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DEDICATION

THIS BOOK IS dedicated to three people, each linked to the San Francisco 49ers in different ways.

Edward DeBartolo Sr., who purchased the 49ers for his son in 1977 and inspired him to turn a unique football organization into a family.

Dwight Clark, the clutch receiver, who was drafted on the tenth round in 1979, but became a Pro Bowl star and made “The Catch” that propelled the 49ers to their first Super Bowl.

Geri Walsh, the wife of Hall of Fame Coach Bill Walsh, who suffered two strokes in 1999, but continued to engage in team activities and refrained from complaining about her husband’s 80-hour work weeks.


INTRODUCTION

SAN FRANCISCO HAS always been a city of extremes. The historic gold rush of 1849, followed by two major earthquakes in 1906 and 1989. Yuppies and hippies. The high-tech boom and bust of the 1990s. The island of Alcatraz, which opened as a cold, isolated prison in 1934, closed in 1963, and later emerged as a magnet for tourists.

More recently, a documentary entitled California Typewriter appeared in theatres. It proclaimed a renewed love affair among owners of aging Smith-Coronas who had divorced themselves from the Internet. One of the typewriter buffs featured Tom Hanks, the popular actor. Many of the scenes were filmed at a San Francisco store that gave the movie its name.

Aside from its unpredictable history, San Francisco has always been a special city, one made for dreamers and built on steep hills over which rattling cable cars climb halfway to the stars, as the song goes.

And on those chilly early mornings, when the sun sparkles through the ever-present mist, the City by the Bay becomes a magical place unlike any other in the world.

In 1979, as the city thinkers and artists tried to spread peace and love, San Francisco was rocked by a tragedy, a different kind of earthquake. Two of its leaders, Mayor George Moscone and Harvey Milk, the city’s first openly gay supervisor, were murdered by a disgruntled former employee.

Josh Getlin, a speechwriter for Moscone, gave the Los Angeles Times a first-hand account on the thirtieth anniversary of the murders:

A former supervisor, George White, suddenly appeared in the hall near my desk,” recalled Getlin. “He walked to the mayor’s office, two doors down. White shot the mayor four times, twice in the head.

Getlin said White reloaded his .38-caliber revolver and shot Milk five times, then fled the building. He later surrendered to police.

Moscone, described by Getlin as a “sunny compassionate man,” was a progressive mayor who campaigned on a platform of inclusion. He opened City Hall to gays, blacks, women, Latinos, Asians, and liberal thinkers. Following the murders, Dianne Feinstein, then a moderate, became the new mayor.

“The city was in deep despair,” Feinstein was later to say at a press conference. Indeed, the city of dreams and disaster needed some kind of emotional lift. It was autumn, with a chill in the air and the bay glistening from the rays of the sun over a city saddened by the equivalent of a human earthquake.

* * *

Sports teams often offer some relief from the drudgery of real life. Yet, if there was any lingering emotion linked to the 49ers, the city’s struggling pro football team, it would be hard to find. The 49ers were owned by sportsman Tony Morabito and his younger brother, Victor. Tony Morabito’s attempt to secure a National Football League franchise had failed on two occasions, but he was able to join the new All-America Football Conference in 1946. The team played four seasons in the All-America Conference before it folded in 1949. Tony Morabito and three partners, including Victor, secured a National Football League franchise the next year, becoming the first major professional sports team in Northern California.

The first NFL 49ers were coached by Buck Shaw, an offensive genius. He believed that teams won by scoring touchdowns, not preventing them. Shaw brought in Y. A. Tittle, Joe Perry, John Henry Johnson, and Hugh McElhenny, forming a unique unit that came to be known as the “Million Dollar Backfield.” All four were elected to the Pro Football Hall of Fame.

The 49ers’ star-studded offense gave the fans who jammed aging Kezar Stadium plenty of big plays, once scoring 44 points on the NFL champion Los Angeles Rams. Yet, over a 27-year period, the 49ers never won a league championship and made the playoffs only twice. When the Morabito brothers both died of heart attacks (Tony Morabito collapsed and died while watching a game against the Chicago Bears in 1957, while Victor passed in 1964), their heirs eventually decided to divorce themselves from football and those frustrating afternoons at Kezar.

