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“Wildly offbeat—a professor-and-the-madman tale with a little coming-of-age and an image of Tupperware that you’ll never forget.”

—Vogue




“A quirky and engaging book … Readers will tag along on this trip to a surprising ending.”

—USA Today




“Huge appeal and final joy … Paterniti recalls the all-embracing ecumenism of Twain’s Roughing It or Life on the Mississippi.”

—The Washington Post




“Part travelogue, part biography … highly absorbing.”

—Vanity Fair




“The road trip is hilariously deconstructed.”

—Harper’s Bazaar




“It’s impossible to put the book down. Paterniti has written a work at once entertaining, psychologically rich and emotionally sophisticated—a feat as rare as, well, Einstein himself.”

—Publishers Weekly, starred review




“Alternately hilarious, moving, and always insightful.”

—The Austin Chronicle




“A cerebral adventure … wonderful … whimsical, surreal.”

—Men’s Journal




“Gorgeous prose … [An] unforgettable trip.”

—The Denver Post




“We all need to sign up for this one, the last great postmodern, fin de millennium roadtrip, a cosmic who-dun-it and an everlastingly unforgettable pilgrimage. Driving Mr. Albert is a dazzling dense lump of miracles and genius thanks in no small part to chief detective Michael Paterniti, a literary wizard whose multi-dimensional prose is quite a match for his subject’s brilliance.”

—Bob Shacochis, author of
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“A fun, diverting ride … In prose that leaps from operatically lyrical to absurdly comical, Paterniti combines brilliant sketches of encounter on the road with innocent musings and choice historical trivia.”

—US Weekly




“Paterniti’s book reaches beyond the madcap adventures of their cross-country trip … to deliver an extraordinary portrait of Harvey, of Paterniti himself, and of the nation that embraces them both.”

—Esquire




“[A] most unusual book—part cross-country travelogue, part sideshow, part Einstein biography, part profile of a unique character named Thomas Harvey …”

—The Dallas Morning News




“Paterniti’s unique and haunting tale illuminates our dream of immortality and life’s ever-confounding blend of the prosaic and the miraculous.”

—Booklist, starred review




“Driving Mr. Albert is lyrical and comical, witty and bitter, and dazzling at times. The most unusual of subjects is presented in clear, heartfelt prose that made this reader glad he was along for the ride.”

—BookPage




“Entertaining … Paterniti does an excellent job.”

—San Francisco Chronicle
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Epigraph

It was a splendid mind. For if thought is like the keyboard of a piano, divided into so many notes, or like the alphabet is ranged in twenty-six letters all in order, then his mind had no difficulty in running over those letters one by one, firmly, accurately, until it had reached, say, the letter Q. He reached Q.… But after Q? What comes next? After Q there are a number of letters the last of which is scarcely visible to mortal eyes, but glimmers red in the distance.… How many men in a thousand million, he asked himself, reach Z after all? Surely the leader of a forlorn hope may ask himself that, and answer, without treachery to the expedition behind him, “One perhaps.” One in a generation.

—Virginia Woolf, To the Lighthouse


Prologue ♦ The White Rabbit

To be honest I thought the road trip would be a caper. That’s what I imagined. And I thought the old doctor was a true eccentric, which would be entertaining. And yet desire is a tricky thing. It can change a quick outing to the store for milk into a lifelong, shoeless quest through the Himalayas in search of enlightenment. It can put you on the road to Canterbury without your realizing it at first. And some version of that is what happened.

I first heard the story of Albert Einstein’s brain as an urban myth too weird to believe. A friend had a friend who’d heard about it from someone else living in Roswell or Sedona or somewhere like that, a bit of geographical detail that was meant to lend either credibility or incredibility to the yarn, I couldn’t tell which. My friend told me about it during a commercial break while we were watching the Gulf War, which would have made me about twenty-five years old at the time. And somehow, the war and the brain conflated in my mind. Even now, when I imagine Einstein’s dendrites and neurons firing as his brain lit upon relativity, I picture Baghdad, with its minarets and modern-antennaed buildings sparkling beneath thousands of phantasmagorical tracers, under Allied attack on a very dark night.

