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Iris listened patiently as the seventeen-year-old inched his way through the book, his progress punctuated by frequent stops as he looked up from the page, seeking assistance. The young woman, with her cheek cupped in her palm, gently offered hints for each troubling word or sound. Then she’d smile broadly, her blue eyes and freckled nose crinkling. It was a child’s book, Hansel and Gretel, that Roy had found or traded and had brought to her with a request from his parents that she teach him to read. Roy was obviously slow-witted but Iris supposed that being a little backward in times like these might be a blessing. As he read the final page she brushed her dark hair from her forehead and tightened the band that held her errant locks in check. The boy looked up from the page, distracted by the movement.

‘Keep going, Roy,’ Iris encouraged him. ‘You’re doing so well. Let’s try to get to the end today.’

Roy was tall and good-looking, with a mess of blond curls poking from a tattered Cubs cap. Like nearly everyone at the camp, he seemed to have only one outfit – a pair of corduroy trousers, a dark green argyle sweater and a plaid shirt. When Roy had come to her door with his book a month ago it was the colour of his plaid shirt that Iris noticed first. She had sold or bartered away most of her clothes and it had felt as though she was giving away a part of herself. When she sold her favourite dress for a quarter, one made of dark plaid – the same pattern as Roy’s shirt – she had cried at the realisation that she had nothing else to give.

Iris had walked with the broad, ambling boy back to his home on the corner of Easy Street and Prosperity Row. She’d had to slow her usual brisk pace so she didn’t get ahead; Roy was often sidetracked, bending to pat a dog or stooping to pocket a dirt-caked bottle top he’d spied on the ground. The blanket that served as the shack’s front door was pulled back, allowing light to enter the makeshift dwelling. The home was larger than hers and looked to be made up of two rooms. The brick, wood and steel structure seemed sturdier than the crudely cobbled together one-room shanty on Hard Times Avenue that Iris had taken over when the previous occupants had moved on. The boy’s mother was seated on a stool, patching a pair of trousers.

‘Hello, Mrs Cullen. I’m Iris McIntosh. Roy says you would like me to teach him to read.’

The woman looked up from her work. ‘Yep. He’s simple, ya see. He’s not got much goin’ for him. He should knows how to read and write.’

Iris decided helping a young man become literate might not be such a bad way to spend her many idle hours. Since her ‘fall’, a term she used to describe becoming unemployed and homeless almost a year before, she had not worked for more than a week at a time. She needed a diversion, a purpose; she was only twenty-three, too young to feel useless. Mrs Cullen’s suggestion reminded Iris of what she loved most about teaching – the opportunity to help another person. The hours spent queuing at soup kitchens and knocking on doors looking for work had erased this from her memory. She could barely recall standing in front of a class of faces, a few eager and others indifferent, book in one hand and chalk in the other. When the headmaster of Lincoln Park High School had called her and five other teachers into his office one Friday afternoon in April last year, Iris knew what was coming. Sure enough, Mr Walters explained that he would have to let go the last six teachers he’d hired. As the dismissed and dejected filed out of the room and down the corridor, the headmaster called Iris back.

‘I’m really sorry, Iris,’ he began. ‘You’re an excellent teacher and the kids really take to you.’

‘What’ll happen to my classes?’ Iris asked.

‘Classes will be combined. Some subjects amalgamated. We’ll get by. This depression can’t last forever.’ He shook her hand and wished her good luck.

Iris hadn’t set foot in a classroom since.

‘We’s heard you were a teacher, that you went to college,’ Mrs Cullen was saying now. ‘Tom and me don’t expect you to do it for nuttin’, though.’ Roy’s father, Tom Cullen, was regarded as the de facto mayor of the shantytown where she had resided for the past three months. ‘Tom said you can eat for nuttin’. No need to contribute anythin’ to the pot. Three squares a day.’

Iris agreed and asked Roy to visit her, with his book, at nine o’clock the next morning.

Iris had been tutoring Roy each morning ever since. He was sweet, attentive and hard-working. He was also making headway, albeit slowly. What more could a teacher ask? Sometimes he’d bring her gifts, tokens found around the camp: an old Coke bottle that became a vase; a rusty tin can she used to hold three stubby pencils (also offerings from Roy); and a stained, emerald-coloured ribbon that Iris washed and wore in her hair at her student’s insistence. She dreamed that one day Roy might bring her a book to read or a current edition of the Chicago Tribune; even a not-so-recent copy of Modern Screen or the Saturday Evening Post would be appreciated – anything to end her debilitating isolation. But when she thought about it, what she longed for most was a brand-new cake of white, scented Lux soap still wrapped in its paper.

‘That’s excellent work, Roy,’ Iris said. ‘So good.’ She rose from the crate on which she had been sitting and stretched out her long legs. Roy eyed her devotedly as she straightened the waistband of her tweed trousers and tucked in her shirt where it had bloused.

‘I wish I still had some of my books, Roy,’ she told him regretfully, hands on hips. ‘I had a few westerns and adventure stories that I think you’d really like – Treasure Island and The Lone Star Ranger. But I sold them all.’ She grimaced comically and he laughed. ‘We’ll keep going tomorrow,’ she said, patting him on the shoulder.

Roy placed his hand on her hip and looked up into her dark blue eyes. ‘You’re so pretty, Iris,’ he said.

Iris started; Roy had never touched her like that before. She picked up his baseball cap from where he’d left it on the floor and put it back on his head. ‘Thank you, Roy. But you should be going now. I’ll see you tomorrow.’ She attempted to pull away but the young man strengthened his grasp and stood. He was holding her tight around the waist.

‘But you’re so pretty, Iris.’ He stood and moved in closer, knocking the crate he was sitting on backwards as he did so. He pressed hard against her and Iris could feel his erection against her stomach. She managed to move her hands up to his chest to push him away but was only able to budge him an inch.

Iris looked up into his smiling, eager face. Although her heart pounded in her chest and her throat was tight, she tried to keep her tone relaxed and even. ‘Really, Roy, you must go. This isn’t proper. I’m your teacher.’

‘Just a little kiss, Iris. You’re so pretty.’

He leaned in to kiss her, mouth open wide, his arms tightening around her until she could barely breathe. She opened her mouth to scream but the noise was stifled by his large hand. Her panic was overlaid by a sense of unreality. Surely this couldn’t be happening.

‘Don’t make a fuss, Iris. I just want a little kiss.’ Roy placed his hands around her throat and lifted her head to his. An image from her childhood, of her mother and father, flashed into her mind. She hurriedly smothered it. With her body free, Iris swung her arms and kicked out with her legs. It was hopeless. He was too big and too dim-witted to understand the consequences. She was a rag doll. She closed her eyes as he lowered his wide, wet mouth to hers. Her stomach pitched and swayed violently and in a last desperate attempt to free herself Iris wedged her hands between her chest and Roy’s torso and was able to unbalance him.

He stumbled and released her, and she fell back against the floor. Roy was approaching her, his hand to his fly. He was still smiling.

Then she did scream. The sound was loud and shrill and surprising and stopped Roy in his tracks. An expression of bemusement came over his face. Within seconds a crowd had assembled in her tiny home.
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When the cab turned right into Desales Street she could see her friend waiting in the doorway. She would recognise that frame anywhere: tall, slim and slightly stooped. Her hands were pressed into the pockets of a tired green overcoat. Hick thought the faded garment ill-fitting and unattractive, but it was one of Eleanor’s favourites. Her bucket church hat was also well-loved by Eleanor. It was green like the overcoat, with a satin bow to one side that had, over the years, lost its pertness. Next to Eleanor stood a broad man Hick identified, despite the early morning light, as Harry Dewey of the Secret Service – another of Eleanor’s favourites.

