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			The Endling

			In a small, steaming gully carved into the western slope of a mountain, a single orchid clutches to a vine. It is the last of its kind. The orchid knows it is the last because every spring it sends out little signals, dense sticky balls of hope, and for the last twelve springs, and the last twelve summers, it has received nothing in return. Occasionally the same signal rebounds, a return-to-sender, and there is nothing lonelier or more deflating than that.

			Like many lifeforms, the orchid’s ways of being and knowing can be traced through the roots. It carries its lessons and legends in the rhizome, along with essential starches and proteins. Everything it needs to regenerate is stored there. So, with its own form of vegetal memory, the orchid can recall a time that was less lonely. It remembers when the frequency of returned messages was steady, and further back again, a time when the frequency was so great that a cacophony of adulation bounced back from the edge. In its own way the orchid remembers all the way back to the beginning, recalls the sudden genesis of its kind many eons ago, remembers with absolute clarity the first to veer off track and begin a new line. It remembers that moment as if it were there, as if it too were the first.

			And because it carries the first within it, the orchid knows that the beginning was not a soft, humming stillness, a coddled pause before being occurred. This orchid’s state of emergence relied on something less serene — a restlessness, a hard nut of volatility. This plant was never going to spring from safety; it was bound to erupt from outrage. When the orchid remembers the beginning, what it remembers most is hunger. An emptiness aching to be filled. A saturating need. Hunger, then. Hunger and rage got the orchid to where it is today. Made something out of nothing. From hunger, the orchid burst into being.

			If the orchid has some kind of memory, it also has some capacity to reflect. Fatigued, coming to an end, it reflects on the branching of its great family, and this reflecting is a kind of remembrance, which is a kind of habitation, which means that this orchid is also all the orchids that came before it. It can see the points of divergence, the sporadic offshoots, the branching lineages, and the branches are both elegant and infinitely complex, which only proves that the orchid’s kind were fixed on excess, compelled to flourish. Their seed spread like mist, drifted across valleys, great plains, entire oceans when the wind was with them.

			They had the numbers back then. They could afford to be reckless. They flung themselves far and wide, and their seed stuck to everything. Couldn’t be dodged. Crept into every corner.

			There were many losses. Some perished at the end of a gullet, in whirlpools of stomach acid. Some dried out on dead earth, and their husks skittered away. Some seeds went up in flames and some were lost to water — sucked down rivers, swallowed by the tides — but then other seeds sailed above the waves, found islands floating in the middle of nowhere, and staged a frantic diffusion. It was a one in a million chance, but a million was nothing. A pittance.

			They took the chance every time.

			It’s all islands — that’s what they discovered. A desert is an island. A swamp is an island. A mountain is an island. The gully is an island. And all islands ask the same thing: that life fit itself to the pace and pigment of the place, that it gives every indication it’s conforming, even if it’s not. The orchid didn’t conform — at least, not at first. But even fake conformity begins to stick over time, and now it’s the gully that gives the orchid its cues. This is the orchid’s last lesson. It’s the place that moulds the life, not the other way around.

			The gully is growing quiet now. Slowly heating up and drying out. The orchid is fading, too, has only a loose hold on the tip of its branch. For the sake of its kind, it will hold on for a little longer. It won’t flounder. It will remember the way they once spread. It will remember when they ruled the world.


		
			Spring 1991

		


			Frank

			Frank wakes in dark. Not the dead-end dark of night, but a lukewarm, greasy kind of dark, like dirty dishwater. The birds are hushed, waiting. Storm’s coming, she thinks, and a dim flash of lightning settles the matter. She starts counting. Eight seconds later, the thunder.

			It’s a stiff-arm start to the day. A need-to-piss-can’t-get-up kind of morning. Casio says it’s just gone ten. She sleeps like a teenager. This is new for her.

			Chicken Midnight is stretched out inside the sleeping bag, her wet nose jammed into Frank’s armpit, her toes elegantly pointed, like she’s diving into a pool. Something about this position — nostrils wedged and ribcage spread — curbs the dog’s snoring. But it’s a bit close. The sleeping bag doesn’t breathe, holds Chicken’s thick whiff. Squeezed together like this, they’re offal in a sausage.

