

[image: Cover: That Bonesetter Woman, by Frances Quinn]




That Bonesetter Woman


She Could Never Fit in So She Decided to Stand Out


Frances Quinn











Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.


Join our mailing list to get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster.







CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP







Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.













[image: That Bonesetter Woman, by Frances Quinn, UK Adult]










To my husband, Mike Jeffree, and my furry marketing assistants, Nalle, Siggi and Freya










Chapter 1


It’s usual, they say, for a young person coming to London for the first time to arrive with a head full of dreams. Well, Endurance Proudfoot did not. When she stepped off the coach from Sussex, on a warm and sticky afternoon in the summer of 1757, it never occurred to her that the city would be the place where she’d make her fortune; she was just very annoyed to be arriving there at all.


‘We’re here, Durie. We’re in London!’ said her sister Lucinda, blue eyes sparkling (though London couldn’t take credit for that; barring the times when they filled with tears, real or otherwise, Lucinda’s eyes always sparkled). ‘Aren’t you even a bit excited?’


‘No,’ said Durie, and pointed out their bags to the coachman handing down the baggage from the roof. It had been a long day. Eight hours of bumping and jolting in the coach, six spent listening to a dumpling-faced woman who’d boarded with her husband at Uckfield, and spent the journey pointing out things they could plainly see for themselves – ‘That’s a big oak tree’, ‘Here comes another coach’, ‘Lots of folk in Tunbridge today’, ‘That woman’s got a pink bonnet on’ – until Durie began to think the people with cheap tickets, perched up behind the coachman, had the best of the situation. The husband answered each remark with a smile and a nod – did he really not find her annoying at all? – and entertained himself by watching the effect of the rutted roads on Lucinda’s bosoms.


The mystery of his tolerance was solved when, at last, they pulled up in the cobbled courtyard of the inn that was the coach’s final destination, and his wife asked him whether he thought it might rain. On getting the usual nod and smile, she’d slapped his arm and said, ‘You fool, you’ve sat with your deaf ear towards me again!’ Lucinda caught Durie’s eye and winked, hoping to share a laugh at their expense, but Durie wasn’t going to be got round that easily. It was Lucinda’s fault they were there, when Durie had good reason to wish they weren’t, and if Lucinda thought she was going to ‘think of it as an adventure’, like she’d said as they waited for the coach that morning, she could go and scratch.


Durie had wondered if her sister’s looks might be quite everyday in London, but of course they weren’t: with the biggest, bluest eyes you’d ever see, skin like fresh cream and thick curls that could have been actual gold spun into hair, she stood out even there. She was like a doll, and not any old doll but one the doll maker had slaved over to make perfect, throwing away two or three versions before he got it just right. Even before their baggage was piled on the cobbles, she’d attracted admiring glances from two soldiers and a costermonger with a basket of apples on his head, who weren’t to know that slender waist wouldn’t be slender much longer. And now look at her, twinkling at a foppish-looking youth in a canary-yellow coat, who could have been just about anyone. A good job Durie was here, even if she didn’t want to be, because otherwise, who knew what kind of trouble Lucinda might stroll into? She might, at nineteen, be two years older than Durie, but she didn’t have the sense she was born with, and that couldn’t have been a lot.


A porter appeared.


‘Carry your bags, girls?’


‘No, thank you, I can take them,’ said Durie. ‘But could you direct us to South Audley Street?’


He looked at their baggage, and in particular the trunk their stepmother had packed with everything Lucinda would need in the coming months, and laughed.


‘That’s a good long walk. Call it sixpence, and I’ll carry all this and show you the way.’


‘There’s no need,’ said Durie, hefting up the trunk and balancing it against her shoulder, then picking up the bag with her free hand. The porter’s mouth dropped open.


‘Blimey. Was your father a packhorse?’


‘Can you give us directions,’ she said, ‘or shall I ask someone with a civil tongue in their head?’


He scowled but told them the way and he was right, it was a good long walk. Which would have been fine at home, but the London streets were so busy! They made Lewes, even on market day, look like a little village. You couldn’t move for hawkers and costermongers, yelling out their wares – in the first hundred yards alone, they had to dodge a rabbit seller with six furry carcases strung from a pole, a knife grinder’s cart, and a woman carrying a basket piled high with silver salmon, bellowing that they were straight out of the river and waving one about for potential buyers to sniff. Not much room to get out of anyone’s way either, with carriages and carts trundling by, their wheels churning up clouds of dust and dirt from the dry streets, and releasing the stench of horse muck to join the coal smoke hanging in the air.


After a while the streets got wider and smarter-looking, with great long stretches of shops, the sun glinting off their windows. What could they all find to sell? People dawdled about like idiots, looking in the windows and pointing things out to each other. What with them and the hawkers – selling flowers and fripperies now, but just as numerous – and the carriages and carts, it was impossible to walk at any kind of a pace. Lucinda stopping to buy a posy of violets didn’t help – she couldn’t just pay for the stupid things, she had to chitchat to the girl – and the last half a mile took as long as two.


By the time they arrived at their aunt’s street, what with trying not to knock people into the road with the trunk (not entirely successfully), watching out for the pickpockets their father had warned were everywhere, and looking for street names to make sure they weren’t lost, Durie was hot, sweaty and thoroughly fed up. Lucinda, strolling along in her wake, now and then peering into a shop window, looked as though she’d just taken a dip in rosewater.


South Audley Street was blessedly quiet and empty after the streets full of shops. Houses on either side; not large, but very smart-looking, with white-painted fronts, railings separating them from the street, well-scrubbed steps down to basements and up to their shiny black doors, and troughs of scarlet geraniums on the windowsills. A couple of ragged-looking boys were sweeping the cobbles, and every window gleamed.


‘Nice,’ said Lucinda. ‘Our long-lost aunt must be doing well for herself.’ She looked at Durie, sighed and took out a handkerchief. ‘Here, clean your face, you look like you’ve been digging a ditch. And cheer up – it’ll be fun, being here, you’ll see.’


Before Durie could answer, the door was opened by a maid, and behind her appeared an older woman who had to be their aunt. She had their father’s eyes, grey-blue and serious, the same sharp nose, and iron-grey hair that made her look older than she could feasibly be, in a forbiddingly tidy bun.


