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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 are recorded weekly in the pages of the Guardian. She lives in North London with her teenaged daughter and a boxer bitch called Poppy.




Copyright


Published by Virago


ISBN: 978-0-3490-0776-2


All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Copyright © 1993 Gina Davidson


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Virago


Little, Brown Book Group


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.littlebrown.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk




To my special treasure, Amy, and to Grandma and Grandpa, with love




The telephone


It is spring and all along our street the teenagers are running amok. In the light evenings and through the open windows they can be seen and heard shrieking, skulking, turning to sex, drugs, 18-plus videos and undesirable friends, kicking footballs about and setting off the car alarms. An upmarket brand of youth can sometimes be seen lolling against the front garden walls employing a cordless telephone.


In our house the telephone rings relentlessly. Treasure’s life has opened out on the end of it. She can Go Out with people by telephone and she can Dump Them. She can have whole relationships without any physical contact. Once on it she loses track of time, even peak time. It flies by at 38p a minute.


I’ve tried limiting her telephoning – between eight and nine was to be Treasure’s phoning time, otherwise – and this is the ultimate threat – I will be rude to them.


‘I hate you,’ shrieks the Treasure. ‘Nobody else’s mother is so nasty and spiteful.’ She is already deeply ashamed of me. ‘Everybody knows I’ve got a mother with red glasses who swears,’ she weeps. ‘I hate you.’


She hasn’t quite understood my instructions, assuming not that she may use the phone between eight and nine, but that she must. On the dot of eight she springs to it and phones like billy ho. Eager for calls, she snatches up the receiver mid-first-ring. Should I use the phone even briefly during her time, say to ask my neighbour for a carrot, Treasure is incensed. ‘This is MY time,’ she bellows.


Then one night at ten thirty the phone rings. (As it is the weekend there is no such thing as bedtime.) Treasure snatches it up. ‘Hallo. What? Hallo?’ Pause. ‘Hallo?’ She puts it down and returns to the sofa ashen and silent.


‘What’s the matter?’


‘Nothing.’ Treasure has gone almost green.


‘What is it?’


Her face begins to crumple. It was Lizzie from down the road. An abusive phone call. ‘You bitch. What have you said about me? You cow. I hate you, I hate you.’


The story unfolds. So-and-so told so-and-so, who told the whole school, that Treasure said Lizzie was a lesbian, but she didn’t really, honestly she swears she didn’t, and anyway Lizzie had phoned up Treasure’s friends and told them she was a liar and to write her horrid letters.


‘She’s been ringing all my friends and telling them to say nasty things to me because I haven’t spoken to her since she said I could go the cinema and then I went over there and she said “Go away, you can’t come because Samantha’s coming.” ’


‘I don’t deserve this,’ screams the Treasure, top volume. ‘What have I done to deserve this?’ She beats the sofa with her fists. She is beside herself, poisoned by the telephone. Will this cure her? No. She’s back on it at dawn, phoning M to find out what he said to R and phoning L to tell all, and so a great relay of phoning begins.


I go out to Sainsburys. The previous evening was ruined and this morning the house is tense and the telephone clogged by Treasure’s drama. I return to find Treasure, Lizzie and two neighbouring boys playing tennis in the road and shrieking happily. They are all friends.


‘All girls are like this,’ says my neighbour Mrs Perez. Hers are now twenty and twenty-one and living elsewhere. Boys are apparently different, more curt. I spoke to one that afternoon by telephone while the house was empty.


‘Is your mother in?’


‘No.’


‘Could you please tell her I phoned?’


‘Erp.’


‘Goodbye.’


‘Erp.’


I never wanted a son before.




Treasure goes to the cinema


Treasure’s friend Lizzie calls by unexpectedly. Would Treasure like to go to the cinema? Yes. Treasure has for once done her homework and is only gawping at the television and intermittently pecking at her Gameboy. The cinema would just be a larger square for her to look at, plus ten minutes’ fresh air en route.