The tale went like this: Einstein died in 1955 and, during an autopsy, his brain was removed from his head, ostensibly to be studied for the keys to its genius. But then, after some years, the brain supposedly disappeared. Rumor had it that it had been cut up and parts of it resided somewhere in a garage in Saskatchewan, next to the basketballs and hockey sticks of some oil rigger’s kids, collecting dust. Other parts were said to belong to the doctor who did the autopsy, an odd man who had since vanished.

I loved that, the Canadian stash, the weird immortality of the brain, its allegedly bizarre keeper. As time passed, I began to repeat the story of Einstein’s brain to friends and acquaintances adding my own flourishes. The old doctor with Einstein’s brain now occasionally wore an eye patch or was a hunchback. Sometimes, he was pursued by secret agents or ex-lovers with an ax to grind, which kept him moving from town to town. In other versions, he was looking to sell the brain on the black market. Only later would I find out how close I’d been to certain kernels of the truth.

As time passed, I thought less and less frequently about Einstein’s brain, filed it in life’s arcana file. But several years later, living in New Mexico, I struck up a friendship with my landlord, a man named Steven, who randomly happened to be friends with the writer William Burroughs. A veteran of all things cool and outré, Steven often watered the flower garden in his adobe compound where I lived. When I told him about Einstein’s brain, he didn’t even blink. “Yeah, the guy with the brain lives next to William in Lawrence, Kansas,” he said.

I thought he was putting me on. “He what?” I said.

“Yeah,” he said. “He used to be a pathologist.” Then he kept spraying his snowdrops and daffodils with the hose, unfazed.

“Like …”

“… lives next door?” Steven said, completing my sentence. He looked at me sideways with the slightest trace of pity. “Yeah, the doc’s a real trippy dude, but they’ve hung out.”

“Trippy dude?”

“Weird cat.”

Oh, trippy dude and weird cat. How weird? Weird in what way? Like Norman Bates or Boris Karloff weird, with a basement full of smoking potions and beakers of fluorescent liquid and some strange Frankenstein cloning experiment in progress? Like August Strindberg, in dementia, trying to turn lead to gold? Or weird as in culturally accepted, iconoclastically weird, a cult figure like, say, Burroughs himself, or a shaggy Indian mystic like Rabindranath Tagore?

“I don’t know,” said Steven, but then he offered to get the old doctor’s number for me, from Burroughs himself. Which he did, delivered on a slip of paper torn from a notebook. And I immediately pinned it to the bulletin board near my desk at work, stared at it for a month, then just started dialing. As I went through my days working as a magazine editor, I’d look at that number and, for no justifiable reason, I’d pick up the phone and dial. The line rang but no one answered and there was no answering machine.

After four months—who was weird now?—I vowed to myself that I’d quit dialing. But I couldn’t. I varied the hours of calling; I tried once at midnight just to see. Finally, I gave myself three more chances. On the first one, someone picked up.

“Hello.” He said it like “halo.”

“Uhhh … Is this Thomas Harvey?”

“Way-ell, yes, it sure is.” The man sounded friendly.

“Okay, right …,” I stumbled, “where to begin. I’m … I’m …” Blood rushed to my head and I could hear my own voice, tinny and unsure. Who was I? And what did I really want from him? I stammered again. Then, I asked if he was the man with Einstein’s brain, and when he confirmed that he was, I remember moving my lips but not speaking: Holy shit! Emboldened, I wondered aloud about the possibility of meeting him someday. He vaguely agreed that, yes, it’d be nice to meet someday. But even as we spoke, he must have known that he was leaving Kansas, packing his worldly possessions in one car, as he’d done almost forty years earlier when he quietly fled Princeton, New Jersey, after the accusations that his removal of Einstein’s brain was really an act of theft. And the next thing I knew, Dr. Harvey simply disappeared on me. A disconnected line, no forwarding address. Like Alice’s White Rabbit—vanished.

