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Even in winter sunshine, the glare from the white boards on
Moses’s place the far side of the paddock made a dazzling square
out of the shop door. But now it was being interrupted. From the
black and white television perched on its high shelf and the halfcentury old SF of its midday movie, Jim’s gaze flicked to the no
less fanciful figures real life had placed in his doorway. Dark
cores with the attenuated articulations of insects, deeply haloed,
each of them, with a fuzzy penumbra.
Would I even pick them if they were aliens walking in?
He waited for them to resolve, as they approached the counter
and the dim interior light, kinder to cataracts, gradually returned
the Roswell beings to the status of fellow creatures. A man and
a girl.
‘Would you be Jim?’
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‘You’ve hit on it, mate.’
‘Murray,’ said the man, extending an eager hand round the
cash register. ‘The agent told us you’d have the keys. To Wanditja.’
‘The family cabin – yeah,’ reaching under the counter for a
cash box. ‘These are them, mate.’
‘And we keep on this road?’
‘Take the first right, then about two k’s. You can’t go
wrong.’
‘Well thanks, Jim. I guess we’ll be seeing you.’
‘See you round, Murray.’
She’d have to be fifteen to be that tall, but she’s more like ten
stretched out. Built like a wire coathanger.
Rude loser, thought Pim, divining something of what was in
Jim’s mind. She followed her father. Fruit and groceries led to
the doorway again: outside, bins of onions, potatoes and other
produce – chosen to offer little temptation to the fingers of passing children. The concrete path; the car.
‘Would you have liked a drink while we were there? A Coke
or something?’
‘I’m fine.’ Pim didn’t drink Coke.
‘Not far to go now.’
Pim slumped in the seat, clasped her knees under the skirt
of the long dress, tilted her head back, stared straight along the
road. Narrow bitumen with dusty paspalum borders and the odd
sapling starting to show in the gutters. The camphor laurels are
coming back, thought Murray: one tree in the catchment makes
a lifetime of weeding. Is it worth it? Our own birds don’t seem
to mind spreading the seed. Then little patches of thick, darkleaved remnants of rainforest as the higher ground closed in
either side, shouldering road and creek, casual acquaintances up
till now, into an ever more intimate complicity.
Are you sure you got the right road? It doesn’t look like
there’s anywhere for a place to be.
‘This has to be where Jim said.’ Murray thought aloud.
‘There wasn’t any other turn we could have taken.’
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Round a corner then, the valley opens out. A hockey field or
a bit more, thinks Pim. There must have been a natural dam here
once, thinks Murray, to make a flat like this in the upper valley:
it’s exactly like a stadium. And now like the corporate boxes of
this stadium the houses appear, but no, not thrusting and aggressive like corporate boxes: retired rather, behind bushes and trees.
Just the too-unbroken greyness of boards here and there, shine
on a solar panel, rhythmic stripes of a water tank: these only
were evidence to the five dwellings disposed around the lower
slopes.
There was a gate.
‘Will you open it for me, Pim?’
Unslumping. Unbuckling the seatbelt, shuffling feet into
sandals, opening the door, walking to the gate, every action with
a certain drag or deliberation. An old-fashioned spring latch,
though the gate was new. Murray watched his daughter throw
her weight against the spring.
Will she jump on the gate, he wondered, and laugh and ride
it round the full compass of the hinges?
She hauled it back when he was through; the rear-vision
showed her wrenching the latch into place; the car door opened
and banged shut again.
No trailing verges here; a gutter formed in white concrete on
the outer side and a narrow kerb of the same on the inner, banks
between which the bitumen flowed without a ripple in a widecast loop around the little plain. For about a third of the way
the creek maintained fellowship, then disappeared about its own
concerns in a cleft of darker green that led into the hillside.
‘There should be a name board,’ said Murray. ‘Keep an eye
out, will you.’
Near the second driveway was a four-wheel drive with its
motor running. A woman at the wheel, a passenger, another
standing by the driver’s window.
‘When will I see you, then?’ Pim heard as they cruised past,
windows down and gazes fixed on the roadside for signs of their
destination.
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‘When everything’s settled down – I’ll be in touch.’ They
were out of range.
Wanditja proved the last of the buildings, almost round to the
gate again: a short driveway, and the car came to a stop, overhung by the end of a house that stepped on poles up the lower
slope of the hillside. Murray saw a door between glass panels in
a wall of concrete blocks, and through the glass the edges of a
flight of stairs. He felt for the keys.
Pim was first inside, one hand holding the top edges of her
woven bag together as its handles flapped her arm. Murray
dumped his own more utilitarian bags on the ground. He heard
her sandals on the wooden floor above him as he hugged the carton of necessary supplies, both hands under the bottom to stop
it giving way. They sounded again on some upper flight as he
stumped his burden up the stairs. A door at the top stood open.
Murray stepped into a wide, light room. The winter sunlight that
almost grazed the underside of the eaves made honey-coloured
sheets on the shining floor and lapped the island bench of the
kitchen. Here he put the carton. From deep in the glaze, a dim
shadow rose to meet the cardboard. He looked round the room.