‘So you’re here,’ she said, looking them up and down, her eyes pausing for a second at Durie’s feet. ‘Well, you’d better come in.’


Durie put down the trunk and bag on the black-and-white tiles. What a relief, to have a free arm to wipe her sweaty neck.


‘It’s very kind of you to have us, Aunt Ellen,’ said Lucinda, giving their aunt the full force of her dimples, and handing over the flowers. ‘These are for you. I hope we won’t be too much trouble.’


‘I hope so too,’ said Aunt Ellen, without giving the posy a glance. ‘And kindness didn’t come into it; your father said there was nowhere else for you to go. Now, take your things upstairs – your room’s on the right.’


She walked off down the hallway, light footsteps clicking on the tiles. Lucinda and Durie exchanged glances.


‘Welcome to my home,’ muttered Lucinda.


‘Then come down and we’ll have some tea,’ Aunt Ellen called over her shoulder. ‘And I’ll tell you how things are going to be while you’re here.’





‘Old cow,’ said Lucinda when they got upstairs. ‘You’d think she’d be glad of the company, living on her own.’


‘Perhaps she likes living on her own,’ said Durie, dropping the bags and flopping down on the bed. ‘I wouldn’t mind it.’


‘What, be a sad old maid, with people feeling sorry for you? No thank you.’


Durie couldn’t see much to feel sorry for. The bedchamber might be smaller than their room at home, the window looking out onto a little yard behind instead of a garden, but probably houses had to be that way in London, with so many people to cram in, and the quality of the furnishings and the smartness of the street told their own story. Their aunt kept a shop, their father had said, her own business entirely, and if that had paid for a house like this, with no husband on hand, it was quite impressive.


Lucinda peered into the dressing-table mirror, tweaking one golden curl so it sat perfectly, and smiled at herself.


‘Did you see how that gentleman in the carriage looked at me as he passed?’ she said. ‘I think I’m going to enjoy London.’


‘Oh, well good for you,’ said Durie, who hadn’t seen the gentleman in question, but didn’t need to. ‘I’m going to miss all the summer carriage accidents, you know that, don’t you? It’ll be autumn before we go back.’


‘Who says I’m going back?’ said Lucinda. ‘When this is all done with, I might find myself a husband in London. A rich one.’


‘I think you’ll find they’ve already got someone in mind for the Prince of Wales.’


Lucinda shrugged.


‘Plenty of dukes left.’


‘Oh, honestly, Lucinda! You think dukes marry the likes of us?’


‘Not the likes of you, obviously. But someone like me could do very well here in the city. It might all turn out for the best, after all.’


Durie was saved the bother of a tart reply when Aunt Ellen called up the stairs:


‘Come and get this tea before it’s cold and wasted.’





Downstairs, Aunt Ellen was sitting in the parlour, a gleaming silver teapot on the polished wood table beside her and a large black cat dozing on her lap. It was the sort of room Durie thought she’d like to have herself, if she did ever happen to live alone: entirely free of the knick-knacks that cluttered the parlour at home, but with a full bookcase, a comfortable-looking chair by the fire and, over the marble fireplace, a painting of the seafront in Brighton on a sunny day. She stroked the cat as she passed but it pulled down its spine, as though it found her touch offensive.


‘I hope you’ve brought some slippers for indoors,’ said Aunt Ellen, looking up at her. ‘You’ve a very heavy foot.’


Lucinda giggled, and Aunt Ellen gave her a sharp look.


‘You’ll be heavy yourself before long. Your mother was the same build exactly, and she swelled up like a sow when her time came.’


Durie and Lucinda looked at each other; a fortnight ago they hadn’t even known this aunt existed.


‘I was there when both of you were born,’ said Aunt Ellen, ‘and longer for you, Durie, for all you don’t remember me now.’


She was there. She saw it all.


A clump of shame knotted Durie’s stomach as Aunt Ellen went on, ‘I took care of you until you were nearly a year old. The wet nurse your father found could barely see straight, you’d have been sozzled on gin four times a day, and he’d no idea what to do with Lucinda. I found someone reliable to come in and nurse you, and stayed to take care of everything else myself, despite it being far from convenient. Then he announces he’s found himself a new wife, and my services are no longer required. And not a word from him for sixteen years, until suddenly I’m useful again.’


With her birth being the subject no one talked about, Durie had never questioned who looked after her as a baby. She was still digesting the fact that it was this unknown aunt, when the subject was briskly changed.


‘But never mind. As it happens, it’s a busy time in the shop, and I’ve just lost my best counter girl to a Frenchman with a double front on Grosvenor Street. So two extra pairs of hands will be welcome. Now, there’ll be some rules while you’re here. I keep a maid and a cook, so you’ve no need to help in the kitchen, but you’ll do your share in keeping the place tidy and clean. And since I spend all week being pleasant to customers at the shop, I like my own company on a Sunday, so you can take yourselves out for the day then.’


She turned to Lucinda.


‘And there’ll be no callers of the male variety. What you got up to at home brings no shame on my household, since I didn’t have the managing of you. But here you’ll behave as a decent girl should.’


Lucinda lowered her eyes, for all the world as though she was actually embarrassed.


‘Of course, Aunt Ellen.’ She looked up again, her head on one side. Wait for it… yes, there it was, one single tear, rolling prettily down her cheek. She’d taught herself to cry at will when she was ten – it had got them both out of trouble more than once, and got Durie into it even more often – and it was always impressive to watch.


‘I hope Father explained,’ said Lucinda. ‘I was… ’ Little intake of breath, like a stifled sob. ‘Taken advantage of, by the son of my employer. He promised—’


‘None of my concern,’ said Aunt Ellen. ‘If you were daft enough to believe the words that come out of a man’s mouth when he’s trying to get under your skirts, well, the good Lord clearly didn’t take as much time over the inside of your head as the outside. But there’s nothing to be done about that now.’


As she was speaking, the cat lifted its head and blinked big green eyes at Durie. She reached to stroke it; it hissed and swiped, catching her fingers with needle-sharp claws.


‘Naughty boy,’ said Aunt Ellen fondly. ‘He doesn’t like anyone but me to stroke him, do you, Lucifer?’