During the ensuing months, I quit my job and, along with my girlfriend, Sara, moved back East, to Maine. And all the while, I couldn’t shake the thought of Harvey and Einstein’s brain, like a fortune cookie promising something so oddly enticing that you can’t let go. So, I began again. I tried to track Harvey’s family members, which proved difficult. I called another doctor, Sandra Witelson in Hamilton, Canada, with whom Harvey was supposedly working. Much to my surprise, Witelson seemed to know all about me. “Dr. Harvey has said all he wants to say to you,” she said with such unexpected surliness that I was sure he hadn’t. She claimed not to know where he was, but then at the same time she said she wouldn’t give me his new number. Another six months passed, and by sheer persistence I found the number. On my first try, Harvey picked up the phone in what I would later learn was a 1950s ranch house near Princeton, New Jersey, where he was living now with his sixty-seven-year-old girlfriend.

“Way-ell, it sure is good to hear from you,” he said, and he seemed to mean it. We talked. He agreed to meet. On a weekday just after Thanksgiving, I drove south from Maine through dead leaves and chimney smoke, past trees that appeared in a chill autumn mist like candelabra. Dr. Harvey greeted me at the door in a red-and-white plaid shirt and a thin, solid-blue Pendleton tie that still bore a mildewy $10 price tag from some earlier decade. His face was blowsy and peckled, runneled with lines, though he didn’t quite seem his eighty-four years. He had an eagle nose, alert eyes, and stubbed yellow teeth. His white hair was as fine as corn silk and shifted with the November wind over the bald patches on his head. He had no eye patch or hunchback—only a slight limp from a bicycling accident he had suffered a few years earlier. He told me he’d been hit by a car driven by a “female octogenarian” while riding to work, and now one leg was slightly shorter than the other. I couldn’t help but wonder what eighty-four-year-old works, let alone rides his bike to work?

He led me to a dank basement where he’d set up a makeshift office strewn with scientific journals. On a table sat a microscope covered by a small plastic tarp. He stoked a fire and offered me a seat on a lime-green chintz couch among crocheted rugs and genie bottles of blown glass, Ethiopian cookbooks and macramé. He didn’t impress me right away as a rebel or a Casanova or a Beat wanderer, as a hero or a thief or a holy man—all of which, in various moments, he later would. But there were still little things that gave him away. A green beret hung on a hook. Books occupied shelves with titles like: How to Make Love to the Same Person for the Rest of Your Life, Romantic Jealousy, and Open Marriage. And then, how did a man with a Yale education and Einstein’s brain in his possession come to live in such reduced circumstances, holding court in the basement of his girlfriend’s house?

The doctor seemed to take it all as a matter of course. He brought tea, and we sat for a while, two men from different corners of a century, camped near a warm fire, stirring sugar into our Lipton before the future arrived. Before everybody upped and moved to lunar colonies, I was finally sitting with Dr. Thomas Harvey, like some groupie pilgrim, waiting for him to speak.


Part One
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1 ♦ The Devil Craps on the Big Pile

Albert Einstein was born in 1879, in Ulm, Germany, with a head shaped like a lopsided medicine ball. Beholding it for the first time, his grandmother fell into complete shock. “Much too fat!” she exclaimed. “Much too fat!” His mother was also horrified, believing she’d delivered a monster. The boy didn’t speak until he was three; even then he would move his lips for a long time before anything came out. Everyone figured that he was zurückgeblieben, retarded.

By his own recollections, young Albert lived mostly in his mind, built intricate card houses, and marveled at a compass his father showed him as a boy. Kids in his neighborhood called him The Bore because he refused to roughhouse, and only when he couldn’t avoid them would he offer himself as an umpire in their games. For the most part he was a loner, preferring the company of his uncles because they could explain the family business to him: electricity. As it was, he believed much less in people than in the things of the world. When his sister, Maja, was born, young Albert stared down into the bassinet, crestfallen, and according to family members said, “Yes, but where are its wheels?”

