
[image: Cover: The Long Night, by Christian White. Bestselling Author of the Ledge. Who Will Survive Till Daybreak?.]



[image: The Long Night, by Christian White. Affirm Press Australia.]




For my second mother, Christina DeRoche





7pm





1 Em

Em is going to die alone.

‘Which is fine,’ she whispers, too quiet for anyone else in the bar to hear. And it really is fine. Being stood up for a blind date is a mercy in a way. No small talk, no awkward half-conversations, no pressure to be interesting or witty. Just the clean, simple clarity of rejection. Life will soldier on as always.

She sits alone in one of the booths on the back wall of the Royal Oak Hotel, an old relic of a pub that stands on the corner of Main Street and Royal Oak Drive. It’s a Friday night, but the weather is miserable, so the place is practically empty. There’s a cluster of twenty-something lads laughing around a table; an old couple sharing the same bottle of red (and not a single word); a long line of empty stools; and Em, a skinny nineteen-year-old woman who, yes, is going to die alone.

‘Totally fine,’ she tells herself, watching the door.

Outside, the sleepy little village of Talowin is mostly dark. The few lights still on blur together through the rain-streaked window like a smeared watercolour painting. Directly across the street is St Matthew’s, a Gothic old Anglican Church surrounded by pine trees. A single light has been left on above the door, spotlighting an empty car park. Talowin sits on the northern side of the Great Dividing Range. Tonight, beyond the edges of town, the mountains look to Em like the shoulders of cosmic giants, silhouetted against gathering storm clouds.

She adjusts her focus and looks at her reflection in the glass. You wouldn’t know it to look at her, but Em spent a full hour in front of the mirror before coming out tonight. Her look is carefully indie: scuffed sneakers, op-shop jacket, worn-out jeans, all black. The only pop of colour comes from her hair, which she recently dyed electric blue (a box job, but still pretty). All gussied up for nothing.

Em picks at a coaster and tilts her beer in slow circles, watching the foam cling to the sides of the pint glass. She forces herself to count to ten before looking at the door again. It’s still shut. That makes it official. Her date’s not coming.

She shouldn’t be surprised, but she is.

Since she found Holly online a few weeks ago, they’d exchanged maybe a hundred messages. It was small getting-to-know-you stuff mostly – nothing flirty – but when Em cautiously, kinda sorta suggested they meet up in real life, Holly didn’t hesitate. She’d written three small but wonderful words: when and where? Now, either Holly was in fact a forty-five-year-old man posing online as a twenty-one-year-old or she had changed her mind.

‘Come to her senses, more like it,’ Em whispers.

She drains her beer, sets the glass aside, and stands. It’s time to leave. Time to go home, change into pyjamas and watch an old episode of The X-Files. And she almost does leave. But a rock ballad comes on over the pub speakers: Journey’s ‘Don’t Stop Believin’ ’. It might be a sign from the universe: she decides to stay for one more drink. When she gets to the bar and glances at the menu, she decides to grab some dinner too, because she has to eat somewhere.

The truth is, she’s in no hurry to get home. Her mother’s out, and their big old house can get kind of creepy when she’s all alone. It’s an architectural marvel, all glass and vertical wood, perched on rolling acreage at the far end of Rothmans Road. During the day, the floor-to-ceiling windows along one side of the house give sweeping views of the ranges. But at night, all Em can see is her own reflection. It’s too easy to imagine someone on the other side of the glass, sneaking slowly closer.

The bartender is a big guy in his thirties, with a little red beard and a thinning dome on top. He’s watching the horse races on one of the big screens mounted opposite, completely disinterested. Em orders another beer and a plate of nachos. While she waits for the pour, she looks at the big mural behind the bar. It runs the entire length of one wall: a hyperreal forest landscape in psychedelic greens.

She looks at the door again.

‘Waiting for someone?’ the bartender asks.

‘I was, but I don’t think she’s coming.’ She shrugs. ‘I think I’ve been stood up.’

The bartender gestures to the door with his chin. ‘It’s not her, is it?’

For a second, Em forgets to breathe. This woman is beautiful. Dark hair, dark eyes, a light dusting of freckles on her cheeks and nose. She’s dressed in a simple white tee, tucked into tight black jeans, with a bright yellow puffer jacket. Her cheeks are flushed from the cold. There are little beads of rainwater in her hair.

Until tonight – until right now – Holly has been a photo on the internet. But here she is in real life, flesh and blood. She sweeps into the bar on long legs and shrugs the jacket from her shoulders. She looks around until their eyes meet.

