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Part One

Seiler



IF ANYBODY TELLS YOU this story isn’t true they are lying. It is a true story; I am lying if it isn’t, and I don’t lie.

It’s the story of me and Ms Emma Wakeling, and the winter I was holed up with her and her two girls, Noranbole and Urine.

What a winter! It was the deepest we had ever known, and I am uniquely qualified to say this because I know exactly how deep it was—I measured it with a piece of string and there hasn’t been as deep a winter since.

That winter was so bitingly cold and full of wolves that we could only get so far from the house without freezing or getting picked off. You see that house down there by the river? The Fleming house. That’s as far as any of us got.

That other house a little further along the bank was unreachable from November till early March. There was that one time Noranbole did an overnight in the Fleming house and then went on to that other house, where the Maypoles live, the next day. But that was unscientific of her, brave as she was.

Poor soul.

This is the piece of string, and if you were to stand on the Wakelings’ back porch and hold it while I took the other end and walked, I would be able to touch the Flemings’ front door and go no further. It would have to be you on the porch as I am no longer welcome there. Interestingly, there are no other landmarks of any kind along the circumference that the string’s tip describes around the Wakeling house which correspond exactly with its length. So the Fleming house is a very exact measurement.

Useful comparisons have been made possible by this ingenious, if you’ll excuse me, use of string. I have been able to demonstrate by attaching a small weight to one end—such as a stone or metal implement—that that winter was far deeper for example than the creek down where the little copse of trees is behind the Bennetts’ house. However, the lake up by Swan Hill, about which we have all wondered, turns out to be even deeper than the winter string. Icy cold, black and very, very deep.
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A number of winters have passed since that one and I have strings for all of them, but this one is the original. The yardstick, if you will. The root, the seed, the get go, whatever you like.

The first.

They are all different lengths, or depths as I like to term it.

Measuring this last winter was a particular challenge; it was unusually mild and I was able on one occasion to get as far as town, over seven miles away. I had to stop every hundred yards—the length of my longest spools— and tie another on. I suppose I might have gone even further since town provided the chance to rest and reprovision but Lepidopter, my mule, had run out of patience and wouldn’t budge.
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There isn’t a nice way to say this: I never liked Urine. Always sniffing around, poking her nose in where it wasn’t wanted. Ms Emma thought her wistful and sensitive and said so often; truth be told she was the favorite. Morose and secretive, I’d have called her. No company for anyone except that stupid pup of hers. She wasn’t at all like Noranbole.

Noranbole! What a creature! How she brightened up the tool shed when she brought me down my milk!

Her beauty however was of no consequence to Ms Emma, who mistreated and made a scullery maid of her. Poor Noranbole! To be so exquisite and so overlooked! And not just by Ms Emma but by all the local snotnoses, any number of whom spent their time lurking round the place, hoping to catch a glimpse of her dreadful sister while Noranbole toiled in the dirt and debris of the household, and no one troubled themselves about her. Both girls were of marrying age and Ms Emma had a time of it keeping her eye on them, and not so much on them as on the lads who hovered round them like flies, and not so much round them as round Urine, the awful one.
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“Here’s your milk.”

“Ah, Noranbole! There you are. I noticed you weren’t around this morning. For several hours. Couldn’t see you anywhere! Off drudging somewhere, I expect. Were you drudging? Of course you were! You’re always drudging. I’ve spoken to Ms Emma about it but she won’t listen to me, will she?”

“No.”

“No. Nope. Where’s that sister of yours? I can’t imagine she shared any of the drudgery with you, did she? Hm? Oh the injustice! Basking, I imagine, is where she is . . . mind you I sometimes feel as if she’s nearby . . . watching . . . but that’s neither here nor there. Basking, in the leering attention of local bucks. She should mind out, you know—they may be young but they’re not all innocent!”

“I know.”

“Still, not so much of an issue for yourself, is it? Hm? Not so much a concern. Although for the life of . . . tell you what—I’ll have another chat with Ms Emma this evening. For all the good it will do. You make yourself scarce. Well you always are in the evening, aren’t you? After the dinner things are cleared. Scarce that is. Such a quiet, unassuming girl. You deserve so much better, Noranbole!”

