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	Larry Lytle, a heroic dentist from Rapid Creek, South Dakota, who at the age of sixty-five embarked on a second career that he believed would revolutionize health care.
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	Toby McAdam, a failed gubernatorial candidate from Billings, Montana, who created a line of supplements to treat his mother’s terminal illness.
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	Robert O. Young, a Mormon missionary from Utah who became a folk musician, a tennis player, and a research scientist, in that order. His scientific discoveries resurrected a long-dead theory that challenges the common understanding of germs.
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	Alicja Kolyszko, a language teacher who fled Poland’s authoritarian Communist Party to pursue her own piece of the American Dream and became the unlikely champion of a much-maligned parasite.
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	Leilani and Dale Neumann, Pentecostals of great faith whose pursuit of good works led them from Turlock, California, to found a ministry in rural Wisconsin.
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	Jim Humble and Mark Grenon, two beings with vastly different backgrounds who were brought together by a shared belief that the nefarious Deep State was suppressing their miraculous health drink. 























Introduction



LIVINGSTON, MONTANA, 2020


Soon her eye fell on a little glass box that was lying under the table: she opened it, and found in it a very small cake, on which the words “EAT ME” were beautifully marked in currants. “Well, I’ll eat it,” said Alice, “and if it makes me grow larger, I can reach the key; and if it makes me grow smaller, I can creep under the door; so either way I’ll get into the garden, and I don’t care which happens!”


—Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, 1865


America’s health care ecosystem is so full of wealth and nonsense that some citizens sell other citizens hundred-dollar tubes of toothpaste (Theodent 300 lacks fluoride but is infused with a proprietary cacao derivative). Health care is so upside down that at one New York hospital, emergency room patients have an average wait time of five hours and forty-one minutes, while rich patients get luxury suites with high-thread-count sheets and a butler. America’s health care is so ludicrously well funded that in 2020, when a mysterious new virus swept the globe, the system had ample cash to buy more ventilators, more masks, more technology, more public aid to make quarantines feasible, more high-quality medical staff, and more testing kits than anywhere else on Earth. And yet it’s so dysfunctional that, despite these advantages, in August of that year the US took the lead as the nation with more of something else—COVID-19 deaths, the most in the world.


One reason for the high body count was that in 2020 an estimated sixty-six million Americans refused to wear masks to slow the spread of the disease. When pollsters from the Brookings Institution (America could also afford the best sociology polls) asked why, the most frequent answer given was that, as Americans, they had the right not to wear a mask.


This was a shockingly honest response.


Going maskless was an exercise of medical freedom, for its own sake. When I read about the poll’s results, I was struck by the severe contrast between the symbolism of the act and the concrete grittiness of the consequences, which included the deaths of thousands of otherwise healthy adults and children in every state.


America’s surging medical-freedom movement (which accompanied a surge of fatal COVID-19 cases) raised fascinating ethical questions about the boundaries of public health policies, questions that went far beyond the pandemic. After all, we grapple with all sorts of easily preventable deaths. How should the government discourage people from bad health decisions like snorting cocaine, driving without a seat belt, committing suicide, or buying large portions of soda? Should an individual be allowed to sell a fake treatment for an all-too-real fatal disease? What to do when two constitutional directives—public health and individual freedom—collide?


As I began to research this book, I hoped to get to the bottom of these serious questions.


But I didn’t.


That’s because, early on, I got on the phone with Toby McAdam, a Montana practitioner with about twenty years of experience treating patients. We chatted about the coronavirus pandemic, which at the time dominated most conversations everywhere.


Toby radiated friendliness, knowledge, and, most importantly, complete sanity. But after about three minutes, I realized the book I was writing was going to be something completely different from what I’d initially envisioned.


“You need to look into this,” he told me. Toby was sixty-five years old, and he estimated that he had treated a thousand people for cancer. “If someone has a little bit of devious in them, they can get a hold of this virus and mix it with the rabies virus. You’re going to get, basically”—and then he said a word.


I’m hard of hearing, and so, when the word I think I heard can’t possibly be the word uttered, I’m used to running through a mental Rolodex of rhyming alternatives. Had Toby said salon peas? Some bees? That didn’t make sense.


The word was zombies.


Toby said it would be possible—easy—for a nefarious actor to turn other people into zombies.


I didn’t know much about zombies, but this seemed unlikely to me. So I asked Toby to explain.


He told me that, under a 2017 change in federal regulations, his registration as a researcher allowed him to order modest quantities of various viruses.


“I decided to test this out,” he said. “I can get up to five vials of anthrax, smallpox, a lot of those different viruses. If you’re registered. That’s what’s scary.”


I agreed that it was, indeed, scary.


“Remember five, ten years ago, that guy attacked that homeless guy and started eating his face off?” Toby asked me. I did, vaguely—a horrific incident in downtown Miami, in which the perpetrator had tested positive only for marijuana, leaving the motivation behind the attack murky. “They blamed it on bath salts.”


It would be child’s play, Toby said, to induce a similar reaction using an easily transmissible virus—capitalizing, perhaps, on the way a rabies virus induces its hosts to bite aggressively, thereby giving it opportunities to infect new hosts. And because one can be inoculated against rabies, Toby said, warming to his subject, the zombie reaction could be targeted toward specific segments of the population.


“All you have to do is spray an area, depending on what they use, and you could spray that and people could be turned into zombies.”


If you were to draw a Venn diagram, with one circle each representing people who believe in zombies and people who treat cancer—would there be any overlap? I had always assumed the first circle would be really small and off in a corner. But it turns out there is at least one person who belongs to both groups: Toby McAdam, of Billings, Montana.


That conversation was the start of my education about health care, something I had always associated with brilliant white-coated doctors, top-shelf medicines, and hospitals implementing evidence-based surgical interventions.


But I learned that millions of Americans who have access to those doctors and hospitals have instead been dabbling in a very different world of health care, one that has little to do with medical institutions, public health agencies, or science. It is a wonderland of leeches and lasers, of zombies and holy spirits. To those who live in that world, it is a joyous exercise of our freedom to fight a mystically powerful Big Pharma; to those who don’t, that world is a mournful dirge of humanity’s inability to get out of its own way.


This book—the only health care book that gives proper weight to the possibility of disinfecting body cavities with bleach—peers through the looking glass to describe the world of science-lite health care, its origins, and how, between 2000 and 2020, it changed the face of America in ways that no amount of money will fix.


