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Praise for Arborescence:


‘You will not be able to stop thinking about this extraordinary book. A thrilling page-turner for our times, one that chills and provokes’ Sophie Ward, author of Love and Other Thought Experiments


‘A great and beautiful book that is profound and profoundly moving. Airy, light, witty, with the frankness of a Sally Rooney novel and the delicate strangeness of Olga Tokarczuk. I couldn’t have been more entranced’ Jennifer Croft, author of Homesick


‘As absurd as it is utterly convincing, this is a book about holding onto love in a world of seismically shifting reality. In other words, a book about us, a book about now. It’s brilliant’ Shaun Tan, author of Tales of Light and Dark


‘Original, mind-bending and uplifting. I loved this beautiful, feral book so much, I wanted to walk into its pages and never look back’ Inga Simpson, author of The Thinning


‘A strange and compelling exploration of our current moment. Arborescence is part Sally Rooney, part Stephen King. It reads like a thriller but has the tenderness and insight of poetry’ Ben Rawlence, author of The Treeline


‘A balm and an urgent whisper of hope. This is a book to help us believe that all is not lost. Extraordinary’ Kate Mildenhall, author of The Hummingbird Effect


‘Thrilling, thought-provoking, and incredibly tender . . . I devoured it whole’ Chioma Okereke, author of Water Baby


‘Intelligent and thoughtful . . . a dystopian world that feels simultaneously too close to home and impossibly science fiction, yet leaves you with an almost utopian feeling of solace and optimism. A philosophical book about the very nature of being human and the future of our species, but also a personal story of love, loss, and redemption’ Lisa Ridzén, author of When the Cranes Fly South


‘Inventive . . . a generous act of writing . . . If you’re looking for something that’s clever, that won’t bum you out, that’s beautifully written, then this might be the one for you’ ABC Radio National


‘Arborescence is speculative fiction at its best: an end-ofworld story that offers green leaves of hope’ ArtsHub


‘Prepare yourself for a weird one . . . Rhett Davis is a skilled and playful writer with an eye for the absurd and the profound . . . an unforgettable tale’ Qantas Magazine


‘Davis’ signature narrative playfulness and dryly humorous dialogue is always on hand to help sweep us further into the story . . . Arborescence is a reminder of the special way fictional worlds can allow readers to retreat from, and find the fortitude to return to, their own world’ The Age


‘Intriguing, utterly original . . . leaves a lasting impression and rings with unsettling questions’ Readings, Book of the Month


‘With Davis’ sharp eye and irreverent humour, the genre-blurring story branches into the tangled roots of suburban life and the natural world’ Sydney Morning Herald


‘I did not know how much I needed a novel like Arborescence. On one level, it’s a beguiling story about humans who metamorphose to save the warming planet. On another level, it’s a cri de coeur, written with tenderness for all who wonder how this ends. A tremendously moving affirmation of what’s worth saving – love, family, clean air, and silence. I wept through the last fifty pages’ Amity Gaige, author of Heartwood


‘A dazzling blend of cosmic eco-horror and arthouse sci-fi, Arborescence is one of the most profound and beautiful books you’ll ever read. A devastating and unforgettable elegy for the planet’ Chris Flynn, author of Orpheus Nine
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To hell with machinery.


Kurt Vonnegut, Conversations with Kurt Vonnegut





It’s been days and she hasn’t moved. She just stands in the backyard. She says she doesn’t need anything, that she’s drawing water from the air and the ground and her energy from the sun. Last night it rained and I begged her to come inside. She shook her head slowly, as if doing so caused her pain. I took out an umbrella and held it over her, but she growled so deeply and inhumanly that I dropped it and fled inside.


In the morning, Travis comes around and I make coffee. We sit down next to her, hoping the aroma will tempt her.


It doesn’t.


‘She’s given up,’ Travis says.
 

‘That’s not what this is,’ I say.









1





Caelyn takes a deep breath and sneezes. ‘The pollen count is up,’ she says, as she tries to salvage her desiccated monstera by drowning it. ‘Like, way, way up.’


I’m watching a video my brother, Travis, has sent me. It’s of some people standing in a field somewhere, facing the sun. There’s no punchline. No-one falls down. They just stand there. The video goes for three hours. I don’t know why he sends me these things.


‘Fuck,’ Caelyn says, as water pours out of the base of the pot and onto the floor. She doesn’t move.


I grab some towels and mop up.


She sighs and rubs her eyes. ‘Hey,’ she says, ‘are my eyes red?’
 

‘I’m going to need more towels,’ I say.


‘Bren, how red are they?’


I look up. Beyond her bloodshot blue eyes and sniffling nose, I can see – in the shafts of sunlight that stream into our third-floor apartment – particles swirling, wisping, arms reaching, grasping, circling her head.


—


At the pub, Travis asks if we watched the video of the tree cult.


We’re in the beer garden, sunglasses on, chattering, calling, texting. The sun has emerged after months of searching for a way through thick winter cloud. It’s a fierce light and it bites the skin.


I shake my head and say, ‘Mum asked me about Miles again.’
 

Travis says, ‘It’s been years.’


‘We weren’t even friends anymore.’


‘I reckon she liked him more than you. Always gave him bigger serves of ice cream.’


‘Bigger than yours, too.’


He shakes his head. ‘Nah, she always gave me heaps of ice cream.’


