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By

Zofia Warwick

What critics had to say:

“Mr. Hamada’s documentary series has seen more persons killed in trolley accidents than I would have ever supposed could be possible.”-Mittens, local mime at the Waterfront, as conveyed in ASL and gestural paralanguage

“Wynn’s project? He’s typically the quiet upstairs boy with the thousand-yard stare. I like the content so far. I’m a lifelong fan of horror and something supernatural has been following him home lately, so whatever else you can say about the boy, he’s putting in the work. That woman he’s recording is also endlessly watchable. She’s this totally Pacific admixture of trailer trash and gothic Victorian heroine that ticks all my boxes—as a viewer. Not sure if we’re rating this by stars, but I’d give Wynn a two maybe and Matilda gets a five and half out of five.”-Master at Arms Sean Kilpatrick, US Navy, retired

“Honestly? I’d be fine with it if you know, it didn’t involve long gaps where Peyton just ran off with you guys and left me and Quaker to fend for ourselves. I have college and well, he’s just a kid. He doesn’t get why his mom put this stuff first. It’s sort of gross on everyone’s part. Sure, it’s bills paid but it don’t mean it isn’t gross.”-Molyne Benilda McCoy-Roxas
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MELBOURNE, VICTORIA, AUSTRALIA

“You best start believing in ghost stories...you’re in one.”—Geoffrey Rush, acclaimed actor, apple enthusiast, Queenslander

Vires Acquirit Eundo-Melbourne Coat of Arms Motto

“Melbourne is the type of town that really makes you consider the question, ‘Is there life after death?’”-Bette Midler, yank from musical films
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A tree-lined road, direly suburban, overlooking sleepy Victorian houses with picket fences and dogs grumbling up at jabbering cockatoos. The yellow siding of the Victorian is faded a buttery yellow white, matching the hair of the tall, tanned, sapphire-eyed older man that comes knocking at the front door, film crew marching behind him, reflected off the hurricane lamp frame of the Victorian’s big bay window. The woman that opens the door in response to the knocking is small and round-faced, with a dove-like nose and fathomlessly black eyes that still match a few strands of her hair.

“Excuse me,” begins the man, absently craning in toward the woman in a way that makes her recoil instantly, expression blank, “Might this be the home of the late Alan McFadden?”

“Would you mind explaining the cameras and what this is about?” Dr. Stephanie Sagawa asks flatly, gesturing with her small nimble fingers and with a single silken eyebrow raised. The man leers at her hourglass figure, cut fashionably in a set of pressed tweed slacks and a cable knit sweater, and she flusters, tucking her chin to her chest.

“We’re here with Unexplored Mysteries. Miss—?” He smiles, tanned and easygoing, his face creasing and cracking along his laugh lines.

“I’m Dr. Sagawa, the late Alan McFadden’s partner and the current resident. There’s hardly anything here needs to be covered by a junk science program? Now, please be off.” She carefully steps behind her reliable oaken front door and pushes it closed in their faces, the lock clicking closed, and the scrape of a deadbolt following. The tanned, bleach blonde man doesn’t seem much deterred, waving toward the side of the house.

“The gate is that way, down and to the left.” Both he and the crew leave the porch, heavily stamping down the weathered wooden steps.

“Bit cold, eh? Bit of a Yoker Oner.” He complains with a shiver, rounding the side of the house as a neighbor’s dog barks furiously from a nearby garden. Both announcer and crew creep down along the side of the house, inspecting the yard and its cement pavers and tufts of scutch grass, crunching coolabah leaves. A green bottle lays on its side, label peeled off, dirt encrusted, against one of the slats of the picket fence. 

Stephanie emerges from the back door with a snap of the lock, crossing her arms over her puffed out chest. She descends the few concrete steps, eyebrows knit together and face darkening with anger. The announcer gawps helplessly into the camera, mugging for an audience.

“You’re still here. Why is that?” she demands, fingers pinched against the fabric of her sleeves. The announcer draws himself up, pure confidence channeling artificial indignation.