As you explore that world with me, you will meet a heroic dentist, a Jesuit missionary, an Andromedan gold miner, a Polish American linguist, and a couple with an unbreakable devotion to God. Like Toby McAdam, they’ve all undertaken journeys to the furthest fringes of health and healing.


Their stories are disparate, ranging from Poland to Montana to wherever zombies go. But they follow remarkably similar arcs: the discovery of miracles, the duty to spread the word, and the obstacles and opportunities met along the way. I hope that telling these stories together will illuminate a place that is wild and dangerous but full of promise. For someone, at least.


My pledge to you is that when you set this book down, your neighbor’s refusal to wear a mask will be the least of your problems.



















PART ONE 
INCUBATION


In which a handful of ordinary Americans discover One True Cure


“And that’s the way” (he gave a wink)


“By which I get my wealth—


And very gladly will I drink


Your Honour’s noble health.”


—Lewis Carroll, Through the Looking-Glass, and What Alice Found There, 1871
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LARRY LYTLE, 1972


There is a tide in the affairs of men


Which taken at the flood, leads on to fortune;


Omitted, all the voyage of their life


Is bound in shallows and in miseries.


—William Shakespeare, Julius Caesar, 1599 


When the floodwaters began to threaten the stability of their home, Plan A was for Robert and Helen Vanderbeek to hustle their two kids through the driving rain and into the car to escape Waverly Street, in Rapid City, South Dakota. But before they could even get into the car, they saw other vehicles being swept along by the dark and roiling waters.


So, as quickly as it could be articulated, Plan B was put into motion. Robert made sure that the boat trailer was tied securely to the big, sturdy tree outside their home. Helen climbed aboard the boat with the two boys—Mark, fourteen, a student at West Junior High School, and Matt, twelve, a member of the Little League baseball team for Ward 3.


The little boat was incapable of navigating the rabid waters, but that wasn’t the point. It was moored to the big tree, and the big tree wasn’t going anywhere. So, ipso facto, neither were the Vanderbeeks. They bobbed in the darkness.


The flood was a fluke. The highest rate of flow ever recorded for Rapid Creek had been 1.7 billion gallons in a twenty-four-hour period. But that night, winds pushed major rain clouds over the region with agonizing slowness; the clouds hemorrhaged as much as eighteen inches of rain, overfilling the river with 19 billion gallons that crashed through Rapid City with terrifying power.


The big tree that the Vanderbeeks had chosen stayed firm. But upriver, other trees from all along the valley uprooted and joined floating debris—trucks, propane tanks, mobile homes aflame from fires set by their own severed gas lines, a watery stampede charging like wildebeests down a narrow canyon. No one knows what, exactly, slammed into the Vanderbeeks, and in the end it didn’t matter. Something big and heavy smashed the hull of the boat, and all four Vanderbeeks were flung overboard into the black and raging waters, and there was no Plan C.
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Matt Vanderbeek’s Little League practices were run by Coach Larry Lytle, a tall, athletic dentist, age thirty-seven, whose heavy brow and arrow-straight posture added to his commanding presence.


Coach Lytle was born in 1935, in a sod house with a dirt floor in Wasta, South Dakota (about 150 residents and a post office), and raised with six siblings. His family battled clouds of crop-devouring grasshoppers that darkened the sky; one year, the unending dryness wilted the grass until they were forced to use a shotgun to kill their herd of a hundred starving cattle. He’d gone on to study dentistry at the University of Nebraska and founded the state chapter of the American Dental Association.


Now, as the floodwaters began streaming down the Black Hills, Lytle and his wife, Norma, were at a Friday night classical concert at Stevens High School. But the concert was cut short; a Rapid City police lieutenant appeared and told folks that they should hunker down at home or evacuate immediately.


Lytle knew the lieutenant; in addition to being a coach and a dentist, Lytle was city council president and alderman for Ward 3, which lay right beneath the Canyon Lake Dam. He had responsibilities in this sort of crisis.


But first, he had people to take care of—his three kids, Kim, Kip, and Kelly; his wife, Norma; plus a German family he was hosting as part of an exchange program. Lytle tried to take everyone home via 32nd Street, but the bridge there was already underwater; instead, he zipped up Bacon Park and crossed there, just as the water began flowing across the bridge.


At home on Frontier Place, just south of the Meadowbrook Golf Course, Lytle’s basement was already full of water. When the lights and telephone lines died, everyone retreated to the home’s upper level. The house was located near Meadowbrook’s fifth fairway. Across the greens, through the driving rain, Lytle could see a red light, possibly some sort of emergency vehicle. Lytle, not knowing that his own Ward 3 was facing the worst of the crisis, decided to walk over there and plug into the municipal emergency response that way.


Soon he and his eleven-year-old son, Kip (a teammate of Matt Vanderbeek’s), were picking their way across the soaking-wet golf course. The lightning—vast, uncontrolled energy from above—lit up the world in discrete, freeze-frame chunks. They didn’t know it, but as they drew near to the emergency vehicle (it turned out to be a fire truck), the water was flowing in stealthily behind them, covering the golf course and cutting off their escape.


The 38th Street bridge, which would have allowed Lytle to reach the fire truck, was now also underwater and impassable. He got as close as he dared and shouted, but no one heard. He and Kip turned around, but the waters on the golf course were rising quickly. Lytle, who stood six two, scooped Kip up and carried him, water lapping against his legs and threatening to sweep them both away.


Elsewhere, thousands were harried by floodwaters that peaked at ten feet high. On West Chicago Street, a division manager for Sears was electrocuted in his home. A professional cowboy was sitting in his car when a wall of water swept him away. A carpenter was fleeing with his family and friends to higher ground when he returned to the house to answer a ringing phone; they lived, and he died.


Lytle knew none of these stories yet, but by the time he waded off the golf course, panting, with Kip in his arms, he understood it was bad. The father of the visiting German family was a policeman. Using sign language, Lytle made him understand that, if they had to abandon the house, they would retreat to higher ground in the nearby foothills. But first, they would have to rescue the disabled next-door neighbor and take him along.


A little past midnight, Lytle stationed himself on a lawn chair on the house’s rear deck, monitoring the water. A constant, dull roar clouded his senses, but he tried to stay alert, in case the dam broke.


“I was listening for something that might warn me that there was more disaster coming in than we already had,” he later said.


It was a lonely vigil. Each flash of lightning gave him a glimpse of the water; each time, it was a little closer to their end of the golf course. Then it began to race through their backyard. But Lytle could not withstand the fatigue. He fell asleep.


