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To my mother, Florence Stevenson De Santis:
teacher, mentor, scholar, leader.
What fun we had.
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PROLOGUE
Through a Windshield, Darkly

It’s late Friday night at the end of a long, hot summer week. Many of the good citizens of Toronto are settling in to watch the eleven-o’clock news, or climbing into bed, or leaving a bar. In the Trim 2 department of General Motors Corporation’s Scarborough Van Plant, it’s very quiet on the 5 P.M. to 1 A.M. shift, a purely relative concept considering the robotic racket from the body shop. But the rhythms seem muted tonight, muffled by air hanging heavy as a steel curtain.

The line hasn’t gone down once—automatically the high point of any shift. Boxy vans glide through the plant, dragged by the squeaky assembly-line chain, inexorable as death. We’ve seen our supervisor, Lance, just once, at the beginning of the evening. No union reps, no fights, no company bulletins, no nothing—just us and our jobs.

After a week of stifling days, every single piece of machinery in the plant seems to radiate heat. Some folks space out, daydreaming, while literally going through the motions, waiting for the shift to end, waiting to be released into the cooler night. A big yellow floor fan near my workstation is whirring, trying to be helpful. As I finish a van, I step up to it, close my eyes, and let the warm breeze cool my flushed face a little. Thank God for this fan. I love this fan. It is the most important object in the world right now.

I’m installing windows on the passenger side of the vans—both the big window that you, Mr. or Ms. Van Passenger, roll down and the smaller window that you push outward. As they crawl by, painted but only half assembled, I pick up a triangular small-window assembly in my left hand and the main window in my right. They weigh a couple of pounds apiece. I walk around the van’s open door and rest the small window, called a c.v. for some reason, against the steel skeleton of what will be the dashboard.

I slide the larger window down into the door and jam its bottom bracket onto the regulator, the X-shaped device that raises and lowers the window. Then I fit a black rubber window liner into the c.v. bracket and shove the c.v. into place next to the main window. I push the rest of the black liner around the main window frame. If you’re short, like me, you shove it with your arms over your head. You do this two hundred times a day.

As I push on the liner, feeling my neck and shoulders ache, my heat-soggy dreaminess is interrupted. I spot one of the trainers in our department, Barry Harvey, and his buddy, forklift driver Monty Allen, tiptoeing behind the parts racks across the aisle with a Y-shaped piece of wood and a bag of water balloons.

They have constructed a truly magnificent weapon, a slingshot made of wood and rubber tubing that’s so big one man holds the ends above his head and the other pulls back the cradle. Had Barry and Monty been medieval arms merchants, they would have had offers from every lord in Europe.

They have checked the aisle. Not a supervisor in sight. They are loading the siege engine. Monty is kneeling in the aisle, arms up, holding the ends. Barry is pulling back the rubber. They are aiming directly at me.

“Now, wait a minute, you guys!” I yell. “Yipes!” I duck behind the door of a van as a water balloon explodes off the window-subassembly machine next to the line, spray flying. “Ha! Missed me!” Another van is up to my station, so I have to abandon my cover and move into the open to heft the glass.

The saboteurs, who have had a liquid lunch in the parking lot, slink down the aisle, so I have to install the windows facing down the line, yet I glance nervously over my shoulder every few seconds. From roughly forty feet away, the balloons become flying bombs.

I look away from the ballistics crew to pay attention to my windows and—whongggg!—I hear the sound of a launch. Blonk! A loud clunk from behind me, but no spray. What the hey … I check the next van, a nifty dark-blue number, and notice a distinct dent in the lower passenger-side door. Upon further search, the water balloon, which is not broken, is found under a garbage bin.

“Holy shit.” We gather around the dented truck, moving along in its stately procession on the line. “Look at that. You guys dented the truck.” It’s the sort of bend that can, and will, easily be hammered out in Final Repair, but we’re in awe of the Iron Water Balloon. Looking at each other guiltily, we start giggling. I know I should be outraged at this wanton, childish vandalism, this utter flouting of the Quality Process, but at 11 P.M. on a Friday, at about the 150th window, this kind of behavior makes complete sense.

Someone farther down the line will find the dent; someone will fix it. Someone will buy this dark-blue van and never know (let’s hope) that it was hit with a water balloon fired by human beings who had to do something to break up the heat, the noise, the dirt, the monotony.

The Iron Water Balloon makes my week worthwhile. Barry and Monty have no personal vendetta against me; in fact, I think they like me (mostly), and I like them (ditto). Right now I love them for their utterly juvenile piece of antiauthoritarian theater, a prank that jolted a few people out of contemplating their lot.

Not so long ago I was a boss and would have been considerably less amused. Now, picking up the 151st window, I watch with delight as they fire off another water balloon and it travels a good seventy-five feet down the aisle, splattering on the painted concrete floor. I am a prisoner of the line, and I am completely free, free of anyone’s expectations beyond the correct installation of this window.