The Kezar guest box where Morabito suffered his fatal heart attack was located adjacent to the press box. Many an East Coast sportswriter covering the game often heard from the guest side, while pounding on his clattering Smith-Corona, “Please hold it down, will you?”

After Victor died, the Morabito heirs inherited the franchise. Eventually, after the 49ers failed to win a championship over the next 12 seasons, the two heirs sold their interests to a wealthy construction builder from Youngstown, Ohio, named Edward DeBartolo Sr. for $17 million.

“They were right in that decision,” said club president Lou Spadia. “That was their only source of income.”

There were several other prospective buyers, including Wayne Valley who once owned a share of the Oakland Raiders, and Franklin Mieuli, who owned the Golden State Warriors basketball team. Then Raiders owner Al Davis, who had feuded with Mieuli over the years, got involved, leading the Morabito heirs to an unexpected buyer from across the country, one who had enough money to buy the entire league.


CHAPTER 1

DIFFERENT ROADS



“OPPOSITES ATTRACT.” IT’S an old saying that usually applies to social circles. But Bill Walsh, a gifted football coach, and Edward DeBartolo Jr., the new owner of the San Francisco 49ers, took the meaning to a new level when they first met. Walsh stood 6-foot-5. He’d played tight end at San Jose State and was a lifetime football man. DeBartolo was probably a foot shorter and never played the game after a brief fling as a quarterback in grammar school.

Walsh’s father grew up in the Great Depression and completed only the eighth grade. His mother dropped out of school after her junior year. The family sometimes lived in trailer parks in Southern California. DeBartolo’s father, a Notre Dame graduate, was a billionaire contractor who purchased the 49ers for $17 million and gave the team to his son. And their hair: Walsh’s was snow white, while DeBartolo’s was as dark as midnight. Opposite as they were, they both shared a burning desire to turn the 49ers, a struggling, disorganized team playing in a city that had tragically lost its mayor and its pride, into a winner.

“He was a real blue-collar kid,” said Craig Walsh of his father. “My grandfather painted cars in his spare time. My dad would help him with the projects. He wanted my dad to get into the custom-car painting business, because it was just taking off.”
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Coach Bill Walsh, quarterback Joe Montana, and owner Eddie DeBartolo celebrate the 49ers’ first Super Bowl win.

It was a time when teenagers cruised the downtown streets of Los Angeles, looking for adventure in their flashy cars known as “hot rods.” Walsh got caught up in the trend and the jazzy colors of the cars that thundered along the streets of Los Angeles, his birthplace. “He loved sanding cars and painting them,” said Craig Walsh. “It was kind of a hobby back then.”

It was also tedious work. Yet, Walsh never complained about rubbing cars down. “You learned a few details, because that was the kind of business it was. That was what was expected of me. So my dad gave me a work ethic, whether he meant to or not.”

Accordingly, Walsh was always a man of detail. As a teenager, he worked on weekends for his father, who owned a small body-and-fender business outside of LA. “I would sand the cars and prepare them for painting,” recalled Walsh. “I would assist him all day, and when the day was over, he’d give me a dollar.”

Mike White, who coached briefly for the 49ers in 1979, recalled Walsh’s challenging youth.

“I had met his mom and dad, and I knew his sister Maureen really well,” he said. “When I met his parents, they were living in a trailer park down in Southern California. They were just good, solid, strong people. When his dad passed away, his mom moved to another trailer area. I don’t mean that as a put-down. His parents weren’t living in some 50-story mansion, smoking cigars. They were just hard-working, diligent people.”

Despite his parents’ struggle with money and education, Walsh took from them a sense of pride and self-motivation. They taught him the simplest of equations: hard, productive work equals success. Later, in the sport that defined his life, Walsh and the 240 players he coached during his 49er years lived by the Walsh family doctrine.

“I grew up in an ethnic neighborhood, just a cross-section of people, working people,” said Walsh. “There was a movie house that some years later was the center of a big riot in Los Angeles. You walked to the movie because you were young and healthy. Later on I got my first car when I was 16, just after the war ended. It was a ’34 Plymouth. We were just kids, and life was so much fun.”