“We were looking into the matter of how Alan passed, Miss Sagger-war.” He tsks, passing a judgmental glance toward the dirty bottle and giving her an exacting look. She bristles again, pressing her lips together firmly, eyes glinting dark and furious in their sockets.

“Dr. Sagawa if you please, and don’t you think it’s outlandish? Overstepping here and meddling in a family’s grief?” She snaps her head at the sound of the back door clicking open, a slim hand on the brass doorknob.

“Mum, who’s there?” the slip of a girl is tall for her age, head full of foamy, brightly red hair. Dr. Sagawa doesn’t look back. The announcer watches her, rapt, going on tiptoe even to strain to look at her past the door frame.

“Back to your studies!” Dr. Sagawa crows, and the door snaps shut, the girl disappearing back into the house. 

“Who’s that, then? Is that the girl?” Excitement seems to brighten his eyes. Dr. Sagawa stares up at him warningly, and, meeting his gaze, finds something there that makes her shake with rage. She tightens her hands until her knuckles whiten and refuses to lose her composure.

“Regrettably, I’m going to have to leave this conversation and head back in. You’ll be expecting a call from my solicitor, Mr. Unexplained Mysteries.” Dr. Sagawa tosses her head and pivots toward her back door, climbing the steps in a few quick paces. The announcer, with a fiendish thrill not unlike a wirehair at a fox hunt, dances in place before bounding after her.

“Too up yourself to—” the door snaps shut with a bang, and he stands there, blinking with affront.

“She’s done slammed the door on me. Well!” His eyes dart around the premises, nostrils flaring slightly, until something catches his eye. Mouth open, eyes wide, he points, eagerly, in its direction. The camera pans up to a darkened window.

“Look—at the window upstairs. That’s the girl.” Matilda, for it can be no one else at that age in Stephanie’s house, looks down from the window with her Pre-Raphaelite hair strewn this way and that over her slim shoulders, dressed in a patterned sundress buttoned and sashed, looking for all the world like an oversized porcelain doll. She places a thumb in front of her, drawing a sight line, as if readying herself to paint the tableau of Brucie MacQuarrie, host of Unexplained Mysteries, and his film crew.

“Eerie thing, isn’t the little bint?” MacQuarrie prattles on in admiration in a hushed voice. He blinks back into the camera. “Now, it’s said that her daughter went about her day unbeknownst to the fact that Mr. McFadden tripped and fell and bled out right in the gutter in front of their home. Fell on a jog meant to improve his health, by all accounts. Real irony there, yeah?” Matilda retreats from the window as MacQuarrie recounts the story with scandalized greasiness, grinning all the while.

“Spent the whole day with him—in spirit form, of course.” Matilda’s window slips open on a sash frame typical of an older Victorian home, and a member of the film crew grabs MacQuarrie by the shoulder, catching him off guard.

“Mate—we’d better duck.”

“That’s a little familiar, isn’t it?” Brucie retorts, taking the hand off his shoulder with a cold stare.

“Mate—the girl’s got a bow and arrow!” the crewmember yelps, and the arrow—just barely a plaything, tipped with a tiny silver-blue barb and ringed with yellow and blue bands—goes sailing past the crown of MacQuarrie’s head. 

“Wackas!” cries a mirthful cockatoo from the coolabah tree.

“By crikey!” MacQuarrie shouts, waving his arms wildly as he falls into the dirt and scutch grass. Matilda knocks a second arrow, dropping to her knees, and watches them grimly from just over the windowsill. 

In the hour following MacQuarrie manages to sit at the head of the little table in the McFadden-Sagawa kitchen, hands clasped proprietarily over the Formica top, grinning in satisfaction as an officer with the Melbourne police department, old and erstwhile and entirely supernumerary to the proceedings, clicks a pen and waits for an outcome. Stephanie holds her hands together and runs them through her hair with a sigh fraught with worry.

“Do I have your world you won’t press charges if Matilda sits through an interview?” she quavers, and MacQuarrie grins back sunnily.

“Of course, Miss S.” he soothes, settling his gimlet eyes on Matilda before quickly looking away. At the other end of the table, she sits motionless, like a statue.

