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DEAR READER

H
ere are nine things you need 

to know about our dog Sadie.

1. Sure, every dog is special 

to its owner, blah blah. But Sadie— 

I’m sorry, Sadie is more special. 

2. For example, will your dog live 

to 39? Sadie will. Let’s look at the 

evidence: Her ear-shattering yaps of 

“Feed me! Feed me!” whenever her 

food pantry opens have grown in 

power and intensity every year. So she 

is clearly not close to her prime. Yet 

she is 16! I’ll be dead before she is. 

3. If you are a close reader of this 

column, you know that our other dog, 

Steph Curry, is really good at blazing 

through the forest at a million miles an 

hour without a clue why. But believe it 

or not, Sadie is five times better at her 

job: obsessive, irrational herding. 

4. In our home, Sadie patrols 

all movement from room to 

room. And you should see her 

work our backyard parties. No 

wayward guest has ever 

disappeared into the 

neighboring forest. 

5. She’s good at it 

because in a previous 

life Sadie corralled 

cattle in Australia. 

Bruce Kelley, 

editor-in-chief

Superdog!

6. How do we know that? She told us 

one night in her sleep, murmuring as 

she replayed epic tales of nipping the 

last cow through the gate of a rugged 

Queensland ranch. 

7. Sadie is as good with words as she 

is at herding you where you were al-

ready going. How many words does she 

know? A lot more than the average dog, 

who our cover story says knows 165. 

8. For example, she suggested the 

headline for this story.

9. She knows more than words. 

When she hears “Off the couch, you 

knucklehead!” she gets the true mean-

ing: “Sure, I have to get down, but 

when he leaves the room, I get 

back up again. After all, knuckle-

head is a term of affection!”

A challenge: If your dog is as 

smart as our Sadie, I’ll grant you 

a year’s subscription. Write 

to me and prove it! 

Write to me at 

letters@rd.com.

Sadie knows what you’re thinking right now.
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LEWIS & CLARK
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The award of “Nicest 

Place” to Columbiana, 

Ohio, made me very 

proud to have been 

raised there. At age 75, 

I don’t think I am the 

only one who still 

thinks of Columbiana 

as “The Biggest Little 

Town in Ohio.” I was 

never quite sure what  

it meant, but your  

article fleshes it out:  

big in generosity,  

kindness, tolerance, 

heart, and pride. 

—Bud Schmidt 

Myrtle Point, Oregon

Your cover story has given me renewed 

hope and enthusiasm for this country  

of mixed peoples and cultures. From my  

island state of Hawaii, I see that the spirit  

of aloha—loosely translated as “love,  

peace, and compassion”—exists in every 

state. Aloha to all!

—Robert Samuel hashimoto Mililani, Hawaii

a pot of tea, watching 

the birds from her  

big picture window, 

and talking about life.  

I don’t remember any 

of the specific topics  

of our conversations. 

However, I do remem-

ber her patience, her 

wisdom, and her love.  

She passed away over 

25 years ago, and I still 

miss her. What I would 

give for just one more 

cup of tea.

—Gwen brooks 

Dublin, Ohio

Inside the “Top 

Doctor” Racket

I complimented my 

neighbor for being on 

our state’s “Best Doc-

tors” listing in a maga-

zine. He explained to 

me the methodology for 

deciding which doctors 

are worthy of inclusion: 

“They ask our mothers.”

—ahava podhorcer 

West Orange, New Jersey 

LETTERS
Notes on the  

November issue

I nominated the Maury 

Loontjens Memorial 

Library in Narragansett, 

Rhode Island. We  

feel so fortunate to 

represent our state.  

It was a real boost to 

the staff ’s morale and 

to all the supporters 

trying to get the town 

the library it deserves 

despite an ongoing 

battle for funding. So 

many communities 

with so much kindness! 

—Suzan amoruso 

Narragansett,  

Rhode Island
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Live Long & Prosper

I followed your advice 

to “hit the (cold)  

showers.” I am not  

saying I am completely 

healed, but I have seen 

amazing health bene-

fits in just seven days: 

fewer symptoms of 

rhinitis, dizziness  

alleviated, more en-

ergy. Additional bene-

fits: short showers  

(brrr ... too cold),  

saving water and heat-

ing. Plus, I don’t sing  

in the shower (brrr ... 

too cold), for which  

my wife is grateful. 

—hirendra 

majumdar 

Fremont, California

Brain Games

Regarding the “Bacon 

or Eggs?” game, Gwen 

likes foods that are five 

letters long, but it 

should be noted that 

SOUNDING SMART 

✦ “How to Sound Smarter, 

with Expert Help” sug-

gests that we “simply” use 

“about the same distance” 

instead of “equidistant.”  

I disagree. It is not simpler 

to use four words and  

six syllables than to use 

one word of four syllables.  

My advice: Read a lot,  

increase your vocabulary, 

and use only words you 

understand. Sound 

smarter by being smarter.

—Markell Raphaelson West 

laurel, maryland

✦ While reading about 

people with periphrasis, 

the tendency to use large 

words to appear smarter,  

I was reminded of a quote 

by Nicky Gumbel: “Knowl-

edge is like underwear. It 

is useful to have it, but not 

necessary to show it off.” 

—James M. Reed 

hoover, alabama

she also likes foods  

that are two syllables, 

not one or three.

—Joe pascuzzi  

Havre de Grace, 

Maryland

Correction 

In our story “Live  

Long & Prosper,” we  

incorrectly stated that 

your monthly Social  

Security benefits will  

almost double if you  

retire at age 67 instead 

of 62. Your benefits  

will actually be 30 per-

cent higher. And if  

you wait until age 70, 

your payments will  

be 24 percent higher 

than they would have 

been at age 67. 

IT’S NOT MY FAULT!
We wrote something clever for this box, but the dog 

ate our copy. OK, that was a lame cop-out, but you’ve 

probably heard worse. We want to know about the 

worst excuse you’ve ever heard or delivered, funny or 

not. Go to rd.com/excuses to share and see terms. 

Come on, you’ve got no excuse not to.
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PHOTO CONTEST

When you think “family,” what’s the image you see? Do you have a great  

photo of it? Maybe it’s from a vacation with the kids. Or maybe it’s Thanks-

giving with the neighbors you’ve loved for decades. Or maybe your image is 

more evocative—a shot of your laundry on the clothesline or the eyes of your 

grandmother in full glow. Share an award-worthy picture of your very personal 

concept of family and explain what makes that view so special, and you could 

win $500. Submit your photos and see terms at RD.COM/PHOTOCONTEST.

“Family Is ...”



New rate plans, now
with more minutes!

or visit us at  

greatcall.com/Flip

To order or learn more, call  

1-800-358-3219

Why the Jitterbug Flip is your best choice for a new cell phone:

No long-term  
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Free U.S.-based 
customer service
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No hidden  
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EASY TO USE  The large bright screen and 
simple YES and NO buttons make navigating 
the menu simple. Plus, the powerful speaker 
ensures every conversation will be loud and clear.

EASY TO ENJOY  Wherever you go, a built-in camera makes 
it easy to capture and share your favorite memories. And 
with a long-lasting battery, you won’t have to worry about 
running out of power.
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simply press the 5Star® button and a highly-trained Urgent 
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situation and get you the help you need, 24/7. 

The Jitterbug Flip is one of the most affordable cell phones on 
the market. For a limited time, get 25% off. Plus, get more 
minutes with our great new rate plans!
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month2

Powered by the nation’s largest and most 
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No cancellation fees
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EVERYDAY HEROES

A Safe Home  

for Women 
A random chat on an airplane led to a life-changing idea

By Jody L. Rohlena

One was “How do you get the girls?” 

“That’s easy,” he replied. “We send 

scouts to malls and other places 

where kids hang out and look for girls 

with daddy issues.” 

Kathrine says that was the moment 

she knew why she’d been seated next 

to this man. God had put him there to 

let her know there were girls out there 

who needed help. “I didn’t have a fa-

ther in my life. I should have been one 

of those statistics,” she says. 

For years, she’d had a vision of 

creating a foundation that would do 

some good in the world. She even had 

a name: Pure Hope, which is what her 

name—Kathrine Nadine—means in 

different languages. She’d just been 

waiting for a sign about who needed 

her help. Now she had it.

I
f you don’t want anyone to talk to 

you on a plane, hold a Bible in your 

lap. That’s a trick Kathrine Lee uses 

to get some quiet time between semi-

nars and speaking engagements in 

her career as a life coach and business 

strategist. But it didn’t work the day a 

handsome man sat next to her and 

started chatting. He was charming, 

and before long, Kathrine, a married 

mother of three, was wondering which 

of her single girlfriends she’d set him 

up with. Then she asked him, “So what 

do you do?” 

He owned a pornography company, 

he told her. He thought it would be 

funny to get the church lady to like 

him, then tell her what he did for a 

living and watch her squirm. Instead, 

Kathrine started asking him questions. 



Kathrine Lee (left), 

Susan Kovaka, and 

resident therapy 

dog Hope on the 

steps of Hope Home
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When she got home, she started 

looking into the pornography busi-

ness. She learned that many of the 

workers are there because someone 

tricked or coerced them. It’s called sex 

trafficking, and its henchmen snare 

hundreds of thousands of victims 

every year in the United States alone. 

The average mark is only 12 years old. 

According to the Department of Jus-

tice, human trafficking is the fastest-

growing crime in the world.

“My heart got broken wide open,” 

says Kathrine.

Her husband, Michael Lee, shared 

her determination to help. In time, 

their dream began to take shape: a 

home for women who got out of “the 

life.” Through friends, they found just 

the place in Mount Vernon, Texas. With 

the proceeds from the sale of their 

house in California and donations 

(many from business clients and those 

who come to Kathrine’s motivational 

seminars), they opened Hope Home.

“It’s a dark issue,” says Kathrine. 

“But when you bring light into the 

darkness, it’s no longer dark.”

At Hope Home, each woman has a 

room of her own. Residents come to-

gether to cook and eat meals at a table 

adorned with candles and cloth nap-

kins. It’s the ordinary-seeming mo-

ments that are the ones most worth 

celebrating, says Kathrine, who calls 

it “doing the pots and pans of life.” 

“My favorite memory here is the 

first time I set the table for a family-

style dinner, and a woman in her 30s 

sat down and said she had not eaten 

with a family since she was 14 years 

old,” says Susan Kovaka, the program 

director. She lives in the home with 

the women, as does a licensed coun-

selor and a therapy dog named Hope.

The women come from around the 

country. Some are referrals; some have 

just left rehab. They learn how to shop 

on a budget and plan meals and other 

life skills no one ever taught them. 

They learn to care for horses and other 

animals. Most attend classes to get 

their GEDs, having missed school for 

most of their lives, then go to college 

or some kind of job training. Two of the 

interns, as residents are called, recently 

graduated from cosmetology school. 

The women can live in Hope Home 

as long as they need to; most stay 

18 months to two years, though the 

connection lasts a lifetime. “We tell 

them, ‘We want to be invited to your 

wedding and the birth of your first kid, 

and we want to see you at Christmas,’” 

says Kovaka. 

“Anna,” one of Hope Home’s current 

interns, was trafficked at age 12. Now 

27, she’s about to start college and 

wants to be a computer programmer. 

“For the first time in my life, I can see 

that I will have a normal life. I will be 

able to get a good job, support myself, 

and have a great future,” she says.

Even though she made all this hap-

pen, Kathrine deflects any attention 

that comes her way and points it at the 

women, saying, “I really, truly, with all 

my heart believe they’re the heroes.” RD
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Crime and 

Compassion

By Andy Simmons

A
s temperatures approached 

90 degrees in New York City last 

July 4th, three police officers 

ducked into a Whole Foods Market 

to get something cold to drink. What 

they walked into was a heated human 

drama. 

Once inside, the cops, Lt. Louis 

Sojo and Officers Esanidy Cuevas and 

Michael Rivera, were approached by 

a store security guard who asked for 

help with a suspected shoplifter. The 

woman in question didn’t have the 

look of a career criminal. She was ob-

viously scared, and her cheeks were 

wet with tears. 

The cops peeked inside her bag. 

“All we saw was containers of food. 

We didn’t see anything else,” Cuevas 

told CBS New York. 

“I’m hungry,” she explained quietly. 

Caught red-handed, the woman 

no doubt expected to be cuffed and 

hauled off to jail for the crime of being 

hungry while poor. But the cops had 

other ideas. “We’ll pay for her food,” 

Sojo told the surprised security guard. 

There’d been no discussion among 

the three men, no need to see whether 

they were all in. It went unsaid. In-

stead, they picked up the woman’s 

bag and escorted her to a cash register, 

where each chipped in $10 to pay the 

tab. She would not be arrested today.

All the woman could do was weep 

in gratitude. Covering her face with a 

kerchief and drying her eyes, she re-

peated, “Thank you, thank you.” 

She wasn’t the only one touched by 

this act of compassion. “It was a very 

beautiful, genuine moment,” says Paul 

Bozymowski, who was at the 

store. He was so taken by what 

he’d witnessed that he posted a 

photo on Twitter for all to see.

But attention was never what 

the officers sought. They were 

driven by a far more common 

emotion. As Sojo told CNN, 

“When you look at someone’s 

face and see that they need 

you and they’re actually hun-

gry, it’s pretty difficult as a hu-

man being to walk away from 

something like this.” RD
Three New York City police officers paid for this 

woman’s groceries rather than arresting her. 





  

The National  

BEST  

BAGGER  
Championship

dwayne campbell,

age 32,  

Des Moines, Iowa

Does it drive you crazy 

when people pack their 

own groceries? 

We’re professionals. 

They take away from 

what we try to strive 

for: customer service.

How do you feel about 

people who bring their 

own grocery bags?

I actually like the  

reusable bags because 

they’re easier to pack 

than the plastic that we 

give them normally.

Now that you’re  

national champ, do  

you get bigger tips?

People notice me a  

OK, spill it. What’s your 

bag-packing secret? 

I use the analogy of 

building a house. I  

like to put all my boxes 

in first, which are my 

walls. Then after that, 

the heavy items: canned 

goods and dairy. And 

then after them, I put 

all my light items on 

top. That way, nothing 

gets crushed. 

I bet your sock drawer 

and closet are perfectly 

organized too.

I’ve got my clothes all 

lined up, not by color 

but by style. So all my 

work clothes together, 

all my nice shirts  

together, all my pants  

together. My sock 

drawer, not so much.

lot more. They like 

when I sack their  

groceries because 

there’s a story behind 

it. And then their kids 

come in and they’re 

like, Hey, when you  

get older and you sack 

groceries, you could  

be a better bagger  

than this guy. You 

know: Strive to be 

better. RD

Campbell took his  

family on vacation to 

Memphis, Tennessee, 

with the $10,000 he  

won for “bagging” the 

championship. 

16      february 2020  |  rd.com illustration by John Cuneo
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I believe that when people die, they  

zoom into the people who love them. This idea that it  

just ends and don’t speak of them—that’s wrong.

—Martin Short, actor

A surplus of effort could overcome a deficit of confidence. 

—Sonia Sotomayor, supreme court justice

We know what people want to hear because when we play  

a Beatles song, all the cell phones come on and it looks like a galaxy 

of stars, and when we do a new song, it looks like a black hole. 

—Paul McCartney, musician

If people concentrated on the really important things in life, 

there’d be a shortage of fishing poles. 

—Doug Larson, journalist

Nothing looks better in your 50s than sunscreen in your 20s.

—Jennifer Garner, actor

mccartney garner
sotomayor
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“Life is short” really means “Do something.” 

—Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, author

If you go through life without connecting to people,  

how much could you call that a life?

—Tom Hiddleston, actor

Whoever said revenge is sweet  

never tasted the yumminess of forget-about-it. 

—Karen Salmansohn, author

POINT TO PONDER

When you lead with your nice foot forward, you will win,  

every time. It might not be today, it might not be tomorrow,  

but it comes back to you when you need it. We live  

in an age of instant gratification, of immediate likes,  

and it is uncomfortable to have to wait to see the dividends  

of your kindness. But I promise you it will appear  

exactly when you need it. 

—Kristen Bell, actor

adichie bell hiddleston 19
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A friend was due to 

give birth around the 

same time that her old-

est daughter was due 

to give birth to her first 

baby. On the morning 

my friend went into  

labor, I happened to 

drive by her house, 

wondering what she’d 

had. A sign on the front 

porch gave me my  

answer: “It’s an Uncle!”

—Pam Lester 

Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania

I love overhearing  

pet owners talking to 

their dogs. Recently, I 

was petting a pup who 

seemed happy until  

he suddenly growled  

at me. Alarmed, I  

got up and left. As  

I turned a corner, I 

heard his owner qui-

etly reproach him: 

“You always do this, 

Oscar. You drive away 

all your friends.”

—�@juliagalef

At the doctor’s office,  

a 20-something man 

was trying to make an 

appointment for a  

Mrs. Brown. Try as he 

might, he just could 

not remember her  

first name. Frustrated, 

he left. A few minutes 

later, I passed him  

outside the office on 

the phone. 

“Hey, Dad,” he said. 

“What’s Mom’s first 

name?”

—James Secor 

West Memphis, Arkansas

Trying to get online  

at my mother-in-law’s,  

I scrolled through  

various Internet access 

names. One neighbor’s 

Wi-Fi really stood out: 

“You Kids Get Off  

My LAN!”

—Nancy Lawson  

New Hope, Pennsylvania

20      february 2020 Cartoon by Jon Carter
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Our cat, Ceremony, is mostly referred to  

as Cat. When we have a visitor, though, we 

revert to her real name so that we can say, 

“Come in, but don’t stand on Ceremony.”

—�@7upislemonade (Kieron Callaghan)

Let’s face it—social me-

dia is one big accident 

waiting to happen:

✦ Accidentally  

connected my Fitbit  

account to Facebook 

and now everyone 

knows I only walked  

13 steps yesterday. 

—�@TheCatWhisprer

✦ Accidentally 

changed my Facebook 

status to “Single” and 

my mother-in-law 

posted, “WOO-HOO!” 

—�@Brianhope 

comedy

✦ I accidentally posted 

“Happy Buttday”  

instead of “Happy 

Birthday” on a  

Facebook friend’s wall.

—�@Parkerlawyer

Your funny story 

could be worth $$$.  

For details, go to 

rd.com/submit.

As we watched a  

program about a man  

with agoraphobia,  

my wife asked, “Is that 

a disability?” 

SUNDAY MORNING? WHY, YES, I’M FREE
Thom S. Rainer, the founder of Church Answers, an 

online community for church leaders, asked ministers 

and churchgoers alike to share the best excuses 

they’ve heard for skipping church:

✦ “I couldn’t get the lid 

off the peanut butter.”

✦ “The church is too 

close to drive and too 

far to walk.” 

✦ “Both of my girl-

friends attend church 

there.” 

✦ “The pastor 

stays in the Bible too 

much.” 

✦ “The pastor is too 

attractive. When I  

see him preaching, I 

have impure thoughts  

and I am distracted.” 

✦ “My wife cooked  

bacon for breakfast,  

and our entire  

family smelled like 

bacon.”

✦ “The worship 

leader pulls up  

his pants too  

often. It’s  

distracting.” 

✦ “I always get 

hemorrhoids on 

Sundays.” 

✦ “Someone called 

me ‘brother’ instead 

of using my name.” 

“Yes,” I answered. 

“Maybe I have that.” 

I shook my head. 

“No. He’s afraid to 

leave the house. You 

just like to stay home.”

—Jeff Peterson 

San Francisco, California

Parenting is like being 

a juggler except all the 

balls are screaming. 

—�@KALVINMACLEOD

Reader’s Digest
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By Lisa Fields

Say Goodbye  

to Procrastinating
If you’ve made a resolution to stop 

stalling on to-dos, read this—now

22      february 2020 Photographs by Rebecca Simpson Steele 
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L
ooking at his pile of unpaid 

bills always makes Giuseppe Del 

Giudice feel uneasy. More often 

than not, Del Giudice leaves his paper-

work undone and sweeps the floor or 

watches TV instead, waiting until the 

last moment to write the monthly 

checks. Sometimes he incurs late fees 

because of his habit of putting things 

off, but in many ways the emotional 

toll is worse.

“The longer the bills go unpaid,” 

says Del Giudice, 58, “the more my 

anxiety soars.”

Everyone procrastinates. “It’s part 

of the human condition,” says pro-

crastination researcher Tim Pychyl, 

a psychology professor at Carleton 

University. “One of the ways we cope 

is avoidance, and that’s what procras-

tination comes down to: We want to 

feel good now. The way to do that is 

avoid the task.”

You can procrastinate on nearly 

anything, even enjoyable tasks such 

as planning a vacation. “Some people 

procrastinate cleaning. Some people 

procrastinate by cleaning,” says Piers 

Steel, a management professor at the 

University of Calgary. 

“One that almost everyone procras-

tinates on is their wills,” says Steel. 

“Seventy to 80 percent of people, 

when they pass away, have no will or 

an out-of-date or incomplete will. It 

leaves terrible situations.” But death 

isn’t actually the ultimate avoidance 

trigger. Research has shown that the 

top tasks people delay are cleaning, 

advancing their careers, taking care 

of their health, and planning their 

finances.

At the end of the day—or month!—

most people get their tasks done 

on time, but around 20 percent are 

chronic procrastinators at home and 

at work. One big factor for them is fear 

of failure, of not living up to expecta-

tions. Kelli Saginak, a 57-year-old 

functional health coach from Wis-

consin, procrastinated about looking 

for a new job for years. That inability 

to take action only confirmed her be-

lief that she would never do any bet-

ter. “It’s totally fear of judgment,” says 

Saginak. “If I don’t take the risk, de-

cide, or commit, I don’t have to face 

the judgment. Yet it’s simply me judg-

ing myself.” 

