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Praise for Black Teeth and a Brilliant Smile

‘An affectionate, unsentimental debut novel … her dialogue snaps and prickles and brings a talented, troubled woman to life … she gives an important story a real spark: Dunbar’s energy and mischief bubble in the bleakness’ Guardian

‘The writing fresh and impressive. She is the natural inheritor of Nell Dunn, sensibly eschewing symbolism in favour of a grubbier, jagged economy of expression. A quiet precise genius informs every page’ Morning Star

‘Dunbar’s story, every bit as gritty and startling as that of her characters, is captured expertly here. This is an extraordinary book made all the more impressive in being the author’s debut novel’ Loud & Quiet

‘Stitched together from letters and scripts, newspaper cuttings and fractured memory, it is an undeniably harsh, yet fair portrait of one of the UK’s most original voices’ Yorkshire Post

‘An elegant, loving, powerful book … she is that wonderful thing, a generous writer who gives her subject time and space, and who respects Dunbar – and us – enough to resist telling us what to think about any of it’ Caught by the River (Book of the Month)

‘This outstanding debut novel is told so naturally that it feels that we are there alongside her. A great achievement’ Jenni Fagan, author of The Panopticon

‘An impressively accomplished and important first novel. In a beautifully rendered double narrative Adelle Stripe gives voice to a lost genius. Heartfelt, passionate and profoundly relevant’ Jake Arnott, author of The Long Firm

‘Adelle Stripe writes with an abundance of life, from the casually joyful to the casually harrowing but always profoundly empathetic. In twenty years, I have not read a writer like her’ Darran Anderson, author of Imaginary Cities

‘Everything about this novel, the stuff of it, is wondrously, awfully, beautifully alive, as teeming and seething and tragic as Andrea Dunbar’s own wild work and life. My book of the year so far’ Niall Griffiths, author of Sheepshagger

‘An affecting portrait of the making and unmaking of a complex writer that marks the arrival of a powerful new northern female voice’ Kester Aspden, author of The Hounding of David Oluwale
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This is a work of fiction and is an alternative version of historic events.

It has been manipulated, re-structured and embellished. Real people rub shoulders with fictional characters, some utter words from letters and scripts; others are gleaned from occasional references, newspaper cuttings, hearsay or fractured memory.

It is not the truth and exists purely within the realm of speculation.


Prologue

The darkness barely lifted that morning. Black-ink clouds smothered the fading sun that struggled to reach over the moortop. Streetlamps flickered at half past ten, their sodium glow still illuminating the cracked pavements below. It was almost winter solstice.

The precipitation made her headaches worse. And each thudding storm that sluiced on the rooftops compounded pressure in her brain. She listened to the silence before lightning, as birds emptied the sky. Three flashes of white, a crack through the nets, charge and static flushed through her veins. Curtains were drawn around the flat. A flap of plastic, a car exhaust, the roll of a milk bottle, shattering glass – each sound amplified by the pain. Her body, curled in a foetal position, twitched beneath threadbare blankets.

Empty packets of tablets and bottles lined the bedside table and were piled beneath a fringed lamp with a blown bulb that hadn’t been replaced. Paracetamol, Codeine, Jellies, Vallies, discarded foils of used Alka Seltzer. Different drugs in combination. Pharmaceuticals couldn’t get close. The postman rattled the door. She ignored him and moaned as sickness washed over her.

Outside, the biting wind whipped through ginnels and shook empty branches over Blackshaw Beck. Andrea rolled out of bed, rinsed her face with a cloth in the bathroom sink, and fumbled around in her drawers, spilling odd socks and tights onto the carpet below. Clean pants, white sweater, stonewash jeans, court shoes. A brush through her frizzy Dunbar hair. A glass of water to take the edge off the shakes.

The bedroom floor was covered in remnants of a script that had spilled out from her bag. She trampled across it, kicked the leaves around the floor and paused for a moment to read her words written on foolscap. Lines for a screenplay that had taken three years.

She remembered the nights locked in her room as her kids banged on her door. Her eyes ran over the lines she had thrown out, a mountain of paper in the gold basket tucked beneath her side of the bed. Familiar characters, bile-ridden dialogue, a portrait of difficult lives. The new one was set in the Beacon and told the story of a loan shark and his gang who terrorized the estate. It wasn’t made up. She had seen them dragging people out of their houses. It was supposed to be the script that saved her.

Only Oscar had read it. She trusted his opinion.

He had recently written to her, and sent it back by recorded post. It wasn’t what I expected, he said. You can do much better than this. The writing is disappointing, your previous work had a unique tone.

There’s nothing special about these characters.

The dialogue doesn’t sound like yours.

Sorry not to have better news.

Do keep me posted on anything else you are working on.

Thanks a lot, Andrea said.

She dug into her jean pockets for her last flattened Sovereign Black and rolled it between her fingers until the bent end was back into shape. Her cold fingers opened the dusty jewellery box and unearthed an old metal lighter buried beneath costume clip-ons.

Her feet trampled over Oscar’s letter and she shook the last dregs of fluid until a flame appeared. Holding the cigarette between her thumb and index finger she took a long draw into her crackling lungs and stared at her reflection in the dresser’s mirror.

