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        “Kathryn Smith’s The Gatekeeper offers a contrasting glimpse of Roosevelt, a personal view of the man’s humanity rather than his geopolitical prowess. . . . [I]t is quite successful in cracking the emotional steel shell the president constructed around himself.”

        —The Buffalo News

        “Kathryn Smith’s The Gatekeeper is a vivid, much-needed life of one of the least-known but most consequential figures in FDR’s immediate circle, Missy LeHand. Anyone interested in Roosevelt, the New Deal, or the path toward global war will want to snap it up.”

        —Geoffrey C. Ward, author of A First-Class Temperament: The Emergence of Franklin Roosevelt

        “Missy’s story needs to be told. As private secretary to FDR for twenty-one years, Missy LeHand played a prominent role in both his professional and his personal lives. Whether working tirelessly at her desk outside his office door, managing the White House secretarial staff and his daily routine, composing his correspondence, sharing views during the ‘Children’s Hour,’ or hostessing events at the Little White House in Warm Springs, Missy was an integral and influential member of his staff. For years, our family has hoped to have her story told—the real story about her incredible life, her devotion to the Roosevelt family, and her years working so closely with FDR. We feel confident that Kathryn Smith can tell this story. She will give our great-aunt the respectful attention she deserves and bring to light her important role as the gatekeeper to the President.”

        —Jane Scarbrough and Barbara Jacques, great-nieces of Missy LeHand

        “A fascinating account of one woman’s involvement in an important administration.”

        —Publishers Weekly

        “For too long historians and the public have remained unaware of Marguerite ‘Missy’ LeHand’s key role in the personal and political life of Franklin D. Roosevelt. Kathryn Smith has uncovered new evidence showing how FDR’s constant companion for twenty years helped him overcome polio, win the presidency, and lead the nation. This is a book for Roosevelt scholars, fans of FDR, and lovers of history.”

        —Frank Costigliola, Board of Trustees Distinguished Professor, University of Connecticut

        “For the two decades between 1921 and 1941, no one spent more time with Franklin Delano Roosevelt than Marguerite ‘Missy’ LeHand. From modest Irish Catholic Boston roots, Missy rose to become an indispensable intimate confidante, advisor, chief of staff, and exclusive conduit to the most consequential personality of the twentieth century. No woman has ever wielded more influence in a presidential administration. This definitive biography, published with the authority of her family and containing much information never before revealed, is long overdue, and will finally afford Missy the credit she deserves as one of the most important female figures in American history.”

        —Dr. Steven Lomazow, coauthor of FDR’s Deadly Secret and trustee of the Franklin D. Roosevelt Presidential Library and Museum

        “LeHand has been given her rightful due—a lively, intimate, exhaustively researched biography.”

        —Bookreporter

        “Behind every great president is a small group of advisors selflessly devoting themselves to the task of making their president as successful as possible. Missy LeHand was one of the people who enabled Franklin D. Roosevelt to become the FDR of history. Kathryn Smith makes a brisk and compelling case that Missy LeHand was one of the most important women of the twentieth century.”

        —Robert Clark, director of archives, Rockefeller Archives Center, and former deputy director, Franklin D. Roosevelt Presidential Library and Museum

        “A well-written, informative, and valuable biography, and an important addition to the many-faceted and perpetually fascinating Roosevelt story.”

        —Booklist

        “Missy LeHand was one of the most powerful women of twentieth-century Washington, yet since World War II her name has faded from public awareness. Kathryn Smith has restored LeHand to her proper place with a rich and poignant biography, deeply researched and thoroughly absorbing.”

        —James Tobin, author of The Man He Became: How FDR Defied Polio to Win the Presidency

        “Engaging.”

        —Library Journal

        “Kathryn Smith offers a superb portrait of Missy LeHand, the woman who ran the White House for FDR. More than the story of Missy, it is the story of a remarkable team of characters who helped make history at a time of peril, domestic and foreign, for the United States. This volume [is] an invaluable contribution to making the critical Roosevelt years come alive. The Gatekeeper is a must-read.”

        —John F. Rothmann, talk show host, KGO 810 AM (San Francisco)

    
[image: Images]


Contents

PROLOGUE   The Daring Flight to Chicago

ONE   When Missy Was Marguerite

TWO   Scion of the Hudson Valley Roosevelts

THREE   The Cuff Links Gang

FOUR   Adrift

FIVE   Warm Springs

SIX   Don’t You Dare

SEVEN   The Governor’s Girl Friday

EIGHT   Running for President

NINE   Nothing to Fear

TEN   Queen of the White House Staff

ELEVEN   The Ambassador to Russia

TWELVE   Woman of Influence

THIRTEEN   Mixing Work and Play

FOURTEEN   Polio Redux

FIFTEEN   Hubris and Hell

SIXTEEN   Missy Knows

SEVENTEEN   War

EIGHTEEN   Bitter Victory

NINETEEN   Disaster

TWENTY   The Exiled Queen

TWENTY-ONE   Going Home

EPILOGUE   Missy’s Legacy

Afterword and Acknowledgments

About Kathryn Smith

Notes

Bibliography

Photography Credits

Index


For the Original Missy Fan Club: Barbara, Jane, and Steve


    [image: Images]   PROLOGUE

The Daring Flight to Chicago

On the morning of July 2, 1932, a slender, neatly dressed young woman with dark hair already threaded in silver stepped out of a car at the grass-and-gravel airport in Albany, New York. Her name was Marguerite Alice LeHand, but everyone knew her as Missy. Air travel was a new experience for the thirty-five-year-old woman, and though she had taken many other journeys with her boss, New York governor Franklin Delano Roosevelt, the stakes had never been higher than for this trip. They were flying to the Democratic National Convention in Chicago, where Roosevelt had been nominated for president of the United States the night before.

He needed Missy to help him put the finishing touches on his acceptance speech, and it had probably never occurred to her to decline making the trip with the boss she adored and called “F.D.” Boarding the tiny, corrugated metal plane, she settled into a seat in the first row, where a typing table had been set up, a shiny black typewriter ready to go to work under her capable hands.

