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Interview with Angela O’Mahony 

SESSION 1 (3/12/2020) 

 

 

[00:00:00] 

 

KIM:  All right, it is March 12, 2020. It's 3:20pm. This is Kelsey Kim at the Center for the Study 

of Women and I am talking to Angela O’Mahony. Before we got cut off, you were talking about 

your super sense of smell, and also growing up in Illinois. I also have more questions about your 

upbringing, if that's okay. 

 

O’MAHONY:  Yeah. 

 

KIM:  You said in Illinois you lived in a really small rural area, and I want to hear more about 

that. What was school like and growing up in a rural or small area? 

 

[00:01:15] 

 

O’MAHONY:  When I went to high school, we had seven hundred kids in ninth through twelfth 

grade. And so my graduating class was about one hundred and fifty people, one hundred and 

fifty-five maybe. Funny fact is that my maiden name starts with an A and I graduated in 2001. 

And the girl who was first in our class for the millennium dropped out only two months before 

we graduated, so I was first to graduate in the millennium in my high school. 

 

KIM:  (laughs) 

 

O’MAHONY:  That was cool. We had several different elementary schools from all the 

neighboring cluster towns, a cluster community. And then junior high I believe is when they 

started to bus students into the one main town that had K-12 in it. And then when I was in junior 

high or middle school—it was six through eighth grade—when I was in that time period, they 

did not bus other students in a clipper from one neighboring town. It was whenever I went to 

ninth grade that they started busing—actually, I could have been wrong, it could have been 2000 

when they started busing in another town. Eventually, that pool started busing much earlier after 

I had gotten into high school. And so I was there at that time for a change for our community, a 

kind of tightening trip and another town had had to consolidate into our town. We would all go 

pretty much to the same couple grocery stores because there are all these little cluster towns. If 

you wanted to go to a post office, you could go to the post office in your own little town. But 

then if you wanted to go to an IGA grocery store, then the closest one of any reasonable size to 

get any sort of selection might be in the town that has a school. But even then, the prices were 

very expensive and so you really only shopped—I remember my parents and my friends’ parents 
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only shopping for what was on sale. To get the bulk of things, they would take, you know, like a 

trip to this small city, the city of Springfield, Illinois, which is the capital, to do a trip maybe 

twice a year to stock up, like winter stocking up or springtime stocking up. I think really the 

springtime was probably more for people because they had their tax refunds. Looking back, the 

winter was because of bad weather. Walmart back then for us only had snack goods; you couldn't 

get cold food. So trying to go to another neighboring town at more of a discount was not really 

an option unless you were going to the larger IGA which could have the better deals at that time 

because it was probably owned by a different family. As far as trying to get your hair done, you 

could go to a couple salons. The town that I ended up living in while I was in high school—

which is the town I feel like I grew up in because my grandma was there and I'd go there every 

weekend. But that was not the same town that I went to school in because we were all cluster 

towns. If I wanted to get my hair done, I could definitely go to the town that I went to school in. 

But if I was at my grandma's house, which is the town I eventually moved to in high school, 

there were no salons. They didn't have an eye doctor, they didn’t have a salon; they only had a 

Casey's General Store, which is where you’d get the pizza. And that opened up in the 90s so 

most people who had lived there for a while didn't even have that experience until I became a 

little bit older in my childhood. For really nice clothing stores, you would have to go to the 

capital which is Springfield or St. Louis if you didn’t want to buy Walmart clothes. 

 

KIM:  What was school like for you? Did you enjoy school as a child? 

 

O’MAHONY:  Oh yes, I really enjoyed it. I think the hardest year that I had was probably when 

I was in second grade. I was seven years old. And that was more because I don't think my teacher 

really liked me. I could tell she played favorites. I do have very strong vivid memories about that 

time and kind of how mean she was to me, but it’s completely the opposite of all my other years. 

I loved going to school and I loved having all my teachers with my other classes, or grades. I was 

very involved in high school more so because I was able to push forward in high school. My 

mother wasn't really involved in the school system or the community. She did have to work a 

blue-collar job. And it's not that she didn’t have us involved because of money. I know that she 

didn't make a lot of money. She was pretty poor for a single parent, but I also think it was her 

personality. She just doesn't like to interact with anybody. But in high school, when I was more 

aware of myself, I was definitely in all the clubs that I could be in. And the art club, I was on 

drill team, the dance squad, the French club, the Key Club. And of course, I wasn't exactly 

popular, though, because I feel like part of my upbringing was to kind of stay back, not interact, 

which was how my mother was teaching us. So I never really grew up popular, but I was into 

activities. I had a group of friends but it wouldn't be considered at the time the preppy friends. 

 

KIM:  Yeah, what was your favorite subject in school? 

 

[00:07:48] 
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O’MAHONY:  Probably mythology. I really liked mythology. It may have had something to do 

with our teacher, Mrs. Hewitt. Unfortunately, mythology was only one semester in high school. 

But she taught mythology for twenty-five or thirty years, and she always went to Greece. I think 

that was probably the most fun time I had. But I really enjoyed art. And I was not good at math, 

although I do like math. I was not good at it because I was one of the students who needed to 

know why. And for some math equation, ‘why’ is not going to give you an answer. 

 

KIM:  Did you say that you realized you had a super sense of smell when you went to high 

school? 

 

O’MAHONY:  I think that is when I became aware of having a good nose. Maybe not that I was 

a super smeller, but probably in discussion with friends, or around friends’ parents. We’d be 

somewhere and I'd be like, “Oh, that smells horrible.” Like you're walking past trash, and 

somebody else may be bothered by garbage, but not as bothered as I was. Or if there was 

construction going on and knowing that the construction smelled like the asphalt was even more 

bothersome. I noticed that it didn't seem like other people were as bothered. But perhaps because 

I was the child and they were the adults and they had learned to live with it. 

 

KIM:  Yes. 

 

O’MAHONY:  Or they may say, “Oh, you can smell pretty well.” But there was nothing that 

really made me think that I was a super smeller at that time. I think when I was a young adult is 

when I understood the fact that I’m a super smeller. Super smelling as a term or phrase or title. 

Before then, I just had a good nose. 

 

KIM:  Yes. And you said that you went to college in Illinois. Is that right? 

 

O’MAHONY:  I did. I started at a community college in Springfield, and then I transferred to 

Western Illinois University in Macomb. 

 

KIM:  Okay, awesome. And what did you study there? 

 

[00:10:23] 

 

O’MAHONY:  Fashion merchandising, as well as marketing and finance. And when I did my 

community college studies, I actually studied political science. I did really enjoy government in 

high school, but we only had one semester of government in our senior year. And so while it may 

have been better to do business, I thought that going into political science would be good. Of 

course, when you do that transition from your senior year to your freshman year, you don’t really 
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know. Unless you’ve had that experience beforehand, or some introduction beforehand, you're 

like, “College is new.” While I appreciate the political science classes that I did, doing that in my 

first two years when you have to do basic studies anyway—I don't know if that really influenced 

me, because I would have been doing those anyway, so maybe my declaration or what you 

would call your associate degree, give or take a little, is really political science. 

 

KIM:  And how did you like college? 

 

O’MAHONY:  How did I like college? I loved it. It was great. I would totally do college again. I 

have no reason to do it again, but it would be fun. 

 

KIM:  And you had said that after Illinois, you moved to Florida. Is that right? 

 

O’MAHONY:  Yeah. When I was in my last year of school, like March of the last semester of 

college, my aunt actually approached me. She’d moved to Florida a few years before that and 

said that she wanted to make sure I had a place to go and that I could come live with her and her 

husband, which is my uncle, if I hadn’t found anything yet. Coming from rural Illinois versus 

city Illinois, like Chicago, I was very much at a disadvantage for being picked for jobs. Being in 

the fashion industry, you could get a job in Chicago for sure. It would probably be more retail-

based, not corporate fashion. But there were some lucky individuals to get some corporate 

fashion. But the reality is, out of college, you cannot support yourself. So if you could get it in 

Chicago, it meant that your parents needed to be living somewhat in the Chicago area. For me, 

Chicago was like four hours away. And so anybody who went to school in my degree, in my 

department, that was from four hours south of Chicago, so it could have been anywhere in the St. 

Louis area, any of us that were just kind of outside the circle, clearly did not have the same 

advantage because there was really no fashion company, or very few fashion companies, even in 

the St. Louis area. And even if you did go to St. Louis, you had to have a parent that could 

actually help support you. I hadn't secured anything yet. I was working part-time with American 

Eagle Outfitters just as an associate, and so what I did was—at the time, we were still snail-

mailing so I definitely did not email anyone. We were snail-mailing resumes and cover letters. I 

mailed out probably ten to the retail manager in Florida, in the Orlando area, because I knew that 

I needed to get a job and I wanted it to be in fashion. And of course, in the beginning, when you 

leave college, you start at the bottom and work your way up. So I was like, “I'm going to get a 

job at American Eagle Outfitters, in the corporate world,” and that's what I did. I moved to 

Florida. I lived kind of near Daytona but worked in Orlando. And that's how I started my adult 

life. 