			Frank kicks her legs. The dog looks up, keeps her nose buried in Frank’s pit hair.

			What?

			‘How do you do that?’ Frank says, squirming. 

			Chicken stares. Care to elaborate?

			‘How do you manage to get into my sleeping bag without waking me?’ 

			Chicken closes her eyes again. Her tail thumps twice against Frank’s leg. Life’s full of mysteries.

			Frank unzips the sleeping bag and lets the funk free. The lightning comes again, snapping and then settling like a tablecloth. In late spring you can never be sure if a storm will linger in the distance, teasing your empty water tank, or come crashing in with big rain and knuckles of ice. She doesn’t mind rain. It sounds pretty falling on leaf litter, like mice tapdancing. So long as it doesn’t turn to hail. Hail is a nightmare. It freaks the dog out, fucks up the veggies, falls on the tin roof like ammunition. Hail can go to hell.

			Again, the lightning comes — a blaze of white light followed by a deafening whip-crack — and Chicken bolts from the sleeping bag, jumps to the floor. The camp cot threatens to tip.

			It’s everywhere!

			‘You’re all right, Chicky.’

			A sickly green tinges the scene. There is electricity in the air. Chicken stands next to the cot, her head close to Frank’s. In the murky light, Frank can just make out the cowlick on the dog’s chest: Chicken Midnight’s tiny hurricane. She traces the swirl with her finger as Chicken stands, wide-eyed and trembling. Moments later, another blinding flash. Thunder on its tail. Frank stays where she is. It’s too late to throw a tarp over the veggies. She can only pray the hail won’t come as she settles in for the show.

			Chicken looks at Frank. The dog is wracked with tremors.

			Are we going to die?

			‘We’ll be fine, love.’

			Frank sits up, pulls the dog’s head into her chest, pushes Chicken’s ears flat to muffle the noise. The rain rushes in like it’s missed its cue.

			The storm, more bark than bite, drops a quarter-tank before moving on. Within twenty minutes the sun is hurrying along the ridge, nibbling the tips of the wet leaves. There’s no firewood, so there’s no coffee. Chicken trots into the forest for her morning ablutions while Frank eats a cucumber and makes herself a bowl of oats soaked in cold water. The oats rise to the surface like flotsam. Chicken comes back to stretch in front of the stove — downward dog into upward-facing dog into obnoxious fart — then thinks better of starting the day and returns to the sleeping bag, where she promptly falls asleep.

			‘What hath night to do with sleep, hey, Chicky?’ Frank whispers to her dog.

			She stares down at her oats. Squints at the bowl. There is a black smudge in the centre of her vision. The Blot is back. This is its third visitation in a year. She had felt it lurking over tea last night, had recognised the dull ache at the back of her left eye, a bit like muscle strain and made worse when looking from side to side. It’s an unpredictable condition, whatever it is — it comes on quick, with little warning and no apparent triggers, then spreads across her sight like black ink through water.

			Frank pushes the bowl away. She’s lost her appetite.

			‘I’m going for a wander,’ she says to the dog. She has chores she should be doing, but it’s not the time to check the traps or wield a chainsaw. Everything’s soaked and slippery. She has a mind to go west. In all the years she’s been here, it’s the only direction she hasn’t properly explored. She’s been wary of it, can’t say why. It seems colder on the west side. Her heart trots a little faster, knowing she’s headed somewhere unfamiliar. It’s not that she’s afraid to see new things — she can handle new things just fine — it’s that if she falls over in some unpeopled, pathless wilderness, and twists her ankle or snaps her fibula or pokes an eye out on a twig or has a heart attack or knocks herself out and falls face-first into a puddle, she isn’t going to be saved by anyone, and will likely not be found for weeks, or even months. She’s getting on. These are the kinds of things she thinks about now: her own bleached skeleton, face down in a puddle.

			Frank fills a water bottle, chucks a cap on, slings a Polaroid camera over her shoulder. She tucks her pants into her socks so the leeches can’t latch on. ‘You coming?’ she asks the dog.

			Chicken Midnight cocks a brow.

			Too tired.