“Dr. Sagawa, if you please.” Dr. Sagawa insists wearily. MacQuarrie reflects on this and smacks his lips.

“It pleases me to just go by Miss S. Rolls off the tongue, eh?” he grins. Dr. Sagawa rolls her eyes and seethes into the darkened space of her living room.

“What are you a doctor of anyway? Miss?” wonders the officer casually, not unkindly, but certainly unbidden. Dr. Sagawa straightens, looks over coldly at MacQuarrie.

“Psychiatry. I’m very good at evaluating narcissism in personality cults, and it pays rather well.”

“Expect that’s how you plan on keeping this shabby old thing, eh?” MacQuarrie laughs, looking around the small kitchen and the unlit living room beyond it, the bay window doing little to catch the sun. 

“Why’d it take the girl so long to leave her room? Were you afraid, girl?”

“The sad people weren’t letting me down.” Matilda tells him matter-of-factly, her oval eyes unreadable in her sharp little face.

“You don’t have to talk to them, Matilda,” Dr. Sagawa tells her wearily, tucking her chin toward her chest and tugging back a few errant strands of silvering hair.

“Mum.” The pair look at one another, and Dr. Sagawa looks panicked almost. 

“Not yet,” MacQuarrie says with a sliver of a grin. He scratches absently at the back of his head and clasps his hands tightly over the Formica table.

“Cowlicka Dashkiner Georgeskier. Now how’s it she has a normal name like Matilda but a foreign name in the paper?” MacQuarrie wonders, handling the pronunciation with such pronounced nativist disgust it sets Dr. Sagawa’s teeth on edge. Matilda quietly holds up a hand, silencing her mother.

“Mum, I’ll handle it.” She promises, and draws herself up in a haughty, cold manner that she’d come to perfect by adulthood, “Matilda’s an affectation meant to make me sort of everyday, the opposite of how Brucie is to take your brain-numbing, conventional, Dave Smith sort of name a verve it just doesn’t possess.”

“Hah, good one.” He barks, tapping out a pattering beat on the Formica surface with a grin that’s distressingly flirtatious for Dr. Sagawa’s tastes. MacQuarrie smacks his lips, “When your father died, I understand the police interviewed you and came to the conclusion that you were in denial over the events and were not a suspect. Seems a bit rushed, that inquest.” 

“Maladaptive daydreaming is the term for what happened to her, Mr. MacQuarrie. It wasn’t her fault that she disassociated.” Dr. Sagawa interjects, shooting the officer a helpless glance. The officer sustains it with a morose shrug as MacQuarrie extends a finger and points at Matilda.

“Right, well, I’m asking her, eh?” he sneers at Dr. Sagawa. Matilda looks down and Stephanie tousles her hair in quiet dismay.

“I spent the day with my dad. Then mum got home and, well, and she screamed.” Matilda says flatly, gesturing toward a tearful Dr. Sagawa, “She ran in. We were sitting at the table.”

“I called the police,” Dr. Sagawa whispers raggedly through a sob, and the officer, feeling a pang of guilt, extends his handkerchief, which she declines with a firm shake of her head.

“Now who was it, sitting at the table?” MacQuarrie coaxes, rapping the tabletop with his fingers and grinning broadly at Matilda.

“Don’t—” Dr. Sagawa warns, but Matilda feels the words being drawn out of her.

“It was me and my dad,” she says in a small, sulky voice, wiping her nose and pawing away a few tears from her eyes. Matilda drags in a breath, “I made him some Dilmah and a fritz and sauce sandwich, and we were so busy with banter I didn’t notice that he didn’t bother with it, even though it was his favorite.”

“Are you satisfied, Mr. MacQuarrie?” the officer demands, extending his handkerchief to Matilda, who bypasses using the thing and wordlessly pockets it. 

“Saw her dead dad.” MacQuarrie states, words electric with excitement, “Just, right at the table, then?”

“Extraordinary,” he cheers, pounding the table. He turns his head toward Dr. Sagawa, “Has she ever seen anything else?” Dr. Sagawa sags and wipes her face before stiffening up as she realizes MacQuarrie is waiting for her to respond.

