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Declan Carroll’s Unfortunate Death
Corey Charron
No one ever spoke of Declan Carroll without mentioning his rather unfortunate death at the age of twenty-four. Some said it was a tragedy – his future greatness, of which there had never been any doubt, snuffed out by a cruel, indifferent world; others said it was the funniest thing they had ever heard. But all agreed that Declan had been far too young, and that it was a shame all of his accomplishments would be forever overshadowed by one brief error in judgment.
“Declan no doubt had a grand future in academia,” said Dr. John McAdams, who had been supervising Declan‘s PhD thesis. “And in his field he might have gone on to attain more esteem than the very well respected Victor Pennington, but then, he went and died.” McAdams was one of several professors who had fine words to say about their former pupil.
“Until that day when he died so suddenly,” I remember Kate Catching saying to me the one time I dared ask about her late-fiancé. “I thought we were going to marry, have three kids and just have the whole storybook life that everyone expects to have when they are young.” Kate definitely didn’t think there was anything funny about her fiancé’s rather uncommon death, and implied during our conversation that his passing was nearly as much of a disaster for her as it was for Declan. With their wedding scheduled for exactly one week from the day he died, it was certainly inopportune timing – and what were they to do with two hundred slices of pre-packaged wedding cake, and the green and orange bridesmaids’ dresses? But personally I’ve always thought this was a bit of an exaggeration on Kate’s part – and frankly, a tad insensitive.
I’ve never been one of them, but there are those who hold Kate at least partially to blame for Declan’s death. Sure no one other than the occasional drunk at a party ever dares to actually go right out and say such a thing, but the feeling is definitely there.
“Well, we all know what put him in that state,” Kirk Smith, who had been less than a mile away when Declan’s corpse was thrown into the ambulance and rushed to the hospital, told me last week during Happy Hour in the lounge at Hancock’s Bar and Grill. Unfortunately, Kirk didn’t have enough drinks in him to finish his thought. I went and got him another fifty cent draft, but Kirk just shook his head at me and said he knew what I was up to.
And thinking about Kate reminds me of one of many things that set Declan apart from the rest of us: girls never had a bad thing to say about him. He treated them with respect, was always a shoulder for broken hearts to cry on, and he usually stayed with whomever he was seeing until they either broke up with him or moved away to a better city.
“I’ve always regretting leaving him to go off to Yale,” Declan’s high school sweetheart Cindy Gourbeck confessed to me when I called her late one night. Cindy is a lawyer with some up-and-coming corporate law firm in Minneapolis, of all places. “Of course there’s no chance of us ever getting back together now – even I know that, but oh, how many nights I’ve sat awake thinking how things could have been different if I’d only chosen Declan instead of the Ivy Leagues. I mean, why did I have to go all the way to New Haven when the law school we have right here at home was a perfectly good one?” Cindy then started sobbing uncontrollably.
And Cindy and Kate weren’t the only woman Declan had in his life. There were many more. Certainly there were those, myself included, who were envious of the charmed life Declan led. When you grow up with someone it’s natural to end up taking them for granted, but that was never the case with Declan. It was obvious from an early age that he was special, and we were always a little in awe of our friend. 
In the first grade he could write both his name and the alphabet in cursive letters when everyone else was still learning to print, and indeed he got “commendable” for penmanship on all of his elementary school report cards, and later also became quite adept at calligraphy (Declan was, however, always an atrocious speller). When we were in the sixth grade, he could flex arm hang for a full three minutes longer than anyone else, and some of the sore losers accused him of having an unfair advantage (For years Declan was the smallest kid in our class and didn’t start sprouting up and filling out until the ninth grade – just in time for him to get a spot on the football team as a back up wide receiver). 
Then in junior high, he could name the capital city of every country you could think of other than Angola which he always said was Luena instead of Luanda. And for awhile in high school he was a bit of a celebrity because he was the first one in our grade to have both a driver’s license and their own car. Declan drove a white 1977 Dodge Aspen he’d inherited from his grandfather, and I wonder how many besides myself have memories of cruising around in that old car with Chick Corea or Herbie Hancock (Declan loved jazz and rarely listened to anything else) turned up so loud your ears hummed for days afterwards.
Everyone I talked to had their own personal memory of Declan they wanted to tell me about, the one that stands out for me happened in the summer between sixth and seventh grade. I ran into him in front of 7-11. He had just come out empty handed and I was on my way in to buy an orange creamsicle, which I was hooked on at the time. We stood outside the front door and in a couple of minutes he had convinced me to keep my money in my pocket.
“I don’t have quite enough cash or all of the equipment to start this thing up on my own,” he had said. “I need a partner, so what do you say we pool all of our money together and by the end of the day we’ll have increased it tenfold.”
I wasn’t exactly sure what he meant, but that was his sales pitch, and suddenly we were business partners, even if it was only for the afternoon. Declan pulled four crumpled singles out of the front pocket of his jeans. I handed over the five dollar bill which was my weekly allowance, and we headed to the supermarket to buy the supplies we would need to make the Slurpees Declan assured me would bring us riches. 
We bought imitation Dixie Cups that came in a cardboard tube about three feet long, half a dozen packets of Kool-Aid mix, a five pound bag of sugar, a jumbo-sized bottle of RC Cola, and then headed to my place to get a blender. When we got there I was relieved my mother wasn’t home because she never would have let me take her blender out of the house. I confessed my crime on a note I left on the table and said I’d be home by dinner. 