Another part of this person, the reporter, is looking at this from a vantage point far away, an out-of-coveralls experience. The worker jams in another window, fits another liner to the frame. The reporter, a visitor on this blue-collar planet, thinks, Yes, this is perfect. This is why I am here. This will make a terrific story.
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INTRODUCTION

Two things drew me toward General Motors’ doomed Scarborough Van Plant: a rare chance, for a journalist, to live a news story and a chance to step over the line between white collar and blue collar.

The line is widening. As the industrial age enters its third century and the technology revolution its second, more of us work in carpeted, cubicled veal pens, staring at glowing screens, many times removed from the human labor that hides in dirty, dangerous places. There are 12.9 million production jobs now in the United States, compared to 14.1 million in 1980. Who made your computer keyboard? The one I’m using right now was made in Thailand. This trend will only pick up speed in the developed world as technology continues to advance and manufacturing jobs move offshore. The pervasive image of work, the one to which we are told we should all aspire, is more than ever the office.

Consider how dominant that image is already. Let’s look at a selection of articles in some women’s magazines: “Exercises You Can Do at Your Desk,” “Find the Job That Best Suits You: Let the Stars Be Your Guide” (none of the jobs listed were blue collar, with the possible exception of gardener), “Cosmo’s Guide to Hot-Weather Office Wear.” Another article tells women how to beat stress at an all-female spa retreat. No tips on how to beat stress or exercise appropriately when you’re on your feet eight hours a day. A city magazine’s recent annual survey of “Who Earns What” listed compensation for people in eighty-two jobs. Of those, six were blue collar: exterminator, streetcar driver, prison worker, bike courier, car mechanic, and truck-company operations manager. Seventeen were presidents of companies or organizations—this, in a story that purported to show a wide range of occupations.

Make a list of popular television shows that have been set in a working-class environment: Roseanne, Grace Under Fire, All in the Family, Sanford and Son, Married with Children, The Honeymooners. Make another list of shows featuring doctors, detectives, lawyers, judges, executives, yuppies, even just plain rich folks (Dallas, Dynasty, et al.). Make allowances for the fact that everyone’s a sucker for glamour, and you will still realize that we see far more of J. R. Ewing’s level of society than of Ralph Kramden’s.

My life on the line began in a bar, in the person of an autoworker who inadvertently jogged my curiosity about a world of work that had so far been nearly hidden to me. As I became friends with him and saw, through his eyes, how hard such a life can be, I wondered why I knew so little about what it’s like to work in a factory. News stories mostly covered blue-collar people if there was a plant closing, a strike, or a disaster such as a fire or explosion. I and my office-dwelling friends drove cars, lived in houses, used all manner of appliances that someone else had put together. Occasionally someone would make a remark that indicated “we” despised the beer-bellied jerks who made our Cadillacs. We didn’t value those jobs, and yet we couldn’t live our comfortable modern lives without them.

I wondered why the work performed by “professionals” was often regarded as intrinsically more interesting and valuable to society than the manual laborer’s. High-school teachers complain they can’t find enough kids who want to learn a trade—perfectly respectable, well-paid, satisfying careers. The kids equate white-collar living with money, power, drama, excitement; blue-collar with losers.

When I had these thoughts, I had been a journalist for fifteen years, twelve as a business reporter. I had seen, most of the time, just one side of a story in all those years covering business. Perhaps if I’d reported on crime or the arts, with daily human dramas writ large, I wouldn’t have been so restless. Although business certainly had its share of drama, far too much of my business writing—especially when I left local news—involved strategy and numbers.

The news story I saw a chance to inhabit had been rumored, dismissed, and feared for several years. After a few back-and-forth dances with the union in the late 1980s, GM announced the closing of a plant in suburban Toronto that made full-size cargo vans, workplace for some twenty-seven hundred people. It was part of a huge restructuring for the world’s largest automaker—seventy-two thousand jobs cut, twenty-one plants closed.

At the time I was a freelance writer; I did not contact any publication concerning a story about the van plant, nor was I working for one. I didn’t “presell” the idea; I just thought working in an auto-assembly plant that was scheduled to close, next to people facing a job crisis typical of the early 1990s, would be an experience worth recording. The very biggest names in corporate America—IBM, AT&T, General Motors—were laying off thousands of people due to the recession. The numbers were so big that the headlines blurred: thirteen thousand jobs here, ten thousand jobs there. Who were all those people? Each one of those numbers had a face. I needed to meet some of those faces. I needed to know what was happening inside them.

White collar and blue collar were both losing jobs, but I knew white collar. I lived in the genteel world of desks, air-conditioning, computers, telephones, and Post-it notes, where people wore nice clothes and, mostly, spoke in polite tones. White collar got out its résumé and pressed its suit. What did blue collar do? How was a woman who worked on an assembly line different from the receptionists, or publicists, or executives, or reporters I’d known?

