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 Prologue

The last image you might have of me is from about ten plus years ago when I was working as a gay and lesbian activist. At that time, I was also writing books (first Family Outing and next End of Innocence). Then I more or less disappeared.

In my first book, Family Outing, I described the events that led to a life-changing moment when I discovered that I was attracted to girls instead of boys, and drew the logical conclusion that I was a lesbian. Family Outing also included my mom’s side of the story, how she’d had intuitive hunches since I was very young that I might not grow up to be just like her and that I might, indeed, be gay. In that way, Family Outing was also a coming out guide; I felt compelled to share my story—not to shock people with a tell-all memoir but rather to reach out to other gay people and their families who were trying to overcome the many challenges of coming out, hoping that they might benefit from my struggle and experience.

Just as I was finishing Family Outing, my dad died in a freak skiing accident. I pulled myself together for a couple of years, began writing End of Innocence, which was my attempt to make sense of my early music career, its precipitous demise, and my passionate relationship with an older woman. Tragically, Joan  died of cancer, after less than two years of powerful love and intense involvement.

These personal losses triggered a gradual but extreme downward spiral in my life that ultimately led me to develop an addiction to prescription painkillers—the only way I found at the time to take the edge off the searing pain inside of me. Though it was a slow progression over many years, my addiction to prescription opiates made it impossible to continue working, and, in fact, I barely made it through writing End of Innocence.

My books were heartfelt attempts to give something back to the world and offer something of value to people who might have related to my experiences—coming out, struggling to define a career, or caring for or losing a loved one. As with any project I take on or job I do, I gave all I had to those two books, or as much as I had at the time.

But when I disappeared, drugs and grief were not the only reasons.

The truth is that something very deep inside of me was slowly coming to the surface. Through the pain and sorrow of the loss of both Joan and then my dad; through the frustration and disappointment of my failed music career; through the haze of my dependence on prescription drugs, I began to realize a truth about myself that was so frightening that I became completely paralyzed. In turn, I became so disgusted with my inability to stand up for myself that I retreated further into drugs and the smallest circle of friends and family I could manage.

This truth that was slowly emerging had a hazy beginning. Since I was a child, I’d been aware of a part of me that did not fit. At first, I thought this sense of not fitting in was about me being  gay. But as time went on, and I tried different ways of “being a lesbian”—from lipstick to stone butch—I had to admit to myself that the “something” nagging at me was a lot more complicated than just my sexual orientation. Even when I was active in the gay community, I never felt completely at ease. There was something else about me that didn’t make sense, something that was much more profound and a lot more threatening. And it took me years to put my finger on what about me felt so disturbing.

This realization didn’t happen as a sudden epiphany. No—as with most instances of self-understanding, there were a lot of smaller events that seemed to hint at this larger, more encompassing truth. But the direction that these hints seemed to point to was so frightening and disconcerting that, true as I knew it was, I did everything in my power to shut it down, to deny it, to talk myself out of it, and to block it—with drugs, with ill-fated relationships, with isolation, anything that seemed to push that truth from view.

I can remember going to Washington, DC, while my father was still alive, for the reintroduction to Congress of the Employment Non-Discrimination Act. After his congressional session, my dad took me onto the floor of Congress. I remember thinking at that moment how cool it would be to run for office one day. I began to envision my own career in politics and how proud I’d be to serve my country. But then it occurred to me that I’d have to be called a “congresswoman”—and that one word just stopped me short.

I got a little closer to understanding what was going on with me during my first attempt at sobriety. I recall being at an alllesbian barbecue with some new friends. At the time, I was  involved with a woman who was very social (as well as sober) and I was doing my best to expand my own social life, after being so withdrawn. Newly clearheaded, I still found myself two steps removed from the group, observing their interactions, listening to their stories, and not as engaged as I could have been. And it occurred to me that day: I am not like any of these women. I’m not a femme lesbian; I’m not a jock lesbian; I’m not even a stone butch, despite my mannish shoes and clothing. I had tried on all these quintessential lesbian identities, but none of them had ever really fit. No, I thought to myself. I’m something other, something entirely different.

