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Dangerous Building

It was a spur-of-the-moment decision. My flight from Dublin to Gatwick was cancelled abruptly, together with all flights from Ireland to England for twenty-four hours. Something to do with Brexit. Attending the three-day conference had been worthwhile, but I was anxious to return to London to prepare for a series of important business meetings. I had enough memories of the city to last a lifetime and an extra day held little attraction. Irritated at the prospect of a wasted day, I marched through the hotel lobby to the elevator, mentally composing emails. Slowed for a moment by a porter pushing a luggage cart, the yellow-on-black logo of Hertz caught my eye and within a few minutes I was holding a set of car keys and a map. 

Puffy white clouds skittered across the sky as I navigated towards the outskirts of the city. It took almost an hour to reach the ring road where I would have to make a decision, north or south. With no particular destination in mind, I followed the sun and found myself heading southwest on the motorway towards Cork and Limerick. I consoled myself with the thought that at least I was doing something and dismissed the niggling guilt of my growing carbon footprint. Lulled into a semi-daze by endless green fields and hedgerows, I wasn’t paying attention when an exit sign with the name of the town where I spent my childhood whizzed by. The realization that it had been well over thirty years since I’d last been there came as a shock. For several more miles, the phrase “If not now, when?” nagged at me, but ultimately it was a call of nature that steered the car off the motorway at the next exit.

Leaving the convenience store, I had a rough idea of the direction I should be driving to get back to the village, but was soon lost in a spider web of narrow, winding roads flanked by tall hedges. All of a sudden a pair of imposing wrought iron gates interrupted the wall of green, triggering something in my memory. I pulled over, found a place to park, and walked back along the narrow lane. The gates were padlocked and a no trespassing sign hung lopsidedly from a piece of rusted wire wrapped around one of the railings, but it was easy enough to climb over a crumbling stone wall around the derelict gatehouse. I knew this place. 

Following the deeply-rutted tracks that led through a grassy field towards a copse of rhododendron, I couldn’t help feeling a child-like sense of excitement. Here I was, a respectable businesswoman in my mid-fifties, having an adventure. A sign, hanging from a rope slung across the driveway where it curved to the left, took me aback. Flanked by red warning triangles and exclamation points, it read “Dangerous Building - Keep Out.” 

An avenue of beech trees stretched ahead, their limbs curving gracefully over the gravel track. The house, when it finally came into view, was a shock. Up to that moment I had been immersed in my childhood memories, but what appeared at the end of the avenue was nothing more than a decrepit ruin. The roof had fallen in and one of the chimneys lay in a pile of rubble. With fortress-like precision, each of the window openings had been filled with concrete blocks, their symmetry at odds with the rough-cut stone of the remaining walls. If an unsuspecting visitor was in any doubt, a blood-red “Keep Out” scrawled across the bricked-up entrance reaffirmed the hostility of this place.

I walked to the end of the house, avoiding chunks of stone that had fallen from the crumbling walls. Turning the corner, the brick archway to the stable yard was reassuringly undamaged and I passed underneath it without flinching. Weeds clogged the cobblestones, but the orderly row of stables and barns were surprisingly intact. The back of the house was in slightly better shape, perhaps because of a later addition in brick that seemed to have weathered the years better than the native stone. Looking upward at one of the boarded-up windows, a sudden flash of memory caused me to laugh out loud. Behind that window there used to be a bathroom with a huge pedestal sink, a rust stain marring its porcelain perfection. That was where we used to wash our hands before tea.

§

“I know a bad word,” Mickey said, giving me a sly look.

He and I were standing side by side sharing a sink filled with warm, milky-grey water. His fingers brushed against mine as he searched for the bar of soap. 

“Do you want to know what it is?” His eyes were wide with anticipation.

Being eleven, I didn’t know any bad words. But as Mickey was the same age as me, if he knew one, then I wanted to know it too. I nodded my head.

“It’s jism,” he said triumphantly, and before I could ask what it meant, we heard his mother’s voice from downstairs calling us to tea.

