
By Mark Noack

I
n some ways, Jeanne Walker 
is a lucky woman. About a 
decade ago, she inherited an 

apartment complex on Plym-
outh Street, just across the high-
way from Google’s headquarters. 
Renting out the property’s apart-
ments provides her with a steady 
income, and the site even had a 
small cottage out front for her 
to live in.

In other ways, Walker is 
unlucky. For most of her adult 
life, the lifelong Mountain View 
resident has suffered from recur-
ring bouts of cancer. The disease 
has inflicted a hefty toll on her 
well-being, and her doctors have 
warned her it will come back. 
Now bound to a wheelchair and 
requiring assistance, the 78-year-
old said she has learned to appre-
ciate each day she has left.

Since inheriting the apart-
ments, she has kept the rents 
astonishingly low, by Mountain 
View standards. Each of her 
one-bedroom units is now being 
rented out for about $900 a month 
even though they could easily go 
for three times that price. After 
seeing so many seniors priced out 
of town, she said she wants to keep 
her rents low as an act of defiance 
against the greed of the area.

But being sympathetic to her 
renters also makes Walker feel 
foolish. Her cancer treatments 
aren’t cheap, and she now strug-
gles to balance her medical bills 
with the cost of maintaining 
her apartments. If an expensive 
appliance, say a refrigerator, 
suddenly breaks, she has to buy 
a replacement on credit. She said 
she now wishes she had raised 
her rents a little more because 
now she is explicitly barred from 
doing so. Mountain View’s rent 
control law that took effect last 
year means that she can only 

raise rents by the cost of infla-
tion each year. In her case, that’s 
about $30 extra annually.

All these conflicted feelings 
come spilling out as Walker 
describes her unique predica-
ment as owner of a 10-unit apart-
ment complex that is one of the 
best bargains a renter could find 
in Silicon Valley.

Ever since she inherited the 
property from her father, she has 
tried to abide by his principles — 
keep the rents low, and don’t sell 
the property. She is now near the 
point where she must cave on at 
least one of those rules.

“My dad felt people were being 
gouged by landlords. This place 
was all paid off, so we didn’t feel 
like we needed to raise the rent 
much,” Walker said. “But right 
now, I’ve got myself in a tight 
spot. I’m reaching the point how 
where if something bad hap-
pened, then I’d have to consider 
selling and getting out.”

Just released from a three-week 
hospital stay, Walker told the 
Voice it is getting more difficult 
to resist the temptation to sell. 
Every single week, she said she 
receives a few calls from real-
estate agents with offers to put 
her property on the market, 
promising her up to $6 million. 
It’s a decision that would be life-
changing, not just for her but also 
her tenants, some of whom have 
lived there for decades.

Before it comes to that, she is 
seeking another option. Walker’s 
Plymouth Street apartments are 
being reviewed by city officials as 
the first case for a special adjust-
ment under the city’s rent control 
program. In November, Walker 
and her brother filed an exhaus-
tive 66-page form to request an 
extra rent increase because her 
units were so far below the market 
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T
he Los Altos School Dis-
trict is planning to move 
forward on a complicated 

plan to buy land next to the 
San Antonio Shopping Center, 

adding a school campus to a fast-
growing neighborhood of that is 
hard-pressed for park space.

But amid the long struggle to 
acquire land at a reasonable cost 
in a red-hot real estate market, 
the district’s board of trustees 

has yet to make a firm com-
mitment on whether the site 
would be home to a neighbor-
hood school, or the long-awaited 
permanent campus for Bullis 
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Amelia Orso drinks water after eating her carefully measured doses of nuts at nurse practitioner 
Whitney Block’s new food allergy clinic. 
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L
ast week marked a major 
milestone for 8-year-old 
Amelia, who flew across 

the country to eat a hand-
ful of nuts that, just months 
ago, would have sent her into 

life-threatening anaphylactic 
shock. She knocks back small 
medicine cups containing a mix 
of cashews, peanuts, sesame 
seeds and hazelnuts, washes it 
down with water, and waits.