Over time, it began to dawn on me that though embodied as a female, I was not a woman at all. That despite my breasts, my curves, and my female genitalia, inside, I identified as a man. This meant, of course, that I was transgender, literally a man living in a woman’s body. I have always felt more comfortable wearing boys’ and men’s clothes. Without a doubt, as a child I thought of myself as a boy. But the process of coming to terms with the reality that I am in fact transgender was horrific. It upended my entire life.

Most of us grow up with the expectation that the way we view ourselves and experience ourselves will eventually make sense. As young children and adolescents, we muddle along, helped and sometimes hindered by those who raise and care for us. We reach adulthood with varying degrees of self-understanding, hoping that a road map to a happy life will emerge. This process of figuring out our lives is never without challenges to overcome, wrong turns, successes and failures. But when something as basic as the physical body doesn’t match the internal view we have  in our minds, then there is a searing division within the self. And when the sex of the brain and the sex of the body clash, then the only treatment is some form of transition to the other gender. Without this treatment, in my opinion, lives are never fully lived. In many cases, they are shortened by suicide or selfdestructive lifestyles.

I am now forty-one years old. This realization, this slowemerging understanding of myself, became the ultimate motivation to write the book you now hold in your hands.

It would take me almost ten more years before I truly understood the significance of my gender dysphoria, a clinical description that gets to the disconnection between how the body presents its sex and how the brain experiences its sex. In essence, when these two are different (the brain feels itself to be a man but the body is a woman’s, and vice versa), the confusion and discomfort is so deep, so disturbing, that most of us try anything to either deny our true feelings or otherwise avoid dealing with ourselves.

Like everyone else on this planet, I grew up in a society of rigid gender roles and had the same distance and lack of understanding about what being transgender really means. I, too, thought it was weird to be transgender. So for years, I fought that secret lurking within me with thoughts such as “Trans people aren’t ‘normal’—how could they be?” Historically we have been a culture that accepts very little gender variance. Look at our discomfort with feminine men and, to a slightly lesser extent, masculine women. We have plenty of derogatory labels for people who don’t fit into our society’s strict notions of masculine and feminine: sissy, queen, fairy, butch, dyke, and tomboy, to name a few.

The actual clinical term to define being transgender in the DSM IV (the diagnostic manual used by physicians and psychologists) is “gender identity disorder,” which still carries with it a certain degree of pathology, not to mention negative connotations. This labeling, this constrained understanding of what it means to be transgender, is only one of many reasons why making the decision to transition is a difficult and often painful conclusion for anyone to reach. Transitioning often leads to loss of jobs, friends, spouses, and family members. And even when relationships aren’t severed, they are often pushed almost to breaking points. Before I made my decision to start the process, I was terrified about how all of the people I was close to would handle and feel about my transition. I also had to contend with the fact that, unlike most individuals who transition relatively privately, because I was a public figure with famous parents, my transition would have to take place in front of the whole world. This reality added a pressure to my decision to transition that for years completely incapacitated me.

I was blindsided by the full realization that I’m transgender. I felt completely helpless and paralyzed with fear—at an emotional ground zero. Finally summoning the courage to act on the essential truth about myself was a deep, dark, and often ugly struggle. I had to relive moments of shame, embarrassment, and pain. And yet, though the struggle to start my transition was as frightening and challenging as climbing Mount Everest, I have written this book to show and share with the world something even more remarkable: ever since my first dose of testosterone, I have never felt so whole, so complete, so happy in my life. And this triumph is what Transition is all about.




 PART ONE

 Victim of Circumstance




 CHAPTER ONE

 A Girl Named Fred

Memory is a tricky thing. Trying to trace back and find the first signs of my being transgender has been quite an interesting, sometimes confounding, and often emotionally painful endeavor. On the one hand, I can tell you that I don’t have many clear memories of my early childhood. Like most of us, my earliest explicit memories begin around five years old. But unlike most people, I have stock images stored in my brain that appear as if on cue, presenting the world with facts and pictures that are often already familiar from when I was that cute toddler on my parents’ TV show. For years, random people have approached me with their memories of me as a young child, hoping I will share in their enthusiasm and offer a precious pearl of nostalgia from the family vault. What they have never quite understood is that these memories are theirs, not mine.

On a wall in my home, I have a picture of me and my parents in which we’re all smiling and looking very happy. I think I am about three in this photo and I’m holding a toy bucket and shovel, so maybe we had been at the beach or a playground sandbox earlier that day.

