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For the mother of my children, Rebecca
my mother, Lynda 
and
all mothers everywhere


Praise for  MOTHER ANGELICA
“A rattling good story of fear, faith, courage, and bulldog tenacity,  beautifully told. The drama of Mother Angelica’s life is a powerful  reminder that the extraordinary lies just beyond the ordinary—if  we have eyes to see and ears to hear.”
—GEORGE WEIGEL, author of Witness to Hope:  The Biography of Pope John Paul II
“Raymond Arroyo invites the reader to join him on the wild ride of  the Holy Spirit that transformed Rita Rizzo into Mother Angelica,  one of the feistiest and most effective evangelists of our time. It is  an invitation not to be declined.”
—Father RICHARD JOHN NEUHAUS,  editor-in-chief of First Things  magazine
“In Raymond Arroyo’s entertaining Mother Angelica, she emerges as  a daring entrepreneur who really did do it all for God and as a traditionalist who has felt the need to challege the ‘progressive’ wing  of the American Catholic Church . . . He is a solid journalist and  his account makes it pretty clear that Mother Angelica is both a  tough nut and something of a diva under her wimple.”
—The Wall Street Journal
“Raymond Arroyo masterfully captures the complexities, humanity,  and tenacity of Mother Angelica, who has long been one of my  own personal heroes. The founder of the Eternal Word Television  Network, Mother Angelica is a woman who dared to dream, to  stand up for what she believed in, and whose faith showed that  anything is possible. In Arroyo’s hands, she becomes someone you  wish you had the opportunity to know and love. Read this book  and believe.”
—NICHOLAS SPARKS
“A superbly written, broadly researched biography of a fascinating,  audacious, stubborn and deeply religious woman.”
—St. Anthony Messenger
“Mother Angelica is one of the greatest entrepreneurs of all time,  and is truly one of my heroes. With his ‘insider’ perspective, Raymond Arroyo has done a masterful job capturing not only Mother’s  immeasurable accomplishments but also her remarkable personality. Like Mother herself, this book has the unique combination of  being both inspiring and entertaining.”
—THOMAS S. MONAGHAN, founder of Domino’s Pizza and  Chancellor of Ave Maria University
“The book is a solidly researched, professionally told account of one  of the most improbable successes of recent years.”
—National Review
“Mother Angelica is a fascinating read about an amazing woman.”
—St. Cloud Visitor
“Raymond Arroyo, one of America’s leading journalists in reporting  religion, has written a fascinating story of how faith transformed a  cloistered nun into a media giant. This is an exciting rendition of a  story that is more extraordinary and surely more heartwarming  than fiction.”
—ROBERT NOVAK, syndicated columnist
“Mother Angelica’s personal words to me, her courageous example,  and her constant prayers helped inspire my portrayal of Jesus in  The Passion of the Christ. No one could have captured the essence  of this modern-day saint better than Raymond Arroyo. His narrative gifts and understanding of Mother are clearly evident in this  truthful and often candid depiction of one nun’s struggle to bring  God to the multitudes. Surely this book, and Mother’s life will  have an incredible enduring legacy.”
—JAMES CAVIEZEL, actor
“It is a great read . . . Mother Anglica is an important part of the  history of religion—and not only of Catholicism—in the last half  century, and in Mother Angelica she receives a critical appreciation  worthy of her person and achievements.”
—First Things
“Raymond Arroyo captures the life of this complex woman dubbed  the ‘miracle woman’ by members of Pope John Paul II’s curia in his  book . . . Mr. Arroyo’s book is a must read for Catholics or anyone  interested in the Church. With great reverence and wit he paints  a masterful portrait of the woman who brought Rome to the  masses.”
—The U.P. Catholic
“If Rita Rizzo was an unlikely candidate for a Poor Clare’s convent,  Mother Angelica was an even more unlikely choice to establish, in  Alabama, the business empire that is the Eternal Word Television  Network. In this candid, captivating biography, Raymond Arroyo  delivers not just a great story of a savvy and courageous woman,  but multiple examples of the claim that all things are possible with  God. I highly recommend it.”
—RON HANSEN, author of Mariette in Ecstasy
“A page-turner about an elderly nun? It seems improbable, but  when the nun is the formidable Mother Angelica and her biographer the eloquent Raymond Arroyo, the result is a book that few  readers will be able to put down. Arroyo has produced a spellbinding tale of how Rita Rizzo emerged from a broken home, battling  poverty, illness, and uncomprehending clerics to become the  queen of Catholic media and a leader of the New Evangelization  in America.”
—MARY ANN GLENDON, Learned Hand Professor of Law,  Harvard University and author of A World Made New:   Eleanor Roosevelt and the Universal Declaration   of Human Rights
“Mother Angelica is the beautifully told story of a beautiful woman  of God whose toughness, tenacity, drive and determination built a  network to bring the Catholic truth and culture to a nation that  has never been more desperately in need of them.”
—PAT BUCHANAN, columnist and author of   The Death of the West 

But the foolish things of the world hath God chosen, that He may  confound the wise; and the weak things of the world hath God   chosen, that He may confound the strong.
I CORINTHIANS I:27

Prologue

[image: image]
ON CHRISTMAS EVE morning, 2001, the crumpled abbess lowered  herself into the waiting wheelchair and tried to reassure her daughters. For weeks, the sisters had tensely monitored her every move,  hoping their vigilance could somehow stave off the next illness or  setback. From the nuns’ shared looks of desperation to the reflexive  aid they offered whenever she stumbled or even hesitated, she  could feel their worry. “Jesus is coming today,” she announced with  calm determination on that morning. Pointing to the hallway, she  directed the sister pushing her out of the cell. “I’m going to the  chapel to wait for Him.”
She wouldn’t have to wait long.
Gliding past the closed doors of the great monastery hall, filled  only with the sound of sisters rustling into their habits, the old nun  looked as if she had just returned from the front lines of an extended war campaign. And perhaps she had. Public battles with a  cardinal and her local bishop, a Vatican investigation, the death of a  cloistered friend of forty-nine years, and constant health troubles  had taken their toll on Mother Mary Angelica by late 2001. Even the  millions who invited her into their homes each week might not  have recognized her. A sling held Angelica’s shattered right arm, the  result of a fall a few days earlier. A patch covered her sagging left  eye, which refused to close—a memento of the stroke she’d suffered in September. And the mouth that made bishops tremble and   carried salvation to the lost on seven continents drooped pathetically, disrupting the once-jolly face. Angelica was now a living icon  of “redemptive suffering,” the embodiment of what she had long  preached to her sisters.