“Anyway, there’s your milk.”
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We were sitting under the lean-to at the side of the house that evening, Ms Emma and I, out there for a bit of privacy. Noranbole was nowhere to be seen but that horrendous girl Urine was lurking around the place as per usual.

“Shift up. Move your bum.”

We were wrapped in every threadbare blanket that could be found in the house, to keep the cold at bay. It was difficult at the best of times to have a sensible conversation with the woman but I was determined to bring up the Noranbole question. To resolve matters once and for all for the girl.

“It seems to me . . . Ms Emma, that the, eh, load is unequally . . . um, eh-eh-encumbered upon the girls . . . if you see what I . . .”

“Turn over.”

“Like so? . . . and that . . . if perhaps the chores could be more equally divi-i-i-ided . . .”

“Do stop going on—this is tricky enough as it is and you’re making it trickier with your prattle. Concentrate!”

“Yes of course. Don’t think I don’t, eh . . . it’s just that, what with the cold this year . . . there’s quite a b-b-b-bit to be done around the place. I’m bound to observe, Ms Wakeling tha-tha-that U-U-Uriiiiiine!”

“Good. Now run along and fetch me my pipe.”

She was right there, right outside the lean-to when I went to fetch Ms Emma’s pipe: the wretched thing and her creepy little dog. I wouldn’t be surprised if she’d been there all along.

“You called?”
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Noranbole and Paul Bennett. Boathouse by the creek.

“I don’t know, Boley. It isn’t easy to admit but I think the courtship might have gone off the boil. She isn’t very big on signals at the best of times; she hasn’t as much as glanced in my direction in three years nor has she ever said a word to me in all the time I’ve known her. I tell you, a less tenacious suitor . . . but lately her indifference seems more . . . pointed, if you see what I mean. A more virulent, committed apathy.

“Oh that I might have offended her! The very thought impales me! That I might have unwittingly, cloddishly, foolishly, inadvertently, tragically and/or stupidly said or done something or omitted to say something or forgotten to do something. Both, perhaps? I don’t know, Boley; I miss her previous, less ferocious neglect. That I could work with. Careful with your teeth.”

Noranbole taking more care.

“Oh the loneliness! The heart-wrenching, dreadful loneliness of her ignorance! The terrible, gut-heaving solitude of her basic unawareness! The isolation! And the cold! The biting, stinging cold! And the dark! The deep dead cold in the dark shadow of her lack of attention or regard!

“That said, I’m optimistic. I wouldn’t have stuck it this far if I wasn’t an optimist. I can see it going places; all it needs is that spark, you know? If only there were . . . maybe if . . . she’s your sister, Boley—you wouldn’t have any pearls would you? A morsel of comfort for me? Hm? An encouraging snippet?”

“ . . .”

“A shred of hope, perhaps? A sliver? A pinch of pepper to spice it up a bit?”

“ . . .”

“Dollop of sauce? A jot, even?”

“ . . .”

“An iota?”

Noranbole lifts her head to shake it. 

“Nope.”
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We have all wondered about the lake up at Swan Hill. The black mass of water between it and Henry Mason’s farm. The children aren’t allowed up there; we have demonized Mr Mason and made a bogeyman of him to keep them away. He’s actually a really nice guy.

The stories we tell about it are manifold and without favorable conclusion, happy ending or hope. In our imaginings we see the lake bed littered with the dead. It is certainly the darkest place in our world, but is it the deepest?

History is peppered with accounts of our attempts at answering the question—the cave paintings in the Swan Hill Crevice, of diving tribesmen, the tantalizing gnosticism of the Swan Hill Scrolls, and so on.

However, not one instance of a successful plumbing has been handed down. Countless lives they say, have been lost to the venture, but the surface remains an opaque singularity. By the time my parents pitched our trailer at the lake’s edge, the measuring of its depth had come to be considered impossible. Impossible.

Impossible? Impossible?! Impossible is what they said about the rotary transport mechanism! Did John Wheel listen? No! John Wheel gave us the rotary transport mechanism! In what turned out to be a fabulous year for inventions, actually (it was my fourteenth and we’d been up at the lake since I could remember; in the space of a few months we got the “wheel”, eggs and the Awkward Silence™, and when Jeremy Awkward had another hit that October with his Moment™, it seemed we were on a real roll).