As Durie sucked her finger – he’d drawn blood – Aunt Ellen said to Lucinda, ‘Anyway, you’ll do nicely behind the counter, at least until you get too big. A pretty face sells a lot of cakes.’


Lucinda smiled sweetly.


‘I’ll do my very best for you, Aunt Ellen.’


It was going to be a very long summer.










Chapter 2


Durie couldn’t remember when she first knew that their mother had died when she was born. It had always just been there as a fact, like the fact that they lived in the High Street and their father was a bonesetter, and their stepmother Margie was a dressmaker, and their brother Richie was really their half-brother, though they didn’t think of him that way and only pretended to when he was being annoying.


But the day she discovered how their mother had died? That, she remembered exactly. A Thursday morning, market day in Lewes, when she was eight and Lucinda ten. The marketplace full of people, Margie buying apples, and she and Lucinda bickering nearby. Lucinda had torn her dress and wanted Durie to take the blame.


‘Go on,’ she said. ‘You won’t get into trouble, because you’re younger.’


‘No.’


She’d only get the lie wrong, and then she’d be told off for fibbing, as well as Lucinda for the dress. Where was the sense in that?


‘You’re so selfish,’ said Lucinda.


‘But I—’


Lucinda held up a hand.


‘Don’t talk to me.’


As they stood facing away from each other like two bookends, a farmer was telling two other men how he’d just lost his best cow.


‘Heart gave out, did it?’ said one.


‘It did, in the end,’ said the farmer. ‘The calf was just too big. It took too long to come, and wore her out, poor thing.’


Lucinda turned, her eyes wide.


‘That’s what you did.’ She looked Durie up and down. ‘You were too big, and you wore our mother out.’


Margie called them then, and Lucinda skipped away, smiling up at Margie. Durie stood there, thinking, until Margie called over her shoulder, ‘Come on, Durie love, I’ve lots to do at home.’


She had to run to catch them up.





All day, Lucinda’s words kept coming back. Durie had seen next door’s cat give birth, so it was no mystery why a big baby would be a problem. And she must have been big, mustn’t she? She couldn’t recall a time when she wasn’t taller, and broader, than Lucinda; her sister’s dresses were too small for Durie long before Lucinda outgrew them, and there was no question of her great big feet ever fitting into Lucinda’s shoes.


That night, she lay in the dark, still thinking, as Lucinda snored beside her. What Lucinda said was so terrible, and yet it had to be true, didn’t it? Because it explained her name. No one ever called her anything but Durie, but she’d seen her proper name written in the family Bible: Endurance. That meant being brave about something horrible, something that went on and on. They must have called her that because of what her mother endured, giving birth to her. Because she was too big and she wore her mother out.





Before that day, she was proud to be bigger than her sister. Children always want to grow, don’t they? So when Mrs Flint from next door commented to Margie that Durie was ‘a strapping lass’, Durie didn’t understand why Margie made a face behind her back, and she didn’t understand either why their father frowned when she beat Richie at arm wrestling. But after that day at the market, she started noticing things: the clomp of her feet on the stairs, and the skittery tip-tap of Lucinda’s; the mess her big, clumsy hands made of the daisy chains that Lucinda and Margie could thread so beautifully; and the way, when the Whitsun festivities came, all the other girls skipped in and out of the maypole ribbons like kittens, when Durie knew, without even trying, that she’d trip over her own feet and likely bring the whole thing down on them all. And every time she noticed those things, she’d remember that it was her being such a lump of a thing that killed their mother.


Margie was always saying that everyone was good at something – she had a lot of cheery but unhelpful sayings – but over the years since then, Durie had proved her wrong. Both girls had been helping her since they were old enough to stand and pass her pins, but while Lucinda’s dainty fingers soon sewed as neatly as Margie’s, Durie’s fumbled and fiddled, dropping the needle and knotting the thread. Her stitching was invariably bumpy and uneven, so she was only allowed to work on bits that didn’t show, and even then, Margie would often sigh and unpick a particularly awful seam when she thought Durie wasn’t looking.


She wasn’t good with the customers who came to the house either. Margie and Lucinda could flannel away all day long. ‘It matches your eyes so beautifully,’ Lucinda would say, when anyone could see the dress was the colour of a fresh oak leaf, and the eyes just the normal muddy green eyes generally are. But the customer would twist and turn in front of the mirror, making big eyes at herself, and say, ‘Why yes, it does, doesn’t it?’


It didn’t make sense: why would you want to go about thinking you looked better than you did, when it’s other people who are looking at you and they can plainly see what you really look like? Durie found the whole thing impossible to fathom, so she tried to say nothing at all, but when Mrs Bailey the magistrate’s wife asked if she thought the neckline of her new frock suited her, she couldn’t not answer.


‘It suits you very well,’ she said.


Mrs Bailey smiled at herself in the mirror.


‘Thank you.’


‘You being quite flat-chested, you’re wise to cover the area up with that lace.’


If Mrs Bailey’s face hadn’t told Durie that she’d said the wrong thing, Margie’s would have. But the woman was flat-chested; she wasn’t telling her anything she didn’t know, surely? In fact she was complimenting her on her good sense. Still, Mrs Bailey left in a huff, and after that Margie said it would be best if she and Lucinda did the fittings.


From time to time, Margie tried to find her work elsewhere, but after a week at the pie shop, they said she had too heavy a hand with the pastry, and when Margie asked at the Pelham Arms, the landlord said he had no need of anyone just then. Margie didn’t hear what he muttered to the men standing at the bar as they walked out, but Durie did:


‘I’d take the sister on happily, but that one’d only be good for getting rid of the stragglers at the end of the night, and we’ve got the dog for that.’


Though she held her head high and pretended not to hear the comment, nor the laughter that followed it, she couldn’t say it didn’t sting. But it came as no surprise. The evidence of her own eyes when she happened to pass a mirror was enough to tell her she hadn’t been blessed with a face or a figure that gave her much to thank the Lord for. And if it hadn’t been, a lifetime of hearing people say ‘You’d never think they were sisters’ or ‘But the older one’s so pretty’ would certainly do it.


In short, the message life had for Durie was that she was neither use nor decoration. By the October morning, not long after her fifteenth birthday, when she walked with her father to the town pump to fetch water for laundry day, she was starting to wonder what was to become of her.