			As it turns out, west is not best. The incline is so punishing, Frank is forced to walk adjacent to it, neither uphill nor downhill, and still the landscape tries to tip her over. She looks to the trees and their compensating tilt, tries to mimic the angle. It helps some. They know what they’re doing, those trees. She passes gaping ferns, walking stick palms, timber giants with buttressing skirts. The forest here has never been logged. She can tell. It’s overrun, but it doesn’t have that tight vegetal mash so common with regrowth.

			There’s room to move. The earth smells fresh, rejuvenated. On the periphery, Frank hears a fair amount of scurrying. Wallabies and lyrebirds, goannas and fruit doves. Lives moving away from her at speed. The Blot leaks into the landscape. She could almost pretend the problem wasn’t there if it weren’t for her waning depth-perception. She closes her right eye and stares at her hand. Darkness spreads from the centre of her vision. The Blot is gaining ground.

			She walks for an hour, moving like a windup toy. The sun gets higher and heats the forest. Frank is about to turn around when a gully suddenly opens below her, wet and blazing with colour and steaming like a bowl of noodles. She can hear a creek, can guess at its course by a tight line of ferns. The place is heaving with water.

			There are things she doesn’t recognise: a pink fluffball; a plant wearing an Elizabethan ruff; a sticky red fruit, its gaping mouth strung with saliva. Other than that, the gully is unapologetically green. In the flecks of light afforded by the canopy, she can see tiny insects or seeds rising into the thick crown of trees, and every tree wears a cape of turfy fur. All the mosses face south. Clusters of basalt stand around like sentries, each covered in a dozen different types of lichen. Everything’s pointed in the same direction.

			She’s out of place, standing on the edge of this tiny, perfect ecosystem. Instantly excluded. It’s something about the cloistered air and rounded sounds, the shapes of perpetuity, the way the land seems to curl in on itself like a snail shell. This place wants privacy, and she has clomped in like a Clydesdale. She senses a crowd of smaller lives inspecting the sudden discrepancy: her oily red singlet, her Hang Ten cap with fluoro frangipanis, her white, furless skin, the sheen of her bare shins. 

			She is dizzy, too. The heat rising from the basin feels like stepping into a shower block. Too much water. The place is thick with it. She steadies herself against a tree, sucks sodden air into her lungs, waits for solid ground, for the whomping sound in her head to subside. Forty-seven going on goddamn eighty, she thinks.

			Something glances off her cheek while she stands panting, a small metallic body, all husk and wings. It shoots off and comes again. Frank flinches, knocks her head on the tree behind. She hears a low-pitched thrumming, catches a trace of black, and orange, and maybe pink. Can’t be sure. It’s only the size of her thumbnail and too fast to set her one good eye on. The thing comes in for a third assault.

			‘Fuck off,’ she grumbles, swiping slow like a spoon through soup.

			She climbs into the gully with jelly legs, aiming for the creek. Her bottle is empty, and she would like a drink of water, would like, in fact, to dunk her whole head in. Mosses and liverworts offer some traction as she descends, but as she nears the creek, it’s clear the ferns will be impenetrable. She slumps down on a rock. A layer of moss cushions her bum; its moisture seeps through to her undies. It’s a cool-down of sorts. From the direction of the creek, she can hear the harmonic meditation of frogs, and after a few minutes of sitting very still, fairywrens and firetail finches begin chatting and darting across the bowl, gossiping like sisters as they pass. Frank wonders who they’re gossiping about.

			The gully waits — not for her, she would never be so conceited as to believe that — but for life and life and life. Some people might call it untouched, though it’s a word that makes Frank uncomfortable. Untouched sounds like an invitation, a call to people with grabby hands. To her right, a liana vine skirts the ground by a foot. It’s thicker than her thigh, adorned with clumps of bird’s-nest ferns, and when Frank squints up into the canopy she finds that the vine drops down fifteen or twenty metres from the upper branches of a coachwood. Must weigh a tonne. She reaches out, pushes the liana, and the thick cable swings back and forth. Ferns shush with the movement. If she were younger, if she weren’t half blind, she would probably sit on the vine and swing out over the gully. She might kick her feet. She might even squeal.

