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Once
a nurse,
always
a nurse

This week, I renewed
my nursing licence.
It was easy.

First, I got an
email from noreply@maine.
gov. “YOUR REGISTERED
NURSE LICENSE IS DUE
FOR RENEWAL” was in the
subject line. The message
inside was short, telling me
exactly
what I need-
ed to do and
providing a
link to the
renewal
site. I pulled
out my
credit card
and clicked
on the link.

Five min-
utes later, having updated
my personal information,
answered some questions
about my current employ-
ment status and forked over
$75, I was done.

Another email arrived
the next day: “YOUR OFFI-
CIAL REGISTERED NURSE
LICENSE IS ATTACHED.”
And it was — download-
able, printable, verifiable
and good for another two
years.

I haven’t practiced nurs-
ing since 1997, when my
family and I returned to
Maine after a three-year hi-
atus in south coastal Massa-
chusetts. I decided then to
make a midcourse career
correction; after 15 years in
hands-on health care — two
as a nursing assistant and
13 as a registered nurse — I
was ready for a change.

I had worked in a nurs-
ing home, in a large, acute-
care hospital, in home care
and as a school nurse. I had
found much to love, and
much to learn, in each of
these settings. I was fasci-
nated by the world of medi-
cine — all we know about
human health and disease
and all we have still to
learn. I felt privileged to
help my patients and their
families make the most of
their health options and
come to terms with situa-
tions they could not change.
I felt challenged and enliv-
ened by using my intelli-
gence, education, intuition
and common sense on a
daily basis — and getting
paid for it.

And I met a broad swath
of people, each so different
from the others, who shared
their life stories with me —
a never-ending source of
wonder and enlightenment.
I would come home from
work and turn those stories
over in my head, imagining
how my life would be differ-
ent if I had been offered dif-
ferent options and made dif-
ferent choices.

But for reasons I don’t
completely understand,
nursing just never felt like
the right fit for me. Mostly,
it had to do with those com-
pelling life stories and the
realization that my long-
time dream of being a writ-
er was calling to me. I hesi-
tated to step away from a
career track in which I had
invested so much, but when
the opportunity arose to
make a change, I seized it,
without really knowing
where it would lead.

As it turned out, journal-
ism has been a great next
step in my career trajecto-
ry, offering endless story-
telling opportunities, daily
creative challenges and the
chance to make positive
change in the world. Each
day is different from the
last, with new learning and
new insights.

My nursing background
has been an invaluable tool
in building my expertise
and credibility as a report-
er, particularly when my
work focuses on health,
medicine, health policy and
public health. It also taught
me how to interview, docu-
ment and be observant —
invaluable skills in journal-
ism.

But through all the satis-
fying years I have earned
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Homesteaders
remember

honing craft in
northernMaine
BY ANTHONY BRINO
BDN STAFF

Johanna and Ron Melchiore
have spent more than 30 years liv-
ing off the grid in Bridgewater
and northern Saskatchewan, and
now they’re entering a new phase
of life for their senior years.

After decades of practicing self-
sufficiency, the Melchiores have a
lot of experiences to share in “ Off
Grid and Free: My Path to the
Wilderness,” a new book written
by Ron Melchiore chronicling
their path as baby boomers from
the suburbs of Maryland and
Pennsylvania to northern home-
steaders.

“A lot of it is common sense
and what’s not is attained through
books and then from doing it,”
Melchiore said. “When I headed

north to Maine, I was clueless. I
never had a garden or canned.”

Melchiore, now 59, was born in
Philadelphia and grew up in the
nearby town of Warminster,
where his family relocated in the
1960s. He became an electronics
technician after high school, but
soon discovered that he wanted to
live on his own land in the coun-
try, far away from the sprawl of
East Coast metropolitan areas,
and he started looking for afford-
able land everywhere from West
Virginia to Maine.

In 1979, Melchiore bought 120
acres in Bridgewater, Maine, and
gradually started settling in. He
would work for short periods in
Pennsylvania to earn money for
supplies, and then camp in
Bridgewater while building the
house, tending a garden and ex-
ploring a patch of woods that he
would later harvest timber from.

“My family was supportive, and
remain so even to this day,” Mel-
chiore said. “They came up many
times.”

On a trip home he went on a
blind date and met his future
wife, Johanna, who later joined
him in Bridgewater. They added
to the home, kept farming, got
electricity from solar panels and
occasionally worked in Presque
Isle at the Aroostook Medical Cen-
ter, he in maintenance and she as
a dietician. They also fit in time
for adventures: Ron thru-hiked
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Bangor native Orlando Frati, 84, shows off some of the photographs he has taken over the years on
Wednesday at his pawn shop on State Street in Bangor.

‘Boy, that is some gal’

BY MEG HASKELL
BDN STAFF

BANGOR — Crouched with his
Hasselblad camera near the front-
row seats at the old Bangor audi-
torium, Orlando Frati waited for
country music superstar Porter
Wagoner to take the stage. It was
sometime in the mid-1960s, and
Frati, a country music fan, had
smooth-talked his way into the
auditorium without buying a tick-
et, intending to add to his grow-
ing collection of celebrity photo-
graphs.