In school, contrary to legend, he received mostly good grades. Still, he chafed at the authoritarian regimentation of the German education system and showed his sly sense of humor early on, mocking his teachers to the laughter of classmates. He was dazzled by his first geometry book, by the symmetries and angles of the universe, and transfixed by the generators that were manufactured in his father’s factory. While his parents had grand ambitions for their only son—they were part of a first generation of Jews allowed to own property and pursue higher education in Germany—Albert himself undertook his own plan of self-education. By the age of ten, he was reading Euclid and devouring the science books of his day. He also fell under a spell of deep religiosity during which he refused to eat pork and composed hymns to God, which he chanted as he walked the streets. But according to Einstein, he abandoned the Jewish faith at the age of twelve, when his science training revealed to him that “much in the stories of the Bible could not be true.”

If most of his instructors underestimated him—a Greek teacher once told him he wouldn’t amount to anything in life—Albert Einstein had a certain confidence, what his elders came to see as supercilious arrogance. The problem was that their upstart student didn’t hesitate to point out their intellectual shortcomings or call out their hypocrisy, which became all the more rankling because he was so often right. He voraciously devoured what stood between him and originality—namely mediocrity—and they mistook this drive for impudence. “You are a smart boy, Einstein, a very smart boy,” his university physics professor told him. “But you have one great fault: You’ll never let yourself be told anything.” Einstein’s general response, written to a friend sometime later, was curt and impassioned: “Unthinking respect for authority is the greatest enemy of truth.”

As a teenager he moved from Munich to Italy to Switzerland, renouncing his German citizenship to avoid military service, which marked the beginning of his pacifism. As a man, he grew into a powerful body with thick arms and legs and raffish good looks: an ironic, mischievous smile, a full head of dark, curly hair, and a soft, dreamy gaze. He was flatfooted, about five-feet-six, and liked to hike and sail. He played the violin—Mozart, Bach, Schubert. And though not a great violinist, his music-making was an essential part of his life. After injuring his hand as a university student, he wrote to his duet partner, a woman, claiming he greatly missed “his old friend”—the violin—“through whom I say & sing to myself everything that, in sober thoughts, I often do not even admit to myself, or at most laugh at when I see in others.”

In his approach to his work, Einstein’s childhood led seamlessly to his adulthood, when he spent most of his days sitting still, dreaming of the universe, pondering the weight of the moon or the orbit of Mercury. In 1905, toiling as a twenty-six-year-old patent clerk (he couldn’t find a teaching job because none of his former teachers would recommend him) in Bern, Switzerland, he conceived the special theory of relativity and the equation E=mc2, a supposition that all matter, from a feather to a rock, contains energy.

During that one year in the Patent Office—what’s known as Einstein’s annus mirabilis—he scribbled five groundbreaking papers, all published in the prestigious German journal Annalen der Physik, catapulting him from complete obscurity to fame. The impact of that year is still confounding today, for nearly a century later, we’re dealing with the aftermath of a universe predicated on the Einsteinian observation that among other things, the flow of time is relative for each person. When the first flicker of relativity occurred to him after months of puzzling with his close friend Michele Besso, he turned to the man and said, “Thank you. I’ve completely solved the problem.”

Recognizing a revolution in their midst, the leading scientists of Einstein’s day soon came to visit him on the top floor at the Patent Office, and shortly thereafter he received a progression of teaching appointments in Bern, Zurich, Prague, and finally Munich. With his theories that predicted the origin, nature, and destiny of the universe, Einstein toppled Newton and nearly three hundred years of science. The greatest scientific achievements of our century—electronics, the atomic bomb, space travel—were all suggested in those 1905 pages and then refined in decades to come.