 

KIM:  That’s really interesting. So what was it like in Florida? How's Daytona? 

 

[00:14:51] 
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O’MAHONY:  I love Florida in terms of weather. I never liked Illinois; Illinois is too cold and 

too depressing. Florida was definitely where I was meant to be my entire life. Green one hundred 

percent of the time. Blue skies one hundred percent of the time. So I loved that. But the only 

person I knew there was my aunt and uncle and then some of their friends. Just trying to get 

settled and to live on your own because eventually I did move out and try to live on my own. So 

while I loved every bit of it, it wasn't easy to enjoy my time there because I was starting out on 

my own. I had to kind of watch my pennies, but I would love to live there today because of the 

weather. It's all centered around the warm weather. Texas is still too cold for me. 

 

KIM:  Oh, interesting. 

 

O’MAHONY:  Today's nice, it’s in the 80s, but the past three weeks we've had up and downs: it 

can be thirty-eight degrees (Fahrenheit) for the low end then seventy (degrees Fahrenheit) for the 

high end, and if there's any grayness whatsoever in the 70s it’s freezing. 

 

KIM:  It's raining right now in California. Well, in L.A. When did you make the transition from 

working in fashion to doing the executive personal assistant and event coordinator work? 

 

[00:16:25] 

 

O’MAHONY:  That would have been around 2011; it was probably in the middle or end of 

2011. I was in Texas doing the fashion work, something that I love to do, but I was in another 

small town which is just south of Dallas. It was about forty-five minutes south of Dallas. And my 

husband was in Austin. He is a video game developer. We needed to make that transition 

together because what was happening is I was driving three hours on the weekends—Friday and 

Monday—to go visit him in Austin, and then to come back to work for the week on Monday 

morning. So it was just time to make that transition. The reason I didn’t go into fashion is 

because we needed to make that transition soon and I wanted to make sure I was making income. 

One of the things I love to do is organize people's lives, organize projects, organize events. I am 

just a natural-born, organized person. And so I was like, “Well, let's see if I can create my own 

business or make my own career and let’s do it now.” At the time, Austin was not a place for 

fashion at all. The biggest thing was golf, and I think calendar club or calendar something, like 

the company that puts the calendars out in December. 

 

KIM:  Oh. 

 

O’MAHONY:  Yes. Since then, Kendra Scott has really put a foothold in Austin. At the time, it 

was more individual local companies, and the kind of fashion I wanted to do was not design. It 

would be more corporate buying. I could do visual merchandising, but I still wanted to be more 

of a corporate buyer because I like making decisions, studying, planning or the forecasting of 
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fashion and what's going to be hot. So that's not something that was strong in Austin, it was 

mainly local. And most of those companies that were small couldn't afford to hire a corporate 

buyer. They had to do the buying themselves. 

 

KIM:  Did you move to Texas for work-related reasons? 

 

O’MAHONY:  Yes, we did. My husband and I lived in Florida around the time that the economy 

took a turn. And at the time we were there, Florida was the worst state in the nation. My husband 

had just graduated school. He was in film digital effects, and for him to get work was very 

difficult. He would tell me, he would do projects and if you’d get a project for a month, that 

would be great. But it's very hard to live for a month on $500. And I was not getting paid very 

well because I was doing buying work. I was doing work that actually should have been paying, 

at minimum, fifty thousand dollars and I was probably getting paid $10 an hour. 

 

KIM:  Oh, wow. 

 

O’MAHONY:  It was horrible. And so while we were living there, it was a struggle for us to 

even buy food. So when John decided he was really going to try for the game industry, the best 

place to go for that really was Texas, is Austin. And so we decided to start moving our way over 

there with a leap of faith, certainly, but we knew it had to be better than struggling to eat in 

Florida. He had to have side jobs and he couldn't even get work at McDonalds or a Starbucks in 

Orlando. That's how bad the economy was; he couldn’t even get a side job anywhere. 

 

KIM:  Was this around the economic crash in 2008, 2009? 

 

[00:20:46] 

 

O’MAHONY:  Yes, exactly. In September of 2009, he got a contract job just to go to Louisiana 

for a couple months. They needed an independent contractor to do some work on “The 

Expendables.” So that's just kind of how we survived. When he was in Louisiana, I got an 

opportunity to take a job in Dallas-Fort Worth, and we inched over. He was there, and then I 

packed up everything and went to Fort Worth for American Airlines as a contractor. It was in the 

buying industry, like bill purchasing, so it was the same pipeline as what my fashion was, just 

doing it with airplane parts. Once we got over there, eventually I settled into a job that I liked 

more, which was Halloween and party buying. 

 

KIM:  So did you guys meet and get married in Florida? 

 

O’MAHONY:  Yes, we did. 
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KIM:  Cool. I was just trying to contextualize the timeline here. Awesome. So I do want to ask 

questions about MCS, but before we get into that, how would you have described your health 

before 2018? 

 

[00:22:52] 

 

O’MAHONY:  I’ll start with my childhood because I think it gives a clearer picture. I was the 

kid who was never sick. I was very resilient. Did I ever miss a day of school? I liked going to 

school and I didn't get sick. So I think I maybe missed it when I was in first grade for 

chickenpox, maybe a little bit of second grade. You know what I mean? It was just not common. 

So by the time I hit junior high, I never missed a day of school. Same in high school—I think I 

ended up being sick just one day of high school. So when I was sick, everybody knew something 

was up. I think I had the flu and I knew it the day before. I was in PE and we were supposed to 

be playing volleyball. When I missed the ball, and the girls were all being catty, I didn't say 

anything. I turned around and went and sat down. It wasn't the bleachers; it was more like where 

we had our theater, but we had that backdrop in our gymnasium. Everybody knew that 

something was up and then I didn't go to school the next day. I was very healthy as a child. And 

that was good because my mother never had health insurance for her or the kids. 

 

Then in college and through my young adulthood, I'd say I was still very healthy. I was probably 

just being silly as a college student and drinking so much, but it was still pretty rare. Maybe a 

sinus infection. That may be more when I would get sinus infections in my ear because my feet 

would get cold and I think that my ears just reacted that way. But really, I still didn't miss class. 

Then when I became an adult, I started having what felt like chronic bladder infections and I was 

diagnosed with something called interstitial cystitis. And I think I was probably twenty-five, 

twenty-six. As far as sickness, though, I wasn't getting cold or flu or anything like that. I just had 

an autoimmune disease or syndrome where in times of stress or depending on what was eaten—I 

find that I'm sensitive to preservatives; if I eat fresh food I don’t seem to have an issue. But if I 

were to eat certain things, I would be flared up and I would feel like I had a bladder infection all 

the time. 

 

At that same time that we were trying to figure that out, I think that was in 2008, we did some 

blood work because I had to do an exploratory exam or surgery. They did blood work and the 

doctor started asking me if I had been thirsty lately. I said, “I have been really thirsty. It's been an 

issue and my skin is dry. But I've always had dry skin.” I always had eczema, I always had dry 

skin, since infancy. But I was thirsty, and he said that my blood test markers were showing 

borderline for Sjogren’s syndrome. At that point, I was just thirsty all the time. It was insane; I 

was drinking so many bottles of water, but I could only ever drink water. I never liked the taste 

of Kool-Aid or flavored soda. If I was going to have any soda it had to be the Coca-Cola brand 

regular, or Mountain Dew brand regular, like I was very particular. 
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But I have always been a super taster. I'm very particular about my food and I can taste even the 

slightest ingredient change. I'm sure that has something to do with my nose. So that was really 

my only ailment, which is that I had this IC flare up, and all of a sudden I became more thirsty. 

Well, fast forward, I had moved to Texas. It was my first winter in Texas so it would be the 

winter of 2010. It was probably three or four years (later). I remember it being the winter of 2010 

and waking up. It was the first time I was cold when I woke up because we had just moved to 

Texas. Texas has winters and it’s cold, and my joints and my fingers, like arthritis, hurt. I didn't 

understand why I woke up one morning and they just hurt. I could not button the buttons on my 

shirt or button my pants. It was insane. I didn't understand what in the world had happened. And 

I went back to the doctor for the first time—Jim’s a rheumatologist—and they checked my 

bloodwork and my Sjogren’s markers had skyrocketed. It really had been bothering me. I mean, I 

never really went anywhere without water. I was always thirsty. Always. Like my mouth was 

just dry no matter how much water I was already drinking. But other than that, I wasn't really 

having an issue. My IC flare, my interstitial cystitis, they would come and go, my bladder flares. 