Mickey’s mother—her maiden name was Caroline Plunkett—grew up in our village. The daughter of the local butcher, she married up—as they say in Ireland—to the nephew of the family in “the big house” a few miles from the village. Like many of the big houses built by the Anglo-Irish in the eighteenth century, this one had passed its prime. Nonetheless, it retained an aura of grandeur, and the family was still treated as gentry by the locals. The newlyweds left for The Argentine, as it was called in those days, where he was going to raise cattle. Sixteen years later Mickey’s mother returned with three children in tow and moved into the big house where her aged and eccentric aunt-in-law now lived. There was no sign of a husband, and I overheard my father saying that the nephew had always been a bit of a boyo. Perhaps because she had grown up in our village, people were sympathetic and said little about her unexpected return, except that she had kept her looks. Her children were another story—unmannerly savages, according to some of the local shopkeepers. But to me and my sister they were exotic, and moreover, they lived in a mansion.  

“The girls should cycle over there some afternoon,” my father said during a noon-time family dinner a week earlier. “The daughter must be about their age. She’d probably like someone to play with.”

He had grown up with Caroline and must have felt sorry for her. And so it was decided that he would drive us there the following weekend to be introduced. We would stay for tea and he would come back later to bring us home. That night, tucked into our bunk beds in the cramped bungalow where we lived, my sister and I speculated as to what to expect. A moat and a drawbridge, or perhaps turrets.

“Maybe they have horses,” she whispered. 

We routinely begged our mother to get us a horse, or even a dog, but she was adamant in her refusal. She had no time to look after animals. 

The drive to the big house seemed to take forever that Saturday even though it was less than five miles from the village. With each turn the road narrowed until it was barely the width of the car. Tall hedges obscured the fields, and we craned our necks to see if we could catch a glimpse of the place. The car slowed and stopped at an imposing set of wrought iron gates. A man came out of the brick gatehouse, nodded to my father, and opened the gates for us to pass. To have a live-in gate keeper was new to us children and signaled that this was no ordinary house. The gravel crunched under the tires as we made our way slowly up a driveway lined with rhododendron bushes and farther on, a perfectly symmetrical avenue of beech trees. When the house finally came into view, my sister and I were in awe. Although it didn’t have turrets or a moat, it was an impressive sight. Three bays, each with dormer windows, flanked the massive entrance, which was accessed by an imposing set of stairs. A carpet of green ivy covered the façade, hiding its blemishes; although to our eyes it seemed perfect. My sister pointed excitedly to a brick archway that was recessed slightly at the far end of the building.

“I bet that leads to the stables,” she said. 

Caroline Plunkett came out to greet us with her dark-haired, slender daughter trailing behind. Once introduced, the daughter was eager to show us around, leading my sister and me through a maze of rooms and corridors from the basement to the attic, all the while throwing out random bits of information. There were dungeons, and a secret passage—now blocked up—that led to the river so people could escape. One of the rooms in the attic was haunted because someone had been locked up there and died. The west wing was out of bounds. Great Aunt Edith’s studio was there. Neither my sister nor I knew what a studio was, but it sounded important. Her two brothers, Robert and Mickey, were still at boarding school in England, but would be coming home the following week. Her boarding school had finished a week earlier. And yes, there was a horse, but he was no good for riding. Outside in the stable yard, a short-haired dog sidled up to her, squirming awkwardly.

“That’s Bella. She’s going to have puppies,” she said, ignoring the dog as she led us to the walled garden.

Here too, amidst the overgrown privet and neglected greenhouses were stories. A pet bear used to live in the garden, she told us, chained to a wall. And there were still some peach trees. We were enthralled. We had never eaten a peach, much less petted a bear.

Tea was a revelation. At our house tea consisted of a boiled egg with bread and butter, or baked beans on toast. Mrs. Plunkett had baked a sponge cake that morning, which was perched on a raised, silver cake stand in the center of the table. She set down an enormous bowl of cream, fresh from their Jersey cow, and a jar of home-made raspberry jam. As we watched, she sliced the cake into thick wedges.

“Go on then, help yourselves while I go and make the tea,” she said. 

To our shock, her daughter promptly took a slice, smeared a generous dollop of jam on it, and dipped it into the bowl of cream before stuffing the whole concoction into her mouth. I glanced at my sister, who was as wide-eyed as I was, and immediately copied our young hostess. This magical place had no rules, or so it seemed to me on that first day.

