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DISCLAIMER

This is entirely a work of fiction. Real-life people do appear, but in imagined situations with imagined dialogue and depiction. All other characters are fictional, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is coincidental.


DEDICATION

To my journalist friends and colleagues, some still working in the field and others retired, moved on to other professions, or involuntarily forced out in this click-bait era, when locally controlled and reported news dies in many parts of the country.

Arguably more than any other historical figure, Benjamin Franklin, were he to magically appear, as he does in Unfit to Print, would understand the threat to American democracy.
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INTRODUCTION



I have written many books, but none as long in gestation as Unfit to Print if you count the real-life experiences behind it.

You could legitimately assert that this book began during my freshman year at St. John’s Preparatory School in Danvers, Mass., when my first stories were published in the school newspaper. In junior year, I became co-editor of that newspaper, The Paper, with Richard Howell, a classmate who went on to become a noted comics artist and writer. Richard and I also wrote and published what I believe was St. John’s first-ever underground newspaper, The Mole, which we used to disseminate controversial opinions we knew would never clear The Paper’s faculty censors. You will see an echo of that dynamic in the pages of this book.

After graduating from Harvard College and free-lancing stories to papers including my hometown Wakefield (Mass.) Daily Item and The Boston Globe, I became a full-time professional reporter in August 1978, four years after The Washington Post was awarded the 1973 Pulitzer Prize for Public Service for its coverage of the Watergate scandal. Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein were the lead reporters in that investigation and they inspired many journalists and journalists-to-be during a period when their profession was held to be a noble, if not sacred, calling.

I was among those who answered that call, by way of legendary New England journalist Rod Doherty, who in August 1978 was city editor of The Transcript in North Adams, Massachusetts. Rod hired me—me, a 24-year-old baggage handler for Delta Airlines at Boston’s Logan International Airport who had taken the job after graduating from Harvard. That weekly paycheck supported my passion for writing, which began in grammar school, but until Rod brought me on staff, it didn’t seem like a career in journalism was in the cards.

Rod took a big chance on me—me, someone who had never taken a journalism course, let alone majored in it—and for that, I remain eternally grateful. In return, I have tried over my long career to mentor and support young and new writers. Read more about this at http://gwaynemiller.blogspot.com/2018/08/chances-and-lesson-on-coffee.html

In April 1979, I left The Transcript (a family-owned newspaper that no longer exists) to join the staff at The Cape Cod Times (now owned by Gannett and a shadow of its former self), where another editor, the late Bill Breisky, took a chance on me, too. In October 1981, I became a staff writer at The Providence Journal, where yet another editor, the late Chuck Hauser, also took a chance on me. I remained a staff writer at The Providence Journal (now also owned by Gannett) until November 2022.


[image: ]



During my long career, I have witnessed firsthand many changes in newspapering—I was in the room where an historic transformation of the press happened, you could say. It was not the only profound transformation since the first newspapers in America—those were one-page broadsides published in 1689, followed by the first paper with more than a single page (Publick Occurrences Both Forreign and Domestick, published in Boston, on September 25, 1690)—but Unfit to Print is my argument that changes in the last decades are the most threatening to our democracy.

In my early days in journalism, I saw all-time highs in display and classified-advertising pages, which brought record revenues to many papers and an annual profit margin in the range of twenty percent, which any corporation would envy. I witnessed the growth of the internet, which initially seemed a wonderful adjunct to traditional newspapering.

It wasn’t.

Beginning in the mid-1990s with the dawn of free online advertising, those record revenues began to decline—and a business, which American journalism has been from the start, experienced unprecedented pressures. A landmark year was 1995, when Craigslist was founded.

The next year, I witnessed the sale of the family-owned Providence Journal, the oldest continuously published daily newspaper in America (1829), to Dallas-based A.H. Belo Corporation, which for a while nurtured its investment, then bled it for profit as staff members were laid off and bureaus closed.

In 2014, I witnessed another sale of The Journal, from A.H. Belo to GateHouse Media, which was owned by Fortress Investment Group, a hedge fund manager. GateHouse continued cutting The Journal staff, just as it did other papers it owned.

Five years later, GateHouse merged with Gannett, whose flagship paper is USA TODAY. Its first editor was the late John C. Quinn, a Rhode Islander who began his career at The Providence Journal and worked his way up to assistant managing editor before leaving for Gannett. (Quinn’s son, John C. “Chips” Quinn Jr., who also worked at The Journal, died tragically in a car accident in 1990. I wrote his obituary. Yes, a sad irony.)

In the year 2021, Gannett cut its overall head count by 24%, according to Nieman Lab (https://bit.ly/3QsDP2I). The cuts continued during 2022, with layoffs in August at many Gannett papers, including two Providence Journal workers. Approximately 400 employees chain-wide lost their jobs. Another 400 or so open positions also were cut.

In October 2022, the cuts continued. Buyouts were offered, remaining employees were required to take unpaid leave in December, hiring was frozen, and Gannett temporarily suspended 401(k) contribution matches, according to The New York Times and other media outlets that reported on the actions.