Her friend had given her brief but detailed instructions on the telephone the day before. Hick was to meet Eleanor in a cab at the side entrance of The Mayflower at seven forty-five am precisely. She would not divulge to Hick where they were going or, in fact, whether Hick would even be accompanying her. It was unlike Eleanor to take such risks, especially on the morning before Franklin’s inauguration. Reporters and photographers would soon be swarming the hotel.

Hick instructed the driver to make a U-turn and pull up in front of the waiting couple. As he did so, Hick leaned across the back seat and grabbed the door handle. When the vehicle came to a stop she pushed the door open and Eleanor slid into the car. Dewey closed the door and Eleanor placed the palm of her gloved hand to the window in a gesture of thanks.

The driver’s eyes filled his rear-view mirror. ‘Rock Creek Cemetery, please,’ Eleanor said. Surprised, Hick looked at her friend, but she couldn’t see Eleanor’s eyes. The interior of the cab was gloomy and Eleanor had her hat pulled low over her brow in a gesture Hick now realised was both a defence against the cold and a rudimentary disguise. Ignoring her friend’s questioning glance, Eleanor placed her hand over Hick’s, which was spread flat on the seat between them. Hick turned her hand and squeezed Eleanor’s fingers, savouring the feel of the soft calfskin of Eleanor’s glove.

As they drove north along New Hampshire Avenue Eleanor remained silent with her head turned towards the window. When she was able to glimpse Eleanor’s face Hick noticed a change from her usual disposition. She was unable to define the expression exactly, but she’d seen it once before. It was during the 1932 Democratic National Convention. While the Roosevelts and their entourage were gathered in the governor’s mansion during the days of tense ballots and deal-making, Hick was holed up in the garage of the same residence with a handful of reporters assigned to cover the convention. She remembered emerging from the garage early one morning to find the governor’s wife sitting by herself on the porch. On seeing that Hick was bleary-eyed and starving, she’d asked the exhausted reporter to breakfast.

They had shared a substantial meal together on the porch, alone except for Eleanor’s dog Major, who lay under the table across his owner’s feet. Very little in the way of conversation passed between the two women during their forty-five minutes together. But despite her graciousness, her warmth, her hospitality and the certainty that her husband would win the presidential nomination, Mrs Roosevelt was conspicuously sad.

When the cab stopped at the entrance to the cemetery Eleanor stepped quickly out onto the sidewalk. As she did so she asked the driver to wait.

Hick hastily searched her purse and found a five-dollar bill which she gave to the driver. ‘We shouldn’t be long.’ She also handed the man the copy of the Washington Post she had folded in her handbag. ‘It’s the early edition.’ The driver nodded and smiled, and Hick left the vehicle, closing the door behind her.

‘So, what’s this all about?’ Hick asked.

‘Follow me.’
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Iris sat contemplating the events of the previous day. Had she encouraged Roy? Had she been too familiar? He possessed the natural cravings of a man with only the self-control of a child to keep them in check. As he was led out of her house by three of her neighbours he began to cry. Iris heard confusion in his tears as he attempted to explain.

‘But I just wanted a little kiss. I didn’t mean no harm.’ The sound of his breathless sobs accompanied by a sense of her own wretched state induced her own tears and she cried steadily the entire morning.

At nine o’clock there was a knock on Iris’s door. Hers was one of the only dwellings to possess a front door. When she had arrived in December the shack had a large piece of corrugated tin propped up against the entrance. She had found the door on North LaSalle Street and had balanced it carefully on her wooden barrow. A neighbour cut the door to fit and attached it. She gave his wife her last pair of woollen socks in return.

Surely it couldn’t be Roy knocking, she thought. Perhaps, like a child who’d been naughty, he had long forgotten the previous day’s mischief. But to her surprise when she opened the door she found Tom Cullen. Iris gestured for him to enter but he moved no further than a foot from the entrance. Iris noticed he had buttoned the shirt that he wore under his denim overalls to the neck, and when he removed his hat she saw his hair had been combed carefully. Iris couldn’t remember seeing a straighter part.

‘Mr Cullen,’ Iris said.

Cullen cleared his throat and stared at the ground, his hat gripped tightly to his chest.

‘I’m sorry about yesterday, miss. Me, my missus, we had no idea … We never thought Roy would … anything like that.’

‘Of course. Please sit down, Mr Cullen.’ Iris pointed to a fruit crate by her cobbled-together stove.

He shook his head. ‘I just come to tell you that we appreciate all that you’ve done for our boy, but I reckon there’s just no fixin’ some.’

Iris considered this for a moment. ‘I don’t think that’s true,’ she said. ‘It’s not a matter of fixing. He’s a good person at heart. I think we just need to remember that he’s a man now. We have to treat him a little differently.’

‘You’re mighty understanding, miss. But I’ve discussed it with the other Founders and we’ve decided the boy can’t stay.’ The Founding Fathers were the five men who first squatted on the piece of land on Randolph Street in 1929. From those five and their families a community of nearly three thousand people had been born. No one could remember when the tongue-in-cheek moniker ‘Founding Fathers’ had been formally adopted by the tribe.

‘I really don’t think that’s warranted …’ Iris began.

‘He can’t stay, miss,’ Cullen repeated firmly. ‘As much as it pains me, Roy’s gotta go.’

Iris couldn’t believe what she was hearing. The man was going to evict his own son. ‘You can’t mean that, Mr Cullen. He just needs to be taught right from wrong, about men and women.’

‘There’s nothing more to be said about it.’ Cullen still hadn’t moved from his spot just inside the doorway. He still hadn’t looked at Iris. ‘The boy can’t see the error of his ways.’ The man paused for a moment and cleared his throat before saying more quietly, ‘I fear for your safety, miss.’

She took the seat that Cullen had refused and placed her head in her hands. ‘Has Roy done anything like this before?’

‘Nope.’

Iris couldn’t let it happen. Despite his size and strength, Roy would never survive on his own.

‘Then perhaps it’s me who’s the problem,’ Iris said finally, looking at the mayor.

He returned her gaze.

‘Thank you for coming to see me, Mr Cullen,’ Iris said, standing and holding out her hand. ‘I’ll be gone by the morning.’
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Hick followed her friend as she walked briskly along the cemetery’s paths. It was difficult for the portly journalist to keep pace with her long-limbed friend and occasionally the forty-year-old was compelled to break into a clumsy trot. After a few minutes, Eleanor came to a halt and took a seat on the granite bench facing the Adams Memorial.

The reporter positioned herself next to her friend on the stone seat and looked at her watch. It was eighty-thirty, but she could still feel against her face a thin cloak of mist in the air. Hick raised her eyes to the sky. It was cloud-covered, but she recognised it as the kind of cloud that broke up without too much of a fight when the sun really got going, even in March. She looked at Eleanor. The other woman sat motionless, her hat still pulled low on her face, staring at the hooded, bronze statue in front of them. The urge to break the silence was overwhelming.

Hick examined her friend’s profile. The corners of her eyelids drooped down, transforming her grey-blue eyes into teardrops. Strangers often equated this feature with tiredness or sternness, seeing only the shape of the eyes, and not their playful, inquisitive glint. Her nose was perfectly straight and so feminine, Hick thought. Her mouth was slightly open, her teeth protruding impatiently through full lips. She always looked as if she were about to speak, as if a flood of words were being dammed, desperately waiting for the perfect time of utterance.