Caelyn says, ‘What’s this tree cult video?’


Mel rolls her eyes and says, ‘It’s just performance art. It happens all the time where I’m from – people coming from the city and doing this sort of wacky shit. Until the farmers get sick of it and chase them off. I’m getting a round.’ She points at each of us. I decline. My glass is half full and I can hear but can’t see bees, both of which suggest I should take it slowly. Mel says that I’m nursing it, and I say that nursing is a noble profession. She waves me away and goes up to the bar.


Travis says, ‘There’s like thirty people standing around near some forest out west. Standing there like they think they’re trees. It’s weird. Doesn’t look like art to me.’


Mel comes back, somehow holding four pints, and puts a fresh one in front of me. I point to the one I’m holding and ask if anyone can hear bees.


—


‘I’ve never finished anything I’ve set out to do,’ Caelyn murmurs, contemplating the unfinished projects, ideas, sketches on her desk.


‘That’s not true,’ I say, but I don’t have much to back it up, so I pretend I’m bothered by an article about the fall of capitalism. As it turns out, capitalism refuses to die. They come up with all sorts of other names for it, try to claim it’s something else now, something worse.


‘It doesn’t matter what it’s called,’ she says, momentarily distracted from her crisis. ‘We’ll still eat the earth until there’s nothing left. I wish aliens would invade.’


—


I click on the next work package in the Queue. Describe this product, the Queue demands. I open the attached image to see a device made of plastic, or perhaps resin. There might be a flower in it. Visible screws either hold it together or are there for aesthetic reasons. I think there’s a clasp.


‘What is this for?’ I say – to no-one, because Caelyn’s at interviews again and Henry, the kitten we rescued from the back of a supermarket, is in one of his haughtier moods.


I don’t know much about the company I work for. I joined three years ago, six months after graduating. They don’t have a physical address, and I’ve never met anyone in person. I’m a Queue Liaison. I log in to the Queue every weekday. It grows and grows, a little like a tree, and my job is to lop off as many branches as I can. It’s hard to see a trend, to understand what it’s all for. The mission statement of the company reads like every mission statement ever created. We further progress, and forward innovate for maximum creative enterprise, among other things. Sometimes I’ll be writing copy for products, other times generating code for an interface, interpreting an algorithm, creating a funny image for social media or a self-published cookbook, or editing a plan to remove inappropriate references because the conversation has changed. I rarely know the context. Who is this for, what is it for? But I trim the Queue, I get paid on time, and every few weeks my manager sends me messages like, With this kind of velocity you’ll be doing my job in no time.


Whatever it is we’re doing, there’s little humanity in it.


—


Caelyn says she’s accepted a job in a garden centre.


I say, ‘I didn’t know you’d applied.’


She says she loves plants.


‘I know you like plants,’ I reply. ‘I just wouldn’t say you love them.’ I add, ‘That reminds me: we need more towels.’


‘I love plants,’ she repeats, gently touching the leaves of our dying indoor palm tree. ‘Anyway,’ she says, ‘this is just temporary. Until I work out what I want to do.’ She’s had sixteen jobs in our four years together.


I say, ‘Everything’s temporary.’


She glares at me and says with a hint of malice, ‘Yes, it is.’


—


I dream of the Queue, but instead of a tree it resembles vines emerging from the earth, wrapping themselves around me, squeezing my throat. I wake up coughing and wrestling with Caelyn’s mass of red hair, which is covering my face. She hands me her asthma inhaler and mumbles, ‘It’s the pollen.’


—


‘The day we met,’ Caelyn says, as we browse the homewares department, ‘you were holding a sunflower. You took it to all your classes.’


‘It was Mother’s Day,’ I say.


‘But I don’t understand why you didn’t just get the sunflower afterward?’


‘It got your attention.’


She shakes her head. ‘That wasn’t what got my attention.’ She picks up a small figurine of a family of penguins. ‘This’ll do, don’t you think?’


‘You know your sister better than me,’ I say. ‘Wait, what got your attention?’


She frowns. ‘You know Morgan almost as well as I do these days. Anyway, it’s too hard to buy presents for people with lots of money because they can buy themselves electric cars or whatever, so she’s getting penguins.’ She buys the penguins and a card with a joke about a uterus I don’t really understand.


As we’re leaving the store she says, ‘You didn’t have facial hair.’
 

‘That was it?’


‘I dunno. You were tall and you had nice arms.’


‘I do have good arms,’ I say, admiring them. ‘People have often said that.’


‘Yeah, I probably wasn’t paying that much attention,’ she admits.


—


The Queue presents me with a list of current work packages, their category, priority and what is being requested. Every day there’s more, and there are thousands of work packages open at any one time.


The next one I’m assigned has an image attached. It’s a photograph of a concert ticket in Bruges. The request is to reproduce the image of the ticket as accurately as possible using whatever means I like. I consider this for a moment before taking a screenshot of the ticket and re-attaching the file to the work package. The Queue responds: Work package accepted. Efficiently executed!


Caelyn messages me from the garden centre. According to my new colleague Nancy, plants need sunlight. Did you know this?


—


After the movie about people with laser eyes saving the world, Travis says, ‘What would you sacrifice to save the world?’


Asha says, ‘Ooh, I would . . . um. Oh. Um. Ice cream.’


‘No fucking way,’ Travis says.