From the day in January 1921 that she first came to work for FDR as his private secretary, Missy LeHand had found herself in some very unusual places. They included a creaky houseboat meandering down the Florida coast; a tumbledown cottage in Warm Springs, Georgia; and the front seat of a Ford convertible that FDR drove at reckless speeds down country roads in Dutchess County, New York. He managed the gas and brake with hand controls, as he was paralyzed below the waist. Stricken with poliomyelitis eight months after Missy entered his employ, FDR had found his secretary integral to his rehabilitation and eventual return to public life. Now, after almost four years as governor of New York, he was ready to claim the job he had dreamed of holding since he was a young Manhattan lawyer: the presidency.

Surely Missy felt some trepidation about F.D.’s decision to fly to Chicago, although she knew that, practically speaking, it was the only way he could get to the convention before the delegates left for home. But in a larger sense, the flight was symbolic: FDR was literally launching skyward in a bold and daring gesture to show the country he was ready, willing, and fully capable of running for national office, even if he had to “run” in a wheelchair.

The announcement of FDR’s planned appearance in Chicago had electrified the nation, and newsreel crews and reporters had swarmed the Albany airport. No candidate of either party had ever accepted a nomination in person, and the notion that the candidate would fly—something most Americans had never done—was almost as exotic as that of taking a rocket ship to the moon. Indeed, FDR had not flown for more than a decade, since serving the administration of Woodrow Wilson as assistant secretary of the navy during World War I, making brief sorties in open-cockpit planes in Europe.

Even though FDR’s nomination had been a nip-and-tuck affair, the American Airways Ford Trimotor had been on standby at the Albany airfield for days, arrangements having been made prior to the convention to lease it with crew for $300. The crew included the pilot, a thirty-five-year-old World War I veteran named Ray D. Wonsey; a copilot; and a steward who would serve a full lunch in the tight confines of the cabin during the 783-mile journey.

Besides Missy and FDR, the party of ten passengers included his wife, Eleanor; two of their four sons, Elliott and John; speechwriter-advisor Samuel I. Rosenman; Missy’s close friend and assistant, Grace Tully; and two bodyguards and a male aide, who, along with Elliott, were primarily responsible for helping FDR move around without drawing undue attention to his paralysis.

Wearing a blue summer-weight double-breasted suit and holding a Panama hat, the Democratic nominee was assisted by Elliott into the plane, FDR characteristically bantering to distract the well-wishers on hand from the sight of a fifty-year-old man who could not get out of his car unaided. The plane had been retrofitted with a wooden ramp so FDR could walk on board using a cane and Elliott’s arm for support. He settled into a seat beside his pretty, blue-eyed secretary and began dictating a telegram to his elderly mother, Sara.
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This informal photo of Missy was taken around 1933, when she went to Washington as the president’s private secretary.





As the silver and blue plane roared down the runway and soared into the sky, FDR and his entourage passed around celebratory telegrams, and the steward handed out chewing gum, maps, and American Airways postcards. Eleanor knitted a baby sweater. Sam Rosenman and FDR worked on the speech, dictating a few changes for Missy to retype. The cabin, measuring a mere eighteen feet in length, soon filled with smoke as FDR puffed away on his Camels and Missy on her Lucky Strikes; both smoked two to three packs a day. However, the most hard-core practitioner of the tobacco habit in FDR’s inner circle was waiting in Chicago, where he had been stationed throughout the convention. Louis McHenry Howe, the wizened former newspaperman who had orchestrated the political career of “the Boss” since his days in the New York legislature, was steadily destroying what was left of his lungs by chain-smoking a brand called Sweet Caporals. He lit one cigarette off the butt of another, and his clothing was always dusted with ash.

The acceptance speech had been drafted by FDR, Rosenman, and Raymond Moley, a pipe-smoking college professor and charter member of a new group of advisors known as the “Brain Trust.” Both Rosenman and Moley would later claim authorship of the two words in the speech that became the brand of the Roosevelt era: New Deal. Neither attached much significance to them at the time.

Howe, in his sweltering Chicago hotel room, was writing his own version of the acceptance speech, convinced that launching his boss on the right foot rhetorically was as vital as getting him to the convention in the first place. Everyone in the Roosevelt camp knew that three years into the worst economic depression the country had ever seen, Americans needed hope above all things to pull themselves out of the mire. FDR, paralyzed by polio for more than a decade, was a man who knew a thing or two about hope.

The plane landed to refuel in Buffalo, where FDR welcomed a few supporters and reporters on board while the other passengers climbed off and stretched their legs. In the air again, the steward served a lunch of cold chicken, peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, salad, chocolate cake, and melting ice cream. While the steward reported that all “did full justice to the lunch,” they didn’t all keep it down. High winds rocked the plane and rattled the passengers. An account written by the son and granddaughter of Captain Wonsey said, “White-knuckled passengers could only cling to the upholstered arms of the aluminum chairs. In the turbulence, acceptance speech sheets slid off the desk, and the typewriter came close to pitching off the table into Miss LeHand’s lap.” The Roosevelts’ youngest son, John, got airsick and spent most of the flight in the tail throwing up. There must have been moments when Missy wondered what in the world she was doing on that plane.

A woman of undistinguished background and an education that ended with high school, Missy had traveled far in the company of Franklin Roosevelt. She came into his orbit as a staff member for his vice presidential campaign in 1920, when he and Democratic nominee James M. Cox were soundly defeated by Warren G. Harding and his running mate, Calvin Coolidge. Invited by Eleanor to stay on for a few weeks in Hyde Park to help clean up correspondence, Missy got along so well with FDR that he asked her to become his private secretary. For the first eight months of 1921, she worked between his law office and an investment firm where he served as a Wall Street rainmaker. She was soon spellbound by the renowned Roosevelt charm.

Then, tragedy struck. In August 1921, while vacationing on Campobello Island off the coast of Maine, Roosevelt was struck by a severely disabling case of poliomyelitis, known at the time as infantile paralysis. For the next seven years he pursued treatments both conventional and outlandish in a quest to walk again, while Louis and Eleanor kept his political career alive. Though he built his upper body strength to compensate for his damaged legs, “walking” for Roosevelt required locked braces, a cane, and the arm of a strong man who sometimes went away from the experience with finger-shaped bruises. In fact, without an assistant, FDR could not rise from a chair by himself. Missy was his primary companion during this determined battle, first for long winter trips on the rickety houseboat Larooco, and then at the Warm Springs, Georgia, resort that FDR purchased and where he established, with Missy’s help, the country’s premier polio rehabilitation facility.