Walsh said he became fascinated by the game of football at a very early age. He always read the sports section of the Los Angeles Times and followed Southern California’s team, “The school of my choice.” He remembers watching the Trojans play their key games. “I became a big fan of USC,” he said. “I saw the USC-Notre Dame game when Angelo Bertelli threw a touchdown pass for Notre Dame in a 13–0 win. So I was always interested in football. They had a kids’ gate at the Coliseum where it cost 25 cents to get in. The seats were in a corner section. It was quite an afternoon.”

In those younger years, Walsh played football in the street.

“We didn’t have Pop Warner back then,” he said. “If you wanted to play, you could get into a game of tackle with no pads whatsoever. I remember the first time I tackled a guy. I didn’t have a helmet, or shoulder pads, or anything on. Both of us laid there thinking, What the hell kind of game is this ?” Later, Walsh made his high school team as a freshman quarterback and threw three touchdown passes in one game. “Then I was a hot item,” he recalled.

Because his father kept changing jobs, Walsh attended three high schools, one of them in Oregon.

“I played halfback on offense, and some defense,” he said. “I had some interesting games at times, but never played great.”

According to Walsh, he never intended to consider coaching as a profession.

“I was so bashful and self-conscious, I couldn’t ever picture myself speaking in front of a group,” he said. “I was scared to death.” He never considered a tryout for any NFL team “because they had only 33 players per team and there wasn’t any future in it. But the only adjunct to it was coaching.

“I got serious about being a coach when I was in the Army. I had time to reflect on it and mature. I had to mature because I got married to Geri, just before I went in the service.”

Walsh enrolled at San Jose State, where he was a two-way end and came in contact with a coach named Bob Bronzan.

“His style of coaching, his technical knowledge,” said Walsh. “He was ahead of everybody. He inspired me, all of his players … We won our share of games. We beat Arizona State and Brigham Young. We beat schools like that. I had a shoulder injury my senior year and missed four games, but still won two varsity letters. I really went to San Jose State because I was in love with a girl [Geri]. The coach didn’t want to be bothered with a left-handed quarterback, so I was moved to end.”

His first coaching job was at Fremont High School, where the starting salary was $4,650. His three assistants were all full-time teachers. Fremont had lost 27 straight games. The school had 750 kids who were mostly Hispanic, Portuguese, Spanish, and Asian. The school was located in a farming area.

“All of them were small, you know, 5-foot-9, 160 pounds,” said Walsh, “and we played the best schools in that area.”

Then Walsh got lucky. A freeway connecting Oakland with San Jose was finished. Another 750 students from new housing developments enrolled at his high school, and suddenly Walsh was coaching 6-foot, 200-pounders. Fremont started to win games with its bigger, stronger teams.

“We were winning, and I thought it was me,” said Walsh. “But it was the freeway. We beat the conference champs in our first game 11–0, and we went on to have good years. Then one year we won all of our games to finish 9–0.”

* * *

Eddie DeBartolo, grew up in Youngstown, Ohio, a largely ethnic town located 65 miles southeast of Cleveland and 61 miles northwest of Pittsburgh.

“Youngstown is a very unusual town,” said DeBartolo, who still visits his birthplace. “It is a strong ethnic town. It was the type of town that made you a better person. It was a very, very tough town. There was a lot of criminal activity, there were a lot of people in town who were unsavory. If you were able to survive and be successful, that was really saying something.”

Although he lives in Tampa, Florida, DeBartolo still regards Youngstown as his true home.

“It’s home, and nothing’s changed, yet everything’s changed,” he said. “I come home and I look where I used to live, the two or three houses where I was brought up. There’s no place like home. It’s a saying that’s used very often, but it’s true.”

DeBartolo’s father, who would become a billionaire in the construction business after World War II, was born in Youngstown. His parents, Anthony Paonessa and Rose Villari, immigrated from Italy. After Anthony’s death, Rose remarried and Edward the junior took his stepfather’s family name.

“After the war, my dad started working with my grandfather building roads,” said Eddie. “Then he started building strip centers in Cleveland and Pittsburgh. I vividly remember driving with him to various projects and construction sites when I was six or seven years old. My father got into the mall business at just the right time, just when America was ready for something new, an evolutionary development.”

In his preteen years, Eddie played football with a grammar school, leading his team to a championship in 1958.

