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Gina Davidson writes by default. She went to art school and music college under the misguided impressions that she was a) artistic and b) musical, then to teachers’ training college in a desperate bid to qualify herself for adult life. Dogged by boredom, she perceived herself as a late developer and went to London University as a mature student where she gained an MA in eighteenth-century English. Her attempts at short story writing and journalism have been acclaimed for their dark humour and eccentric charm and her reflections on motherhood have been recorded in the pages of the Guardian and read on Radio 4. She lives in North London with her teenaged daughter and a boxer bitch called Poppy.
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Treasure could shop for hours, even days without food or rest.




Secrets


Treasure is now nearly fifteen and becoming rather secretive. She has several new pastimes which she is not keen to share with her mother. She will now only talk to her friends behind closed doors or in whispers, has a permanently hunted look and warns friends of my approach with a fearsome grimace. Our home is Moscow pre-glasnost.


I must say this behaviour makes me rather suspicious. Treasure must be up to no good. I become nosier by the day. The Treasure’s every move seems suspect. Even pleasant behaviour seems to be part of the plot – a ploy to put me off my guard. It usually precedes a demand: ‘Can I have a lift/ more money/ a pizza/ new trainers?’


Momentarily forgetting the tense state of play in our home and because the sun is shining, I ask Treasure whether she and Rosie fancy a walk on the Heath with the dog and me, then perhaps capuccinos and croissants in a café.


‘Erk. No thank you,’ snarls Treasure. And then her face brightens. She casts a sly look at Rosie. ‘Oh yes, we’ll take the dog for a walk.’


But it can’t be just my absence that makes the prospect attractive. Treasure has chums near the Heath. Boys. Perhaps she is contemplating an hour or so in their company. The dog will be dragged into a den of iniquity and have no excercise.


On the alert for tricks of this sort, I offer to drive Treasure and Rosie to the Heath. Treasure spots Boys on the way. ‘Stop,’ she shouts. ‘There’s Andrew and Tony. They can come too. Let us out here.’


We stop only yards from the Heath, but will the Treasure go there? I lurk in the car. Treasure and her chums remain where they are. The dog must be bored to death. We all keep watch, no one goes anywhere. Why? Why doesn’t Treasure just proceed to the Heath?


I drive cunningly round the block and spot the little toads again. They have turned back away from the Heath. Staggered by Treasure’s mendacity I roar up to her little group and shout coarsely from the car window. Where are you going? Either take the dog to the bloody Heath or come home.’


Treasure looks shocked to the marrow. How could I speak so crudely in front of her friends and how could I doubt her? She swears on her life that she was going to the Heath.


‘You were going the wrong way.’ I fling the car door open. The dog springs into the back seat and huddles in the corner. It is desperate to be back with its Mummy.


‘You are over-reacting,’ says Treasure snootily. ‘Tony was just going to get his coat.’ She is a superior being. She rolls her eyes and has a whisper. The boys scuttle away. Treasure and Rosie drag the dog out of the car again and off for its walkie. It looks fearfully depressed.


And there’s another worry for me. Will Treasure pay attention to the dog? Will she leave it dangling from the jaws of a Rottweiler and skip off for a chat with Boys? And will she pick its poos up like I do? It is a simple procedure with a plastic bag, and as Treasure vows that she loves the dog and is mature enough to handle it, can she deal with its less attractive qualities?’ Probably not.


Then I remember that the dog will most likely take charge. It is most responsible. It never argues with Rottweilers, is devoted to Treasure and follows her like a shadow. If only it could speak and report back on her activities, it could infiltrate Treasure’s revolutionary cell. I am considering bugging it.


Even this device would provide only a fraction of the information I need. Treasure is rarely accompanied by the dog. She frequents the sort of venue that a sensible dog would never dare approach. I know little of these places. Treasure is unwilling to describe them in depth but occasionally drops the odd terrifying fragment of information: ‘The boy next to me got arrested for smoking a spliff./ Rosie fell over dancing and nearly got trampled./ Andrew got mugged on the way home./ Everyone in the squat got raided.’


I feel that the Treasure’s reports are heavily censored. It is difficult when mulling over one’s child’s late night outings, not to let the imagination run riot, through squats, clubs, bedrooms and dark streets.


* * *


Treasure is also becoming increasingly vague about her whereabouts. Her arrangements are all rather spur of the moment. Tonight she is meeting Delilah at Camden Town, then they’re going to meet Andrew at So-and-so’s house, and he knows where Chloe’s party is, then they’re going to it. As soon as she gets there she’ll ring and tell me, promise.