We weren’t eating the best; we were pretty much eating like a college diet—not because we 

wanted to, but we didn't have a very good income for a long time. That had to do a lot with us 

moving to Texas because we were pretty poor in that aspect. The only real factor bothering me 

has been Sjogren’s and this dry eyes, dry mouth. I did have uterine fibroids that grew and they 

had to be removed. I had severe periods. I was anemic whenever I was having severe periods and 

I would go in for iron infusions. I literally had to go in with the chemo patients at the oncology 

here in Texas, Texas Oncology, sit in the chair for two and a half hours and had iron put into my 

body via IV. And I did that nineteen times over the course of a year and a half, two years, 

because my iron would not stay in my body. I eventually got the fibroid surgery to remove 

them—it was only a couple years ago. Since having that fibroid surgery, my periods were not a 

problem anymore. I was able to get pregnant and have a baby, even though I never had tried 

getting pregnant before, so it wasn't an issue per se. So my fibroids are no longer bothering me. 

And once that surgery was taken care of I didn't have anemia anymore. 

 

Now the only thing that bothers me is the Sjogren’s. It’s a chronic illness. As for getting sick 

with viruses or colds or anything like that, I really don't. The only thing that affects me now are 

seasonal allergies that have come in since living in Austin, Texas, where we get something called 

cedar fever. It's by the cedar tree which is actually Juniper ashei (sic; Juniperus ashei) and it 

affects everybody who moves here by their seventh year. And that'll cause a sinus infection. But 

I don't think I've had a cold since I was in Illinois. 

 

KIM:  Oh, wow. 

 

O’MAHONY:  I did get the flu one time living here in Texas. That was like a week-long flu. 

You know how everybody has their moments where they’re like, “Oh my gosh, I think I got near 
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somebody and I feel ill” and you can't really move for two days, but you clear up. So I really 

haven't been in a position where I've had to miss a lot of work. I’ve been pretty healthy. 

 

[00:32:05] 

 

KIM:  Thanks, that was really interesting. So what was it like when you realized that you had 

more than just a fragrance allergy? When I read your pre-interview, I was really interested in this 

evolution of what you now call your fragrance disability. If you could kind of walk me through 

that I'd be really interested to hear more about that. 

 

O’MAHONY:  We bought a house five years ago. When we still lived in an apartment, I got my 

very first Costco card for work. I happened to see that they had Free & Clear detergent at Costco 

and I thought, “Why am I putting dyes and perfumes in my laundry? That sounds crazy. I might 

as well just switch over. No big deal.” I had had dyes and perfumes in my detergent forever. But 

again, I feel like stuff from back then was not as severe and potent and toxic as it is now. But it 

didn't bother me because that's what I had always been around. I went ahead and just switched 

over my husband's clothes and our clothes just for normal though, like we didn't smell anything 

else that had not been washed. We just knew it was normal for us. Eventually, some time when I 

made that switch, I was also experiencing issues with my skin on my hands. And I kind of 

contributed that to me starting my new career and being a personal assistant and I was in my car 

a lot doing errands, doing events, and washing my hands, maybe putting cheaper or just 

mainstream lotion on them, using wipes on my hands, alcohol sanitizer and stuff like that. Then 

all of a sudden, my hands were no longer just dry, but beyond bothersome. They started stinging 

and burning and they were itchy and I couldn't figure out what was going on. 

 

Well, fast forward six months later, and I'm at the dermatologist because I have goosebumps 

over my entire body. I had chills; I couldn't even sleep it was so bothersome. And they were like, 

“Well, you have eczema on your hands. It's a very severe form.” I was like, “What do you mean? 

I’ve had eczema on the rest of my body and it never bothered me.” And they're like, “Well you 

really need to change your products. You need to find a different type of soap. You need to get 

the chemicals out of the soap.” Because of that, my search started for a soap that didn't have 

chemicals. I remember going into Whole Foods and the lady being disgusted with me and 

saying, “You cannot buy a soap that has no chemicals in it.” I was like, “I went to Whole Foods. 

Isn't this why I'm at Whole Foods? Aren't you supposed to be the place that helps me with this 

severe situation?” I eventually settled on Clearly Natural (Essentials) Unscented Glycerin Soap 

and that is the only soap today that does not really affect my skin the way other soaps do. But I 

pulled out fragrance. I figured out at that time because my dermatologist said, “You need to get 

something without fragrance.” The whole time before that I had always been using clear soap. I 

like the color of clear soap because I think the soap tub looks gross if you put colored soap in it. 

But before that I had just assumed clear soap was clear soap and it was great. But no, all clear 
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soap has fragrance in it. So I had to go find that new soap and once I got my hands under control 

it was because I was using a fragrance-free and lesser chemical soap and a hand lotion, CeraVe, 

which also just happens to be fragrance-free. I still never thought anything of fragrance. To me, 

it was not an issue. I would use very fragrant products in the shower, very fragrant products on 

my hair, and it just so happened I was just trying to take care of my hands. 

 

[00:36:55] 

 

Later on, somebody was talking about a facial product called CeraVe Foaming Facial Cleanser. 

And I was like, “Oh, I have the CeraVe cream. So I know the brand CeraVe is amazing.” They're 

like, “Oh my god, I'm obsessed. You should try this.” So I tried it, and I couldn't believe it. My 

skin was amazing. I kept getting compliments on my skin every single day I was out in public as 

to how good my skin looked. And I'm like, “That’s interesting. I never got those same 

compliments when I was just using Clinique face wash.” But one thing I did notice is that both 

the Clinique product and CeraVe were fragrance-free, and that clued me into being like, “Oh, 

there's really something about no fragrance and body products.” Well, it still didn’t stop me from 

using fragrant products. Around that time, I was still very much using fragrant shampoo, fragrant 

body wash, just not on my face and not on my hands. But I started noticing, when I'd go to the 

department store, I could be around perfume. I loved being part of the Nordstrom runway shows 

and getting the free samples of perfume. That was totally fine. But then whenever I would go 

home to put them on, they stunk on me badly. Looking back, I think it's because that was the 

start of my nose becoming more sensitive and detecting that there are different layers of 

fragrance. You have the cover-up layer, the other cover-up layer, and the layer that's rancid that 

they're trying to hide from you. That was really just my first experience. Still I didn't know any 

better. I could use fragrant shampoo up until June 2018, though I was noticing that my skin 

would tingle or burn or itch when I would wash my hair in the shower but I just ignored it. 

 

Then I definitely became a lot more sensitive. It was prior to June 2018. I hadn’t worn perfume 

for two years because I just didn’t like the way it smelled on me anymore. But it was about June 

2018 when I was like, “Oh my gosh, let's get this out of my house.” Candles became an issue 

where there were only like two candles that I could have in my house. One of them today though 

is discontinued and that one candle actually says either it's made with essential oils or essential 

extracts or something. That one I have no problem with today, but it's discontinued and sells for 

$200 a candle on eBay. It's insane. And then the other one which I would have because it was 

something that my husband likes but didn't bother me, it is super bothersome to me today. When 

I was pregnant, it could not be lit. And today the only reason I'm able to handle it at this point is 

because two weeks ago I started taking Gabapentin, the nerve manipulation medication to stop 

my nose. 
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KIM:  Oh, interesting. So at what point did it go from fragrance allergy to sensitivity to a full-on 

fragrance disability? 

 

[00:39:14] 

 

O’MAHONY:  I think my sensitivity was up until June 2018. I was a little sensitive here, a little 

sensitive there. No big deal. Just, “I'm not going to use that because I’m sensitive, but you sure 

can. You're not going to bother me.” I got pregnant at the end of July. But I started noticing 

changes right around the end of June, mid-July, like right before I got pregnant. And it was with 

somebody using detergent on the bed sheets. Now it could just be because we don't use detergent 

on bed sheets, and I would have to sleep for like eight hours with the detergent on this sheet at 

the place I stayed at. Maybe it didn't really turn to an allergy at that point. Maybe it was just 

because I was put in an environment that my body was not used to. However, when I got 

pregnant, within weeks – and especially in the second trimester – I started noticing that people's 

perfume could bother me, and shampoo, but not really so much. It would just have that 

underlying musk scent to it. You know how there's certain ones out there that are just so strong 

to everybody and there’s only a few people in the room love it and they put so much on. 

 

KIM:  Yes. 

 

O’MAHONY:  But that's probably when it became more of an allergy. So if I had to share office 

space in August of 2018, my first month of pregnancy, with somebody that had shampoo, I was 

getting a headache. Like I could smell their shampoo and it did not smell bad. It smelled fruity or 

flowery or however it was meant to smell. But all of a sudden, I’d have a headache. By the end 

of my pregnancy, I had already moved out of that office; I had to get my own office. By the end 

of that pregnancy, I could start smelling other people to the point where when I was making 

arrangements for guests that were coming to my house, I went to Whole Foods and I told 

everybody that was going to come to my house to use fragrance-free shampoo, fragrance-free 

conditioner, fragrance-free hand lotion, fragrance-free hand sanitizer. I put it out on a tray on my 

kitchen counter and if you are here you have to use this. My husband towards the end of my 

pregnancy could no longer use regular hand soap. Him coming into a room and sitting next to me 

on the couch was an issue. I could not have it anywhere near me. The smell was so bothersome. 

But at the same time, looking back, I do not remember that it never burned my eyes. I feel more 

of an allergy was the proper definition. 

