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What Critics Had to Say:

“Mom hired me a therapist, and he’s um. He’s kind of still working with me on this.”-Quaker Roosevelt Benevides McCoy

“...This submitted Benn-Hamada Production [The Haunted Life of Matilda Harley] is extremely disturbing. In fact, it has all the trappings of an artfully arranged snuff film. Should this undergo and somehow merit an MPAA rating, content warnings are strongly advised to precede the material, i.e., viewer discretion advisories, ratings qualifiers (V for violence, L for strong language etc.) Unfortunately, since those warnings were not provided and the film was watched by staff members who are now significantly disturbed by the contents, we are going to have to reject this project from our documentaries: family section of our newcomers expo, and we hope the filmmaker understands why. Note: We are not granting an appeal, even if it was unintentionally submitted to the wrong category.”-a film festival representative via email

“Larry is innocent! The Nepali and Thai royal families can bite me for not legalizing. Bhutan is my bae. Oh, and Free Tibet!”-Canadian-Iranian marijuana activist and GlobalComix self-employed artist Noorhan Zanjani, AKA Instagrammer ‘jmedialytenoori’ from a prison in Pattaya, Thailand 

“Mm-hmm. I just received the police report from that day via an FOIA request. Wynn’s kind of not answering phone calls. Do you know if he’s doing okay?”-Lucille Kim, reporter for The Sitka Times
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Early morning and the curtains are still drawn in the apartment Wynn shares with his boyfriend (recently upgraded to fiancé) who for the purposes of anonymity goes by Roshan (badly, as his actual name, Behrooz Zanjani, slips in frequently, often when Wynn isn’t closely editing). Wynn himself sits in his swivel chair of editing, sans his elderly Toshiba with the overtaxed fan, shamefully underdressed, and drinks tea, puffy eyed from sleep. Behind him in the windowsill are the ghostly shadows of cards congratulating him on wrapping up filming, mostly featuring fireworks and trophies, and on his impending wedding, featuring birds, wedding bells, and gilded designs. The maneki neko waves ghostlike through the thin pleats of cotton as bluebirds sing merrily in the neighboring trees. 

Wynn tucks himself further into his butter yellow terrycloth bathrobe, bunching the fabric around his bare upper chest, which he hides discreetly with a balled hand. His legs are exposed save for a pair of boxers hosting a habitat for chubby kawaii style octopi blowing bubbles, and he crosses them demurely, lifting his teacup. Breathes in and sips at his still too hot tea (an affectation from living with a Persian), which is currently producing a column of vapor. (Even on a summery morning, West Seattle and Puget Sound still sits at a high latitude.)

“Okay. So, I’m from Hawaii, but spent formative years growing up in flannel-clad Washington. Doing the local stuff. Biking. Collecting vinyls. Writing bad poetry. Watching whales. Fearing non-existent grizzly bears. Spirit bears. Black bears.” Sips again and smiles to himself.

“Just about any kind of bear. I’m more of an otter guy.” Wynn genteelly places his teacup down and scratches absently at his hair, thick and rumpled and with a mind of its own at this time of morning. Strands pull themselves up in snakes of gunpowder black, and the deshabille look oddly suits him. Rumpled, pale, his hair just a bit too long, ever so slightly plump, Wynn exudes almost Bohemian sloppiness.

“Anyway, there’s always a spate of videos capturing that life of wildlife interaction everybody but the newcomers fear. Rooz—he loves the idea of a bear. He saw a documentary one of my friends—the inimitable Mission DeVere, as it so happens. Hi Mission.” Wynn waves facetiously and carries on, “A documentary Mission made about Voytek the bear and just gave in. But, well. It’s. It’s a dangerous lie, babe.” He lifts his now faintly steaming teacup hastily and drains it with a gurgle not unlike a plugged drain. Smacks his lips and a moment passes. Wynn nervously taps the bell of the teacup. It’s a souvenir teacup, snow white, featuring piney tree lines, from a ski lodge near Mt. Hood, Oregon.

“What I’m trying to arrive at is, well. It’s kind of a segue, okay? Alaska—Ontario—the Dakotas. Sometimes you’ll see videos of bears or moose or even elk just breaking into people’s houses through the glass front door and running around creating all kinds of havoc while they’re loose? In their confusion.” Wynn brings a hand to his face, breathing deeply, eyes transfixed on something a thousand yards away.