Although she was too cynical to believe in love at first sight, Hick did believe her feelings for Eleanor were born on their first meeting in 1928. She was assigned to interview the governor’s wife and Eleanor had invited Hick to tea in her East 65th Street home in New York. Hick had found the invitation strange. After all, no other interviewee had ever served her tea and biscuits. But she was immediately captivated by Eleanor Roosevelt. The way her long, slender hands so nimbly manoeuvred the teapot and cups was mesmerising. Hick was fascinated by her host’s control of a pair of ridiculously small tongs as she deftly placed cubes of sugar into the brew without a trace of a splash.

Eleanor was gracious and warm during the interview, but also guarded. While this usually annoyed the reporter, in this instance she didn’t care. Hick had ended her article with the sentence, ‘The new mistress of the Executive Mansion in Albany is a very great lady.’ Her editor hadn’t liked her choice of words. He had called the sentence ‘clunky’ but the phrase summed up precisely how Hick felt. For seventy minutes she had been in the presence of greatness.

While Hick recalled the day, she sat gazing at the soft spot at the corner of the mouth that she so loved to kiss. Then Eleanor finally spoke.

‘Do you know the story behind this memorial?’

‘Bits and pieces, I suppose. Henry Adams commissioned it for his wife Clover. She killed herself, didn’t she?’

‘That’s right. She was forty-two and drank potassium cyanide.’ Eleanor paused. ‘In the old days, when we lived in Washington, I was much younger and not so very wise. Sometimes I’d be very unhappy and sorry for myself. When I was feeling that way, I’d come here and sit and look at that woman. And I’d always leave feeling better. And stronger. I’ve been here many, many times.’

‘Are you unhappy now?’ Hick asked, placing her hand on Eleanor’s knee.

‘No, just a little hurt.’ Eleanor paused again. ‘I asked Franklin if I might help him after tomorrow, answering his mail or something. He looked at me so strangely and told me it would be an insult to Missy.’

Hick stared at her, astonished. ‘You have better, more important things to do than acting as secretary to the president. You are so far above that. You shouldn’t see his response as an affront; if anything it’s a compliment. Even Franklin knows that answering his mail and getting his coffee is beneath you.’

‘Missy does slightly more than that. She’s his right hand, his companion,’ Eleanor said.

‘I know. Missy is invaluable and a great friend to you both. But really, Eleanor …’ Hick groaned in frustration.

Eleanor nodded, but Hick could see she was still troubled. There was more to it, she thought.

After a few moments Eleanor continued, ‘He’s also invited Lucy Mercer Rutherford tomorrow. Arranged special seats for the ceremony and a car to pick her up. We’ll be separated for most of the day. I’m sure he has arranged time to be alone with her.’

‘It’s probably just a rumour started by someone like Alice Longworth, who enjoys seeing you rattled.’ Hick moved closer to her friend along the bench. Their thighs touched.

‘It’s no rumour and my cousin knows better than to provoke me. Louis told me – to warn me, he said. He wanted me to be prepared.’

‘Didn’t Franklin’s mother forbid him from ever seeing her again and threaten to cut the purse strings?’

‘Yes, at the time Sara did. But it has been fifteen years. Franklin’s going to be president tomorrow. Those sorts of threats don’t really count for much any more.’

Hick was unsure how to respond. On the one hand she was annoyed, and jealous, she admitted to herself, that Franklin’s thoughtless gesture cut so deeply and had reduced her friend to such insecurity. On the other, she knew she should comfort Eleanor and offer support.

‘If you can have me there then surely Franklin can have Lucy; it’s only fair, Eleanor,’ she said, attempting frivolity.

‘Most people think Clover Adams committed suicide when she fell into a depression following her father’s death, but that’s only partly true.’ Eleanor stood and walked to the statue. She placed her hand lightly on the figure’s bronze head before continuing. ‘Her husband was obsessed with another woman, Elizabeth Cameron. She was known as the most beautiful woman in Washington. She was also Clover’s best friend.’

‘How do you know all this?’ Hick asked. ‘You would have been a child, a baby, at the time.’

‘Uncle Teddy and Aunt Bye were good friends of the Adamses. Aunt Bye told me the story when I was a teenager. Henry and Elizabeth’s love affair was infamous in Washington. They didn’t even try to hide it.’

Hick could see how the story would resonate with Eleanor. She walked over to her friend and placed her hands on her shoulders. ‘Your husband has been selfish and insensitive, that’s a fact. But you have nothing to worry about. Tomorrow you’ll not only be First Lady of this nation but also, in my eyes, the most beautiful woman in Washington. This town is fuelled by gossip and power and there’s nothing you can do to change that. All you can do is ignore it or play along. I dare anyone to laugh at you or pity you. No one will be able to touch you.’

Her words had no effect. Eleanor sighed deeply then looked at her friend directly. ‘Back in the old days, here, I was a different person. You wouldn’t have loved the person I was then. I was silly and anxious. I worry because I have come so far, learned so much …’ She trailed off, unable to finish her thought.

‘Keep going, Eleanor,’ Hick urged.

‘I worry that I’ll be required to be a congenial First Lady and nothing more. Shake hands and pour tea and receive bouquets. I worry my work will be sidelined.’ She paused. ‘That must sound so selfish.’

‘Don’t allow Franklin’s thoughtlessness to mar what tomorrow means for you and all the good you’ll now be able to achieve. You might be married to the president-elect, but you have been your own person for a very long time, Eleanor.’

‘Thank you, my dearest.’ Eleanor bent uncomfortably and placed her head on Hick’s shoulder. ‘Mitsouko,’ Eleanor remarked of her friend’s fragrance. ‘I’ve always adored the smell of peaches and cloves. It was what you were wearing when you first visited us at Hyde Park. Remember?’ Hick smiled then eased Eleanor’s head against her shoulder again as she recalled the day.

It was sometime before the National Convention and the reporter had come to tour Hyde Park, Franklin’s home town in upstate New York. Hick spent the entire day with Eleanor and Franklin at their home, Springwood. As they sat by the fire after dinner, Franklin assumed responsibility for conversation. Ceaselessly smoking and smiling, he worked hard to charm the journalist. Eleanor sat knitting. Occasionally, the women caught each other in a curious glance.

It was during the campaign, when Hick was assigned to cover Eleanor’s movements full-time, that their relationship had grown into something more than cautious glances. On a train from Topeka to Salt Lake City, as a storm pounded against the windows of the drawing room they shared, Eleanor had recounted to Hick her life story. From her ‘odd sort of childhood’, as she called it, to the freedom of her school days in Europe, her marriage to her fifth cousin to her present dread of being First Lady, Eleanor had opened her soul to her new friend.

When the train finally outran the rain in the early hours of the morning the pair were snuggled on the berth in their nightgowns. Hick stroked her friend’s arm in silence, astonished by both the privilege and the pain in her tale.

Now, as a cold wind swept across the cemetery, Hick wrapped her arms around her friend’s waist and nuzzled her face against Eleanor’s coat. The faded garment smelled fresh and recently laundered. They stayed this way for a number of minutes. When Eleanor lifted her head Hick could see she had been crying. She wiped her friend’s cheeks with the back of her hand.

‘Your hand is cold,’ Eleanor said quietly. ‘You should wear gloves.’

‘I’m always losing them.’

‘I’ll find a special pair for you, leather with fur lining. You wouldn’t dare lose those.’

‘True.’ Hick smiled. ‘Shall we get back? Are you feeling better?’

‘Much. I’m sorry to be so silly. Thank you for being here.’

‘You’re not silly, my darling. What are friends for?’ And they walked arm in arm back to the waiting cab.
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Iris prepared to leave the camp nauseous with unknowing. She had few possessions to pack – a change of clothes and underwear, a bedroll, a hairbrush and her toothbrush, and a saucepan which she tied to the outside of her haversack. The Cullens thanked Iris and gave her some bread. This she added to her meagre baggage, along with the one book she’d kept: The Portrait of a Lady. Despite her poverty, Iris had been unable to part with Isabel Archer.