 

Maybe during the third trimester it was bothersome. So maybe that's when I started going into 

my fragrant disability, but definitely postpartum which would be more 2019 on. I was still very 

sensitive, but if you had hairspray in the room, I couldn't breathe. And you would think that 

getting out of my pregnancy, my hormones would go back down like most pregnant women, and 

it seemed like they were getting worse. Still, I could handle my husband's products. He tries to 
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use a company called (The) Bearded Bastard that tries to put more responsible fragrance in there, 

but of course it's all proprietary. So you can never really know what's in it if it's proprietary and it 

just has the word “fragrance.” So there were things that were bothersome then and it would 

literally debilitate me if I was stuck in a room with it where I could not breathe. It would take my 

mind off of anything that I would try to do because I could not breathe. 

 

[00:45:30] 

 

The funny thing is, I did not think that I could get any worse after the summer of 2019. I thought 

I was at my peak. We were traveling in November over Thanksgiving week, and we were 

traveling to Florida to a family member's house, and I came back December 1, and it was way 

worse than it ever could have been. I think it's because that family member, after I had told them 

how allergic I was—I could not have any sort of detergent, fabric softener, anything around 

me—they said, “Nope, (we) use Free & Clear. (We) don't use any of the other stuff.” But they 

had actually lied about it. They maybe used Free & Clear, but they still used Downy which was 

like the exotic pleasures (scent) or something. You know, regular blue Downy has fragrance, but 

it's not as severe as the one that’s been amped up. I came back with an overload. It made me so 

ill that the things that didn't used to bother me like Mrs. Meyers brand Lemon Verbena scent 

which I could use on my countertop—I couldn't breathe because my body had just gone into a 

traumatic situation and came out. It was so weird because I thought when I came home, I could 

handle it. But then I was stuck washing like four suitcases of our clothes repeatedly over and 

over again for weeks trying to get whatever smell they had at that house, which was Downy, out. 

At that point, I had gone into full-blown disability. 

 

KIM:  I see. Do you know of any family history of having MCS or fragrance disabilities? 

 

O’MAHONY:  No, nobody that I know. My mother has passed away, my brother has passed 

away, my grandmother passed away, but I had been around them for a long time and nobody had 

ever exhibited those sorts of symptoms. The only time I'd ever heard anybody having any 

problem with scent would be like an older person maybe has some asthma, just like the old 

textbook case of, “Don't go into a hospital with perfume. Don't go into a nursing home with 

perfume.” It was super textbook, what we had learned back then. I didn’t even hear of the words 

“multiple chemical sensitivity” until the past few months. 

 

KIM:  Yes, I see. Did you have any issues seeking medical care for this? 

 

O’MAHONY:  No. I actually started seeing an allergist a couple years ago just for seasonal 

allergies. I would say it's probably because when seasonal allergies came out, I just couldn't 

breathe because of the pollen in the air, and that was not something I had ever had before moving 

to Austin. In the room, while I discussed this stuff I was just like, “Oh my gosh, these allergies 
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are making me itch. I hate them. I am a super smeller but lately people's perfume has been really 

bothering me. It's crazy.” So I already had built up a rapport with my allergist about fragrance 

being bothersome. And so he had already been open to the conversation. He's like, “Yeah, it’s 

becoming an issue for some people and things are different now. They could be more toxic than 

what they were before, or there's different chemicals in it, or that generally the problem is there's 

no truth in what is in the product and you'll never really know for proprietary reasons. So that 

was never an issue, trying to set up a relationship with my allergist and having a discussion about 

being bothered by fragrance. Recently, I have a rheumatologist in the same clinic. He talked to 

me about it and he was the first person that actually said, “You have some sort of chemical 

sensitivity.” I kind of had an idea that, of course, chemicals are bad for your body. I had always 

been in the mindset of the less chemicals, the better. But it was never that organic check. 

 

KIM:  Yes. 

 

[00:50:18] 

 

O’MAHONY:  My OB (obstetrician), when I went to give birth, they were totally open to a 

conversation about my request for fragrance-free. So that's when it became more of a concern for 

me. I would get nervous about having to go to the hospital when I was pregnant because the 

fragrance was such a factor. And she's like, “You know what, nobody in there should be having 

anything with fragrance on because you're in a medical environment. But if it gets to be really 

bad, you can ask one of the nurses or whoever is in there to leave.” They said the hospital doesn't 

use fragrance on their sheets and what I was worried about was bed sheets so that eased my 

concern. But I knew I had to go to the hospital with my bags of my own soap, everything—not 

just shampoo, which most women would do, I had to carry my own hand soap everywhere, 

which I have done for more than five years. I cannot use anyone else's hand soap. So that helped 

ease my concern. However, when I actually was in the hospital, I did have a medical professional 

give me a problem by just not acknowledging the situation and repeatedly coming into my room 

even though I had kept saying something. When I gave birth to my daughter, there was a 

pediatrician who was assigned to that hospital, but it was through Austin Regional Clinic. She 

kept coming in with the most fragrant, most potent form of laundry detergent softener or dryer 

sheet. I'm not really sure what it was. I think it was probably a softener or a dryer sheet type of 

treatment. She kept coming in like that and kept making me sick just by her walking in the 

room—never coming to my bed, just staying at the foot. My husband knew how upset I was 

because even he thought it was too strong and he's not sensitive by any means, but she just kept 

ignoring it. And now looking back, if that happened again, I would say to her that she's not 

welcome in my room. They need to get somebody else because she kept ignoring me. But, you 

know, new mom, first time in the hospital, I was just uncomfortable. I didn't know to stand up 

for myself in that way or think that I could. And I think, as far as any other medical professionals 

go, it's never been a problem. However, when I do visit some doctors’ offices, the nurses, not the 
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doctors, will have very, very strong fragrance on, either perfume or horrific shampoo or extreme 

hair products and they just think it’s normal. In a medical setting, you should not have that on at 

all. 

 

KIM:  Have your family and friends been supportive of you having a fragrance disability? 

 

[00:53:30] 

 

O’MAHONY:  Yes and no. I would say that for the most part, most people don't understand 

what that means. Whenever I say, “I can't have something around me,” they'll be like, “It doesn't 

matter because I use unscented hairspray.” And then sure enough, they use scented hairspray 

because they're uneducated about it or didn't think to look at the back of the ingredients. 

“Unscented” means nothing. There are still perfumes. “Unscented” just means they didn’t choose 

to make it smell like a specific scent, such as orange or a flower. Sometimes it’s just being 

ignorant or naive but not in a malicious way. 

 

KIM:  Yes. 

 

O’MAHONY:  Whenever I had family members come over and I told them that I can't have 

anything around me they were open to the fact of like, “I'll just try not to bring the perfume.” 

That was nice that they were helpful. Like I mentioned though, whenever we visited for 

Thanksgiving in November and I had the situation where someone said, “Yeah, we use Free & 

Clear.” But then they totally negated the Free & Clear by adding X, Y, and Z product, making it 

even worse, and it was just the basic detergent. So that's been kind of hard. For my husband, it's 

hard because in the beginning he was conscientious of trying not to take smell out, but if it 

bothered me, he was like, “Okay, we just won't use that one.” It's not quite as easy to find 

products that are fragrance-free. But he wants nicer smelling things and he has a beard so he's 

trying to take care of his beard with beard oil, beard balm, conditioner. So in the beginning, he 

was like, “Well, I can't keep taking everything out,” but I think he's obviously gained some 

animosity towards it because now he’ll get in a fight with me over fragrance. It’s awful, like I'll 

be in tears sometimes. 

 

There was one time when he put an artificial air freshener for a car—they were just sticks that 

you throw up in the car. I walked in the car and I got physical illnesses while I was pregnant. 

One, he should have remembered that I'm pregnant and I’m definitely sensitive to smell. 

Actually, I think he did it before I was pregnant; it just amplified the scent, like the scent is still 

in there today and it's been a couple of years. This was not far along after we had bought him a 

new car. It was his first brand new car; we were investing and once it was paid off we were 

planning to keep it for a long time. But I was like, “You need to get a different car. I cannot 

breathe in here.” He didn't get the severity of it. I could not catch my breath inside the car after 
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we had already removed the sticks. We tried airing it out, we tried putting baking soda in the car, 

we tried leaving the windows open overnight, which is dangerous because you can have pollen 

get in your car or (unclear) or whatever. I remember over Halloween while I was pregnant, he 

actually was mean about it and told me that if I couldn't breathe in it, I just needed to go see a 

hospital or something like that. He was being malicious in his intent to just be mean because—

maybe he got fed up with the fact that I'm having this really happen or what. So it's not always 

been an easy road. Sometimes he'll be fine or he’ll just be like, “Okay, whatever, we can't have 

this.” Sometimes he’s got his version of what’s in it and is not nice about it. 

 

KIM:  Yes, that must be really difficult. 

 

O’MAHONY:  Yes, it’s very difficult. 

 

KIM:  Has having a fragrance disability changed other aspects of your life as well? 