Some people embrace procras-

tination, believing that they thrive 

under pressure. But researchers have 

debunked that notion. “I did an ex-

periment several years ago, putting 

procrastinators under restrictions of 

time,” says Joseph Ferrari, a psychol-

ogy professor at DePaul University. 

“They did worse than nonprocrasti-

nators, but they thought they did bet-

ter. They made more errors. They took 

longer.”

Whatever the motivation (or lack 

thereof), procrastination is usually not 

going to be good for you. Delaying a 

diet or exercise program may increase 

your risk of heart disease. Not having 

seen the doctor when your illness was 

easier to treat may shorten your life. 
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Just thinking about what you haven’t 

done may cause discomfort. “Pro-

crastinators experience higher levels 

of stress, both from leaving things to 

the last minute and from their own 

negative and self-critical feelings 

about their procrastination,” says 

Fuschia Sirois, a psychology lecturer 

at the University of Sheffield. “Some 

of the research has shown that this 

stress increases their vulnerability 

for catching colds and experiencing 

digestion issues, insomnia, migraines, 

and muscle tension.”

One of the most commonly pro-

crastinated activities: going to bed. 

The excuses are usually the same: 

“I deserve to unwind” or “I want to 

rescue the day by doing some of the 

things I didn’t get done earlier.” But 

bedtime procrastination can lead to 

sleep deprivation, which in turn can 

bring about obesity, heart disease, 

and many other health issues.

There’s one bit of good news: Peo-

ple tend to procrastinate less as they 

age. “As you grow older, the illusion 

of our immortality does get stripped 

away,” Steel says. “It becomes clearer: 

How many summers do we have left? 

Ten? Fifteen? They’re really finite. 

What are you going to do with each of 

those summers?” 

For those of us in need of motiva-

tion, the best advice might be to think 

small. 

“We used to believe behaviors fol-

low attitude, but if you can prime the 

pump with a little bit of progress, that 

motivates you,” Pychyl says. So if you 

have been procrastinating on starting 

an exercise routine, just put on your 

walking shoes. If you’ve been putting 

off a work project, reread your boss’s 

notes about it.

Next, try sending yourself signals 

to prompt action. For instance, you 

might put your lights on a timed dim-

mer switch to encourage a consistent 

bedtime. Joel Anderson, a philosophy 

researcher-lecturer at Utrecht Univer-

sity, crafted an experiment around this 

concept, and it worked on most of his 

subjects. “They formed an intention,” 

Anderson says. “ ‘When the lights start 

to dim, I’ll start going to bed.’ ” 

Finally, reward yourself for each 

step you take toward your goal. After 

you’ve gone to the gym, take a relax-

ing bath. After you’ve paid the bills, 

watch your favorite TV show. (But 

don’t try to convince yourself it will 

work the other way around!) RD

ONE BIT OF GOOD 

NEWS: PEOPLE TEND 

TO PROCRASTINATE 

LESS AS THEY AGE.

24      february 2020  |  rd.com
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I Am Chocolate ...

Sweet,  

But with a 

Dark Side 

By Kate Lowenstein  

and Daniel Gritzer 

I 
am, and have always been, a 

symbol of indulgence, love, rich-

ness, and joy. Lucky kids wear me 

smeared across their mouths and on 

their fingertips as a sign of the ultimate 

childhood satisfaction. I’m the iconic 

Valentine’s Day gift for celebrating 

romance, yet also the go-to salve for 

the rejected or dejected any day of the 

year. But prepare for your chocolate-

loving hearts to break just a bit, folks. 

My life story is not entirely sweet. 

It is hot and epic, which is only fit-

ting given that I am native to the equa-

torial regions of the Americas and 

have been around for many millennia. 

I come from a small evergreen tree in 

the genus Theobroma (“food of the 

gods” in Greek) that grows football-

shaped pods—not on its branches, 

like most fruit trees, but on the trunk. 

The pods have leathery skins that 

cover a slimy, sweet-sour flesh and 

house roughly 40 seeds each. 

I was likely first grown 5,000 years 

ago in current-day Ecuador—for booze. 

(Yes, my flesh can be fermented into an 

alcoholic beverage.) But soon enough, 

my seeds—aka cacao beans—became 

the forever focus. The Mayans, among 

others, dried, roasted, and cracked 

them into cacao nibs, which they then 

ground into cocoa flour and blended 

with water to make a drink. One early 

European colonizer who tasted the  

mix (which included spicy chile pep-

pers, fragrant flowers, and sometimes 

26      february 2020
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cornmeal) said I was “more a drink for 

pigs than a drink for humanity.” In time, 

he grew to enjoy the beverage, eating 

his words as aristocrats across Europe 

took to drinking a similar blend made 

with rose water, egg yolks, or almonds—

emulating the Mayans after all. 

Beyond satisfying the early human 

sweet tooth, cacao beans have turned 

out to be full of fiber, antioxidants, 

monounsaturated fat, flavanols, and 

other compounds that studious 21st-

century humans know are important 

to overall health. My flavanols in par-

ticular are good for lowering blood 

pressure, though if that were your 

main objective, you’d be best off eat-

ing entirely unsweetened dark choco-

late, and who wants to do that? Even 

my bitterest compound, theobromine, 

is suspected of being good for the 

heart and brain. Yet beware: That’s 

what can poison your dog if she raids 

your chocolate stash. 

I was almost exclusively available to 

the upper classes until the Industrial 

Revolution, when someone finally 

brought the hydraulic press to bear 

on cacao beans. Manufacturers could 

then force the vegetable fat out of my 

nibs and produce cocoa butter, which 

permitted cooks to more easily create 

indulgences such as chocolate bars, 

truffles, and cakes.

To be perfectly honest, however, 

I didn’t really become a treat for the 

masses as a result of technology. To 

this day, I am a product of labor and 

hardship. Since my pods ripen at 

With 2% milk, at least half of adults 
had a lower desire to eat 

than before breakfast for 3 1/2 hours.



irregular times and are attached to 

my tree by a delicate stem that would 

be damaged by a machine, all my har-

vesting and processing must be done 

by hand. It was Mayan and Aztec com-

moners, almost always women and 

children, who toiled so that royalty, 

priests, and celebrated warriors could 

indulge in me. Once Spanish and Por-

tuguese colonizers realized that cacao 

was an agricultural gold mine, they 

relied on the transatlantic slave trade 

to populate their cacao plantations 

in places such as Brazil. Shamefully, 

MAGICAL 
MEXICAN HOT 
CHOCOLATE

To make the treat 

known as champur-

rado, add ½ cup masa  

harina (Mexican corn flour, 

available at well-stocked supermarkets 

and Latin grocers) to a medium sauce-

pan. Set over medium heat and add  

1 quart cold water a little at a time, 

whisking for a smooth mixture. Raise 

heat to bring to a simmer, then lower 

heat to maintain it. Add in 3 ounces dark 

chocolate; ¼ teaspoon ground cinna-

mon; a pinch each ground allspice, 

cayenne pepper, and salt; and 3 table-

spoons granulated sugar, brown sugar, 

or honey—all while whisking and scrap-

ing to prevent scorching. When choco-

late is thick and creamy, after about 

5 minutes, add more salt and/or sweet-

ener to taste. As drink cools and thick-

ens, thin with hot water as necessary.
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the story continues today, as much of 

the mass-market chocolate you buy  

at the grocers is produced by the more 

than 2 million 12-to-18-year-old West 

African children who migrate alone 

across borders to labor, often not paid at 

all, for cacao farmers in Ivory Coast and 

Ghana, the biggest chocolate-growing 

countries in the world. 

If you’ve lost your sweet tooth at the 

thought of this unsavory background, 

there are ways to consume me with a 

freer conscience. Look for labels on 

chocolate that indicate ethical labor 

standards: Fairtrade, Utz, and Rainfor-

est Alliance (though the organizations 

admit that audits of supply chains for 

child workers are imperfect). 

One brand, Tony’s Chocolonely, is 

explicitly devoted to the goal of eradi-

cating slave labor in the chocolate in-

dustry. Founded by a Dutch journalist 

who once tried to get himself arrested 

for “supporting” child slavery—i.e., 

buying chocolate from the local 

store—it has become a leading brand 

in the Netherlands and is now avail-

able in the United States. You can 

purchase Tony’s Chocolonely prod-

ucts online and in select retail outlets. 

Sure, it will cost more than your aver-

age chocolate: $2.25 for a 1.8-ounce 

bar. But it may not leave as sour a taste 

in your mouth, ethically speaking. RD

Kate Lowenstein is a health editor 

currently at Vice; Daniel Gritzer is  

the culinary director of the cooking 

site Serious Eats.
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Women Have 
Younger Brains 
than Men 

Just like the body’s  

metabolism, the brain’s 

metabolism tends to 

slow with age. In a 

study of more than 

200 adults ages 20 to 82 

with no brain damage 

or disease, researchers 

used positron-emission 

tomography (PET) 

scans of the brain to 

measure each indi-

vidual’s “metabolic 

brain age.” They found 

that at any given time, 

women’s brains are an 

average of 3.8 years 

younger than their  

biological age while 

men’s brains are an  

average of 2.4 years 

older. “This could 

mean that the reason 

women don’t experi-

ence as much cognitive 

decline in later years  

is because their brains 

are effectively younger,” 

says one of the study’s 

authors. “We’re cur-

rently working on a 

study to confirm that.”

SUBSTITUTING CHICKEN 

FOR BEEF DOESN’T LOWER 

CHOLESTEROL

If you’re trying to reduce your cholesterol, 

cutting back on red meat is a good idea—

but don’t replace it with white meat, says  

a new study in the American Journal of 

Clinical Nutrition. Researchers compared 

LDL (or “bad”) cholesterol levels among 

three groups of people over a three-month 

period: one ate mostly lean beef, one mostly 

lean chicken or turkey, and one mostly 

plant proteins. Only the plant-based diet  

reduced LDL.
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Common Cold  
Virus Exposes 
Cancer Cells

Cancer cells are  

dangerous in part  

because the immune 

system cannot detect 

them, so the body’s  

natural defenses don’t 

kick in. But there are  

viruses that can be used 

as treatment to destroy  

this invisibility shield. 

When they enter tu-

mors, these viruses  

replicate like crazy  

until the tumor cells 

burst, releasing sub-

stances that allow the 

cancer to be “seen”  

and destroyed by  

immune cells. In one 

small British study, 

15 patients with non-

muscle invasive bladder 

cancer received a dose 

of a common cold virus 

shortly before they 

underwent surgery to 

remove their tumors.  

In all cases, the virus 

successfully increased 

cancer cell death; in 

one, it appeared to have 

completely eradicated 

the cancer. Moreover,  

it did so without any 

significant side effects.

RHEUMATOID 

ARTHRITIS MIGHT 

LEAD TO COPD

An analysis of the  

medical records of 

50,000 people found 

that those who had 

rheumatoid arthri-

tis (RA) had a 47 per-

cent greater risk of 

being hospitalized for 

chronic obstructive 

pulmonary disease 

(COPD) than those who 

did not. The prolonged 

inflammation of RA may 

predispose some peo-

ple to COPD. Genetics 

also plays a part: An-

other study identified a 

DNA variation that was 

associated with COPD, 

RA, and other auto-

immune diseases. RA 

sufferers need to look 

out for early symptoms 

of COPD, such as 

wheezing and cough-

ing, and avoid risk fac-

tors, such as smoking.

EVENING 

EXERCISE MAY 

NOT HURT SLEEP

A workout late in the 

day interferes with your 

shut-eye—or does it? 

That’s a common no-

tion, but it’s not the 

conclusion of a Swiss 

review of the highest-

quality studies on the 

topic. The analysis 

found that although 

“vigorous” training  

(activity that leaves  

you too breathless to 

speak) within an hour 

of bedtime might be 

bad for your sleep, 

exercising slightly ear-

lier or more moderately 

has a neutral to benefi-

cial effect. That’s good 

news for people who 

can’t fit a workout into 

other parts of their day.
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SMALL CALORIE  

CUTS BENEFIT EVEN 

SLIM PEOPLE 

I
n a two-year study of normal- 

weight or slightly overweight 

adults ages 21 to 50, 143 parti-

cipants were put on a diet de-

signed to reduce their calorie 

intake by 25 percent (the rest 

ate their regular diet). For the first 

month, the dieters were fed at a clini-

cal center, and for the first six months, they attended 

regular counseling sessions. With these aids, most 

were able to stick to their diets. But once those 

guardrails were removed, the dieters proved unable 

to maintain the same level of calorie restriction. By 

the end of the two years, 26 dieters had dropped out 

altogether; those remaining were able to cut their 

calorie intake by an average of only 12 percent, or 

about 300 calories per person per day.

And yet the study yielded one surprising and en-

couraging result. It turns out that even the smaller 

reduction of calories produced significant health 

benefits. The dieters lost an average of 16.5 pounds 

after the two years and reduced their insulin resis-

tance, cholesterol levels, blood pressure, and other 

risk factors for cardiovascular problems. They also 

had lower levels of C-reactive protein, a marker of 

inflammation that has been associated with heart 

disease, cancer, and cognitive decline.

William Kraus, MD, the study’s lead author and a 

distinguished professor of cardiovascular genomics 

at Duke University, wasn’t surprised that the weight 

loss offered some benefit to the subjects’ heart 

health. “But,” he says, “we didn’t expect the degree 

of improvement we saw.” 

Developing a 
Stress Vaccine

In a recent experiment, 

a compound derived 

from Mycobacte-

rium vaccae, a 

bacterium natu-

rally found in 

soil, turned off 

the stress-related 

inflammation  

response in mice.  

Researchers hope to 

use this compound  

to develop a “stress 

vaccine” that could 

prevent PTSD.

A Painkiller Raises 
Cardiac Risk

A review of data from 

6.3 million Danes, most 

ages 46 to 56, found 

that within 30 days of 

starting diclofenac (an 

anti-inflammatory often 

prescribed for arthritis 

pain), the risk of stroke, 

heart attack, and other 

major cardiovascular 

problems was 20 per-

cent higher compared 

with those who took 

acetaminophen or ibu-

profen, and 50 percent 

higher than those who 

took no painkillers. RD

Reader’s Digest  News from the World of Medicine
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* Copay savings based on fi lling a Tier 1 generic prescription at a Preferred Pharmacy compared to a Non-Preferred Pharmacy with select plans. 
†Points good on future purchases. Points on prescriptions and other pharmacy transactions limited to 50,000 per calendar year and cannot be earned 
in AR, NJ or NY. Only prescriptions picked up in store are eligible to earn points. Complete details at Walgreens.com/Balance.

You save smartly on tee times 

You save smartly 
on Medicare Part D 
Filling prescriptions at a preferred network pharmacy 

can lower your copays. Fortunately, your local Walgreens 

is a Preferred Pharmacy with many plans.



1
Humans make three 

different versions  

of tears. Basal tears 

lubricate our eyes,  

reflex tears form in re-

sponse to irritants such 

as smoke and dirt, and 

emotional tears flow 

when we’re sad or over-

joyed. All are made of 

salt water mixed with 

oils, antibodies, and  

enzymes, but they each 

also contain different 

molecules. Emotional 

tears, for example,  

carry protein-based 

hormones, including 

leucine-enkephalin,  

a natural painkiller  

released when the body 

is under stress. 

2
onion tears are 

obviously of the 

reflex variety—but 

what’s the irritant? It 

turns out onions se-

crete a compound to 

deter predators—aka 

some hungry human 

wielding a blade—

called lacrimatory 

factor. To cut down 

on its release, refrig-

erate the onion  

before slicing, then 

use a sharp knife to 

reduce the damage 

By Jen McCaffery

Eye-Opening Facts 

About Tears 
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to the onion and the re-

lease of the compound.

3
The Latin word 

for a tear, lacrima, 

is at the root of 

scientific tear-minology. 

Tears are generated  

in the lacrimal gland, 

which sits above the 

eye just under the 

eyebrow. And the word 

lachrymist is used to 

describe someone  

who tears up a lot (also 

known by the unscien-

tific term crybaby). 

4
Actually, while 

babies cry a lot, 

they don’t produce 

tears until they are 

seven or eight months 

old, according to the 

American Academy  

of Pediatrics. You know 

who does shed a lot of 

tears? Studies have 

found that women cry 

an average of 3.5 times  

a month, almost twice 

as much as men. On  

average, humans pro-

duce 15 to 30 gallons  

of tears a year.

5
Crying can be 

good for you. Some 

studies have shown 

a good cry can cause  

the release of oxytocin 

and endorphins, chemi-

cals that make us feel 

better. Crying can also 

improve people’s sense 

of well-being by gener-

ating social support,  

researchers have found.

6
On the other 

hand, crying can 

sometimes make 

you feel worse than if 

you hadn’t shed a tear. 

One study found that 

people who are prone 

to crying in general 

more often feel worse 

after crying during  

a movie than people 

who rarely cry. 

7
According to  

Entertainment 

Weekly, the biggest 

Hollywood tearjerker of 

all time is Terms of  

Endearment, about how 

a family deals with a 

cancer diagnosis. Num-

ber 2: Bambi. According 

to Merriam-Webster, the 

term tearjerker debuted 

in 1912, which happens 

to be the same year  

the Titanic sank. (The 

movie Titanic is 16th on 

EW ’s tearjerker list.)

8
ever wonder  

why a cry causes 

your nose to run? 

Excess tears produced 

by the lacrimal glands 

flow into your tear 

ducts. From there, they 

drain into the nasal 

cavity, where they mix 

with mucus to give you 

a runny nose. 

9
For centuries, 

people thought 

tears were created 

in the human heart. 

The Old Testament says 

they’re formed when 

part of the heart weak-

ens and turns into 

water. In fact, many 

people cry in the Bible, 

though perhaps none 

explains the situation as 

poetically as David does 

in Psalm 56:8, when he 

says to God: “You keep 

track of all my sorrows. 

You have collected all 

my tears in your bottle. 

You have recorded each 

one in your book.” 

10
In medieval 

times, crying 

was perfectly  

acceptable, even 

manly. In the Anglo-

Saxon poem Beowulf, 

rd.com     35



when Beowulf is killed 

by a dragon, his warriors 

were “disconsolate/and 

wailed aloud for their 

lord’s decease.” King Ar-

thur was also known to 

turn on the waterworks.

11
Speaking of  

war, tear gas was 

banned on the 

battlefield via the 

Chemical Weapons 

Convention of 1993, 

which was spurred  

by Iraq’s use of chemi-

cal weapons in Iran  

in the 1980s. That said, 

American law enforce-

ment agencies can  

still legally use tear gas 

for crowd control. 

12
Charles  

Darwin was  

fascinated by 

tears. For his book  

The Expression of the 

Emotions in Man and 

Animals, the father  

of evolution collected 

observations of South 

African monkeys and 

indigenous Australians 

and compared them 

with his own kids.  

Darwin concluded, 

“We must look at 

weeping as an inciden-

tal result, as purpose-

less as the secretion  

of tears from a blow 

outside the eye ... yet 

this does not present 

any difficulty in our  

understanding how  

the secretion of tears 

serves as a relief to 

suffering.” 

13
As we age,  

production  

of basal tears 

slows, which can lead  

to dry eyes. Women 

going through hor-

monal changes such  

as pregnancy or  

menopause are partic-

ularly susceptible.  

To help the situation, 

try lubricating eye 

drops (also called  

artificial tears) or use 

warm compresses on 

your eyes for a few 

minutes. RD

The World Is a Zoo! 

We think of country names as coming from—well, where do they  

come from? (Other than Iceland. That one is easy.) It turns out that,  

in their native languages, the names of many countries  

were inspired by animals. A few top-dog examples: 

Albania: Land of the Eagle

Bhutan: Land of the Thunder Dragon 

Cameroon: River of Prawns 

Kosovo: Field of Blackbirds 

Singapore: The Lion City 

digg.com
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I was awakened late 

one night by a phone 

call from nearby Fort 

Meade, in Maryland.

me: Hello?

caller: Is Sgt.  

Rodrigues there?

me: Sorry, you have 

the wrong number. 

(Hang up. R-i-i-ing!) 

Your funny military 

story could be worth 

$$$. For details, go to 

rd.com/submit.

caller: Sgt. Rodrigues?

me: Still the wrong 

number.

caller: Do you have  

his right number? 

There’s a post recall and 

he has to go to work.

me: No, I don’t.  

(Hang up. And ...)

second caller: Is Sgt.  

Rodrigues there?

me: No. There’s a post 

recall and he went to 

work.

caller: OK. Thanks.

—Howard Graves 

Severn, Maryland

In the ’50s, I was a 

clerk typist at our  

base headquarters in  

Verdun, France. We 

were a tough group. 

How tough? Our motto 

was “We never retreat, 

we just backspace.”

—Bill Robbins 

Lexington, Kentucky

“I can defend this hill for another hour, but 

then I really need to get to the gym.”

Reader’s Digest
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Frankincense & Myrrh® NEUROPATHY    Find in the diabetic care aisle

RD 0220
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Retailer: Wise Consumer Products Co. will reimburse you for the face value of this coupon plus $0.08 
handling provided you and the consumer have complied with the terms of this off er. Invoices proving 
purchase of suffi  cient stock to cover presented coupons must be shown upon request. Any other 
application  may constitute fraud. Coupon void where prohibited, taxed or restricted. Consumer 
must pay any sales tax Cash value 1/100¢. Reproduction of this coupon is expressly prohibited. 
Mail to: Dept. Wise CPC, PO Box 42400, Blue Ash, OH 45242

INDEPENDENT
PHARMACIES

WITH NO SIDE EFFECTS.

