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March	1995	and	the	woman	at	the	end	of	the	line	started	talking	about	a	possible	cluster	in	Toms	River,	New	Jersey,	there	was	no	reason	to	think	that	it	would	be	more	than	another	dead	end	conversation.	“The	doctors	rotate	in	and	out,	and	I	don’t	think	they	actually	realized	how	many	patients	there	were	who	were	from	the	Toms	River	area,”
Boornazian	said.	Lisa	Boornazian	wasn't	a	boat.	From	conversations	with	the	Carters	and	other	families	of	the	Toms	River,	he	had	heard	some	about	the	chemical	plant	Ciba-Geigy	and	its	history	of	pollution.	A	few	weeks	after	the	funeral	of	Carrie-Anne	Carter	in	the	Toms	River	in	February	1995,	the	two	couples	were	having	dinner	on	Friday	evening,
and	somehow	the	conversation	turned	to	the	funeral	and	worries	of	Boornazian	on	the	Toms	River.	However,	when	Boornazian	and	the	other	nurses	looked	at	the	cards	of	the	two-dozens	or	so	patients	admitted	to	the	oncology	in	a	typical	month,	we	always	seemed	to	be	at	least	one	or	two	from	a	city	with	a	population	of	a	year	of	just	eighty	thousand
people,	or	from	neighboring	communities.	The	following	year	he	found	a	house	in	the	cancer	department	at	CHOP.	Work	shifts	on	the	oncology	department	were	arranged	so	that	it	made	it	impossible	for	nurses	to	maintain	an	emotional	distance	from	their	assigned	patients,	since	the	same	three	or	four	nurses	took	care	of	a	child	for	months.	One	in
particular	stuck	in	his	mind.	Their	main	responsibility	was	to	make	sure	that	state	and	local	environmental	health	agencies	were	doing	the	job	that	ATSDR	soon	could	not	do	alone.	Their	relations	with	their	parents	were	just	as	intense.	But	I	loved	her,”	she	recalled.	The	discussion	was	not	something	he	planned.	After	eleven	years	are	are	©Ãhcrep
ocilbbup	lad	onavinev	ehc	inoizamrofni	id	otanisacni	'op	nu	are	nosnaJ	turned	out	to	be	confused,	poorly	documented,	or	otherwise	unreliable.	The	nurses	were	family.	Was	the	agency	considering	launching	such	a	study	in	Toms	River?	But	this	was	different.	They	had	been	around	long	enough	to	be	a	tad	cynical	about	the	outsiders,	the	amateurs	who
were	always	demanding	investigations	without	knowing	the	facts.	When	Boornazian	asked	her	to	check	to	see	if	anyone	at	the	EPA	was	looking	into	the	issue,	she	agreed.	Ã	Â	Under	the	circumstances,	Steve	Jones	felt	that	he	could	not	say	no	to	the	EPA	employee	who	called	him,	just	as	Laura	Janson	felt	that	she	could	not	say	no	to	her	sister-in-law,
the	oncology	nurse.	The	long	shifts,	especially	the	sleepless	overnights,	created	an	intimacy	among	nurse,	parent,	and	child	that	no	one	else	could	share¢ÃÂÂcertainly	not	the	doctors	and	social	workers,	who	were	mere	transients	by	comparison.	¢ÃÂÂThe	general	sentiment	from	the	doctors	was	that	it	was	just	a	coincidence,	and	that	we
shouldn¢ÃÂÂt	worry	about	it,¢ÃÂÂ	Boornazian	recalled.	Someone	needed	to	look	at	it.¢ÃÂÂ	Ã	Â	Like	Lisa	Boornazian	and	Laura	Janson,	Jones	knew	almost	nothing	about	the	sordid	history	of	chemical	pollution	in	Toms	River.	It	was	the	oldest	and	most	prestigious	children¢ÃÂÂs	hospital	in	the	United	States,	regularly	finishing	at	the	top	of	national
rankings	for	pediatric	care.	Ã	Â	She	and	her	husband,	Adam,	came	from	large	families	and	often	got	together	on	weekends	with	their	siblings,	many	of	whom	still	lived	in	the	Philadelphia	area.	By	1995,	everyone	who	worked	on	the	oncology	ward	at	Children¢ÃÂÂs	Hospital	knew	about	Toms	River.	¢ÃÂÂPeople	said,	¢ÃÂÂOh,	don¢ÃÂÂt	drink	the
water	when	you¢ÃÂÂre	there,	and	don¢ÃÂÂt	breathe	too	deeply,¢ÃÂÂ	¢ÃÂÂ	Boornazian	remembered.	Ã	Â	In	their	extended	family,	Laura	Janson	was	an	authority	figure	on	environmental	matters.	Janson	would	later	explain	her	decision	this	way:	¢ÃÂÂWhen	you	work	at	EPA,	people	are	always	saying	something¢ÃÂÂs	wrong	with	their	water,	but