‘One trip should do it,’ said her father, his empty buckets clanking. ‘You all right to carry those two back again?’


‘Of course,’ said Durie, swinging hers high.


She could manage them easily, to Richie’s irritation; he could only lift one and had to keep stopping to put it down for a rest. All the same, it was usually his job, but that morning he’d been sent on an errand and she’d welcomed the chance to escape the house. The sorting of bedlinen and undergarments before each month’s laundry day invariably unearthed bits and pieces needing mending, and anything was better than extra sewing.


They’d barely gone ten yards when the landlady of the White Hart, at the far end of town, ran up, red in the face, shouting that her husband had hurt his shoulder.


‘Can you come quick? He’s in terrible pain.’


Her father turned to follow the woman, saying over his shoulder, ‘Go indoors and get my bag – catch us up quick as you can.’










Chapter 3


Durie’s long legs made her a fast if inelegant runner, and her father had only just reached the inn when she arrived with the bag. They hadn’t opened up yet: the stale smell of ale and yesterday’s stew hung in the air, the counter was covered with unwashed tankards and the floor was half cleaned, the mop and bucket standing abandoned. The landlord was sitting at a table, his left arm cradling his right, his face grey and his brow speckled with sweat. He’d been swinging a barrel of ale up from the cellar, his wife was explaining, and slipped. Though he looked a big, strong man, he kept biting his lip, like a little boy trying not to cry.


‘The pain is terrible,’ he said. ‘Thought I was going to pass out.’


‘Let’s have a look,’ said Durie’s father.


Durie hadn’t ever seen him work and seeing the state of the man, she was suddenly curious. As her father gently felt around the shoulder, the wife clucked and fussed.


‘Is it broken?’ she said. ‘I heard it pop, horrible noise! I bet it’s broken, and that’s all we need because—’


‘Could you boil some water?’ said Durie’s father. ‘Couple of pints?’


The woman hurried off.


‘It’s out of joint,’ he said to the man. ‘Just needs putting back in. Are you ready?’


The man nodded, fresh beads of sweat seeping from his forehead. He yelped in pain as her father helped him lie on the floor. Then her father sat down himself and took off his left boot. What on earth was he going to do?


‘Now,’ he said, ‘count backwards, slowly, from a hundred.’


As the counting began, her father straightened the landlord’s arm and held it. When the counting got to fifty, he lifted his leg and put his foot into the man’s armpit. The poor man shut his eyes and groaned out the next few numbers, and every muscle in Durie’s body clenched in sympathy with him. His face screwed up in agony as her father pulled and slowly turned the arm, the effort bringing him out in a sweat too. Surely you could die of pain like that?


He screamed; he was, he was going to die, right in front of her eyes! Then there was a soft clunk, his face relaxed and he breathed out a long, relieved sigh.


The woman came running in with a steaming bowl of water.


‘All done,’ said Durie’s father. ‘Didn’t need that in the end.’


He took a wide strip of muslin from his bag, and made a sling. Already, the colour was coming back into the man’s face.


Durie looked at her father, repacking his bag as though nothing out of the ordinary had happened. How had she not known what he could do? Pulling someone out of such terrible pain with just the knowledge in his head and the strength in his arm. Imagine being able to do that.


The man wiped his brow with his free hand.


‘Worst pain I’ve ever had, and now it’s gone,’ he said. ‘Get this man a mug of ale, Jess.’


‘Thanks, but I need to get along,’ said Durie’s father. ‘Keep that sling on for a couple of weeks – and get your potboy to bring up the casks.’





Outside, he said, ‘I promised to see a customer out on the Brighton Road this morning – since I’ve got my bag, I may as well go from here.’


Well, now she really wanted to know what he was going to do there.


‘Can I come with you?’


‘What do you want to do that for?’


‘It’s interesting. I’ll fetch the water when we get back, both lots, I promise.’


He shrugged.


‘Come on then. But you’re to be quiet, and not speak out of turn.’


As they walked, Durie said, ‘I didn’t know you could do that. It was like magic.’


‘There’s no magic in it, it’s skill.’


‘How do you know what to do?’


‘You know how, I learned from your grandfather, and he learned from his father. It’s the knack, it’s in our blood.’


‘But someone must have worked it out first. How did they do that?’


‘I suppose they looked, and felt with their fingers, and got to know how everything fits together, and when a joint feels right and when it doesn’t. And they tried out different things and learned what works.’


‘Do you listen as well? Because she said his shoulder made a noise when it came out, and then I heard one when you got it back in.’


‘That’s right. Bones tell you a lot, if you listen.’


‘Why did you make him count backwards though?’


‘Distracts them. Stops them tensing up too much. When a joint pops out, the muscles get as tight as a dog sucking a bone, and you’ve got to have the strength to work against them. That’s why people come to me instead of a doctor who’s never lifted anything heavier than a pen.’


‘What was the boiling water for?’


‘To get rid of the woman. She was getting on my nerves.’





They walked to a cottage in the last row before the town’s buildings petered out. The woman there, who looked vaguely familiar, had a sore knee; she showed them into a fearsomely tidy little parlour and rolled down her stocking as Durie’s father set out a jar of balm and a roll of muslin bandage. As he rubbed in the balm, the room filled with the scent of rosemary. Durie was watching so intently that at first she didn’t realise the woman had spoken to her.


‘I said, weren’t you at the school with my Susan?’


Of course. Same beady eyes.


‘Yes,’ she said.


Susan Hopkiss. Always sucking up to Lucinda, though to be fair, everyone wanted to be Lucinda’s friend. Durie had only ever had one friend at the school: Peter Gleeson, the night-soil man’s son. The day he started, no one would sit next to him; they were all wafting their hands in front of their faces, saying he smelt, and Susan Hopkiss pretended to faint. So stupid!


‘Why are you being such idiots?’ Durie said to them. ‘The stuff his father collects came out of your backsides in the first place!’


That got her a black mark for vulgarity from Old Ma Haines who kept the school, and an hour standing in the corner. When she sat down again, Peter quietly passed her his apple. They’d got along well after that, until one day, as they were walking home, Susan and a little knot of girls came up behind, giggling.


