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DANNY BOY

.

The Beginning

I was born in a small town in the heart of England. It was one of those places where you knew every face, every name. Wherever you found good news, a pair of gossiping middle aged ladies pouring muck on it was never far away.

With that said it was a picturesque place to grow up; fields and fields of corn and wheat to run through, to play hide and seek in and to lay down and watch the fluffy white clouds lazily drift along in the summer months. My best friend Danny and I used to spend all of our summers in this way. 

We would go out early in the morning with back packs full of snacks and drinks courtesy of Danny’s over protective parents, grateful to me - his only friend - for my innocent ignorance of what others called his ‘condition’. We wouldn’t come home until the sun was ready to set; dusty from playing in the fields and smelling of soil and sweet sweatiness from running and jumping in and out of the corn.

We were next door neighbours; that is to say we lived on the same country road. There were only three houses on Castle Lane and they were a good five minute walk apart, which was forever to a pair of young kids like us.

Our houses were the same – standard two up, two down cottages with tall hedges along the front and sides, our mothers’ prized flower patches preened to perfection, the deep green grass mowed by our put upon fathers always seeming to grown several inches overnight, much to the dismay of our mothers.

My room had pretty pink roses in little lines down the walls, set on a pristine white background. Dolls and dolls houses and toy ponies lined the shelves around the little room; old oak floor boards were covered with a pink and cream antique rug. My bed was a white painted metal frame, with floral pink and white bed set, covered in china faced dolls in long dresses, their golden curled hair kept in place with pretty bonnets. I had a cork notice board with a  boarder painted white and on it there were postcards from my well-travelled Aunty Laurie, my mother’s rebellious little sister, and photographs of family and Polaroid pictures of Danny and I as cherub-faced babies, and later as toddlers then school children.

If my bedroom was the quintessential country Laura Ashley girl’s bedroom; then Danny’s came straight out of a toy shop. His bed was the shape of a red car, with a rug depicting a road map across the wooden floor boards. Toy planes hung from the ceiling, some shop bought, others handmade by his father in the workshop at the back of the house, and painted by himself and Danny in cool spring evenings. Cars and dinosaurs lined his walls, and shelf upon shelf of comic books and pop up stories. 

We had been born a mere two weeks apart. I, Catherine, came first on a hot June day. My father liked to tell of how I came out all golden curls of hair and fat, round face. Danny’s mother Joyce was so excited to meet me so my father told me, and she cooed at me whilst rubbing her own swollen belly in sweet anticipation of her own child, due soon after.

Joyce and her husband Bob were in their early fifties and had been married for more than 30 years. They were a jolly looking couple, plump around the middle and eyes that were crinkled with laughter lines, grey hairs creeping into their dark hair. 

My father told me once how the couple had always longed for a family of their own, but Joyce had been abused badly as a child, so the gossips said, and her womb was weak from the years of cruelty she had suffered. They had long since given up hope of their own child, so when Joyce had first begun to feel unwell the town doctor put it down to ‘the Change’. Nine months later, 53 year old Joyce was overjoyed at every movement her unborn child made in her round stomach.

Many years later Bob confided to me how scared he was when Joyce went into labour. He had loved her since they were young children he said and he was afraid that she might not come out of the delivery room alive; he had not witnessed labour before and was terrified of the screams he heard from the room. What felt like an eternity later he said that the doctor came out of the room looking very solemn and told Bob he had very sad news for him. Bob told me that his heart had stopped right there and then. 

“You have a son, Mr Spencer; but I am afraid he has Downs Syndrome,” the doctor sighed and sat next to Bob. “Your wife is not young, Mr Spencer, and nor are you. This boy will be a great burden to you both. I can give you the number for a very good care home which specialises in his kind and can take him off your hands. You can say the boy was still born, no one would need to know.”

Bob said he had gasped, affronted by the doctor’s words.

“I have a son, Doctor Wood?” He asked.

“Yes, Mr Spencer, but as I said...” the doctor stopped as Bob jumped up abruptly and walked to the delivery room door.

