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Author tells tales of love, dying, Einstein’s brain
BY MARYLYNNE PITZ
PITTSBURGH POST-GAZETTE

Last week, Michael Pa-
terniti’s editor called to say
that his collection of es-
says, “Love and Other
Ways of Dying,” had been
nominated for a National
Book Award.

When he heard the news,
Paterniti was in his favor-
ite coffee shop in Portland,
Maine, where he lives with
his wife and three children.

“It’s kind of hard to do
the funky chicken dance,”
the writer said. “You’re
surrounded by everybody
else with their heads
down.”

Random House pub-
lished the book earlier this
year. Paterniti, 51, also is
the author of “The Telling
Room: A Tale of Love, Be-
trayal, Revenge and the

World’s Greatest Piece of
Cheese” and “Driving Mr.
Albert: A Trip Across
America With Einstein’s
Brain.”

The eldest of four sons,
Paterniti grew up in
Darien, Connecticut. After
graduating from Middle-
bury College at age 21, he
took a job at the advertis-
ing firm Doyle Dane Bern-
bach in Manhattan.

“It almost killed me, hav-
ing to wear a suit and tie
and sit in a cubicle. That
began to shorten my life. I
could feel the blood slow-
ing,” the author said in a
telephone interview.

His task was to count the
number of ads in maga-
zines and compare that to
the number of pages with
editorial content. Then, he
had to categorize the ads.
He got behind in his work

because he kept reading ar-
ticles in The New Yorker
and Vanity Fair.

“I lasted just a year and
escaped to Cape Cod,” he
said.

His journalism career
began at The Harwich Ora-
cle, where he covered town
meetings and got to inter-
view a 100-year-old woman
who had 56 cats.

“I loved every second
there. You went to every
town meeting. You took
every picture. You wrote
every editorial. You would
take your byline off half
the articles so they would

think other people worked
there.”

Then he worked at The
Cape Codder newspaper
and enrolled in the writing
program at the University
of Michigan in Ann Arbor,
where he earned a master’s
degree in 1991.

As he grew up, his favor-
ite storyteller was his ma-
ternal grandmother, Rose
Ells.

One of the essays in his
latest book recounts the ex-
perience of stopping a man
from committing suicide
by jumping off a bridge in
Nanking, China. Another

re-creates former French
President Francois Mitter-
rand’s last meal in a rustic
dining room in France. Pa-
terniti’s other pieces exam-
ine the aftermath of a plane
crash off the coast of Nova
Scotia, an earthquake in
Haiti and a tsunami in
Japan.

Paterniti and his wife,
who also is a published au-
thor, started The Telling
Room, a nonprofit center
for storytelling in Port-
land. The inspiration came
from an experience he had
while reporting in the
Sudan.

“We were at a food drop.
People were starving.
They had to wait all night
while the U.S. counted the
bags that had been
dropped. This chief of the
Dinka tribe stood up” and
sang until food was dis-

tributed. As the chief sang
the entire story of the tribe
and his village, Mr. Pater-
niti said, “the crowd
around him got bigger and
bigger.”

Many Sudanese and So-
malian immigrants have
settled in Portland.

“We were interested in
creating a moment where
they would tell their com-
ing to America stories. We
worked closely for a year
with a bunch of kids who
were learning English. We
felt more connected to this
community for having
done it. Once you know
your neighbor’s real story,
you can’t help but feel in-
vested in them,” Paterniti
said.

Now, he said, The Tell-
ing Room has 10 employees
and serves 2,500 children
from ages 6 to 18 each year.

Paterniti and his wife, who also is a
published author, started The Telling Room,
a nonprofit center for storytelling in Portland.
The inspiration came from an experience he

had while reporting in the Sudan.

Craig Ferguson chats before UMaine visit

BY EMILY BURNHAM
BDN STAFF

I’ve gotten the chance to
interview a lot of famous
people over the years. I
don’t really get nervous.
They’re just people, right?
With better hair and more
money than me and all that.

But I’ll admit, I got super
nervous interviewing Craig
Ferguson. Why? I think
he’s hilarious. I watched
“The Late Late Show” from
the very beginning, and
he’s still tied with 1990s
Conan as my favorite late
night host ever. I’ve seen
his totally underappreciat-
ed 1999 comedy “The Big
Tease” more than twice. I
read his wonderful mem-
oir, “American on Pur-
pose,” also more than twice,
and have watched all his
standup specials. Suffice to
say, I’m a fan.

I’ve never had the chance
to see him do comedy live,
however, tragically missing
his show in Portland earlier
this year. So when I heard
he was going to perform at
the Collins Center for the
Arts in Orono on Tuesday,
Sept. 29, the first thing I
said after “Eeeeee!” was “I
shall interview him!” And
thus, I did, doing my level
best to not sound like a ner-
vous weirdo during our
phone conversation, despite
totally being a nervous
weirdo. I think I did OK.