One of the junior professed nuns carefully maneuvered Mother’s  wheelchair over the polished green marble and jasper floor of the  monastery chapel. The familiar smell of honeyed incense embraced  Angelica as she entered. Angels peered down from the stained-glass  windows surrounding the chapel, offering their own salute as the  sun broke in from the east. Washed in the shifting colors of their angelic light, the abbess rolled toward her Spouse. She was too infirm  to don the habit for Him that morning, so in a cream-colored robe  and matching ski cap, she dutifully came to pay Him homage, bearing the marks He alone had allowed.
Despite her condition, there was no bitterness as she approached the nearly eight-foot-high monstrance holding the consecrated Host. There was her Lord and Savior, enthroned high above  the center of the multimillion-dollar chapel she had built for Him.  Nothing was too much for her Lord. The scars of the present moment were merely new offerings to Him. They had long communed  in pain, she and her Spouse. She recognized His touch and accepted it. She had learned that in pain—through pain—there were  miracles, if she could but muster the faith to trust Him completely  and submit to His providential designs.
Following Mass and the recitation of the rosary, her sisters began  to scatter out of the chapel. In solitude, Mother Angelica weakly  craned her head upward, training her good eye on Christ in the  Blessed Sacrament, as she had for fifty-seven years of religious life.  Then He drew near.
As if suddenly filled with concrete, her head flopped to the side.  Weary and disoriented, Angelica’s eyes rolled to the ceiling.
“Reverend Mother, are you all right?” Sister Faustina asked.  “Reverend Mother?”
Mother Angelica did not respond. Why does she have this dazed  look on her face, Sister Faustina wondered. Is her blood sugar  plummeting? Is the diabetes acting up? Why can’t she focus? The   sisters gathered around, calling her name, trying to get some response. To stabilize her blood sugar, a tall glass of orange juice was  brought in, which she downed. But it did no good. The nuns rushed  Angelica back to her cell, to check her vital signs.
Sister Margaret Mary, still wearing a nightgown, met them in the  hallway. Margaret Mary was Mother’s sometime nurse, responsible  for dispensing medication and general health advice to the seventy-nine-year-old. When she first saw the disoriented abbess, the nun  voiced her worst fear. “She’s had a stroke,” Margaret Mary said  numbly.
Back in her cell, Mother’s blood pressure was normal, but an  oxygen mask failed to revive her. Sister Mary Catherine, the vicar  and Mother’s second in the monastery, decided they should take  Angelica to the nearby Cullman Regional Medical Center. The  hour trip to Birmingham was deemed too far a journey. They loaded  the abbess into an ambulance and sped to the hospital.
Save for the constant yawning for air and the unfocused rolling  of her eyes, she was unresponsive.
At the hospital, Mother Angelica was ushered through a battery  of tests while the sisters prayed. Ending the suspense, Mother’s  physician, Dr. L. James Hoover, sheepishly entered the waiting  area. He wore a festive bright red sweater that seemed to mock the  occasion, and his hands were thrust in his pockets. There was an  air of resignation in his gait.
“There is nothing we can do for her,” Hoover apologetically  drawled. “She’s had a stroke and she’s bleeding from the brain.”
“Well, what’s going to happen?” Sister Margaret Mary demanded.
The doctor dodged the nun’s eyes. “She’s just going to drift off.  One in a hundred patients are candidates for surgery, but with her  age and health . . .”
The nuns instantly grasped the terrible decision facing them: do  nothing and watch their Reverend Mother slip away, or risk the  drive to Birmingham for a perilous brain surgery, which might kill  her. While the weighty choice was made, the woman who had created the largest religious broadcasting empire in the world lay comatose in the emergency room. Having been rescued by so many miracles in the past, she teetered on the brink of that eternity she had  long pointed others toward.
Somewhere in the deep recesses of her traumatized mind,  Mother Angelica, perhaps unconsciously, made a decision to fight.  She would desperately cast herself into the hands of God, as she always had. For Angelica, there was no other way.

INTRODUCTION
THE FOLKS AROUND HANCEVILLE, Alabama, called it “that nun  deal,” “the palace,” or “the Shrine,” depending on whom you talked  to. I would trek out there most Saturday mornings. Veering off Interstate 65, past cattle drowsing in the Alabama heat, I turned right  at Pitts Grocery and raced by a row of newly built homes, concrete  saints peering at me from their well-tended front gardens. Unlike  the occupants of the RVs and air-conditioned tour buses on all  sides, I was less interested in Our Lady of the Angels Monastery  than in the woman who built it.
During the final approach to the mammoth stone-faced edifice  Mother Angelica called home, I would silently review the questions I  intended to put to her. This would be my last chance to prepare for  the five-hour encounter that lay ahead: a sit-down interview with  the world’s most outspoken contemplative. Since cloistered nuns  are forbidden direct contact with the outside world, our interactions  were restricted to the community parlor: a plain room with a wall of  metal latticework separating nun from visitor. On the surface, discussing the intimate details of one’s life through bars would seem  counterproductive. But in our case, the arrangement lent the proceedings a confessional air. It was as if the black laced metal grille  between us liberated the seventy-nine-year-old abbess, allowing her  to revisit the past with an honesty and candor she could not permit  herself otherwise.
She would arrive ready to talk.
“Heyyyy, paesan,” Mother Angelica squawked as she entered the  parlor on the other side of the grate. She paused in the doorway, her  arms open, as if making a stage entrance. A quick warmth overtook  the spare rose-tiled room.
Caught in the flow of a chocolaty Franciscan habit, all five feet  five of her appeared amazingly young and lithe this day. Her  rounded cheeks spilled over the sides of the wimple, like a pink pillow crammed into a shoe box. The down-turned smile, cherished  by millions, pinched her eyes into slits of piercing gray.
Even though she was a good forty minutes late, no explanation  was offered. Mother Angelica lived in the present moment.
“Well, let’s get to it,” she announced, as if I were the overdue  party. Glimmers of affection and mischief danced behind her  glasses as she sidled close to the bars, offering her hands through  the grate. Once she took hold of me, she cut to the important stuff:  “How ’bout some lunch? What we got, Sister?” Mother asked over  her shoulder. The ever-attentive Sister Antoinette dashed off to the  kitchen to check the cloister bill of fare.