It was the year my father undertook to plumb the lake for once and for all. I’ll never forget waving them off from the shore. Mother went along with some sandwiches and to assist, as she often did. I was sent into town, to pick up some string for the tomatoes. There is no trace of doubt in my mind that my father—a saintly genius, incidentally—was entirely successful in securing a measurement of the utmost accuracy. It is therefore doubly unfortunate that they were never seen again.

That was it. All further bids to get to the bottom of the lake were outlawed by the Council. Nobody would have had the nerve to try anyway, except for me. It wasn’t until many, many years later that my daily petitioning finally ground them down and they capitulated, permitting my own attempt.

Thus it was that I found myself out on the lake one morning with a spool, a pulley and—despite the undoubtedly historic nature of the occasion—not a single spectator.

For a weight I had Urine’s jewelry case, willingly surrendered. The rings of iron that comprised its two handles had caught my eye—the string could be looped through them and tied around the box, keeping the drawers closed. This was important as I had not removed any of the jewelry; it would add valuable weight.

I had been prudent—although the lake’s depth was a mystery, it was relatively small and I had prepared a full three hundred foot of string. I fed one end through the pulley which I had attached to the side of the boat and secured it to Urine’s jewelry case. With nobody watching there didn’t seem much point in marking this extraordinary event with ceremony of any kind so I braced myself and dropped the case into the water.

The spool spun. In the dark water it didn’t take long for the jewelry case to vanish from my sight. I could see the line of string melt into blackness beneath the boat.

Fifty foot.

And still the spool spun—my pulley system was working perfectly. The depths must have been very clear as the case appeared to sink without hindrance. So quickly!

A hundred and fifty foot.

And still the spool kept spinning. The speed of it! Accelerating! The racket as the cantilever knocked and juddered! The creak of the truss! A great yowl from the stanchion!

Two hundred and fifty foot.

No sign of abatement, in the spinning. The spool accelerating still. This was a deep lake. Possibly deeper than three hundred foot, it now occurred to me. The spool almost bare.

A shuddering jolt!

The jewelry case with not the slightest intention of discontinuing its plummet. My little boat reared up at a near ninety degrees, spilling its contents in to the lake—my sandwiches, my coat, some angling odds and ends.

Three hundred and something foot.

Prow skyward, stern sinking, gunwale at water level—a boat is not a thing that should, under any circumstances, lose altitude. Incapable of swimming in any of the popular styles, I reached for my knife and cut the string before the water could take me.

The oars were gone. I paddled my way back to shore by hand. It took me a while—plenty of time to think. Nothing had been achieved and little learned; the lake was deeper than three hundred foot and that was all I knew.

I needed more string. And possibly a bigger boat. And a different kind of weight altogether. The jewelry case was unlikely to resurface, and would certainly offer no insight if it did. It was gone forever. A dead weight, as useless as its former owner. No, I needed something very different at the end of my string.

Something alive.
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Noranbole and Mark Fleming. Cow shed.

“The thing is I’m not certain I should say anything at all, Norrie. Not at all sure I want to be a runner in that race. Urine’s cruelty knows no bounds— why, it’s the very stuff of legend! Along with her peerless beauty and her incomparable shining grace. My adoration seeps from every pore in my skin. Surely you can smell it? But I’d fear for my own safety were I to actually tell her.

“She doesn’t tend to take these things too well. For example that time Norman Spencer invited her for a shake at the ice cream parlor and she just about scratched his eyes out. She was wild. The boy needed stitches.

“Or the time she acquiesced to a rendezvous with young William Branston on the southern summit of Cleft Heights and not only did not show up but had in fact gone to quite a bit of trouble erecting an enormous wicker structure on the facing slope which spelled out the words “Fuck You William Branston” and which she set alight at the appointed time along with an effigy of the poor lad, who never really recovered.

“Or the time she garroted Timothy Spencer’s pony because he had been sitting on it when he had glanced at the hem of her frock.

“Or the time she unscrewed the lids from Larry Tool’s entire larder-full of winter pickles, slipped a note into each jar which outlined a trait of his which she found either unappealing or downright foul (there were over four hundred jars) and replaced the lids with glue which was unusually cruel even for her because everybody knows how poor Larry loves his winter pickles.

“Or the time she set Lance Holcroft’s parents on fire because they had had the audacity to suggest she might share a pitcher of lemonade with their son at the upcoming county fair.