Susan said, ‘Look at those two, holding hands! They’re going to get married and have babies that look like her and smell like him!’


They weren’t holding hands – why would they have been holding hands? – but Peter sprang away, a stricken look on his face, and walked off home. After that he stopped talking to Durie and sat by himself.


‘Susan’s working over in Brighton now,’ Mrs Hopkiss went on. ‘Got a place in a big house there – she could put a word in for you.’


Durie opened her mouth to say she’d had experience of Susan’s words and didn’t wish for any more, but her father threw her a glance, and instead she said, ‘I don’t think I’d be any good at that sort of work.’


‘Well, not everyone has my Susan’s lovely manner.’


Durie’s father strapped the knee up tight with the muslin bandage, and Mrs Hopkiss stood and thanked him.


‘That feels better. Been agony, this week.’


‘Like I said before, take it gently, but keep it moving. That strapping should keep the pain at bay for a while.’





As the door closed behind them, Durie’s father asked, ‘Her girl wasn’t a pal of yours, then?’


Where had he got the idea that she’d ever had pals?


‘No.’


‘Thought not, from the look on your face. But you kept your tongue. Shows you can, if you want to. Now, I’ve another customer a bit further on this way, I may as well go now as later. Can you be trusted to keep quiet or should I send you home to Margie?’


‘You can trust me.’


On the way, she asked him what was wrong with Mrs Hopkiss’ knee.


‘Her kneecap’s worn, bone’s grinding on bone and like she said, it’s agony. I can’t fix it, but the strapping stops it sliding about so much, and the balm helps with the pain. I’ve sometimes wondered if the good Lord was concentrating on the sixth day, because there’s a lot of people like that, with knees that wear out before the rest of them does. Hips as well. I wish I could do more for them, but at least I can ease their pain.’


Strange, hearing him speak like that. Her father and Margie were like Jack Sprat and his wife when it came to words; she could spin out the story of a trip to the fishmonger’s till it was longer than the Bible, whereas he usually used words so sparingly you’d think they’d put a tax on talking. He must like his work, to be so easy at talking about it; she’d probably just heard the most words he’d ever used in one conversation.


‘Which do you like best?’ she asked. ‘The ones you can fix, like the man at the inn? Or the ones like Mrs Hopkiss? Because she’d be in pain every day, wouldn’t she, if you didn’t help her?’


He chuckled.


‘You ask some strange questions, you do. I’ll tell you though: what I like best is a cruncher.’


‘What’s that?’


‘Well, sometimes people get an injury, and it’s not fixed right at the time. For months – can even be years – they’re hobbling with a crutch or they can’t straighten up, and they’re in horrible pain, but if you catch it just right, you can get the bone back in and fix them. We don’t get a lot of crunchers round here, because people have always known to come straight to your grandfather and then me, but I’ve had a few from Brighton way. Best job there is, a cruncher.’


They stopped at a ramshackle cottage, out on its own, with a few scraggy chickens pecking about outside. A wizened little woman was leaning on a broom as a makeshift crutch when she answered the door. Her swollen foot was lumpy like a mangel-wurzel and as Durie’s father felt around it, bones crunched.


‘It’s broken, I’m afraid,’ he said. ‘I wish you’d called me sooner, the pain must be bad.’


The woman nodded.


‘Thought it was just a sprain, but it’s got worse and worse.’


‘Don’t worry, I’ll set it for you, but I’ll need another pair of hands. Is there a neighbour I can fetch?’


‘Nearest is Jed Barrell, but he’ll be out in the fields, I should think.’


‘I’ll do it,’ said Durie.


Her father glanced at her, his eyes flicking to her hands.


‘All right, but you’re to do exactly as I say.’


‘I will.’


This was turning out to be a lot better than doing laundry.


Once the old lady was lying on the kitchen table, Durie’s father gave her a leather strap to bite on.


‘It’s going to hurt, but I’ll be as quick as I can,’ he said.


Durie’s heart thumped as she followed his instructions, holding the woman’s knee as he took her foot in both hands.


‘I need to get the two ends of the bone back together,’ he said. ‘So when I pull the foot, you hold firm. The more still you can keep it, the quicker I can work.’


As he pulled the leg, the bones grated and crunched. It must have been agony for the poor woman, but she was a brave old stick, biting down on the leather and gripping the sides of the table. Durie concentrated with all her might on holding the knee still, and then, at last, her father gave a hard tug and she half heard, half felt a crunch that was different from the rest. He looked up and said, ‘There. That went back in very nicely. It should heal good and straight.’ He looked at Durie. ‘Good job I had you with me, as it happens, you did well there.’


As he splinted the foot, the woman said, ‘Soon as I’m back on my feet, I’ll pop half a dozen eggs down to Margie.’


‘Only if you can spare them,’ said Durie’s father. ‘I was coming this way anyway.’


They set off back into town, dust rising from the road as carts and coaches passed, heading for Brighton in one direction and London in the other.


‘Lucky we were nearby,’ he said. ‘If I’d realised her foot was broken, I’d have gone sooner. She didn’t want to ask, because she couldn’t pay, but your grandfather always said, the knack is a gift, and it doesn’t hurt us to give it away now and then when someone needs it.’


‘What if everyone said they couldn’t pay?’


‘I’ll worry about that when it happens.’ He hefted his bag higher on his shoulder. ‘Now come on, let’s get home.’


Durie was quiet all the way home. She had a lot to think about.





That night, in bed, she grasped her shoulder, circling it round, feeling the bones slide against each other.


‘What are you doing?’ mumbled Lucinda. ‘Lie still, can’t you?’


‘I’m trying to understand something.’


‘What?’


‘How a shoulder works.’


Lucinda sighed, pulling the coverlet close so Durie got a cold patch of it.


‘Sometimes,’ she muttered, ‘I wonder what goes on in your head.’


‘Sometimes I wonder if anything goes on in yours,’ said Durie, yanking it back.


Lucinda settled down to sleep, but Durie couldn’t. Everything she’d seen that day kept playing again in her head. She’d known her father must be good at his work, because they had a comfortable-sized house, with always at least one maid to do the heavy work and most of the cooking. Two, sometimes, if Margie was especially busy making dresses for people. There’d been enough money to send all three of them to the dame school too – Richie still went there – and it wasn’t every family that did that. But she’d had no idea just how astonishing it was, what her father did. The man at the inn, in such terrible pain she’d been sure he was about to die, then right as rain, just like that. Mrs Hopkiss had said her knee was agony without his help, and what would that poor old lady have suffered, if he hadn’t fixed her?


