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Interview with Ava Marleow 
SESSION 1 (3/16/2020) 

 
KIM   

Hi, Ava. This is Kelsey calling from the Center for the Study of Women… 
 

How are you doing? 
 
MARLEOW   

Hanging in there despite the madness going on in our country right now [2020 COVID-
19 pandemic]––well, all over the world, I mean.  

 
KIM   

Yes. Yes, there's–– we're not really coming into the office right now. All classes have 
been moved to online. It's been very interesting. 

 
MARLEOW   

Yes. Same thing, I think, all over the country. And then more and more states are starting 
to close public schools. I'm in Minnesota right now, but my home state of Michigan, 
they're closing restaurants and all kinds of stuff. I think a lot of people––we might be on 
lockdown soon, which isn't going to be fun at all. But, oh well, that’s life.  

 
KIM   

Well, thanks for taking the time out of your day to talk to us. 
 
MARLEOW   

I’m so happy you’re doing this study.  
 
KIM 

Great. I know you were talking with Nic earlier, and I saw that you prefer doing half 
hours of interview. Is that correct? 

 
MARLEOW 

Is that possible? Yes, just because of my phone, and I get tired. My phone's not the best. I 
think it kind of––yes.  

 
KIM 

Oh, that's perfectly fine. We can do it for half an hour. I know you talked to Nic [Yiu] 
about possibly doing one next Monday as well. I'll follow up with her. 
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MARLEOW 
Sure. That works. 

 
KIM   

Awesome. Do you mind if I record the interview? 
 
MARLEOW   

Not at all. I just hope my phone cooperates. Okay. Yes, I just––it says some funny things 
right now that I just can't control.  

 
KIM   

I see. Let me explain. So, today we're going to do some questions. I don't know if Nic had 
explained everything to you. I'm sure she had, but we are doing an oral history interview 
for people with chemical illnesses. So, this isn't just us asking questions about just about 
having MCS [multiple chemical sensitivity], it's also us trying to get a holistic picture of 
who you are as a person. So, it will be questions about your family background, your 
work, your social life, interests like that. Just so we can get a whole picture of you, not 
just about your illness. So, if we are going to do half an hour today, I'm mostly going to 
focus, I believe, on background questions. I'm sure. Once we do the rest of the interview, 
we'll get more in depth with MCS. 

 
MARLEOW   

 Great. Okay, sounds good. 
 
KIM   

Do you have any questions before we begin? 
 
MARLEOW  

No, thanks for asking.  
 
KIM 

Okay, great. So, I'm just going to say an introduction for the recording. Before I do that, 
is your last name––now is it Marleow?  
 

MARLEOW 
 Yes, that’s right. You’re one of the few people that pronounces it right. The “e” is silent.  
 
KIM 

Okay, great. I’m just going to begin by saying an introduction for the recording. Today is 
March 16, 2020. It's one pm. This is Kelsey Kim, a GSR [graduate student researcher] at 
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CSW. I am speaking with Ava Marleow today. All right, Ava, can I start by asking you 
when and where you were born? 

 
MARLEOW   

Yes. Royal Oak, Michigan. It’s a suburb of Detroit. 
 
KIM  

Suburb of Detroit. And what was it like growing up there?  
 
MARLEOW 

Oh, boy. I have to think. I don't know how to answer that. Well, it was fine. I grew up–
outside of my family life. My grandparents were fun. It was a good decade. Socially, the 
music scene was great. It was more laid back then it wasn't as––people didn't seem as 
stressed out now, at least in the communities outside of my home, as they do now. So, it 
was a fun place overall, even though I had a lot of adversity in my home life, and a lot of 
changes, but I would say overall it was a decent place to grow up. Yes, even though I 
have a lot of adversity in my background. So, we actually––where do I even start with 
this? I had a lot of adversity in the first seven years. I lived in different suburbs. Even 
though I was born in Royal Oak, I wasn't technically raised in the suburb of Royal Oak. I 
don't know specifically what to say about it. I'm sorry. 

 
KIM   

Did you grow up with any siblings? 
 
MARLEOW   

I did. I grew up with––again, my family background is probably one of the most 
confusing ever because I had four dads by the time I was seven. Just around adversity, I 
had an ACE [Adverse Childhood Experiences] score of nine by the time I was seven, 
which is pretty high if you're familiar with the ACE scores. I forgot the question you 
asked me. Do you mind repeating that question you just asked?  

 
KIM 

No worries. I just asked if you grew up with any siblings. 
 
MARLEOW 

Yes, I grew up with––from the time I was seven to seventeen, five younger siblings. 
 
KIM   

Oh, wow, that's a lot. 
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MARLEOW   
Well, technically, I have eight younger siblings, but I just grew up with––like I said, I 
have such a confusing family background. I was probably confused for the first seven or 
eight––for a good chunk of my life. Yes, it’s a lot.  

 
KIM 

Do you mind speaking a little bit about your family background? If you don't want to, 
that's fine.  

 
MARLEOW 

Yes, I'm really open. It’s just I have really bad ADHD [Attention-deficit/hyperactivity 
disorder] and so I don't know where to focus when I do, or where to start. So, feel free to 
ask me specifically what you would like to know, and I'd be happy to answer.  

 
KIM   

Sure. Yes, yes. What did your parents do? 
 
MARLEOW   

Okay, my mom was a hairstylist. My biological dad––who I didn't grow up with––him 
and my mom were in high school together. He was a Vietnam veteran and he also was a 
bass guitarist in a rock band. And what’s else––my other dad, let’s see, the first dad I 
don't remember that my mom married. The second dad I’m not really sure what he did. 
He got into some trouble, actually, with the law. I think he was into some drugs and stuff. 
Then my fourth dad was involved with the automotive industry in Detroit. He was an 
account executive, I think, for GM [General Motors] or something for a while before the 
80s came and everybody went bankrupt. So, it's typical. My grandparents were more like 
my parents really like, they were more––my grandpa was a retired janitor and my 
grandma was a factory worker in automotive parts. So, I come from a pretty working, 
poor working class, family background. I mean, the only time we had any money in our 
family, or any affluence, was my fourth stepdad that my mom was married to from the 
time I was seven to seventeen. It wasn't like wealthy, but for us it was. We were 
considered maybe still working class or middle class. Those were the days where there 
actually was a middle class. So, I know what's happened to it now and what else? What 
else did you want to know about my parents––what did they do?  
 
I was just going to say I feel really fortunate to have grown up in the 70s, which to me 
was one of the most mellow decades of all times. Part of the 70s, we had a peanut farmer 
who was pretty liberal for a president. I grew up with Mr. Fred Rogers and Sesame 
Street. People didn't have to work two jobs. I don't remember anybody working two jobs 
for a living and still having trouble making ends meet like they do today. It seemed like 
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most people could get by with one job. It's really different times. I remember like the big 
logo of the 70s was a smiley face. I even had a smiley face button that I just loved. It was 
a pin I could wear with like––it was red and sparkly. It was just great, but my family life 
was rough. Inside my home was rough, a lot of violence and things going on so, but 
outside of it was pretty good. I would say it was Soul Train and the music and my 
grandparents––if it weren’t for them, I probably wouldn't have made it to seventeen just 
because there was a lot of domestic violence and abuse in my home growing up so.  

 
KIM   

Oh, no, I'm sorry to hear that. 
 
MARLEOW   

But I still had some fun times. I had a lot of good friends and I still had some fun times. 
Like I said, I'm lucky it was in that decade of the 70s rather than now. I think it would be 
a terrible time to be a kid now, to be honest. I think that there was more hope for the 
future then, too, for people. It seems so. 

 
KIM 

I was also wondering, do you recall––are there any smells or scents or fragrances that you 
associate with your childhood home? 

 
MARLEOW 

I think sometimes, now and then if I'm at a friend's house on Thanksgiving or something, 
and there's a turkey smell. I think sometimes that is because my mom always made 
turkey dinner. Oh, and my grandpa––he was the baker and the cook of the family, so 
sweets. He got me my first Betty Crocker oven that was really popular in the 70s. It was a 
toy, but it actually baked. Then he got me a donut factory, so I was baking then––baking 
a lot. I think any sweet smells, like baking smells like muffins or chocolates or donuts, 
cake. Yes, those kinds of smells, even pancakes. My grandpa used to make these silver 
dollar pancakes, too. I think that’s where I got all my good cooking and baking skills––
was with my grandpa. So yes, especially food smells. I don't know. That's such a great 
question too. I can't remember any smells associated with my childhood home except 
maybe cleaning products. 