Off they go down the road. I’ve forgotten to ask which film they’re going to see and where. I run after them. I have no shoes on. ‘Where are you going?’


‘Holloway Road.’


‘The Odeon?’


‘No. The other one.’


Too late I realise there is no ‘other one’. They are fast disappearing down the road, my front door is open, the dog will get out, robbers will get in, my feet are cold. ‘Which cinema? Which film? When does it end?’ I am screaming down the road.


I run back into the house. It is dark, I don’t know where the Treasure is going, I am a negligent mother and the whole street knows. Why did I allow her to leave the house in such a casual way? Quickly, out into the car to track them down and ask all the questions I should have asked in the first place. There they are, disappearing round a dark corner on the way to no known cinema.


I follow slowly, sidelights on only. Where are the little toads going? They stop and loiter aimlessly. I call from my car window. ‘Where are you going?’


Treasure is mortified. ‘It’s my mother,’ she splutters. ‘My mother is following us in the car. Can you believe this?’


A boy has joined them, intensifying Treasure’s shame. Two peers have now witnessed her hideous mother creeping along spying on her from a car.


‘My mother is following me.’ Treasure repeats the phrase as if repetition will force her to accept the appalling truth. She gapes at me, horrified, her friends sniggering in the background.


‘Will you leave me alone,’ she rasps. ‘Just go away. I can’t believe this.’ She rolls her eyes at her friends and all sneer in unison.


‘Just tell me what film you’re going to see and at what cinema and I’ll go home.’ I feel I have made a reasonable request.


‘I don’t KNOW.’ Treasure is enraged. She has been asked a question of immense stupidity. She isn’t ashamed in the least that she has been caught fibbing on the way to no cinema.


‘The Cannon,’ says Lizzie, ‘to see Curly Sue.’


Treasure is speechless. She has never experienced such humiliation. ‘Just go away,’ she snaps, sizzling with hatred.


I drive home weeping and phone Lizzie’s mother. I have never spoken to her before and expect a calm, liberal mama who knows her daughter’s whereabouts and would never dream of spying and trailing about in a car. But no! This woman is in despair. She pours out her soul, the floodgates open. She is thrilled at the sound of another ineffectual and hated mother. She had assumed the title of most hideous mother in London, and here am I claiming it for myself. No, she has no idea of her daughter’s plans, whereabouts, who she’s meeting or when she’s coming home. She has no control, has lost her grip. She too is sneered, smirked, hissed and sworn at. And the lies. The endless lies.


My heart warms instantly to this woman. We form a pact. We will report all known plans and cross-check all stories to flush out the inaccuracies – a pincer attack on the two of them.


Just then the front door bursts open – a dramatic entrance by Treasure. I quickly put down the phone as she stamps into my room, purple with rage.


‘How dare you follow me? I hate you. I was so embarrassed I had to come home. I ran all the way and I’m going to Jane’s. I’m not staying here.’ Slam. Off she whirls to the youthful neighbour of twenty-six with whom she feels a rapport and to whom she can rant freely about her wicked old bat of a mother. I quickly ring Lizzie’s mother with a report – name of cinema, film and reassurances – but what a relief that my own Treasure, however obnoxious, is safely home.


She returns shortly and flings herself on to the sofa, sabotaging the TV news. Strangely her mood seems to have mellowed slightly. She requests hot chocolate, choc-chip biscuits, two bananas and an apple and then confesses all. Her friends were not going to the cinema. They were going to the Heath in the dark to smoke cigarettes. Knowing about the Heath’s resident deranged tramp and the odd rape, murder and crucifixion that have occurred up there, Treasure chickened out, blaming her horrid mother, for whom she now expresses a smidgin of affection.


But it won’t last. This is only a temporary reprieve. The average teenager on the road to independence often tramples adults underfoot. And we still have exams, sex, drugs, cars and motorbikes to come.




The night club


Treasure’s outings are becoming more and more hazardous. She has chummed up with some fifteen-year-olds who look like eighteen-year-olds and can enter adult night clubs. Treasure is planning to go to the Strobe Club tomorrow to hear Indie music, beginning at ten thirty and ending somewhere near dawn.


