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PROLOGUE


From Fearful Patient to Dental Professional
and Anti-Anxiety Advocate

My Story and My Mission

 


How Did I End Up
Here?

 


How did I end up here? Good question, you
say. Excellent question is what I reply.

Well, let me tell you about what I can
remember and what the entire subject of dentistry was like for
me.

 


As a child and young teen, all the way up to
my thirties, I had an unrelenting “sweet tooth.” I just loved
candy, gum, cookies, cake and soda. The more I could get and the
faster I could get it into my mouth, the better.

 


It began as an enjoyable and tasty treat, a
moment in time, but it became an obsession and ultimately an
addiction. I might have even “mainlined” the sugar if I had the
option!

I would eat rock candy (pure sugar made into
hard crystals) and frozen Charleston Chew bars till they broke my
teeth. I chewed Beeman’s & Wrigley’s sugared gum and drank
bottles of root beer soda till my teeth rotted out. I ate handfuls
of cookies, batches of brownies and packages of popsicles. I only
stopped when the boxes were empty.

I really do not remember how much I brushed
my teeth or even if I did. I idolized sweets and adored candy. I
always had some in my pockets, school desk, book bag and purse. I
had it squirreled away wherever I could hide it; to be retrieved
whenever I wanted it or needed some for comfort.

 


I have noticed over the years that most kids
like sweets when given the opportunity to have some, but I would
search them out and eat them any chance I got.

 


AUTHOR’S NOTE: See my first book, “Fat No
More! The Book of Hope for Losing Weight”, for details on my sugar
& flour and food addiction.

 


My first memory of anything dental was having
a dental exam at my elementary school and being told I had
cavities. I must have been a little scared, but I really didn’t
understand what it meant. It was mostly a fear of the unknown and
not of anything in particular.

 


My parents were notified of my cavities by a
letter sent home from school and I was taken to a dental clinic. I
truly cannot remember the experience, except that I was hurt by the
male dentist and that I cried a lot and was told by the dentist
that it “did not hurt that bad”. That began the fearful reality for
me that dentists hurt people and they deny my reality.

 


I know that this experience happened more
than one time, but I seem to have conveniently blocked it out. I
was a young child of six or seven and forgetting was probably a
protective mechanism for me.

 


I do remember, however, that it became an
“anchor” experience for me and that I made a conscious decision at
age seven that I would rather have the elusive cavity than have a
dentist inflict pain on me. As a result there were no more dental
appointments; at least for a while.

 


However, when I went for the next school
dental exam, I was told I needed fillings. I had broken a back
molar eating my rock candy and made the mistake of telling my
teacher that it hurt. When I got home with the school note, I was
already crying. I told my mother in a loud voice, "I am not going
and you can’t make me”…believing I had control of the
situation.

 


 


 


MY FIRST DENTAL VISIT

The Pain and the Unpleasant Memories

 


My mother told me I had to get it fixed and
she would take me to her dentist. My mom had never spoken about her
dentist, so I agreed to get into the car.

As my mom parked the car, I could already
feel my body tremble and my eyes getting moist. When we got out of
the car, she took my hand and we went into her dentist’s building.
As much as I had tried to hold it in, I couldn’t any longer and I
exploded. By the time we reached his office. I had tears pouring
from my eyes, which soaked the front of my shirt, had a completely
stuffed up nose and a very sore throat.

 


My mother opened the outside door and we
walked upstairs to his office, I was overtaken by a terrible smell.
When my mother opened his office door, it was even stronger. Inside
an older woman was standing up at the end of a long corridor
handing something to a man in a white coat.

 


She looked out at us and then resumed what
she had been doing. I could hear someone spitting and coughing and
lots of gurgling noises coming from down the hall. I tried very
hard not to think about what would happen to me when I got into
that room, but I couldn’t help it. I got more and more afraid.

 


Eventually she came out and greeted us and
said we would be next. Then, the man in the white coat, who
introduced himself as the dentist, said it was my turn and asked us
to follow the woman into a small room. I wanted to be brave and for
them to like me, but my body was shaking uncontrollably.