“Just run loose and rough over everything. Hooves. Breaking everything. Busting it down. Antlers scraping up walls. Bear slobber. And bears can be rabid.” He rubs his face with his hands and gets to the point, staring nakedly into the camera.

“Matilda does that. That’s a part of her. She’s a, a damn moose that crashes through a front door.” Wynn’s face is as serious as cancer as he says it, and the curtain behind him stirs gently as the cat’s paw swivels back and forth.

“She’s not invited to the wedding.” Wynn says it to the camera as if swearing it to himself, placing a hand under his chin and giving his head a small shake. Behind him the bedroom door creaks open and Roshan walks out, barefoot, rubbing at the sleek muscles under his wiry chest hair, wavy dark locks hanging messily around his bare shoulders and his legs covered by a pair of runway themed pajama pants.

“Babe, film.” Wynn says quickly, almost instantly turning scarlet. Roshan yawns, nods, and brings his hands up to cover his mouth, retreating from whence he came. A few seconds later he returns, hair slung behind his back, scratching absently at a weedy patch of his thick beard, chest covered by the face of country icon Emmylou Harris. He walks over and ruffles Wynn’s head before planting a kiss, dropping a shiny white catalogue into his lap.

“My Janam! So tell me; did you like this brocade or would you prefer the white damask on the runners? Either way it is the same company, but it is two weeks we haven’t ordered it now and the organizer is telling me we are nearly missing the window.” He produces his phone from his pants pocket, indicating the received texts with his eyebrows perched expectantly. Wynn pores over the misty glowing tableware cover of the catalogue in a panic.

“Cranberry? Could we do cranberry?” he blinks up at Roshan, who smirks and takes the catalogue out of Wynn’s lap, disturbing the sticky notes plastered on the pages as bookmarks, fashioned after a windy lion cloud plane called Jalion, courtesy of Japan Airlines. 

“Napkins, baby? Sateen, silk, chambray? Porcelain or satin finish linen?” Roshan’s quizzing leaves Wynn staring in flustered incomprehension.

“Cranberry with white? Porcelain finish linen?” Roshan continues to probe with a light scold, and Wynn nods in the frozen-faced, nervous way he must have taken pop quizzes a decade and a half before. Roshan smiles at him warmly and smooths the cover of the catalogue between his fingers, pressing as he senses a lost ball point pen. “I like it. Very yas ve res. Great idea, baby.” Bending down and letting his thick shiny curls obscure his face, he kisses Wynn’s forehead and bounds off, looking for the pen that’s stowed inside the booklet and comically dropping it to the floor as he furls it open. Grinning, he kneels for the pen, tucks it behind his ear, and sets to texting the organizer back. Wynn watches him go, eyes misting over lovingly, then gradually faces the camera again.

“No way in Hell is she coming to my wedding.” He pronounces with feeling.

Wind howls, the sky a furious bruise of yellow-black, whipping with the debris of fraying palm fronds and a fleeting, billowing tablecloth.

“Who the hell are you?” Someone screams over the din, and the footage centers on a sodden, blood-streaked, tanned young man half-cocooned inside a porcelain finish jasmine white tablecloth stuffing toothpicks of crab petit fours into his mouth from a crystalware plate. The young man’s tablecloth blows on a gust of wind like the caftan and headgear sported by Peter O’Toole in Lawrence of Arabia, and he gently undoes the twist cap on an expropriated carton of box wine.

“Me? I’m just a tourist—actually, I’m an oceanographer?” He sips the stuff and his eyes and mouth pucker at the sourness. There’s something former commonwealth nation about his accent, his teak skin and flint eyes, and his sheepy tuft of blondish hair. A woman goes hurling by, wrinkled, turkey-necked, windmilling her arms and bleeding from eyes and gums. 

“Why is there an oceanographer on the table eating canapes?” A baritone voice booms.

DM conversations volunteered from an account. They scroll down the screen accompanied by leaden silence. Courtesy of Nadia Chloe Siddiq-Spencer, August 23rd, 2024, reads a caption, in white lettering on a black backdrop. 

BichoraroNACL: Woah boo. That’s an incredible thing to drop on the unsuspecting.

MHHauntings: Quite. Problem is, whoever else am I going to tell?

BichoraroNACL: Well, maybe your mom for starts. I mean, that’s a megaton bomb right there. Don’t get me wrong, I’m your ride or die, and you know how I feel about you. You know. But, c’mon, chica. Naa come mi wid dis. Feel?

