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English Teeth, English Teeth!


Shining in the sun


A part of British heritage


Aye, each and every one.


English Teeth, Happy Teeth!


Always having fun


Clamping down on bits of fish


And sausages half done.


English Teeth! HEROES’ Teeth!


Hear them click! and clack!


Let’s sing a song of praise to them –


Three Cheers for the Brown Grey and Black.


Spike Milligan, ‘Teeth’

















Prologue


It was quite normal for dentists to self-treat back in 1980, especially lone practitioners, but an intolerance to lignocaine meant that JP Wintergreen, dental surgeon, was unable to perform anything but the briefest procedures on himself–for only minutes after being administered a local anaesthetic he’d experience numbness in his synovial joints and therefore lose the ability to grip anything in his hands.


He could do the basics–scaling and the odd filling towards the front on the lower jaw–but, for anything further back, more complex or painful, he had to call his old pal Bill Turner from a practice five minutes up the road. It was a reciprocal arrangement.


Late one afternoon I noticed that JP had pulled the Medi Light 400S right over to the desk side of the surgery and was up at the wall mirror, licking his front teeth and picking at them with a probe. I was in a hurry to leave and my heart sank. I had to collect my baby brother from Curious Minds nursery by half past five–and it was already five to.


JP skimmed his dental record across the desk at me. ‘Extract upper left and upper right one… fit partial denture, immediate restoration,’ he said, meaning for me to write it up.


I glanced at the clock.


‘Don’t worry, nurse,’ he said, ‘I shan’t take more than a couple of minutes.’


Marking up the chart, I recalled the sorry state of the teeth in question–receding gums, blackened dentine, transparency, stained ridges–and it occurred to me that I’d never have to see them again, grinning at his own joke, coated in coffee-skin, or sinking into the icing on a bun. Also, I reasoned, the post-treatment care usually associated with an extraction–that could take up to fifteen minutes–wouldn’t be necessary, the patient in this case being a dental surgeon, and therefore I needn’t panic about getting to Danny in time.


‘… and fill out an FP17 for the denture.’


He rifled among the instruments cooling on the draining board, eventually settling on a pair of straight anteriors, and, after tossing them from hand to hand like a hot potato, ran them under the cold tap and put them in his breast pocket beside a pack of Gauloises.


Back at the mirror, he loaded a syringe, lifted his upper lip and injected himself somewhere above the right incisor. This first jab was easy, although painful, and his tongue waggled from side to side like a snake’s. The second jab, into the palate, was slower and required considerable force. His thumb wobbled on the plunger, the lids on his half-closed eyes fluttered, and a slight grunt escaped him. I looked away out of decency. When he’d done, he dismantled the syringe, jabbed the sharp end into the rubber of the cartridge and flung the whole thing into the sink for me to clear up later.


He tapped one tooth and then the other with the heavy end of the probe before inspecting a little denture he’d had made. It was rather smart with a cobalt palate that looked like liquid silver, and handsome clasping.


‘Will you want me to assist chair-side?’ I asked. I’d already folded the chair up for the night, pulled the treatment table in, and turned off the spittoon.


‘No, thank you, nurse.’ He worked his mouth. ‘I shan’t need to sit down.’


I’d learned during my months at the Wintergreen practice that teeth aren’t pulled out, as such. ‘Pull’ is the wrong word. There is no need for leverage or brute force like in the old cartoons, no boot on the wall. Teeth are removed in the same way a gardener might take a radish from the ground–that is, with a push, a rock and a twist to break it free of its bindings. There’s actually very little pulling involved, even with a turnip (our code for a very large, or difficult, multi-rooted tooth).


Numb now, JP tapped again and exhaled in short puffs. He started with the upper left–a very compromised tooth with many restorations including an ancient buccal inlay and a mesial silicate filling. In other words, the crown was weak, there wasn’t much actual tooth left and he’d need to be careful. (Imagine using a rusty, over-cut Yale key in a stiff lock.)


‘All righty.’ He curled his lip up and, breathing noisily through his nostrils, began a gentle but brisk revving. Then he stopped, leaned over and flobbed the inlay into the basin, where it would be caught in the amalgam trap. I stood quickly and turned on the spittoon.


More twisting, a loud groan and the rest of the tooth, minus its root, was there in the forceps, having snapped off at the gum line. Gah! How had he let that happen?


I glanced at the clock. I had less than twenty minutes now to get up to Curious Minds.


JP abandoned the upper left and switched to the upper right. This time he jammed the beaks up hard between the periodontal membrane and the alveolar bone and with two jolting twists brought the tooth out cleanly, root and all, clanging it into the dish with great drama. He spat into the basin leaving a fine bloody spray across everything for a yard around him. I slipped the plastic bib round his neck and handed him some napkins. When he spat into the sink again, a bloody string looped down from the rim to the skirt of his brand-new Latimer tunic. He was no better than a patient now; anxious, dribbly, high-maintenance.


Biting on a gauze wad, he looked up at the clock, mumbling, flexing and unflexing his fingers. Then, back at the mirror, he began digging around the ragged gum line and before you could say ‘spoon excavator’ the instrument fell from his hand and bounced off his plastic clog.


‘Dammit.’ He spat, coughed and then turned to me. ‘Telephone Bill Turner, nurse. Tell him I need him to pop down and get this root out for me.’


I looked at the clock. I hadn’t got time to wait for Bill.