‘Where, roughly, is Chloe’s party?’


‘Don’t know,’ says Treasure in a carefree way. ‘But it’s in a posh hotel and her parents will be there, then I’m staying the night at her house.’


‘Well what’s Andrew’s friend’s address?’


‘Don’t know,’ says Treasure. ‘I’m going to phone him and find out.’ She rings Chloe again to check the non-arrangements.


‘Have you got the address now?’


‘She offered to give it me,’ says Treasure, still in a buoyant mood, ‘but I said I was in a hurry. Anyway, I might see her on the way.’


Chloe too will be travelling through Camden Town where all evenings start. Somehow, among the usual throng of raggedy, dubious and unaccomodated persons that clog this dismal rendezvous, Treasure feels confident that she may spot Chloe as she speeds past in a car to the mystery party address.


I discuss the vagaries of Treasure’s arrangements with Mrs B, whose son also goes frequently to Camden Town. They all go there, says she. They mill about, a sort of living fungus around the station and then, from within this mass, up sprouts perhaps a party invitation, notice of a rave, source of a spliff, and off they go. Or they may just stay there all night, sitting on a wall and dangling their legs, wandering the streets roundabout. Mrs B’s son prefers these latter options, observing, while Treasure tends to plunge into the thick of things. Naturally neither can reveal plans to their mothers. They have no plans.


‘You don’t expect her to tell you what she’s doing, do you?’ Mrs B has always been a realist. ‘Stop worrying,’ says she strictly. ‘They’ll be back. They’re together aren’t they?’


Treasure and Delilah are back sooner than expected. At 8.30 a.m. they return looking rather haggard. They are in their usual formation – Treasure in front yelling rapid and complex explanations, Delilah behind smiling silently. I find this combination makes me rather uneasy.


‘Why are you back so early?’


‘We had to leave before lunch,’ says Treasure, looking oddly blank. Where can they have been? Soho? An opium den? The criminal underworld? To hell and back? I would love to hear all about it, but Treasure now needs to rest. She goes to bed until Monday.


We saw a charming policeman on Kilroy the other day. He too had a fifteen-year-old daughter, and always made sure she told him where she was going and with whom. His work had taught him that this basic information is absolutely essential when one is on the track of a missing juvenile. I really must remember that.




Smoking


Cigarette smoking is all the rage in our house. Now that most of the world deplores it, Treasure and her friends are keen to be at it all the time, stinking the house out, getting cancer and annoying their mothers. Naturally, I have banned it. I am forever trying to enforce my ban. If I go out into the garden I can see them sitting on Treasure’s window sill dangling their ciggies out of the window, just in case I come in the door. But I rarely enter the room. I am deterred by the usual villainous compound of stinks – joss-ticks, spray perfume and blasts of nicotine.


Treasure has lied for months about her smoking. ‘It wasn’t me,’ she shouts from her reeking bedroom. ‘It was Delilah.’


Delilah is the best friend and perhaps not the perfect role model for Treasure. She smokes, drinks, raves, never works, rarely sleeps or attends lessons and gets A Star for all examinations. Otherwise she is perfectly charming – calm, quiet, modestly dressed, sharp as a tack and polite at dinner.
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‘I do not smoke,’ she croaks, in a new rasping tone.


‘I didn’t do any work,’ says she pleasantly, ‘until two weeks before exams. Then I just stayed up till four in the morning every night and learnt everything.’


This is an immense relief to the Treasure. She can now relax and diddle her life away until May, smoke constantly, work for two brief but hellish weeks, then pass everything in a jiffy. I would like to put the thumb-screws on Delilah until she changes her story. In her absence I suggest that she is perhaps being tremendously stingy with the truth.


‘How can you call my friend a liar,’ bellows the Treasure. ‘She says she didn’t work, her Mother says she didn’t work, and her teachers say she didn’t work, so she DIDN’T WORK.’


‘Then perhaps she has a photographic memory, but YOU HAVEN’T.’


Treasure stamps to her room to not work. She is now far too upset to do so. She must try on clothes, apply make-up and dance for hours to calm down.


Entering her room upon some pretext I spot an ashtray brimming with dog-ends. ‘Who smoked those?’


‘It wasn’t me,’ lies Treasure brazenly. She has taken to nipping out for ten minute walks and then rushing to the bathroom on her return to clean her teeth. I have seen Delilah and Treasure, with my own eyes, sauntering along the street, fags in hands. Still she denies this vice. ‘I do not smoke,’ she croaks, in a new rasping tone.