What followed, too, was the general theory of relativity, which Einstein formulated in March of 1916. The theory was confirmed during a solar eclipse three years later by Arthur Eddington, an English astronomer who observed that starlight actually swerved as it passed the sun, to the exact degree predicted by Einstein, proving that light has mass and that there are curvatures in space-time caused by gravity, which, among other things, explained how and why the earth was held in orbit around the sun. In an instant, Albert Einstein was world-famous. His mysterious smile beamed from the front pages of newspapers around the world—a genius, a guru-mystic who had unlocked the secrets of God’s own mind.

Inundated with invitations from Hollywood to Lahore, Einstein embarked on a world tour. He was feted by kings and emperors, presidents and movie stars, tweedling into the world’s most hallowed halls in a bemused state of sockless dishevelment. Hopelessly absentminded, he left his luggage on train platforms, used uncashed checks as bookmarks. He claimed he got his hairstyle—eventually a wild, electric-white nimbus—“through negligence.” Explaining his overall sloppiness, he said, “It would be a sad situation if the wrapper were better than the meat wrapped inside it.” He laughed like a barking seal, snored like a foghorn, sunbathed in the nude. And then took tea with the queen.

Everywhere, it was Einstein mania. He went to Shanghai, Tokyo, Jerusalem, Rio. Arriving for the first time in Manhattan in 1921 aboard the SS Rotterdam, Einstein wandered down the gangplank to clamoring throngs with his violin case tucked under his arm, looking more like a concert musician than a scientist. The New York Times urged its readers not to be offended by the fact that only twelve people in the world truly understood the work of “the suddenly famous Dr. Einstein.” In London, he was asked to explain his theory at the Palladium for three weeks on the same bill as fire-eaters and tightrope walkers at whatever fee. “At the Chrysanthemum Festival,” wrote one German diplomat stationed in Japan, “it was neither the empress nor the prince regent nor the imperial princes who held reception; everything turned around Einstein.”

In the years to follow, Einstein’s fame would only grow. He vehemently criticized the Nazis and became a target for German ultranationalists, who waited outside his home, hurling anti-Semitic obscenities at him. In 1933, a German newspaper reported that Fehme, an extreme nationalist organization, had put a bounty of five thousand dollars on Einstein’s head. When he heard the news, Einstein touched his hair and said, “I did not know it was worth so much.” Then he fled, first to Britain, and on to the United States—to Princeton—where, in 1940, he became an American citizen.

Meanwhile, he received honorary degrees from Oxford, Cambridge, the Sorbonne, Harvard, and scores of other universities around the world. With each new award or trophy—none of which seemed to matter a whit to the scientist—he uttered in German, “The devil craps on the big pile.” A copy of the special theory of relativity in Einstein’s scrawl was auctioned off in 1944 for $6 million. And yet, by the time Einstein moved to America, his work had become much less influential in scientific circles, where the emphasis was now on quantum mechanics, a theory that described a highly volatile and unpredictable reality at the molecular level, something Einstein could not bring himself to accept. “God does not play dice with the universe,” he said in one of his most famously quoted statements.

Instead, he spent the last two decades of his life diligently working at Princeton’s Institute for Advanced Study on his own unified field theory, one that attempted to balance ideas about gravity and electromagnetism in hopes of forming a more complete understanding of the universe. Though he worked in vain, this period was memorable for his high-profile pacifism and moral outrage at a world gone awry. For some, his political proclamations were as important as Gandhi’s, and because he, too, became regarded as a kind of prophet, David Ben-Gurion, prime minister of the nascent Israeli state, felt compelled to offer Einstein the presidency of his country in 1952. To the relief of Ben-Gurion and most others in the fledgling Israeli government, he declined.

In the last lonely years of his life, Einstein was struck with frequent attacks of nausea that culminated in diarrhea or vomiting. An exam revealed an aneurysm in his abdominal aorta, but Einstein refused an operation and anticipated his own demise. “I want to be cremated so people won’t come to worship at my bones,” he said.