“Please let her alone. I’m on the verge of throwing you out. Alan’s not a mere story to us, you know? He’s not an unexplained mystery!” She spits the last and covers her face with her hands.

“Well, hurroo, Miss S, but this is a scientific matter. Your fetching daughter here is experiencing supernatural phenomena, and it would be priceless to find out just where her limits are, eh?”

“I wish I’d known, just so I could help him.” Matilda apologizes to her mother softly, and Dr. Sagawa, ignoring MacQuarrie, reaches for Matilda and pulls her into her arms, stroking the tips of her hair.

“There was nothing you could do. It was over so quickly, love,” she assures her, adding bitingly to MacQuarrie, “You’d better leave.” MacQuarrie looks her over with a snort, tracing the tabletop, affronted, mouth curled in distaste.

“Just when did you come here, eh?” he demands. “Ordering me, a blue Australian, out like some cur dog.”

“I’ll order you out of my home, please. Unless I’m very much mistaken, this is turning into harassment.” Dr. Sagawa retorts, cradling Matilda against her side. The effect is something like a reddish banana curving around a damson plum.

“I’ll own your bloody home, and this little psychopath. You’ll see.” MacQuarrie counters, standing up from the table and wagging his finger at Matilda. Dr. Sagawa holds her daughter just a little bit tighter. The officer moves in between them and stamps the blood flow back into his old legs.

“Sir? Do you intend to press charges?” the officer demands, and MacQuarrie tosses his head, face road-mapped with eerily cheerful malice.

“I’ll think about it,” he insists with a grin, watching Dr. Sagawa’s face darken in anger as Matilda stares on, eyes neutral and dark, like the glass eyes of some long-entombed Pharoah. The officer curtly nods at this and motions toward the door. 

“Then I’ll escort you off the premises. Surely you know where the local precinct is,” he replies coldly.

“Good day, Mr. MacQuarrie.” Dr. Sagawa levels as he is gently led away by the officer, who, radiating politeness, tips his hat to the lady of the house and then closes the door behind him. 

“Good day indeed!” MacQuarrie rages, the second the door snaps closed. He looks to the crew members for reinforcement, “What an awful cow, eh?”

“Continue moving, Mr. MacQuarrie,” the officer advises him thinly, his wrinkled face twitching. 

“Easy on. I pay taxes now, eh?” MacQuarrie balks, clomping heavily down the steps. He leans in toward the camera and gives it a conspiratorial wink before adding, “That girl’s of some use to the parascientific field. Sad people? Did you catch that? She’s seen other things than their MacFadden or I’ll be a drongo. Imagine how helpful that will be, to have someone like that on the series?”

“If you’re serious about charges, remember to file as soon as you can,” the officer recommends with a pointed look, and Macquarrie grins back, hands in his pockets, with a smugness that bristles the officer’s staid sense of decorum.

“Nah. It’s an indictable offense, isn’t it? Can file for it any time I like.” The old officer nearly harumphs and touches the brim of his policeman’s hat.

“Good day, Mr. MacQuarrie,” the officer makes no motion to depart, standing at the gate like a palace guard. MacQuarrie seems incapable of taking the hint until the officer takes his gloved hand and makes it very plain that he’s shooing him away. MacQuarrie balks, pants swishing as he storms off, then a few seconds later he finds himself returning to flutter in the other direction toward the main road. 

“What a tiresome mug,” the officer complains, just loud enough to be captured on film, as MacQuarrie and the crewmembers exit the Essendon suburbia. 

Wynn walks into frame, squelching a little, and sits damply down on a beautiful soft grey canvas and aluminum dining chair. He’s in the Harleys’ Melbourne apartment, which has an almost 60’s elegance in form and an early 00’s reliance on mute color. Roland has hung a string of fairy-like epiphytes as a statement piece on the back wall directly behind Wynn and his chair. Somewhat neglected, they are very nearly dead.

“Well, this happened.” Wynn intones; his voice touched with weariness.