Caelyn says, ‘I’ll only save the world if it means saving the penguins.’


‘I don’t think anyone would give up anything,’ I say. ‘When it comes down to it.’


Caelyn slaps my knee in agreement, and Travis says I’m a downer, which is true, but I say his wine is a depressant, and he says yes, but he still thinks we could save the world, and Asha says no-one can save the world, it’s all fucked, and Travis looks at all of us in disgust and says, did that movie not teach you that unless we find something to hope for we’ll lose everything? It’s a self-fulfilling prophecy. Like, without hope, we give up. We stop trying to save anything. We have to have hope. It’s our only way out of this. And I nod and say yes, but wine is a depressant and we don’t have laser eyes, so.


—


Dad calls and says Mum has started forgetting where her keys are, and I say, ‘Dad, I think you’re the one who’s been doing that,’ and he says, ‘Right, right. Pain in the arse. Can never remember where I put them. How about the Raiders last night, hey?’


—


When she’s sick of screens and the outside world, Caelyn sketches the plants in our apartment. She fills notebooks with leaves, petals, stamens, stigmas and anthers.


—


Mum calls and says they spent thirty minutes that morning searching for the car keys. ‘Turns out they were still in his pocket from last night,’ she says. ‘I was late for my glass-blowing class again. Do you know if Travis has house insurance, love?’


‘We rarely find time to talk about insurance these days,’ I say.
 

‘Tch. I was just asking.’


‘Ask him!’


‘He doesn’t answer my questions,’ she says.


‘Well, I guess we’ll never know.’


‘At least until his house burns down. Then we’ll know.’ She says it as if she’s thinking about lighting the match. I’m pretty sure she doesn’t mean it that way, but she did symbolically burn my Dungeons and Dragons books when she heard that they were a gateway to hard drugs and serial killing, so you never know.


—


‘What if,’ Caelyn says, putting a box of macaroni back on the supermarket shelf with the tinned tomatoes, ‘there’s no humanity left in humanity? What if we’ve become the robots? With our algorithms and all that?’


I say, ‘We were talking about rice.’


She says, ‘But robots.’ She considers the cannellini beans. ‘What if you don’t need to have cybernetic implants to be a robot, you just have to live in a computer world, which is kind of what we’re doing – you know, like we’re being told what to do by algorithms and stuff. Like with your job. You’re kind of like a robot within a robot.’


I wait for the conclusion, but there is none.


Eventually I say, ‘Yes, but I’m going to go get some rice anyway.’


When we get to the register, I pack the groceries. As I scan the barcodes Caelyn whispers in my ear, ‘Robots.’


—


Gardenezia, the garden centre where Caelyn works, is on a highway a few kilometres from the city. I find her at the register, closing up, with leaves in her hair. She says, ‘Hullo!’ as I approach.


‘You have leaves in your hair,’ I say.


‘Oh,’ she says.


‘Here,’ I say, removing a gumnut and some robinia leaves.
 

She glances toward the office and says loudly, ‘Nancy didn’t tell me I had plant matter in my hair.’


Nancy, if she’s there, doesn’t answer.


Caelyn shuts down the registers. She waves her arm at them like she’s modelling a showcase on a game show. She says grandly, ‘Robots.’


‘Let’s just go,’ I say.


‘Also,’ she says, after a few kilometres in the dreadful traffic that marks these garden centre suburbs, ‘Nancy is a bit of a cunt.’


—


‘I want to go back to university,’ Caelyn says. ‘I like it there. The weird architecture, the terrible cafes, the young people all full of hope or terror or whatever.’


Morgan stirs her coffee and says, ‘What good’s another degree? You can’t even pay off your arts degree.’


Normally I prefer not to attend these sisterly meet-ups, but I couldn’t come up with an excuse.


‘I like university,’ Caelyn says. ‘I’m just saying I like university.’
 

Morgan gives her the pitying older sister look. ‘Oh, sis,’ she says, ‘you need a purpose. Don’t you think she needs a purpose, Bren?’


I excuse myself and investigate the cakes.


—


‘Also,’ Caelyn says, as we wander home from the cafe along streets lined with lemon-scented gums, ‘Morgan is a bit of a cunt.’


—


‘Maybe I’ll write an article,’ Caelyn says.


‘What about?’ I say.


‘I don’t know,’ she says. ‘I don’t know.’ And her eyes begin to well up and her cheeks begin to burn and she says, ‘I don’t know, I don’t know,’ and she crumples onto the couch, causing Henry to dramatically flee the room.


I pick her up and try to hold her but her body is limp and she refuses to hold me back. I let her fall gently back down.


‘I would really like to know,’ she sobs.


I say, ‘I know you would like to know. We’d all like to know. But maybe true knowing isn’t something we ever know.’


She looks up at me. Her freckly face is raw and there’s snot in her hair. It’s disgusting. She wipes her face with her sleeve. ‘I know you think you’re being funny and unhelpful to try to distract me, but that’s actually quite insightful,’ she says.


—


‘Ray was asking about you,’ Mum says, as she pours the gin and tonic. ‘They still haven’t heard from Miles.’


