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      Critical acclaim for Michael Collins

      
      ‘The plot is strong and convincing … satisfyingly truthful. Its plain bleak matter-of-fact tone is curiously invigorating.
         One grows weary after all of those fanciful novelists with a talent for playful invention. It’s good to come on one who tells
         you how it is. Collins is such a writer’

      Allan Massie, Scotsman

      
      ‘Michael Collins’s quite magnificent new novel … its poignancy is almost too painful to bear. Collins’s prose is so direct,
         his characters so true, that you start thinking you will never be able to put it down. But then the horror of what is taking
         place … steals over you like a dark blanket of despair and you have to turn away for a moment to survive’

      Daily Mail

      
      ‘Collins’ brand of macho, streetwise and often vicious prose … here achieves a new tautness that helps maintain a frenetic
         pace and a genuine suspense. Collins has bridled the voice of the malcontent and produced something that is rare enough in
         contemporary Irish fiction: a well written and socially conscientious novel’

      Times Literary Supplement

      
      ‘Collins is a novelist with superbly controlled inventive vitriol’

      Glasgow Herald

      
      ‘[Collins] makes apparently simple materials work powerfully … his aim is exact and his effect eerie’

      Observer

      
      ‘Michael Collins is a considerable stylist … his prose has a thoughtful, sinewy quality, a kind of subliminal toughness of
         mind’

      Daily Telegraph

      
      ‘The best I’ve read this year. Prose throbbing to the rhythm of Auden’s “Night Mail” script, but with serrated razor-wire
         as cutting edge. Unputdownable’

      Time Out

      
      ‘Collins is operating at a level that’s beyond the reach of most of his practising colleagues’

      Toronto Globe & Mail

      
      ‘Reading Collins … is like being mugged in a savage land’

      The Times
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      Chapter 1

      
      It was past midnight when I got home Halloween night. The car lights swept across the yard. The house had been toilet-papered.
         I got out and saw where the kids had burned the word PIG into my lawn with bleach. The air smelt chemical clean. I was used
         to all of it. As the law in this small town, I was a target of pranks, of kids’ initiation ceremonies, of first acts of rebellion.
         It went with the territory, especially since my divorce. The kids knew that when my car was gone, the house was empty except
         for my dog Max.
      

      
      I could hear Max barking from his solitary confinement in the basement. I went down and let him up into the house.

      
      It was a night when they say the dead walk among the living, and the evening had passed in a motley assortment of trick-or-treaters
         going door to door. I’d followed the ghoulish-neighbour spectacle from my cop car, kids dressed as ghosts with shackles and
         chains, witches with warts, devils with forked tails, skeletons with scythes, sorcerers and wizards, monster brides, along
         with the usual superheroes: Superman, Spiderman, Batman, the Incredible Hulk. I’d turned on my siren and lights from time
         to time, just to add to the phantasmagoria of the evening.
      

      
      The crime of the night had been some kids tying a string of firecrackers to a cat’s tail, that, and a bogus incident with
         some loser kid reporting he’d found a razor blade in an apple.
      

      
      Max was groggy, though he came and licked my hand. I’d given him a sedative, since he was a barker. I’d not wanted the kids
         harassing him while I was on duty. He growled a bit, like he was mad at me. I told him about the cat. The word ‘cat’ made
         his ears point. Just hearing my voice made him pant. He looked to the window like there was a cat in the vicinity. It was
         good to get that kind of loyalty, even if it had to come from a dog. You hang on to whatever is thrown to you.
      

      
      I opened the refrigerator. The kitchen filled with the smell of meatloaf. I put ketchup on it, the way he liked it, and fed
         him.
      

      
      I drank a glass of milk just to kill the time. I wasn’t sleeping well. My reflection stared back at me in the window – like
         looking into an old memory.
      

      
      I was two years on from a divorce that had blindsided me. My wife, Janine, had left with my son. I’d not learned to inhabit
         the silence of the house. I missed my kid, is what it was. Holidays could do that. For some, they represented happiness, for
         others, regret.
      