In December 2022, Gannett cut some 200 additional news staffers at its papers, including the executive editor of The Providence Journal and one of the paper’s long-time and highly respected photographers. Gannett was not alone as 2022 ended and the new year began. In January 2023, The Washington Post laid off 20 staff members and announced another 30 vacancies would go unfilled.
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During the long decline, I witnessed first-hand how journalists became expendable, their careers and livelihoods discarded when their bosses said it was time.

Many were the best of the best—and then one day, they got the call to visit HR.

Some returned to our Providence Journal newsroom in tears, gathered their belongings, hugged friends, said goodbyes and disappeared, never to set foot inside their newspaper again. The diminishing number who were left arrived at work every day wondering if it was our turn.

Some who had dodged the ax began job-hunting and found employment at places that value accomplishment—universities and newspapers not owned by hedge funds or chains, for example. Those of us who were left at The Journal still believed local journalism mattered, even as the cuts continued and some Americans, led by former President Donald Trump, reviled journalists as enemies of the people, not people whose profession had been endorsed as a bedrock of democracy by the Founding Fathers in the First Amendment.

During what could be called the glory days, The Journal owned and occupied the entirety of a four-story building in downtown Providence. It operated more than a dozen bureaus, including two in Massachusetts and one in Washington, D.C., and employed approximately 200 editors, reporters, photographers, columnists, critics, librarians, editorial writers, copy clerks and assistants in features, business, news, sports, photography, and editorial departments.

The Journal staff now numbers about a dozen news reporters, one columnist, one sportswriter, one staff photographer, and a handful of editors and online producers. They are dedicated professionals, working… in part of one floor of the four-story building that once was all The Journal and is now owned by a developer who rents the rest to Tufts Health Plan, Virgin Pulse, Infosys, Saladworks and Charles Schwab. Insurers, tech firms, food chains, and financial service companies thrive while local journalism withers.

This was the newspaper where I had worked for forty-one years and nine days when, on November 4, 2022, I left voluntarily to become head of OceanStateStories.org, a non-profit, non-partisan news publication where I have been able to continue my writing about issues that matter to residents of Rhode Island.
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Nationally, the picture is grim. According to the Hussman School of Journalism and Media at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, which has studied newspapers for years, the situation continues to worsen.

“News Deserts and Ghost Newspapers: Will Local News Survive?”, the school’s latest report (fourth in a series), published in 2020, states that “in the 15 years leading up to 2020, more than one-fourth of the country’s newspapers disappeared, leaving residents in thousands of communities—inner-city neighborhoods, suburban towns and rural villages—living in vast news deserts. Simultaneously, half of all local journalists disappeared, as round after round of layoffs have left many surviving papers—the gutsy dailies and weeklies that had won accolades and Pulitzer Prizes for their reporting—mere ”ghosts,” or shells of their former selves. Compounding the problem, there has been a lack of capital and funding available to support a variety of for-profit, nonprofit, and publicly funded news organizations attempting to thwart the rise of news deserts…

“In the years immediately following the 2008 recession, the decline has been relentless, and it appears to have been accelerating in the years leading up to 2020. Since our last report, The Expanding News Desert, was published in the fall of 2018, 300 newspapers closed, another 6,000 journalists employed by newspapers vanished, and print newspaper circulation declined by 5 million. Consolidation also increased, with the largest chains, backed by private equity firms and hedge funds, racing to merge with the last surviving publicly traded companies and form mega-chains with hundreds of newspapers, and management focused on shareholder return over journalism’s civic duty.”
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In this era of so-called “fake news” and “alternative facts” and QAnon—when some media outlets, left- and right-leaning and in between, will do just about anything for clicks—when Russia uses social media and other platforms to undermine our democracy with disinformation—when extremists and politicians inspired by Trump erode it further with lies and conspiracy theories—when social media platforms purport to be ethical but care mostly about profit—truth still matters.

But why did I write a novel and not a memoir or exposé?

In part, because fiction allowed me to wring dark humor from a sickening reality. As the old saw has it: If you don’t laugh, you cry.

But mostly because as Ralph Waldo Emerson is purported to have said, “fiction reveals truth that reality obscures.”

So, yes, truth still matters—and so do morality, social justice, quality local journalism, and doing the right thing.

Those are among the lessons that Nick Nolan, the protagonist of Unfit To Print, embraces as he eventually rejects the click mentality and hollow sensationalism driving much of what’s left of newspapering today.

Nolan comes to believe we are better than that.

I hope he is right.
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October 2023

Newport, Rhode Island


CAST OF CHARACTERS

In order of appearance.

The Boston Daily Tribune

The Trib, a Pulitzer Prize-winning newspaper published every day since 1823. After years of layoffs and downsizings, SuperGoodMedia, an out-of-town chain, has just bought it.

Nick Nolan

The narrator, a once relevant and prize-winning journalist at The Boston Daily Tribune whose column in recent years has become pathetic. Needs something big or it could be curtains.

Destiny Carter

Trib business reporter. Only African American on the paper’s staff. Nolan’s best friend.

