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The night has come and she has not heard the knocking,
standing at the window looking out onto the garden.
How the dark gathers without sound the cherry trees.
It gathers the last of the leaves and the leaves do not
resist the dark but accept the dark in whisper. Tired now,
the day almost behind her, all that still has to be done
before bed and the children settled in the living room,
this feeling of rest for a moment by the glass. Watching
the darkening garden and the wish to be at one with
this darkness, to step outside and lie down with it, to lie
with the fallen leaves and let the night pass over, to wake
then with the dawn and rise renewed with the morning
come. But the knocking. She hears it pass into thought,
the sharp, insistent rapping, each knock possessed so
fully of the knocker she begins to frown. Then Bailey
too is knocking on the glass door to the kitchen, he
calls out to her, Mam, pointing to the hallway without
lifting his eyes from the screen. Eilish finds her body
moving towards the hall with the baby in her arms, she
opens the front door and two men are standing before
the porch glass almost faceless in the dark. She turns
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on the porch light and the men are known in an instant
from how they are stood, the night-cold air suspiring it
seems as she slides open the patio door, the suburban
quiet, the rain falling almost unspoken onto St Laurence
Street, upon the black car parked in front of the house.
How the men seem to carry the feeling of the night. She
watches them from within her own protective feeling,
the young man on the left is asking if her husband is
home and there is something in the way he looks at her,
the remote yet scrutinising eyes that make it seem as
though he is trying to seize hold of something within
her. In a blink she has sought up and down the street,
seeing a lone walker with a dog under an umbrella, the
willows nodding to the rain, the strobings of a large TV
screen in the Zajacs’ house across the street. She checks
herself then, almost laughing, this universal reflex of
guilt when the police call to your door. Ben begins to
squirm in her arms and the older plainclothesman to
her right is watching the child, his face seems to soften
and so she addresses herself to him. She knows he too
is a father, such things are always known, that other
fellow is much too young, too neat and hard-boned, she
begins to speak aware of a sudden falter in her voice. He
will be home soon, in an hour or so, would you like me
to give him a ring? No, that will not be necessary, Mrs
Stack, when he comes home could you tell him to call
us at his earliest convenience, this is my card. Please call
me Eilish, is it something I can help you with? No, I'm
afraid not, Mrs Stack, this is a matter for your husband.
The older plainclothesman is smiling fully at the child

2



PROPHET SONG

and she watches for a moment the wrinkles about the
mouth, it is a face put out by solemnity, the wrong face
for the job. It is nothing to worry about, Mrs Stack. Why
should I be worried, Garda? Yes, indeed, Mrs Stack, we
don’t want to be taking up any more of your time and
aren’t we damp enough this evening making calls, it
will be hard work getting ourselves dry by the heater
in the car. She slides the patio door closed holding the
card in her hand, watching the two men return to the
car, watching the car move up the street, it brakes for
the junction and its tail-lights intensify taking the look
of two eyes agleam. She looks once more onto the street
returned to an evening’s quiet, the heat from the hall as
she steps inside and shuts the front door and then she
stands a moment examining the card and finds she has
been holding her breath. This feeling now that some-
thing has come into the house, she wants to put the
baby down, she wants to stand and think, seeing how it
stood with the two men and came into the hallway of its
own accord, something formless yet felt. She can sense
it skulking alongside her as she steps through the living
room past the children, Molly is holding the remote con-
trol over Bailey’s head, his hands flapping in the air, he
turns towards her with a pleading look. Mam, tell her to
put my show back on. Eilish closes the kitchen door and
places the child in the rocker, begins to clear from the
table her laptop and diary but stops and closes her eyes.
This feeling that came into the house has followed. She
looks to her phone and picks it up, her hand hesitating,
she sends Larry a message, finds herself again by the
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window watching outside. The darkening garden not
to be wished upon now, for something of that darkness
has come into the house.