The big house became our playground that summer. Each weekend my sister and I would cycle the five miles, chattering excitedly in anticipation of what adventures might await us. There were picnics in the rhododendron woods where Robert and Mickey made a fire to boil water for tea and we pretended we were cowboys. We helped bring in the hay, sitting atop the horse-drawn wagon, pretending we were ladies of the manor as we waved majestically to the indifferent cows. We played forts in the hay loft, teaming up to compete for the coveted triangular window at one end. Bella had her puppies, and I brought the smallest one home. Surprisingly, my mother made no objection. And then the adventure ended.

§

A man’s voice interrupted my thoughts, shocking me back to the present. He sounded angry. 

“Ye’re trespassin’!” 

There was a figure standing in the archway, leaning heavily on a wooden stick. He looked to be several years older than me.

“Didn’t you see the sign? This place is dangerous.” 

He pointed with his stick towards a sign almost buried in the tall weeds at the side of the house. I shook my head. 

“No, I didn’t notice it. I was too busy looking around.” I smiled, hoping to defuse the situation, and added, “I used to come here when I was a child.”

He came closer and peered into my face, as if he should know me. I could almost hear the gears reversing direction as he probed the past.

“I remember you,” he said finally with a nod. “You were the one that was blinded that day.”

Sometimes a statement hits you like a punch in the gut. You find yourself winded, unable to respond, not just physically but mentally. My mind went blank. It’s not that I had forgotten that day. Rather, I had managed to push it aside and in the intervening years, worked around it. I didn’t want that day to define me. In my twenties I had the scar repaired by a plastic surgeon in America, and rarely did anyone notice the unseeing eye. If they asked, I had my stock answer: “I had an accident as a child,” delivered with a reassuring smile.

I could see him focusing first on my left eye, then the right.

“That’s the one, isn’t it?” He said, his finger jabbing at my right eye.

I flinched and jerked backward, my hand involuntarily rising to my face. I expected him to apologize but instead he turned and began to walk away. I found myself following him, wanting to resume our conversation, such as it was.

“How…how did you know that…about my eye, I mean?” 

He didn’t slow down, and for a moment I thought he hadn’t heard me. I shouted at his back.

“How do you know about my eye?”

His shoulders twitched and I could feel his indecision. Abruptly he stopped and turned to face me. I backed away from him.

“Don’t worry,” he said, “I won’t hurt you. You were hurt enough here. We both were.”

Maybe it was where he stood, framed by the stable doorway. Above his head I could see the triangular window of the hay loft with its border of red brick. 

“You’re…the son, aren’t you? The son of the man who looked after everything here. He lived in the gatehouse.”

I grasped for a name. “Kit Shannahan! You’re Kit Shannahan’s son.” 

Unsure what to say next, I gestured towards the stable behind him.

“Remember? We used to play forts there. We’d try to pull each other down from the top of the hay stack.” 

I smiled at the memory, but there was no answering smile from him. Instead, he blinked a couple of times, then sniffed and wiped a hand across his face. I still couldn’t remember his name.

“I’m Jim Shannahan,” he said, moving the stick to his left hand and holding out the other. “And you are—” 

He said my name as we shook hands. I was surprised he had remembered it. There was an awkward silence, broken by both of us asking a question at the same time. He gestured for me to speak.

“I’ve thought about this place so many times. I used to love coming here. But after the accident, my mother wouldn’t let us come back.”

I looked at Jim, waiting to see if he had anything to say. His mouth tightened and he began to shake his head.

“It was a bad business altogether. They were a bad business, the whole lot of them.”

I shrugged, not sure where this was going but wanting to preserve my childhood fantasy. 

“The daughter was okay, and I liked the mother. She used to let us do anything we wanted. The older brother was a bit snobbish, but Mickey and I got on well.”

“The mother was a piece of work.” Jim spat the words out.

“What do you mean?”

He opened his mouth to say something, but stopped. He looked at me closely, then began to shake his head. 

“You don’t know, do you?”

When I didn’t respond, he asked, “Do you remember that day?”

“I have some memories of it, I suppose.” 

The words came out of my mouth sounding guarded because I wasn’t sure if I wanted to say anything more. I could feel the tension building as he waited for me to continue. I took a deep breath. 

“I remember that it happened over there,” I said, pointing to the archway. 