Randolph Gordon IV

Longtime Tribune publisher and member of family that owned the paper for generations. Until an out-of-town chain made a lucrative offer, that is.

David Chamberlain

CEO of SuperGoodMedia, aka SGM, a Florida-based national newspaper chain whose motto is “Good News Rules!”

Paul Peters

SuperGoodMedia’s Chief Fun Officer, or CFO.

Ron Hawkins

SuperGoodMedia’s Chief Motivational Officer, or CMO.

Bradley Winthrop III

SuperGoodMedia’s Chief Diversity Officer, or CDO.

Roger Rogers

SuperGoodMedia’s Social Media Pal, or SMP.

Danny D’Ermo

SuperGoodMedia’s SuperOptimizerSupervisor, or SOS.

Bruce Hill

New Trib publisher. His background includes an MBA from Harvard and years in marketing at Frito-Lay. Wears Superman t-shirts.

Bob Jones

Trib executive editor.

Terry Winters

Trib investigative reporter. Won the paper’s most recent Pulitzer Prize, which is likely to be its last, now that SuperGoodMedia owns it.

Jennifer Abbott

A former actor who claims the Virgin Mary speaks to her comatose daughter, Amber. Old flame of Nolan’s.

Amber Abbott

Eight-year-old girl in a persistent vegetative state.

Bud Fuller

Trib suburban reporter. President of the Newspaper Guild local. Good friend of Nolan.

H. Henry Harlow III

Arrogant member of old Yankee family whose bank is one of The Trib’s last major advertisers. An entitled and despicable man.

Luke Turner

Wealthy Massachusetts developer. Also despicable. And corrupt.

Ted Matthews

Trib freelance reporter.

Courtney Lawford

Columnist for CoolBostonWeekly, an “alternative” weekly and web site. Nolan’s soon-to-be-ex-wife.

A.J. Johnson

Last lifestyle columnist left at The Trib. Lawford’s source inside the paper. Lives with chronic fatigue syndrome, or is that only what she claims?

Benjamin Franklin

Yes, him.

Greta Ricci

A true believer.

Office Gerry Maloney

A Boston cop.

Robert J. Dixon

A creepy sportscaster and drunk.

Erica Martinez

Photographer and The Trib’s only Hispanic staff member.

Aaron Schiffman, MD

An oncologist at Dana-Farber Cancer Institute.

Mark Zuckerberg

Chairman and CEO of Facebook, now Meta.

David M. Wehner

Facebook CFO.

Rose Redwing Brown

Central character in “Nipmuc Nation: Here first, Native Americans work to bring the real story of Mass. to the masses,” an award-winning series Nolan wrote before turning columnist.

Henry Spinelli

Another true believer.

Carol H. Thomas, MD

A neurologist at Brigham and Women’s Hospital.

Tony Callahan

Another true believer.

Gina Pulaski

Mother of an only child who is at risk of dying of cancer.

Jimmy Pulaski

Young boy with kidney cancer.

Chris Hackett

The Trib’s new marketing chief.

Marjorie Rudd

New Lifestyle editor, whose last job was at Vogue magazine.

Donald Sabella

Former Chief Judge for the U.S. District Court of Massachusetts. Bribed by Mexican drug lord Joaquín Archivaldo Guzmán Loera, El Chapo.

Margery Eagan and Jim Braude

Hosts of Boston Public Radio.

Michelle Wu

Mayor of Boston.

Natalia Perez

Chamberlain’s executive assistant.

Garth Vader

Manager of The Alkil Global Capital Fund.

Donald J. Trump

45th president of the United States.

Rudy Giuliani

Former mayor of New York City.

Mike Lindell

Founder and CEO of My Pillow.

Jose Cardinal Cruz

Archbishop of Boston.

Elizabeth Turner

Devout Catholic and wife of developer Luke Turner.

Cindy Leroux

A photo editor and friend of Nolan.

Joseph T. Cicilline

U.S. Attorney for the District of Massachusetts.

Pope Francis

First Jesuit Pontiff.

Dave Roderick

Weekend editor.

Michael Adams

Trib press foreman.

Ted Sorenson

Retired restaurant owner.


CHAPTER ONE: Market Value



Once upon a time, I, Nick Nolan, wrote exclusively about marginalized people who had little or no voice in the mainstream media. Socioeconomic and health disparities, mental health, and intellectual and developmental disabilities were among my topics. My stories prompted change. Some won awards and three were Pulitzer finalists—but, more importantly, I helped advance the social-justice agenda as only a crusading journalist can do.

When I left hard news to become a columnist, a move I believed would afford me greater power to prompt change—think Anna Quindlen and Nicholas Kristof—I was merciless when I took aim at corrupt politicians and judges, self-serving civic leaders, misogynists, unethical corporations, climate deniers, opponents of LGBTQ+ rights, and racists and demagogues wherever they were found.