			She pushes it again, tempted. Just above eye level, a scribble of vegetation clings to the vine. Frank recognises the chaos of roots, the epiphytic clutch, and yes, the buff, leathery leaves. It’s an orchid. A type of tangle orchid, perhaps. A single flower balances on the tip of a stem, its petals splayed in a no-nonsense way. It’s the colour of coal, except for a few orange streaks on the labellum, an unruly splash of colour that directs Frank’s eye to the column — the throat of the flower. The labellum sits low and swollen like a smacked lip. The very tip is fringed with fine turquoise hairs. Beads of condensation coat the dark petals and sepals.

			The flower appears to be sweating. And pouting. ‘Jeez. Buy a lady a drink first,’ Frank snorts.

			She watches the plant out of the corner of her eye. It’s not that she expects a response. She doesn’t. It’s just that there is something familiar about the orchid. The way it is. The way it behaves. Everything about this tiny bloom is plump and sticky and oversexed, in stark contrast with the roots and rhizome, which seem utterly depleted. She has seen something like it before in high school changerooms, and later in dark bars and back alleys. Emergent moments both alluring and grotesque — moments that force you to look when you shouldn’t. If she had to name it, she might call it excess. Too much flesh, maybe, or too much appetite for the flesh to contain. A stretching of limits.

			The plant seems desperate for her attention. With no real say in the matter, she attends. Moves closer. Trains Good Eye on bloom. Squints Bad Eye shut. She has an odd impulse to lick the flower’s swollen lip.

			‘Do I know you?’ she whispers, her breath brushing the petals. ‘I don’t think I’ve seen you before.’

			Odd that this bloom is all on its own. The flowers of a tangle orchid usually grow in rows, though, admittedly, Frank doesn’t know if that’s what she’s looking at. She’s never seen an orchid like this one. More precisely, she has never seen a black orchid, didn’t realise they exist. If she were more prepared, she’d take it home but transplanting it on the vine is the only option, and she hasn’t brought her bowsaw. She swings the camera around and snaps a picture of the orchid instead. Her hot cheeks fog the viewfinder. The camera grumbles and spits out a Polaroid. She fans her face with the photo until the image resolves. It’s a little blurry. She lines up for another snap, but nothing comes out. No more film. She’ll have to come back another day.

			Chicken Midnight meets Frank on her way back to the shelter. The dog runs up and down the steep incline, spins in circles, leaps extravagantly over fallen timbers. Seems to be celebrating something. Frank guesses she’s done a second shit, guesses it was a good one.

			She runs through her to-do list: check the traps, hone the chainsaw, cut the wood, stack the wood. She’s not so keen on the former, will get a cup of coffee out of the latter.

			‘I’m going to make some noise today,’ she says to the dog.

			Chicken stops up ahead, doesn’t move. Frank can sense her disapproval.

			They’re going to hear you one day.

			‘They haven’t heard me yet, have they? Stop being such a worrywart.’

			Frank carts her chainsaw to a fallen rose gum. She’s on edge using this ear-splitting machine, but there’s no other way. She is only one person, hasn’t the time or the strength to cut firewood with a handsaw. And besides, she’s not the one who made that stupid rule.

			‘What they don’t know …’ she grumbles.

			Chicken Midnight sleeps nearby. She’s eight now, a dog of leisure, a consummate snoozer. When the chainsaw screams into action and a cloud of exhaust spews out the back, Chicken starts, takes off home, tail between her legs.

			What the hell, Frank!

			Frank spends the afternoon slicing logs and rolling them down the hill, acutely aware of how much noise she is making. Maybe Chicken’s right. Maybe they can hear her.

			By dusk she’s bone tired, can hardly keep her eyes open. The traps will have to wait. She skips tea and falls asleep on top of her sleeping bag. When she wakes, the sun is well up, and her left eye has completely clouded over.

			Chicken snorts at the porridge in her bowl and looks up at Frank.

			No bully beef? No baked beans?

			‘Food runs out if you eat it.’

			The dog walks over to the mat and collapses with a thespian sigh.