‘Why can’t you speak properly?’


‘I lost my voice shouting on the ANL march,’ says she proudly in a hoarse whisper.


In her earlier youth the Treasure used to be keen on health. She begged for free-range eggs, no hamburgers, no alcohol and no smoking. She sneered at adult guests and even threw their cigarettes and lighters out of the window. But now the tables are turned. Her room is an oxygen-free zone, her lungs full of black treacle, her friends welcomed reeking of nicotine, leaving a trail of tell-tale stink up and down the stairs. Asthma reigns.


My advisers are shocked. ‘You must forbid smoking in your house,’ they say. ‘Just tell her that she may not do it.’


I must remember to do that as well.


Our Lodger does not smoke. Neither do his children. When visiting they eat meals politely and do as they are told. Naturally it is difficult for Lodger not to smirk as he observes the Treasure’s little habits.


Over the last few months Lodger has become highly sensitive to the faults in our household and tormented by what he regards as a high level of filth. To him, one dog hair on the table is fairly close to a river of open sewage. He can no longer bear to eat a crumb in our kitchen.


Gone are the times when we all ate merrily together. Lodger now often dresses in white and wipes every scrap of crockery that he uses with kitchen towel. This puts me in rather a rebellious mood. I may trim the dog’s whiskers and scatter them liberally over the crockery.


We cannot go on like this. But luckily Lodger is now rarely here. He is forever at the home of his beloved, soon to become his new partner. We will all be able to relax and behave badly again with no one watching.




Homework


Every now and again Treasure and I fight almost to the death over homework. The weeks speed by. Treasure idles the days away. She hasn’t time for a speck of work and naturally, as the deadline draws near, tension mounts.


‘Leave me alone,’ screams Treasure. ‘I will do it. I’m not going out all next week.’


Next week arrives. It dwindles. Treasure diddles her way through it and I am a prisoner in the house. I must remain here to facilitate the homework – barring the phone, repelling visitors, banning outings, withholding pocket money.


‘You are not to threaten me with money,’ raves Treasure. ‘I am DOING IT.’


A telephone call breaks through, she grabs it – her lifeline. It is Delilah. ‘She’s driving me mad,’ hisses Treasure down the phone. ‘She’s so annoying, she’s got no life, she’s doing my head in.’ Her voice drops to a whisper as the critique of her Mama increases in severity.


Meanwhile the homework has mounted up. Ten tons of it now awaits her, gradually accumulated during the term and now reaching a peak. No wonder Treasure is loath to confront it. For months she has bluffed her way through life.


‘I did it at school,’ she has cried gaily. ‘I had two free periods.’ This frees her to spend her evening busily experimenting with coiffures and reading Virginia Andrews.


Sometimes a space appears in the dense and persistent playtime and a calm hour or so of homework breaks through. For a short while our house is an airy, relaxed place, but then along comes a nasty bit of algebra or some baffling physics or a French verb and Treasure is off again with a shriek. ‘I can’t do it,’ and back to the plaits, outfits and Ambient music. Now here we are, the deadline almost upon us and the battle raging.


‘You are obsessed with academic success,’ says my Advisor strictly. ‘You can’t make her do it. She must want to.’


But why should Treasure want to do it? There are a thousand other things she wants to do more – chat, play, dance about, shop, squeeze the dog. She is not raring to spend a quiet and peaceful day at home alone acquiring knowledge. In order to work she needs loud background noise, a couple of friends lolling about the floor and an interruption at least every fifteen minutes – a snack, a bath, a phone call, a visitor, a row. These things help her to study.


Only one thing wrecks her concentration. Me. The tap of my typewriter, a whispered instruction to the dog, or any hint that she has a living mother in the house, drives the Treasure wild. She throws her work aside and bursts into my room at the first tap or murmur.


‘You’re doing it on purpose,’ she shouts in despair, her ambitions thwarted. ‘Why are you doing this to me? I’m trying to write this really difficult essay and you’re making a noise all the time, YOU DON’T WANT ME TO WORK.’




The Laundry


Treasure has turned our home into a giant laundry, its radiators perpetually festooned with drying clothes, the washing machine churning night and day, the stairs and chairs piled with ironing. She is forever flinging mounds of clothing at the bathroom clothes basket, selected in a random way from the piles in her room.


‘They’re all DIRTY,’ bellows Treasure, glaring at the latest heap.