When he awoke, he was disoriented—he could see nothing, hear nothing above the driving rain and rushing waters. But the next lightning flash showed him that the waters were receding. The Lytle home would survive.


Just as the sky began to lighten, Lytle heard screams. People who had fled were returning to the neighborhood. Many found their homes ruined, or gone, some with family inside. Survivors wandered the streets in a daze. And these were the lucky ones in Ward 3. Looking out over the golf course, Lytle saw mud, debris, and bodies, one of which had been partially dismembered by the terrible force of the water.


“So it was a—it was a, uh, a night of horror,” Lytle said.
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When the rain stopped in the midmorning, Lytle fired up an old car and made his way to city hall by driving alongside a railroad with one wheel up on the track.


He drove through a community in chaos; there were reports of looting and gunfire by night, and injured people lay on mattresses lining hospital hallways. Ruptured gas mains and power lines fueled explosions and fires. Some blamed the flood on recent cloud-seeding experiments conducted by the Institute of Atmospheric Sciences at a nearby mining and technology school.


Lytle helped lead a ten-day, round-the-clock rescue effort that focused on pulling apart wreckage in the hot, humid sunshine to search for survivors—and bodies.


Amid the horror, stories of individual courage began to emerge. A railroad worker was found by a helicopter on the roof of his house with a woman; he requested that they take her first, and when they returned for him, he was gone. Another man, Russ Haley, lifted his wife and daughter onto a roof but found that he could not hoist himself up to join them. Haley used his belt to strap his body to a tree limb, clinging to his branch for seven hours in the frigid rushing waters, like the ornament on the bowsprit of a ship. He left the belt in the tree for what he called “a conversation piece.”


The rescue effort revealed more examples of bravery and independent judgment. Scores of local contractors used loaders and backhoes and trucks wherever they saw a need, whether they were being paid or not.


Lytle worked to whittle the list of fifty-five hundred missing people down to confirmed living or dead. They scooped mud out of the Meadowbrook School gymnasium and used it as a base of operations. More than two hundred bodies were recovered in the first couple of days, but only eighty-seven had been identified. They were laid out at the junior high school, many mangled beyond recognition. Lytle called other dentists in Rapid City and collected dental records, using them to attach names to bodies.


Some of the missing were Lytle’s friends—patients from his dental practice or classmates of his kids. He found that three members of Kip’s Little League team had died.


In the end, there were 238 dead, counting two people who lived outside Rapid City’s borders.


The oldest victim was James Atkins, a ninety-four-year-old farmer turned carpenter and father of six.


The youngest victim was four-month-old Jenifer Traversie, who died with her two-year-old brother.


“So,” Lytle said, “we had a pretty difficult time in Ward 3.”


One person whose name was not on the list of the dead was young Matt Vanderbeek, the boy whose family took refuge in a boat that was smashed to pieces. After being thrown clear, Matt reclaimed the surface of the water and managed to stay afloat.


“They picked him up several hours later on…, gasping for the last bit of life he had,” Lytle said.


The storm orphaned the boy. Lytle and other rescue workers found the Vanderbeek parents, Robert and Helen, side by side, about seventy-five feet from their home. 


Volunteers coordinated watches on bridges downstream, near Cheyenne, where people scanned the waters to see if they could find survivors clinging to debris.


Five bodies, including that of Matt’s brother, Mark Vanderbeek, were never found.
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For a year, Lytle worked intensively on the rebuilding effort—he won an award for his service to Rapid City during and after the flood—but then he felt that he’d given enough and retired from public service.


“I figured my family deserved some more of my time,” he said.


Lytle’s medical training, which served him so well in identifying the bodies and in other aspects of the recovery, was the hard-won legacy of a battle that had been fought in the 1840s, when a community of Parisian doctors successfully argued for the merits of objective data in their field. What seems so obvious today—that medical practices should be dictated by the scientific method—initially met stiff resistance from other doctors within the medical community who didn’t want to cede their authority and judgment to a body of knowledge being compiled by a bunch of far-distant Numbers Junkies. But by 1860, the evidence-driven approach had been so successful in treating patients that virtually all medical schools were instructing their students to follow the science.


Lytle’s formative years and dental training took place between the 1930s and 1960s, when reverence for institutional health care was at an all-time high. In case after case, science was throttling death and disease—the polio vaccine, anesthesia, penicillin, histamines, radiation, and chemo were all discovered in this period, and medical devices like iron lungs and mechanical heart valves were developed. Every tomorrow glimmered with the promise of even more astonishing science-based medical advances, and an army of medical researchers was delving into ever more discrete, localized causes for sickness.


That’s why it’s so strange that Lytle grew increasingly convinced there was in fact a single, systemic explanation for disease, one that had been completely overlooked by the medical establishment.


He later said that he’d gotten the first hint of it as a boy on the farm, when he took his father’s good knife without permission and began whittling. He slipped, and the sharp blade cut a deep gash in his leg. Without telling his parents, he treated it with brackish well water, so alkaline that it gave the family diarrhea.


“I often wondered why that cut seemed to heal overnight. Now I know,” he wrote, years later. “It was the energy.”


Lytle enrolled at the University of Nebraska in 1960 and graduated its dental college in 1964, moving to Rapid City just as an emerging generation of leftist hippies was infusing America with a suspicion of institutions, including medical institutions. Seeking alternatives, they revived long-dead New Age theories about healing energy, crystals, pyramids, and astrology, among many others. While Lytle was growing his dental practice, he came to believe that a universal healing light suffused all living things; disruptions in this energy, what ancient Chinese healers called qi, were the root cause of all illnesses. 


Lytle came to believe that this universal energy could power everything from spontaneous healing to dowsing rods. He began working to invent a medical device capable of harnessing that ancient force and focusing it in a way that would allow all of humankind to enjoy better health.


For Larry Lytle—coach turned dentist turned civic leader—healing light was the One True Cure. 
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TOBY MCADAM, 1976


Ah me! Love can not be cured by herbs.


—Ovid, Remedia Amoris, c. 2 AD


Toby McAdam—the guy who believes that zombies can be created by rejiggering the rabies virus—was born in August of 1958 in Clyde Park, Montana, about ten years before George Romero’s shambletastic Night of the Living Dead defined zombies for American filmgoers.


