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You’re Back
inthe Office
—Now What?

MANY PEOPLE may feel “abitlost” and “unsettled” as they transition back to the office,
says Darcy Gruttadaro, the director of the Center for Workplace Mental Health. But
you've got this. And in case you have any doubt, Men’s Health asked more than 100
MHMVPs—our term for the subscribers to our exclusive membership program, which
provides access to premium videos and workouts and expert advice—for their own
return-to-work mantras. (Read the rest of their answers on MensHealth.com.)

Here arethree of the greatest to remember—and repeat as needed:

“Icando anything “Don’tgoback justto have “Stick to the schedule
from anywhere.” thingsbe as they were and leave ‘work’
Christopher Simone, before; go for better.” at ‘work.”
Portland, OR Scott J. Clark, Oshawa, ON Ken Conway, Shrewsbury, MA

Therewill still be new challenges. For those who are continuing to work from home
partofthe week, flipping back and forth between isolation and socialization can be jar-
ring. Butyou’ve already proved you can evolve and adapt. In this case, clinical psychol-
ogist Carla Manly, Ph.D., recommends setting aside time during your morning routine
to checkinwith howyou’re feeling, either by doing a mental exercise or by makinga
journal entry. Ifyou’re feeling more outgoing, itwill be an easier day in the office. If not,
you can mentally prepare, “knowing you’re in amore sensitive space,” she says.

Andifanything doesupsetyou, just remember: “Children throw tantrums; adults
negotiate,” says therapist Nick Bognar. “What that means is that children fixate on
the problem and approach it with helplessness and victimhood.” Before getting upset,
askyourselfthree questions:

1. 2. 3.
Whatare the What are the parts What's the best
parts of this that thatljusthaveto possible outcome

Icancontrol? deal with? forme here?

Then focus on controlling only whatyou can, letting the rest go, and—whatever you
do—takingabeat to make sure you're not putting too much energy into solving some-

thingthatyou can justas easily add to the let-it-go list. As your time athome has probably

taughtyou, the one thing you can control mostis...you.

CHEERS,AND

WELCOME
BACK

Bring your WFH happy-
hour favorites to toast
your return to the office.
BY SPENCER DUKOFF

VINO

UNDERWOOD PINOT
GRIS (3% ABV)

This crisp, crushable
canned wine hails
from Oregon, which
hasbecome ahaven for 3
small-scale wineries
focused on craftand
sustainability.

BREWDOG ELVIS AF
NON-ALCOHOLIC
GRAPEFRUIT IPA
(0.5% ABV) Skeptical
about near beer?

‘We were, too, until
we tried this hoppy,
zesty NA alternative
that won’t make you
miss the “real” thing.

COCKTAIL

DOGFISH HEAD
DISTILLERY CHERRY
BERGAMOT WHISKEY |

SOUR (7% ABV) 1§ g

: = 59
jI‘art b}lt not grimace G
inducing, this low- Sauny)
octane cocktailcanbe [l
its own adventurous ?
conversation starter. S B0

What We Missed the The Best Part
Most “Having a structured
‘lunch hour’ is much bet-

ter for my diet than an ‘Il

What We'll Happily
Leave Behind “Con- of Work-Life
stantly riding the mute Separation

and video-off buttonsto | “Home will feel
eat something in the af- keep a screaming naked more like home.”
ternoon when I'm hungry’ | baby from interrupting Keith Johnson,
approach.” Michael Walsh, | mycall.” Joseph | Lipan, TX

Avon Lake, OH | Juhnke, Chicago, IL

DON'T PRETEND

YOUDIDN'T

MISSTHIS

For additional answers to these questions and more, head to MensHealth.com.
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It'snot
smoke that
kills most
firefighters;
it'scancer.

Whenone
woman found
alinkbetween
thegear

her husband
and other
firefighters
wear and the
cancers they
suffer, it set
off asix-year
battletofind
answers—

and justice.

PAUL COTTER’s
cancer diagnosis
in 2014 cutshort
hisbeloved career
asafirefighter.



It was Winter 2015, and Diane Cotter was

in the cellar, tearing through boxes. Upstairs, the inside of
the tidy southern New Hampshire home she shares with her
husband, Paul, is something of a shrine to firefighting—
Paul’s commendations on the armoire, photos, boxes of swag
and mementos accumulated from a lifetime on the rescue
truck in Worcester, Massachusetts. But Paul’s firefighting
gear was packed away in the cellar. It was too hard tolook at.

