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Teenager Killed in Car Accident

Facebook tributes are flooding in for St Thomas’s

Community College pupil Declan Norris, 15, who

died in the early hours of Monday morning after

the blue Ford Fiesta he was travelling in crashed

into a tree. 

His mother Hilary Norris, 45, described him as

a ‘fun loving teenager with a passion for all types

of comedy and pepperoni pizza’.

The driver and three other passengers escaped

with minor injuries.
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Eight Months 
After The Crash

If I tell you what happened, you’ve got to promise not to
get all weird about it. What I did was totally dumb. Then
again, you didn’t exactly behave like a brain surgeon, did
you, Declan? I mean, you were my best mate since, like,
forever – the other half of the greatest comedy double-act
never to play the Edinburgh Festival – but I still don’t
really understand why you got into that car.

Looking good by the way. Some saddo has laminated
your picture and pinned it to the tree. It’s that photo I
took on the war graves trip, when old Catchpole was
going on about the ‘senseless waste of young life’, and you
couldn’t stop laughing. You’re fading a bit now, and
underneath there’s a terrible poem that rhymes tragedy
with KFC, but at least you haven’t erupted in über zits like
I have in the last eight months, two weeks and four days.

3



I’m sorry I left it so long. I figured if the sun was
shining it wouldn’t be so bad. And if you ignore the
decaying carpet of ‘floral tributes’ and that Arsenal scarf
(which is a bit of a mystery because everyone knows you
hated football), you could almost imagine that here,
beneath a beech tree at the side of a winding country
road, is the perfect place to snuff it. I know you once
said that picturesque was just another word for rubbish,
but believe it or not, I’m kind of into natural beauty
these days, and you’ve got to admit, it’s pretty mellow
out here.

At least it would be if I could stop thinking about
that assembly in Year Nine when three fire fighters
lugged in a mangled car wreck and it grossed us out
when we spotted real bloodstains. They said on the local
news that you died in the arms of a paramedic. And I
often wonder about your dying words. Knowing you,
you probably cracked a joke. Which reminds me: did
you realise that death is hereditary?

So what’s the deal with the afterlife? Is it like time
travel, where you’re not allowed to intervene with history
in case you upset the space/time continuum? Or can you
slam doors and move cups and stuff? Because if you can,
Declan, why the hell didn’t you warn me what I was getting
into? Maybe you were too busy hanging out with Charlie
Chaplin and the other comedy legends. Or maybe . . .
well . . . maybe there’s no such thing as the afterlife and,
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like Mum and Dad, you just didn’t have a clue what I
was getting up to.

So let me park my bike against your tree and then, if
you’ve got time, I’ll bring you up to speed. What do you
think of the helmet by the way? You won’t believe this,
but my mum’s even more protective since you died. If she
had her way, I wouldn’t leave the house without full body
armour. Thanks a lot, Declan.

Soz, that’s not fair. She only gives me the cotton wool
treatment because of what happened afterwards.
According to a well-respected healthcare professional
(and we’re not talking the problem page woman in The
County Times here), I have no reason to feel guilty. But
whichever way you look at it, I must have been out of my
mind. 

We should have got a pizza in. If this is going to
make any sense, I’ll have to start at the beginning. Well,
you’re not going anywhere, are you?
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The Morning After 
After The Crash

‘What’s the matter, Chris?’ said Luke Corcoran, who’d
downloaded a hair-clipper sound effect and was running
round our tutor base giving everyone short back and
sides with his iPhone. ‘Missing your boyfriend, are you?’

‘Yeah, brilliant,’ I said, wondering why we’d found
him so terrifying until, round about the middle of Year
Ten, he suddenly turned into a bit of a joke. 

Rob ‘The Slob’ Adams was straightening his tie in the
fold-up mirror he kept in his brown leather messenger
bag. ‘Declan’s always late. He won’t get very far in life if
he doesn’t start taking it more seriously.’

‘What like you, you mean?’ I said, jumping to your
defence, even though I didn’t particularly feel like it that
morning. ‘Declan would rather cut his head off and
drown it in a bucket of his own vomit than be head boy.’
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‘It’s head student actually,’ said Rob the Slob. ‘And
you and your “hilarious” friend won’t be laughing when
you’ve got zilch all to write on your university applica-
tion forms. It’s only two years away, you know.’

I’d secretly fancied her since Year Seven, but Tash
Wilson looked even hotter since they’d removed her
brace. ‘No wonder Dec’s late,’ she said. ‘You should have
seen him at Ella’s party.’

‘No one told me there was a party,’ said Luke
Corcoran, suddenly losing enthusiasm for his comedy
hairdressing.