As the moments pass in the 
small Redwood City clinic, so 

does the anxiety. The intense 
food allergies that complicated 
Amelia’s life for years — forcing 
her to sit alone during lunch 
and bring her own food and 
cupcakes to parties — were 

Patients go nuts over new allergy therapy
NURSE OPENS NEW CLINIC TO HANDLE DEMAND FOR FOOD ALLERGY DESENSITIZATION
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finally in the rearview mir-
ror. Conversations with Amelia’s 
mother quickly turned from 
frightening allergic reactions to 
the prospects of eating chocolate 
walnuts and peanut M&Ms.
 Amelia is the latest patient to 
complete her treatment at a new 
allergy clinic on the Peninsula 
that uses oral immunotherapy to 
desensitize patients to food aller-
gens, a rare method of treatment 
that has drawn families from 
all over the United States and 

beyond. The strategy involves 
ingesting the very same sub-
stances that cause a violent reac-
tion, albeit in very small doses, 
to build up a resistance, and over 
time patients are able to ramp 
up how much they can consume 
each day without an adverse 
reaction.
 Oral immunotherapy was 
considered radical just a few 
years ago, but a growing body 
of research from clinical trials 
shows it can be a safe and effec-
tive way of controlling crippling 
food allergies.
 Dawn Orso, Amelia’s mother, 

told the Voice that she was forced 
to be ever-vigilant with Amelia’s 
peanut and tree nut allergies 
for nearly all of her daughter’s 
life. Shots of epinephrine, better 
known as EpiPens, accompa-
nied Amelia wherever she went, 
and Orso said she has had to 
use them in the past in order to 
stop her daughter’s severe aller-
gic reactions. The household 
became a nut-free zone out of 
necessity, the list of restaurants 
they could visit narrowed down 
to just three and anxiety hung 
over trips to public places like 
the pool or the park down the 
street.
 “During this time she was sit-
ting alone at lunch, and could 
maybe have one friend with her,” 
Orso said. “We would bring our 
food with us everywhere we 
went.”
 When Amelia reached age 4, 
Orso resolved to get her child 
into one of the clinical trials 
conducted by prominent univer-
sities throughout the country to 
desensitize her to the dangerous 
foods, unsuccessfully entering 
her into one lottery after another. 
Not only was she vying against 
thousands of other parents with 
children struggling with food 
allergies, but criteria for joining 
a clinical trial often restricts who 
can apply at all.
 Keeping trials on her radar 
eventually paid off: Starting last 
year, Whitney Block launched 
her own private clinic to start 
treating allergy patients. She 
was one of the nurse practitio-
ners who participated in oral 
immunotherapy trials at El 
Camino Hospital in Mountain 
View conducted by Stanford 
University’s Sean N. Parker 
Center for Allergy and Asthma 
Research.
  Orso got her foot in the door 
right away and jumped on the 
opportunity to be one of the 
first patients, even though it 
meant making several flights to 
the Bay Area from her home in 
Maryland.
 “We signaled we were interested 

as soon as she was ready to go,” 
Orso said.

