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Praise for About A Son

‘I feel very lucky to have read this book. Extraordinary and important … a triumph.’

Adam Kay, author of This Is Going to Hurt

‘I was utterly floored by the emotional depth of About A Son – a book that reaches so deeply into the human experience that to read it is to be forever changed. It is an unflinching examination of grief, a painstaking deconstruction of injustice and a dispatch from the frontiers of the human heart. David Whitehouse has written something of great power and truth. In doing so, he has ensured that Colin Hehir’s beloved son, Morgan, and the family’s fight for justice will never be forgotten.’

Elizabeth Day, author and broadcaster

‘A work of such staggering beauty, such sheer, abject dread. My heart ached, and still does, but I’m so glad I read About A Son. I’m so glad David Whitehouse wrote this book. It’s profoundly intimate and despairingly universal. It’s a story of life and loss, and grief and love. It’s remarkable.’

Chris Whitaker, author of We Begin at The End

‘A book of love and grief, and about what justice can and cannot deliver. I shall always remember Morgan and his family.’

Sunjeev Sahota, author of China Room

‘The book that everyone will be talking about this year: a staggering work of honesty, empathy and humanity, wholly unlike anything else you will have read. Whitehouse is a masterful storyteller who builds an intimate, immersive and unflinching portrait of a boy lost to preventable violence and the family who loved him. I found it absolutely compelling from the first word to the last and know I will never forget it.’

Terri White, author of Coming Undone

‘David Whitehouse has taken a father’s “unique record of grief” and turned it into a poetic indictment of policing in austerity Britain. About A Son is an original true-crime masterpiece and a tribute to human resilience over official intransigence.’

Michael Gillard, author of Legacy

‘An incredibly compassionate and moving story of loss, grief and enduring love … left me filled with both heartache and hope. David Whitehouse is a singularly gifted and deeply compelling writer and this beautiful book opened my eyes to what creative non-fiction can be and do.’

Cathy Rentzenbrink, author of The Last Act of Love

‘An astonishing achievement. About A Son is a book that will stay with you for a long, long time. A memorial to Morgan Hehir, the love he gave and the love that surrounded him in his all too short life, it is as beautiful and brilliant as it is heartbreaking.’

Dan Davies, author of In Plain Sight

‘About A Son is a story of grief and the urgent all-consuming need for closure when truth and justice are denied. Told with such skill, almost like a letter to the grieving father, a gift that honours the details of the crime and its aftermath, while transforming them into art. Both forensic and compassionate … this is an enthralling and beautiful book that stands as a lasting testament to the power and pain of familial love.’

Lily Dunn, author of Sins of My Father

‘A devastating book. With great empathy, perceptiveness, and skill, Whitehouse reframes the scenes of a senseless tragedy, giving voice to the untold sorrow of a bereft father, and somehow – don’t ask me how – manages to return you to the edge of hope. It’s insightful, profoundly moving and big-hearted. Read it.’

Benjamin Wood, author of The Bellwether Revivals

‘About A Son is a remarkable work of narrative non-fiction that invites us into a private universe of extraordinarily deep love and loss. It is a beautiful book that should be read by all.’

Francisco Garcia, author of If You Were There
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There’s a fountain in the centre of town. Every summer, bored teenagers uphold a mischievous tradition to fill it with bubble bath. The falling water churns the soap until the foam out-swells the fountain’s walls and blows through the streets on the breeze. It floats past bemused shoppers, angry market traders and delighted children, who imagine themselves tumbling, as though the whole of Nuneaton is inside the spinning silver drum of a giant washing machine. That it will come out sparkly and new. They’re too young to see that which can’t be cleaned, the dirt around the edges of a place like this. The stains left on the fabric of a town by its tragedies.

On the evening of 31 October 2015, near the outskirts of Nuneaton town centre less than half a mile from here, twenty-year-old Morgan Hehir was walking through a park with five friends when they were viciously attacked by three strangers. One of them had a knife. Morgan was stabbed to death.