Even at 55, Paul was in top physical
shape. Thick and barrel shaped, with
close-cropped hair, he is a bear of a
man. At his peak, he could deadlift 495
pounds, and heliked toboast, inhisheavy
Worcester accent, that he was one of only
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two guys in the firehouse who could climb
up the three-story fire pole. His diagno-
sis—prostate cancer, aggressive—on
November 20, 2014, was shattering.
Overnight, his life became medicalized.
The tumor scored aseven out of ten on the

Gleason scale, whatever the hell that was.
Bad, but could be worse, the oncologist
explained. They could excise the tumor,
the hotshot surgeon in Boston said to
them. Nobody mentioned the eventual
side effects—the incontinence, the im-
potence, the weakness—but none of that
matters when you start measuring your
life expectancy in five-year chunks. The
rhythms of Paul’slife changed from shifts
and calls to regular blood draws, post-op
meetings, and fears of relapse.

In the cellar, Diane muscled Paul’s fire-
resistant trousers out of the box. She was
no firefighter, but Diane knew her way
around what the squad called “turnout
gear.” For almost 40 years, since he had



Diane, turned her
craftroominto a war
room where they
foughttogetto the
truth aboutwhatwas
. killing firefighters.

first flashed a smile at her from his baby-
blue Cadillac during her junior year of
highschool, Dianehad beenbyPaul’sside.
Although she raised two kids and worked
halfadozenjobs overthe years, her home
was always open to hundreds of firefight-
ers from Local 1009 and their families
whenever somebody made captain or
didn’t come home from a shift. She was
terrified for Paul’s safety, but she knewhe
lived for the job. Plus, she couldn’t deny
sheloved the smell of smoke that clung to
himwhen hewalked in the door.

The diagnosis had forced Paul into a
retirement he wasn’t ready for and sunk
him into depression, but it had thrust
Dianetoward anewobsession: findingthe

culprit, the reason why Paul was the only
man in his large family to be diagnosed
with a cancer known to run in families.
Why was it that cancer had torn ahole in
nearlyevery firefighting family they knew,
allacross America?

Late one night on the Internet, she dis-
covered that the lining that was part of
all firefighting gear might be a cause. It
wasn’t until two years later that she found
out more: that it contained man-made
chemicals called perfluoroalkyl and poly-
fluoroalkyl substances, or PFASs. Thisisa
ubiquitous class of chemicals, thestuffthat
makes Teflon slick and Scotchgard stain-
resistant—but, she would soon learn, it
also includes widespread environmental
toxicants and substances that interfere
with the body’s hormonal functions. It’s
linked tovarious adverse health effects, in-
cluding cancer. She stopped the Googling
and picked up Paul’s gear. She shined his
old field flashlight at the high-tech lining,
andlightpoured through several holesnear
the groin. The chemical-laden lining was
degrading. She wondered if that was the
trouble. If so, Paul had been vulnerable,
day after day, week after week, foradecade.

Itwasthebeginningofasix-year odyssey,
aquest to protect firefighters from the gear
that was supposed to save them, an under-
taking that would, to the Cotters’ devastat-
ing surprise, alienate friends and pit them
against their union and some of the most
powerful corporations on earth. Given
that PFASs are alsoin all kinds of common
household products, wasitpossible thatfire-
fighters were the canaries inthe coal mine?

Diane feltill.

NAMES FROM A LIST
in the Cotters’ make-
shift war room—a for-
mer craftingroomwith
alistless Internet connection, no cell ser-
vice, and alot of yarn—while Diane prac-
tices a speech for a conference on
toxic chemicals and activism. It’s a late-
Maymorningearlier thisyear,and Paul has
just gotten over the mild symptoms of his
second Covid shot. Hislist, stored on an ag-
ingyellownotepad, isupto 32 neatlywritten
names. Eachisafirefighterwhohasreached
out to him, and beside each entry is a let-
ter—P for prostate, T for testicular, B for
brain, and so on. “When I came home after
my surgery, Istarted gettingcalls,” hesays.
“Iwas getting one amonth. Istill getcalls.”

Therearemanywaystodieinthefireser-
vice, and firefighterstrain toavoid the most

PAUL
READS

gruesome. But today, most active-duty
firefighters do not die from falling beams
or back drafts—they die from cancer.
Cancer is now the number-one killer in
the fire service. Firefighters have a g per-
centhigherriskof cancer, and a14 percent
higher risk of dying from cancer, than the
restofthe population. “Everyfirehouseisa
cancer cluster,” Dianelikestosay, and she’s
right. A firefighteristwice aslikely as a.ci-
vilian to get testicular cancer, 53 percent
more likely to contract non-Hodgkin’s
lymphoma, and 28 percent more likely to
develop prostate cancer, like Paul.