MHHauntings: Right, so I go to the brother, then?

BichoraroNACL: Yes! Go to him! He skeeves me out but like, yeah!? 

MHHauntings: Can’t. He’ll never hear me out.

BichoraroNACL: He kind of has to, don’t you think?

BichoraroNACL: You know, I know you haven’t told your man about this so I’m not even freaking, plus, like, you know, fuck dude. But you did save his life. Maybe you owe yourself a full disclosure to everyone.

MHHauntings: I’d rather shag that tosser again. 

BichoraroNACL: Maybe you can summon up that duppy in a séance? Okay, I’m just trying to make light here. You sure you don’t want to just...yeet it?

MHHauntings: No, it wouldn’t feel right. Not due to some patrimonial religious exclusive the impending ex might think he has over my fanny it’s just, well, you understand.

BichoraroNACL: You sought to feel less empty and rented out your box’s high-rise condo to a squatter for nine months?

MHHauntings: A little crude but fairly dead on.

BichoraroNACL: Like, okay, I’ve met dude. I haven’t met the other one, but I’ve seen that guy Larry’s absolutely uncorked YouTube stuff he does in his spare time and that guy sort of factors in. Look, I’m over here just asking, what? You feel? 

BichoraroNACL: Like WHAAAAAAAAAAAT?! And also, wow. That too.

MHHauntings: Loneliness is a powerful motivator.

BichoraroNACL: Yeah, but. Come on, b. 

MHHauntings: This is the master’s program insight I needed.

BichoraroNACL: I aim to please, chica. And like, seriously; don’t keep it. We should be a thing. Imagine the power of the two of us handfasted and in charge of a coven.

MHHauntings: We pashed once! You didn’t even get past some shitfaced petting, may I remind you.

BichoraroNACL: There were ravens and fire and a burning plantation! That alone was nearly the best orgasm of my life. *gif of a cat universally described as horny chewing its cage*

BichoraroNACL: The world is not ready. Also? Pocho says hewwo and that he misses yoo. Don’t you, mi Pochito consentido?

Under the clear sky Matilda stands on sand-colored concrete sidewalk, the background punctuated here and there by palms and various flowering trees native to the Hawaiian archipelago, along with the occasional pitched and shingled roof and culvert on the decidedly Californian looking bungalows. Matilda’s dress is something from another decade; long sleeved with a ruffle smock, and a very pale shade of lavender that is distinctively more like a washed-out lilac. She’s wearing an unlikely flower headpiece with copper irises, baby’s breath and eucalyptus leaves that almost blends in with her untamable hair.

Matilda’s spidery fingers lace around her higher end Fujifilm X series camera and she positions it outward, facing it toward a development on the other side of the road, currently unoccupied, capturing a few straggling diggers and loaders scattered around the site with a crane parked just behind a wire fence, the candy orange boom looming large over a gaping hole in the ground.

“So, this is the location of the former kasha house. Been a bit of time since the 20th century. Honolulu is much different as well.” Matilda rattles off gleefully, adding, “2nd and Harding has always been the consensus, it seems. Something draws it back here, anchors it in a sense. I suppose it may have been the site of its first victims after leaving the island of Kyushu with the earliest Hawaiian branch of the Hamadas.” She turns the camera back inward, capturing herself from the midriff up, slimmed by the dress’ generous empire waist, although her face possesses a shiny, uncharacteristic puffiness that makes her seem as young and vulnerable as she really is at thirty years of age.

“I’m going to settle some business here and see if that works as a wedding gift.” She explains with a fleeting smile, then opens her phone to reveal Wynn’s Instagram account: Hamadawfilm12 and a collection of recent photos. She gives them a judgmental perusal.