On the night before he died, April 17, 1955, lying in bed at Princeton Hospital, the seventy-six-year-old Einstein asked to see his most recent pages of calculations, typically working until the end. Sometime earlier he had told a friend, “I have finished my task here.” And a few weeks before, after the death of his dear lifelong friend Michele Besso, who had acted as such an able sounding board for his theory of relativity, he had written, “Now he has preceded me a little by parting from this strange world. This means nothing. To us believing physicists the distinction between past, present, and future has only the significance of a stubborn illusion.”

The next morning, April 18, the chief pathologist of the hospital arrived: Dr. Thomas Stoltz Harvey, then a strapping forty-two-year-old with Montgomery Clift good looks, a wife and two boys at home, and a bright future ahead. He went to his office in the bowels of the hospital, then followed the water pipes along the ceiling of a dark hallway to the morgue where Einstein’s body was laid out, naked and mottled, on a gurney.

“Imagine my surprise,” Harvey said to me that afternoon in the basement of his girlfriend’s house, embers from the fire bottle-rocketing into a metal screen, then falling to the stone below. “A fellow up in New York, my former teacher Dr. Harry Zimmerman”—and an acquaintance of Einstein’s—“was going to do the autopsy. But then he couldn’t get away. He rang me up, and we agreed that I’d do it.” Harvey then trotted out his credentials for me: He had worked under Zimmerman, who was a neuroanatomist, at Yale and had also taught two years of neuroanatomy for Dr. Fritz Lewy at the University of Pennsylvania. He explained that Lewy had been the head of the Neurological Institute in Berlin before Hitler, and that he was world-famous for having “discovered some inclusion bodies in the brain cells in Alzheimer’s disease, which are now known as Lewy bodies.” He held forth on Lewy for a while, perhaps by way of conferring some of Lewy’s résumé on himself.

Harvey, by contrast, grew up in a Kentucky line of dyed-in-the-wool Quakers, spent an uneventful childhood in Louisville, then moved to Hartford, Connecticut, when his father got a good job with an insurance firm. Later, he attended Yale, both as an undergraduate and as a medical student. In his third year of med school, he contracted tuberculosis and spent the next year in a sanatorium—a dark time during which he was confined to a bed and rocking chair and, according to Harvey, saw several friends die around him. When he emerged in the real world again, he turned to pathology because “the hours were less demanding.” That year of sickness, he would tell me later, was one of the greatest disappointments of his life.

And April 18, 1955, was one of his greatest triumphs. The world press descended on Princeton; the Einstein family was ensconced at 112 Mercer Street, the place where the great scientist had lived out his final days. And yet when Harvey describes his conversation with Zimmerman regarding who would perform the autopsy, the whole thing sounds like two friends trying to work out arrangements for dropping off a broken car at the garage. That Monday morning, at approximately eight, Harvey pushed open the morgue door on a cramped, brightly lit, green-tiled room full of vacuums, water hoses, silver bowls, a refrigerator where bodies were kept in large metal trays, and a scale with the brand name Chatillon, to measure the weight of the newly excised organs. He says that he felt awe when he came face-to-face with the world-famous physicist, lying alone in the pale light.

Harvey says he took a scalpel in his fingers and sliced Albert Einstein open with a Y incision, tracing down from each collarbone and scoring the belly, the skin giving like cellophane. Like hundreds of other autopsies he’d performed, he exposed the marbled meat of the ribs and a layer of mustard-yellow fat. He pulled back two heavy flaps of skin, like drapes, took a saw in his right hand, and cut open Einstein’s chest. Inside, the wet wonderland of the body. He remembers fingering Einstein’s heart, and his stomach. He tugged at the white intestines and roped them off, then cut the pericardium and pulmonary artery and separated the trachea and esophagus.