My column was always on the front page, I was nationally syndicated, and I hosted a popular TV show. My website, Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and YouTube accounts had hundreds of thousands of followings. Simon & Schuster published a collection of my columns and in its review, The New York Times proclaimed me “brilliant.” The Los Angeles Times went further, calling me “a writer who eloquently frames truths. The world needs more Nick Nolans.” Promising millions, a Netflix producer had reached out to me, wanting a pitch for a series about the newspaper business.
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How long ago this all seemed the morning we learned that our newspaper, the family-owned Boston Daily Tribune, had been sold.

It was August 23, 2021, the second year of the coronavirus pandemic.

By then, my social media activity was tepid.

By then, my column was buried deep inside metro/region.

By then, not even bottom-feeder agents contacted me.

By then, the January 6 insurrectionists had stuck another dagger into the heart of democracy—and out-of-town and hedge-fund newspaper chains that paid their executives obscene salaries and bonuses while laying off actual journalists as they ghosted and killed local papers were pushing it in deeper.

By then, my muse had forsaken me.
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More correctly, the muse had been slain.

Using Google Analytics, a member of our marketing staff had “proved,” as he phrased it, that social-justice columns did not generate the numbers of online views and engagements needed to justify my job.

Or anyone’s job, this marketer said. What do you think this is, socialism?

The new reality? Newspaper executives wanted clicks.

Fuck public service, unless somehow there was a Pulitzer in it, which would be a marvelous come-on the shrinking sales staff could bring to certain advertisers. Well-endowed non-profits, for example. But not car dealers, real-estate firms, floor and rug installers, hearing-aid manufacturers, the Jitterbug cellphone company, and shyster companies promising cures for erectile dysfunction, which remained among our biggest advertisers.

And me?

Maybe a feel-good piece every now and then that hints of public service, for old times’ sake, this marketing moron said, but that’s it. Maximize your clicks. You’re no dope. You can read the tea leaves. You still like a paycheck, right, good buddy?

Good buddy my ass.

But I held my tongue.

As real newspapering continued to die, I knew the inside game intimately. Not the time to shoot yourself in the foot. Definitely not the time to proclaim Dana Priest, Seymour Hirsch, Maggie Haberman, and Neil Sheehan as four of your heroes.

So what was getting the clicks on that August 23, 2021?

Consider a few of the so-called “recommended” headlines and accompanying stories—all from free-content providers—that were posted on our website that day,

Go Topless Day Draws Hundreds, Even a Few Men

Desperate Housewives Without Makeup, the Shocking Reality

Giant Rabbit Hops Across Wyoming, Arrives Hungry in Idaho

Texas Christian Has Proof She Walked on Water

She Hid Under the Bed to Spy on Her Husband But Instantly Regretted It

Sultry Country Star Steals Rival’s Diamond Necklace, Hides It in Her Cleavage

Man Buries 42 School Buses Underground. Look When He Reveals the Inside

The Baddest Biker Girls in the World

We Can Determine Your Education Level in 25 Questions

Does Your Cat Throw Up Often? Try This One Trick

50 Photos That Show the Wrong Side of Cruise Ships

20 Hair Shapes That Make a Woman Over 60 Look 40

20 Southern Phrases Northerners Don’t Understand

17 People Who Learned the Hard Way

And there was no escaping these abominations.

They populated the home page from top to bottom and owned its entire right side, and they popped up inside every second or third paragraph of every story. Adblocking software couldn’t stop them. Rebooting and clearing the cache couldn’t stop them. Clicking on the “X” next to the dread AdChoices button in the upper right-hand corner couldn’t stop them.

You get the picture. A pathetic fucking picture. Not what I signed on for those many years ago, when journalists believed journalism really could change the world, not just line the pockets of newspaper executives and owners.

But ordered by management to get the clicks, I had “retooled my toolbox,” as the idiot marketer phrased it.

The result? I was now writing nonsense, three times a week, except for July, when I vacationed on Block Island, where I fantasized I might live someday as I wrote novels and screenplays.

Nonsense about socks, for example—45 numbing inches about losing socks in the washer, finding socks under sofas, socks without mates, the amazing secret life of socks. I contemplated the greater meaning of winter sunsets (OK, not bad), spring robins (also not bad), and Jell-O (shoot me now), and I explored my separation from my wife, a columnist at CoolBostonWeekly, Boston’s leading website. Cue violins now, please. Or barf, your choice.

I recommend the latter.

Alliteration, adjectives, and clichés had become my stock in trade, and I killed no darlings (see Faulkner, King, et. al.).

If anyone needed further proof of how pathetic I’d become, it could be found in how often I wrote about the difficulty of writing columns: 4.5 times a year, according to the smugly published calculation of my soon-to-be ex-wife. Her math, sadly, was correct.

I took comfort knowing I wasn’t alone.

Our once-mighty newspaper—defender of truth, champion of the common man, Pulitzer Prize winner, published every day since 1823—through wars, pandemics, depressions, civil strife, patriotic and idiotic presidents, divided Congresses—was on the ropes, too.