 

[00:58:20] 

 

O’MAHONY:  Not so much. I'm in a very lucky position. I work for a family who owns several 

businesses and so I just kind of go about and do my own thing. I’m not stuck in an office 

environment that really forces me to stay in the same spot next to the same person. I actually do 

have my own office now but a kosher space. Between June and August of 2018, when I did share 

an office and that person's hair product was giving me a headache, that's when I said something 

and they switched offices for me so I didn’t have to share an office anymore. It could have gotten 

worse, but they instantly just switched my office. I'm very fortunate in the environment that I 

work in. I work with really good people that are sensitive to my needs and that probably has 

helped me not to have to make any other adjustments. It is hard when I get around friends, 

though, that have perfume because everybody wants a hug and I'm like, “I cannot hug you 

because your perfume will adhere to me and I will not be able to get it off of me.” 

 

KIM:  Yes. It sounds like your workplace is pretty supportive. 

 

[01:00:02] 

 

O’MAHONY:  Yes, it does work out. They’re a kosher environment too because we do have 

multiple offices that we've leased out. So we have the option versus being in one large office and 

just one big room to be in. So that's helpful because of the location we're at. 

 

I did have some change that has actually affected me very greatly. I used to be able to take hand-

me-down clothes all the time, not a problem. Likely if it was in a dryer with a dryer sheet, I 

might be able to smell something, but I could wash it out. I could wash everything out. It was 
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never an issue. And then once I got pregnant, postpartum, I could no longer take hand-me-downs 

that had been used with a dryer treatment, which can be a dryer sheet or softener. I could take a 

hand-me-down that had just regular detergent but no dryer treatments, then I could try to get the 

smell out with something, but I would waste so much time, money and effort to try and get the 

smell out. It became difficult because vinegar does not work, baking soda does not work, nothing 

that people will tell you about homemade remedies worked once. I found one thing on the 

market that actually has helped me and the only thing is All detergent makes something called 

Free & Clear Odor Relief. It's different from the regular odor. It really has to be Free & Clear. If 

I use it—five times more than what the recommended amount would be with very hot water, so 

if they say use one to two pods, drop it in, I might use five or six pods, drop it in, and then use 

hot or at least warm water, and then rewash that two or three times—then maybe I can use it, 

And it's helped; it really has helped. It’s nice to get hand-me-down clothes that people that I 

knew weren't really using them and I didn’t have to go buy. But the hardest part about it is that I 

have an infant daughter. I never thought that I would be the mom who would say no, I cannot 

take hand-me-down. I need brand new clothes for her. Because it's silly for an infant who's 

growing every month or every week and moving into a new size to buy new clothes. But I 

literally cannot because I have to hold my daughter. She has to be near me. I have to take care of 

her. And any detergent and specifically anything that has Downy or dryer sheets on it makes me 

so ill my nose swells up. So that change has really affected me because I have to go out and buy 

brand new clothes. Every week I have to find something, and a lot of money goes to that. That's 

with me only willing to buy clearance. I try to buy clearance from Target and Walmart, so that's 

really affected me. 

 

That actually reminds me. She (my daughter) goes to the Goddard School. It affects me because 

the caregivers, even though I've requested so many times to have no fragrance on, no perfume, 

they will still put it on. That has affected me because when I come home to get her, then I have 

to hold her and there’s scent all over her. It makes me sick and it really affects my personal time 

with her, like the memories and our well-being together. 

 

KIM:  Yes, that sounds so frustrating and I assume buying new clothes is such a financial stress. 

 

O’MAHONY:  Yes, it is. Obviously there's more financial stress on having to go and find a 

fragrance-free shampoo, fragrance-free conditioner, fragrance-free hair styling gel, and 

fragrance-free lotion because clearly those are much more expensive things already. And now I 

have to buy all these clothes for my infant child. For me, some things I can take but then I have 

the expense burden of, “Well, let me see if I can make it work by using all these products to try 

and wash it over and over again, waste all the water.” It’s a financial stress in so many ways you 

don’t think about. 
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KIM:  Yes, definitely. And I wanted to also ask you about advocacy or activism work around 

chemical sensitivities. I read in your pre interview, you said you're not currently doing advocacy 

or activism in this area, but you did have an organization idea that I would love to hear more 

about. 

 

[01:06:22] 

 

O’MAHONY:  Correct, I have not done anything. Part of me is unsure how much I want to talk 

about because I do want to seek people to help me with this, but at the same time, I don't want 

someone to hear of my idea and just run off with it and have it not be the vision that I think 

would be the most correct. So I'm kind of struggling with that aspect. But I see a need for not 

only a support group for the people but also a support system to go up against companies and the 

government as well. So it would be a community which would be internet-based that would have 

multiple platforms. One, there would be a marketplace and we could have all these companies 

with their mainstream products out there that are only fragrance-free. They have to be one 

hundred percent fragrance-free. They can't just be unscented. They would have to pass certain 

rules. Two, it would also be a platform that would include suggestions or recipes that we have 

found for those who need something when they have to make their own fragrance-free item. It 

would also be a platform that would include a way to approach companies to say, “Hey, we 

really need this. We really need that. We need your help,” or “Thank you so much for creating 

this.” And it would also be a platform for us to get together and go after the government in ways 

to help us with acts or bills of legislation to help us get what we need from these other 

companies. There's a lot of facets to it, but in my head, it works perfectly. It could be like the 

National Eczema Association, how they have information for users and consumers, but they also 

are working with companies. Certain companies are trying to seek their approval to put their 

stamp on it to say, “This product actually is very helpful to those who have eczema, which 

happens to be mostly fragrance-free.” Just to be that extra step for consumers to find products 

but also to bring companies together with the consumer as well as have the government try to 

help and say, “This trade secret thing can only work for a certain number of products. You can't 

keep putting trade secrets on everything because it's going to be a pandemic before we know it.” 

I do have more details on that, but I do think that would be the best description if I were to try to 

explain it to somebody like you. 

 

KIM:  Yes, that sounds really interesting. If you don’t feel like describing it any further, that's 

fine. You can keep your business plan a secret. 

 

O’MAHONY:  I don’t want it to be a secret. I just want to make sure the people that hear me are 

the people that can help. You have to have leaders to hold it down, and then it comes out to the 

public. I want to make sure that if I'm speaking of it, I'm speaking to the right people to help me 

get it together so that when we do go to the public or go to the consumer or go to anybody, it's 
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not something that can be picked apart because we have really fine-tuned it to say, “No, this is 

what we've decided really does work.” 

 

KIM:  Yes, and if you feel later you want to embargo or seal parts of this interview, if you feel 

like you want to redact something, that's fine, too. 

 

O’MAHONY:  Yes, that's actually a good idea. But I think we're okay. I will say, though, if you 

know of anybody or have any contacts or networks that maybe I could collaborate or help or 

discuss this with, I would love to. I want this to be something that really helps the community. I 

just need to talk to the right people and figure out who's serious, who can help guide me. I'm 

open to people talking to me, for sure. 

 

KIM:  Yes, there are definitely people who would be interested in this idea. I'm trying to think of 

people I can connect you to, but we'll definitely be in touch. And I'll put you in touch with other 

people at our Center as well. So hopefully we can connect you to other people and that might be 

beneficial for you. 

 

O’MAHONY:  Yes, that would be wonderful. 

 

KIM:  So I just have a few more questions. Have you ever received any sort of counseling, either 

formal or informal, to cope with your illness or your sensitivity? 

 

[01:12:09] 

 

O’MAHONY:  I have not. I never even thought about that until I looked at the outline for the 

UCLA interview. I never even thought of it as something you need counseling for. That never 

crossed my mind. 

 

KIM:  Did you ever have any support systems, like are you part of an online group? 

 

O’MAHONY:  I am on Facebook in Fragrance Free Mamas. That is the only support system that 

I found. Maybe that's another reason why I need to create this business organization. It’s been 

good for just knowing that there are other people out there. There are like 120 members or 

something. So it's nice to see that I am not the only one. I want to do a little bit of work with 

them to help them get more organized. That kind of crosses the line, so I have to think about 

maybe some of them could help me. But at the same time, that support group hasn’t always been 

supportive. It just depends on the individuals that are reading the posts. 

 

KIM:  Yes. And to think of MCS overall, how do you think society will view environmental 

illnesses or environmental sensitivities in ten years? 



21 
 

 

O’MAHONY:  I do think it's going to be a lot more recognized in ten years than it is today. 

However, like today, it will still be pretty poor. I don't know what the advances are going to be 

because I do feel like a lot of it will have to do with the government. I'm not blaming politics or 

anything like that. I just think there's a lot of red tape in government. And so when you get to 

deal with products as a trade secret, I think the government has to deal a lot with that. While 

there's going to be major awareness I think in ten years and it’s going to come out that a lot more 

people have it, I do think unless we start now with trying to get the government on our side to 

help us work with companies in some way, we're not going to be where we need to be in ten 

years. A lot more people are going to be very, very sick. And they're going to be scratching their 

heads and be like, “What's going on?” when a portion of the population understands it, but we're 

not being accepted. 