‘Hi, Em.’

‘Good, thanks.’ Em shakes her head. ‘Sorry. I mean – hi. Wow. It’s nice to meet you. In real life, I mean.’

‘Sorry I’m late,’ Holly says. ‘I drive like a granny when it rains.’

‘I hadn’t noticed,’ Em tells her.

Holly orders a vodka soda. On their way over to the booth, she looks at the hand holding her glass, as if she just remembered it was there. ‘Excuse my zombie hands. They don’t usually look this way. I’ve been at work all day, bleaching towels.’

Em looks. Holly’s right. They do look like zombie hands. Her fingers are cracked and dry, and there’s dried blood around her thumbnail.

‘Do you work in a laundromat?’ she asks.

Holly drops her parka in the booth, and they sit down. ‘I’m a hotel housekeeper. That’s a fancy word for maid. Or maybe maid is a fancy word for housekeeper. It’s not very glamorous. But the shifts go fast, and I get to listen to music while I’m working. You’re not supposed to, but I always wear my hair down so my supervisor doesn’t see the headphones.’

Her hair is up tonight, revealing what might be the most perfect set of ears Em has ever seen.

‘Which hotel do you work at?’ Em asks.

‘It’s called the White Lodge,’ Holly says. ‘It’s in Olinda.’

Em knows the place. The White Lodge is a sprawling, log-house-style hotel, tucked against the forest. It’s all aged timber and big shadowy eaves: something out of Twin Peaks. Out front, a three-metre-tall bear stands frozen mid-roar.

‘I drive past that place all the time, but I’ve never been inside,’ she says. ‘The big fibreglass bear on the lawn is so kitsch.’

‘I know, right? We call him Barry the Bear. He’s made of wood, though, not fibreglass. There’s termite damage, but the owner isn’t doing anything to fix it. I think he wants it to collapse. He tried to get rid of it a few years ago, before I worked there, but apparently the locals threw a fit, so he had to keep it.’ Holly leans in over the table and lowers her voice, as if letting Em in on a deep, dark secret. ‘People say it’s haunted.’

‘The bear?’

Holly gives a wild little laugh. ‘No – the hotel. I personally haven’t experienced anything weird, but Nat has. She’s technically not my supervisor but sort of is by default, because she’s worked there since the Pleistocene epoch.’

‘The what?’

‘The Ice Age,’ Holly says. ‘See, I’m making a joke and showing off at the same time. Charming, aren’t I?’

‘Very.’ Em grins. ‘You were saying – about Nat…’

‘Right, Nat. She swears she’s heard kids crying in rooms without guests, phantom footsteps in the conference centre, weird bumps and knocks where there shouldn’t be. And there’s this one room – three-oh-three – that’s always freezing cold, even in the middle of summer.’ Leaning back, Holly asks, ‘Do you believe in stuff like that?’

Em shrugs. ‘Have you ever heard of the Stone Tape Theory?’

Holly shakes her head, but her eyes are wide.

‘Basically,’ Em says, ‘it’s this idea that certain places can record things. Like big, emotionally charged moments can leave an imprint on the environment. A sudden death, a horrible murder, a messy breakup…’

‘Trauma,’ Holly offers.

‘Exactly, trauma. Then, under the right conditions – maybe it’s super quiet, or the weather’s weird, or you’re just in the right headspace – it plays back. So when people see a ghost in an old hotel, they aren’t seeing a spirit of the dead; they’re just watching a replay. One of the hotel’s memories.’

‘Dude, that’s wild.’

‘And it makes a weird sort of sense, right? They say trauma is stored in the body, so is it such a stretch to think it’s stored in the world as well?’

Holly smiles. It’s hard to read. A very mysterious smile.

‘What is it?’ Em asks.

‘I was just thinking, whenever I bring stuff like this up, people usually laugh at me or change the subject.’ She looks down. ‘This is – I don’t know – nice. It’s so rare that I have an actual conversation with someone. There’s too much small talk in the world.’

‘I hate small talk,’ Em says.

‘Cheers to that.’

They clink glasses. A tea candle between them flickers, casting wavering, cosy shadows.

The bartender brings over Em’s nachos. Holly digs in. Em likes that they’re eating off the same plate. It feels casual and familiar. A good sign.

‘How’s the film script going?’ Holly asks.

‘Oh, I don’t know. Okay, I guess. The first two acts are in pretty good shape, but I don’t know how to end it.’