“Or the time she . . . and I’m quite aware of my peculiar sexual peccadilloes (as is everybody else, now) but it isn’t as if any of the algae in my care suffer more than algae do anyway, in general, out there. My protists fare even better, living out their little lives in an aquarium until such time as I . . . need them. That is a state of the art aquarium; it is top notch. Anyway, Facebook was hardly the appropriate forum.

“Careful, Norrie!”
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White mist over black lake water at daybreak. I was not alone this time—a motley little entourage set up folding chairs on the bank as I readied the much reinforced rig. Reinforced and considerably enhanced with all available technologies. Even the appalling Urine was there, no doubt to keep an eye on her property. Her presence was the closest she had come to recrimination for the loss of her jewelry case, about which she had never uttered a word. I had one foot in my boat and one out as I bent over and clapped my hands encouragingly.

“Come on, Spot!”

I tried to sound light—jovial even—but Urine’s stupid mutt, willingly surrendered, was clearly going to be a spanner in the works. It hadn’t even managed to get onto the boat yet, though to be fair it was having to deal with a number of impairments to its mobility.

I had learned a vital lesson from my first attempt. If anything were to go awry down there—an unanticipated depth or an obstacle of some kind, a rocky outcrop for example, or a tangle of vegetation—then I would want to know about it. It was vital then that in the event of failure Spot would be able to return to the surface with said information. To this end I had duct-taped a pair of flippers to the hind feet of the dog and this was understandably causing some changes to its gait—a circumstance it was struggling to cope with in good spirits.

In addition to the difficulties with walking, Spot could no longer see. I had secured a snorkel mask to the head, to house the underwater camera which I had carefully duct-taped to the snout. I had chosen the Clarocam 8600e for its timer which I would set to go off at around the three hundred foot mark. It was this final touch that made Spot a data collecting marvel, and that would perhaps earn him a place in the footnotes of the treatise on depth measurements that would no doubt be demanded of me.

I picked the whimpering mongrel up in the end and dropped it in the boat. There was no facility for oxygen supply—we would just have to be quick which, judging from previous experience, wouldn’t be a problem. Now that we could make our way towards the center of the lake I concentrated on my new rig. I had five hundred foot of string—surely sufficient— this time, but that was the least of it. I felt I was at the very vanguard of scientific experiment with this new set up, which included not only string but also wire; a matching length of it ran alongside and was fastened to the string at regular intervals with loose loops. It was to the wire, and not the string, that my weight—a sizable rock that sat heavily in the boat—was attached. The dog would be attached to the string only and at full depth I would cut it, allowing Spot to swim to the surface, if he wanted to, which I assumed he would.

Although an audience had gathered, they were frustratingly out of earshot by the time we reached the middle of the lake; disappointing though it was not to mark the occasion with some appropriate words, I lifted the dog and dropped it in the water with the minimum of fuss. I heaved the boulder over the side as well and as rock and puppy plunged I monitored the rig. The abominable Urine was on her feet and looking anxious.

Fifty foot.

My wire and string assembly spun uneventfully till the three hundred foot mark, at which point the lake surface lit up like a lightning strike, the camera’s flash amplified by the water’s lens. A few of them fell back off their folding chairs in fright. I was momentarily blinded. Everything continued to spin.

Four hundred foot. The inexplicable acceleration. My well-oiled rig much quieter this time but no less worrying. Another great flash! The dog was doing its job—I salivated slightly at the thought of all that data. Four hundred and fifty foot. I took hold of my wire cutter. Another flash!

Five hundred foot. The boat rearing up again. As I looked below me at the depths a fourth flash in my eyes. Dazzled and panicked I put the cutter to the wire and snipped, congratulating myself on my preparedness. Goodness this lake was deep. With a bit of luck the photographs would be illuminating. As my sight cleared, however, my heart sank; I had cut through the string as well. It would remain tangled with the wire, and the weight. My data was sinking.

Another flash!

This was embarrassing. I looked to the bank and the tiny crowd. Most of them had their hands to their heads. That putrid girl was on her knees.

And another!

The upside was neither boat nor rig had been lost this time. I would live to measure again! I began rowing towards the shore. A good scientist gleans as much from failure as success. I tried to tune out the wailing from the lakeside so that I might review my process. The dog, it would seem, had not been a good idea.