      
      Earlier that night, I’d seen my kid at the mall where the town held its official trick-or-treating. It was two years after
         the Tylenol murders in Chicago, the case still unsolved. I’d set up a metal detector at the mall, to scan all the kids’ candy.
         I was dressed as Obi-Wan Kenobi, and this kid dressed as ET came forward and emptied his stash of candy. I scanned his candy
         with my metal detector made up to look like a lightsabre. The disguise was complete – that is, until I saw my kid’s eyes staring
         through the eye-holes of his mask, and then I knew, but Eddy said nothing. He turned and looked back. He didn’t know what to do, like he was going
         to get into trouble just speaking to me. It wasn’t my day to be with him. He was more lost than that alien he was pretending
         to be, but I didn’t blow his cover. He wasn’t the problem.
      

      
      As he walked away I simply said, ‘ET, phone home.’

      
      In the background, I saw my ex-wife with her new husband, Seth Hansen. They were dressed as ghouls, chained together, each
         carrying a ball and chain, pretty much how I saw them in real life.
      

      
      The line for receiving Scare Packages snaked all the way back to the Food Court, our mayor, master of ceremonies, dressed as Gomez Adams. We ended up having to
         keep the mall open past ten just to accommodate all the kids getting to shake hands with the mayor. All I got as a memento
         was a photo of Eddy receiving a prize from the mayor for his costume. Eddy was hidden by his mask, looking out at Janine.
         I hoped he was looking for me too, there amidst the onlookers.
      

      
      For my efforts at the mall that night, all I found was one razor blade in an apple, and I knew it was a hoax, because I knew
         the kid, Bobby James. He kept looking back into the crowd behind him. Bobby James’s older brothers were losers. They’d put
         him up to it. I swear to God, I didn’t want to be part of all that bullshit. My kid was roaming the mall. I was legally bound
         to keep away from him.
      

      
      We ended up questioning Bobby James because I had to treat the hoax as something real. Arnold Fisher, a rent-a-cop at the
         mall who worked part-time for us, had to find out which houses the kid had trick-or-treated at. The kid got his photograph
         taken holding the apple and the blade. That image was going to define Halloween for our community, one of those set pieces
         about our vanishing innocence. I always wondered how the most depraved tapped into our psyche, how they sensed the undercurrent of our lives,
         anticipating our decline.
      

      
      I watched Max slobbering at his bowl. His black muzzle pushed the bowl across the floor, his dark-pinkish tongue showing.
         There was a National Enquirer I’d picked up at the supermarket on the table with a piece in it about a hotdog vendor in New York who’d taken the door off
         a microwave and, over the course of a few months, cooked his hand from the inside out.
      

      
      It’s how I might have described my marriage.

      
      I yawned and got up. I had a few days off, a long weekend planned at my hunting cabin. I was ready for bed. But, while Max
         was out doing his business in the cold night air, I got the call about the missing little girl.
      

      
      The dispatch operator, Lois Gains, said she figured it was just some mix-up, some kid who’d decided to stay at a friend’s
         house, given it was Halloween.
      

      
      I just listened to her talking.

      
      ‘I hate to get you out like this, Lawrence, but you’ll be back in bed before you know it.’ She was talking fast. ‘That kid
         is probably at someone’s house at a sleepover. She just followed kids into a house, that’s what happened.’
      

      
      But there was something not quite right in her voice.

      
      I said, ‘How old is she?’

      
      Lois hesitated. ‘Three.’

      
      ‘You think a three-year-old could slip into someone’s sleepover unnoticed?’

      
      Lois didn’t answer immediately. ‘What with the costumes and masks they got these days, who can tell one kid from another?’

      
      I said, ‘Whose kid is it?’

      
      ‘I don’t know her … Some single woman living over in one of those apartments in the old mansion houses on East Pine.’
      

      
      Somehow I knew right then that this wasn’t just a kid missing from a sleepover.