Later, over half-eaten cookies and milky tea, a napkin tucked beneath her chin, Mother put aside her well-crafted personal anecdotes (perfected over a twenty-year career of unscripted television)  and began revealing parts of her past no one, including her sisters,  had ever heard before. Whether it was fate or just good timing, I  caught Mother Angelica during a reflective moment in her life. She  had just realized a long-sought goal: the completion of a new  multimillion-dollar monastery. She seemed genuinely content, finally ready to look back on all she had survived and accomplished.  Seated in an overstuffed leather chair, she struggled with memory  and time to unearth the truth.
“Do you sense a split in yourself—in your personality?” I asked  her this day. Whenever Mother emitted a long, almost bothered  sigh, repositioning her body in the chair—as she did then—I knew  a revelatory moment was upon us. Shooting a finger inside the  starched white wimple that surrounded her face, she rubbed her  temple as if she were physically trying to loosen the past from her   memory. How often I would sit there waiting, staring past the metal  florets dotting the grille, thinking how much they were like Mother  herself: steely yet feminine; guarded yet open; forged by fire and  lasting. Then the answers would come.
“Did I ever tell you about throwing the knife at my uncle? I want  the real me to be known, because nothing I have or do is me. It’s  some street woman that got sick and was given many things.” Then  with slow precision, she added, “The real me is not what you see.”
In the grated parlor of her cloister, for the better part of three  years, I pursued “the real” Mother Angelica. From 1999 to the end  of 2001, the woman Time magazine called “the superstar of religious  broadcasting,” and easily one of the most powerful and influential  people in the Roman Catholic Church, met me for a weekly date of  sorts to resurrect the past and appraise her life.
These visits were brave exercises for Mother Angelica. It is one  thing to permit a neophyte to rifle through your history; he is disadvantaged from the outset, and knows only what the printed record  affords. But I had known Mother personally and as an employee for  five years when I began interviewing her. I had been near her in  good times and bad, in public and in private. For two years, I occasionally cohosted her popular Mother Angelica Live  TV program,  and served as news director for the network she had founded. In  some ways, she was like a grandmother to me—a grandmother with  whom I shared an uncommon ease and kinship. Our mutual Italian  heritage probably helped. We could converse about any issue and  did not avoid the occasional ribbing.
“We had words once,” Mother confided to a friend in my presence; “Raymond didn’t get to use any of them.” Despite differences  and disagreements, we remained close. My peculiar vantage point  allowed me to see Mother Angelica as she truly was: a simple,  deeply spiritual woman struggling to do God’s will and to overcome  her personal failings.
I slowly began to recognize the other Mother Angelica, encased  within the cherubic face beyond the metal bars. Rita Rizzo, the  sickly girl who, with only a high school diploma, had fought her way  out of poverty and single-handedly created the Eternal Word Television Network (EWTN), the largest religious broadcasting empire  in the world—succeeding where all the bishops of the United  States (and several millionaires) had failed. Here was a modern  Teresa of Avila; an outspoken firebrand who, with a radical faith  and determination, had surmounted obstacles that would have  hobbled most men. She had beaten back sexism, bankruptcy, and  corporate and ecclesial takeover attempts in order to provide moral  leadership to “the people.” Physically, this suffering servant had endured a mystical dance of pain and providence that would exact a  terrific price and yield astounding rewards. The woman John Paul  II declared “weak in body but strong in spirit” publicly challenged  cardinals and bishops in the name of orthodoxy, broadcast a commonsense traditional vision of the Church in the post–Vatican II  period, and became an ecumenical spiritual beacon to millions.
Still, she remains a mystery even to her legions of followers. How  did this neglected, withdrawn child of divorce rise to become one of  the most revered and feared women in Catholicism? How did a cloistered nun with no broadcast experience conquer the airwaves? How  did stomach ailments, shattered vertebrae, an enlarged heart,  chronic asthma, paralysis, and twisted limbs actually further her mission? What fueled her well-known public battles with Church hierarchy over practice and devotion? How has her television network  and religious order managed to thrive while others have collapsed?  And, most important, how is her message being received in the  Catholic Church today, and what impact will it have on the future?
These nagging questions and my familiarity with bits of her hidden story convinced me that a full-scale biography of Mother Angelica was needed and timely. With trepidation, I approached the  woman herself, fully realizing her participation would probably be  minimal, due to the continuing demands of her network and the responsibilities of running a religious community. Angelica’s reaction  was typical and immediate: “Why not begin and see what happens?” As she had undertaken every major initiative of her life,  trusting in God’s providence, she embarked on this most invasive  project with total commitment.
We decided it was not to be an authorized biography and that   editorial control and interpretation would be mine alone. True to  form, Mother allowed me complete journalistic freedom. She  would make herself available for extended interviews on weekends  or after her live show, usually for several hours, as time permitted.  No question would be off-limits, no topic too sensitive. Fully cooperating with my research, Mother Angelica granted me unfettered  access to her community archives, personal correspondence,  friends, physicians, and the sisters of Our Lady of the Angels  Monastery. The community historian, Sister Mary Antoinette, became my greatest ally, patiently answering questions, providing crucial information, and suffering calls morning, noon, and night.
And then just weeks after we had completed the final interview  for this biography and our last live show together, Mother Angelica  was felled by a debilitating stroke. It robbed her of speech and  sealed her memory, rendering it unlikely that Mother Angelica will  ever grant another interview—and certainly none with the depth,  duration, or intimacy of those I conducted. Without my knowing it,  I was recording the final testament of Mother Angelica, the last  word on her remarkable life.
One evening, before shooting her live show, she gave me but one  instruction, which has haunted me to this day: “Make sure you  present the real me. There is nothing worse than a book that sugar-coats the truth and ducks the humanity of the person. I wish you  forty years in purgatory if you do that!”
Hoping to steer clear of that ignoble end, I have written a book  that does not avoid controversy or the seeming contradictions inherent in Mother Angelica’s character: the cloistered, contemplative nun who speaks to the world; the independent rule breaker  who is derided as a “rigid conservative”; the wisecracking comedian  who suffers near constant pain; the Poor Clare nun who runs a  multimillion-dollar corporation.
Herein are the remembrances of friend and foe alike, any and all  I could find who had crossed her path. Criticisms of Mother Angelica are also unblinkingly considered here, as is her prodigious  broadcast output and its development.