Larry Stack moves about the living room with the card
in his hand. He stares at it frowning then places the
card on the coffee table and shakes his head, falls back
into the armchair, his hand taking grip of his beard
while she watches him silently, judging him in that
familiar way, after a certain age a man grows a beard
not to enter manhood but to put a barrier to his youth,
she can hardly recall him clean-shaven. Watching his
feet seek about for his slippers, his face falling smooth
as he rests in the chair, he is thinking about some-
thing else it seems until his brow grows taut and a
frown creeps down his face. He leans forward and picks
the card up again. It’s probably nothing, he says. She
bounces the child on her lap watching him closely. Tell
me, Larry, how is it nothing? He sighs and drags the
back of his hand across his mouth, moving out of the
chair, he begins to search about the table. Where did
you put the newspaper? He steps about the room look-
ing though not seeing, the newspaper might be already
forgotten, he is seeking something within the shade of
his own thinking and cannot alight upon it. He turns
then and studies his wife as she feeds the child on her
breast and the sight of this comforts him, a sense of life
contracted to an image so at odds with malice his mind
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begins to cool. He moves towards her and reaches out a
hand but draws it back when her eyes sharpen towards
him. The Garda National Services Bureau, she says,
the GNSB, they are not the usual crowd, a detective
inspector at our door, what do they want with you? He
points to the ceiling, would you ever keep your voice
down? He steps into the kitchen chewing on his teeth,
turns a glass upright from the draining board and lets
the tap run, seeing out past his reflection to the dark,
the cherry trees are old and will soon go to rot, they
might have to come down in the spring. He takes a long
drink then steps into the living room. Listen, he says,
almost watching his voice as it falls to a whisper. It will
turn out to be nothing, I'm pretty sure. As he speaks he
finds his belief fall away as though he had poured the
drink of water into his hands. She is watching how he
gives himself again to the armchair, the body pliant, the
automated hand flicking through the channels on the
TV. He turns to find himself imprisoned with a look
and then he leans forward and sighs, pulls on his beard
as though seeking to lift it from his face. Look, Eilish,
you know how they work, what it is they are after, they
gather information, they do so discreetly and I suppose
you have to give it to them one way or another, no doubt
they are building a case against a teacher so it would
make sense they would want to talk to me, give us a
heads-up, perhaps before an arrest, look, I will ring
them tomorrow or the day after and see what they want.
She is watching his face aware of some nullity in the
centre of her being, mind and body seek the supremacy
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of sleep, in a moment she will go upstairs and slip into
her nightwear, counting the hours until the baby wakes
for his feed. Larry, she says, watching him recoil as
though she has passed electricity into his hand. They
said to call at your earliest convenience, call them now
on the phone, the number is on the card, show them
you have nothing to hide. He is frowning and then he
inhales slowly as though taking measure of something
looming before him, he turns and looks her full in the
face, his eyes narrowed with anger. What do you mean,
show them I have nothing to hide? You know what
I mean. No, I don't know what you mean. Look, it’s
just a igure of speech, Larry, please go and ring them
now. Why are you always so bloody difficult, he says,
look, I'm not going to ring them at this hour. Larry, do
it now, please, I do not want the GNSB to darken our
door again, you hear the talk, the kind of things that are
said to be going on these past few months. Larry leans
forward in the armchair without it seems the ability
to stand up, he frowns and then he is moving towards
her, takes the baby from her arms. Eilish, please, just
listen a moment, respect is something that runs both
ways, they know I'm a busy man, [ am the deputy gen-
eral secretary of the Teachers’ Union of Ireland, I do
not hop, skip and jump to their every command. That
is all well and good, Larry, but why did they call to the
house at this hour and not to your office during the
day, tell me that. Look, love, I'll ring them tomorrow or
the day after tomorrow, now, can we let this rest for the
night? His body remains standing before her though
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his eyes have turned to the TV. It’s nine o’clock, he says,
I want to hear what’s on the news, why isn’t Mark home
by now? She is looking towards the door, the hand of
sleep reaching around her waist, she steps towards
Larry and slides the baby out of his arms. I don’t know,
she says, I've given up chasing after him, he had foot-
ball practice this evening and probably had dinner at
a friend’s house, or maybe he’s gone to Samantha’s,
they’ve become inseparable this last while, I just don’t
know what he sees in her.

