
 

 

The Gareth children are sent to stay with their Great-Aunt Dymphna in Ireland. Their first 
meeting with their great-aunt is an  alarming experience! They soon realise that they will have to 
fend for themselves during their stay. 

The first impression of Great-Aunt Dymphna was that she was more like an enormous bird than 
a great-aunt. This was partly because she wore a black cape, which seemed to flap behind her 
when she moved. Then her nose stuck out of her thin wrinkled old face just like a very hooked 
beak. On her head she wore a man's tweed hat beneath which straggled wispy white hair. She 
wore under the cape a shapeless long black dress. On her feet, despite of it being a fine warm 
evening, were rubber boots.  

The children gazed at their great-aunt, so  startled by her appearance that the polite greetings 
they would have made vanished from their minds. Naomi was so scared that, though tears went 
on rolling down her cheeks, she did not make any more noise. Great-Aunt Dymphna had turned 
her attention to the luggage.  

'Clutter, clutter! I could never abide clutter. What have you got in all this?' As she said 'this' a 
rubber boot kicked at the nearest suitcase. 

Clothes, mostly,' said Alex. 

'Mummy didn't know what we'd need,' Penny explained, 'so she said we'd have to bring 
everything.' 

'Well, as it's here we must take it home I suppose,' said Great-Aunt Dymphna. 'Bring it to the 
car,' and she turned and, like a great black eagle, swept out ... 

'She's as mad as a coot,' Alex whispered to Penny. 'I should think she ought to be in an asylum.' 

Penny shivered. 'I do hope other people live close to Reenmore. I don't like us to be alone with 
her.' 

But in Bantry, where they stopped to send a cable, nobody seemed to think Great-Aunt 
Dymphna mad. It is true the children understood very little of  what was said, for they were not 
used to the Irish brogue, but it was clear from the tone of voice used and the expressions on 
people's faces that what the people of Bantry felt was respect. It came from the man who filled 
the car up with petrol, and another who put some parcels in the boot. 

'Extraordinary!' Alex whispered to Penny when he came out of the hotel. 'When I said "Miss 
Gareth said it would be all right to send a cable" you'd have thought I said the  Queen has said it 
was all right." 

'Why, what did they say?' Penny asked. 

'It was more the way they said it than what they said, but they told me to write down the 
message and they would telephone it through right away.’ 

It was beginning to get dark when they left Bantry but as the children peered out of the windows 
they could just see the purplish mountains, and that the roads had fuchsia hedges instead of 
ordinary  bushes, and that there must be ponds or lakes for often they caught the shimmer of 
water. 
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'At least it's awfully pretty,' Penny whispered to Alex. 'Like Mummy said it would be.' 

'I can't see how that'll help if she's mad,' Alex whispered back. 

Suddenly, without a word of warning, Great-Aunt Dymphna stopped the car. 

'We're home.' Then she chuckled. 'I expect you poor little town types thought we'd never make 
it, but we always do. You'll learn.' 

The children stared out of the car windows. Home! They seemed to be in a lonely lane miles 
from anywhere.  

Get out. Get out,' said Great-Aunt Dymphna. 'There's no drive to the house. It's across that 
field.' 

'Horrible old beast!' thought Alex, dragging their cases from the boot. 'She really is insufferable.' 
But he kept what he felt to himself for out loud all he said was, 'Let's just take the cases we 
need tonight. We can fetch the others in the morning.' 

 