I look at this photo and others, and I shake my head: I can’t remember a single thing from this time in my life. In fact, as this  book began to unfold, and I was forced to confront the pain from my life before my transition, I came to realize that many of my early memories are under some kind of psychic lock and key, housed deep in the recesses of my mind, with some part of me standing guard against them. This of course begs a slew of questions, most of which I have finally answered for myself. Some of these relate directly to me being transgender; others relate more to why it was so difficult for me to take the actual step to transition; and still others have simply brought me to a closer understanding of myself as a human being who started out life as a baby girl.

So when I look back on those early years and I see myself as so many did—an adorable baby and toddler dressed in supergirlie clothes of puffy pink dresses, white gingham jumpers, red velvet pantsuits, and blond curls piled up on top of my head—there is a huge disconnect. Yes, I’m smiling. I look happy. I seem to be the center of my parents’ adoring attention, but I have no memory of this feeling.

I also have no memory of my parents together, as a couple. Linda, the nanny who took care of me during these early years, was the one person who gave me the warmth, safety, and attention I needed. I was very attached to Linda and trusted her without question. I remember her snuggling me, making my little world fun, and understanding what I needed. Most important, Linda gave me stability. She made me feel safe and loved and always taken care of, which was not something that my parents were able to provide. They worked all the time and just weren’t around much. My dad was a total workaholic, and both when my parents were together and for a while after, he kept my mom  and himself on a constant schedule. They would tape their television show during the week, and then on weekends, he and my mom would travel to play concerts.

I was almost four when they divorced, and intending to do what was best for me, they decided that I should spend equal time with each of them, trading me off on a weekly basis. Every week I’d have to pack up and move from one house to the other. I remember feeling really sad and scared for the first day or so that I was at my dad’s, which was in no way a reflection of how I felt about him, but rather of how the constant moving upset me. There were usually a couple of nights of tears and feeling homesick for my mom’s house and Linda, who usually dropped me off and picked me up. After a day or two, I began to adjust and feel comfortable, and once I settled in, I always enjoyed the time that I spent with my dad.

I’m sure some of the difficulty I had with the switching between my parents’ homes was because I’d be separated from Linda when I was with Dad, and she had become my security blanket during my parents’ divorce. As time went on, I became more used to being shuttled back and forth, but from that point on, I’ve always dreaded moving, with any relocation triggering a vague sense of uneasiness.

Growing up with superstars as your parents isn’t easy. As any child of famous parents will tell you, parents come first. Their careers dominate everything and everyone around you. There is a lot of money involved in everything your parents are doing, and people are paid to attend to the celebrities’ needs so that the work—the TV show, recording session, concert, or movie—gets  done perfectly. In the midst of all of those commitments, kids can become an afterthought, a person to play or spend time with after everything else is done.

In the absence of royalty, Americans have celebrities.

In my case, I felt kind of lost in the shuffle. Linda was there to ground me, and I knew my parents adored me, but in a general way their celebrity eclipsed everything, including me. As a result, I developed an overwhelming drive to avoid having any kind of emotional needs because they would get in the way of my parents’ careers and priorities. This isn’t an indictment of my parents, or even celebrity itself; rather it’s the reality of the business of celebrity.

I had a keen desire to fade into the woodwork so that I would not disturb my parents, distract them from their work, or get in their way. But underneath I think I was very sensitive, a kid who assigned thoughts and feelings to inanimate objects, gave my toys names, and projected all manner of complicated emotional lives on my stuffed animals. Clearly, I see now that I was letting my toys take on the feelings I couldn’t let myself have, feelings that I was beginning to tamp down in a regular, automatic way.

This sensitivity also seemed to enable me to attune to the adults around me: I always knew when it was a good time to ask for something, when to garner a smile, and when to disappear. This ability to clue in to adults and their moods and needs actually made me quite self-sufficient at a young age; but it also made me adept at displacing my own needs, a skill that for most of my life has been a sticky issue for me. I have to admit that it took me years to realize I even had my own needs.

One of the clearest memories I have from my childhood is this: I felt like a boy. I may have buried those feelings later, but as a child, they were there.

As soon as I was able to dress myself, my self-image was clear: I chose boys’ clothes, boys’ shoes and sneakers, and was interested in boys’ toys, games, and other preferences. When clothes began to matter more to me, my outfit of choice was usually jeans or cutoffs, sneakers, and football shirts or T-shirts.