“Then I tried out for the team at Cardinal Mooney High School, and I wasn’t very good,” he said. “I couldn’t make the team. I played for about three weeks on the taxi squad. Then I quit because I realized I would rather spend my time with girls, because I was never going to be any good at football.”

In the summers, he worked in the construction and maintenance departments of his father’s company.

“I began at the bottom, shoveling snow and mowing lawns at the Youngstown Mall,” said Eddie. “When I got older, I went into the office. We had different departments, and each summer I would work in a different department. One summer in the legal department, another summer in real estate. I was bouncing around the office, trying to learn as much as I could. I made a lot of trips with [my dad]. I just grew with the company and ended up becoming the president and CEO.”

Eddie described his father’s work ethic as “unbelievable.” Edward Sr. kept a plaque on his desk that he referred to for inspiration. It contained a famous verse written by Amanda Bradley.

The DeBartolo Company began building fashionable malls directly after the end of World War II. Eddie would accompany his father on his private plane to search for potential mall locations.

“He had this uncanny ability to pick locations, to know where the growth was going to come,” said Eddie. “Then we’d go down and negotiate for a certain amount of acreage for a shopping mall. That’s how it all started. At one time we had 110 shopping malls. We had about 800 people working in Youngstown.”

Eddie says he learned to work long days from his father, for whom a 17-hour day was normal.

“His work ethic was unparalleled,” said Eddie. “I hope some of it has passed on and passed in through me. I get up at 4:30 or 5:00 a.m. every morning. And I try to work out, but I’ve got this bad hip, fluid on it. I don’t need a replacement. It just kind of curtails me from working out.” DeBartolo underwent back surgery in 2018 to alleviate his pain, a 45-minute procedure that left him sore but rejuvenated.

When Eddie feels like drifting away from some project, he recalls one of his father’s favorite lines and plunges back into the job.

“My wife has never seen me lie down when the sun was up,” he once told his senior executives. Eddie also learned the value of a family dinner.

“He was a five o’clock man,” said Eddie of his father. “He’d be at the office at 5:00 or 5:30 and he’d work until the dinner hour. We would always be home by six o’clock or 6:15. He made sure no matter where we traveled that we’d always be home for dinner.”


CHAPTER 2

THE MEETING THAT CHANGED HISTORY



THE FIRST LINE of Amanda Bradley’s verse that Eddie DeBartolo’s father used for inspiration focused on the desire to be a dreamer. Early in 1979, after his father had purchased the San Francisco 49ers franchise for $17 million and turned the team over to his 30-year-old son, Eddie was also inspired to dream. He began thinking of hiring Don Shula as his first head coach.

“I really tried to convince Don Shula,” Eddie said, “but he was entrenched in Miami with his family, and obviously the Dolphins, so that didn’t happen.”

Shula had coached the Dolphins for nine seasons, winning two Super Bowls, one of which produced the league’s only perfect season (17–0). So Eddie’s dream ended before it really started.

Shula doesn’t recall any conversation with DeBartolo.

“I don’t remember doing it,” he said. “I just remember what a fine coach Bill Walsh was.”

There were a number of experienced coaches available for DeBartolo: Ron Erhardt, Tom Flores, and Ray Perkins, all of whom became head coaches that year, and a couple of New York Giants assistants, Bill Belichick and Bill Parcells. Only DeBartolo had no list. He watched the Bluebonnet Bowl on New Year’s Eve in which Bill Walsh’s Stanford team rallied from a 22–0 deficit to defeat Georgia.

“That’s what sold me,” DeBartolo said. “I told my dad, ‘I really have to try and interview this man.’ I said, ‘I’ve heard a lot about him. In the Bay Area, I’ve heard about what a good person he was and a great coach and how innovative he was. Also the problems, the trouble he had in Cincinnati, where he obviously wanted that head coaching job that was given to Tiger Johnson.’”

In the Bluebonnet Bowl, Walsh gave a stirring halftime speech, only to have Georgia score on their first second-half possession to open a 22-point lead.

“It was a credit to the players and coaches that we were able to keep our composure,” Walsh later said. “Not panicking, we were finally able to adjust to their eight-man fronts and pressure package with our quick passes and ‘hot’ adjustments. It was an excellent springboard to the challenge of taking on the San Francisco 49ers.”

Carmen Policy, the attorney for the DeBartolo company in Youngstown who joined the 49ers as an executive, remembers the Shula story like some old legal case.

