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vears old. [t's hard for me o

plicce his age inomy mind, by
olidest brother, Mick, is 14 vears obder than
miz. o 10 years o the day after ihe
nitack on Pearl Hurbsor, M} closest broiler,
Hidh, i seven WEARS sl & du:..' vbder thai

me. Dunny is adrift, maybe a year or two

vounger than the oldest. | think of him n

Irish instunces — funny and sad

I Danmy weren’t retanded, maybe he'cd

g by Dhim, or even Dinael, for professional
s, | |l|:||_l. s b af Chnstnuis,
thiough | missed the Lost ome. My {nther,
wiheo wasits him about once a momil, savs
[y’ [nk novw. “Chh jeee, oo fon,” be
sy, Cabout 195 pounds.” 11 must be all
belly on his thin frame, He's losing his hoir
ot last, a gene he and the rest of os can

thunk our matemal grandfather for =

I7 | saw him tomormow, nothing wiuld
chanpe. Every Christimas, Datiy grects
i the same, “Baby Bill!™ Danny sings from a mouth of motlen
teeth that opens higher on the night side. He holds on to the
Uil and repeats it over and over i he’s wound up enough,
shaking a pointed finger skyward. “Baby Bill! Baby Bill? Baby
Billt™ : j

“Lieay, settle down Dan.” my father will say, patting him on
the back. Danny will take o deep breath, and we'll stare at each
other with wondering grins until I wem away, “A symbol of
Irish mrt,” James jl.l}'l.'i.' wiind onee, “the
cricked lookingglass of o servant.”

Al some poinl, 8 visator will ask Dianay
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“Ci Doanny Boy,™ he starts off clear enough. before run-
ming all the consonongs iegether. "D pipes da pipes ane dawl-
ing. Dhemdecdumdes da da da da da do. Da da da da, Da da da
ida da da dod. Oh Danay Boy, Ol Danny Boy 1 da do dob.”

He can carry most any fune, b just nof a real stickler for
the words, “What's Bill's song, Danny Bow™ my [ather aks
Dianary breaks into his own version of “"Boll Out the Barrel,”
Sodniehow he's pheked i o soimeé of Baby Bill's vices

IJ:lIIIl_'. Was pl:wl.':l: wway ol age Y or s, befone my time,
aind he wis beaten by other kids there who didn®t care for his
'.'-.I:ilill!.' el carryeng on ol ferst, (And tenors thot make vl
wieep sing, “It's yoa, i's vou most go and | most bede.™) In
fome he <eftled in with his umit in Muoscaiatok, on unisiaal
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name for o town and one that I've always associated, if only
for its sound, with mental retardation and high humidity days
and car sickness and shagging hasehalls in Muscatatuk mead-
ows and green bars on the windows with screams — unmistak-
enly Muscmatuck — from the inside, where | woulild never set
foor, and Danny shoving salad bar kettuce from a fork into his
Muscatatuk mouth with an
overhand motion that looks
like he's digging up weeds,

My maother would remark
that Danny must have been
famishesd, the way he aitacked
o salad bar and Christmas
meals. In Ireland of obd, folks
in the Polate Famine were
said to have died along the
poad with green mouths, from
cating grass whibe oo weak (o
walk, waiting for their dying
breath, Leon Uris painted this
pieture in Trinity. If we had no concept of a future, would we
nibble o savor the present or gobble 1o feel fulfilled?

1 remember the picture of me, o towheaded boy. looking up
to Danny and his shaven brown head and his thin cocked arms
under a Christmas sweater that my mother would sew his
name into before he went back (o the unit, The botem of his
white shirt crept out from under his sweater, From a green imi-
tation crocodile-skin chair, I'm smiling up at Danny i my
pew Motre Dame sweatshirt. He was tall toome. 1 think even
then | was curious as o what he had going on within that
closely cropped skull. Old George Bernard Shaw said, “He
wh has never hoped can never despair” 'l never know
enough 1o gauge whether he dreams or despairs.

I"'m the youngest of some 30 grandchildren on my mother’s
side. I've seen home movie footage shot before | was bom of
the Christmases when all gathered together at Grandma’s. I1's
the kind of jumpy obd film that"s hard to watch. Tt makes my
sister Peggy nauscous, but she has trouble with caffeine and
Excedrin as well. | know the scene is probably clearer in
Panny’s head.

