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Praise for The Door

The Door is a ghost story for modern times—layered, unpredictable and complex. The story goes deep, examining our motives for creating art and exposing the fragilities of the artist in the process. I loved it.

Sofie Laguna, author of The Choke

 

The Door wowed me with the exquisite agony of its characterization and its addictive depiction of very real dread most artists will be familiar with. Absorbing and hypnotic, The Door is a great ghost story.

John King, author of Guy Psycho and the Ziggurat of Shame

Praise for The Long Lonely Road

The power of evocation and suggestion at its best.

Vrasidas Karalis, author of The Glebe Point Road Blues

Praise for The Boy by the Gate

…a classic ghost story…damned scary and offers up some terrifying images.

IO9 Magazine

 

Haunting Matilda was shortlisted in the Aurealis Awards, best fantasy novella category.
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Foreword

Where do stories come from? I asked myself this question numerous times while putting together this small, representative collection of novellas and short stories. What germ of experience gives rise to a story? The best I can do is to say they come from an unconscious urge inside the author and find sentience on the page.

Often you do not know what you are writing about until someone—a friend, a reader, or a critic—draws your attention to the subject matter. You think you are writing about this, when in reality, you are writing about that. For instance, when my first book Mother Land was published a reviewer said the book was about how violence can affect a community like a virus and spread to the most unlikely individuals. “Is it?” I thought. When I looked closely, I saw that on some level it is. I just did not realize it at the time.

The act of violence runs through everything I write. For me it is the ultimate existential question. I am attracted and repelled by it. Why are humans violent and destructive? Why do we treat each other so badly? And what happens to us as moral, ethical beings when we accept violence as a valid option?

The other thing that links these stories is children, often in dire situations. I do not want to psychoanalyze too much, but given my upbringing at a rather volatile time in Greco-Turkish relations, it is perhaps inevitable I keep going back to the locus, trying to understand what happened in the Grimms’ fairy tale of my childhood, and why? Each piece of writing brings me closer to and further away from an elusive truth.

Ultimately, I sought to create finely wrought tales that will entrap you in my head for a time, like flies in a spider’s web. I hope you are suitably rattled and provoked.

Dmetri Kakmi, January 2020


The Door


For Shane Jones


Chapter One

“There now,” Orestes said, standing back to admire the painting.

It hung before him from a sturdy hook on the landing of the staircase leading from the darker downstairs part of the house to the lighter upstairs, with rows of small windows and the French doors that opened on a balcony, overlooking narrow Transom Street. This had been after all, in other times, an industrial area, filled with factories, abattoirs, noise, and the stench of hard labor in the shadow of the nearby Convent of the Good Shepherd, by the river. Now the suburb was gentrified and provided accommodation for the likes of himself, Orestes Gallanos, and his partner Simon Cole, artists both, living the inner-city dream in lofty warehouse spaces.

“There now,” Orestes repeated, casting an eye over the artwork he had labored upon for almost five months, in the garage turned studio with its stuffy air and bad light. He folded his arms across a narrow chest, tilted his head to the side, and stepped back to admire the results of his efforts. Not too far back because the hardwood landing was small and he risked falling down the steps to the polished concrete floor below.

It was a splendid work, even if he thought so himself. Very effective. It achieved exactly the outcome he aimed to produce in its creation all along.

It was a door painted with oil on linen. A life-size door, seven feet in height and three feet wide, with an old-fashioned handle that gave off a pleasing brass gleam. The square frosted glass panel above complemented two vertical panels below, and he had found that working with oil allowed him to capture perfectly the desired grain and texture of wood.

He descended the stairs and studied the painting from the entrance hall. From there, should a guest visit, the painting looked like a real door, complete with architrave and wooden step to complete the illusion. Only Orestes knew that, if he should by a miracle manage to open it, there would be nothing on the other side except plasterboard. A guest ascending the stairs and brushing by the painting would assume it was a real door, leading to, presumably, a newly built room on the other side.

At that moment, the front door opened behind Orestes and Simon came in, bringing with him a cold gust of July wind. His hair was cut short and newly dyed blond to accentuate the navy in his deep-set eyes.