Much to Missy’s distress, in 1928 FDR was pressured into running for governor of New York by Alfred E. Smith, the Democratic nominee for president. In doing so, he effectively abandoned his quest to walk, because the time he needed each day for therapy had to be devoted instead to campaigning and, after election, governing what was at the time the country’s most populous state. Upon his election, Missy moved to Albany and Eleanor offered her a bedroom in the executive mansion. She was on call virtually around the clock, meeting and often anticipating not only the needs of the governor but also those of his busy wife.

After almost four years in Albany as an immensely popular governor, FDR was ready to run for national office. Missy, ever loyal, was his closest confidante and truest true believer—even if it meant getting on an airplane with him and flying straight into a storm.

The plane landed in Chicago at 4:30 p.m., two and a half hours behind schedule. The welcoming party included James A. Farley, FDR’s floor manager at the convention; the candidate’s oldest son, James; daughter Anna; and Louis Howe—along with a crowd estimated at 25,000. In the tumult, FDR’s hat was knocked off his head, and his pince-nez glasses were dislodged. Louis squeezed into the car with the Boss for the trip into town and quickly scanned the speech. Soon he was complaining about it and urging his own version on FDR. “Dammit, Louis,” Roosevelt exploded, “I’m the nominee!” However, he employed his renowned ability as what we would nowadays call a multitasker to scan Louis’s speech while waving to the crowds lining the road, and decided to substitute his first page for the one Rosenman and Missy had labored over on the plane.

A few hours later, gripping the lectern at Chicago Stadium, Roosevelt delivered a speech concluding with words that would be forever linked to his name: “I pledge you, I pledge myself to a new deal for the American people.”

There is no record of where Missy sat during this speech, but because she was considered “a member of the family,” it’s likely she was with Eleanor and the Roosevelt children. On Election Day in Hyde Park that November, the two women stood side by side on the steps of the town hall, their gloved fingers interlaced, as FDR’s supporters cheered. In one telling photo of the scene, Missy beamed, while Eleanor, who dreaded becoming first lady, looked downcast.

Ensconced in the West Wing right outside the Oval Office, Missy would come to wield enormous influence and power within his administration. She was the gatekeeper to the president, while also advising him on policy and appointments, speeches and actions. FDR heeded her counsel, knowing it was based on common sense, honesty, sure instincts, and unshakable loyalty to him. Sitting in the only office adjoining his, she knew every person FDR saw and the nature of the call, and she controlled the back door that bypassed his official appointments secretary and allowed visitors to slip in unseen by the press and unrecorded by the official log. She screened his mail and decided which callers could be immediately dispatched to his phone by the White House switchboard. (Among these favored callers was Lucy Mercer Rutherfurd, the woman whose love affair with FDR had almost destroyed his marriage in 1918.)

There had never been anyone like Missy in the White House before, and it was a long time before anyone like Missy followed. The only other women—besides first ladies—who have wielded as much influence over a president since Missy were Condoleezza Rice, national security advisor and secretary of state for George W. Bush, and Barack Obama’s senior advisor, Valerie Jarrett.
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Missy and FDR sit at his crowded Oval Office desk in May 1941.





Rosenman, a member of FDR’s inner circle throughout his presidency and the editor of his papers, called Missy “one of the most important people of the Roosevelt era. She sought to remain out of the limelight—and succeeded. I doubt whether her real contributions to the work of the President and to her country will ever be adequately understood except by those who personally knew her and watched her in the White House.”

Rosenman’s words about Missy staying out of the limelight were not exactly accurate, for in her day Missy was famous. In 1933 Newsweek dubbed her the “President’s Super-Secretary.” She appeared on the cover of Henry Luce’s influential Time magazine in 1934 as the only female member of the White House “secretariat.” During Roosevelt’s second term she was named one of the seven best-dressed women in the capital, along with the French ambassador’s wife. The phrase “Missy knows” was repeated over and over in an admiring profile in The Saturday Evening Post in 1938. Look magazine sent a photographer to the White House for a multipage photo spread with Missy in 1940, which gave the public a glance into her apartment on the third floor and the president’s private study—well-timed publicity as Roosevelt sought an unprecedented third term.

During Missy’s time, no one had heard of “glass ceilings” hindering the advancement of women, but she broke a crucial one at the same time Eleanor became the role model for the modern first lady and Frances Perkins became the first female cabinet member. Missy was the first woman to be secretary to a president at a time when “secretary” was the top staff title in the White House. In everything but name she was FDR’s chief of staff—for the job title was not used by a president until Dwight Eisenhower adopted it to suit his sense of military structure.

FDR himself identified an even more significant role for her in his administration and life, saying often, “Missy is my conscience.” He was a Hudson Valley blue blood who was famously described as “a traitor to his class,” but Missy was a blue-collar girl from a seedy part of Boston who never let her boss forget the people he had promised to champion. Missy, wrote Washington columnist Drew Pearson, “thought about the plebes.”

When a heart condition she had developed as a child led to a disabling stroke and her departure from the White House in 1941, the gaping void in FDR’s inner circle was never filled. Partly paralyzed and robbed of the ability to speak, Missy predeceased her beloved F.D. by less than nine months. She disappeared from the public consciousness after her stroke, leaving only the faintest of trails.

Missy never kept a diary about the twenty-one years she spent orbiting FDR’s sun, a point of pride she mentioned in every major interview, saying she had no plans to write a memoir. Her one attempt at writing an article about her work was abandoned and never published. Her friend Robert Sherwood, a noted playwright as well as one of FDR’s best speechwriters, inscribed a copy of his Pulitzer Prize–winning play Abe Lincoln in Illinois, “For Missy LeHand, who will someday be a vitally important character in a play about the greatest President of the United States since the subject of this play.” It did not happen. In play, movie, and television scripts, she has been marginalized as a love-starved secretary or maligned as a mistress.

Research for this book has tapped a trove of letters to a man Missy loved during her time at the White House, the extensive archive kept by her family (including recently discovered home movies Missy herself shot in the 1930s), and a crucial medical document that reveals the precarious state of her health, turning almost everything previously written about Missy LeHand on its head.