 
KIM 

What kind of cleaning products? 
 
MARLEOW 

Maybe, but I'm not sure. I can't think of anything specifically. It's not like my mom 
overdid it. She was actually pretty careful with the cleaning products. I don't remember 
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her overdoing it, but it was more. So, I also have some shampoo smells. There was this 
great shampoo that was popular in the 70s called Body on Tap. I think it was the first 
shampoo with beer in it. [Laughter] It was so popular. I sometimes remember that smell. 
I'm just trying to think of any other significant smells, oh, here we go––this is going way 
back. So, when my mom first had me––the first few years of my life, I would go back 
and forth to work. She was single for the first few years and we lived with my 
grandparents. She was a single mom and so she either took me to work with her at the 
hair salon. I remember [hair] permanent [wave] smells and Aqua Net and stuff. And then, 
also there were some––I think it was more noise though, and then sometimes I would 
even go to my grandma's work in a factory, which was awful. It was so loud and smelly, 
but I don’t know if I can pinpoint a specific smell with the factory. Maybe burning 
rubber. Gosh, I haven't thought about that in forever. See, I'm sure there were a lot of 
smells, but I don't think I can recall one that sticks out or stands out specifically in my 
childhood.  

 
KIM 

Did you show any signs of illness or sensitivity when you were a kid?  
 
MARLEOW 

Again, this is a great question. I was surrounded by so much chaos growing up that I 
don't know if I was. I did have a lot of health issues starting at a young age. I had teeth 
problems. I had a really bad, bad stomach aches. These were chronic. I also had skin 
rashes, on my head and other areas of my body that were common, especially now––and 
these are especially I remember in elementary years, but I don't remember anything being 
done about them.  

 
KIM   

Okay, so you weren't taken to the doctor or anything? 
 
MARLEOW   

For those specifically, I don’t remember. I don't remember going to the doctor until I 
would bug my mom. We grew up in a house where we had to bug our mom to take us to 
the doctor or dentist and that wasn't until I was in my teens that that seemed to work. I’m 
sure she did. I remember the elementary––like she took us to the required shots and stuff 
that were required. But I don’t remember going. And yes, so bear with me.  I have a 
trauma background. So, I think there's actual parts of my––memories are hard. They're a 
little fragmented, especially from my early years. I think there's even areas where I 
blacked out. So that's probably why I'm not able to give as clear of answers as maybe 
some other folks. 
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KIM 
Oh, no, I understand. Yes. If you need to take a break or anything, or if you want us to 
move on from questions, we can do that too.  

 
MARLEOW 

No, I'm fine. Thank you though. Thanks, I appreciate your consideration. Thank you.  
 
KIM 

How about we talk about what school was like? Growing up to elementary school, 
middle school, high school. Did you enjoy school?  

 
MARLEOW  

I did a lot. Yes, I love school. More in elementary though. I was the––elementary school 
was really fun because it's different now. But back in the day when I went, the school 
system in Michigan was much better than it is now. So, we had art classes and gym and 
recess. Art was my favorite. I really excelled at it. Math I didn't do well. I really struggled 
in math and reading comprehension. And failed those, but I did extra stuff. I got to be a 
safety [officer] and I volunteered in the office. And then in middle school, it was rough, 
although it's still fun. But middle school is always––I think that's hard for anybody that's 
been sent to teachers because you're in between, and then high school. In high school, I 
started going downhill. I think all the early trauma was catching up with me and all that. I 
had a lot of responsibility in the household growing up, because I basically had to be the 
parent, even for my parents, if that makes sense. I never got to really get involved. I never 
got to really get involved in extracurricular activities and hobbies, like a lot of more 
normal kids do because I had so much responsibility at home. I think it caused learning 
disabilities too. It always took me, I had to spend––I had to study really hard even though 
I enjoyed learning and stuff. I had to study really hard to get a decent grade, especially 
with things like math and reading comprehension, which I still have trouble with to this 
day.  
 
For the most part, I loved it, especially the social aspect of it. I made friends easily in the 
neighborhood and in my schools. I was lucky to be in the same neighborhood from the 
time I was seven to seventeen. It was actually the Berkeley. I know there's a Berkeley in 
California, but there is actually a Berkeley, Michigan, too, which is a suburb of Detroit, 
which is kind of right next to Royal Oaks. That's where I spent a good chunk of my 
childhood. I think that being in the same neighborhood for so long really helped me deal 
better with the violence going on in my home and the chaos in my home. And school, of 
course, gave me a break from all that other chaos at home as well. I definitely looked 
forward to going to school except high school years. It really got rough. I eventually had 
to drop out when I ran away from home. And then my parents were criminally charged 
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with child abuse and neglect. And so, it all just went. It made things very challenging for 
me and my siblings. 

 
KIM 

Yes, yes, I would imagine. So, you ran away from home during high school? 
 
MARLEOW 

Yes, and then I had to drop out for a semester just so I could work and pay rent and other 
bills. I actually––I rented a room from a friend's mom who was struggling. She was a 
single mom with two kids, and I moved and shared the––paid rent on the room that my 
best friend was living in. Paid for food and all that. 

 
KIM   

How long were you in the rented room for? 
 
MARLEOW   

I know it wasn't over a year. It was probably for that semester because I remember I 
ended up. This is where it gets shady––you know my memory. I think I might have been–
–I think the next room I rented was with my grandparents. They had a townhouse and 
they just went bankrupt or something, and they could use the help, so it was beneficial for 
both of us. I think I moved in with them for about a year or two. 

 
KIM   

What kind of jobs did you do to support––to pay the rent? 
 
MARLEOW   

In the rent years, it was just retail. It was like––I mean, I started working when I was 
eleven. I started babysitting in my neighborhood and that was paid work with them. 
When I was fifteen, my first corporate job was McDonald's. I lasted for six months 
because the job made me so sick. I don't know if it was chemicals over the fryer bin. But 
I did––got stuck over the fryer bin one Saturday all day. And then when they put me on 
the register all my customers kept saying, “Ava, did you just go to Florida?” I'm like, 
“No, why?” They’re like, “Because you’re red and you look like a lobster.” I had been 
working so hard, I didn't notice. When I went home, it was terrible. I had––my skin was 
severely burned and then it––I developed some awful infection in my eye. Of course, I 
couldn't work then because of the health department––you can't. So, I just went in and 
turned in my uniform because I figured the job was toxic to me. I boycotted 
McDonald’s––I never ate there since I quit that job. And then my next job was Kmart. 
Because Kmart was headquartered there in a Detroit suburb and I worked just retail. That 
was couple years I think until––what did I do? I did as soon as, I did end up graduating 
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even though I had a really low grade point [average]. I think I still graduated around 
eight––I think I graduated on time. 

 
KIM  

Oh, you graduated high school on time?–– 
 
MARLEOW 

––I started college too. I started––pardon me? 
 
KIM 

––Oh, you graduated high school on time?  
 
MARLEOW 

I think I did. I don't remember graduating late. I still graduated in ’86 even though I had 
to drop out for a little bit. And then I remember I was in college by the time I was 
nineteen, but it was part time at a community college in Royal Oaks. I was just doing 
about two years. Each job I had I would stick out for an average of two years. It was 
usually––I was even an office manager for a substance abuse clinic for two years until I 
discovered waitressing and then I could make as much money waitressing in the 
weekends and I could all week at the office so I could end up taking more classes in 
college. So, that's what I did.  

 
KIM 

It sounds like you were working throughout your education?  
 
 
MARLEOW 

Yes, because I just had me, myself, and I. I remember––I still have student loans about 
10,000 that I haven't paid off yet because––even though I did get some small grants and 
even a small scholarship––I still paid out of pocket. I took out loans for the majority of 
my education because I did end up graduating, but it wasn't till I was twenty-five that I 
got a degree just because I was dealing with so much. Not just health issues, but work 
and different––it's just a lot. It's really, yes. [Redaction.] 

 
KIM   

I see. Financially? 
 
MARLEOW 

Yes, unfortunately. Yes, I was still helping my mom. She was calling for groceries 
sometimes or help with stuff and then––but that wasn't very long. Yes, or if a sibling 
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needed help or something. I just did what I could, but I was really just struggling, I guess 
you could say. But I mean, pretty much, I’ve been in survival mode my whole life really, 
from a young age. 

 
KIM 

What did you study in college? 
 