Read that a hundred times already, she said. Nowt left to say. Don’t even like writing. Don’t know why I bother …

She rubbed her forehead and leaned forward, a throbbing pain in her head had kept her up half the night.

Double shift tomorrow, no point complaining, she sighed, and stumbled into the kitchen where empty cereal boxes lined the Formica top. The sink was piled high with two-day old pots. A radio alarm buzzed in the bedroom.

Will you fucking shut up!

Andrea ripped the alarm out of the wall and threw it onto the sheets. On the bedside table she had left a note the previous night but had no recollection of writing it. The biro ran out halfway through, it switched from red to green.



Get money for shopping.

Pick up pouch from baccy man.

Catalogue payment.

Presents for kids.





On the other side of the paper, written in green, was a note-to-self:



Bad points: feel very emotional.

Only want to drink.

Can’t sleep and eat.

Hate myself and the way I look.

Want to destroy.

No time for anyone.

Not interested in life.

Always tired.

Good points: I am trying.

Want to sleep.

Want to eat.

Want to be my normal self.

Want to leave the drink alone.

Want the kids to be okay.





After leaving the flat, Andrea keeled down the stairwell and headed through the estate towards her sister’s house in the mizzle. A wild hunt raged through her head; pounding and rattling with each footstep. Her vision had dimmed and waves of nausea raced through her.

It was hard to distinguish which house was Kathy’s through the weaving rain that bounced off the tarmac and spewed into overflowing drains. Pulling her jacket over her head she ran up the garden path as rain seeped through her shoes. The back door was open, and Kathy was sat inside, watching morning television.

It’s me, Andrea said. You got any tablets?

She ran straight up the carpeted stairs and into the bathroom, which was decorated with pink and black tiles. Chintz flowers were stencilled on the door.

Kathy’s voice boomed behind her.

Bathroom cupboard. Should be some in there. Are you still rough?

Andrea pulled the capsules from silver foil and drank from the tap. She put her forehead beneath it, running cold water over her face and dried her face with a towel.

Bad head. Can’t get shut of it. Do you want to come to the pub?

Too much on. Ask Pam. She might. I’ve to bottom the house today. In a right tip. State of them windows.

Andrea picked up her bag and sat on the edge of the settee.

Look alright to me. Have you picked up your giro yet? It’s double week.

Kathy drank from a steaming cup and stared out towards the storm-chewed street.

Quids in, she said. I’m off into town tomorrow, come if you want. Are you sure you’re alright? You look dreadful.

Worst one I’ve had in years, Andrea said, and moved towards the gas fire. Had this buzzing in my ears for about three days. On top of the migraine. Feel shocking.

You need to get it checked out. I mean it.

It’s Christmas. They won’t have time to see me.

Andrea pulled the zip up on her jacket, rubbed her palms together and blew on her trembling hands.

Won’t even answer the phone when I try and ring. And I’m not traipsing over there; it’s about an hour’s walk there and back.

How come you went out last night if you were feeling this rough?

Wanted to see Keith. Makes me feel better.

Kathy started to laugh.

Oh, I bet he does.

It’s not just about that, she replied. If I have a few drinks it goes away. Plus, I like seeing him. Bingley’s quiet. Nobody knows me there.

Baking in here, Kathy said. Don’t know what’s up with you. I’ve had the storage heaters on all morning. Even the kids are wearing vests.

Toys were scattered across the rug. Kathy threw them into a box in the corner of the room, and picked up her daughter under one arm. She threw a towel over one shoulder and pushed her face against the baby’s nappy.

You need a nappy-change young lady, she said.

Andrea stood up, checked for her keys and made her way out through the kitchen. I’m off for a drink now, she shouted. But I’ll be back later, promise.

The water began to soak into the ground as the first rays of sun broke through the clouds, the light reflected off a dented car bonnet. She walked towards the Beacon, her unofficial office on the far side of the Crescent. The only place she could be contacted on the phone. Home from home. Domino games and poker. Slot machines and pool. High enough on the estate to see for miles on a clear day, all the way to Emley Moor Mast. A place to hide and see her mates. Ideas to put down on paper. A pint of lager for less than a quid. Long days that led to oblivion.

Nightly lock-ins in the Tap Room bar. A red Tetley lantern over the door. Old men drunk-walked through the estate with bags full of carry-out before the pub doors opened. Bowland House loomed in the background with boarded up windows and burnt out cars. Stray mutts brawled on the grass. The M62 glowed in the distance.

Andrea sheltered in the corner shop foyer on Reevy Road, beneath the flaking paintwork and empty crisp packets that chased each other in the breeze. NATIONAL FRONT, a wrong-swastika and AC/DC were sprayed on shop shutters. LUFC and a spunking cock had been scrubbed from the wall, leaving only a faint outline in the morning light. Two teenage girls over the way hung out of their bedroom windows, smoking.