“Look at them. The boyfriend is looking rather charming, if he needs a shave. Oh, and there’s Peyton, the cameraperson. Rather off rack. Kennedy, looking informal, but honestly, he’s a comfort first sort of man.” Kennedy in the picture stares back emptily from the confines of a black hoodie, Darth Vader proclaiming in red print that he finds the viewers’ lack of bass disturbing. Peyton stands between Wynn and Roshan at the wedding venue on a long volcanic stone lanai, sporting a dark purple prom-style dress with an apron of glittery tulle and a bodice made from floral brocade, her freckled shoulders bare, woodland tattoos fading into a developing tan, her sun-honeyed black hair left natural and pinned up with butterfly clips. Roshan leans in elegantly, smiling bright whites against his thick black beard, with a handsome red paisley bowtie contrasting with his ivory suit and a band of lei maille around his neck. Wynn sinks a little into the off-white haori also bearing lei maille thrown over his plum-colored kimono, his straight hair slicked down around his ears, face ghost-like with foundation. She smiles a little sadly at the next picture, one of Roshan and Wynn, newly landed at Inouye airport, Wynn already sunburnt and breaking out in nervous hives in a midnight blue oxford with a white cabochon pattern and Roshan proudly sporting his plastic airport welcome lei over a lime green SeaTac hoodie, his beach head of wavy black hair held back by the drawstring in the hood. Swipes to another, blinking rapidly.

“Looks like the landlords are attending. Bit Tolkien in formal wear, aren’t they?” she says with a waspish arch of an eyebrow. Evan and Sean sit together hand in hand on some silver enameled folding chairs in earthen toned tweed ensembles complete with suit jackets and pocket watches and, in Evan’s case, a carved wooden walking stick. Her face freezes.

“Right.” She swipes past a silver-haired figure in cornflower and flushes slightly, letting her hand linger on another frame. “And here’s our director again.” Wynn, arms folded in the haori, staring full into the camera, his slender brushed in eyebrows sharp under the screen of overly gelled black hair. Matilda’s black eyes rove over his face and she quirks her lip.

“He simply doesn’t have a face for white.” She decides, then moves a hand to quiet the gymnastics in her decidedly basketball-shaped abdomen with a wince, keeps it there and strains to stand upright, clenching her jaw for a moment.

“Pregnancy is, well, it’s hard yakka, isn’t it?” Draws herself up fully and brushes down the front of her dress, pointing and twisting the camera away.

“Bit of a ghost tour event going on.” Matilda notes, steadying the small camera in her hands and revealing a chrome-colored Enviro500 bus, top deck closed in, with a banner on the side, black and orange with sharp, bat-like font dripping either ectoplasm or blood and virtually illegible from a distance. 

“I don’t know who I’m bloody talking to. Many societies believe cameras can steal your soul, yeah? Or did, before we all became enamored with it.” She grouses, gasping in pain as she crosses the road at the traffic light, “Those societies had it right. Bloody nonsensical solipsism.” Matilda strolls up to the air-conditioned tour bus, where a nylon braid and anodized iron stanchion is organizing the tour group behind a pair of polo-shirted teenagers.

“Is this a paid tour, yes?” Matilda coolly wonders, referring to a moon-faced, willowy teenage girl with a deep bronze complexion and a tight braid that spills over her small, pointy, polo clad shoulders.

“Oh hi.” The girl flourishes a brochure and a folded leaflet without batting one of her heavy eyelids. Small, hammered looking stainless steel earrings shimmer against her hairline under her round and protruding ears, “We can have you tour with the next group, okay? Here’s our pamphlet. Welcome to Oahu’s Most Haunted Tours. This is the special Lahaina Noon tour for fifty plus, so it would have to be a different one.” She regards Matilda as she finishes the spiel, as if expecting her to shuffle on, and with some quiet annoyance finds her standing in place, looking over the leaflet like she had been handed a piece of litter. Before the girl can voice her displeasure, the boy in the tour polo, her coworker, comes forward and creases his heavy eyebrows, scrutinizing Matilda. He has a sculpted face with a profile as characteristically Polynesian as Lono, but with powdery black hair and wolf-like hazel eyes.

“Brah. Are you that Australian cult lady from the internet?” He waggles a finger at her and squints for a few uncomfortable seconds as Matilda blinks, taken aback.

“From what?” Matilda finally sniffs. The boy nudges the girl a bit too hard in the ribs, and she pushes him back irritably, but he’s relentless in his enthusiasm and presses on.

“Miho, brah! This lady’s from my TikTok I showed you. My reaction video? She doesn’t look like Vecna in drag though. No offense, but, like, you’re a bit fat in real life. And wearing a grandma nightgown as walking about clothes, which, I guess, respect! Looks like a fancy muumuu, wahine. Think you can like, bless the ocean or whatever for me? For day patrol?”

“Have a ranking, do you?” Matilda asks him wearily, and the boy beams.

“Oh yeah. Ranked 25 in the under 18’s. How’d you know?” The boy screws up his face at her, puzzled. Matilda gives him a dry look.