And the thing was, it had been nice, him saying she’d done a good job, helping him when he’d set the woman’s ankle, but she hadn’t needed to hear it. She’d felt it: her big hands, usually so clumsy, knew what to do, and her strong arms were made for the job. When the bones slid back into place, it felt as though everything was right with the world and she’d played a part in making it that way. And it was the best feeling she could possibly imagine.


It’s the knack, it’s in our blood.


Could it be in hers too?










Chapter 4


All the next day, as she battled a hem that insisted on puckering under her needle, Durie kept thinking about it. Imagine, getting to fix people every day, instead of stitching. Being useful, instead of getting in the way.


That evening, when her father went into the garden to smoke his pipe, she followed him out. It was warm still, even though you could feel autumn in the air, and the smell of tobacco mixed with the spicy scent of the roses by the door. She sat on the bench beside him, shielding her eyes from the low sun, and said, ‘Can I ask you something?’


‘Go on then.’


‘Could you teach me to do what you do? Could I be a bonesetter?’


He rolled his eyes.


‘What nonsense are you talking now?’


‘I know I’m clumsy but I think, if I was doing that, I could learn not to be. And I’m strong enough.’


He laughed, shaking his head.


‘Don’t be daft, bonesetting’s not a job for a girl.’


‘Why not?’


‘Because it’s passed from father to son.’


‘You mean you’ll teach Richie?’


‘When the time comes. He’ll have another year or so of schooling first.’


‘But you could teach me now. I’m only getting in the way, working with Margie, but I could help you.’


‘I don’t need anyone to help yet, and when I do it’ll be your brother. So you just try and make yourself more useful to Margie, and we’ll all be happy. Now, can I smoke my pipe in peace?’





Of course, she could see why most women couldn’t do bonesetting – Lucinda could no more set a shoulder than fly through the air, she couldn’t even lift a sack of potatoes, and nor could Margie. But Durie wasn’t like other women, and that had always seemed like a bad thing, but what if it wasn’t? What if she was meant to be a bonesetter, and that was why she was the way she was?


The knack was passed from father to son, he’d said. Well, in this case, that was ridiculous; now she’d seen what bonesetting entailed, it was impossible to imagine her brother doing it. Because Richie was squeamish; the slightest thing could turn his stomach. Once, they’d seen next door’s cat playing with a mouse, the poor little thing covered with blood and squealing fit to bust, the cat patting it around and tossing it up in the air. Durie grabbed the mouse and killed it quick and clean with a big stone, then gave it back to the cat to eat, and when she turned round, Richie was bringing up his breakfast. Said it was the sound of the stone breaking the mouse’s skull that did it. So how was he going to cope with the clunk of a shoulder sliding back into place, or the grinding and grating of Mrs Hopkiss’ knee? Let alone move the ends of a broken bone back together.


Wasn’t it much more likely that the knack was in her blood than his? The more she thought about it, the more certain she was: this was the thing her strong arms and her big hands were made for. No point in arguing with her father, that never worked. But a year or so, he’d said, before he started teaching Richie. Well, what if by then she could learn some of it by herself? That would show him she was serious, and then when he saw how hopelessly unsuited Richie was, he’d realise. How she was going to learn was yet to be figured out – he certainly wasn’t going to agree to take her out with him and show her – but there had to be a way, and she was going to find it.










Chapter 5


People had often told Margie what a good person she was, taking on another woman’s children and bringing them up like her own. It was nice of them, but truth be told, she’d happily have taken on ten of them, if it meant she could marry Dan. In the dancing light of the candle on her nightstand she pretended to read her novella, but really she was watching him undress. His dark curls might have turned to gunmetal but he was still a fine-looking man, tall and muscular with broad shoulders and strong arms. He pulled on his nightcap and slipped into bed beside her; even though he’d done the same every night for nearly fourteen years, she still couldn’t believe her luck. It just went to prove what she always said: good things come to those who wait.


He’d broken her heart when he married Elizabeth, but it had all worked out in the end, hadn’t it? Not that she’d wished Elizabeth dead, of course she hadn’t, but she did die and some things were just meant to be. So she hadn’t thought twice about taking on the girls, not when three-year-old Lucinda was such a sweet little thing, and Durie was just a baby; she wouldn’t even remember being held in Elizabeth’s arms, and she couldn’t have got much affection from that bossy sister of Dan’s. Margie would have liked them to call her Mother, really, but Lucinda already knew her as Margie, so as Dan said, it wasn’t surprising she’d carried on. Durie said ‘Mama’ when she started talking but Margie hadn’t missed the flash of sadness in Dan’s eyes, so it seemed to be for the best when her sharp ears picked up what her sister said and she copied that.


She’d been right about Lucinda, she was an easy child to love. It was barely three months before she stopped crying for her mother and soon they were as close as could be. It helped, of course, that they were so alike: you could see that in the way Lucinda had taken to dressmaking. She had an eye for style, and even as a little girl, such a sweet manner. Now and then, there’d been incidents of untruthfulness, but you only had to remind her that good girls didn’t tell lies, and she’d say sorry with such a sad little face that you couldn’t be cross with her for long. Whereas Durie… oh, what a child. As an infant, she’d been like a little hedgehog, impossible to soothe in your arms, and prone to fix you with a look that said, who are you, and what business do you have with me? And then when she learned to talk! Margie sometimes felt she’d spent every day of the last fourteen years being asked questions she couldn’t answer. Boys had the same number of fingers as girls, so why didn’t Richie have to do sewing? Why did Margie tell the rector’s wife her new son-in-law seemed a fine chap and then say to Mrs Flint from next door that he looked like a wet Tuesday? And then later, how could it be wrong to lie but also wrong to confirm Mrs Brown’s suspicions that pink satin made her look fat? Yet in all that time, she’d never asked about her mother; odd, but also a relief, because Margie hated seeing the look on Dan’s face when someone mentioned Elizabeth.


And now this latest strange idea! Dan had laughed when he told her, as they locked up before bed.