The bar lamps were being switched on in the Beacon and blue icicle fairy lights flashed around the serving hatch. She could see their pulsing light from the roadside. Steps were mottled with old chewing gum, a familiar pattern on the city’s streets. She walked up towards the porch, through double doors and turned left. Her watch read 11.55am.

A white plastic fir tree leaned against the bar after being tripped over countless times the night before. Tinsel, cracked baubles and angel’s hair were scattered on the floor. Andrea walked around them and made her way towards the Tap Room. Mo, the new landlady, could handle the drinkers, who had already lined up their places at the bar. Sitting in the same places their fathers had sat. And the same places their sons would sit, too. They perched on bar stools and stared in a defeated way at their first pints of the day. The older men whispered in emphysema voices as football clips played on a colour TV. Andrea stood next to them, they were telling dirty jokes already. She felt the pulse race through her throat.

Mo barked at them as they burst out laughing.

Oi, I’ll have none of that language! Any more of that and you’re out.

Andrea grimaced and ordered half a Castle, her headache engorged since the walk. The air was supposed to do her good. Only alcohol had any effect. She rubbed her furrowed brow, sat in a window seat and waited for the tablets to kick in.

One of the drinkers, Gary, was hunched over the jukebox and selected a rave track. It made a din and was far too early in the day for that sort of noise. He’d been out the night before to the Gallery, and was still grinding his teeth. Beads of sweat formed on his cheeks, and he bobbed his head to the music talking loudly about a man called Luigi. His voice echoed in the bar, booming as he sank his lager.

I swear I saw David Batty in there, he said. And Gary Speed. On one.

Andrea stood up, pulled out change for the machine, and flipped through the compilations behind the glass. Her face squinted at the songs and she chose ‘Room in Your Heart’. It started to play as she fumbled around for more coins.

Paddy, one of her father’s friends stood behind her and supped on his pint.

Hey, I’m sorry about your fatha. Don’t feel right not having him here.

It were for the best, she replied. It were quick. He didn’t suffer.

We had some right laughs together. Remember that time we’d been out all day in town, we were legless …

Enough. I’ve got a banging head. Don’t want to talk about me Dad. Not today.

She turned her back on him and continued to squint through the screen.

Ooh, seeing your arse today are we?

He pretended to squeeze her backside as she leaned over the coin slot.

No need to be like that just cos you’ve got an hangover …

The men at the bar started laughing.

Andrea scowled as she turned her head towards him.

I know what you’re doing, she hissed. You must think I was born yesterday.

Paddy slurped the dregs of his pint and rocked from side to side. He winked at her and revealed a mouth of broken teeth.

Smile, it might never happen, he said. Don’t you love me anymore?

She could smell the drink on him from the previous day. His shirt was decorated with the remnants of crusted egg and paint. His ginger hair had started balding around the top and his receding hairline glistened off the ceiling’s strip-lights.

Andrea swore under her breath and turned her back on him.

He grinned at her and raised his glass as the steam began to rise from the dishwasher. Paddy pulled on the waistband of his tracksuit bottoms and twanged the elastic.

I’ll buy you a drink Christmas night. That’ll cheer you up.

I won’t make Christmas this year, she replied, and walked back to her seat.

In the streets outside sardine-packed buses headed down the hill towards Bradford. The Beacon’s windows were clouded with condensation, and water began to drip into the pub from the leaking roof. Mo put a bucket under the leak and emptied the previous night’s ashtrays. She noticed Andrea had been sitting in the same position for a while, her back to the rest of the pub, unusual for her.

Mo unloaded clean glasses onto the racks and ate a packet of peanuts by the bar.

Do you think Andrea’s alright? she said. She’s a bit quiet today.

The drinkers turned around and saw Andrea leaning to one side.

The music continued to bang over the speakers, and Mo turned the volume down. She walked towards Andrea and rested her hand on her shoulder.

Everything okay, love? Do you need some air?

Andrea was crouched over her drink, which she had barely touched. Her head was in her hands. She looked up at Mo with bloodshot eyes. Crimson blotches patterned her face and neck.

Summat wrong. With me face. Feel sick. Me neck’s stiff. Can’t see properly. Yellow lights. Orange. Red …

Here, grab my arm, Mo said. I’ll get you some water.

Andrea reached over to Mo as she pulled her up, lurched through the bar and stumbled towards the corridor which led to the toilet and fell through the cream door with a Ladies sign glued to the top her hands out of focus her eyes flickered she retched over the porcelain sink splashing water over her forehead her hair her cheeks her mouth her ears she hung onto the taps rocking backwards forwards and raised her head three of her faces stared back in the mirror’s reflection her brain pulsed the heat rose through her skin she slipped she crawled on the floor tiles into the cubicle and was sick in the pan bile and water through her nose her lips the fire rose through her neck and her knees buckled underneath and then everything went black.

Five minutes later Mo walked along the corridor, carrying a pile of freshly laundered hand towels and saw Andrea’s legs splayed out on the Ladies’ floor. She ran over to her and lifted her head, which was wedged between the door and the painted breeze-block walls.

Andrea, are you there?! she shouted, and put her ear next to Andrea’s mouth.

Oh God, she’s not breathing …

Mo ran to the bar and called 999.
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