She hands me the drink and we go out into the backyard. Dad’s busy with the secateurs. We sit next to the lemon tree they planted when they moved in thirty years ago. Mum and Dad bought the place before Travis and I were born and have never stopped renovating it. There are always new rooms, new floors, new windows. When we were growing up, we often had to move out of our bedrooms for a few weeks so that Dad could put down flooring or repaint. After we left home they added a storey. The new rooms have very little purpose. They’re just up there, above the rest of the house, with an occasional couch or dartboard.


‘He’s been missing six years, Mum,’ I say. ‘He’s gone.’
 

She puts her hand on my arm, the way she does when she’s trying to get me to respond in a more emotionally appropriate way. I must have a problem responding appropriately because she does this often. ‘Miles is their son, Bren. They’ll never stop looking. You haven’t heard anything?’


I take a sip and recoil at the liberal usage of gin. ‘No,’ I say. ‘We still aren’t speaking.’


Mum tuts. ‘Neil,’ she says, ‘don’t cut them back too far. You know what happened last time.’


—


The bees seem happy about the high pollen count – when I can see them.


—


‘I’m watching that tree cult video again,’ Caelyn says. ‘The one that Travis sent us the other day.’


As usual, I nod before I know what’s happening. Oh yes, we talked about it in the pub. People standing in a field. Boring.


‘Travis was right,’ she says. ‘It doesn’t feel like they’re performing. They think they’re trees.’


Her phone, perched precariously next to the stovetop as she cooks, shows the video about two hours in. The people are still standing there.


‘It’s strange,’ she says. ‘Almost serene.’


I say that I think everything is strange, the entire world is one strange thing that shouldn’t exist, like what are we even doing here at all, how are trees even a thing, what is movement?


She keeps stirring the pot and watching the video.


‘Are you sure you don’t need help with that?’ I say, and she says, ‘Yes, I know, but I’m just talking about this particular strange thing.’


—


The Queue sends me another work package, another product to describe. There is plastic, and some fur, pink and vertical, like the hair on those Norwegian trolls. There might be eyes, but I’m not entirely sure it’s a creature. It could be a character from some obscure anime I know nothing about. It could also be a wine stopper. There’s really no way of knowing. I write something about the ceaseless march of time and move on to the next job. I’ve never had any feedback about the quality of my work, just an acknowledgement that it’s been completed.


—


‘The world’s not looking good,’ I say, and Dad says, ‘Are you going to finish that?’


—


I walk by a neighbour’s place most afternoons. She plays violin – not badly, but not well. Stilted fragments emerge from the house. A first bar, a half-song, a cluster of broken notes. Sudden halts and long pauses. Then she starts again. And again. I see her at the supermarket sometimes. She buys gluten-free pasta and a lot of chocolate. That’s really all I know about her. But sometimes when I walk past her place she gets it right, all the way through, and her music fills the street. The nearby buildings, trees and people all lean closer.


—


There’s a man who goes to the cafe I usually visit. He’s always dressed in a suit. Neko, the cafe owner, calls him AJ, but I don’t know if that’s his name. He comes in one morning, shirt untucked and looking frazzled, and orders a strong coffee. I hear Neko say, ‘You alright, AJ? A little out of sorts, mate?’


AJ doesn’t appear to be listening. He looks out the window and says, ‘Did you know there’s a place not far away where people are trees?’


The espresso machine bursts with steam and Neko laughs. ‘What are you talking about, mate?’


AJ continues looking out the window at the morning sun streaming in. ‘Wouldn’t it be nice just standing there, not moving, feeling the sun on your face and the earth at your feet?’ he says.


Neko hands him his coffee and says, ‘I put an extra shot in there today. Might help.’


I watch AJ shuffle off dreamily, coffee in hand. I go back to validating code to fix the output of a virtual object whose purpose I don’t know.


—


On the train station wall there’s an enormous mural of a beautiful woman, weeping. Underneath, the artist has spray-painted in large letters, THERE IS NO HOPE. Underneath that, someone else has painted in more frantic, less aesthetically pleasing letters, You don’t know shit, Patrick.


—


Both Caelyn and Henry kill spiders with glee. If I see one creeping around the house, I quickly grab a sheet of paper and a glass and stealthily move it to the balcony outside, where a more natural death almost certainly awaits it. But for a moment the spider and I are connected in a fight for its life, and I feel the terror of the prey, waiting for the hunter to wake from its slumber on its sunlit couch, knock it to the ground and crush it with a paw.


—


Caelyn brings home another plant. She takes the ones the garden centre is going to throw out. She’s only been working there for a few weeks, but we have about fifty now. Their vines and leaves cover our walls, shelves and windows. They’re all in various stages of distress. Henry takes one look and runs underneath our bed. He won’t emerge for hours, and when he does, it’ll be to sniff and swat every leaf that he can see.


Caelyn asks me where she should put the new plant. I say there’s probably a spare bit of ceiling somewhere. Unfortunately she nods in agreement. She spends the next hour balanced on a ladder, banging things into the ceiling.


—


‘We’ve done this to ourselves,’ Caelyn says, as she pulls into the petrol station. Sometimes she’ll go for hours without saying anything and then say something like this, as if I’ve been following the conversation in her head.


‘Are you talking about humanity in general or the fact that we should have filled up earlier?’ I say.


‘Both,’ she says, and gets out of the car.


—


She shares a video of an old cartoon. An army of trees, led by one wearing a military beret, marches toward a city. THEY ARE COMING, says the caption at the end.


‘Why did you send that?’ I call across the apartment.
 