“Hello,” Simon said, removing the black plastic raincoat and hanging it with a sprinkle of rainwater on the coat rack. “Why are you in the dark?”

It was four-thirty in the afternoon and almost pitch-black in the hallway. Orestes pointed wordlessly at the painting; a smile played on his lips.

“Oh,” Simon uttered, coming to stand beside him. “It’s terrific. It really is.” He gave Orestes a peck on the proffered cheek. “Congratulations. Are you pleased?”

“I think so…” Orestes cupped his chin and stared at his work for a while.

Simon stepped forward, rested both forearms on the staircase handrail, and gazed at the painting with a contented sigh. Orestes bathed in the way Simon was always so genuinely enthusiastic and encouraging about his work. It gave him confidence, made him feel he was worthwhile after all.

The electric light from upstairs streamed down and fell on the painting with intensity, making it resemble a well-lit stage, set for a play.

“Any moment now the door will open,” Orestes whispered behind Simon, “and the actors will step forward to pronounce the made-up lines meant for made-up lives.”

Simon’s smile was warm when he said, “That’s what I was thinking.” Then he caught the expression on Orestes’s face. “Something’s bothering you.”

“I wondered if I should have the door slightly open.”

Simon was also a painter, of a more esoteric order, and, although slightly younger than Orestes, had strong opinions on this sort of thing.

“No,” he cried, shaking his head and glancing at the painting as if he might have to fight for its right to remain as it was. “That’d be overemphasizing it. Glass is a kind of opening for one’s perceptions even though one’s body remains shut out.”

Orestes considered. “You’re right,” he said finally. “Glass lets your eye enter the other side, but only partially, since it’s not clear glass.”

“Oh, baby,” Simon cried, coming up to Orestes and catching his wiry form in his arms. “This can be the centerpiece for a series of trompe l’oeil for your next exhibition. Imagine a whole room!” Simon twirled happily around the floor with Orestes in his arms, smiling and pressing him to his body. The room spun with them, the glass bricks of the bathroom at one end and the darkness of the garage-studio at the other. “This calls for a celebration.”

“There’s a bottle of Taittinger in the fridge,” Orestes offered.

They went upstairs. Orestes popped the champagne bottle and poured the amber liquid in tall crystal flutes inherited from Simon’s mother, Orestes’s side being poorer and lacking in luxuries and good taste. After watching Laura with Gene Tierney for the umpteenth time, they made quiet, habitual love on the couch and much later still, after watching Farewell, My Lovely for the sixth time, they crossed to the bedroom and slept soundly in their double bed, behind an elaborate wooden Japanese screen.

In the long winter’s night, the building settled with a sigh around them. It resolved its sound angles and determined lines into a world filled with peculiar, shifting disturbances, some fleeting and others lasting, deep in the mortar and concrete of the century-old foundations. The last train raced by unnoticed on the raised tracks a block away, the procession of near-empty windows piercing the night like accusations. In the early hours of the morning, when traffic slowed on nearby Hoddle Street, only the icy wind was left to prowl the empty streets. It slid past the grille pulled over the sturdy front entrance, passed through the barely discernible crack under the door, and set out feelers toward the stairs, from there to reach the painted door with the frosted glass panel and the glistening doorknob. The painting showed faint in the cold silver of a night-light left on halfway down the stairs. If there was anyone at the top of the stairs at that hour, one would have been forgiven for thinking the door looked forlorn on the landing, where people pass but rarely stop. An invitation.


Chapter Two

Early next morning Simon left for a week’s stint as artist in residence in Mildura. The couple parted beside the regional train at Southern Cross station, after hugs, kisses, and promises to call every evening directly at six.

“I’ll have a glass of red beside me,” Simon told Orestes. “You do the same. We can pretend to have our usual drink and catch up on the day’s events.”

Their ritual for as long as they had been together. Twenty years in August.

Orestes kissed Simon again as the train let off a great blast. It set a deep vibration in his stomach, reminding him of desperate partings in Brief Encounter, another of their favorites.

