
FILTHY TEETH

I am the Angel of a-Live



Here is Death's allotment, his green 

fingered plot, his teepees of sweet peas, 

his netted beans and environmental 

nettle patch. Here are Death’s cabbages, 

incontestably innumerable, continuing as 

far as the eye can see.  

And farther. 

And farther. 

And farther. 

“Hello Death, where are you going? 

Your ribs are packed with cabbages. 

Your hips are loaded like a greengrocer’s 

shelf. There’s a cabbage in your 

cranium. They are such sheeny, satin-

lacquered things.”  

Orla found herself in her beloved Mother’s 

bedroom. There was her beloved Mother with the 

bedclothes pulled up to her chin and her hair full 

of rollers so she might look her best, even if the 

only visitor she was expecting was Death.  

“My beloved Mother, I have come home and I 

can jive.”  

“Then don’t delay, dearest child, for I feel my 

breath is being used to fill Death’s dismal 

balloon!” So Orla jived. She jived and when she 

had finished jiving, her beloved Mother stepped 

from her bed, put on her best frock, took the 

curlers from her hair and sent Death’s dismal 

cabbage flying out of the open window and into 

the night sky where it vanished with a burp.  



“It’s cabbage lobbing 

time,” says Death. 

Sunlight poked through the cracks in the pavement into the 

world beneath the bus stop, and a bright light quite unlike 

any Orla had ever seen broke over her. Orla squinted 

against the glare. It was an Angel. 

“Orla, my dear Orla,” said the Angel. “You have shown 

great kindness even to the Ogre’s disgusting teeth and I have 

been sent to reward you.” 

“How can you help me,”said Orla, “when I need to learn 

to jive and you are an Angel?” 

“Be of good cheer, blessed child,” said the Angel.  

“I am your Guardian and I am the Angel of Jive.” Then 

the Angel took Orla by the hand and taught her all the best 

jive moves and there were hundreds. She learnt every one. 

Finally, when Orla could jive with the best, the Jive Angel 

lifted her into a cloud and carried her home, posting her 

through an open window. 



Death fells the Living with a well-

aimed cabbage. Now you know. 



“Now it is almost morning,” the Ogre’s glistening teeth 

said, “and we must be in the Ogre’s mouth when he 

yawns his first yawn!” And off they galloped, glinting in 

the first light of dawn.  

“But what am I to do?” said Orla. “I have not learned 

to jive and I cannot return home to save my beloved 

Mother from Death!” And Orla wept so much that the 

toothpaste in the moat began to foam.  

“Teeth cannot dance; it is not in our nature. We only 

chatter and munch so we cannot help you, but we can give 

you our blessing.” And all the teeth, one by one, from the 

incisors to the molars gave Orla their blessing.



 

One day, one cabbage remained 

unassigned, speared on Death’s 

middle finger where, spinning like a 

basketball, it drilled itself down to 

Death’s bulbous knuckle.

Orla jumped down from the Ogre’s 

filthy front tooth. She led it 

through the toothpaste and into the 

bristles of the toothbrush castle. 

All the other teeth followed in a 

line. Time passed and Orla waited. One by one the 

Ogre’s teeth popped out of the bristles, each was 

glistening and glowing and whiter than the moon, as 

clean as they had been when they’d sprung from the 

Ogre’s gums.  

“How can we thank you?” chorused the Ogre’s snow 

white teeth.  

“Can you teach me to jive?” said Orla. ‘I need to 

learn to jive or my beloved Mother will die.’  



“Thank you,” said Orla. “I will saddle up one of 

the Ogre’s front teeth and ride it to the toothbrush 

castle. The other teeth will follow. You don’t happen 

to know how to jive,” said Orla, “because that’s the 

only thing that will stop Death taking my beloved 

Mother.”  

“No sweet child. We do not know how to stay alive.” 

“I said ‘JIVE’.” 

“Oh Jive!’ No we were Morris Dancers in our day.” 

Orla slipped the bridle and bit onto the Ogre’s filthy 

front tooth, jumped up and held the reins. 

“Giddyup!’”And off they all galloped towards the 

castle that was actually a huge toothbrush with a moat 

filled to the brim with the finest, whitening toothpaste. 

Very soon they were there.  



Death slid it free and threw it at a 

woman who just happened to be 

leaning from an upstairs window. 

