THIS WAS AN average dawn in the early summer of 1948,
the year I got to be eighteen.

‘Eat your fishcake, Dougie,’ said Lou.

They were barracouta fishcakes. Awful. They tasted
like it was the fish’s seaweedy liver you were eating.

‘Yes, eat your fishcake, Doug,’ said Will.

Will and Lou. I thought of them as one: Willou. I was
their son, Douglas. I was their only child.

Chief in our household was Lou’s obsession to win the
Queen Mary Gardening Cup. In 1947, we'd entered for
the Princess Royal Gardening Cup, but we hadn’t won 1t
and Lou had turned her disappointment into rage. Until
then, she’d been a moderately contented woman. Now,
she was raging and cooking barracouta. Poor Will. Poor
me. The world was funny those years.

We had a pre-fab. They’d built the row we were on in
about one day. Only pre-fab dwellers were allowed to
enter for the gardening cups. Rain had knocked down a lot
of Lou’s gladioli the night before Cup Day. It hadn’t
rained in Wandsworth, where the winner lived, and this
was one among lots of things that didn’t seem fair to Lou.
‘Soddin’ Wandsworth!” she’d say. She never normally
swore much. She’d learnt ‘soddin’ from my Aunt If]
who’d learnt it from my Uncle Pepino who sold ice-cream
and illegal nylons meant for export. My Uncle Pepino was
Italian, but pretended not to be during the war. ‘Call me
Pep,’ he’d ask. ‘Yes, call him Peppy,’ said Aunt If, who, at
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the age of sixteen, had rebaptized herself Iphigenia. Her
old name, which my father still used sometimes, was
Gladys. She could get as angry about being called Gladys
as Lou could get about Wandsworth. The men in our
family, including me, seem to be calmer people than the
women. Peppy was arrested that year, but he stayed calm.

The best thing about dawn in that pre-fab was knowing
you'd be out of it all day. We were all out, even Lou, who
worked in a rayon factory. Will was a wireless assembler.
He had the same reverence for wirelesses as some people
have for God. He relied on the Home Service to tell him
who or what he was. He’d polish our wireless, this fount
of understanding, with Min Cream and old stockings. Lou
said a man like him ought to have a secure future. And
she’d look at me. Sometimes, this sideways look of hers
made me think she was thinking I didn’t have a future of
any kind, let alone secure. Lou and Will. Will and Lou.
Willou.

I was a park attendant. My wage was four pound ten a
week, not bad for then. Bits of my park had been
ploughed up and sown with barley. This barley spoilt the
atmosphere of the park, made it somehow noisier. Also,
the kids used the barley to piss in. I'd see the heads of the
girls, squatted down. But despite or notwithstanding the
barley, I loved that park. That year, all the benches were
getting painted and the fishpond was restocked with gold-
fish. We had a new Head of Parks called Mr. Dowdswell,
who wasn’t like a clerk, but more like a visionary. The day
they ploughed up his lawns for cereal, he developed the
habit of tugging out hanks of his hair.

For my eighteenth birthday, Lou said, ‘You ask a friend,
Dougie.’ I didn’t have any friends really, as Lou perfectly
well knew, so I asked Knacky Mick, who sold matches
and empty boxes and tins of bootblack on the corner by
my park gates. Knacky Mick was a Wicklow son, blue-
pale in that way only the Irish are in winter. He must have
been fifty. ‘I'm an orphan, you know, Doug,’ he often
said. I liked him. When he heard I had an uncle getting
black market stuff, he began to take an interest in me and
sneak me matches for Lou, ‘For the gas fire, like.” We
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didn’t have a gas fire in the pre-fab. We didn't have a fire at
all, but a paraffin heater Lou christened Old Smoky. But
Lou liked getting matches. She grew to expect it. Free
anything, in those peculiar days, was appreciated — a
rubber band, a safety pin, a half yard of knicker elastic . . .
and one afternoon, Lou won second prize in a raffle, one
solitary brown egg. The first prize was three bananas. Lou
didn’t complain. She scrambled the egg with a lot of milk
and we shared it on toast. She dreamt about the bananas,
though. She dreamt someone gave us a banana tree for the
pre-fab garden.

Two things were coming: the party for my eighteenth
birthday and the day of judgment in the Queen Mary
Gardening Cup. There was a long heatwave. The barley in
my park started to ripen. Courting couples began the habit
of lying down in it and I was supposed to shoo them away.
‘I'm sorry, Sir, I'm afraid you’re spoiling our crop,” Mr.
Dowdswell told me to say. One day, I said by mistake,
‘I'm sorry, Sir, 'm afraid you’re soiling our crop,” and I
was so miserable at getting the wrong word, I left the
couples alone after that, and the barley, which had once
been a kids’ lavatory, now became a field of iniquity.