Sometime earlier, captured for posterity on Peyton’s reliable Canon, Wynn and company huddle for dear life inside of a dark sprinter van rolling along slowly through a Melbourne commercial area; somewhere near 178 Wellington Parade, the glass and concrete cladding of the skyscraper visible through the windows. There’s a group of about thirty excited, shouting people amassed outside the rental van, nearly swarming it, crying out raucously and hitting the windows with eggs. Red and navy blue shot through with hi-vis yellow and denim comprises the mob’s color scheme; more than a few possess a shaved mullet that hangs limply over a mostly bald scalp like a dead ermine, some in combination with a scruffy moustache and beard.

“Lock the doors!” Wynn urges with a shrill, shoving himself back into his seat. Kennedy, from the driver’s seat, turns on the windshield wipers to wash away the egg runoff.

“Doors are locked!” Kennedy confirms. The van moves slightly, windshield wipers flying, egg smearing in wiper fluid. Roland, wearing a ghostly cake of sunscreen and a broad-brimmed straw hat, looks back from the passenger seat and cackles. 

“It’s right as rain, mate! They’re just having a go. Saw some of the others chucking em’ and joined in! Didn’t ya, ya cheeky fellas?”

Roland, against all logic, rolls his passenger window down and shoves a hairy arm into the crowd, cheering. Some of the angry egg throwers shout ‘Oy!’ and cheer back. A bottle clatters against the hood of the van, deflected by the windshield wipers, and Roland hurriedly slams his finger on the button to roll the window back up just as a fusillade of bottles and eggs cracks against the windshield glass. Kennedy mutters a curse and tries to increase the power of the wipers. Some of the random bottle throwers begin swaying and singing to themselves.

“Why are they singing to ‘Grand Old Flag?’” Kennedy yelps as the melody becomes unmistakable. 

“No worries, mate. It’s footy!” Roland shouts happily. One of the crowd members takes the effort to ladle out a good-sized portion of vegemite from a jar and hurls it at the passenger side door. It collides with the window and rolls off, leaving a greasy brown imprint.

“See? It’s not my fault! Blame me, hah! It’s footy, you silly cunts! Damn rental has West Aussie tags—even bogans can recognize a one! They think we must be here supporting the Glory!” Matilda calls out from the rear-facing seats they set up for her in the van. The entire rear window is coated with foodstuffs, to the extent that the tiny windshield wiper is basically useless. 

“Why? That’s all I’m asking!” Kennedy shouts back, his voice a basso wall of unhappiness, as he tries to steer through the crowd. A few members of the said crowd take this opportunity to flop on the hood, cheering raucously to their associates.

“Bogans and tinnies are like burgers and beetroot! Law of the jungle, right?” Matilda screams over the din, hand clutching the rear seat right by Wynn’s boyish cheek. He winces and pulls back, trying to flatten himself into the angle between seat and door. Kennedy scowls as a grinning bogan grabs one of the wiper blades and snaps it off with a grunt and a cheer, bouncing away into the crowd.

“No! Beetroot does not—you cannot burger right!”  he cries.

“Daft cunts, aren’t they?” Matilda says under her breath aside to Wynn and Peyton in the rear seat, raising an eyebrow in confidence. Subtitles are added to counteract the shouting singsong outside. Thumping from the roof begins ominously enough before a shadow appears. Matilda glances up at it and draws back.

“Why is that man jumping on the roof?” Wynn wonders grimly, looking up.

“He’s going full ‘witness me!’” Peyton laughs loudly from behind the camera lens.

“Oh, come on, Peyton,” Wynn squints past a sudden leak from the ceiling and jumps back, pressing himself against in his seat in a concerted but ultimately futile effort to avoid the sudden stream of urine.

“Hey! Hey! Stop pissing through the sunroof!” Peyton cries out in alarm. Kennedy swings his head back, open-mouthed, and Roland hastily corrects the steering wheel before he slams into a crowd of red-faced, mullet-bearing Grand Old Flag yodelers. The trickle turns into a drip, and a bottle smashes against the glass sunroof, spreading a spiderweb of cracks through the glass. 

Sirens whoop and blue lights bounce inside the interior of the sprinter.