“I have a son Doctor Wood. A son. My wife and I will take care of him and love him just like he was any other child. He is our son. Now Doctor Wood, I am going to see my wife and meet my son.” And with that Bob marched in to the room, kissed his dear wife sweetly on her damp cheek and took his son from the nurse. He said it was love at first sight for them both.

Bob’s eyes had filled with love and pride when he spoke of seeing Danny for the first time, and spoke of how beautiful his wife had looked, sweaty and pink in the face from her labour. He said he always remembered clenching his fists, fighting the urge not to ‘lay that snide doctor out’ at the suggestion that Danny should be sent away.

My mother had been a little snooty, so said my own father, upon hearing that Joyce and Bill’s baby boy was ‘retarded’. He laughed, albeit ashamedly, as he recalled her suggestion that it might ‘rub off’ on her own little girl.

“Rubbish Mary!” My father told her. “They are neighbours and they will be the best of friends, and our little Cathy will never look at him and see him as any different to her, do you hear me?” And that was that my mother had been ‘told’.

––––––––

I loved my father; he was never prejudiced and always welcomed strangers as though they were long lost friends, regardless of colour, shape or size. He was a giant of a man, tall and broad shouldered, always with a mischievous smile on his face and his sky blue eyes dancing with fun. My mother, although lovely in her own way, was not worldly like my father and was always afraid of anything or anyone who was any less than perfect. She was beautiful, with gentle curls of strawberry blonde hair and deep, green eyes. She seemed to always be wearing a pinny now that I think back; one with red and pink roses across the pocket and a big white bow at the back, tying it to her petite frame.

As my father had predicted Danny and I were the best of friends from the start. Our mothers took turns babysitting for each other so that the other could go into the town to collect groceries or just to have some peace and quiet for a little while. At the beginning, my mother was precious with Danny, scared he might break into a thousand pieces, but she soon treated him as though he were just like me.

He was a sickly baby and the now infamous Doctor Wood told Joyce and Bill that he was unlikely to reach one year of age. His eyes were dark and his hair the same as his parents, who were of Italian descent.  

But reach one he did, and the whole town were treated to the most joyous joint birthday party for us both. My father said it was almost as though Joyce and Bob wanted to celebrate that Danny was still alive and that Doctor Wood was wrong again. There was a bouncy castle and balloons, and table upon table of cupcakes and delicious meats and treats, my father told me. I have polaroid picture on my notice board from that day of our two families grinning ear to ear, holding two chubby babies in their arms.

Growing up, I will admit that I did notice that the grown-ups and older children looked at Danny differently. They used to coo over the golden curls of my hair and plumpness of my rosy cheeks to my mother, then they would look at Joyce, with Danny’s chubby stumped fingers curled around her own slender, wrinkled hand, and smile uncomfortably before rushing away.

I used to look at him and then back at them and shrug to myself, thinking that grown-ups were very silly and strange. Danny was just like me, chubby cheeks and great big eyes. We were the same, he and I – co-conspirators against the big, strange old world beyond our great big gardens. 

––––––––

When it came to starting school I was angry and bewildered when my daddy explained to me that no, Danny would not be coming too. I was five years old, and as with all children at that age, I saw the world in black and white. I was five and that meant I had to go to school – Danny was five as well, so why wasn’t he allowed to go too? He was going to a ‘special’ school I was told; well then I darned well wanted to be special and go there too!

I remember kicking and screaming and sobbing all the way there, without my beloved Danny. What a sight I must have been to my new teacher and classmates with my dress all wrinkled and my face red and swollen from my tears. I remember that I rubbed my hand across my snotty nose and wiped it on my pretty dress in defiance and glared at my mother as I was half dragged into the classroom.

I sulked all day long, refusing to speak to or look at anyone. We all got asked if we could write our names - I was one of the few who could after being taught by my mother from a young age. I could write lots of words for my age thanks to her insistence on home schooling me since the age of 3.