MARLEOW 

I ended up with a degree. I started out in studying mental health, but then I ended up with 
a degree––a Bachelor's––in sociology and a minor in philosophy.  

 
KIM   

How did you enjoy college? 
 
MARLEOW   

Yes, I really enjoyed it a lot because I like to learn.  
 
KIM 

After you graduated from college, then what did you do? 
 

MARLEOW 
I moved to Minneapolis with my boyfriend at the time to take a break. I was going to 
pursue some creative goals. I actually––one of the reasons I went to Minneapolis was not 
just because my boyfriend wanted to move there for opportunities, but I wanted to 
audition to be one of Prince’s backup dancers. [Laughs] 

 
KIM 

Oh, whose backup dancers? 
 
MARLEOW 

A backup dancer for Prince, but now I never made it because I ended up getting caught 
up. I might––I made it to his studio. I never got to meet him in person, but I ended up 
working in a deli in a food co-op and my boyfriend and I were having troubles. I ended 
up doing moving back to Michigan after two years, which was not a great idea. But from 
there, I ended up getting into substitute teaching. I did substitute teaching and again, 
that's when the schools were great, and you could do it full time. I did that for about ten 
years. 

 
KIM   

How was substitute teaching? 
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MARLEOW  

It was challenging, but I liked the challenge. I really enjoyed it, especially at the time I 
was doing it because there were some great programs that unfortunately are cut now. But 
yes, I enjoyed it a lot. I mostly did special ed after my first year. That was, I did K 
[kindergarten] through twelfth [grade] and all kinds, but my specialty was special 
education. I did that from the time–– from [age] twenty-seven to thirty-seven. And I even 
got––and then boy in the early 90s? Yes, just after about two years back in the Detroit 
area, so it must have been early 90s. I moved to Ann Arbor, Michigan, and I continued 
substitute teaching when I lived in Ann Arbor for ten years. I was super busy in Ann 
Arbor. I was managing a house that I rented a room in. I was substitute teaching full time. 
I joined a dance troupe. And did choreography and dancing and then I was waitressing on 
the weekends.  
 
Then eventually, when education––a lot of the programs in the school system really 
changed, I ended up getting pushed out of the schools because I couldn't afford to go 
back to school and get a teacher certification. I just had a permit. So that's when I got 
trained as a massage therapist and did massage for ten years. I did chair. I was mostly 
trained in chair massage and reflexology. I had been studying holistic health and herbs 
too on the side for––gosh twenty, thirty years. Since I was twenty, I've been studying 
herbal medicine. So yes, I'm always interested in learning and then I've done activism 
work too. So, there's jobs I did that I didn't get paid for, like I never got paid for the dance 
troupe I was in even though we did performances. I did it because I loved it. I did a lot of 
activist work, too. I have a pretty strong activism background and all that was volunteer 
too. 

 
KIM  

That's incredibly fascinating. I am also wondering when you realized you had MCS. Was 
this during your youth, your childhood, or is this more as an adult? 

 
MARLEOW 

Yes, I didn't realize it till I was––the first time it hit me that something was really wrong 
was when I was around twenty-seven or twenty-eight when I first came back to 
Michigan. I had been working mostly on the weekends. Yes, it might have been just 
before I got into substitute teaching. I was waitressing at Detroit’s number one soul food 
bistro. I was there––within a month I figured out. It was just a small little place, cozy. 
The owner was so young and didn't––He had a fly phobia, and so he was spraying the 
flies with this heavy pink industrial strength insecticide. Within a month I had a really––I 
felt like I had pneumonia, and I was feeling really sick.  
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And I knew––I eventually pinpointed and was like, “It's got to be that chemical he's 
spraying.” One day I went in and I just grabbed the can he was using, and I read the back, 
and it said caution, fatal. Fatal, not dangerous, but fatal. F-A-T-A-L. To humans and 
domestic animals. I was so upset that he had been using that and spraying the entire 
restaurant with it. He would spray it five to ten minutes before it got full, while plates 
were still on the table. So, this means customers were getting exposed to this dangerous 
chemical. I immediately––as soon as I discovered how bad that was––I went into the 
back alley and I called the owner and the manager and the chef out. I said, “I want to talk 
to you now.” And they said, “We're busy.” I said “No, now, in the alley, and I'm going to 
read.” I looked at them and I said, “Have any of you read this? This stuff you're spraying? 
It's been making me very sick since I've been here.” They said, “No.” I said, “Well, I'm 
going to read it to you.” I read what I just told you the warnings on it. And I said, “Don't 
ever use this again.” There's an alternative that I told him about––I think it was the 
natural fly strips or something. [Redaction.] “I'm not working here anymore. I'm leaving 
right now.” Because I think the owner, he tried to say something like, “I just won't use it 
when you're here. I'll just use it when you're not here.” And I said, “You don't understand. 
These are insecticides. They don't just go away. They persist in the environment for about 
thirty years.”  

 
I did a lot of research on certain chemicals in college. Because I was also, in college––I 
forgot one of my activist jobs in college. I was a Pure Food Campaign coordinator for the 
state of Michigan and the Pure Food Campaign coordinate––the Pure Food campaign 
started in Minnesota and it's now the Organic Consumers Association. So, from there, 
after I got sick, I was bedridden for a few weeks and then that's when I started 
researching and researching, and then I found a support group called the Multiple 
Chemical Sensitivity Friends of Southeast Michigan. So, it really helped to be in touch 
with other people that had reactions to chemicals daily. Because my chemicals––yes, 
that's because things just got worse after that exposure. I think that’s when exposure 
really did a lot of harm to me. I just started researching and learning more and [I’m] 
actually still friends and in touch with a couple people I met years ago. Unfortunately, 
one of my creative collaborators in that group, he ended up committing suicide at a young 
age. I think part of it was from the chemical sensitivities––it can really mess you up. It's a 
serious illness. It was just a lot of damage. It messes with your hormones, and there's a lot 
of these chemicals we’re exposed to––they have endocrine disrupting chemicals. We’re 
just like the canaries in the coal mine. A lot of people think we're overreacting and it's 
like, “No, these are dangerous to everybody, or to most people.” That's at least––that's 
been my view on it with all the research I've done.  

 
KIM 

I’m so sorry to hear all that. 
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MARLEOW 

That's okay. I know it's not just my issue, even though it seems like unfortunately––it's 
still not widely accepted in the medical community as it should be. It’s getting better, 
but–– 

 
KIM   

We are at the thirty-minute mark. I was wondering how you feel so far. 
 
MARLEOW   

This is––that’s hard to answer too because––yes, so a little overwhelmed, but also I feel 
better that I'm able to share these experiences with people that are interested in learning 
and that may be able to do something to affect policy change or to educate people more 
about these issues.  

 
KIM 

Yes, of course. Did you want to continue for a little bit more, or would you rather stop for 
now?  

 
MARLEOW 

Yes, we can go a little bit more if you want, sure. My next appointment isn't until four or 
five. I could do another ten minutes or so, yes. 

 
KIM 

Yes, sure. So, do you link your MCS to your job where the guy was spraying the fatal 
bug spray? Or do you remember, for example, anybody in your family having any 
sensitivities as well? 

 
MARLEOW 

Okay, again these are such great questions you're asking. I feel bad I can't always answer 
them really well.  

 
KIM 

Oh, no, no. You can also take your time, too.  
 
MARLEOW 

Sure. I don't know because I wasn't––because I spent so much of my life in survival 
mode. When you have trauma, you tend to flee your body so you're not really paying 
attention to what's going on in your body. Unless it's really severe and debilitating. So, 
there might have been subtle signs along the way that I may have ignored, but I didn't––
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so that's why I didn't really take notice of until I had a big––because I'm sure I was 
exposed to dangerous chemicals as a kid. I'm sure there was fire retardant in the beef in 
the 70s, and there's peachy bees [phonetic], and there was a Detroit incinerator. I grew up 
around a lot of pollution and then look at––I'm sure I was exposed to some nasty 
chemicals in my childhood years in the hair salon. Actually, the chemicals they used 
then, I think some of them are banned now–– in the hair products and the permanent. So, 
it's hard to say when it started or when I so…. From the recollection I had, I really think it 
was––I didn't really pay big attention to it until I was in my late [clarification and 
redaction from AM: twenties at that restaurant in Detroit]. Then after that I had other 
workplace incidents, but after––so what else? Let's see. Yes, so I don't know. Yes, it's 
hard to say. It's tricky. For instance, I have––two of my disabilities right now are 
complex PTSD [post-traumatic stress disorder] and a TBI [traumatic brain injury]. They 
think those started as a toddler too, because of all the trauma I had. And those symptoms 
overlap. So, it makes it more complicated to give straight and clear answers. Does that 
make sense?  