What this famously discreet woman thought during the time she held a ringside seat on the most tumultuous years of the twentieth century will never be entirely known. What Missy knew, saw, heard, and did has never been pieced together—until now.


[image: Images]   CHAPTER ONE

When Missy Was Marguerite

Missy LeHand’s paternal grandfather escaped the shores of famine-ravaged Ireland only to die when a hatchet landed on his head in America. It is the first known instance of miserably mixed luck for the family of Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s future right-hand woman.

In 1845 the Irish potato crop failed, setting off five years of unimaginable misery in a country that was viewed with the same mixture of pity, exasperation, and prejudice as Haiti and other intractably Third World countries are today. Over the next decade, Ireland’s population of more than eight million fell by a third—a combination of starvation, disease, and a massive emigration that would take two million citizens away from their place of birth, most never to return. While all of Marguerite’s grandparents were Irish immigrants, the LeHands were the only ones who appear to have fled to America during the famine. Her maternal grandparents, the Graffins, settled in upstate New York long before the potato crop disaster. They achieved a level of middle-class stability the LeHands didn’t reach until Missy went to work for FDR and became a one-woman employment agency for her family.

The worst year for the potato crop was 1847. Those who could scrape up the passage money left Ireland, most often for England or North America. So many died on the month-long voyages to Canada and the United States on leaky, ill-provisioned vessels that they were called “coffin ships.” The greed that drove the shipping companies was just one example of how the Irish were exploited, with the British government considered by many Irish as the most callous of villains. The so-called relief policies it established led to skyrocketing food prices and mass evictions of peasants by their landlords. Irish journalist and activist John Mitchell wrote in 1858, “The Almighty, indeed, sent the potato blight, but the English created the famine.”

Irish memories were long and bitter. In 1937, at the start of his second term, President Roosevelt learned that Joseph P. Kennedy—the red-haired Roman Catholic grandson of a coffin ship survivor—aspired to be sent to London as ambassador to the Court of St. James’s. The president’s son James recalled that his father “laughed so hard he almost toppled from his wheelchair.” The next year FDR appointed him anyway, and came to regret it. The outspoken Kennedy was not cut out as a diplomat, and he had an Irishman’s ingrained distrust of the English.

With their common Irish, Catholic, and Boston background, Missy and Joe Kennedy became fast friends in FDR’s White House orbit. No doubt he cultivated her for access to the president, but she was astute enough to realize it, and worked Kennedy for favors as well.

The wealth amassed by the Kennedys eluded the LeHands, as did the fabled Irish luck. Missy’s paternal grandfather, Daniel LeHand, and grandmother Hannah, both born around 1833, escaped Ireland as young adults. They settled in Potsdam, New York, where in 1856 Daniel was working construction on a Methodist church. One day a hatchet fell from a staging platform, striking him on the head and killing him. Hannah never remarried, but raised their infant son, Daniel, alone in Potsdam. When she died at age eighty-four in 1907, her obituary said, “She possessed a fund of wit and humor peculiar to her race and her home has been for years a favorite, especially with the young people of whom she numbered many as her friends.” These were traits well represented in her youngest granddaughter.

Missy’s maternal grandparents were Arthur and Jane Graffin, who raised eight children on their farm in Brasher Falls, New York. Their second child, Mary Jane, and Daniel LeHand married young and had their first child, also named Daniel, in 1871 when they were just sixteen years old. Three more children followed at odd intervals: Bernard in 1883, Anna in 1894, and Marguerite in 1896.

At the time of Missy’s birth, her parents were more than forty years old (and her oldest brother was nearly twenty-five years her senior). Her father, Daniel, was the coachman for a leading Potsdam family, the Clarksons, who owned a company that manufactured butter molds. She was born on September 13, 1896, at the LeHand home on the northwest corner of Cedar and Main Streets in Potsdam. Although the LeHand family moved to Somerville, Massachusetts, around 1900, they maintained close ties with their birthplaces. The local newspapers often mentioned visits to Potsdam relatives by Daniel and Mary, and Missy remained close to her New York State aunts Emma McCarthy and Nellie Graffin. A spinster who lived with her mother and other relatives throughout her life, Nellie became a frequent guest of Missy’s at the White House and the Roosevelt home in Hyde Park.

An exceptional gathering of the Graffin family occurred in 1911, when Missy was fourteen. “On a most perfect summer day” in July, Missy’s widowed grandmother, Jane Graffin, held a reunion at her Brasher Falls home, attended by twenty-five family members, “some of whom had not met for three decades.” They gathered around tables at both a midday meal and evening supper, with dishes “perfect in quantity, quality and effect,” and photographs were taken of the entire “House of Graffin” together, as well as of Jane with her grandchildren. Among them was her granddaughter from Somerville, listed in the local newspaper account as “Margaret.” It was not the last time that Missy’s given name would be misspelled in a newspaper.

Somerville had existed since colonial days as part of the city of Charlestown, but it became a separate town in 1842, given a “purely fanciful name” with no historical significance. In 1900, Somerville was a working-class suburb of Boston, densely populated with 62,000 residents packed into 4.2 square miles. As late as 1920, just over a third of the residents had what the U.S. Census described as “native parentage.” The rest were immigrants, children of immigrants, or of “mixed” native and immigrant parentage, largely Irish and Italian. Its tonier neighbors sometimes referred to the city as “Slummerville” because of its blue-collar residents and a reputation for crime.

Among Somerville’s claims to fame at the time Missy’s family moved there were Mary Sawyer, the woman whose love for her pet lamb had inspired the nursery rhyme “Mary Had a Little Lamb,” and McLean Asylum, a progressive hospital for the mentally ill whose patients had included the brothers of Ralph Waldo Emerson. It boasted enterprising businesspeople, too, including a young immigrant from Canada named Alfred Fuller who took a job in Somerville as a brush and mop salesman and parlayed his success into the Fuller Brush Company. Another man, Joseph Archibald Query, developed a marshmallow creme spread, which he called “fluff,” and began peddling it door-to-door in 1917. He eventually sold the recipe for $500, but the product is still marketed internationally as Marshmallow Fluff. Today Somerville residents proudly claim it as their home-grown culinary creation and hold a “What the Fluff?” festival each September.

The LeHands eventually settled in a three-story house at 101 Orchard Street.