Frankincense & Myrrh® NEUROPATHY
Fast relief from pain, numbness, 

weakness and tingling caused by neuropathy. 

GUARANTEED!

www.frankincensemyrrh.com

Pain Keeping You
From What You Love?

Get Fast

Relief



we were teenagers we had lost touch. 

By age 19, I had moved away from 

our home in Wisconsin to live on my 

father’s horse farm in Virginia, where 

I worked ultimately as a veterinary 

assistant and a bartender. Jeanne got 

married at 18, moved to Chicago, and 

became—well, I didn’t know what. We 

Long-Lost Sisters

I 
come from a broken family that 

many would consider dysfunctional 

at the very least: marriages, divorces, 

etc. After we grew up, my three siblings 

and I could go years without speaking. 

And that is where this story begins.

My sister Jeanne and I were born 

only 14 months apart, but by the time 

By Cheryl Charles 

40      february 2020 Illustration by Gel Jamlang
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way to get to her. The crowd started to 

part—even by New York standards, we 

must have seemed crazy. And there 

we were, standing in the middle of a 

Manhattan street, facing each other 

and smiling. I couldn’t believe it. 

I later asked how she’d known it was 

me—she never saw me! She said it was 

my laugh. I wouldn’t say my laugh is 

all that unusual, but I guess to a fam-

ily member it’s infectious. It hits your 

heart and resonates in your mind.

I asked her what she was doing in 

New York, and she said she had come 

for an opera showing and was there 

for only a week. Neither of us has ever 

returned to New York, and both our 

visits were spontaneous trips planned 

just a week earlier.

Since that time, my sister and I 

have never been separated. We both 

moved back to Wisconsin. We talk 

daily. Many years have passed, and 

we are now in our 50s. I truly believe 

God played a huge part in bringing us 

together. But our meeting by chance 

wasn’t just a sign. I see it as more of a 

lesson, a reminder not to lose touch 

with loved ones. It is too easy to re-

main lost. After our sister-to-sister 

miracle, I don’t plan to let that hap-

pen again. RD

lived separate lives in separate states, 

and our connection somehow ended.

Fast-forward about five years. I 

was 24 and on a trip with my fiancé 

to New York City, a place I had never 

been. It was overwhelming. I was 

used to riding my horse to the corner 

store where everyone knew every-

one and everything going on in the 

quiet little cowpoke town of Driver, 

Virginia. We had gone to New York 

to visit my fiancé’s cousin and see 

the sights. We went to Little Italy, the 

Statue of Liberty, Chinatown, and 

several Manhattan clubs. I had never 

seen so many taxicabs in one spot in 

all my life.

During a day of sightseeing, we 

were crossing a very busy street 

loaded with people. Everyone was 

in a hurry, hustling and bustling. I 

had laughed at something my fiancé 

said, and I suddenly heard my name 

yelled from somewhere behind me: 

“Cheryl!” I froze in my steps in the 

middle of the road. Tears welled up 

spontaneously in my eyes. I knew 

without a doubt that it was my sis-

ter Jeanne. I yelled back before even 

turning to look. “Jeanne?”

It was her. “Oh my God!” I screamed, 

and I began pushing people out of my 

rd.com     41

What Are the Odds?

J’Aime Brown is one lucky baby. She was born at 7:11 p.m. on July 11.  

Her birth weight: 7 pounds 11 ounces.

cnn 





1
Build a Better 
Snowman 

fun The key to 

making a great 

snowman? Flat-

tened snowballs. 

Jim Sysko, who 

helped build  

the world’s tallest 

snowman in 2008, 

says that slightly 

flat snowballs  

make for a more 

stable snowman  

(or snowwoman). 

*From RD.com reporting rd.com  |   february 2020     43
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3
Rest Your Dough 

cooking For a richer 

flavor when making 

cookies, chill your 

dough for a few 

hours before baking. 

That will help the 

moisture and fat 

spread evenly 

throughout the 

dough as it bakes. 

Your cookies will 

have a nice, soft  

center too.

4
Keep Shower Doors 
Spotless Longer
cleaning Water-repelling 

sprays (such as Rain-X) 

aren’t just great for your 

car. Applying a coat to 

your shower doors will 

prevent the buildup of 

mildew and other residue. 

5
Treat a Cough  
with Oregano
health “Oregano is  

a powerhouse of a flu 

fighter, since it’s anti-

bacterial, antifungal, and 

an antioxidant,” says Pat-

rick Fratellone, MD, who 

practices integrative med-

icine in New York. It can 

help with cold symptoms, 

too, he says. Take an 

oregano capsule twice a 

day with meals, or make 

oregano tea by pouring 

one cup of boiling water 

over two teaspoons of 

dried oregano and steep 

for two to four minutes. If 

the taste is too bitter, add 

some raw honey. Drink it 

twice a day. 

2
Protect Your Dog’s Paws
pets If your dog hates snow booties, you can still  

protect his feet from rock salt and other winter hazards. 

Apply a wax-based balm to his feet before you go out, 

then clean them when you finish your walk. Standard 

petroleum jelly will work, as will balms from popular 

brands such as Musher’s Secret and Burt’s Bees. 

Reader’s Digest
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6
Help Your Wipers Last
auto If your windshield wipers don’t 

seem to be doing their job, it’s possi-

ble that they’ve picked up some sort 

of particulate that keeps them from 

staying flat on the glass. You’ll have  

to replace them eventually, but you 

can buy some time by scraping  

off the residue. To do that, run  

a nail file up and down each  

blade thoroughly.

8
Dim Your  
Computer Monitor 
money Former Harvard 

Law School energy  

manager Eric Potkin 

found that reducing your 

computer monitor’s 

brightness by 30 percent 

(from 100 to 70) can save 

up to 20 percent of the 

overall energy that the 

monitor uses. 

9
Stay Healthy in 
Your Hotel
travel When you think 

about it, it’s not surpris-

ing that the TV remote  

in a hotel room is often 

crawling with germs, as 

numerous health studies 

have found. But one of 

the dirtiest spots of all  

is pretty shocking: It’s  

the bathroom counter, 

according to bacterial 

readings taken from nine 

hotels by travelmath.com. 

Reduce your risk by dis-

infecting surfaces with 

alcohol wipes before 

settling in. RD

7
Pick Up Glass Fragments Easily
home Collecting the larger pieces of a broken glass or 

dish is usually easy enough, but picking up those tiny 

slivers and shards can be tricky. One way to do it is to 

press a slice of soft bread over the area. Just be careful 

not to cut yourself when you toss the bread in the 

garbage.
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USE OF MYRBETRIQ (meer-BEH-trick)

Myrbetriq® (mirabegron) is a prescription 
medicine for adults used to treat overactive 
bladder (OAB) with symptoms of urgency, 
frequency and leakage.

IMPORTANT SAFETY INFORMATION 

Myrbetriq is not for everyone. Do not take 
Myrbetriq if you have an allergy to mirabegron 
or any ingredients in Myrbetriq. Myrbetriq may 
cause your blood pressure to increase or make 
your blood pressure worse if you have a history 
of high blood pressure. It is recommended 
that your doctor check your blood pressure 
while you are taking Myrbetriq. Myrbetriq 
may increase your chances of not being 
able to empty your bladder. Tell your doctor 
right away if you have trouble emptying your 
bladder or you have a weak urine stream.

Myrbetriq® is a registered trademark of Astellas Pharma Inc. 
All other trademarks or registered trademarks are the property of their respective owners. 
©2018 Astellas Pharma US, Inc. All rights reserved. 057-2985-PM 

In clinical trials, those taking Myrbetriq 
made fewer trips to the bathroom and 
had fewer leaks than those not taking 
Myrbetriq. Your results may vary.

The fi rst and only overactive bladder (OAB) treatment in its class. 

IS YOUR

BLADDER 

ALWAYS 

TAKING YOU 

ON A TRIP 

OF ITS OWN?

Frequency

Urgency

Leakage

TAKE CONTROL OF YOUR 
OAB SYMPTOMS BY TALKING 

TO YOUR DOCTOR ABOUT 
MYRBETRIQ TODAY.



Like us on Facebook
and visit Myrbetriq.com

Myrbetriq may cause allergic reactions that 
may be serious. If you experience swelling of 
the face, lips, throat or tongue, with or without 
diffi culty breathing, stop taking Myrbetriq and 
tell your doctor right away.

Tell your doctor about all the medicines you take 
including medications for overactive bladder or 
other medicines such as thioridazine (Mellaril™ 
and Mellaril-S™), fl ecainide (Tambocor®), 
propafenone (Rythmol®), digoxin (Lanoxin®) or 
solifenacin succinate (VESIcare®). Myrbetriq 
may affect the way other medicines work, and 
other medicines may affect how Myrbetriq 
works.

Before taking Myrbetriq, tell your doctor if 
you have liver or kidney problems. The most 
common side effects of Myrbetriq include 

increased blood pressure, common cold 
symptoms (nasopharyngitis), dry mouth, fl u 
symptoms, urinary tract infection, back pain, 
dizziness, joint pain, headache, constipation,
sinus irritation, and infl ammation of the bladder 
(cystitis).

For further information, please talk to your 
healthcare professional and see Brief 
Summary of Prescribing Information for 
Myrbetriq® (mirabegron) on the following 
pages. 

You are encouraged to report negative side 
effects of prescription drugs to the FDA. 
Visit www.fda.gov/medwatch 
or call 1-800-FDA-1088.

IMPORTANT SAFETY INFORMATION (continued)



Myrbetriq® (mirabegron) extended-release tablets 25 mg, 50 mg

Brief Summary based on FDA-approved patient labeling

Read the Patient Information that comes with Myrbetriq® (mirabegron) before you start taking 

place of talking with your doctor about your medical condition or treatment.

What is Myrbetriq (meer-BEH-trick)?

Myrbetriq is a prescription medication for adults used to treat the following symptoms due to a 
condition called overactive bladder:
•  Urge urinary incontinence: a strong need to urinate with leaking or wetting accidents
• Urgency: a strong need to urinate right away
• Frequency: urinating often
It is not known if Myrbetriq is safe and effective in children.

Who should not use Myrbetriq?

Do not take Myrbetriq if you have an allergy to mirabegron or any of the ingredients in Myrbetriq.  
See the end of this summary for a complete list of ingredients in Myrbetriq.

What should I tell my doctor before taking Myrbetriq?

Before you take Myrbetriq, tell your doctor about all of your medical conditions, including if you:

• have liver problems or kidney problems
• have very high uncontrolled blood pressure
• have trouble emptying your bladder or you have a weak urine stream
•  are pregnant or plan to become pregnant. It is not known if Myrbetriq will harm your unborn 

baby. Talk to your doctor if you are pregnant or plan to become pregnant.
•  are breastfeeding or plan to breastfeed. It is not known if Myrbetriq passes into your breast milk. 

Talk to your doctor about the best way to feed your baby if you take Myrbetriq.

Tell your doctor about all the medicines you take, including prescription and over-the-counter 
medicines, vitamins, and herbal supplements. Myrbetriq may affect the way other medicines work, 
and other medicines may affect how Myrbetriq works.
Tell your doctor if you take:
• thioridazine (Mellaril™ or Mellaril-S™)
• ®)
• propafenone (Rythmol®)
• digoxin (Lanoxin®)
• solifenacin succinate (VESIcare®)

How should I take Myrbetriq?

• Take Myrbetriq exactly as your doctor tells you to take it.
• You should take 1 Myrbetriq tablet 1 time a day.
• You should take Myrbetriq with water and swallow the tablet whole.
• Do not chew, break, or crush the tablet.
• You can take Myrbetriq with or without food.
•  If you miss a dose of Myrbetriq, begin taking Myrbetriq again the next day. Do not take 2 doses 

of Myrbetriq the same day.
•  If you take too much Myrbetriq, call your doctor or go to the nearest hospital emergency room 

right away.

What are the possible side effects of Myrbetriq?

Myrbetriq may cause serious side effects including:
•  increased blood pressure. Myrbetriq may cause your blood pressure to increase or make your 

blood pressure worse if you have a history of high blood pressure. It is recommended that your 
doctor check your blood pressure while you are taking Myrbetriq.

•  inability to empty your bladder (urinary retention). Myrbetriq may increase your chances of not 
being able to empty your bladder if you have bladder outlet obstruction or if you are taking  



other medicines to treat overactive bladder. Tell your doctor right away if you are unable to  
empty your bladder.

•  angioedema. Myrbetriq may cause an allergic reaction with swelling of the lips, face, tongue,  
q and tell your doctor right away.

The most common side effects of Myrbetriq include:

• increased blood pressure • dizziness

•  common cold symptoms  
(nasopharyngitis)

• joint pain

• dry mouth • headache

• constipation

• urinary tract infection • sinus (sinus irritation)

• back pain
(cystitis)

Tell your doctor if you have any side effect that bothers you or that does not go away or if you have 
swelling of the face, lips, tongue, or throat, hives, skin rash or itching while taking Myrbetriq.

These are not all the possible side effects of Myrbetriq.

Call your doctor for medical advice about side effects. You may report side effects to the FDA 

at 1-800-FDA-1088.

How should I store Myrbetriq?

•  Store Myrbetriq between 59°F to 86°F (15°C to 30°C). Keep the bottle closed.
• Safely throw away medicine that is out of date or no longer needed.

Keep Myrbetriq and all medicines out of the reach of children.

General information about the safe and effective use of Myrbetriq

Medicines are sometimes prescribed for purposes other than those listed in the Patient Information 
ot prescribed. Do not give Myrbetriq 

to other people, even if they have the same symptoms you have. It may harm them.

You can ask your doctor or pharmacist for information about Myrbetriq that is written for  
health professionals.

For more information, visit www.Myrbetriq.com or call (800) 727-7003.

What are the ingredients in Myrbetriq?

Active ingredient: mirabegron

Inactive ingredients: polyethylene oxide, polyethylene glycol, hydroxypropyl cellulose, butylated 
hydroxytoluene, magnesium stearate, hypromellose, yellow ferric oxide and red ferric oxide  
(25 mg Myrbetriq tablet only).

What is overactive bladder?

Overactive bladder occurs when you cannot control your bladder contractions. When these muscle 
contractions happen too often or cannot be controlled, you can get symptoms of overactive bladder, 
which are urinary frequency, urinary urgency, and urinary incontinence (leakage).

Marketed and Distributed by:

Astellas Pharma US, Inc.

Northbrook, Illinois 60062

Myrbetriq® is a registered trademark of Astellas Pharma Inc. All other trademarks or registered 
trademarks are the property of their respective owners.

©2012 - 2018 Astellas Pharma US, Inc.

Revised: April 2018
206813-MRVS-BRFS
057-2652-PM



that you gave me  

a pearl necklace for  

Valentine’s Day,”  

she said. “What could 

it mean?”

“You’ll know to-

night,” Jim said slyly.

That evening, Jim 

came home with a 

small package for  

his wife. Emma ripped 

open the wrapping  

paper, tore into the 

box, and pulled out her 

gift—a book entitled 

The Meaning of Dreams.

—thetrendinsights.com

I describe my hus-

band’s style as “Is that 

what you’re wearing?”

—�@sixfootcandy

Every year, the Edin-

burgh Festival Fringe 

celebrates the world’s 

funniest comics. Here’s 

what had us giggling  

in our kilts this year:

✦ “I accidentally 

booked myself into  

an escapology course. 

I’m really struggling  

to get out of it.” 

—Adele Cliff 

✦ “A thesaurus is  

great. There’s no other 

word for it.” 

—Ross Smith 

✦ “A cowboy asked  

me if I could help him 

round up 18 cows.  

One morning, Emma 

woke up with a start. 

Her husband, Jim, 

asked what the matter 

was. “I had a dream 

50      february 2020 Cartoon by Dan Reynolds

LAUGHTER
The best Medicine



I have all of Marie Kondo’s books. Now  

I just need a way to organize them.

—Submitted by Rob Sowby Lehi, Utah

I said, ‘Yes, of course. 

That’s 20 cows.’ ” 

—Jake Lambert 

✦ “After learning six 

hours of basic sema-

phore, I was flagging.” 

—Richard Pulsford

—bbc.com

A widower and a widow 

attend their 70th class 

reunion, and a long-

ago spark is rekindled. 

your joke could be 

worth $$$. For details, 

go to rd.com/submit.

At the end of the  

night, he asks, “Will 

you marry me?” 

“Yes, yes, I will!” she 

says enthusiastically.

The next morning, 

the widower wakes up 

troubled. Did she say 

yes or no? Confused, 

he calls her and asks, 

“Did you say yes or no 

to marrying me?” 

“I said yes! And  

THINGS YOU’LL NEVER HEAR A THREE-YEAR-OLD SAY

✦ “It doesn’t really look like a 

dragon, but never mind, I’ll 

eat it anyway—food is 

food!”

✦ “Yep, that’s exactly how 

I wanted it done. You’ve 

nailed it. Again.”

✦ “Don’t need it. Already have 

three. Let’s just stick to our shopping 

list.”

✦ “For Pete’s sake, Dad. It’s 3:30 in  

the morning. Please, go back to bed—

you’re starting a new job, and this is  

the one night you really need some  

decent sleep.”

✦ “Don’t hide that square  

millimeter of zucchini behind 

the pasta. More! More 

green! I’m into micro 

sprouts at the moment too.”

✦ “It doesn’t matter  

how we did this yesterday. 

Things change!”

✦ “Here’s the remote—I don’t really 

know how to use it anyway.”

✦ “I bet I can get in my car seat  

before you can say the words, ‘My 

back. I can’t ... straighten ... up ...’”

✦ “Here’s your phone back.”

—Olivia Appleby on mcsweeneys.net

I’m glad you called,  

because I couldn’t  

remember who  

asked me.”

—thechattanoogan.com

Finally getting around 

to calling all those kids 

that wrote in my mid-

dle school yearbook, 

“We should hang out 

this summer!”

—�@Cheeseboy22

Reader’s Digest
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You’re Never Too  

Old to Learn

By Steve Lopez 

from the los angeles times

At 63, Jerry Valencia was determined to get his  

college degree—and his master’s too 

T
he student arrived early, sat 

front and center, and stood out 

in my classroom in more ways 

than one. I’d say that he had about  

40 years on his classmates in my 

undergraduate communications class 

at California State University, Los An-

geles. He eagerly jumped into class 

discussions, with his self-deprecating 

humor and wisdom of experience. 

And he was always respectful of the 

other students’ perspectives, as if each 

of them were a teacher. Jerry Valencia 

walked in with a smile—and he left 

with one too. 

“These students gave me the con-

fidence that I didn’t need to feel bad 

about my age,” Valencia says.

One day, I spotted Valencia on 

campus. He said he would have to 

stop taking classes that semester and 

reapply for next year. By then, he 

hoped to have earned enough money 

from construction jobs and have his 

student-loan papers in order. But he 

said he was still coming to campus to 

attend events or see friends. He asked 

demurely whether he could still sit in 

on my communications class.

Sure, I said. But he wouldn’t get any 

credit. 

No problem, he said.

Soon there he was again, back at 

his old desk, front and center, jump-

ing into our discussions on how to 

find and tell stories in Los Angeles—a 

63-year-old Cal State LA junior with as 

much energy and curiosity as any of 

the youngsters in class.

For an assignment on changing 

52      february 2020

Reader’s Digest  

LIFE WELL LIVED



neighborhoods, Valencia wrote about 

a favorite local chain restaurant that 

was “unceremoniously closed.” He 

called it an “earth-shattering” devel-

opment and a theft of childhood. “It 

is almost as if someone has stolen that 

childhood and replaced it with a slip-

pery hill where everything they cher-

ish will slide away,” he wrote.

A lot of Valencia’s classmates ap-

parently knew he couldn’t afford that 

semester’s tuition but was still doing 

the homework.

“Here he is, willingly taking a class 

for the joy of it and benefit of learn-

ing,” says Jessica Espinosa, a 25-year-

old junior. “You don’t see that in our 

generation.”

Valencia showed up and took the 

final exam too. Afterward, students 

were kibitzing, and I overheard Va-

lencia say he wanted to stay in school 

until he earned a master’s degree, but 

it had taken him 12 years to finish 

community college, so he had a long 

way to go.

Twelve years?

He was in and out of school, he 

said, subject to his work schedule and 

whether he had money for classes. He 

had earned his associate of arts degree 

over the summer, then transferred to 

Cal State LA to start on his bachelor’s.

I needed to hear more. 

V
alencia lives, for the time be-

ing, in a mobile home park. He 

greeted me when I arrived and 

poured me a cup of coffee.

He told me that his dad had worked 

at a brick-manufacturing plant and in 

auto assembly. His mother worked at 

home. Most of his seven brothers and 

sisters didn’t go to college, and none 

finished. Valencia is determined to be 

the first, despite his late start.

Jerry Valencia 

always loved  

to read—“a lot,”  

he says. 
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He said he was an average student 

who struggled with math and went to 

community college a year after gradu-

ating from high school but decided 

quickly it was not for him. He got 

into construction and then the insur-

ance industry, but he’d always liked to 

write and do crossword puzzles. “And 

I loved to read. A lot,” he said. 

He also loved watching Jeopardy! 

with his mother, 

a n d  h e  j o ke d 

that  i f  one of 

them ever won 

the lotter y  or 

if he became a 

Jeopardy!  con-

testant, he’d use 

the winnings for 

college.

It was around 

2007, Valencia 

said, that he got 

tired of telling 

himself he was going to go back. He 

told his mother it was finally for real.

“When I went back to school, she 

said, ‘I hope you make it, Jerry.’ And I 

told her, ‘I’m going to make it, Mom. 

I’m going to make it.’ ”

The plan was to capitalize on his 

construction experience and study 

civil engineering. But he discovered 

other interests.