 
KIM 

Yes, yes.  
 
MARLEOW 

Even though I wish I could. I wish I had clear memories of my first reaction to something 
as a kid, but I really unfortunately don't. 

 
KIM 

That's completely understandable. 
 
MARLEOW 

I’m sure there were some chemical exposures and sensitivities going on. I just wasn't 
aware of them.  

 
KIM 

Did your sensitivities affect your ability to go to work or maintain social relationships or 
pursue hobbies? 

 
MARLEOW   

It doesn’t really interfere with social as much as some jobs that I did in the past. I’ll give 
you some examples. During one of my substitute teaching jobs––I was normally at the 
same school, and for five years in Ann Arbor, but one time I get this job at a school on 
the other side of town. Figures the day I did, I remember taking a second-grade class to 
the computer lab for a computer class and as soon as we walked in, all the kids were like, 



15 
 

“Ew.” Yes, and this really harsh smell hit me. I wanted to turn around and walk out and 
as soon as all the kids behind me said, “Oh, Miss M,”––they used to call me Miss M. 
Like “Oh, it smells” and I'm like, “Okay, kids, this doesn’t––we're not going to stay in 
here. Turn around. We're going back to the room. We’re going back to our classroom.” 
I'm so glad I took that action because it was awful. Actually, the chemical––if it’s a bad 
chemical, I usually get immediate reactions. I really am the canary in the coal mine––big 
time. I remember telling the principal on the next break. I reported it to the office right 
away and I said, “You have to investigate what kind of chemical smell is coming from 
that room.” Because I said, “Usually when that repels me that much, it is usually going to 
be not just toxic to me, but to other people.” And so, they did. And I think within a week–
–was it a week? I forget. I was sick. I was bedridden for two weeks with a respiratory 
infection from that one just two-minute exposure in that computer room.  
 
I remember––I think it was within a week the maintenance department calls me from that 
school. And he said, “I'm so sorry to tell you this.” He goes, “My crew messed up. We 
used the wrong glue. We put it in new windows.”  They were doing something to the 
windows. He said, “My crew used the wrong glue that they’re not supposed to use in 
schools.” I said, “Okay, I want you to send me the sheet and what's in those chemicals. 
And yes, I hope to gosh you tell the parents what their kids were just exposed to or I 
will.” So, yes, that just put out––that made me––I was really leery. I made it clear––that’s 
why I was lucky to be in the same school because all the teachers when I was in a regular 
school, it was easy to just tell the principal, “Look, make sure any teacher or any 
classroom I'm going to be in––let them know I have chemical sensitivities.” They worked 
with me pretty well. So, no Glade plugins or if I need to crack a window––no Bounce 
sheets hanging in the room as an air freshener.  
 
Then I had another job I tried to start, I think it was in my thirties, when I moved to a 
resort––no, it was in my forties, sorry. It was a family owned shoe store that I used to 
shop at, and I just wanted a part time job. I was there just the first day. I was getting 
trained. The owner––and it was nice family owned business––was training me on how to 
put on shoes and what they're made of. It was a new shoe that was still off-gassing. I 
think it was like a high-tech tennis shoe or something. And the off-gassing––I started 
reacting so bad, but I didn't know what I was reacting to at the time. The owner couldn't 
finish the demonstration because my eyes were tearing [clarification and redaction from 
AM: so bad]. Yes, and I kept having to blow my nose and I'm like, “We can't finish this.” 
And I told them later, I couldn't take the part time job because––I think it was a really 
small store. I couldn't and they can't––some jobs can't accommodate you because then 
they have to get rid of product or whatever. So that didn't work out. I'm sure there's been 
another incident or two that I’m not remembering.  
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So, it can be limiting. Even to the new city I just moved to last year. I know I can't stay 
here because I was exposed to a lot of mold in my last two apartments in Traverse City 
where I lived for almost ten years. It's made me more sensitive, or it seems that my 
sensitivities have gotten worse. Even to car exhaust––to the point where I know I'm going 
to have to move back to a rural small town again, because I am outside too much. I don't 
have a car. I don't like cars. I don't want to be in a car when I don't have to. I like to bike 
and walk most places because it's the most efficient and affordable and eco-friendly way 
to do so. I just know that I will be back in a smaller town again because I just know I 
won't be able to do very well in the summer because if there's going to be a lot of car 
exhaust that gets trapped, when the heat and humidity go up, then I won't be able to 
breathe. I have asthma attacks, which actually happened to me in Ann Arbor a few times–
–but I’ll end up having to move back to a rural town. So, I've had to make some pretty 
big life changes around my chemical sensitivities. I tend to readjust and work for a living 
environment, you know what I mean? Because I can forget sometimes––because you 
don't want to think about it all the time. I'll go live up north where there's fresher air for a 
few years, give it five years, and I think it healed me; and then I come back to try and live 
in a in a more mid-sized city and then I go, “Nope, I'm still having trouble.” And, I mean, 
it's one of the reasons I came here. I was hoping Mayo Clinic could help, but I don't think 
they treat environmental illness. I think––from what I understand I have to check again–– 
but I don't know. I was having so many complex issues. I was hoping Mayo Clinic could 
help with it, but I don't think they can. I have to double check with one more department, 
but unless my––another medical planner can just look at––that’s how desperate I am to 
get better. I keep making changes in all kinds of areas of my life. And yes, it's not a fun 
thing to live with. 

 
KIM 

How are you feeling right now? It's about 1:45 for me. It's 3:45 for you. 
 
MARLEOW 

Yes, I’m feeling okay. I'm just feeling––yes, I’m fine. 
 
KIM 

Yes. Okay, do you want to continue? 
 
MARLEOW 

Sure.  
 
KIM  

Okay, and just let me know if you need to stop at any time. Why don't we talk a little bit 
about your activism? 
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MARLEOW 

Regarding the chemical sensitivities? Okay, the activism there was basically being 
involved with that support group. And just raising awareness in whatever community or 
job I was working––I would always. Or schools, but my biggest project that I started that 
was never finished––and a lot of it had to do with my creative collaborator committing 
suicide––was the “Chemical Girl” video we really wanted to do. I never was able to get 
ahold of Madonna's people either to get permission to keep––everything was on hold. 
[laughs] 

 
KIM 

 So, this is where you had––Oh, sorry, go ahead. 
 
MARLEOW 

I still think the video should be out there because, obviously, I don't know I'm just 
beginning to [inaudible] where people will listen. And this idea came up over ten years 
ago where I came up with the idea and then Mike helped me rewrite the lyrics to 
Madonna's “Material Girl.” I don't know if you know about the video. It was popular in 
the 80s. We rewrote it and called it “Chemical Girl.” We were just going to keep the 
same music and just do a video that involved kids. I don't know––we were deciding if we 
were going to do animated or use real people. But my brother's a great artist and I had 
him draw some characters. I think that it never got finished, but we thought it would be a 
good thing to get out there just to educate people because people, especially these days, 
they have short attention spans and they like to learn visually and it's fun. But it just 
shows––I wrote about instead of “Material Girl” it was “Chemical Girl”i about––yes, the 
lyrics are good. I should send them to you some time. It was a really fun song to rewrite, 
but like I said, we never got permission and we never got to the second or third phase of 
the project. So, it was put on hold. So, really my activism, it's just been around education 
and support. I think we did plan a few gatherings for––the support group I was in was 
pretty active in raising awareness and educating people.  
 
And part of that was the Pure Food Campaign. That's the reason I became the director of 
the Pure Food Campaign––and that might have been before I was even poisoned. Yes. I 
must have known chemicals are bad like that was––I don't know if you remember, but 
back in the 90s the FDA [Food and Drug Administration] approved a growth hormone 
called BGH [bovine growth hormone] to put in the food, and they weren't going to tell 
the consumers. They were going to put it in––approved to be in the dairy products. And 
after I researched it, I started fighting for labeling laws. I did a lot of work. It was a lot of 
work––probably more than I should have taken on. But luckily, I had some help in 
northern Michigan. Yes, so it really––we just passed out flyers and I did interviews on 
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the TV and radio. I think all my activism work has come down to things like making 
phone calls, raising awareness through educating the public, whether it's flyers or support 
groups or events. Now it's really just a bit. But the point I really wanted to get out there 
because I figured it would reach more people would be the “Chemical Girl” video. I think 
Billie Eilish would be a good person to do it, actually [laughs]. I think she'd be great, 
actually, now that I think about it. She's probably up for it too. Okay, just give me some 
ideas. 