At this time, around the age of five or six, my mom and I were living in a big rambling house on Carolwood Drive in Beverly Hills. I went to a nearby school, the Center for Early Education, where all of my friends were boys. At school, I was accepted as a boy—by both the boys and the girls in my class. If a game of tag broke out on the playground, I was always on the boys’ team. I thought of myself as a boy among his mates. I dressed like them, ran like them, played like them, smelled like them, and ate like them. I didn’t really pay attention to the girls; at this point, they just didn’t matter to me. I was part of a miniature rat pack of rough-housing boys and I loved every minute of it.

My being a tomboy didn’t bother most anyone. Linda, the parents of my friends, and my teachers all seemed to take my boyishness in stride. Linda herself, though a British nanny, was a bit of a tomboy.

I was a cute little tomboy who was perfectly behaved, got along with other kids, and did everything I was told. I never had the impression that anyone thought I was odd, and I felt nothing but completely accepted as a tomboy. In fact, one of my teachers at the Center for Early Education was Elizabeth Glaser (then Elizabeth Meyer), the Pediatric AIDS Foundation activist who  was an early victim of the AIDS epidemic. Elizabeth was also the girlfriend, and later wife of, Paul Michael Glaser, who was then starring in the popular TV show, Starsky & Hutch. Since Elizabeth had a special fondness for me and my best friend, Ricky, she often took us to the set to watch them film the show.

Ricky, who I met at this school, and I were inseparable. He was polite and well behaved like me. We loved action figures, Atari, and football. We used to pretend we were American soldiers fighting Germans in the backyard. My friendship with Ricky was easy and effortless. I had no sense of difference between us—we were both boys—and he never gave me any clue that I looked or seemed more or less male than he. I felt completely comfortable with Ricky. He lived in an unremarkable but nice house, in a quiet but kid-filled neighborhood. His parents were not in show business, were still married to each other, and took care of Ricky and his siblings themselves instead of leaving the job to nannies. In short, his life looked a lot like I wished my life would be. I longed to be an average kid leading a normal life, a kid whose parents were not celebrities.

I also loved Ricky’s grandfather, who was the captain of the skycaps for one of the major airlines at the time. He often took us to the airport, and we’d hang out with the other skycaps, watch the planes come in, and pretend we were training to be pilots. For two little boys, this was nirvana.

I was active, creative, and good-natured as a kid. I loved playing with our Rottweiler, Hunky, and our Lhasa Apso, China Doll (thus beginning a lifelong, deep-seated camaraderie with animals, and to this day, my relationships with my dogs and cats are fundamental to my life and my peace of mind). I loved to  swim and spent hours in the pool. The Carolwood house had a movie theater, and I liked to play in the projection room, pretending that I was editing film and changing reels on my favorite classic horror films, The Wolf Man and Frankenstein. For my sixth birthday we screened the film Young Frankenstein in the theater and gave out rubber monster masks as party favors to all my friends. I also used to like to hang out in a studio apartment on our property and made it into my secret place that I called Dracula’s Hideout, a quiet space for myself. There were always so many people and so much stuff going on in my house that I often retreated to my hideout just to get some peace.

My father treated me like the boy I felt myself to be. When I was at his house, I wore boys’ clothes, played with boys’ toys, and went by the nickname Fred. I became Fred because one day when we were in Uncle Don’s, my favorite toy store in Palm Springs, I was looking for a mug or a key ring with my name on it, knowing I was never going to find something that said “Chas,” my dad saw my frustration and said, “Let’s just pick out a name you like. What about Fred?”

So “Fred” it was, and it stuck. Incidentally, I just found out from my aunt that my nanny Linda also used to call me Fred—clearly I was eager to use my boy name!

From that time on, my dad called me Fred when I was at his house. With both of us in on the joke, our bond became tighter. We would play football in the backyard and he would take me to the horse races. We even wore matching black Pierre Cardin suits to the track. When I think back on the time I spent with my dad, I remember watching a lot of sports—mostly football and tennis—roughhousing in the pool, and hanging out in the  kitchen while my dad was cooking dinner. He was still single at the time, and not working very much, so when I was at his house, I got a lot of attention. With my dad, I felt comfortable and happy. Later on, he would become more traditional in his parenting styles. He gave me a definite bedtime and wouldn’t let me miss school (something my mom would often do).