They joined St. John the Evangelist Catholic Church on Massachusetts Avenue in Cambridge and sent their younger children to the public schools. Daniel Jr., known as Dan, married a woman named Georgiana, nicknamed “Georgie,” and at age thirty-nine both were living with his parents.
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The house at 101 Orchard Street had not changed much from the time Missy lived there when this photo was taken in the 1960s.





Later in life, when Missy was profiled in national newspaper and magazine articles, she may have dressed up her background a bit. She described her father as being “in real estate,” an ambiguous term that was also used in his obituary, and at least one writer got the impression she claimed French ancestry on the LeHand side. On the 1920 census, however, Daniel described himself as a gardener and landscaper. Roosevelt biographer Bernard Asbell wrote that Missy’s father may have been an undependable provider because of problems with alcoholism, and that he deserted his wife and lived apart from the family until shortly before his death in 1924. The census records and repeated references to the couple in newspaper social notes, as well as Missy’s interviews, call that into question. In either case, the family struggled to make ends meet, and the LeHands sometimes rented rooms to Harvard students to augment their income. In numerous interviews, Missy said her family was not poor, but that they worked for everything they had.

Throughout her life, people remarked on the manners and polish Missy displayed despite her humble background. It may be that contacts with the well-heeled young Harvard students were early contributions to her sophistication. But she was hardly living in a cultural wasteland. Then as now, the Boston area was home to dozens of colleges and universities, museums, concert halls, and theaters, and even Somerville could boast of opportunities for cultural enrichment. Beginning in 1914, live theater had a grand venue when Joseph Hobbs built the 1,200-seat Somerville Theatre on Davis Square, a few blocks from the LeHand home. With a café, meeting hall with dance floor, bowling alley, and billiard parlor, it was a popular gathering place that attracted vaudeville touring companies and up-and-coming actors who performed in its stock company, the Somerville Theatre Players. Actress Tallulah Bankhead appeared there in 1919 when she was only seventeen years old, writing to her grandfather, U.S. senator John Hollis Bankhead, that she was “nearly dead” after giving twelve performances a week. “There is nothing here at all,” she complained, “but I am working very hard for the experience.”

As an adult, Missy knew Tallulah, by then a Broadway and Hollywood star famous for her wild excess, who was the daughter (and often the despair) of powerful Speaker of the House William B. Bankhead. A liberal Democrat, the actress campaigned for FDR and was a frequent guest at the White House. Missy became a great theater enthusiast, making friends with playwrights and actors and attending plays in Washington and New York whenever she could escape her duties.

More accessible to those with modest incomes such as the LeHands were the movies. Pearson’s Perfect Pictures, Somerville’s first movie house, opened in 1904. The first offerings were short children’s films, and the seven-cent admission ticket included a bag of candy per child. (Conveniently, owner Arthur Pearson was also in the candy business.) Missy was a lifelong movie buff who eventually bought her own motion picture cameras for making home movies, and visited Hollywood studios.

Missy also loved to read. Somerville built a new main library near Davis Square and two branches between 1909 and 1918, all partially funded by the foundation of steel magnate Andrew Carnegie. The main library was adjacent to Somerville High School, where Missy continued her education after graduating from Highland Grammar School in June 1912. That same year, though, her education was rudely interrupted.

The seminal event of young Missy’s life was illness. At age fifteen, she developed rheumatic fever. Almost unheard of in the United States today and now easily quelled with antibiotics, rheumatic fever was a major killer of American children in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Once the acute stage passed, the illness left its victims in an extremely weakened condition that required a lengthy recovery in bed, either at home or at a sanitarium associated with a hospital.
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Missy at eighteen near her home in Somerville, Massachusetts.





The months of enforced rest may have contributed to Missy’s love of reading; they certainly delayed the completion of her education, as she did not graduate from Somerville High until 1917, when she was twenty years old. Although Missy’s symptoms abated, the heart damage was permanent. It is likely her doctors would have warned her to avoid pregnancy, as the increased stress on her compromised heart would have been detrimental to her health. She eventually became, in the jargon of the day, a “cardiac cripple,” something that would strengthen the bond with her future boss after he became a “polio cripple.”

By the time of Missy’s graduation from high school, her sister, Anna, had married a man named Henry Farwell and had twice made her an aunt. Anna named the oldest daughter Marguerite after Missy—though she went by the nickname “Babe”—and the younger one Barbara, known within the family as “Sister.” The Farwells lived next door to the LeHands, and “the girls” would be the chief objects of Missy’s maternal affections for the rest of her life.
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Missy’s beloved nieces, from left, Marguerite (Babe) and Barbara (Sister) Farwell, were the objects of all her maternal love.





In 1917, Missy was tall and slim, with wavy dark brown hair and large blue eyes under dark arched brows—the classic black Irish coloring. She had a long face and a prominent jaw and nose, but a sweetness of expression that spoke of her good nature. Virtually everyone who met and wrote about her in the years to come mentioned her constant smile and her beautiful blue eyes. “Even as a high school girl, she had a certain class to her,” recalled Barbara Muller Curtis, who grew up with Missy in Somerville and formed a lifelong friendship with her. “I remember one time watching her go around the corner—our houses weren’t too far apart—and my mother kind of looked out the window and called my attention to her. She said, ‘She certainly looks smart.’ She had a dark suit on to go to high school. She stood out for having a better appearance and being smarter than most.”



[image: Images]
Missy was twenty when she graduated from high school in 1917.





Her sense of humor was already evident. Issues of The Radiator, the high school newspaper, include a senior class notes column written by Missy and another girl, full of corny jokes and harmless bits of gossip. It was the kind of sophomoric humor her future boss loved.

Missy’s heart condition probably dictated her career path. Though motherhood was a poor option, nursing and teaching were traditional roles available for a working woman. However, both would daily expose her to the rowdy playgrounds of germs, which she needed to avoid whenever possible to guard her heart from further rheumatic fever attacks. Thus Missy prepared to enter the burgeoning ranks of office workers by taking a secretarial course in high school, even though secretarial jobs had only fairly recently been wrested away from men. In 1870, about the time the typewriter came into limited use, there were only seven female stenographers in the country. But by 1900 their numbers had swelled to 200,000, and in 1930 there were two million women stenographers. By that time, men held only one of every twenty-five jobs in typing.