An overwhelming need
 Block, a lead nurse practitioner 
at Stanford’s allergy research 
center, has participated in the 
university’s groundbreaking tri-
als aimed at desensitizing chil-
dren to food allergies since 2013. 
Though numerous doctors and 
researchers co-author the stud-
ies, Block was often the person 
parents and children saw when 
it came time to ingest a higher 
dosage.
 The results of the trials have 
had huge ramifications for fami-
lies dealing with food aller-
gies. Last month the university 
wrapped up a study showing that 
children with multiple food aller-
gies can accelerate the desen-
sitizing process by coupling 
treatment with shots of the 
asthma medicine omalizumab, 
better known as Xolair, which 
brings down the body’s allergic 
response.
 During her work with Stan-
ford, Block said she saw an 
overwhelming need from fami-
lies seeking the treatment who 
were stopped at the door, either 
because of space constraints or 
because of ineligibility for the 
specific trial — which could 
exclude children for a plethora 
of reasons, such as disallowing 
siblings. Patients in trials might 
also be put in the placebo group, 
which obviously doesn’t see the 
same benefits of those receiving 
the treatment.
 Despite the slim acceptance 
rate, she recalled getting tons of 
inquiries from people who were 
willing to make massive sacri-
fices in hopes of getting their 
child’s allergies under control.
 “I just realized how many peo-
ple really need and could ben-
efit from the therapy, and that’s 
what made me want to offer 
the therapy outside of clinical 
research,” Block said. “My first 
patients were from Maryland 
and Boston, so they’re definitely 
traveling, and I feel horrible for 

people doing that cross-country 
trip every few weeks and every 
few months.”
 So Block took matters into 
her own hands, and in August 
opened up her own clinic offer-
ing the same service — oral 
immunotherapy with and 
without Xolair injections — to 
patients out of a small office 
across the street from Sequoia 
Hospital in Redwood City. The 
clinic is open one day each week 
and serves as a medical office for 
a urologist during its off-days, so 
it takes a bit of  redecorating the 
walls with allergy-related charts 
and graphics before it starts to 
feel like home, Block said.
 It didn’t take long for the wait-
ing list to build up, with families 
seeking treatment from as far 
away as Bulgaria, Block said.
 Recent estimates found that 
close to 6 million children under 
the age of 18 suffer from food 
allergies in the United States, the 
majority of whom are allergic to 
peanuts, eggs, milk, tree nuts, 
wheat, soy, fish and shellfish, 
according to the nonprofit Food 
Allergy Research and Educa-
tion (FARE). The prevalence of 
childhood food allergies has also 
sharply increased over the last 
two decades, increasing by 50 
percent from 1997 to 2011, and 
the number of children hospital-
ized for allergic reactions to food 
each year has likewise tripled 
over roughly the same period.
 Block recalled one boy who, 
before oral immunotherapy, 
would violently vomit just by 
coming in contact with milk, 
and another child who suffered 
a severe allergic reaction on an 
airplane after touching one of 
the small table trays that had a 
leftover peanut residue.
 While the jury is still out 
on what’s causing the sharp 
increase, one of the prevailing 
theories is the so-called hygiene 
hypothesis: The idea that creat-
ing a germ-free environment for 
children at a young age weakens 
the immune system, making the 
body more likely to rebel against 
common food allergens.
 Despite several studies showing 
the effectiveness of oral immuno-
therapy, a clear need for the treat-
ment and patients willing to travel 
far to get it, it’s still extremely rare 
and difficult to find. Orso said she 
resigned from her job a year ago, 
in part to commit to the treatment 
and series of flights to the Bay 
Area in order to treat Amelia’s 
multiple food allergies. At the 
clinic last week, she cracked open 
a log showing how she diligently 
tracked her child’s dosage of 
peanuts and tree nuts every day 
since last summer, ensuring that 
Amelia was on track to graduate 
from the clinic this month.
 “Unfortunately, no one on the 
East Coast is doing what Stan-
ford is doing, and with all the 
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Susan Agatha (Nerney) Schumann 
was born in San Francisco on 
Christmas Day, 1936, to Jack and 
Jelsy Nerney.  She moved to Menlo 
Park at age 9 and resided there first 
with her parents and sister and then 
went on to raise her own family in the 
same house. She moved to Mountain 
View in 1996 and has been a resident 
there ever since. She passed away 
on New Year’s Day, 2018. Susan was 
well known and loved by family and 
friends for her energetic demeanor, 
her smile and her “no nonsense” 
approach to life. She was an avid gardener and a devotee of nature 
and travel. In her spare time she nurtured an extensive rose garden 
and has traveled the globe.

