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A Hero’s Death


A Hero’s Death

This is the word of my mouth, the work of my eye, set down so that you may know all that has happened. It is the story of a man who was capable of falling in love. Don’t laugh. It is the story of his death, and of those who would have wished to know how he was killed, and of those who were interested in keeping his death a mystery. When Rory Dixon died on me, there was only one person who saw it happen, and that was a furtive, sad individual. No witness came forward when a witness was wanted. It was out on the cliffs above the Black Rock, where the road comes down a steep headland and turns sharply before the land plunges a hundred feet into the sea. Rory Dixon’s car came down the hill like a blue streak and sailed out over the cliffs in an arc of music. His stereo was playing that song by Little Feat, full blast. The song about Dixie Chickens and Tennessee Lambs. The black rocks at the foot of the cliff were pointed like church spires, slimy like plastic with the washing of the sea, and one of them skewered the car and held it aloft above the beating water. Rory hung from the car, half within and half without, his hands swinging over the yellow foam. He was unconscious but not yet dead, and there was nothing I could do about it. The wind made him stir a little and the stereo vibrated and the spray washed away what blood had been on him, diluting it pink and running with it from the roots of his hair down to the sea. The rising tide crept higher, swallowing his hands and then his head until, unconscious of what he was doing, Rory Dixon breathed in the water and died of drowning. Under the circumstances there was nothing I could do, neither stop the tide nor raise the car. There are rules for these things and I didn’t make them, limitations that even I must acknowledge.

The one person who had seen it all was white with self-containment, knowing that once the weeping started it might be a long time stopping, and he turned for home to await the news of Rory’s death.


Early Life

I watched Rory Dixon from the beginning until he was killed. The time I have devoted to him might perhaps have been better used elsewhere, but in recent times I have been observing events rather than interfering in them. And as for time, when I made that, I made plenty of it. Perhaps I should introduce myself. It is a sad reflection of the times we live in that I should need to do so. Most of you will know of me as God, and that identification will have to do for the moment. There are a couple of rumours concerning my person which I should contradict at once. I am not dead and I am not Eric Clapton. I have been silent for a long time. Perhaps I have been sulking, because whenever I have tried to get anything across to you in the past my words have been so badly misinterpreted. In retrospect, those prophets were a lot of airheads, more concerned with the flaming chariot than the job of work I gave them, and I got so disillusioned with the lot of you that I thought I might never speak again. Only the death of Rory Dixon could have brought me out of retirement.

It was the fact that he was born in a cowshed which first drew my attention. There was an echo from the birth of another great charmer in whom I was an interested party. I can sometimes be a little superstitious about these coincidences, so I settled down to watch, appointing myself to be his one-eyed angel. The parents, Brendan and Sheila Dixon, were pre-beatnik beatniks of a sort: hippies a generation before that term had been invented. Sheila was a potter and Brendan a philosopher. They had been living in Dublin, dreaming of a better life, away from materialism and Catholicism and meat-eating and the hollow, inebriated pessimism which passed for intellectual life in that city, until Sheila became pregnant, when they decided that their child should be born in a better place. They bought a cowshed halfway up a mountain on a rough acre and began their wholesome existence, with their kiln and their spinning wheel, and their ideals intact. The cowshed was to be converted, painstakingly, into something they could call home, although by the time of Rory’s birth it was still fairly recognisable as a cowshed, if you discounted the piled-up works of untranslated existentialists in the hayrack and the spindly cannabis plants which struggled outside the half-door in the mountain gales. Following their back-to-nature principles to the letter, there was no midwife present at the birth, and Sheila ate the placenta afterwards, and breastfed Rory for the first three years of his life.

He grew precocious on the mountain, falling in ditches and eating cowslips and being woken in the morning by drips of rain that fell through holes in the corrugated roof and onto his sleeping face. It seemed as though he had been given a charmed life and that nothing could harm him. There was the time when he was attacked by a mad dog in Donny Casey’s meadow, and the slavering animal had him pinned to the ground, its jaws about to close over his tiny dimpled face. By some miracle, at that moment the dog suffered a brainstorm and died before any real damage was done. Rory pushed it aside, stood up and collected his fallen jamjar, and continued on his way to the pond where there were tadpoles to be captured and where he enjoyed himself with a dedicated thoroughness for several hours. He forgot about the dog until he saw its corpse again on his way home, when he poked at it with an ashplant to see if it was really dead or whether it could be revived. Left to his own devices and with half a mountain to roam over there tended to be incidents of this kind, though not necessarily of this magnitude, most days of the week. He soon learned that the limits of possibility were far beyond the borders of the human imagination, and there was no one to contradict his natural, childish assumption that the only morality was pleasure.