“Lucky guess really,” she tells him, giving a gentle squeeze to her stomach.

“Did you really talk a sea spirit into spitting out your dead husband and then bring him back to life on da beach? Did he get any good hollows in the afterlife, brah?” The boy is extremely close to the camera, wide-eyed and staring expectantly.

“No.” 

“Bui, I don’t think this lady is as old as the woman in that dum dum video.” Miho groans, looking Matilda over, “Also, she hapai, braddah. She’s not fat.”

“She sounds like dingo ate her baby,” Bui insists, giving a shrug. Miho shakes her head in disgust.

“Ew, Bui, no. That’s like, a mean stereotype.”

“If we must discuss cruel stereotypes, do you not find it hypocritical in the least that you lot are maddened by the death of the unborn, but a woman’s actual child is a punchline?” Matilda wonders aloud casually, the usual frost in her voice.

“Her voice screams dingoes eating babies,” Bui says by way of an apology, giving another shrug.

“Not getting very far with this thickhead, am I?” Matilda scoffs with a light laugh.

“What chu filming about anyway?” asks the girl, tilting her head suspiciously and slitting her eyes.

“Ghosts, if you’d really like to know. It’s sort of my biz and all,” Matilda replies thinly, flashing a small smile. Bui hurtles toward her, hands up, struggling for words for a moment. 

“Can you like, connect with it? The house thing?” he finally blabbers out with a grin. The girl slams her eyes closed and puts her back to him, grabbing the velvet rope on the stanchion.

“Bui—shut up—” she tells him through gritted teeth. Matilda regards the pit in thoughtful silence, then looks back at him, allowing a smile to creep onto her lips.

“Oh, the entity? I expect so. Seen a lot worse than whatever’s in there, assuredly. Once got possessed by an Anasazi demonic entity we’ve all sort of figured is called Dave.” 

“Brah.” Bui gushes in ecstasy, grinning ear to ear. Matilda gives a humble-appearing toss of her curls, twanging the dried twigs of eucalyptus in her hair.

“Are you sure our boss is going to be cool with this, Bui?” Miho mutters out of the corner of her mouth, eyelids covering most of her heavily rolled dark eyes.

“Brah, his brain is going to explode. Actually? Get him on da phone.” He says, half a command, which the girl simply glares at him over.

“You get him on da phone,” she grumbles back. Bui gives a shrug, pulls out his case-free, slick gold colored Apple smart phone and pulls up Tomas Mahelona, his employer.

“Hey-hey Tomas. Yo. You wouldn’t believe who’s at the Kaimuki house right now!” His beaming face falls.

“No, it’s not Keanu. Braddah, when have we ever gotten that lucky? It’s that psychic from Australia!”

“Not the one that bends spoons. That lady who had her husband wipe out and get carried away by a rip and she summoned him back with like, the god of the sea? I showed you my reaction video, brah.” Bui frowns further, “Come on, what you mean da kine video? What, you never watch it?”

“I apologize for dis coworker,” Miho deadpans with a glare, “He’s special.”

“Aren’t we all?” Matilda laughs. Bui, for his part, dances around brightly while on the phone behind them.

“No, for reals dawg. Down at the tour! Yeah. We in front of—of the development! Where the whatsit—yeah, the kasha! Where dat house was. Chee hoo brah. No, she for real, brah! Grab your kahunas!” Bui makes a swift grab over his cargo shorts at his genital area.

“Or don’t. Ew.” Miho frowns.

“Are you a real spirit medium?” “Are you part of the tour?” “Who are you again?” “Excuse me, are you an Aussie or something?” “Are you pretending to be a pioneer?” “Looks like they’re trying to beef up the tour because this area is so unbelievably boring. Don’t you think?” “What’s going on with this pregnant lady? She looks like my bridesmaids did back in ’84, and while it was in style it was not the most flattering look. We were all twentysomething Golden Girls.” “Preggers is going to do something spiffy, I guess.” “Is that some sort of white lady getup? Like she’s a vengeful ghost or something?” “I can’t believe I paid sixty-six dollars for this!” “Right? Hawaiians are highway robbers!” “If I’d known I was just going to find myself in front of an excavator and a few sandbags I’d have stayed on the development site and been a foreman longer!” “I’d have stayed in plumbing engineering.” “Where’s the house, anyway?” “That hole is the house.” “What a letdown!” “Fosters!”

“Who the devil said that?” Matilda’s head snaps up.

