d better have a word with Peaky now.’

Miffy Turtle was taken aback. ‘Well, oh well, yes, I’m sure that’d be all right. Come on round. I’ll show you the way.’

The two agents set off towards the pass-door by the stage.

‘Oh, I think I’d better come along and see him now too. Come along, Paul.’ And Walter Proud, with his writer in tow, hurried along to join them, uninvited. ‘Actually,’ he continued when he caught up, ‘I was just off to the Gents, but I know there’s one backstage.’

‘You’ll find the lock doesn’t work,’ said Miffy Turtle in a tone of voice which implied that he didn’t want the producer with them.

‘Never mind, I’m not proud. Well, I am, actually,’ quipped Walter, and he tagged along unabashed, drawing the scowling writer after him.

Charles looked at Frances. ‘Seems we’ve lost our company. Let’s go and join the geriatrics for weak tea and Nice biscuits.’

The second half of Sun ’n’ Funtime opened with the Shannon Sisters, who delivered a Muzak version of Don’t Give Up On Us, Baby. They were genuine sisters, four of them, dressed in identical scarlet catsuits. They were similar to look at and all of them not quite attractive in a different way, as if somewhere there was a fifth sister, a missing matrix, who really was attractive and of whom all the others were inferior copies.

The audience loved them. If only their grandchildren were like that.

Next came Los Realitos, a troupe of jugglers and contortionists who were about as interesting as jugglers and contortionists usually are.

Now all that remained on the bill were Bill Peaky and yet another dose of These Foolish Things for the finale. Charles was hoping that Peaky would be worth seeing; otherwise the whole afternoon was going to be living proof that variety was dead.

He felt a prod from the row behind and smelled the gin-fumes as Walter Proud whispered in his ear. ‘This boy is good, really good. One of the most original acts around. Going to be very big.’

The curtain rose on an empty stage. Empty, that is, of human life; the tons of Mixed Bathing’s hardware remained in evidence. And an electric guitar on a stand in the middle.

Then Bill Peaky entered in a follow-spot. He had a cheeky face beneath a spray of ginger hair and was dressed in a beige three-piece suit and high-collared purple shirt. The audience immediately burst into applause. Charles, it seemed, was alone in his ignorance of the show business phenomenon that was Bill Peaky.

The comedian picked the guitar up nonchalantly as he approached the front microphone. He was very self-possessed, confident that he would get the laughs when he opened his mouth. He grinned and the audience tittered in anticipation. Then he leaned forward to the microphone to deliver his first line. As he did so, he struck an open chord on the guitar and took hold of the microphone stand with his left hand.

There was a loud report and a flash from somewhere. Bill Peaky’s body snapped rigid like a whip. For a second his face registered surprise. Then agonizing pain as he was flicked back from the microphone by the force of the electrical charge. He crashed into the pile of amplifiers, twitched violently and crumpled down in a dead heap on the floor.
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