‘I don’t know,’ she yells back.


I watch it a few times. She walks into the lounge room with Henry in her arms and flops down next to me. The cat wriggles out of her grip and runs away. At the doorway he considers us with contempt before disappearing.


‘He does love me,’ she says.


‘There’s no evidence of that,’ I say.
 

‘Pfft,’ she says.


—


We watch The Lord of the Rings, and after it’s over, she rewinds to the part when the forest eats the Orcs in Helm’s Deep, saying, ‘I love this bit.’


—


‘Look at this,’ Caelyn says, showing me her phone.


‘It’s the middle of the night,’ I say. ‘Go to sleep.’


She shoves the phone in my face. ‘It’s another tree video.’


I squint at the screen. A video plays of people standing still in a field ringed by bushland, eyes closed.


‘It’s just another bunch of people standing there,’ I say.


She says, ‘Yes, another group. This looks like it could be near one of the forests outside the city, though. Look, there are mountain ash. Maybe I could write an article about that?’


I sigh and turn over, away from the glare of the phone. ‘Sure,’ I say, perhaps too hastily. You never know when a mumbled affirmation will change the course of your life.


—


The next morning she says she’s going to do it.


‘Do what?’ I ask.


‘The article I was talking about,’ she says.


I nod and say, ‘Hmm,’ and concentrate on stirring my coffee.


‘I was talking to you about it last night,’ she says. ‘The one about the tree cult. That local group. I found some of their family members on social media, and they pretty much posted where they are; it’s not far from here. We used to camp nearby when we were kids. I’ll need to go visit. Although a bunch of people standing around believing they’re trees does feel a little, I don’t know, murder-y. Maybe you could come?’


I keep stirring my coffee. I stall for as long as I can. The article, I think. The tree cult, I think. ‘Oh,’ I say. ‘The cult. The article. Um, what about work?’


She grimaces and sucks in a breath through clenched teeth. ‘They, ah, fired me.’


I stop stirring and look up at her. ‘What? Why?’


She shifts uncomfortably in her chair. ‘Well,’ she says, ‘apparently the plants weren’t actually for me to take. They weren’t going to throw them out. Even though they were totally going to throw them out. They have some sort of arrangement with the council or something. I just figured they wouldn’t mind.’


I glance around the room. Every spare shelf, bookcase, table and wall holds a plant. There’s no room to sit on the balcony. There are ferns, ivies, figs, orchids, rubber plants, succulents and other leafy things I don’t recognise. Most of them are looking worse than when they arrived.


‘You stole them?’ I say.


She rolls her eyes and says, ‘It didn’t feel like stealing.’


‘Hmm,’ I say.


‘Hmm,’ she says.





We put our backpacks in the car and drive. It takes a long time to reach the far side of the outer suburbs. When we do, the highway cuts through a wide plain. I curate a playlist that would last for a thousand kilometres, or a round-the-world flight. But I keep adding to it anyway. The day is warm and bright, and Caelyn drives with the window down. I look up from the phone and feel, for a moment, something like possibility.


‘What do you think makes a person believe they’re a tree?’ she says.


‘Mental illness,’ I say.


She shakes her head. ‘I don’t think a collective delusion like this would exist without a sociopathic figurehead. I bet there’s a wanker with a manifesto.’


The plains are wide and treeless with occasional stone walls dividing paddocks from the highway. ‘It’s hard to believe we’ll ever see trees again, looking around here.’


As if I hadn’t spoken, she says, ‘Yeah. Or maybe they’re tired of being mammals, you know? Like they’ve been on some forum about society needing to slow down or whatever, and they’ve taken it to a ridiculous level.’


‘It’s exhausting having muscles and blood and stuff,’ I say. ‘Being still and peaceful and not having to twitch, fuck and eat sounds nice.’


She frowns. ‘I like fucking and eating,’ she says.


We pass a lone tree in a field, an old eucalyptus that has been left to grow, farmed around for years.


‘I wonder what it’d be like,’ I say. ‘Being a tree.’


She looks at the road. The highway ahead snakes up through beckoning hills and green rocky fields. Beyond that, according to the map, is the forest. ‘When we get there, you should stand next to them for a bit,’ she says. ‘See how it feels. See if it takes.’


I ask if she’s going to steal plants from the cult.


‘Don’t be a dick,’ she says.


I say I’m not being a dick.


‘You’re being a dick,’ she says, and I say, ‘Nah,’ even though I probably am.


We move into that sulky phase that sometimes afflicts us these days. It is something more than silence; a weight, a tiredness, a burden, an alone-together.


—


Into the hills. At first, pockets of trees, then we plunge into the forest. The late spring sun flickers between tall white trunks of mountain ash. Its ghostly light falls gently over walls of enormous tree ferns. Despite the warmth of the day, a mist embraces us briefly, releasing us a few seconds later. I lower my window. The air is heavy and smells like the freshest, cleanest dirt and the sharp-clear sting of eucalyptus. Something old there too. Ancient, angry.


I say that I’m sorry, and she says for what, and I say, for being a dick and, look, probably everything up to this point, and she says, just breathe, Bren.


She smiles and lowers all the windows and screams.


—


Following the route she meticulously prepared, we turn at an old dirt track that looks as though it hasn’t been used for some time. It’s full of ruts and small canyons, and seems more like a riverbed than a road. Caelyn turns on the four-wheel drive. I didn’t realise our car had four-wheel drive. She drives expertly, navigating each bump carefully.