It was not even seven in the morning. The sun had barely risen and was failing to penetrate a dense blanket of cloud. The cold stung her face. Iris stood at the door of her dwelling for a minute and looked out to the street. Fires burned in metal drums, lighting up the shantytown. Men and women were already positioned around the fires. It was a community, she thought; not one she would have chosen, but a community nonetheless. She walked the mile through the camp to Randolph Street. As she exited the camp and her foot hit the sidewalk she realised she was alone again.

She had no idea that in only a few hours, more than seven hundred miles away, the new president would stand on the East Portico of the Capitol. He would speak to a crowd numbering one hundred and fifty thousand about fear – nameless, unreasoning, unjustified terror. Iris also had no idea in which direction she should head. She stopped for a moment. Hurried workers rushed by her on their way to work. Occasionally someone would inadvertently jostle her. Neither a ‘sorry, miss’ nor an ‘excuse me’ were uttered. In less than a year she had gone from respected and valued to invisible and hopeless. She had no money and no prospects.

When her mother died she had felt a similar sense of destitution. Discovering her mother lying in bed when she came home from school was unusual. Mrs McIntosh would typically wait for her first student to arrive, setting the sheet music on the stand, adjusting the strings of her violin. Iris would sit and begin on her homework or read while her mother tutored. It was Tuesday. Her mother had two students on Tuesday, Iris knew: Albert Murphy and Maree Pugh. Albert would be there any minute. Iris grabbed her mother’s shoulders and shook her. She yelled, slapped her face even, but she couldn’t rouse her. The thirteen-year-old put her cheek to her mother’s mouth, willing herself to feel a hint of breath. She pulled down the covers and pressed her ear hard to her mother’s chest, holding her own breath in desperate anticipation.

Nothing.

There was a knock at the door. She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and went to the door.

‘Mama’s not feeling well,’ Iris said to her mother’s student.

The boy looked at her blankly. ‘What am I supposed to do?’ he asked.

‘Go home, I guess,’ Iris said as she closed the door on the boy’s consternation. She hastily opened it and shouted, ‘Tell Maree, okay?’

‘Okay,’ he replied on his way down the steps.

Iris went back and sat with her mother, wondering where she might find her father. She knew most of what her mother told her about his activities was a lie. She knew what he told both of them was fantasy. Sometimes he didn’t come home for days. There was a time when Iris’s mother used to explain that he was working out of town. These days she didn’t correct the neighbours who asked if Torrie was on another bender. She merely nodded politely and made her way up the steps and into the building, her shoulders erect.

Although it had grown dark before Torrie McIntosh came home, Iris had not left her mother’s side. When he found his wife and daughter he sobbed wildly. Lying down beside his wife, Torrie put his arm across her body and cried into her cold face. Iris wasn’t certain what she should do but she knew her father wasn’t capable of any action. She went and knocked on the door of her downstairs neighbours, Mr and Mrs Woods.

‘Poor, poor Abigail,’ they whispered to each other as they hastened up the stairs behind Iris.

‘That poor child. What’s to become of her?’ Mrs Woods whispered to her husband as she made tea in Iris’s kitchen.

Iris could hear their concern from the sitting room.

Alone again a decade later, Iris began walking towards the YWCA on North LaSalle Street.
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I can tell you for a fact that my nerves were a wreck. As soon as I walked up to the gate and stood looking at that house my legs turned to jelly. I was scared to death. Well, I’d never seen the White House before, only in newspapers and magazines and the like, and I just had no idea how grand it was, how very much like a wedding cake.

Of course Dad, my late husband, had no inkling how I was feeling. In fact, it was his idea to take a stroll and visit what would become that afternoon our new home for the next four years. We didn’t know it then, but it was actually to become our home for the next twelve years! He was just standing there, commenting on the garden. You know, wondering how many gardeners it would take to rake all the leaves and prune the hedges.

All I could see were the windows. What seemed like thousands of windows. Windows that I would have to clean. I thought it would calm my nerves if I tried to count them – perhaps there weren’t as many as there seemed, you know. How wrong I was! I stopped counting when I reached ninety. I was close to tears, I remember. I was about to turn fifty-nine and this was to be my very first paid position. I didn’t know what I was thinking saying yes to Mrs Roosevelt when she offered me the position of White House housekeeper. But when she took my hand that day at Hyde Park, knowing how blue Dad had been from being down on his luck for so long and all, and offered us both a job, well, I just couldn’t say no to her. Her blue eyes were so full of sympathy. But how was I going to manage cleaning all those windows? By this stage Dad realised I was scared and tried, in his own way, to comfort me.

I remember he said, ‘It will only be for four years.’ Well, that didn’t help at all. My fears just started snowballing. Is that the expression? My fears were definitely snowballing. Then I remembered that we didn’t know a soul in Washington – apart from the Roosevelts, that is. Then I realised that by that afternoon they wouldn’t even be the Roosevelts, our neighbours from Hyde Park, any more. They would be Mr President and the First Lady.

Dad led me over to a bench and we sat there for a while staring at Pennsylvania Avenue and watching the men set up barricades and the like. When I seemed more myself, I recall Dad saying, ‘You know you’re already famous, don’t you?’ Well, that made me laugh. Because although I hadn’t even stepped through the doors of that stately mansion yet, the newspapers had already come up with a lot of fancy titles for me – names like ‘First Housekeeper of the Nation’ and ‘The Little Lady Who Rules the President’. I knew what he was trying to do. He was trying to make me see the silliness of it all, show me it was just a job. It worked and I started to feel better straight away.

I learned to cook by my mother’s side. She cooked following the Viennese tradition. That was where she was from, Vienna, in Austria. I’d follow her around the kitchen and she’d give me small pieces of dough and the like to play with. Then we’d bake what we both had made in the big wood-burning range in our kitchen. I recall baking a chocolate cake for my eleventh birthday. That was when I first flew solo, as they say, in the kitchen.

I truly believe that the kitchen is the heart – no, the soul – of the home. Every woman should learn how to cook. It’s essential to a happy marriage and a happy home. Absolutely essential. I’ve heard modern women, career women, say that learning to cook would ruin their figures. What poppycock! It has never done mine any harm. Anyway, to me cooking and housewifery are as important as any other job a woman might do. I know there’ll be women out there who’ll sniff at that comment, but it’s true. It was my cookery skills and talent as a homemaker that got me the job at the White House, and at a very comfortable salary, I might add.

Mark my words, there are not too many career women who have chatted with the Queen of England and who know that she actually prefers coffee to tea, or who have bumped into Miss Tallulah Bankhead as she was coming out of the ladies’ powder room and passed the time of day, or who know that Mr Ernest Hemingway prefers his bed to remain untucked. He was a funny one. He hated hospital corners, the kind that Mrs Roosevelt insisted upon.

Anyway, I couldn’t have said no to Mrs Roosevelt. By the winter of 1932 it seemed like everyone we knew was out of work and everything I had faith in was crumbling away. We read the newspapers and listened to the radio and everything just seemed so bleak. Of course, we didn’t know we were living through ‘The Great Depression’. We were just trying to keep our heads above water. I don’t think folks started using that term until later.

My father’s people came from Germany, you know. They arrived in Minnesota, but were fleeced straight away by Yankee con men who sold them a plot of bad land. Still, they worked that land day and night until they turned that patch of poor soil into fine, fertile farmland, and they built a safe home. That’s where I grew up, on that very same patch of land.