 


I was directed to lie down in this long blue
chair and open my mouth so he could do his exam. As he came closer
to me, I could smell stale cigarettes and another pungent odor
coming from him. I noticed that his hands seemed to be shaking as
he put things in my mouth. I was shaking all over and couldn’t
really determine if it was him or me.

 


As I looked around the room, I saw a huge
blue machine of some kind that resembled a mechanical robot. It had
pulleys, wires and all sorts of cords attached and hanging from it.
I was soon to learn that this was where his drills, water and
suction came from. On the right side of the room I saw a tall chest
of what seemed like hundreds of small drawers. I could only imagine
what was inside each of them.

 


However, when I peered over to the far left,
I saw this tall glass jar filled with a bluish liquid that
contained the biggest needle I had ever seen! That did it for me. I
began to cry hysterically until the dentist surprised me by sharply
telling me to “stop it, and sit still, so I can finish my
exam!”

 


He spoke over me and told my mother that I
had a fractured baby molar that needed to come out and some
cavities. Before I could protest and say anything, he came at me
with this huge, long needle and stuck it into my mouth until I
screamed. The older lady, whom I later learned was his wife and his
dental assistant, held me down while he pulled out my tooth. It was
over before I knew it, but he had already caused the emotional
damage. I had been terrorized, hurt and traumatized, at least in my
mind.

He gave my mother the post-operative
instructions and told me to bite down on the gauze in my mouth. I
could already see blood and saliva dripping along my chin and I
continued to cry and shake.

 


He then told my mother that I had a cavity in
the tooth next to the one he pulled out and possibly some others
and that I needed to come back for the fillings. The lady gave me a
lollypop and we left the office as I continued to cry all the way
home. I hated the numb feeling in my lip and ended up playing with
it so much that I bit myself and had pain for the next few
days.

 


I spent the next week worrying about going
back and imagining that it would be even worse the next time. I had
no idea what a filling was, but I was sure that it was terrible and
was going to hurt me.

 


My mother told me that I had to get my
cavities filled before they got worse and caused me pain. I fought
with her all week. She promised that the next appointment would be
better and I would not need a needle.

 


MY SECOND DENTAL VISIT

More Pain, More Promises and Perceived
Vulnerabilities

 


So, we went back the next week and I told him
I did not want a needle. He told me he had to get the tooth numb
and when I cried and screamed in protest, his wife held me down
again while he used that really long needle.

 


Then, he put these big drills in my mouth
that made me vibrate and shake and feel horrible. He filled the
cavities and told me to rinse and spit out. But when I did, I
drooled all over myself and saw blood, saliva and some metal stuff
coming out into the whirling porcelain spittoon bowl. It was
disgusting and even worse than I had imagined.

 


My mother had lied to me again! It was not
better and he did use that huge needle. That awful experience
taught me two lessons: (1) I can never tell anyone about my teeth,
and (2) I cannot trust my mother to be honest with me where doctors
are concerned or to protect me from being hurt.

 


Let me add here that, as a
young child of six years old, I had many sore throats due to
infected tonsils and adenoids and had to be taken to the Children’s
Hospital in Boston. My mother would tell me they were going to make
me feel better and at the end of every appointment I was given a
shot in my buttocks. When I cried and told my mother that I would
not go back if they were going to give me a shot, she would assure
me that she would tell the doctor and he would not give me one the
next time. However, they always gave me a shot. I had begun to not
believe her back then, but hoped that it would be different with
the dentist.

 


After the experiences with her dentist, I
realized that my mother would lie to me to get me to go to the
hospital or to the dentist. I didn’t have the adult understanding
or maturity to realize that she was doing what she thought she had
to do, so I would get well. My mother had no clue as to how
terrifying a needle was to me and what her actions had created in
me.

 


Well, from that moment on, I began to keep my
thoughts to myself about many things, especially anything about my
teeth.