“We had been playing, Mickey and me. He wanted to play forts, but my sister didn’t come with me that day, so there wasn’t enough of us. He went into the hay loft but came out immediately. He was angry. I remember he bent down, picked up something lying on the ground, and flung it against the wall. There was a clanging noise, and then…then a blinding flash in my right eye. It hurt and I began to scream. I heard him shouting ‘Mama, Mama, you have to come. There’s blood!’ He kept on saying, ‘I didn’t do anything. It wasn’t me.’ Then his mother was there, prying my hands away from my face. I must have been bleeding because she wrapped something around my forehead and eye. After that it’s muddled. 

“Someone took me to the hospital and then my parents came. After that there were nurses and doctors, and people whispering around me. Then it was all over and I went back to school, but now I had a big scar and wore glasses and always had to sit in the front row, and the nuns were extra nice to me. The visits to the eye doctor continued for years. I got the scar fixed, eventually. I was tired of always having to hide it with make-up.” 

The look on Jim’s face was a mixture of puzzlement and sadness. 

“Don’t you remember my father? He was there too. He took you to hospital.”

I shook my head.

“It was his shirt she wrapped around your face. We got it back a week or so later and the blood was gone, so he still wore it. I hated that shirt. It reminded me of everything wrong in our lives.”

I must have looked puzzled.

“He was shagging her.” His mouth tightened. “That day, the day you were blinded, they were shagging in the hay loft. Mickey saw them. That’s why they were there so quickly.”

I took this in slowly, trying to merge it with the story I had kept in my mind for years. It fit. Why Mickey was upset, why he had flung the rusted hinge against the wall. It had ricocheted and hit me, splitting open my forehead. A screw protruding from the hinge punctured my right eye. Much later it was explained to me that the optic nerve had been damaged, and I would be blind in that eye for life. I can still see light and vague shapes, but not much else.

Jim was speaking again. “She was a bitch. She didn’t care about my father. He was just a handyman, a convenience. Robert—the older son—used to take pleasure in the whole business. He’d sidle up to me and say, ‘tell your father that Caroline wants him,’ with a lecherous sneer. God, I hated him.”

An image of Robert came to mind just then—a good-looking boy who must have been sixteen or so that summer. He had an air of someone who knows…just knows…and I always felt slightly uncomfortable when he was around. Now, I tried to imagine what it must have been like for Robert that summer, knowing his mother was sleeping with the hired hand. It would have challenged him on so many levels—the first-born son of a union between an Anglo-Irish gentleman and a peasant, watching his mother sliding back to her roots. 

“What happened to them in the end?” 

It was the question I could never ask my parents. 

“They left. Went to England. I heard Robert went into the British army and got blown up in Northern Ireland during the Troubles. Good riddance.”

I was about to say something when he spoke again. This time there was anguish in his voice. 

“I think he loved her. It had been a few years since Mam died. Maybe he thought…that Caroline would marry him or something. I tried to tell him he was being a fool, but he didn’t listen.”

There was a long silence.

“And you?” I asked. 

He gave a little snort. “I went to England at the end of that summer. Dad stuck around until the old aunt sold the place. The new owners didn’t want him so he had to move out of the gate house.”

I could see the muscles in his jaw tightening. He swallowed.

“A few days later he hanged himself in there.” I followed his gaze to the hay loft. 

I felt the breath leave my chest and wondered if it would ever come back.

“I’ll be off now,” he said turning to leave. “Be careful where you walk. Them walls could topple at any minute.” 

After he left I stood in the stable yard for a long time. Like Lot’s wife, I had looked back and seen my memories turn to dust. Perhaps I did have an inkling that things were not as they seemed in the big house that summer, but I wanted so badly to belong there. It was a magical place, and I was a still a child. 

I never did find out what jism meant.


Imagined Scenes

Ever since she read about it, riding the Trans-Siberian Railway from Moscow to Vladivostok had been on Jennifer Fowler’s bucket list. She was fascinated by train travel, and no other rail journey promised such a bigger-than-life experience, chugging across that vast expanse of Asia, where a single color dominated the world map. She imagined a few days in Moscow to buy necessities for the ten-day trip, a final check of her paperwork, and then that electric moment as the train moved slowly out of the station, gaining speed through endless grey suburbs, and finally bursting free into a landscape that stretched for thousands of miles to the Sea of Japan. In her mind’s eye each scene along the way had its own vivid color, smell, and sound. Endless forests and snow-covered steppes punctuated by remote train stations; the curious faces of Russian farmers pausing to stare at the speeding behemoth; the lurching carriage with a samovar steaming quietly in the corner; the smell of sweat and damp wool and urine and garlicky sausages. 

