Who needs what?
 “Oh God, I was afraid it would be like this!” That was the reaction of Perry Colmore’s editor at the Hamilton-Wenham (Mass.) Chronicle to her article on the local school system.
Colmore knew the story, the second of her journalistic career, was “horrible” and loaded with teachers’ “educational jargon.” The editor told Colmore to “break it down into people-talk.” 

Perry (short for Perrine) Colmore, last employed as a pre-school teacher, had literally walked into this job in 1982 when she entered the newspaper’s office to suggest they publish an article about “stepparenting,” and the editor challenged her to write it herself – “We’ll train you.”  

In the course of an evening at her Cambridge townhouse on a recent October evening, Colmore, a petite 63-year-old with strawberry blond hair and a wide smile, reflected on her fifteen-year career, from early miscues as a reporter trainee, to her eventual success as an award-winning editor at local papers on Boston’s North Shore. She retired in 1997 after two bouts of breast cancer. Now she works with cancer patients in a variety of ways, applying the philosophy she developed from reporting in local communities; “It’s like running a bulletin board – you’re asking, who needs what?”.
That first cub reporter job was not a full-time gig. “It was very casual. And the pay showed how casual it was. I think I was paid $30 an article.” But she felt lucky that her employer, the North Shore Weeklies newspaper chain, liked to “get people cheap and train them on the job.” 

As Colmore spoke, her friendly Golden Retriever Cosi chewed zealously on a pink tennis ball, and his swaying head gently rapped a visitor’s kneecaps. She got up and dragged him to her side of the coffee table.

Her first big story began with a phone call at midnight one freezing February day in 1984. Two little boys were lost in the Hamilton woods, the caller said. 
Colmore said, “I didn’t know what I was doing,” so she just started talking to volunteers who were searching for the children. She got interviews with the boys (who recovered in the hospital) and the three teenagers who found them.
Usually the Chronicle was between twelve and sixteen pages. She wrote every word of the thirty-page “Lost Boys” edition. She recalled proudly, “That won a zillion prizes.” And she acknowledged fate: “I was in the right place at the right time.”

After successful editorships at North Shore Weeklies papers in Ipswich and Georgetown, Mass., the Andover (Mass.) Townsman publisher Chip Rogers offered her the editor’s job in 1989 with the question, “Can you win awards here?” She responded, “I need to bring my own reporter with me,” and soon after Colmore joined the Townsman, the paper hired the reporter she had worked with in Georgetown, Don Staruk. 
Andover is an affluent Boston suburb most notable for the private school Phillips Academy, from which graduated both Presidents Bush and New England Patriots head coach Bill Belichick. Still, Colmore pursued her “who needs what” approach at the Townsman. Aware that “the cops were always chasing kids out of [a local] park”, she and her reporters started asking some of those kids what was good and bad about living in Andover. “We had druggies, brains, all kinds of kids. We fed them pizza – then they wanted to talk to us every week.” These discussions led to a series of articles in the Townsman, which won a 1993 “First in Community Service” award from the New England Press Association (NEPA). The teenagers’ main complaint was that there was nothing to do.
Colmore had her first experience with breast cancer in 1985, and spent about a year recovering. A second bout in 1995 led to a two-year convalescence, and another award for reporting on her recuperation.  After retiring, she developed multimedia exhibits, combining stories and pictures of cancer survivors, which currently hang on the walls of Massachusetts General Hospital and Beth Israel Deaconess Medical Center in Boston, and at Good Samaritan Medical Center in West Palm Beach, Fla.

Colmore regularly visits breast cancer patients in hospitals as part of a program called “Patient to Patient.” She noted that she relies on the listening skills honed during years of reporting as she hears women voice fears about their disease.  She is still resolved, in the community of cancer patients and their families, to find out who needs what.  