A gallery above the kitchen side reached by wide stairs, at one
end of it two doors, bedrooms he supposed, then a shallow bank
of south windows and the gallery returning over the far end of
the main room with what looked like the door of a bathroom.
Then yet other stairs to a landing, and Pim playing Juliet five
metres above the floor. Murray looked up into her small round
white face.
‘This is my room,’ she told him.
*
They spent the afternoon settling in. Murray was gratified
by the kitchen cupboards, as ready stocked with utensils and
crockery as the agent had promised; he was pleased by a rank
of folding doors below the bathroom gallery which closed off
a cosy area around the glass-fronted stove; he was positively
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delighted with the toilet, a little room of six sides of which the
outer three were glazed floor to ceiling and the seat swivelled on
some sort of ball-race to face the view. Pim took one look at the
dark void at its centre.
‘It will be a composting toilet,’ said Murray. ‘The fluids seep
away, and the solids rot down to nothing.’
‘Gross.’
She looked out through the northern window.
‘That person is coming this way.’
Murray looked. The midday figure at the door of the fourwheel drive was swishing through the tussocks in their general
direction. A call, or some coincidental mission? A sub-metallic
clunking from down at the entrance was their new home’s ecological doorbell, a clapper swung in a box of native hardwood.
‘Hello.’
Murray hurried down the stairs to answer; Pim as far as the
top step.
‘Hi, I’m Laura,’ said the caller. ‘I live across the paddock.’
‘Murray,’ said Murray, converting his substance into sign.
‘And my daughter Pim.’
‘Hi, Pim,’ who waggled acknowledgement from the head of
the stairs.
‘I think we might have caught sight of you when we drove
in,’ to refute any suggestion of unfriendliness. ‘We were just all
caught up in looking out for the house.’
‘It’s a lovely place,’ said Laura. ‘So thoughtfully designed.
They all are, though mine’s smaller, of course.’
Why ‘of course’? But if explaining was to be required, Murray was prepared.
‘A study I can close off from the rest of the house. And a bit
of private space for a teenager.’ Hoping this concession of need
would outweigh the stereotype in the girl’s perception. ‘It could
have been made for us.’
‘I wondered if you’d join me for a drink. Your first evening.
Pim too of course. It will be starting to get dark in about half
an hour.’
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‘Thankyou so much; you’re next but one to the gate, aren’t
you? We’ll come across.’
A swirl to the loose dark skirt as she walked away through the
grass, incongruously reminding Murray of the agitator of an oldfashioned washing machine. A teacher or something, I’d guess,
he thought; an agitator of minds; a stirrer of ideas. It would be a
pleasure to talk to someone without Julia’s certainties. He went
to look through his unpacking for a fresh shirt.
*
Murray woke at some indeterminate time. His mouth was dry;
reviewing the evening, though, he had certainly not been drunk,
even if Laura’s heavy, old-fashioned glassware had been filled
more than once. The room was entirely dark. He had pulled the
curtains across when he went to bed, although there were presumably no eyes on the bushy slope outside his window to see him,
dressed or otherwise. A lighter dark was the skylight, its small
opening giving the impression that he and the bed he lay on were
at the base of an upturned funnel, from whose smooth and inward
sloping sides there would be no escape. Or in the shaft of a mine,
stranded by a collapsed ladder; or, horror of horrors, deep in the
unplumbed pit of the composting toilet at the mercy of some carefree swiveller on the seat far above. He stretched himself into a
star to claim reassurance from the whole expanse of the bed, while
the details of their outing came back to him.
Pim had not seen the need to change, though Murray had
mooted the idea. They had walked across together, Pim’s thongs
making easier going of the tussocky ground than Murray’s shoes.
Now and again the uneven surface caused a moment’s stumble,
a wiry stalk in the prostrate grass catching at his ankle. Murray
had thought about snakes. Were they dormant at this time of the
year, and if they were, did that mean they weren’t around? Even
a dormant snake, he supposed, could give a nasty bite if you trod
on it, and Pim’s feet were quite unprotected. But soon enough
they had reached Laura’s driveway, leading between a pair of
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potted bay trees, her signature plant, Murray supposed, to an
entrance very like their own. The door was open.
‘Come on up, the two of you,’ was the call from inside, and
up they obediently had come. South windows looking across to
a dark hillside against a light sky, their own dwelling barely visible; warm lights inside, and a space open to a rear deck where
a heavy table had glasses on a coarsely woven runner and little
thick bowls of things. Laura’s taste, it seemed had been formed
in the early ’80s, but wasn’t that the way? We spend our youth
aspiring to the things that will date us. With our belongings much
as with our partners, thought Murray.
Beyond the deck there was, surprisingly, a swimming pool.
‘You’re looking at the pool,’ said Laura. ‘I use it all year
round. It’s small enough for the solar heater to keep it bearable.’
‘Isn’t it a lot of work? Right against the bush like this.’
‘There’s a boy who comes to keep it clear – you’ll probably
see him arrive in the morning. And the extra storage is worth it
in case of fires.’