We decided to set up shop in front of Declan’s place because his sidewalk had plenty of traffic whereas mine was in a deserted cul-de-sac. When we told Mrs. Carroll about our money making venture, she smiled and patted both of us on the head. “Well, my boys,” she said – Declan too busy digging through the Tupperware in the hallway closet to hear the teasing in both her voice and words. “Make sure you don’t drink everything before the customers start turning up, and Declan if you do really well we’ll have to start charging you rent.” She gave me a wink and I looked down at my feet and smiled. I’d had a crush on her for as long as I could remember.
Declan had it all figured out. When I met him at 7-11, he’d been checking out what flavors they were serving because he wanted to make sure ours would all be different. He also explained that we were going to fix our Slurpees up out on the sidewalk because this would attract the attention of the passersby. And we’d sell them for fifty cents a cup – no exceptions, regardless of the sob stories we were bound to hear.
“All of the noise we’ll be making will get them to come over and see what we are up to,” he said grinning. At the time I had no doubt I was bearing witness to the birth of an entrepreneurial extraordinaire, but over the years I came to understand that Declan was just fiercely serious about everything he did.

In the garage, he tossed me an extension cord that I tried to catch, but it landed in a pile at my feet; he hoisted a card table over his head and wobbled and zigzagged out to the end of the driveway. We set everything out on the table, made a sign with a black felt marker and a piece of cardboard, proclaiming our Slurpees to be the coolest in the world and then realized there wasn’t any ice in Declan’s freezer and had to spend our last two dollars on two bags worth.
Our customers started turning up in a steady stream not long after I’d gotten back from the store. Rick Swanson, from across the street, and his little sister Becky were the first ones.
“Hey Rick! What’ll it be today?” Declan said as if we’d been in business for years and Rick one of our regulars.

“Oh, I don’t know. What have you got?” Rick said slipping into his role.

“Right now we’re serving grape and lime.”
“Ah, grape I guess.”
“And for the little lady?”
“He means you, Lucy,” Rick said and nudged his sister.

“Grape, please,” she said and started giggling.

“Okay, you heard the man,” Declan said turning to face me. “Two grapes coming up right pronto.” I gave my partner a nod, threw some ice into the blender, switched it on, and moments later relayed two frothy cups to Declan who passed one to Rick and reached down to give Lucy hers.
Then Mrs. Browne, a retired schoolteacher who lived alone a few doors down, came over and bought two limes. Declan called her love when he handed over her cups and she told him she’d always thought he was a real gentleman.
In less than ten minutes we’d already made two dollars and only needed another seven more before we could start counting our profits.
Things went pretty much as Declan said they would. We stayed busy for nearly two hours and had to make another ice run. I manned the blender and Declan sweet-talked our customers. At four o’clock we closed up shop. We had eighteen dollars in the coffee can we’d been using to store all of our money; minus the money we’d started out with, that meant we’d made four-fifty each. 