How is this possible? They weren’t dirty yesterday. In one weekend she has managed to dirty seven T-shirts, four jumpers, three pairs of jeans, one pair of flares, five dresses, three skirts and two nighties. They all look perfectly clean to me.


‘How can you have worn all this since Friday?’


‘I HAVE,’ screeches the Treasure. ‘How can you call me a liar?’


She has perhaps not quite realised that there is a difference between wearing and trying on. If a garment touches her body for one second, Treasure feels that she has worn it. And as she tries on several dozen outfits a day, then casts them upon the floor, dances on them and forgets them, it is naturally easy to confuse them with the dirty clothes, also on the floor, and with the clean clothes, which have just been delivered to her room by the slave from the downstairs laundry.
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‘They’re all DIRTY,’ bellows Treasure, glaring at the latest heap.


I give Treasure a washing-machine lesson so that she may occasionally cope with the continually developing heaps herself. But the machine refuses to co-operate. It perhaps recognises the author of its slavery.


‘It won’t work,’ shouts Treasure, glaring at it. It needs coaxing, its doors need opening and shutting again firmly, its switches must be fiddled with. I explain this to Treasure rather pointlessly. She has glazed over at the first malfunction and can absorb no more information.


Meanwhile, she knows that at her heels the clothing mounds are growing. She has no time to pander to a whimsical machine. She must be up there, hurling more piles at the clothes basket, searching the radiators and clean piles for more garments, carrying them up to the piles in her room and, most tiresome of all, putting the clean items into the drawers and wardrobe and onto the shelves.


It is this final task that stumps her – the sorting, folding, arranging and putting away. It is so time consuming. She procrastinates, and then she is done for, because the dirty pile and the tried-on pile begin to cover the clean pile, and all is confusion again.


Out goes a mélange from the piles, down to the clothes basket once more and into the cleansing circuit. We are both on a treadmill.


I ask Treasure whether she could perhaps try to differentiate between the various piles before casting them into the basket, but the glazed look is on her again. She begins to wander from my room roughly two-thirds of the way through my sentence.


‘Cool,’ says she on her way out. Apparently this word implies that she has assimilated my suggestion, will carry it out and our problem will be solved. I do hope so.




Holidays


Another Summer has arrived, another six-week holiday period for Treasure, and how is she to fill it? She is now fond of luxury and exotic locations. She needs friends, clubs, surfing, a thrilling night-life and boys. I need heat, charming beaches and countryside, and peace and quiet. And the dog has to come. This rather limits our choice.


‘We never go anywhere nice,’ lies the Treasure. ‘Rosie’s mum is taking her to Club Med in Tobago. Why can’t we go?’ But we are constrained by cost and quarantine laws.


We choose Cornwall – a flat in St Ives, minutes from the beach and town centre where five girls and a dog are allowed. And I even have a friend along the coast, should I be driven mad by girls and need a grown-up to talk to. What could go wrong?


Treasure starts packing for this cleverly planned holiday. She discovers a huge snag. Many essential items are hidden beneath the piles of debris in her bedroom. In order to find them she must first clear the piles. This fearful prospect renders her inert. Now and again an odd sleeve or corner of some long forgotten or beloved garment will poke out of a pile. It is rescued, washed, worn briefly and swallowed up again in the wild room.


Once, months ago, Treasure’s room was heaven, just after Lodger painted it blue, but gradually the Quatermass of bits grew, a relentlessly increasing mass, out of Treasure’s control. And now she is under added pressure. Rosie is coming to stay the night. Treasure desperately needs to clear a space for her visitor.


This morning she opens her eyes to chaos. The Quatermass has grown. Dotted with ancient and wasted glasses of fruit juice bubbling with mould, it is threatening to envelop the bed. Treasure begs for assistance.


‘You’ve got to help me tidy my room. Please will you? Can we do it after school? Please? Before Rosie comes.’


Just for starters I look under the bed and rake out some horrors: a bubbling mould drink, ruined tights, last term’s sandwiches, a rather distasteful paperback and a cigarette end. To whom did the last item belong? Treasure has not the faintest idea.


In the afternoon I race home for our tidying appointment. Treasure does not appear. The minutes tick by, forty of them. She has never been this late home from school. When do I phone the police? How late does a child have to be? I am feeling rather cold and sweaty.


Eventually, Treasure wanders in, surprised to find that I am not smiling.


‘Where have you BEEN?’


‘I’ve been talking to my friends. I thought you wanted me to have friends at school.’


‘You’re forty minutes late. You’re meant to phone and let me know what you’re doing.’