			Frank works the last of the porridge around her mouth. The dog’s right; it’s a pasty meal without honey. Feels like her tongue is shrinking. She looks at the food trunk reproachfully. 

			‘I’d better go back. We’re out of everything.’

			Can I come?

			‘You know you can’t.’

			Frank’s guts complain. It’s nerves. She hates going to main camp. She hates hiding her dog too, recognises it for what it is. Garden-variety betrayal. Most days she’s a reasonable owner; most days she can offer Chicken Midnight all the stuff of a good dog life — humble gains and mild disappointments, two meals a day. Pretending the dog doesn’t exist is a tough pill to swallow.

			‘Remember when we met?’

			She asks this of the dog every time she’s due to leave. Her memory of that night is golden, a nugget she likes to polish: stumbling drunk down some Sydney backstreet, waylaid by a pitiful keening. The puppies were in a skip bin next to a construction site, three of them nuzzled together in a nest of reo bar, plasterboard off-cuts, chunks of plantation pine with protruding nails. They were alabaster white (though later, swaying over the kitchen sink, she would discover that the white coat washed off; that the puppies had, in fact, been covered in plaster dust). One was making a lot of noise. The other two were cold and still and slightly squashed.

			‘Loud little bugger,’ she’d said, picking up the leftover. The puppy was as new as they come. Stretchy skin, thin fur, puffy paws. It hadn’t yet opened its eyes. It was shaking violently. Frank turned it over, inspected it like a mango. No obvious bruises, no soft spots, no broken limbs. Skinny legs, though. Legs like a chicken’s.

			‘A midnight chicken,’ Frank had slurred, depositing the little body between her breasts for warmth.

			Later, the puppy would open its doughy eyes, and soon after it would see her. For the pup, Frank’s image would be blurry at first, a smudge of benevolence shifting about, touching the little body, warming it, feeding it. At around eight weeks, Chicken Midnight would see the world clearly. She would see Frank.

			Rescuing Chicken Midnight was one of the few spontaneous decisions Frank’d made that actually worked out. When the puppy started gaining muscle, and dream-yipping, and falling asleep with her paws in the air, and stretching with her bum in the air, Frank knew she’d done the right thing. Her love for the dog was as grave and unavoidable as homesickness. She was petrified at the thought of not having Chicken around. But there had been a moment, a fleeting moment, in which Frank thought she’d made a mistake. The dog looked at her. She always looked at her. After a while, Frank saw what the dog might see.

			Wild moods that swept in to buffet the tiny apartment. Sadness hovering for days, like a falcon hunting. Bouts of intense joy that were to be feared more than anything for what would follow — a mighty crash, a resounding incapacity. Frank was thirty-nine when she scooped Chicken out of the skip. Her gums were already receding. She could smell her own mouth when she spoke. Her life felt like one faulty ring-pull after another. The good stuff could never be got.

			‘I’m sorry,’ she’d said to the dog one night, curled in the shower recess with a longneck. ‘I’m trying my best.’

			You’re perfect to me.

			They’re perfect for each other, which is to say, they have become themselves together. Dogs do that for people. She’d heard it said before, and now she knows it. A dog will help a person emerge. Frank can’t think of a more sensible arrangement — that evolution and devotion might run along the same lines, that adapting might also be loving.

			Frank fiddles with the Polaroid while she eats her porridge. It’s hard to make out the orchid — its edges are smudged, and its markings have merged. Looks like a plant on the run. A fugitive flower. She pushes her breakfast aside and sketches the plant in her diary. She feels confident in the patterning, the orange stripes swiping like a cat scratch, the rash of turquoise, and the splayed shape like a mid-air gymnast. But when the drawing’s complete, something’s still missing.

			She adds an arrow pointing towards the dorsal and labels it ‘sweaty petals’. Dates the drawing, closes her diary, returns to her bowl. Down the hill, a ribbon of blue smoke rises into the sky. Chicken lies at Frank’s feet, her nose whistling in sorrow.

			You’re leaving me, aren’t you? 

			‘I’ll be back tomorrow.’ 

			Tomorrow is ages!

			‘I need food, Chicken. I can’t live on trappings.’

			I miss you already. I miss you desperately. I think I’m going to be sick!