Simon let him go and stepped back into a dusty carriage. Seeing the dirt plastered to the sides of the conveyance brought to mind the great open plains of Orestes’s youth and the race courses he haunted as a boy, wishing he were a jockey and looking forward to the day when he would mount a magnificent steed and bring it with skill to the head of a winning race. The image was so vivid in Orestes’s mind he almost heard insects creak in the trees; he almost smelled the long, gently bending grass beneath an unending sky. And in that moment his mother turned and looked at him over her shoulder, long springy coils of brown hair spilling down her back.

“See you Saturday afternoon,” Orestes murmured with a small wave.

“Try to come up,” Simon urged as the automatic doors shut between them.

The train pulled out of the station with a rumble. Simon craned his head and waved from behind a dirt-caked window for as long as he could. Then he imaged Simon took a seat and opened a book for the long journey ahead. No doubt Orestes cut a forlorn figure, standing on the gray, windy platform with an upraised hand and brave little grin on his face. He did not like to be apart from Simon. Separation left a small hole in him, and it grew bigger as days passed, often driving him to despair.

He stood on the platform until the final carriage turned a corner and vanished from sight. Then he retraced his steps to the escalator and ascended to the upper levels. On Collins Street, he mounted a tram and headed to Fitzroy to meet Peter Polites. Aside from being Orestes’s oldest friend, Peter was the curator of Sponge Gallery, the space in which Orestes hoped to display a series of paintings. They had known each other since art school, and although Peter was heterosexual they were like brothers, easy and casual with each other. Yet careless, too, the way people who have known each other a long time tend to be, taking it for granted the other will be around no matter what transpires.

Orestes outlined the concept for the show over a cup of coffee as the two hunched beside a De’Longhi electric heater in a small, intimidatingly neat office at the back of the gallery, watching through an open door as Peter’s young assistants, a man and woman, dismantled an exhibition.

“Righto,” Peter said when Orestes finished speaking. “What do you want to call the exhibition?”

“Fact or Fiction.”

Peter was short and stocky, with a beard and rapid-fire delivery. He nodded continually and scratched his bushy chin as Orestes spoke. “And what’s the philosophy behind these works? What do you want to say exactly?”

Orestes shrugged; he hated these kinds of questions. “I’m not interested in metaphor or symbolism. So, for me, trompe l’oeil painting can create a state of being where the thing being painted enters the same space as the viewer. Usually with exhibitions it’s the other way around. That is, a realist painting has its own space and the viewer enters it.”

“So, you’re playing with perception.”

“And state of mind.”

Half of Polites’s attention was on his assistants. “Ahmad, be careful with that sculpture and wrap it up properly before putting it in its case.” He turned his attention back to Orestes. “I’m afraid that’s not going to cut it with the punters. You need a manifesto, a grand gesture that’ll make ’em want to part with their hard-earned cash.” He tossed back his coffee and looked around for more. When he saw there was none left, he called out to his servant: “Ahmad, get me another double macchiato. Five sugars.”

Ahmad, a slender North African with black hair in cornrows, was quick on his feet. “What did your last slave die of?”

“Get outta here, you bugger. Don’t forget who’s paying your salary. Want another coffee, Orestaki’mou?” When Orestes declined, Peter added, “Why do you paint, mate?”

“Because it makes me feel real.”

Peter was horrified to hear this. “Jesus, I feel sorry for you. Most people are into conceptual art nowadays. Painting’s dead, they say—”

“Conceptual art isn’t real art,” Orestes said, sweeping aside the words. “Most of it is crap.”

“Crap that sells,” Peter said. “Why do you paint, Orestaki’mou? What drives you? That’s what I wanna know.”

After a moment’s consideration, Orestes said, “Much of my work is based on three philosophical questions. Who am I? Where did I come from? Why am I here?” He felt that summed it up perfectly and he was pleased he had been able to gather his thoughts sufficiently under pressure.

“I’ve no argument with that.”

“Since these questions don’t have an answer,” Orestes continued, “it means we don’t know who we really are. We’re shut out from ourselves, as if there’s a door there and we need to find what’s on the other side. It also means we are an illusion to ourselves because lack of knowledge equals illusion.”

“What’s that got to do with the door you painted?”

Orestes had told Peter about the door earlier.

“The door is a perfect illustration for this condition. The answers to all questions lie beyond the door, if you can open it.”

“Sounds better than all those weird beach shacks you painted a couple of years ago.”

“They were cabins.”