As I considered it, I found I was excited, rather than appalled, at the idea of performing physical work, although few could have started from a more sedentary base. The prospect of performing hard labor would take me into a world that was the domain of men possessing physical power, a clan that had always fascinated me. The business world was dominated by men, too, but their power came from brains, personality, or money. Women had those things also, and if it weren’t for job discrimination, they’d be equally paid and represented in business. But muscles … I had assumed as a kid that women didn’t and never would have those. When I read the classic adventure stories, I was Jim in Treasure Island, Huck Finn, King Arthur, Captain Nemo, until I faced the fact, in my early teens, that I was a girl. My fantasy life also embraced such active types as Jo in Little Women and Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz, but men rode horses, brandished swords, were thrown in dungeons, shouted heroic things. They had all the fun! Something was wrong. I was Peter Pan, not Wendy. As I came to terms with growing up as a girl, I still wondered what it was like to be a man, with all that easy strength.

At the same time I was feeling more trapped than inspired by my education and career. Working at the van plant was the first time in my life that I would do the unexpected, and because no one in my world knew anything about a factory, it was the first time nothing was expected of me. Always I had fulfilled the hopes of my parents and fit nicely into the round holes of my social class: earned a bachelor’s degree and a master’s degree from Ivy League schools and made a good living working for sizable news organizations: NBC Radio, the Associated Press, The Palm Beach (Fla.) Post, Reuters, The (Toronto) Globe and Mail. Although my parents, and several of my friends—both blue collar and white collar—thought what I was doing was ridiculous, I felt free.

The kind of journalism I’d fallen into—mostly routine stories on business and finance—no longer jounced my imagination. I was so bored at the last job I held before the van plant—bond-market reporter at The Globe and Mail—that, a couple of times, goaded by a trader, I had inserted hidden baseball references into my daily market story. One day the first letters of the first seven sentences spelled out BASE HIT. Another time I got the name of a ballplayer into each of the first few sentences: Bonds, Rose, Key, etc.

In the dozen years that I’d been writing business news, I nearly always covered companies from the top. The exception was during my time at The Palm Beach Post, where I detailed the effect of the shutdown of a Piper Aircraft plant on the town of Vero Beach and wrote a continuing series profiling the small businesses in one local strip mall. I liked making direct contact with readers, for good or ill. But my work at the AP and Reuters mostly involved covering markets or major corporations, not people. To create a little variety in my life, I would write arts features on the side, but it wasn’t enough. I estimate I’ve covered more than three hundred annual shareholder meetings. I’ve listened to dozens of chief executive officers explain the carefully measured reasoning behind this or that cost-cutting move. The closure of this office, that facility, this plant was absolutely necessary to ensure the company’s survival. Sales slump, tough competition, slow markets, low productivity, outmoded equipment, sinking prices—whatever the reason, layoffs were unfortunate but unavoidable. Perhaps it’s just human nature not to admit mistakes, but I never heard an executive say, “We in management really ran this company into the ground.”

It all seemed so easy, sitting in those comfortable hotel meeting rooms, staring at pie charts and graphs, emotion drained from every decision. I can’t think of a single corporate officer who looked forward with glee to firing hundreds or thousands of people (with the possible exception of Al Dunlap), but their jobs kept them focused on numbers, not names. Besides, even if an executive deeply regretted tossing people out of jobs, he or she could hardly afford to be emotionally crippled by it, since the primary responsibility was to keep the company running. Nevertheless, the bottom line was that the suit I was interviewing still had a job. When the numbers didn’t fall into line, sometimes they got the heave, too, along with a goodly pile of cash, but the jobs at the top were a great deal safer than the ones near the bottom.

There were times I utterly despised the slick, tie-wearing jerk in front of me, such as the corporate president who pompously declared how the company’s most valuable resource was “its people.” Those were often the same companies that ran pictures of employees in the annual report without mentioning their names.

As I thought about working at the van plant, I considered the possibility that the experience might never see its way into print and wondered whether that might render the whole exercise useless. I decided it wouldn’t. I was just so damn tired of the office. I wanted to stand on the bridge of a ship, in the cab of a trolley car, in the middle of a logging camp, in a wheat field at harvest time—something more active than paper shuffling and typing on a screen, with the phone grafted to my ear. More important, I felt I needed the experience to be able to appreciate fully the life I was charting. The experience alone would be worth it, I decided. Trying to understand the world of manual labor would enrich a working life that was beginning to pall.

Outside of work, my life, up to that time, had nearly defined comfortable. I had never known real hardship. My parents had always made a good living, although we were not wealthy. I grew up in a house in a nice neighborhood with a backyard and plenty of food on the table. My father was an executive with a trade organization, and my mother’s job as fashion and beauty columnist provided an extra measure of luxury—clothes at a discount or free, a steady stream of cosmetics samples, sponsored press trips. Nobody I knew came home from work with bruises. Our only employment crisis blew up when it looked as if Dad might lose his job over a power struggle at work, but he won. We traveled, attended ballet, opera, and theater and generally lived the good middle-class life of New York City.