 

KIM:  Yes. Do you have any questions for me? Or is there anything that we didn't get to that 

you’d like to talk about? 

 

O’MAHONY:  I guess I could have elaborated a little more on the one question about if there 

were any groups and I said there's a Facebook group. I know that there was an outline bullet 

point that had asked how relationships were like in the support system and I wanted to actually 

make light of that. 

 

KIM:  Yes. 

 

[01:16:00] 

 

O’MAHONY:  So in the Facebook group that I’m in, it has been up and down, where we don't 

really know, individually, what we're trying to seek. We need to have answers in general, like we 

don't know if we're trying to buy a product or provide some support like, “Hey, what do you 

do?” But Fragrance Free Mama is very casual. There aren't real rules other than like, “Don't pick 

on somebody.” It's basically a zone for us to talk. I will say that it has actually been hard to 

navigate relationships because to find a group of support was really exciting. And whenever I 

found a product that was mainstream, like “Oh my goodness, Whole Foods Brand 365 now 

makes shampoo and conditioner, body lotion and body wash, and hand soap, foaming and gel, all 

fragrance-free.” They have scented ones as well, but they also have regular ones. I would be 

excited and be like, “Here you guys go. Just so you know,” because I would always run into the 

issue where if I found a product that I liked—companies will not do fragrance-free marketing. 

They do not put in the dollar; they just won't do it. Then you find, “Oh great, my product is now 

discontinued. What am I going to do?” They're pulling it out of all the stores. Well then you have 

the battle where you want to tell the company, “You're pulling it out of stores because you didn't 

do your due diligence by marketing it so more people knew that it was there. Because there are a 
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lot more people that needed fragrance-free.” So in my sense I would be like, “Okay, just you 

guys know, this is here. I found it at Whole Foods or something I found at Target.” I have found 

in those relationships that it can be hard to navigate because even though you feel like in the 

support group, you all should be on the same level, you're fragrance-free, that you should be 

supporting each other no matter what, because you are that same type of person, you have not 

found anybody else that you have to be fragrance-free with, there are also trolls, people that 

could be malicious. And I've had people who are fragrance-free but not mainstream, that want to 

be totally organic and not use a single chemical, that are hateful as a group. It's like, “Okay, but 

this isn't a group that's specifically organic or anti such-and-such. This is a support group for 

those who have to have fragrance-free. You can't pick and choose. You need to know that this 

group is smaller, and that we're trying to support everybody that's fragrance-free.” And so it's 

been a struggle and I was actually working on my organization plan a little bit—I could say a 

business plan, but it's more of an organization. That's another thing: how do you find funding for 

that type of organization idea I have? It's not about trying to fill my pockets with profits; I’m 

trying to help the world. One thing I was doing was I was at that point where I was trying to get 

it all written out and everything so I can take my next approach of how to make this organization 

really work. Then I would get a Facebook notification about one of these so-called support group 

members who would literally be so negative and trolling at the same time. They don't think that 

they’re doing that, but they are. So that just knocks you down a few notches and now you kind of 

fill that in. That did happen to me where I was like, “I had this great idea for like two years 

now,” and that put me in a bad mindset for two weeks, I'd say. Finally, I'm just kind of getting 

out of it, to say, “Who cares what they say? Just because those two are being negative because 

we're not being organic or what have you doesn't mean that there are not other people out there 

like me who are just thankful that they can go and buy laundry detergent that doesn't have added 

scent to it, that is one hundred percent, fragrance-free.” So it's just interesting to see that even 

though you have support groups out there, they may or may not be fully supportive. 

 

KIM:  That's really fascinating. Is that something that you've only experienced within the 

Facebook group? Or have you interacted with other people who have been like that as well? 

 

[01:20:49] 

O’MAHONY:  No, I've actually only experienced it in the Facebook group. Like I said, though, 

I'm not really part of any other groups. I'm not part of any outside forums or anything like that. 

But in my day-to-day interactions, I've not experienced that at all. The people that want to be 

more natural that are in my day-to-day activities aren't hateful at the same time. They're like, 

“Oh, this is what works for me.” But they're not evil or malicious. So it's really only been in the 

Facebook group and part of it is probably the ability to hide behind the computer. At the same 

time, they don't think that they're being that way, but they are. While they don't think they're 

being malicious or trying to help, they're sharp in the way they speak to you. 
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KIM:  Oh, yes. 

 

O’MAHONY:  Yes. It's interesting because they are being a troll, but at the same time, in their 

mind, they don't think that at all. But they clearly are accusing you of one thing or the other. So 

it's interesting. 

 

KIM:  Yes, that definitely sounds frustrating. Is there anything else that you'd want to talk about 

that we didn't get to yet? 

 

O’MAHONY:  Let me just review the bullet points quickly just to make sure. 

 

KIM:  Oh yes, of course. 

 

[01:22:31] 

 

O’MAHONY:  I don't think so. I think we've gone over everything. So I think we're good, but I'd 

be happy to help in any way I can. 

 

KIM:  Oh, yeah, you know, we could always do follow-ups, too, if you ever think of anything 

else that you'd want to talk about. 

 

(End of March 12, 2020 interview) 
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Interview with Angela O’Mahony 

SESSION 2 (4/7/2020) 

 

[00:00:00] 

 

KIM:  Today is April 7, 2020. It is 3:04pm Pacific Time. I'm here with Angela O’Mahony, and 

we are doing a follow-up interview. Thank you so much for doing this with me. You had sent a 

bunch of things that you didn't get to talk about last time, so I wanted to go through that. The 

first thing you talked about is the fragrances disguised in everyday products, and I was 

wondering if you could talk a little bit more about that. 

 

[00:00:49] 

 

O’MAHONY:  Yes. Something that I'm noticing within the past four months is companies are 

starting to change their products that say unscented, like pads or feminine products, to have 

something called odor control, or I think a brand name might be odor ban. Essentially, it's an 

odor technology to trap odor within that product; it could be a trash bag or a feminine product. 

However, things that had always been unscented before are now showing “now with odor ban” 

or “now with odor technology,” and that odor technology is proprietary. So even though the 

manufacturer of the product, let's say Carefree panty liners or Hefty trash bags, both of those say 

unscented and within the past few months, they started having the odor technology in them, and 

it is very severe, so they are very scented. The manufacturers of those products think they are 

doing their justice by saying, “It's unscented. We’re not adding lavender scent or baby powder 

scent.” But in fact, because the odor technology is proprietary from that third party that they're 

getting it from, there is scent in it and they don't have to disclose it. So now I can't even use the 

same feminine products or the same trash bags that I've been using because it is so detrimental to 

me. It bothers my lungs, my nose swells; all those same symptoms come about just because of 

these new additives. Unfortunately now the companies that I've always trusted in aren't equipped 

really or aren't knowledgeable. They don't have the science behind fighting the fight because in 

their schematics or specifications, their product is still unscented. All they did was add this 

proprietary product that says, “Oh it's just odor technology,” and it doesn't say anything about 

synthetic fragrance being in it. So it’s a big problem. 

 

KIM:  Is this—oh sorry go ahead. 

 

O’MAHONY:  I started to say one of them is Carefree, the bright pink packaging. They have 

different shapes and sizes and one of the popular ones is classic. That's the individually wrapped 

one. I don't see that being much of an issue only because our grocery store, HEB groceries and 

pharmacy, stopped carrying that for their own generic label. However, the other Carefree 

product, which is more of a shaped panty liner, they do have “unscented,” and my old package 
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doesn't show the asterisk mark that has odor ban technology on it. It says “unscented,” period. 

That's it. The new packaging that I bought in the past month shows “unscented,” asterisk symbol 

“with odor technology.” So now some companies are becoming aware that, “Oh, this proprietary 

thing does have something in it,” and they're marking it, but that's not okay, either. Well, let's 

start becoming aware of that stuff, for one, but there are still problems so don't put it in there at 

all. We've managed to go a long way all these years without having those technologies so let's 

find a way to not have it in everything. 

 

KIM:  Yes. Was this something that you noticed happening pretty suddenly or did all these 

brands start doing this gradually? 

 

[00:05:04] 

 

O’MAHONY:  I've noticed it pretty suddenly—probably December. I got new trash bags from 

Costco around that time, and there's like two hundred trash bags in there, so I have them for 

months. In my mind, then, it probably happened within four months. But the reality is maybe I 

bought trash bags a long time before that and I just hadn't run out of them and they had switched 

it over before that. But I remember Christmas Day I had to pull out the trash bags that everybody 

gets out for unwrapping their Christmas paper and pick up all the paper that's on their living 

room floor. And doing that I had a full-on allergic reaction. I had to drink children's liquid Zyrtec 

right then and there and stop using the trash bag because it had that odor technology in it. From 

then on, I started noticing it on other products, too. 

 

KIM:  I imagine that if you discovered that suddenly you can't use these products—maybe you 

could talk about what it's like to suddenly have to find new products? There's probably also a 

financial aspect to that as well. What was it like for you? 