That was one practical detail Murray hadn’t thought about.
The bush, as far as he could recall, for it was now too dark to
see, hadn’t shown signs of recent burning. Wanditja had no pool.
He saw himself with Pim taking refuge on the paddock, a hastily
snatched mat around their shoulders for protection against flying
embers, the bowl of their little valley filled with smoke, no longer dormant snakes eyeing his daughter’s ankles. But the smoke
here tonight was from candles; small flat candles perfumed with
something; bay, perhaps?
It was too late in the year for mosquitoes, Murray felt sure;
the candles were presumably in his and Pim’s honour, unless
Laura made a habit of enveloping herself in a cloud of her own
essence. Murray had had a vague feeling that bay contained
something unhealthy – was it cyanide? – but perhaps not when
taken in incense quantities.
But his slight edginess, if that was what it was, had dissolved with the pouring of wine; wine which showed a more
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than expected translucency to the candle flame; modulating to
a softened scarlet where the light was most intense. Pim accepted a glass of mineral water. Three glasses touched.
‘Happy days at Cedar Flat,’ said Laura.
Later they had eaten, not without proper protest from Murray as chief guest, or an offer of Pim’s refusal to eat meat as an
excuse for Laura’s retraction if she should need one. Julia, like
many of their friends, was inclined to interpret Pim’s dietary
preference as just another way for a teenage girl to make a nuisance of herself, but Laura was all agreeableness. A stir-fry of
tofu and vegetables made its appearance, fragrant with ginger
and with sesame. Pim’s chopsticks were deft, Murray’s workmanlike. And then some talk, while Pim wandered from the
table and pulled one or another book from Laura’s shelves, or
turned an ornament in her hands to look at it.
They had said their goodbyes and walked back by the road,
concrete edging a ghostly guideline in the darkness. Dew-wet
tussocks thronged with imagined snakes, however dormant,
were not to Murray’s taste. The sky was a threadbare curtain, a
million points of light, the winter air colder than earlier in the
evening they could easily have imagined.
‘Another night we’ll light the fire,’ and Pim had hugged her
shoulders in reply. But inside was warm still, perhaps too warm
for the bedclothes; that would be why his mouth felt so dry.
Murray peeled back a blanket, which slid to the floor as sleep
once more took over. If footsteps crossed the veranda, Murray
was not hearing.
*
Pim had been dreaming. Dreaming that they were to have a
pool like Laura’s pool, and that she had to make it. It was to be
in the middle of the paddock. She pulled at the tussocks of grass
to clear the ground, and scrabbled with her fingers. It wouldn’t
be ready. Get a spade, someone said, get a spade, it has to be so
much deeper, it has to be ready when the boy comes to clean it.
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She didn’t know where a spade could be found, she was looking
all through the house, and she realised now that she didn’t know
what a spade would look like. And the boy was coming. Coming
really soon. That was him now on the veranda.
She was suddenly awake.
Was that a noise? The small high room was full of windows.
Trying not to make a sound, she slid out of bed and looked out.
The paddock was one greyness, the veranda roof another, the
bush black, the sky holding perhaps now the faintest tinge of
slate. Surely she had heard a footfall. Pim listened, holding the
bedcover round her shoulders, while silence prolonged itself.
Prolonged, stretched and broke. Two, three firm steps this time.
Not the familiar padding feet of Murray, or her mother’s brisk
staccato. An outsider. The boy from the dream, on the veranda.
The veranda that opened off the main room, that could only be
reached from inside the house. Perhaps he wouldn’t find her up
here, thought Pim; then, with the treachery of companionship:
Murray is closer – he will have to pass Murray first.
She bundled back into bed and pulled the cover over her chin,
listening hard, eyes open and unfocused. Was that a darker movement against the darkness outside? Fantasy had been the reading
of choice of Pim’s earlier teens, and fantastic images from the stories she had read so heedlessly came crowding now into her mind.
Uncanny creatures. Denied entrance from the veranda to which
they had made their soundless way through the air, surely they
would soon lay siege to her windows. She lay still and breathed
very quietly. You would need a spell, she thought. A spell would
protect you. And for some reason she thought of Laura. Help me,
Laura, breathed Pim. And felt the tiniest bit more confident. Help
me, Laura. And then she said it under her breath, and the dark
seemed suddenly more friendly, and Pim was asleep again.
Now she was back in Laura’s house, and Murray and Laura
were talking. Boring adult talking. And Laura was pouring out
wine for Murray, and Pim was by the bookshelves and was opening books, was looking for something. There were the books an
English teacher might have, books like Jane Eyre that Pim had
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read and Jane Austen, and Australian books they had read at school,
and writers with names Pim thought she might have heard of on
books with titles she wasn’t sure how to say. Not these, something
else. A book at the end of the shelf – and she pushed her hand in past
the last book, and there seemed to be books in behind – she could
feel the backs of them and just touch something, just curl her fingertips behind one right at the full stretch of her arm; and she was with
the book in a little room that was panelled all round with bookshelf
wood and just big enough to contain her with hunched up knees
and the book in front of her face in bright light. The paper wasn’t
like ordinary paper, more like a creamy-white woven mat, and the
blackness of the ink seemed to lie in channels on it. Pim saw a title
page with a faun, an engraving of a faun, and letters that were partly
solid and partly drapery, like floating scarves or streaming and fluttering as brown fronds of kelp might stream in a runnel of the rocks
when the surf pours seaward.