“Yeah, weird cabins, with hooks and blood. Freaked people out and I couldn’t sell ’em.” Peter stood and clapped Orestes on the shoulder. “Go home and write all this down for me and I’ll spruce it up a bit when the time comes. That’ll be your manifesto for Fact or Fiction.”

Orestes rose to his feet, too, knowing his time was up. Peter was a busy man. Ahmad walked in the door with the coffee, handed the recyclable cup to Peter, and returned to his work. Orestes was walking out of the door when Peter called out behind him.

“How many paintings are you going to do, mate?”

Orestes paused with one foot in and one foot out of the entrance. “About twenty,” he considered. “I’ve already started thinking about two smaller ones.”

“That’ll do. And Orestaki’mou.” Polites approached his friend across the seemingly vast echoing space. “Don’t be a stranger. Come and visit. You always go quiet when Simon’s away.”

Orestes was taken aback. “I do?”

“Don’t play innocent with me. You retreat when he’s not around. You go into your cave. There’s no need. We’re here for you.” He turned and bellowed across the room. “Aren’t we, kids?”

Two timid voices answered in a half-hearted affirmative from across the chalk-white space.

Orestes dropped his voice and said to Peter, “What are you talking about?”

“You obviously forgot what happened last year when Simon went away.”

Orestes became defensive. “I wasn’t well.”

“You know what your problem is?”

“I wasn’t aware I had a problem.”

“All you Anglos have problems. Bunch of neurotics, that’s what you are.”

“I’m Greek, in case you hadn’t noticed.”

“You sold out. You’re one of those pseudo-Greeks. That’s why you talk with a plum up your arse.”

“I see. Please enlighten me. What’s my problem, according to you?”

Peter did not have to think about it. “You hold back too much. You should be more… I don’t know, open, forthcoming. Grab the bull by the horns.”

“Well, thank you for the advice, doctor.”

“Well, schmell. Don’t be offended.” Peter hugged Orestes and added, “Go to your studio and put your neurosis on the canvas.”

On the street Orestes turned up his coat collar, dug his hands in his pockets, and turned to take a final glance at the gallery through the large display window. He wished he hadn’t. Peter, Ahmad, and the young woman, Alison, stood in a line, staring at him as if they expected him to fall apart on the street. He gave a desultory wave and went his way, not knowing what to think of Polites’s outburst.

It was a twenty-minute walk from the gallery to the warehouse in Abbotsford. Orestes decided to risk the chance of further rain and trust to his sturdy legs, although the cold bit through his denim jeans. The air would do him good and allow him to put in several uninterrupted hours in the studio.

Now that it’s settled with the gallery, he thought, I want to start on the work as quickly as possible, while ideas flow and enthusiasm’s at its peak.

Hard work would also fill in the minutes and hours that stretched ahead while Simon was away.

In the end, Orestes worked for four-and-a-half hours straight and came up for air soon after five in the evening. He set aside the paintbrush and cleaned his hands with turpentine before venturing upstairs. The windowless downstairs studio prevented him from observing that it was dark out. The rest of the house was almost entirely sunk in abject gloom. There was not a sound outside. Then he heard it. Soft rain fell on the tin roof and gurgled in drainpipes as it made its way to the gutters on the street.

If nothing else, he thought, it will give the car a much-needed wash.

And he slept well to the sound of rain.

It was a short time later, as he sat on the living-room couch, clutching a semi-cold coffee cup in his lap, when the phone rang. It was Simon, of course, and he realized it was already six o’clock. Time for their nightly rendezvous. He put the phone to his ear and leaped to his feet. He headed for the kitchen with renewed energy, switching on lights as he went. The house came to life even as rain lashed the windows.

“Pleasant trip?” Orestes asked, picking up an open bottle of Merlot from the kitchen counter and pouring a liberal helping in a wineglass.

“Long and boring but I got some sleep. How are you?”

“I saw Peter. He’s interested in the exhibition.”

“That’s great. Congratulations. Let’s toast to your success. Have you got a glass of something?”

The ritual was ingrained when one or the other was away from home. It bridged distances and brought them together at a time when they least desired to be apart. Feeling slightly foolish, Orestes held up his wineglass, uttered a cheerless “Cheers,” and drank. He pictured Simon repeating the same actions in his distant motel room, with the Murray River possibly flowing meters from the door. No doubt it was warmer there than it was in Melbourne.