Over the course of several wide-ranging phone conversations, two different pictures of Toby emerged. He was optimistic and full of his own bravado—a high school tough, a gleeful thorn in the side of institutional oppressors, and a healer of those in need. Toby traced his heritage, proudly but vaguely, through John Loudon McAdam (a Freemason and the Scottish inventor of macadam blacktop) and on back to the ancient druids of Scotland. 


But when Toby told me the stories that made up his childhood, I saw a boy who seemed, mostly, sad.


Young Toby’s dark complexion and woolly hair (an inheritance from his French Canadian father) made him the closest thing to a minority in his overwhelmingly white, underwhelmingly populated hometown of about 250 people. The racists of Clyde Park, hard-pressed to find an outlet for their bigotry, landed on Toby as an easy target. His parents were raising three kids in a modest rental home, and Toby’s father, a night-shift lumber mill worker, also hauled garbage for the town. Even worse in this deep red state, his parents were strong Roosevelt Democrats, admiring FDR’s commitment to a list of human rights, including “the right to adequate medical care and the opportunity to achieve and enjoy good health.”


Toby’s Scottish mother, Frances Simmons McAdam, a sometime waitress, sometime bartender, leveraged all of her fierce temper in an effort to shield Toby. When his teachers banished him to the coatroom for hours or held him back in the second grade, she laid into them with reckless abandon. During one of his youth soccer games, she raged at the referees, drew a technical, and then laughed about it on the way home. Other times, she railed against injustices being faced by Native Americans, or the evils of Richard Nixon.


But there was little she could do about the cruelty of Toby’s peers. As Toby went to and from school, bullies sometimes threw garbage at him and called him racial slurs. After school one day, they caught Toby and tied him up. Other times, they broke his bicycle, and his knuckles.


It was in 1976 that Toby, fresh out of high school, began what would prove to be a decades-long quest for his purpose in life. He tried on a variety of jobs, but nothing seemed to fit. When he got married and was hired by a management company, Frances was delighted. When he got divorced, and fired, she was sympathetic. When he wound up in court over child support and wrongful discharge claims, she took his side.


Toby’s older siblings sometimes resented her soft spot for him, but he was the baby, by several years. In 1989, and again in 1993, he got in trouble for writing several thousand dollars’ worth of bad checks and for setting up a fraudulent checking account. She forgave it. He would find his footing, she was sure.


Still, as Frances aged, Toby couldn’t help but notice that she rarely turned to him for help. If she couldn’t find her remote control, she called his brother, Fred. If she needed a ride for a doctor’s visit, she called his sister, Jeanie.


In 2000, Toby thought he’d finally found a purpose that would make Frances, and even his siblings, proud. He publicly announced he was running for governor of Montana under the Hamletesque slogan “Toby or not Toby.” The campaign fizzled when he failed to qualify for the ballot, but by then the local paper had called him out for not having paid child support since 1988. Fred and Jeanie called him an embarrassment.


You might argue that this all sounds like a real bummer, but Toby didn’t see himself as a sad sack. His siblings were simply jealous. “It was more of a—because I would fight. I would take on the status quo. If somebody had an issue, I would get involved with it. That’s why I do so well when I get into it.”


One day Frances told Toby she’d been diagnosed with lung cancer. A few months later, she moved in with his sister, Jeanie. When Toby visited, Frances cooked for him and her poodle, Midget, who ate bacon and drank from a glass of water on a TV tray.


At some point, Toby and Frances developed a shared belief that Frances would see the end of the tumor growing on her lung, rather than the other way around. Their stubborn optimism got on Jeanie’s nerves.


“You have cancer,” Jeanie would say. “You don’t understand.”


“I don’t care what I have,” Frances would reply, Toby by her side. “I’m gonna beat this thing.”


Fred sided with Jeanie, who saw it as a deceptive plying of false hopes, and so an emotionally difficult tug-of-war between family members began, two sets of best intentions that expressed themselves in familial conflict.


Jeanie drove Frances to the hospital for radiation treatments and urged her to listen to the doctor’s grave pronouncements. When they got back, Toby would share an article about alternative cures and work with Frances to find speckles of hope amid the doctor’s grim words.


One day, Toby received a package in the mail from an East Coast company. Inside was a clump of reddish-brown tendrils and shreds. It was bloodroot, also known as bloodwort, a small and modest plant that bears white flowers and grows from Nova Scotia to Florida.


Toby sat at a table and used a mortar and pestle to grind the roots into a fine powder, which he tipped carefully into tiny half capsules. In his readings, Toby had learned that bloodwort contains berberine, a chemical compound that had, in some test-tube studies, triggered a physical process called apoptosis. Apoptosis is programmed cell death, and it’s the lack of apoptosis that allows tumors to grow uninhibited.


Soon he was handing a bottle of the capsules to his mother. His siblings scoffed, but Frances accepted them with gratitude and promised to take them.
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Toby, eager to help Frances, began seeking out other plants with medicinal properties. This proved to be surprisingly easy, because, due to a recent change in federal law, more than six hundred American corporations were aggressively selling the idea that the plants of their suppliers could cure the ills of their customers.


In 1994, the dietary supplement industry had successfully lobbied Congress to pass the Dietary Supplement Health and Education Act (DSHEA), which broadened the definition of a food supplement to include almost any vitamin, mineral, plant, or hormone. It also, critically, shifted the burden of proof away from manufacturers so that the Food and Drug Administration had to identify dangerous products on a case-by-case basis.


The new, lax regulatory environment made selling supplements more profitable, which led to an influx of unscrupulous players. This made the industry much bigger and much, much more toxic. Between 1994 and 2000, the supplement industry in the US mushroomed from $4 billion in annual sales to $18.7 billion, and the number of dietary supplements advertised mushroomed right along, from four thousand to twenty-nine thousand. Most were, if not beneficial, then at least harmless. But the race for profitability led some companies to sell the cheapest-possible supplements, containing bulk fillers like talc and gelatin and produced in facilities that allowed (or intended) them to be laced with all sorts of nasty adulterants—blue printer ink, drywall, boric acid, lead paint, floor wax, rat poison. Other manufacturers tried to stand out from competitors by slipping pharmaceuticals into their supposedly all-natural products or were ignorant of what was actually in their own pills. One supplement producer that I spoke with, a vegan activist who’d had his name legally changed to Erb Avore, dedicated years to bringing an all-natural version of Viagra—he called it Stiff Nights—to market. After a man who took Stiff Nights died, the FDA found that Erb’s supplier had given him not a plant extract but a synthetic analogue of sildenafil, the pharmaceutical in some commercial dick-stiffening drugs. The pills of one of his competitors was found to contain thirty-one times the prescription dosage of tadalafil (the key drug in erection-boosting Cialis), plus an antidepressant.


