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e were walking down to JonJo’s when I got the idea. 

“What about a Time Capsule?” 

My cousins looked baffled. 

“They had one on Blue Peter,” I said. “What you do is put 

objects in a box and bury it. Then thirty years later you dig it up 

again.” 

“What’s the point of that, John Kevin?” asked Mary.  

We’d all arrived at the creamery and I stopped and looked at the 

familiar white walls, the red corrugated iron roof. My cousins all 

stopped too and followed my gaze. 

“The point is,” I said, “to take a snapshot of the present. Take this 

creamery. The way things are going, with men on the Moon and 

rockets to Mars before you know it, in thirty years’ time there may not 

be a creamery.” 

“So how will we get our milk?” asked Matt. 

“Who knows?” I asked. “But thirty years ago no one around here 

was even thinking of going to the Moon. By the time we’re all grown 

up there’ll be a new century, a new millennium, and milk might come 
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in tablets, or be injected into you, or we might even not need food at 

all. We might be on different planets, and fixed in such a way we 

could live on the atmosphere.” 

“And pigs might fly,” said Matt. 

“Ah, come on, Matt,” I said. “It’ll be fun. We’ll be like pirates 

burying treasure, and only we will have the map. Then in the Year 

2000 we can all meet and dig up the Time Capsule and see what’s in 

it.” 

“But we’ll know what’s in it,” said Mary. 

“We might have forgotten,” I said. “Anyway, we won’t be kids 

forever, and by the Year 2000 we might all be wondering what it was 

like to have been young. We’ll all be ancient by then. As old as my 

mother, as old as your mother and father, as Jonjo, and the Handleys, 

and the McEntees.” 

They all fell silent for a moment. I could see them trying to look 

into the future, to imagine themselves as adults, married maybe, 

perhaps with families of their own, working away in jobs like Uncle 

Tommy in the Post Office, or Auntie Lizzie in the nursing before she 

was married, or gone to England, like my mother and father, or even 



 

further afield. 

“What we put in the Time Capsule will remind us, will take us 

back to today, to here and now, as surely as a Time Machine could,” I 

said. “We’ll be sending ourselves a message to the future, and when 

we dig up the Time Capsule, we’ll be communicating with the past. 

We can travel through space, but we can’t travel through time. But 

we’ll have the next best thing. We’ll be able to travel back to today 

thirty years from now. We’ll be chrononauts.” 

That did the trick. 

They all agreed to put something in the Time Capsule, and after 

we’d got back from Jonjo’s, ice creams all eaten, we set to work. 

 

Jonjo gave us what we needed. It was a smallish wooden box, with 

black lettering on the lid that said Bushmills. He told us a salesman 

had given it to him, that it had contained a couple of bottles of 

whiskey, a thank you to Jonjo for being such a loyal customer over the 

years.  

  “OK,” I said. We were all in my cousins’ bedroom, the six beds 

facing each other in two rows of three. I was sitting on Matt’s bed, the 



 

Time Capsule on his faded red counterpane, him sitting alongside me.  

The rest of them crowded round, looking at the Time Capsule as 

if it were a crystal ball. 

“OK,” I said. “What have we got?” 

Johnny spoke first. 

“I’ve got a Corgi car. But not just any Corgi car. This is James 

Bond’s Aston Martin DB5, from Goldfinger.” 

He leaned over and handed it to me. There was a tire gone off 

one of the front wheels, and the little blue man in the ejector seat was 

missing, but otherwise it looked all right. 

“And why the car, Johnny?” I asked him. 

“Because one day when I’m grown up I’m going to have a car 

just like James Bond and be a secret agent.” He started singing the 

theme tune, swinging around with an imaginary gun like 007 in the 

films’ opening titles. 

“OK,” I said, laughing. “In it goes.” 

I laid the car in the box and looked round. 

“Well,” I said. “What about you, Geraldine?” 



 

She held up a set of Rosary beads. 