This will be your sec-
ond stand up show in
Maine in the past year.
What do you like about
New England? Got any
connections or stories?

Well, first of all, I have
family here. My wife is from
New Hampshire, so I have
lots of family. All the in-
laws, so I can visit them
when I’m here. It’s also just
a nice place to be. You’re
there — you know what a
beautiful part of the country
it is.

After getting done with
late night, you’ve since

moved on to the world of
game shows [“Celebrity
Name Game”]. What
drew you to hosting one?
Did Drew Carey, “Price
Is Right” host, put you
up to it?

Ha! Well, Drew and I are
friends, of course, but that’s
not what it was. They came
to me years ago, and CBS
wanted to do it, but they
ended up deciding not to
make it. Then they came
back years later, and I
thought, “Yeah, that’s
something I’d like to do.”
I’m not moving into the
world of game shows, cer-
tainly, and after this one I
probably won’t do any-
more. But for now, it’s fun.
You know what it is? It’s
like food. I like healthy
food, and I like candy. This
is candy. It’s easy and fun
to do, and it’s a funny game
and sometimes people win
money and have a laugh.
Am I learning anything?
Not a whole lot. But it’s fun.

You have some devoted
fans out there, myself in-
cluded. Would you say
there’s any similarities
they tend to share? Some
defining characteristic?

Well, I have to say, I’m
slightly uncomfortable
with the word “fan.” Fans
are for sports franchises.
But people that like what I
do and connect with it, I
think there is a connecting
thread. I think they are peo-
ple that are a little outside
of the mainstream. They’re
nonconformists, whether
they’re teenage girls that
like “Dr. Who,” or they’re
old ladies who like “Mat-
lock.” It’s an odd thing, but
it tends to be people who
are free thinkers.

One of the things that I
loved about your CBS
show so much was its sil-
liness and whimsy, and
what seemed to be an im-
provisational element to
much of what you do.
How do you contrast that
kind of improv-based
stuff with doing standup?

It’s actually exactly the
same way that I do the show
— it’s scripted, but not re-
ally. It has a set of bullet
points and a bunch of things
that I will do, but it goes off
from there. Nothing is set
in stone … if I did a joke the
same way every night I’d
get bored. I feel in a way it’s
kind of in the Celtic story-
telling tradition. You talk to
anyone in a bar in Scotland,
and they’ll tell the same
story over and over again,
but there’s always a slight
embellishment.

You’ve got a new show
set for the History Chan-

nel, “Join Or Die,” in
which you’ll discuss his-
tory with a panel of ex-
perts. What’s one histori-
cal period or event that
holds particular interest
for you?

What happens with me,
because I’m not an academ-
ic but an autodidact, is
there are a lot of things that
I know a little bit about. I
tend to do things like find
an old photograph or paint-
ing of a king or queen, and
it’s not them that interests
me — it’s the person in the
background. It’s not Napo-
leon; it’s the guy that’s four
people away from him.
What’s that guy’s story?
Well, he was a cheesemak-
er, and he made this fantas-
tic cheese, and Napoleon
tried it and loved it and
said, “If you know this
much about cheese you can
probably help me.” Things
like that. Everyone knows

King Tut, but what people
don’t know is his father,
Akhenaten, attacked the
heretics that bankrupted
Egypt and changed their
entire religion, and f—-ed it
up in such an extraordi-
nary way that it’s likely
that his son, King Tut, was
probably killed by the high
priest. And his official
mother was Nefertiti, but
his real mom was a courte-
san. It’s a fascinating story.
That’s what interests me.
The stuff that’s off the beat-
en path.

Finally: What did you
keep from the Late Show
set?

Oh god, I kept all of it!
It’s all my stuff! Geoff Pe-
terson is in my office, and
I have my Tardis. That’s
my Tardis! I’m keeping
that! And my snake mug.
That’s somewhere. That’s
all my stuff. That’s not
going anywhere.

King Tut, storytelling and TV candy— andwhat’s next after ‘The Late Late Show’
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Craig Ferguson will perform on Tuesday, Sept. 29, at the Collins Center for the Arts in
Orono.

“Nothing is set in
stone … if I did a joke
the same way every
night I’d get bored. ”

CRAIG FERGUSON

‘The Intern’ takes a long time to go nowhere
BY COLIN COVERT
STAR TRIBUNE
(MINNEAPOLIS) (TNS)

Comedies usually run 90
minutes because they simply
want to amuse and laughing
usually runs out of gas after
an hour and a half. Dramas
g e n e r a l l y
run on for
two hours
b e c a u s e
they have a heavier workload
in aiming to deal with impor-
tant issues — and that can
take a while. Nancy Meyers’
light amusement “The In-
tern” actually lasts a little
more than two hours. As it
tries to sustain conceits be-
yond lightweight wit and into
ageism and important life les-
sons and weeping and hug-
ging, it feels like an eternity.

