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I started losing my teeth about 8 years ago, shortly after I started feeling the effects of arthritis. This year I decided to have the remainder of my teeth pulled and get dentures since they were all loose and I was having trouble eating. I found scant information on the denture process, living without teeth, how dentures are fit to my mouth, and how to live with dentures. So, I decided to start writing a very small book about it as I was going through the process and learning to live with no teeth and adjust to using dentures.

First, pick your dentist carefully. It costs money to try out a dentist and get a treatment plan and an estimate. But having a dentist who is careful and considerate and hires good dental hygienists makes all the difference. You also need to feel like you can ask questions without being rushed and be able to contact them when you have problems with any step of the process. You might be able to make do with a dentist who doesn’t have the best chair side manner. But if they make mistakes, and break teeth you could be in for a lot of pain and extra costs. I only went to two different dentists. I decided from the beginning that I didn’t want implants. Neither dentist I visited mentioned that as a possibility either.

The first dentist I went to was the least expensive in town. It is a big practice with a lot of employees and several dentists. They take care of all the Medicare patients in the area and are very busy. The people who worked there didn’t even look at me, the receptionist gave me a clipboard with forms to fill out. Then I sat and waited for a long while. When they called me back, it was not to see the dentist but to pay. Then they sent me back out front. Eventually, they called me back, took me into a cubicle with a curtain and put me in front of an X-ray machine, and took X-rays. They didn’t tell me what they were doing, they just positioned me and did it. Then I was conducted into another cubicle where someone looked at the x-rays on a computer screen. The dentist came in and said I need all my teeth pulled (Like I didn’t already know that) This is what it will cost for the extractions and dentures... but you must do all the extractions today, all at once. You can get financing. I had not been to the dentist in over 25 years. Being there with all the people not even looking at me was already giving me anxiety. I had decided I was going to start the process, but I didn’t want to do it all at once. I agreed to let them pull the 5 bottom teeth I had left. I thought I could have the bottom teeth done and get dentures for the bottom then do the top. They didn’t tell me otherwise. Just sent me to the cashier to pay for the bottom extractions. Then I got to anxiously wait another 2 hours. Talk about high blood pressure and an upset stomach. Eventually, they called me back, put me in the chair, and put the bib on me. Then the dental technician put a ton of numbing stuff on my gums. Then he asked if I had questions. My brain was frozen, so no questions came out of my mouth, I didn’t even know what to ask. The numbing stuff made me feel like I was choking but they had all stepped out of the room to work on the next patient. The dentist came in after a long fifteen minutes to give me the shots to numb the rest of my mouth and asked why I hadn’t been to the dentist in so long... like I could answer with a numb tongue and a needle pointing toward my mouth. After the shots, they left again to work on the terrified, crying patient across the hall. When they finished her shots, they came back to my room to pull my teeth. To my surprise, it wasn’t painful at all, they just came right out one after the other. It sounded weird but didn’t hurt. They packed my gums with a giant wad of gauze, gave me a paper saying what I shouldn’t do while healing, and sent me on my way after telling me I needed to pick up prescriptions at Walmart.  I was drooling through the gauze which was hanging out of my mouth so decided to wait until I could remove the gauze. I drove home and hid in my cozy camper and just read for a while. When the thirty minutes had passed, I took the gauze out and all was good. I went to Walmart before the numbing medicine wore off and got painkillers (super Advil) and antibiotics. I also got some soup, instant mashed potatoes, and applesauce. I have been very careful of sugar since it makes my joints inflamed so I couldn’t get comfort foods like pudding and ice cream. They would have been good though.

The healing process went smoothly. I adapted to using my tongue and top teeth to break up food to swallow and my eating wasn’t terribly impacted by losing bottom teeth, since so many were already gone, and the rest were already loose. I followed the directions on the handout they gave me about not sucking with a straw and watching out for hot stuff. I did let my coffee and soup cool down well before I drank them. After 2 months, I made the appointment to have the impressions made for the bottom so I could get the bottom dentures before I had my top teeth pulled. As before, I waited, they took my money, I waited again. They called me back to the denture side. The hygienist was puzzled when she looked in my mouth and saw I still had top teeth. She called her supervisor in. The supervisor explained my top teeth were too loose for the impressions. They had to make impressions of both top and bottom so the bottoms could line up with something. By this point, I was tearful with frustration. I got my money back and went home, hesitant to make another appointment. I decided to wait for more teeth up top to fall out before I went back.

After some time, and inquiring to others about various dentists around town, a lady at church came to church one day very pleased with her dental work. I got the recommendation from her and got brave enough to make an appointment with a different dentist.

This dentist was a different world. The cost was double the previous place. I was the only one in the waiting room and was called back at my appointment time. The hygienist was new to the office, but introduced himself and brought me to the x-ray machine. I asked why I needed X-rays to have the rest of my teeth pulled. He said they need to see what the roots are doing and how everything lines up. Good reason. I got the X-rays, and the dentist came in and examined my remaining teeth. She said they could pull the last 8 at once or split them up. I opted for splitting them up. They gave me the estimate for the extractions and dentures and set the appointments for my extractions a week out and a week apart.

Both extraction appointments went smoothly. This office either used a different medication to numb my gums before the shots or applied it better because it didn’t make me choke. I flinched once as she was pulling out a tooth and she stopped right away and gave me another shot of numbing medicine before continuing. The hygienist carefully fit the gauze into each socket. It didn’t stick out of my mouth and didn’t make me drool too much. As before, I got painkillers and antibiotics, and everything healed well. It was more difficult to learn to talk and eat totally toothless. But I did come up with some good recipes I will keep making and bought a lot of powdered stuff to add to my foods to keep my nutrition reasonable. I also made sure to drink bone broth and have a lot of calcium-rich foods. This dentist told me that bone loss was pushing my teeth out, which is why they were all loose.

A very interesting note, at least to me, was that I had much reduced or sometimes no joint pain after my last teeth were pulled. I have had arthritis in my fingers, toes, wrists, and ankles for over 10 years. I got used to starting each day with Advil and walking barefoot because my shoes hurt. I learned how to do things without stressing my hands or wrists and took up knitting to keep my fingers moving. A friend I met with arthritis said she does better without sugar and gluten. I already knew lactose made my digestive tract angry so decided to eliminate inflammatory foods and see what happened. For a month I ate absolutely no sugar, dairy, or wheat. That was tough. There is so much sugar and gluten hiding in foods and with bad teeth, I had trouble with a lot of the less processed foods. After a month, I noticed I only had to take Advil a couple of times a week or not at all. I ached some, but it was way better. I ate sugar and hurt within 24 hours. I ate gluten and was fine. I have been avoiding sugar since. Occasionally I treat myself, and I know when I eat out, I will find sugar, so I save my desserts for those occasions. Since I had my teeth pulled though, the only time I take Advil is when I do something I shouldn’t or am not conditioned to do or when I eat sugar multiple days in a row. I did not know teeth were connected to arthritis.
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