She felt that streaming; life, uncontrollable, pouring over
her; voices of demand: a father calling a girl to jump on a gate
and ride it round to bang against the fence, a mother calling her
to tend to her appearance as she had been used to do for her; to
make her proud. Nostalgia of one, ambition of another; desire,
levelled and directed against her. But she would cling; firm as
the kelp to its holdfast; I draw from you, the book told her, but
I am myself; I take what you contain, and I grow, and you wash
past me, and subside, and you diminish.
The light grew grey in the room, till Pim woke at last to
windows the lucent colour of flannel flowers, and a feeling that
she had Laura to thank for deliverance and understanding; what
other adults around her would not or could not give. In which
mood in due course she pulled yesterday’s dress over her head
and hurried downstairs into the early morning.
*
Murray came down to an empty room. The north windows to
the veranda were as grey as if a huge tent had been dropped over
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the house. He looked out into the morning fog. Little cylinders
lay on the deck like cork stoppers of old-fashioned medicine
bottles. Gentian violet, Murray remembered, and iodine. Iodine
would sting. Gentian violet didn’t, but made a wonderful mess
of everything. He could see his mother scrubbing at the carpet,
working away with the nailbrush at the smudges a newly treated
foot had left. Amazing how wide her hips were as she knelt. I
don’t suppose you can buy those things now, he thought, but
surely they made less claim on the world than today’s overpackaged brands. There was no unused waste to throw away: the
bottle just sat in the cupboard, year after year maybe, till it was
needed, or the little remnant was finally dry.
Possums, thought Murray: those are possum droppings, and
turned to show Pim as she came up the stairs from down below.
Her thongs were gleaming wet and her feet were white.
‘There’s ice on the grass; I can’t feel my feet.’
‘Sit down,’ said Murray, and as Pim flopped into a chair
went to the kitchen, wrung out a tea-towel under the hot tap and
tucked a dry one into his armpit.
‘Frost,’ he said, wrapping one tendered foot and then the
other in the warm cloth, and rubbing them vigorously dry till a
faint pinkness seeped down his daughter’s thin calves. His mind
went back to a snowy holiday when he had first known Julia; the
intensely erotic presence of bare legs and feet; the privilege of
handling another person.
To prepare the child for a lover: is that what our duty as a
parent comes to?
Pim shivered.
‘I’ll have to buy you some high ugs if you want to go out
walking on frosty mornings.’
‘I don’t want to look that much of a rural.’
‘We are rurals now, Pim.’
A yellow band striped the high landing outside Pim’s bedroom, and the blanks of the long windows were turning from
grey-white to golden as the fog scattered the first sunlight.
‘I meant to show you,’ said Murray, putting the cloth aside
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now both feet had reached a more natural colour. ‘There was a
possum on the veranda last night.’
Thankyou, Laura, thought Pim in an instinctive rush. Thankyou
for turning it into a possum. She shivered again as he motioned
her to look at the signs.
‘Why don’t you spend five minutes under a hot shower and
I’ll make you some scrambled eggs? That will warm you up.’
Up the stairs; a bang of the bathroom door. Murray found
eggs and cracked them into a bowl. Embryos like krill, like tiny
prawns; he fished them out with the point of a knife to safeguard
his daughter’s dietary principles. Aren’t the eggs you buy supposed to be infertile, and will soy milk do, he wondered, with
a powerful downward shake to the carton; one of us is going to
have to learn a bit about cooking. He poured it out, pink-grey
from the carton as the ice-cold foot of a girl till tines of a fork
should draw strands of translucent white and ribbons of yolk
through the soy. Just as lanes of transparency and bars of sunlight began to break up the fog outside, which itself could be
seen now beginning to boil and move, to flow down through the
narrow entrance of their little valley and spread and roll away
over the river flats.
Fluid flow had been his thing, Murray reflected, as his wooden
spoon dragged the liquid around and through the melted butter:
computer modelling of the microcosmic scale on which an added
molecule of this or that would affect the behaviour of the bulk,
expedite transit through a pipeline, save money, preempt problems. But twenty years absorbed in engineering, in number theory, in the exercise of a more than ordinary dexterity with programming devices, twenty years had been enough. Not that Murray
had regrets, not work ones. He thought of his first years, a junior
engineer troubleshooting on pipelines far away: the desert horizon
at dawn a red line against black like the last log of a campfire; evenings in forsaken bars with broken down windbags whose brothers were High Court judges. Funny, he thought, how every High
Court judge has a derelict brother out in the middle of nowhere.
He thought of long jokey, blokey nights in mid-career with the
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systems engineers and the mainframes; he thought of the flashes
of insight that had lifted him in salary and reputation above the
others. But he had been happy in the end to pledge his employers to hold aloof from their competitors for however many years
they chose to specify; not to attempt to market to any of them the
ideas, techniques and programs he had developed. For he had
looked at his creation and seen that it was good, and that it had
given him more than they knew.