The one thing every supplement seller had in common was a vested interest in promoting the idea that the raw active ingredients in its products—mostly minerals and plant extracts—were the key to good health, which they did by flooding the public with promotional materials: magazines and newsletters that cited the flimsiest of scientific studies.


And so, when Toby went searching for information, he found dozens of articles that hinted, implied, or flat out argued that bloodroot could combat cancer. He also read that white willow bark was a good natural alternative to aspirin, leading him to make some capsules of an extract. Then he read that hawthorn berry promoted blood flow.


Toby read more articles that made more promises about more plants. As an optimist, he viewed every herb-related claim in the best possible light. He soon internalized the broader picture that the supplement sellers were painting and came to believe the body was wholly capable of fighting off any disease, if only modern medicine would get out of the way. Packets and boxes of herbs and powders and roots and bark began arriving regularly in his mailbox. He turned a table into a de facto manufacturing lab space and ground these raw ingredients into what seemed like reasonable doses. He made pills to boost his mother’s immune system, and pills to reduce fluid buildup in her lungs, and pills to address her forgetfulness. Everything she complained of found a theoretical remedy in bottles of his homemade medications.


“The formula I made works around DNA and genetics. A lot of the time, you’re going through cancer, you’re missing a lot of nutrients in your body,” he said. He thought she might live another thirty years.


Despite Toby’s efforts, Frances lost the power to walk. Her continued decline was a mystery to him. “I could not figure out why things were going wrong. There was no way things should be going the way it was. I was frustrated.”


In February of 2004, Toby got a call from Jeanie. Frances, by then eighty-three, was nearly incoherent, seeing things that weren’t there. Something was seriously wrong.


Toby said he was on his way.
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Outside Livingston Memorial Hospital, the weather hung on a knife’s edge, sun and wind tugging at clouds bloated with snow and sleet.


Inside, a different knife’s edge balanced life and death. Frances wore breathing tubes like a scuba diver in an ocean of hypoxic air. Flowers clung like anemones to every available surface, and Mylar-coated air bubbles wished her a speedy recovery.


Doctors said Frances had suffered a severe stroke and would likely not leave the hospital alive.


A stroke? Toby was confused. Strokes happen when a blood clot gets into the brain. But Toby had been giving his mother a clot-busting blood thinner.


“It should never have happened,” he said.


While her favorite program, Golden Girls, played on the television, Toby and Frances relived shared memories. At some point, she told him she could see fish, swimming in lazy circles in the air.


Near the end, Toby told Frances he didn’t understand why she’d had the stroke. What about his pills? Had he failed her? Frances experienced a period of lucidity. She looked Toby in the eyes and held his hand.


“You have to promise me that you will never stop this.” His supplements, she told him, made her proud. “Whatever you do,” she said, “your gift to people is your ability to heal people.”


He promised he would never stop.


Then she started to say really awful things. Awful because they were kind. Kind because they were among her last. Among her last because she had given up. His treatments, she told him, had extended her life. He’d allowed her closure. Frances must have intended to ease Toby’s suffering. But when she thanked him, the words fell on him like a dead weight.


“That’s pretty hard,” he said, “when your mother gives you that.”


Toby knew that if he spoke a word, or even stayed in that room for another moment, a torrent of emotions would burst out of him. Outside the room, he walked aimlessly around the hospital. He spoke to God. He made promises. He offered up his soul.


But before he reentered the room, he learned he would have to face the hard truth. His mother—his fierce, loving, laughing, shouting, joyous mother—was gone.


A few weeks later, at Jeanie’s house, he helped his brother-in-law, Mearl, clean out some of his mother’s stuff. Without warning, Mearl handed him a bunch of the bottles Toby had given to Frances. They were all full of pills.


Toby was dumbstruck.


“Why wasn’t she taking them?” he asked Mearl.


“I don’t know,” Mearl said. “I thought she was.”


Toby wondered if his sister had withheld the pills from his mother, or whether Frances had just decided it was time to go. But either way, his main takeaway was that the full bottles proved the stroke had come only because she wasn’t on his medication. He could have kept her alive for years.


Perhaps it was for the better that the whole governor thing hadn’t panned out. With her dying breath, Frances had imbued him with a new purpose. He, Toby McAdam, had discovered that his herbal concoctions were the One True Cure.
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ROBERT O. YOUNG, 1970


Tragedy is like strong acid—it dissolves away all but the very gold of truth.


—D. H. Lawrence, letter, 1911


Brigham Young University or University of Utah?


Many young Mormons faced this choice, teenagers brimming with potential and bloated with confidence, deciding whether they were merely extraordinary or so extraordinary that they could bend the world to their will.


The more ambitious students often chose BYU, which offered a reputation of academic exclusivity, reinforcement of Mormon cultural norms, and rigorous moral standards. Rigorous morals were no stranger to the sandy-haired and athletic Robert Oldham Young—his father, a picture of kindness, always led the family through morning prayers, blessed the dinnertime meal, and made sure everyone had a family prayer before going to bed.


Nor did BYU’s reputation for high academic expectations intimidate Young, for whom self-belief came as naturally as breathing. After all, he had done well in high school and earned Eagle Scout status in the Boy Scouts, all while lawn cutting, snow shoveling, floor vacuuming, dishwashing, and garden weeding at home.


But despite his piety, his work ethic, and his academic prowess, when Young graduated high school in 1970, he chose the more relaxed atmosphere of the University of Utah, for two reasons.


First, his favorite tennis coach was on the staff at U of U, and Young, who had been playing since he was eight, dreamed of making his mark as a tennis pro. And second, the campus was within walking distance of his home, which meant he could stay close to his girlfriend.


Over the first few months at U of U, life was good, but it wasn’t great. Not yet.


Soon after he began classes, he learned that the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints had begun training missionary students abroad. Young set aside tennis and girlfriend, trading the deserts and mesas of the American Southwest for the wet smog of urban England (which also happened to be the site of Wimbledon). During his two-year sabbatical at the Ecclesiastic LDS Mission in London, he was granted the title of elder.


“Elder Young.” It had a nice ring.