 

O’MAHONY:  It's definitely a burden financially. I like buying products at Costco because I 

want to buy in bulk like trash bags. It doesn't make sense to waste money to go to a normal 

grocery store for a normal quantity for a month and then keep buying it over and over again. 

That is a financial burden. Not only that, but I'm an organized person. I live in a small house with 

my family and under my kitchen sink is very precise. I have the Kirkland trashcan box with the 

top cut off of it, and I know that there are two rolls of trash bags. I can just keep this one cut 

open box and then refill it as I buy a new one. After this is over, I have to go find new products. 

Who's going to have a product that I can use that fits my garbage cans and will fit underneath my 

sink in my perfectly organized box? And how much am I going to be charged? That's really 

annoying. And the funny thing is, I actually posted a Facebook comment to Costco on Christmas 

Day about these trash bags and they came back with the line of “No, they are unscented,” and 

they wouldn't look any further than that. It's just infuriating to think even if I were to write them 

a letter, I still have to use trash bags now. I can't just wait for them to go and research and put out 
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all their resources and everything. So that's annoying in terms of time. And then for the feminine 

products, that's just straight-up annoying for any woman to have to go change a product that she 

knows fits her body in a certain way. And everybody's different. We already know how hard it is 

just to find that perfect product, generally speaking for women, and then to try and find one that 

doesn't have this odor technology that is, you know, masked as “non-scent.” 

 

KIM:  Yes. Are you still using the trash bags? 

 

[00:08:45] 

 

O’MAHONY:  Unfortunately. I've had them sitting out to try to deodorize them and let the air 

get to them. I need to find one that works for me and I haven't because of my size of trash can. 

All sorts of things go into it. I've literally let them sit outside in the air to try and help deodorize 

that odor technology. And it's still there. I can't go and put my nose up to them to say that. But if 

I can even switch out the trash bag, it's helpful. 

 

KIM:  Yes. You also talked about having to pack a lot of things when you travel. Can you talk a 

little bit more about that? 

 

O’MAHONY:  I forgot about that. That is a big nightmare. Most people, when they travel, take 

their outfits and their shoes and then if they're visiting somebody they know, they take things 

from their hometown or wherever they're currently living, like little souvenirs or trinkets. Not a 

big deal. Then women, generally speaking, pack more because they have more outfit changes. 

Well, I also have to pack my own hand soap everywhere I go. So not just in my purse for the 

airport or gas station bathrooms, but I need to pack hand soap to leave on the kitchen sink if 

we're at a hotel, bed and breakfast, Airbnb, or even at a friend's house if we're cooking through 

the week. I need to pack my own hand soap for the bathroom sink to leave in the bathroom. I 

have to bring my own towels because I cannot be near a towel that has had any sort of laundry 

treatment with scent, like Downy, Gain, dryer sheets, I can't have any of that. I've had to pack my 

own pillowcases, pillows. It's just intense. I'm trying to make a list, but in my head, I can't 

remember. But then of course when I'm there, I'm like, “Oh my gosh, next time I need to add this 

to my list because I have to do it.” So like wash rags, if they're near my face or skin, I have to 

pack my own wash rags. It’s just crazy. It’s a burden. 

 

KIM:  Yes. You also talked about whether there are any studies for people that have a strong 

sense of smell. 

 

[00:11:23] 
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O’MAHONY:  Back when I first started seeing my allergist for seasonal allergies a few years 

ago, I would be like, “If there was a way that I could change my sense of smell because I need to 

do something with this. Either one, I need to change it, because it's too good, or two, I need to 

put it to work. If I could smell wine or smell food or anything, like just put it to work.” Then I 

would say, “Are there any studies of super smellers that I can be involved in?” There wasn’t 

really anything that they could come up with. But I had heard this woman, I think in England or 

Scotland, was also a super smeller and she never was able to recall what her nose was smelling 

until after her husband was diagnosed with Parkinson's disease. She knew that his scent was very 

woodsy. She just thought that was his scent; everybody has their own scent. Well, he ended up 

having Parkinson's disease. He had to go for treatments and when she walked into the room, with 

all the other Parkinson's patients having treatments, the entire room smelled the same scent of 

her husband. She learned that her nose was so good that she could actually smell disease. Since 

then, I’ve wondered and just randomly chatted with my allergist if there were studies out there 

that I could put my nose to good use. I want to help or be efficient in some way with this 

superhuman trait. Slowly it's changed over time to me saying, “Are there studies about being a 

super smeller that now have fragrance issues?  What kind of studies are out there about fragrance 

bothering me?” There's always been some curiosity out there regarding studies. It's changed a 

little bit, but it's all related to my nose, my sense of smell, and how I can live my daily life with 

my nose. 

 

KIM:  Have you been able to find any studies like that? 

 

[00:13:58] 

 

O’MAHONY:  No. You are my first study of any sort. 

 

KIM:  Oh, awesome. That would be a really interesting connection thinking about, for example, 

being sensitive to chemicals and having a strong sense of smell. 

 

O’MAHONY:  Right, exactly. It is. I live right next to the University of Texas. I'm in Austin—

across town, but it's still very close. I thought that if anybody was going to do any studies, they 

would be the one that would be probable, but I haven't heard anything and now with COVID 

going on, I'm sure that any studies that are taking place have been halted unless it can be set up 

in a situation of video chatting or phone calls. 

 

KIM:  Yes, probably for scientific studies, they probably would want you in the lab or 

something. 
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O’MAHONY:  Exactly. But I thought it would have been good if they were doing it because I'm 

nearby and so if I needed to drive there like once a week or something, then I would happily sign 

up. 

 

KIM:  Yes, I hope there is a study like that. That would be really interesting. I've never heard of 

that until you mentioned it: the idea that you can smell like Parkinson's disease. I never thought 

to associate certain smells with diseases. But then I've heard stories about dogs being able to 

smell cancer or something. I just never thought of it in terms of humans doing that for other 

humans. 

 

O’MAHONY:  I know. And dogs are trained to do it for diabetes, too. 

 

KIM:  Oh, yes. 

 

[00:15:34] 

 

O’MAHONY:  Yes, we have a dog and it's a funny situation. My employers who I've been with 

for nine or ten years had a dog who has become my dog. So it's kind of a cute joint custody 

thing. They travel all the time and the dog always loved me and came to live with me full-time, 

but then when they're back in town, she'll go as a vacation to go visit them. She was a dog who 

was able to detect diabetes, a blood sugar drop. And she was never trained to do that. Most dogs 

that are medical dogs are trained for that situation, or to smell or feel a seizure coming on for a 

human or something like that. This dog was never trained, and she was still pretty much a puppy. 

So dogs do have that ability from natural instincts without the training. It's not far-fetched that if 

a human is a super smeller it could probably be done if they're trained in some way to articulate 

that scent. 

 

KIM:  Yes, that's fascinating. I also have a question for you. Given everything that's going on, 

like social distancing and sheltering in place, one thing that we found when we interviewed 

people is that a lot of the things that they've been doing as a person who has MCS were really 

applicable to what's going on now, sheltering in place, being very careful when you go out and 

everything. I was wondering if that related to you. 

 

O’MAHONY:  It sort of does. I don't have full MCS so trying to stay away from people is not 

something that I'm used to. Trying to stay away from people with perfume is something that I'm 

definitely used to. In terms of the face masks, yes, because when I fly on an airplane, I've taken 

bandanas with me and I've worn bandanas as a face mask on an airplane because I can't handle 

someone’s artificial scent that they have on. However, I will say that COVID probably has kind 

of been detrimental to my experience as someone who's a super smeller and being severely 

allergic or disabled by artificial fragrance because now when you go to the store, as I'm sure 
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you're aware of, there's really nothing on the shelf. So if you see something that you can either 

eat or use in some way, you can't be picky. You just have to buy what they have available. Well, 

I can't buy what's just available; all my stuff has to be fragrance-free. I cannot use standard hand 

sanitizer that's on the shelf. It has to be a fragrance-free version, which you can't find any hand 

sanitizer now. And when you get it you shouldn't be picky, you should just get what you take, 

but I can't use it. Same with Clorox wipes, Lysol wipes, all of those have artificial scents on 

them. So I'm out of luck there. Luckily, I was smart enough in February to think, “Something's 

going down. Because my stuff's a little bit harder to get, how about I just stock up?” So I bought 

about three containers of Lysol wipes that are free foam or Free & Clear, but it's specifically a no 

harsh chemical product. And then I bought a couple extra hand sanitizers from Honest Company 

that are not scented. But now it's getting a little bit more severe because I do also wear nitrile 

gloves on my hands. I do suffer from things like eczema, dry skin issues, or my hands crack and 

they get blistered with rashes. If I'm cooking in the kitchen and I'm working with a lot of 

tomatoes and chopping and stuff like that, I'll just go and put those gloves on to calm my skin 

down. Well, it's hard to find nitrile gloves, and I need it for my skin. And I'm wondering if other 

MCS people have been using things like nitrile gloves in their regular lives. I bet they can't find 

gloves either. So yes, COVID has definitely affected my sense of security and my sense of 

thinking, just being able to go out. 