      
      I shivered against the night and opened my car door. Darkness was settled in by early afternoon now. Daylight savings had
         just robbed us of an hour of daylight.
      

      
      Max barked in the house. He pissed on the floor when he was left alone, suffering from separation anxiety. I could hear him
         as I backed out of the driveway. I should have put him back into the basement, but I didn’t. On a few occasions people had
         called about his barking, complaining about how he was treated. He had, in some ways, come out worst in the divorce, locked
         away in the basement during my shifts.
      

      
      I didn’t want to be out looking for a missing kid. I wanted a call from dispatch to tell me it had all been a mistake, but
         the call never came. In the retelling of things, sometimes I feel that, if I could get it told right, I could change it, make
         it come out different.
      

      
      I parked at the back of the town hall. The mayor was already there, still in his Gomez Adams costume from the party at the
         mall. He was drinking black coffee. I saw him through the glass in the chief’s office, along with the chief, who was on the
         phone, and the chief’s secretary, who had rollers in her hair, but she wasn’t in costume. It made her all the more pathetic.
      

      
      The mayor was talking out loud, and the chief’s secretary was typing up what the mayor was saying. The local newspaper wanted
         a statement.
      

      
      Lois told me when I punched in that the child’s mother was being interviewed at her apartment by Arnold Fisher, since he lived close by. Lois said, ‘The mother’s drunk … I mean, really drunk.’
      

      
      In the stark light of the break room, which came to serve as a command post since it had the coffee-vending machine, we came
         up with a rudimentary search plan. Some members of the volunteer fire department were already on hand.
      

      
      Arnold Fisher showed halfway through the meeting and reported that the mother had been rushed to the county hospital after
         collapsing. He said there were amphetamines in her apartment, that she’d taken them along with the booze. As he talked, his
         coffee steamed under his chin. I could see his blue striped pajamas under his uniform.
      

      
      From what he had patched together from the mother, we learned the kid had trick-or-treated with neighbourhood kids and had
         been dropped back at eight-thirty. The mother said she put the kid to bed at just past nine o’clock, then she too fell asleep,
         admitting she’d been drinking throughout the evening. She didn’t wake until she felt a draught of cold air. That was at a
         quarter to eleven. The door was wide open. She’d left it half open because of trick-or-treaters, and had forgot to shut it.
      

      
      Given it was just below freezing, we had to act quickly. The chief cordoned off areas on a map, and we left and began searching
         the night.
      

      
      I passed through the old neighbourhood lit by the grinning malevolence of pumpkins, the candles licked by the cold wind. I
         passed lawns laid out like graveyards, tombstones tilted and hands reaching out of the ground. Someone had tied a life-sized
         witch on a broom to a telephone pole, so it looked like the witch had crashed in mid-flight.
      

      
      I shone my spotlight over the gardens, probing the sleeping quiet of 2 a.m. I saw the shifting silver of TVs left on all night, playing those old horror movies, taking insomniacs through the night. From time to time the dispatch radio in
         the car hissed a report on the blocks that had been searched.
      

      
      It went that way through the night, each block checked and accounted for, mapped back at the office, and still no sign of
         the missing child. I circled through my own street, came level with my house, shone the light on the menace of the word ‘PIG’,
         on what kids could conjure as evil or malevolent.
      

      
      They had, of course, no idea, not yet.

      
      I needed an ally, someone to stave off the sadness I felt. Frost covered everything and the temperature had dipped below freezing.

      
      I heard Max barking. He had heard my car. At least, I hoped it was the car, and that he hadn’t been barking like that all
         night long.
      

      
      After a night of searching, after hours of exhaustion and black coffee refills back at the station, when I was about to stop
         searching, I let Max out, let him walk beside the car as I drove slowly. We were back on the actual street the child lived
         on, but up a few houses, when Max stopped in the street and made a whining sound, then barked at something in a pile of leaves
         at the side of the road.
      