He rented a cramped, one-room flat about fifteen miles south of the LDS Training Center, in Epsom (home to mineral springs that supposedly had healing properties and gave rise to Epsom salts). The icy shower in the shared bathroom fueled his exploration of the area, because pedaling his bicycle through the chilly streets warmed him more quickly than sitting in his room.


The cold was only a minor annoyance. The sense of independence and freedom was exhilarating. In fact, if you could put great into a bottle, well then, Young’s life would have been a whole bottleful of great. Even when he went to a KFC and bit into a feather in his chicken wing, he didn’t mind. He simply gave up chicken on the spot and felt healthier than ever.


After a few months, Young was summoned to the office of mission president Wallace Bennett.


“I would like you to head up a traveling musical group,” President Bennett told Young. “I’m giving you the van and the equipment you need, so you can sing and present messages within song about the principles of the gospel and of Jesus Christ.”


This was perhaps one of the few times in history that life exceeded the boundless expectations of youth. Having access to Wimbledon, being made an elder and a musician? Young was beside himself. He and three other young missionaries practiced every Monday and Tuesday. He grew his hair long. They called themselves the Family Portrait. Young wrote some of the songs, wholesome, heartfelt messages wrapped in folk rock–flavored melodies.


On most weekends, they crammed themselves and their equipment into the mission’s van and played gigs, sometimes on the campuses of major universities like Cambridge and Oxford, after which they might crash on the couches of other missionaries. Bennett even arranged for a recording session at London’s Tin Pan Alley, the epicenter of the British music scene, allowing them to distribute actual albums to crowds. At this point, if you could put a bottle of great into a box, well then, Young would have a whole boxful of bottlefuls of great.


Then Bennett sent them word to drop everything. They were going to Buckingham Palace to play for the queen of England. Queen Elizabeth II had spent her twenty-two years on the throne trying to be more relatable than her predecessors. She had glad-handed crowds, walked the streets of Sydney, Australia, and arranged to be filmed making salad dressing while her husband, Prince Philip, barbecued sausages. Inviting four American teens to play at the palace was an extension of that outreach.


“It was a command performance,” Young later said. “I mean, you don’t ask the queen. She asks you.”


At the palace, he was led through endless rooms and hallways to the performance space; there sat the queen, surrounded by family and attendants. Young recognized Prince Philip and Prince Charles, the twenty-six-year-old heir apparent. There were also friends of the royal family and a fair number of what the English referred to as Beefeaters—the sworn guardians of the crown jewels, Tower prisoners, and the queen herself.


This was the apex. If you could put a boxful of bottlefuls of great into a truck, well then, Young would have had a whole truckful of boxfuls of bottlefuls of great.


The Family Portrait fine-tuned their instruments, and then Robert Young sang his heart out. The message of the music was simple.


“Families are forever,” he said. “Not just this life, but forever.”


Afterward, he was brought forward to spend a moment with the queen.


“She is just a lovely woman,” Young said. “Very eloquent. Very polite.”


It was a window into wealth and fame, and Young’s early experiences had taught him that with hard work, he might achieve some level of wealth and fame himself. But it wouldn’t be as an elder or a rock star. After his missionary training, he returned to U of U, just knowing that life had something even greater in store.


He rolled through college on a tennis scholarship (a C+ in biology but As in psych, econ, writing comp, and, of course, tennis), and then, although he never reached Jimmy Connors or Björn Borg status, he earned a living for five years as a tennis pro.


When he put down his racket, he was twenty-nine. His hairline was receding at a worrisome pace, but he was still blessed. He’d married the beautiful Shelley Redford, who claimed to be the sister of actor Robert Redford, and was working on a family of his own. It was time for whatever came next.


He drove his truckful of boxfuls of bottlefuls of great toward the horizon, searching and believing in himself.


That’s when he decided to study nutritional science, springboarding off the knowledge he’d amassed as a pro athlete. In the nineties, he began looking for ways to better understand health by examining live blood specimens. He used a darkfield microscope, which allowed for improved image contrasts without staining the specimens. One day, while scrutinizing magnified images of squirming cells, he saw something that led him to a startling conclusion.


He, Robert Oldham Young, tennis pro, queen-approved musician, and supposed brother-in-law of Robert Redford, had discovered the One True Cure. If he was right, his greatness could not be contained, not by the biggest bottles, the sturdiest boxes, or a whole fleet of trucks.


Two years later, Young was charged with his first crime. 
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ALICJA KOLYSZKO, 1956


Nora: Look here, Doctor Rank—you know you want to live.


Rank: Certainly. However wretched I may feel, I want to prolong the agony as long as possible. All my patients are like that.


—Henrik Ibsen, A Doll’s House, 1879


The adults—Alicja’s mother and aunt—shooed the children out of the large living room in the flat.


It was 1956, and Poland was in chaos. Elsewhere in the country, the communist government was putting down protests with soldiers and tanks. Prime Minister Józef Cyrankiewicz gave a radio address, warning that anyone lunatic enough to raise a hand against the government would see that hand chopped off.


But for Alicja, a little girl living in the small city of Elk, such horrors were nothing more than a certain tone in abstract discussions among adults.


She was five, an age when the evils of men were far less worrisome than the creatures of legend. Slavic storytellers said Elk Lake was infested—its waters hid the bloodsucking demon strzyga, the mamuna (which lurked in lakeside thickets in the form of hairy old women, replacing innocent children with their own offspring), and the wicked wodniki, unbaptized suicide victims that dragged swimmers beneath the waves.


Monsters notwithstanding, the lake was a magnet. In the distance, a stone-walled prison loomed over the far side of a lake-spanning bridge; sometimes, winds carried rough voices across the ice, though whether they were the voices of prisoners or spirits Alicja never knew. In the winter, she skated far from the shore, peering into fishing holes and feeling the absoluteness of their inky depths.


The courtyard to the rear of Alicja’s apartment was, by contrast, a riotous circus of life—bicycles and motorcycles and balcony-based puppet shows and cows and chickens and clotheslines and screaming children and flirting teens and drinking parents. And there was Alicja smack in the middle, a blue-eyed, blonde-haired tomboy with hand-sewn tights under her white dresses, to facilitate running on the complex’s rooftops, or wrestling a man’s heavy bicycle out of the courtyard and onto the cobbled streets that led to Elk Lake.


“It could be a movie done from that courtyard,” she told me, sixty-five years later.


But on this particular day, the cold lake and the hot courtyard were out of sight and out of mind. As Aunt Wanda herded Alicja’s brother Bazuk (Basil, in English) past one set of French doors and toward the kitchen, Alicja stood quietly in the rear hallway, unnoticed.