‘What was Declan doing, anyway?’ I said, trying to
sound like I didn’t give a monkey’s.

Tash Wilson flashed her orthodontically remastered
smile. ‘The usual,’ she said. ‘Being funny. But you were
there too, weren’t you, Chris? You’re his shadow, aren’t
you?’

It hurt even more when she said it. ‘Look, I am not . . .
I had to revise for the science assessment, that’s all.’

‘Oh well,’ said Tash. ‘He seemed to manage perfectly
well without you.’ 

We’d always said that double-acts with a straight guy
and a comic were dead old-fashioned, and it really got to
me when people assumed that you were the only funny
man.

Anyway, it was business as usual: Luke Corcoran was
staking his claim to the Nobel Stupid Prize, Tash
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Wilson was being unattainable, and you were late. So
when Mr Lemon burst through the door and ripped off
his beanie, it felt like every other Monday morning at St
Thomas’s Community College for the criminally insane.

‘Oi, sir,’ said Luke Corcoran. ‘I like your hair.’
‘Not now, Luke,’ said Mr Lemon, his slaphead still

glistening from the run to work. ‘We need to get up to
the sports hall asap. Mr Edmonds wants to talk to the
whole school.’

‘What about registration, sir?’ said Rob the Slob.
‘We haven’t got time. You’re all here, aren’t you?’
‘All except Declan Norris,’ said Rob the Slob. ‘He’s

late – as usual.’
‘Been out partying, sir,’ said Luke Corcoran, tapping

the side of his nose. ‘Know what I mean?’
Mr Lemon ran his hand through a thick mop of

imaginary hair. ‘Look, we really haven’t got time to —’
‘Don’t run with the bums, mate. Walk with guys,’ said

Luke Corcoran. He couldn’t do the Australian accent
like you, but everyone laughed because it was one of
your catchphrases.

‘Please,’ said Mr Lemon, who sounded all wrong
when he begged. ‘We need to get a move on.’

Eleven LV (minus one) trooped over to the sports
hall with the same enthusiasm we reserved for fire drills. 

‘Why weren’t the prefects told about this?’ said Rob
the Slob. ‘It’s a complete shambles.’
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Everyone knew it was a waste of time. If you’d been
there, we could have compared notes on the latest
episode of Family Guy, but I didn’t think I could stand
another ‘mindless vandalism’ lecture.

And it looked like most of the teachers felt the same
way. Come to think of it, they always look miserable on
Monday mornings – and I’d seen Miss Hoolyhan crying
after some of the orchestra concerts.

The Demon Headmaster has two public faces: his
hideous ‘record GSCE results’ smile and his ‘drowning
not waving’ death mask, which he wore now, and seemed
to come more naturally. ‘I’m afraid I have some very
grave news for you all.’

I couldn’t help letting out a stifled ‘Ha’. Mr
Edmonds’s idea of grave news was that the girls’ skirts
had crept up half a millimetre.

‘Late last night, a Year Eleven boy was involved in a
serious car accident.’

Silence fell over the basketball courts as the beast that
is St Thomas’s Community College held its breath and
waited for him to name names. But it didn’t take record
GCSE results to figure it out. Those joyriders off the
Dogshit Estate were an accident waiting to happen.

‘Tragically, while the rest of the passengers escaped
unhurt, the St Thomas’s pupil sustained serious head
injuries and – despite the best efforts of the emergency
services – passed away at the scene of the accident.’
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The chances were I didn’t even know him. It was
probably some kid from the reluctant learners unit.

‘Declan Norris was a valued member of the school
community. In Year Seven he served with distinction on
the school council. More recently, he took part in our
highly successful production of Little Shop of Horrors, as
well as being percussionist for the wind band. Had he
lived longer, who knows what he might have achieved.
Over the coming weeks, I shall be consulting the student
body on plans for a fitting and permanent memorial.

‘Of course, it is only natural that some of you may
feel . . .’ 

I didn’t hear the rest of his speech. You’d think I’d
have screamed or frothed at the mouth or something
(you’d have paid good money to see that, wouldn’t you,
Dec?), but it was as if someone had flipped a switch and
I couldn’t feel anything at all. All I wanted was to sleep.
And I would have done too, if a high-pitched yelping
sound – a bit like the fox that stalks our street on bin
nights – hadn’t dragged me back to reality.

And that’s when I realised that Luke Corcoran was
crying. 

No one said very much that first day. Even Barry the Bus
Driver laid off his terrible Elvis impressions as a mark of
respect.

Mum pounced the moment I walked through the
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door, grabbing hold of me and refusing to let go, almost
like it was me that had died. ‘Your brother texted me, so
they let me off work early. Oh Chris! Are you all right,
my love?’