‘Dad used to drive us for hours on these tracks to get to some clearing by a waterfall, or a big rock overlooking a valley.’


I say, ‘Uh-huh,’ and bounce with the car.


‘You nervous?’ she says.


‘Not at all,’ I say. I consider my body for a moment. I appear to be holding the seat tightly. ‘I am fairly certain we’re going to end up on the news, either murdered or scammed,’ I say. ‘I packed a cricket bat.’


She laughs and says, ‘Hey, the road ends here. There’s an old walking track that’ll take us the rest of the way.’


She parks the car then gets out, grabs her pack and makes for a barely noticeable trail through the ferns. There’s a gentle wind brushing the dizzyingly high treetops, and from somewhere the rushing of water. There are shadows everywhere.


‘I’m not sure I like forests,’ I call out as I put my pack on. ‘I don’t like that part of The Lord of the Rings at all. It’s really terrifying.’


It would be so easy to become lost here. It’s an enormous, hostile labyrinth. There’s beauty, sure, but also something darker, a drowsy malevolence.


Caelyn, already well ahead of me, doesn’t respond.


She always races ahead when we go for hikes. She doesn’t look back. She never looks back. Eventually I’ll find her perched on a rock, drinking, snacking, or basking in the sun with her eyes closed. She’ll spring to life when she sees me, shoulder her pack again, and set off before I’ve had time to sit and rest. She says she gets energy in bursts, like a cat, and that I’m more of a lumbering beast, like a cow, or an easily startled jumping creature, like an antelope or a rabbit. Prey, in other words. Sometimes she hides in the bushes, waiting for me to approach. Sometimes she waits for me to pass and attacks from behind. Often, she bites.


—


The sound of water flowing, louder now, but from where? Tree ferns the height of two people tower over the path and form a canopy within the canopy. Branches and roots and moss and leaves and peat (or something like peat). The trail keeps winding through it all, climbing and falling. The forest grows even darker, the scent of decay riper. The sunlight barely reaches the ground.


I can feel centuries of earth, of air, of light. A city, a country, a world.


—


I jump across a puddle of black water. This forest is drawing me in to confuse me, to confound me. My heart races. The trail descends further, the shadows bearing their own shadows. It’s not too late to turn around.


—


As I cross a small creek, sunlight bursts through the canopy. On the other side I stop. The water is tea-stained but clear, and I run my hands through it. It’s colder than I’d anticipated. I dry my hands on my jacket and try to warm them up with my breath. I feel the hair rising on the back of my neck. I freeze. I can’t hear anything other than the water. All prey needs water. The predator waits patiently as their prey follows its predictable paths. The only question is from where –


Something slams into me, pins me to the ground and bites my neck, hard. She continues growling, thrashing and biting until she’s had enough, then she stands and says, ‘Took you long enough.’


I sit up. ‘The forest is like you,’ I say. ‘A predator. A very patient one.’


‘People are the only real predators left,’ she says.


—


‘That documentary we watched,’ she says, as we approach the crest of a hill. More sunlight is seeping through, and the tree ferns have given way to grasses. ‘About the guy who made clockwork toys. What was the point of that? Were they being serious and saying this guy was amazing, or was it demonstrating the futility of human endeavours? Because those toys he made were not good. At all.’


‘It could have been a satire.’


She turns around and says, ‘Yes! But it could have been completely serious. I couldn’t work out what I was supposed to do with it.’


‘What are you supposed to do with any piece of art?’


‘Understand it?’


‘That’s not the point of art.’


She’s about to continue arguing, but instead stops at the top of the hill and gasps.


‘What is it?’ I say.


She reaches for my shoulder, but it’s not there yet. I hurry forward. Her hand finds my shoulder and squeezes.


I follow her gaze. We’ve arrived at the edge of the forest. Kilometres of grassy fields stretch into the distance, with rolling hills and the remnants of old tree trunks, likely cut down decades ago. The sunlight is suddenly blinding, the feeling of shadowy dread lifted, only to be replaced by another kind: a dread that is desiccated, formless and shapeless.


‘Look,’ she whispers, ‘over there.’


She points to a hill not far away, where around thirty people stand quietly, arms at their sides, several metres apart from each other. They don’t move. It is as silent now as it has been the entire journey. A light breeze brushes the grass that covers the otherwise naked hills, a breeze the forest had sheltered us from.


‘Is it a protest?’ I whisper.


She looks at me blankly. ‘A protest,’ she says. ‘Here. Where no-one can see it.’


‘Group meditation?’


‘They’re trying to become trees, Bren.’


We stare at the people a little while longer. There’s no movement at all, just the wind blowing their hair. They face the same direction, their heads slightly tilted upward, to the sky. I’m not sure how they’re able to stay still for so long. I can’t hold a yoga pose for more than five seconds.


‘Maybe they’re dead,’ I say, ‘and they’re being held up by stakes. Like Jesus.’


Caelyn says, ‘Well, there’s one way of finding out.’


She moves toward them, but I grab her arm.


‘Wait,’ I say.


She considers this briefly before walking off, ignoring my silent, frantic waving. I give up and follow. My skin crawls as we get closer.