“Auntie Aggie gave me these for my First Holy Communion. I 

want to make sure they’re in a safe place. If they go into the box I’ll 

always know where they are.” 

She leaned over and handed me the beads. I took them from her 

and laid them carefully next to Johnny’s car. Then it was Matt’s turn. 

“Well,” I said. “What have you got, coz?” 

He leaned over and from under his bed took out something I 

couldn’t quite see. He hauled himself up, whatever it was in his hand. 

“The Man of Steel himself,” he said, brandishing a Superman 

comic. “Very hard to get these, John Kevin. Only you sent them over I 

don’t think I’d even have heard of Clark Kent. So I want to store this 

away as a memory of the two of us and the summers we’ve had 

together.” 

I looked at Matt and took the comic from him. We both loved 

superheroes. Only in America could you get men and women with 

superpowers – only the Yanks had the imagination to think up 

characters like that. Superman was the best though – he was the King. 

That’s why Matt and I liked him so much. 



 

I carefully rolled up the comic and put it in the box. 

“What about you, Mary?” I said.  

She fished out an envelope from under her pillow. 

“It’s a letter, John Kevin. A letter from me now to me in the 

future.” 

I thought this was clever and wondered what she’d written but 

said nothing. Letters were supposed to be private, after all. 

I took the letter from her and placed it in the box. 

Evelyn was next. 

“Well, Evelyn,” I said. “What do you want to put in the Time 

Capsule?” 

Evelyn held up a photo. 

“This is us in Blackrock, the day Daddy drove us down to 

Dublin. I think it’ll remind us all of the fun we had that afternoon.” 

I thanked Evelyn and laid the photo in the box. It was starting to 

fill up. 

“What about you, Anna?” I said.  

Anna reached over and pulled up a bag stuffed full of toys and 



 

books by her bed. She brought out an old doll I thought I recognised. 

“What about Dolly, John Kevin? Could I get her in?” 

I looked at the doll. It was the one with no arms and only one eye 

I remembered from when we were little.  

“I think she’s a bit too big,” I said.  

Johnny reached over and snatched the doll out of her hand. 

“Here, Anna,” he said. He wrenched a leg off of Dolly. “Now. 

That’ll go in without any fuss.” 

 “Ach, Johnny!” cried Anna. “You’ve destroyed Dolly! You’ve 

amputated her leg!” 

She snatched up the doll and held her close to her chest. 

“Now, now, Dolly,” she said. “Don’t worry, Mammy will look 

after you.” 

“Sure that doll was destroyed before I ever took her leg off, 

Anna,” said Johnny. “No arms, only one eye – she’s a wreck.” 

“Don’t say that about Dolly!” cried Anna. “She’s my pet and I 

love her.” 

We all looked at each other, not sure how seriously we should 



 

take Anna. 

“Will I put the doll in?” I asked her gently. 

“Ach, you might as well, John Kevin,” she said. “Sure she’s 

destroyed now right enough.” 

Anna handed me the doll and I laid it in the box. 

It was my turn. 

“I have a book,” I said. It lay in front on me on Matt’s faded 

counterpane, the red cover garish against the washed out material. 

“It’s Just William,” I said. “My favourite.” 

And I put Just William in the box along with all the other objects, 

Johnny’s car, Geraldine’s Rosary beads, Matt’s Superman comic, 

Mary’s letter, Evelyn’s photo, Anna’s doll. 

“Right,” I said. “Where shall we bury it?” 

 

We were out beyond Ballydawn, the day still fresh and warm. I 

carried the Time Capsule in my duffle bag, and walked in front of my 

cousins, who were all in a line behind me. It was the first time I had 

ever walked at the front and I felt very important. 



 

“Not long now,” said Johnny.  

“O’Reilly’s field is down there after the road forks,” said Matt. 

“The cottage has been tumbledown this years, ever since he want to 

America.” 

 “Doesn’t anyone own the place?” I asked. 

