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The aunt who had to go away a while                 

 

 

“No,” the aunt said shaking a match. “No that is not what happened.”  

“It just seemed – so out of the blue,” said my mother.  

“Maybe to you, but it certainly was not to me.” 

My mother looked through the glass doors to the long, bright garden. The aunt 

expelled smoke through her nostrils and returned to her newspaper. The aunt sometimes 

wrote stories for a newspaper. Stories in newspapers were called articles. My mother had 

said the aunt’s articles showed how intelligent and fortunate she was.  

For ten years, my mother had been away from Ireland.  

We had come from Australia, a little more than a week ago. The sun’s first 

showing since we’d arrived made today feel like it should have been our first day and my 

eight-year-old mind could not rid itself of the idea that God had gotten the days the 

wrong way around.  

Hidden by a clothes-horse at the glass doors, I sat nursing my injured toe.  

Through the glass, way down the end of the garden, the uncle, in head-to-toe 

black netting, approached the hedge, behind which, lived his bees. My cousins and 

brother, bonded in sunshine, ignored his bids to keep their distance. His steps were 

cumbersome, apprehensive, like a movie monster preparing to face a greater power.  

My mother said, “Isn’t Terry just so brave?”  

“He’s done it plenty of times.” The aunt kept reading.  

“Still . . . to be doing it at all is brave.”  

“Sure we’re all brave just getting out of bed each day.”  

“But I mean he could get stung.”  

The aunt shrugged, put the cigarette to her lips.  

Uncle Terry went a few slow steps closer to the hedge. The others stole a step. My 

brother pushed one of the cousins closer. Terry halted, briefly chiding.   

“No,” said the aunt, “it was probably coming from the moment I drew breath. Our 

bitch of a mother . . . and the hell she put me through.”  

My mother looked away.  
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“The pressure I was under as an adolescent,” the aunt continued. “She chose me 

to fly the family flag and she did not let up. Jesus it makes me sick just talking about it.”  

“We don’t have to.”  

“We should be well able to.”  

“Yes but we don’t have to if it makes you –” 

“Oh don’t worry Eileen for Christ sake. I’m not going to lose my mind all over 

again and seize the closest carving knife.”  

“There’s no need to say things like that, Diedre.” 

“It was a joke, Eileen, a joke.”   

There was a buzzing in the sky; a light-plane, leaving a white trail, blemishing the 

unblemished blue. The middle cousin shot down the plane with an imaginary rifle and my 

brother tackled him into the cushiony grass and the others piled on in abandon. A flame 

of envy flared in my guts.    

“You never knew what it felt like,” said the aunt. “Nor did our baby sister – she 

was the adorable one and you were virtuous and dutiful and I was this . . . this scholar 

who was not inclined to be scholarly at all and when it came time to produce whatever 

the hell it was I was meant to produce . . . I went to pieces. Then she treated me as if I 

wasn’t here. God I felt so haggard and hopeless it’s hardly worth trying to describe.”  

“She wasn’t that bad at all, Diedre.”  

“What are you saying? That I faked it?”  

“No, I did not say any –” 

“That I faked stepping out of a moving car – faked losing my mind?”  

“ –  did  not say any such thing, please don’t put words – ” 

“That I faked not being able to look after my own bloody children.” The aunt 

stood and waved a tea-towel at a bee which had somehow made its way in. “Away now, 

cheeky devil!”  The bee, excited by its status, evaded the aunt with figure 8s.  

“Did you get that dreadful movie here?” said my mother. “Attack of the Killer 

Bees.” 

“No. Go on away.”  

“Last year, or maybe the year before.”  
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“That explains my unfamiliarity.” The aunt resumed her seat, leaving the giddily 

triumphant bee to investigate other rooms. “Last year and the one before . . . a blur of 

booze and broken glass and pale green hospital gowns and the most wretched depression 

even when I came out. I remember the first day out, wandering around the supermarket. 

Fanta was the first thing I noticed had changed. Born to the world while I was in the 

world of zombies and banshees – lime Fanta. I said to some man, ‘Is that Fanta really 

green or am I off the deep end for good?”  

“But you’re better now, and doing a really, really terrific job with your children.”  

The aunt did not respond.  

Sometimes, it was my mother who did not respond.   

“And did people see it?” said the aunt.  

My mother sounded distracted. “See what?”  

“Attack of the . . . Ravenous Bloodthirsty Bees.”  

“Oh the killer bees no I don’t think anybody actually did, I think it was more a 

kind of a joke, like The Killer Tomatoes.”  

“The what?”  

My mother sipped her tea. “Killer tomatoes, dear, where have you been?”   

“You know I used to think I see something of myself in everyone . . . but when I 

hear something like that I think half the population needs to be shot. America peddles this 

tripe. If only the Russians would pull the red lever . . . we’ll have an all-night vodka party 

and toast Tolstoy. I’ll put our mother on a boat to California a week in advance . . . tell 

her the oranges are half price.”  

“Please don’t say things like that, Deidre.” 

“Why not? Why not say things instead of waiting and waiting until one day 

they’re insurmountable?”  

“The important thing is you’re healthy again and you’ll never need . . . you’ll 

never need . . .” 

“I will never ever need what, Eileen?” 

“Need to . . . need to suffer like that again . . . and never need . . . never need to be 

alone that way again . . . to go back there to that . . . to the place.”  
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“The hospital. It has a straightforward name – I wish everybody’d stop tiptoeing 

around it like a landmine: hospital hospital . . . hospital. There. All accomplished. Nasty 

word conquered.” The aunt crushed the butt in the ashtray, grinding it with a look of 

satisfaction. “But no . . . I suppose not. It’s unlikely I would have to go back into hospital 

but then a lot of unlikely things happen and there’s so little you can do, it all feels so out 

of your control sometimes, all I can do is hope, that’s all any of us can do sometimes, 

hope. But I can see it’s making you nervous . . . we can talk about other things, sure.”  

“Of course we can.” My mother looked at her tea.  

The aunt curled a lock, turned the page.  

My mother hummed, watched the garden. Uncle Terry was behind the hedge.  

The window grew warmer. The sun warmed my hair and face. I closed my eyes 

and without warning saw the garden in Australia the morning we had left it . . . hot wind 

roughing up the scrub by the fence; the spindly spider, speckled orange, clinging 

outstretched in its billowing web.  

My toe throbbed as if it resented my forgetting it even a minute.  

“And what are you up to?” The aunt, come to put the kettle on, had detected me. 

“Are you the local private eye – some kind of undercover agent?”  

My mother said, “Who’s that, then? Who’s hiding?”  

The aunt took up the kettle. “Aren’t they so strange, sometimes, with their queer 

little stratagems . . . this one’s the strangest of the lot I’m beginning to think. Strange is a 

woolly word, though, isn’t it; I mean . . . what’s typical? What’s typical and who would 

want to be typical? Typical is just another word for middlebrow and middlebrow is just 

another word for unchallenging, and we all need a challenge, once in a while, as long as 

it’s not too overawing. Do you ever feel overawed?”  

I shook my head.  

“Good,” she said, “don’t be put off by anybody or anything . . . though it’s okay 

to unnerved, once in a while . . . sure we all get that.” She winked.  

From the end of the garden came jubilant cheering; as if somebody had returned 

in one piece from the moon.    
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