			‘Poor pup. Be grateful you don’t have to walk for three hours just to make small talk.’

			It’s what she dreads most about going back. Not the long walk or the heavy pack, not the sticky heat or leaving the dog. She dreads having to talk. She dreads the stunned-mullet stares when she loses her words, and that desperate flurry to mop up the silence. It’s like meeting with a clan of third cousins, people she knows by name and face only. Chitchat is expected, a general tone of interest too, but after a while, it’s like pulling teeth to find the words, and all she can muster is a washing machine mid-cycle. Hmm, hmm, hmm. Last time, knowing the words would get caught in her teeth, knowing they’d come out mangled and soggy like spit-up bread, she’d made a list of things to talk about. It had helped. She begins a list in her head now. The weather. The leeches. The mozzies. The waking snakes. The possums in the veggie patch.

			Small talk is just stating the obvious, offering agreement, and making sure there are no gaps in between. People don’t like guessing, they don’t like waiting, and they don’t like a woman with atrophied speech.

			Robin’s the exception. There’s always something to talk about with Robin. She will know about the black orchid — there isn’t a plant she can’t name. Frank already has the Polaroid packed in her duffel bag. Robin will know what it is.

			Frank crouches down next to the dog and massages her neck. She lifts the dog’s head in her hands, kisses the fur between her ears, and takes a deep breath in, smelling her oils. This smell, more than any other, is the smell of home.

			Chicken’s nose whistles.

			I won’t make it without you. Will you bring me back a present?


			Duck

			On the other side of the fire, Luna sits cross-legged on the ground and holds a mallard to her chest. Frank has always thought of Luna as part gnome, as someone who would happily live underground if given a burrow to do it in. The soles of her feet are cracked and caked in dirt. Her legs above the ankle and below the knees are swaddled in thick black hairs. She has the calf muscles of a brickie. Luna whispers to the duck, consoling or colluding, drags on a blunt, blows the smoke away from the bird’s head, and then tucks her charge deep into her coat.

			Luna’s eyes are bloodshot and skewed. She’s stoned out of her brain. ‘What’s with the duck?’ Frank side-mouths to Sky.

			‘She found it down the hill, wandering in the bush. Reckons it escaped from that duck farm.’

			Frank snorts. That could be code for most of the women here. ‘What’s she saying to it?’ 

			‘She’s trying to convince it to start laying, but she’s going to be waiting a while for those eggs.’

			‘You think so?’

			‘I know so. That duck is a juvenile. And it’s a drake. His colours won’t come in till next breeding season.’

			‘Oh shit.’ Frank smothers a cackle. ‘Are you going to say something?’

			‘Nah, why spoil the fun? Anyway, I don’t think she’d listen. You know Luna. She doesn’t do limits. Physical. Biological.’

			‘Psychological. In that case, goodbye, omelette.’ 

			‘Au revoir, frittata.’

			Sky’s laugh is like wind through pine needles. Some violence was enacted on her face once upon a time, and her mouth took most of it. No one knows the details. No one ever will. Sky slings an arm over Frank’s shoulder and pulls her in close, lays her head on Frank’s collarbone. It must be uncomfortable, like resting on a pool cue. Frank is surprised by the weight of Sky’s skull; it feels as if a large stone has settled on her shoulder. There’s a culture of proximity here, as if everyone’s competing for closeness. Encroaching on someone’s personal space when there’s a whole damn mountain to spread out on seems perverse, but it’s something they all do, and they do it without asking. Frank calls it ‘the drape’. She hates the drape, suspects it veils something else — a lack of confidence, maybe. She doesn’t pull away from Sky’s dense head, though she desperately wants to. She quacks into her ear.

			A handful of women prep for dinner and talk among them-selves. Chris strums a guitar, sings a placid tune about exploding seedpods. Frank knows she should join them. She should be over there — squatting on a log, slicing spuds into a pot, shelling peas, stripping rosemary stems, skinning onions. If she really wanted to win them over, she’d casually mention Venus in retrograde, or the sun in Virgo, or the High Priestess, reversed. She’d be in without a hitch. Easy-peasy-lemon-squeezy. She watches Ranger, dependably dressed in khaki, shifting mushrooms on a skillet and barking instructions with full projection. Ranger speaks with a thick-tongued warble, as if a plum is lodged in the back of her throat. That she was once a Girl Guide is a foregone conclusion.