We pause a couple of metres from the group. There is no reaction. They continue to stand immobile, closed eyes, weathered skin. Breathing, but barely. The smell of piss and stale body odour hits me and I cover my nose.


Caelyn creeps closer, until she’s less than a metre away from one of them: an old woman with long, grey hair.


I can’t bear to watch. There’s something so unnatural about these people that I want to be far, far away. ‘This is so fucked,’ I hiss at her. At any moment their eyes are going to open and they’ll come after us like zombies. ‘Come on,’ I say, ‘let’s go. We’re in a horror movie and we’re the dumbarses who are going to be killed.’


Caelyn shushes me. She inspects the woman in front of her. The woman wears a long, tattered floral dress. Her sunken eyes are closed and her mouth is open, just a little. Her lips are dry and cracked. Her skin is dirty and sunburned.


‘Hey,’ Caelyn says, but the woman doesn’t respond.


Caelyn leans down and picks a long blade of grass. She’s about to run it along the woman’s face when we hear a voice, and my heart jumps out of my chest.


‘Young wanderers,’ the man says, ‘please leave our seedlings to make the most of Sol’s Total Light.’


I look over to see a tall, white, bearded man with shoulder-length hair, overalls and a red plaid shirt. Good-looking, with a broad smile. The sort of man you’d expect might lead a cult of people pretending to be trees.


‘Cult leader,’ I whisper.


Caelyn ignores me. ‘Total light?’ she says, dropping the blade of grass and backing away.


He waves at the sky, blue and cloudless.


‘Oh,’ she says, ‘that.’


He says, ‘Now, if you could just give our seedlings some space so that their earth and air is less disturbed by your animal exuberances. Come over here.’ He beckons. He’s polite, but it is an order.


We move toward him.


‘Now,’ he says, smiling beautifully, ‘who are you and what are you doing here?’


Caelyn offers her hand and says, ‘Sorry for our ignorance. I’m Caelyn, and this is my partner, Bren.’


The man nods, shakes her hand briefly. ‘Ved,’ he says.


‘I’m writing an article on your organisation,’ she says, ‘and since I couldn’t find a phone number or an email address, I thought I’d visit.’


The man’s smile is gone, replaced by a steely frown. ‘We aren’t an organisation. And we don’t have contact details.’


‘Right,’ she says. ‘Which is why I’m here.’


He looks across at me. ‘Why are you here?’


‘I like nature,’ I say. The man’s expression doesn’t change, and I add quickly, ‘I’m just here to support her.’


‘I’m not writing clickbait,’ Caelyn says. ‘I’m not looking to shame or discredit anyone.’


‘I chased off a few hikers with video cameras a few months ago. We don’t need any more gawkers.’


‘I’m just interested in what you have to say,’ she says. ‘What you believe in.’


He studies her face for a long time. Caelyn holds her nerve. ‘Stillness,’ he says eventually.


‘I might need more than that for an article,’ she says.


He grins and looks away. ‘Okay, okay. Couldn’t hurt to get the word out, I suppose. A few conditions though: no names, no video, no recording. No identifiers. If people need to find us, they will. Like you, apparently.’


‘Is that how it works?’ she asks.


‘Do you accept the conditions?’


‘I do,’ she says.


The warm, generous smile returns to his face. ‘Come,’ he says, ‘you won’t find the conversation you seek here. The rest of the hopefuls and caretakers live in a camp not far away. You can join us for lunch.’


‘No, thanks,’ I say, as Caelyn says, ‘Great.’





‘Read it to me,’ I say, handing her a mug.


Caelyn looks at her laptop and winces. ‘Ugh,’ she says. ‘It’s so stupid.’


‘I bet it’s not. Come on, read it. It’ll help.’


She takes a breath and begins. ‘In a field beside an old-growth forest, down a long, cracked dirt road . . . No. Logging road. Just logging road.’ She taps on her keyboard.


‘Keep going,’ I say. ‘It’s fine.’


‘In a field beside an old-growth forest, down an old logging road, thirty-three people face east and believe they are becoming trees. I don’t mean that they wake up and decide to be a tree for the day and then go home. I mean that they have stood in the same place for weeks on end, barely eating, barely drinking, trusting that they will soak up the nutrients provided by the sun, the earth and the air. I stand before them, challenging them, daring them to move, but they don’t. Within a few moments a voice asks me to give the seedlings space to bathe in Sol’s Total Light for as long as the day will allow. A middle-aged man appears: long hair, beard, plaid shirt; the sort of man you’d expect to meet in a commune dedicated to people pretending to be trees.’


‘Hey,’ I say, ‘that was my joke.’


‘It was a good joke. I’m using it.’


‘What if I wanted to write an article?’


‘You’re not going to write an article. May I continue?’


‘Sure.’


‘Um . . . the sort of man you’d expect to meet in a commune dedicated to people pretending to be trees. He calls himself Ved, or Forest Walker. He invites me for lunch in what he calls the Wanderers’ Camp. And then things get weirder.’


‘Where am I?’ I say.


‘You’re in the background. Haunting. There’s a break here, and then: They call themselves the Southern Ocean Arborealist Society but refer to themselves more commonly as the Arborealists. Ved tells me they’ve made camp here for several months. The land itself is in a strange sort of dead zone. Originally Wadawurrung Country, it was for a time owned by a company that was not permitted to log it but did so anyway. Many hectares of old-growth forest were destroyed before the logging was finally stopped by a reluctant state government. The company went bust, its directors absconded, and the land remains trapped in a legal limbo that will take years to resolve. When I ask Ved whether this history had anything to do with why they chose this site, he says that they don’t know how they ended up there, they just did.’