That is why, in a certain time, in a 

certain place, a woman, concussed by 

Death’s sudden brassica, took to her 

“They want to be cleaned. That is why they climb 

down your phone masts every night,” said Orla. 

“But who has a large enough toothbrush to clean 

the Ogre’s filthy teeth?”  

“Oh, I wished we had known,” said the old man. 

“There’s a castle yonder, well, it’s actually a 

large toothbrush with its bristles trimmed to look 

like a castle. It has a moat filled with toothpaste – 

the finest whitening and anti-cavity toothpaste in 

the whole of the kingdom.” 



The huge, filthy teeth galloped about, their little eyes rolling.  

“Oh we are filthy, oh we are dirty, oh we are rotting and the Ogre 

will not clean us! Who will help us? Who will brush us? 

Where’s the toothpaste?” they shrieked.  

“We are old and our hearing is not what it used to be,” said the 

old man and the old woman. “The Ogre’s filthy teeth say something 

but we have never been able to agree exactly what it is.”  

“They want to be cleaned. That is why they climb down your 

phone masts every night,” said Orla. “But who has a large enough 

toothbrush to clean the Ogre’s filthy teeth?”  

“Oh, I wished we had known,” said the old man. “There’s a castle 

yonder, well, it’s actually a large toothbrush with its bristles 

trimmed to look like a castle. It has a moat filled with toothpaste – 

the finest whitening and anti-cavity toothpaste in the whole of the 

kingdom.” 



”I am dying,” she said.

“We are the Ogre’s 

Filthy Teeth — oh, oh, 

how we stink! Oh, who 

will clean us!?” 



The Doctor was sent for. Everyone knew where he’d 

be. Day and night, the Doctor stood in the deep, 

freshly dug graves of his former patients and star 

gazed, training his eyes on distant glimmers. 

Just then a mob of 

enormous, filthy teeth 

clambered and swung 

their way down the 

mobile phone masts, 

making the masts sway 

to and fro alarmingly, 

tilting the elderly man 

and the elderly woman 

so that they almost fell. 



“You’ve both got a mobile phone mast built onto your walking frames!” 

said Orla when she reached them.  

“Ah, sweet child,” said the old woman, “we must eke out our meagre 

pensions as best we can.”  

“Sweet child,” said the old man, “we allowed the phone company to 

build the masts onto our walking frames for the money. And we walk so 

slowly and we  

wander so little that the signal only drifts on pension days. Ah, but we 

rue the day that we signed the contract.”  

“You see, child, our phone masts are so very tall they reach into the 

home of the Ogre. Every night, one by one, the Ogre’s filthy teeth climb 

down the masts and gallop about.”  

“It’s horrible, sweet child. They smell and their behaviour is wild and 

frightening.”  



The Doctor took the woman’s pulse. Her wrist jumped 

beneath his fingers like a softly squeezed balloon.  

“This woman will surely die unless one of her children 

learns to jive,” the Doctor said.  

“One of them had tap lessons. Won’t that do?” the Father 

asked.  

“No. Jive it must be or death it will be,” the Doctor 

answered prescriptively.  

“I’ll go out into the wide world and learn to jive,” Orla, 

the smallest daughter, declared. “I will save my beloved 

mother from Death.”  

“Good girl, give it a go,” her father said. “There’s the door.”  



A very old man and a very old woman appeared, shuffling 

towards her. They each held a walking frame and the 

walking frames towered above them.  



Orla walked until she came to the town 

hall, as ugly a building as ever there was. 

It looked like a kennel had mated with a 

wedding cake, and their child had grown 

up big and wrong. Orla read the town hall 

notice board but, disappointingly, there 

were no local jive lessons listed. So Orla 

wandered on, turned left, and the wind 

shoved her into the canal.  

“Thank you,” said the horse. “Take my bridle, bit 

and reins as a gift.”  

Orla took them. “Your brother doesn’t know how to 

jive, does he?” said Orla. “Only I must learn to jive 

so that I can save my beloved Mother from Death.”  

“No, B. Weem’s repertoire does not include jive,” 

said the horse. “sorry’. 

So Orla went on her way with the bridle, bit and 

reins. As she walked, the marble floor became lumps 

of broken rock and the bus tickets that drifted down 

were singed and smouldering.