The egg was beginning to coagulate; Murray heard the bathroom door open as he stirred and scraped it from the bottom of
the pan. Pim came out, presenting herself to his unseeing back
in a tube of blue towel. Soon enough then she was by his side
again, dressed and twisting a band onto the end of one of her
dark plaits.
‘Would you like to make some toast to go with it?’
‘I don’t have toast.’
‘Well would you make me a piece?’
‘Have you got bread somewhere?’
‘There wasn’t any proper thing to keep it in; I put it in the
freezer.’
Pim dropped a slice of wholegrain into the toaster.
‘You have to plug it in,’ said Murray, after a few moments’
grace.
‘Well how was I supposed to know?’
‘You could make yourself some hot chocolate,’ as a propitiation.
Pim spooned chocolate powder into a mug and reached for
the soy milk; she put the mug in the microwave and pushed
appropriate buttons, adept enough in the technology of her own
needs.
‘Why don’t we eat on the deck? It should be warm by now.’
Murray had a plate of egg in each hand.
‘Would you open the door for me?’
Pim opened a leaf of the folding doors and went through; Murray kicked possum droppings between the slats of the decking.
‘No cutlery,’ remembered Murray, and went to get some;
Pim accepted a fork.
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‘Good egg,’ she said in due course, leaning back against the
glass with both hands round the mug of chocolate.
Murray sawed at his toast and pushed some egg onto it.
‘Places never have knives that are any good.’
‘So you can’t run amok and start stabbing people with them.’
‘Do I look as if I’m going to?’
‘Julia thinks you’re crazy. You might be.’
There had been words, certainly, when he broached the idea.
‘You can tree change as much as you like,’ Julia had said,
or that was how he remembered it. ‘But don’t think I’m just
going to walk away from my career. Didn’t I lose years juggling childcare while you came and went just as you saw fit?
I’m not giving it all up now.’ Which was not easy to answer. And
yet the advertisement had been seductive: Coastal retreat, it had
said, fully equipped eco-cabin in new development for long or
short lease, close rainforest and beaches, ideal for family living.
Enquiry had revealed an absurdly low price.
‘Now I’m working from home,’ Murray had said, ‘it will
be a chance to get some fresh air; live more simply; reduce our
footprint. We don’t need all this stuff we have here. And some
time to think.’
‘I’m sorry,’ said Julia. ‘If you do it, do it on your own. I’m
quite happy with my footprint, thankyou very much.’
Selfish cow, thought Pim.
‘And you might like to take your daughter with you. Perhaps
you’ll find there isn’t quite so much time to think about your
footprint when you’ve finished picking up after a sulky teenager
and cooking her cranky meals. I’ll see you back here inside three
weeks.’ Tough love, thought Murray, you’re queen of that department, Julia; and yes, I often wasn’t there – that’s the real regret I
have to take away – I wasn’t there enough for the gate-swinging
and the giggles, or the tears and earaches in the middle of the night
either; I acknowledge that, but I would still like to do this.
The clincher had been news that the cabin had cable access.
‘I’ll email every morning and let you know how we’re
managing.’
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And I would like to have Pim with me.
‘One of us is going to have to learn to cook,’ said Murray,
reverting to his earlier thought. ‘Or we could take turns.’
Pim lifted her face, eyes closed, towards the winter sunshine,
and gave a little tucked-in smile, like a cat. To have a new area
thus opened to her discretion was pleasant to think of, even if
she had little inclination to contribute.
‘We can have takeaway when it’s my turn.’
‘Fine, if you buy it.’
The mutual teasing came to her as something fresh; there
hadn’t been much unmediated discourse with her father, not
recently. She looked at Murray, moving cautiously into a smile
and away again. ‘I might do some drawing,’ both to reassert autonomy and forestall any enquiry. She had earned some
favourable comments at school of late with drawings of a generally botanical inspiration enhanced with computer graphics.
Julia, when they were drawn to her attention, could see they
were saying something, perhaps quite vehemently, though what
it might be remained unclear.
I, thought Murray, must get on with setting up my study;
once Pim starts drawing that will be the end of the day for her.
He gathered the plates, the cutlery, his daughter’s mug, and carried them towards the sink.
‘There’s a dishwasher.’
‘Just you and me, it would take a month to fill it,’ said Murray. ‘And I don’t think the tank would stand too many loads.’
And began to wash.
‘Just don’t use the tea-towel you dried my feet with.’
Murray dried the cutlery, and left the rest to drain. Amongst
their few bits and pieces, the scoured pan made an assertive presence. He wiped the sink, and went to see about other tasks.
*
Unpacking his computer, getting it connected, setting up his
peripherals, these were not the work of a moment. Networking
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Pim’s laptop and his own. And then there were books to arrange.