Everything seemed to come easily to me—I was accepted by an Ivy League college, got my first job at NBC Radio before I graduated from Columbia, always seemed to be able to make a good living, was tapped for promotion at Reuters without asking. As my view of the world began to form, during teenage years, I naturally was curious about lifestyles that were not familiar to me. So I was less interested in those at the top than in those who didn’t grow up in a stimulating household with bright, educated parents and lots of books and music, those who had to struggle on painful journeys. Not only were we comfortable, but my highly educated mother and European-raised father possessed a distinct sense of social superiority, an attitude I both enjoyed and wanted to rebel against. I knew very well what life was like for those who had it easy, and as I approached forty years of age, I did not believe it was good for my character to sail along on the plush carpet life had woven for me without stepping off and walking barefoot on the gravel. I could see myself growing old, plump, and complacent, never understanding a vital part of our world. Working at the van plant would be a character test: my Everest, my Zen monastery.

I didn’t have any political motives. I came to know a young woman of strong leftist persuasion who’d gone to work at the van plant partly to radicalize the workers, a project that had had mixed results. As my mother said during the 1968 presidential election, “The AFL-CIO can endorse McGovern all it wants, but half the membership is going to vote for George Wallace anyway.” Although I believe that unions are absolutely essential, I have seen union politics cause as much distress as any macho management. I went to work at the plant not to transform them but because I was interested in the people on the factory floor—who they were, how they got there, how they felt about their work, and how their work—and the loss of it—affected their lives.

Though my interest wasn’t political in nature, politics, of course, from the macro level in Washington and Ottawa to the micro level of Canadian Auto Workers Local 303, affected the citizens of GM’s little industrial city in Scarborough. Unable to prevent the shutdown, the union used the closing to bolster its anti-free-trade position and support of leftist politicians. General Motors, faced with a small, aging facility in Canada, moved twenty-seven hundred jobs to Michigan, a gesture aimed at pleasing politicians and union leaders in its home base, a state wounded by auto-industry cuts.

I found that my reporting methods changed. As a co-worker, I couldn’t sit down and interview people as I might while wearing the mantle of journalist. I was also working seven hours a day trying to survive tough, physical labor and then have the brains left to write about it in my journal. I carried a pad in my work bag and would take notes with taped fingers on breaks or in the washroom so as not to arouse suspicion. Working on the line, I had no access to the public-relations department or upper management. All I knew was what I saw and heard on the factory floor.

Finally, a photograph helped crystallize my desire to get into the heart of the factory: a postcard reproduction of one of Lewis Hine’s Empire State Building photographs, a series taken in 1930–31 during the construction of what would for many years be the world’s tallest building. The photo shows a worker, a young man, sitting on a beam high above Manhattan—the then-new Chrysler Building and New York General Building above Grand Central Station visible behind him. A bandanna is tied around his head; he leans against a larger beam with several holes in it. It is a hot summer day, and he’s taken off his shirt; his body is lean and muscled. He straddles the beam, his arms crossed gracefully in front of him, his right forearm resting on the left and his right hand holding a cigarette. The picture is titled A Break from Work. But it’s the look on his face that made me buy the photograph. He is wearing the hard, fixed stare of a soldier in the trenches. His smooth shoulders sag a little against the beam. This man is bone-tired and trapped, and his thoughts are miles away. He wears no tool belt, so it’s impossible to identify his job. What is his name? The picture isn’t titled Jim O’Flaherty’s Break from Work. When more beams are riveted to the one he’s sitting on and leaning against, and the skyscraper acquires its stone skin and electrical and water veins and arteries, he will cease to exist. The tough expression on his face, his weary posture—they seem to know that. To me, he is the Empire State Building.

Maybe, I thought, if I write about the people of the van plant, they won’t dissolve like shadows into the pounded sheet metal, the taillights, the power door locks. If I could get past the hard part—getting in—I would just let it all unfold around me and write it down. I knew that my life up to then had drawn me no map for this strange land I was entering.

but I did not fathom how long and complex my journey would be, how my story would unfold beside those whose tales I had assigned myself. I thought I had it all figured out. I would shake a finger at my world and point to the workers—Look, see how these people suffer!—while virtuously mouthing, There but for the grace of God go I. That was before I saw suffering in hundreds of shades, like paint at the hardware store. As I fell into step with my cast of characters, large and small lessons were written every day. Among them: Never take anything good in your life for granted. I amended my pious musings to, There … go I.

Here, then, is a tale of a woman who invaded a world of men, who sought to understand rough work, who asked to be transformed, and here are the people whose stories she set out to tell.


ONE
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BEGINNINGS

I was rock-solid positive my parents had not raised me to be an autoworker.