‘Sit down,’ I said, pulling the Medi Light across.














PART ONE














1. Dentally Particular


I’d been happy in my previous job as an auxiliary nurse at Paradise Lodge old people’s home but after my mother reported the owner for tax evasion, I felt it best to move on and took a position at the largest garden centre in the Midlands, which had just opened on the outskirts of our village. I was put in charge of the newly planted display rockery (also the largest in the Midlands) and I’d have settled there and become a horticulturalist–but it was a temporary post and I was needed only until an expert arrived, who’d studied at Kew and would put their alpines on the map.


I spent dinner breaks drinking soup from my flask and scouring the classified advertisements in the Leicester Mercury looking for permanent work. I was old-fashioned in this regard, everyone else having gone on to instant (‘just add hot water’) soups by then but I wasn’t convinced the pieces of dried veg ever fully rehydrated in the cup and would therefore have to do so in my stomach.


Getting a good job was a challenge unless you had O levels or a friend in charge somewhere, which I didn’t. But this was late 1979 and the world was such that if you could demonstrate a bright attitude via a well-crafted letter, you might secure an interview, and with that, the chance to snatch the position from a more suitably qualified candidate. As with so many things back then, it was all about your choice of words, and luckily for me words had been abundant throughout my childhood and the imaginative use of them highly praised–written, sung, dramatized, televised, read and spoken. When my sister got herself into trouble at school for muttering, ‘Oh, go and imbibe nightshade,’ my mother had described it as ‘Shakespeare coming through’ and laughed so much she could hardly light her cigarette.


I had words in my head and at my disposal and now, for the first time in my life, I could appreciate it. For instance, when the Wintergreen Dental Practice in Leicester was seeking a ‘mature lady with previous experience’ to be their new dental surgery assistant, though I was just eighteen and had no surgical experience whatsoever, I was able to put in a confident, creative application with a letter that included the following:


While my own dental history has been uneventful, I have seen the effects of periodontal gum disease, acid saliva and unchecked dental caries at close quarters. In my previous position and the one before that, I maintained a large Alpine show rockery and over twenty sets of dentures, respectively–which in some ways were strikingly similar! I have been a patient at four different dental practices in the city of Leicester, treated by six dental surgeons (listed below) on the NHS and privately.


Any candidate might have used similar words, but they might not have written ‘strikingly’. Strikingly being one of those words, like extraordinary, that mark a person out, in writing. You write it, and it somehow describes you. Which is why it’s best to avoid negative words, like doubt, accident or presume.


An interview off the back of a cleverly worded letter brings with it certain pressures, though–if you’ve written of your ability to do a headstand on a trotting horse, then you must be able to demonstrate it if called upon to do so. Ditto, if you claim to possess ‘a wide-ranging knowledge of all things dental’.


I arrived for my interview at the Wintergreen Dental Practice–as prepared as I could be under the circumstances–ten minutes late, it being my mother’s fervent belief that on-time arrival is never desired by the host. A thoughtful visitor, she said, should aim to be fifteen minutes late and slightly drunk.


I was weak, medically speaking–but thanks to my stepfather, Mr Holt, having a good grasp of British social policy and a collection of reference books, I knew what percentage of the population had no natural teeth, the basics of the arguments for and against fluoridizing the water supply, and that the patron saint of teeth was St Apollonia. I also had a photograph of myself doing a headstand on horseback.


My outfit consisted of a prairie skirt in cheerful pinks and light yellows teamed with a handwash-only bolero in bubblegum. The ensemble (unusual for me, a jeans-and-jumper type) gave off a wholesome pioneering aura and it was a stroke of luck that my interviewer that Monday was practice manager Tammy Gammon (apricot hair and matching lipstick) whose soft-fruits palette toned well with mine. The moment we met she made a tiny nod of approval and recognition, and when she saw the book I held, she mouthed the title and said, ‘Oh, golly!’ in a happy, satisfied, slightly American way.


We took a flight of stairs to the staffroom where Tammy pointed to important features, like the window, kettle and fridge. I gazed at the view while she made three small cups of tea, and then we sat on low spongy chairs, opened our notebooks, and the interview began. She smiled at me for a long time, which I took to mean she wanted me to speak, so I did.


‘Even as a child,’ I began, ‘I was dentally particular–I wouldn’t dream of letting anyone use my toothbrush, especially not on an animal.’


‘“Den-tally par-tic-ul-ar”,’ said Tammy Gammon, scribbling in her notebook, ‘“not-on-an-an-i-mal”.’


‘And if by accident I ever left for school without brushing my teeth,’ I continued, slowly, giving her time to write, ‘I’d suck a Polo fruit at the first possible opportunity or brush them with my finger in the toilets, like a cavewoman.’


‘“Cavewoman”, gosh,’ she said, writing.


Minutes flew by and I think I convinced Tammy that teeth were absolutely central to my life. She certainly smiled a lot, and nodded her orange head as she took notes. While the interview was under way, a separate but consecutive part of my brain tried to fathom her. Was she as nice as she seemed? Did she like me? How old was she? Thirty? Forty? Fifty? Why did she keep writing the wrong things in her notebook? Was she actually American, or just polite? And why had she made three cups of tea?


She reminded me of a diluted Dolly Parton in her sweet womanliness, and though she was vague on dental matters, per se, she was profoundly interested in toothpastes and powders. She’d used more than thirty different brands in her life.


