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Dapper Danny’s
Amazing Welsh Cousin

 


Dapper Danny was everything people said he was - a dapper
little man. Standing five feet tall in his socks, he was always
immaculately dressed in a crisp, starched shirt and dark trousers
with a crease in them you could cut yourself on.

Of
course everyone said it was all right for him because, being so
little, he could buy his clothes in the boy’s department of Dunn’s
Stores. But that wasn’t the point. Dapper groomed himself
religiously and he was fiercely proud of it.

Now
Dapper Danny had a wife, Mary. She stood five feet tall as well -
only all the way round. When you saw her coming towards you in the
street it was more like a roll than a walk.

Dapper, on the other hand, had a walk on him like a ferret.
Just crossing the road involved at least eight manoeuvres. He’d
dart in front of Mar then slip sideways, slide in behind her then
back in front again. And all the time his head would be twisting
and turning this way and that to see who was looking at
them.

Dapper Danny, you see, had a desperate need to be seen. He
was terrified that if he wasn’t seen on a regular basis around the
village he’d quickly be forgotten. And he had a strange irrational
fear of being forgotten.

He
couldn’t put his finger on exactly why, but he thought it might
have stemmed from an innocent remark made by his Granddad when
Dapper was just a child.

Dapper worshipped his Granddad. He used to spend every summer
with him on the farm. It was the highlight of Dapper’s year when
school broke up and he caught the bus to Listowel. Granddad would
be waiting for him with the pony and trap tied up outside the
church in the square, and they’d walk across to Kelly’s pub where
Granddad would have his pint of stout and Dapper would have a
bottle of lemonade.

One
day Granddad brought a fishing rod with him. When he finished his
pint they strolled down to the river Feale and spent a wonderful
afternoon in tranquil splendour, sitting on the bank and watching
the gentle brown water go lolloping by.

They
took a short cut back through the cemetery. Granddad stopped by an
old headstone and took off his cap. He gave a deep sigh as he put
his hand on the mottled stone and gave it a gentle rub.

‘There lays my best pal, Jimbo Lynch. Me and Jimbo, we grew up
together. He lived on the farm next to ours and we started school
at the same time, way before you were born. Actually, it was way
before your mammy was born, too. And we were as thick as thieves,
the two of us and our gang. We went everywhere together, did
everything together, especially the fishing. We loved the fishing.
That very spot on the river where we were today was our special
place. Me and Jimbo and our gang, we spent half our lives
there.’

Granddad gave another long sigh.

‘Would you believe I’m the last one of the gang still alive?
So when I go to that great farm in the sky, that’s when Jimbo
finally dies.’ His voice was a croaky whisper.

Dapper looked from the headstone to Granddad then back to the
headstone again.

‘But, Granddad, it says on the gravestone that he’s after
dying in 1950.’

Granddad nodded slowly.

‘Ah
shur, it does. But isn’t there an old proverb which says that you
live for as long as the last person that remembers you?’

Dapper blinked several times. Things like that went way over
the head of a ten-year-old.

It
was many years later when he was quietly sipping his pint in an
almost empty pub on a wet and cold December evening that the
statement suddenly made total sense to Dapper.

An
elderly man was hunched over his porter at the far end of the bar,
watching Old Mac wiping a glass behind the counter.

‘Did
you hear about Mossie Fitz?’ Old Mac asked the man.

After a long pause the man scratched his nose.
‘Who?’

Old
Mac put down the glass, picked up another one and continued to wipe
it with the towel.

‘Mossie Fitz. You know Mossie Fitz!’

Another pause. ‘I do not.’

‘Ah,
you do, shur. Wasn’t he in our class at school?’

This
time there was a longer pause. ‘No. I don’t know him.’

Old
Mac put the glass on the shelf, picked up another one and idly
wiped that too.

‘He
had a funny nose with a big knob on it.’

The
man at the bar took a long, slow drink of his porter.

‘Did
he have a sister called Jennie?’

Old
Mac thought a moment. ‘No.’

‘Ah,
well, I don’t know him, so.’

‘But
he did have a brother named Eamon.’

The
man took another slurp of the porter. You could almost hear him
thinking.

‘Ah,
sure, that’s right. I remember him now, all right.’

Another sip of the porter.

‘So
how is he?’

‘He’s dead,’ Old Mac said as he put the glass on the
shelf.

For
some strange reason Dapper Danny was deeply disturbed by the notion
that the poor old sod was already forgotten even
before he was dead. From
that moment on he made a point of going into the village every
single day of the year, come rain or shine.

***

One
day as Dapper and Mary were doing the rounds of the village Mrs
O’Connor approached them, giving them her best smile.

‘Hello Danny, hello Mary.’ She purred. ‘I was wondering if I
could have a word with you. My son Seamus is looking for some
advice.’

‘Hello Mrs O’Connor. Of course you can have a word. Come over
to the house tomorrow morning.’

‘Saturday?’

‘Tis
my day off,’ Dapper nodded.

‘Oh,
I see.’ Mrs O’Connor frowned. ‘But I thought you weren’t working
these days. I thought you did nothing all week.’