Starting in the 1990s with the advent of the online era, The Tribune’s daily circulation had tanked, from an Audit Bureau-certified 410,000 to less than 50,000 and still dropping. We couldn’t even stabilize our flagship Sunday edition, which once had a circulation north of a million, despite cutting the subscription price, lowering ad rates to peanuts, and sponsoring online crossword contests with $5,000 cash prizes. Not sure if we ever paid them, or just dangled that out there and followed up with excuses or movie passes, but whatever, I digress. I do that a lot.

There were even rumors of moving to five-day-a-week publication, or going entirely online—or even, in a worst-case scenario that increasingly seemed possible, ending publication altogether, the presses after two centuries silenced for good.

Had we been a two-rag town, by now we surely would have become another ghost paper, run by a skeleton crew working remotely from Texas or Indonesia.

But having bought and then folded The Boston Chronicle, the only other print competition in the metro region, The Trib owned a monopoly, which meant we had a new lease on life, for a spell anyway. It meant we could hold advertisers hostage, to a degree.

It meant we still had some market value, which is why I was not shocked by the events of that August morning, when I arrived at work to find a remote-broadcast trailer with Florida plates in front of our building. A satellite dish lifted toward the sky.

The Delta variant was ravaging the U.S. that summer, but we were in Massachusetts, which had one of the highest vaccination rates in the country. Nonetheless, fully vaccinated people—and that was all of our staff, to the best of my knowledge—were required to wear masks indoors, and we were working hybrid shifts, virtually from home on most days, with a rotating schedule of only small numbers of us at the paper on select days of the week.

This was the first time we had been summoned to be on site all together.

“Looks like the rumor was true,” said Destiny Carter, my best friend. Destiny was one of The Trib’s long-time business writers and an African American, one of only three people of color on our staff. The others were photographer Erica Martinez, who was Hispanic, and Connie Lee, an Asian American.  Critics who pointed to The Trib as a pillar of structural racism were right.

“You mean the rumor we were for sale?” I said.

“What else could it be?” Destiny said.

We were standing in the lobby with our good friend, reporter Bud Fuller. A film crew was loading tripods and cameras into the elevator to the fourth-floor auditorium.

“But Gordon vowed we weren’t for sale,” I said.

Just last week, in fact, publisher Randolph E. Gordon IV had issued a written statement denying persistent rumors of a takeover.

“And two years ago he insisted we weren’t downsizing,” said Bud. “His word means shit.”

Bud was right.

Three days after his written statement, Gordon slashed the staff by twenty-five percent, albeit through buyouts that left many of the remaining three-fourths jealous. For the record, that was the last of the buyouts. What came next was good old-fashioned firings: a call to visit HR, where you were told you were terminated, your email and card key would be deactivated in a half hour, and you had until then to clear your stuff out and be off premises or security would be called.

“So, who’s the new owner?” I said.

“Must be SuperGoodMedia,” said Destiny. “It’s the only chain based in Florida.”

My stomach churned.

“They’re worse than McClatchy,” I said.

“There’s something worse than McClatchy? Destiny said.

“Hard to believe, but yes, and they’re it,” I said.

“And you thought downsizing was bad,” Bud said. “We need to see Gordon.”

“Good luck,” said Destiny.

Now the guys in uniforms were carrying sealed cardboard boxes up to the auditorium.

Destiny pointed to three guards who stood at the front desk. The friendly Albert “Al” Rosenthal, who’d manned that post for as long as I could remember and knew all of us by first name, had been replaced by a trio of unsmiling men with shaved heads, flak vests and visible sidearms. One had a tattoo on his neck which I thought was a Don’t Tread on Me flag, but I couldn’t be sure: I didn’t dare stare for fear he’d draw a bead on me.

So now we knew why the entire staff was together at the paper for the first time since early March 2020.

After huddling in nervous clusters around the newsroom, one of the guards summoned us to the auditorium, where a monitor large enough to grace Fenway Park had been erected. Gordon stood on the stage, cameras trained on him. He was an overweight man who smoked, and today, when he took his mask off to speak, he wore a shit-eating grin.

“Welcome, dear friends and fellow employees!” Gordon said when we’d settled into our seats.

Many of the journalists I’ve known tend toward ADHD, like kids on sugar. But I’d never seen a room so quiet. No one even parodied Gordon’s customary phony salutation.

“As you know,” Gordon said, “for nearly 200 years The Tribune has stood for gold-plate standards of truth, excellence, and public service. But even a great tradition needs a vision to prosper today. And so, with all of our futures in mind, I recently entered into discussions with a man who is a visionary without equal.”

This was bullshit.

The gold-plate truth was this: with the passing generations, the Gordon family had bred too prolifically for the center to hold. Gordons in Texas and Arizona and the Cayman Islands with their money in Swiss banking accounts had no emotional investment in stewardship of a Massachusetts newspaper. They wanted only a better return on their privately held stock so they could continue lounging by their horizon pools as staff brought them their Mojitos.

Gordon’s first attempt at appeasing his pampered relatives had been buying, then closing, the Boston Chronicle, a move that had increased revenues, through the higher ad rates a monopoly afforded. But that bump was temporary. Next was the downsizing, which presumably increased dividends again, just not enough. I say presumably because Destiny tried to get a story in The Trib—and came away with “no comment” from every Gordon she contacted and an order from our publisher to kill her story.