The Strobe Club is up by the tube station, guarded by Sumo-sized bouncers, its darkened doorways crammed with raggedy, bald and tattooed youth, mainly white-faced, scowling and dressed in black.


‘Can I go tomorrow Mummy? Lizzie, Rosie, Henry and Sam will call for me at ten on the way there.’


I mention that ten is rather late for the beginning of an outing and when does she intend coming home? I give Treasure a stern and determined look. She misinterprets at once.


‘What are you looking at me like that for? You don’t trust me,’ she screams hoarsely. Roaring obscenities, she rushes out slamming the door. She has spoilt my grasp of the plot of LA Law. She returns to spoil the news headlines.


‘Why can’t I go? Everybody else’s mother lets them. They can go home at two.’ In her fury Treasure has not noticed that I only queried the time of her outing. I didn’t ban it altogether. I demand Rosie’s mother’s telephone number. Treasure slams down her filofax before me, reciting countless numbers as if to the Gestapo. ‘Is that enough?’ she snaps icily. ‘Would you like more?’


Rosie’s mother is not the careless figure described by Treasure. She agrees that midnight should be hometime. Fortified by this alliance I inform Treasure that I will meet her outside the Strobe at midnight precisely, with the dog.


‘No,’ screams Treasure, terrified, wrenching fiercely at my best T-shirt. ‘You’re not coming. Nobody else’s mother comes.’ She throws herself on to her bed, weeping with shame.


‘If this goes on you won’t go anywhere.’


‘I will,’ she shrieks. ‘I’ll run away. I’ll stay out all night.’


She vows to live on the streets. I cancel my Friday night outing in order to be on the spot ready to call the police or personally bust the Strobe. Treasure and I go to bed exhausted.


In the morning I research the Strobe further. Mrs P’s daughter, older now and more mature, says it’s quite safe. No drugs. Certainly not downstairs where Treasure’s going. And the girl from across the road goes there from an apparently well-adjusted and stable family. Daddy’s a lecturer, Mummy’s a doctor. The Strobe is obviously today’s equivalent of the local youth club, safe as the dances I used to go to in my Martini-label skirt.


So Treasure goes in the end, agreeing to all my harsh conditions. On the dot of midnight she comes bouncing out of the doors. She seems suspiciously cheerful about leaving.


‘What was it like?’


‘Really nice. They nearly didn’t let us in, but we said “Please please,” so they did. I thought I might fall down and get trampled,’ says she airily, ‘but then I saw someone fall down and everybody was very kind and picked them up, so I wasn’t worried any more.’ Style of dancing seemed to be jumping up and down heavily on the spot, perhaps due to the lack of space. It took Treasure twenty minutes to fight her way to the exit. She chatters on. ‘The man next to me was arrested for rolling a spliff. I don’t know how they saw him in the dark. I don’t think I’m going again to Indie music.’


I am relieved that my Treasure has escaped this pit of hell, this rat-hole, hopefully unscathed. But she had kindly toned down her report for me. I hear her the next day phoning a friend.


‘Really good, but everyone’s a bit weird. Rosie got a black eye, I got head-butted and Lizzie and Marianne fell down and got trampled on. I’m never going there again with clogs on.’


Her plans for next weekend are rather demure – a Saturday job in a small supermarket and, for relaxation, synchronised swimming.




Treasure is not appreciated


Treasure has a job. She’s been after it for weeks. From the moment she saw the new mini-market on the corner she fell in love with it. She pleaded daily with the management to employ her. She took Daisy and doubled the pressure. Management, faced by two potential slaves, took them on.


Treasure comes home thrilled to bits on her first Saturday. She will only take half an hour for lunch, has worked like a demon, refused all offers of snacks and stunned the management with her skills and charm.


‘They want me to go on the till,’ she prattles during her ten-minute top-speed lunch break. ‘I’m too quick, I’m called the Angel and they want me to tutor their children.’