Paul doesn’t like to talk about what
cancer took from him, but he talks to all
the firefighters who call, for as long as
they want, about treatments, disability,
the things nobody tells you—the anxiety,
the depression that comes from having
ajobyouloved, a purpose, torn from you
too soon. Paul says he’s one of the lucky
ones. Doctors say he’s cancer-free now,
though treatment left its scars, both
physical and mental.

Most firefighters assume their cancers
comesolelyfrom carcinogensinthesmoke
they inhale. But for the better part of a
decade, Paul and Diane have been out to
provethatnotall cancerinthe fireservice
is directly related to the fires they fight.
Some of firefighting’s most common can-
cers, like testicular and prostate, may not
be tied to breathing in smoke atall and in-
stead could be more closely related to four
letters that have come to dominate the
Cotters’ lives: PFAS. “These people don’t
know they’re being poisoned,” Paul says.

To understand the problem, you need
to go all the way back to April 6, 1938, to
a New Jersey laboratory owned by the
chemical giant DuPont. That fateful day,
anexperimentwentawry. Instead of mak-
ing a refrigerant, a young chemist acci-
dentally created a brand-new substance,
one of the slipperiest materials on earth.
The molecules that defined this new class
of chemicals formed a profoundly strong
carbon-fluorine bond. Substances coated
in it not only repelled water and resisted
stains; they could handle extreme tem-
peratures and insulate electrical wires.
DuPont patented Teflon, and by 1956 the
first nonstick pans were on the market.
Soon after, companies began developing
new, related PFASs that would appear in
products like Scotchgard and Gore-Tex.
Today, PFAS compounds—there are thou-
sands of them—are popularly known as
forever chemicals because of their strong
bond and refusal to degrade. A better
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name might be everywhere chemicals:
They’ve become a mainstay in engines
and electronics, carpeting and couches,
stain-resistant pants and wrinkle-free
shirts, shampoo and floss. And, of course,
anintegral part of firefighting gear.

SEE ‘THE RABBIT
hole’?” Diane asks,
opening up her AOL
account on the Cot-
ters’ desktop PC. She calls herselfafatlit-
tle housewife, which is untrue except for
her diminutive stature, and she speaks
withthethickaccentofhernative Worces-
ter (or “Woosta,” as she puts it). If Paul is
the counselor to firefighters everywhere,
Diane is the advocate. And the rabbit hole
is the AOL folder where she files all the
emails she’ssentinhersearch forthetruth
about PFASs and firefighters. On this May
day, it’s at 15,000-plus. She is a prolific
emailer,and her missives aresomethingto
behold: Formatting is rough and capital-
ization abitrandom, the senderlinehasno
name (emailsjustarrive from “d”), and the
recipients include union bosses, heads of
environmental groups, and senators. It
canall seemlike theravingsofacrank, ex-
cept Diane has meaningful correspon-
dence with these people. “It’s easier for
people to give me what I want than to have
tokeep puttingupwith me,” shelaughs.
Athome, it’sdifferent. Diane metPaulin
1977, when he, a high school senior, pulled
up next to her at a stoplight in downtown
Worcester. Diane saw stars—literally, she
insists—and five years later they married
in Paul’s Armenian church on the hottest
day of the year, everyone drunk on the in-
cense and the humidity. But as they were
courting and Teflon was taking over the
world, scientists at the companies that
manufactured PFAS compounds had al-

“YOU
WANNA

ready made some disturbing discoveries.
As early as the 1950s, researchers found
that PFASs attached themselves to pro-
teins in human blood—and they persisted
inthebody. Throughoutthe1960sand ’70s,
DuPont and 3M conducted animal studies
that showed that PFAS exposure was toxic
to animals and led to kidney and liver is-
sues.In1981,a study of DuPont’sown preg-
nantemployees found elevated PFASlevels
in their blood; among eight children born,
two had birth defects. Atboth 3M and Du-
Pont, a material-safety data sheet—adoc-
ument required by OSHA that outlines the
hazards of chemicals and how they should
be handled—clearly stated the carcino-
genic potential of PFAS exposure for work-
ers. Regardless, both companies continued
to market their wonder chemicals.

Early on, Diane knew none of this. And
she had no idea that some firefighters are
exposed to still other sources of PFASs
aside from their gear. For decades, PFASs
were acomponent of the firefighting foam
employed at airports and military bases.
Firefighters who used the foam, called
AFFF (aqueous film-forming foam), had
higher PFAS levels in their blood than the
general public. But Paul, like most fire-
fighters, never handled AFFF. Something
he did handle all the time, though, was his
gear. When he joined the fire service in
1988, he says, guysworerubber waterproof
coats and knee-high boots—old-school
gear. Butthedevelopment of newmaterials
drove the modernization of turnout gear.