“You know things went very badly the first two years,” he said. “Eddie was literally torn to pieces by the media and by the fans. Things were getting personal. They were ridiculing him and Joe Thomas, the general manager. Keep in mind, Eddie was only 30 years old when his father bought the team. Think of that. Thirty years old.”

DeBartolo then decided to take charge. “He decided he was going to get rid of Joe Thomas and the coach [Pete McCulley],” said Policy. “He was going to clean up the front office and really try to remake the entire franchise.”

Policy said that DeBartolo “kind of liked” Bill Walsh. “But Edward Sr. had checked with several people in the league. And he was getting feedback from Paul Brown [Cincinnati’s owner], Joe Robbie [Miami’s owner], and others, including the Nordstroms [Seattle Seahawks owners], and the word was that Bill Walsh was not emotionally tough enough to handle it and that he had some other demons. Everybody came to Senior [DeBartolo] and said, ‘If you really want to change what’s happening out there, you ought to hire Don Shula.’ But Shula had already won two Super Bowls and had a perfect season, so why would he want to leave Miami?”

Eddie decided to ignore all the critics and doomsday cynics and invited Walsh to a meeting at his condo atop fashionable Nob Hill, not far from San Francisco’s luxurious Fairmont Hotel.

“I thought it was important to have a new coach in place and a new organization in place prior to the draft,” said DeBartolo.

Eddie asked Policy to join him and handle any contract discussion. Learning of his son’s plan, the senior DeBartolo called Policy into his office in Youngstown.

“This was done without Eddie’s knowledge,” said Policy, “He tried to sabotage the deal. He said, ‘My son is making a big mistake. I’m hearing from people who know the game, and they’re saying this guy is not the right guy to be a head coach.’

“One of the most influential people who had DeBartolo Sr.’s ear was Oakland Raiders owner Al Davis. He told Senior, ‘You need a football guy there to guide Eddie, and there’s no better football guy than Joe Thomas.”

DeBartolo said that Walsh wanted “not only talented players, but players who could think on their feet. He wanted players who were smart, not only football smart, but also book smart. That’s the way he operated.”

According to DeBartolo, the meeting with Walsh lasted only 40 to 45 minutes. It started with what DeBartolo called “a little chit-chat, a little bit of this and that, and then about the bowl game. Then, believe it or not, we talked about ‘family.’ I told him about how we ran our business in Youngstown. How everyone was considered part of the family. He told me about his family. Then we talked about philosophy. He talked about his innovations and his very bad experience with the Bengals. He was not happy. There was just something that I saw in this man.”

DeBartolo switched back to the broad topic of family values.

“I want the franchise built and run with the same approach we take with the company,” he said. “Can we do it in football? Can we do it the same way we’ve done it with our development and construction company in Youngstown?”

“Definitely,” said Walsh. “And I can see how it could be very beneficial to the team.”

Policy remembers the very first time he saw Walsh. “When he walked into Eddie’s condo, his presence filled the room. You know, I had never met Bill before that meeting. He was just so impressive. The way he handled himself, the things he said. You know, when we had that meeting in Eddie’s condo, Bill came in through the delivery entrance. Eddie talked about all the stuff that Eddie wanted to hear. He hired him that night.”

Policy thought the meeting lasted longer than Eddie recalled.

“I think the meeting went on for about an hour and a half, and then we spent another 45 minutes drinking champagne,” he said. “I know because I knew what time it was back in Youngstown. It was almost midnight in San Francisco.

“DeBartolo talked about the organization and what kind of people he was going to bring in to run the 49ers. It was really uplifting,” Policy continued. “Now, keep in mind, Eddie had met Bill before. So this was going to be the final interview to determine if Bill was going to be the guy he was going to hire.”

Walsh received a four-year contract that started at $220,000, with escalators of $50,000 each year.

Eddie DeBartolo proved to be much more than just an owner with the deepest pockets in the league. Policy often described him as “fiery,” recalling a game in which the 49ers blew a lead and lost to the New Orleans Saints. DeBartolo entered the Superdome dressing room, picked up a wooden stool, and hurled it at a nearby soda machine, shattering its glass front.

Defensive back Ronnie Lott shook his head at the damage.
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Owner Eddie DeBartolo and Coach Bill Walsh had their differences but shared a burning desire to win.