Love was never a problem for him. Sheila and Brendan loved him, if a little absentmindedly, from the moment of his birth. He was their experiment for a new world order. They set out to prove that a childhood without prejudice or violence or hate would produce a well-balanced, fulfilled adult. He grew to be good-looking and strong, so he was popular with the world outside the cowshed: spoiled by the sugar-beet thinners as they stood about in Dinny Gaskell’s field on their tea break with muddy sacking tied to their knees, cosseted by old women in the post office in the village as they bought their weekly quarter pound of coconut creams and lionized by the neighbouring children, who spent their days in the classroom fantasising about his life of freedom in the bracken – all of which is a form of being loved, I suppose. And after puberty he came to be sexually insatiable. So, sex being a priority and having the charm and looks to get it, he had no problem with gratification. And in marrying Helen, he attached himself to a woman who loved him to destruction. So, you see, he was more or less covered as far as love was concerned, in human terms.

But we are getting ahead of ourselves. When he was nine years old he informed his parents that he would like to attend the local national school. His motives were no more than a wish for companionship. He had spent the summer hanging around with the children on Davy Morris’s farm, making hay and following the cows home, and the thought of a winter of solitude while his comrades were in school was more than he could bear. The Morris children thought he was mad and described school to him as a hell on earth, but Rory had nothing in his experience which could encompass the idea of hell and their warning made no impression on him. Sheila and Brendan discussed it, and the only great drawback that they could come up with was the danger to him from religious indoctrination. That was overcome by informing the school authorities that they belonged to an obscure Protestant sect and that the boy must be exempted from religious instruction. Any mention of their atheism would have been a disaster, since it would have been an open invitation to the nuns to save the boy’s soul from a fate worse than the hell that was reserved for Protestants.

There was also the small matter of the Irish language, which his contemporaries would have been learning for five years and without a knowledge of which Rory would have to be consigned to the Infants’ Class until he caught up. Sheila bought the necessary books and, in the last three weeks of August, managed to teach him as much as he would need to know. That was not the extraordinary feat it might seem, since she had already taught him French and German, and languages come easier the more of them that you learn, and since the fluency of nine-year-old farmers’ children who have been taught by permanently menopausal half-educated nuns is not of a standard that is difficult to obtain.

There are many children who would suffer if they were sent to school for the first time at the age of nine, but Rory loved it. He was irredeemably gregarious and it excited him to spend the day in a room that was full of people. Because of Sheila’s teaching he knew more of maths and geography and literature than the nun herself, so the work was no trouble to him, leaving him plenty of time to observe his fellow inmates. Fortunately a natural tactfulness prevented him from showing off his superior knowledge and his popularity didn’t suffer from it. Indeed, he succeeded in charming the withered scrag of a nun so much that by the end of the year he was the only pupil in the school who had escaped a beating, and rather than causing resentment among the other students, with their wealed palms and stinging ears, it made him something of a hero, aided by the fact that his homework was available to anyone who wished to copy it. On paper, this sounds like sickening perfection, but had you met the child you would have forgiven him. Everyone else did.

It was a time of change in the cowshed. From the depths of extreme vegetarianism, Brendan had developed a new theory about the sanctity of eating meat. He had been watching cats eating voles and thrushes eating worms and frogs gorging themselves on dragonflies and finally came to the conclusion that it was the duty of one animal to consume another, and further that it was the sacred birthright of all animals to submit to consumption. Not a man to do things half-heartedly, he refused to eat meat unless he had killed it himself, and he claimed that when you looked into the eyes of an animal at the moment of its death you saw an expression of submissive gratitude, as the beast gave its body to you for your survival. It wasn’t long before there were hunks of pig hanging in the cowshed chimney to smoke.

More importantly, he wrote a book about it called Diet and Karma which, along with Kerouac, Huxley and Mao, was read with reverence on college campuses around the world, and the cult of the Dixons began. Civilisation began to catch up with the household in the cowshed and, although they were still without running water or electricity, Sheila had an agent in New York who sold her hand-painted-age-of-Aquarius platters for a hundred and fifty dollars a throw. Acolytes from Pittsburgh and the Sorbonne began to turn up at the cowshed looking for enlightenment, and often Rory would come home from school to find earnest hippies sitting at his parents’ feet, silent with awe and their own stupidity.

By this time Rory was a well-fleshed meat-fed teenager, obsessed by sex, who crossed the mountain every day to the town to attend the secondary school. Most of his contemporaries had begun their working lives, except those who had declared a religious vocation. The lives of those ones were finished. I find it a bit hard that they claimed to have been called by God when I did no such thing, nor would I call such miserable specimens as those. They were called by their own fear. Some were afraid of earning a living and some were afraid of their sexuality and some were afraid of eternal damnation, but not one of them heard the voice of God. I should know. Rory, the only one I had any interest in, was afraid of nothing.