The film trembbes with quick-moving cousins, who flutter
about like hummingbirds on the screen, Two girds, sisters bom
in the same year — Irish twins — wearing carly 15960s mis-
maiched clothing, do serious-faced Irish Jigs for their bald
Irish pmdﬁthﬁ_ The obd man plays a silent accordion, The
girls Nifi litile knees. booking as if they'd been skippang rope in
Catholic school paved lots for vears. Mothers you can’t
believe were ever that young smile al the camera or furm for
some unheard ery. Children obd enough 1o socinlize circle each
other in some spontancous game, new cowboy hats and haol-
sters on Brother Bob and Cousin Pete. A group of girls in
unfashionable eveglasses, sisters Peggy and Knthleen, cousins

T

She'd greet my laughter with the
disgust of a sister 10 years older —
one as responsible as T was
irresponsible, as committed to
caring for the family as T was

in disappointing it.
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Mary Kay, Mary Theresa, maybe Mary Pat ihecause nearly
every first-bom girl was Mary Something), all about the same
awkward age, act like mothers to the docens of wddlers

Danny circles alone in a comer, All the kids look skinny,
but Danny looks frail. Maybe it"s the way he positions him-
self, spinming in a red sweater with bent arms in a five=alier-
eight fix. Grandpa Gavaghan
comses oul later in o red suit
with 4 brown bag over his
head: the onknown Santa. |
think he frightens the small-
eal ones,

Christmas &t Cirandmi’s
prodites me. Maybe that s
why I'll always be Baby Bill
b Danny, somehow newer
than Christmus in his fxed
memaory, Danny remembers
all the names of the cousins
and aunts and unebes; “Aunt
Anna Riitn! Donny Nooolan! Bobby Bateechta!™ He could go
all the way down the line, and it doesn™t seem o matter that
their faces put on af leass another year each time he sees them.
| desn’t kmow if unyone else could do that. I've got uncles who
shake my hand saying. “How ya doin® there Bobby™ [ 1ell
them fine

When Danny docsn't have the floor, he paces it. 15 a short
march back and forth, arms swinging. There's a low grum-
bling of some son of unrecognizable soliloguy, like a ram-
bling in a sink. The rest of the family sits about watching fHol-
idav P with Bing Crosby or playing hearts at the card table.
If someone tires of having Danny pace, they ask him 1o relax
in a rocking chair. He wears them out. A rocking horse win-
ner who's never been iheown, he rocks back each time with
ihe Tull force of his legs pushing from the ground,

After some internal consternation, as if he pendered the
subject while walking or rocking, Danny announces that he
wants 1o go o Cirandma's. 1 wanna go 1o Graand Maw’s,”
his plea a drawn out moan, “| wanna go 10 Gramnd Maw's.”
Grandma's been dead going on 20 years.

“Grandma’s in heaven, Danny Boy,” my sister Peggy says.

“I wanna go b Graand Maw’s."”

When he sings, which is probably the casiest way bo get hobd of
Danny’s sound, be seems to be gargling “r's” in his mouth
before shooting them out, like word clippings from a lawn
mower. This guttural appreach to music can be best heard in
the bridge of “Irish Heanbeat™ off the same-titled album of
Van Morrison and the Chieftains: = There's a sranger and
Ire s sreennadinng at vour door, May be your best friemd, might be
vour brother, vou may never know, ™ Danny’s lynics, howey-
er, are almost entirely indiscernible. | wonsder if Danny had-
n°t had his melon squecred. if the synaptic flight of his
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thoughts wasn't so askew, if he were only a bin twisted with
angst, could he have not been unlike soeme tomured soul like
Pearl Jom's Eddie Vedder, “Thooan call me Dunmy '™

1 got cemaun phrases of Danny down when | wis younger.
O Christmas Eve, before anyone else got hame, U'd get my
sister on the phone and tell ber to talk w Danny, ©1 wanma go
to Girnand Maw's,” I'd moan into the phone. It wis like hitting
it butioa.

“Cirunddma’s in heaven, Danny Boy,™ she’d say quickly, pre-
pared to repeat her phrmse as many fimes as Danny would
repent his, She'd greet my Linghter with the disgust of o sister
0 veiurs older — one as responsible as 1 was irmesponsible, as
committed 1o caring for the family as | was in dizappointing it

When Danny seems most on the brink of lucidity. roumd-
shouliberad in o strmght-backed char, and my mother soame
place where she can't ask him 1o sit up straight, one would
think he's primed for expluning his thoughts about the normal
turbubence which is his mind. He's finally relaxed, “How ya
dom”, Danny ™ 171l offer,

"Howdoin®, Danny™ he retons.