Laura had had an interesting-looking collection, Murray thought:
his, by contrast, were mostly scientific and technical stuff. Not
much shelf space, but how much conceptual space they represented! The intellectual history of mankind, if you thought about
it that way. He saw the stiles of the veranda doors with their feet
in pools of their own shadow, and thought of sundials, and the
Greek sun carried on a crystal wheel across the sky. He thought of
the seven planets of the ancients, and the profusion of gears that
propelled them on their way in the celestial orrery; he thought of
the rash Italian who by the power of thought had found a place
to stand in space itself, a place from where he might look at
earth as a body that floated in heaven, swept on its way around
an unmoving sun. He thought of the legions of people, men and
women, who had worked at and rewritten and remade the code
by which we could understand and master all of it.
And he thought of his own work; of gas and oil and other
things that flowed through pipes, and things like pipes, and the
battery of equations that described them. And the Einsteinian
moment when it occurred to him how to generalize his descriptions. They’d moved the whole operation by that time from its
handy city headquarters to an industrial park in the suburbs.
‘I just need to stretch my legs,’ he’d said, needing to breathe
air from a greater height than that building could contain. He’d
done a circuit of the carpark before he was able to come back,
twirling like the planet around his own axis in the sheer joy of
discovery each time he reached a corner. And babbled to sympathetic Julia and blank Pim that evening of the viewpoint he
had hit upon: the Archimedean place to stand where the tangle
of orbits and stacks of crystal wheels suddenly collapsed into
simplicities. He told them something of the multitude of special
cases his working life had dealt with, but other cases as well
that his insight must embrace: the flow of information through
a financial market, as it might be. Julia had been encouraging, if
unenlightened; she had the expertise to guide him to an understanding of money markets and their terms, things to which, if
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he thought about them before, he had felt indifference, or disdain. A few tentative tests led to more and bigger, till Murray felt
quite able to retire, and sign away without a second thought any
possibility of entering the service of a rival organization.
Yet Murray was a man of science after all: he knew that if
you touch it, you change it; the foreign molecule that he now
was must alter the flow; the successful parasite is the one its
host will never notice. And he had no aspirations to the car that
did more than fulfil its most basic car-ly function, the motor
cruiser with the flying bridge was not a thing he yearned for. His
aspiration was to think; to consider vague intimations he could
not dismiss of how one might model the flow of universe-stuff
through space and time, to think till he saw his name among the
mathematicians that made the world.
And so he thought about lunch.
*
Pim had taken a sketch block and a pencil down into the paddock. She had tried at school working with a tablet and stylus,
but it didn’t seem to give enough control. A tussock was holding
her attention: the way the leaves and narrow flower heads bent
this way and that, and how other, foreign, leaves lay in among
them, carried by the wind from the slopes around and further.
She tried various points of view as she covered the page with
plant-impressions. The grass at first was not yet fully dry and
she squatted, but after a while sitting cross-legged was simpler,
even if a residual moisture did seep through her skirt. The sun
rose higher. Around the paddock and among the tussocks, large
pied birds were foraging: nervous darting glimpses of unmixed
colour amidst the grey-green and green-brown and the silvergrey. They are not like us, Pim thought, the plants, as she gathered in their images with her pencil. We do and we experience
while they just be. She could project her essence into the magpie
that gave a shape to curiosity as it cocked its head to interrogate
each tussock in turn; into the spiders that must as surely incar-
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nate boredom, that state of mind so familiar to a child, poised
with paired legs in their nets hour after hour – she had never seen
a spider catch anything. Even into the uncanny creatures that
gave a shape to terror she could enter; but into the trees and the
grasses not at all – they were alien beings.
A reporter from alien-land, that’s what I am, felt Pim,
prompted by beliefs that lay below consciousness, harvest of all
those trilogies and series so eagerly read in her earlier years;
lone journeyer of the fantastic other; explorer of what only I can
see. The pencil looped and shaded.
‘Hello, Pim,’ called Murray from the car window. ‘I’m going
to the shop – would you like to come?’
Pim shook her head emphatically; she watched him as he
made the short distance to the gate, as he got out, opened the
gate, performed all the necessary ritual to preserve this sanctuary of the god of place inviolate still. Not that she put it quite like
that, but there was the germ of an irritation with the unnecessary
trappings of adult behaviour.
What was the point of a gate when anyone that liked could
just open it and come through? The noise of the car died away
in the twist of the winding valley, merging with the hum and
buzz the bush calls silence. Pim looked around the basin; the
green walls, the blue sky. She wondered about the other houses:
weren’t there five; who lived in them? She wondered whether
she should have worn a hat.
Laura’s driveway, and a boy swinging one leg over a bicycle as it rolled down the short slope onto the road. He looked
about her own age and darkish: long black shorts and a black
top. Black hair. He bumped the bike over the kerb and steered
between two posts beside the gate to gain the outer road. Powerful thrusts to the pedals, and he too was gone. The swimming
pool boy, clearly. Pim wondered whether to call on Laura; she
felt that on the whole she probably would.
*
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Murray had wanted a hamburger. As the morning wore
away, a reminiscence in his nose of the previous day had finally
become compelling. Jim’s establishment was little more than ten
minutes away, and the type of place, Murray was sure, where a
genuine hamburger might be had. And a chance to affirm his
membership of the community.