The National Fire Protection Association
(NFPA), a nonprofit, nongovernmental
agency that sets the standards for firefight-
ing gear, mandated that all turnout gear
include a composite of three layers: a tough
outershell, athermalinsulatortokeepheat
out, and, sandwiched between, a moisture
barrier to keep the firefighters dry. What
miracle material could doallthis? Overthe

Peopledidn’ttake
itkindly: Airing
dirty laundryisn’t
somethingdonein
a brotherhood.

92 OCTOBER 2021 | MEN'S HEALTH

course of his career, Paul would be wearing
it—multiple times a day. As the gear sheds
chemicals, firefighters likely breathe it in
and absorbitthrough their skin.

Although PFAS exposure is rampant—
studies estimate that about 95 percent of
Americans have measurable amounts of
the compounds in their blood—firefight-
ers have significantly higher levels. There
are currently moves to ban PFASs in food
packaging and some other products. Sci-
entists don’t know what a safe amount of
PFAS exposure is. The quantity you con-
sume when you apply a single coating of
PFAS-laden lip balm may be negligible,
but scientists worry that the successive
exposures add up. We are all part of an
unprecedented experiment, and Paul and
Diane wanted to see it stop.

“This is a global problem,” says Rob
Bilott, the crusading attorney who put
PFAS exposure on the map and DuPont
in the spotlight—the man portrayed by
Mark Ruffalo in the 2019 film Dark Wa-
ters. “We have these firefighters, the ones
we ask to help us, to save us, to put their
lives at risk for us—we need to know what
they’re being exposed to.” Diane vowed to
find out. But she didn’t count on the fact
that, because of a tight culture and poten-
tially tainted dealings, not all firefighters
wanted to know what poison might be
lurking in their gear.

WHEN THEY ENTER

SOME your body, make
TOXICANTS, theirpresence obvi-

ous, breaking mem-

branesand causingcellstoexplode. PFASs
are stealthier. They appear to mimic the
fatty acidsyouget fromyourdiet, the run-
of-the-mill residents that ensure all sorts
of healthy cellular function. Under this
guise and unbothered by your body’s de-
fenses, PFASs glom on to protein mole-
cules,and once theydo, thingsgo haywire.
“Wehave agrowing amount of research
that clearly shows this class of chemicals
isassociated with awholerange of adverse
health effects,” says Linda Birnbaum,
Ph.D.,who, as director of the National In-
stitute of Environmental Health Sciences,
was the country’s top toxicologist until
she retired in 2019. It’s very difficult to
prove, medically or legally, that a person’s
cancer came from any one contaminant.
Yetthat doesn’t rule out arelationship be-
tween them. “These chemicals have long
been associated with cancers,” Birnbaum
says.Research hasshownanincreasedrisk



Alan J. Brackett (Cotter). Alex Gagne (coat).

When Paul was fighting fires (above,
2008), he had no idea that PFAS
compounds were in the gear he wore
(right). Scientists later found sky-
high levels in the materials that were
supposed to protect firefighters. But
nobody wanted to hear about it.

of various types of cancer (includ-
ing kidney, liver, and prostate) in
connection to PFAS exposure.

“PFAS is insidious; it’s one of
the mostpersistentchemicalsever
made,” says Graham Peaslee, Ph.D.,apro-
fessorat Notre Dameand one of the world’s
leading PFAS researchers. Peaslee, an ex-
perimental nuclear physicist, invented a
way to uncover where PFASs are lurking
and measure how much of the chemicals
is on an object. That’s why, in 2017, Diane
came calling. “I get this email,” Peaslee
says. “It’s five pages long—a short letter
for Diane,Iknownow. She’s frustrated. All
she’saskingissomeonetotestsomegear.”

Although she had found an article dis-
cussing the presence of certain PFASs
in turnout gear, the gear manufacturers
said it was minimal—“trace amounts,”
shekepthearing. Shehad emailed regula-
torsand Congress members, talked to the
health and safety folks at the firefighters’
union, and nobody seemed togiveadamn.
They took the manufacturers at their
word. She was at her wits’ end. But Diane
poked, prodded, and harangued. “Ibarely
graduated high school,” she says. “I felt
so intimidated writing to Graham.” Pea-
slee, like so many before and after him,
relented to her pressure.

She sent Peaslee samples taken from
abrand-new set of gear she’d purchased,
one that wouldn’t be contaminated with
ash from burning buildings. Paul, who at

thispointhad recovered from surgerybut
was nervously awaiting results from the
blood work doctors carried out every 9o
daysto hunt for cancer, made thetrek out
to Notre Dame, too.