‘How much are they paying you?’


‘I don’t know,’ she snaps. ‘Just leave me alone.’ She rushes off for another four hours of slave labour. This is a heavy weekend. Treasure attended the Strobe Club until midnight on Friday (Daisy’s brother had free tickets), is working all today and tonight is off partying in Golders Green. Will I take her to Golders Green in the car? Can she have some money? I am beginning to resent my role as chauffeur and fund-raiser.


‘Didn’t they pay you?’


‘No. I’m late. They’ll pay next week. I must have some money for Daisy’s birthday present.’


I tell the Treasure that I have hardly any cash. She is incensed. Here she is, forced by poverty to go to work while her mother lolls around teaching. ‘Why don’t you get a proper job?’ she shrieks. ‘You never do anything.’


We drive to Golders Green in silence, both sulking. At the appointed place Treasure zooms off to hang out and party, returning obediently at midnight but with four friends. In their presence Treasure and I affect the pose of a pleasant family unit. Treasure wears the mask of an affectionate and obedient child. Gone is the vixen of the afternoon.


‘We’re very hungry,’ says she, ever so civilised. ‘May I make everyone some pasta?’


‘Make pasta,’ say I, sloping off to bed. I don’t want to discourage Treasure. She is a hospitable child. It’s my own fault. I egged her on in the first place. Years ago her little friends would come round, play with Sindy dolls and Treasure would offer them a biscuit and juice. Her friends are bigger now. They are often tall, hulking and ravenous. They move in packs, arriving at no particular time, but it makes no difference because Treasure no longer observes mealtimes. The whole day is now a potential meal/snacktime. Treasure will empty the larder for her friends in a benevolent way, using up three weeks’ Sainsburys supplies in a trice.


I manage to relax, skilfully blocking from my mind all thoughts of Treasure and her friends in the kitchen: scalding water, boiling oil, lights and grills left on, the house ablaze at dawn and the empty larder. I have hidden my best dark chocs behind the flour. I fall asleep, only to be woken later by Treasure.


‘Mummy.’ She pushes open my bedroom door. Hundred-watt light blazes in. I feign sleep.


‘Mummy.’ She is persistent.


‘What is it?’ I wake up properly and spot the clock. ‘It’s quarter to bloody three.’ My voice has a roaring cracked tone. It rises to primal scream. ‘GO TO BED.’


Treasure is shocked by my response. She not only works for a living but has just entertained and cooked for her own friends.


‘I only came in to kiss you goodnight,’ she whispers. ‘I was trying so hard to be good.’




Spring at our house


Treasure has become rather intolerant of the dog. She objects wildly to its dribbling and barking while we eat. She roars cruelly at it, ordering it from the room.


‘Get her out of here,’ she screams. ‘I can’t stand it.’


I can understand her revulsion. The dog is not a plus at dinner parties. Bubbles and dribbles dangle and pour from its jowls, forming a slimy puddle on the tiles or carpet beneath. A bark will jerk the slobber so that blobs fly about, sometimes landing on clothing or even on the table. I admit that I have brought the dog up badly. It has now taken to glaring while dribbling, in an accusatory and tragic rather than an aggressive way. It is never satisfied and desires every known food. Recently it has grown to love melon, avocado and kiwi fruit. It cries in a moving way when denied these foods, almost forming vowel sounds. I feel it could be trained to speak. It has a saintly nature and dribbling is its only flaw. I cannot punish it for this natural problem.


Lodger deeply resents my tolerance of the dog’s more repulsive habits. I sense that he is jealous. I don’t care. The dog has an important role to play in our house. It frightens burglars away and only the other day it helped me to combat vice.


Treasure had the gang around pre-Strobe. They had commandeered the living room during my absence and I returned to find them watching a video nasty with the lights off. I spotted, through the flickering gloom, the outline of couples, intertwined in a romantic way. Quick as a flash I sent the dog in to break them up. If she spots anything erotic going on she likes to join in. She will leap up and kiss the protagonists. She weighs four and a half stone and her kisses are not often welcomed.