‘When we were chatting, you told me you were writing a horror, but you didn’t tell me what it was about. Is it a ghost story, a slasher or…?’

‘Actually, it’s a monster movie,’ Em says, feeling self-conscious. ‘It’s about this teenage girl called Cassie. She has social anxiety. She hates looking people in the eyes – it’s her worst fear and, sorry, is this super boring?’

‘Not at all. Keep going.’

‘Right. Anyway. She’s delivering food – she’s only seventeen, but the movie is set in America, so she has a driver’s licence – and she gets lured to this old mansion in the middle of nowhere. A weird family lives there, and it turns out they’ve summoned this… creature. It’s eight feet tall, with stark white skin and hands that dangle to the knees. And he has these sharp, jagged teeth…’

‘Ew.’

‘And this monster is always hungry. All it wants to do is eat. And it’s basically unstoppable. But it has one weakness.’

‘What?’

‘The monster will only attack if you’re looking away from it,’ Em explains. ‘It can’t move as long as you’re looking it in the eyes.’

‘That’s really cool, but no offence, Em, if it ever gets made, I won’t be able to watch it. I’m such a baby when it comes to scary movies. I get nightmares.’

‘I love them. The old ones are my favourites.’

Holly brushes salt from her fingers and wipes guac from her lips with a serviette. ‘What is it about horror – do you like being scared?’

‘I don’t like being scared, exactly – I like being scared on my own terms. Something about the fear makes me feel safe and in control, like I can hold the monsters at arm’s length. Does that make sense?’

‘No!’ Holly laughs. It’s a full, rich, wonderful sound. She leans back in the booth, arms crossed, studying Em now, like one of those challenge puzzles on Survivor. ‘Do you do this a lot? Go on dates? The online thing?’

Em shrugs. ‘In Talowin, it’s basically the only way to meet other girls. I haven’t had much luck, if I’m being honest. Most people are looking for “no strings”.’

‘You can’t say that without air quotes, can you?’ Holly says.

‘It’s like a rule.’

Holly looks a little cautious now. ‘Does that mean you’re looking for something more than “no strings”?’

Em takes a deep breath. ‘I’m just looking for a connection,’ she says. ‘Does that sound wanky?’

‘Not in the slightest.’ Holly hesitates. Then, ‘Em?’

‘Yeah?’

‘Would you mind if I came over to your side of the booth?’

Em finishes a mouthful of nachos. ‘Yes.’

‘Yes, you’d mind? Or yes, I can come over?’

Em smiles. ‘The second one.’

Holly slides her beer across the table, then comes around to join her. When she sits back down, their shoulders touch. It’s another good sign.



Later, Em walks Holly to her car. It’s a little after nine, which is late in Talowin. All is quiet on Main Street. The only places open (aside from the pub) are the Thirsty Camel bottle shop and the Shell down on the corner of Main and Talowin Creek Road. The rain has lightened to a drizzle. Mist gathers low in the folds of the hills and clings to the sides of houses. Smoke drifts lazily from a few chimneys, rising in long white ribbons.

Em tries to think of something to say, but her mind is buzzy with post-date anticipation. When they say goodbye, will Holly kiss her? If not, should Em try? Is it okay to just kiss another person, or are you supposed to ask for permission? Em wouldn’t mind. Not one bit.

‘This was great,’ Em says.

‘Really great,’ Holly agrees.

They cross the street to St Matthew’s car park, which is empty aside from a green Subaru Forester. There’s the crunch of their shoes on the frosty grass and the rustle of leaves in the wind. Somewhere in the distance, a car alarm goes off and is silenced.

Holly reaches the car first. She fishes out her fob, thumbs it, then hovers beside the driver’s side door, shifting her weight from one foot to the other, hugging herself with the big puffy sleeves of her yellow parka.

‘Do you have far to drive home?’ Em asks.

‘I’m down in Healesville. Twenty-five minutes on a good night.’ She looks up at the weather. ‘Tonight, maybe a little longer.’

Still, Holly hovers. Is she working up the nerve to make a move, or waiting for Em to make one on her? ‘Hey, Em,’ she says. ‘Do you want to—’

‘Yes.’ Em shakes her head. ‘Sorry, I’ll let you finish. But the answer is yes.’

‘You haven’t heard the question yet.’

‘Were you going to ask if I wanted to do this again?’

‘Actually,’ Holly says. ‘I was going to invite you back to my place.’