When Peaslee got the results from this
initial test, thereadingswere shocking. “It
wasbiggerthan anythingI’d everseenina
textile,” hesays. Later research found that
the gear waslikely shedding PFASs every-
where. High PFAS levelswere found in fire-
houses, in trucks, even on lab assistants’
hands after they had handled the gear.
Peaslee, who, like most folks, had always
liked firefighters, gained anew respect for
the profession as he met more and more of
them. He was horrified to learn that fire-
fighterswore their gear constantly, onrou-
tine calls, to the grocery store—that they
wrapped their newborns in it for photos.
“PFASexposurepertainstoall of society,”
Peaslee says. “The firefighters are just out
infront, like they alwaysare.”

KNEW THEY WERE
ruffling feathers. But

PAUL AND
they didn’t know the

DIANE
extent of it until Sep-

tember 2019. They were in Boston, at the

Massachusetts State House, standing be-
neath the golden dome and central colon-
nade, to testify at a hearing about PFAS
exposure. Inside the hearing room, lug-
ging a heavy set of turnout gear as a prop,
Diane saw union officials and firefighters
from across the state, people the Cotters
had known for years. But no one looked
happy to see them.

Since 2017, the word on PFASs in gear
had gotten around—almostwhollythanks
toDiane.Shebecameprolificonsocial me-
diaand wrote anarticle foratrade publica-
tion, summarizing herowninvestigation,
that quickly went viral within the fire-
fighting world. She finagled funding from
aBoston foundation for Peasleeto conduct
apreliminary study of turnout gear—one
thatwould determinethe full extent of ex-
posure. But she also began criticizing the
gear manufacturers and, critically, the
union—the International Association of
Fire Fighters JAFF)—forits inaction.

People didn’t take it kindly: Airing
dirty laundry isn’t something done in
a brotherhood. Commenters online at-
tacked her. Old friends didn’t return
calls. Her assertiveness rubbed people the
wrong way. Butitwasn’tbecause Paul and
Dianewerewrong. Larger forces—like the
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union these men had belonged
to their whole careers, the one
that fought for their benefits
and raises—had smothered
thiskind of dissent before.

Outside of the union, other
folks who were supposed to pro-
tect firefighters—the gear man-
ufacturers—were also quick to
placate and obfuscate. One gear
company, Lion, funded its own
study, carried out by Exponent,
Inc.,afirmknown for producing
scientific research for the to-
baccoindustrythatdownplayed
smoking’s health impact. Its
testing found there were very
few to no detectable PFASs in
samples of the company’s gear,
even though Peaslee’s research
had shown the opposite.

A letter to the publication
FirefighterNation from Paul
Chrostowski, Ph.D., an envi-
ronmental-health scientist
who was a consultant to Lion, called the
alarms about PFASs in gear causing can-
cer “misleading and unsupported” and
said “it would be irresponsible to dis-
suade firefighters from using their pro-
tective gear out of fear of cancer.” Lion’s
crisis consultant told Men’s Health, “Dr.
Chrostowski’s report says it all for Lion.”
Other manufacturers contacted for this
story did notrespond.

Companies denied the presence of cer-
tain PFAS compoundsintheirgear—ones
that had been proven to be toxic and that
the chemical companies had phased out
years earlier. But therewasacatchtomost
of their denials. New PFASs, says Birn-
baum, the former top governmental toxi-
cologist, “arebeing intentionally made or
inadvertently produced all the time.” So
while firefightinggear didn’tcontainafew
of the most notorious PFAS compounds,
Peaslee’sstudy found other, lesser-known
types still lurking in the gear.

This switcheroowas all perfectlylegal.
“Weassume chemicalsareinnocentuntil
proven guilty,” says Jamie DeWitt, Ph.D.,
atoxicologistat East Carolina University.
In other words, in the U. S., hypotheti-
cally, youcanrelease anew PFAS into the
world every day, if you like, and you don’t
have to prove it’s safe before it’s used.

The union and the gear industry were
close, too, which likely didn’t encourage
transparency on the issue. At the time
Diane was making her findings known,
the IAFF was the fiefdom of'its president,
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Harold Schaitberger, achar-
ismatic powerbrokerinD.C.
known to squash internal
dissent. During his 20-year
tenure, gear manufacturers
loaded up the union’s mag-
azine with ads for new kit,
manned booths at annual conferences,
and even sponsored the IAFF symposium
on firefighter cancer. Union health and
safety officers repeated rhetoric from gear
manufacturers, infuriatingDiane. “When
afirefighter wants to know what time itis,
they call their local union president,” Paul
says. “When they want to know about turn-
out gear and cancer, they go to the union.
And when the union says they're crazy,
don’tworryaboutit...” Hetrails off.