I imagined us as a father-and-son team, and this arrangement seemed to work for my dad, too: we both enjoyed doing boy activities, and he never seemed at all bothered by my desire to act and dress like a boy. In fact, I believe that it was more fun for him that I was so masculine rather than a girlie girl. (It seems important to add that I can only speculate as to why my dad felt comfortable allowing me to be myself, which is to say a boy, while I was growing up. I had not yet realized that I was transgender before he passed away, so we never discussed this issue.)

This sense of ease and normality was in direct contrast to how I was beginning to feel at home with my mom. As far back as I remember, my mother always seemed to want me to look and act more like a girl. She made it very clear that she didn’t like my masculine style or my preference for only male friends. She often reminded me that she, too, had been a tomboy, as if trying to convince me that I didn’t have to stop running around the neighborhood or playing sports, but that I should just choose times and ways to be more feminine.

Thus I began an almost lifelong game of give-and-take with my mom. I could wear jeans and T-shirts, as long as I wore girl’s clothes when I had to get dressed up. I could play football, but I also had to take tap and ballet lessons. I could invite all the boys I wanted to my birthday party as long as I invited a few girls. Life  with my mother was always a series of complicated, if unspoken, negotiations: “Okay, I’ll invite three girls to my party if the theme can be the Cowboys versus the Steelers”; or “I’ll wear the Mary Janes to Grandma’s house, but the dress is out of the question.” No matter who won the argument, I always felt like the loser. I felt that I was not the kind of daughter my mother wanted. Once I returned from my father’s wearing a Lacoste shirt he had bought me. It was a boy’s polo, and my mother flipped out. She probably thought that my dad encouraged my boyishness rather than that he just let me be myself, which is what I believe he did. The boy I felt I was inside just didn’t match what she wanted—or had planned—for her daughter. The fights and, later, snide comments about my clothes, hair, and jewelry lasted into my twenties.

One such negotiation with my mom stands out most. At the beginning of second grade, my mother had bought me a jean skirt with Wonder Woman patches on it. She demanded that I wear it to school. Now, I loved superheroes—but my favorite was the Hulk, certainly not Wonder Woman. I think she actually was trying to institute a wear-a-dress-or-skirt-once-a-week-to-school rule at the time, so she made me wear the skirt.

As I walked down the hall of my elementary school, my friend Jake saw me and quickly came up to me. “What are you wearing?” he asked. He was looking at me like I had two heads. “Why are you dressed like a girl today?”

I was beyond mortified.

After school that day, I told my mother, “I will never ever wear a dress again.”

I think this memory is so vivid because in this case I stepped  out of my quiet mode and actually voiced my opinion. This was extremely rare for me. My mother must have heard me in a way that she hadn’t before, because she never asked me to wear a dress or skirt again. Instead, she’d come up with these dressy pant outfits for any special occasion. My no-dress-wearing rule also applied to any appearance I made on my parents’ television show.

Mom and I developed a tacit agreement: I didn’t wear dresses or skirts, but I was absolutely not allowed to wear boys’ shoes. For some reason, my mom had a real thing about boys’ shoes—they just put her over the edge.

To me, my mother has always wanted me to be more feminine. From the moment I was born, she dressed me as a baby, toddler, and young child in a girlie way, and had my bedroom in the Carolwood house decorated in reams of pink. The wallpaper was pink with an Asian-inspired pattern, my bedspread with matching pillow shams was pink, and the carpet, shag of course, was pink as well. I hated this room, hated its girliness and all the pink. But most of all, I hated that I was somehow not the girl my mom wanted me to be.

When my brother was a baby and we were moving out of that house, I finally told my mom that I didn’t like the color pink. My next room was much more unisex, decorated in natural tones with wallpaper of tropical foliage and a big log bunk bed that I truly loved. Growing up, all of my rooms were designed by interior decorators, so I never got to have posters on my walls, which was so popular in the seventies. I would have loved to have had in my room a poster of Fonzie, my favorite TV character, or Rocky, my all-time favorite movie, or Farrah Fawcett in that red  one-piece bathing suit. My friends’ walls were all covered with these images, and I envied them—another example of me just wanting to be a normal kid, like my friends.