"Feeling nlright ™

“Feelin® awnght.™

He mimics your patch with slurred words i has own tone:
Joyee might say, “a base barreltone voice,”

The first Teesday of every December, buses full of retarded
kidks go tir the Moose Ladge i Indiainapelis for o Chistmas
party. 11's always the same night that Indiana plays Nore
Brame in basketball. The Irish usually lose. IF I'm i town, |
sneak imto the adjoining bar to watkch the gaime, Sometimes
wovmie chowns, who make balloon animals for the relarced kids,
st and dnink long-neck Buds. They' e still wearing grecn hair
and balls for noses, 1iell one ancle, an LU, grad. “Hey Uncle
Jusz, they re some elowmns in the bar cheenng for the Hoosiers.”

Actually these retarded kids are adults, many beyond mid-
ile age, but they re fremdly amnd unreserved like kids. They
like to shake hands and ask how you're doing, Many of them
have Down syndreme, but they' re nod called mongoloids any-
mede. Some wear bockey helmets for protection, because tey
thrash aboutl. Onee a worman with & gommy grin seolded me
for not calling her father. 1 siood there siiff. o termified smile on
my face; o jerk,

Some of the men like to dance with my sister and my aunts,
Often the onees with Down syndrome dance like 50-year-old
white guys o “Proad Mary™ af a wedding. Arms bent like that
of @ boxer swivel from side to side: an out-of-syne clap is
thrown in the middie.

Danny leaps onte the dance Moor g soon as e ears the
cheesy band stan to play. 1t"s some sont of country and westem
Chrstowas, and | wonder if the dremmer is cursing his luck for
having such o gig, Every song sounds like “CGrandma Got Run
Over By a Reindeer,” even whien they play “Silemt MNighe,”

Danny is maore vertical in his dance, Hie bounces off one leg
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and lifts the other waist high in a joyful jig teat makes him koeok
like a high jumper abaout po ke Might, He leaps sbowt until
he's covered in sweat, His nght wrm waves shaove his hiad, s
if dhirecting his own archythmiec orchestra. The music always
takes his attention immedinptely. | wonder if his speeding or
colliding thoughts aren’t somehow Tused by the melsdy, or just
limed up in such a way 10 make him wamt 1o leap out of the
Building. Baby Bill Butler Yeats said, "0 body swayed 1o
misic, O brightening glance, How can we know the dancer
from the dance ™

I go see these Insh bands in Chicage at Gumther Murphy's,
They kept the Gunther from wisen it was a Crerman place, bt
probabily bost most of their Gemman clientele. | enter a bit silf
and sl oo awkward, 1 figure it"s whatever German roods 'y
left in me. | poose-step through the erowd, and i mkes me o
few pants 1o get iy third-generation Irish wp, Why dio | bind wp
navw T Shaw observed. “We are sshamed of everything ithat 1S
real abowt us; ashumed of ourselves, of vur relations, of our
incomes, of our accents, of our opinions, of sur expenence, just
as wie ane ashomed of our naked skins.”

I"ve seen folks, and been one, only slighily pissed on beer,
listening 1o these Irish mussoians take hald of the place,
Theres o lad on oty wliisale, The O S1arts with an alrmost
rraditional melody that my parents would like, Quickly though,
lean fingers bounce up and down over the holes, calling ap ihe
sounds of children ronming through green felds, My mimad sees
kids at play whe are still W voung w have any worries. A
stand-up drummer beats with a two-headed stick in his nght
hand, while burping the hallow back of a basdhrn with the
shadow of his rough left. His sound offsets the pitch of the
whisthe aned seems a manbling beneath their fields of play, A
guitarist, sometimes electric, tells the story, the norrative lead
behind all ihis running about. But what's gol the whole ploce
moving — what's got everyone and his brother bending at the
knees and contemplating fight — is this guy irying 1o saw
through his violin with a bow, He rakes over the strings in
wails that can be confused for either maniacal langhter or pro-
bonged bawling. From bow through string it waves through ihe
crowid, moving them sure as they'd been immigrants om a boat,
Just whien the croead thinks the band has renched its apex. the
plavers build 10 anodher level, The man with the bow, his fhice
aglow with perspiration, has by now many times bent and
ravised from his waist, in gui-wrenching effon. |1 seems bo be
thee somil of the piece. I°s why we came to listen in the first
place.
I see o tall guy take 1o the air. His body toens momidilighe,
formung a question mark. 1'm drnk and Drish enough that 1
coald weep. Dhink it's Danay flying, It's Danny s Christmas
without restraints on his energies, I°s Danny on film in his red
Christemas sweater, spinning in his own silent comer ot Grand-
ma’s house. [1's Danny unmedicaied. In's Danny's perfect soul
in perfect syne with the music. O
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