She pauses and looks up at me. ‘Is this . . . ?’


‘Keep going.’


She continues: ‘Ved doesn’t say much as we walk down the hill to the camp. At the bottom, a healthy creek flows beside a small collection of tents and makeshift huts. There are a few dozen people here, tending the campfire, stirring pots, talking, eating, reading. Only a few glance up when I arrive. I look around for evidence of mistreatment – the possibility that those on the hill are there under duress has occurred to me – but I can’t see anything obvious. Ved leads me to the fire and says, Let me introduce you to some of the aspirants and the caretakers.’


‘I notice you haven’t mentioned the smell,’ I say.


‘Yeah, nah, I thought that would be unkind.’


‘He introduces me first to a woman named Plinth, who has been carving a thick branch. Until recently, Plinth was an English teacher at a top private school. What are you carving? I ask. She holds out the piece of wood for my inspection. It’s hard work being a seedling, she says. Most need help to stay standing, so we make them little scaffolds. She makes a few careful cuts. And before you ask, yes, this is a branch that was fallen. The way she says it – as if it was descended from heaven.


‘An older man, who introduces himself as Tol, says that Plinth is a good caretaker. It sounds like it, I say. He asks if I have heard the call too. The group quietens for a moment, waiting for my response. I say that I’ve certainly heard something. He nods, and Ved nods, and apparently that’s enough for them.’


Caelyn scratches her head. ‘I don’t know,’ she says, ‘does this even work?’


‘It works,’ I say. ‘Keep reading.’


She screws up her nose, as if disgusted by what she sees on the screen in front of her, but continues.


‘The Arborealists believe in the supremacy of trees over all life, the power of Sol and its Total Light, the sustenance of the Dirt Mother and the life-spreading properties of the Great Current (the wind). They divide themselves into three cohorts: aspirants, seedlings and caretakers.


‘The aspirants, who currently number fifteen but are, according to Plinth, increasing in number daily, have arrived hoping to become a seedling. Becoming a seedling, however, is not a simple process.


‘An aspirant must first prepare. Plinth tells me it takes months of training. They spend their days meditating and exercising. Quieting the mind, readying the body, for the Stilling. It is a giving of one’s animal spirit to the plant, Ved tells me. It is the renunciation of muscle and animal consciousness. It is to be in the place where you have landed, to love it and nurture it, to drink from it, to eat from it. It is to give everything and be given everything.


‘The caretakers have usually tried and failed to become trees, and wait for the right time to try again. In the meantime, they look after the seedlings, providing them with water when there’s not enough rain, propping them up when their muscles fail to resist gravity and dealing with pests.


‘The origins of this group are obscure. There is no obvious internet presence. They claim there is no conspiracy, that it is not a cult, and that no-one has organised it through a clandestine forum. And from what I’ve seen, the usual cult elements – the charismatic but ruthless leader, the manifesto – are not present. They’ve never advertised or sought new members. It started with Tol and a few of the seedlings. Then a few more showed up. Then more. There was no structure, no order. No-one asked me to become part of the movement. When asked why they came, Ved says, We were called, and we arrived.


‘Called by whom? I ask him.


‘He shrugs. I press him for more and he gestures at the sky, the earth, the nearby forest. We were called, and we arrived.


‘Tol claims that some of the seedlings have been standing there for three months. They appear more malnourished and weaker than the others. I ask the group whether what is happening is humane. Whether the seedlings should be given routine medical inspections and brought to hospital for treatment if necessary. The group reacts badly.


‘One of the caretakers, Kerr, calms them. It’s fine, they say. You don’t get it. But ask yourself: how could a doctor treat a human who is becoming a tree? What use is their knowledge of human anatomy?


‘I say, They are human, though. They stand, they move slightly, their muscles get sore. I heard one of them moaning earlier. They’re human, and they’re suffering.


‘The group falls silent. Some of them excuse themselves.


‘Plinth explains, Taking root is a slow process. I ask her if any have managed to do so. She looks at me sadly and says, No. We had a few who were close. But not yet. She walks off without explaining.


‘I have so many more questions. What happened to the ones who were close? Did they just go home? Did they get some medical attention? Are they dead? But I’m left with no-one else to ask.


‘I hike back to the car. As I drive away, I can’t stop thinking about the people on the hill, the seedlings, and the families and friends they might’ve left behind. I wonder why they are all standing there, undoubtedly in intense pain, not speaking, not moving, and not eating and drinking. Why they are all slowly killing themselves. What brings people to this point?


‘I stop for petrol in a nearby town and ask the attendant if she’s heard of the people trying to become trees. She snorts. Yeah, she says. She holds her hands up in mock panic. The trees are coming, the trees are coming!


‘The sun sets as I resume the long drive home. I try to imagine what it would be like. A foot becoming a root. Skin becoming bark, my torso a trunk and my arms branches. It’s ridiculous, and I should be laughing about it. But something about their sincerity has shaken me. And left me strangely hopeful. What if?, I think, as the sun’s Total Light disappears, the Great Current moves onward, and the world fades into shadow.
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