Then I married Dad and we moved to Hyde Park and we built our own life together there. But in ’31 the people who owned the house decided to move back in, after twenty-two years. The Gilbertsons were very sorry but the housing shortage was to blame, they said. Dad had only lost his job as bookkeeper at the feed store a week before. We moved in with Garven, my eldest, his wife Mary and their firstborn, Bobby. As kind-hearted as Mary was, there just wasn’t room enough for all of us. But what could we do? I think for women especially the home is all-important. I could see all around me those homes being snatched away from women by the depression. Why, it happened to me! I had to do something and Mrs Roosevelt assured me that there would be work enough for Dad and me. After all, I’d kept house all my life. How different could keeping house at the White House be?
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CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

March 1933

Iris stayed at the YWCA for a week. It was all the girls were allowed if they couldn’t pay for lodging. During that time she scoured the city for a job, but there were thousands of unemployed in Chicago and barely any positions for women. The few vacancies would attract hundreds of applicants, with the job usually going to the first through the door. Iris attempted to find work at one of the big hotels as a maid or kitchen hand or laundry help, but advancing into the lobbies of these majestic establishments was both daunting and humiliating, with the bellboys shooing her out before she had even asked to speak to the manager. What I wouldn’t give for a new dress, a little make-up and a haircut, she thought as she walked along Monroe Street from the Palmer House Hotel. I could easily get a job if I looked more the part.

On her way back to the hostel Iris walked past breadlines that snaked down streets and around corners. She pulled her coat tighter around her chest. Everything was bleak. What if the situation doesn’t improve? she wondered as a light sprinkle of rain dusted her nose. It was the sight of the children clutching their mothers’ hands that disturbed her the most. How would they remember these times in adulthood, and what sort of adults would they become?

On her final evening at the YWCA, Iris sat on her bunk and closed her eyes. It was five minutes till lights out. Women and girls hurried to and from the bathroom. Mothers tucked in their children, usually two to a bunk, and kissed them goodnight. Others lay on their beds, reading a faded magazine or newspaper they had found. Iris believed herself to be sensible and resourceful; she’d done an outstanding job of looking after herself since childhood. Yet now she was terrified by the thought of what the next day held. Her father had often told her to grab life by the throat. Iris felt she was floundering, struggling to grasp at something when nothing was there.

‘Penny for your thoughts,’ her neighbour, Ginny, said as she sat down next to her on the bed, her auburn hair bouncing carelessly on her shoulders. She stretched out her left leg and gracefully straightened her stocking, admiring her shapely limb in the process.

‘Just wondering what I’ll do tomorrow,’ Iris replied thoughtfully, contemplating where Ginny had got those stockings.

Ginny was seventeen and, despite her circumstances, remarkably optimistic. She had no one either and, until a month ago, had been employed as a maid to a family in Streeterville.

‘Stay,’ Ginny answered gaily.

‘I can’t pay,’ Iris said. ‘I’ve been looking for a job and there’s nothing. I’ve been to all the schools that are open, hotels, diners, hospitals, shops. There’s just nobody hiring. Nobody hiring women, anyway.’

‘I know how you can make some money,’ Ginny said furtively.

Iris looked at her, eyebrows raised in query.

‘Come out with me tonight,’ the girl whispered. ‘There’s always men who are willing to pay for it.’

‘Pay for what?’

‘Honestly, Iris,’ Ginny said. ‘You know.’ She lowered her head and looked towards her lap.

‘Oh, you mean pay for you. Sell yourself, you mean.’ Iris faltered for an instant and cleared her throat. She hadn’t meant to sound prudish or judgmental.

‘Just a part of yourself,’ Ginny corrected her primly.

Iris considered how much that part was worth. She stared at Ginny for a moment, at her silky hair and flawless, creamy complexion. Her wide brown eyes displayed not a hint of cynicism.

‘A dime,’ Ginny continued when Iris failed to respond. ‘You can charge a dime.’

It was less than Iris had imagined.

‘Where do you go with the men?’ Iris asked, simultaneously intrigued and concerned by Ginny’s revelation.

Ginny, mistaking Iris’s curiosity for enthusiasm, answered casually, ‘Usually into an alley or back street somewhere. Sometimes in the fella’s car, if he’s got one.’

‘It’s not safe and it’s illegal,’ Iris said, unable to help herself. ‘Anything could happen and the worst probably will.’

Just then the lights went out. It was eight o’clock. Ginny moved closer to her along the bed. Iris could feel the girl’s warm breath on her face as she spoke. ‘You’re worrying about nothing,’ she whispered. ‘Most of the fellas are real nice and those that aren’t, well, it’s all over in a jiffy.’

Iris touched her hand softly. ‘I can’t, Ginny. I could never, no matter how terrible the situation.’

‘From where I’m sitting, Miss Iris, the situation couldn’t get much more terrible,’ Ginny said scornfully. She grabbed her bag and left the room.

Iris placed her head on the pillow and stared into the darkness, contemplating Ginny’s suggestion. She heard a mother in the next bunk quietly singing to her children. It wasn’t a lullaby, though; the woman was singing ‘How Deep Is the Ocean’. Ginny was right, her own situation couldn’t get much worse. But to sleep with strangers for a dime? It was just survival, Iris reasoned; Ginny was doing what she had to do to survive. Yet it seemed to Iris that there had to be another way.
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The door of the Oval Study opened. Framed in the entrance was the president, cigarette in his mouth and sitting ramrod straight in his self-fashioned wheelchair. This had been the president’s chief mode of transport for the last twelve years since suffering polio as a thirty-nine-year-old. It hadn’t taken him long to grow frustrated with the wheelchairs that were available commercially. They were cumbersome and barely fit through doorways, making them entirely impractical for the novice politician, who preferred to think and move fast. If he couldn’t use his legs, he told people, he was going to use something that was just about as reliable. Roosevelt added bicycle wheels to a simple wooden dining chair pilfered from the kitchen at Springwood, and voila, he had a wheelchair that was fast, efficient and that he could manoeuvre easily. He looked over his pince-nez at the assembled guests and grinned mischievously.

‘I think this would be a good time for a beer.’ Franklin wheeled himself into the room as the gathering applauded.

The radio was still on, the Dorsey Brothers performing ‘Ooh! That Kiss’. Anna rushed to turn the volume down when her father entered. ‘That was wonderful, Pa. You sounded wonderful.’ The willowy twenty-seven-year-old went over to her father and kissed him on the cheek.

‘One week,’ Harry Hopkins said, shaking his head in bewilderment. The president’s adviser had worked in government for more than twenty years and knew there was no precedent for the speed with which Roosevelt got things done. Red tape and bureaucracy meant nothing to this man. ‘Just one week and you’ve already salvaged capitalism.’

‘Eight days actually, Harry, but I’ll accept your salutations regardless.’ Roosevelt unbuttoned the coat of his grey double-breasted suit, a sign it was time to relax a little.

Following in Anna’s wake came the president’s wife, who bent to press her cheek against her husband’s. Roosevelt’s private secretary, Missy LeHand, shook the president’s hand. The rest of the party, which included most of the cabinet and White House staff, the Roosevelts’ eldest son James and a few friends, followed suit, surrounding the president, shaking his hand and offering their congratulations on the success of the address.

All of a sudden the well-wishers were pushed aside in a theatrical arm-waving gesture. ‘I said, I think this would be a good time for a beer,’ he repeated more forcefully.

‘You might have to do something about the Volstead Act first, boss,’ called Louis Howe from his seat on the sofa in the corner of the room. ‘Anyway, I would’ve thought you’d prefer something a little stronger.’

The president laughed and approached the crumpled reed of a man who also happened to be Secretary to the President and his closest friend. ‘You’re right, of course. You got me elected, Louis; your next order of business will be to tackle the drys on my behalf. Prohibition has had its day!’