“I went over with the idea of
taking some pictures of Porter
Wagoner,” Frati, 84, recalled in a
recent conversation.

But first, there was a warm-up
act for the wildly popular, sequin-
suited, pompadoured Wagoner.
The warm-up singer was a young
woman, a relative newcomer to
the country scene, whose name
was unfamiliar to Frati and most
others in the restless audience.

Dolly Parton stepped out into
the lights. In her early 20s, she
was wearing a short, high-necked,
pale blue chiffon dress and carry-
ing a big Grammer guitar, built in
Nashville. Her pale blond hair
was piled high. She smiled sweet-
ly into the crowd, strummed a few
chords and played a short set that
drew a storm of applause.

Frati, busy with his camera,
knew he was witnessing some-
thing special.

“I thought to myself, boy, that
is some gal,” he said with a laugh.
“I thought, she is going to be a
star.”

Parton, who partnered with
Wagoner on stage for many years
and went on to develop a powerful

career of her own, is now 70 and a
country-pop megastar in her own
right. She will return to Bangor
on Saturday, June 18, for a con-
cert at the Darling’s Waterfront
Pavilion.

Frati, still a fan, hopes to be on
hand for an autograph.

“I can’t believe it took her over
30 years to come back,” he said.

Frati is well known in Bangor
these days as the second-genera-
tion proprietor of the Orlando
Frati Pawn Shop on State Street.
The business, which began as a
watch and jewelry repair shop,
was started by his father, Enrico

Frati, back in the 1930s.
Originally located in the Pick-

ering Square area, the shop
moved to its current location —
the longtime former home of the
WABI radio station — in the 1960s
when urban renewal resulted in
the demolition of the old neigh-
borhood near Kenduskeag
Stream. Now Orlando Frati’s son,
also named Orlando, has taken
over the business.

The small pawn shop is neatly
stocked with jewelry, firearms,
power tools, musical instruments
and other items brought in by

Photographer
dreams of

meeting Dolly
Parton again

ORLANDO FRATI

A photo of Dolly Parton taken by Orlando Frati the last time she was in
Bangor more than 40 years ago.

Historic schoolhouseoffers affordablehousing
BY MEG HASKELL
BDN STAFF

Back when it opened in the fall of
1926, the Brewer High School on
Somerset Street was a showplace of
a public building. Built of rosy-yel-
low Brewer bricks, the state-of-the-
art school boasted 14-foot stamped
metal ceilings, polished hardwood
floors and enormous, multi-paned
windows in every room. In the
basement were a gymnasium and
an indoor basketball court. A set of
heavy doors on the second floor
opened into a theater-style auditori-
um with a roomy, elevated stage
area, tiered rows of folding wooden
seats and an ornate balcony.

These days, the old school, which
later served as Brewer’s middle
school from the late 1950s until
2008, is listed on the National Regis-
ter of Historic Places and serves a
new purpose and a new population.

Last December, it opened its
handsome, refurbished doors as
Somerset Place, a 28-unit affordable
senior housing complex, owned and
managed by the Brewer Housing
Authority.

The $6.4 million remodeling proj-
ect left intact many of the class-
rooms, stairwells and other spaces

original to the school. These days,
the elegant theater is used for mov-
ies and other entertainment, and a
portion of the old gym hosts yoga
classes and other activities. Old tro-
phy cases in the cavernous hall-
ways feature photos of Brewer
sports teams from days gone by. A
backstage brick wall is auto-
graphed by budding thespians from

across the decades. Classrooms
have been artfully configured into
spacious one-bedroom apartments.

“Being a historic building, we
wanted to leave as much as we
could while bringing it up to date
for our residents,” said Gordon
Stitham, executive director of the
housing authority, showing visi-
tors through the airy, sunlit

building with evident pride.
All the units were filled within a

few months, he said, and there’s a
waiting list of about 35 individuals
looking for an apartment here or in
one of the housing authority’s other
facilities.

Nona Cote, 77, was one of the
first people to move into Somerset
Place, although she was a little
skeptical about leaving the nearby
home where she had lived for about
15 years.

“I didn’t think I would like it this
much, because I really loved my
home,” the Aroostook County na-
tive said.

But she was having trouble keep-
ing up with maintenance and other
costs, so she took the plunge. Right
away, she loved it, even the com-
forting sounds of other residents
coming and going.

“I really didn’t like living alone
after my husband died,” she said. “I
like knowing other people are
around.”

In accordance with federal guide-
lines, this “affordable” housing
complex is open to people 55 and
over who earn 60 percent of the
area median income or less; that’s
$25,980 for one person. Rents range
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Somerset Place, an affordable senior housing complex, can be seen on
Monday in Brewer. The Brewer Housing Authority recently renovated the
former Brewer Middle School and turned it into affordable senior housing,
while leaving intact elements of the old school.
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