“He was not the youngest student,” 

says Grant Tovmasian, coach of the 

forensics debate team Valencia joined. 

“But he was the most motivated and 

the most dedicated.”

Tovmasian says Valencia was a great 

team player in forensics, encouraging 

fellow students and inspiring them 

with his desire to educate himself and 

live a more fulfilling life.

Valencia’s sister Sindi Majors says 

her brother was always bright, but 

he went through a couple of rough 

patches in his life.

“He’s pretty much been home-

less,” says Ma-

jors,  a retired 

electrician. She 

bought him a 

motor home to 

help him out, 

and that’s what 

he lived in from 

2009 to 2018.

There is some-

thing splendidly 

irrational about 

Valencia’s deter-

mination to get a 

four-year degree and then a master’s. 

At his current pace, he’ll be 90 when 

he finally hangs all that paper on the 

wall.

But that doesn’t seem especially 

relevant. He’s found all the youthful 

energy and academic opportunity 

stimulating.

Valencia’s grade in my class this 

semester will not show up on his  

transcripts. But I’m giving him an A—

and in the most important ways, it 

counts. RD

Valencia in class at Cal State LA

los angeles times (december 5, 2018), copyright

© 2018 by los angeles times, latimes.com.
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A frittata is  

The quickest way 

to find out the 

time is to order a 

—�

My wife was going 

to make pancakes. 

Then she wasn’t. 

Then she was.  

Then she wasn’t. 

Then she was.  

Now it looks like 

she’s just waffling. 

—�@KentWGraham 

Dear cereal makers,  

exactly how tall do you think 

kitchen cabinet shelves are? 

—�@AnniemuMary 

A new study finds  

that sausages are often 

linked to other sausages. 

—�@donni

If you’re getting  

serious about  

someone, check 

what number their 

toaster is set on, 

 because that’s what 

you’re going to be 

living with.

—�@WilliamAder 

Breakfast 

Yokes

  Reader’s Digest
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Father Knows Best
My husband and I took 

our two boys fishing.  

My father was against it, 

claiming the boys were 

too young and hooks 

were dangerous. I told 

him he was being ridicu-

lous and assured him  

that we would be careful. 

At the lake, our oldest son 

cast his line and hooked 

his little brother in the 

forehead, with the worm 

dangling across his nose. 

“See, Mom?” he cried as 

we carefully removed the 

hook. “You should always 

listen to your parents.” 

—Michele Cable  

east stroudsburg, 

pennsylvania

To read more true  

stories or submit one,  

go to rd.com/stories. 

If we publish yours in 

the print magazine, it 

could be worth $100.

heavy laughter filled the 

room. Dad put his head 

down on the pulpit and 

laughed until tears came. 

When he recovered, he 

raised his head and said, 

“Dismissed.” The congre-

gation left, still laughing. 

Dad said later, “It’s nice 

to know the people were 

paying attention.” 

—Dale Hardy  

indianapolis, indiana

I’d Like to Buy a Vowel
I work in a small community hospital and  

often draw blood samples from inpatients. 

One evening, while I was preparing to take 

blood from an elderly patient, she stated,  

“I can feel it in my bones.” Perplexed, I replied, 

“But I haven’t even stuck you yet.” She said  

no and motioned to the television. She was 

simply solving a puzzle on Wheel of Fortune! 

—Melinda Andre-Echols Berlin, Maryland 

Teeth Be with You
My father was a lifelong 

pastor. One Sunday 

morning, as he was mak-

ing his emphatic closing 

remarks, his false teeth 

flew out. In one swift 

move, he swept his hand 

across the top of the  

pulpit, snagged them out  

of the air, and put them 

back in his mouth. The 

sound of clapping and 
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What Pets Want   
 Science continues to uncover your         

Yes, Human, 

I am talking 

to you.
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By Krista 

Carothers 

and Jen 

McCaffery

You to Know ... 
      animal’s most fascinating secrets

I don’t even 

know what “bad 

dog” means. 
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I’m just a 

big baby.

DOGS
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Before they are six months old, pup-

pies should meet 150 people and visit 

50 different places. “It doesn’t have to 

be Zanzibar,” Coren says. “It can be 

rooms that are very different, ma-

chine shops, parking lots, whatever.” 

4
I’ll tell you when I’m lonely. 

Alert pet owners know that the 

pitch, duration, and frequency of 

their dog’s bark differ depending on 

the circumstances, and researchers 

are learning what some of that nu-

ance among vocalizations means. For 

example, dogs bark differently when 

they’re encountering a stranger than 

when they’re hungry or want com-

pany. Two to four high-pitched barks 

mean a dog senses a threat and is 

alerting the pack to potential danger, 

Coren says. But a long string of single 

barks with pauses in between? That 

probably means your dog is lonely.

5
I also use my own sign 

language. Dogs do talk to  

you through barks and whines, 

but don’t ignore their more physical 

communication, such as when  

Spot paws at the bottom of the sofa 

to indicate that his ball is hidden  

underneath. “Dogs are excellent at 

adapting their body language to  

provide us clues about how they feel 

and what they want,” says Monique 

A. R. Udell, PhD, an assistant profes-

sor in the department of animal and 

rangeland sciences at Oregon State 

University.

1
I’m basically a toddler.  

“The secret to understanding  

dog behavior is that the average 

dog has a mind that’s equivalent to 

that of a human two-to-two-and-a-

half-year-old,” Stanley Coren, PhD, a 

professor emeritus in the psychology 

department at the University of  

British Columbia, told Psychology  

Today. On average, dogs compre-

hend about 165 words, so they can 

follow a bit more than just “walk” 

and “treat.” They’re also most likely 

to learn words associated with  

objects or activities, as opposed to 

words associated with emotions, 

such as “Good doggy!”

2
But there are a few top dogs. 

“Superdogs”—those in the  

top 20 percent of the intelli-

gence spectrum—are a little closer  

to human three-year-olds, and they 

can understand more than 250 words. 

“Every now and then, you get a  

Mozart or Dickens of dogs who can 

understand 1,000 words,” Coren says. 

Psychologist John Pilley’s border  

collie, Chaser, showed knowledge  

of the names of 1,022 objects, ac-

cording to a study Pilley published in  

Behavioural Processes in 2011. “But 

John worked with her four hours a 

day, like Mozart’s dad,” says Coren.

3
I need to get out in the world. 

Young dogs that don’t meet 

people or other dogs tend to 

grow up fearful and aggressive. 
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6
You might be transferring 

your stress to me. “Tension 

flows down the leash,” Coren 

says. “If you’re tense and upset, your 

dog will start to act tense and upset 

too.” He recounts a story of a woman 

who didn’t understand why her dog 

had started acting aggressive. When 

Coren found out she was troubled over 

a recent breakup with a boyfriend, he 

suggested that she focus on getting 

lots of exercise and socialization with 

her dog to help dissipate any tension 

she might be passing along to her pet.

7
Your nervousness might  

set me up for a fight too. 

When an insecure dog owner 

approaches an unfamiliar dog, the 

owner might pull back on the leash, 

causing the dog’s front legs to leave 

the ground. This stance is threaten-

ing to other dogs, which is why many 

react with hostility. Over time, an 

overly restrained dog will come to 

expect these reactions from the dogs 

she meets, and she’ll approach them 

with aggression herself. 

8
I can be compulsive. Dogs 

chase their tails for lots of  

reasons: They’re itchy or have 

bowel irritation, they are indulging 

their predatory nature, or they’re just 

bored, according to Canine Journal. 

In certain cases, though, tail chasing 

can be a sign of canine compulsive 

disorder. The condition can develop 

when a dog is frequently stressed or 

frustrated, veterinarian Stephanie 

Liff told petmd.com. Once the 

stressor is removed, the dog will 

likely stop his odd behavior.

9
I don’t feel guilty—ever.  

Like their intelligence, dogs’ 

emotional maturity is similar  

to that of toddlers. “The average  

two-to-three-year-old has all the  

basic emotions, like joy and sadness 

and fear and anger and disgust and 

surprise,” Coren says. “But they don’t 

have complex social emotions like 

guilt, shame, and pride.” When you 

come home to find that your dog has 

made a mess and she tucks her tail 

and looks ashamed, she’s really just 

afraid of your anger. She’s smart 

enough to associate the mess with 

your being upset, but guilt isn’t part 

of her repertoire. 

10
But I do get jealous.  

Did your dog snap at you 

when you petted another 

pooch at the park? He could be jeal-

ous. Researchers compared how dogs 

reacted when their owners were pay-

ing attention either to a stuffed dog or 

to another inanimate object such as a 

pail or a book. Nearly three quarters of 

the dogs exhibited jealous behavior 

about the fake canine, but only 42 per-

cent and 22 percent reacted badly to 

the pail and book, respectively. Scien-

tists suspect that canine jealousy dates 

back to the days when dogs competed 

for food and other resources.
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11
I may have a mood disorder.  

Eight percent of dog owners 

and 6 percent of cat owners 

have given their pets medicine for 

anxiety and other mood disorders, 

according to a study by the market 

research firm Packaged Facts. The 

FDA has approved pet variations  

of human medicines for separation 

anxiety, noise aversion, and cogni-

tive dysfunction, the Washington 

Post reports.

12
My hearing may be worse 

if I have light-colored fur. 

Dogs that have predomi-

nantly white coats have a higher 

chance of being born deaf in at least 

13
I dream bigger if I’m a 

large dog. Little dogs have 

shorter, more frequent 

dreams than big dogs. You can see it 

happening if you watch dogs sleep: 

“When they start to dream, their 

breathing becomes irregular and you 

can see their eyes moving back and 

forth under their closed lids,” Coren 

says. A pug might have five or six 

one-minute dreams every 90 min-

utes, but a Saint Bernard is more 

likely to have a four-minute dream 

every 45 minutes. Researchers know 

because they can scan dogs’ brains 

just as they can ours.

14
I can detect cancer. Several 

studies have shown that dogs 

can detect whether a person 

has certain types of cancer, including 

breast, colorectal, lung, ovarian, 

prostate, and skin cancer. How? By 

sniffing a person’s breath, urine, or 

blood. Given a dog’s acute sense of 

smell, scientists think canines can 

pick up on volatile organic com-

pounds that cancer cells give off. Un-

fortunately, dogs have not proved to 

be reliable diagnosticians; they get 

bored and lose interest in sniffing 

samples after a short while. 

I may have a 

mood disorder.
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15
I’m not sure whether 

you’re a cat or a human. 

While dogs play with hu-

mans differently than they do with 

fellow canines, cats don’t adjust  

their social behavior much for us. 

“Putting their tails up in the air,  

rubbing around our legs, and sitting 

beside us and grooming us are ex-

actly what cats do to each other,”  

John Bradshaw, a University of Bristol 

anthrozoologist and the author of  

Cat Sense: How the New Feline Sci-

ence Can Make You a Better Friend  

to Your Pet, told National Geographic.

16
I like spending time with 

you. They don’t always  

show it, but cats like us—

they really, really like us. “Cats can 

be incredibly social,” Udell says.  

“In fact, in recent tests of cat prefer-

ences, the majority of pet and shelter 

cats preferred human interaction 

over toys, food, and even catnip.”

17
And I don’t like being 

ignored. “Cats will more fre-

quently approach and play 

with a person who is attentive to them 

compared to a person who is ignoring 

I don’t like  

being ignored.

CATS
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them,” says Kristyn Vitale, PhD, a re-

searcher in the Human-Animal Inter-

action Lab at Oregon State University. 

Then again, she says, sometimes cats 

want to be left alone. Vitale says if a 

cat is showing signs of aggression (di-

lated pupils, a fast-twitching tail, fur 

standing on end, hissing, or growl-

ing), just walk away. “It’s better to 

end the interaction before an inci-

dent occurs that may lead to a strain 

in the relationship,” she says.

18
Yes, I’m talking to you. 

Bradshaw says the feral cats 

he’s studied rarely meow. 

Domesticated cats, on the other 

hand, meow all the time—to get the 

attention of humans. 

19
Purring doesn’t always 

mean I’m happy. Cats also 

purr if they’re sick or in-

jured. They’re essentially saying they  

need your help or want you to stay 

nearby for comfort. Another theory  

is that the action of purring is physi-

cally healing for cats. Gary Weitz-

man, a veterinarian and CEO of the 

San Diego Humane Society, told  

the BBC that the frequency of a cat’s 

purr is similar to the frequencies  

of vibrations associated with bone 

and tissue healing. 

20
My purring might help 

you too. The frequencies 

of a cat’s purr may confer 

health benefits on nearby humans  

as well. “It calms us and pleases us, 

like watching waves against a beach,”  

Dr. Weitzman told the BBC. “We  

respond to a cat’s purr as a calming 

stimulus and may have even geneti-

cally selected cats with more propen-

sity to purr.”

21
I care what you think.  

For a study in Animal  

Cognition in 2015, research-

ers set up an unfamiliar and slightly 

scary scenario (if you are a cat)—an 

electric fan with ribbons attached. 

When cats entered the room with 

their owners, 79 percent looked back 

and forth between their person and 

the fan, indicating that they were 

trying to see whether the human was 

afraid. Half the owners were told to 

act confident and approach the fan, 

and the other half were told to act 

nervous and move away from it. The 

cats whose people seemed scared 

were significantly more likely to  

direct their gaze to the room’s exit.

22
But I still might treat 

you as if you’re not 

there. Japanese research-

ers found in a recent study that  

cats recognize their own names. Re-

gardless of who was speaking, most 

cats reacted in the same way, moving 

their heads or perking up their ears 

when their names were spoken, the 

researchers wrote. So if Fluffy isn’t 

coming when you call? Yup, she’s 

probably just ignoring you. 
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23
I hold a grudge. Your  

feline friend not only  

remembers the sound of 

the can opener and the jingle of his 

favorite toy; he also remembers who 

sprayed him with a water pistol to get 

him off the dinner table. “Cats don’t 

forgive, and once they realize  

a person is causing them anxiety or 

hurt, they keep away,” Bradshaw says.

24
I’m not trying to make 

you mad. Cats are stretch-

ing, flexing, removing dead 

cells from their claws, and marking 

territory when they scratch furniture, 

according to the Humane Society. 

There is also a reason behind their 

spraying—unlike us, they find the 

scent comforting, and they spray to 

feel more secure in a stressful situa-

tion. “Cats are control freaks,” Cathy 

Lund, a feline-only veterinarian in 

Providence, Rhode Island, told petmd 

.com. “They like to feel in charge.”

25
I learn for life. Once cats 

master an essential skill 

such as hunting, they  

remember it, according to Animal 

Planet. Even after they’ve spent years 

indoors eating commercial food,  

cats who learned to kill as kittens  

can still hunt down their own dinner 

if the need arises. 

26
Your nurturing affects 

my nature. Just as kids 

can be influenced by the 

environment in which they grow  

up, an owner’s personality can rub 

off on a cat. One study found that 

cats with neurotic owners were  

more prone to exhibit stress, fear, 

and even aggressiveness.

27
In fact, you often train 

me, whether you know it 

or not. Many people think 

of cats as independent-minded, but 

you do reinforce their behavior, says 

Sarah Ellis, coauthor of The Train-

able Cat. For instance, your cat is 

smart enough to know that you don’t 

want her walking on the kitchen 

counter, but she likes the attention 

she gets when you run and snatch 

I’m not as good  

a poker player as 

you think.
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her off every time. Ellis says you  

can use treats to teach Kitty to come 

when called, giving you a positive 

means to lure her away. 

28
Confined spaces make 

me feel safe. That’s  

why cats climb right into 

those shoeboxes and suitcases. Dutch 

researchers who studied 19 newly ar-

rived shelter cats found that the ones 

who were allowed to hide in boxes ex-

hibited significantly less stress than 

the cats who didn’t have a hidey-hole. 

29
I’m not as good a poker 

player as you think.  

Cats do express their  

emotions on their faces, according  

to a 2017 study in Behavioural Pro-

cesses. Researchers made short video 

clips at a Canadian shelter to track 

and code cats’ facial expressions. 

They determined that blinking and 

half blinking are associated with fear. 

Cats show frustration by hissing, 

raising their upper lips, licking and 

wrinkling their noses, and showing 

their tongues. And when they’re  

relaxed, they often gaze to the right.

30
I don’t like to share. 

Sharing food or water 

bowls or a litter box can 

make cats anxious, according to  

veterinarian Katrina Warren. If you 

have multiple cats, maintain separate 

dishes and litter boxes for each. Does 

your cat still seem anxious? Provide 

your kitty with a place to perch,  

since cats appreciate high places  

and autonomy.

31
I can live with a dog—

sometimes. Research  

has shown that you’ll be 

more successful introducing a dog  

to a home where a cat already lives 

as opposed to vice versa, according 

to Dr. Warren. But do it gradually.  

Let them become aware of each 

other first through a closed door,  

so they get used to each other’s 

scent. Then provide your cat a safe 

haven—a place the dog can’t enter.

32
I dream when I’m deep  

in slumber. About a  

quarter of most cats’  

shut-eye, Catster says, is spent in 

deep sleep—when they’re curled  

up with their eyes closed all the way.  

A landmark study in the 1950s sug-

gested that cats may dream about 

stalking prey and getting into fights.

33
My meows change as  

I age. Cats may become 

increasingly vocal as they 

get older. Why? Age-related demen-

tia and failing eyesight are two 

potential explanations, John Wright, 

PhD, a certified applied animal  

behaviorist at Mercer University,  

told humanesociety.org. An anxious 

cat may vocalize more, and a feline 

who’s losing his hearing may also 

meow louder.
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FISH

34
I can recognize humans.

Archerfish hunt by shoot-

ing a stream of water  

at insects. Researchers have taken 

advantage of this special skill to 

test their ability to recognize hu-

man faces. The fish were taught that 

when they shot water at an image 

of a specific face on a computer 

screen, they would receive a snack. 

When scientists later showed the 

fish a variety of faces on the screen, 

they shot water only at the one that 

had previously resulted in food. 

35
I really can be a clown 

fish. Psychologist Richard 

Wiseman, PhD, reports 

that more than half of the fish  

owners in an online survey for  

his website, Quirkology, said their 

fish had a good sense of humor.  

In fact, the survey revealed that fish 

appreciate humor more than cats, 

horses, and birds—but not as much 

as dogs do. 

PARROTS

36
I mimic humans well  

because I’m good at 

copying other parrots. 

In the wild, parrots live in large,  

cohesive groups and squawk con-

stantly, updating one another on 

where the best seeds are and which 

direction to search next for food. 

Timothy F. Wright, coauthor of  

Parrots of the Wild: A Natural History 

of the World’s Most Captivating Birds, 

told the New York Times that it’s  

rare for wild parrots to mimic sounds 

made by other species. But in captiv-

ity, they’ll mimic barking dogs, car 

alarms, and human speech in an  

attempt to bond with their human 

flock.

HORSES

37
I can gauge your mood.

A study in Biology Letters 

showed that horses can  

tell the difference between happy 

and angry human expressions. 

When they looked at photographs  

of people making negative faces, 

I really can be  

a clown fish.



  
a

f
r

ic
a

 s
t

u
d

io
/

s
h

u
t

t
e

r
s

t
o

c
k

Other Pets | Cover Story

rd.com     69

their heart rates climbed and  

they turned their heads to allow 

themselves to focus with their left 

eye. Researchers think this “left-eye  

gaze” happens because the right 

hemisphere of the brain is better 

at processing negative emotions. 

Horses are not alone in this skill:  

A 2016 study found that dogs could 

tell from photos of human facial  

expressions and recordings of voices 

whether the person in question  

was happy or mad. (They can read 

the faces and vocalizations of other 

dogs too.) 

38
And I remember you 

were mad the last time  

I saw you. In another 

study, several hours after horses 

were shown photographs of people  

with happy or angry expressions, 

those same people visited the 

horses in person, wearing neutral 

faces. If a horse had previously  

seen an angry-looking photo of that 

person, it exhibited a left-gaze bias 

and showed other signs of stress,  

including scratching the floor.  

But horses visited by people who 

were happy in the photos weren’t 

stressed at all. 

sources: the new york times, the washington post, 

national geographic, new scientist, bbc, animal 

planet, thecut.com, horse and hound, catster

HAMSTERS

39
I can learn to take risks. 

A 2015 experiment found 

that hamsters whose cages 

had received fancy upgrades (extra 

bedding, chew toys, a tent) were more 

inclined to take a risk: drinking from  

a new water dispenser when they 

didn’t know whether it contained a 

sweet or a bitter liquid. Hamsters 

whose upgrades were replaced with 

cardboard tubes and squeaky wheels, 

on the other hand, were less likely to 

go for it—seemingly figuring that they 

couldn’t expect nice things in life. 

Sometimes 

I’ll risk it. 

Beware of Richie Rich

If you want to know what it’s like to owe a loan shark,  

borrow $5 from a ten-year-old.

�@sladewentworth
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By Peter DeMarco

from boston globe magazine

My wife was having an asthma  

attack, so she took herself to  

the emergency room. Why was she left 

to die just outside the hospital doors?

In November 2017, we published an article called 

“Thank You for Caring So Much,” a man’s letter of 

appreciation to the hospital workers who tried to 

save his wife from a devastating asthma attack. But 

it turns out there was much more to the story than 

he knew at the time.
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L
aura Levis, the love of my life, 

died on September 22, 2016. She 

was just 34.

I was told that Laura never made 

it to the emergency room. That she 

collapsed on a street leading to CHA 

Somerville Hospital in Somerville, 

Massachusetts, or possibly in a park-

ing lot on the outskirts of the prop-

erty. My wife had called 911 just after 

4 a.m., before she lost consciousness. 