“Oy! You cunts better disperse or it’s off to the nick!” Hollers a police officer in a tinny voice amplified by megaphone. A couple of crowd control police in bright yellow vests run up with a barricade and plop it down amid the crowd, whistling and waving with white gloves to pass a Miata through. The police wave meaningfully to Kennedy in the sprinter van, and he starts and stops, cursing quietly under his breath as he steers. On sight of the police, the largely drunk crowd starts to lope off and shamble away. 

With surprising agility, the roof pisser stays on the roof on his feet all the way to the barricade, then literally rolls off the roof over the rear doors, which Matilda decides to open and kick out with her foot so that he’s knocked off kilter as he runs away, nearly legless.

“Whizzing bastard!” She shouts after him. 

“So, it turns out that Matilda and Rollie didn’t inform us of a few things when we agreed to go to Melbourne with them.” Wynn sighs, pronouncing the city as ‘Mel-Born’ and glowering at them out of the corners of his eyes. He’s sitting himself down, albeit damply, on a chair Roland hurriedly threw plastic over, aluminum legged and upholstered with a bright gray linen. A large aboriginal dot painting accents the wall behind him, a garland of tiny epiphytes hung over it.

Roland, sitting on an identical nearby chair, in his case dwarfing it, leans in toward the frame and gives a cough, body slathered to the gills in sunscreen, some even catching in the body hair of his arms.

“By ‘a few things’, he mainly means my wife’s childhood, which ruffles a few feathers.”

“By ‘ruffles a few feathers’, old Rollie here means it’s highly controversial. Like, outstandingly, impossibly, ridiculously controversial.” Wynn says with a sarcastic laugh, placing his hands in his lap, and sits back, almost preening, with sarcasm escaping every pore as he smiles.

“By ‘highly controversial’, the director is not being direct. The fact is, as a mere toddler, I lived adjacent to a cult.” Matilda, collapsed in a third chair across from the pair, remains seated with a long leg kicked out, her arms crossed over her flat chest and stomach. The dress she’s wearing is decidedly less bohemian than the ones she wears in America, a pale blue linen that still covers her neck to her ankles, cut in a line fashion at the waist and paired with a white linen shirt and similar baby blue linen blazer. Something akin to a trade organization nun sans habit.

“’In a cult’ doesn’t exactly describe it.” Wynn bites back with a laugh. “We’re not talking about Scientologists. Or about those guys in Portland who spiked a buffet table with salmonella. Which would have been bad enough. We’re not talking about that.”

“They did a documentary about it.” Roland points out conversationally, at which point Wynn huffs.

“I’m aware.”

“Do you know what kind of a cult she was in?” He asks, blinking scandalously and pointing at Matilda. Roland shakes his head.

“Don’t point, mate. It’s rude.”

“I wasn’t ‘in’ it. We lived nearby. It was in the kind of cult that forms a sheep station,” Matilda mutters from her seat like a scolded child, eyeballing the opposite wall.

“A sheep station, deep in the outback.” She continues, as if reciting from a schoolbook. “So remote that no one would really come looking for them.”

“What kind of a ranch would need to operate in the outback?” Wynn demands. She laughs from her chair at the ridiculousness of this question.

“Quite a lot of them actually. Lots of range out there is decent grassland. Heat’s a bit unbearable, but you manage.”

“Only this one is different.” Wynn insists. Matilda grasps for a moment with her hand before folding her arms back over her chest and shrugging.

“They, well, doused the sheep with Sarin gas.” She confides.

“That’s the kind of cult she was in.” Wynn tells the camera with a dramatic toss of his head. Roland, for his part, waits on Matilda. She gives another noncommittal shrug.

“I liked feeding the sheep. And was, you know, all of five years old.”

“Matilda’s parents were arrested in 1997.” Wynn states, reading off a note he prepared, “On a slaw—damn it—slew of charges.”

“That they were. Had the entire Australian penal code thrown at ‘em, what with being you know, spies and agents of the collapsed Soviet Socialist Republic and avowed enemies of Australian sovereignty." She contributes all this in the flattest possible tone before trailing off and gazing off screen.

“Matilda’s biological parents.” Roland
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