 
KIM 

So how long ago were––Oh, sorry. Go ahead. 
 
MARLEOW 

––No, you go ahead. 
  
KIM 

Oh, I was just wondering how long ago were you working on the “Chemical Girl” video?  
 
MARLEOW 

That was in my thirties. That was a while ago.  
 
KIM 

Okay. Yes, and it seems like you've done a lot of activist work in various topics and 
different groups––like the thing with the food labeling is one, doing MCS with a different 
one? 

 
MARLEOW 

Yes. And then like I said, any job I was involved with I always did my best to make sure 
employers were aware––and customers. I never could do as much as I wanted to do really 
just because I was so stuck in survival mode–– always working very hard just to maintain 
feeling healthy and then having to work so hard to keep a roof over my head kind of 
thing.  

 
KIM 

Yes, yes. It seems like you did a lot of work advocating for yourself and other people in 
your work environment.  

 
MARLEOW 

Yes, I ran into employers that didn't––weren't too receptive either. Those people I 
eventually stopped working for––like I remember there was another time. Yes. It was 
around the time I was twenty-seven or twenty-eight. I was working for a musician. A 
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famous person, old Motown person in Detroit and I did all kinds of work for him. We 
were working from his condo one day in a Detroit suburb and when we walked in––we 
were coming back from running an errand––there were some ants on the floor, and he got 
scared. He was scared of tiny baby ants and he wanted to spray the whole place with Raid 
or something. I remember putting my foot down saying, “If you do that, I'm not going in. 
You do that, I'm not going in.” And guess what he did?  

 
KIM 

Did he do it?  
 
MARLEOW 

Yes! Five cats were in there––over baby ants, over little baby ants. It’s not like they were 
everywhere––just a few little baby ants. Just a few baby ants in the carpet. Big deal. My 
god––I can’t believe the phobias of nature that people have. It's so ridiculous. No wonder 
we’re in a mess. We’re in a mess. So, he did do it. I don't think I worked much longer for 
him after that and not––never went back in the condo anyway. 

 
KIM  

Yes. Were there other instances of people not accepting that you had MCS, like other 
employers or family members or friends? 

 
MARLEOW 

Oh gosh, my family members––that's a whole other story. Most of them just think it––
yes, they don't. They don't really do it. Most of my relatives don't do a good job at 
accepting––except maybe just two siblings––invisible illnesses, like a lot of people. 
That's the problem with MCS––is it's often, I put it in the category of other invisible 
illnesses. There's still a lot of people that don't accept it, just as there are people that aren't 
going to take the coronavirus thing seriously because they don't see it. Or they don't take 
air pollution seriously because they don't see it. That’s why I wanted to do a visual video 
because––and show the bad side effects of what chemical sensitivities does to a person. It 
wasn't going to be a pretty video, like Madonna did. Yes, Billie Eilish would be perfect to 
do it. She could probably even write a better one. There's a lot of people that have looked 
at me funny, but at the same time, I've seen a lot of things change for the better over the 
years, even though it's been slow to progress. At least in my own community, Traverse 
City, Michigan is a really, really green eco-conscious community. At my old doctor's 
office, you couldn't––no fragrances were allowed at all in the waiting room. Which is 
good for such a rural part of Michigan because Michigan, Midwest tends to be behind or 
not as progressive as the West or the East Coast. 

 
KIM 
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Could I hear a little bit more about how your family has been accepting your MCS? 
 
MARLEOW 

They haven’t been really accepting of anything, like I said. I'm really not close with 
them. I actually––they're quite toxic. Some of the chemicals I was exposed to––except for 
maybe two younger siblings. We don't––and they don't even––my brother. Okay, my one 
sister is better. She's into the same products I am. But my brother––for a while, I had a 
hard time with him. He's come around a bit. He's used these really strong––they were 
worse than Bounce sheets. Oh my god, they were awful. They would stink up a whole 
room. I said, “You have to get rid of those.” He never took me seriously, really. It was 
just my sister Jennifer but that was––they changed. My sister doesn't really use the 
Bounce sheets anymore. This is another sister––not the one I was already talking about 
then. I don't really spend a lot of time with my relatives, unfortunately, because we were 
displaced [as] teenagers and then we were displaced during the crash of ’08 too. I was 
displaced from––separated from a lot of my friends and relatives that I was close to in the 
Detroit area when we were hit really hard by the crash of ’08. We had friends that lost 
their lives. We had a housemate that tried to off herself [commit suicide]. Some of my 
best friends moved down South. I never see them because I don’t have money or time to 
travel. 

 
KIM 

In what other ways do you think that MCS has impacted your life? 
 
MARLEOW 

That's a great question. I'm not even sure I'm aware of it all. I just know it's does limit me. 
I'll––here's the biggest one right now. When I moved––I don't even know if there's a 
word, but I want to find a word to put it in. It's just made my life really––horrifying is the 
only word I can think of. But the latest incident, it's pretty big and I can’t believe I didn't 
mention it yet. But when I first moved into this––I never lived in a new apartment 
building in my life because I’m stuck with this disability income. I finally wanted to get–
–I wasn’t getting the specialized medical care I needed in the small community I was 
living in. So, I found this place and it works with the housing program that I'm in and I 
talked manager after about the carpet glued down or things off gassed and she's like, 
“Yes, yes.” And I get here and my health––I really should have been in the hospital the 
first week. Because I have [redaction] asthma too, and I was exposed to a lot of that 
[unclear] too. I was exposed to a lot of secondhand smoke growing up, too, as well as 
other chemicals.  
 
Everybody smoked two packs a day in my house. I even smoked from the time I was 
fourteen until last year. But I was a super light smoker, like people didn't consider me a 
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smoker because I would have like a cigarette at night before bed or half a cigarette or 
something. But when I first moved into this building, there were so many chemicals off 
gassing. I didn't know what I was reacting to. I just knew it was worse in the community 
room and it was really bad. I noticed that the stress made it worse because I had a really 
stressful move. I had stressful things happen. The move here was really traumatic. So that 
weakened my immune system where it made me even more susceptible to the chemicals 
off-gassing from new products. So, I was very, very ill and actually my [redaction] 
asthma have been worse since I’ve lived here, but I can’t afford to move until my lease is 
up. Yes, I can’t. There’s nothing I can do. I don’t have the legal support that I would need 
to. Because at one point I was trying to get out of it––because the first couple weeks I 
was talking to my old neighbor and she was like, “Yes, you’ve got to get out of that 
place. It sounds horrible.” I remember I was just coughing and choking and coughing and 
I couldn't breathe. And she's like, “We need to get you back here.” But again, I'm really 
not––nothing happens, it doesn't matter this is––this is what I really don't like about this 
country.  
 
What I've learned, doesn't matter how bad your health is––if you don't have money and 
support, America will let you die. They don't care about you. I hate to say that, but it's the 
truth. That's why we need big changes in universal health care in this country because the 
way the system is set up right now. Because I know I'm not dealing with suffering––I 
know other friends I know with multiple chemical sensitivities. The reason they made it 
is because they had family support, and they had a lot of it. While my family––they're 
not. They have never been emotionally or financially supportive. My grandparents were 
very emotionally supportive, but they never had the money to help with anything. I think 
being stuck in chronic poverty or having other disabilities and not having support––I 
think that can set you up to being more prone to illnesses like environmental illness or 
MCS. I certainly thought here––I couldn't believe how bad my system was reacting to the 
point where I was trying to move but everybody kept saying, “Oh no, you’re stuck in 
your lease. You got to stay there, you mean by, blah blah.” I call whatever and I just felt 
helpless and powerless, and I still do. But I am working on looking at alternative places 
to live when my lease is up in September despite––no more new buildings for me. 
Luckily, I don't react as bad as I did when I first got here, and it’s gotten better since I've 
been here. Well, some things have with this, but I've noticed that my asthma [redaction] 
definitely worsened since I was in this building. For sure.  