She's	your	brother-in-law	talking,	and	she's	a	nurse	in	Chop	who	made	the	real	cancer	observations	in	the	kids,	they	think	you'd	better	follow.	Janson	checked	and	learned	there	were	two	Superfund	sites	in	the	Toms	River	and	neither	of	them	had	been	the	subject	of	an	EPA	health	study.	He	was	in	care	for	more	than	a	year	and	Boornazian	approached
his	family.	"I	remember	driving	and	thinking:"	This	is	the	plant	that	everyone	speaks	of."	For	days	later,	he	could	not	stop	local	families	he	had	met	in	the	oncological	department.	The	idea	was	that	the	EPA	would	oversee	landfill	cleaning,	while	the	ATSDR	would	recommend	EPA	on	the	health	risks	posed	by	each	waste	site.	Jones,	Boornazian,	and
Janson	worked	in	tentacle	bureaucracies	and	risk	warnings.	So	he	was	a	little	nervous	when,	while	driving	to	the	funeral,	he	looked	at	his	left	at	the	traffic	light	on	Route	37	and	saw	the	gate	of	fence	and	safety	of	the	tentacular	factory	complex.	He	worked	in	the	US	Environmental	Protection	Agency's	Philadelphia	Regional	Office,	where	he	specialized
in	technical	evaluations	of	hazardous	waste	sites,	although	he	had	never	worked	on	anyone	at	Toms	River.	But	the	ATSDR	had	very	little	money	to	do	its	job,	especially	because	the	number	of	Superfund	sites	increased	in	the	late	1980s.	When	the	teenager	died	on	6	February	1995,	Boornazian	decided	to	travel	two	hours	from	Philadelphia	to	attend
the	funeral	in	a	city	he	had	never	visited	before:	Toms	River,	New	Jersey.	You	think	there's	something	going	on	in	the	Toms	River?	Â	€	â	The	doctors	told	her	the	same	thing:	No.	And	when	it	was	time	for	a	funeral,	the	nurses	did	what	family	members	do:	They	showed	up	and	wept.	For	us,	it	seemed	a	very	unusual	number	of	smoT	smoT	osrev	eradiug
id	odnacifinaip	avats	ehc	otraper	len	ereimrefni	ertla	da	essid	naizanrooB	odnauQ	for	Carrie-Anne	Carter¢ÃÂÂs	funeral,	they	responded	with	wisecracks	that	were	only	half	in	jest.	She	had	to	speak	up	for	the	memory	of	Carrie-Anne	Carter	and	all	the	other	Toms	River	children	who	had	come	through	the	cancer	ward.	It	became	a	source	of	dark	humor
on	the	ward,	with	the	nurses	regularly	asking	one	another:	¢ÃÂÂI	wonder	when	our	next	patient	from	Toms	River	is	coming	in?¢ÃÂÂ	Ã	Â	The	doctors	ignored	the	chatter.	Many	years	later,	she	explained	why.	So	Janson	decided	to	call	another	federal	agency,	one	that	few	members	of	the	public	had	ever	heard	of.	They	were	especially	close	to
Adam¢ÃÂÂs	sister,	Laura	Janson,	and	her	husband,	Eric.	Only	rarely	did	Jones	field	calls	from	the	public	about	supposed	cancer	clusters;	when	he	did,	they	usually	ended	in	mutual	frustration.	How	could	the	doctors	be	expected	to	pay	attention	to	something	as	trivial	as	a	home	address?	They	were	far	too	busy	to	get	to	know	the	families	the	way	the
nurses	did.	¢ÃÂÂWhat	she	was	expressing	to	me	was	very	specific,¢ÃÂÂ	Jones	remembered.	All	of	the	nurses	noticed	it.¢ÃÂÂ	CHOP	drew	its	young	cancer	patients	from	a	vast	geographic	area	of	more	than	ten	million	people,	and	some	families	would	travel	even	farther¢ÃÂÂfrom	as	far	away	as	South	America	and	the	Middle	East,	if	they	could	afford
it.	By	1996,	the	EPA	was	spending	well	over	one	billion	dollars	per	year	(about	20	percent	of	its	budget)	on	Superfund;	the	entire	ATSDR	budget,	meanwhile,	was	just	$60	million.	¢ÃÂÂWe	began	to	notice	that	we	were	getting	a	lot	of	kids	from	the	Toms	River	area¢ÃÂÂ	in	1993	and	1994,	Boornazian	recalled.	Unlike	so	many	callers,	Janson	was	not
passing	along	a	vague	report	in	which	all	of	the	most	common	types	of	adult	cancer¢ÃÂÂ	lung,	breast,	skin,	and	all	the	rest¢ÃÂÂ	were	lumped	together.	¢ÃÂÂThe	younger	kids	mostly	had	no	idea.¢ÃÂÂ	Those	with	brain	or	bone	cancers	faced	long	odds.	The	Agency	for	Toxic	Substances	and	Disease	Registry	was,	and	still	is,	a	backwater	in	oiap	nu	rep
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