‘I’m fine.’
‘Poor Declan. How long had you two known each

other?’
‘We were at nursery together,’ I said, praying she

wasn’t going to repeat the ‘dinosaur in the sandpit’ saga.
‘That’s . . . twelve years, isn’t it?’

Mum’s tears were making a damp patch on the top of
my head. ‘And his poor mother; do you think I should
call her? Maybe it’s too . . . Declan was such a lovely boy.’ 

You see: I told you she liked you. I know she some-
times complained you were ‘eating us out of house and
home’, but she always kept a pepperoni pizza in the
freezer ‘just in case’. 

‘I think I’ll pop upstairs, Mum.’ 
‘Are you sure? Don’t you want to come into the

kitchen and talk about it?
I shook my head.
‘Well, all right then. I’ll give you a call when tea’s

ready. I’m doing your favourite.’
And that’s what it was like: everyone falling over

themselves to be nice to me. I know you always said my
younger brother was ‘too cool for school’, but even Pete
interrupted his six-hour personal grooming routine to
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mumble that ‘Declan was an OK guy’. I was actually
quite glad that Dad was working late again, otherwise he
would probably have got out the box set of Top Gear that
we used to watch together when I was, like, five years
old.

I auto-piloted my way through vegetable lasagne and
Mum’s tearful interrogation – When’s the funeral? Who
was driving? What was Declan doing in that car in the first
place? (Don’t know, don’t know . . . don’t know) – but I
couldn’t wait to get back to my room.

It felt strange that you weren’t online. You’d have
normally posted a rubbish joke by the end of Neighbours
and even though I knew you were dead, I couldn’t help
double-checking to see if you’d signed in.

But you know what was even weirder? The stuff Tash
Wilson and one hundred and forty-eight other friends
had written on your tribute page. Darren Denyer, who
peanutted you so mercilessly that you had a permanent
red mark round your neck, told you to RIP bruv, girls
who didn’t even know you existed promised to luv u 4eva
bby, and Miss Hoolyhan described you as A wonderful
young man with a fine sense of rhythm. It was like
Leonardo DiCaprio, Mother Theresa and the drummer
from Rage Against The Machine had all died on the
same day. Not my oldest friend, Declan.

Maybe that’s why I couldn’t write anything. You’d
have probably come up with a killer line about painful
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teenage crushes, but as I stared at all the miss u 4evas and
the neva 4gottens I half remembered something; some-
thing that had been buzzing around in the back of my
head all day; something I was working overtime to 4get.
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Two Days 
After The Crash

The next day, the school was crawling with counsellors.
Where they came from, I don’t know. Perhaps they’d
bussed them in from a war zone, because by the beginning
of the second lesson, a platoon of ladies in fluffy cardigans
and a couple of spiky-haired dudes were installed in the
temporary classrooms, ready to listen to anyone who’d
been affected by the ‘tragic events of Sunday evening’.

Like it says in the prospectus, the pastoral care at St
Thomas’s is second to none, and Mr Peel, the new director
of student welfare, told us to excuse ourselves from any
lesson if it all got ‘too heavy’ and we needed to talk. 

Talking was the last thing I needed, but as I wandered
round the courtyard at first break, it was pretty obvious
the counsellors wouldn’t be short of a punter or two. Kids
who would have torched their grandmothers and buried
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their iPads rather than show any sign of weakness were
crying openly while their mates comforted them and
Miss Hoolyhan and the lab technician handed out paper
tissues. The Year Ten girls wore black nail varnish in your
honour and everywhere I went someone seemed to be
whispering your name. Don’t take this the wrong way,
mate, but you were a hell of a lot more popular after you’d
died.

Of course, the usual suspects were telling car crash
jokes outside the science block. So I sidled over, thinking
I could jot down the best ones on the back of my hand.
As soon as they saw me, their riotous laughter dissolved
into a respectful silence. Darren Denyer even mouthed,
‘Sorry, Geez,’ as they drifted back into school.

That was the trouble: everyone knew we were best
mates. I would normally have sold my soul (with a couple
of Xbox games and an Eddie Izzard DVD thrown in) for
a couple of minutes alone with Tash Wilson, but when
she put her hand on my shoulder and asked me how I was
doing and whether I wanted to talk about it, I told her I
needed a quick browse through my science books. 

It was like everyone was waiting for me to lose it; like
they were surprised I hadn’t put on black underpants and
cried my way through double history. The fact is, I was
doing fine. So long as I didn’t stop to think about it, I
was perfectly OK.