‘I used to love Punch and Judy strawberry flavoured,’ I said, ‘and progressing on to Signal felt like a rite of passage.’


Tammy cocked her head, unsure. ‘What’s that?’


‘It’s an anthropological term for moments that mark a significant change in status.’


‘But I don’t remember any strawberry toothpaste.’


‘Punch and Judy, it’s for children.’


Tammy winced. ‘Aha, that explains it,’ she said. ‘I was in the States for a bunch of years.’


‘“The States for a bunch of years”,’ I wrote in my notebook.


‘What do you use now?’ she asked.


‘I like Close-up.’


‘Hmmm, not minty enough,’ she said. ‘I used to like Crest and Colgate but, overall, I guess I prefer Macleans nowadays.’


‘Macleans!’ I was impressed. ‘But it’s so strong.’


‘Yeah, I know, not everyone can handle it to begin with, but you get used to it. It’s the best if you want fresh breath, better than SR, in my opinion–but don’t say I said so.’


Tammy told me that whoever got this job would never have to buy toothpaste or any dental product again. ‘You live on the samples from the suppliers. Toothpaste, brushes, floss, Interdens, mouthwash, tongue scrapers, Sterodent–you name it.’


‘Don’t remind me of Sterodent!’ I said, and told her about the mistake I’d made involving Sterodent cleansing tablets, which had her clapping her hands with glee.


She reciprocated with the time she’d written ‘Left’ instead of ‘Right’ on a dental card and a patient had had the wrong tooth extracted. ‘Boy, that took some explaining!’ she shuddered, thinking about it, and forced a little laugh. ‘It didn’t kill her though, and it could have been worse.’


After that, I felt it only fair to tell her about our bogus dental checks.


‘Wait! Bogus dental checks?’ she shouted, excited, alarmed, scribbling.


‘Well,’ I said, simplifying it for her, ‘don’t write this down, but my mother was in the middle of a mental breakdown and couldn’t get out of bed to drive us to the dental surgery and, to make matters worse, she’d just had a disastrous affair with the dentist and he was by then trying to patch things up with his wife.’


‘Yikes!’


‘The thing was, though, my sister and I wanted a check-up.’


‘You wanted one?’


‘Yes, we did, so my mother asked her therapist to give us fake check-ups to put a stop to our nagging.’


‘She should have refused.’ said Tammy, indignant.


‘I know, but this therapist put our mother’s mental health before our dental health and so she poked around with a cocktail stick and a torch, and declared us dentally fit.’


‘“Cocktail stick”!’ Tammy, scandalized, turned to a new page in her notepad.


‘Yes, but the point is… don’t write this down,’ I reminded her, wanting to get back on track, ‘it was no substitute for an inspection by a qualified dental surgeon so we demanded that she get up and take us to see the proper dentist.’


‘And did she?’


‘She had to. My sister threatened to tell our grandmother if she didn’t and she’d have called her names on the phone.’


‘Names?’


‘You know, “bad mother”, “neglectful”, “drunken menace” and so forth.’


‘Oh, my heckedy!’ said Tammy, with her hands in the air. ‘This is exactly why I’ve never wanted children.’


I had pangs, sharing all this with a woman I hardly knew but, without an O level to my name, demonstrating my potential as an entertaining colleague was imperative. It was all I had and I was certain my mother wouldn’t mind in the long run, and in any case, Tammy seemed delighted by her.


She told me that JP Wintergreen was a sole practitioner for the time being. And that he might or might not get a partner who would use the empty upstairs surgery.


‘May I ask why the practice needs a new dental nurse if there’s only one dentist?’


‘Well, I shouldn’t really tell you,’ she whispered, ‘but JP–the dentist–and I have got together and I’m going part-time.’ She touched her hair and tried not to grin.


‘What, like boyfriend and girlfriend?’ I said.


‘Yes, I’ve moved into his house on Blackberry Lane–you know, near the golf course. But I shouldn’t really have said anything.’


‘Congratulations,’ I said. ‘But I suppose you can’t offer me the job now you’ve told me the secret.’


‘Oh, no,’ she said, putting her fingers to her lips, ‘I can tell I can trust you.’


‘I won’t say anything,’ I assured her, and at that precise moment a man burst in, asking where the hell the tea had got to.


‘This is JP Wintergreen, senior dental surgeon,’ said Tammy, biting her lip. I won’t describe him in full detail now–just that he had surprisingly bad teeth (for a dentist), smelled strongly of vinegar and tobacco smoke, and the European way of arranging his trousers (hoist high, with everything all down one leg), none of which I held against him. He picked up a teacup and drank the contents down in two gulps.


‘You won’t say anything about what?’ he asked, looking at me.


‘About Tammy preferring Macleans,’ I said.


JP didn’t ask me anything about dentistry or teeth–only whether my father was a Freemason, or a Lion or a Flea. This was an unexpected line of enquiry. I paused momentarily to consider it and was about to say, ‘No, he’s in the Ecology Party,’ but Tammy seemed to want me to say yes (frantic wide eyes and nodding) so I said, ‘Yes, I believe he is.’ JP then told me about a flat above us on the second floor that would be available to the successful candidate at a very reasonable rent.


‘It’ll work out cheaper than your bus fares,’ said Tammy.