Excuses came and went. At first it was money—never enough—but as her career progressed, time became the limiting resource. Her Chicago law office was small, and if she took more than two weeks of vacation, someone else would have to attend to her clients. Colleagues were always willing to pick up the slack for a wedding or an illness, but for anything else they tended to be less generous. And so the Great Railway Bazaar scenes faded gradually as the years went by.

This had been a particularly challenging winter for Jennifer. One of the attorneys in her office had slipped on the icy sidewalk early in December and broken both wrists, leaving her unable to work. Much of her caseload had fallen to Jennifer, who had little choice but to work fourteen-hour days, dragging herself home each evening through the relentless cold of a Chicago winter. By the time her colleague returned to the office in mid-February, Jennifer longed for a break from the grinding routine. That afternoon, as her client’s voice continued to drone on in the telephone receiver, she allowed her mind to drift. This was the third phone call with this man in as many days. He is a needy man, she thought; someone who likes the sound of his own voice and doesn’t seem to care that every minute of her time comes with a price.

Absentmindedly, she scrolled through her e-mails. Pausing as one caught her eye, she double-clicked on the link that opened to a brochure for a conference in New Orleans the following month. The topic was only tangentially related to her area of expertise, but it piqued her interest. Her gaze drifted towards the window again. Yesterday’s snow was already melting, merging with the grey of the sidewalks. In the distance the L-train wound its way between buildings, looking for all the world like a model railroad. Perhaps it was the juxtaposition of those two images in her brain, but by the end of the phone call she had made a decision. She would go to the conference in New Orleans—by train. 

§

The tiny sleeper compartment would have been cramped with two people, but as she was traveling alone, it felt spacious. Two comfortable seats faced each other in front of a large picture window, beneath which hung a folding table. The porter who showed her to her roomette had stowed her suitcase deftly in a corner of the compartment, assuring her that he would take it out later when he prepared the cabin for the night. 

“My name is Joseph, ma’am. If there’s anything you need, just let me know. You can press that buzzer or just walk towards the back of the train. You’ll find me for sure.” 

His broad, toothy smile left her feeling safe.

Remembering those erstwhile Trans-Siberian dreams, she had brought a bottle of wine, and as soon as Joseph closed the compartment door, she opened it and poured herself a generous glass. The train lurched briefly, prompting her to grab both glass and bottle, but then it relapsed into a steady movement as it trundled out of Union Station and into the Chicago suburbs. A tiny spark of excitement rippled through her. Her desk was clear for the next few days and nobody expected to hear from her. She was free. 

It was the absence of movement that woke her in the middle of the night. Drawing aside the curtain, harsh lights illuminated a railway yard, and for a moment she wondered whether something had happened. A derailment on the tracks ahead perhaps, or something more ominous? The app on her smartphone showed the train in Memphis, Tennessee, close to the Mississippi River. She listened for any sounds of alarm but the corridor was silent, so she went back to sleep, sliding down between crisp, white sheets and pulling the woolen blanket up to her chin. The next time she woke it was daylight and the view outside had changed dramatically. This was the hidden America—hamlets where trains no longer stopped, settlements that shouted poverty and abandonment. The train moved slowly through this blighted landscape, allowing her to imagine how her life might have been had she grown up here. A dilapidated shack, its wide porch cluttered with sagging chairs, a washing machine, and a stack of empty beer crates was a chastening reminder that not everyone had a chance to live the American Dream.  

Joseph helped her with her suitcase as she alighted from the train at the Union Passenger Terminal in New Orleans. She thanked him sincerely, feeling a momentary pang of apprehension at the prospect of leaving his care. She reminded herself that she wasn’t stepping off into a remote Russian city but, rather, a familiar American one. She straightened her shoulders and walked out of the station into the mid-afternoon sunshine. The unaccustomed feeling of warm air on her skin made her smile. She decided to walk the eight blocks to the boutique hotel in the Warehouse District where she had made a reservation. Signs of post-Katrina recovery were everywhere, although little seemed to have been achieved in the three years since the hurricane. By comparison with Chicago, the city felt hostile, and she walked briskly, her roller bag rattling on the uneven pavement. 
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