‘SOR-REE.’ Treasure curls her lip. ‘All right, don’t ask me what sort of day I had.’


I don’t ask. I have to leave the house shortly, the Quatermass is still festering, Rosie is approaching the front door. Treasure has forgotten her morning’s intentions. Upon my return both Treasure and Rosie are relaxing in the tip.


I cast the problem from my mind and concentrate on the kitchen – a second problem area which sprouts mess in a flash. As I toil away, scrubbing, tidying and cooking, I hear an unusual sound from upstairs. It is the roar of the hoover. Then an excited call from Treasure.


‘I’ve done my room. Look at my room.’


I look. Treasure’s room is immaculate. At last the piles have gone. ‘I did it in fourteen minutes,’ says she, prancing across the yards of clear carpet. ‘All my dirty clothes are in the bathroom.’


But still she cannot pack. She is now too tired. She cannot pack the next day. She is resting, visiting Chloe, staying the night and the next morning, and working in the afternoon for slave wages at the mini-market. It will then be the eve of our departure. I hear her planning yet another outing on the phone to Rosie.


‘We must go somewhere,’ she hisses. ‘It’s our last night of freedom.’


‘You must not,’ I scream. ‘You must PACK.’


‘How dare you listen to my conversations,’ roars the Treasure. ‘You’re so nosey.’


I forsee an evening of hell tomorrow, packing. To be followed, presumably, by a fortnight of hell on holiday. I have never quite understood why holidays are thought to be relaxing.
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Her hair is concealed by a towel. She dare not reveal it. You’ll be cross’ she howls. ‘You’ll shout.’


Treasure, Rosie, the dog and I arrive at our holiday appartment in Cornwall. The sea-view is delightful, but the furious swirling patterns of the carpet and soft furnishings come as rather a shock. Mr and Mrs Landlord stare at us carefully.


As Treasure and Rosie rush off in search of surfers I mention to Mrs Landlord, in a humorous way, that they wish to sleep on the beach. What does she think? Is it dangerous down here? Are there drugs? Mrs Landlord smiles politely. She wouldn’t know about things like that.


Off I go to walk the dog. It has been a gruelling seven-hour drive from London and I am rather looking forward to a relaxing evening. But upon my return I find Mr Landlord in a state of uproar. My casual remark about sleeping on beaches, the mention of drugs and the prospect of three more girls, has terrorised his wife. One brief glimpse of us has given her the terminal vapours. She is desperate for us to leave. In grovelling fashion I promise we will all be good and in by midnight, according to The Rules. No one will sleep on beaches. At last Mr Landlord is pacified. We may stay.


And then Treasure and Rosie return, thrilled with the beach and its inhabitants. This is their favourite resort, Baywatch in English, until they hear about Mr and Mrs Landlords’ criticism and curfew. Deeply offended they retire to their room. A peaceful hour passes, then a fierce knocking on our door. It is Mr and Mrs Landlord in a fearful temper and brandishing a doily. Unknown to me, Treasure, feeling rebellious, had flung it from the window. The doily is our undoing.


‘My wife had a premonition,’ roars Mr Landlord. ‘She knew something bad would come of this. She is never wrong.’


Loud screams of mocking laughter from Treasure and Rosie at the top of the stairs prove to Mr Landlord that his wife was right once again. They are being invaded by inner-city delinquents. We are ordered to leave at dawn.


Treasure and Rosie are almost delighted. ‘It’s very rock-and-roll,’ says Rosie.


‘What do you mean?’


‘Well, rock stars get thrown out of their hotels, don’t they? Axel Rose got thrown out.’


In two days Delilah, Lizzie and Daisy arrive and we will be homeless – five girls, one demented mother and a dog. I hurry to the pub for a brandy and telephone, to find us a home. We are in luck. My friend staying nearby tells us that there is a heavenly farmhouse available out on the rugged coast road in a charming village.


We must pack up again quickly. But the dog, a sensitive creature, has perhaps sensed our distress and peed on the sofa. It never does this at home. I must wash the tell-tale patch on the sofa and dry it with the hair dryer, praying that Mr and Mrs Landlord won’t spot it and demand payment for their ruined furniture. After only one night our holiday has taken on a nightmare quality.


We escape and drive through pelting rain to my friend’s holiday home. I have a short weep and tea and toast. Luckily the new farmhouse is heavenly – spacious, tasteful, secluded and, for one brief hour or so, bathed in sunlight.