			Frank resolves to stay put. She doesn’t take instruction well.

			The smell of fried garlic and woodsmoke makes her hungry and homesick. She pictures her black dog curled in front of the cold stove on top of the hill, alone in the dying light with a grumbling tummy. The thought winds her.

			‘How long are you with us this time?’ Sky asks. Her hair is flattened at the back like she’s just woken up. Frank wants to tousle her curls, loosen them up a little. She feels the same agitation for the tag hanging out of Sky’s shirt and the frayed end of her bootlace.

			‘Just till morning. Got to be getting back.’

			Sky rights herself, taps Frank once on the knee.

			‘If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you were hiding someone up there.’ 

			‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

			Frank feigns wiping sweat from her brow, loosens her invisible necktie. Sky drops her head, smiles at the ground.

			‘It’s good to see you, Frankie. Sometimes I forget you’re up there.’  Tap on the knee. One, two, three.

			The women had been upset when Frank first took them to the site. It was a three-hour walk. It was too remote, and too bloody steep! There was no way they’d be able to drive the ute up.

			What if something went wrong? What if she were injured, or bitten by a snake, or crushed under a tree? How would they bring her down? What if she was in trouble, how would they know? Wouldn’t she get lonely? 

			The group had stood puffing in the clearing, hands on hips, dripping with sweat. The heat had turned hostile halfway up the hill, and Frank hadn’t warned them about the distance, or the gradient for that matter, so the group had spent the entire walk shirt-flapping and scurrying for shade. The last hour had been almost unbearable, a tedious drip-feed of almost there, not far now, getting close. It’d pissed Frank off no end. She was older than all of them. How hard could it be to climb a hill?

			The biggest issue, they insisted, was going to be food. How would she get supplies up there, let alone building materials? That line of inquiry had quickly led to another point of contention. The shelter. Frank’s design. It was not going to be possible; they couldn’t in good conscience leave her out in the cold.

			‘But I’ll hardly need to bring any materials up. That’s the whole point. I’ll just use what’s here and chuck some tin sheets on top. I mean, what’s the problem?’

			She’d noted the whine in her own voice, had been peeved by it. She felt limp and powerless around them, which was partly why she wanted to set up camp elsewhere. At main camp, her agency was contingent on their approval.

			The women hadn’t liked her tone. They frowned as if reckoning with a tired toddler.

			‘Frankie,’ Mila lightly scolded. ‘This is so you. A house without walls?’

			‘Well, it’ll have a fucking roof, Mila,’ Frank snapped, then dropped her head. Mila was silent. The others stepped back, turned faces away as if Frank’s mood was contagious.

			‘Sorry,’ Frank muttered. ‘I don’t want walls. It’s not up for discussion.’

			Mila took hold of Frank’s pinkie finger and gave it a friendly tug. Frank bristled, almost said what she was thinking — I was rolling joints with one hand when you were born, you little turd — but took a breath instead, held it, let it go. They looked out over the clearing while the bush ticked in the heat. Anything with a backbone was crammed into a tree hollow or waiting it out in the shade or underground. Good day for an afternoon nap. Frank suddenly felt very tired.

			Mila began massaging the pinkie.

			‘Ah, you’re a wild one, Frankie. Why here? What is it about this place?’

			Stupid girl. Couldn’t she see how the trees stood back as if giving the women some room? Couldn’t she smell the smack of ant nests and the sodden soil ripe for new growth? Couldn’t she hear the slipping creek and the wind lapping in like waves? A goanna shimmied up a tree, and Frank pointed to its hide, abraded like the bark it climbed.

			She felt vindicated by its arrival. It was a magnificent creature. But Mila wasn’t looking at the goanna, she was looking at Frank. Maybe she was looking at the greying hair, the whiskery chin, the slackening neck. There wasn’t a single stamp of human activity this far up the mountain. It was totally removed from the rest of the world. No place for a middle-aged woman.