When we parted at the front door, I confirmed that I was available for an immediate start, and on the bus home I re-ran the interview in my head. I wanted the job. I liked Tammy Gammon and I could sense that JP would be manageable. I felt confident that Tammy would telephone later with good news. The flat sounded nice; washing machine and tumble dryer, and, with its two dustbin collections per week and the sitting room getting the evening sun, it would be tantamount to living in Australia. But it worried me. I didn’t want it. I had no desire to live on my own, two floors up, my sister right over the other side of town, and everyone else miles away in a village. I decided I wouldn’t even mention the flat to my mother. How would she cope without me? How would she get her novel finished or the baby fed? I wouldn’t even bring it up. I wouldn’t worry her.


At home my mother was excitable. Tammy had phoned and the two of them had had a long chat. ‘They’d like to offer you the job,’ she said, ‘and it’s all above board, salary, tax, national insurance and holiday pay and so forth.’


Apparently, my love of rabbits had nudged me ahead of a keen thirty-year-old who ran a Sketchley’s but wanted a break from the fumes. I couldn’t recall any talk of rabbits, but I began to tell my mother about Tammy favouring Macleans toothpaste for freshness.


‘Yes, I know,’ she said, ‘I heard it all from Tammy on the phone–I know everything.’


‘I bet she didn’t mention JP Wintergreen’s curly hair, or that he dresses like a rich Spaniard or that his leather shoes slip off his bare heels as he walks and dangle off his foot when he sits with a leg crossed. Or that the hairs on his legs stop abruptly at his ankle, like trouser legs, or a brown rooster. Or that Tammy herself has veins in her cleavage that look like the diagram of a lung.’


‘No,’ my mother conceded, ‘but she did tell me about the accommodation above the surgery–sounds perfect.’


‘Don’t worry,’ I said, ‘I shan’t take the flat.’


‘What?’ she cried. ‘Of course you will–the flat is basically the pay.’


‘But I’m not sure I’ll like living on my own,’ I said, ‘in the city.’


‘Christ almighty, Lizzie, are you mad? You can’t turn down a flat of your own, you’d have to be crazy. Think of Cait and Baba moving to Dublin and dyeing their underwear black!’


‘Yes, but Cait and Baba had each other. I’d be alone.’


‘But you can write a novel or learn the mandolin in a flat.’


‘I don’t want to write a novel or learn the mandolin.’


‘You’ll have two extra hours in bed every morning.’ Which, to be fair, was only a slight exaggeration.


And so, without my mother forbidding it, I had no reason to turn it down.














2. The Flying Pea


I’m not proud that my mother was still so important to me–I was eighteen years old and should have given her up by then, but to be truthful, she was like a character I’d come to know and love from a comic or a sitcom and, although I could often predict what might unfold with her antics, I enjoyed watching and I loved her and still do. It was as though all the other women in the world had decided to go along with everything, and to behave with decorum and stoicism whereas my mother had taken it upon herself to wave things away and call them nonsense. She was there to announce that long hair didn’t suit everyone, that dogs were preferable to children–if you had the courage to admit it–and that anyone who didn’t make life an adventure might as well be dead. And that if she ever had to commit suicide, she’d break into an undertaker’s at night and do it on a table there under a sheet with poison, to spare anyone having to find her poor dead body–except the undertaker, who was accustomed to dead people, and would take it in his or her stride.


People have tried to stop me writing about her–various relatives, envious of her popularity, and, on occasion, the woman herself–but she was as central to my life as dental matters, if not more so, and so here she still is. For at least half of my childhood she had battled drink and prescription drugs and needed a degree of looking-after, but now she only allowed herself a glass or two of wine per day or, in emergencies, sherry and a Valium, and was rarely what you might call drunk.


Career-wise, she was bored to tears, having been promoted from van driver to Customer Service Representative for the Snowdrop Laundry after a career break, during which she’d had a baby and tried to start up a pine-stripping business and almost fumed us all to death with Nitromors fluid. You might think the new job–which only entailed calling on the best customers to check on satisfaction–would be preferable to dashing around delivering laundry from a van and changing roller towels in filthy toilets, but you’d be wrong. She had loved being a van driver: the hard work, the laughter, the banter with van boys, pub landlords, shop women, factory workers and traffic wardens. Racing other vans up the A46 and bursting into the gents shouting, ‘Lady with towels–coming in,’ as the men hurriedly folded their penises back into their flies.


The problem with this new job was that it required her to listen to customers–who only ever seemed to complain and had no incentive to do otherwise. And this was problematic because my mother was temperamentally unsuited to that sort of thing. She despised any kind of moaning except when it occurred in a poem of heartbreak or injustice, and found it almost impossible to hide her annoyance. It was a miracle that she wasn’t sacked for recommending that the manager of the Old Lion public house ‘stop complaining for five minutes and listen to some Chopin’. Far from reporting her, he listened to some Chopin and gave her assorted salted snacks on the house the next time she called.


If it hadn’t been for the platonic friendship that had developed between her and Abe, grown-up son of a garage-owning customer, Abraham’s Motors in Highfields, she might have resigned after a few months. Abe certainly wasn’t a moaner. He praised the boiler suits (roomy but stylish) and the towels (super absorbent) and was a genius with my mother’s troublesome but much-loved car, the Flying Pea. It was actually Abe who’d spray-painted it green and christened it ‘the Pea’ in the first place. Mr Abraham senior had invested in a vehicle-spraying device and sought out vibrant car paints from India and Africa where life was brighter and people simply didn’t want black or grey cars. He had single-handedly started the rage for painted cars, because of which they were one of the richest families in the city. They owned four garages, two homes and an aeroplane. Put it this way, if you saw a brightly coloured car in the Midlands in the 1970s or ’80s I can pretty much guarantee it would have been sprayed by Abraham’s Motors. Abe’s own car was a Jaguar–in Parma violet.