Schaitberger became afrequent target
of Diane’s. In October of2018, shetweeted
alink to ablog post that was sharply crit-
ical of him. “Harold Schaitberger’s IAFF
long ago gave up its once premier role
in protecting us,” it said, praising Diane
for her efforts to uncover PFASs in turn-
out gear. Almost immediately, the Cot-
ters were ostracized. Friends told Diane
they weren’t supposed to speak with her.
A local union legislative agent bashed
her and Peaslee on Twitter.

There were other, more systemic road-
blocks, too—like the National Fire Protec-
tion Association, the obscure nonprofit on
the outskirts of Boston where industryem-
ployees, gear manufacturers, and firefight-
ers meetto hash out the rules thatregulate

When Paul was
inducted into the
Worcester Fire
Department in 1988,
he and Diane had

no idea how risky the
job would really be.

the field of firefighting. There,
the committee in charge of turn-
out-gearstandardsincludesamix
of gear manufacturers,laborreps,
lawyers, and firefighters. It aims
for a balance of interests, yet in
2007,thiscommitteedecided that
one componentofturnoutgear,an
internal moisture barrier, must
pass aUV-light test. But the mois-
ture barrier, something inside
the trousers, never sees the sun.
There was only one class of mate-
rialsthatcould reliablybothblock
water and withstand UV light:
materials containing PFASs. The
lighttestwas proposedbyaprofes-
sor with ties to the gear industry,
according to reporting from E&E
News, and it sailed through the
NFPA committee. With this rule
inplace, Peaslee says, firefighting
gear could notbe PFAS-free.

For the Cotters, “the shun-
ning,” asthey call it, which began
in 2018, was devastating. The
unionhadbeen anintegral partof
their lives for three decades, the
guys Paul hunted and fished with.
“People were uncomfortable with
her relentlessness,” alocal union
officialtold me. “And sheuncovers
more information, and that’s uncomfort-
able. And she startsquestioningwhointhe
union has known what and when. Isthisa
scandal? Nobodywantstobeapartofthat.”

Diane and Paul retreated to the darkest
placethey’d beensince Paul’sdiagnosis, but
their message was being heard. The IAFF,
folks realized, wasn’t doing its job. “Under
Harold Schaitberger, the IAFF traded our
safety for sponsorship,” says Frank Ricci, a
retired union president and battalion chief
inNewHaven, Connecticut. More and more
firefighters were realizing the dangers of
PFASs, and they wanted change. (Schait-
berger is currently being investigated by
the FBI, the U. S. Attorney’s Office, and the
Departmentof Labor for potential financial
improprieties when heled theunion.)

AND A UNIVERSE AWAY
FO U R from Worcester, Captain
HOURS nNate Barber of the Nan-
tucket Fire Department

bounces his flatbed truck over cobble-
stone roads toward the town dump. Bar-
ber beeps his horn twice at everyone he
knows along the route—which is a lot of
beeps, since he’s one of those rare Nan-
tucket creatures, a native. His connec-

Courtesy subjects



tion to the island, and his wife and two
kids, made the frequent stints in Boston
for cancer treatment even harder. “Any
newsonthe PFASyet?” he asksthe dump
attendantas he pullsup. She demurs.

Thelandfillisloaded with old furniture
andappliancesand garbage,theseabreeze
islight,and thedumphasviewsoverthe At-
lantic. Somehow, like most of Nantucket,
itispostcard pretty. “Yeah, butit’s on fire,
like, every year,” Barber says. “And when
it catches fire, we just dump tens of thou-
sands of gallons of water on it. I've been
here, like, six times for that.” Barber is
convinced that PFASs from the dump will
be found in the groundwater here—and
eventually everywhere—like they were
in drinking-water wells near the airport,
where toxic foam wasused for training.

Barber is part of the next generation
of firefighters fighting PFASs, the result
of a sea change taking place within the
service, thankstorising awareness of the
chemicals’ toxic presence in firefighters’
lives—and thanks to Diane Cotter, whose
Facebook posts alerted him to the pres-
ence of PFASsinhisgearinthefirstplace.

“When I got cancer, I just thought it’s
something that people get,” says Barber,
who found out he had testicular cancer in
2019, whenhewas 38. “ButthenIlearned
one of the main cancers PFAS causes is
testicular.” He wondered if abad fire had
exposed him to something toxic, then
dismissed it. “No firefighter wants to say
this,butwedon’t fightthatmanyfires,” he
says. There are plenty of calls, of course,
but mostly they’re false alarms or traffic
accidents. Actual exposure to burning
couches or cancer-causing fires? That’s
infrequent in a small-town fire depart-
ment. “Most nights we sit around and
watch Game of Thrones.” Any PFAS ex-
posure, he figured, would have come from
years of using AFFF and from his gear.
It was the kind of sentiment Diane and
Paul Cotter had been trying to cultivate
foryears—and one Barber discussed with
themon Zoom callslastyear.