A flash!

The 8600e is a thirty-six-exposure camera, so we could expect a few more of these. I pulled my boat up onto the bank; Urine’s ugly, tear-filled eyes were on me. She didn’t utter a word and just as well—I was short on patience. I felt her pup had let me down. The rest of them had their eyes closed against the repeated blindings as I pulled a tarp over the rig and set out for home so that I could think.

Another flash!
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Noranbole and Bernard in the Maypole loft. A shaft of dusty light through the one window at floor level. Old clothes and toys scattered and piled in the corner, chests and rolls of fabric, paintings and framed photographs, stacked. A compendium of nostalgias. The settled sediment of a home, from which memories rise like bubbles in beer.

“Careful with them teeth, sweetheart.”

Bernard leaves his reminiscing aside for a moment so that he might address an important matter. He has been preparing for this.

“Been doin’ some retrospectin’ sweetheart. Got me in a brown study ’bout things an’ I just cayn’t rightly figger if it wouldn’t be better all round to skip town and allot upon a real city job. Clerkin’ or biscuit shootin’ or some such.”

Noranbole’s head stops bobbing.

“N’est-ce pas? Workin’ up to a declaration for ma whole years and fully expectin’ to git the mitten. Cayn’t see no good comin’ frum all this heartlovin’ I been brewin’ up. Strikes me I might consider it altogether more happifyin’ to just git up and git: hit the trail and see me some elephant.”

Bobbing resumes.

“Lingerin’ here with a beat-up blood pump an’ I’m more ’n likely to find maself among the willows. Bendin’ too many elbows with any Tom, Dick or Sally that wanders through. Wearin’ a californy collar ’fore you know it. Teeth in the ground and cold as a wagon tire. Buzzard food.”

He sighs.

“It’s a bad box, Boley.”

Noranbole lifts her head and looks him in the eye. 

“What is, Bernard?”

“What is? Why just the whole caboodle is all! The entire scene-aria, stetson to spur! Sure as shit the game is up. Don’t wanna tell the girl but I just gotta. Ain’t no room in that purdicament for the barb of a peacock’s feather!”

“Pardon? No wait, never mind. Why don’t you just tell her and get it over with?”

“Why don’t I . . . well whaddya think I been talkin’ about this whole time, chucklehead?”

“I could ask her to wait for you behind our lean-to this evening. She listens to me.”

“Whut? Tell who . . . what in God’s great bounty are you talking about Noranbole?”

Deep breath.

“Look, you like my sister. I can talk to her. Y’know, vis-á-vis . . .”

“Your sister? You reckon I got my heart fixed on that witch? I swear I do not know of any less appealin’ young filly in this whole county! All that airish attitudinizin’. Plus the violence, of course. Tá mé eagla Fuail. You must think someone’s stole my rudder. That I’m some typa gump! A sap-headed sonk!”

Noranbole pinching the bridge of her nose. 

“Who are we talking about, Bernard?”

“Who . . . well jeez loueese girl you got some kinda waxy deposit in those holes each side’a yer cabbage? Ya great heffer! You gotta be off yer chump, ya soft-headed spooney! What a yack! There is clearly a problem north of your ears. Zut alors! You got no more smarts than a salmon got feathers! Idiot! Moron! If brains were beauty you’d be uglier than a burnt boot! Nastier lookin’ than a dime’s worth o’ dog meat! I been talkin’ about you, mush-head!”

A silence. A lengthy silence. A lengthy, uncomfortable silence. Long and uncomfortable and silent. Very long. Noranbole sitting back on her heels. Brow furrowed, lips all aquiver, eyes down. Bernard staring at the drooped lids of his one true.

He has said it.

He is ready for death!

He isn’t breathing particularly well.

Her eyes rise in a cold stare that makes him feel sick. 

“Bernard.”

“Ja, mein Schatz?”

“You got any money?”
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We’d meet up at the Fleming house every hour or so—the midpoint. I had brought some string and it had been secured there and pulled out to the Maypole corral and the Wakeling compound as well as up slope through the woods to the old sycamore: a tridental web that could be kept to in the failing light. The central prong that stretched from the Flemings’ door to our porch was as long as the longest trek anyone dared undertake in these temperatures—my winter string.