Susan was a proud graduate of Sacred Heart Preparatory in 
Atherton. She went on to be a Co-Founder of the Sacred Heart 
Schools, Atherton Alumni Association and had been active in that 
Association for over 50 years. She received a Bachelor’s Degree 
from the University of Notre Dame deNamur in Belmont.

Family was very important to Susan. She is survived by her 5 
loving children from her previous marriage to the late Lloyd 
Rogers: Paul Rogers of Napa, Marc Rogers of Los Altos, Lori 
Amato of Watsonville, Andrew Rogers of Portland, Oregon, and 
Melanie Kunoa of Pacific Grove, and was mother-in-law to Kathi 
Rogers, Marilyn Rogers, Dr. Zandra Amato, and Janet Kunoa, 8 
grandchildren and 6 great-granddaughters. Susan is survived by 
her sister, Jane Bottorf of Santa Rosa, 2 nieces and 1 nephew and 
numerous cousins. Susan was also married for 18 years to the late 
Vernon Schumann. For the last ten years, Susan was the loving 
companion of Edward Irvin of Los Altos, they enjoyed opera, 
baseball and gardening together. 

Susan held many important administrator positions during 
her work life to include Assistant Director of Admissions for 
Sacred Heart Schools in Atherton and International Conference 
Coordinator for SRI International in Menlo Park which provided 
many opportunities for extensive travel. She retired in 1998 as an 
administrator at Stanford University after serving for 13 years in 
the Office of Public Affairs, School of Humanities and Sciences, 
and Medical Development.

Susan generously donated to various causes and spent countless 
hours volunteering her time. She was past President of numerous 
organizations including the Music Guild at Stanford, The West 
Bay Opera Guild,The Garden Club of Los Altos, the Junior 
Native Daughters of the Golden West and the Henry and Maria 
Holt Memorial (Opera) Scholarship Committee. She also held 
numerous Committee Positions on the Friends of Filoli Leadership 
Committee such as Publicity Chair; Co-Chair, and House and 
Garden Docent. Susan continued to be very active with the Sacred 
Heart Alumni Association that she helped to start, as well as 
being very active with the Mid-Peninsula Widow and Widowers 
Association, holding the position of Treasurer. 

 In lieu of flowers, the family suggests that memorial donations 
be made to the American Cancer Society. A Celebration of Life will 
be held in the Ballroom at Filoli Gardens in Woodside, California 
on Monday, January 29th at 11am. 

P A I D  O B I T U A R Y

Susan (Nerney) Schumann
December 25, 1936 – January 1, 2018

ALLERGY CLINIC
 Continued from page 1
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Nurse Practitioner Whitney Block checks Amelia Orso’s breathing at 
her food allergy clinic on Jan. 3.
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research that we’ve done, there’s 
no program that was as safe and 
as efficient,” she said. “They aren’t 
using Xolair, and they aren’t 
doing it in an outpatient setting 
outside of a clinical trial.”
 Block said it takes a long time 
for the medical community to 
feel comfortable with a new 
treatment still being explored in 
clinical trials — particularly the 
safety concerns that arise when 
purposefully feeding known 
allergens to children — and that 
it may be a while before big com-
panies and medical institutions 
jump on the opportunity. She 
said it took years of direct par-
ticipation in the trials before she 
felt like she could provide a safe 
environment for her patients in a 
private clinical setting.
 Allergists have started to warm 
up to the idea of doing oral 
immunotherapy, but they’ve 
been largely hesitant up until 
now, Block said. Very few people 
have been trained to do the 
treatment, which is far from 
mainstream at this point and is 
not taught in medical schools. 
Stumbling through the desensi-
tizing process can have danger-
ous consequences.
 “It’s life or death if you get a 
dose wrong, if you get a dosing 
step wrong,” Block said.