 
KIM 

So, this was the first time you've experienced it in living in an apartment or a house? You 
didn't have any issues before living in older homes? Except for, you said, mold was one 
issue? 
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MARLEOW  
I did. Yes, it was mold. Unfortunately, there were two apartments. Traverse City, 
Michigan, the city I moved from last year is a great resort town but my god, it’s the 
dampest, wettest town I’ve ever lived in. So, are you still there? 

 
KIM  

Yes, sorry I'm still there.  
 
MARLEOW  

I thought we got cut off. I thought I heard a train sound and was like, “What’s that?” The 
first apartment I had in Traverse City was actually––it was a little bit like a boarding 
house, but it was an old historic hotel and they turned it into a boarding house. It was 
pretty cool. But it was moldy, and I was stuck there for two years. There was so much 
mold there. The walls were spongy. And there were visible signs and my sister didn't like 
to come and visit me there. She was like, “It smells so musty.” There was no––so I got 
very, very sick there and ended up in the ER [emergency room] and then I ended up in a 
shelter until I could find another place to live. Then the next apartment I was in was 
better because I was in a castle, a real castle. You could look it up. It's a great tourist site. 
It's really amazing. It looks like something you'd see in Germany. It's really cool. It's a 
cool spot. It's amazing. I lived in a little studio apartment in that castle that I lived in for 
five years until I moved here. In the house, it was better. It was better because there was 
more circulation and there wasn't as much––but there was still some visible mold going 
on. I brought it up to the management. They did nothing just like the last. Well, the last 
place denied the mold completely. It was ridiculous. The other place just didn't do 
anything even though I showed him. I brought down stuff that mold was growing on in 
my apartment. I thought mold was all over that city because it was––it was even being 
outside and biking. I had to go back on allergy shots for my asthma––was getting worse 
there too.  
 
So, I was just desperate when this came up and we had been looking for a place to live. 
I’d looked all over the country and I narrowed it down eventually to Boston, Ann Arbor 
or Rochester, Minnesota. Rents were too high and the waitlist in Boston was too long. 
Ann Arbor, I'd already lived in for ten years, and they're a little more expensive. So, 
when this came up, I thought I would try it for a year. It is easier to keep clean too 
because I have allergies to dust and stuff too. But yeah, so there's––I'm used to living in 
older historic places. There's only one other apartment I had. Was that in Ann Arbor 
before the crash of ’08? There was an apartment complex that was older but renovated. 
That was nice––that I don't remember having any reactions too. I think what I was 
reacting to here, it could be something in the gas heat. I’m not––see that’s the thing too. 
In the new building, you don't know what you're reacting to. Obviously, chemicals. Yes, 



23 
 

here I think the gas heat for me because a lot of stuff like exhaust gets me. I noticed that 
my senses would get worse when the gas heat goes on.  

 
KIM 

I see. It sounds like housing has been quite an issue for you. And also sounds like work 
was a big issue too, right?  
 

MARLEOW 
Well, that's probably why I ended up disabled in 2014. Legally, I haven’t been able to 
work since then. 

 
KIM   

Okay. 
 
MARLEOW  

Well, I have been––but it’s mostly medical appointments. So, a full time job––my health 
is pretty bad.  

 
KIM 

And you said that it hasn't really affected your social life too much. Is that right? 
 
MARLEOW 

[Redaction.] 
 
But as far as my social life now, that's not happening. I really don't have one. I had a hard 
time in the last city I lived in because it was mostly retired and disabled people. I usually 
have medical appointments most of the day. The retired people, at least in my 
community, they were pretty rigid about––they wanted everything done by 2 pm, and I 
wasn’t even available until after then. It was hard to even organize monthly potlucks in 
my old neighborhood. And even here, I've been trying. One of the reasons my disability 
counselor––another highlight of moving here was that the apartment management 
company here advertised they would have regular social planned activities. They've only 
had one since I've been here, and I've been here since October 4th. When I talked to the 
manager about it, she said they’ve just been really busy. Also, I was told they were 
offline and they're not––that's been really challenging. But at least they took––see, when I 
first moved in, they had a really strong Glade plugin in the office and whenever I walked 
in it really bothered me. One day I just asked him if they could take it out, and they 
looked at me one time, and they said, “No,” really loud at the same time. I was like, 
“Wow.” But eventually, I think when they discovered I had a great injury and got to 
know me better––I haven't seen it in there recently.  
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Sometimes you––that's why it's so hard to figure out what causes MCS or environmental 
illness because you don’t know if it’s trauma or related to trauma or having an ACE score 
or because these chemicals really are toxic, but it's probably a combination of stuff. I 
gather that’s why it’s complicated to treat because my one creative collaborator I told you 
about that committed suicide––that was working on that “Chemical Girl” project with me 
briefly. He actually went to get treatment because his parents had money to pay for it. I 
think they spent like $60,000 to send him to a hospital in Texas that treats it for six 
months. It was interesting if he could come back––his health turned around and he really 
looked better. He felt better. He wasn't bedridden. He could actually work a little bit. It 
was like he was a different person. Then a few years later, I forget I don't know what, we 
don't really know exactly what happened. I wasn't really exposed to him and somebody 
else––but he started his own successful film company and things were looking up. This 
hospital had really turned his life around. I forget the name of the hospital. I think it's in 
Dallas. But yes, and then he started––committed suicide a few years later. 

 
KIM  

I’m sorry to hear that. I just have a few more questions. Are you feeling okay?  
 
MARLEOW 

Yep. I'm sure, thanks for asking.  
 
KIM 

Of course. I was wondering if you had any––let's say––well, let me ask it a little bit more 
broadly. How have your experiences been visiting the doctor regarding your MCS? 

 
MARLEOW  

[Pause] I think I’ve been fortunate there. It seems––well, my main primary doctors have 
been pretty good, it seems. And even here, I was surprised. I think when I came here, my 
primary care doctor, though, isn't at Mayo Clinic. It's at Olmsted Medical Center here, 
and I was surprised when I told them I had multiple chemical sensitivities. They were 
like, “Yep, it’s in our system as environmental illness.” Wow. That's the first time a 
doctor has ever told me it’s in their system. I was like, “Wow that means the Medical 
community is taking it more seriously now.” Because before nobody ever seemed––it 
seemed people tended to treat it more lightly or not take it as seriously as they do now, or 
at least as they do here now. But I don't know if Mayo takes it too seriously––that 
concerns me because they're pretty big. I don't know yet. Do you think––I don't know. 
But one doctor reminded me that they're just set up to be specialized in certain areas. 
They can't be specialists in every area. I still have to do more investigation with that 
because I'm getting different answers in the community from people so I can’t––I feel 
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like we're making progress. I remember one of my jobs in Ann Arbor that I worked––it 
was nice. When I wouldn’t sub in the summer, I would do other jobs sometimes. There 
was one job I did––I ended up being there for two years––for a holistic doctor and it was 
herbal. He had an herbal homeopathic pharmacy that I worked in. He wrote me a note 
one time when my apartment at the time was going to spray for insecticide and I asked 
him to write a note so they wouldn't and just mention that I had chemical sensitivities on 
there. He understands that. I find alternative doctors are always more––and doctors that 
have been doing it for decades––are more accepting of it.  

 
KIM 

Okay, do you visit an alternative doctor?  
 
MARLEOW 

Not here. I wish. If I were back in Ann Arbor, I would. But I don't know of any here that 
Medicare, Medicaid would cover. But I did when I lived in Ann Arbor. Right now, after 
the doctors, I go to chiropractic and massage.  

 
KIM  

Okay. And you were also a massage therapist at one point, right? 
 
MARLEOW 

Yes, my license just expired in Michigan last year because I’m not there.  
 
KIM 

Were you exposed to different scents and fragrances as a massage therapist? 
 
MARLEOW 

It never bothered me because the woman I used to work for in Ann Arbor used really 
high-quality products that were from Germany and that were really pure and not 
synthetic. I tend to react––but I noticed I have some friends who have chemical 
sensitivity who react to every fragrance––I only really react to the ones that are really––
how do I say this? I don't know. I just react to more––I don't seem to have a problem with 
the more natural ones. Unless, now I ha–– I remember I had a guitar teacher in Ann 
Arbor. I forget about these things until we get talking about them. I had a guitar teacher 
in Ann Arbor who used to wear this jasmine essential oil and he claimed it was all 
natural. After a couple meetings with him, I'm like, “Warren, this is really bothering me. 
My eyes water. I'm having trouble breathing. I feel like my asthma is flaring up.” He 
eventually changed it because he said he found out there was an impurity in the product 
or something. So, I guess that was the time I did react to a natural thing. Then I was 
working––on one of my other sites that involved natural oils, my boss used too much 
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essential oil at one time, and I had to leave. It was in the basement, no ventilation. I 
started having an asthma attack and had to leave the building even though it was essential 
oils, but she used too much at once. We got over that. Yes, there's been several I've had 
and I'm sure there's even more of a––I don't even remember them until I start. They don't 
start coming in until I start talking about it. 