When I announced I would be working in a dying van factory, my mother took the news best, possibly because she, too, was a writer. “Well,” she said over the phone from New York, “anything that broadens your experience of life is worthwhile.” Since a great deal of psychic energy in my life had gone toward trying to please Mother, I mentally fell at her feet in relief and gratitude at her apparent acceptance of this wild notion.

My father, who always had misgivings about anything that didn’t appear to be well planned, well thought out, and on the middle class straight and narrow, was less sanguine. He hated the idea. Thirty years in Europe had given Father a sense of social class that most definitely did not include a vision of his only daughter in grimy coveralls. Why had he paid for the Barnard College B.A. and the Columbia University master’s degree in journalism—the sorts of things that are supposed to keep people off of the assembly line, not draw them thither?

I tried to explain. “Dad, I’m a journalist. I’m supposed to experience things, not just sit in an office writing about corporations and doing interviews over the phone.” Problem was, my dad thought that wearing a suit, sporting a title, and working in an office was just fine. Factories were for the cafone, Italian for peasants, or the stupidos, to use my mother’s bald term. After all, hadn’t he put on a suit and tie and gone to work at the Italy-America Chamber of Commerce in Manhattan for thirty-five years? Hadn’t he achieved the highest salaried position at the chamber, executive secretary, and built the organization into a respected voice in Italo-American trade? What was so terrible about that kind of work?

When I was Canada news editor with Reuters, both Mom and Dad, though they were accomplished people themselves, would ask me for a few of my business cards so they could proudly show them to friends. What were they to make of my proposed flirtation with manual labor? (“So, is your daughter still a bright light at Reuters, Arthur?” “Well, no, not quite.”)

Car factories—indeed, factories of any kind—seldom entered my consciousness as I grew up in the comfortable neighborhood of Bayside, in the New York City borough of Queens. Our two-story white stucco house stood out on the street like a castle, being one of three built several years earlier than the flatter post–World War II bungalows, all set close to the sunken whoosh of the Long Island Expressway. My world embraced houses, stores, schools—a typical residential community.

By the time I was old enough to travel alone into Manhattan, I saw the major industrial area of Queens only from the elevated subway line. At those times I glided through Long Island City like a bird, gazing at the windows of the various plants. So dark, those windows, set in blocklong buildings whose design always seemed to be Early Dickens, no matter what decade they’d been erected.

In summer some of the windows were angled open, and that meant no air-conditioning. I wondered about the lives lived in those buildings, so different from mine. My romantic imagination saw men and women, bent to some brutal, tedious task, yearning for escape, cool air, and light. I saw handsome faces clouded with anger over their lot in life. I thought of a flushed forehead resting briefly on a graceful hand. I saw old men and women, dragging their bodies to work because lives depended upon them.

The train’s wheels would scream round the curve toward the East River tunnel, and in my mind the dissonant notes of Long Island City rose to a harmonic crescendo. Before me, laid out like a huge painting that never failed to thrill my heart, were the yearning towers of Manhattan as the Flushing Line ran directly parallel to the East River for a few seconds. Behind me I felt the spirits of all those workers looking toward the beauty and promise of those spires, as prisoners in Alcatraz knew the exquisite torture of gazing upon San Francisco.

You’d have had to go back a couple of generations in our family to find someone who worked with his hands. My father’s father, Luigi Menotti De Santis, who immigrated to New York in 1910 from Puglie, in southern Italy, was a cabinetmaker. My father’s mother would probably qualify also. Concettina Bonforti headed for the streets of gold from Sicily in 1911 and worked as a passementerie seamstress, specializing in trimmings: beads on dresses or tassels on curtains.

They both possessed a limited education, but Luigi turned a nimble, restless mind to a series of pursuits: guitarmaker, piano repairer, cosmetics/perfume distributor, cake decorator. He married Concettina, a woman of sober and gentle dignity, and was training as a barber in The Bronx (yet another skill) when my father was born in their living quarters behind the shop. Luigi’s next profession occurred by chance.

Dad told me that one Christmas his father had decorated the mirrors of the barber shop and one of his customers, “a German fellow,” admired the decorations and asked who did them. Luigi didn’t want him to think that the barber did them, so he told the man that he’d paid a man a dollar to do them. The German pestered him some more, and Luigi owned up. “Oh, Luigi,” his customer exclaimed, “you have a real talent there; you should learn engraving.” And the man came to the shop after hours and taught Luigi engraving.

That led to his last, and best, career, as a jeweler. He opened a jewelry salon in The Bronx, working in diamonds and gold, designing and making his own pieces, and was an enormous success in the post–World War I era of prosperity.

But what had become a chronic pain in his back was bothering him more and more, and his friends suggested consulting specialists in Italy.

“I also heard him say he wanted to give me an Italian education,” my father said.