My mother was a keen driver. She loved to talk about cars and their engines, and enjoyed nothing better than changing a tyre in full view of the traffic on grass verges with people driving past honking or even stopping to admire her or offering to help, and her being able to stand up, oily hands on hips, fag in mouth, and say, ‘Do I look as though I need help?’


Abe used to say he wished my mother was one of their mechanics but never went as far as offering her a job because of a hunch that she’d be more trouble than she was worth. But he did like having her around, sitting on the workbench, stirring the oily sawdust with her bare toes, because he was training to become a counsellor and hypnotist specializing in shame and she was au fait with the jargon–and didn’t mind being analysed by a novice.


In case you’re wondering, my stepfather, Mr Holt, was most tolerant about this friendship but though happy with the free counselling, he drew the line at trampolining or yoga in case one thing led to another, which it might have. (Abe resembled the young V. S. Naipaul, but taller.) I recall Mr Holt one time asking how Mrs Abe might feel about it all.


‘Don’t worry, there’ll never be a Mrs Abe,’ my mother had said, and Mr Holt had said, ‘Oh, I see,’ and had been satisfied with that.


When people in the village heard I was about to start working in the city, they tried to unsettle me with tales of woe. I’d soon regret it, they said. The journey into Leicester was so long and winding and went all round the houses, I’d spend half my life on the bus and half my wages on the fares. When I explained I’d be living there too, they told me I needn’t think city folk would smile at me or say hello because they wouldn’t. And if I accidentally dropped my library card, they wouldn’t run up the street to hand it back–they’d use it to borrow books like The Tudor Appetite and The Betsy and never return them and it would be on my record for ever that I liked porn.


The city was full to bursting with prostitutes, they said, and Asians, and people trying to sell you things you didn’t need but would soon be addicted to–like feather boas, foreign cigarettes and ready-made sandwiches. The sun, blotted out by the tall buildings, couldn’t shine and the rain was poisoned by the toxic fumes that poured from the sock factories. My skin would be covered in pimples from the hell of it all, and I’d develop sinusitis. My mother told me this scaremongering was a complex mixture of jealousy and abandonment, and took the opposite view, highlighting the cultural opportunities and the permissiveness.


‘You’re free to express yourself in the city any way you like,’ she said. But she had to agree about the sinusitis.


Mr Holt moved me in the Snowdrop van the Friday before I was to start work on the Monday. We made a seven a.m. departure, in heavy rain, to beat the traffic but my mother, who’d planned to come along, appeared at five to in a nightshirt, and sifted through my belongings in the hall–looking for things I might have stolen. After an argument and the retrieval of a spoon and a Godspell cassette, she wished me good luck and took a chamomile tea back to bed.


Although Mr Holt and I had succeeded in beating the rush hour, all of nature seemed out to thwart us. First a small flood around the villages meant a tricky three-point turn, and then the vigorous testing of brakes (that I mistook for him having some kind of heart attack at the wheel) meant twenty minutes lost, and then a tree down, and two metal bins in the road with contents strewn, meant mounting a kerb to get by.


Mr Holt didn’t say anything but I knew he was dubious about this move. He’d had years alone in rental accommodation before my mother had trapped him into a long-term relationship by deliberately getting pregnant with a baby no father could leave–my brother Danny, who you’ll hear about in due course. So he knew a thing or two about town living.


I should explain that my stepfather was never called by his first name by me or my siblings. The reason for this being that he had been the foreman at the Snowdrop Laundry, and we’d known him as our mother’s eagle-eyed stickler of a boss for many months before she managed to lure him home for sex and to fix our television. He’d been Mr Holt ever since.


‘Just don’t go around smiling at people,’ he warned now.


We stopped at traffic lights on the brow of the hill approaching Leicester. Mr Holt yanked the handbrake and commented cheerfully that on a clear day you could see Old John from here, rising in the distance on the northern edge of the county, the beginnings of Charnwood Forest. I knew it well. My biological father and his new family lived that way and took Sunday walks together across the brackeny hills with their new dog, Mr Bingo (named after a terrible clown), and a picnic of hard-boiled eggs and mini-rolls. I knew this because on one of those walks, the yolk from my egg had fallen and Mr Bingo, who’d lain hopefully at my feet, had caught it in his mouth, swallowed it whole, and looked up for more. In the silence afterwards, just long enough to let the metaphor settle, I’d looked up to catch my father’s eye but the noise had begun again.


‘Naughty Mr Bingo ate Lizzie’s egg,’ chorused my half-siblings.


‘Only the yolk,’ I said.


But, as you know, the morning of the move was grey and rainy and we couldn’t see that far. I gazed at my new city–out over the vast built-up hollow, the soot-coated bricks and endless streets with an oily sheen, and the chimneys and towers poking up into the yellowish sky. I was going to spend my life with a parent on either side of the county and me in the dip–at the bottom, like a piece of barley in a dish of soup, I realized, or a leftover cornflake–developing sinusitis from the pressure.