 
KIM  

Have there been any treatments that worked for you or that didn't work for you? 
 
MARLEOW  

I've never really had any treatment for MCS or chemical sensitivities except avoiding it. 
What tends to help is just natural therapies like massage. I believe that helps detoxify the 
body and I try saunas and swimming and I kayak to get exercise. But I haven't been able 
to do those regularly––as much as I would like––here because the transportation, but I 
work them in when I can. I notice it does make a difference, at least with asthma and 
stuff, but I've never had official treatments for environmental illness or chemical 
sensitivities because I don't know––like finding a doctor who treats that, at least where I–
–the part of the country I'm in––is trying to find a therapist that treats complex PTSD. I'm 
blessed to have both of these things. Aren’t I lucky? [laughs] 

 
KIM 

That actually brings me to another question I had. Have you received any sort of mental 
health counseling specifically for MCS? 

 
MARLEOW 

Nope. 
 
KIM  

Yes, that's fine. But you are part of support groups, though, right? 
 
MARLEOW  

Am I in a support group now? 
 
KIM 

Yes, I remember you talked about like MCS friends and other groups, right?  
 
MARLEOW 

Well, yes, that was when––I joined that when I was twenty-seven. But that was only 
when I lived––I was involved with that for about maybe over a decade, but that group’s 
broken up since then. I do keep in touch with one other person on Facebook, and then 
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there's a Facebook group that I think I joined, and a couple support groups on Facebook. I 
know one of them is MCS, and I’m just forgetting the name of it.  

 
KIM  

I do have some overview questions for you. How do you think society will view 
environmental illnesses in ten years? 

 
MARLEOW 

Great question. How do I think––well, I hope they’ll take it more seriously than they do 
now. I know, it's hard to say because it doesn't seem like we’re making much progress. I 
feel like we’re backsliding lately.  

 
KIM 

Please elaborate. 
 
MARLEOW 

Okay, so where do I feel like we'll be in ten years––the country, all over the globe, or a 
specific part of the US or? 

 
KIM 

You can interpret it any way you would like, but I was particularly interested––you just 
said that we are backsliding, and I would love to hear more about that.  

 
MARLEOW 

Sure. Well, I just think they're backsliding because I don’t think we’re taking it as 
seriously as we should, especially with this new administration. They’re missing––on 
these environmental pollution controls. They're taking us way back. For instance, in 
Minnesota, the governor is trying to get stricter EMP [electromagnetic pulses], like 
emissions tests, for vehicles to pass. The emission standards now in this state are worse 
now than when I was here in the 90s. That's not good. Because there seems like the 
environmental––the product quality isn't––it just seems like our policies and things are 
weakening. Yes, I mean, we shouldn't be back here. If we really––we would be working 
harder, getting better mass transit. And so, a lot of people I think––I don't know if it's 
they’re just not educated, or they just don't care. I'm starting to think there’s too many 
people that don't care. I feel like our culture has gotten pretty narcissistic. That's why I 
think this is the backsliding, otherwise we wouldn't have the man in the office that we do 
today. And the cuts he is going to make are quite devastating.  
 
The other thing and––then there's the people who care and they want to buy better 
products that are better for the environment and everybody’s health, but we can’t really 
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afford to. Because a lot of these higher quality products––sometimes that offer––well, 
there are more and more products are becoming fragrance-free. So, that's an area where 
we’re making improvements. I just was shocked to see that Bounce has fragrance-free. 
Some of the bigger name brands, so that is a big improvement. Even, All––the company 
says free and clear. I think I forgot that––so that’s some activism work I did in the past 
too. I used to call and write companies letters to encourage them to do their fragrance-
free stuff. I think because there's more demand for that companies are doing it. Even 
companies and I really––Like even some of the popular companies are doing that, which 
is great. So, for that I feel we’re making progress in that area. Right? We have such a 
ways [sic] to go, especially when it comes to everyday pollutants we're exposed to 
[redaction]. That kind of stuff is really a pet peeve of mine.  
 
I think there's still a lot of people that we're not reaching that––they're either not educated 
or they just don't care. And as long as we have––I really believe that ignorance is really 
dangerous. I feel like I spend a lot of my time trying to educate ignorance and then I have 
to take breaks because I get really burnt out on it. So, it's just like there's so many––yes, 
that's why I feel like some parts of the country are going backwards. It seems like people 
that are––the areas of the country that are really working on it can get the most amount of 
money and resources, too. Like everything else, it comes down and money, 
unfortunately––but it would be. Yes, I really believe. People are shocked when I say I'm 
from the Motor City, and I hate cars, but I divorced my second car when I was twenty-
seven and then I haven’t owned one since. I always try to make sure I’m somewhere 
where I can walk and bike or use mass transit because mass transit is actually my last 
option. I like to walk and bike first. I just wish we were farther along there because I feel 
like we haven’t made progress in that area, in most of America, and it's sad. Because you 
need cars for everybody––let's take this one guy going by––I’m watching right now. He’s 
got his car taped together with duct tape. I mean, really? That’s how dependent we are. 
Yes, I mean, that's how it's just––I think they're the worst addiction, and I think they're 
making not only environmental illness worse––I mean, people more susceptible to it, but 
it’s bad for pollution. I think that's why we've gotten green skies in the Midwest more 
than ever. We don't see the sun as much. I think it’s pollution, and a lot of it comes down 
to cars.  
 
I noticed that it’s so much worse in the lower income neighborhoods. Because I think the 
last neighborhood in Traverse City, there's a lot of money. I mean, a lot of money to the 
point where there are a lot of young entrepreneurs––actually Traverse City has the most 
amount of millennial entrepreneurs, and millennial millionaire entrepreneurs than 
anywhere else in our country, including San Fran[cisco] and New York. There were a lot 
of electric cars, even electric gas stations everywhere. You thought it was a really green 
community. I think sometimes how environmentally smart people are going to be and 



29 
 

how accommodating they are to chemical sensitivities––it's going to come down to 
money. Even though they're making it easier now. I noticed that it's getting better when I 
go to the supermarket. I just wish more people would not buy the plug-ins stuff. There’s a 
lot of people that don't get it. Oh my gosh, I forgot to tell you about my Fabuloso story in 
Massachusetts.  

 
KIM 

Yes, please do.  
 
MARLEOW 

Awesome. Yes, that should be banned––that purple liquid should be banned off the 
market. 

 
KIM 

I did hear other interviewees that just hate the stuff. 
 
MARLEOW 

Really? Okay. Yes, so I was living––after the crash of ‘08, one of the first places I ended 
up was renting a room out in a cool old historic building in western Massachusetts. I 
remember my neighbor one time––I was working on a computer. I had just started doing 
contract work from my computer. I was just doing some phone calls and data entry. I was 
talking to somebody and I had to get off the phone with that person because literally my 
throat started closing up. My eyes started watering and I was coughing so bad I had to get 
off the phone. And then I went to open my window and I'm like, “What is that coming 
from? There's something in the air.” I felt like it was coming from the hallway. I open it 
and I go knock on my neighbor's door and I'm like, “What the hell are you using? I can 
hardly talk.” She's like, “Oh, I know.” She was reacting to it too. She's like, “It's this new 
cleaner.” She showed it to me in a plastic bottle––purple liquid. It looks like Kool Aid 
called Fabuloso. I’m like, “Let me write the name of that company down. I’m going to 
call those people and tell them to ban it.”  
 
I always take action if I ever have a reaction or somebody else does. I make sure I contact 
that company and I call or email or whatever I make sure they that they're aware that they 
need to do something. If they don't, I threaten them with a boycott every time. Because I 
think the more people that do that, the more they're going to be like, “Oh, maybe we 
should make it fragrance free or not do this this.” But it really looks to me like there's––it 
[Fabuloso] looks great. I mean, who wouldn’t want to use a cleaner that looks like purple 
Kool Aid, right? But my gosh, that stuff almost killed me and my neighbor. My neighbor 
wasn't even chemically sensitive, and she was having a bad reaction to it. So, she stopped 
using it after that one time. And I think she just bought it because it was on sale. Because 
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a lot of the times the products that are better for our health in the environment tend to be 
pricier so, and people––we're all suckers for a sale, right? So that's why we got to––We 
need a whole new way to educate people. And this is where I'm hoping that this current 
crisis we're going through––I’m hoping that it teaches more of us to reevaluate and 
realign our priorities and what's really important in our daily lives. I'm really disturbed by 
a lot of stuff I've experienced in my life and that I still see going on. 