The film resembles a
stretched out and only slight-
ly modernized version of clas-
sic workplace comedy “The
Mary Tyler Moore Show.”
This time the 30-ish woman at
the center of the story, Jules
(Anne Hathaway), owns the
workplace where it’s set, an
e-commerce clothing bou-

tique called “About the Fit.”
The strong but lovable veter-
an she befriends is Ben (Rob-
ert De Niro), a 70-year-old re-
tired executive who joins her
company’s new “senior in-
ternship program.” It’s only
days before he works his way

up to being her personal
chauffeur, business adviser
and lifestyle mentor.

De Niro, who has never be-
fore smiled nonstop in a film,
plays this fountain of avuncu-
lar wisdom as paternalistic as
Lou Grant and almost as gruff

— but in a nice way. Formally
attired among his scruffy-
looking new teammates, Ben
explains that the reason he
carries a fresh handkerchief
in his jacket every day is “to
lend it” to a teary woman. Old
school rules the day in writ-

er/director Meyers’ senior-
centric work — similar to
“It’s Complicated” and
“Something’s Gotta Give.”

Meyers puts the pair into a
cheerful story designed to
make us feel nice and nothing
more. It spoon-feeds us vanil-
la fiction to the point of over-
dose. Perfectionist Jules has
rocketed to national success
in just 18 months, a rags to
riches Internet success story
that Mark Zuckerberg would
envy. She’s initially suspi-
cious of the company’s new
recruit. Unfortunately, none
of the challenges Jules faces
are deep enough to provide
dramatic ammunition.

None of it builds to a mean-
ingful crisis. Nor is it espe-
cially amusing. I hope he has
a hankie handy; he’ll be bored
to tears.

‘THE INTERN’
2 out of 4 stars

Rating: PG-13 for some sug-
gestive content and brief
strong language

©2015 Star Tribune
(Minneapolis)
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Robert De Niro and Anne Hathaway in “The Intern.”

Falmouth
‘gourmet
getaway’
hits a snag
BY COLIN ELLIS
THE FORECASTER

FALMOUTH — A plan to
use a Woodville Road man-
sion as an events venue and
culinary retreat is on hold
because the property doesn’t
have necessary permits.

The Mirabelle mansion, a
12,000-square-foot estate at
200 Woodville Road, is owned
by neurosurgeon Marc
Christensen. The estate was
built in the early 1990s as a
retreat for the head of Shaw’s
supermarkets.

Christensen bought the
property about 18 months
ago, with the idea to turn it
into a bed and breakfast that
also hosts other events, in-
cluding weddings and what
one report called a “gourmet
getaway for well-heeled ur-
banites.”

But the mansion is not
permitted to be more than a
residence.

Amanda Howland, mar-
keting director for Mirabelle,
said the operators have had
discussions with Justin
Brown, the town’s code en-
forcement officer, since May
about the bed and breakfast.

“We’ve been in touch a
bunch of times as we came
up with questions,” How-
land said.

Brown, meanwhile, said
he met with Christensen on
Tuesday to discuss uses of
the property.

He said Christensen is ex-
pected to apply for condi-
tional use approval for a
home occupation. Addition-
ally, to get approval for a
bed and breakfast, he said
Christensen will have to go
through the Board of Zoning
Appeals for conditional use
approval, and the Planning
Board for site plan approval.

Brown said he also recom-
mended Christensen contact
the Maine Department of
Health and Human Services
and the state fire marshall’s
office, “as I suspect a number
of these uses may require ad-
ditional approvals or even
upgrades to the property.”

In a letter dated Monday,
Sept. 21, provided to The
Forecaster by the code en-
forcement officer, Brown
also told Christensen there
have been no conditional
uses or variances for use of
the property from the town,
and any use not permitted in
the district must immedi-
ately cease.

He said Christensen may
appeal to the BZA within 30
days.

Howland said there have
not been any events hosted at
the mansion. Although as of
Sept. 21 the website said Mi-
rabelle would serve as a wed-
ding venue, Howland said
that is no longer the case.
The photos used on the web-
site were not from actual
events, she said, and the
“website hasn’t quite caught
up as the vision has evolved.”

“We haven’t had any
events, we wouldn’t do that
without permitting,” How-
land said. “We’re working
within what seems realistic,
looking at the requirements
needed to be a bed and break-
fast. … We appear to meet all
criteria, and we’re hoping it
won’t be an issue.”
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