The brutality and senselessness of Morgan’s murder shocked the town. It was impossible to live there, or have lived there, and not hear about it. It was impossible not to feel it in your bones when you did.

Though I left Nuneaton in 1999, when I was eighteen, Morgan’s life had been lived and taken on the streets of my formative years. He’d worked at the hospital where I was born, and where my mother worked until her retirement. He’d spray-painted graffiti in the park where I misspent my adolescence. He’d been walking between two pubs where I had some of my first underage drinks when he was murdered by a young man who’d once done the same. We never knew one another, Morgan and I, but I’d been him in the past.

I followed the story from afar, through tired eyes on a phone screen late at night as I fed my baby son. Old school friends discussed new developments on Facebook. Some knew of the young man who lost his life, others the people who took it. My mother would mention his name when we spoke.

‘How could they do something so wicked?’ she would say, about the killers. It was a question to which no answer ever came.

A little over four years after Morgan’s death, in January 2020, I received an email from Claire Harrison, a reporter on the Nuneaton News. I’d been friends with Claire since primary school; we were fixtures at each other’s childhood birthday parties. She had covered Morgan’s murder, the trial of his killers, and his father Colin Hehir’s tireless search for the truth about the individual and systemic failures that led to his son’s death. As a result, she’d become friends with Colin, who had recently sent her an extraordinary document.

The day after finding out Morgan had been murdered, and motivated only by the desire not to forget a single detail of the ordeal he and his family were about to endure, Colin experienced a remarkable moment of clarity in the thick fog of sorrow. He began to take notes. He’d never written anything longer than a shopping list before, but now he had 164 pages amounting to a diary of events that, in the opening paragraph, promised to ‘tell you about the shit we have been through … tell the story of what happened’.

Colin wanted Claire’s opinion on what he should do with his diary. He wanted as many people to know Morgan’s story as possible. Should he post it online? Self-publish it? Would anyone even be interested, or had he lost his mind? Claire wasn’t sure. But she offered to send the document to me on the basis that I’d written some books, that I knew the town, and that I may have some ideas.

The truth was, I didn’t. I’d never read anything like it before. Colin’s diary was a unique record of grief, told from a place deep within it. Of what happens to a parent when a child is taken from them in such sudden, terrible and tragic circumstances. Of how a family picks up the broken pieces and puts itself back together, but only ever in the wrong shape. Of how ordinary people live lives made anything but ordinary by the explosive violence of a young man with a knife. Of how so many families suffer such senseless loss we never hear about. And of how the systems designed to protect us will contort to protect themselves when they fail.

It was a report from the front line of loss. Rough, angry, moving, tender, maddening and blindingly honest, a testament not just to his son’s life, but Colin’s refusal to give up until he discovered the truth of how Morgan’s murder came to be – a murder that should never have taken place.

Though utterly compelling, Colin’s diary was intensely personal, overwhelmingly raw and indescribably sad. It was sometimes difficult to read, sometimes impossible. What advice could I give to someone who’d known such pain about what to do with it? As a father of sons, what could I say to a man who had lost one? I wasn’t even sure how to begin the conversation. And so, to my shame, I didn’t have it. I put the file in a folder I told myself I’d return to, and promised I’d call Colin when I knew what to say. But though his story didn’t leave my mind, that day never arrived.

It was three months later, on 15 April 2020, when I received a message from Colin directly, politely and patiently asking for my gut feelings on what he called his ramblings. It was then that I read his diary again, and we began to talk. Slowly, a way of telling his family’s story, in the hope it never happens to another, began to take shape.

That diary and those conversations became the backbone of this book, which also uses interviews, news articles, police reports, reportage and other materials to tell the story of his son, his family, and this time. I will always be honoured that Colin and his family – his wife Sue, and their sons Connor and Eamon – trusted me with his writings, with their experience, and with their pain. I hope only to have done justice to them, and to Morgan.
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