But it wasn’t that easy. Even the teachers tried to turn
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every lesson into the Declan Norris tribute show. You
would have loved it. Mr Catchpole spent the first five
minutes of PSHE listing ancient burial rituals. But if –
according to the Polynesians – death was such a taboo
subject, why was he so desperate for us to discuss it?

‘Viking warriors were buried in full armour with their
horse, just in case they met with battle in the afterlife,’
Mr Catchpole informed us.

‘I reckon Dec would want to be buried with his
mobile, sir,’ said Luke Corcoran. ‘Do you think you get
free texts on the other side?’

‘That’s very interesting, Luke,’ said Mr Catchpole.
‘What do the rest of you think? Which possessions would
twenty-first century man be keenest to take with him?’

Their suggestions were as inaccurate as they were pre-
dictable: credit cards, games consoles, sixty-five varieties
of fast food . . . hair straighteners. I kept my mouth shut,
but I knew for a fact that if you were going to take any-
thing it would be the only surviving copy of the first
episode of that sitcom we were writing about the traffic
warden with superpowers.

‘Right,’ said Mr Catchpole, ‘can anyone tell me some-
thing about the Zoroastrians? Yes, Luke?

Luke Corcoran never put his hand up. It was as rare
as a sighting of Halley’s comet. ‘Oi, sir, I think I need to
go and talk to a counsellor, sir.’

Mr Catchpole studied him for a moment and then
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nodded. ‘Yes, of course, Luke. You’d better go straight-
away.’

Luke Corcoran sniffed theatrically and headed for
the door.

‘In some cultures, if a child died they buried a dog
with them,’ said Mr Catchpole, pausing for a moment in
the hopes that at least one person would ask him why.
‘The reason being that a dog can always find its way
home. Now, the ancient Egyptians were remarkably
sophisticated . . .’

Three days before I would probably have attempted a
lame joke about ‘yummy mummies’ but as soon as he
mentioned Tutankhamun, I got up from my desk and
walked slowly to the door.

Rob the Slob always had his hand in the air. ‘Sir, sir! I
think something’s the matter with Christopher Hughes,
sir.’

I must have looked like a sleepwalker, or an Egyptian
mummy on the hunt for embalming fluid. I could hear
what they were saying, but it felt like one of those
dreams where you lose control of your body and there’s
nothing you can do but go with the flow. 

‘It’s fine,’ said Mr Catchpole, stumbling to the door
and holding it open for me. ‘I think Christopher needs
some time to sort himself out.’

I was so out of it that I barely noticed the sensational
spectacle of old Cathchpole turning a blind eye to official
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school policy* for the one and only time in his career.
(*No student may leave a lesson without permission from
the supervising adult. The only exception being for peri-
patetic music lessons, where official procedures must be
followed.)

Gliding serenely across the puddle-strewn courtyard,
I was dimly aware of a trickle of miserable-looking kids
on their way back from the counsellors. They can’t have
been doing a very good job. I mean, I knew you better
than anybody, and I was as right as rain. But by the looks
of this lot, not one of them would be going home with a
happy sticker.

I wasn’t sure where I was heading, but when I arrived
at the Millennium Pagoda it seemed like the perfect
place to bury my head in the sand. 

Luke Corcoran was torturing a Year Eight with a
packet of Doritos. ‘Do you want them? Well, do you?
Cos if you do, you’re going to have to jump a lot higher
than that.’ 

When he saw me, he looked dead ashamed and
returned the tangy cheese-flavoured snacks to their
rightful owner. ‘Just on my way to the . . .’ He pointed
towards the temporary classrooms. ‘See ya later, Chris.’

I squeezed into one of the picnic tables, rested my
head on my folded arms and tried to concentrate on the
blackness.

‘Are you all right?’
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I didn’t move, hoping she might go away.
‘I said, are you all right?’
I kept really still, trying not to breathe, like Dad did

when someone knocked on the door trying to get you to
change gas companies.

‘Say something, Chris. You’re worrying me now.’
It was that weird girl who’s always reading. Some

people said she belonged to a cult because she never
wore designer labels and her wild, straw-coloured hair
didn’t change styles every fortnight. But apart from a
few typical St Thomas’s rumours, I didn’t know that
much about her. Only that she was in my set for
English and her name was Ariel – which, as she told
everyone at the beginning of Year Seven, is the name
of a character from Shakespeare and not a washing
powder. 

‘Look, for the last time, I’m fine, all right? Why does
everyone keep asking me how I am?’

