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Part I 
Silver or White?

This book is about getting the mercury out, so the best 
moment to start this story is when my exposure to 

mercury began. It was a Wednesday afternoon. If it had 
been any other day of the week, things might have turned 
out differently, but it happened to be a Wednesday, so this 
is how it went.

On this particular day, one of our teachers happened to 
be sick, so we had a free class. This was an Irish secondary 
school run by the Sisters of Mercy. For the nuns, ‘free class’ 
meant quiet supervised study time. We were in one of the 
science rooms, so my friends and I crowded our stools up 
to a bench near the back so we could have a whispered 
conversation. The topic at hand was my tooth. It had been 
aching on and off for a couple of weeks. Today was one of 
the worse days.

“You should go to the dentist,” my friend Mairead said. 
“I went all last month. It was brilliant.”

Dentistry didn’t sound brilliant to me. I hadn’t been 
for an appointment since I was little, but a few years back, 
I’d tagged along while an older sister had a tooth extract-
ed. The word ‘dentist’ conjured up visions of soaking red 
handkerchiefs, and my mother scolding my sister, saying 
she brought it on herself by sticking her finger in the hole 
to see if the tooth was really gone.

“I don’t want to get a tooth pulled. All that blood,” I 
shivered.

“I got mine pulled and I didn’t bleed at all,” Mairead 
said. “But pulling one tooth is not enough. What you need 
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is lots of brown in your teeth to get fillings.”
She opened up her mouth and showed us the shiny sil-

ver surfaces on her molars. 
“Fourteen fillings!” she said. “It took every Monday 

morning for a month. Do you know how much Maths I 
missed? Brilliant.”

“Do you think I need fillings too?” I asked and opened 
my mouth wide.

“Oh definitely,” she said. “Loads of brown.”
“Mairead Considine and Áine Ní Cheallaigh! What on 

Earth are you doing?” the teacher demanded.
“Nothing, miss,” we said, and took up our textbooks in 

a pretense of studying.
“Make sure you go to Dr. Whelan,” Mairead whispered 

out of the side of her mouth. “He gives lots of fillings.”
She wrote his phone number in the margin of my 

physics book. This was good. Dr. Whelan was our family 
dentist, the one who’d pulled my sister’s tooth.

“Go during your worst class,” Mairead said. “That’s the 
time he’ll take you every week.”

My worst class was Irish with Miss Burke. She hated 
me, I hated her. It was easier to take in the mornings, but 
on a Wednesday afternoon, right after lunch, it was torture 
to hear her droning on about ancient Irish literature. What 
made it worse this Wednesday was that my tooth really 
really hurt. 

I raised my hand, excused myself and went down to 
the office, where the secretary made my appointment. I 
walked out of school, over to Dr. Whelan’s office, climbed 
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into his chair, got the aching tooth pulled, and then blithe-
ly made one of the worst decisions of my life.

“You’re going to need eleven fillings,” he said. “We can 
start right away. Do you want the silver ones or the white 
ones?”

“How many times will I have to come back?” I asked.
“Three,” he said. “It’s best to anaesthetize only one 

quadrant of the mouth at a time, it keeps you from drool-
ing like an idiot.”

“Great,” I said. This was turning out exactly as planned.
“So silver or white?”
“What’s the difference?” I asked.
“The white ones are more expensive.”
I thought about my parents who were going to foot the 

bill for this whole escapade. 
“Definitely silver,” I said.

It would have been very revealing if my health had spiraled 
down the drain right away. But that’s not how mercury 
poisoning works. If I sit back now and scratch my head, it’s 
not easy to come up with a definitive First Mercury Symp-
tom. I loved secondary school for the first three years, but 
the tide turned and I hated it for years four and five. Did 
the fact that I had my amalgams placed at the beginning of 
my fourth year have anything to do with this? 

It could have just been a big case of adolescent angst, 
compounded by difficult home circumstances. I was 
the seventh of eight children, not unusual for a Catho-
lic family in rural Ireland in the 1980s. By the time I was
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finishing secondary school, it was just me and my younger 
sister living at home with my parents. My parents were 
tired out, uncommunicative, with nothing to give after de-
cades of hard parenting. My younger sister was develop-
mentally delayed because of a brain injury she had suffered 
during an epileptic seizure. It’s easy to pin it on circum-
stances, but looking back, my joy and emotional resilience 
began to slowly drain away during those years.

At the age of 18, I left my rural home to go to college 
in Dublin. I chose Dublin because it was Ireland’s largest 
city, and I wanted a fresh start in a place that was as dif-
ferent from the insular rural community I grew up in as 
possible. City life suited me. I enjoyed the independence, 
being exposed to new ideas and getting free of the conser-
vative Catholic ideals I was brought up with. And yet, I was 
far from happy. 