‘I’m afraid the only beverage on offer tonight is non-alcoholic punch and wine,’ Eleanor commented flatly as she brushed her hands down the skirt of her sober burgundy dress. Anna had been with her mother when she had purchased the dress. She had called it unflattering and shapeless. Eleanor had bought it nonetheless.

Eleanor did not approve of her husband’s need to entertain in this manner and neither did she understand it. It was narcissism at its most shameless. While ordinary people suffered, having lost their jobs and homes, in this room nobody would ever have guessed that the country was wedged deep in the pit of an economic depression. Despite the triumph of her husband’s ‘Fireside Chat’, a term CBS had coined for the evening’s informal radio address to the nation, she found the frivolity distasteful.

‘Will you take a drink, Mrs Roosevelt, when prohibition is repealed?’ Henry Wallace asked, his square jaw jutting obnoxiously.

Eleanor smiled serenely at the Secretary of Agriculture. Vile man, she thought as he brushed a thick shock of his grey hair from his forehead. She had steadfastly and openly lobbied against Wallace’s appointment. He was an odd man who held strange ideas about many things, including agriculture and spiritualism. He tried too hard to compensate for his obvious lack of social skills; his small talk was amateurish, in Eleanor’s opinion.

‘Eleanor will continue her teetotal lifestyle, Henry,’ the president interjected. ‘I would expect nothing less. She has an iron will. Even on our honeymoon in France, Eleanor refused to take a sip of wine. I have always admired her temperance. For her it’s not a matter of law; it’s a matter of principle.’ Although Franklin’s words were spoken in good humour, there was no mistaking their sincerity.

‘Of course, of course,’ Wallace stammered. ‘It’s just that I can’t remember …’

Eleanor cut him off sharply yet courteously. ‘My father was an alcoholic, Mr Wallace.’ The room fell silent. ‘This has never been a secret. My brother also has a weakness in this area. I’m not a supporter of the Volstead Act. I think that under the present circumstances, if people can afford to have a drink in moderation, it might be beneficial. In fact, I despise the lawlessness and bootlegging that has been able to flourish with prohibition. What I cannot abide is overindulgence, Mr Wallace, to the point where it destroys families and also, on many occasions, the individual.’

She said nothing that most of the room did not already know. Was Wallace trying to impress his colleagues with a dig at the First Lady? she wondered. Eleanor was not ashamed of her family history and she was not going to cower in the face of Wallace’s attempts to unnerve her.

‘Now, Mr Wallace, your glass is empty. Can I get you a refill?’

‘No, no,’ he replied. ‘I’m quite alright at the minute.’

Eleanor moved to the sofa and sat next to Howe, who squeezed her hand. The ash from his cigarette had fallen onto his lap. She quickly swept the ash into her hand to be deposited somewhere later. ‘You’re brilliant, my love, and Wallace is a weasel,’ he said under his breath. His chameleon-like eyes looked at her intensely. ‘You know he’s teetotal himself, don’t you? And a health nut. He’s always on some fad diet or another.’

Eleanor shook her head. ‘No, I wasn’t aware he didn’t drink.’

‘He’s just trying to impress the big boys now that he’s in the cabinet.’ Howe turned his gaze to Wallace. ‘I just can’t stand that big, oblong head of his.’

Eleanor laughed quietly. ‘You have a charming turn of phrase, Louis, but’ – she scanned her friend critically and attempted to change the subject – ‘I should buy you another suit. You need to look after the clothes I buy you.’

Howe squeezed her hand again. ‘I mean it. That twerp had it coming. You are brilliant.’ He coughed and Eleanor rubbed his narrow back soothingly.

‘You’re like a dog with a bone,’ she whispered in his ear.

Howe wiped his mouth and took a sip of water. In the last decade he had become her mentor, friend and adviser. It amazed her that such a brilliant political mind, such a virtuoso, could be packaged so misleadingly. Wizened from liquor, illness and cigarettes, and scarred from a bicycling accident when he was a youth, he appeared much older than his sixty-two years. Yet without the five-foot-four-inch strategist neither she nor her husband would be where they were this evening.

Eleanor briefly scanned the scene. She noticed that the Secretary for Agriculture wasn’t the only casualty of her rebuttal. The gay atmosphere had darkened considerably. In an effort to lighten the mood she said loudly, ‘Tonight my husband is the brilliant one. What did you say, Harry? He has managed to save capitalism in a week?’

Harry Hopkins raised his glass, his mouth curving into a quizzical grin.

‘It’s a first step,’ Howe said to Eleanor. ‘There’s still a long way to go. But you know what he’s like when he gets some momentum and a little encouragement.’

She nodded. Franklin thrived on this sort of adulation and she had seen him work tirelessly through the election campaign. Every speech at every whistlestop served as a thrust. Despite his exhaustion, his mind became sharper, his ideas more acute, his words more honed. Regardless of his privilege, he was relaxed and at ease with average Americans. The staid, lacklustre Hoover never stood a chance.

Eleanor stood and walked to a wastepaper basket near her husband and brushed her hands over it, ridding them of Louis Howe’s ash. Without addressing anyone in particular she said, ‘Solving the banking crisis is one thing, but this Economy Act that the president has in mind, surely that’s a new deal for no one.’

‘Mama, don’t start,’ James pleaded, placing his head in his hands.

Most of the people present had witnessed similar displays of political sparring between the Roosevelts before, whether here at the White House or at the governor’s mansion at Albany. In spite of the occasional objections from the president’s inner circle concerning his wife’s private and public criticisms of the administration, Franklin thrived on these verbal bouts. More importantly, his policy decisions were the better for it. The Roosevelts rode on the same donkey but they had very definite and diverging ideas regarding the beast’s direction.

‘Cutting veterans’ pensions and medical support, firing all federally employed women who happen to be married to federally employed men.’ Eleanor shook her head disapprovingly.

‘Now, now. It’s about finding money to strengthen the economy, dear. The inflated benefits of veterans eat up one-quarter of the federal budget,’ Franklin argued. ‘And don’t forget that government salaries, including my own, will be dramatically cut. Everyone is going to have to make sacrifices.’

Eleanor raised her eyebrows. Franklin’s fortune was independent of his salary as president. ‘It doesn’t seem like too many are making sacrifices here. Taking money out of the pockets of veterans is criminal.’

‘Not to mention ending the careers of many women employed by the government,’ Hick added. ‘What are they going to do? Go home and have babies? I’ve heard some couples are planning to divorce just so the wives can keep their jobs. It’s ludicrous.’

Eleanor nodded firmly. ‘I am a teacher and I know that the planned budget cuts are going to affect schools.’

Franklin laughed loudly. ‘You’re not a teacher any more, you’re the First Lady, and I can’t see the cuts affecting the young ladies at Todhunter.’

Eleanor was proud beyond all measure of what she had achieved at the ladies’ college. She not only co-owned the New York institution, she had taught English there for almost a decade. Still bitter at being forced to quit her teaching duties and furious at her husband’s mocking tone, Eleanor continued heatedly, ‘Teachers will be fired and schools will close. Some already have. This nation’s most precious resource will suffer and you’ll have unemployed teachers adding to the queues at soup kitchens and on breadlines.’

‘You may be overstating the case, Eleanor,’ the president said. ‘One cannot make an omelette without breaking a few eggs. Anyway, it’s all temporary. If schools close, they’ll not be closed forever. If teachers lose their jobs, they’ll not be unemployed forever. These measures are a means to an end.’ Franklin took a sip of his punch and went on in a more serious tone, ‘I’ll tell you what I told Congress.’ The entire gathering hushed and turned towards him. ‘For three years the government has been leading the country along the road to financial ruin. The mounting deficit has slowed the economy, multiplied the unemployed and brought on the collapse of the banking system. We need to throw everything we have at this problem. I won’t be able to spend money if there’s no money in the coffers. We have to build up our war chest.’