Her father, Vasili—her noble, pipe-smoking father, born in 1894, once one of the largest landowners in Poland—lay on the couch, pale and silent.


He’d fought against the Bolshevik communists as part of the White Army, but it had all gone wrong. He’d been stripped of his lands and imprisoned by the government, leaving the family a sense of dignity and lost wealth. Vasili always dressed in suits, with a white shirt and tie. At dinner, they ate with aprons, and even the toddlers used adult knives and forks.


Her grandmother entered the room with a stranger. The woman was so short that Alicja could see the crown of her Ukrainian ochipok; it was black, topping brilliant colors that framed the sides of her solemn face. She put a wicker basket down on the floor next to Alicja’s so-still father.


“Please,” Alicja’s grandmother said to the woman. “Be careful.” In the background, Alicja’s mother, Alina, thirty years younger than her husband, began crying fitfully.


Alicja couldn’t hear much, but she caught the word pijawka. Alicja knew what a pijawka was. When she and her playmates thrilled themselves by running along the half-submerged, felled trees that lay next to Elk Lake, the pijawka—small, black, slimy, and disturbingly active—sometimes attached themselves to the children’s bare legs, filling them with revulsion.


Vasili stirred, groaning in pain or protest. The visitor directed Alicja’s grandmother and her uncle Stanislaus to transfer him to the bedroom. Alicja, fearful of being caught eavesdropping, slipped away.


When she came back, her father was no longer on the couch. A few days later, she heard that word—pijawka—again and knew it was now associated with her father’s path back to health.
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The story of the pijawka—the leech—begins in prehistory.


Five hundred and fifty million years ago, the world’s waters were a seething swamp of multicellular blobs in an endless gyre, each blob trying to put together a successful strategy for reproducing itself.


One day a new form emerged, not so much rising from the muck as squirming through it, on the world’s first belly. This was Ikaria wariootia, the oldest known bilateral creature on the planet and the one whose descendants include both leeches and humans. It was surprisingly leech-like, which means that the evolution of nearly every animal can be measured, in some way, by its distance from the leech.


Leeches have done more than perhaps any other animal to shape our biome’s genetics. Eventually, as warm-blooded animals diverged from their cold-blooded reptilian forebears, the parasitic leeches had an unintended impact on the makeup of tens of thousands of species: in a little-understood evolutionary process called DNA jumping, leeches absorbed a DNA group called Bovine B from snakes and inserted it into the genetic code of mammals. As a result, roughly a quarter of a cow’s DNA code is copied directly from pythons (one of many weird examples of mammals walking around with reptile DNA).


Today, there are nearly seven hundred leech species. One lives in the forest canopy, waiting to drop on unsuspecting hikers, while another lives exclusively in the anus of the hippopotamus. And a few leech species feed on humans. These are the pijawka. 


The next time Alicja was playing in the shallow waters at the edge of Elk Lake, she looked down to find that one had attached itself to her leg. When this happened to area children, they usually rushed to their parents, who used ashes from wood-fired kitchen ovens to kill them (the leeches, not the kids). But, knowing that the pijawka had helped her father, little Alicja had moved beyond mere revulsion.


She poked at the leech on her leg, probing around the edge of its attachment. She pressed her fingernail down, interposing it gently between the leech and her own skin to disrupt the leech’s suction. And the leech released, carrying a bit of her vitality beneath the deep, dark waves.
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Alicja was eight and a half months pregnant when it became clear that she would have to flee Poland. During a March 1973 teaching conference in Białystok, administrators announced that membership in the Communist Party would thenceforth be a baseline requirement for women to work as teachers (men had been hit with the same rule long before).


“Alicja,” said the director. “You are not coming back to school.”


On the director’s desk, Alicja saw a termination form known as a “wolf ticket,” a reference to those who, with ruined prospects, were forced to live in the forests like animals. Alicja, whose family had already lost so much to communist dogma, flared.


“I am coming back,” she said.


“No,” the director said calmly. “You’re not.”


Even then, Alicja could have asked to be accepted by the Communist Party, but she was the daughter of Vasili. When he fell on the battlefield, he had lain still as death while the Red Army poked him with a stick, before moving on.


Alicja stormed out of the office.


All throughout Poland, families that were not in the good graces of the Communist Party were disappearing from their homes, though it was not always clear which had fled to America and which were languishing in a Polish prison. Alicja worried about leaving Vasili, now on the cusp of his eighties; age was a foe he could neither conquer nor endure. But Vasili insisted she get herself, her husband, and her children out of Poland. She and her husband sold the Alfa Romeo to bribe an official into approving a short vacation to Italy, and soon she was hugging Vasili goodbye, her family members’ birth certificates sewn into the wall of her suitcase.


“Have a good trip,” said her father, playing along. “Enjoy Italy, and I will see you soon.”


She never saw him again.


Alicja’s family disembarked in New York with five dollars and no English skills. Alicja was now one of the seven hundred thousand Polonia amerykańska who sought a new life in 1980s America. By prior arrangement through refugee agencies, Alicja and her family were sent by train to southwestern Minnesota, where they were taken to a small living quarters on a farm. The owner, who had eight kids, raised crops and did side work as an auctioneer.


The farmer’s neighbor spoke Polish; she explained to them that the farmer was sponsoring them through a refugee program. They would have to work there for a minimum of five years, at a wage of one dollar per hour. Alicja, who had never pulled a turnip in her life, cried herself to sleep.


In the morning, she made a phone call from the barn and learned that their file had been mixed up with that of another family, one with farming experience. It took a few weeks, but they soon landed in the bosom of a Baptist church community in Minneapolis.


There, in a small apartment, the full weight of overbearing government finally fell from their shoulders. Alicja studied English and worked a sewing machine in a local factory. Every purchase was a liberating exercise in Americanism. Here, they learned, they would be able to buy a house—a whole house!—on credit. But before that, they would buy a car. But before that, food.


In Poland, a government food-voucher system made it easy to get drunk, but one had to fight for a space in line to buy a steak. Here, they walked across a bridge to get to Lunds, a high-end grocery store, and bought whatever they felt like eating. That first time, for dinner, they got packages with pictures of a tempting delicacy: chicken that could be fried, the American way.


As they made their way back to their apartment, they spoke happily to one another, cars streaming past. Our fellow Americans! they said wonderingly. They must think we’re strange, carrying bags from a fancy store like Lunds, and yet walking across the city, like peasants.