      
      I stopped the car, got out, knelt down slowly by the side of the road, and brushed the leaves aside to reveal the bent, feathered
         wire hangers of two broken wings. The yellowish halo of my flashlight lit up the face.
      

      
      It was like discovering a sleeping angel left between the world of the living and dead.

      
      And then I saw where the blood had clotted the leaves. When I touched the child she was already stiff. She’d been dead for
         hours.
      

      
      Max sniffed and whined at my coat. He made that huff noise dogs make and settled. I got him back into the car, and called
         for backup.
      

      
      It was hard just forming the words, speaking to dispatch. The dispatch radio hissed. Lois was talking to me, but I didn’t
         hear what she was saying. I was looking at a small, sentinel fire hydrant painted like a minuteman.
      

      
      I got out of the car again, and, standing over the pile of leaves, looked back along the street, putting together in my head
         the terrible truth of what had happened, of how this child had died, seeing the tire tracks where a car had come zigzag through
         the damp leaves.
      

   
      
      Chapter 2

      
      Removing the body took time. The chief had requested help from the Coroner’s Office and the Accident Investigation Unit. It
         took until almost nine o’clock before the child was removed, but the ghost outline remained, sketched in chalk. I saw the
         curled pose of the child, like a creature that had set about hibernating, not the sprawled remains of something hit by a car.
      

      
      I was put on makeshift coffee detail, setting up a table off to the side of the street with Dunkin’ Donuts. One of the county’s
         accident investigation experts came and took a cup of coffee. I overheard him say to a reporter, ‘Death was instantaneous.’
      

      
      It was a simple consolation.

      
      The expert said, ‘Someone’s at home right now, and they probably don’t even know they killed a child.’ He turned and saw me
         listening, and so did the reporter.
      

      
      ‘You found the child?’ The reporter directed his question at me.

      
      I nodded.

      
      The reporter wanted my name and a quote on this tragedy. I declined to comment, just gave the time I found the child.

      
      The expert shook his head. I was culpable in all this – that is what he was intimating – for not keeping the chaos of the previous night in check. He said, ‘Kids get away with what
         the law lets them get away with,’ and the reporter scribbled that down.
      

      
      The expert looked back up the road, and we followed his stare to the seasonal black and orange garbage bags filled with leaves,
         some split seam to seam from direct hits by cars, to the orange pulp of smashed pumpkins either thrown from cars or set out
         like decapitated heads, all there to lure and entice high school kids to run over them. This sort of revelry had become customary,
         what Halloween represented: the ghoulish haunted houses, the bonfires that lit up the county, a sanctioned madness, effigies
         of our own fears and superstitions going back to the dark ages of autumnal harvests and ritual offering.
      

      
      But what adorned this death, this sacrifice, was a yellow police tape fluttering in the cold rain, flares hissing and smoking,
         giving everything a chemical whiteness that hurt to stare into. It looked like the set of a movie.
      

      
      I got a call from Lois on my police radio. The school bus was at the top of the street. I was supposed to go to each house
         on the street and get the kids and take them up to the bus.
      

      
      Lois said, ‘The mother’s out of danger.’

      
      ‘Does she know the child is dead?’

      
      There was a silence, then Lois whispered, ‘No.’

      
      I said, ‘How come the people who want to die can’t?’

      
      ‘You okay, Lawrence?’

      
      ‘No.’

      
      I got out of the car again and stood in a cold fizzle of rain. I went door to door. In some of the houses, I saw the street
         live on TV. It was weird looking from the TV to the street. I saw myself live on TV at one house. A guy with a camera was
         pointing it straight at me.
      

      
      I got the small kids to hold hands, then led the juvenile chain gang up to the school bus. They were like little grubs in
         their heavy coats printed with their favorite TV characters – Mickey Mouse, Wonder Woman, Superman – carrying lunch boxes
         with Scooby-Doo and My Little Pony painted in bright colors. A camera followed us along the street.
      

      
      A young woman reporter said, ‘How do you kids feel?’ and one kid said shyly, ‘I’m not supposed to talk to strangers,’ and
         that maybe spoke volumes for the sadness of what we had become.
      