To properly appraise a life like Mother’s, backward glances are   necessary. Only by looking back can we see the twists of fate and  grace that shaped this most unlikely life. Like the rest of us, nothing happened for Mother Angelica in a flash. Hers is a tale of  mostly painful, confused, and, to the outsider, lunatic steps leading  to a satisfying end. But the inspiration of her story resides in the  struggle—a struggle that has for the most part been concealed or  lost over time.
During the last five years, I have retraced her temporal and spiritual life from Canton, Ohio, to Hanceville, Alabama; unearthed  people and stories Mother had long forgotten; weighed her gifts  and failings; and discovered a faith rare in our day. I believe this  mosaic constitutes the most complete picture of Mother Angelica—from inside and out.
In April 2001, after a particularly grueling interview session,  Mother began to withdraw softly into the recesses of her cloister.  Then on the threshold, she spun around like a coy young girl, slapping a hand on the rounded door frame. “You now know as much  about me as God does,” she said with a wry smile. “But there are  some things even you will never know.”
“You don’t mind if I keep trying, do you?” I asked.
She cackled gaily, retreating into the hall.
What follows are her candid memories, the fruits of my research, and “some things” neither Mother Angelica nor I ever expected to uncover.
Raymond Arroyo
New Orleans, 2005


1
One Miserable Life
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MOTHER ANGELICA came into the world overlooked and certainly  unwanted, at least by her father. She was born Rita Antoinette  Rizzo in the unassuming town of Canton, Ohio, on April 20, 1923.
Aside from being the home and burial place of President William  McKinley, Canton was a forgotten industrial hamlet an hour or so  outside of Cleveland. Great scattering streaks of brown smoke billowed from her chimney-dotted skyline, an emblem of the productivity issuing from the little town. Steel was the backbone of Canton:  the building block of the new century and the lure for thousands of  immigrants. From Canton’s mills and production lines spilled the  ball bearings, streetcars, bricks, telephones, and pipe fittings that  would propel the nation into its greatest period.
Apart from the industry, Canton was, as it is today, a pleasant  green pasture of rolling hills in the middle of the country, a place to  raise a family and avoid the chaos and congestion of city life. That  is, unless you lived in the southeast part of town, where Rita Rizzo  was born.
In 1923, southeast Canton was known as the red-light district, or  “the slums,” according to some. For the blacks and hordes of Italian  immigrants who worked in the Canton mills, the southeast was  home. Italians were confined to the district by a combination of illiteracy and the constant tribute demanded by their wayward countrymen. It was a ghetto ruled by the Black Hand, a criminal   organization with roots in Sicily. And though the mobsters carried  black-handled revolvers as they conducted business in the neighborhood, the name Black Hand originated in the old country. Mob  activity flourished during that era. A train of organized corruption  ran from Cleveland to Canton to Steubenville. Cherry Street was  the center of the Canton action, an avenue where racketeering  joints and roving prostitutes vied for the same souls as St. Anthony’s  Catholic Church.
Mob slayings were a common occurrence in southeast Canton.  Former members of the neighborhood still speak of people being  blown up on porches, shot on street corners, or dropped in local  rivers. Even today, well into their eighties, some of the locals talk of  the Black Hand in muted terms and refuse permission to publish  their names, for fear of reprisals.
This ethnic ghetto—where hookers tapped bordello windows to  attract their johns; where shopkeepers lived across the street from  female assassins; where parish priests tried to lead small-time hustlers to a better life; where the profane mingled with the sacred,  and everyone struggled to make ends meet—this was the world  that awaited Rita Rizzo’s coming in 1923.
She was born in the sprawling home of Mary and Anthony Gianfrancesco, her maternal grandparents, who lived a block off the notorious Cherry Street. The house at 1029 Liberty was bordered on  one side by an open field crawling with well-tended grapevines. Attached to the other side of the house, dominating the corner of Liberty and Eleventh streets, was Grandpa Gianfrancesco’s saloon, a  local watering hole and lunch spot for recently arrived immigrants  and their American relations.
Rita’s birth was a painful one for her mother, Mae. It took several  hours and fifteen stitches to bring the nearly twelve-pound child  into the world—facts Mae Gianfrancesco Rizzo never tired of repeating to her only daughter.
“My grandmother said I had rosy cheeks, a full head of hair, and  was ready to go,” Mother Angelica recalled with a cackle a lifetime  later. “She said I looked like I was six months old.”
John Rizzo, Rita’s father, never wanted a child. When his wife of   two years informed him she was pregnant, he “flew into a rage, violently ripping at her hair.” Mae Rizzo believed this incident and the  mental anguish that followed destroyed her milk supply.
When they first met, John seemed ideal to Mae. Tall, thin, dignified, he had a quiet demeanor and dressed impeccably. He wore  spats and carried a cane. In a ghetto teeming with common laborers  and hoodlums, John Rizzo was a dream come true. A tailor by trade,  he was strolling down Eleventh Street when Mae’s singing first  drew him to the Gianfrancesco’s kitchen door.
As Mae washed dishes, she would sing along to whatever Italian  opera was spilling from her father’s gramophone in the living room.  Since her birth, music had always been there, as much a part of her  life as Papa’s saloon or the cast-iron stove in the kitchen. Mae  wanted to be a singer, and she certainly had the looks for it. She  was a striking woman, with dark eyes, sharp features, and an intense severity that attracted the glances of men in the neighborhood. Family photographs reveal a young woman who appreciated  her good looks and knew which fashions would complement them.  Oversized hats, billowing dresses, gloves, and parasols adorned  Mae’s comely frame. Her beauty captivated John.
Yet for all her charms, Mae, even as a young woman, was convinced she had been cheated by life. She traced her troubles back  to the fifth grade, when, during a fire drill, a male classmate took  her by the hand. Whether Mae was resisting his advances or just in  a foul mood, she pulled a plank from a nearby picket fence and  cracked the boy over the head with it. Presumably, the teachers  complained. Her mother, never one for conflict, decided that Mae  had had enough education. She was removed from school and did  not return. Later in life, the feeling that she didn’t know enough or  wasn’t smart enough would leave deep scars on Mae Gianfrancesco—scars that would eventually burden her daughter.