Em grins. ‘The answer’s still yes,’ she says.



The Talowin Council has dragged out the flashing CAUTION, STORM CONDITIONS, DRIVE CAREFULLY sign. The streets are slick and dark. Holly takes it slow, wipers set to high, leaning forward against the wheel, staring through her high beams like she’s waiting for a jump scare in a horror movie.

‘Told you I drive like a granny,’ she says.

As they pull onto Mountain Road – the road between Talowin and Healesville – Em looks at one of the steep valleys that plunge down into darkness, edges foaming with mountain ash and tree ferns. Mountain Road is treacherous in weather like this. It hairpins through the rainforest like a drunk guy trying to pass one of those American sobriety tests. It would be just Em’s luck to die in a tragic car accident on her way to Holly’s house.

As if to punctuate the thought, Holly jerks on the brake. They’ve just come around a sharp corner, and there’s a big tree branch across the road. It’s snapped off one of the overhanging gums and fallen halfway over the guardrail, seesawing between their lane and the valley.

‘Jesus,’ she whispers.

Holly puts her indicator on, pulls around the branch and back onto the road beyond.

There’s an awkward but not entirely unpleasant energy in the car – those weird and wonderful moments between a good date and the sex part. If this were a film, Em thinks, the scene would cut to Holly’s bedroom. If it were an adult film, there would probably be a slow dissolve. But in real life, people have to sit in the in-between.

Holly turns on the radio. It’s tuned to 3MBS, the jazz and classical station. A melancholic piano song is playing. It sounds like the score of a depressing movie. ‘Is this okay?’

‘Sure,’ Em says. ‘It’s nice.’

‘I’m a nervous driver. Classical music helps.’

‘So you don’t just drive like a granny, you listen to music like one too.’

‘I’m basically eighty years old.’ Holly laughs. ‘My dad is a snob when it comes to music. He got me into all this stuff. Debussy, Bach. There’s this Jewish guy, Weinberg – I won’t even attempt to pronounce his first name – who escaped World War II and wrote these really haunting songs.’ She looks over. ‘Sorry, is it weird for me to talk about my dad?’

During one of their chats online, Em opened up about her father. It isn’t some big, tragic story or anything. He left them before Em was born, that’s all. ‘It isn’t weird at all,’ she says. ‘What’s he like? If he likes music like this, I’m guessing he’s a professor or academic?’

‘Actually, he works in a prison.’

‘Like a guard?’

‘He’s a PSO,’ Holly says. ‘Which is like, prison admin. He works at Port Phillip Prison.’

They reach the crest of a hill. The Forester veers gently towards a break in the trees, where the bush thins out just enough to glimpse the valley beyond. In the distance, the town of Healesville reveals itself – a scattering of lights against a field of black. Then the road curls downward and plunges back into the dark.

‘Do you see him much?’

‘Sometimes,’ Holly says. ‘My parents live in Hoppers Crossing – close to Dad’s work – so it’s a bit of a drag to get over there. It’s also where I grew up, so you know, there’s baggage.’

‘Wait – you didn’t grow up in the ranges?’

‘You sound surprised.’

‘If you weren’t born here…’

‘Why did I move to Healesville?’

‘Yeah, I mean, no offence, it’s a pretty part of the world, but I can think of more exciting places to be.’

‘I followed someone here,’ Holly says.

‘A girl?’

‘The relationship didn’t work out – in hindsight, it never was going to work out – but by then I’d fallen in love with the mountains. Out here, you can breathe. Before I moved out here, I walked around like this—’ She pulls her shoulders up towards her ears. ‘But when I got to the ranges, my shoulders dropped.’

‘Growing up here, the mountains felt like a giant wall keeping everyone trapped inside.’

‘But walls can protect you too, right?’

Em considers this as she stares at the road. There’s no other traffic. ‘I don’t know – escape is the default position around here. It’s hard to look at it any other way. I guess the grass is always HOLLY, WHAT THE FUCK IS THAT?!’

Holly steps down hard on the brakes, then yanks the wheel to the left. The car locks up. The tyres scream against the bitumen. The Forester wrenches sideways, its back end kicking out. Gravel spits up from the shoulder of the road. Em grabs the armrest, digging into the upholstery with her fingernails.

As the car spins, the headlights carve frantic arcs across pale tree trunks. Holly strangles the steering wheel, white-knuckled and breathless with panic, trying to regain control. The car spins in a wide, sickening circle, then lurches to a shuddering stop, facing the way they came.