The screen flickered alive, and, as patriotic music played, we saw a wide-angle shot of the Orlando, Florida, world headquarters of SuperGoodMedia: a sprawling, futuristic building designed by an architect the Disney company had retained for several of its projects. An American flag flapped in the breeze near a row of Mercedes and Range Rovers in the parking lot.

The image dissolved, leaving us inside the office of chairman and CEO David Chamberlain.

Chamberlain greeted “my fabulous new friends in New England!” and prattled on about “two great traditions that today are joined!” and blah-bah-blah.

My mind drifted to the scathing piece Columbia Journalism Review had run recently on Chamberlain, which began: “Is this what Benjamin Franklin and the Founding Fathers had in mind when they wrote the First Amendment? Hell, no. They wanted journalism, not a freak show.”

The story went on to relate how Chamberlain had earned an MBA at Harvard Business School and after a lightning rise inside The New York Times Co.—the business, not news, side of the house—he became Chief Financial Officer of Rupert Murdoch’s News Corp. Chamberlain was thirty-four when he left Murdoch to build his own company. He today led a national chain of daily and weekly newspapers, shoppers, and web sites.

Large in number, they were without exception journalistically undistinguished.

The chairman was still glad-handing us when Destiny whispered to me:

“Look—it’s true.”

“What?”

“His motto. Check out the sign on his desk.”

And there they were, the three words and exclamation mark that CJR had criticized: GOOD NEWS RULES! They encapsulated Chamberlain’s editorial policy: that so-called good news had gotten lost in the media’s supposed infatuation with the “bad.”

CJR had ridiculed this slogan and philosophy, writing “Did Chamberlain hire Don McLean as a consultant? Because it seems he has taken these American Pie lyrics literally: ‘But February made me shiver. With every paper I’d deliver. Bad news on the doorstep. I couldn’t take one more step.’ Although Chamberlain actually did take one more step, into nonsense.

“Or perhaps Chamberlain took inspiration from Amy Sherman-Palladino. Herewith a transcript of ‘Welcome to the Dollhouse,’ episode 115 of The Gilmore Girls. Judge for yourself:

LANE: So, what’s going on in the world?

LORELAI: Nothing.

LANE: Nothing.

LORELAI: - good. There’s nothing good. There’s absolutely nothing even remotely positive going on anywhere in the world. How can that be?

LANE: That’s why I don’t read the paper anymore.

LORELAI: You will mine. I’m starting my own. The Good News Daily. Nothing but good news, every day.

LANE: Sounds good.

LORELAI: “No civil war in Canada.” Big article. “Cars drive down road without incident.” Front-page news. “Puppies, how cute are they?” In-depth exposé and the subscription is free. How happy is that?

Chamberlain was committed to excluding so-called bad news from his papers—for example, they published nothing about how former president Donald Trump and his family were criminals who had used bad loans, a reality show, tax loopholes, and fake corporations to build their house of cards.

Nothing about Russian military intelligence, which by manipulating social media had helped hand Trump the keys to 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue.

Nor anything about how Trump had instigated the January 6 insurrection, which the House Select Committee was on the road to proving.

Did I mention that Chamberlain was a friend of Ted Cruz, Marco Rubio, and Mitch McConnell—and a big Republican donor? That he had dined with Trump at Mar-a-Lago? That he was a close friend of Florida Governor Ron DeSantis?

By shifting the balance between good and bad, Chamberlain had told CJR, his papers had experienced an increase in ad revenues. As proof, Chamberlain provided a statement from the CEO of Keep America America for Heaven's Sake, who said that “real Americans are fed up with the media’s obsession with violence, negativity, wokeness, homosexuality and trans nonsense, and I applaud SGM for its bravery.”

Chamberlain had defended his philosophy in a diatribe from which the publication had excerpted a quote: “I was deeply troubled by the crisis facing newspapers in the age of Google, Apple, Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, 1,000-channel TV, and the two-working-parent family. I feared that one of the foundations of modern democracy would go the way of the Edsel—with disastrous consequences for every citizen of our great land. I wasn’t the only one concerned, of course. But where others tried Band-aid approaches, I knew something radical had to be done. So I did it. And if our audience size and stock price are any indication, I did it to overwhelming success.”

Responding to critics who maintained that his Good News Rules policy amounted to censorship, Chamberlain had told CJR:

“Horsefeathers. We are simply deciding, as journalists have since Benjamin Franklin, what belongs in our newspapers—and what doesn’t. This, I believe, is what is known as editing. The Founding Fathers envisioned a free and vibrant press, not one beholden to tired tradition or some woke ideal that Ivy League professors trot out every fall to indoctrinate their students. If consumers don’t like our product, they have a multitude of other choices in today’s wired world.”

CJR closed its profile of SGM by declaring “If the stakes for local journalism weren’t so high, Chamberlain could be dismissed as a jester, but the truth is he and the hedge-fund managers are killing it. Pay attention, America. Democracy is at stake.”

