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Rory’s Dittybox

According to Aunt Smoother, Aurora Hope was lucky. It was true, her aunt admitted, that at the age of three she had lost both her parents in a stagecoach accident … and her right leg. A highwayman had robbed the passengers and then fired his pistol. The horses had bolted and the stagecoach had turned over.

Still, according to Aunt, at least Aurora had family to take care of her.

“Tuh,” thought Rory. That was what she called herself. She hated being called Aurora.

Her “family” was made up of Aunt Smoother, Aunt Awful and Uncle Buckup, Rory’s guardians.
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Really, they were only second cousins (twice removed) to her papa, Captain Christopher Hope, but they insisted that she call them Aunt Susan, Aunt Ada and Uncle Barnaby. Rory’s only comfort was to have her own secret names for them, tucked away in her head.

Aunt Smoother was a housemaid. She worked fourteen hours a day up at the Big House. It was her habit to sweep anything that upset her under the carpet.

“Isn’t it fortunate that we are allowed to live so very comfortably on a splendid houseboat? Is there not a view of a beautiful mansion set in its own beautiful parkland?” She paused to smooth the blanket that lay across Rory’s lap. The girl sat in her wheelchair on deck, looking silently and miserably at the river.

Aunt Smoother ran a brush through Rory’s tangled red hair.

“Ouch! Don’t be so silly!” thought Rory. She never complained out loud but she knew they were thinking “if only we had been left a handy boy to look after. But a girl with one leg is nothing but a burden to us”.

As for the houseboat, it was damp and cold, so leaky and rotten that it was a miracle it was still afloat.

Rory reached for the key that was hanging round her neck on its silver chain. It was said to be the key to her father’s sea-chest – his “dittybox” – but that had long since disappeared. Now the key and the blanket her mother had woven for her when she was little were all that was left to remind her of lost happiness.
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Meeting Fishface

“What about a little walk today, my precious?” cooed Aunt Smoother. “Just for Auntie.”

The crabby voice of Aunt Awful boomed from downstairs. Fourteen hours a day she was cook to the Big House, but the houseboat’s galley was her kingdom. “Aurora can go ashore on her crutch and make herself useful! She can take herself off to the tavern and get us a jug of gin!”

“That’s the ticket! Shift yourself, Aurora,” puffed Uncle Buckup. He had been toiling all day in the garden of the Big House, so he smelled like cheese. “You’ll feel right as rain for it. And Mrs Blaggard is coming down from the Big House after supper to make her monthly inspection. We must offer her something to keep her sweet.”

Suddenly Rory had had enough. “I shan’t,” she said fiercely. “I hate Mrs Blaggard, I hate it when you all get drunk, I’m too young to buy alcohol and I am never using that beastly crutch AGAIN!”

“Wicked, ungrateful little monster!” called Aunt Awful, bashing about the galley with her broom. “You’ll come to a shocking bad end, you will!”

“I’ll fetch Starter!” announced Uncle Buckup, and disappeared below.

Just then, a filthy, ragged boy in a small painted boat rowed under the bow of the houseboat and gave a cheery wave. He made two clicks with his tongue and called out: “All right, Fluffbuttocks?”
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