“I told you I wouldn’t let you down,” Declan said as we sipped on the first of our Slurpees we’d allowed ourselves to have all afternoon.

“We make a pretty good team,” I said, smiling. I liked the idea of it just being Declan and I, and was already thinking of the stories we’d have to tell the rest of the guys.
“To teamwork!” Declan said and we touched our cups together.

After we cleaned up, we went back to 7-11. I bought an entire box of red licorice, which cost five dollars and used up all of my profits plus fifty cents. Declan got a big bag of Doritos and we sat in the park until it was time to go home for dinner and talked excitedly about the afternoon like football players reliving every play of a championship game. I had about ten pieces of licorice, Declan ate all of his Doritos, and as we walked home, he bent over and threw up all over the curb. He kept heaving and heaving, and I was starting to get worried, but then it stopped suddenly. He stood up and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and said: “Well, there go all of my profits down the gutter.” I think he was joking, but he never smiled, and went home clutching his stomach without saying another word. In our revelry we’d planned to set up at least one more time before the summer ended, but didn’t. Declan later told me just the thought of it turned his stomach; he never ate another Dorito and it took a few months before he was up for a Slurpee.
At our high school graduation, Declan wasn’t selected class valedictorian – the honor went to brownnoser Vince Doppler, but there were many who thought he should have been. Declan’s overall average was also three points higher than Doppler’s.
Then Declan surprised us all and turned down a handful of full-ride scholarships at prestigious colleges to stay at home and continue going to school with the rest of us. During our orientation day on campus I asked him why he had shunned the big-time; he shrugged his shoulders and told me Dick’s down the road made the best hamburger and onion rings he’d ever tasted.
At university, Declan had several high profile moments, and certainly by the completion of our first year, there were few on campus who hadn’t at least heard of Declan Carroll. It’s true he was the type of person to whom people are naturally drawn to and he had the kind of personality that made you want to keep going back to him again and again, but Declan also did his part to make sure his name never strayed far from the spotlight. He wrote a weekly column in the school newspaper called Carroll’s Cerebrations which was basically his humorous take on student life; I’ve already mentioned his knack with the ladies, and his tireless fundraising in a failed bid to have our crammed library expanded and ready for the twenty-first century are just a few of the things that stand out.
Declan’s biggest moment came in our third year when he debated evolution versus creation with Don Cleveland who was the U of M’s top debater. It was no replay of the Scopes Trial, and when the smoke had finally cleared, everyone was more confused than ever about God and creation, big bangs and evolution, and religion and science in general. But no one doubted Declan had scored a resounding victory. Don Cleveland was said to have been so shattered from being over matched by Declan’s superior skills that he never again entered another debate and abandoned all future political aspirations. 
Less than four years later Declan was dead, but before then, he breezed through the rest of his undergraduate degree, got his masters in less than two years and set out to work on the doctorate he would never even get close to finishing.
His funeral was one of the largest ever held in the city. Because of the unusual nature of his death, his picture was on the front page of our two local newspapers, countless tabloids, several T.V. news stations – and I heard even on CNN. When I arrived at the church I expected to see helicopters hovering overheard, but there were only gray clouds dripping rain and a crowd of people standing in line waiting to get inside. Declan’s local popularity and youth, combined with morbid curiosity on the part of many of our townspeople, ensured the pews would be packed, and the funeral, the event of the season. Nearly 100 people had to watch the service on T.V. monitors in the church gymnasium. 
At the viewing the night before, everyone was surprised that Declan looked the same as he always had. The hair, which I’d always heard kept growing long after you died, looked the same, and his skin still looked healthy – not at all waxy or lacquered like all of the faces of the dead I had seen on T.V. There wasn’t even a bruise or a scratch on his face. Glen Head, who had just started his internship at Holy Acres Funeral Home, told me on the sly though that I was lucky to be spared having to see the rest of Declan. 