She wasn’t able to give her exact lo-

cation, they told me, so it took emer-

gency responders a long time to find 

her. “She was in the last place they 

looked,” someone said. Even though 

that place was heartbreakingly close. 

Some ten minutes passed between 

the time Laura called 911 and the time 

she was found, in cardiac arrest fol-

lowing an asthma attack. Those ten 

minutes meant her life. 

People, of course, die from asthma, 

a disease that affects 19 million adults 

and 6 million children in the United 

States. According to the Centers for 

Disease Control and Prevention, more 

than 3,500 succumb to attacks each 

year, though in Laura’s age-group the 

death rate is less than 1 in 10,000 asth-

matics. It’s especially rare in those as 

healthy and active as she was.

Laura worked out six days a week 

and competed in powerlifting compe-

titions, where she could bench-press 

more than she weighed. Her asthma 

never impeded her. Laura was vigilant 

about carrying inhalers. Boxing up her 

clothes, I found more than 20 of them, 

in pockets, in purses, in gym bags. 

On rare occasions, when an attack 

intensified, I would drive Laura to 

Mount Auburn Hospital in Cambridge, 

where she would be given prednisone, 

a nebulizer treatment, or both. We al-

ways arrived in plenty of time.

But I wasn’t with my wife that 

September day. And the reason for 

that, I’ll have to live with forever. At 

the time Laura collapsed, we were 

spending some time apart. We were 

seeing a couples counselor and had 

been in daily contact with each other. 

We had dinner plans the day she col-

lapsed and were going apple picking 

that weekend, but we had slept apart 

the night before. She’d stayed, as fate 

would have it, in an apartment just a 

few blocks from Somerville Hospital. 

I blamed myself for not being with 

her when the attack struck, for not be-

ing able to help my wife in that mo-

ment. I asked God, Why? Why? Why?

One day I would receive an answer.

S
omerville Hospital sits on a 

hill, with its emergency room 

at the very top. Dressed in pur-

ple sneakers, jeans, and her favorite 

hoodie from a Spartan Race we ran 

together, Laura began walking up the 

hill that morning in the midst of her 

attack. It’s about a 375-foot walk up 

Tower Street. Surveillance cameras 

first caught sight of her at 4:21 a.m.

When Laura arrived at the hospi-

tal, she found a semicircular drive-

way and two entrances about 100 feet 
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instructions. In the video, Laura turns 

and begins walking toward the main 

entrance. She didn’t make it there.

She walked past the first two waiting 

benches. But when Laura reached the 

third bench, just 29 feet from the main 

entrance, she sat down. The attack had 

become so intense, she could not walk 

those extra 29 feet. But she could still 

think clearly: She called 911.

Her voice on the phone with the 

dispatcher is filled with fear. 

“I’m at Somerville Hospital” were 

Laura’s first words. “I’m having an 

asthma attack. I’m dying.”

“Whereabouts are you at the hospi-

tal?” asks the 911 operator.

“Emergency room,” Laura responds. 

“I can’t get in.”

In just 41 seconds, she managed to 

relate seemingly everything the opera-

tor needed to know. Laura said she was 

having an asthma attack, one so severe 

that she felt she was going to die; she 

said she was at Somerville Hospital, 

outside the emergency room, and 

couldn’t get in. Laura was an amazing 

communicator—a journalist—and, 

with her life on the line, she didn’t 

waste a single word. If only she had 

been talking to the right person.

Laura’s cell phone call was routed to 

a regional 911 operator. The operator, 

sitting in a Massachusetts State Po-

lice operations center some 18 miles 

away, was merely a call screener 

who couldn’t  send help.  When 

Laura finished speaking, the opera-

tor told her to stay on the line as she 

apart. Between them were four waiting 

benches, each with a flat stone top.

Signs pointing to the emergency 

room had led Laura up the hill, but 

inexplicably, neither entrance was 

adorned with an illuminated emer-

gency room sign. With no clear in-

dication of where to go, Laura had to 

choose one door or the other. 

On the surveillance video, she 

pauses, then chooses the entrance on 

the right. As she approached it, she 

could see an emergency room waiting 

area through plate glass windows. She 

stepped in front of the automatic door, 

but it did not open. Surprised, she put 

both hands on the door and peered 

inside. But there was no one in sight. 

Panic can accelerate an asthma 

attack by causing airway muscles to 

tighten, constricting airflow even fur-

ther. Finding the door locked, Laura 

almost certainly panicked. 

Maybe that is why she didn’t com-

prehend the instructions posted on 

the door, explaining that it was for 

ambulance access only. To enter the 

emergency room, patients needed to 

use the main entrance—the door to 

the left. The door she had not chosen.

Or perhaps she did notice those 

SHE PUT BOTH HANDS 

ON THE DOOR AND 

PEERED INSIDE. THERE 

WAS NO ONE IN SIGHT. 
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connected Laura to the local police. 

When the police picked up, a new 

operator asked her to explain all 

over again what her emergency was. 

But by then, she could barely speak.

“She’s outside of the Somerville 

Hospital,” said the regional operator, 

jumping in. “She’s having an asthma 

attack. She can’t get into the hospital.”

It should have been so easy for the 

two operators to locate Laura, since 

both had her cell number. A satellite 

Reader’s Digest

Laura Levis spent her last conscious moments trying to get into Somerville Hospital. 
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Tower Street

Main  

entrance

Bench where 

Laura collapses

Ambulance 

entrance 

CHA Somerville 

Hospital

First security 

camera  

appearance

4:21:00 A.M. Laura first appears on hospital security cameras, then walks to the  

ambulance entrance but finds it locked.

4:23:59 A.M. Laura attempts to walk to the main entrance, 100 feet away. Unable to 

make it, she sits down on a bench and calls 911. 

4:25:36 A.M. Slumping on the bench, Laura speaks her last words: “I’m outside.” 

4:28:47 A.M. The police dispatcher reaches an ER nurse, who walks out the ambulance 

entrance and spends 12 seconds looking for Laura but doesn’t see her.

4:33:54 A.M. Firefighters find Laura and begin CPR.
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ping of her GPS coordinates provided 

by her carrier would make Laura a dig-

ital dot on their computer-screen street 

maps. But, as can be the case with cell 

phone 911 calls, her location on their 

screens was wrong.

When you use an app involving 

your location, your phone constantly 

transmits where you are, like a homing 

beacon. But when you make a 911 call, 

that doesn’t happen. Instead, a satellite 

must be pinged, and that information 

is integrated with other bits of data to 

trace where you’re calling from, a more 

complex and often inexact process. 

Laura’s ping registered at 68 Tower 

Street, a street corner some 200  feet 

from the hospital’s front door. Somer-

ville’s police dispatcher asked Laura to 

clarify where she was. “Ma’am, where 

are you located there? You’re the one—

you’re at 230 Highland Avenue, right?” 

That’s the hospital’s official mailing 

address, on a completely different side 

of the building. But it was the only ad-

dress the dispatcher had. 

It would have been the perfect mo-

ment for the original 911 operator to 

have relayed more information, such 

as the fact that Laura twice said she 

was outside the emergency room, or 

that she twice said she was dying. But 

that operator had already hung up.

In the 911 tape, you hear Laura’s 

voice again. “I’m outside,” she starts to 

say, before struggling to make another 

sound. It is 4:25 a.m. and 36 seconds. 

It is the last time Laura speaks.

It was the moment her life hinged 

upon. Within a minute or so, her heart 

would stop beating, and oxygen would 

stop going to her brain.

On the surveillance video, about 

30 seconds later, Laura slumps on 

the stone bench, her arms falling to 

her sides. A glowing object, her cell 

phone, falls to the ground.

And then ... stillness.

I
T’S UNCLEAR how long it takes 

your brain to die without oxygen, 

though there are some estimates 

based on medical research. After three 

minutes or less, you might fully re-

cover. Between three and six minutes, 

your chances drop—but still, recovery 

can be possible. Beyond six minutes, 

there’s little chance your brain won’t 

be severely damaged, with death a 

much more likely outcome.

Laura’s countdown probably began 

a few seconds after 4:26 a.m., although 

it’s possible her heart kept beating for 

another minute after she lost con-

sciousness, according to asthma ex-

perts. Every second was vital. Yet so 

many would be wasted.

After realizing Laura couldn’t speak 

anymore, the Somerville police dis-

patcher told her to hold while she 

IT’S POSSIBLE  

LAURA’S HEART KEPT 

BEATING AFTER SHE 

LOST CONSCIOUSNESS.

National Interest
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called an ambulance. That took more 

than a minute—a minute that Laura 

would never get back. 

The police next called the Somer-

ville Fire Department, which has a 

station just 1,000 feet from the hospi-

tal. But the police dispatcher merely 

related that Laura “must be on Tower 

side,” failing to say that her cell phone 

pinged at 68 Tower Street, at the top 

of the hill, or that she was outside the 

emergency room. Without those de-

tails, the fire department’s dispatcher 

had to guess where Laura was.

 Following a hunch, he sent his crew 

to the other side of the hospital, where 

an entrance to some doctors’ offices is 

locked overnight: “Attention Engine 7. 

Respond to the Somerville Hospital, 

230 Highland Avenue ... We believe this 

is possibly on the Medical Arts Build-

ing side.”

Somerville Hospital is the last to be 

reached by phone. There is no direct 

line to the emergency room, appar-

ently, even for police, so a night recep-

tionist had to patch the call through. 

The transfer took about 30 seconds—

more time wasted. 

Finally, nearly two minutes after 

Laura had lost consciousness, a phone 

in the emergency room rang. A nurse, 

whom I’ll call Nurse X, answered.

“Hi, it’s Somerville Police. Are your 

doors locked, by any chance?” said 

the dispatcher.

“No. Why?” responded Nurse X.

“Because there’s a female who’s 

having an asthma attack ... She’s ping-

ing off Tower Street, and she’s saying 

the emergency room is closed. So 

I don’t know where she is,” the dis-

patcher continued.

“I’ll go look,” said Nurse X.

Hanging up, she walked to the 

ambulance-access door, which she 

found locked, and opened it. On the 

surveillance video, you see Nurse X 

NURSE X TOOK ONE 

STEP OUTSIDE TO 

LOOK FOR LAURA.
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take one step outside, craning her 

neck as she peers into the predawn 

darkness.  Laura was just about 

70 feet from her. But the bench where 

Laura collapsed is not well lighted, so 

Nurse X does not spot her. She hovers 

at the door for 12 seconds, going no 

farther, before returning inside.

It would have been easy for hospital 

security to have seen Laura on camera, 

but the desk had been left unattended, 

as both officers on duty were needed 

for patient watches inside the emer-

gency room. Nurse X sees those offi-

cers when she returns but does not tell 

them about Laura. Instead, she calls 

the Somerville Police back.

“I looked outside up here, but I 

didn’t see anything,” she told the dis-

patcher. She offered to call Laura’s cell 

phone. Seconds later, on the surveil-

lance video, you see Laura’s phone 

light up on the ground. But she cannot 

answer it, and it goes dark. 

Failing to find Laura at the doctors’ 

office doors, Engine 7’s crew headed 

up the hill on foot. Firefighter David 

Farino was the first to spot Laura, 

rushing to her and ripping her hoodie 

in two to start CPR. But he was too late.

Today, bright lights and signage clearly show where the emergency room is located.
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Farino had taken only three min-

utes to walk up Tower Street. But those 

three minutes pushed the time Laura 

had gone without oxygen to her brain 

to upward of seven minutes, and while 

a heart can be restarted at that point, 

as hers was, people rarely survive. 

Laura was at last brought inside the 

emergency room some 15 minutes 

after she’d called 911. It wasn’t until 

hours later, at 7:15 a.m., that someone 

from the hospital called me and told 

me that Laura had collapsed. When I 

got there, no one could tell me a whole 

lot more. The night shift that had re-

started Laura’s heart and put her on 

life support was no longer on duty.

We spent seven days in the ICU at 

CHA Cambridge Hospital, Somerville’s 

sister hospital. During all that time, I 

barely left my wife’s bedside. No one 

mentioned anything to me about 

Laura making it to the doorstep of 

Somerville’s emergency room. Even a 

month later, after the New York Times 

published my thank-you letter, no one 

had said a word to me about Laura be-

ing outside that door. And maybe they 

never would have. 

But the circumstances surrounding 

Laura’s death deeply bothered her 

uncle, Robert Levis. Uncle Bob called 

the Somerville Police to ask whether 

there was a police report that could 

help explain what happened. 

I’d been told that there would be 

no report, as officers didn’t write up 

medical calls. But Detective Michael 

Perrone and his fellow officers were 

so deeply moved by Laura’s death that 

they broke protocol. They interviewed 

the firefighters who had found Laura 

and one of the guards on duty that 

night and viewed surveillance foot-

age from the hospital’s cameras, de-

scribing all they observed in writing, 

in case that footage was ever erased. 

Uncle Bob shared the report with 

Laura’s dad, Dr. William Levis, a for-

mer officer with the U.S. Public Health 

Service. I will never forget my father-

in-law’s voice cracking apart when he 

called me. “Pete, I have the most ter-

rible thing to tell you,” he said. “They 

killed Laura.”

T
hrough numerous letters 

and phone calls, I obtained the 

grainy, horrible surveillance 

video showing Laura outside the hos-

pital. I obtained from the state police 

the shattering recording of Laura’s 911 

call. I sought out every document I 

could find: police and fire reports, am-

bulance reports, state investigators’ 

reports, field notes from hospital in-

spections, and internal hospital docu-

ments, which I requested through the 

Freedom of Information Act. And I 

spoke with lawyers at the largest med-

ical malpractice firm in Boston. 

“PETE,” SAID MY 

FATHER-IN-LAW, 

“THEY KILLED LAURA.”
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Suing Somerville Hospital would 

not give Laura the chance to live her 

life, to be a mother, to grow old with 

me. Still, if its owner, Cambridge 

Health Alliance, was made to pay mil-

lions in damages, it would potentially 

send a message to hospitals across the 

country to reevaluate their emergency 

room procedures. By making the hos-

pital pay, I thought, maybe Laura’s 

death would stand for something. 

The Massachusetts Department of 

Public Health turned up more patient-

safety violations at Somerville Hospi-

tal, citing it for failing to provide a safe 

environment and for “poor quality of 

pre-hospital care.” 

The U.S. Department of Health and 

Human Services accused Somerville 

Hospital of violating federal law by 

denying Laura access to emergency 

care. Officials agreed to pay $90,000 

to the government in a settlement.

But my hope of making the hos-

pital pay went no further than that.  

In Massachusetts, a law protects  

public hospitals from being sued for 

more than $100,000 and indemni-

fies their employees, even in cases of 

wrongful death. Without the cap, we’d 

likely be looking at a multimillion-

dollar verdict, assuming we won.  

With the cap, Laura’s death, in the eyes  

of the law, hardly seemed to matter. 

But how could her death not mat-

ter? How could I go on living if Laura’s 

Laura’s asthma never slowed her down. She carried inhalers with her everywhere.
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tragedy changed nothing? And so I 

began writing her story. 

T
he Federal Communications 

Commission estimates that 

10,000 lives could be saved an-

nually if emergency responders could 

get to 911 callers just one minute 

faster, and that figure could be vastly 

conservative. What can be done to 

save those lives, to make sure that no 

one else dies the way Laura did?

There are a number of possible 

solutions.

For one, I hope that regional 911 

call centers become a thing of the 

past. Had Laura’s call gone directly to 

the Somerville Police Department, I 

am convinced that a local dispatcher, 

familiar with the hospital, would 

have asked Laura whether she was at 

the top or bottom of that hill. It isn’t 

just my view—911 calls misrouted to 

wrong call centers are a national issue. 

Millions of 911 cell phone calls reg-

ister inaccurate locations each year, 

because of tree interference, poor at-

mospheric conditions, and other chal-

lenges, per the National Emergency 

Number Association. Locations are 

so often wrong that, according to one 

survey, 82 percent of 911 operators 

doubt the location information they 

receive. Incredibly, Laura’s location 

would have been considered “accu-

rate” according to FCC standards, even 

though it led first responders astray.

A push is underway for states to 

adopt the Next Generation 911 system, 

in which callers will be able to send 

text messages, photos, and video to 

help emergency responders locate 

them and assess their crises. With such 

a system, Laura conceivably could 

have sent a photo of the ambulance-

access door to her 911 operator, who in 

turn could have texted it to Engine 7’s 

crews, or even to Nurse X.

Thanks to software upgrades, An-

droid and Apple phones can now 

automatically relay a 911 caller’s co-

ordinates to the operator. The location 

readings can still be off by hundreds 

of feet, but they are more frequently 

leading responders to almost the exact  

location. Far more needs to be done 

by mobile service providers and reg-

ulators to improve the system, but at 

least some progress is being made.

Medical errors have become the 

country’s third-leading cause of death, 

resulting in as many as 250,000 deaths 

per year, according to a study by Johns 

Hopkins University School of Medi-

cine. Another study estimates the 

number could be as high as 440,000. 

In Laura’s case, something as sim-

ple as requiring two people to conduct 

a search—a second set of eyes—could 

have made the difference. Doctors 

MEDICAL ERRORS ARE 

THE THIRD-LEADING 

CAUSE OF DEATH IN 

THE COUNTRY.
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@peterdemarco on twitter. 

and nurses can reduce common-

place errors simply by reminding 

themselves never to skip a single step 

in whatever they’re doing—such as 

walking 100 feet between two doors, 

just to make sure no one is there. 

The same goes for those with medi-

cal conditions, particularly serious 

ones such as asthma. Laura did not 

miscalculate that morning, but she 

should have been more careful. She 

should have told someone she was 

having an attack and should never have 

walked alone to the hospital. It is a 

message I pray everyone who reads this 

will pass along to the people in their 

lives who have asthma. A message that 

Sumita Khatri, MD, an asthma expert 

and codirector of the Cleveland Clinic 

Asthma Center, stressed to me when 

explaining just how quickly asthma can 

turn fatal: If an attack strikes when you 

are alone, let someone know.

Because even if you reach the door 

of a hospital, you might not get in. 

After the full version of this story ap-

peared on bostonglobe.com, hospital 

leaders apologized and acknowledged 

that mistakes had cost Laura her life. 

Today, when you approach the front  

of Somerville Hospital, the entrance 

that Laura found locked is the main 

public doorway to the emergency 

room. There’s a large illuminated 

“Emergency” sign above it, as well as 

several additional signs on the prop-

erty pointing patients to use that en-

trance, which is never locked. The 

bench where Laura collapsed is now 

bathed in bright light at night, and se-

curity cameras are always monitored. 

Peter DeMarco continues to advo-

cate for change, pushing 911 adminis-

trators to retrain operators and filing 

legislation—“Laura’s Law”—to cre-

ate standards for hospitals requiring 

signage, lighting, and the monitoring 

of doors. Through the Asthma and Al-

lergy Foundation of America, he has 

sought to bring attention to Asthma 

Peak Week, when common triggers are 

at their highest levels. It strikes the third 

week in September—the week Laura 

had her attack. And he established the 

Lift4Laura Foundation (lift4laura.org) 

to fund personal gym training sessions 

for underprivileged and abused women 

in his wife’s memory. RD

Over the Limit

The world’s first speeding ticket was written in 1896 in the village  

of Paddock Wood, England. The violator was caught driving eight mph  

through a two-mph zone and fined 10 shillings. 

guinness world records
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INSPIRATION

A POIGNANT TWITTER CONVERSATION  

REVEALS THE POWER OF  

RANDOM ACTS OF DECENCY

A
s she walked onto the packed 

airplane holding her tiny infant—

you know, the kind that cries for 

entire flights—Nicole Cliffe must have 

known she was a candidate for least 

popular passenger. And that was before 

her baby got sick and vomited all over 

her pants and seat cushion. “They had to 

BRING THE PLANE BACK to replace the seat 

and seat belt, and everyone hated me,” 

she later tweeted. But a simple act of 

compassion soon saved the day, and 

then some. A flight attendant not only 

spelled Cliffe by holding and comforting 

her baby but also lent the frazzled mom 

a pair of yoga pants to change into. “I 

firmly believe that she will go to heaven 

no matter what she may do in the rest of 

her life,” Cliffe wrote.

Bitten by the kindness bug, Cliffe 

tweeted her story and asked others to 

share their own tales of exceptional and 

unexpected kindness on her Twitter 

feed. Those appreciations, in turn,  

inspired others to respond with more  

personal stories, as well as with simple 

notes of support and gratitude. The  

result is a wonderful dialogue for our 

times—a corrective to the idea that  

our digital conversations are inevitably 

tarnished by raised and angry voices.  

In this story, niceness wins. 

I was grocery shopping with my 

three-year-old and he really wanted 

some gummy treats. I explained to 

my son that we couldn’t afford it 

because Daddy lost his job. A man 

came up and said “You dropped 

this” and handed me a $50 bill.

—�@Tiana_Smith

I’m inspired to be more like this 

man. Thank you.

—�@rukiddingmelolz
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I had my first panic attack in the 

bathroom at Sea-Tac airport. A 

woman asked if I needed anything. 

I jokingly replied, “A Xanax.” She 

said OK. She left and came back 

with two Xanax and a banana. She 

then gave me her business class 

seat, while taking my economy 

seat. I cry when I think about her.

—�@Kaytease_24

I was eight years old and at a 

public pool when some boys be-

gan making fun of me for being fat. 

As I walked away crying, this gor-

geous college-age woman sprung 

to my defense and got them kicked 

out. She then had me hang out 

with her gorgeous friends. They 

were so sweet—sharing their Tab 

and their trashy magazines. They 

even painted my nails blue. Best  

of all, they told me I was pretty. 

—�@madamradams 

I LOVE THEM.