Stenography involved taking shorthand notes during dictation and transcribing the baffling squiggles into words with a typewriter. Speed and accuracy were the hallmarks of an able stenographer. In the 1921 World’s Championship Contest of the National Shorthand Reporters’ Association, the winner transcribed at 215 words per minute with an accuracy rate of over 98 percent. (Alas, Missy never reached these Olympian heights. Stenography was not one of her favorite activities, and when Grace Tully joined the incoming Governor Roosevelt’s staff in New York in 1928, Missy was glad to pass most of those duties on to her.)

A young woman could aim higher, however, than simply taking shorthand notes and typing, and Missy was bright and capable of so much more. “The ambition of every girl who goes into business as a stenographer—provided she has a goal and does not merely regard her position as a means of filling the interim between school and matrimony—is to become a private secretary,” wrote Helen B. Gladwyn in an article in Ladies’ Home Journal in 1916. “Certainly the ambition is a laudable one for, short of actual executive work, it is about the most agreeable and lucrative kind of position one can hold.”

Romance writers fed exotic notions to young women considering secretarial careers. The 1919 novel Miss Maitland Private Secretary recounted the adventures of a self-effacing young woman who, by the novel’s end, had helped track down a jewel thief as well as the kidnapper of her employer’s granddaughter and attracted a proposal of marriage from the nice-looking young millionaire next door.

Working in Missy’s favor when it came to finding a job was the entry of the United States into World War I on April 6, 1917, opening more opportunities for young women in the workforce as men joined the military. Missy was hired for and quit four jobs in Boston, one after just two weeks over a salary dispute, another after a few months because the owners refused to turn on the heat during the cold fall months and she feared for her health. Perhaps she felt a patriotic call to do her part, or was just ready to stretch her wings a bit. She took the civil service exam and accepted a job in Washington, D.C., working for the Ordnance Board at the Department of the Navy. She was working in the same building as the handsome young assistant secretary of the navy, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, but they did not meet.

She found the work stultifying. Because of the need for secrecy, the stenographers were given one page of notes at a time to type, all day long. One day she and a girlfriend pled illness and played hooky from work, taking a sightseeing trip to Mount Vernon. Missy told the story in an interview in the Boston Daily Record in 1937: “When I went back that night to my boarding house, a government nurse was waiting for me—and the things that woman said! Honestly, she made me feel that I should be shot for deserting.” Missy was rescued on two counts. A medical exam was ordered and the doctor heard a heart murmur, caused by the valve damage from rheumatic fever, and prescribed rest. She also met with Charles McCarthy, secretary to FDR, who was impressed with her and gave her a government job with the Emergency Fleet Corporation in Philadelphia. She had lasted all of three weeks in Washington.

Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s time in Washington was drawing to a close, too. In the summer of 1920, he accepted the vice presidential slot on the Democratic Party ticket, running with Ohio governor James M. Cox. When Charles McCarthy agreed to serve as FDR’s campaign chairman, he invited the intelligent, hardworking young woman from Somerville to join the campaign staff at headquarters in New York. She met the candidate only once, as he spent his time barnstorming the country in a futile race against Republicans Warren G. Harding and Calvin Coolidge, but it was the beginning of a relationship with FDR and his family that would continue for the rest of her life.


[image: Images]   CHAPTER TWO

Scion of the Hudson Valley Roosevelts

Missy LeHand and Franklin Delano Roosevelt had appendectomies within a couple of years of each other, when he was thirty-three and serving as assistant secretary of the navy, and she was a seventeen-year-old high school student. It was one common experience in personal histories that could hardly have been more different: Missy was a blue-collar girl, and Franklin was a blue-blood prince.

He was born January 30, 1882, to James and Sara Delano Roosevelt. Theirs was a May-December coupling: James, a well-to-do Hudson River Valley widower with a grown son, was fifty-three when Sara, half his age, gave birth in a second-floor bedroom of Springwood, their home in Hyde Park, New York. The birth proved difficult, and mother and child almost died. From this anxious beginning, Sara became the most overbearing of mothers.

She was a proud woman. Her family name was older than the Roosevelts’, and the Delanos had more money. Her father, Warren Delano, had made his fortune in China in the opium trade—though the family said it came from tea—and owned a forty-room Hudson River Valley mansion. Like Missy’s family, the Delanos had come from Europe on a ship, only theirs arrived a few months after the Mayflower, two centuries before the potato-deprived LeHands and a few decades before the Roosevelts. Sara often proclaimed her son was a Delano rather than a Roosevelt.

Like many children of privilege, Franklin got his early education at home from governesses and tutors. He wanted for nothing. His Delano grandparents presented him with a dapple gray rocking horse with a real hair tail and mane when he was a toddler; a live pony named Debby replaced it by the time he was four, still being dressed in skirts and wearing his hair in long blond curls. With his father, who remained in good health during his early childhood, Franklin tramped the forests and fields of the Hudson River Valley, capturing and mounting birds. James taught him to sail, launching an abiding love of boating; by age nine he owned a forty-five-foot yacht he christened the New Moon. For quieter times indoors, he had stamp albums that had belonged to his mother. Franklin would eventually expand the collection to 150 albums containing over a million stamps.
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Young FDR and his mother, Sara Delano Roosevelt, who smothered him with love all his life.





Although Franklin traveled widely with his parents, including long trips to Canada, England, and Germany, he had limited exposure to other children until he entered private school in 1896, the year Missy was born. He was fourteen, Sara having delayed his departure from the home classroom by two years.

While well intentioned, Sara may have unknowingly set him up for a lifetime of illness, for his untested immune system proved no match for marauding germs. His catalogue of childhood illnesses included measles, mumps, scarlet fever, typhoid fever, sinusitis, and severe colds. In adulthood he added another bout of typhoid, influenza, double pneumonia, severe hives (on his honeymoon), and the disease that ultimately crippled him, poliomyelitis.

Long after both her husband and mother-in-law were dead, Eleanor Roosevelt wrote of Sara, “I doubt if as long as she lived she ever let him leave the house without inquiring whether he was dressed warmly enough or urging him to wear his rubbers or put on a sweater under his coat.” He was not allowed to bathe by himself until he was eight and a half years old, and that was only during a visit to his grandmother Delano’s house.