When John Rizzo sauntered up to the kitchen door and complimented her voice, Mae must have thought him an answer to prayer.  Here was a chance to escape the crowded, tempestuous household  of brothers. A chance to start anew and maybe get an education. At  twenty-two, Mae seized her chance at happiness and married John   Rizzo on September 8, 1919, over the objections of her parents, who  “never liked him.”
Four years later, on September 12, 1923, the couple conveyed their  five-month-old daughter, Rita Rizzo, to the font of St. Anthony’s  Church on Liberty Street. It was an established custom at the time  to baptize infants within days of their birth, but a pair of tardy god-parents had necessitated a delay. So when the Rizzos finally approached the font with the hefty child, who seemed much older than  five months, the astonished priest turned to Mae. “Why didn’t you  wait till she could walk here?” he asked.
Freshly baptized, Rita was carried by her mother to a side altar  dedicated to Our Lady of Sorrows. Surely Mae felt an affinity for  this particular image of Mary. On the altar of the Madonna, whose  exposed heart bore swords of anguish, Mae placed her only child.  “She told me that she said, ‘I give you my daughter,’ ” Mother Angelica remembered a bit sadly. “I’m sure she thought she would  have other children, but she never did.”
It is no wonder. The Rizzo marriage was already crumbling.  John’s inability to support the family financially seemed to be a contributing factor.
“My father could never make a decent living,” Mother Angelica  insisted. “Finally, my mother got him to rent a house. . . . One night  I was in my crib. And I started crying, yelling, and screaming. So  she got out of bed to check on me, and there were roaches everywhere, all over me, all over the wall. The wallpaper was moving. It  was just full of roaches.” After some choice words to John, no doubt  deriding his failings as a provider, Mae bundled Rita up and went to  her parents’ home for the night. This would become a regular pattern throughout their marriage.
The relationship was further undermined by John Rizzo’s overbearing mother, Catherine. Around 1926, Catherine Rizzo could  find no domicile, despite the fact that she had eleven children, including John. So it was decided she would join the young Rizzo  family in Canton—at Mae’s urging.
“She didn’t have enough foresight to figure out that if eleven  children didn’t want their mother there must be something wrong,”   Mother Angelica said sardonically. “So [my mother] took her in and  that’s when the trouble started.”
In fact, the trouble probably started much earlier. John had been  physically and verbally abusing Mae for years, according to court  documents. So while it’s unlikely that Catherine Rizzo destroyed  the marriage, she certainly created flash points for the couple to  war over.
The determined Mae met her equal in Grandma Rizzo. A big  woman, with a mouth to match. She suffered no fools—especially  in the kitchen. Grandma Rizzo’s gastronomic standards were high,  and Mae’s cooking, as well as everything else the woman did, was  just not up to par, and certainly not good enough for her son. The  regular criticism became too much for an insecure person like Mae  to bear.
One afternoon, Mae had just popped a chicken into the oven,  bone and all—a pet peeve for Grandma Rizzo, who proudly  deboned her fowl in minutes. Before the oven door had closed, the  old lady began chastising Mae for her culinary shortcomings.  Three-year-old Rita clung to her mother’s side. After listening intently for several minutes, the child stepped between her mother  and Grandma Rizzo.
“I said to my grandmother, ‘Oh shut up. You all time talk, talk,  talk.’ Well, my mother grabbed me up and gave me a hundred kisses  because I was defending her,” Angelica recalled. “My father would  never defend her!”
This would be the first, although not the last, time Rita would  raise her voice in almost visceral defense of her mother. It is also  the first glimpse of the outspoken quality that would come to define  her character. But the intervention did little to quell the acrimony  between Mae and her mother-in-law.
Sometime between 1927 and 1928, according to Mother Angelica, a possessed Mae climbed the stairs of their home in search of a  gun to kill the old woman. “If my father’s mother had been there,  she would have done it. Luckily, she had left for Reading, Pennsylvania, to live with her daughter . . .”
By November of 1928, John Rizzo was also living elsewhere. For   two years, he lost himself in California, providing no explanation  and no forwarding address. Without money or a job, Mae had to  support what was left of her family. Like refugees, she and fiveyear-old Rita returned to her parents’ home, though they were not  exactly welcome there. The Gianfrancesco home was already filled  to capacity. Mae’s four brothers (Tony, Pete, Frank, and Nick) and  the elder Gianfrancescos occupied the two bedrooms, forcing Rita  and Mae to sleep in a renovated attic. Over the years, Mother Angelica often told a story about that first winter in the house. As she  and her mother slept in the upper room, a storm blew open the  windows, depositing snow on top of them. Given the resources and  generosity of the Gianfrancescos during this period, it seems odd  that they would subject their own daughter and grandchild to such  brutal conditions.
Anthony Gianfrancesco was far from poor, despite the poverty  around him. He owned three homes in the neighborhood, which he  rented to family and to Canton’s newly arrived Italian immigrants at  cut-rate prices. Anthony had emigrated from Naples, Italy, to Colorado, where he worked in a gold mine, before moving to Akron,  Ohio. There he met and married Mary Votolato. Conflicts with his  mother-in-law spurred a resettling in Canton and a new business  venture.
The saloon bearing Anthony Gianfrancesco’s name became a  safe harbor for foreign families afloat in a strange new land. In  southeast Canton, the saloon was the center of Italian public life, a  place where countrymen could speak their native tongue, mingle  with their own, and share the indignities endured that day at the  hands of the Americans. Mother Angelica remembered her grandfather providing Italian newcomers with clothes and helping them  find work. Grandma Gianfrancesco would often feed the immigrant families in a room above the saloon, where the Italian lodges  would sometimes meet. It was a family place. Inebriation was forbidden, and if the tab got too high or the hour too late, the Gianfrancescos would send their customers home.
It is likely that hard liquor or beer was served in the Gianfrancesco establishment during Prohibition, which hit Canton on   January 16, 1920, and would not be repealed until February 1933.  Mother Angelica vividly recalled one event that happened in either  1929 or 1930.