‘Stealing money from the pockets of those in need … It just doesn’t make sense,’ Eleanor argued. ‘It should go against all your instincts as a human being.’

‘Well, that’s politics. It’s a game and I’m the quarterback calling the plays.’

Eleanor knew her husband savoured this metaphor. ‘Well, I think your plays are penny-pinching and needlessly cruel,’ she retorted.

‘I am aware of that,’ Franklin replied sombrely. ‘But you have to take the long view, Eleanor.’

Dinner was announced and they all filed into State Dining Room. It was the first time the space had been used under the 32nd President, and it seemed extravagant to Eleanor. The official dining room of the president should only be used for visiting heads of state, she had argued; that was the tradition. But Franklin had laughed at her concern; they could make their own traditions, he said. Tradition wasn’t going to crowd him and over twenty guests into one of the smaller dining areas.

James toasted his father with non-alcoholic wine that had been chosen by his mother, then dinner was served. As the plates were placed in front of each guest, Franklin looked first at the meal, then at Eleanor. Her expression was difficult to read.

‘The missus believes it would be wise for the residents and guests of the White House to eat economically. Gone are the days of champagne, caviar and a rolling feast of eight courses. We, my good friends, are going to be leading by example and showing America how to eat well in a depression.’

Eleanor was pleased with Franklin’s support of her economy drive. ‘It’s not just a project for the kitchen,’ she added. ‘We’re cutting back in all areas. Repairing instead of replacing drapes and bedding, that sort of thing. Making do with what we have until we see better times.’

‘An admirable policy, Mrs Roosevelt,’ Henry Wallace said. ‘A grand idea.’

‘Well, I don’t know, Mama.’ Anna was looking at her plate, unconvinced. ‘What do we have here?’

‘Stuffed eggs, darling. Tonight we are having a menu created by the Home Economics Department at Cornell University. The entrée and dessert cost a mere seven cents per diner.’

‘But where’s the soup?’ Franklin asked.

‘There’s no soup. Those rich cream soups that you like so well are expensive to produce and extremely unhealthy. I know you enjoy them but we all have to make sacrifices, dear.’

The president looked at her shrewdly for an instant then turned his plate counterclockwise in an attempt to make its contents appear more appetising. When this did not have the desired effect, he turned his plate back the other way.

‘Would you like to say grace, dear?’

Franklin nodded and took the hands of those seated on either side. Louis Howe commented later that it was the longest grace he had ever heard the president utter, and he had been dining with the Roosevelts for twenty-two years. Delaying the inevitable or praying for a miracle was the most likely explanation of the prolonged blessing, he concluded. Howe did not touch his dinner that evening. He was not a big eater, preferring cigarettes to food, and the three beige egg halves nestled before him did not appeal. Even the mashed potatoes looked odd, he thought. Lumpy and dull. He laughed to himself at the sight of such poor fare on the grand presidential china. It was the setting’s first outing, he guessed. The ordinariness of the eggs and potatoes sat oddly beneath the mighty eagle perched on the plate’s rim.

The president finished his entrée dutifully, but as he looked around the table he noted that, besides his wife, he was the only diner with the necessary fortitude to do so. Missy, who was seated to his left, had cunningly cut the eggs up and moved them around her plate, hiding small portions under her partially eaten potatoes. Anna, seated to his right, had eaten the whites of the eggs but the stuffing remained on the plate. She had not touched her hearty mound of under-cooked potatoes.

‘Do you think for eight cents per head the kitchen staff could add some flavour?’ Franklin said to his wife. The table broke into laughter.

‘Economical cooking is not about taste,’ Eleanor remonstrated.

‘But food should be tasty, Mama.’

‘Anna, food should be affordable, nourishing and easy to prepare.’

‘Our new housekeeper, Eleanor,’ Franklin said seriously. ‘Do you think she might have bitten off a little more than she can chew?’ Once again, the table began to laugh.

‘Henrietta Nesbitt is an excellent housekeeper and she runs the kitchen expertly. One would never guess she had no previous experience in the field.’ Eleanor’s demeanour prevented the party from finding her final comment amusing.

‘Then what qualifies her for the position?’ Anna enquired.

‘She has run a home efficiently for forty years. She has raised children and grandchildren and cared for her husband. I say that qualifies her.’

‘But at the White House she’s responsible for a staff of forty,’ Franklin pointed out in exasperation, even though he realised his wife’s position on this issue would not be altered. He argued more for the sport than from any desire to emerge victorious from the debate.

‘Besides, the Nesbitts have fallen on extremely hard times,’ Eleanor explained to the table at large. ‘The last three firms that her husband has worked for have failed. At his age he cannot find employment. That’s why I have also hired Harry Nesbitt as steward. He’s an accountant. I say that qualifies him.’

‘So, Mama, are you going to save the country one American at a time?’ James queried.

‘Yes, if I have to.’

The plates were cleared and dessert was brought out. A limp scoop of pudding, barely brown, squatted apathetically at the bottom of the bowl, without ice-cream, cream or custard to mask its awfulness.

‘For goodness’ sake, Eleanor …’ The disappointment in the president’s voice was plain. ‘Isn’t Henrietta Nesbitt’s speciality baking? I can remember apple pies and fruitcakes and that German coffee cake she used to make for the functions at Albany. What do you call this?’

‘Prune pudding,’ his wife responded tersely. ‘This isn’t one of Mrs Nesbitt’s recipes. It’s from Cornell. I know it doesn’t look very appetising, but I can assure you this dish is very nutritious and inexpensive.’

Eleanor glanced around the table. None of the guests seemed convinced. A different approach was required to win them over.

‘I’m sure once she finds her feet in the kitchen Mrs Nesbitt’s talents will shine,’ she finished optimistically.

‘God help us all,’ Howe muttered under his breath, pushing aside his bowl and lighting another cigarette.
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As the president celebrated his triumph, Iris McIntosh left Illinois. Five years earlier, at eighteen years of age, she had arrived in Chicago with a grand sense of purpose. There had been nothing for her in Baltimore after she completed high school and she had been eager to begin a new chapter. The previous one had been difficult. While a couple of the girls from her year went to secretarial college, few had any ambition to continue their education. Miss Burke, her English teacher, told Iris about the two-year teaching course at Eastern Illinois University. She thought Iris would make a fine teacher, she told her student. What’s more, Iris found the security that the brick walls of an educational institution offered extremely tempting. Her shining grades and positive references from her teachers in Baltimore secured her place. Iris departed Baltimore believing her entire future had been mapped. This was a comfort to the young woman.

Now, when she crossed the state line into Indiana in the passenger seat of a Buick owned by a Fort Wayne pastor, she realised she was returning to her birthplace. Her direction wasn’t intentional. She had no plans, but she was happy to be leaving Chicago. The last weeks had been testing since departing the YWCA. Sleeping in abandoned factories at night, queuing at soup kitchens during the day and looking for work – she was drifting and she didn’t know where. It seemed to her that she was rootless, without the customary anchors of family, home or career. While some, she considered, might find this liberating, she found it extremely disturbing.

The pastor, whose name was Milton, made pleasant small talk during their four-hour journey together. Iris had met him at a soup kitchen on Wabash Avenue. He was moving stiffly from table to table, chatting with the diners. He was visiting the Wabash soup kitchen to gain insight into how such an establishment might be operated, he told Iris. His church was planning to open something similar in Fort Wayne.

When she heard this she immediately procured the ride. The times had made her opportunistic. Bold, she sometimes thought, although she preferred to think of herself as resourceful. He was nice enough, she reasoned, despite his wet lips, sallow skin and oversized Adam’s apple.