There were a good few of us—it isn’t every day that someone goes missing round here and to have two of our young people disappear at the same time had brought the neighborhood out. Blackening trees made needle shapes against the only just brighter evening sky, and heaved with wet snow. The wolves were hanging back, unnerved by our numbers, but we knew they observed us, just beyond the circumference of our sight.

I was, naturally, distraught and so grateful for the snowfall and the darkness. Ms Emma could not see my tears. Lines of lantern and torch shuffled up and down the wooded slopes—bobbing and little in the distance: our neighbors, searching.

Noranbole!

Our chances were slim. Nobody had the nerve to venture far from the stringed zone, away from the houses, the voices and people. The snow at this time of year was deep and progress was slow—over time repetitive expeditions in confined space had flattened out channels through the cold powder, so folks would follow these up and down and up and the whole effort became more hopeless as it went along.

Every time I turned around that idiot girl was following close behind. I had a mind to bolt into the blackness. Maybe the wolves would take her, maybe me. It hardly mattered now.

Noranbole!

I sat on the Fleming porch and waited for word. Urine skulked nearby. I could see Ms Emma’s bonnet approaching from her place and a torch from the opposite direction. As it got closer it lit the brooding face of Pa (he didn’t take kindly to being addressed as Patrice) Maypole.

“Any news, Pa?”

“Near fixin’ ta throw up the sponge is where we’re at I reckon. Folks is all dragged out.”

He put himself down next to me and dusted some snow from his boots with his hat. Then he sat staring straight ahead.

“I’ll be a cat’s paw. Why this whole bee is a hornswoggle.”

“Yes. Yes, I see . . . and the kids? Any sign of the kids, Pa?”

He retrieved a scrap of torn cloth from his overcoat and handed it to me. Gingham, yellow and white: certainly Noranbole’s. I turned it over in trembling hands. It had been ripped, maybe by thorns and then again maybe by claws, or teeth. Along one edge the unmistakable stain of fresh blood. Ms Emma covered her mouth with her hands.

“She can’t be . . . she has chores!”

“Now don’t go gittin’ all honey-fuggled,” Pa spat. “We found Bernard’s hair case too, up by the ol’ tree, wet with blood. I’m tellin’ ya it ain’t nuthin’ but a taradiddle. The Simon Pure of this is fornent to these here proofs or I ain’t no Maypole. Atwixt my boy’s splashin’ and that girl’s yen for stringin’ whizzers this whole shoot is barkin’ at a knot. We’re gettin’ it in the neck here and that’s for damn sure!”

“What’s he saying?” Ms Emma had moved in close. 

“Shh . . . I don’t . . . go on, Pa.”

But Pa had gone quiet and turned his eyes towards the shadows that flickered where the torchlight failed. They were abysmal. His face was thinky. Finally he spoke again.

“Absquatulation.”

He brought his forefinger up and ran it along his bottom lip. I looked at Ms Wakeling. She looked at me. I looked at Pa.

“I see,” I said. “Sorry?”

Ms Emma screamed a little breathless, nasal scream. Pa turned and looked at me hard.

“It eventuates thus.”

“Right.” I nodded. “What?”

“It eventuates thus,” he said. “Oughta seen it. Soft down on that girl since he wuz a button but lately worsewise; a barber’s cat, dead-alive and clearly difficulted. Strangely biddable and so of course up to something. ’Smornin’ he had his mud pipes on and we got some airtights missin’. Sundry prog and so on.

“They ain’t gone goslin’, no sir, but they sure as shit is gone. The girl got cow sense e’en if my boy is slower than cold tar on a slope. They’ll be hidin’ out or off to see the elephant but one way or the other they’re above snakes.”

He had rolled himself a cigarette, sparked a match off the side of his boot, lit himself up and blown a smoke ring.

“Of that I have no doubt.”

Ms Emma appeared to be . . . vibrating. Her eyeballs looked swollen. 

“Snakes?” she took a step back, then forward. “Elephant?”

I stood and placed a comforting hand on her shoulder.

“I think they’re dead. Even if they’re not they’ll never make it out there. Let’s go home.”
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The melts are not long off.

. . .

Yes?

Yes.

The days grow lengthier and more detailed. 

I’m not, eh . . .

You have been here for nine weeks. 