‘G’day Jim.’
‘G’day Murray. How’s it going? Find the place OK?’
‘Yes, everything’s fine.’
‘Sleep all right?’
‘Like a log, and been settling in all morning. Hungry work
– starting to think I could find a use for a hamburger.’
‘What do you want on it?’
‘The lot, thanks, and anything else you can think of.’ Murray
was mindful that the evening meal was still problematical.
Jim fired up the hotplate, scraped away with his spatula at
some of its charred incrustations, and dropped onto it a piece
of fat to sizzle and melt and replenish its virtue. He began to
assemble the elements that would be required.
‘Yeah, it’s a shame about that place,’ he threw over his shoulder. ‘The cabins are really well done.’
‘How do you mean? I don’t know anything about it.’
‘Was never finished,’ said Jim. He flattened a pink ball of
mince onto the grill and dropped a handful of onion rings beside
it, suffusing the shop with the aroma of generations of hamburgers past. ‘It was supposed to be a resort, with rainforest walks
and all that sort of stuff. And you know the paddock? That was
going to be a tropical garden with a pool in the middle.’
‘So what then? The bloke ran out of money?’
Halves of bun were added to the plate to acquire the desired
superficial char. Jim broke an egg into a ring with one practised
hand, and reaching a piece of bacon out of the fridge with his
tongs laid it to sizzle beside the egg.
‘Killed himself.’
‘Poor bloke,’ was Murray’s offering. Then, lest he should
seem to be foreshortening the exchange: ‘Any reason for it?’
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‘Place got him down, I reckon,’ said Jim. He added a ring of
pineapple to the sizzling delicacies already ranged on the plate
in front of him. He flipped the meat over. ‘They’ve had a bit of
trouble getting tenants to stay. Except for Laura, and she’s a bit
funny.’
‘What way funny?’
Jim now performed the complicated manoeuvre at the centre
of the hamburger chef’s art. Egg, bacon, caramelized pineapple
were all loaded onto the pattie. Lettuce, tomato, beetroot from
metal trays were disposed on top of them. Then came sauce and
the top half of the bun, quickly scraped with whatever spread
Jim was using, and in a grand finale the whole scooped up in a
single movement of tongs and spatula, placed squarely on the
other half bun and wrapped with a strip of paper. Murray was
delighted.
‘One of them nature worshippers or something,’ taking Murray’s proffered note. Then with a pause as he counted out the
change into Murray’s hand. ‘Hey mate, all this talking I forgot
about the cheese.’
‘Oh, bugger the cheese,’ said Murray magnanimously. ‘See
you round.’
The white paper bag was shiny with grease; he carried it to
the car.
*
Pim had been crossing the paddock as Murray returned. He
supposed a fifteen-year-old girl could help herself to a sandwich
if she wanted one; no formal lunchtime catering was required.
He sat at the outside table and ate his hamburger with appreciation. The bacon was salty, the egg-yolk runny, the pineapple
sweet. He did go to look for more tomato sauce, but found none:
in fact, provisions were a little on the scanty side. Perhaps he
and Pim could draw up a list. Murray poured a glass of mineral
water to rinse the grease from inside his mouth, and drank it and
sat there stupid for a while in the midday sun. All the blood has
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gone to the stomach, I suppose, he thought, though it was barely
a coherent thought as he framed it to himself.
Pim, meanwhile, had ventured a tentative knock at Laura’s
door. There was no response. She stood there for a while, then
feeling her venture pointless if she was not prepared to follow it
up, she rattled the clapper in Laura’s eco-bell.
‘Coming,’ called a voice, and then ‘why, Pim darling, come
in,’ as Laura opened the door.
Pim’s impulse had somewhat dissipated with the wait: she
wondered why she was there, but explanation didn’t seem to be
required.
‘I was just going to have some lunch,’ said Laura. ‘I hope
you’ll join me.’
‘Thankyou,’ said Pim, ‘I don’t usually have much.’
‘Me neither,’ said Laura. There was a salad bowl on the
island bench, into which Laura put the ingredients of a meal as
Pim looked on. She poured some oil into a glass. It was green.
She put in some vinegar. It fell in droplets through the oil; Laura
took to it with a whisk of little twigs.
‘Just bring those bowls, will you, Pim,’ and Pim brought the
two small wooden bowls indicated. They sat near the pool.
‘I will have a slice of bread with mine,’ said Laura. ‘Would
you like one?’
‘No,’ said Pim, ‘I’m fine.’
There was, in fact, not much to the salad, and the bowls were
small. Little tomatoes, olives, feta, leaves, only a few forkfuls.
Pim would have lunched on the acceptance. Laura punctuated
the salad by tearing pieces from her bread.
‘You’d probably like something to drink,’ she said, ‘on such
a sunny day. I usually have a glass of wine, myself. I’m not
going to offer you wine, obviously, you’re far too young, but
there is a sort of cordial you might like.’