And so in 1924, with a remarkable fifty thousand dollars in savings, the Italian-immigrants-made-good returned to the old country, to live on an elegant, leafy street in Rome near the Colosseum. Luigi set up a jewelry business there, and life was sweet for the little family. Photographs taken in the twenties and early thirties show the three of them on summer vacations in the Alps, or at the Côte d’Azur. What style they had! Luigi’s deep-set dark eyes, perched above a hawklike nose, are usually looking directly at the camera. His chin is slightly raised, a fedora set on his head just so, his hand resting on a walking stick. On a stocky frame, he is wearing a beautifully cut suit—tweed for the mountains, gray in the city—his shoulders square, his bearing proud and erect. In Italian they say such a man cuts una bella figura.

Concettina didn’t have quite as much flash to her personality as Luigi, but she is always seen wearing well-made, though never flamboyant, dresses and hats. She had calm eyes, a Roman nose, and a smile like the Mona Lisa. Only a few of their pictures show them smiling or laughing with abandon. They were not sad or unpleasant people by any means, but their sense of reserve did not allow them to make a spectacle of themselves just because someone was pointing a camera their way.

Luigi’s financial success allowed him to send his son to good schools, where he met Italian kids from families with more refined backgrounds than those of Puglie and Sicily. As converts often take religion more seriously than those raised in the faith, Luigi, aware of his rise in society, impressed upon his son the importance of behaving well, dressing properly, maintaining appearances. Dad felt it was an important part of his father’s character, this striving to fit into the class above him. Though he keenly felt his lack of education, Luigi also possessed a healthy measure of self-confidence, a sense that he could tackle anything if he put his mind to it.

When my father was in his early twenties, he went to live in the great diamond center of Antwerp, where he was a buyer for Luigi’s jewelry business. Several years earlier, Luigi, who always seemed to have useful friendships, had worked his connections with a sympathetic Italian police chief to get Dad out of Italy and away from Mussolini’s military draft. In my mind the police chief is always played by Claude Rains, in his Casablanca role.

Luigi, meanwhile, did consult the local medical specialists about his recurrent back pain, and they discovered it stemmed from a duodenal ulcer. He was put on a bland diet and underwent a couple of operations. When he was in the hospital for the second time, Concettina called Dad and told him to come down from Antwerp. Modern medicine probably would have saved him, but in 1939 the ulcer killed Luigi at the age of fifty-four.

Concettina joined Dad in Antwerp, where World War II caught up with him. In 1943 the Germans were arresting enemy civilians. Since he was born in New York, he had an American passport. Concettina, who had an Italian passport, was spared since she was nominally an ally of the Führer. Dad was interned in Germany for eighteen months with British, Australian, and American civilians guarded by bored German soldiers too old for the front.

It always seemed to me that there were three formative experiences of Dad’s early life, and they colored his view of my leap into the blue-collar world. One was the move to Italy at age eleven. Not only was he uprooted from his friends in The Bronx, but he was put with younger kids in his first Italian school because he had to learn the language. “Here was this little dummy trying to keep up with the lessons,” he would say. The second was the death of his father when Dad was twenty-six. The third was his arrest by the Nazis.

My father concluded from these experiences that life is a shaky thing and it’s best to have security. It can all be snatched away at any time—the familiar place you live, your loving protector and teacher, your freedom. Aim for stability and exhibit a certain class: those were his guiding principles. My brother and I, children of the sixties, sought more adventure out of life, and it made Dad nervous. He didn’t understand why I would want to quit Reuters, after six years, to try my wings as an entrepreneur and start a magazine. The project didn’t fly, but it was an invaluable learning experience. Throughout the two-year process, Dad would ask, lightly but pointedly, “Do you still hear from anyone at Reuters?” Or he would remark, “You had it good there at Reuters.”

After the war Dad and his mother decided to return to New York. Dad went alone on a scouting expedition, and it was on a transatlantic steamer that he met my mother, returning home to Brooklyn from a job in Europe.

Not only was Florence Catharine Stevenson’s heritage white collar, it was a seventeenth-century lace collar at that. She was descended through her mother, Florence Marie Paddock, from an Englishman named William Brewster, who caught passage in 1620 on a little ship named the Mayflower. Mother believed she belonged to a special kind of American aristocracy, legitimized by time and strength of character rather than by mere money. “My New England ancestors would be aghast,” was how she would criticize some tasteless excess of modern life. Her family fought for the North, of course, during the Civil War, and we have the stiffly posed photographs to prove it. We could have belonged to the Daughters of the American Revolution if we’d wanted, but my mother, though proud of her lineage, was not much of a club joiner, and dismissed the venerable Daughters as a bunch of gossiping hens. There were thirty-second-degree Masons on that side of the family, and members of the Eastern Star, the Masons’ women’s auxiliary.