It was after midnight when they left Chicago. Iris leaned her head against the window of the car, pulled her grey woollen hat low over her forehead and closed her eyes. Her stomach was full, fuller than it should be, but she relished the sensation. She was exhausted.

As they drove, Iris passed in and out of sleep. She did not speak to Milton again until the car stopped, just before dawn, at Fort Wayne. ‘You slept well, Miss McIntosh,’ he said, and then added, ‘Like the apple.’ He laughed, a little too much. ‘You didn’t even stir when we stopped for gas twenty miles back.’

Iris smiled half-heartedly and stretched her legs as far as she could.

‘This is my home,’ Milton said, pointing to a modest wooden cottage sitting next to the First Presbyterian Church. ‘Would you like to come in for breakfast? My wife’s bacon and eggs are the best in Fort Wayne.’

Iris could barely remember the last time she had eaten bacon and eggs. It might have been at Lou’s on Lincoln Avenue early in the previous year, about three months before she lost her job. Iris had met a colleague, Lois Page, there one Sunday morning. They had chatted about Clark Gable and Myrna Loy and Lois’s new hair style, blithely unaware they would both be unemployed by April.

‘Thank you very much, that would be lovely.’

Iris decided she would have a big breakfast, wash her face and then thumb a ride further east.
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When the journalists were ushered into the Oval Office that morning, the president was already seated behind his desk with Louis Howe standing to his left and his press secretary, Steve Early, to his right. Hoover had made a practice of meeting reporters in the East Room, standing behind a podium. His press conferences were formal occasions where all of the questions were submitted in writing beforehand. Roosevelt intended for this to be an off-the-cuff affair but the reporters were made suspicious by the change in routine.

The mood is too sombre, the president thought. Not what I had in mind at all. As he was wondering what he could do to lighten the atmosphere, a tall, slim young man who looked to be in his early twenties broke ranks and approached Roosevelt’s desk. Despite his well-cut navy suit, the reporter’s dark hair was uncombed and dishevelled. But his eyes were sharp, the president noticed. Keen. They had a glint – amusement or doubt, Roosevelt couldn’t discern which.

‘Good morning, Mr President. I’d like to thank you for inviting me here today.’ He stretched his arm over the desk and offered his hand. ‘Sam Jacobson from Associated Press.’

‘Well, it’s good to know you, Sam,’ Roosevelt replied. ‘I’m glad you could make it. I can tell by your accent that you’re not from around here. Queens?’

‘Yes, sir, Forest Hills.’

‘Did you vote for me in ’28?’ the president asked, grinning.

‘No comment. Voting in the United States is done by secret ballot, sir,’ Jacobson said pleasantly with a crooked grin.

Roosevelt opened his mouth wide in a soundless laugh. ‘Right you are, young man.’

Jacobson turned to resume his position and noticed that a queue had formed in his wake. Everyone wanted to shake the hand of this man, it seemed. After all, he was the country’s last hope. Jacobson wondered whether Roosevelt realised the weight that rested on his shoulders. He hoped so.

By the time the door to the Oval Office was closed behind the assembled pack, Roosevelt guessed he had shaken the hand of more than one hundred reporters. (Early told him later it was exactly one hundred and twenty-four.) Now they stood, notepads at the ready, pencils poised. Five or so photographers perched on chairs at the back of the pack. The president smiled warmly and waved an arm to the photographers, indicating that they should cease firing. Then he welcomed, more officially, the members of the press.

‘But before I take any questions I’d like to go over some ground rules,’ he said.

A chorus of muted groans echoed through his audience.

‘Now, now, fellas; they’re nothing to worry about,’ he assured them. ‘We will be meeting here, in this room, every Wednesday and Friday. Now, I’m not going to answer any iffy questions or those which for various reasons I do not wish to discuss, or am not ready to discuss, or I do not know anything about.’ His final comment garnered a laugh from his audience.

‘I do not want to be quoted directly unless my press secretary here, Steve Early, okays the quote first. Attribute straight news simply to the White House. There’ll be a lot of off-the-record discussion and if any of that makes it into the news the person responsible will be out. You got it?’

The reporters nodded their heads in agreement and scribbled in their notepads.

The president sat for some time, attempting to catch the gaze of each man in his office.

‘Well, I guess I don’t have any real news, but I would like to say this. The Banking Bill, the amendment of the Volstead Act and the Economy Act, well they’re good in themselves and needed to be implemented – to stop the panic, raise a little revenue and balance the budget. But those three measures do nothing immediately constructive for the economy. They don’t put people back to work or raise farm prices.’

Every reporter in the room raised his hand at that point. Roosevelt considered them carefully then gestured to the young man who first shook his hand, a small reward for breaking the deadlock earlier. ‘Sam Jacobson from AP,’ Roosevelt said.

‘Does the administration have any measures or policies in mind that would achieve those goals?’

‘Nothing is set in stone, and I don’t want to be quoted on this, but I was thinking of a system where we would pay farmers not to produce crops beyond an amount set by the Secretary of Agriculture. This would reduce surplus and raise farm prices and therefore income.’

‘One more question, Mr President,’ Jacobson said quickly.

Roosevelt nodded once.

‘What about German militarisation? What steps will this administration take to stop the threat of fascism?’

‘We might just wait to see if fascism is a threat before we take any steps,’ Roosevelt replied.

Early gestured to another journalist.

‘Francis Jackson, the New York Times. Are you saying that agriculture would be controlled by the government?’

The president nodded.

‘Doesn’t that smack of communism?’ Jackson cut in.

‘Not at all. I’m not advocating collectivisation; I’m arguing the opposite. Production needs to decrease. Next question.’

‘Richard Lee Strout from the Christian Science Monitor. That will take care of farm prices, Mr President, but what about unemployment?’

‘One idea I had in mind was a civilian conservation corps recruited from the unemployed to build bridges, plant trees, dig reservoirs, cut firebreaks, that sort of thing. The details have not yet been finalised.’

‘And these unemployed would be paid?’ Strout continued.

‘Indeed. Thirty dollars a month, with twenty-five of that going back home to their families. But as I said, the details still have to be hammered out.’

‘John Stephenson, the Washington Post. Do you think there’ll be opposition from the unions?’

‘We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.’

For the next forty minutes the president and the press bantered and joked about his first ten days in the White House. Louis Howe later remarked it was one of Roosevelt’s finest performances. Sam Jacobson called it ‘virtuoso’ that afternoon as he was typing up his notes. He wrote: ‘Whatever his legacy turns out to be, Franklin Delano Roosevelt will go down in history as the most charming President of the United States.’ He told his editor that evening over a beer that he’d never met anyone with a greater talent for sidestepping a direct question while giving the questioner the impression that the question had actually been answered.

[image: images]

Even though it was ten thirty in the morning when Monty Chapel entered the president’s bedroom, he was not surprised to see his commander-in-chief still in bed. His first press conference had been yet another conquest and every paper ran an identical front-page photograph – Roosevelt seated among a crowd of one hundred and twenty-four journalists. FDR was now alone. A tray lay across his lap bearing a plate of half-finished scrambled eggs and a cup of coffee.

Monty’s usual genial smile was absent from his handsome face as he threw a copy of the Washington Post onto Franklin’s bed. ‘Have you read it?’ he enquired.

‘Yup.’

‘Well, what are you going to do?’ Monty’s baritone was an octave or so lower than usual.

‘Nothing. The press conference was a great success. I’m looking forward to Friday’s.’

‘No, not that. The article on page four, at the bottom.’ The forty-two-year-old economist indicated with his index finger then ran his hand through his thick, brown hair, trying to maintain his composure.
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