 

KIM:  Yes, that's really fascinating. I was just talking to someone the other day and she also 

talked about how hand sanitizer is a no-go for her too. 

 

[00:20:48] 

 

O’MAHONY:  You don’t think about it at all. Most people don't. And one thing that's really cool 

in Texas, there are so many distilleries, like Tito's is here and Deep Eddy. The list can go on. 

Well, obviously our distilleries are no longer producing vodka or whatever they were distilling. 

They're producing hand sanitizer and so therefore at the distiller you can get non-artificial 

fragrance through them because they're making an essential need for the citizens and the 

community. They're not dealing with all the fuzzy stuff like, “How can we make it smell good?” 

We don't need to worry about that. And so I've just ordered a one gallon jug from JT Medical 

Distillery and I ordered some little two ounce bottles of hand sanitizer from Treaty Oak 

Distillery. So with anybody you speak with, let them know to order hand sanitizer through a 

distillery. Of course, check the labels, call them and say, “Hey, what is in this? What are the 

ingredients? Because I need it and I have an allergy and I probably can use your product.” So I 

would pass that information on. 

 

KIM:  Yes, that's actually a great tip and I would have never thought of that. How did you come 

upon that? 
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[00:22:23] 

 

O’MAHONY:  Because I can't use the hand sanitizer that is actually ending up in stores, which 

is Purell, a major brand name. I can't use any of it that's sold in the stores, but I did find that they 

also make a version that is non-scented, and only some doctor’s offices have it. My allergist 

actually happens to have the non-scented version in their bathroom and so I can put it on my 

hands and I was able to read the ingredients through the contraption on the wall. That's when I 

started realizing hand sanitizer is an issue. So I started buying the Honest Brand and theirs is the 

only one that I know of that is a spray, so it's just a liquid. That's how I got clued into how it's 

just sixty-two percent alcohol and then whatever else, aloe or whatever, but there's no additives 

to it. Then whenever I saw the distilling one, I was like, “Well, there's really no room for fluff 

there. They're just making a need.” It's like we're back in ration days of World War One, World 

War Two. So I'm like, “I wonder if they would even do that?” and “Why would they want to put 

the artificial scents in their equipment and then run their equipment?” Because once those things 

are there, no matter what the mass population says, you cannot remove those scents. They're 

there. Dawn dish soap is scented so bad that if you think Dawn dish soap is the only thing that's 

going to remove grease and grime and scent off that product, you're fooled because Dawn dish 

soap is just that scented. They might be cutting the other scent, but you're putting a new scent on 

it. So I thought, “The distillery probably wouldn't even use that stuff,” and sure enough, I 

checked. A friend of mine decided to go drive out two weekends ago to the distillery, pick up 

some hand sanitizer, and do groceries because all the farmers markets are going out there now so 

that you can get groceries in one stop. She asked if I wanted some and I said let's do three 

because if I can't use it, I'll let my husband use it when he's out and about. If I can use it, then 

that's great. Sure enough, I read the label and it didn't have that stuff in it. And so now I know. 

 

KIM:  I can’t believe the hospital you go to uses the scented hand sanitizer instead of the 

unscented one. 

 

O’MAHONY:  You have no idea. It is just so crazy. When I delivered, I don't remember them 

having any sort of scented sanitizer, but the sanitizer was on the outside of the door before they 

walked in, before they touch the door handle. So, I wouldn't mind going back and investigating a 

little bit, but I can't do that because I'm not going into a hospital right now. COVID. But yes, if 

you go to doctor’s offices, all my doctors have horrible scented products. It's crazy. They'll put 

scented sanitizer, scented hand soap out there and it's just insane. People don’t realize it. I've had 

nurses have such strong perfume on that when they're near me, I'm sick. And they're just trying 

to check me in for the doctor. 

 

KIM:  That was a big issue with a lot of people that we talked to. Going to a hospital makes them 

sicker because of all the scents and even the cleaning products. People think of hospitals as a 
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very sterile place. But there were so many fragrances around, and perfume was a big one—a lot 

of people in the medical field wear perfume—and scented hand sanitizer. 

 

O’MAHONY:  It's insane. I have a friend who's a nurse in St. David’s Main in Downtown 

Austin and she's sensitive as well. She would get very frustrated when her employees would 

come in smelling like flowers or whatever they think that they're smelling like because they're 

not smelling like flowers. It's not real. And she would try to educate them and say you cannot 

wear this in the medical professional setting. I don't know how her feedback was for that, if they 

understood, but I do think it's a generational thing. She is still a little bit younger than me. I’m 

thirty-six. It seems that her generation understands not to wear scents in the medical field. And it 

might also be a regional thing. Maybe some of her employees were schooled somewhere else; 

they were raised in a different area and people didn't think about that. It doesn't seem to be a 

culture at all. Maybe it is an American culture, but it doesn't seem to be broken down in that 

way. So it's interesting trying to put your finger on why some understand “no scents in a hospital 

setting” and others don't. 

 

KIM:  Yes, that has been a big issue that a lot of people have talked to us about, and how some 

doctors or nurses are more receptive to it than others. Although I don't know what patterns they 

found with that because I think a lot of people got pushback from that. Although some people 

would be like, “Yes, I don't have to wear it.” So it is interesting to see the reactions that people 

have when they ask someone not to wear fragrance at a doctor's appointment. 

 

[00:28:17] 

 

O’MAHONY:  Yeah, I was actually concerned whenever I went to the hospital to deliver my 

daughter and I had asked them months in advance. I asked my OB (obstetrician) and I said, “I'm 

really nervous about going into the hospital with these fragrance issues. Do I need to bring my 

own bedsheets, things like pillowcases?” And she's like, “The hospital you are delivering at does 

not use any scents for their products.” And they didn't, thankfully. It's St. David’s North, the 

Texas Women's Center. That's a pretty awesome facility if you have any reason to check it out. 

It's a really cool facility. They actually have a good cafeteria, too, so great room service for 

postpartum. But when I did get there, the pediatrician, who would come in and check on my 

infant every single day, was doused in something so strong. I think it was actually, believe it or 

not, her fabric softener or her dryer sheets. As soon as she entered the room, my eyes started 

burning shut. I would say something and she would just push back each time and just ignore 

what I was saying. She came in four days; it was awful. And finally, on the fourth day, I was 

like, “If today was not my last day here, I would say that she would not be allowed in my room 

and they would have to find a different doctor to come in from that organization.” I just had it 

and the next time I noticed I would say, “Don't come in!” but I didn't feel strong enough to say 

those things until my last day after I couldn't breathe. 
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[00:30:01] 

 

KIM:  Wow, that's terrible and it's interesting that the hospital said that they are scent-free but it 

doesn't necessarily apply to the workers. For some people, when you say scent-free, that might 

just mean to them no perfume, but not thinking about things like lotions or detergents. 

 

O’MAHONY:  Shampoo is a big one. Right now I’m having issues with smelling everybody’s 

shampoo. Last summer I didn't really use fragrant shampoo as much. I had one that was good for 

my curly hair but supposedly it didn't have artificial fragrance on it. I've now learned that that 

brand isn’t as good as they say they are. They're hiding behind a lot of labels. It's called Shea 

Moisture, but I prefer to always use fragrance-free. So I'd always use fragrance-free conditioner, 

and then if I needed to have a really good curly hair day for pictures, I would use Shea Moisture. 

But there was only one that didn't bother me as much as all the rest and it was the orange label. 

I've since smelled the other ones and the other ones are horrid. It's funny because I still can smell 

everyone else's shampoo and there is not a fine line as to how bad fragrant shampoos are. Some 

of them are so strong and sickening and other ones are just strong and not so sickening yet you 

can still smell it. It's just crazy thinking about, say, trying to mandate an employee at a hospital. 

It's like “Okay, well now you’re fragrance-free, but did you think about what shampoo and 

conditioner you put in your hair? Did you think about what body soap you just used? Your 

deodorant?” Not just hand lotion. 

 

[00:31:58] 

 

KIM:  It must be hard for you to work from home right now with all the chaos with what's going 

on right now with COVID and also with a young child. 

 

O'MAHONY:  It is so hard! That's why, when you texted me, I was like, "Oh my gosh, she has 

(unclear) today." And I just fell asleep on the couch, because I had my computer and my 

paperwork here on the couch trying to work. But then my daughter needed to go down for a nap, 

and I sat here for so long trying to get her to down for the nap, thinking I'm going to work while 

she's sleeping without moving off the couch. And I literally fell asleep on the couch. It's not 

good; no productivity here. 

 

KIM:  No, I totally understand. It's been a crazy time. That's all the questions that I have for the 

follow-up. Are there anything else that you wanted to add? 

 

O'MAHONY:  There's nothing that I can think of, but I am more than happy to help in any way 

that I can. So if I come up with something, I would happily email you or if then if you guys think 

of anything else to ask me about, I would happily interview again. 
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KIM:  Thank you. Okay, I'm going to stop the recording here. 

 

(End of April 7, 2020 interview) 

 

 

 