My best friend, Melody, was miles away, training to be a nurse at Luton and Dunstable Hospital. And my sister was the other side of Leicester (an awkward two-bus journey away), training to be a different kind of nurse. Occasionally I’d see the two of them together and they’d join forces to say just what a rewarding career it was. Especially when painful trapped wind turned into an unexpected baby, a lemon-sized lump turned out to be an actual lemon, or the female tramp with senile dementia turned out to be the Queen’s second cousin and only dehydrated after a fall.


The cars behind us began to beep. A small van in the next lane crept forward even though the lights were still red. Cars behind egged us on. Someone shouted, ‘Move on, mate, the bleeding lights are out!’


Mr Holt hated to jump a light but this wasn’t jumping–the lights in all directions were stuck on red. If we obeyed, we’d none of us move and the lines of cars and vans would stretch back to Flatstone; no shops would open and not a single feather boa, or foreign cigarette, or ready-made sandwich would be sold. We edged forward and wove through a tangle of small vehicles and soon we were at the bottom of the hill, pulling into a mini lay-by which had been a tram stop in years gone by, right outside the surgery.


‘This is it,’ I said, surprised.


‘I know,’ he said, ‘I had a practice run last night, so I’d know the way today.’


And though it was illegal, Mr Holt left the van there while we unloaded my things and made two trips each up the stairs.


I was proud to point out the staircarpet–brand new Axminster. It wouldn’t matter how much horseplay went on, I told him, nor how many times I went thundering up and down because JP Wintergreen had paid for an extra few inches for each flight and therefore Harris’s (of Granby Corner) could be called upon any time to lift the whole strip and shift the worn areas along the flight–with no need for re-tufting or patching. JP had told me this at the interview and Mr Holt was impressed.


‘He’s a forward thinker, then,’ he said, tapping the nosing gently with his toecap, marvelling at the quality. ‘Very good.’


Mr Holt had one last thing to do and that was to hand over the gift my mother had sent to celebrate the start of my proper career (as opposed to a cash-in-hand job). I wasn’t feeling particularly warm towards her after our argument over the spoon etc. and her going back to bed instead of coming to settle me in, so I opened it grumpily.


It was a good-quality journal, with a beautiful marbled cover, sewn-in pages and narrow lines. She had taken the liberty of writing Dentistry for Beginners by Lizzie Vogel–1980 on the title page, and a letter had been inserted.


Dearest Lizzie,


Please write this journal as you learn the ropes. Things learned each day (or week, depending how dull or disgusting it all is), the tips and tricks, the rumours, the gossip, and funny vignettes about the patients–and your associated feelings and musings.


Later you might publish it to great acclaim. People are all for ‘hearing it from the maid’ these days. But remember, they are not sympathetic toward dentists and will not want to read much about teeth, especially rotten or broken ones. Skirt around as much as possible to make it readable.


I shan’t miss you since I plan to visit you often.


Your loving mother,


Elizabeth Vogel-Benson-Holt


PS Please look out for a letter addressed to me.


At that time my mother most often signed her name ‘Elizabeth Benson-Holt’, but sometimes she included Vogel too, either to remind her children that they were bound together, in recognition of the long and winding road they’d been on, or perhaps just out of habit, a slip of the pen. The order of the names varied; it depended how she was feeling.


I read the note twice. I had no special desire to publish a book, especially not one on dentistry.


‘Tell her I’d have preferred that spoon,’ I said.


And it was on that sulky note that Mr Holt left and I was alone in my new flat. I put the journal on the shelf under the coffee table, picked up a copy of Woman’s Own and read a perceptive short story by Penelope Lively about a schoolboy.


I had a wander about downstairs where I found piles of magazines stacked up in the utility room–more copies of Woman’s Own, Woman, Titbits and others–and took a few upstairs with me. I was pleasantly surprised by these over the next few days and really took to them, even going as far as to imagine how nice it must be to write for a magazine like that. I wondered where you might learn all the womanly knowledge necessary to fill it week after week. It occurred to me that the best journalists must go about looking for women, to share their wisdom and anecdotes and use a tiny cassette to record them. I laughed at the idea of coming across one like my mother who might talk of her love of trampolining in her younger days, before her pelvic muscles had given out–the strange elation of airborne propulsion and the knowledge that one foot wrong and you could lose a front tooth or land in a heap of humiliation. In other words, it was a sex substitute–like having beauty treatments and doing macramé. Or they might phone Buckingham Palace and ask a royal receptionist how the Queen keeps her figure, and the receptionist might simply say that she counts calories, jogs on the spot, and spits out the walnuts off her Walnut Whips. A clever journalist would ask leading questions on the subject of dietary fibre and later tip off a colleague in the adverts department who might ring up Kellogg’s and ask them to take out an advert for All Bran.


The surgery was closed that day but later Tammy Gammon came in to show me how the storage heaters worked, and how to light the grill on the cooker. ‘If you forget to hold the red button down, you’ll gas yourself, like I almost did when I lived up here,’ she said, ‘and we’ll find you dead in the morning.’


She showed me the Hoover Aristocrat washer and dryer, and told me not to have them going at the same time because of overloading the adapter, and then she warned me that having one’s own washing machine and tumble dryer was a mixed blessing. On the one hand you have your own facilities, but on the other, you end up with a constant stream of friends and neighbours appearing with bags of laundry expecting to put a wash through, in which case, you have to be firm and say something like, ‘If you’re just coming round here to use my washer and dryer then do me a favour and go to the launderette on Sparkenhoe Street.’ Which she’d had to do with Rhona, Bill Turner’s nurse from up the road, who’d kept appearing with a load of dirty laundry pretending she wanted to be pals.