The most iniquitous person in our family was my
cousin, Patricia, daughter of Aunt If and Peppy the Italian.
In the war, she’d fallen in love with a G.I. called Wedder-
burn C. Wicklens, a Southern, beefy man, raised with his
gut full of corn pone and his brain full of cotton. He was
from Louisiana State. Patricia could just imagine the kind
of wooden house she’d own on the New Orleans delta,
and when Wicklens left her in 46, she cried herself almost
into the grave. Now, two years later, Wedderburn C.
Wicklens was back and cousin Pat was made a bride.
Peppy’s son-in-law was exactly one foot and four inches
taller than him, as witnessed to this day by the wedding
photograph. In this picture, everyone’s grinning except
me. I'm standing to attention. ‘God!” Lou sometimes used
to say, staring at the photo on Aunt If’s tiled mantlepiece,
‘just look at that nincompoop!’

Preparing our garden for the Cup and preparing for this
grand meal we’d have when I was eighteen took a lot of



resourcefulness. We nicked bricks from the bomb site on
Weatherby Road to make a garden ‘wall’ that never got
higher than two feet. I nicked bedding antirthinums and
nemesia from the park and stakes for the gladiol, over
which Lou was taking no chances. I would have got the
sack if Mr. Dowdswell had caught me, but Mr. Dowds-
well was a man who saw vistas of things, not small
transactions. Uncle Peppy, not yet in prison, figured big
in our planning, so did Wicklens, whom we now
addressed as ‘Wed.’ ‘In more than one sense Wed,’ I said.
But no one laughed. ‘Shame Dougie was too young to see
Combat,’ I heard Wed say to Lou one evening. ‘Yes,” she
said, ‘it might have been the saving of him.’

They thought being eighteen might be the saving of me.
If we could just scrimp together enough ration cards,
if Peppy could just do a nylons deal with the butcher, if
Wed could just get whisky and chocolate powder and
margarine from the PX, if If could just run me up a new
tweed jacket. If, if, if. . . . “You’'ll feel better when you're
eighteen, Dougie,” Lou lullabyed as she tucked me in.
“You’ll feel more like a man.” So I lay and thought about
this. I didn’t think I'd grow up like Will — to be good. I
knew I wouldn’t grow up like Peppy — to be smart. When
I imagined my future, it was exactly the same as my
present. The only thing that changed wasn’t me but the
park. They harvested the dirty barley. They ploughed in
the stubble and back into the soil went the sweet papers
and the used johnnies and the hairpins, and the land was
resown with grass and everything in the park became
orderly again. Mr. Dowdswell’s hair grew back. We were
allocated some new shears. The thing I wanted to say to
Lou was, ‘I’'m not unhappy.’

Then we heard about the housing lottery.

The coming of the news about the housing lottery was
like the coming of malaria. Lou began to sweat. It was like
the jungle had suddenly surrounded her. She’d fan the air
with her knitting patterns. ‘You can’t breathe in this
place,’ she’d say, making our barracouta cakes. ‘Help your
mother,” Will would say accusingly. So I'd set the table
and get out the tea strainer and stare at Lou’s arms, white
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and moist above the greasy pan. Love for Lou has always
been something I've suffered from. Even in my imagined
future, I still suffered from it. ‘I don’t mind the pre-fab,’
I'd say to Lou’s arms preparing our seaweed meal. With-
out looking up at me, she’d say, ‘Don’t be silly, Douglas.’

It was me they sent to get our lottery number. The
Housing Office had women queuing right down the stairs
and into the street. I missed an entire afternoon’s work
standing in that queue, risking my job for Lou’s malaria.
‘You’re not eligible if you've got a pre-fab, love,” someone
told me, but I hung on. There must have been a thousand
people there, not counting babies, two thousand upper
and lower jaws all wagging about hardship and eligibility
and fairness. Our number was 879. Aunt If said this was
auspicious because 879 was a close-together group of
numbers. I thought of the number as representing our
family. I was the thin 7 in the middle, with Lou and Will
leaning over me. Even now — and they’re both long dead,
actually — I still sometimes think of Lou as 8 and Will as 9.
‘Dear God, please take care of the immortal souls of 8 and
9,” I sometimes pray. And I feel them at my side, Will
watching me, Lou with her profile turned.

A lot happened the following day. Mr. Dowdswell gave
me a Severe Reprimand, Knacky Mick was taken to hos-
pital, and Uncle Pepino was arrested for illegal trading.
Aunt If, who is something of a gypsy to look at, read
catastrophe in the stars, pawned her sewing machine to
raise Peppy’s bail, and cried on Lou’s shoulder. ‘At least,’
said Lou to her sister-in-law, ‘you’ve still got your own
house.” I left them and got a bus to the hospital. Our
lottery ticket was stuck up on the mantlepiece behind a
glass unicorn. Knacky Mick, when I found him, was Irish-
blue under his stubble and dosed to his skull. ‘Suppressing
me, they are,” he muttered. In his locker were his match-
boxes and his tins of shoeblack, piled up. ‘Come to a
party,” I said, ‘I'd like to invite you to my eighteenth
birthday party.’

‘Very good,’ he said.

[ didn’t mind the hospital. I sat by Knacky Mick for
quite a while. A drip was hitched up to his vein. Other
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