      
      The reporter said, ‘I’m not a stranger. This is TV.’ This other precocious kid said, ‘No comment,’ like some seasoned political
         hack, and that stopped the reporter dead in her tracks. I guess we knew the script. We had just been waiting for the right
         cue.
      

      
      The yellow bus waited at the end of the street. I knew the driver, an amateur ventriloquist who always had his side-kick,
         Lord Marbles, sitting in his lap. Lord Marbles had his hands on the steering wheel. His head was cocked sideways, smiling,
         belying what had happened outside. The kids scrambled on to the bus and right off started telling him about what had happened.
      

      
      Lord Marbles had one of those improbably happy faces, but the driver made the eyes register concern by moving them from side
         to side. Then he pulled the door handle, and the bus pulled away from the side of the road and disappeared down the next street.
      

      
      There was an eerie silence in the murky corridors of the town hall. It was going on ten o’clock. The police station was an
         annex of the town hall, a double-width trailer attached to the main building by a gangway that looked like a ramp for boarding
         a plane. The trailer was on wheels. We called it the mobile unit. We’d been on the ballot numerous times, petitioning for funds to build a permanent facility,
         but it was never approved. The force, if it could ever have been called a force, had been slashed in a budget cut and we piggy-backed
         on the Sheriff’s Department for assistance. We didn’t even have a jail.
      

      
      The chief met me at the door of his office. On the wall behind his desk he had mounted a huge prize-winning open-mouthed pike.
         It was probably the biggest catch the chief had ever made, period, either on the end of a line or in the line of duty. Under
         the pike, engraved in a gold panel on the lacquered mahogany, were the words, ‘Fish Fear Me.’
      

      
      The chief said, ‘I hate to ask you, but you think you might cancel your long weekend? We might need you for a day or so. We’ll
         make it up to you, okay?’
      

      
      ‘Sure.’

      
      ‘Look, give me a few minutes to wrap up something I got going on here. Get a coffee. I’ll come get you in the break room.’
         He walked me away from his office.
      

      
      Lois was sitting in the break room, looking at the TV. A tendril of smoke was rising from the side of her head. She’d set
         aside a breakfast of eggs and toast.
      

      
      The TV was on low, but I could hear screaming. A guy was jumping up and down and hugging Burt Reynolds, who’d helped him win
         it all on The Twenty Thousand Dollar Pyramid. Confetti was falling and the audience was going nuts.
      

      
      I said, ‘I wish I could share in other people’s happiness like that.’

      
      Lois looked at me. ‘You look like you’ve been run over by a truck.’ She stubbed her cigarette out in a foil ashtray.

      
      ‘That bad?’

      
      Lois smiled, despite everything that had happened. ‘Nothing a hot shower and a good home-cooked meal can’t take care of.’
      

      
      It was the sort of overture I would never have entertained at one point in my life, but I said, ‘Let’s see how the morning
         plays itself out. I have to see the chief.’
      

      
      Lois started right onto another cigarette, lit it so her face shone against the bowl of her hand. She offered me one, and
         I lit up from the end of hers. I sat across from her. The room was windowless. The vending machines shuddered from time to
         time. I had nothing to say, really. The major news affiliate a few towns over peppered the commercial breaks with a trailer
         on the Halloween tragedy. I saw myself in the background heading toward the school bus with the kids. It was like looking
         at a stranger.
      

      
      When I took hold of my coffee cup, my hands were shaking. Lois looked at them and then looked away.

      
      The news led with a report on the incident, describing it as a tragic sequence of events, how a door left open for trick-or-treaters
         had allowed the child to get out of her apartment. In the cold and dark, the child had probably become disoriented and just
         lay down amidst the leaves. In the mere telling, it seemed like a fable, a cautionary tale.
      

      
      The expert I’d seen at the scene of the accident was working with plaster of Paris, taking a tire impression of the vehicle
         involved. The camera lingered on him, engrossed in a discussion with another expert. He was shaking his head like there was
         something wrong. When he saw they were being filmed, he turned away.
      