‘That’s true,’ Mary agreed. ‘But on Saturday he does nothing
at all.’

The
next morning Mrs O’Connor arrived at the door with Seamus, a gangly
youth with horrendous acne and crooked teeth. He had his baseball
cap on back to front, four rings in his ear and one in his nose. He
nodded a sullen hello.

‘The
thing is,’ gushed Mrs O’Connor, ‘Seamus is thinking of going to
England. And since you went there yourself one time, he wanted to
ask you all about it.’

Dapper Danny blanched. How did she know that? His trip over
the Irish Sea happened many years ago and he’d buried it deep in
the attic of his mind. It was never
to be resurrected! It was the stuff of nightmares
and it had left him emotionally scarred. He hoped that by never
referring to it again it would be erased from history.

Now
it came back at him in a tsunami of emotions.

He’d
only gone over there in the first place because his beautiful
cousin Helen had asked him to. She lived in a village called
Pontllanfraith, just north of Cardiff in South Wales.

Helen had appeared out of the blue one day many years ago.
She was sitting in the kitchen when Danny sauntered in from school,
and he had never seen such a beautiful girl before in his whole
life. Her flowing blond hair framed a perfect face and her enormous
blue eyes had a perpetual smile in them. Dapper Danny was totally
and instantly besotted.

They’d come over to Ireland for a short visit to catch up
with all their relatives. Helen’s mother was a third cousin of
Dapper’s father on his mother’s side - or was it his mother on his
father’s side? Anyway, Dapper was mesmerised by Helen’s beautiful
smile and her amazing Welsh accent. And she was so polite and pleasant all the time
- just being with her made him dizzy.

The
trouble with Dapper was that whenever he spoke to Helen he got very
excited. And when Dapper got excited his voice got higher and
higher and faster and faster until he couldn’t even understand what
he was saying himself.

He
could never figure out if the looks Helen gave him were of pity or
just plain fright. And she didn’t seemed very comfortable when she
was alone with him, either.

But
in spite of all that he spent every minute trying to impress her,
showing her off to all his friends out in the street and being very
attentive to her every need.

Then
one day she was gone again.

‘She
had a great time,’ he heard his mother telling the neighbours. ‘She
loved every minute. The only thing she seemed bothered about was
Danny, for some strange reason. I think it was because she couldn’t
understand a word he was saying to her.’

Still, Dapper Danny missed her terribly - at least till
dinnertime when Pat Quilley turned up with a new bag of
marbles.

Then
years later, completely out of the blue, Dapper got a letter from
Helen asking him to come and visit her during the first week in
September.

It
completely threw him. Half of him was excited about seeing her
again, but the other half was wracked with apprehension. She still
wouldn’t be able to understand what he was saying. And what would
she think of him,
now he was older but not much bigger? A man is very conscious of
his height, in spite of the reassuring things his mother said to
him.

‘Beautiful things come in little packets,’ she would beam as
he tried hanging upside down from the chicken shed with a sack of
spuds in his arms.

‘So
does poison,’ sniggered Mrs Lamb, the teacher.

Dapper Danny was romancing Mary at the time. They had so much
in common. Well, she was the only one he could actually see eye to
eye with. And Mary understood him. Maybe she would go with
him.

‘But
what about my voice?’ Danny implored her.

‘Why
don’t you go and see Mrs Lamb?’ Mary suggested. ‘Doesn’t she teach
English up at the school, and isn’t she also the drama coach?
You’ve heard her telling us all how to project our voice - how to
speak properly.’

‘A
great idea!’ Dapper cried, and he shot off up the hill to see the
dreaded Mrs Lamb.

Mrs
Lamb relished the challenge. It was a long hard task, of course,
and it cost Dapper Danny a lot of his hard earned money. But in the
end Mrs Lamb was exceedingly pleased with his progress.

So
Dapper wrote to Helen and told her to expect himself and Mary
during the first week in September, if that was all right by her.
Then they went out and bought the tickets for the Rosslare to
Fishguard ferry.

***

This
all happened way back in 1973, and in those days the fashion in
England was very, very strange. People were actually going out in
daylight with big hair and shirts so bright they could sizzle your
eyeballs if you weren’t wearing shades.

But
the style in Dapper Danny’s little corner of God’s Earth was even
stranger. Their only reference to what was happening in the world
of fashion was The New Musical Express and that was usually months
out of date by the time it reached the village shop.

Still, Dapper studied it religiously - even if he didn’t
quiet grasp the finer points of colour co-ordination - and he
managed to find an outrageously decorated shirt with a huge collar.
And a tie that had a knot in it you could tie up an aircraft
carrier with. Along with the flared yellow trousers and the shoes
with three inch soles, he really though he was the bee’s
knees.

Of
course what he really looked like was a flowery Chinese kite that had crashed into
a forest.

Anyway, when they caught the ferry from Rosslare to Fishguard
the evening was bright and warm and they had a very good crossing.
They even managed to find an empty compartment on the train on the
other side.

But
they didn’t have much time to rest because they were deposited on
Cardiff Station at the ungodly hour of five fifteen in the morning.
Then the train went off in a cloud of smoke and noise
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