Driving through the city he has grown vexed with him-
self, how the mind roams this way and that, pressing
against something he seeks yet feels the need to draw
back from. The voice on the phone was so matter of
fact, polite almost, I apologise for the lateness of the
hour, Mr Stack, we won't take up too much of your
time. He parks on a lane around the corner from Kevin
Street Garda Station, thinking how the main road used
to be most nights, it was busier for sure, this city over
the past while has grown much too quiet. He finds him-
self biting down on his teeth as he steps towards the
reception and releases his mouth to smile, thinking of
the children, Bailey no doubt will know he went out,
that child is all ears. He watches the pale, freckled hand
of a duty officer who speaks inaudibly into a phone. He
is met by a young detective bony and brisk in shirt and
tie, the face waxen and correct, matching the voice to
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the speaker from earlier on. Thank you for coming, Mr
Stack, if you will follow me, we will do our best not to
take up too much of your time. He follows up a metal
stairwell and then along a corridor of shut doors before
he is shown into an interview room with grey chairs
and grey panelled walls and everything looks new, the
door is closed and he is left alone. He sits down and
stares at his hands. He reads his phone and then he
stands and walks about the room, thinking how he has
been placed on the back foot, shown a lack of respect, it
is well past topm. When they enter the room he unfolds
his arms and slowly pulls a chair and sits down, watch-
ing the same narrow officer and another his own age
growing stout, a mug in the man’s hand filmed with
coffee spatter. The man eyes Larry Stack with the trace
of a smile or perhaps it is just geniality resting in the
wrinkles of his mouth. Good evening, Mr Stack, I am
Detective Inspector Stamp and this is Detective Burke,
can I offer you some tea or a coffee perhaps? Larry
looks to the soiled cup and signals a no with his hand,
finds himself studying the speaker’s face, searching for
an image he feels is known. I have met you before, he
says, Dublin football wasn't it, you played midfield for
UCD, you would have met me up against the Gaels, we
were a powerhouse then, that was the year we put you
into the ground. The detective inspector stares at his
face, the wrinkles have collapsed around the mouth, the
gaze grown opaque, an inscrutable silence fills the
room. He speaks without shaking his head. I do not
know what you are talking about. Larry is sensitive now
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to his own voice, he can hear it when he speaks as
though he too were in the room watching the interview,
can see himself from across the table, can see himself
watching through the peephole in the door, there is no
other way of looking in, not even the one-way mirror
you would see on TV. He hears his voice grown false, a
little too chatty, perhaps. It was you for sure, you played
midfield for UCD, I never forget an opponent. The
officer takes a drink from his mug and swills the coffee
against his teeth, he stares at Larry until Larry finds
himself looking down at the table, he runs a finger
across the nicked varnish then lifts his eyes again to the
detective inspector. The bones in the face have thick-
ened, for sure, the frame grown stout, but what is told
by the eyes never changes. Look, he says, I want to get
this over with, I should be home with my family getting
ready for bed, tell me, how can I help you? Detective
Burke motions with an open hand. Mr Stack, we know
you are a busy man so we are pleased to have an oppor-
tunity to speak with you, an allegation has been received
that is of the utmost importance, it is an allegation that
concerns you directly. Larry Stack watches the gaze of
the two men and feels his mouth go dry. Something is
moving in the room, he can sense this now, for a
moment he remains frozen and then he looks up and
sees the domed ceiling light where a moth is trapped
and beats berserkly against the glass, the amber cupola
soiled and filled with the bodies of moths past. Detective
Burke has opened a folder and Larry Stack sees before
him the bloodless hands of a priest, sees placed onto
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the table between them a sheet of printed paper. Larry
begins to read the sheet, he blinks slowly then bites
down on his teeth. Footsteps pass down the long corri-
dor and are absolved by a closing door. He hears the
muffled beatings of the moth, grows aware for an
instant of something inside him beginning to wither.
He looks up and sees Detective Burke watching him
from across the table, the eyes regarding him as though
they have the power to roam freely inside his thoughts,
seeking to free something within him that isn’t there.
Larry looks towards the detective inspector who reads
him now with an open face and he clears his throat and
tries to smile at the two men. Officers, surely you're
having me on? He watches them feeling the smile slide
from his mouth, finds himself lifting the sheet and
waving it. But this is nothing but madness, he says, wait
until the general secretary hears about this, she will be
on to the minister directly, I can assure you of that. The
young detective coughs smartly into his fist then looks
to the detective inspector who smiles and begins to
speak. As you will be aware, Mr Stack, this is a difficult
time for the state, we are under instruction to take seri-
ously all allegations that are put before us—— What
the hell are you talking about? Larry says, this is not an
allegation, it makes no sense, you're twisting some-
thing, taking one thing and turning it into something
else, it looks like you typed this up yourselves. Mr Stack,
you will be aware no doubt of the Emergency Powers
Act that came into effect this September in response to
the ongoing crisis facing the state, an act that gives
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supplemental provision and power to the GNSB for the
maintenance of public order, so you must understand
how this appears to us, your behaviour looks like the
conduct of someone inciting hatred against the state,
someone sowing discord and unrest — when the conse-
quences of an action affect stability at the level of the
state there are two possibilities before us, one is that
the actor is an agent working against the interests of
the state, the other is that he is ignorant of his actions
and acting without the intention of doing so, but either
way, Mr Stack, the result in both cases is the same, the
person will be serving enemies of the state, and so, Mr
Stack, we exhort you to examine your conscience and
make sure this is not the case. Larry Stack is silent a
long time, he is watching the sheet without seeing it
and then he clears his throat and squeezes his hands.
Let me understand you correctly, he'says, you're asking
me to prove that my behaviour is not seditious? Yes,
that is correct, Mr Stack. But how can I prove what I am
doing is not seditious when I'm merely just doing my
job as a trade unionist, exercising my right under the
constitution? That is up to you, Mr Stack, unless we
decide this warrants further investigation, in which
case it will no longer be up to you and we will decide.
Larry finds himself standing out of the chair with his
knuckles pressing against the table. What he sees in the
face is will and he can see how he was brought here to
be broken against this will, this will but a sanction of
some absolute that has the power to make a yes into a
no and a no into a yes. I want to be very clear about this,
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