—�@librarianjess

A repeat customer at Best Buy 

found out that we both had 

Crohn’s disease. He knew I’d been 

very sick and that my health care 

hadn’t kicked in yet and that I 

didn’t have a regular doctor. He 

sent me to his doctor and gave me 

$300 to pay for both the visit and 

the medicine I would need.

—�@thedoorgal

I’ll always remember the 

woman who gave me tissues 

when I was crying on the train.  

I was trying so hard to keep it  

together. Everyone else looked 

away but her. She handed me the 

tissues and said, “We’ve all been 

there, crying on the train. It 

sucks.” As she was getting off, 

she added, “Whatever’s wrong, it 

will get better. That doesn’t mean 

anything right now, of course. 

But it really will.” She was this 

regular business-casual lady, but 

she was a hero to me. Also! She 

inspired me to always carry a  

little pack of tissues in case I see 

someone crying.

—�@danielleiat
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Why I always carry a spare 

(CLEAN!) handkerchief!

—�@sesmith

I spent most of this past 

summer crying on the train 

to/from work after my dad un-

expectedly died. Even though 

you’re alone on a train, it’s such 

a weirdly vulnerable place to 

cry ... and now I’m crying on  

the train thinking about this 

again and your kind stranger.

—�@IrishBelle07

Wish I was on the train to  

give you my packet of tissues! 

They have ducks on them. 

—�@danielleiat

I can’t even tell this story and 

not cry. I used to manage an LGBT 

bookstore. One night, a caller 

says he thinks he might be gay 

and is considering self-harm.  

We were not a crisis center! But  

as long as we’re talking, he’s safe, 

right? So I talk to this guy and  

I answer questions, and I try to  

be encouraging, and I’m maybe 

sounding a little frantic, and I’m 

definitely ignoring the customers 

in the store. Suddenly, this angel 

of a woman puts her hand on my 

shoulder and asks for the phone. 

“My turn,” she says. And she, this 

50-something lesbian, talks to 

this stranger on the phone. And a 

LINE FORMS BEHIND HER. Every 

customer in that store knows  

that call, knows that feeling, and 

every person takes a turn talking 

to that man. That story comforts 

me so much to this day.

—�@TweetChizone 

All of these stories are amazing, 

but this made me sob and call 

my mother.

—�@jenneraustin

Oh, my goodness! Tell your 

mother I said hi!

—�@TweetChizone 

I ran cross-country. I was a senior 

and on the brink of being on the 

team headed for states. This race 

decided it. A girl on my team was 

just ahead of me. I couldn’t catch 

up. She slowed, grabbed my hand, 
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pulled me in front, and jettisoned 

me across the finish line so I could 

go instead of her.

—�@jmh278 

I once walked by a burly con-

struction worker who called out, 

“That color really works on you!”

—�@bananafitz

One time I was driving without  

a seat belt, which I often did.  

I pulled up at a stoplight and an 

older man in the car next to me 

motioned for me to put my seat 

belt on. He pressed his hands to-

gether and said please. I always 

wear a seat belt now.

—�@theaudreyshore 

I fainted on the subway once.  

A kind elderly woman, who spoke 

no English, held my hand and fed 

me grapes while we waited for 

the EMTs. When they finally came, 

she patted my hand three times 

and put my hand on her heart  

before leaving.

—�@laurenarankin

Each account is compelling,  

but the ones where people 

don’t speak the same language 

but are clearly communicating 

compassion to each other are 

especially touching.

—�@norlaskan

It was my first semester  

of journalism school and I was 

second-guessing my decision 

to pursue a writing career.  

One day, I handed my debit 

card to the barista at the coffee 

shop. He looked at my name 

and said, “That sounds like the 

name of an author.” Almost 

cried on the spot.

—�@beccabeato

A CUSTOMER GAVE  

ME $300 TO PAY FOR 

THE DOCTOR VISIT 

AND THE MEDICINE  

I WOULD NEED. 
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Dude in a truck honked at me  

at an intersection while I waited  

for an older woman to cross the  

street. I gave him the finger. He 

honked again. I repeated the ges-

ture. He proceeded to follow me  

to a parking lot and block my car.  

I got out ready to throw punches. 

He got out. HUGE MAN. I thought, 

I’m dead. He put out his hand  

to shake. He explained that he 

honked but noticed his error when 

he saw the woman. So he honked 

again to say sorry. He followed  

me to personally apologize so he 

wouldn’t ruin my day. We shook 

hands. Changed me forever. And  

I was glad he didn’t waste me. 

—�@MrPaulBae 

Gave me a liver.

—�@thockman64

I was in the middle of a silent 

panic attack while waiting on  

a flight. Another passenger’s  

assistance dog evidently noticed 

my condition and pulled its person 

to come by me. That dog put its 

head on my lap for 20 minutes  

until I felt better.

—�@JudgeYouHarshly

Awww. What kind of dog  

was it?

—�@zoe_samuel

A good dog.

—�@IsaacBetty

I was flying from Montgomery, 

Alabama, to Columbus, Ohio,  

with my year-old baby. It was 

Christmas, and my then-husband 

was deployed in the Middle East.  

I was tired and depressed—just a 

mess. The flight got delayed due  

to snow, then canceled. Sitting 

around the gate and waiting for  

an update, I got to chatting with  

a guy who was in the Army and 

headed home to see his little girl. 

Then came the announcements:  

A bunch of people got seats for the 

next flight, but not me. My tired 

daughter was crying and I was 

barely keeping it together when 

the airline rep called my name and 

gave me a ticket. That Army guy 

gave up his seat for me. I insisted 

he take the ticket and see his  

family. He refused, saying, “Any 

military husband would do the 

same for my wife.”

—�@twoscooters

I really wish I wasn’t reading 

this while on the train ... BUT  

I CAN’T STOP! So now I’m just 

—�

Wow. This is 

what healthy 

communities 

are made of.  
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  By the 
Book

    Falling  
 in Love, 

By Karla Marie-Rose Derus

adapted from the new york times

Where do bibliophiles  

exchange sweet nothings?  

To find out, read on!

FIRST PERSON 

I
was always a reader. As a kid, I walked to the 

library several times a week and stayed up late 

reading with a flashlight. I checked out so 

many books and returned them so quickly the 

librarian once snapped, “Don’t take home so 

many books if you’re not going to read them all.”

“But I did read them all,” I said. 

I was an English major in college and went on 

to get a master’s in literature. When I created my 

online dating profile, I made my screen name 

“missbibliophile52598.” Filling out the “favorite 

books” section, I let my taste in literature speak  

for me: One Hundred Years of Solitude, A Moveable 

Feast, White Teeth, The Namesake, The Known World, 

The God of Small Things, How to Read the Air.

rd.com     89Illustration by Brian Rea



reviews in them for the next person.”

We wandered the aisles for an hour. 

In the end, we sat on the floor among 

the poetry, and I read him some. He 

listened, his head tilted down, asking, 

“What is it you like about that one?”

That spring, as we picnicked out-

side, I said, “If I tell you something, 

will you not judge me?”

David paused from listing the titles 

he planned to read over the summer 

and raised his eyebrows.

“I’ve only read one book this year,” 

I said. 

“But it’s June,” he said.

“I know.”

“But you like books,” he said. “You 

like bookstores. You like libraries.”

“Is it a deal breaker?”

“No, but still. Read a book!”

I was painfully aware of the glaring 

hypocrisy in my life. I defended the 

virtues of bookstores in the age of on-

line retailing and bought books when-

ever I got the chance, but I hardly read 

them. They sat on every surface until 

my house appeared to wear books the 

way one wears clothes. They piled 

up on chairs and draped across sofa 

arms.

The Japanese language has a word 

for this: tsundoku. The act of acquir-

ing books that go unread.

Each of my bookshelves holds two 

rows of books, an inner and an outer. 

Surrounding the bookshelf are stacks 

containing different categories of 

books: Books I Have Read. Books I 

Want to Read. Books I Started but Did 

But I realized it had been more 

than two years since I had read most 

of those titles. I had stopped reading 

gradually, the way one heals or dies. 

I tried to maintain my bookish per-

sona. I joined book clubs that I never 

attended. I requested a library book 

everyone was reading, only to return 

it a week late, unread, with fines.

I still loved the idea of reading. 

I treasured books and bookstores. 

Whenever I found one, I would linger 

between the shelves for hours as if 

catching up with old friends, picking 

out volumes I had read and buying 

new ones. But it was clear to me: I was 

becoming a person I did not know.

David was my first online date. 

His profile said he liked to read, so 

I asked him about his last book. His 

face lit up and his fingers danced. Da-

vid read much more than I did, about 

a book or two a week. We seemed an 

unlikely couple: me, a five-foot-three 

black woman born to a Caribbean 

mother, and him, a six-foot-four white 

guy from Ohio. But as we got to know 

each other, our shared faith and mu-

tual love of books bridged our gaps. 

When we compared libraries, we had 

only four titles in common. David pre-

ferred history and nonfiction, whereas 

I gravitated toward fiction writers of 

color and immigrant narratives.

On our seventh date, David and I 

visited the library.

“I have a game,” he said, pulling 

two pens and Post-its out of his bag. 

“Let’s find books we’ve read and leave 
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more of the person I used to be and 

more of who I wanted to be. When-

ever he turned to discussing his cur-

rent nonfiction book about the rise of 

Silicon Valley or environmental phi-

losophers, I would tell him of fiction, 

of men who left their countries by hid-

ing in boxes only to climb out and turn 

into birds. I would remind him that 

sometimes the only way to explain 

the world we live in is to make it all up.

I asked David once what he liked 

about me.

He paused, then said, “You make 

me less cynical. I see the world as a 

more wonder-filled place with you.”

David suggested we visit the library 

again. He asked if I remembered the 

game we played on our first visit.

“I remember,” I said.

He pulled a book from the shelf, 

dropped to one knee, and opened it. 

Inside, his Post-it read: “Karla, it has 

always been you. Will you marry me?”

His proposal had rested between 

the pages of The Rebel Princess for 

over a year.

“Yes,” I said. “I’ll marry you.”

We embraced in the middle of the 

fiction aisle, surrounded by other peo-

ple’s stories, about to begin our own. RD

Not Finish Because I Did Not Like 

Them. Books I Started and Loved but 

Could Not Justify Reading Given Their 

Graphic Sexual or Violent Content. 

The next time I visited a dollar 

bookstore, I bought five titles for my-

self and two for David. His charge to 

“read a book” echoed in my head. 

One afternoon, I picked up one I’d 

bought solely for its poetic title.

I had a hard time getting into it. 

The narrator was an old man, but 

he sounded more like what a young 

woman thought an old man might 

sound like. Whenever I was tempted 

to give up on it, I thought of David. He 

had just started reading Infinite Jest.

I pushed through the first two chap-

ters and discovered a new narrator 

in the third. I loved the alternating 

points of view. I carried the book to 

work. I read at lunch and on my walk 

home, occasionally lifting my eyes to 

avoid strangers and uneven concrete.

“How’s your day?” David texted.

“Good. A little tired,” I replied. “I 

stayed up late and finished my book.” 

I tried to slip it in casually, but I was 

proud of myself. The last time I’d 

pulled an all-nighter to read, I was 12 

and the book was Little Women.

It was not a competition, but there 

was a tug. I felt him pushing me to be 

I FELT HIM PUSHING ME TO BE 

MORE OF WHO I WANTED TO BE.

new york times (february 22, 2019), copyright © 2019 

by new york times, nytimes.com.
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then, in front of the 

customers, took a sip 

from each drink to  

see which was which. 
—thechive.com

✦ I once had a  

customer ask that 

his lamb not taste  

like lamb.
—reddit.com 

✦ Our manager kept 

reminding us wait-

resses to encourage 

customers to order 

dessert. At the end  

of an especially  

exhausting day,  

I walked over to a  

couple who had just 

sat down, gave them 

each a menu and a 

glass of water, and 

asked, “Would you 

care for anything else?” 

—June Warburton 

San Diego, California

My job as a facilities 

maintenance engineer 

required a wide  

range of skills. One  

day I might have to 

The restaurant industry 

can flummox rookies 

and seasoned pros 

alike. Consider: 

✦ A table ordered a  

Dr Pepper and a Coke. 

The server brought 

their drinks over,  

Reader’s Digest
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Anything funny   

happen to you at work? 

It could be worth $$$. 

For details, go to page 3 

or rd.com/submit.

I spend three minutes every day  

choosing a TV channel to leave on  

for my dog, then I go to work and  

people take me seriously as an adult.

—�@damienfahey

fix the furnace, while 

the next day could 

see me painting the 

CEO’s office. When  

I described it to a 

coworker as “I’m a jack 

of all trades, master of 

none,” I was amused, 

yet slightly offended, 

when she offered a less 

than complimentary 

interpretation from  

her native Cantonese: 

“Equipped with knives 

all over, yet none are 

very sharp.”

—Charles Goetzinger 

Philomath, Oregon

Four weeks into 

a job, you’ve seen 

everybody’s shirts. 

—Anna Drezen, 

comedian

I was working from 

home, interviewing  

a famous neurologist 

for an article, when  

my three-year-old an-

nounced she had to go 

potty and waddled into 

the bathroom. After 

some loud moans, she 

yelled, “I did it, Mom!  

I pooped in the toilet! 

I pooped on the floor 

too! But I’ll clean it! 

Oh, I stepped in it!” 

There was an un-

comfortable silence  

as I realized the doctor 

had heard every word. 

“Ha ha,” I laughed  

nervously. “Do you 

have kids?” 

“No,” he said, “and  

I never will.” 

—Charlotte 

Andersen  

Denver, Colorado

DEAR SUR OR 
MADMAN

A résumé’s cover letter  

is your first introduction  

to a potential hiring  

manager. Don’t blow it, 

like these job seekers: 

✦ “I am a motivated, 

self-igniting person.”

✦ “I would like to come 

by and show you my 

work in hopes of making 

something of my life so  

I can move out of my  

parents’ basement.”

✦ “I’m looking for work 

because even though my 

company was profitable 

last year, this year they 

are expecting a large 

defecate.”

✦ “I’m not intimated  

by your internship;  

want to be a part of your 

fun atmosphere.”

✦ “Strong writing abili-

ties. Able to analysis data 

and problem solve.”

✦ “I am getting to my 

goal, slowly but surly.”

—killianbranding.com

rd.com     93

s
t

e
f

a
n

o
 s

p
ic

c
a

/
s

h
u

t
t

e
r

s
t

o
c

k



How Is He  

Still Alive?

DRAMA IN REAL LIFE

The skewer 

that impaled  

Xavier Cunningham   

below his eye must  

have sliced  

into vital arteries.  

Which left  

 doctors asking ...

By Bonnie Munday

PhotographS by Steve Puppe
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he stainless steel 
skewer that Xavier Cun-

ningham found in his 

backyard two Septem-

bers ago was about a 

foot and a half long and the width of 

his pinkie. One end had four sharp 

prongs, and the other had a single 

point—it was the kind of rod used to 

cook rotisserie chicken over a grill. 

It also made the perfect spear, and 

Xavier and his friends Silas and Ga-

von, all ten years old, took turns see-

ing who could chuck it the farthest. 

When they got bored, they ditched the 

skewer near a neighbor’s tree house, 

sticking the four prongs in the ground 

as an anchor. They then climbed up 

the tree house’s ten-foot ladder. 

Apparently, the boys hadn’t seen 

the large wasp nest wrapped around 

the back of the tree, for once they 

were in the hut they were under at-

tack. The swarm was so aggressive 

that Silas kneeled in the corner and 

started praying. 

“I’ll get my mom!” Xavier said as 

he descended the ladder. About half-

way down, a wasp stung his left hand. 

Xavier swatted at it with his right, lost 

his balance, and fell, facedown. Before 

breaking his fall with his arms, he felt 

a sting just under his left eye. Was that 

a wasp? he wondered.

In fact, it was the skewer. About 

six inches of it was now buried in his 

head. Screaming, he got up and ran to 

his home, some 50 feet away.

Gabrielle Miller, 39, was upstairs 

folding laundry in the house she 

shared with her husband, Shannon 

Miller, and their four children. Shan-

non, a teacher, had taken two of their 

kids to an arcade, while Gabrielle, 

who manages a title-insurance busi-

ness, stayed home with Xavier and his 

14-year-old sister, Chayah. She heard 

her son screaming and thought, When 

will he grow out of this stuff? 

Xavier—called Bear by his family, 

after a story Shannon had told him 

as a toddler—always made a fuss over 

the smallest scratch. If one of their 

two dogs jumped up on him, he’d start 

screaming; he was too scared to walk 

Max, the coonhound he’d gotten as a 

puppy, because the dog pulled on the 

leash. 

Gabrielle was almost down the 

stairs, Chayah right behind her, when 

Xavier pushed the front door open, 

shrieking, “Mom, Mom!” 

Chayah took one look and fled back 

upstairs in horror. Gabrielle was trying 

to make sense of what she was seeing. 

“Who shot you?!” she said. It looked 

like there was an arrow through her 

son’s face, and a single trickle of 

blood ran down from it. On the back 

of his neck was a lump—the tip of the 

skewer that hadn’t pierced the skin. 

“Chayah, go find the boys. I’m taking 

Bear to the hospital!” 

T

96      february 2020

Reader’s Digest



in white gauze to help  

stabilize the skewer.  

The only  thing lef t  

exposed besides that 

mud-caked metal rod 

was his mouth. 

At Children’s Mercy, 

doctors performed a 

computed tomography 

(CT) angiogram to see 

whether the skewer 

had pierced one of his 

major blood vessels. 

They were amazed to 

find that it had barely 

missed every vital ar-

tery when it penetrated 

his head. It was like the 

proverbial threading of 

a needle, only with life-

and-death consequences.

But there was a wrinkle. Metal 

shows up on CT scans as vivid white, 

without defined edges. If the skewer 

had any kind of bend, a sharp edge, or 

a gap, then pulling it out now would 

be rolling the dice, as it could catch 

on an artery and rip it open. 

The only other way to get a clear 

picture of the skewer was with bi-

plane angiography—a process that 

gives doctors a crystal clear three-

dimensional view inside the vascular 

system. It is performed using highly 

specialized equipment that only some 

hospitals have. One of them, the Uni-

versity of Kansas Hospital, was just 

five miles away. An ER doctor got 

on the phone with KU to describe 

As Gabrielle backed the car out into 

the road, a neighbor watching them 

thought, That boy’s not coming home.

Emergency room personnel 

acted quickly when Xavier walked 

in, giving him painkillers and send-

ing him for X-rays. The skewer didn’t 

appear to have hit his spine, but an 

X-ray can’t show tissue damage. They 

had to send him somewhere with 

more advanced imaging equipment—

Children’s Mercy Hospital in Kansas 

City, Missouri, about 40  minutes 

nor th of  the family’s  home in 

Harrisonville. To prevent Xavier from 

moving his head, hospital staff put 

a plastic cervical collar on his neck, 

and they wrapped his entire head 

Xavier being helped at his local emergency room. On the 

way, he’d told his mother, “I’m dying, Mom ... I love you.”
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the case they were about to transfer. 

It was now around 7:30 p.m. Xavier 

had been impaled for six hours.

Koji Ebersole, MD, an endo-

vascular neurosurgeon at KU, was 

playing tennis when his cell phone 

rang. At the side of the lighted court, 

he took the call from another KU doc-

tor telling him about a boy who had 

been impaled by a large metal skewer. 

Dr. Ebersole looked at the photo-

graph from the hospital on his phone. 

Whoa, he thought. He’d never seen 

anything like it. The poor boy was 

lying on a gurney with a huge spike 

sticking about nine inches out of his 

face. How was this kid even alive? 

Dr. Ebersole headed home to make 

some calls. He knew they’d need to 

get the boy into the angiography suite 

quickly to see exactly what the skewer 

had damaged, or still could damage, 

and then remove it while carefully 

monitoring its exit. If it hadn’t yet 

harmed any key ves-

sels, it could uncork 

something on its way 

out and cause a stroke 

or worse. 

Using the angiogra-

phy suite required a 

team of 15 to 20 medi-

cal staff. It would be 

tough to get the right 

people together so late 

on a Saturday evening. 

But could the boy wait 

until morning? For now 

he was stable physically, but what 

about mentally? What if he panicked, 

grabbing at the skewer? Everything 

depended on his state of mind. Dr. 

Ebersole asked the doctors in the pe-

diatric ICU, where Xavier and his fam-

ily waited, to talk to them and gauge 

whether he was brave enough to hold 

on. When Dr. Ebersole heard back 

from the hospital at 11:30, he made 

his final call of the evening. “We can 

wait until the morning,” he told a fel-

low doctor. “The boy is on board.” 

It was late now, almost midnight, 

and Xavier’s ICU room was dim. He’d 

just told doctors he could stay calm a 

few more hours. He understood that 

his life depended on his not trying to 

pull out the skewer. He remembered 

a scene from the movie Black Pan-

ther. At the end, the hero, T’Challa, 

impales the villain, Killmonger, with 

a spear through the chest. Killmon-

ger declares he’s ready to die, pulls 

An X-ray of Xavier’s skull. Doctors feared that nicking an 

artery while pulling out the skewer could cause a stroke. 
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the spear out, and collapses, dead. 

“Go to sleep, Bear,” Xavier’s mom 

told him now, holding his hand as 

she had almost nonstop since the ac-

cident. His head was still wrapped in 

gauze. The four-pronged end of the 

skewer was still caked in mud; every-

one had been afraid to try to clean it, 

lest it jiggle the skewer and cause in-

jury. They could give him only pain-

killers, which made him sleepy, but 

not sedation; that could make the 

tongue collapse, suffocating him. 

“When you wake up in the morning, 

this thing will be out,” a nurse told him. 