When they got home, they opened their big, heavy canisters of chicken only to find that they had purchased two huge tubs of Crisco shortening. They laughed until tears ran down their cheeks.


America was good.
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On a trip back to Poland in 1999, Alicja walked into a small private clinic and was greeted immediately by the owner, a petite, elegantly dressed woman with a skyward-pointing nose that spoke not just to a profession but to a certain class of person.


Unlike America, where hospitals treated patients like interchangeable widgets, this was a very personal experience. Alicja kind of knew this woman—a friend of a friend, highly recommended.


Things in America had gone wrong for her five years before. While in the back seat of a car that spun out of control in one of Minnesota’s harsh winter blizzards, she was pitched between the front seats and smashed her face against the gearshift of the manual transmission.


The blow broke her nose, but the lasting impact was from a painful torquing of her spine. Ever since, her lower back had throbbed relentlessly. The doctors recommended surgery, but Alicja instead searched for a noninvasive solution, one that America’s gleaming, monolithic hospitals had overlooked. Her quest for an alternative drove her down Europe’s crooked, narrow streets to this modest clinic.


Here, the elegant woman boosted Alicja’s spirits immediately. Of course she could alleviate Alicja’s pain, she said confidently, her Polish words like a soothing salve on Alicja’s English-weary ears. That is what she did.


“Angela,” the woman said to the only other worker behind the counter. “Please take Mrs. Kolyszko to be treated.”


Angela, who was young and rotund and dressed in street clothes, flushed but led Alicja back without complaint. The treatment room was small and cool and spare, furnished only with a tiny nightstand alongside a metal bed that had a white sheet draped over it.


“I came to get help for my back,” Alicja told the young woman.


Angela asked her to undress for the treatment.


“Everything?”


Yes, everything.


When Alicja was completely naked and breaking out into goosebumps in the coolness, Angela had her lie face down. The bed was cold on her bare stomach.


The woman asked Alicja to point to the parts of her back that hurt.


Alicja indicated her lower back, all around the coccyx.


“I am freezing,” Alicja later recalled. “She didn’t cover me, not with a sheet, not with anything.”


As Angela bent over Alicja, Alicja realized that the woman smelled of sweat, acrid with nervousness. Wordlessly, Angela began to apply something cold and wet to the pained areas of Alicja’s lower back.


Alicja knew what they were—leeches, each one sinking three hundred tiny teeth into her flesh—so she was prepared for the slight pinching sensation. But she wasn’t prepared to be literally shaking with cold.


“Can you cover me?” Alicja asked. “A little bit?”


“Yes,” said Angela. “I’ll be right back.”


The door closed, and Alicja shut her eyes, clenching her jaws against the cold. Five agonizing minutes passed. With the leeches feeding on her back, she was afraid to move. After ten minutes, she began to bang on the table, and didn’t stop until the elegant woman appeared.


“Oh, child,” she said, all poise and solicitousness. “No one covered you!”


“Yes, I am freezing,” said Alicja.


The woman put a sheet over Alicja’s bare legs, and another one over her torso, above where the leeches were attached, and left. Alicja was more comfortable, but the minutes slithered by with agonizing slowness, humping along on blood-engorged bellies. Wait—those weren’t minutes.


“I feel something is walking on my back,” Alicja later said. “It is crawling.”


This didn’t concern her so much as terrify her. She didn’t know how many leeches were still attached to her backside, or where the unattached ones might wander. All dignity lost, she let out an adrenaline-fueled scream.


A leech tumbled along the curve of Alicja’s body and fell to the floor. Her screams increased in pitch and volume.


Both the little elegant woman with the skyward-pointing nose and large, perspiring Angela came bursting into the room, bustling to corral the leeches that, done feeding, were on the move.


Alicja got glimpses of them—swollen with her blood, and so much larger than she had pictured.


Once the chaos subsided, the elegant woman’s natural sense of calm reasserted itself. She dressed Alicja’s wounds, soothingly, and placed her in an adult diaper, soothingly. She made a bit of soothing small talk while she worked, as Angela watched, the red of her cheeks slowly fading.


Then the little elegant woman told Angela—hulking, hapless, blushing Angela, who by now Alicja was beginning to suspect was the other woman’s daughter, and less than committed to the family business—to dispose of the leeches.


Alicja gratefully began pulling on her clothes. But as soon as the proprietress left, tension began to seep back into the room. Alicja and Angela regarded one another unhappily. The large woman’s cheeks once again flooded with color as she took up one of the wriggling, engorged leeches and carried it to the little nightstand, which now held a jar filled with a clear liquid.


Angela tentatively put a leech into the jar. Alicja had read up on leech treatments, but what happened next was not addressed in the literature.


The leech exploded; Alicja’s blood burst from its mouth and covered the surrounding area in thick red droplets.


Alicja, half dressed, froze in shock; the only thing that moved were her eyeballs as they followed Angela, who grimly soldiered on, blushing and sweating and breathing heavily as she inserted another leech into the alcohol solution.


This one exploded even more violently; there was now blood on Alicja’s clothing and face. Alicja grabbed the last of her clothes and fled.


At the front desk, Alicja managed to count out 160 zloty—about forty US dollars—to the elegant woman, whose composure was not at all ruffled by Alicja’s stricken face, nor by the traces of blood that still adorned it.


“I paid,” Alicja later recalled. “I said thank you, even.”


Utterly disappointed with the events of the afternoon, Alicja plopped into her car, diaper crinkling against the seat. Two things wore off. The first was the sheer emotionality of the whole unpleasant experience. The second was the natural anesthetic that the leeches had secreted into her back to mask the sting of their ministrations.


Alicja shifted her weight, assessing her condition. She moved gingerly and then with increasing gusto. The pain in her back, a near-constant companion for years, was gone. Then she noticed something even more remarkable. Her knee, which had been painfully swollen from a tennis injury, was no longer inflamed.


The leeches—bloodsucking, gross little creatures though they may be, inexpertly applied as they were—had done something to her. Something that seemed almost miraculous.


Remembering how the doctors had told her that nothing could accomplish this except surgery, Alicja saw an opportunity to more fully live the American Dream.


America had fancy grocery stores, and glistening cars, and cunningly disguised tubs of cooking lard, and skyscrapers, and promise. But it lacked leeches.


Leeches were, Alicja was sure, the One True Cure.
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