Easing the anxiety
 Alameda resident Kate Rome 
said she was anxious about the 
treatment, which ran against 
years of vigilance to keep her 
11-year-old child, Haley, away 
from peanuts. But with Haley 
quickly approaching middle 
school, protecting her from an 
allergic reaction was likely to get 
a whole lot more complicated, 
and she felt it was time to resolve 
the food allergy once and for all. 
When it came time for Haley to 
ingest peanuts at the clinic for the 
first time, Rome said she came to 
the appointment armed with an 
EpiPen, just in case.
 “It’s pretty crazy, what you’re 
supposed to do,” Rome said. 
“The first time (Block) dosed her 
I was very nervous.”
 Although Haley’s treatment 
officially ended late last year, 
she and other patients who leave 
the clinic need to preserve the 
built-up immunity by continuing 
to ingest the allergy-provoking 
foods each day. The so-called 
maintenance dose is extreme-
ly important, Block said, and 
patients who stop taking the pre-
scribed amount can start having 
reactions in just days. Patients 
are also advised to avoid exercis-
ing right after taking mainte-
nance doses, which can lower the 
threshold for a reaction.
 Though the bulk of patients 
are school-aged children, par-
ticularly kids about to enter 
elementary or middle school, 
Block said she sees patients as 

old as 33. She said it’s possible 
adults are simply too busy with 
careers and other obligations 
and have lived with their allergy 
for so long that they don’t bother 
with treatment. She said adults 
and teenagers heading to col-
lege are also the most likely to 
skip maintenance doses and lose 
their resistance.
 Despite the ongoing mainte-
nance, Rome said the difference 
has been like night and day. She 
no longer has to tread carefully 
with Haley everywhere they go to 
avoid allergic reactions, they can 
shop at grocery stores like Trader 
Joe’s, and trips to restaurants, 
birthday parties and potlucks 
are no longer a trust exercise. 
Haley isn’t a big fan of peanuts 
now that she can eat them — a 
fairly common trait among kids 
with peanut allergies — but she 
enjoys Kit Kat bars and candies 
that, until now, were off limits.
 “When we drop her off at 
someone’s house I don’t have to 
look around anymore,” she said. 
“It’s the benefit of being able to 
relax just a little bit.”
 At each appointment, parents 
say that Block played a key role 
in making the treatment process 
a  lot less scary, offering a level 
of calm and confidence for both 
parents and children. Each child 
coming in for an appointment is 
greeted with a warm welcome and 
a level of chatty familiarity that 
eases the tension in the room.
 Rome said she doesn’t plan 
to discard her EpiPens anytime 
soon, and still feels like she’s on 
guard to protect Haley from her 
peanut allergy. But she predicts 
that the anxiety will slowly wane, 
and that she will eventually accli-
matize to the new normal of not 
having to fret constantly about 
her child’s safety.

 “You don’t know how to be a 
little less vigilant at first, but you 
try,” she said.

A growing field
 Recent clinical trials have 
chipped away at the conventional 
wisdom that the best way to deal 
with a food allergy is avoidance. 
Along with oral immunother-
apy, studies have explored the 
usefulness of treating patients 
with small amounts of allergens 
through drops under the tongue 
as well as via small patches worn 
on the skin. Some companies 
are rapidly seeking approval by 
the U.S. Food and Drug Admin-
istration to get products like 
peanut allergy pills and patches 
approved and be the first to break 
into the market.
 For now, Block said she’s skep-
tical. Treatment through patches 
could potentially work, but it’s 
still an unproven technique and 
is in the research trial phase to 
see how well it sizes up to oral 
immunotherapy. Results from 
sublingual immunotherapy — 
the under-the-tongue treatment 
— tends to build immunity much 
slower and doesn’t bring people 
up to the same level of tolerance. 
What’s more, many of the prod-
ucts being tested are intended for 
just peanut allergies, and don’t do 
much to help children suffering 
from multiple allergens.
 One of the more prominent 
companies, France-based DBV 
Technologies, announced plans 
to submit an application to the 
FDA for a new peanut patch 
product this year. But the com-
pany fell short of meeting impor-
tant benchmarks during late-
stage trials in October, which 
tested the product on hundreds 
of children ages 4 to 11 years old, 
causing its stock to plummet by 