Everything goes quiet. For a second there’s just the stillness of the forest, the tick-tick-tick of the engine, and their panicked breathing.

Em doesn’t move. Her hand is fused to the armrest.

Holly holds the wheel in a death grip, shoulders trembling. The miserable piano song is still playing on the radio.

‘Jesus,’ Holly whispers. She turns to Em with glassy eyes. ‘Are you okay?’

‘Yeah,’ Em says. But her own voice feels far away. ‘Are you okay?’

‘I don’t know. Yeah. I think so.’ Holly leans back but doesn’t let go of the wheel. ‘We didn’t hit it, did we?’

Em shakes her head. But honestly, she isn’t sure.

‘Was it a…’

‘I think so,’ Em says.

‘How is that possible?’

‘It’s not,’ Em tells her.

But it was there, caught in the flash of the high beams. Both of them saw it. A baby. A baby. A tiny body in a sagging onesie that had shimmered silver under the lights but was probably pink. It was crawling, impossibly, on all fours, moving from one wall of dark trees to the other.

‘It doesn’t make any sense,’ Holly says.

‘Put your hazards on and pull to the side of the road,’ Em tells her.

‘Why would a baby be out here, alone, in the middle of the forest in the middle of the night?’

‘Holly – we need to get off the road.’

‘Right. Yeah. Okay.’

The car has stopped in the middle of the lanes. The stretch of bitumen ahead is empty, but locals drive fast at night, too fast, and it isn’t hard to imagine someone coming over the crest and turning them into roadkill. So, with some effort, Holly manages to get the car halfway onto the shoulder. The space is too narrow – most of the SUV is over the white line – but it is the best they can do. She flicks on the hazards as Em extracts her fingernails from the armrest, fumbles for the handle and shoves open the door.

A strong gust of cold air sweeps through the car. She steps out into it.

The forest is above and behind and all around them, an ocean of shadows. The hazard lights pulse, breaking the forest into shapes. The flashing orange light makes it impossible for Em’s eyes to adjust. The sound of her shoes on the gravel gives her the creeps. She does not want to be here.

Holly gets out of the car and moves in close, slipping an arm under Em’s. They start up the road like that, by the light of their phones, retracing the Forester’s fresh skid marks, huddled together for warmth and courage. Earlier tonight, being this close to Holly – feeling the heat of her body, the smell of her skin – would have been a dream. Now, thoughts of love and lust couldn’t be further away. Now, all she feels is steadily increasing fear.

‘Where did it go?’ Em asks.

‘It can’t have gone far.’ Holly makes a nervous little moaning sound. ‘Jesus, Em, what the hell is going on?’

‘There must have been an accident. A car could’ve gone off the road into the valley. The kid – maybe it crawled out of the wreck.’ Then she goes to an even darker place. ‘Or maybe it was thrown out of the car when it crashed.’

Holly winces, drawing closer to her. ‘Don’t say that.’

They follow the skid marks as they twist and curve back up the bitumen. Em aims her light over the guardrails, down into the forested valley beyond. She’s looking for any sign of wreckage: a glint of broken safety glass, the metallic edge of a twisted bumper, a pair of tail-lights staring back at her like sinister red eyes. But all she sees is bushland. The valley swallows her light.

‘Anything?’ Holly whispers.

‘Nothing.’

‘I’ll call the cops.’ But when Holly checks her screen, she shakes her head. ‘Shit. No bars. Do you have reception?’

Em checks her phone. ‘Nothing.’

‘Let’s go back to the car. We can drive back to Talowin. We’ll get reception there and—’

‘We can’t, Holly.’ Em looks at her. ‘We can’t just leave it out here.’

‘I know,’ she says. ‘Sorry, I’m just scared and—’ Holly gasps. ‘THERE!’

She points with her phone. In the dull, drizzly light, they see the baby crouching. The onesie is pink, as Em suspected. The baby is halfway between the lanes, small and eerily still. One tiny hand is pressed against the ground, looking for balance. The other gropes the air in front of it. Its pale waxy face reflects their lights in a way that isn’t natural. The baby isn’t crying. It isn’t moving. It’s—

‘Not a baby.’ Holly lets out a desperate little laugh. ‘It’s a doll. God, it’s just a doll. It must’ve fallen off the back of a ute or something.’

‘But it was moving,’ Em says, almost to herself. ‘It was crawling across the road. We saw it move.’