“If it eats anyone, I’ll damn well make sure it’s you,” she pronounces coolly. A zaftig older woman in a cotton jersey dress, with a still healing elbow-length sleeve tattoo of plumeria flowers and waves in shakily lined Japanese style, very quickly makes a beeline for the back of the crowd, towing a short, athletic looking, still somewhat  brown-haired man behind her.

“People don’t go around yelling 'Molson!’ at Canadians, do they?” Matilda says bitterly. Bui ends his call with Tomas and bounces over, bright eyed. He pats Miho’s shoulder, and she pushes his hand off with a scowl.

“Tomas driving down here as we speak. Can we uh, get some pictures? He wants pictures if it’s cool for you know, like, da promotional stuff.” Bui blinks hopefully at Matilda.

“You should say no,” Miho tells her with a dark glare at Bui. “Out of spite.”

“I’m far too posh for that,” Matilda protests, tucking her hair back behind her shoulder. She grunts in discomfort and rubs the swell of her stomach again. It pops out slightly as the baby kicks, and Miho stares in visible discomfort.

“You should say no anyways. These guys are pathetic weirdos and I just work here to pay my Kapiolani CC parking fees.” Miho pulls herself up and puts her arms up over her chest and pushes her bony hip out with a frown, cringing inwardly, it seems.

“Sure brah,” Bui laughs, tossing his mullet of gunpowder hair. His puka shell necklace, half-hidden in his unbuttoned polo, rattles against a medal on a chain he’s also wearing.

“At least it’s better than hitting my head on a rock,” she carps, glaring at the construction site with a frown, “Bui, you are so dumb.”

“You aren’t like smart,” Bui smirks, looking down at the girl both literally and figuratively, “Like business college. Whatevs.”

“Hotel management, you total hupo!” Miho shrieks, belting him in the arm with a fist.

“Oy, bickering children!” Matilda speaks over them, warbling irritably, before relenting as they go silent. “I can entertain some promotional pictures.” She tells them with a demure sniff.

“Make sure to include me brand, though,” she adds.

“Shoots. Just send us some pdfs and the website and we’ll knock it right up,” grins Bui, getting a strong nudge in the ribcage from Miho.

“Poor choice of words?” he asks, looking down at Matilda’s bump with a wry smile.

“Is it even like, safe, to do this in your condition?” Miho asks out of the corner of her mouth. A young man with seemingly bleach blond hair pushes past her on a cell phone, frowning apologetically.

“Um, so sorry, is there a shuttle back toward Inouye Airport? Only wandered onto the tour by sheer unlucky bastardry and am truly on a time constraint.” The accent, a mishmash of Australian and vaguely New Zealand sounding English, catches Matilda off guard.

“Sheepfucker or bushwhacker?” Matilda calls over to him.

“Excuse me?” Miho growls, her mouth dropping.

“Why yes, I am indeed Scottish. Scotch Canadian. How’d you guess?” beams a tall man approaching sixty in rectangular glasses, his eyebrows and hair reminiscent of Commander Spock’s, wearing a MacTavish tartan short-sleeved flannel and a pewter ring bearing a Celtic knot.

“The one on the phone, love.” Matilda explains, pointing to the back of the blond, who cuts a surprisingly seamanlike figure, arms and legs bulging with muscle against a spare waist.

“Oh. I thought you meant me, because I’m Scottish. Last name is—”

“Oh, you look it surely. Lovely.” Matilda replies quickly, placing a hand on her abdomen and speaking to the figure with the mobile and his back turned to her, “What’s your tally there? Done all the flocks in Wellington then? Or are you off somewhere in whoop-whoop?” The young man hangs up the phone and turns toward her, cocking a very thick Austronesian eyebrow over a bright brown eye.

“Um, very much no to the actual sheep. As for the bushwhacking, I leave well enough alone.” He’s in his late twenties with a broad, squarish jaw, with skin as deep in color as a stick of sienna. The hair he has no shortage of is short but very wavy and coiled—and naturally blonde, an amber color that’s surprisingly ale-like. “My family come from the Strait, Auntie, get our independence soon enough. But yes, been out and about in Aoteroa. What’s your situation?” 

“What’s your guess?” Matilda, cradling her stomach, gives him one of her famously insouciant smiles and the young man finds himself smiling dumbly along.

“Melbourne. Been there a few times and you give off the most, Melbourney vibe,” he says with a shudder and a laugh.