“It looked like he had been trampled by a heard of stampeding buffalo,” was how Glen described the state of Declan’s body.
There was a puddle of tears where mourners stood to take one last look at Declan. For awhile the sunlight hit the puddle at just the right angle, and combined with the steady falling tears, it gave off a rainbow that was visible for about the first ten rows. Then Billy O’Malley came along, slipped, and put an end to it. O’Malley was the fattest man in town; Kirk Smith, who was standing just in front of Billy, swore to me that when Billy landed on the ground, he saw Declan’s head bounce on the pillow.

For a long time after the funeral, it seemed everyone I talked to was preoccupied with their own mortality, and I was no different. We were only in our mid-twenties, but if it could happen to Declan, it could surely happen to anyone of us. Death, we were suddenly all too aware, lay in wait, and I think even the non-believers prayed that whenever our time was up, unlike our friend, we’d at least get to go by one of the usual routes: heart attack, stroke, disease, cancer. And choking, drowning, freezing, or even falling no longer seemed nearly as awful as they once had.

“Makes me want to die peacefully,” Bob Jones, who’d only been married since the spring and had the first of his three kids on the way, said to me at the time. “A nice heart attack after one last romp with Anne would be just about perfect.”
Our town has never completely gotten over Declan’s death. There is a sense of unease - even shock, which still lingers. This is no doubt a testimony to the kind of person Declan was during his all too brief life, but it is also a fact that the town we live in is small, and perhaps Declan wouldn’t be the center of conversations so often if we had more players in our little drama. In New York, Los Angeles, or even London, he sadly may have been forgotten long ago.

Several of the kinds of stories you’d expect to hear about someone who died as Declan did have been told over the years. One is that Mrs. Carroll stayed in the house for two years after her son’s death which simply wasn’t the case. It’s true the sorrow has never quite left her face, but she is still out in her garden most mornings and I saw her at the supermarket two days after the funeral. Another is that Declan was distraught over something and chose to die. This is absurd for two reasons: firstly, he had more reason to live than anyone I can this of, and secondly, no one would choose to go the way he did. Declan’s ghost has been seen at various locations, and our town has it fair share of conspiracy theorists just like any other. Predictably, some have said he didn’t die at all, but went off somewhere to be with Elvis (This rumor is of course spread by those who have never stopped laughing over Declan’s death). There is also a small minority that feels dying, especially so uniquely, was a cunning move on Declan’s part.

“Think of it this way,” one man, who did not want to be identified, said to me, “of all the dead people in this town – and don’t forget Judge Gilbert, Marianna Miller, remember her, she was in all of those slasher movies in the 1970s and then OD’d, or Kate Fielding, and who doesn’t like talking about Kate – no one’s more talked about than Declan. The guy’s bigger than he ever was, man.”
I’d never heard of Marianna Miller, and I feel uncomfortable with the way Declan’s memory has evolved. Many people talk about him as if her were a rock star or a saint and he wasn’t. He wasn’t even close to any of those things, and if he could hear them, he would no doubt at first have a good laugh at such suggestions and then perhaps be horrified. As I’ve already said, he preferred jazz, and like most people, Declan did his fair share of things over the years I know he later wished he hadn’t. It’s well know, for example, that he tended to drink too much once exams were over, and the day we sold Slurpees in his driveway wasn’t the only time I saw Declan throw up after over indulging. Also generally excluded from Declan lore – no doubt because it tarnishes his reputation as an impeccable gentleman – is that once tried to cop a feel at a junior high Halloween party and for his efforts got clobbered over the head by Catwoman (whom he had attempted to paw). There are other things he did which were of about the same level of seriousness that have remained a secret, and I’m going to keep it that way.

“Hell of a way to go,” Kirk said to me last week. “Do you ever wonder how far things had to go before it got too late to stop it?” I laughed and took a sip of my beer.
I’ve thought about it many times, thought about what could have, should have been done, to somehow spare Declan. This time though when I got home, I decided I was going to compose a short record of a life worth remembering. I sat down and started writing.