more than 60 percent.
 Other companies are taking 
a different route, seeking to put 
food products on the market 
that can build up a tolerance at 
an early age in order to prevent a 
full-blown allergy from develop-
ing in the first place.  A landmark 
2015 study found that introduc-
ing peanuts into an infant’s diet 
can dramatically reduce the 
chances of developing a peanut 
allergy by age 5, and the FDA 
has since released new guidelines 
allowing foods to claim they can 
prevent a food allergy.
 “The new advice about the 
early introduction to peanuts 
and reduced risk of developing 
peanut allergy will soon be found 
on the labels of some foods con-
taining ground peanuts that are 
suitable for infant consumption,” 
according to FDA Commissioner 
Scott Gottlieb in a September 
statement. “Our goal is to make 

sure parents are abreast of the 
latest science and can make 
informed decisions about how 
they choose to approach these 
challenging issues.”
 The Menlo Park-based com-
pany Before Brands is jumping 
on the opportunity, securing 
millions in investor funding 
to launch products aimed at 
reducing the risk of developing 
an allergy to peanuts, milk, tree 
nuts, eggs, fish and other com-
mon allergens.
 For Block, she has her own 
ambitions. She said she plans 
to extend her clinic to two days 
per week soon, and is seri-
ously considering opening up a 
clinic in New York, Boston or 
the Washington, D.C. area to 
extend her service to families 
who would otherwise face a long 
trek to the Bay Area. She said 
young patients like Amelia have 
had to give up so much, missing 
out on school to take flights for 
appointments.
 One of those trips unfortunate-
ly coincided with Halloween. To 
make up for it, Orso said Block 
showed up at the hotel the family 
was staying at and, dressed up as 
Snow White, picked Amelia up 
and took her out trick-or-treat-
ing. As an added benefit, Block 
said, Amelia got to eat some of 
the treats she would normally 
have to discard, thanks to the 
progress she had made building 
up a tolerance to nuts.
 Orso said she is thrilled with 
the treatment, and that she 
always felt like Block was looking 
out for her child the whole time.
 “She monitored Amelia 
throughout the whole process 
— it really eased the concerns I 
had,” she said. “So much so that 
I fly across the country just for 
Amelia to eat half a nut.”
 More information about the 
new clinic is online at  
wmboit.com. V

Email Kevin Forestieri at 
kforestieri@mv-voice.com
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Amelia Orso has her vital signs checked by Whitney Block during her desensitization treatment for nut 
allergies.

or call 650-903-6073 to register 
in advance.

—Anna Krause

NEW VTA APP
 The Santa Clara Valley Trans-
portation Authority has unveiled 
a new, free mobile payment app 
called EZfare.
 The app, available for both 
Android and iPhone, allows 
transit riders to purchase single 
rides, day passes and express 
passes. Single ride fares that are 
purchased on the app are valid 
for two hours and include free 
transfers on buses and VTA’s 
light-rail system.
 If any part of a rider’s two-hour 

trip includes an express bus, 
express bus fare will be 
required.
 On their website, VTA officials 
use Levi’s Stadium event fare as 
an example of a ticket that can be 
purchased. They emphasize the 
importance of checking the app 
prior to travel since ticket options 
do vary by event.
    Any purchases will be saved 
in the app history so that riders 
can access stored, active and 
expired tickets at any time. Rider 
history can also be accessed on 
other smart devices using the 
account created with the app and 
a function called “Retrieve My 
Tickets.”
    Riders can view current pric-
ing for cash or prepaid fares at 
vta.org/getting-around/fares.

—Bay City News Service

COMMUNITY BRIEFS
 Continued from page 4