“You could say it like it’s a nice sort of place,” Matilda sniffs.

“Would rather surgically remove a kidney—I’ll gladly take going to Brisbane over yez,” the young man replies with a wide grin. “You lot are terribly up yourselves.”

“And where would I rather remove organs than go in the Strait?” Matilda sputters, hugging her stomach tightly.

“Thursday Island, actually. Get our independence soon enough.” He tells her with  a cocky grin. Matilda gives him her hand, which he taps slightly instead of clasping. “Name’s Harry,” he tells her with a wink.

“Tilde Harley,” she replies with a sharp intake of breath, “If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to lean in on this bus for a mo’. I’m a spirit medium.” Matilda slumps gratefully against the frame of the chrome colored Enviro500 tour bus. The tour group in the meantime has taken to snapping photos of the construction site, listening half-heartedly to Miho’s droning description of the site, as a few of the crustier tourists fling a few insults about the general quality of the tour at her mid-sentence. Bui, for his part, obliviously swivels his body around, scanning for Tomas’ car, talks over Miho at random intervals, and gets eye-fucked by a small throng of sexagenarians one skein short of a knitting circle.

“Interesting choice of career. I’m an oceanographer meself. Currently working out of NIWA, hence the affectation of the kiwi accent, only it’s slipping in more as days go by.” He nods at the construction site with a grin, “So, you believe in all of this, then?”

“Believe wouldn’t be the word, exactly,” she explains, pulling in a quick, painful breath and expelling it, “It’s like believing in the warmth of the sun. You know? It’s there, you don’t much think about it. NIWA is what, exact?” 

“A research institute? You’re not coming the raw prawn with these drongos on the tour then?” he grins. Matilda, feeling some manner of national fraternity, smiles at him in a way she’d probably describe as cheeky.

“Wasn’t planning on it. Only I expect, I might be a bit up my own arse by being here. Getting a bit late now and I had plans.”

“Hence the dress, I’d wager.” Harry says with a commonwealth waggle of the eyebrows at the reckoned with vintage attire.

“Quite.” She allows with a smirk, turning away a little to screen her face.

“Excuse me,” Interrupts the Scottish Canadian tourist with a polite smile behind his glasses, staring blankly at them both, “Have you ever been to Scotland?”

“Oh, we’re still on that? Well, no. Can’t say I have.”

“I have relatives from Ireland,” offers an elderly woman with blonde-rinsed hair, pressing her top dentures back into place with her tongue.

“Lovely for you.” Matilda says with a weary smile.

“Ta, mate,” Harry adds with a wave.

“Are any of youse Scottish? By any chance?” asks another tourist, leaning heavily on a tennis-balled walker, blue eyes glittering in his worn and craggy cave of a face. Large pink ears stick out elfinly against winter-white wisps of hair. He’s wearing a lei picked up at Inouye Airport, made of silk flower spider lilies, over a blue shirt with silhouetted palms.

“No.” Matilda replies coolly, “Unless a Scots backpacked through the Caucasus at some point.”

“Not at all,” Harry agrees, frowning with though before expanding on it, “I’m named unfortunately for the English prince. Not because of some cargo cult, ya racist dog. Because of me luscious blonde locks which me mum thought looked like the Diana boy’s. Only it weren’t him, it were his older brother? Communication with the outside world really is a bit shite in Oceania sometimes on account of a lack of undersea cables.”

“Well, that is certainly interesting!” Exclaims the plumbing engineer, a snowy haired, portly man with a deep tan, a big red face, and a pair of aviator sunglasses. He’s pointing a beefy finger toward the ground at his feet, where his shadow has disappeared, and the pavement seems stark and lit up from within with the quality of normal to bad CGI.

“It’s the Lahaina Noon effect.” Miho explains primly, waving her hand overhead and giving a tight smile, “What you’re looking at is a solar event that happens on the islands.” She says it with the careful precision of the rehearsed. 

“Pretty much everywhere in the Tropic of Cancer, but most prominently in Lahaina, Maui, hence the name.” Harry mutters pedantically. The tour group mills around, snapping pictures, gasping and cooing in awe. 

“When’s the sun going to turn this off?” Asks a worried senior citizen on the tour.

“It like, doesn’t. It passes over.” Miho replies, expression glazed.

“Suns don’t really have an off or on feature,” she finds herself deadpanning, then scowls at Harry, who until then was glancing in her direction and biting back a smile at her expense. 