An uproar ensued and no more couples. This is probably a good thing. In my youth our headmaster at college warned us about couples.


‘A pair is a stultifying unit,’ said he strictly. ‘Form a gang.’


But Treasure and her friends are not the only ones. Perhaps it is the effects of spring. This morning I hear a strange roaring sound in the garden and a disturbance in the pond. Piles of frogs are having a romantic time out there in the sun. Hordes of them are clutching each other and purring. The dog and I spy on them. Lodger appears and rather taints my pleasure by making tasteless remarks. I order him to leave the garden. Treasure is out on the Heath with her chums missing this unique event in our very own garden. I’ve heard what this is called on Radio Four. Our frogs are apparently in ‘a cluster of sexual frenzy’. Luckily Treasure returns home in time to witness it. I alert her the minute she enters the door.


‘Come and look at the frogs. You must see.’


Treasure is blasé. ‘Just a minute,’ she snaps. ‘Who phoned me?’


I relate a mile-long list of names. Treasure must of course phone them before looking at the frogs. She eventually strolls into the garden in a laid-back way. Even she is impressed. She reports to Lizzie on the phone a rather unpleasant version of events.


‘Guess what? The frogs are all screwing in our garden. There’s so many of them you can’t see the water.’


By two o’clock the frogs are resting. They are either exhausted or embarrassed by the vulgar comments made by Lodger and Treasure. I am rather disappointed by the generally crude response to what I regarded as one of the delights of spring. Emulating the frogs, the dog clings to my leg. I am finding it difficult to have feelings of a spiritual or aesthetic nature.




Treasure’s pocket money


Treasure was born to spend. She therefore needs huge amounts of pocket money. It is her life blood, she can scarcely move without it. She spends it, lends it, donates it, loses it. She buys snacks, tickets, make-up, bargain offers and presents. She is a fountain of pocket money and I am the source of her wealth – the magic porridge pot. Treasure says the correct words and up comes more pocket money. Because without it she is a prisoner in the house, an unpleasant option for both of us.


‘I must have some,’ she begs. ‘I need it. I had to pay all the taxi fare because no one else had any money. They’re all going to pay me back.’


‘Good. Then you’ll have some money.’


‘But I haven’t got enough money to get to them.’ Treasure is at her wits’ end. ‘You don’t understand how much I spend on fares.’ She is addressing an ignoramus. ‘Fares are very expensive.’ Her needs are always pressing. This month has been particularly pressing because it was Peter’s birthday and Chloe’s birthday and she had to buy Easter eggs.


I am keen to know how much pocket money her friends get. Treasure doesn’t know. Her friends don’t know either. They become confused when asked. They don’t even remember whether they have to earn it by doing the odd household task. This is a mysterious grey area.


Treasure is meant to do certain chores to earn her money. She doesn’t refuse. She will do them, she promises, but she has other more urgent duties – dancing in her room, hugging the dog, phoning Rosie, going to sleep. In my weak way I have not always enforced these rules. Naturally people have criticised. ‘You’re making a rod for your own back,’ bellows Grandma. She compares her indolent grandchild to the girls who used to live next door. They were paragons in Grandma’s eyes. They peeled potatoes, made beds, washed up, never answered back. Having given up on me, Grandma tries Treasure.


‘There’s only one thing I want you to do,’ she begs Treasure in a tragic way. ‘Just help your mother. That’s all I want you to do.’


This request always throws Treasure into a sullen fury. Grandma’s wishes have never been realised. I continue to dole out pocket money regardless. But at least Treasure is a generous child. She spends the bulk of it on presents. I do rather well out of her pocket money. I even have a Teasmade. I have chocs, flowers, tapes and my birthdays are sumptuous affairs. Nevertheless I have cut the pocket money now and then when Treasure’s behaviour has gone beyond the pale. But that ploy no longer works. Treasure has a new ally. The bank.
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