‘Must have been the wind,’ Holly says. ‘Come on, let’s get out of here.’

But Em is still looking at the doll. The wind didn’t move it. She saw it – moving with intent from one side of the road to the other. She moves closer and kneels beside the doll. The light from her phone catches the dull, artificial sheen of its plastic face. A pair of black lifeless eyes stare skyward, unblinking. Then she sees it. A piece of fishing line is looped tight around the doll’s neck, trailing off and into the tree line.

Horror dawns on her.

‘It wasn’t crawling,’ she whispers.

‘What?’

‘It was being pulled.’

‘What do you mean? Em, what are you—’

The doll jerks forward, skidding across the wet asphalt.

A single, violent motion, then stillness.

‘Em.’ Holly’s voice catches. ‘What the fuck is going on?’

They’re not alone out here. That’s what Em thinks, but she doesn’t say it out loud. Someone is on the other end of that fishing line, concealed in the dark of the bush. Was someone trying to freak them out? Kids, maybe? Or was their plan to make them stop? And if that was their intention… The word TRAP blinks in big neon lights inside her head, but when Em opens her mouth, nothing comes out.

‘Em.’ Holly grabs her hand and squeezes it so hard it hurts. Em winces in pain and turns to look at Holly. She reads the raw, frightened expression and feels a fresh wave of terror.

‘What?’ Em hisses. ‘What is it?’

Holly opens her mouth and closes it. Her eyes are fixed on something just beyond the guardrails. Em turns, heart thumping like an open door in a storm. There’s a man there. He is tall, dressed all in black. His face is hidden beneath a blue balaclava. As he steps away from the tree line, first swinging one leg over the guardrail, then the other, Em sees something dangling from his hand. The other end of the fishing line.

The man looks out at them from behind two eyeholes in the balaclava. It is the most sickening, frightening thing Em has ever seen. She knows then, in some real but abstract way, that her life is over. Even if this man doesn’t kill her – and she thinks that he might – those eyes will never leave her.

‘Go,’ Em whispers. Then, when Holly still won’t move, she screams it. ‘FUCKING GO!’

Holly does. They both do, running back towards the flashing orange hazards of Holly’s car, shoes skidding on the wet road. Holly makes a sound, something between a scream and a howl. Em whips her head around to look back. The man is walking towards them down the centre of the road, like the villain in a bad slasher movie.

Something slips from Em’s hand and clacks against the bitumen. Her mobile. She watches it bounce once before vanishing off the side of the road and into the valley. Not for a second does she think about going after it. She doesn’t even slow down. She keeps running, Holly at her side, the man at their back.

For a second, it feels as though they’ll never make it to the car in time, as if it’s being pulled further and further away by big, cosmic hands. But then Em is hurling herself into the passenger seat and slamming the door behind her. Holly collapses behind the wheel and fumbles for the ignition button. Her movements are frantic and clumsy. She’s making small, desperate, whimpering sounds. Em’s making them, too.

‘Drive,’ she yells.

‘… The keys.’

‘What?’

‘They were here – I left them in the car. I swear I left them right here…’

Through the front windscreen, the hazards strobe. And in those sinister, blinking lights, the man walks towards them, still holding the fishing line, the baby doll trailing behind him like a dog. Em and Holly hold hands, then each other, and wait for him to reach them.

When he’s right outside, he reaches into his pocket, brings out Holly’s missing car key, and unlocks the doors.





2 Jodie

Jodie Gibbs looks at the painting. Oil and charcoal on canvas. The subject is a young woman, sitting cross-legged on the floor, completely naked. She looks young – twenty or twenty-one – with big, mournful eyes. Dark hair falls in messy, tangled loops around her bare shoulders. The room she’s in is unfurnished and mostly featureless, except for a crudely painted electrical outlet and a small square window. The girl appears to be looking through the window, onto oily layers of black.

She’s afraid of something – the girl in the painting, that is, not Jodie. You can tell by the subject’s posture and body language: the way her hands are clenched against her knees, shoulders hunched slightly forward as if bracing for something violent and frightening. A smudge on the girl’s left elbow even suggests that she’s trembling. The most striking thing about the painting, Jodie thinks, is a bright red ribbon in the girl’s left hand – the only hint of colour on the canvas. The rest is black or grey.

