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MY AUNT AND THE POTTED PLANT 
 

by Jean Goulbourne 
 

Like she had never seen a potted plant before. My Aunt Sophia stood in the clean 

living room amidst the old furniture that we had labelled antique; that we had cleaned, 

with love, to perfection. My aunt, the esteemed woman of another world, a world of 

plenty and parties, a world of mansions and hotels, a world of friends and frocks, my 

aunt, stood and looked at the potted plant as if in a dream, and I stood beside her and 

watched her silently, wondering why. 

In the kitchen, Mama cooked the curried goat. Outside, Daddy cut the wood to 

feed the fire with. Sisters cleaned the silver in the dining room. Except, of course, it was 

not silver knives and forks but tin which had rusted with the recent rain. 

 “Fe tek shame outa we eye,” my mother had said earlier, “we have to clean the 

rust off.” The rain had seeped into the cabinet drawer and spoilt the tablecloth and the 

mats. My sisters cleaned the knives and forks with Brasso and they were as good as new. 

 My aunt’s children had gone for a walk. Her husband, my uncle, stood and 

watched my father chop wood. My uncle wore city clothes and shiny shoes. He obviously 

thought himself superior, and watched with scorn as my father cut the firewood to feed 

the fire to cook the curried goat and the rice and the mannish water. 
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 Our table would not be spread with hors d’oeuvres. The goats’ eyeballs and the 

maw in the mannish water would speak more eloquently than the devilled eggs and the 

tiny bits of cheese on toothpicks that my aunt and uncle were used to serving. After all 

what is more expressive than a dead eye that has seen the world? 

 My father’s heart had bled that morning when he cut the goat’s throat. It was his 

favourite ram but the only one he could spare for the occasion. The house was a hive of 

activity. The smell of the curry seeped into everything. We would have to use sour 

orange in the wash water to wipe the floor, and beeswax to shine it with the coconut 

brush to get the smell out. 

 I watched my aunt touch the plant again. A gentle touch, like a kiss. Why didn’t 

she go outside and watch the massacre of the dead tree that my father was involved in? 

She massacred lives. She humiliated folks. She measured people by the clothes they 

wore, the houses they lived in. She looked at the size of their cars and all the other 

indicators of the strength of their bank accounts. I had felt real pain whenever I visited 

the city. I was not well dressed. I was too countrified in speech. I was too parochial in 

appearance. I felt real pain when she regarded my parents’ country lives as lives of 

poverty, my father’s farming as degrading and our moth-eaten old house as depressing. 

Whenever it rained too much our house was mildewed. Our house was so unlike hers, the 

new, two-storied, clean house in an upper-class area in the suburbs. No, our mildewed 

single-storied house on the hill lacked the sun sometimes but it never lacked the love that 

made it home. 
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 I had hated myself when she stood and measured the value of my clothes with a 

skilled eye on my last visit to the city to spend some time with her. She had removed 

every piece of clothing from the closet and commented nastily on each. 

 “This is a market-woman wardrobe,” she had concluded, and I had burst into tears 

while my cousins grinned happily, enjoying the scene. I knew I would not go anywhere 

that week but would stay with the helper in the kitchen cutting vegetables, setting the 

table and preparing the drink. I was the country cousin with the awful clothes from the 

moth-eaten house in the bush. Yes, I remembered everything. 

 My aunt stood and watched the potted plant. Did I detect an air of longing as she 

stroked the leaves? 

 Perhaps she was remembering the time that she had used the latrine as a child and 

had used the fiery pepperod plant to clean herself. The pepperod had stung her so hard 

that she had not been able to sit comfortably for weeks. Yes, my aunt was a country gal 

alright. Now a city woman, she looked down on country ways. It was my mother who 

had told me the story of the pepperod when they had been children many years before. 

 My aunt wiped a tiny tear away. 

 “Pretty plant,” she said. Yes, there was a longing in her voice. 

 She moved towards the kitchen where my mother was frying plantains. The hiss 

of the oil was loud. My father came in with wood chips to feed the fire. The ancient creng 

creng hung over the dire. It was empty now. The house boasted a kerosene fridge; there 

was no more need to smoke meat. 

 “Joylene,” my aunt said to my mother, whose eyes were full of smoke, “Joylene; 

what a pretty plant. Where did it come from?”  
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“Plant, Sophia?” asked my mother, wondering. 

“The one in the living room close to the sideboard.” 

“Oh that!” my mother answered. “The children found it in the bushes.” 

“It’s so pretty!” said Aunt Sophia. 

“Yes,” my mother replied, “It pretty for true.” 

 She cut some more plantains and put them in the hot oil. The oil spat its protest. 

The curried goat was almost done. I could hear it settle to a low buzz. It was simmering 

slowly. 

 “Yes Massa Joe,” my father joked, as he took the last of the wood chips in. “This 

is real country, like old times. Remember when Mass Josiah used to take us to his ground 

and teach us how to plant yams and my father and yours were so happy, hoping that we 

would be good farmers?” 

My uncle came into the kitchen but did not reply. He just stood looking at his 

shoes. They were city shoes. My father wore rubber boots. He loved his rubber boots. 

They kept away the damp. My father watched Uncle Joe wondering what had become of 

his old friend. Joe had known country ways too. As a child, he used to ride donkeys to the 

market; he used to have his own garden and had gathered fruit in their seasons with the 

other boys. 

 Uncle Joe looked at his shoes. He did not respond. We all stood awkwardly in the 

kitchen. The plantain hissed, the curry hummed and there was a soft murmur from my 

sisters in the dining room. They were setting the table. 

 The cousins returned with a loud vibrant “Whooppee Mummy and Daddy! We 

saw a donkey and got a ride.” 
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 “There was a sweetsop tree up the road and a kind lady gave us some.” 

 “And Mass Tommy’s cow has a new calf and another cow is expecting. Mummy, 

can we stay here in the holidays? Can we please? Auntie Joylene and Uncle D can we 

stay here with you a little in the holidays? May we please?” 

 My aunt left the kitchen and went into the living room again. We followed her. 

She went to the potted plant and fondled it. Suddenly she stooped and kissed a leaf. 

 “Yes,” she said, “If Joylene and D will have you. I would love that, you know I 

would.” 

She stroked the plant again. 

 “Joylene,” she said to my mother, who was now in the living room. “Maybe this ought to 

be in the garden outside. Not here. It is trapped here inside the house.” 

  Like you, Aunt Sophia, I said to myself. Trapped, like you. A wild, freedom-

loving plant in a house. A free spirit in a life of pretence. 

 “Yes, Aunt Sophia,” I said aloud. “Yes. It belongs outside. Let me plant it outside. 

It’s trapped here, inside…” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