‘You won’t believe what Durie asked me today. She wants to be a bonesetter.’


‘That child! What goes on in her head?’


‘She says she’s strong enough, which to be fair is true. Takes her half as long to fetch water as Richie.’


‘Richie’s quite a bit younger though—’


‘I know, I didn’t mean it that way. Anyway, I told her, she’s to concentrate on being useful to you.’


‘Ah, well, she tries her best.’


She did too; you couldn’t accuse Durie of being lazy. But though she’d never have said it to Dan, Margie didn’t have hopes of her ever being able to do more than the plainest of stitching, and that not too well. But it was hard to imagine her fitting in anywhere else either. That very straightforward manner she had was a lovely quality, in many ways – there wasn’t a dishonest bone in her body, and if she did something wrong, she’d admit to it straight out – but if you didn’t know her, it could come across as rudeness. And then there was the cackhandedness and clumsiness and though Margie would never have said this to another soul, the way poor Durie looked, with that height, and the big feet and hands, and let’s face it, the child was behind the door when the pretty faces were handed out. Margie had once tried to suggest a different way to dress her hair, that might soften the whole effect – what girl didn’t want to make the best of herself? But Durie had batted her away, saying she didn’t care how her hair looked as long as it kept her head warm. Hard to believe now, what a tiny little scrap she’d been when she was born, and how they’d all doubted she’d survive.


‘Well,’ said Dan, as he turned over to go to sleep, ‘thank goodness Richie was a boy.’


Margie smiled to herself, blew out the candle and burrowed under the covers, resting her cold feet against his warm ones. She might not have been the love of his life, but she’d given him a son to carry on his name and his trade. Elizabeth hadn’t done that.










Chapter 6


The first thing to do, Durie decided, was to learn about bones and joints; how they worked and how they fitted together. So at the market, or when she was out running errands, or on the occasional Sunday when Margie decided they should all go to church, she watched people walk and sit and turn and bend, lift things up and put them down, and then back at home, she drew what she’d seen and made notes. Shoulders and arms were straightforward, but when she got to legs and feet, it was useless looking at women because their skirts concealed so much, so she was forced to concentrate on men.


‘What are you doing?’ hissed Lucinda one Sunday, as Durie leaned forward in their pew to see exactly how Mr Allen the apothecary’s thighs bent as he sat in front, and whether he bent his knees at the same time.


‘Never you mind,’ Durie whispered, as Margie shushed them with a finger. But of course, Lucinda got it out of her later, when they were getting ready for bed.


‘You want to do what?’


‘Be a bonesetter, like Father.’


Lucinda rolled her eyes.


‘Why do you have to be so peculiar, always?’


‘It’s not peculiar. You should see it – that time I went with him, the man was screaming and I honestly thought he might die of the pain, but Father instantly knew what to do. Imagine being able to fix someone like that.’


‘And what’s that got to do with peering at Mr Allen’s backside?’


‘I’m learning how joints work.’


‘Well, you want to be less obvious about it, or Mrs Allen’ll be after you for giving him the eye.’


She struck a pose, wagging a finger and catching exactly Mrs Allen’s habitual expression, that of a woman who’s become conscious of an unpleasant smell and is casting around for the culprit.


‘Durie Proudfoot, avert your wanton gaze from my husband’s posterior! The beauty of his form is for my eyes alone, to be enjoyed in the privacy of our bedchamber.’


The thought of Mr and Mrs Allen, who were at least forty, enjoying anything at all in the privacy of their bedchamber made both of them laugh so hard that the candle on the nightstand blew out. As they wiped their eyes in the darkness, Lucinda said, ‘Seriously though, you don’t want to be going about peering at people. They’ll think you’re odd – which you are, but we don’t need the whole town knowing it.’


Durie tried to be more discreet after that, but in any case, just looking at people wasn’t going to be enough.


I suppose they looked, and felt with their fingers, and got to know how everything fits together.


Somehow, she was going to have to do that too.





Of course, it had to be Margie who found the rat. Durie had gone downstairs to look for something when she heard the scream that told her there was going to be trouble. Lucinda got upstairs ahead of her, and she shrieked when she saw it too.


‘It was already dead,’ Durie shouted up the stairs. ‘I found it in the street.’


Margie stood in the doorway of their room, hands at her mouth. Lucinda turned to Durie.


‘What have you done with it? It looks… ’ She stepped closer and peered at the rat lying on the chest of drawers, its pointy little face staring accusingly up at the ceiling and its mouth open, showing sharp yellow teeth. ‘Ugh… you’ve cut it up.’


Margie gave a little wail and wafted her hand in front of her face, as though the rat smelt, which it didn’t. It was already dried out when Durie found it; that’s why it was difficult to cut. She tucked Margie’s second-best scissors behind her back.


‘Are you feeding Mrs Flint’s cat again?’ said Margie.


Durie had planned to give the remains to him, so it wasn’t a lie.


‘His teeth aren’t very good now,’ she said. ‘He can’t catch rats himself.’


‘What kind of a girl cuts up rats?’ said Margie. ‘What kind of a girl even has anything to do with rats? I don’t know what your father’s going to say.’





Her father didn’t guess what she was doing; he’d obviously forgotten all about her wanting to be a bonesetter, which was actually quite annoying, even if it was for the best at the time. She had to scrub the bedroom floor and clean the rug with old tea leaves, even though the rat hadn’t bled at all, but it was worth it, for what she learned. Of course, it wouldn’t be quite the same as in a person, but she’d seen how the leg bones fitted together, then broken them in several places and had a practice at setting them and strapping them up with a scrap of ribbon filched from Margie’s workroom. It was fiddly though, so she was keeping an eye out for something bigger – a dead fox maybe, or a dog, people sometimes threw them in the ditch at the end of town – when a much better opportunity presented itself. Margie had made a dress for the doctor’s wife, and when she returned from the fitting, she announced it was time Durie’s father had a place to see customers at home, like the doctor did.


‘You shouldn’t be traipsing from place to place, like a common labourer. Dr Fernley only goes out to see the better class of person. The rest come to him, Mrs Fernley says, and that means he can see twice as many in a day.’


‘I can’t ask someone who’s broken their ankle to walk here,’ he said.