Jodie steps back to look at the series. Ten paintings hang in a neat procession on the gallery wall, each with the same stark black-and-white palette, the same splash of red in unexpected places. In one, a woman, her face smudged out, stands ankle-deep at the edge of a vast grey ocean. In another, a half-dressed girl sobs in a shadowed hallway. The next shows twin boys watching a farmhouse collapse into the earth. In the window of the house stands an imposing man veined with raw blood-red cracks. The subjects are all lonely figures trapped in empty places, half-seen horrors lurking just out of sight. Violence is implied, never shown outright. Beside most of them, a small red dot marks them as sold.

She snatches a glass of sparkling from a passing tray, slugs it back, and looks at all the fancy people who have braved the weather to be here. Jodie doesn’t really belong in this glamorous, eccentric world. She’s alright-looking, if symmetry isn’t your thing, but her eyes are a size too big for her face, and there’s something birdlike about her nose. Her linen pants are too tight around the waist. She should’ve worn the green dress. The green dress makes her look frumpy, but at least she’d be comfortable. The pants just make her feel bloated. If she exhales too quickly, she might lose a button. The tag is itchy too, now that she thinks about it. If she can find a pair of scissors and a quiet room, she can cut the stupid thing off.

She takes out her phone to see if her daughter has texted back. She hasn’t, but she keeps on looking at her phone so nobody will try to talk to her. This is harder for her to pull off because she uses a Nokia Flip, commonly (and unfairly, in Jodie’s humble opinion) known as a ‘dumb phone’. It only offers talk and text. But the rest is just pointless noise anyway, isn’t it?

Speaking of pointless noise, a man has just sidled up next to her, looking eager and a little desperate. He’s in his late forties – around Jodie’s age – with a round face half-covered by a neatly trimmed grey beard. He reads aloud the title on the little white placard beside the canvas. ‘Girl in an empty room. Not the most imaginative title.’

He isn’t looking at Jodie as he says it – his eyes are fixed on the naked woman in the unfurnished room – but there’s no one else in the immediate vicinity, so he must be talking to her. She keeps looking at her phone.

‘This painting is sort of creepy, right?’ he says. ‘Is it supposed to be creepy? Do you think that was the, you know, artist’s intention?’ He turns to her and lowers his voice. ‘To be honest, art’s not really my thing. I’m here with my wife. She lives for stuff like this. She gets it. Well, she pretends to get it. But, honestly, I’m not sure there’s even anything to get.’ He points at the girl in the empty room. ‘Me – I look at a painting like this and I think it looks cool, like a scene from a horror movie or something, but what does it actually mean?’

Jodie flips her phone shut and looks at the painting. ‘The room isn’t literal. The lack of furnishings represents a desolate psychological space. A mental prison. The unused electrical outlet suggests the barest connection to the outside world.’ She points to the splash of colour. ‘The red ribbon draws the eye. It’s a talisman against the encroaching darkness – the girl’s last, fragile link to the outside world. The fact that it’s held in the left hand, traditionally associated with the unconscious or hidden aspects of the psyche, hints that it’s a suppressed element of her identity. Something she’s trying to hold on to.’ She thinks about it and adds, ‘Hope.’

The man is staring at her, mouth gaping.

‘How do you know all that?’ he asks.

‘I painted it,’ Jodie said.

The man has been holding a rolled-up copy of the show brochure, and now he unfurls it. Jodie’s moody black-and-white headshot is on the back. He looks at her, then at her picture, and then back at her again.

‘Excuse me,’ she says, and slips away across the crowded room. She heads for the exit to either escape or have a cigarette. She hasn’t decided which. A couple intercepts her. They’re young, probably art students. The guy has wide bloodshot eyes and the girl is grinning in a dizzy, stoned sort of way. ‘Love the show,’ the guy says. ‘We both did.’

‘Seriously – fucking loved it,’ the woman adds.

‘Your textures – they’re like, alive!’ he says.

‘You can almost see the paint breathing,’ she tells her.

Jodie gives them a small nod – she’s terrible at taking compliments – and blazes onward. She’s nearly at the door when Mike Lin spots her from across the room and waves her down. He’s talking to an old woman wrapped in gold jewellery. He excuses himself, swipes a fresh flute of sparkling on his way past the bar, and comes over. He looks good. His deep, dark eyes look deeper and darker than usual. He’s wearing a suave wool coat (even though the heating in the gallery is pumping).

‘We just got an email from Amy at Arts Review,’ he says, beaming. Then, reading from the screen of his phone, ‘Listen to this: The pieces in Gibbs’ latest series are full of strange beauty, a window into the violent undercurrents of the human psyche. She explores the hidden contours of morality and identity. Blah, blah, blah. This is my favourite part. Gibbs is the master of dread.’