Yes.

You may recall the conversation we had in November, Mr Seiler, which resulted in your entering my employ.

A bit formal. 

Just answer.

I do remember, yes.

Your brief which I outlined at the time was to be of assistance to me during the winter in the monitoring of my two girls, both of whom were of marriageable age and one of whom was attractive—a siren to the lads of the county.

Yes.

I haven’t asked much else of you. 

No.

Apart from the sharpening of some tools. Indeed your . . . remunerations have exceeded what we originally agreed in both nature and degree. Despite your squirreling yourself away in that shed, increasingly. I am only trying to help, you know.

Yes.

A man’s fluids require frequent liberation or they will stew. 

Some of the tools are really very blunt.

I have asked for this little chat Mr Seiler because I wish to express my disappointment.

Oh?

Oh? I surprise you? Really? You are surprised? For reals? You didn’t anticipate disappointment here, today?

Well . . .

You need reminding perhaps of yesterday’s unfortunate events? The toesnappingly cold trek through wolf-infested forest? The yelling and the wailing? The gnashing? The wet clouds of breath in the grief-stricken air, the frozen-teared faces of the bereaved? A quick recap?

No, I do remember.

Excellent. You would acknowledge then that as we approach the end of your tenure here one of my girls appears to be—and I recognize that there is some evidential uncertainty here—dead?

That would appear to be the case, yes, notwithstanding the as you say murky specifics.

I am to be grateful I suppose, to be appreciative of the fact that at least it isn’t my Urine who has been lost.

Eh . . .

You give no indication, Mr Seiler, that you recognize the seriousness of the . . . the precariousness of your . . . hm?

Oh, no . . . no, no I can . . . what?

Be under no illusions, Seiler. One more dead daughter and you’re fired. 

That does seem fair.

Now lie still. Stop squirming!

[image: images]

Naturally Urine looked even worse than usual that early morning up at the lake. Covering her in the goose fat had been just about unbearable. I don’t know why she couldn’t have done it herself. Still, there wasn’t much of her and I would have plenty left to see me through the rest of the winter, for tatties and for Ms Wakeling to apply to my nether parts.

I had fashioned a suit from beaver skins which Urine would wear for added insulation. Of course I was very keen that she not mess this up as seven whole beavers had died for that suit and I told her so.

“I won’t!”

I hauled my string and spool aboard the boat and not without difficulty— it was the longest I had ever made up till then and quite possibly the longest there had ever been. Certainly in this and surrounding counties or I would have heard something.

In fact it wasn’t entirely string. Over the course of my two historic attempts I had plundered my stocks and when I could source no more I had used every sheet in the house, numerous horsetails and Urine’s own hair, willingly surrendered. She was bald now and more hideous than you can even imagine.

Go on. Try to imagine something more hideous. 

You see? You can’t.

These then would be the last few lengths that I hoped would get her all the way down to the lake bed. The measurement, if I had gotten it right this time, would be a thousand foot of string, one hundred and eleven strips of sheet (queen size), four horsetails and Urine’s head of hair.

A small entourage of local lads wept on the bank as we embarked. I pulled us towards the center along the string; in a master stroke I had recruited Lepidopter and it was from him that the string would extend, first across the lake surface from where he stood at the edge to the spool on the boat, and thence downwards. Nothing could move that mule when he didn’t want to move. Not me. Not anything. Such a simple but commanding maneuver. I was almost smug.

The injection of Urine into the set-up had facilitated a certain backto-basics approach. Gone was the wire and string combination (too experimental) and in its place was something much simpler. The repulsive and unpleasant girl would cling onto another rock as it sank, with the string fastened to her waist. In the event of mishap she could let go and resurface, though I admonished her that this course of action was to be considered in only the direst of eventualities, or once she had in fact reached bottom and secured a measurement.

In the middle the girl stood and cleared her throat, giving every indication that she wanted to say something. Appalled, I handed her the rock and insisted she leap from the boat without delay, which she did. As expected, the boulder dropped swiftly and without fuss for the first five hundred foot, after which it dropped swiftly and without fuss for the next five hundred. I was beginning to get a little annoyed with this lake.

She was a few lengths of sheet and her own hair away from having to abort and resurface. I waited for the now familiar jolt as the string reached full length, but it didn’t come. Instead
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