Last summer, things started to change
and fast. In June, Peaslee’s bombshell
gear study, the one Diane helped to secure
funding for, was finally published. He
found large amounts of PFASs in turnout
gear—notjustinthelining, butinthe outer
layer as well. And the chemicals were in
everythingthe gear and the guys whowore
it came into contact with. The firefighting
world took notice. One candidatetoreplace
the union president campaigned on PFASs
and chatted with Diane regularly. Diane

HOWTO
LOWER YOUR
DAILY

PFAS DOSE

PFASs are everywhere—an esti-
mated 95 percent of Americans
have measurable amounts in
their blood. Here are some basic
ways that three top toxicologists
changed their habits to lessen
their daily exposure.

STOPPED MICROWAVING ALL
PLASTIC. Heating certain food
containers and wrappers is a great
way to leach PFASs right into your
food, says Linda Birnbaum, a re-
tired U.S. government toxicologist. |
She also brings glass containers |
to restaurants for takeout.

FILTER ALL THEIR WATER AT HOME.
Up to 110 million Americans may
have PFAS-contaminated water,

but filtering helps. Reverse osmo-
sis systems are best at removing
these contaminants, but some
pitchers with a charcoal filter can
also be effective. Ask your munic- |
ipal water district for PFAS test {
results, suggests the University of
Arizona’s Jeff Burgess, M.D., so you
know what you're dealing with.

STOPPED BUYING WATERPROOF
CLOTHES. Totally water-repellent
clothes contain higher amounts of
PFASs. Look for “water resistant”
instead, Birnbaum says, or apply
wax-based waterproofing to your
boots the way your grandpa did. |
CHECKED OR CHUCKED PERSONAL-
CARE PRODUCTS. Applying PFAS-
loaded balr to your lips or water-
proof mascara near your tear ducts
increases the risk of ingestion or
absorption. Jamie DeWitt, Ph.D.,

of East Carolina University, recom-
mends finding PFAS-free versions

of the products you use most,
such as floss and sunscreen. i

says she even got a call from a union medi-
atorlast summer who said she would be for-
given if she apologized to the union. (She
declined.) Inearly2021,aunion officialand
coworker of Nate Barber’s at the Nantucket
Fire Department, Captain Sean Mitchell,
wrote aunionresolution thatwould banthe
IAFF from taking money from gear man-
ufacturers. It passed easily. “We should
all be asking the question of whether fire-
fighter safety took a back seat to corporate
interests,” says Ed Kelly, thenewhead ofthe

IAFF.Whenitcomestohowthetideturned,
“yougottagive Diane credit,” he says.
Armed with Peaslee’s gear study, a fire-
fighter-turned-lawyer in California has
filed several lawsuits against makers of
gear, foam, and PFASs for damages sus-
tained by firefightersthattheyallegearere-
lated to PFAS exposure. It’s part of a huge,
nationwide suite of suits involving PFASs.
Afteryearsofdenialsand beinghounded
askooks, it’sbittersweetvindication forthe
Cotters. The research they helped birth is
evidence that PFASs are in gear; firefight-
ersacross Americacareand aretaking ac-
tion; eventheunionischanging. “Nothing
would have happened without Diane,” Paul
says with a pride tinged by the bitterness
that this was foisted upon her. But Diane
doesn’t feel triumphant. She still hasn’t
forgiven theunion. And shewantscongres-
sionalhearingstoinvestigatethe manufac-
turers and the fire-service institutions. “I
have mixed emotions,” she says from their
backyard. “It took too much out of our life.
There have been hundreds of small victo-
ries, butwe haven’twon the war.” She’s still
sodeep in the fight that, in manyways, she
can’tgrasp thescale of her success.
Earlier this year, gear manufacturers
began developing PFAS-free equipment.
It will be slow going, since current NFPA
standards still require a moisture barrier
that withstands UV-light testing, which
means it contains PFASs. But on Nan-
tucket, afamiliar storyis playing out.
After Nate Barber’s diagnosis, his
wife, Ayesha Kahn, wasradicalized. She’s
talked to the Cottersandis helpingtolead
the charge to get the NFPA requirements
changed, convincing firefighters to sign
on, and aiming to see that the Nantucket
Fire Department getsthe first fully PFAS-
free gear available and theisland becomes
the first PFAS-freelocalein America.
Back in southern New Hampshire, Paul
isstilladdingnamestohisyellownotepad.
Ayoung firefighter, a “hell of aguy” named
Bryan Goodman, 36, from Virginia, called in
the spring to tell Paul about the high level
of PFASs in his blood and his infertility. The
work Paul and Diane have done inspired
him,and Goodman sayshe’snotgoingtosit
back. He’s going public and advocating for
his brothers and sistersin the service. “As
firefighters,” Goodman says, “weare in the
business of saving lives, but sometimes we
have to pause and save ourselves.” m