 “If they do they’re not around much,” said Johnny. “I heard 

rumours that O’Reilly wouldn’t sell up because of some secret to do 

with the place, but I reckon that’s only fairy stories.” 

“So why didn’t O’Reilly sell then?” I asked. 

“Perhaps he never thought he’d be gone so long. Perhaps he’s 

dead and never coming back,” said Johnny. 

We walked on in silence. It felt a bit eerie to be going to a place 

that had been abandoned. But Johnny and Matt had decided.  

A couple of cars passed us as we came to the fork in the road, 

then we bore left and after a couple of hundred yards I saw the 

cottage. It lay a good bit back from the ditch, in more of a field than a 

front garden. The roof was in and the windows were boarded up, 

which I thought strange. Someone had obviously been along and taken 

care of them, but the roof looked like it must have been beyond their 



 

care. There was a gloomy old look to the place, as if whatever soul it 

may once have had had long ago departed. It was no longer a home, 

just a piece of property. It felt like a sad site to bury the Time Capsule. 

But I suppose if no one was interested in O’Reilly’s field our treasured 

possessions would be safe. 

“Come on,” said Johnny, and he hopped over the low-lying wall 

in one quick leap. Matt followed and then they helped the rest of us. 

“Here’ll do as well as anywhere,” said Johnny. 

“Shouldn’t we go up nearer the cottage?” said Matt. 

“If ever anyone knocks it down and builds on it they’ll come 

across the box,” said Johnny. “No – this should be as good a place as 

any. Have you Daddy’s trowel, John Kevin?” 

I laid down my duffle bag and took the trowel out of it. Johnny 

grabbed it from me and soon set to work. Within a few minutes he had 

dug a hole about six inches deep. Then the trowel knocked against 

something. Something solid. 

“Hold on.” he said. “There’s something here.” 

We all crouched over, straining to see what the trowel had hit. 

Johnny scraped away a layer of dirt to reveal the slats of a long box 



 

lying in the ground.  

“Looks like someone beat us to it,” said Johnny. He stood up, the 

trowel in his hand, and looked down at the box. He had uncovered 

most of the length of it, about three feet I reckoned, far bigger than the 

Time Capsule. 

“What’s in it?” said Matt, peering into the shallow rectangle 

Johnny had dug. 

“Only one way to find out,” he said. He bent down again and laid 

the trowel to one side. He grabbed the long box and lifted it out of the 

ground, laying it on the grass beside the hole. Then he snatched up the 

trowel and levered the lid off in two sharp yanks at the side of it, the 

damp wood coming away easy. There were sharp intakes of breath 

when we saw what was inside. 

A rifle. 

“What do we now?” asked Matt. 

“Nothing,” said Johnny. He put the lid back on the box and laid it 

in the earth again. Quickly he filled in the hole and smoothed the 

black earth back over. He stood up and looked at us all. Dusk was 

falling, and I felt a sudden shiver as he stood with his back to the 



 

fading light and addressed us all. 

“We do nothing, we say nothing,” he said. “Whatever this gun is, 

whoever buried it here, is none of our business. It wasn’t so long ago 

this country was at war. The way things are going in the North there 

might be war again before you know it. So we keep quiet about this. 

Come on. Let’s get out of here.” 

He climbed back over the wall and we all followed him, away 

from O’Reilly’s field and whatever secrets it held. As we walked back 

in silence I realised then that all my talk of being a time traveller was 

foolishness. I knew nothing of Ireland’s past, I was only here at all 

because of my mother, an English boy pretending I belonged. The 

world my mother had lived in would never be my world.  

I carried the Bushmills box back to my cousins’ house. It was dud 

now, lumber, junk, something that would end up in Auntie Lizzie’s 

range along with the sticks we picked up down McLintock’s Lane and 

the timber Matt sawed in the back yard. 

We came over the bridge and past the creamery.  

Night was falling fast and the trinkets in the box rattled faintly as 

I walked.  
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