As they often do in a morgue, flies buzzed in the room, but Harvey, lost inside Einstein’s body, didn’t hear anything. He found nearly three quarts of blood in Einstein’s peritoneal cavity, a result of the burst aneurysm, and after further investigation of his heart and veins concluded that, with an operation, the physicist might have lived for several more years, though how long was hard to tell because, according to Harvey, “Einstein liked his fatty foods.”

Working under the humming lights, jugging the liver, palpating the heart, Harvey made a decision. Who’s to say whether it was inspired by awe or by greed, professional duty or malpractice, beneficence or mere pettiness? Who’s to say what comes over a mortal, what chemical reaction takes place, when faced with the blinding brightness of another’s greatness, and with it a knowledge that we shall never possess even a cheeseparing of that greatness?

Working quickly with a knife, Harvey tonsured the scalp: slicing from below one of Einstein’s ears, around the back of the head to the other ear, and then up and over the crown of the skull in an arcing motion. The skin peeled back from the bone with a ripping sound, like masking tape being pulled quickly from a surface. Harvey again shucked the skin on the face-side so that now the dome of the vanilla-white skull was revealed in its entirety. Bearing down on a buzz saw, he cut through Einstein’s head. He cracked the skull like a coconut, he removed a cap of bone, peeled back the viscous meninges, and snipped the connecting blood vessels and nerve bundles and the spinal cord.

And then, at last, there it was. A huge, rough pearl. He reached with his fingers into the chalice of the man’s cranium and removed the glistening brain.


2 ♦ No Prisoners

When I was eighteen, a buddy named Mark Paradis and I flew to Oregon and then hitchhiked a couple thousand miles up to Alaska, with the idea of working the fishing boats for a season in a town called Homer. It felt momentous, the prodigal sons setting out to claim their riches. Mark had the hint of a Massachusetts accent and more smarts than three of me combined, and between us we could almost convince ourselves of anything. In pictures taken along the road, we look like kids: me wearing a dopey, squinty-eyed grin; Mark, with a mop of black hair and a wary gaze. By the time we made it to Vancouver, we decided we’d had one too many rides from yahoos drinking Hamm’s beer, so we pooled our money and bought a four-hundred-dollar secondhand station wagon that we planned on driving up the Al-Can Highway and right down Fourth Avenue in Anchorage.

Unfortunately for us, we misread the map. The station wagon got us forty miles up a fire road to nowhere, then started rolling backward downhill on a steep incline. “Forty dollars a mile,” said Mark, staring blankly through the windshield as we came to a stop on the shoulder and I nodded in disgusted agreement. Stuck, we didn’t even get the math right. We sat for several nights by a fire, waiting for someone to drive by. The Saltines ran out, the mosquitoes swarmed, and though we eventually would make it to Alaska (hitchhiking, of course), the memories I treasure most are of those brief but glorious forty miles. I can still remember pulling out of that used-car lot and waving to the salesman, that first-time feeling of cruising under our own power, accelerating up the coast, on a road that for a while ran right along the water. We were hooting and hollering and throwing high fives. We had the windows down, and to our left the ocean glittered like so many newly cut gems. To our right the mountains rose over our shoulders. I’d never been happier.

Five years later, when I was twenty-three, I wanted that feeling back. I quit a job at a Madison Avenue ad agency, where my time had been spent plumbing the depths of the human mind to see if anyone remembered a certain jingle meant to sell a little chocolate bar with crunchy almonds. As my first act of freedom, I drove cross-country with a friend named Bill Mentzer in his brown Alfa Romeo convertible. It was the end of November and cold, and Mentz, a curly-haired, boyish master of several languages, was heading back home to Marin County after a brief and similarly unfulfilling stint in Manhattan. He had an obsessive relationship with his car, as one might with a temperamental foreign lover met on a two-week holiday, and wouldn’t dare push it over fifty-five. We drove the entire country in the slow lane, tailgated by menacing grandmothers.