 


Thinking back, I remember being told by the
school nurse that candy causes cavities, but it was all a big
mystery to me. I was told to brush my teeth hard and until the gums
bled, which they always did. I hated seeing blood coming out of my
mouth, so I think I probably did not brush very often. I was also
told to stop eating so much candy and I wouldn’t get any cavities.
Well, I could accept that I needed to brush occasionally, but not
eating any candy was ludicrous and was not going to happen.

 


How could I possibly ever stop eating
something that not only tasted good, but also made me feel so good
and actually made me happy?

 


AUTHOR'S NOTE: Dear Readers -
If you have children, please do not make promises that you know you
cannot keep... not if you want to develop a trusting relationship
with them. Find other strategies to help them calm down and deal
with their anxieties. These may include counseling,
desensitization, EMDR or Eye Movement Desensitization and
Reprocessing, NLP or Neuro-Linguistic Programming, hypnosis,
meditation, sedation or whatever else you can add to your “bag of
tricks.” Find some way to help them through times like these, but
not at the expense of your precious relationship. You may think
that the end justifies the means in accomplishing the goal. But I
can assure you that, from my experience, it will be at too great a
cost. I have learned that lying has never been a benefit to
me.

 


Today I know that my mom did the best she
could. I believe that my screaming probably made her skin crawl and
she worried about me getting sicker, so she lied and told me I
would not get the dreaded shot. In truth, she knew all along that I
would need another shot of antibiotics to get me well and she hoped
that in time I would just forget about it. She seemed to have had
very few resources to deal with her frightened little girl but
loved me enough to seek help and risk my response.

 


However, for this sensitive child, me, it
was the worst thing my mother could have done. I eventually stopped
believing anything she told me. I developed an enormous fear of all
doctors in white coats and learned not to trust anybody or
anything. It has taken me many, many years to work through this and
get beyond it.

 


MATURITY, BRACES AND SMILING
DENTISTS

A New Path for My Life

Now, I will fast forward to Junior High,
when our neighbor told my mother that I should get braces. My smile
was odd since my top front teeth went under my bottom front teeth
and looked funny. Our neighbor’s daughter had been going to an
orthodontist. So, she gave my mother his name.

In retrospect, I can see just how fortunate
I really was and how much my parents, especially my mother, must
have loved me. This was the time when most of the families we knew
did not send their children to orthodontists due to the cost and
the fact that was not the norm for “average” folks like us. Only
those with financial resources available and those children with
severe malocclusions were regularly sent for treatment. There was
no dental insurance and certainly not the widespread dental
awareness of dental health that we have today.

My father was a taxi driver and my mom was a
bookkeeper at a hospital. Neither of my parents made a very good
salary. Certainly not a salary that could provide their family with
much more than anything other than the basics: food, shelter and
essential medical care. Orthodontics was considered a luxury of
those wealthier than we were. My parents worked extremely hard to
raise their three children with the primary goal of providing the
basics and any opportunity for a better life than they had had.
Their primary focus was to keep us healthy and get us a good
education.

My father never completed high school, since
he had to drop out and work in his father’s convenience store, in
order to help financially. My mother took the business track at
high school so she could become a secretary in order to help
contribute to her family. Fortunately, she was good with math and
numbers and was able to get a job as a bookkeeper. A job that she
loved until the day she retired.

I knew that my mom worked really hard each
month to budget what we could afford with paying the bills and
keeping us afloat. I remember my mom talking with my dad one night
saying that somehow they would find a way to get money to allow me
to go to an Orthodontist.

I realize now what a sacrifice it was for
both of them to somehow pull out a little money each month to have
their “Little Suzy” be able to get braces. If it wasn’t for her
determination and finesse with budgeting, I would most likely have
lost all of my teeth when I reached adulthood and would be wearing
upper and lower full dentures.

I am unable to thank her now, since she’s
been gone for many years, but I can send her love and gratitude to
wherever she rests. I do pay it forward by spending a lot of energy
helping others save their teeth when possible. I do not want my
patients ending up as “dental cripples.”

So, because of my mother, I
was off to my first orthodontist visit.