He was an extraordinary thing to look at, and it wasn’t only a question of bone structure or stature. It was because he was full of life, and because he was infectious, so that you felt better just for looking at him. And he had that most beautiful mark of all marks possible on the human body. His eyebrows met in the middle.

The idea of being an architect may have come to him because of the privation of the cowshed, which made any other building seem a magical thing. He would question the acolytes about the cities they had come from, never having been to a city himself, and in his innocence he had an ambition to be the designer of the tallest building in the world. A phallic, puerile ambition admittedly, and fortunately one which he kept to himself.

Naturally, Brendan and Sheila would have preferred it if he had chosen to be a poet or a weaver, but they were willing to think that if he was to reject the world, as they had, he would have to gain some experience of it first. When the time came for him to take his university place in Dublin, his father knitted him a sweater and he was sent on his way. Sheila and Brendan had plans of their own.

They had, by their own standards, become embarrassingly wealthy, and the spaniel-eyed seekers who turned up at the cowshed were coming in uncomfortably large numbers. It was Brendan who got the idea of going to India to found an ashram, and they moved to the hills of northern Kerala, followers in tow, to squat in the dust and wait for the world to come to its senses. They kept in touch with Rory over the years by letter and by money order, and he visited them once when he was commissioned to build a hotel in Goa, but they never came back to Ireland until his funeral, and having returned to bury him they never managed to get back to India again. They should have stayed there, in Manantavaddi, where they were known and venerated as gods, where they belonged, and left the dead to bury himself.

Again, we have lost hold of chronology; we are jumping ahead of ourselves. Rory and his libido went to Dublin for the first time when he was eighteen, to begin his studies. He was absorbed into the city like charlie in a nostril. He didn’t have to go through the stage of being a gauche culchie in the big smoke; there was no awkwardness, no cultural cringe. He knew everything from the outset and became an electrifying presence, fucking and drinking his way through every party and pub between Ballsbridge and the Park gates. He was possessed of enough curiosity to sleep with almost anyone once, and that he could sleep with so many was a mark of his charm, at a time and in a place where few people ever got their end away without money changing hands, or a child being conceived, or both. I admit he had two physical advantages which are not given to everyone. The first was those eyebrows, which made him seem dangerous, untrustworthy, sinful, and so a magnet for those who were bent on sin. His second advantage was the shape of his organ of generation, which tilted downwards towards the end, like the nose of a Concorde airplane, which is the best possible shape for hitting certain mysterious spots deep within the invaded orifice. Word got round, and before long he had as many requests as refusals. And then he met Helen.

I know what you are thinking. No one can be that perfect or charming. You are conceited enough to think that if you had met him you would have been the exception and disliked him. That might have been a problem for him if he had never met Helen. Every great man has to have his flaw and Helen was his. She did him the great service of earning him the sympathy of everyone who met her for the rest of his life.

It started on a libidinous summer night in the early seventies. Rory had been making a name for himself as the young Turk of architecture, and he was out on the sniff with his friend, Andy McGrath. Out on the sniff was their expression, not mine, and it involved a hedonistic ramble through the pubs and dance halls, hunting down girls like a pair of pack dogs, and sharing the quarry at the end of the evening if it was necessary. Often it was necessary, because Andy McGrath was no oil painting and his chief motive for hovering in Rory’s wake was to pick up the discards, usually when the girl was too drunk to notice. It was a harmless bit of fun.

On this night, two English girls in silver platform shoes, Helen and her sister, out of their depth in a crowd of serious drinkers, were picked up by Rory and Andy as they were leaving the International Bar. Between one thing and another and one thing leading to another they all ended up back in the girls’ hotel room, where Helen coupled with Andy on one of the single beds, while Rory fucked her sister three feet away on the other. Even then Helen loved him and that was maybe why she opted to sleep with Andy. She was afraid of the strength of his attraction, and her instinct told her that once she was sucked in there would be no escape, which turned out to be true. And although it was never spoken of again, her first memory of him remained the sight and sound and smell of him giving pleasure to her sister, while she endured Andy McGrath’s flailing and moaning. The spectacle was to haunt her with jealous nightmares until the day of Rory’s death.

If the truth is to be known, in the morning Rory was unsure which girl he had slept with, but the two of them were left alone together while her sister was in the bathroom and Andy was out getting a hair of the dog, and Helen looked at him in a certain way, and he looked at her in a certain way, and they were married within the month. Of course there was a lot of talking and sex and soppy walks through Dublin in between, but the business had its roots in that exchange of glances in the Shelbourne Hotel. Because, whether we realise it or not, we recognise our mates the moment they track us down, and most of us bow to the inevitable after that, and call it love.
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