To which Chamberlain had responded: “What’s at stake is the credibility of the Columbia University Graduate School of Journalism in the new world they refuse to see.”
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Chamberlain’s office lights dimmed and a soundtrack built in volume. It was Pharrell Williams’ song “Happy.”

“Come on, SuperGooders, clap along with me!” Chamberlain said.

A few Trib staffers did.

The rest of us sat in stunned silence.

The lights came back up as a parade of white men skipped in, clapping and singing.

“My new friends at The Trib, I’d like to introduce you to our super great—and I mean super great!—management team!” Chamberlain said. “First, meet our CFO, Paul Peters. Paul, take a bow.”

Peters did.

“But if you folks in Boston think our CFO is our chief financial officer,” Chamberlain continued, “you’d be wrong. We do have someone who fills that function, but Paul is our Chief Fun Officer—yes, today’s cutting-edge CFO is the officer in charge of keeping things super-good and super-light! You’ll be seeing and hearing a lot from Paul in the weeks to come as we work to instill a positive attitude up there in the Bay State. With Paul on your side, ‘If it bleeds, it leads’ will painlessly become ‘If it’s light, it’s right!’ “

Another man stepped forward.

“Meet Ron Hawkins, our Chief Motivational Officer, or CMO!” Chamberlain said.

Hawkins took a bow.

“I don’t need to tell you his job!” the chairman said. “That’s right, getting you super-charged as we awaken your super-tired paper! You’ll be seeing and hearing a lot from him, too, as we push you to achieve your best—or shall I say super—success!”

A third man came forward.

“Meet Bradley Winthrop III, our Chief Diversity Officer, or CDO!”

The previous two were ridiculous, but this one blew my mind.

White, male, blueblood… surely this was when Chamberlain delivered the punch line.

There wasn’t one.

“Next,” said Chamberlain, “let’s have a warm welcome for Roger Rogers, our Social Media Pal, or SMP, the man who will be sure all of your posts, personal and professional, on Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, TikTok, Pinterest, and wherever meet company standards—which is to say, are all super good! Roger that, Roger Rogers?”

“Roger that, Chairman Chairman!” said this fourth man.

“You will be emailed a copy of our Social Media Playbook, written by our Social Media Pal, which spells out what SuperGooders can and cannot post,” Chamberlain said. “Cute pets, birthday parties, and setting suns are all permissible. But we will tolerate no politics, slurs, denunciations, supposedly clever witticisms, or personal opinions of any kind, not even what your favorite flavor ice cream is. And no emojis except for happy ones, right, Roger?”

“Roger that, our beloved chairman!”

“Finally,” said Chamberlain, “meet Danny D’Ermo, our SuperOptimizerSupervisor, or SOS. He’s the dude who’ll be producing weekly spreadsheets of your numbers. Let’s hope your clicks never drop to emergency lows, but if they do, send out an SOS to our Dashing Danny, and he will be your all hands-on-deck captain! Should that happen, who you gonna call?”

A man who resembled Don Knotts during his appearances on Hollywood Squares joined the CFO, CMO and CDO. He wore a Superman bow tie.

“Let me repeat,” Chamberlain said. “Who you gonna call?”

“Your no-clicks buster!” D’Ermo said.

“And you will be happy to hear him roar as he refloats your boat!” Chamberlain said.

“My fellow SuperGooders, here I come to save the day!” D’Ermo screeched.

“Wasn’t that Mighty Mouse?” I whispered to Destiny.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered back. “I’m still counting the mixed metaphors.”

“We’re screwed,” I said.

“Big-time,” Destiny said.

Little did we know.
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Chamberlain finished his dog-and-pony show, and then another scary life form materialized—next to Gordon, live and in person on the stage.

It was Bruce Hill, our new publisher.

He was dressed in a jacket, tie, and button-down-collar shirt and wearing a COVID mask with the SuperGoodMedia logo, SGM.

None of us had heard of him—but after removing his mask and saying he was fully vaccinated, he delivered an impassioned introduction that had the energy of a Tony Robbins TED Talk. A Harvard MBA, like his boss, Hill’s entire career before Chamberlain hired him as SuperGoodMedia’s national marketing director was in marketing at Frito-Lay. You would think a newspaper publisher would be ashamed to admit that, but not Hill.

Hill looked thirty but was actually thirty-nine. In well-rehearsed lines, he told us he was single, owned a golden retriever, drove a Lexus, and was an accomplished marathoner—“nine hundred and sixth the year before the pandemic right here in Boston,” he said, “not bad for a ham ‘n’ egger!”

By this point, I was alarmed by something else.

I was remembering another of my columns—a light-hearted break from weightier topics that I wrote years ago when Olestra products were in the news for their tendency to, shall we say, soften and hasten the stool.

“Poop chips,” I’d called them, a reference to their notorious side effects that the copy editor had used in a forty-two-point headline: ‘Straight Poop on Poop Chips Makes Me Sick.”

Back then, Frito-Lay had briefly resurrected Olestra with its line of Light chips, but whether Hill had been involved was unclear. Chances were, he was.

“Now I’m fucked,” I whispered to Destiny.