We move in. But Treasure is a dab hand at fouling up holidays. Left briefly alone on the surfing beach with Rosie, she quickly squanders all her holiday money on a stylish wet suit and boogie-board.


‘It’s my money,’ she shrieks, unrepentant. ‘I can spend it on what I like.’ Then suddenly the colour drains from her cheeks. ‘Oh God!’


‘What’s the matter now?’


‘You’ll go mad. Promise you won’t be cross. Promise? I’ve left my cash card at the other place. It’s in my make-up bag in a drawer.’


I must now phone the dreaded Mr and Mrs Landlord again. Yes, they have the bag. On my instructions, Mr Landlord looks inside. Yes, the card is in it. But Treasure had omitted to tell me that the bag also contains a stack of souvenir condoms from the Strobe Aids Awareness Evening. What must Mr Landlord have thought? Treasure assures me that she keeps them for sentimental rather than practical reasons.


Thank goodness no one in the new village yet knows that we are outcasts. Our reputation is unsullied. Until Treasure visits the pub with Rosie and, fond of a chat, tells the locals our story. By chance our new landlord is among them. Will we be hounded out again?


Treasure and her friends are an exhuberant bunch. To this quiet corner of Cornwall they have brought the flavour of Holloway. Pop music booms from their bedrooms, the television roars, the lights blare, the meter runs out. The bathroom is in constant use and the hair-dryer whirrs forever. The picturesque floorboards of our farmhouse resound with the clumping of Doc Martens and clogs and the peaceful village air is rent with squeals.


Down here Treasure’s urban language rather grates on the sensibilities. The word ‘horny’ is in constant use. I am assured that this now merely means an attractive male. It is applied to the surf-board and wet-suit vendor and some of his chums. Treasure and Rosie are apt to call it out of the car window at passing youths, considerably lowering the tone of our group, I feel.


The dog has taken to hiding under the kitchen table. Its nerves are in shreds and so are mine. We wander the cliff tops together, breathing deeply and trying to regain our composure. I am fearful that the villagers may rebel en masse and cast us out, just as Mr and Mrs Landlord did. But luckily our farmhouse is set back from the village and slightly isolated, and the squealing somewhat muffled by the constant mist and rain. I transport the girls to the surfing beach as often as possible, where they may shriek freely.


But multiple periods and wretched dull weather have rather put paid to the surfing. No one seems to mind very much. Treasure and her friends are keen on sitting about. They sit on the beach, in the beach café, on the harbour wall, outside the Tate. I cannot induce them to look inside the Gallery. My suggestion of a bracing walk along the coastal path has been ignored. All five treasures prefer to rest until midday, aiming to leave the house at 2 p.m. They have shown interest only in a disco and local cider and wine farm where free tasting is encouraged.


Luckily my friend Mrs H is staying up the road. I have a grown-up to talk to. In her house the silence is almost absolute. Her son reads quietly and together they visit churches and exhibitions, chatting in a cultivated way, taking healthy walks and swims. Mrs H is loving her holiday. She appreciates the scenery, the solitude, that Katherine Mansfield stayed next door and D.H. Lawrence lived round the corner.


Inspired by her example I again suggest to the girls that we all visit the Tate. There is little response. I will treat them. Still no response. Treasure has other more pressing plans.


‘I’ve got to Sun-In my hair tomorrow,’ says she. ‘We’ve been planning it for ages.’


This means another day of intensive showering, hair-drying and clomping. Eventually she swans into the kitchen, her hair the colour of a banana. Hair slightly lightened by the sun and a healthy complexion would have been my choice, but there is no sun and Treasure never was one for moderation.


She has, however, helped with the cooking, assuming the role of head prefect and becoming rather authoritative. We have had cream teas, crab, fresh mackerel, picnics and non-stop catering. Our holiday is almost at an end. I have a final stab at mustering up enthusiasm for the Tate. The girls agree to go. They seem almost keen. Perhaps the countryside has had a slightly beneficial effect after all. I am exhausted but have a sense of achievement. I have endured a week with five girls without a major row or tragedy. I now need a holiday.


On our last afternoon I find Daisy making a large sandwich in the kitchen. ‘It’s so relaxing here,’ says she dreamily. ‘I could stay forever.’


We return to an empty house. Our Lodger has finally gone. He is to live with his beloved in a small but rather chic flat in Docklands. Only his fax and telephone remain for a few fleeting days. But he has left his mark – a mountain of sawdust in the garden, chasms in the plaster where his burglar alarm wire used to lie, a felt carpet of dust on all shelves.
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