“I couldn’t have been more than four or five, and my grandfather  didn’t want me in the saloon. He gave me a small mug of beer with  a big collar on it. I had four or five pretzels, and he said, ‘Go outside  and sit on the curb and enjoy yourself.’ So I’m out there on the curb  drinking this beer and eating pretzels when the Salvation Army  Band shows up. Well, they’re praying all kinds of psalms in front of  me and praying for my salvation. They must have been shocked to  see this kid drinking beer. I remember yelling up to my grandfather,  ‘There’s a big band down here.’ ”
The little girl with the Buster Brown haircut had a front-row seat  on life unvarnished. At the corner of Liberty and Eleventh streets,  she observed the people and the ways of the world, not all of them  as benign as the passing Salvation Army Band. On her curbside  outings, she would converse with prostitutes, members of the mob,  men returning from the mills, Mamooch—an Italian woman who  roamed the streets, praying—and the black people who shared her  neighborhood. This moving carousel of humanity would instill  within the child an empathy for strangers and teach her to relate  easily with individuals from disparate backgrounds. In this laboratory of life, young Rita absorbed the misery of the world and the  hidden humor few ever managed to find.
About this time, Mae Rizzo set up a dry-cleaning shop next to  her father’s saloon, after a brief apprenticeship with a tailor and  cleaner. It would be the first of many entrepreneurial efforts she  undertook to provide for Rita without family assistance. If she had  to live beneath her parents’ roof, Mae was determined to show  them she could support her daughter—alone.
Mae demonstrated the same independent streak in matters of  faith. Though the Gianfrancesco clan were not churchgoers, Mae  began frequenting St. Anthony’s. The church and its pastor, Father  Joseph Riccardi, gave the abandoned wife a sense of comfort and  peace. As a volunteer, she organized Italian festivals in the parish;  one of these would provide the setting for Rita Rizzo’s first public   performance. A couple of years after Al Jolson’s The Jazz Singer took  the country by storm in 1927, Rita impersonated him onstage.  Wearing a little boy’s suit, the six-year-old walked into the crowded  church hall to sing “Danny Boy.”
“The stage looked gigantic to me. . . . My mother was petrified,  so she says, ‘Look, I’m going to be right there in the audience so you  keep your eyes on me and you’ll be okay. You just sing your song.  Okay?’ I said, ‘Okay,’ and all of a sudden my uncle pushes me out,  the big curtains part, and there I am. So I start singing the song.  And just at the place where Al Jolson begins to cry because Danny  Boy dies, I couldn’t find my mother. Someone must have stepped in  front of her. So I’m crying my eyes out. I keep singing, but I’m crying like a baby and I’m going ‘Oh Danny boy.’ Pretty soon, the whole  place is crying. Then suddenly, I see my mother and I’m all happy  again, singing away. It was perfect. My uncle Nick went bananas.  He picked me up and threw me in the air, and the people were  yelling and clapping.”
Even at a tender age, Rita would draw acclaim not so much for  her performance as for her ability to display honest emotions in  public. The audience connected with the basic humanity they saw  coming from the child and responded with their love. This momentary joy would not last long, however.
In the late 1920s, the Black Hand unleashed a renewed campaign of fear and violence in Canton. Their wicked spree went  largely unchallenged by the Canton police, who were complicit in  their crimes. In one of the most notorious murders of the era, Don  Mellett, the crusading publisher of the  Canton Daily News, was  gunned down in his garage after writing a series of articles exposing  bootleg operations and prostitution rackets in town. Canton’s police chief Saranus Lengel, a detective, and others were later convicted of the murder.
Lacking confidence in law enforcement, Rita, Mae, and many of  their neighbors turned to the only stable institution available to  them: the Catholic Church, which was relatively strong in Canton  and an active force in the lives of parishioners.
In a story related by Mother Angelica, her mother, and some locals, Father Joseph Riccardi discovered that the mob was burying  bootleg liquor in a place beyond suspicion: St. Anthony’s schoolyard. The locale served the double purpose of providing the mob  with a great cover for their illegal hooch as well as a way to humiliate the straight-arrow priest. Standing his ground, in defiance of a  death threat, Father Riccardi installed floodlights in the schoolyard  and alerted local authorities. Someone should have told the thirty-two-year-old priest that the authorities were on the mobsters’ payroll.
But it was Father Riccardi’s announcement that St. Anthony’s  would be relocated from the heart of Mafia territory to the comparatively tranquil Eleventh Street, SE that really drew the ire of the  Black Hand. The church provided their neighborhood and “businesses” with a cloak of respectability. It also may have been a useful  meeting place to conduct affairs in relative secrecy. Whatever their  motive, the mob was dead set against the relocation, preferring to  have the new church built on Liberty Street, in place of the old  one. Coerced parishioners petitioned the court for an injunction,  which halted building at the Eleventh Street site for a time.
Eventually Riccardi prevailed, and a new St. Anthony’s sprang  up in a better part of southeast Canton. Bishop Schrembs, the ordinary of Cleveland, sang the young priest’s praises: “Father Riccardi  was fighting for the upbuilding of a decent, clean living Italian  colony, free from the influence of gambling resorts, bootlegging  joints, and infamous houses which infested the neighborhood of  the old church site.”
On Sunday, March 10, 1929, the Black Hand responded. Following the nine A.M. Mass, Father Riccardi walked to the rear of the  church to perform a baptism. In the vestibule, he met Maime  Guerrieri, a twenty-seven-year-old greasy-haired woman accompanied by her five-year-old daughter. “I’m glad you sent your little girl  back to school,” the priest said, trying to make conversation with  the woman. Before he could say anything else, Guerrieri pulled out  a revolver and fired five shots at point-blank range. Two bullets hit  the priest. Father Riccardi died later that day.
At trial the accused, Guerrieri, was found “not guilty of murder . . .   on the sole ground of insanity.” The faithful of the parish were  shaken, and the six-year-old Rita had encountered her first martyr.
“You never saw a whole parish cry as they did. It was just a serious, terrible breach of justice—no one was ever punished.” Mother  Angelica knitted her brow and shook her head in disgust at the  memory. “I think in our lives, that was a big loss, because Father  Riccardi was somebody who understood us.”
For Rita and Mae, the final pillar supporting their lives had  crumbled. Then in October 1929, the Great Depression hit, devouring the scant savings of people in southeast Canton and elsewhere.  For the rest of her life, Mae Rizzo refused to deposit her cash in a  bank. Always prepared for a second crash, Mae hoarded her money  in a bag for easy accessibility. The death of their pastor and the financial insecurity of the times ushered in a downward spiral of  hard knocks, which would test mother and daughter.