She also reminded me that as a tenant I’d be permanently on-call to go down into the cellar to switch off the generator–should it ever accidentally be left on after practice hours, which was the main reason for the cheapness of the rent.


‘Also, JP will need to use your toilet in the mornings,’ she said, with a tiny grimace.


‘What? Why?’


‘He often gets the urge after his mid-morning coffee, and he obviously can’t use the general toilet on the first floor.’


‘Why not?’


‘He just can’t–a patient might see him coming out and a dentist needs total privacy. He’s fastidious cleanliness-wise, if that’s your beef–and I should know, it used to be my toilet, remember?’


‘I wish I’d known this before,’ I muttered.


Tammy ignored this and told me I was welcome to the cactus on the ledge and then showed me a tiny under-stairs cupboard that should by rights come with the flat but if I didn’t mind she’d like to keep it.


‘For personal bits and bobs and things I don’t want His Nibs to see–you know,’ she said. ‘Got to maintain the feminine mystique.’


After Tammy had gone, I strolled down into town and looked around the shops where I bought a curl-encourager hairbrush, some lemons (for show) and a coat. I hadn’t set out for a coat but let me tell you briefly here about it. It was in the January sales and was only still in stock because it had been returned with a slight mark on one lapel. That dab of lipstick was of no interest to me. If it had been food or blood, I might have been put off, but lipstick was fine. The coat was a floppy tweedy material, wool but thin and very supple; the shoulders were slouchy and there was a seam running along each and right down the sleeve. All perfect, but the main thing was the herringbone pattern in the weave. Herringbone was like music and art to me, and science actually, and it felt so strong and so soothing. It was floors and bricks and teeth and bones. I can’t state strongly enough how much I loved this pattern–more than a pattern, it was a system, a scheme.


Also, the colours, a gingery brown and a greyish cream, made the colour neutral. As for the lining, you won’t believe it but it was bronze silk with tiny yellow dots that would flash whenever the coat opened, which would be often since I never buttoned coats, ever, unless I was in Alaska, and I never was. And anyway, it had no buttons, only a great belt with no buckle. And though it was a designated size (eight as it happens) it would fit anyone with narrow shoulders who wasn’t unusually tall or incredibly broad. This was a coat that anyone would want, but it was available to me now because some woman had worn it at least once and smudged red lipstick on it, and had then rejected it (because of the smudge?) and returned it for an exchange–maybe a smart mac for the forecast wet spring, or a coat with buttons as not everyone would countenance a buttonless coat.


Or maybe she’d just got the money back, and not had another coat but the cash alternative. Perhaps she would have loved the coat but needed the money. I knew of this, the time my granny Benson bought me a swingy jersey skirt and matching bat-wing top in petrol blue and black stripes that made me look like Kiki Dee, but I saw on the tag that it had cost £25 for the two pieces and felt I needed the money more than I needed to look like Kiki Dee. So I returned it and got a credit voucher which I sold to my mother for £20 and she got some cowboy jeans so low on the hips you could almost see her pants.


The original cost of the coat had been immense. You could read the price on the tag before the two reductions. Now it was £7.50, which was cheap even by my standards and it was worth so much more. I thought it was going to change my life.


I took it to the cashier who folded it in an expert way, wrapped it in tissue and was about to slide it into a carrier bag so ridiculously, embarrassingly big that I said, ‘Actually, I’ll just carry it.’














3. The First Impressions


My first day as a dental nurse was patient-free training. I didn’t even have to change into my white dress, which was a disappointment. I was greeted again by Tammy Gammon. This time her apricot hair was fixed by assorted slides and clips into a tight, headache-inducing ponytail. I noticed she had the same low, untidy hairline as Elizabeth Taylor. And a fine blonde moustache.


The surgery and waiting room were quite plainly decorated. All the better to show off Tammy’s Christmas cactuses which were crammed in dustily by a console and trailed over the deep sill of a square casement window. They were in abundant flower then, it being midwinter, and the cascading flowers (fuchsia pink) hung from crocodile-like stems. Tammy frowned seriously as she explained the watering technique. ‘Always rainwater, never tap,’ she said, pausing to check I was taking it in. ‘Always room temperature, never cold.’ And finally, ‘Always drip, drip, never gush, gush.’


I nodded gravely and reminded her that I was fresh from managing the largest show rockery in the UK and if anyone was going to remember how to handle the Schlumbergera (I used their official name), it was me. Her stiff little shoulders relaxed and she smiled.


‘Don’t worry,’ I said, ‘I’m very green-fingered.’


‘Oh, yes,’ she said, and then muttered, ‘Schlumbergera.’


‘Glebe Gardens stock a wide range of succulents,’ I said.


‘By the way, children sometimes climb up into the windowsill for fun, and the parents turn a blind eye, but if I catch them, I drag them out –’ Tammy looked stern–‘by the leg.’


‘Right.’


The walls featured a map of the mouth, a small Dr Seuss poster which read, ‘Only brush the teeth you want to keep,’ and a portrait of Henry D. Cogswell, an American dentist from the gold-rush years, a philanthropist and temperance man who donated cold-water fountains to the townsfolk to prevent them drinking alcohol. Apparently a distant relative of Tammy’s.


