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My Tyrannical Aunt
Story
by Andrew Ochan
Aunt Acaa is back.  Our lives will be miserable again.  It is her second visit in less than a month.

This time she has come with her boy, Okema and of course baby Atoo.  The size of their luggage tells me it isn’t just a short visit - they must have come to stay: two huge suitcases, a hen and a tin box.

They settled on our front veranda as the house was still locked.  Aunt Acaa sat buttressed on the floor, leaning her back against the wall and was snoring heavily.  Okema was huddled next to her.  Atoo was the only one awake.  She tugged continuously at her mother’s blouse, moaning for breast milk.  They must have been like this for sometime.  The six-hour bus journey from Kitgum to Kampala seemed to have worn them out.

With my school bag on my back, I tiptoed past them.  I wanted to get into the house by the kitchen door and hide until Ma returned from work, but Aunt Acaa startled me just as I was rounding the corner of the house.

‘Latigo, what is wrong with you? Come here you skinny boy and open the door for us! Look at him, you can’t even greet visitors; your stupid mother has really spoilt you!’
I knew Ma wouldn’t welcome them, but I had no choice other than to let them in.

Ma and I had only heard about Aunt Acaa.  It was during the first few days of her previous visit that we got to know her true character.  She was not only bossy, but also ignorant.  She also made it a point to annoy everyone.  Even after Ma had complained loudly that someone was squatting on the toilet seat, we still kept finding imprints of her large feet on it.  Pa was the only one not affected by his elder sister’s behaviour, because he was rarely at home.  From work, he went straight to the pub and returned late in the night.  His drinking had worsened.  Ma would wake him up from the sofa when he begins to snore and drool, and help him to the bedroom.  So he didn’t know whatever took place during his absence.  He never knew, for example, that Aunt Acaa was always quarrelling with Ma over everything in the house including of course food!

‘Where is the balanced diet you town people are supposed to be eating?’ Aunt Acaa erupted during supper one day.  ‘I’m tired of eating beans and ugali!’  This came after we’d just eaten her favourite dish of meat and rice the previous supper.

‘This is the way we eat in this house, Sylvia; if you can’t eat what we eat, you are free to leave,’ came Ma’s polite reply.  Ma called her by her Christian name for the first time, which came as a shock to her.  She always insisted that we refer to her as Aunt Acaa.


‘Sam, can we talk about the way your sister treats me in this house?’  I overheard Ma telling Pa that evening.

‘What is there to talk about? You always wait to start these complaints at this time.  Can’t a man have a decent sleep?  I’m tired of you whining like a mosquito whenever my relatives visit!’
Pa knew very well that Ma was always happy to welcome his relatives into our home, just like uncle Latim, Pa’s half brother who lived with us before he got a job and left.  It became clear that Pa was afraid of getting into a situation that would make him confront his sister.

When Aunt Acaa left after her four-day visit, all sorts of things went missing from our house: two pairs of Ma’s shoes, her favourite dress, Pa’s cassette tapes and some kitchen utensils.  Ma wasn’t surprised to see Acaa wearing one of the missing pairs of shoes when she returned.

‘You should have at least had the decency to ask before you took my things,’ were Ma’s first words to her.

‘This is my brother’s house; I can take anything I want from it!’ she shouted back, getting up from her seat and towering above Ma, like a cobra that had been agitated.

‘That does not including my personal items!’ Yelled back Ma, before retreating to her bedroom and slamming the door.  Moments later, I heard her sobbing.  My hatred for Aunt Acaa increased tenfold at that time.  I wish I were old enough, I could have thrown her out of our house at once; but I knew their stay wouldn’t last long this time as it didn’t begin well.

Aunt Acaa sits at home all day, mainly watching TV.  I heard mention to Pa about finding her husband, Okwera.  Pa promised to help, but told her he needs time to trace Okwera’s exact whereabouts, since Kampala is a big town.  Okema told me that his father left home over a year ago, but has since never returned.  He said that the last time his mother was here, she found out that his father has got another family in Kampala.

‘Once Mum gets him, she will report him to someone called Fida,’ meaning the lawyers who help people in situations like her mother’s.  They will make him give money every month to Mum for buying things we need,’ said Okema excitedly, as though he was sure that his father would be found.

One day, during a game of dulu, I decided to trick Okema into telling me why his father quit home.

‘I think your father doesn’t love you,’ I remarked.

‘Of course he loves me and my sister,’ he answered innocently.

‘Then why else would he abandon you to start another family?’
‘It is because of my mother, he said,’ looking away as if ashamed to reveal a secret. ‘They used to fight a lot, and every time, Daddy would get beaten by Mummy.’
I didn’t doubt a word of what he said.  While looking at their family photo, I remember innocently asking whether the taller guy standing next to Okema was his elder brother.  ‘Don’t be silly, that’s dad,’ Okema had shot back.  His mother, who was within hearing distance just smiled.