No reply seemed to be solicited; none was given. Laura
brought a glass topped up with mineral water. It was greenytransparent with a wry taste. On another occasion Pim might not
have liked it.
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‘So what have you been occupying yourself with?’ asked
Laura at last. ‘I think I saw you down in the paddock for quite
a while.’
‘I’ve been drawing,’ said Pim. ‘It’s what I do, mostly.’ She
offered the pad. Laura surveyed the surface, densely patterned
with leaves and tussocks. She felt her eyes drawn into it with a
fascination that had little to do with appraisal.
‘You must work at it.’
‘Oh, I do: I’m the despair of everybody,’ said Pim happily.
‘I’ve always been more of a book person,’ said Laura, ‘but I
can see you have a gift. You mustn’t neglect it.’
‘I was looking at your books last night,’ said Pim, unwilling
to pursue the subject of herself too far. ‘There are some interesting looking ones.’ Her eyes strayed to the end of the shelf where
the book of her dream had been opened to her.
‘Borrow anything you like,’ said Laura. ‘I’m sure you look
after things.’
You’re sure of more than some people I could think of.
‘I suppose your father’s a cook,’ said Laura.
‘Not really,’ said Pim. ‘He was thinking we might take turns,
but I’ve never cooked anything in my life, and I don’t think he’s
cooked much either.’
‘Whose turn is it tonight?’
‘We hadn’t really got as far as that.’
‘Everyone should be able to look after themselves.’ Laura
had a way of putting things that Pim felt instinctively right. I
could look after myself, she thought, or I soon could, anyway. If
I had the chance.
‘I was going to make something for this evening: would you
like me to show you? It’s fairly basic.’
Pim nodded. ‘That would be good.’
Laura produced some potatoes.
‘How many do you think you and Murray would eat?’ It was
hard to tell. Pim chose a large one and a middle-sized one.
‘And one for me. Now you cook them – can you do that?’
Pim was at a loss.
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‘Cut them in a couple of pieces and put them in the microwave.’
‘How long?’
‘Give them two minutes, and poke them with something,
and if they’re not soft give them another two minutes, and so
on. Try it.’
Pim tried it; it didn’t seem particularly hard.
‘Now we want to skin them,’ said Laura.
‘They’re burning hot.’
‘Use tongs or a fork or something. Or you could wait till they
cool down.’
Gingerly, Pim pried the skins away from the crumbly flesh.
‘I don’t suppose you eat eggs,’ said Laura.
‘Well I do, actually,’ gratified to have a philosophy attributed, even if wrongly.
‘We’ll put in an egg then, when we’ve mashed them up: I
think it makes it nicer.’
Laura wielded a fork. ‘Taste it,’ she said.
Pim dipped in a finger. ‘It tastes rather plain.’
‘Do you know why?’
No.
‘Because there’s no salt. You have to put some in.’
‘How much?’ asked Pim helplessly.
‘Just a little pinch between your finger and thumb like this.’
Laura demonstrated. ‘Then stir it in and taste it again, and if it
doesn’t taste right, put in a little bit more.’ Laura seemed to have
a way of making each step seem obvious. Pim salted the mash
to her satisfaction. And so the lesson went on, till there was a
covered dish of gnocchi al forno to take home, and Laura had a
smaller one waiting to be heated for her own meal.
‘Now,’ said Laura, ‘I think we’ve earned a cup of coffee after
all that.’
Pim was not a habitue of coffee, experience limited to an
occasional weak cup of instant at some school affair, but the
occasion was clearly to be embraced. She carried the cups to the
deck while Laura brought milk and sugar.
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‘You’d probably like soy, but I haven’t got any.’
‘Ordinary will be fine,’ said Pim, and sipped at the strong
milky sweetness. Like the valley below them, life seemed to
have ceased its jostling for the moment, and spread itself. A
bowl open to the sky. Pim looked through Laura’s house to her
own, bulwarked with shadow in its nest of trees.
‘I ought to be getting home,’ she said at last, and went across
the paddock with her dish in both hands, and pressed together
under one arm her sketch pad and the last book from the righthand end of Laura’s shelf.
*
Murray was welcoming.
‘I’ve set up your laptop for you,’ he said. ‘I probably haven’t
been much use to you today, but there was a lot to do. I hope you
weren’t at a loose end. And we’ll need to start thinking about
something to eat.’
‘That’s all right,’ said Pim. ‘I was at Laura’s this afternoon,
and I brought something back for our dinner.’
‘We can’t expect Laura to keep feeding us,’ said Murray
shortly. ‘We have to think out our own arrangements.’ Pim might
have taken umbrage: with Julia, certainly – but somehow there
seemed a way to meet assertion with assurance.
‘Don’t worry,’ she said. ‘I made it all myself. We’ll just need
to take the dish back; I’ll do it tomorrow.’ She looked across
to Laura’s light, just visible through the trees. Keep me safe
tonight, Laura, she thought, feeling foolish and comfortable at
the same time. Keep me safe again Laura, please. She looked at
her father.
‘Anyway,’ said Pim, ‘Didn’t I say that when it was my turn
we’d have takeaway?’
And Murray laughed.
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