‘No, but if you saw twice as many of the run-of-the-mill kind, you could hire a horse to visit the others, instead of walking.’


‘I like walking.’


‘That’s not the point. The point is, I’m not having Mrs Fernley, who let’s not forget was just the baker’s daughter three years ago, looking down her nose at us, when you do the same job as the doctor, more or less.’


‘I don’t do the same job as the doctor.’


‘Well no, that’s right, because nobody ever died of what you do, and that’s more than can be said of Dr Fernley, because did I tell you, Mrs Harper said… ’


There was a lot more in that vein, and though Durie’s father nodded and said ‘I see’ now and then, he wasn’t listening. Probably thought he was safe, because it wasn’t as though they had a room he could use. But Margie had a plan; keen to attract customers from what she called ‘the fashionable set’ of Lewes, she’d come to an arrangement to share the premises of a milliner in the High Street, where she’d be more visible. That left the workroom available and, when Durie’s father realised there was no point resisting, it was agreed he would make it known that customers could come at particular hours each day, though he put his foot down about still visiting people who had trouble getting into town.


At the beginning of this new regime, Durie trooped off to the milliner’s shop every morning with Lucinda and Margie, but it was an awful place. Everywhere you turned, there was a hat perched or a half-made dress hanging, and though Lucinda, Margie and Mrs Carroll the milliner flitted about quite easily, Durie had only to walk from the door to the counter to send bonnets flying and leave a wake of bodices and skirts cascading to the floor. After an unfortunate incident when she swerved to avoid dislodging a dress and knocked a customer off her feet, Margie suggested – quite kindly – that she might be happier doing her stitching at home.


It was after they’d been working that way for a while that Durie saw her opportunity. The workroom – now named the ‘consulting room’ by Margie and kitted out with a sturdy table for customers to sit or lie on, and shelves for her father’s pots of balm and baskets of splints and bandages – had a tall cupboard, built into an alcove. The wall inside was damp, so the only things kept there were a couple of worn-out brooms that for some reason hadn’t been thrown away, and a long stick with feathers tied to the top, used mostly in the autumn when cobwebs appeared in the corners of every room. Margie had asked Durie to fetch the stick, and as she took it out, a thought struck. She stepped inside and pulled the door almost closed. Through the gap, she had a perfect view.





Durie learned a lot from inside that cupboard. Her father, fortunately, was very regular in his habits, and once Margie and Lucinda left for the shop, he’d head for the outhouse, and be gone at least twenty minutes. Why it took him so long to do what the rest of the family accomplished in a fraction of the time was a mystery, but it meant she could hide in the cupboard before he came back and the first customer arrived.


It was uncomfortable: the damp wall was cold against her back and arms, and her legs got stiff from standing still for so long. But it was worth it. She saw him put back several dislocated elbows, a hip, a knee and two more shoulders. She watched him set two broken arms and a wrist, and she peered through the crack in the door as he rubbed and pummelled stiff backs, strapped up crunching knees, and pulled and twisted shoulders and hips. She listened to the questions he asked, and the answers, and put her ear to the crack to hear the noises the joints made.


Bones tell you a lot, if you listen.


She could only do it twice a week, so as not to get behind with her stitching, but she stayed there, in the cold, musty-smelling cupboard, watching, listening and learning, for the whole morning. Then while he was showing the last person out at the front door, she’d escape and be stitching at the parlour table by the time he came in. Later, she’d write down everything she’d seen, to make sure she’d remember it. She got away with it for almost ten months. And then the rector had to go and take his breeches off.










Chapter 7


It had been a useful morning: a sprained thumb, purple with bruising, and a swollen knee that her father rubbed with a salve that gave off a sweet smell. She watched where on the shelf he put the jar back; she’d return later, read the label and add it to her secret notes.


The rector arrived, a tall, thin man with a permanently creased brow that made him look as though he’d prepared himself to disapprove of most things, and nothing had changed his mind yet. As he explained his problem, Durie’s face grew hot.


‘Right,’ said her father, ‘let’s have a look.’


She’d been taken aback to see that when her father needed to get at any part of a person other than their ankles, knees or wrists, they stripped to their underclothes. It was quite strange to see him working on Mrs Gant from the bakery’s shoulder as she stood there in her shift, but he was very matter-of-fact about it, and displayed no more interest in the other bits of her than if she’d been a sow or a ewe.


But the thing with the rector was, his trouble was in his hip, and the pain, he told her father, was right round the top of his leg. When he unfastened his breeches, she squeezed her eyes tight shut. But curiosity got the better of her and as she squinted through the gap, he dropped his drawers, revealing what Durie, having never seen what was inside a man’s breeches before, took to be some sort of horrible growth. She must have gasped; her hand flew to her mouth, and that dislodged one of the brooms. It fell forward like an executioner’s axe and the door swung open with a creak. Durie looked at the rector, standing there with his goods on display, and her father frozen still, with his hands ready to start poking about, and they looked back at her, wedged in the cupboard. There was a moment of horrified silence on both sides, and then her father started shouting at her, and the rector shouted at her father, and all in all, the morning didn’t end well.





Durie wasn’t good at lying, so she rarely tried it, but if he found out the truth now, it would ruin everything. So when her father asked, after he’d calmed the rector down and seen him off the premises, what she thought she was doing, she mumbled about looking for something in the cupboard.


‘And then the door shut behind me and got stuck, and I thought it’d be best to stay there and not disturb you when you were working.’


He opened his mouth to say something, but at that moment, Margie came home, rabbiting on about what she’d heard from the baker’s wife about Mrs Flint next door’s cousin. He gave Durie a hard look, but didn’t say any more, and after a second, she realised why: he didn’t want Margie to know about it. Her tongue had a life of its own, and she wouldn’t have been able to stop herself mentioning it to someone else, sending the story right round the town and embarrassing the rector, who it had taken her father quite a while to placate.


So she got off lightly, but her real punishment was that she couldn’t learn any more. Hiding in the cupboard again was too risky, so she was back to stitching, stitching, stitching, all day, every day. And to make things worse, that same week Lucinda came home from delivering some dresses, and announced she’d got herself a place as a laundry maid at the big house on School Hill, home of one of Margie’s fashionable new customers.
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