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For Susan, whose smile makes it all worthwhile




“Hair is the first thing. And teeth the second. A man got those two things, he’s got it all.”
—James Brown
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DOWN IN THE MOUTH WITH JOHN PATRICK HIGGINS
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TEETH, MORE THAN EYES, are the windows to the soul. You can be fit, conventionally good-looking, have lustrous hair and fine, firm limbs, but if you flash a snaggle-toothed smile—it’s game over, man. You’re a wrong ’un.

If your teeth are dirty, or broken, or missing or an unusual colour, it’s because you’re bad. You’re a sloven. You have failed to maintain the upkeep of yourself. You very likely don’t wash your hands when you use the toilet, and, for the love of all that’s holy, please keep your genitals downwind. How hard is it to run a brush over your pearlies a couple of times a day, after all?

Bad teeth are a social failing too. They’re what accents used to be—a dead giveaway. You can present yourself any way you choose, hit the gym, get some decent tailoring, but if you have bad teeth, it’s all for nothing. Bad teeth are proof of degeneracy. They’re a slip, a tell, a badge of corruption. Bad teeth signify evil.

We all know this. Look at the oral furniture of witches, trolls or Dickensian footpads. Stained and broken and scattered round the gums like a poorly maintained rockery, bad teeth feature in the smiles of the unlettered, the thuggish, the bestial, the criminally insane. Every cinematic madman you’ve ever seen has laughed like an ape, flashing filthy fangs, long ropes of saliva hanging down like glistening bunting. In the episode of the TV show Hammer House of Horror, “The Two Faces of Evil”, a man’s murderous doppelganger is betrayed chiefly by his rotting teeth. It makes no sense—there’s no reason for his sudden lapse in oral hygiene—it’s used here as a marker of strangeness, of the uncanny. He looks like your husband, until he smiles his Brighton Beach smile, and then he’s revealed to be other. In Valerie and her Week of Wonders, Valerie’s wholesome father—a moustachioed Ed Sheeran lookalike—is revealed to be the vampiric Weasel, his white face contrasting with his long, verminous teeth.

The Covid Pandemic impacted the world in many ways, almost all of them terrible. People died, businesses went bust, we discovered people we loved and trusted were, at best, selfish arseholes, at worst delusional idiots. But for me, the upside was getting to wear a mask over my pub piano teeth. For two years I strutted around, confident no one knew I had a gobful of broken biscuits. In my nice coat and stylish shoes, I cut a rather dapper figure, not sliding into any obvious socio-economic group. Floating by. When wearing my mask, no one could discern the palpable evil of my rotting smile. I walked among you, frictionless, unplaceable.

My dad was nicknamed “Crocodile” when he was young. He had mouth like a Swiss Army knife: a tooth for everything. He had one for getting a stone out of a horse’s hoof. It was a mouth that would have taken twenty years to grow into and, in fact, he never did. By the time I came along those teeth were a memory, replaced by neatly moulded dentures. He may have had some teeth left—there was a forlorn, splayed, brown-handled toothbrush in the bathroom, never replaced in my childhood. But I don’t know, maybe he used it to clean his denture-plate, lifting spinach from the copper wiring.

It was the habit, in the past, for newly married couples to have all their teeth pulled and replaced by dentures. Teeth were troublesome, fallible things, prone to cracking, falling out or causing excruciating pain. Better to spend your wedding money getting rid of the filthy things and having them replaced by safe, reliable plastic. It’s wipe-clean and it lasts a lifetime, if you don’t smile too near the fire. I wonder how many honeymoons were spent spitting blood onto the pillow and sipping coppertasting soup? However, I don’t think that’s what happened with my dad—he lost his teeth because he had crap teeth. They were large, weak, splintering things, crumbling like aspirin.

And those are the teeth I’ve inherited.

To be fair to me, most of my teeth are still in there. They’ve lasted half a century, which isn’t bad going. I have no decay either. Dentists always compliment me on that, as they roll their little lollypop mirrors over the grey, crenulated ruins in my mouth, the teeth like an aquarium’s coral castle, the fish long dead. My teeth are clean, but they look awful. Seriously, there may be lichen on them. They’re like neolithic stones. It’s all I can do to keep druids from camping out on my tongue each solstice.

I look at my teeth and despair. The front four, upper, are fine. That’s because the front four, upper, are capped. There is another sarcastically white crown, lower right. It sits there like last house standing in a Blitzed terrace, a gleaming freak in the rubble. The rest of my teeth are low and sharp, hollow and stained. I have a mouth full of wet autumn leaves and loose chippings. I wouldn’t even have the capped teeth but for a violent mugging. A man followed me into the communal hallway of my flat while I was living in Brixton and, as I turned, knocked me spark out, chipping one front tooth and, for extra points, killing the root in my the other one. The dead tooth slowly went blue over the next couple of years, so ultimately, I sucked the bullet and had my front teeth fixed. They’re now expected to do the job of all my teeth: the biting, the tearing, the nibbling. In dining situations, I look like a donkey chewing a Gummi Bear. The rest are now for whatever the opposite of decoration is.

Desecration possibly.

I have suffered for years, decades now, from bruxism. I am a teeth grinder. As I sleep, my jaws grate like miller’s wheels, back and forth, slowly destroying my teeth by restless attrition. I can do nothing about it. I’m asleep. As the enamel is ground to powder, there is no protection for the softer inner tooth, so it stains and degrades, and as the process continues the tooth collapses—a cake in the rain—hollowing out, the corners sharpening, becoming brittle. They snap off. I consider myself an optimist because I continue to brush these wizened stubs every day.

I wore a gumshield to bed for many years—it was all could do not to spit into a bucket when I woke in the morning. There was special cleaning product gel you put in the tooth-guard to clean your teeth while you slept. Later, as the pearly whites eroded to shiny flour, a more robust anti-grinding guard was used, and I ground through it like a dog’s chew toy.

I’ve never missed a dental appointment. I brush twice a day. The only reason I don’t floss is because I did it once and lopped off a lump of tooth like pared cheese. I spent money on these things when I had it—none of the gels, guards, veneers, or crowns were cheap. I may be slack in other areas, but I’ve spent a lot of time and money on my teeth, and they still look like an abandoned quarry. It’s not my fault. But it’s still my smile, it’s still the reason I pout like David Sylvian in photos. It’s still my shame.

So I’m buying some new teeth this year.

My teeth as a younger man were rather lovely. Regular and clean, slightly goofy in the Cliff Richard manner, but good enough for me to affect a lazy, lopsided smile, something I self-consciously cultivated to show them off. They were the colour of Mini Milks—not the aggressive, Max Headroom smile that’s so prevalent now. It’s touching the TV presenter, Rylan, famous for the light-sabre gleam of his teeth, had his smile dismantled and rebuilt during a period of depression last year. In a sense the snow-glare grin is the mask Ross, the real Rylan, hides behind. To feel better protected he needed to amplify the wattage. I like Rylan. If you must have TV presenters, he’s a fine example.

Do what you have to do, Rylan.

I’ve no interest in a smile that inhuman. It’ll be a big enough wrench for people to see me wandering around with reasonable teeth. I don’t want it shining like a low winter sun. I don’t want to be a hazard to shipping.

And this won’t be the thin end of the wedge. I’m not suddenly going to get into eye-tucks and fillers. I dyed my hair for a
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