“May as well enjoy myself, I guess.” He tells Matilda with a grin, crossing his athletic arms and giving her a megawatt smile, “What brought you to this specific bulldozed house, then, Miss Oz Witch?” 

“Certainly not the banal questions of tourists.” She tells him drily, before breathing in sharply again. Matilda momentarily closes her eyes and Harry looks her over with alarm, taps the camera she’s holding irritably with a forefinger. She smiles a disarming, tight smile, “I’m well, a psychic, as previously stated. Been burning to go here for some time. Supposedly it’s haunted by a kasha. A demon cat entity, what’s called in the Japanese archipelago a yokai. What’s particular about them is that they can possess the dead.”

“It’s err, a family heirloom of a friend of mine and I wanted him to have it, for, well, safe keeping purposes. Plus he’s getting married.” She prattles on, rubbing sweat from her face. Her omnipresent bangles, traded in for silk thread lehenga style ones with mirrored cut glass and aluminum alloy bands, clink.

“Oh, I’m sure he’ll be thrilled,” Harry replies faintly.

“Are there any Scottish Hawaiian ghosts?” Wonders the Scottish Canadian tourist. He’s acquired reinforcements in another middle-aged to senior gentleman who is clad in a short-sleeved buffalo plaid.

“I’ll certainly check.” Matilda assures him, rubbing her abdomen. She quirks an eyebrow at Harry, who rubs his chin stubble with his hand.

“Been way more interested in micrograms of plastic as of late. Bit of a doomsday scenario if you ask me!” Harry blurts out with a shudder.

“Did you follow at all when I mentioned the yokai?” Matilda wonders with a small, cynical smile.

“Like Kwaidan? Barmy fucking movie. Loved it. But was fairly scared. We are not for it in the Strait, that’s for sure.”

“A kwaidan is a Japanese ghost, yes.” She acknowledges, pushing her chin toward the construction site, “That demo site is where once stood a farmstead, presumably for a Japanese Hawaiian family that met a fell end. Then the kasha went on to possess the dead and the story continues. It lets itself out every so often. Family were powerful Japanese mystics once upon a time.”

“Is that scuttlebutt, or is that a thing they believed truly happened?” Harry asks her with a grin.

“Fairly convinced there’s an element of truth here,” Matilda replies, hugging her abdomen. Slightly annoyed, she adds, “Look at the tour that you’re on. Why the devil did you pay for it?”

“Between you and me, I um, maybe didn’t,” he whispers, eyes going wide and mouth forming a line.

“They do eat sinners alive, I’ve been told,” she laughs with a small smile. 

“Well, if it helps, it was truly a mistake on my end. The bus for my hostel was entirely the same sort of, erm, bus.” His eyes rove over the hole in the ground, the fence and the excavator, and he looks back at Matilda, “And you’re what? Poking it awake with a mystical finger?”

“Something like that,” she agrees.

“What do you expect will happen?” Harry asks, genuinely curious. 

“Largely nothing,” Matilda admits with a shrug, “It’s a spirit that can latch onto the corpses of the dead.”

“Barring a few persons in this tour, I think we’re all rather safe,” she observes with a thin smile. Bui bounds over with a bounce in his step and stops in front of her, putting his hands on his hips. He leans over and playfully pushes Miho, who shoves him back.

“Thomas is almost here now! Brah, this is going to be cool! I am pumped! Are you pumped, Miho?”

“No.”

“Be pumped Miho!” 

“Shut up.” She sneers, pushing him away, “You know kahuna is like bad, right?”

“Brah, it’s going to be lit for realz.”

“Absolutely unreal how cool it is that we’re about to summon a ghost from a pile of rubble under a Lahaina solar effect,” Harry mocks quietly from alongside Matilda. She sighs down at him, eyebrows twitching slightly in pain.

“That’s cool, right?” Bui asks the crowd, who give an overall frail and lukewarm response, if they manage to hear him at all.

“It doesn’t seem cool. It seem for reals lolo,” Miho grumbles, snapping her sharp shoulders back with a hug.

“You don’t even believe in ghosts, brah,” Bui retorts with a disgusted head shake.

“No, but these places are spooky enough at night for me and now? It’s heckin creepy without shadows.” She hisses through her teeth.

“Almost as creepy as him.” Miho announces darkly, pointing at Harry. Harry gives Matilda a resigned look and
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