      
      I looked at Lois for a moment. ‘Is something wrong there?’ But before she could answer, the camera cut away, and found the
         pile of leaves, then pulled back, putting into perspective the small chalk outline of the child’s body against the background of the street, lined on either side with a canopy of skeletal trees, the big manicured lawns, raked
         free of leaves, the pumpkin heads and ghoulish Halloween masks less scary in the daylight.
      

      
      The voice-over was asking, rhetorically, which of us had not taken stock of those memories of our fathers standing against
         the cold of a clear day raking leaves, who among us had not heard the crackle of leaves burning, who among us had not at one
         time lain down in a bed of leaves and enjoyed just how good it felt?
      

      
      The camera cut back to the studio. The rest of the story focused on the condition of the mother, whose identity was being
         withheld, but who was described as unmarried and from out of state. A reporter speaking live from the county hospital began
         her own synoptic pre-recorded segment, recapping the night’s events, following in line with what Lois had told me. The mother
         had been almost incoherent when she placed the missing person call to police just shortly after eleven o’clock. A blood alcohol
         level of 0.2 had been determined.
      

      
      The report broke back live to a shot of the reporter nodding her head, taking her cue from the cameraman that they were live
         again. She was holding an earpiece to her ear and had a pad of paper in her other hand, making her reportage that much more
         immediate. She finished with the cliffhanger that the mother was currently under a suicide watch.
      

      
      A commercial for rent-to-own furniture and appliances came on.

      
      Just speaking of what I’d seen brought a lump in my throat. I said, ‘The child never felt anything. That’s something to be
         thankful for.’ I stopped and took a long hit from the cigarette. ‘You ever ask why things happen like this?’
      

      
      Lois took up her cigarette. ‘I gave up wanting to understand this world a long time ago.’
      

      
      I said softly, ‘I’m glad you waited.’ I put my hand on hers for a moment, felt its warmth.

      
      We shared this level of intimacy, since we were both divorcees – or that wasn’t exactly right. Lois’s husband had committed
         suicide. Our relationship hinged on a few nights of drinks, a pot roast, among other things that were best kept between us.
         What I told myself about her was simply that she got a foothold in my moment of need. I started seeing her when I was going
         through my divorce. Her husband was dead by then. Lois gave me one of her husband’s suits when I went to court. He and I wore
         the same size. He’d been a traveling salesman, and he’d dressed sharp when he was alive. In fact, he’d hung himself with one
         of his fancy ties in a motel downstate.
      

      
      Somebody passed the door. I could hear voices outside the room. A guy who worked in the town hall came in and got a Coke and
         a Twinkie and left.
      

      
      Lois bit her inner lip. She took her hand from under mine. She looked right at me.

      
      ‘What is it?’

      
      She ran her hand through her hair, then took a long drag again, closed her eyes, and exhaled slowly.

      
      ‘What?’

      
      She opened her eyes. ‘A neighbour …’ She cleared her throat. ‘Somebody saw a truck near where the kid died. He got a license
         number.’
      

      
      ‘And?’

      
      ‘I ran it through DMV, and it came back registered to Kyle Johnson.’

      
      Kyle Johnson was the quarterback of our high school team. He was the closest thing we had had to a celebrity in the town for
         years. He’d taken us to 9 and 2 for the season, with 7 straight victories dating back to early September. Listed as one of the hottest quarterbacks in the nation, he’d taken
         us to the state playoffs for the first time in thirty-six years.
      

      
      My breath felt shallow. ‘This neighbour. He saw the car run over the kid?’

      
      ‘All he got was a license number.’

      
      ‘Is that why the chief wants to see me? Is that what this meeting is about?’

      
      Lois stubbed out her cigarette. ‘I don’t know.’

      
      And then she kissed me on the side of the cheek, which was something she’d never done before in public. I think she did it
         to stop herself from crying.
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