In 1930, John Rizzo returned to Canton and visited his family at  the Gianfrancescos’ home. Though Mae still had feelings for John,  her trust in him had died long ago. The awkward meeting went  nowhere and Mae abruptly asked him to leave. On September 24,  1930, she filed a divorce petition at the Stark County Courthouse in  Canton. The document mentioned John’s “extreme cruelty”—the  beatings, the verbal lashings, and his failure to provide for the family. It begged the court to grant Mae alimony and custody of Rita.
The seven-year-old child tried to make sense of it all: the abusive  marriage, the long absence of her father, and the emotional decomposition of the only parent she really knew. Though it would have  been natural for her to turn to her mother for comfort, Rita knew,  even at seven, that this was impossible. Unable to cope with the finality of the divorce, Mae was increasingly hysterical and given to  crying fits. Rita had only herself to rely upon.
“Sometimes I used to wonder if there was a God, and if there  was such a person I couldn’t figure out why He wouldn’t let me  have a family, like the other kids,” Mother Angelica observed, a far-away look in her eyes.
“She was an adult all her life,” Angelica’s cousin Joanne Simia  said. “She never had a childhood.”
In later life, through her television network, Rita brought light to  the dark places of the world, places where the forgotten congregated: bars, nursing homes, hospitals, and run-down motels. When  she spoke, they felt she understood their pain, their busted marriages, their alcohol addiction, their dysfunctional families. She  seemed like one of them. Behind the veil, the twinkling eyes, and  the crinkled smile, they sensed that she, too, had been wounded.  And indeed she had been.
The Beginning of Hell
ON MARCH 10, 1931, the court awarded Mae custody of Rita and  five dollars a week in child support. “And that’s when hell began,”  Mother Angelica observed. The stigma of divorce and the challenge  of making a living at the height of the Depression would rack the  lives of both Rita and Mae. It didn’t help that John Rizzo rarely  made his child-care payments. At times, Rita would go to the courthouse and find no funds waiting for her. On one such occasion, the  spunky nine-year-old tracked her father down at the men’s store  where he worked.
“I asked him for alimony and he gave me fifty cents. So the next  week, I went up to the courthouse. The desk looked like it was  twenty feet high, so I said to the woman that I had come for the alimony payment. She said, ‘Honey, your dad gave you five dollars last  week.’ I said, ‘No, he didn’t; he gave me fifty cents.’ So she showed  me the receipt I’d given him the week before. He had added a dot  and an extra zero to make it look like five dollars. I never went back.  I never went back looking for alimony again.”
To make ends meet, Mae opened another dry-cleaning business.  Following disagreements with her brothers, she moved out of her  parents’ house. Between 1933 and 1937, Mae and Rita would occupy a series of run-down, occasionally rat-infested one-bedroom  apartments, usually partitioning the room for maximum usage. The  front end was for the business, the back end for sleeping. When  Rita and her mother were not getting along, the girl would stay with  family friends, occasionally lodging with Victoria Addams, a woman   who was dating John Rizzo. The serial instability had a negative impact on Rita.
At St. Anthony’s School, her grades slipped. Some of this could  be attributed to the cruel treatment she received from the nuns as a  child of divorced parents. In the early 1930s, divorce was considered a shameful act and a grave sin in the minds of most Catholics,  particularly Italian Catholics. At St. Anthony’s, Rita Rizzo was the  only child of a broken marriage.
In 1933, the sister in charge of Rita’s class asked every student to  sell a subscription to a Catholic magazine. Rita said she would take  two, because her aunt Rose would likely buy one. The nun snapped  back, “Oh, you just take one. You want to be so much and in the end  you don’t amount to anything.” Tears trailed down Rita’s cheeks. “I  hated those nuns, I hated them,” she said later. When Rita returned  home, Mae knew something was wrong, but Rita refused to talk.  Mae got a classmate’s mother on the phone and was incensed to  learn of the treatment her daughter had received. In retaliation, she  pulled Rita out of St. Anthony’s and sent her to a public school.
Later, a priest would persuade Mae to reenroll Rita at St. Anthony’s. But the following year at Christmas, there would be another unpleasant parting. At the conclusion of a Christmas party,  the nuns distributed toys to Rita and her peers. Each child tore  at the wrapping paper, producing new trinkets, waving them about,  to the delight of their cohorts. When Rita’s name was called, she  went forward to claim her present.
“I got this yo-yo. It was old and scratched, had some knots in it—  you couldn’t use the thing. So I went home, and my mother asked  where I’d gotten it. When I told her Sister had given it to me, that  was the final straw.”
Mae and Rita sped to St. Anthony’s rectory, where Mae gave the  pastor a piece of her mind. She considered the used gift a put-down—and her child would be put down by no one. Before leaving,  she withdrew Rita from St. Anthony’s for the last time.
The stigma of divorce would also separate Mae from the church  that had long been her support. Having avoided confession since  the divorce, she was encouraged by her friends to seek the sacrament from a missionary visiting the parish. When Mae confessed to  committing the sin of divorce, the priest “hit the ceiling.” “You  what?” the priest railed. “Do you realize that by getting a divorce  you were excommunicating yourself?”
“Instead of being kind or loving to her, he blasted her!” Mother  Angelica said. “She didn’t even get a chance to say that she wasn’t  remarried and was obeying Church law.”
Mae stormed out of the confessional and would not return to  church for a decade.
At about the same time, Mae’s business was failing. Customers  picking up their clothes would promise to pay the following week,  but the cash rarely materialized. Too proud to return to her family,  Mae and Rita scraped by as best they could, at times sharing a  piece of bologna and bread for supper. Committed to her ideal of  self-sufficiency, Mae refused to approach the Gianfrancescos for a  handout, no matter how dire the circumstances.
To the outside world, Mae Rizzo seemed the picture of confidence. She still wore her fashionable hats and maintained the  slightly imperious facade that kept strangers at arm’s length. All  who knew her recalled a compelling raconteur, a woman who could  hold an audience’s attention no matter what story she was telling.  Her daughter would inherit the gift. But emotionally, Mae Rizzo  was falling apart. By 1934, poverty and chronic depression pushed  her over the edge. At home, before her bewildered eleven-year-old  daughter, Mae would burst into tears, lamenting the life she had inflicted on her child, the lack of education that restricted her options, and the husband who had wronged her. Three years after the  divorce, Mae was incapable of tearing John Rizzo from her heart.  Just the sight of him with another woman would enrage her.