‘Is that a compliment?’

Mike grins, then lowers his voice. ‘You look fantastic.’

‘So do you,’ Jodie tells him.

‘Are you driving back to Talowin tonight?’

She shakes her head. ‘I’m staying in Brunswick. I’ll head back in the morning.’ She looks around to make sure nobody is watching them. ‘You can come over when you’re done here. If you want.’

‘Like a booty call?’

‘We’re too old to call it that.’

‘You’re only as old as the woman you feel.’

‘Mike – ew.’

‘I heard it the second it came out of my mouth.’ His smile fades. ‘I shouldn’t. Kim will be waiting up.’

‘If you change your mind.’

‘Spare key’s in the flowerpot,’ he says.

‘And—’

‘And sneak in quietly so I don’t wake up your weird nosy neighbour.’

A compact, impeccably dressed eighty-year-old clears her throat behind them. Mike flinches, makes a quick excuse to leave, and moves off into the crowd. When he’s gone, Gillian Gibbs says, ‘When are you going to choose one that isn’t married?’

‘It’s safer this way, Mum,’ Jodie says.

‘People are saying very nice things about you.’ Gillian takes what’s left of Jodie’s glass and drinks it. ‘Where’s my granddaughter?’

‘She texted me this morning to say she couldn’t make it. Crowds make her uncomfortable, and she hates it when people praise me, so this is practically her worst nightmare.’

‘That was her excuse?’

Jodie smirks. ‘Actually, she has a date.’

‘Really?’

‘Don’t ask me anything about him. She’s being very mysterious about it. You know how she is.’

‘Guarded,’ Gillian says. ‘I wonder where she gets that from.’

Jodie smirks. She gestures to the gallery with her chin. ‘Make up an excuse for me?’

‘Go. Decompress.’ Gillian gives her daughter a hug. ‘I’m proud of you, Jodie. Your dad would be too. He’s probably looking up at us right now.’ She steps back but holds on to Jodie’s shoulders. ‘Notice how I said looking up instead of looking down?’

‘Funny.’

‘Because your father is in hell.’

‘I get it, Mum. Thanks for coming.’

‘Haven’t missed one yet and don’t plan to.’ She spots a clear path to the exit. ‘The coast is clear – go, make your escape.’



Jodie walks two blocks to the 7-Eleven, pulling her coat tight against the wind and drizzle. She buys a packet of Sterling Blues, then huddles beneath the awning outside to smoke one. She hopes her daughter won’t smell it on her clothes. She hates it when Jodie smokes. She points out – loudly and often – that if she doesn’t kick the habit, Jodie will be dead at sixty-five like her dad.

She flips open her phone. There’s still no text. Her daughter’s date is probably going well, and there hasn’t been a chance to look at her phone. That’s good news, right? So why does Jodie feel a twang of sadness? All birds have to leave the nest eventually. Still, the years are passing too quickly, and her daughter needs her less and less. Soon she’ll be out of the house and Jodie will be left to drift from room to room like a ghost. Then what? Find a man – one that isn’t married? Never again!

‘I’ll have to get cats,’ she whispers, blowing smoke out into the rain. ‘Lots of cats.’

She waves down a taxi, dashes through the misty rain, and falls into the back seat. She gives her address, and he punches it into the phone mounted on the dash. Meeting her eyes in the rear-view mirror, he asks, ‘Good night?’

‘So far,’ Jodie decides.



The taxi drops Jodie outside her apartment block in Brunswick, a squat place built in the 1970s, its beige brick facade stained with grime and age. The exterior steps and exposed walkway leading up to her flat are slippery with rain. She navigates her way up to the second floor via a patchwork of concrete and rusting iron railings. City traffic hums in the distance.

She bought the flat around ten years ago as an investment property. She’d planned on finding someone to rent it or listing it on Airbnb, but never got around to it. Instead, it became her city bolthole: somewhere to stay after art shows or extended city stays when she needed an escape from Talowin. It might be ageing, with cracked walls and a bedroom that is usually either too hot or too cold, but she loves it here. She never thought she’d be able to afford one property, let alone two.

Let’s face it – Jodie Gibbs is no Ben Quilty, but, between sell-out shows, the occasional commission and a teaching position at the Victorian College of the Arts, she makes more money from her art than she ever thought possible. Before her success, she never looked at painting as a way 
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