Xavier slept fitfully. Each time he 

woke up, he asked, “Is it out yet?” 

“No, not yet sweetie,” Gabrielle 

would tell him. Xavier cried softly 

each time he heard this. 

Gabrielle, her eyes moist with tears, 

whispered to her son, “You’re the 

strongest person I know.”

“The biggest problem is that 

barbed end,” Dr. Ebersole told the 

team assembled at 8:30 a.m. in the 

angiography suite. Xavier had been 

anesthetized and was sound asleep 

as the doctors began to plot their 

next moves. Dr. Ebersole pointed to 

a computer screen; it revealed the 

skewer had a notch in the shaft near 

the point. If they pulled the skewer 

out the way it went in, the notched tip 

could rip an artery open. 

They discussed pushing the skewer 

through the back of Xavier’s head to 

expose the notched end and cut it 

off before pulling the whole thing out 

through the front. But the rod was 

made of thick stainless steel, and it 

would take a lot of force to break that 

end off. The movement this would cre-

ate could tear arteries. They’d have to 

pull it out the way it went in—if that 

was even possible to do without kill-

ing him. 

Xavier was wheeled to the angi-

ography suite about 10 a.m. Mean-

while, his family and many friends 

were in the waiting room, and every 

nearby church had dedicated that 

Sunday to praying for the boy.

In the angiography suite, some 

20 surgeons, specialists, and nurses 

wearing blue radiation-protective gear 

and lead-lined glasses were waiting. 

Two giant “arms,” one attached to 

the floor and the other hanging from 

the ceiling, were positioned close to 

Xavier’s head. Each arm held two X-ray 

devices that moved in wide arcs around 

his head to create three-dimensional 

images. The images were displayed in 

real time on a large flat-panel screen 

hanging from the ceiling at eye level for 

Dr. Ebersole, just above Xavier.

Dr. Ebersole could now see the 

I DON’T KNOW HOW  

A KID CAN BE SO 

LUCKY, THOUGHT  

DR. EBERSOLE.
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one-in-a-million trajectory the skewer 

had taken: It had missed his spine by 

about half an inch. It had missed the 

cerebellum, the part of the brain that 

controls things such as balance and 

speech, by the same margin. 

It had punctured the carotid sheath 

but didn’t appear to have damaged 

the hypoglossal nerve or the vagus 

nerve, which control tongue func-

tion, the swallow reflex, and the voice 

box. Also in the carotid sheath is the 

jugular vein. The skewer had torn 

the jugular, but it appeared to have 

sealed itself. The skewer had missed 

his facial nerve, which controls facial 

expression and the sense of taste. 

Most important, it had missed 

both the crucial arteries: the carotid 

and vertebral. In fact, it appeared to 

have actually nudged them out of 

the way without puncturing them. I 

don’t know how a kid can be so lucky, 

thought Dr. Ebersole. 

“Jeremy,” he said, “put your hands 

on that thing, get a feel for how easily 

it’ll move.” He was speaking to chief 

resident Jeremy Peterson, MD, a burly 

32-year-old who stood near the boy’s 

head. It would be up to him to remove 

the skewer. 

Truth be told, Dr. Peterson was ner-

vous, but he placed a steady left hand 

at the base of the skewer to anchor it; 

his right hand grasped just above his 

left. He nudged it back and forth ever 

so slightly while Dr. Ebersole watched 

on the monitor in case the movement 

harmed a vessel. It barely moved. “It 

feels pretty solid,” Dr. Peterson said.

“OK, let’s go,” said Dr. Ebersole. 

He’d be the eyes, watching the moni-

tor constantly, while Dr. Peterson 

would have the feel of the thing as he 

worked on getting it out. He’d have to 

do it slowly, strongly, yet smoothly, 

mostly from his right arm, while being 

careful that his left “base” hand didn’t 

exert too much pressure—because it 

was literally on Xavier’s eye. 

The skewer was surprisingly hard 

to budge. It took all the strength in 

Dr. Peterson’s right arm to move it an 

inch—then it stopped. “It feels stuck 

on something.”

“OK, hands off,” ordered Dr. Eber-

sole. Dr. Peterson carefully let go of the 

skewer and took a half step back, while 

Dr. Ebersole enhanced the view. The 

clearer picture showed that it was hung 

up on a neck ligament, not a danger. 

But the skewer was now so close to the 

vertebral artery that it was bending it. 

“Jeremy, angle it a little toward 

you.” This would move it away from 

that artery. Dr. Peterson did as asked. 

“OK, go again.” It worked. Dr. Ebersole 

watched the tip of the skewer safely 

pass the vertebral artery. 

“It’s sliding pretty easy now,” said 

THE DOCTOR MOVED 

THE SKEWER AN INCH, 

THEN STOPPED.  

“IT’S STUCK.” 
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Dr. Peterson. Yet he continued to pull 

it very slowly, especially as it passed 

the jugular—would it pull open the 

seal that had formed? No; the jugular 

had healed itself. Then, finally, the 

last hurdle: the carotid artery. The 

metal passed it smoothly, too—and 

suddenly, the skewer was out. 

It was 3 p.m. when Dr. Ebersole 

came into the waiting room and told 

Xavier’s parents, “It’s out. He’s OK.” 

There was a cheer from the crowd of 

family and friends. 

“Can I hug you?” asked Gabrielle, 

and she did. 

The only physical evidence of 

Xavier’s unplanned adventure is a 

tiny bump beside his nose and some 

numbness on the left side of his face. 

And yet, things are different nowa-

days. Xavier often grabs the leash to 

take Max for walks—he’s no longer 

scared to walk the dog alone. And 

when he gets a scrape or has a mis-

hap, instead of going straight to ten on 

the pain scale the way he used to, he’ll 

look at his mom calmly and say, “This 

hurts pretty bad.” 

“Is it skewer bad?” Gabrielle will ask, 

and Xavier will laugh. RD  

Climate Controlling

The only difference between “mostly sunny” and “partly cloudy”  

is my weatherman’s outlook on life. 

motodriveby on reddit.com

Left to right: Shannon, sisters Teah and Chayah, and Gabrielle, with Xavier and Max 
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WHO KNEW?

create the microwave oven

Percy Spencer was so fascinated by the 

sinking of the Titanic that he became a 

scientist. He joined the Navy, trained 

as a radio electrician, and ultimately 

became a civilian expert on radar dur-

ing World War II, earning the Distin-

guished Public Service Award for his 

By Jacopo della Quercia

work. And he did it all without ever 

having graduated from high school.

After the war, Spencer worked for 

Raytheon Manufacturing, a defense 

contractor. As he was walking near the 

radar equipment one day, he absent-

mindedly stuck his hand in his shirt 

pocket—and found a gooey mess. 

Spencer often carried a Mr. Peanut 

illustrations by Istvan Banyai102      february 2020  |  rd.com
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Altering the course of human events takes a grand  

idea and careful execution—most of the time.  

But at these fateful points, plans went out the window.

History





candy bar to feed the squirrels at lunch. 

He knew enough about radar to sus-

pect that its heat-producing magne-

tron waves could be the culprit, but he 

wasn’t sure. So he placed a bag of pop-

corn kernels in front of the machine—

and they popped. Then came a raw 

egg, which dutifully exploded all over 

a skeptical colleague’s face. 

Spencer fine-tuned his discovery 

with Raytheon and marketed it to 

airlines, railways, restaurants, and 

cruise liners as “the Radarange”—or, 

as it’s known now, the microwave 

oven. Fortunately, microwaves have 

come a long way since 1947, when 

they stood nearly six feet tall, weighed 

750 pounds, and cost $3,000. That’s 

roughly $35,000 today.

A coconut saves JFK’s life

August 2, 1943, began as a cloudy, 

moonless night in the South Pacific 

for 26-year-old Navy lieutenant John F. 

Kennedy. As Kennedy and his crew pa-

trolled the Solomon Islands from their 

boat, PT-109, a Japanese destroyer 

pierced through the fog and sliced 

the smaller ship in half. An enormous 

fireball filled the sky, and two men 

aboard PT-109 were killed. As Ken-

nedy and ten other survivors huddled 

around the wreck, they realized they 

had no choice but to swim to a nearby 

island. Kennedy, a former member of 

the Harvard swim team, personally 

towed one of his wounded comrades 

with his teeth for five hours through 

shark- and crocodile-infested waters 

to Plum Pudding Island, where they 

ate coconuts to survive.

After several days, the men flagged 

down two Solomon Islands natives 

passing in a canoe, who agreed to take 

a message to the Allied forces. The 

dispatch was carved into a coconut 

shell: “NAURO ISL ... COMMANDER ... 

NATIVE KNOWS POS’IT ... HE CAN  

PILOT ... 11 ALIVE ... NEED SMALL  

BOAT ... KENNEDY.” The islanders de-

livered the coconut, and the men were 

soon rescued. 
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the book in 1937 with a new title: And 

to Think That I Saw It on Mulberry 

Street. According to Geisel: “If I had 

been walking down the other side of 

Madison Avenue, I’d be in the dry-

cleaning business today.”

Stephen King’s first published book 

was about a bullied teenage girl who 

discovers that she has fantastic men-

tal powers, which she uses to get 

revenge on her tormentors. King’s 

worst critic wasn’t the publishers—it 

was himself. He disliked his story so 

much that he threw it away after writ-

ing only three pages, according to his 

memoir On Writing. A few hours later, 

his wife found the pages crumpled 

Years later, Judge Ernest W. Gib-

son Jr., a colonel in the South Pacific 

during the war, surprised the newly 

elected President Kennedy with a gift. 

It was the coconut he had carved his 

message into. Kennedy had it encased 

in plastic and used it as a paperweight 

throughout his presidency. Today, it 

is on permanent display at the John F. 

Kennedy Library in Boston.

Dr. Seuss and Stephen King 

are rescued from the ash can 

of history

Different though they may be, Ste-

phen King and Dr. Seuss have two 

things in common. They are both 

among the most successful authors 

in American history, and they both 

narrowly escaped a life of obscurity. 

Theodor Geisel—the good doctor’s 

given name—wrote his first children’s 

book, A Story No One Can Beat, in the 

mid-1930s. Working as an advertising 

illustrator at the time, Geisel sent his 

whimsical manuscript to 27 publish-

ers. They all rejected it. After the last 

cold shoulder, Geisel stomped down 

New York City’s Madison Avenue, de-

termined to burn the manuscript and, 

perhaps, his writing career.

While he was out cooling off, he 

bumped into his old college room-

mate, Mike McClintock, who hap-

pened to edit children’s books at 

Vanguard Press. Geisel shared his 

woes with McClintock, who asked to 

see the story. McClintock suggested a 

few changes, and Vanguard published 
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and covered with cigarette ash in the 

wastepaper basket. She took them 

out and started reading, and she was 

hooked. “She wanted me to go on,” 

King later wrote. “She wanted to know 

the rest of the story.” And so he went 

on. Carrie sold over a million paper-

back copies in its first year.

A DA’s slip about a glove 

flips the trial of the century

It was bound to be a case for the ages 

even before the suspect parked his 

white Ford Bronco on that hot Los 

Angeles night in 1994. OJ Simpson—

football legend, rental car spokes-

person, Naked Gun  costar—was 

accused of killing his wife, Nicole 

Brown Simpson, and a local waiter, 

Ron Goldman, on the steps of Nicole’s 

posh home in Brentwood, California. 

The evidence against OJ would appear 

to be damning, including blood in the 

Bronco and on a glove that matched 

one found near Goldman’s body. 

“DNA evidence” became a household 

term with the OJ Simpson trial, and it 

was not his friend. Neither was a man 

named Kato Kaelin, who was living 

in OJ’s guesthouse and testified that 

he could not account for OJ’s where-

abouts at the time of the murders.

OJ Simpson’s team had plenty of its 

own angles to work. The trial unfolded 

just a few years after the Los Angeles 

riots, and the racial polarization of the 

city was palpable. In fact, the defense 

team took pains to label one of the 

LAPD officers investigating the case, 

Mark Fuhrman, as having a history of 

making racial statements. 

Still, many observers believed OJ 

would be convicted. And then the 

prosecutor asked him to try on the 

bloody glove found at the crime scene. 

The image of OJ Simpson attempting 

to squeeze his meaty hand into the 

snug leather fingers became a defin-

ing moment in the trial, as did the way 

defense attorney Johnnie Cochran de-

scribed it in his now-historic closing 

statement: “If it doesn’t fit, you must 

acquit.” And the jury did. 

“IF IT DOESN’T FIT,  

YOU MUST ACQUIT” 

HAS BECOME 

LEGENDARY. 
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a miracle drug

In the summer of 1928, Scottish phy-

sician Alexander Fleming was in 

such a rush to go on vacation that 

he accidently left a stack of dirty pe-

tri dishes in his laboratory sink. As if 

this weren’t already gross, the dishes 

were smeared with staphylococcus, 

a bacterium that causes boils, sore 

throats, and food poisoning. (Let’s 

hope the doctor at least washed his 

hands before he left.)

When Dr. Fleming returned weeks 

later, he found something interest-

ing in the mess in his sink: One of the 

petri dishes was dotted with bacteria 

everywhere except for where some 

mold was growing. The area around 

it was clear, as if protected by an un-

seen barrier. Upon closer inspection,  

Dr. Fleming realized that the mold, 

a rare form of Penicillium notatum, 

had secreted a “mold juice” that killed 

several strands of deadly bacteria. Dr. 

Fleming published his remarkable 

discovery—and almost no one noticed. 

In fact, years later, Howard Wal-

ter Florey, an Australian pathologist, 

found Fleming’s paper by accident 

while leafing through old medi-

cal journals. Along with biochemist 

Ernst Boris Chain, Dr. Florey began to 

explore the therapeutic effects of the 

mold juice, and by 1941 they had col-

lected enough penicillin to use on the 

first human subject, a 43-year-old po-

lice officer suffering from a terminal 

bacterial infection he’d contracted af-

ter scratching himself on rosebushes 

in his garden. The results were as-

tounding: The patient’s fever dropped 

and his appetite returned, and the 

penicillin used to treat him was hailed 

as a wonder drug. Unfortunately, 

when supplies ran out, the officer’s 

infection returned and he died. 

Still, Dr. Fleming shared the Nobel 

Prize with Dr. Florey and Chain for 

their work on the magic med. “I cer-

tainly didn’t plan to revolutionize all 

medicine by discovering the world’s 

MOLD JUICE IS 

PERHAPS THE MOST 

UNLIKELY LIFESAVER 

IN HISTORY.
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first antibiotic,” he remarked, “but I 

suppose that was exactly what I did.”

A dog gives the world 

Velcro 

Swiss engineer George de Mestral was 

a natural inventor. When he was 12, he 

designed and patented a toy airplane. 

As he got older, he considered nature 

the greatest inventor on the planet, 

so he kept his eyes out for naturally 

occurring phenomena science could 

imitate. That’s where his faithful Irish 

pointer came in.

After a day hiking in the Swiss 

mountains, de Mestral noticed that 

his dog was covered with spiky burs, 

as were his own pants. He put the 

burs under the microscope and found 

tiny “hooks” at the ends of their bris-

tles that seemingly latched onto most 

any kind of fur or clothing. Since 

de Mestral was no fan of zippers—

they tended to freeze in the Alpine  

winter—he spent the next ten years 

trying to duplicate the burs’ irresist-

ible attraction to his hiking partner.

After countless attempts and belly 

rubs, de Mestral found the right 

material for his invention: nylon, 

which was strong enough for the 

hooks to hold but pliable enough to 

be separated with the right tug. De 

Mestral submitted his patent in 1952, 

and it was approved three years later. 

He named his invention Velcro, a 

combination of velvet and crochet, the 

French word for “hook.” 

A clerical oversight makes 

It’s a Wonderful Life a classic

Despite its reputation as one of the 

most cherished works in American 

cinema, Frank Capra’s 1946 film 

was a financial disaster. It failed to 

earn back its $2.3 million budget at 

the box office, and its losses helped 

drive its production company, Lib-

erty Films, out of business. Capra 

later said that Liberty’s financial 

woes proved “fatal to my professional 

career.”

ZIPPERS CAN  

FREEZE IN THE COLD, 

BUT THESE “VELVET 

HOOKS” WON’T.
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And yet today It’s a Wonderful Life is 

a classic. How is that possible? Care-

lessness. After Liberty Films went 

broke, no one involved thought to 

monitor the movie’s copyright, which 

lapsed in 1974. That meant television 

stations were free to broadcast it 

without paying any royalties. And for 

many years, they took that no-lose 

deal. It wasn’t until a 1990 Supreme 

Court ruling on the ownership of 

Rear Window, another Jimmy Stewart 

movie, that the rights were effectively 

locked up again. But by then, Ameri-

cans couldn’t face Christmas without 

George Bailey, Clarence, and the town 

of Bedford Falls. 

A note from Mom secures 

women’s right to vote

The road to women’s suffrage in the 

United States was long and difficult. 

After the passage of the 19th Amend-

ment in 1919, the measure needed to 

be ratified by 36 states to become law. 

By the summer of 1920, the amend-

ment’s advocates were one state from 

victory. Unfortunately, almost all the 

southern states opposed the amend-

ment, and Tennessee was poised to 

join them because of a 48–48 tie in its 

state legislature.

A 24-year-old man named Harry 

Burn, the youngest representative in 

the state, was expected to be among 

those to vote “nay”—he was even 

wearing a red rose in his lapel, the 

symbol of the antisuffragists. How-

ever, on the morning of the Tennes-

see roll call, Burn received a letter 

from his mother, Phoebe “Miss Febb” 

Burn. She implored him to “be a good 

boy” and support the measure. When 

Burn’s name was called, he voted 
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“aye” in a voice that was barely au-

dible and yet shocking. He later de-

clared, “I believe we had a moral and 

legal right to ratify” the amendment. 

He quickly fessed up to his mother’s 

influence on his vote. “I know that 

a mother’s advice is always safest 

for her boy to follow,” he said, “and 

my mother wanted me to vote for 

ratification.”

Fog rescues George 

Washington and a revolution

Despite the fireworks and celebrations 

every July 4th, the year 1776 was a 

dark one for the American Revolution. 

On August 29, the British had driven 

George Washington’s Continental 

Army all the way to the western edge of 

Long Island. His forces were trapped by 

English soldiers on Brooklyn Heights 

while English warships patrolled New 

York’s East River to his back. 

To all observers, the American Revo-

lution appeared to be hours away from 

ending with the capture of General 

Washington and his helpless army. 

But then a heavy rain hit the region, 

forcing English general William Howe 

to pause his attack. In a moment that 

historian David McCullough later 

dubbed “the Revolution’s Dunkirk,” 

this brief lapse gave Washington the 

precious time he needed to free his 

men from the noose around them. 

He started slipping soldiers across 

the East River under cover of the night 

and into the morning, when a heavy 

fog miraculously descended and con-

tinued to conceal his army’s move-

ments from the British. 

By the time the fog lifted, the Brit-

ish were flummoxed. George Wash-

ington’s entire army had retreated 

onto Manhattan, along with all their 

supplies. General Washington was re-

portedly the last soldier to leave Long 

Island. Although a tactical defeat, 

Washington’s retreat is considered 

one of the narrowest escapes in the 

history of the U.S. military.

BY THE TIME  

THE FOG LIFTED,  

THE BRITISH WERE 

FLUMMOXED. 
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Ping-Pong ball dents  

China’s Great Wall 

Glenn Cowan was practicing for the 

1971 World Table Tennis Champion-

ships in Nagoya, Japan, one afternoon 

when he realized he was the only 

American in the room. He had missed 

the team bus back to the hotel! Un-

daunted, the 19-year-old Californian 

just hopped onto the shuttle with the 

Chinese national team. Most of the 

Chinese athletes watched the shaggy-

haired American with suspicion—the 

United States had broken diplomatic 

relations with China way back in 1949, 

and the team had been forbidden to 

so much as speak to the Americans. 

But Zhuang Zedong, the team’s 

star player, stepped forward to shake 

Cowan’s hand. The two spoke through 

an interpreter, and Zhuang presented 

the American with a silk-screen pic-

ture of China’s Huangshan mountain 

range. Cowan, a self-described hip-

pie, returned the gesture the next day  

by giving Zhuang a T-shirt featuring 

a peace symbol and the words “Let  

It Be.” 

After that spontaneous exchange 

of goodwill was beamed around the 

world, Chinese leader Mao Zedong 

invited the entire U.S. team to visit. 

A year later, President Richard Nixon 

made his own historic trip to Beijing. RD

There Otter Be a Law

Pennsylvania recently named an official state amphibian.  

Even weirder than that: Its name is the eastern hellbender salamander.  

Even weirder than that: Its common nickname is the snot otter.

new york times
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The secret to keeping 

everyday life from 

becoming boring is 

surprisingly easy

WAKE UP 
YOUR  
BRAIN 

By Juli Fraga 

adapted from the new york times

112      february 2020

THE  
GENIUS 
SECTION

9 Pages to sharpen  

Your Mind



L
ast spring, I started a new ex-

ercise class. As someone who 

dislikes doing jumping jacks, 

burpees, and push-ups, I found the 

workouts surprisingly enjoyable, at 

least for a while. But after several 

months, my hobby began to feel like 

watching the same episode of a sitcom 

on repeat. I was overly familiar with 

the class routine, and my excitement 

had been replaced with boredom.

A 2016 study for the American Psy-

chological Association estimated that 

63 percent of us suffer from boredom 

regularly. And research shows that 

chronically bored people are more 

prone to depression, substance use, 

and anxiety. 

Even though we all feel apathetic 

from time to time, according to Mary 

Mann, author of Yawn: Adventures 

in Boredom, it’s often seen as being 

self-inflicted. “Only boring people get 

bored” is a popular belief.