The Paddock side of the family was so steeped in its White Anglo-Saxon Protestant sense of noblesse (without much “oblige”) that when my grandmother proposed to marry a man of German descent, my great-grandmother responded, “Are you really thinking of bringing a foreigner into the family?” She certainly was, and she did. By the time my mother decided to marry a man of (gasp) Italian descent, the times had mellowed to the point where my great-grandmother hardly remarked upon it.

My grandfather, George Horton Stevenson, was that man of German descent, and his family hadn’t been lounging on these shores as long as the Paddocks. He had just an eighth-grade education and he worked with his hands, but he was no ordinary manual laborer. He was a pianist of such talent that, it was said, he could have had a concert career had he received the proper training. But he was the product of uneducated parents and he never did attend conservatory. “It was all right for Georgie to play at home for friends, but not to go away to school,” my mother related. He turned to another kind of theater for his performances. As Mary Pickford, Rudolph Valentino, or Colleen Moore flickered across the screens of the ornate RKO Keith and Paramount theaters in Manhattan and Brooklyn, his muscular hands played Chopin and Rachmaninoff on the five-manual Wurlitzer organs. On Sunday he volunteered at the organ behind the church choir. In 1929 he had an experience not many have: He watched a movie and saw his career evaporate. The film was The Jazz Singer.

The Depression would have thrown the Stevensons (my mother’s sister, Marjorie, had also arrived by that time) onto welfare were it not for my grandmother’s career. She taught in New York City’s “600” high schools, so named because they were all numbered in the 600s and were where girls were sent who were delinquent and/or had emotional problems.

Like many bright young women of the thirties, Mother was determined to shuck conventional attitudes toward domesticity and education for women. Her sterling academic career was the stuff of legend in our household. With her mother as role model and encouragement from both parents, she was ranked top of the class in Brooklyn’s Girls High School. At age seventeen, she beat 375,000 other New York State high-school students in a statewide essay contest, writing, without notes, on the topic “Why I Am Being Given an Education.” She was named to the national honor society, Phi Beta Kappa, in her junior year at Hunter College in New York City. She earned her bachelor’s degree magna cum laude in English literature and acquired a master’s degree in English literature at Columbia University.

From an early age I was pressured to excel in academics and achieve in life, most intensely by my brilliant, leonine mother. When I was a child, my mother seemed to own everything that mattered in my world. In the beginning, she gave me the words, from alphabet blocks through Dr. Seuss and Winnie-the-Pooh. Nothing was more important than the words. I never went anywhere without a book. What was the use of an idle moment if not to read a page or two of Captain Horatio Hornblower or Michael Strogoff, the Courier of the Czar? My New York suburban existence embraced King Arthur’s court, Alice’s rabbit hole, Tom Sawyer’s cavern.

The childhood classics were all given to me by Mom: The Secret Garden, Mary Poppins, Peter Pan, The Wizard of Oz, and on and on. I discovered The Count of Monte Cristo and The Man in the Iron Mask at the age of twelve. Mother read Conan Doyle, Charles Dickens, Jules Verne to my brother and me before bed, with accents and dramatic intonations. She was the high priestess of the Book, gatekeeper to the worlds where I lost myself.

Mom had migrated from schoolteaching to a highly glamorous job. If she’d been a university professor, lecturing endlessly on the novels of Henry James, or a lawyer trying tort cases, maybe I wouldn’t have felt so intimidated. No, even then, Florence De Santis would have been one of the best-known professors on campus or the most colorful tort lawyer. Instead she toiled in the vineyards of fashion and beauty, writing a weekly package of stories for United Feature Syndicate, which it then sold to newspapers in the United States and Canada. I practically grew up playing under runways as models pranced overhead. At age five I walked down one myself, holding a doll, to end a fashion show and hear middle-aged editor ladies emit a collective “ohhh.”

She wasn’t a drab, skinny little thing either, always slinking around in black. Her favorite color was purple in all its hues, with pink not far behind. Photographs taken in the thirties, forties, and fifties showed she had style, but the sixties were her time to shine. Blue and green eye makeup, a halo of hair dyed blond from its natural brown, wild Pucci prints, shoes matching handbags, pink-, yellow-, and turquoise-colored Sobranie cigarettes with gold paper filters. Twice a year Mother would put away two seasons’ worth of hats and bring out the next two seasons’—the white leather fedora, the orange mohair turban, the red velvet one shaped like a cardinal’s miter.

She knew all the great American design names of the age—Blass, de la Renta, Gernreich, Beene, Norell. I would tag along to fashion shows on Seventh Avenue and lunches at the Broadway restaurant Sardi’s while she interviewed Kim Novak or Angela Lansbury about their wardrobes. It could take fifteen minutes to get to her table at Sardi’s as she said hello to everyone, although she always was given an excellent table near the front. I swam in her generous wake, at once thrilled and struggling to keep my head above water.