 
KIM  

Yes. 
 
MARLEOW 

Yes. I survived the Fabuloso thing too. [Laughs] 
 
KIM  

Yes, you’re not the only one who hates it.  
 
MARLEOW 

Any, I tend to just use––and my place isn't fragrance free––like I still now and then, I use 
tea tree oil, or eucalyptus, but I make sure it's high quality and I don't use it all the time. I 
just use it for certain things and that’s it. I make sure I don't use a lot and I’m really 
careful. For the most part, a lot of other things I use are fragrance free. And if they're not 
fragrance free, I just make sure it's a high-quality lotion. I might spend more money on it, 
but then I use less. Yes, we really have a ways [sic] to go in that area too. Yes––I 
answered that question that––I shared my Fabuloso story. I haven’t shared that one in 
forever. I haven’t shared it with many people, but it was––and I notice it every day. I 
noticed that––what bothers me is the neighborhood I'm in now because it's a lot more 
low-income. People's cars aren't in as good shape––I noticed the pollution is worse and I 
just moved and all, so that’s bummer. It bothers me but––and certainly bigger cities are 
worse. It's not even 200,000 people in the city I live in right now. [Redaction.] This is 
why poverty is pure evil––or one of the reasons. I think poverty––I could go off on there 
all over the place. 

 
KIM 

So, I don't have any more questions for you, but do you have anything else that you'd like 
to share?  

 
MARLEOW 

Not that I can think of right now because I feel like we've covered a lot and I think that 
went over a lot of––Oh, I have to tell you the time I got drunk on a new bed. And I swear 
two more things. Okay, so it's one time I'm swimming in an over-chlorinated pool in Ann 
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Arbor, Michigan. I just took a short little swim since really it’s hot day. It was an outdoor 
pool because I thought that would be safe––the chlorine is off-gassing. It didn’t smell too 
chlorine-y. But just from like a short twenty, thirty-minute swim in there I was drunk for 
the entire weekend, and I wasn't drinking. I was drunk on the chlorine in that pool 
because I’d been in there too much. I was in bed most of the weekend and I had red eyes 
and I didn't––it affected my respiratory.  
 
Then my other weird story––and this is probably the weirdest––was when I got drunk on 
chemicals off-gassing. When I first moved into my old apartment in the castle, I was 
telling you about in Traverse City––which if you want, it’s on the website to look at it so 
you can have in mind pictures and stuff. But I can give you a website. I finally bought a 
new bed because I had some extra money. And I got one on sale that was locally made. 
And it was my first time ever having my––one second. So, one second Kelsey. 

 
KIM 
 I can hold.  

 
[INTERRUPTION] 

 
MARLEOW 

Thanks, Kelsey, for waiting. Sorry. I’ll tell you about the bed story really quick. That was 
my maintenance guy. We keep having sensor issues and I just––that’s terrible, this, I 
always get––Okay, anyway, I'm really––I’m worried I’m going to get trapped here and 
not be able to move. That's my biggest concern, really––from my own house. I need to 
find another place to live by September. I’m stressed. Stress always weakens your 
immune system––especially chronic stressors––that makes you react even more strongly, 
I think, to toxins.  
 
I bought this new bed in Michigan, in that old apartment, and I was so excited. It was a 
memory foam one and it was twin sized. I was so proud. I got it on a good deal. It was on 
sale. It was made in Michigan. Cool. It's great. And just after two days sleeping on it––I 
like, that's the thing about certain chemicals, my mood can change. It changes my mood–
–my behavior right away, like I felt angry and not––sorry, it wasn't as much angry as it 
was [that] I felt drunk on the chemicals. Even my friends that came to pick me up the 
next day, they're like, “Ava, what have you been doing?” I told them––I said, “It's the 
new chemicals off-gassing off my bed because it’s the only new thing I introduced to my 
environment since I've been here.” And of course, after I said I had to do research. And 
then what happened was I learned that there's a lot of pesticides in here. And insecticides, 
fire retardants and all this off-gassing. I had to research more and then finally found a 
couple––I think they were in California and it might have been in my support group––and 
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they were the ones who told me [to] search for a bed that was used and was made before 
2007 so it doesn't have fire retardant chemicals in it. They said make sure you buy it from 
a guest room in a really nice house that’s hardly been used, and it's been protected. I 
ended up doing that. I did luck out and find a nice sleeper for twenty dollars that I wish I 
wouldn't have had to give up, but I still would have probably had to because I think it had 
some mold in it. And after a while, but that bed story was––I got pretty messed up for 
that week. And I mean literally it was––I was not myself. It really messed with my mood 
and behavior. That's why I really think we should incorporate psychology and psychiatry 
and any behavioral and mental health programs––they have to incorporate environmental 
illness. They have to because these chemicals really affect our moods because they affect 
our hormones and our endocrine system, and it's all connected. Like the third times I––
my mood can change in an instant if I'm exposed to certain chemicals. I've noticed a 
pattern when it’s locked in––I remember I had an old housemate in Ann Arbor that had a 
Glade plugin his room one time. Once I figured out what it was––it was causing me a lot 
of problems. Once he took it out, the problems disappeared once he aired it out. I did end 
up giving that bed away to another friend. Once I got that used bed, I wasn't waking up 
drunk and weird. I just wish, I still think––I don't know how it is. I'm sure it's more 
progressive out there because California just seems to be way ahead of the rest of the 
country in a lot of ways. I feel like in parts of the Midwest and the rural areas in 
particular, people are really unaware, like oblivious. 

 
KIM 

 Yes, I'm sure everywhere has a long way to go. 
 
MARLEOW 

Yes. I guess overall, we do, or we’d be passing laws that California does. California has 
some nice laws in place where––like I appreciate the fact of when I bought a recent anti-
gravity chair, the type of chair I used to do massages on. I appreciate it when I get 
something and on it, and it has so according to California law such and such and has this 
chemical, and it's associated with this that we believe consumers should be educated on. 
We're in such a chemical world. We can't avoid everything. It's impossible. Unless you 
live in a bubble––there was a boy in the plastic bubble. That was a long time ago.   

 
KIM 

Yes, I think there was a movie. 
 

MARLEOW 
Yes, it's just impossible. Unless you’re super rich and can afford to live in a plastic 
bubble somewhere on some island where there's no pollution that's remote. If you’re an 
everyday ordinary American, you're going to be exposed. You can't avoid it. You can't. I 
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noticed people that are prioritized. I’ve heard stories of people that go into the desert to 
live in a tent or live in their car. But I've learned that it's a part of life that I have to accept 
and I'm just working on what I can change and what I have control over as opposed to 
what I can't, and I really have no control over that. And that that's a hard thing to accept, 
but I'll try to make dents where I can. 

 
KIM 

Yes, thanks so much. Do you have any other things that you'd like to add? 
 
MARLEOW 

No, nothing I can think of. 
 
[END OF SESSION] 

i Lyrics to “Chemical Girl”: 
 
Some boys kiss me, some boys hug me....I think they’re okay 
But if they’re wearing smelly cologne then I just walk away 
 
They can beg and they can plead but they can see the light (that’s right) 
That breathing toxic chemicals will make us lose our sight 
 
Chorus:  'Cause we are living inside a chemical world 
and I am a chemical girl 
You know that we are living inside a chemical world 
and I am a chemical girl 
 
Some boys romance, some boys slow dance, that’s alright with me 
But if they use air fresheners, I just let them be 
 
Some boys try and some boys lie but I don’t let them spray (no way) 
Only boys that use their brains will make my sunny day 
 
Chorus (repeat) 
 
Living inside a chemical world (chemical) 
Living inside a  chemical world ( chemical) 
(repeat) 
 
Boys may come and boys may go and that’s alright you see 
I’d rather stop polluting air with stuff they sell on TV 
 
Chorus (repeat) 
It’s a chemical, a chemical, a chemical, a chemical world 
 
Living inside a chemical world (chemical) 
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Living inside a chemical world (chemical) 
 
(repeat) 
 