It’s no wonder that Sara’s cosseted son enjoyed only middling popularity at Groton, a Massachusetts preparatory school for boys destined for Ivy League colleges. The school’s founder and headmaster was the Reverend Endicott Peabody, an Episcopal minister who believed in “muscular Christianity,” achieved through cold showers, competitive athletics, prayer, and turning a blind eye to hazing. Boys grew resigned to “bootboxing”—being crammed into a footlocker—and a few had to be resuscitated after having their heads held too long under a gushing faucet, an early form of waterboarding called “pumping.” Peabody was an important figure in FDR’s life from his Groton days forward, officiating at his wedding and conducting private services for his inaugurations, even though he was a Republican.

Harvard was the most popular destination for graduates of Groton, and they were welcomed almost without exception. Franklin entered its halls in 1900, where he lived in a well-appointed residence hall with a Groton friend and was eventually chosen editor in chief of the student newspaper, the Crimson. However, he failed to reach the top rung of the social ladder at status-conscious Harvard. In his mid-thirties, FDR described as the greatest disappointment of his life that he was passed over by the socially prestigious Porcellian Club, whose members ostentatiously displayed gold pig-shaped fobs on their watch chains. Richard Whitney, a younger Grotonian who became president of the New York Stock Exchange, was still wearing his pig in 1938 when he arrived at Sing Sing to serve a term for embezzlement. By then, President Franklin Roosevelt may have taken some comfort as he ate breakfast in bed each morning gazing at the large collection of nongolden miniature “porkers” that lined his White House bedroom mantelpiece. The inspiration for the pigs, one of his many collecting hobbies, isn’t known, but after he became president his family and staff delighted in finding additions to place in his Christmas stocking. Perhaps it was a private joke Franklin had with himself.
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FDR at Harvard in 1903.





James Roosevelt had been in declining health and died after a series of heart attacks during the fall of Franklin’s freshman year at Harvard. Sara, still handsome at forty-six, further tightened her focus on her son, spending her winters in a Boston apartment. Missy’s mother was probably renting rooms to Harvard students by then; Franklin and Sara Roosevelt certainly had no need of such an arrangement.

Armchair psychoanalysts often attribute Roosevelt’s ability to compartmentalize his life and cloak his thoughts and plans to the smothering love of his parents. It was a coping mechanism he developed to keep some part of himself hidden from a mother who could not keep her distance. He was certainly successful when it came to choosing a bride, for Sara was caught completely by surprise when her son announced plans to marry his fifth cousin once removed, Anna Eleanor Roosevelt. The two had begun courting in 1902, and Franklin proposed the next fall.

His mother pretended to be pleased but immediately set to work keeping the couple apart. Mother and son took a five-week Caribbean cruise in the spring of 1904, Franklin’s college roommate on board, but Eleanor left ashore. Sara even tried to persuade an old family friend who was a diplomat in London to hire Franklin as his secretary, removing him from Eleanor’s enchanting presence. Nothing worked; Franklin was not dissuaded from the willowy young woman he called “an angel.” At just under six feet tall, she stood almost eye-to-eye with six-foot-two-inch Franklin. He admired her good mind, and her interest in social justice, such as the plight of immigrants in New York.

Throughout Franklin’s life he spoke only of Eleanor’s most attractive features: her “lovely hair and pretty eyes.” Others commented also on her big blue eyes and the thick golden brown hair she usually wore Gibson Girl–style, pinned in a twist or a fat bun, or sometimes loose and held back from her face in a velvet band. (The blue eyes, slim height, and abundant hair were common features of women FDR found attractive, including Missy and Lucy Mercer Rutherfurd.) But as novelist Gerald Kolpan observed of the fictionalized Eleanor in his novel Etta, her face “seemed to go bad” below the nose: “Her enormous thick-lipped smile revealed teeth nearly as large of those of a horse and set in a pronounced overbite. Even this might have been a charming feature, but the face ended in a weak and receding chin that robbed her of any claim to beauty by the shallow standards of the world.”

Eleanor was Theodore Roosevelt’s favorite niece, but she had suffered through a childhood that could have been penned by Charles Dickens. Her father, Theodore Roosevelt’s younger brother, Elliott, was a ne’er-do-well alcoholic, while her mother, Anna Hall Roosevelt, a society beauty, was disappointed in her plain and solemn oldest child. She belittled her and called her “Granny” in front of others, to Eleanor’s mortification. Both parents died before she was ten, leaving Eleanor and two younger brothers in the care of their maternal grandmother. Elliott Jr. died of scarlet fever; younger brother Hall survived into late adulthood but inherited their father’s alcoholism.

When Eleanor was fifteen, her grandmother sent her to the Allenswood school in England, where she found her greatest childhood happiness. The enlightened French headmistress, Mademoiselle Marie Souvestre, recognized her unusual gifts and mentored her, taking the lonely girl traveling with her on holidays. Eleanor kept Souvestre’s photograph on her desk for the rest of her life. Then, lo and behold, she returned home to make her debut and caught the attention of Prince Charming.

Franklin graduated from Harvard in the spring of 1904 and presented Eleanor with an engagement ring on October 11, her twentieth birthday. He was twenty-two and had moved to New York with his mother to begin studies at Columbia Law School. The formal engagement was a brief one.

In her wedding photograph, taken two months before the March 17, 1905, ceremony, Eleanor looks steadily into the camera, full lips closed over her teeth, mummified in her satin and lace gown and court train, hands hidden by a bouquet the size of a birdcage.
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Eleanor Roosevelt in a portrait made two months before her March 17, 1905, wedding.





No pictures were taken of the couple at their wedding, held in the New York City home of one of Eleanor’s cousins. The gregarious President Theodore Roosevelt, stopping in to give away the bride between St. Patrick’s Day engagements, stole the spotlight and, indeed, the show. (His daughter Alice, one of six bridesmaids, famously said her father wanted not only to be the bride at every wedding but the baby at every christening and the corpse at every funeral.) The young couple was left standing at the altar after the ceremony, ignored by most of the guests, who flocked into the library for the reception in the wake of the laughing president. It was good practice for Eleanor, who would immediately find herself thrust into the shadows by her domineering mother-in-law. While early photographs of the young couple capture a shared sense of fun and whimsy, later ones—especially after the children began arriving—often show Sara firmly planted between them, with Eleanor looking down at a baby’s downy head or staring disconsolately at the floor.
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Eleanor in 1911 with James, baby Elliott, and Anna.