			‘It feels like my place,’ Frank said. ‘I don’t know how else to describe it.’

			In the end, after an uneasy scene that saw the women huddled and whispering on one side of the clearing — while Frank, alone on the other side, pretended not to eavesdrop — they came to a compromise. Tarps for walls. She could roll them up in the dry and lash them down in big weather. And she would have to check in at main camp once a month.

			Frank’s acquiescence was considered a win by the group, a rare moment of total accord, and a surge of munificence followed. Frank should, of course, have her own home, they chummily agreed, and they should, of course, help her realise that dream. Over the month it took to complete the shelter, women camped on site to help Frank build the structure, while others climbed, single file like ants, up the hill, carrying timber, old roofing irons, hardware, and tools. A makeshift sled was assembled to transport the small water tank, and when it arrived at the top after a full day of uphill drag, the women howled like wolves at the setting sun. Everyone chipped in, and Frank managed to keep her cool, even when the project was completed and a spontaneous party erupted in her new home. She held her tongue when they screamed a song into the subdued forest — something about giving bondage the finger —thinking only how terrified the animals would be. She smiled through gritted teeth until they left. She needed their help. Then she needed them gone.

			After four wet seasons, Frank has come to see the sense in her polyethylene walls, though she still avoids the corners when the tarps are rolled down and positions herself as close to the exit as possible. How can anyone feel safe in a space where the air won’t move? Regarding check-ins, she had obliged for the first year or so, but happily, the tyranny of distance has prevailed, and Frank is easily forgotten. Now the time between visits often stretches to two or three months, depending on supplies. She figures the women are happy with this arrangement. She’s about as friendly as a cut snake and she knows it. It’s quite possible she is also feared in that very particular way young people fear older people: as a sign of things to come, a standard to avoid. Frank isn’t about to fix that any time soon.

			Visitors are to be discouraged. There’s too much to hide and nowhere to hide it — the chainsaw, the pelts, the grog, the dog. There are rules. She is expected to abide by them if she wants to remain on the mountain. She is not to eat meat; she is not to kill native animals; she is not to use machines, not even her beloved chainsaw; she is not to drink alcohol or do drugs other than weed and mushrooms. Mostly, the rules feel arbitrary, so Frank breaks them daily and with no small amount of joy. She can get away with it. No one wants to climb uphill for three hours to visit an irritable crank.

			The only rule she agrees with is the ban on domestic animals. Cattle tear up the soil, dogs and cats prey on the natives. This rule is entirely warranted. She breaks it with care and trepidation to keep Chicken Midnight by her side. After all these years, none of them know about the dog. None except for Mila.

			The main meal is simmering, should be ready to eat in an hour. A cast-iron camp oven is propped on the edge of the fire with its lid ajar. Frank smells warm damper. Sky tells her there’s raspberry jam for dessert.

			Mila is heading their way. Her head is shaved to the skin. A new look. If she was aiming for punk, she hasn’t pulled it off. Looks more foetal chic than anything else.

			‘When did you get here?’ Mila asks.

			‘About an hour ago. Didn’t want to miss out on dinner.’

			‘Frankie was just telling me about the lovely lady she’s got stashed away up top.’ Sky elbows Frank in the ribs. ‘She’s desperate to get back to her.’

			Mila flicks an icy smile. For the shortest woman in the group, she looms expertly. ‘All right, Casanova. You want to come and get your stuff before dinner?’

			Mila’s cabin is a five-minute walk from main camp, partway down a dirt track and tucked behind a thin stand of trees. The one-room building — square, timber-clad, built around a hodgepodge of mismatched windows — looks over a gentle slope of wallaby grass and then on to endless forest. Originally the place was a logger’s hut, built before the women arrived. No one wanted to occupy it because of the dick-swinging, tree-murdering, rapist energy they were sure had settled in its wall cavities, so it remained unoccupied for a decade before Mila came. She smoked the place with sage for days until it smelt like a hippy store, and then she moved in without a qualm. All these years later, no one else will step foot inside. They know how to hold a grudge, even against men they’ve never met.

			A neighbouring acacia has been overtaken by a horde of windchimes and slivers of broken mirror.
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