I feel sorry for Okema that he doesn’t go to school.  He could be in S2 now, two classes ahead of me since he’s 14.  But I don’t feel sorry for his mother.  Aunt Acaa forces me to stay at home everyday after school and on weekends so that I can look after Atoo.  I envy Okema who is often left to go and play.  She says babysitting Atoo will make me learn how to take care of my younger brother or sister in future.

Baby Atoo is at the crawling stage, which makes it very difficult to look after her.  I have to make sure she doesn’t eat chicken pupu, soil, millipedes and other crawling insects in the compound.

Disobeying Aunt Acaa’s orders means she’ll pull and twist your ears until they are about to come off your head.  She often does that to Okema.  I asked Okema how it feels like.

‘You’ll see stars even during day time, and your head will ache for two days,’ was his reply.

‘I will never disobey Aunt Acaa,’ I vowed.

But that didn’t mean I wouldn’t play all kinds of tricks like pinching Atoo’s buttocks to make her cry so that I could leave home, even briefly. I would announce amidst Atoo’s wailing, ‘I think the baby wants to suckle.’  As soon as she’s on her mother’s lap, I’d sprint away from home like an escaping prisoner.

Last evening, Ma was in her worst mood.  As usual, she came back from work and went straight to her bedroom, but not before standing at the sitting room door and pronouncing calmly, ‘tomorrow, I don’t want to see any visitors in my house.’  She had her hands on her waist, forming triangles.

Aunt Acaa, Okema and I were watching TV in the sitting room.  Atoo was asleep on the sofa and Pa was out drinking as usual.  Aunt Acaa’s eyes remained glued to the TV.  She pretended she’d not heard.  Okema’s eyes and mine met in surprise, as if the same thought was passing through our minds.

We’d somehow got used to the same life of Ma staying in her bedroom, Pa coming back late in the night, and Aunt Acaa doing all the cooking.  Most neighbours thought Aunt Acaa was Pa’s second wife.

I tried hard to imagine what Ma would do if Aunt Acaa and her children refused to leave the following day, but nothing unusual come to my mind.

Sweat trickled down my forehead as I struggled to finish washing my clothes out in the compound.  I glanced at the fresh heap of clothes Aunt Acaa had dumped beside me.

‘You must wash these too!’ she barked, before disappearing.

There was no way I was going to wash all those clothes – mostly her wrappers, Okema’s shorts and shirts, and Atoo’s dresses that looked like soil.  I wanted to complain to Ma about this; she would certainly support me, but then I recalled that she could still be in bed.  Pa too, wasn’t around.  He never came back home last evening, which wasn’t unusual.

At that moment, a blue suitcase flew out of the kitchen door and landed in the compound with a thud, spilling its contents.  The suitcase was unmistakable and was one of the two that Aunt Acaa had carried.

Aunt Acaa, who was relaxing on the front veranda with her children, must have heard the sound, for she hurried round the house to the kitchen door.  But the instant she reached opposite the door, a second suitcase met her on the head, knocking her down.  Then the tin box followed, barely missing her head.  Ma, who had hurled the things, was now yelling like a possessed person.  Her eyes raged like that of a lioness.  I have never seen her like this before.

‘I don’t want you in my home; go away! Pick up your things and leave!’
She blocked the entrance to the door, and was brandishing her best kitchen knife.

Aunt Acaa lay down unconscious for an instant, but soon got up and charged towards the door.  Ma banged the door shut and turned the key.

‘You are going to regret this, how dare you chase me away from my brother’s house!’
Aunt Acaa was pounding at the door with one hand, while gathering her kitenge wrapper about her chest with the other hand.  The wrapper had come loose and was covering only about a quarter of her bust.  It barely covered her breasts which swayed like two competing pendulums.

The Naguru Housing Estate crowd, always hungry for such free drama, had already formed and was enjoying every bit of it.

‘Yes, throw her out!’ yelled a voice in the crowd.

‘Malaya!’ whore, shouted someone else.

It wasn’t long before the Police came and led away Aunt Acaa, but she didn’t stay long at the station; she must have bribed the Police or they found no serious fault with her.  Pa had returned and had succeeded in calming down Ma.  Acaa too, seemed calm now after the police experience.


That evening, my parents engaged in the mother of all quarrels.  From my bedroom, I could make out Ma’s shrill voice amidst the clattering of things.


‘I can’t go on with this kind of life; either she or I will have to leave!’

When Pa woke me up early the next morning to help carry Aunt Acaa’s belongings to the taxi stage, I knew Ma had won.  Okema was dressed in his best clothes, the ones he wore when he first came to our home five days ago.  He looked sad.  I felt sad too, I wish it was only his mother and Atoo leaving, for we’d come to like each other very much.
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