A central table with liquorice-twist legs displayed yet more piles of Woman’s Own magazine and some thin, stapled booklets that Tammy had produced, entitled Dalrymple, McWilliam & Wintergreen, containing out-of-date information about the practice and a few illustrations.


Next, Tammy introduced me to the appointments system, kept in a smart-looking book with a reusable leatherette cover in maroon. It displayed one week to two pages, with each weekday column divided into quarter-hours, and the months printed in gold. Tammy emphasized the crucial importance of booking patients in for their next six-monthly appointment.


‘You’ve got to understand, Lizzie, people don’t want to come here. It’s something I’ve had to come to terms with. It really doesn’t matter how nice I am as a person, how pretty the waiting room, how glorious the cactus–people would rather be anywhere but here.’


‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I understand.’


‘And when we see them, we’re seeing them at their worst–weak, nervy, angry, in pain,’ she said. ‘So we have to be welcoming but firm.’


‘Right.’


‘If they say something like, “Can you tell Dr Wintergreen I’m really nervous?” you should say, “Dentists aren’t called Dr–it’s Mr Wintergreen,” and that can take their mind off it.’


‘OK,’ I said, ‘and what if they ask me about fluoridation of the drinking water or the toxicity of mercury?’


‘Just fudge it and tell JP before you bring them through. He’ll take them down a peg or two–he can’t abide a know-it-all.’ Tammy laughed.


‘And if you don’t book them in straight away for their next six-monthly appointment,’ she continued, ‘they might leave it ten months or even a year before they remember they’re due for an inspection and that’s the equivalent of taking JP’s money and throwing it down the toilet.’


‘OK,’ I said, ‘I’ll be rigorous about rebooking.’


Apparently, I’d see life fly by now that I was working with six-monthly advance appointments.


‘You’re saying goodbye to a family of four one minute and, in the blink of an eye, they’re trooping back in for their next check-up–with a squawking new baby and a change of address, and you’ve done nothing.’ Tammy chuckled. ‘And then, the next thing you know, the dad’s gone under a bus, the mother’s remarried and the baby’s clambering around knocking the blossoms off the cactuses.’


‘Yes, I see.’


‘Names should only ever be written softly in the book, in pencil, so that if a patient phones to change their appointment, we can erase them easily without spoiling the page.’


We continued with a whistle-stop tour of the surgery, which was an incredibly crowded room. The ‘treatment island’, including two dental drill arms, a tiny white porcelain spittoon and a round marble tray on an extending arm, took up most of the space. Tammy demonstrated how to adjust the lumpy headrest on the fat leatherette chair, and affix the dribble bib correctly, without constricting a patient’s throat. The treatment island sat on a disc of maroon rubber (the exact same colour as the appointments book) that tapered down to meet the grey carpet tiles; it reminded me of the grim black pond, in a horror film, which contained all the answers.


I noticed a dark patch where, I presumed, the spittoon must drip–or possibly droplets of mouthwash were slopped by shaky-handed patients. And a faded area, on the opposite side, where JP Wintergreen’s Mediclogs must shuffle about, hour after hour, as he looked into people’s mouths.


To the side, on a square metal trolley, sat the ultrasonic scaler. This was new, Tammy told me, and JP’s pride and joy. It had revolutionized the cleaning of his patients’ teeth and was also perfect for descaling the kettle and removing nail varnish.


In the corner, assorted in-trays, pen pots and papers sat on a desk. A calendar for 1980 featuring Cacti in the Wild hung on a pin to the side. January’s being The Original Prickly Pear of Kansas.


We took a break and Tammy made some coffee in a jug with hot milk and granules. She popped a sugar lump into her mouth and pressed a buzzer by the door. Soon JP Wintergreen appeared, and after a few sips, which left a great piece of milk-skin across his lips, he took a pack of cigarettes and a chunky lighter from his pocket and offered them to Tammy. She took one, lit it, and then instead of smoking it herself, held it to JP’s lips and fed him a puff. We drank our coffee and Tammy chattered, holding the cigarette and flicking it into a little glass ashtray, just as a smoker would, but never took a puff herself, only held it to JP’s lips every now and again. If she left it too long between puffs, he would stick his lips forward and make a kissing noise.


‘Are you a smoker, Lizzie?’ she asked.


I’d just around then decided to smoke only when I really, really wanted to, which turned out to be hardly ever. So I replied, ‘Not during the daytime,’ which sounded aloof so, to make up for it, I described my smoke rings, including my trademark ring-within-a-ring and the perfect smoke square I’d once blown but had never managed to recreate. Tammy was captivated.


‘Ooh, ooh, try now,’ she said, and thrust JP’s cigarette at me.


I had no choice but to take a drag and noticed that JP had wet the end. People do wet the end sometimes, I knew it happened, but this was sodden and seeing it (feeling it) I knew that nothing JP ever did in the future could make up for it. It was one of those things.


I tried to blow a smoke square but the unfavourable conditions (draught from the ill-fitting sash window), plus the pressure of being scrutinized by a new boss, meant I produced nothing more than an untidy puff.


‘Sorry, that was rubbish,’ I said.


‘Try again.’ Tammy popped another sugar lump.


I prepared for my second attempt by telling myself to ‘buck up or fuck up’, a thing my mother always shouted at herself in times of stress. I took another drag and blew out two perfect, quivering rings that hung in the air before dissipating, like a Hanna-Barbera tycoon’s cigar smoke. Tammy clapped and I tried for a square–but to no avail.
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