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