DAVID FERRY is a reporter in Los An-
geles who has written for Outside,
Wired, and The Atlantic.
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FF WE GAN'T LIVE WITHOUT

6.0llySleep

A "I'take these with
chamomile tea as part of
my bedtime routine.” These
melatonin-enhanced gum-
mies are NSF certified, which
means they re tested for con-
taminants. $14; olly.com

1.Wilde
Chicken Chips

A "These chips are made "
from chicken breastand
they actually taste good,

and a whole bag has20 grams
of protein.” $5 per bag;

iAHAREEY 1 Last year was busy for Porowski: He was
me promoting season 5 of Queer Eye while
' writing Antoni: Let’s Do Dinner (out now)

and holding on to hope during Covid. “I

smoot!

2.Tata Hrper

: spent a lot of time working on what I could
Smoothing Body Scrub ol There BT  control. but
A *l sweat a lof after cardio, and control. There’s so much I can't control, bu
| used to get back breakouts. I can control my rituals,” he says. Here are
Ineeded to exfoliate: After using six essentials the self-taught chefuses to
this stuff, things cleared up. el .
$580; tataharperskincars:com uel his days (and nights). By pAuL KITA

3. Aarke
Carbonator

< It's an easy-to-
use system to make
sparkling water at
home. “I'm trying
to use less plastic

5.Vitamix Blender

A “I'mteam Vitamix all the

way. They're so power-
ful—I've had one ever

= — since I moved into my
and metal. lalwfays own place.” Alongside
keep two contain- 4, J.Q. Dickinson Salt-Works scrambled eggs, Porowski
ers of this stuff A Small batch, big flavor. “It's gritty has a breakfast shake that
in the fridge so and has a bit of a sandy texture, like includes pistachio milk,
it's cold.” From fleur de sel but grainier. llike to put almond butter, cinnamon,
P itonseared snapperoragrilled- banana, and a scoop of
$220; williams- peach-and-tomato salad.” $6; plant-based protein powder.
sonoma.com jadappalachianmercantile.com From $449; vitamix.com

Men’s Health (ISSN 1054-4836) Vol. 36, No. 8 is published 10 times per year, monthly except combined issues in January/February and July/August and when future combined issues are published that count as two issues as
indicated on the issue’s cover, by Hearst at 300 W. 57th St., New York, NY 10019. Steven R. Swartz, President & Chief Executive Officer; William R. Hearst Ill, Chairman; Frank A. Bennack, Jr., Executive Vice Chairman; Mark E. Aldam,
Chief Operating Officer. Hearst Magazines, Inc.: Debi Chirichella, President, Hearst Magazines Group, and Treasurer; Kate Lewis, Chief Content Officer; Kristen M. O'Hara, Chief Business Officer; Catherine A. Bostron, Secretary.
Copyright 2021 by Hearst Magazines, Inc. All rights reserved. Men’s Health is a registered trademark of Hearst Magazines, Inc. Periodicals postage paid at New York, NY and at additional mailing offices. Postmaster: Send all UAA
to CFS. (See DMM 507.1.5.2); NON-POSTAL AND MILITARY FACILITIES: Send address changes to Men’s Health Customer Service, P.O. Box 6000, Harlan, 1A 51593-1500. IN CANADA: Postage paid at Gateway, Mississauga, Ontario;
Canada Post International Publication Mail (Canadian Distribution) Sales Agreement No. 40012499. Postmaster (Canada): Send returns and address changes to Men’s Health magazine, P.O. Box 927, Stn Main, Markham ON L3P 979
(GST# R122988611). Mailing Lists: From time to time we make our subscriber list available to companies that sell goods and services by mail that we believe would interest our readers. If you would rather not receive such mailings
by postal mail, please send your current mailing label or exact copy to: Men’s Health, Mail Preference Center, P.O. Box 6000, Harlan, 1A, 51593. You can also visit preferences.hearstmags.com to manage your preferences and opt
out of receiving marketing offers by email. Customer Service: Visit service.menshealth.com or write to Men's Health Customer Service, P.O. Box 6000, Harlan, 1A 51593-1500.

96 OCTOBER 2021 | MEN’S HEALTH

Jesse Dittmar/Redux (Porowski). Courtesy brands (products).