I loved my childhood, but I felt that the pressure was relentless. In my dance classes I won the best-in-class prize for a couple of years, but Mom wanted to know why I hadn’t won the top prize. At the end of each year’s dance recital, Mrs. Sullivan read out the names of the top prizewinning students. My heart thumped each year, hoping my name would be called, but it never was. I had let Mom down again. How could I ever be as smart and knowledgeable as my mother, as debonair as my father? What could I possibly do to contribute to this family, so rich in experience?

Education was a given in my family. The question was not whether I was going to college, just which one. Mom recommended I follow her trail at the Ivy League, but she was less impressed by the fact that I just didn’t have the relentless drive to make Phi Beta Kappa or get one of the “laudes” attached to my diploma. I got my degrees, but I also had a social life and wrote for the Columbia newspaper. I became theater editor at the Spectator and had a wonderful time reviewing Broadway shows, with some campus theater mixed in.

Mom gave me my first job in journalism. I worked as her office assistant in the summer when her secretary was on vacation and, as a teenager, began writing some brief items, under my name, for her fashion and beauty package. She began to trust me with larger articles, and that’s how, in 1972, I found myself on a Florida press junket interviewing Robert Redford about the costumes in his new film, The Candidate, and how I got my first news clipping, from the old Montreal Star, at the age of eighteen.

Once I graduated from university, I started my career with a bang, and there was no disappointing Florence De Santis then. Three months before graduation, through one of her contacts, I got an audition at NBC Radio, which was one year into a new concept: a nationwide all-news radio network. I went down to Rockefeller Center, was asked to write a five-minute newscast from the front page of The Washington Post, then was asked if I wanted a job as a newswriter after I graduated. I said I most certainly did. I was told the starting salary was four hundred dollars a week. This was in 1976. My rent was a hundred dollars a month.

Getting the job also meant I had proven Mom wrong, for what seemed the first time in my life. Throughout my year in journalism school she’d said, “You’ll have to go out of town for your first job. You won’t get a job starting out in New York.” I was also practicing a type of writing she’d never done; she couldn’t overwhelm me with help as she had in high school and in my early days at college.

And so I was launched upon the waters of professional journalism, boiling down wire-service stories into bite-size chunks of news to be read on the air by such well-known radio voices as John Cameron, son of John Cameron Swayze. Despite the good money and the fact that I was working for one of the Big Three of American broadcast journalism, I felt I was on a detour from my intended path. I was meant to be a theater critic, or, if I couldn’t do that right away, a newspaper reporter, talking to people, telling tales that shed light on the human condition, not regurgitating stories someone else had written.

Apparently someone at NBC decided that all I needed was a little push, because after two years the network decided it was losing too much money on the News and Information Service in those presatellite days and shut it down. So I went looking for newspaper jobs, firing off application letters to newspapers across the country and following up with a job-interview drive across America.

I was ready to begin an enduring affair with newspapers; I just needed one to ask me to the dance. I am the classic newspaper romantic. I love the characters, the crumple of paper, the stink of ink, the grumble of presses, the history and legends of newspapers. When I began to apply to newspapers for a job, I had a pretty good opinion of my professional experience. Newspaper editors did not share my opinion. They wanted to see newspaper clips, not printouts of radio scripts. I had done some original reporting, usually by phone, but it wasn’t what they were used to seeing. So I trudged back to New York, having failed to land a job as what I called a “real” reporter in the colorful places I had chosen: New Orleans; Austin, Texas; Memphis; and Nashville.

I went across the street from NBC to the Associated Press and got a job writing news summaries for the radio broadcast wire. Back up in the skyscraper. Almost the same job as at NBC, except I never saw who read my stories on the air; they sped down the wire to hundreds of radio stations across the country. After a couple of years I landed the business-writer’s position. I went down to the New York Stock Exchange and saw prices put up by hand at wooden trading posts, but computers were coming, I was told, and the old posts would be museum pieces. The 1970s had seen recession and oil shortage. Now we were seeing the beginnings of the merger boom that would characterize the 1980s and the throes of rampant inflation with interest rates heading toward 20 percent.

Still, I didn’t figure business would be my calling for the long term, much less that the job would make me a prisoner of my résumé. As always, I wanted to write about the arts, so I also started a popular-music column for the radio wire. Funny how the busywork of a job can distract us from a long-term career goal. After a year or so I was getting the hang of broadcast writing, and I was making a very fine living with a major news organization. The jaws of the velvet trap were slowly closing, until I got involved with a man who wanted to move to Florida and I resurrected my desire to write for a newspaper.

The business editor at The Palm Beach Post didn’t have any problem with my radio experience, and the next year and a half were the happiest in my career. The business editor and I broke stories that led the front page or were major features in the business section—land-development deals, the inside story of a bank takeover, the bankruptcy of a high-society social club, the travails of small businesses. I was also on the radio every Friday, talking about the week in business.

At last I could write stories about people and their communities. I had ventured out of New York City to discover the rest of America, and I
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