OK, I admit it – I knew something else about Ariel.
I knew that you liked her. You always denied it of course,
it would have been social suicide not to, but you were
practically the only kid in Year Eleven who went to that
talk she did on deforestation, and you didn’t even crack
a smile when her mum turned up to meet her from the
war graves trip on a tandem. Not that I was jealous or
anything. I just couldn’t see why you’d want to waste
your time on someone who wasn’t even funny.
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‘You don’t look fine,’ she said, squeezing in opposite
me. ‘You look . . . weird.’

That was rich, coming from a tree hugger like Ariel.
‘Thanks a lot.’

‘Sorry. I know you’re under a lot of pressure right now.’
‘Pressure, what pressure?’
‘You and Dec were really close. He was always talking

about you.’
I wasn’t that keen on the idea of you and her having

cosy chats about me. ‘What’s that got to do with any-
thing?’

‘Look, I don’t mean to be rude, Chris . . .’ When
people say that it’s usually exactly what they mean. ‘. . .
but can’t you see you’re behaving a bit . . . strangely?’

I’d rather have spent ten minutes with one of the
fluffy-cardiganed counsellors. Half of me felt drawn to
her; the sensible half already realised how dumb that
was. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

‘It’s just that . . .’ She turned away from me, fixing her
attention on the all-weather hockey pitches. ‘You don’t
seem very . . . upset. I mean, I’ve hardly stopped crying
for the last two days, but you . . .’

We sat in silence for the longest two minutes of my
life. If she didn’t go soon, there was a distinct possibility
I might start thinking again.

‘I don’t get it . . .’ I started. ‘What was he . . . I mean,
why did he . . . How did it . . .?’ 
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Ariel tugged at the cuffs of her fingerless gloves.
‘They say he got into a car with a bunch of Sixth Form
college kids.’

‘And had the driver been drinking or something?’ I
said, anxious for someone to blame.

‘Don’t know.’ Ariel shrugged. ‘Could have been; it
was getting pretty messy in there.’

‘How do you know?’
‘Well, because . . .’ she licked her glossless lips,

‘because I was at the party.’ It was the first time I’d seen
a girl cry without creating black rivers of mascara. ‘I told
him he could walk home with me and Mum, but it was
pouring with rain and he said he could get a lift.’ 

Ariel was about as close to being a party animal as I
was to being good at PE. She’d already told anyone
who’d listen that she wouldn’t be seen dead at the prom
because she couldn’t understand why any sixteen year
olds would want to dress up like a bunch of ‘middle-
aged bank managers and their wives’. 

‘I thought you hated parties.’
‘Sometimes they’re OK,’ she said, turning back

towards the all-weather hockey pitches and sniffing.
‘Depends who you’re with.’

‘And, anyway, didn’t the crash happen out near
Blackthorn Farm? That’s nowhere near Declan’s house.
What was the driver playing at?’

‘Probably showing off,’ said Ariel, her voice cracking,
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like it did in English when she felt particularly strongly
about something – which she often did. ‘That’s what
boys do, isn’t it?’

I remembered her giving Tash Wilson a hard time for
assuming the pilot in Lord of the Flies was a man.
Considering the plane had crashed, I didn’t think it was
sexist at all. ‘If you say so.’

‘Dec wasn’t like that though, was he?’
I wondered where she’d been for the last four years.
‘Once you got to know him, he was actually quite a

deep thinker.’
Perhaps some other Declan Norris had died recently.
Ariel’s balloon-debating voice turned to a hoarse

whisper. ‘He didn’t deserve to . . . you know. Did he,
Chris?’

I had to get away before I started thinking any deeper
myself. ‘Gotta go,’ I said, jumping – almost athletically –
to my feet. ‘There’s a science assessment I need to revise
for.’

‘Chris, wait,’ she called. ‘Don’t you want to . . .? Look,
there’s something I need to tell you.’

But I was already on my way to the field. And I only
stopped running when I came to that muddy football
pitch where you, me and the other ‘low achievers’ spent
many a soggy afternoon hiding from the ball and winding
up that PE teacher by calling table tennis ‘ping pong’.

I know of at least one person who could come up
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with some wacky explanation for what I did next.
Actually, I think I just wanted to hear your voice – just
like I can hear you laughing now, smart arse. 

Your answerphone message was usually dead annoying,
especially as, no matter how many times I heard it, it
always caught me out. This time I didn’t mind because,
just for a second or two, I could almost believe you were
still alive.

‘Hi . . . hi, you’ll have to speak up I . . . I can’t hear
you. No . . . no . . . I still can’t . . . [You do two blasts of
your depressingly brilliant Woody Woodpecker laugh.]
Gotcha! Hi, this is Declan speaking. If you’ve got some-
thing funny to say, leave me a message. Otherwise, hang
up when you hear the beep.’

And that’s when I felt my first twinge of pain. 
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