John Rizzo’s dating only compounded Mae’s depression, producing dark, destructive thoughts. “She was always threatening suicide,” Mother Angelica revealed. “And when I came home from  school, I never knew if I would find her dead or alive. I couldn’t  study or concentrate.”
The fixation with Mae’s state of mind, and the unceasing battle  to survive deprived Rita of all outside relationships. An underlying   sense that she had somehow contributed to her mother’s condition  only intensified her attachment to Mae, who became her sole focus. “Much of the time I took care of her,” Mother Angelica told  me. “That’s why I never had friends, never played with dolls. To me,  life was very serious.”
Reversing roles, Rita became the parent and Mae’s emotional  caretaker. At eleven years of age, barely able to see over the dashboard, Rita was already driving Mae’s car, delivering starched clothes  to her mother’s customers and collecting payments on Saturdays. At  times, she would bring home a profit, sparking a celebration at the  public library, where Mae would pore over books and Rita would indulge in the comics and a box of caramels. But more often than not,  the girl returned from her deliveries empty-handed, and Mae’s tears  would flow. Rita helplessly absorbed her mother’s sadness.
“Had the Lord not pulled me up, I would have had one miserable life,” Mother Angelica said during a moment of reflection. “I  never saw any change occur. I felt I was born that way and I would  die that way. I was not bitter, just resigned.”
Then the miraculous intruded on Rita Rizzo’s life for the first  time. Returning from a downtown visit to the dentist, the lanky  child looked both ways as she dashed across a large boulevard to  catch a bus. Worn-out socks flopped about her ankles. She headed  for the median in the center of the street, when a woman shrieked.  Glancing over her right shoulder, Rita saw two headlights bearing  down on her. She froze. The engine’s gruff rumble grew louder.  With only seconds till impact, Rita closed her eyes, paralyzed with  fear.
“All of a sudden, it felt as if two hands under my arms picked me  up—I can almost feel them when I talk about it—and put me on  the island where the cars were parked,” Mother told me in an awefilled whisper. She claimed that the passersby were amazed by what  they saw and stared at her in disbelief.
The next day on the bus, the driver told Mae he had witnessed “a  miracle,” and had never seen “somebody jump so high before.”  Both mother and daughter considered the “lifting” a touch of grace  during an otherwise-dismal moment in their lives.
By the time fourteen-year-old Rita started high school, in 1937,  she and her mother could no longer go it alone. Financial pressures  forced them to return to the Gianfrancesco home, where Grandma,  Grandpa, and Uncles Pete and Frank were still in residence. But  the house was different now. Anthony Gianfrancesco had suffered  a stroke after losing his temper with someone in the saloon. Paralyzed on one side, he hobbled around the house with the aid of a  cane. The condition aggravated his hot Italian temper and added to  the anxieties of the household. Regardless of the domestic challenges, and Mae’s wounded pride at having to return, at least she  and Rita could expect regular meals and a roof over their heads.
To spare her mother any additional anguish, Rita strove to keep  her grades up at McKinley High School, with mixed results. During  her sophomore year, Ms. Thompson, her economics teacher, spotted something in the lean, solitary underachiever. In class, the  teacher announced that there was someone in the room who could  be an A student and the most popular student in the school if she  applied herself. Ms. Thompson cornered Rita after class.
“You know I was talking about you,” the teacher said.
“Yes,” Rita replied.
“Well, what are you going to do about it?”
“Nothing,” Rita said defiantly. “I don’t like people, and I don’t  like you.”
On her way home, Rita regretted the nasty remark, but she  found it difficult to restrain her choleric temperament. She  couldn’t have friends, anyway. They would make Mae uneasy, and  anyone demanding Rita’s attention would be perceived as a threat.  For Mae’s sake, Rita had become an avowed loner.
Days after her chat with the economics teacher, the McKinley  High bandleader approached Rita, asking if she would like to be a  drum majorette and lead the band. In restitution for her cocky answer to Ms. Thompson, and without knowing anything about music, she accepted the challenge. Looking back, Mother Angelica  feels that Ms. Thompson and the other teachers may have been  conspiring to help her. In the summer of 1939, Rita took up the   baton.
“She could twirl very well,” fellow majorette Blodwyn Nist recalled. “She had those big hands and did a beautiful job.” Nist and  Rita were the first female majorettes in McKinley High’s history,  performing together at games, parades, and other community functions. According to Nist, Rita was an outgoing girl with a strong  sense of right and wrong.
But there appears to be a disparity between Angelica’s recollection of herself during this period and the public memory. Either  Rita had taken a cue from her mother and adopted a cheery public  mask to hide the insecurities and fears that clouded her daily life or  the newfound socialization thrust upon her as a majorette exposed  the lighter side of her personality. Whichever the case might have  been, none of Rita’s peers were close enough to know the truth. According to interviews with her classmates, Rita had no intimate  friendships at McKinley High and, aside from her majorette duties,  kept to herself. Like her mother, Rita could be doggedly selfsufficient and distrustful of outsiders.
She never attended a school dance, and no one recalled her dating. “I never had a date, never wanted one,” Mother confided to me.  “I just didn’t have any desire. I suppose having experienced the  worst of married life, it was not at all attractive to me.”
In 1939, the din of the football games grated on Rita’s nerves.  Crowd noise and even school chatter irritated the sixteen-year-old.  It felt like the world was coming in on her. To escape the cacophony, she would literally flee from McKinley High in the afternoons.  Wearied by her jumpy state, she sought medical attention. The  doctor diagnosed Rita as having a calcium deficiency, which contributed to a nervous condition. He prescribed calcium shots and  nerve medication. But a mineral shortage was probably not the  source of her problems.
At home, Mae was going through her own meltdown: Crying fits  were becoming more frequent, as were her suicide threats. The tactics Rita normally used to extract Mae from her deep depression  proved unsuccessful. Worried that her mother was “not herself”  and suffering from “total fatigue,” Rita decided Mae needed time  away from Canton. With her grandparents’ blessing, Rita sent Mae,   who was in the depths of her first nervous breakdown, to Philadelphia to be with her sister, Rose.
Left behind with feelings of guilt and anxiety, Rita tried to maintain a normal routine. She went to classes, earned money teaching  baton-twirling, and lived with the Gianfrancescos. But a despondency soon set in: a dread feeling that her fortunes would never improve and that her mother might not recuperate. From this  apathetic cauldron of misery would arise a pain that would reshape  Rita Rizzo and draw her to a life she could not have imagined at the  time.
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