The children came fast. Eleanor returned pregnant from their European honeymoon to an apartment three blocks from Sara’s, leased in their absence. (Sara later built them adjoining townhouses at 47-49 East 65th Street with a single entrance and connecting doorways on three of the six floors, allowing her twenty-four-hour access to her son.) While Franklin continued his law studies, daughter Anna arrived in 1906 and son James in 1907. Franklin Jr. was born in 1909 and died the same year, and soon afterward the grief-stricken Eleanor was pregnant with Elliott, named for her adored father. He was born in the fall of 1910. The last two boys, a second Franklin Jr. and John, were born in 1914 and 1916.

Never close to her own mother and with poor maternal instincts, Eleanor left much of the childrearing to Sara and the servants. Her attempts at doing the best for her children were often misguided to the point of high comedy, as when she interpreted her pediatrician’s instruction to give babies an “airing” several hours a day to mean hanging baby Anna in a basket out a window. Only when the wailing infant disturbed a neighbor who threatened to call the child welfare authorities did Eleanor realize she was in error. “This was a shock to me, for I thought I was being a most modern mother,” she recalled.

While Eleanor was populating the Roosevelt nursery, her husband took a position in a law firm and struck out on his political career. He ran as a Democrat for a State Senate seat in 1910. (The Oyster Bay Roosevelts, as Teddy’s branch of the family is called, were all Republicans.) On the campaign trail he traveled in a hired red Maxwell automobile, puttering down roads still dominated by horse-drawn buggies and wagons. His name, good looks, sincerity, and energy—“no one had ever before tried to visit every small four-corners store, every village and every town,” Eleanor remembered—narrowly won the twenty-eight-year-old Franklin the election, the first Democrat to claim that Senate seat in his lifetime.

The Roosevelts took a house in Albany, giving Eleanor the opportunity to live apart from Sara. Though women would not be able to vote for another decade, she enjoyed going to the capitol and listening to speeches and debates. It was there that her husband had a fateful meeting with an odd little newspaper man named Louis McHenry Howe, who would become his most important political advisor.

It’s not unusual for an attractive and charismatic politician to have a less photogenic but compelling advisor standing in the shadows—consider George W. Bush and Karl Rove or Bill Clinton and James Carville—but Howe would have seemed peculiar compared to almost any human being. Tiny and wizened, with a pockmarked face and a slash of a mouth never without its cigarette, he was called “Lousy Louis” by his fellow newshounds in Albany because of “his really phenomenal sloppiness in dress.” But appearances are ever deceiving, and Howe provides an outstanding example. He had grown up in Saratoga Springs, New York, the son of a failed newspaperman. At the time he met FDR he was forty years old, an unhappily married father of two (his wife, Grace, was the first cousin and close friend of the notorious accused ax murderess Lizzie Borden) and chronically short of funds. He latched on to the freshman senator, convinced that Roosevelt would one day become president of the United States—if he would only listen to Howe’s advice.

FDR rubbed many people the wrong way in Albany. Frances Perkins, then a politically active consumer advocate, later Roosevelt’s secretary of labor, recalled a self-consciously serious young man “with an unfortunate habit—so natural he was unaware of it—of throwing his head up. This, combined with his pince-nez and great height, gave him the appearance of looking down his nose at people.” From his first weeks in the Senate, he butted heads with the New York Democratic Party bosses, an Irish Catholic cabal known by the name of its headquarters, Tammany Hall. He quickly joined an insurgence of progressives against the election of a corrupt Tammany politician named William “Blue-Eyed Billy” Sheehan to the U.S. Senate. (At the time, the state legislature elected U.S. senators.) Roosevelt’s library served as the meeting room for the insurgents, where they filled the house to the rafters with smoke, and Sheehan’s candidacy was derailed. Tammany substituted a man who wasn’t much better, but FDR went along with the compromise. Many of his Democratic allies lost their seats at the next election, but Franklin’s stand won him a reputation as a reformer, as well as Louis Howe’s attention and loyalty.

Roosevelt was bedridden with typhoid fever when his reelection campaign began in 1912. Howe got him elected in absentia, placing newspaper ads and crisscrossing the district in the red Maxwell on Roosevelt’s behalf. FDR widened his victory margin substantially, but he filled only part of the term. When Democrat Woodrow Wilson was inaugurated president in March 1913, FDR ran into his secretary of the navy designate, Josephus Daniels, in Washington, who asked him to serve as assistant secretary. FDR was thrilled to accept the position, which had been one of Theodore Roosevelt’s stepping-stones to the White House, and his knowledge of ships and oceans made him especially useful to Daniels.

The navy secretary was a shrewd North Carolina newspaper publisher who knew little about ships and even less about sailors; his ban of any beverage stronger than coffee in the onboard officers’ mess was the origin of the phrase “a cup of Joe.” The two had met at the Democratic convention in 1912, where Daniels admitted to having fallen in love at first sight—in a manly sort of way—with the handsome young politician. Franklin, for his part, called Daniels “the funniest looking hillbilly I had ever seen.”

The Roosevelt family decamped to Washington, Louis Howe in tow as Roosevelt’s special assistant. Eleanor was pleased to have again escaped her mother-in-law’s controlling presence, less pleased at the constant attendance of Howe, whom she disliked. Once again, Eleanor had to learn the ways of a new city and its natives, one with as baffling a social protocol as the palace at Versailles. In addition to entertaining at home and accepting social engagements seven days a week, political wives were expected to make endless social calls to further their husbands’ careers, and welcome the calls of others. Eleanor took the job seriously, averaging sixty calls each week during the first year they lived in Washington. To help her negotiate this intricate dance, in 1914 she hired a part-time social secretary, Lucy Mercer, an attractive young woman from an upper-crust family that had fallen on hard times.

Tall and slim, with large blue eyes, a winning smile, and a throaty voice—words that would later describe Missy LeHand—Lucy proved irresistible to her employer’s husband. In the summer of 1916, with Eleanor and the children (including infant John) vacationing at the family compound
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