But boredom isn’t a character flaw. 

It’s a state brought on by something 

called hedonic adaptation, or the ten-

dency to get used to things over time. 

This explains why activities—and even 

relationships—that were initially grati-

fying can sometimes lose their luster.

Humans are remarkably good at 

growing accustomed to changes in 

our lives, both positive and negative, 

according to Sonja Lyubomirsky, PhD, 

a professor of psychology at the Uni-

versity of California, Riverside. This is 

a good thing when we are faced with 

adjusting to adversities such as losing 

a loved one or a job. But becoming 

immune to positive events can prove 

detrimental. Think about the last 

time you got a raise, bought a car, or 

moved. At first, these experiences can 

bring immense joy. But over time, they 

become part of the routine. We are 

ready for the next new thing to excite 

us. Think of it as a hedonic treadmill. 

While boredom can be a downer 

when it drains the pleasure from our 

lives, it can provide a sort of service. 

“If our emotional reactions didn’t 

weaken with time, we couldn’t rec-

ognize novel changes that may signal 

rewards or threats,” Lyubomirsky says. 

In other words, we’d overlook cues sig-

naling us to make important decisions 

about our relationships and safety. 

It’s not unlike how our reactions 

change when we fall in love or expe-

rience loss. Being caught in the glow 

of happiness or the web of sadness 

can make us distracted or forgetful. 

We may miss signals that indicate 

whether we’re about to make a smart 

move—or a disastrous one. The good 

news is that understanding the con-

nection between hedonic adaptation 

and boredom can help us maneuver. 

A study published in 2018 in the 

Personality and Social Psychology 

Bulletin showed that finding quirky 

ways to interact with familiar people, 

places, and things can make everyday 

experiences feel exciting. In other 

words, sometimes you’ve just got to 

shake things up! Need some fresh 

ideas for keeping life fresh? Read on.
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While you’re working

Spending too much time in the same 

environment can keep us from achiev-

ing “flow”—being immersed in an ac-

tivity with full energy and enjoyment. 

Changes don’t have to be big to make 

an impact, according to Rachel Loock, 

a leadership coach at the University of 

Maryland. Buy some flowers for your 

desk, she suggests. Move your home 

office to the library or a coffee shop 

a few days a week. Approach a rou-

tine task in a new way. For instance, if 

you’re charged with leading a Monday 

meeting, try starting it with medita-

tion or a nonwork discussion.

With your significant other 

“Boredom is an emotional state and 

happens when couples stop tak-

ing the opportunity to grow and 

deeply connect with each other,” says  

Venus Nicolino, PhD, host of Mar-

riage Boot Camp: Reality Stars. Look 

for new challenges to take on together. 

Try mixing up different sets of friends 

to do something creative, such as a 

group cooking lesson, a themed din-

ner, or an old-fashioned tea party.

With other people we care about

Instead of “How was your day?” try 

asking “What are you looking forward 

to today?” or “Is there anything I can 

help you with this week?” Our curi-

osity can remind people that we’re 

interested in who they are, and that’s 

the key to maintaining intimacy. 

Studies show that being curious about 

others can make us more engaging to 

be around too.

When you’re eating 

The Bulletin study found that eating 

foods in unconventional ways, such as 

using chopsticks to pick up kernels of 

popcorn, can re-spark the excitement 

we feel when something is brand-

new. Consider the chopsticks a meta-

phor for shaking up any familiar habit.

During your commute 

If you drive, take a different route or 

listen to a new podcast. If you walk 

or use public transportation, greet a 

stranger or put away your phone and 

do some people watching. “Simply 

observing one’s surroundings may 

seem boring, but done mindfully, it 

can become interesting and even po-

tentially profound,” says Tim Lomas, 

PhD, a lecturer in positive psychology 

at the University of East London. Just 

remember, whatever you do to quell 

boredom today, try something different 

tomorrow—and the day after that. RD 

The same old, same old is a sure path to 

boredom. Try mixing things up.

new york times (march 29, 2019), copyright © 2019  

by new york times, nytimes.com.
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Sounds So Wrong,  

Tastes So Right.

People may be uncomfortable 

saying “moist”, but dogs love 

eating Purina Moist & Meaty! 

Overcome your moistophobia  

at MoistAndMeaty.com!

May We Borrow Your Brain?

Help choose our covers, share  

ideas and vote on stories for 

publication by joining Reader’s 

Digest’s exclusive Inner Circle 

community. You’ll also have the 

chance to win free prizes. 

Go to tmbinnercircle.com to  

see if you qualify.

ADVERTISEMENT

Your link to values and insights each month

ALL NATURAL
Clinically-Tested Herbal Supplement

Reduces Bladder Leaks* • Reduces
Bathroom Trips* • Sleep Better All Night* 

• Safe and Effective • Costs Less than 
Traditional Bladder Control Options

Live Free of Worry, Embarrassment, and 
Inconvenience

Frequent nighttime trips to 
the bathroom, embarrassing 
leaks and the inconvenience 
of constantly searching 
for rest rooms in public – 
for years, I struggled with 
bladder control problems. 
After trying expensive 

medications with horrible side effects, ineffective 
exercises and uncomfortable liners and pads, 
I was ready to resign myself to a life of bladder 
leaks, isolation and depression. But then I tried 
BetterWOMAN®.

When I first saw the ad for BetterWOMAN, I was 
skeptical. So many products claim they can set 
you free from leaks, frequency and worry, only 
to deliver disappointment. When I finally tried 
BetterWOMAN, I found that it actually works! 
It changed my life. Even my friends 
have noticed that I’m a new person. 
And because it’s all natural, I can 
enjoy the results without the worry 
of dangerous side effects. Thanks 
to BetterWOMAN, I finally fought 
bladder control problems and I won!

Thanks to BetterWOMAN,
I’m winning the battle for

Bladder Control.

Call Now & Ask How To Get A

FREE BONUS BOTTLE
CALL TOLL-FREE 1-888-702-2293

or order online: BeBetterNow.com

Limited
Time
Offer

*These statements have not been evaluated by the FDA. This product is not 
intended to diagnose, treat, cure or prevent any disease. Use as directed. 

Individual results may vary. ©2020 Interceuticals, Inc.

Better Products 
for Better Aging!

Tested. Natural. 
Effective. Trusted.
Now available
to you – call or
check online.

BLADDER MEMORY JOINT



MONDAY

?
TUESDAY

? WED
NESD

AY

?
THURSDAY

?
FRIDAY

?

SULFUR

CARBON

LEAD

COPPER

ZINC

SODIUM

GOLD

OXYGEN

IODINE

Presidents’ Days 
medium George, William, John, Abe,  

and Millard have their birthdays on  

consecutive days. This year, all their 

birthdays land between Monday and 

Friday. Can you figure out whose birth-

day is on each weekday? 

George’s birthday is as many days before 

Millard’s as William’s is after Abe’s.

John is two days older than Abe.

Millard’s birthday is on Thursday. 

Quick Crossword 
easy In 2016, nihonium, moscovium, tennessine, and oganesson became the  

latest elements to debut on the periodic table. In honor of National Periodic Table 

Day on February 7, see if you can fit the names of these better-known elements in 

the grid—without causing a chemical reaction.
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High Point 
medium What’s the missing number? 

Locking Doors
difficult Each of the symbols in this diagram  

represents a door that is closed but unlocked. When 

you open a door, all the other doors with the same 

symbol become locked and cannot be passed through.  

Can you get from one side of the maze to the other?

For answers, turn to page 122.

For more Brain  

Games, go to  

rd.com/Crosswords.

Mix It Up
easy An anagram is a 

word or phrase created 

by rearranging the letters 

of a word or phrase into  

a new term. We call  

the ones below super-

anagrams because the 

mixed-up phrase creates 

a loose definition of the 

original. For instance, 

“acts phony” and “syco-

phant.” Can you figure 

out the super-anagrams 

for these terms?  

1. MOON STARER  

2. BAD CREDIT  

3. BAG MANAGER

2

22

8 3

3

54

7 11

5

25

4 1

6

54

5 4

?

68

8 9
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1. sovereign adj.  

('sah-vuh-rin)

a communal. 

b independent. 

c from abroad.

2. discernment n.  

(dih-'surn-ment)

a secession. 

b lack of agreement. 

c perception.

3. inviolate adj.  

(in-'vy-uh-let)

a purplish.

b ravaged. 

c pure.

4. propitious adj.  

(pruh-'pih-shuhss)

a favorable. 

b mighty. 

c patriotic.

In honor of Presidents’ Day, we’ve  

elected to offer words from the inaugural 

addresses of George Washington and 

Abraham Lincoln. Stymied by this stately 

vocabulary? Don’t demand a recount—just 

turn to page 120 for answers.

By Emily Cox and Henry Rathvon

To play an interactive version of Word Power on your iPad,  

download the Reader’s Digest app.

WORD POWER

9. scrutiny n.  

('skroo-tuh-nee)

a examination. 

b uprising. 

c mystery.

10. emolument n.  

(ih-'mawl-yuh-ment)

a payment. 

b essential piece. 

c bronze.

11. magnitude n.  

('mag-nuh-tood)

a attractiveness. 

b monarchy. 

c great size.

12. compliance n.  

(kum-'ply-ents)

a falsehood. 

b obedience. 

c makeshift tool.

13. impunity n.  

(im-'pyoo-nuh-tee)

a devilishness. 

b oneness. 

c freedom from harm.

14. upbraid v.  

(up-'brayd)

a criticize. 

b pleat. 

c improve.

15. reiterate v.  

(ree-'ih-tuh-rayt)

a pay back. 

b say again. 

c flee from danger.

5. recant v.  

(rih-'kant)

a take back. 

b narrate. 

c pour out, as wine.

6. pecuniary adj.  

(pih-'kyoo-nee-air-ee)

a traitorous. 

b related to money. 

c insignificant.

7. maxim n.  

('mak-sum)

a upper limit. 

b true saying. 

c winter coat.

8. vicissitude n. 

(vuh-'sih-suh-tood)

a shift of luck. 

b legal exception. 

c check on power.

Reader’s Digest  The Genius Section
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Special arrangements on orders over $50,000

First Come First Serve

LEGAL TENDER MINTED BY THE U.S. MINT • AUTHORIZED BY CONGRESS
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$149
Per
Coin

Congressionally authorized gold coins, fully 
backed by the United States Government, 

completely free of dealer markup.

Government Gold at Cost.  

              Only 2,500 Left!    

CALL NOW:

1-866-852-3346
24 hours - 7 days a week

*Minimum order 5 coins   **1/10oz

CHECKS



  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

A Blessed Beginning
In ancient Rome, an augur interpreted signs (often the flights of 

birds) to determine whether the gods favored a new venture. The 

words auspices (favorable signs), augment (to increase), and august 

(respected) all connect to this act of consecration. So etymologi-

cally, an inauguration is not just a beginning but a benediction.

1. sovereign (b)

independent. In 1776,  

the 13 colonies declared 

themselves a sovereign 

nation.

2. discernment (c)

perception. Using her 

powers of discernment, 

Jen determined that the 

“free trip” she’d won  

was a scam.

3. inviolate (c) pure.  

Jayden puts a splash of 

water in his bourbon, but 

his devotion to a good 

Scotch is inviolate.

4. propitious (a)

favorable. Fumbling  

the kickoff is hardly a  

propitious start to the  

Super Bowl.

5. recant (a) take back.  

Given the new evidence, 

will you recant your ear-

lier statements?

Vocabulary Ratings
9 & below: candidate

10–12: nominee

13–15: commander in 

chief

6. pecuniary (b) related 

to money. Ebenezer 

Scrooge is famously  

fixated on pecuniary 

matters.

7. maxim (b) true saying.  

My favorite maxim is 

“Measure twice, cut once.”

8. vicissitude (a)

shift of luck. Farmers are 

especially vulnerable  

to the vicissitudes of 

Mother Nature.

9. scrutiny (a)

examination. I doubt  

your theories about the 

Loch Ness Monster will 

hold up to scrutiny!

10. emolument (a)

payment. Since Pierre  

is headwaiter, his  

emolument includes  

free desserts.

11. magnitude (c)

great size. The sheer 

magnitude of the  

new soccer stadium is 

awe-inspiring.

12. compliance (b)

obedience. A couple  

of dog treats ought to  

assure Fido’s compliance.

13. impunity (c)

freedom from harm.  

Carlos is the boss’s  

son, so he’s allowed  

to break the rules with 

impunity.

14. upbraid (a) criticize.  

After his first novel  

was upbraided by re-

viewers, Melvin consid-

ered quitting writing 

altogether.

15. reiterate (b)

say again. “Let me  

reiterate what I stated 

last night: You are 

grounded!” Mom said.

Word Power

ANSWERS

Reader’s Digest   
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If painful muscle cramps in your legs, 

back, feet or hips are interrupting your 

sleep, you should know relief is avail-

DEOH��2YHU�����PLOOLRQ�SHRSOH�VX�HU�IURP�

unnecessary muscle cramps because they 

are not aware of this proven treatment to 

relieve and prevent symptoms.

MagniLife® Muscle Cramp Pain Re-

liever contains eight active ingredients, 

such as Magnesia Phosphorica to help 

prevent and relieve cramps and radiating 

pains that are worse at night. “Your prod-

uct has severely helped me and I thank 

you so very much.” - Marie L., MT. 

MagniLife® Muscle Cramp Pain Re-

liever is sold at Rite Aid, CVS and Am-

azon. Order risk free for $19.99 +$5.95 

S&H for 125 tablets per bottle. Receive 

a FREE bottle when you order two for 

$39.98 +$5.95 S&H. Send payment to: 

MagniLife L-RD1, PO Box 6789, McK-

inney, TX 75071 or call 1-800-246-9525. 

Satisfaction guaranteed. Order now at 

www.LegCrampsRelief.com

LEG CRAMPS AT NIGHT?

'R� \RX� VX�HU� IURP�EXUQLQJ�� WLQJOLQJ�RU�

stabbing pain in your feet? You should know 

KHOS� LV� DYDLODEOH��0DQ\� DUH� VX�HULQJ� IURP�

these symptoms and live in pain because 

they are not aware of this proven treatment.

MagniLife® Pain Relieving Foot Cream 

contains eucalyptus oil and yellow jasmine, 

known to relieve tingling, burning, and 

stabbing pain while also restoring cracked, 

damaged, and itchy skin. “It’s the ONLY 

product that helps relieve the burning, and 

tingling feeling in my feet!” - Mable NY.

MagniLife® Pain Relieving Foot Cream 

is sold at Walgreens, CVS, Rite Aid, Tar-

get and Walmart, in the footcare and di-

abetes sections. Order risk free for $19.99 

+$5.95 S&H for a 4 oz jar. Get a FREE 

jar when you order two for $39.98 +$5.95 

S&H. Send payment to: MagniLife NC-

RD1, PO Box 6789, McKinney, TX 75071, 

or call 1-800-246-9525. Money back guar-

antee. Order at www.MDFootCream.com

BURNING FOOT PAIN??

Are radiating pains down the back of 

your leg, or pain in your lower back or but-

tocks making it uncomfortable to sit, walk 

RU�VOHHS"�0LOOLRQV�RI�SHRSOH�DUH�VX�HULQJ�

unnecessarily because they are not aware 

RI�WKLV�H�HFWLYH��WRSLFDO�WUHDWPHQW�

MagniLife® Leg & Back Pain Relief 

Cream combines seven active ingredients, 

Colocynthis to relieve burning pains and 

tingling sensations. This product is not 

intended to treat or cure sciatica, but can 

relieve painful symptoms. “It provided me 

with the only relief for my sciatica.” - Mary. 

MagniLife® Leg & Back Pain Relief 

Cream is sold at CVS, Walgreens, Rite 

Aid and Amazon. Order for $19.99 +$5.95 

S&H for a 4 oz jar. Get a FREE jar when 

you order two for $39.98 +$5.95 S&H. 

Send payment to: MagniLife SC-RD1, PO 

Box 6789, McKinney, TX 75071 or call 

1-800-246-9525. Money back guarantee. 

Order at www.LegBackCream.com

SCIATICA BACK OR LEG PAIN?

Advertisement
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Quick Crossword 
across

2. copper

3. sulfur 

5. iodine

6. oxygen

down

1. lead

2. carbon

3. sodium

4. zinc

7. gold

Presidents’ Days
Monday: John; Tuesday: 

George; Wednesday: 

Abe; Thursday: Millard; 

Friday: William

Locking Doors 

Mix It Up 

1. astronomer 

2. debit card  

3. garbage man 

High Point
4. The number at the 

center of each triangle  

is equal to the sum of  

the numbers at its base 

multiplied by the number 

at its apex. For example,  

(8 + 3) x 2 = 22. 

Caption Contest

What’s your clever description for this  

picture? Submit your funniest line at  

RD.COM/CAPTIONCONTEST. Winners will  

appear in a future Photo Finish (PAGE 124).

See page 116.

BRAIN GAMES 
ANSWERS
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LEGAL NOTICE

IF YOU HAVE AN ASBESTOS PERSONAL INJURY CLAIM AGAINST  
KAISER GYPSUM COMPANY, INC. OR KAISER CEMENT CORPORATION

PLEASE READ THIS NOTICE OF VOTING RIGHTS AND RIGHT TO OBJECT.

Kaiser Gypsum Company, Inc. and Kaiser Cement Corporation (now known as Hanson Permanente 
Cement, Inc.) (together, the “Debtors”) made certain products that contained asbestos. These products 
included various exterior stucco materials, joint compounds for wallboard and radiant heating 
components, texturizing paint and other related products (the “Products”). A full list of the Products 
can be found at https://cases.primeclerk.com/kaisergypsum. People using these Products (and family 
members and others who came into contact with these people) may have been exposed to asbestos.  The 
Debtors are now in bankruptcy and people with claims of injury caused by exposure to asbestos in the 
Products have certain rights that may be affected by the bankruptcy filing.

The Debtors have filed a Joint Plan of Reorganization (the “Plan”) and a Disclosure Statement, a document 
that provides important information about the Plan. The Disclosure Statement has been approved and 
will be sent to individuals with asbestos-related personal injury claims so that they can vote whether to 
accept or reject the Plan. A hearing to consider confirmation of the Plan (the “Confirmation Hearing”) 
has been scheduled for March 30, 2020 to April 4, 2020 in the U.S. Bankruptcy Court for the Western 
District of North Carolina, 401 W. Trade St., Charlotte, NC 28202. Information on the Confirmation 
Hearing and all Plan-related documents is available at https://cases.primeclerk.com/kaisergypsum.  

Am I Affected by the Plan?
If you claim to have been injured by asbestos in any of the Products, you are entitled to vote to approve 
or reject the Plan.  The full Disclosure Statement and a ballot were sent to all lawyers representing 
individuals with current asbestos-related personal injury claims against the Debtors or directly to those 
individuals. A vote to accept or reject the Plan must be received by 5:00 p.m., prevailing Eastern Time, 
on February 20, 2020. If you believe you have an asbestos-related personal injury claim against the 
Debtors and have questions, then you should contact your lawyer immediately. 

What does the Plan do?
The Plan is the result of a settlement between the Debtors and court-appointed representatives of current 
and future asbestos claimants.  The Plan preserves the Debtors’ asbestos insurance coverage and permits 
asbestos personal injury claimants to pursue insurance recoveries in the tort system. The Plan also 
proposes to create a trust to pay asbestos-related personal injury claims to the extent the claims are not 
covered by insurance. If the Plan is approved, money can only be received from insurance and the trust; 
asbestos personal injury claimants will not be able to recover money from the Debtors or other protected 
parties listed in the Plan. If you have a pending lawsuit against the Debtors, you should talk to your 
lawyer about how the Plan may affect you.  

How to Obtain Documents.
Copies of the Disclosure Statement, which includes the Plan, the voting materials 
and the notice of the Confirmation Hearing may be obtained by visiting this website:  
https://cases.primeclerk.com/kaisergypsum. You may also obtain copies of these documents by sending 
a request, in writing, to Prime Clerk, LLC, Kaiser Gypsum Company, Inc. Ballot Processing, c/o Prime 
Clerk, One Grand Central Place, 60 East 42nd Street, Suite 1440, New York, New York 10165 or by 
calling (855) 855-7644.

What if I want to Object to the Plan?
If you have a lawyer, you should talk to him or her about any concerns you may have about the Plan. You 
may object to the Plan if you do not like all or part of it. The deadline for filing and serving objections 
to the confirmation of the Plan is 5:00 p.m., prevailing Eastern Time, on February 20, 2020. All 
objections must comply with the requirements set forth in paragraph 12 of the notice of the Confirmation 
Hearing, which is posted on the website below.

For more information, visit the website or call the toll-free number below.

1-855-855-7644
https://cases.primeclerk.com/kaisergypsum 



Runners-Up

When “Bring Your Child to Work Day” goes wrong. 

—Patricia Queen Yuma, Arizona

“Now, let’s see, where did I put my log-in password?”

—Michael Fahey Huntley, Illinois

Winner

With another layoff looming, Joe thought it wise to look busy.

—Valerie Wallace Central Point, Oregon

To enter an upcoming caption contest, see the photo on page 122.
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PHOTO FINISH
Your Funniest captions





NEW !

INTRODUCING

HIGH PROTEIN DRY DOG FOOD

FROM THE BRAND YOU TRUST

MADE WITH
REAL LAMB  

ARTIFICIAL
FLAVORS

30g

OF PROTEIN 
PER CUP

WITH 40G OF PROTEIN PER CAN.
ALSO TRY OUR DELICIOUS WET RECIPES

Purina trademarks are owned by Société des Produits Nestlé S.A.