I had an enormous amount of anxiety about
this whole braces thing, but when I got to the office and sat in
the waiting room, I heard no screaming, no crying and no drills.
Although my mother had told me this before we got there, I was
still wary and did not fully trust her. I knew I had to wait and
see it for myself.

When it was my turn, the receptionist called
my name and sat me in a room with a chair that reminded me of
getting a haircut. The first thing I did when I got into the room
was to look around and be sure there were no drills or needles. Not
seeing any allowed me to calm down a little until the dentist came
into the room. His stiff, long white coat reminded me of the
Children’s Hospital doctors who treated me when my tonsil’s kept
getting infected. My mother had to bring me there many times until
I finally got my tonsils and adenoids removed.

I am sure that was when most of my needle
phobia began. I would have these terrible sore throats and
unrelenting earaches and my mother would take me out of school and
bring me to the hospital. Every time the doctors would examine me
they would tell me my tonsils were infected and then give me a shot
in my buttocks. I began to get so hyped up and uncontrollable
whenever my mom mentioned that we were going to the hospital. I
would cry and scream pleading with her and begging her not to make
me go. She would end up promising me the doctors would not give me
a shot just to get me to go into the car. However, as I mentioned
earlier, the doctors still gave me a shot for my swollen tonsils,
while I was screaming hysterically.

As I look back, the worst part of the entire
experience was my mother promising me something that she and I both
knew she could not keep. It made me turn against her and trust her
less and less the older I got. It made me feel unsafe and
unprotected and vulnerable.

So, there I was feeling panicked as I stared
at this dentist in a long, white coat who only wanted to examine my
teeth. I started to cry and go into hysterics. He and his assistant
came over to my side and reassured me that he would not hurt me and
that he was only going to look at my teeth.

I could see that he only had a mirror in his
hand and no needles of any kind, so I opened my mouth tentatively.
As I did this, I could feel and taste my tears dropping into my
mouth. The dentist, called an orthodontist, said something to his
assistant and then began to talk to my mother and me.

He said that I had an under-bite and that he
wanted me to go home, take some wooden sticks and put them under my
top front teeth. He wanted me to try to push them over my lower
front teeth. He said he hoped the sticks might move my teeth
forward and where they belonged in about six months or so. He then
gave me a mirror, took one of the wooden stick, placed it in my
mouth and had me watch in the mirror while he showed me what to do.
It was easy and did not hurt at all.

My mother thanked him, paid the receptionist
and I was given a lollypop. We both left there without much fuss
and I had had my first non-traumatic dental appointment.

I was so relieved that he didn’t hurt me and
I did not want to have to go back, so I did exactly what he told me
to do as many times a day as I could. I bit on those sticks,
actually tongue depressors, constantly.

Well, about a year went by and nothing
changed. His office was pretty far away and my mother was upset
that she did not see any results. So, she asked her friends at work
and was given a referral to another orthodontist. This one was
easier to get to and my mother made an appointment for me to get a
second opinion.

This visit I was not too worried, since the
last orthodontist hadn’t hurt me and I figured this one wouldn’t
either. By this time, I also had some classmates wearing braces and
they told me braces really didn’t hurt much. They told me there’s a
lot of pressure when they put them on and the wires can cut your
lips but then you put wax on and it’s fine. I was reassured, by all
of them, that there were no needles or drills to cause any
pain.

So, off my mother and I went to meet this
new orthodontist. When I went into his office, he greeted me with a
smile and seemed pretty nice. He looked at my teeth and took some
molds of my mouth with stuff that almost made me gag. He told my
mother that I had an under bite and I would need a bite plane to
help my top teeth go over my bottom teeth followed by a few years
of braces. I learned that even though there were no needles or
drills in his office, that there were still some awful things that
happened, like gagging, but they were bearable to me.

He told my mother that he noticed some
cavities that needed to be taken care of before he could start my
orthodontic treatment. Also, some teeth would need to be removed to
allow him to correct my under-bite.

Well, as you might have expected, the tears
and crying began and only got worse once we got into our car. My
mother
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