And while our well-being hinged on every cough and tic of that vehicle—and there were many—every day also brought new mystical visions of the kind that belong to all cross-country travelers: Chicago rising out of the Midwest like huge metallic cornstalks, the awe-inspiring, Great Plains splendor of everything past St. Louis, and then Denver appearing in a purple vision before the Rockies. At a diner in the middle of nowhere, we came upon a waitress so pretty it took a moment to summon our courage to order, and one midnight at a haunted bar in Flagstaff, a water pipe broke and the fire in the fireplace flared and everyone fled out the front door, including the bartender himself. Along the road, we crashed with friends or at Motel 6s, victoriously drinking cold beer at the end of each day like two veteran long-haulers, watching late-night talk shows, and by the time we made California we threw the top down and howled like two naked hippies at the moon.

One of the themes of my earlier life, as I recall it now, is that I was forever projecting myself forward and backward at the same time, negating the present moment, changing my mind with alarming frequency. A master of vicissitudes, I fell in and out of love with certain ideas and certain rock bands and certain girlfriends who, in the end, must have been glad to see me go. After all, I couldn’t name my longing, and yet it was there, always driving me away from the place where I stood.

My mother’s side of our family is a Scotch-Irish clan, with five generations that have lived in the northernmost region of New York State. It is here that half of my history lies. A great-great-grandmother, a Catholic who married into a Protestant family, and who felt so besieged by guilt, God, and her in-laws that she drowned herself and her baby in a cistern. A great-uncle, a good, kindly man, who, after baling hay one day, ate chokecherries, drank a glass of milk, and keeled over dead. My cousin Cindy, who would have been my age but was drowned in a winter creek at the age of five. And my uncle Spencer, Cindy’s father, who later died in a freak accident when a tractor suddenly tipped back on him. He was forty-two.

And yet the North Country has always felt like a stomping ground, a land beyond the Adirondacks where I go to take my place among the family line of hermits and farmers and chattering schoolteachers. No one in my family questions my desire, however inchoate or ineffable, because it’s partly their desire, too: this need to be self-sufficient and free at all costs. Some weekends, my grandfather would simply disappear out in the barn, tinkering for the duration. For many years, I thought this, too, might be my destiny: weekends in the barn. And a life lived by the seasons—comforted by corn in the summer, apples in the fall, fallow winter fields, and an explosion of barn cats and cows in the spring—seemed idyllic but for one thing: Where were all the people?

And where was the person? When I really thought about it, after I’d outrun anybody remotely interested in me, I wondered how I might ever find someone with whom I might happily live.

[image: ]

The first time I met Sara was on the phone. I was in grad school at the University of Michigan, and the director of the writing program asked if I might talk to her, to persuade her to come. When I called just before noon, I actually woke her up. She said it probably seemed weird, but she was a last-semester senior at a liberal-arts college, which meant that the only word in that configuration that mattered now was liberal, as in liberal partying. She and four of her friends had just gotten fish tattoos on their ankles. We had a lot to talk about, though I can’t remember what it was we said. I just remember her laugh, a soft husk.

When she arrived in Ann Arbor the next fall, we hardly spoke to each other. I don’t know why, if it was bashfulness or busyness, standoffishness or maybe an unconscious feeling that there was going to be time for that later. I wasn’t unaware of her, though. I knew she ran and mountain-biked, had long arms and long fingers and strong shoulders












OEBPS/images/Pate_9780307765352_epub_tp_r1.jpg
Driving Mr. Albert

A Trip Across America
with Einstein’s Brain

MICHAEL PATERNITI

A DIAL PRESS TRADE PAPERBACK





OEBPS/images/Pate_9780307765352_epub_L02_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Pate_9780307765352_epub_L01_r1.jpg






OEBPS/images/Pate_9780307765352_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
DRIVING MR. ALBERT

A Trip Across America
with Einstein’s Brain

Michael Paterniti

RANDOM HOUSE
TRADE PAPERBACKS








OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