Moments ago Orla had clouds 

passing over her blown by the 

wind, now she had boats that drove 

the water to and fro. There was 

little to do but clap her hands at 

fish and watch her hands swim at 

arm’s length. One day the water 

fetched her a dog. It was fluffy 

and stocky, had splayed legs, and 

cartwheeled around her. It was 

dead. Orla caught it by the flitters 

of its lead and said, “The name 

Soggy would suit you very well.” 

“Hlease helph meh,” the horse muttered. “I 

han’t reflace theh reheiver and it’phs a reherse 

harge hall. My hoor hrother, Bh.Weems, the 

Famoush Hancing Horse of Gelgravia, will have 

huch a huge hone hill heh will hacht hoo hance 

himself hoo heath hoo hay hor it.”  

“I will help you,” Orla said, leaning in and 

replacing the receiver.  



Actually, it was a small horse in a tall 

hat — a wimple with a garden-mesh 

veil.

The bus tickets blew away as Orla approached and 

the veil fluttered.



Taking the dog, Soggy, for a walk Orla found a man 

who also lived in the canal. He sat curled up, 

turning himself into an enormous clay pearl, picking 

at the silt and soft clay underfoot and patting it 

round him in soft clumps.  

Just then, Orla noticed a phone box by 

the wall. It was almost hidden beneath 

a hill of bus tickets and a large horse 



“All my life I’ve watched two large clay pearls roll 

overhead. There is room for a third. That will be 

me,” burbled the man.  

“Clay pearls?” bubbled Orla.  

“The sun and the moon – large clay pearls,” 

bobbled the man.  

“Right,” said Orla. “But do you know how to 

jive?”  

“One, two, three, four,” said the man and sealed up 

his nostrils and mouth.  

“I said JIVE not FIVE,” said Orla but the man 

folded his hands across his chest and the soft clay 

closed over them.  

“Great,” said Orla. “This is the most jiveless place 

ever.”  

“I wonder if they’ll 

jive?” said Orla. 

“If they do, I’ll copy 

them. Then I can go 

home and bring my 

beloved Mother back 

from the brink of 

death.”  

For three days and 

three nights Orla 

watched the bus 

drivers dance and, 

though every dance 



The large clay pearl with the man inside floated 

up onto the surface of the canal, bounced twice and 

landed on the tow path. It was obvious to Orla that 

the man was on his way to heaven. Orla followed, 

dragging her drowned dog, Soggy, behind her.  

“Where are you taking the sun?” said a small 

child. “Where are you taking the moon?” said its 

mother. “What’s wrong with your dog?” said the 

father. “What’s wrong with you?” said all of 

them. 
“I can’t jive and I need to learn,’ said Orla. ‘Or 

my Mother will die.”  

“I’ll teach you,” said the father. 
“You don’t know how to jive,” said the mother. 
“I thought she said drive,” said the father. 

“I wonder if they’ll 

jive?” said Orla. “If 

they do, I’ll copy them. 

Then I can go home and 

bring my beloved Mother 

back from the brink of 

death.”  

For three days and three 

nights Orla watched the 

bus drivers dance and, 

though every dance was 

different, none was the 

jive.  

“Oh what am I to do?” 

she sighed.  



What’s wrong 

with you?

What’s wrong 

with your dog?

Orla walked until she came to a bus stop. A bus driver appeared. 

His uniform glittered, the peak of his hat shone, and the number 

of the bus he drove -- 81 -- was pinned to his back. Orla hid 

behind the iron litter-bin and watched. The bus driver tapped a 

flagstone with his moneybag and it flew open. Down he jumped. 

Orla followed, and with a blare like a bus horn, the trap door 

slammed shut after her. Orla stood in a large ballroom. Its 

marble floors were patterned with bus time tables and the ceiling 

was ablaze with headlights and brake lights. Indicators flickered 

from the walls; rear view mirrors cast the light back and forth, 

whilst bus tickets fell like tick-a-tape. Bus drivers from every 

route and every company danced together to the music.  





The rainbow faded over a breadth of 

tall, bright flowers and trees that 

danced as the wind took them. 

“Is this jive?” Orla asked, imitating 

their moves.  

“No. This is Upper Sudbury,” said a 

wasp and Orla went on her way.  

Orla shook her head and went on her 

way, pushing the clay pearl with the 

man inside it ahead of her, and 

hauling the dead dog behind. Orla 

hadn’t walked very far when the 

clay pearl and the dog began to 

ascend into heaven. Their shadows 

fell on her as did their droplets, and 

a rainbow erupted. Orla turned and 

ran towards the end closest.  