“That column was years ago,” she said. “He never read it and never will. He’s got bigger fish to fry. Like us.”

“Want to bet? Ten bucks says he does within a week.”

I had no shortage of detractors, inside and out of The Trib, who would be delighted to inform him.

Hill paused his remarks.

His face emotionless, he took off his jacket and undid his tie, tossed them to the floor, and did a 180, his back to us. Then he ripped off his dress shirt and swiveled back, revealing a tee-shirt with a Superman logo.

“There is a superhero in all of us, we just need the courage to put on the cape!” he shouted.

One lone person in the front row clapped.

Nerves, I had to believe.

“So many of our dreams seem impossible, indeed improbable—and then, when we summon the will, they become inevitable!” Hill continued. “Sometimes you have to take a leap of faith first, trusting that the trust comes later! Fellow journalists, place your trust in SuperGoodMedia and take that leap with us today!”

For a moment, I thought he was going to ask us to literally leap from our seats.

He rattled off a few more Superman clichés, Gordon put in his final two cents’ worth, and then both men walked to the rear of the auditorium to fist-bump us as we filed out. Our last Human Resources worker was also there, distributing oversized manila envelopes from the sealed boxes we’d seen the guys in gray carrying in.

“Don’t open until you are downstairs,” he said.
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Back in the newsroom, we did.

What ensued was a scene none of us will ever forget: some reporters finding a card key for the new security system that would restrict movement everywhere inside a previously internally unlocked building, and an employees’ code of behavior that we were instructed to read and sign under penalty of dismissal. The envelopes also contained a t-shirt, a button, and a bumper sticker, each with GOOD NEWS RULES! printed in red. A note advised us that the tee shirt would be acceptable on the premises only on ”dress-down Friday,” a revolutionary concept in a profession that had never known what it meant to dress up, on any day.

I got one of those envelopes. So did Destiny, Bud, and several of our friends, together with others.

The rest opened theirs to find termination letters from Hill, who signed them “Super Sorry;” a $50 Walmart gift card “to celebrate the beginning of your new life;“ and a note stating they had 30 minutes to leave the premises voluntarily or be escorted out by security.

Everyone cried save for one terminated reporter who threw his laptop on the floor and began stomping on it while shouting “Fuck you, you fucking fuckers. Your day will come.”

He stopped when two of the three new guards, who now were wielding batons and wearing riot helmets with face shields, appeared.

“Twenty-four minutes and counting,” one of them said.
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A month later, on a Friday afternoon in September 2021, our executive editor called me into his office.

Bob Jones was the classic old-school newsman: a sharp-tongued, ruddy-faced man who wore rumpled shirts, drank to excess, didn’t seem to own a comb, and loved a good cigar and sports, above all his beloved Red Sox and the New England Patriots until they let Tom Brady leave for Tampa Bay. You could picture him shouting “Get me rewrite!” into an old-fashioned phone or imagine him as Ed Asner on Lou Grant. If only we still lived in that era.

Jones had started as a high-school intern and moved up through the ranks until, at age fifty-eight, he’d been named top dog. It didn’t hurt that he’d married Randolph Gordon’s sister. He was sixty-four now, a year shy of retirement. If he could survive with SuperGoodMedia for one more year, I’d learned, his pension would double.

“Danish, Nick?” said Jones.

I noticed he was wearing a pin-striped suit—Brooks Brothers, if I had to guess. I’d seen him in a suit exactly once, at a funeral.

Jones pointed to a silver tray with an anemic-looking pastry. I assumed it was left over from some morning meeting of the publisher, who obviously knew how to dispose of them. Stale pastries, cold pizza, advance copies of books, samples of new air fresheners, the latest home-improvement software—just about anything, send it to the newsroom and it vanished quickly.

“No, thanks,” I said.

Along with cheeseburgers and Coke, pastries and doughnuts had been my downfall. Lately, I was trying to shed a few pounds with an occasional visit to the gym—a losing battle that, sadly but predictably, had wound up in a column that began “With all due respect to soldiers who actually fought in it, My Personal Battle of the Bulge started when I….”

“The reason I asked you here,” Jones said, “is I want to talk about your column.”

“You’re the only one who does,” I said.

Jones laughed—a high-pitched, silly laugh that escaped him whenever he was anxious.

He was anxious a lot these days, and not only because his father-in-law was publisher no more and his pension was no longer guaranteed. After years of legal maneuvering, the biggest libel suit in the history of The Trib had just been scheduled for trial. The suit involved an essay Jones had written and then played on the front page when Gordon was publisher.

In it, he had expressed the hope that the once powerful judge he believed had ordered the killing of his son in retribution for a Trib investigation would “rot in hell.”

“Actually,” Jones continued, “a lot of people have been talking about your column. People the marketing department has brought on board.”

That had been one of Hill’s first acts: expanding what had been reduced to a one-person staff during Gordons’ final days to a department with five employees.

“What kind of people?” I said.

“Readers selected at random.”

“You mean focus groups.”

“Yes.”

“So a newspaper has become no different than McDonald’s,” I
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