We were given clean, white sheets of paper and a pot full of fat, colourful wax crayons and were asked to write our names on the paper, with a picture underneath. The teacher said that the picture should be of something which made us happy.

I wrote Cathy at the top of my page. Then I drew a big, round smiley face with big wide brown eyes. Underneath I wrote “Danny Boy”. Danny’s father always sang that sweet old song to us when we were cranky and needed a nap; it was Danny’s special song he told us. I liked it and so Danny was always Danny Boy to me from then onwards.

My teacher smiled and asked who Danny Boy was. “My friend, MY Danny Boy”, I said sulkily, the only words I spoke all week at that mean place; the place where my Danny wasn’t allow to be. I refused to speak to my parents too, it was their fault I had decided; they were to blame for Danny being sent somewhere else. I wasn’t special enough to go to this ‘special school’.

A child’s mind is so innocent and so simple. I believed it was I that was different, that Danny was perfectly normal and was so good that he got to go somewhere special, whereas I had to go to this horrible school; all grey bricks and concrete playgrounds. Every day I longed to get home to him, to play in the long grass at the end of our gardens and make up stories about the clouds in the sky.

––––––––

One night a few weeks after I started the new school my father came into my room to tuck me into bed. “Cathy baby,” he whispered to me. “I love you my sweet, I’ve come to talk to you about Danny.”

I rolled on to my side, to get a better look at him and he sat down in the white rocking chair next to my bed. “Danny is a very special boy Cathy. He’s different to you,” I opened my mouth to protest but he put his finger across my lips to shush me. “I know he’s your very best friend, and you’re his. But the world can be cruel sometimes honey, and Danny was made differently to you and I. It’s because he is so special that Danny can’t always be allowed to go where you go, like your school. It is a silly rule, made by even sillier people, but it is the way the world works baby. Danny likes his new school – he told me so himself.“ I stuck my lower lip out to sulk and my father smiled. “He misses you when he is there and I know that you miss him too. So I bought you this and I gave him one just like it.”

My father pulled a small, dusky pink box from his jacket pocket. Inside was a pretty golden locket, and inside my father had placed a small oval picture of Danny. “Danny has one with your picture in – but he wisely informed me that because he is a boy he won’t wear it, because necklaces are for girls, but he said he will keep it in his pocket so that you are with him and he is with you, where ever you are.”

A tear ran down my cheek and he brushed it away with his finger. “Thank you Daddy” I whispered and I kissed him on the tip of his nose as he put the locket around my neck. It meant the world to me. After all of these years I still wear it – Danny’s chubby, smiley five year old face immortalised inside, worn close to my heart.

––––––––

I loved Danny. Not as a grown up loves, but as a child loves – wholeheartedly, unconditionally and eternally. A day without him was unheard of – if his family went away for the day, they took me with them, and the same with my parents. Neither family had the time or money to spare for proper holidays so instead we all used to drive to the seaside for a day trip and eat fish and chips on the pier and buy buckets and spades so Danny and I could play in the sand. 

Sometimes my grandfather, Sam, would come with us on those days. He used to hold mine and Danny’s hands and lift us up to jump over the white froth as the sea water lapped against the shore. He was my mother’s father, but he was my own father’s twin in personality.

He would sit in the beachside pub and buy drinks for strangers who sat alone and invite them to join us. “No one should ever be without a friend,” he told me as he smiled to himself. My grandma had passed away years before and I didn’t remember her anymore, only the smell of rose water when I tried hard to think of her. He lived with my Uncle Simon and his wife Yvonne now, they were nice and fed him well, he said, pointing to his round belly and laughing his loud laugh. 

Danny always tired easily so we took to taking an old picnic blanket on our adventures through the local farmland. When Danny started to wilt I would take out the blanket and lay it out in a clearing and tell him I was bored of walking or running or climbing and tell him I’d rather watch the clouds instead. He knew I was just being kind and he was always glad to rest, the two of us lying side by side and making stories about the clouds.

We would watch birds and he would tell me that they were the souls of some sad person who had passed away, making their flight up to heaven.
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