He turned on the hydronic heaters as he recrossed the floor from kitchen to living room.

“Peter reckons I go underground when you’re away,” he said, settling on the couch.

There was a barely perceptible hesitation before Simon said, “Do you?”

Immediately, Orestes wished he hadn’t said anything. Sometimes his mouth moved faster than his brain. Now that the lights were on inside the house and the heaters busy warming the place, he found his anxiety about being left alone had retreated until it was no more. It was cozy in the house and he liked having the space to himself, even if it was dark and full of shadows downstairs. He looked forward to enjoying a night alone at home. He could watch a DVD, or put in another hour in the studio before turning in. He wasn’t answerable. He was a free agent; he could, if he wished, enjoy himself. There was no need to fret.

“Can’t say I noticed,” he said. “Anyway, it’s nice to hear your voice.”

“I miss you already. We’re in the same state but so far away.”

Again, he pictured Simon in the motel room, holding the phone against his cheek and cradling a wineglass protectively to his chest. Was he sitting on the bed or a chair, with bare feet and legs drawn up? What was he wearing? His usual black? And if he was in Mildura, why was his presence so strong in the house? Orestes expected him to come around the corner or up the stairs any minute, smiling and demanding to see a Gene Kelly film so that he could admire the actor’s muscular thighs.

They spoke in a meandering fashion about nothing much for perhaps twenty minutes before Simon announced he must get ready for dinner with committee members. He also had to prepare for a local radio interview. They parted after exchanging affections and promising to speak the next day.

“Same time, same place,” Simon pronounced, making kissing sounds in the phone.

In the end Orestes fell into bed before ten o’clock and slept soundly, promising himself to get up early next morning and go straight to work in the studio.

He was awoken by the sound of a woman crying. Long, plaintive sobs without end, forlorn in the night. He lay under the warm covers and listened, wondering where it came from. The poor creature. She sounded as if her heart was breaking.

Orestes reached across to the bed stand and pressed the phone’s on button. The sleeping alcove behind the Japanese screen lit up briefly; a crazy jumble of shadows leaped on the peaked ceiling and just as quickly fell into obscurity. It was 2.20 a.m. Rain still fell, persistent and driven by wind, in great sheets against the brickwork. And all along there was the woman, wretched and crying fit to break the heart.

When this went on for some time, Orestes threw back the bedcovers and padded hurriedly in bare feet to the bathroom. In order to get there, he had to descend the stairs and walk past the painting of the door, barely visible in the night-light on the landing, as a guide to the second night-light that burned all night in the bathroom.

That’s when he realized the crying came from the other side of the wall. He stopped on the landing and put his right ear to the plaster beside the painting. There it was. Definitely. Lengthy weeping and sobbing with no end in sight, as if the woman were alone with no one to take care of her.

Orestes considered the situation while continuing to press his ear to the cool plaster. Robin and Diane lived next door. It didn’t sound like Diane. Besides, she wasn’t the sobbing type. More like bellowing. Maybe a female friend staying overnight? The two couples enjoyed a close friendship and often had dinner and movie nights where they watched black-and-white films and discussed their merits or otherwise until all hours of the night.

Orestes had a good mind to knock on the wall and tell them to keep down the noise when the crying stopped as suddenly as it started. He stood on the landing, growing colder by the minute in his black boxers and white T-shirt, waiting for it to start again. Nothing happened. There was only the sound of the wind on the street and rain falling. Eventually, he went to the toilet, washed his hands and face, and made his way to bed.

Sleep did not come. He was still awake when the day’s first bird sang at six o’clock. For some reason, the weeping had disturbed him and he couldn’t get it out of his mind. A tremulous feeling stirred inside him and turned over, like a restless, insinuating beast.


Chapter Three

After breakfast Orestes started work on a new painting without knowing exactly where it was headed. All he knew was that it was to be a full-length nude self-portrait. To make things comfortable for himself, he heated the studio with three small bar heaters, placed a full-length mirror to the right of the canvas so that he could see himself as he painted, and then stripped.
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