 

I was born in 1969 to two iconic entertainers, who introduced me to the country on their hit TV show, The Sonny and Cher Comedy Hour. My parents’ variety show was one of the most popular shows on TV in the early seventies—like them, it was fresh, hip, and resonated with viewers of all ages. I don’t remember much about being on television, but that didn’t stop the show from being the defining moment of my life.

For better or worse, since my television debut at the age of two, I have always been and will always be thought of as Sonny and Cher’s adorable daughter, Chastity. For better or for worse, my parents’ decision to put me on their television show has shaped the course of my entire life. But even I can’t believe that that cherubic little girl from the television screen would grow up to be a middle-aged man. But as I think about this vision of me as the “adorable little blond girl,” I know that the prevailing ideas about my identity to the public were not just about the clothes I was wearing. My parents were hippies after all, and there were plenty of denim overalls for me and my mom. Rather, it was my sweet demeanor that seemed so feminine.

As I look back on the early years of my childhood, review the events I do remember, and revisit the images of me that are held by others, it occurs to me how tricky not only memory is but gender itself can be. Tricky in the sense of being fluid, gray as opposed to black-and-white, and dynamic instead of static. For much of my life, I have been thought of as that cute little girl  from TV, which was so in contrast with how I saw myself. It’s a disconnect that has been confusing and awkward—to say the least. This contradiction does not fully explain my gender dysphoria (or my mother’s difficulty with it), but it does shed some light on why I took so long to act on this essential part of myself.

During the first three years of my life, my mom’s younger sister, my aunt Gee, to whom I’ve been very close throughout my life, swears that I was a very feminine little girl. Gee lived with us at the time, and she claims, “You were such an angel! An angel baby!”

To this day, Gee and I have ongoing debates about whether I used to be more feminine as a young kid or whether she merely perceived me that way. Since I’ve transitioned, I’ve questioned Gee on this point, with her arguing that I was “soft and gentle and sweet and easy—not masculine at all.”

Why are sweet and gentle feminine, I wanted to know. Are these qualities restricted to girls?

As soft and gentle as I might have been, Gee also acknowledged that I had a real rough-and-tumble side to me. Gee remembered, “Well you also did stuff with your dad. You played this game ‘Jump Baby Jump’ and you’d jump off the refrigerator into your dad’s arms.”

(Apparently my dad also liked to hang me in the closet to scare people. He’d black out my face with burnt cork and tie me up in a shirt and hang it in the closet. Then he’d ask my mom to get his coat, and when she opened the closet door, there I’d be—hanging in the closet. Clearly, my dad had a weird sense of humor—something that I seemed to have inherited.)

Gender is not always clear.

Many people may not understand how, being born female, I can state with total clarity and certainty that as a child I felt like a boy. That’s mainly because most people don’t know the difference between gender and gender identity. Gender is the sex that one is born as, and for most of us that sex is either female or male. Your gender identity, however, is based on feelings and not biology. I like to say that your gender identity is between your ears, not between your legs. I am here to attest to the fact that you can be born one sex and yet feel with every fiber of your being that you really are the opposite. And as a kid, it was no more complicated to me than this: I felt like a little boy.

For the vast majority of people in the world, their genders match their gender identities, and so they take it for granted that they mentally and emotionally feel like the sex to which they were born. For transgender people, whose bodies are one gender and brains another, life is usually very challenging.

For me, my early certainty that I was a boy began to disappear as soon as I became aware that experiencing myself as male was somehow wrong or problematic. My mother said in my first book, Family Outing, that because she didn’t know what to make of me or what to do with me, she just kind of ignored me at times. Her need to ignore me was a direct response to her discomfort with my gender identity, a discomfort that I would eventually feel about myself.

But I also think that my mom’s behavior—and my response to it—says a lot about how and why I ignored myself for so very long. I had tremendous difficulty allowing for my own needs—and expressing them. I was so used to pushing down my feelings, attuning instead to the needs of others, especially those whom  I most cared about, that I was consumed with worries about how everybody else would feel if I transitioned. When I finally did realize I was transgender, I had to overcome forty years of putting others ahead of myself before I had the guts to take my first step, an act that has become a crucial life lesson.
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