“What happened?” he asked Policy, who pointed to Eddie.

“What’s the matter, Mr. D, didn’t you have a quarter?”

There would be times when the owner and his head coach would clash. Family values would temporarily be forgotten and the air would be filled with anger and disbelief.

“At times he felt Bill was slacking off and not doing the job he should be doing as a coach, and he was right,” said Policy. “Bill went through periods when he almost became depressed, you know. He didn’t have that toughness, that personality that Parcells or Lombardi or Shula had and Belichick has. And that’s exactly what the critics were thinking about. They weren’t thinking that he wasn’t intelligent enough. They just didn’t see any of that toughness in Bill. They thought he wouldn’t last very many seasons with the ups and downs a coach has to deal with.”

Bill Walsh not only survived, he proved to be the perfect coach for the struggling 49ers and their city of dreamers. Who would have thought that three years after the meeting with Walsh, 2,082 miles and two time zones away the 49ers would win their first Super Bowl? The critics would vanish like those flutes of champagne that DeBartolo, Walsh, and Policy consumed on that historic night on Nob Hill—and a city torn by murders and anger would rejoice as the confetti floated through the bright lights on that winter evening in a domed stadium in suburban Detroit known as the Silverdome.

Over the years, watching the skilled players and playing referee whenever DeBartolo and Walsh had their “family arguments,” Policy said the experience was almost overwhelming.

“It was beyond a helluva experience,” he said. “It was a blessing to be part of it. Just to be part of an organization and a lifestyle that included those men with those talents and those personalities and the competition that existed at that level. Waking up every morning, you realize that you’re part of it. It was electric and you lived with it, every single day of the week. It was unbelievably exciting.”


CHAPTER 3

THE DREAMER WHO MADE IT ALL POSSIBLE



HE WAS THE rock of the family. A huge rock. He was also a dreamer, a visionary and a workaholic whose long days inspired the line, “My wife has never seen me lying down when the sun was up.”

Edward DeBartolo Sr. graduated from Notre Dame with a degree in civil engineering, so he knew all about sports. At Notre Dame, you automatically fall in love with the sporting life. So he took that affection to an extreme. In 1977, he purchased the San Francisco 49ers, a National Football League team, for his son Eddie Jr. That same year he bought the Pittsburgh Penguins of the National Hockey League and placed his daughter, Denise, in charge of operations.

DeBartolo made his fortune after World War II. His parents had immigrated from Italy and settled in Youngstown, Ohio. He established the Edward J. DeBartolo Corporation and began building roads and strip malls. Working 15-hour days, DeBartolo enlarged his company until it was the unchallenged leader in building shopping malls from Tampa to Tacoma; at one count, the DeBartolo Company had constructed 110 malls. DeBartolo operated his business by stressing family values, the joy or illness of one member to be embraced by management and the other workers. It was this love for one another that his son transferred to the 49ers.

DeBartolo’s tight relationship with his company became a topic during his son’s hiring interview with Bill Walsh. Eddie felt that this bonding as a group could create a very special team if the affection was real and not left on the practice field.

“It can work,” Walsh told the young owner, “and it can help us with the players as we start rebuilding the team. It might even spread around the league.”

Walsh’s idea of creating a family atmosphere among the youthful 49ers extended to every department and every job, from players and coaches to scouting departments and the financial office, ticket sellers and ball boys. Soon, even Eddie’s father, who had been opposed to hiring Walsh, caught the family spirit and work ethic of the 49ers and embraced what his son had accomplished.

“I think he grew to like me,” said Walsh. “I looked like a coach. And I think he was weary at that point that he had a hard time trusting all those other sources because he had been led down the wrong path. So I was a welcome relief, a sense of humor, and not affected by all that criticism.”

“When Eddie and I first became friends, we were in our twenties,” said Carmen Policy, DeBartolo’s attorney who joined the 49ers as an executive. “He had just graduated from Notre Dame, and I was a young prosecutor. I started doing some work for Mr. DeBartolo and the family, and then the corporation. Mr. DeBartolo was an amazing, amazing man. He grew up the old-fashioned way. His mother put him on a bus to Notre Dame and told him, ‘Don’t come back until you have an engineering degree.’”
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