In my second year of college, I began to have stress-
related breakdowns. Exam times often triggered huge 
anxiety and uncontrollable distress. I was a good student, 
far more knowledgeable than most of my classmates about 
many of the subjects we were being examined on, but I just 
couldn’t handle my emotions and perform under stress.

In later years, when I learned about mercury toxicity, 
I read about how the first symptoms manifest as subtle 
emotional changes. Depression creeps in. There is an un-
warranted sensitivity and irritability. Emotional reactions 
become less reasonable, even as the mercury toxic person 
insists that their reaction is a totally logical response to 
their circumstances.



5

That sums up my college days, and beyond, into my 
twenties. I sought out psychotherapy at the age of 19 and 
believed without question that the reason I was feeling aw-
ful so much of the time was because I had grown up in 
a dysfunctional family. There were plenty of reasons for 
me to feel like crap, top of the list being the fact that my 
parents had essentially left me to raise myself. They were 
busy struggling to care for my brain-injured younger sis-
ter whose case of epilepsy resisted all drug treatment, and 
whose behavior problems were off the charts. Why would 
there be any reason to look beyond that when searching 
for the cause of my emotional distress?

And yet, even now, I hear my therapist’s voice in my 
head saying, Why does it have to be childhood trauma or 
mercury? Why so black and white? Can’t it be a bit of both?  

I have put a lot of thought into that question. If heavy 
metals weren’t in the picture, would I have shaken off my 
childhood and lived a serene adult life, without the aid of 
therapy? The fact of the matter is, I don’t know. I really 
don’t. I know how emotionally stable I feel now that the 
mercury is gone. How can I tease out how much of that 
stability stems from a freedom from heavy metals, and 
how much is based on a hard-won foundation of emotion-
al work I did during years of therapy? There is no way to 
ever know.

Mercury toxicity usually starts with emotional symptoms. 
Then a few years later, the physical symptoms arrive. When 
I left Ireland after college and moved to New York City,
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 every week I put aside a good chunk of the money I earned 
as a nanny to pay for the best therapist I could find. I knew 
that I was emotionally delicate and this was the best way to 
spend my money. I didn’t even consider spending a penny 
on health insurance. Why should I? I was as strong as an 
ox. All through my twenties, I didn’t exercise, I ate a diet 
that was mostly made up of two main food groups, sugar 
and potatoes. And yet I rarely fell ill. The only mild ailment 
I suffered from was chronic constipation. But I’d been like 
that since childhood, it was just the way I was. I basically 
saw myself as having an iron constitution. 

But at the age of 27, I had an episode that made me 
change the way I viewed my health. 

It started with a case of shin splints. I’d had these be-
fore, when I was very young. They are pains felt in the 
lower leg bones, often dismissed as ‘growing pains’. When 
I was a little girl, I would cry myself to sleep at night from 
the pain. And now, mysteriously, they were back. I looked 
them up online, and found that there was no known cause 
or cure, I should just take painkillers and wait for them to 
pass.

A few days later, I experienced an episode of rectal dis-
comfort, and searching the internet again, I learned that 
this was what a hemorrhoid was. Yuck. WebMD told me 
everything I needed to know to make it all right again -- 
more fiber in my diet and Preparation H. Was I in my late 
twenties or my late sixties? I went to Duane Reade and 
bought a bunch of old-lady supplies.

The next morning, I got a nasty surprise when I looked 
at my face in the mirror. The area around my jaw was all 
swollen. It wasn’t red, it didn’t hurt, and it just looked like 
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I was wearing a fat suit on the lower half of my face. What 
the hell? I went back to WebMD and learned that I had 
parotiditis, an infection of the salivary glands more com-
monly known as the mumps.

I had no energy that week. WebMD told me that there 
wasn’t a lot I could do to treat parotiditis, except make sure 
my saliva kept flowing by sucking on lemon drops. I got 
dressed and walked slowly, very slowly back to the same 
Duane Reade and got my lemon drops. When I got back 
in bed, I lay there wondering what I’d done to make my 
health collapse. What would happen next? Was there any-
thing I could do to prevent it?

Over the next year, I worked, I hung out with my girl-
friend, I spent a lot of my spare time writing, and I also 
kept one eye on my health. It seemed like there was always 
some weird niggling health mystery I had to solve. During 
this time, my girlfriend and I found an apartment together 
in Brooklyn, and something in the air of that apartment 
seemed to bother me. I developed cracked sores in the 
corners of my mouth. WebMD said they were caused by a 
fungus, and I cleared them up using an over-the-counter 
antifungal that had the attractive label ‘jock itch cream.’ I 
bought a humidifier, and that seemed to help too. I also 
made sure that my fiber intake was high so that my hemor-
rhoid wouldn’t recur.

 I had a good friend called Margaret who was in 
my writing group. She, too, had emigrated from the other 
side of the pond, so we had a lot in common. She was an 
English professor, Fulbright scholar, and dove deep into 
researching whatever her current area of interest was. 


