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But Actually, a Novel

By Zofia Warwick

2024. All rights Reserved.

What Critics Have to Say:

“I was told by [redacted] to say this is the best documentary I’ve ever seen so that he’d cover the 11th. This is the best documentary I’ve ever seen.” -Ronald Frecklington IV, Air Traffic Controller 

“That girl in the last one had a hairpiece made from cat hair. For me, that was a little much. Pretty girl though. Not as pretty as that doctor though. She was like a, well, Carla Gugino times eleven. D’you know if she was married to that guy with the chicken hair? ...what do you mean she’s suing us?” -Lawrence Samuel Benn, CPA, CFA, and co-producer

“You know what, baby? Just watch it. See for yourself.” -Morgan Williams-Ashmore, parking attendant at Seattle-Tacoma International Airport

Legal Disclaimer: All persons in the documentary, save complainants in the lower court of the City of Albuquerque, New Mexico, the orphan’s court of the Incorporated City of Boston, Massachusetts, those involved in the case of District of Columbia versus Roland Harley, the parties afflicted in the New South Wales circuit court case ‘Royal Paranormal Society v Whollalism LTD’ and the complainant in ‘Blue Hawaii LLC versus Benn-Hamada Productions’ have consented to film, and it is with their express permission that they are depicted in the scenes below. All persons in the aforementioned litigations have not consented to film and have made portions of this documentary illegal in the following states: California, Delaware, Florida, Illinois, Maryland, Massachusetts, Montana, Nevada, New Hampshire, Pennsylvania, and Washington. Viewer discretion is advised.
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Badankatoo (n) a person cursed by his/her mother—Mandinka-English dictionary

馬の耳に念仏-Japanese Proverb

So don’t fear if you hear

A foreign sound to your ear

It’s alright, Ma, I’m only sighing

—Bob Dylan

Oft filmed as it is, the baggage claim of Dulles International Airport lends itself to film. There’s a certain directness, a cleanliness of purpose, stylistically, thematically, that permeates its perimeters. Large thrumming carousels spin endlessly counterclockwise beneath the icy white glow of the fluorescent lighting, the ceiling itself following a curvilinear path overhead that resembles the flight feather of a bird. The floors themselves are just the right amount of scuffed looking, made of a hospital-grade overglazed grayish white tile. 

From the baggage claim you can take your establishing shot and pan and then find yourself walking out into a desert belt of road that seems to have been transplanted from the farthest, remotest part of America into the endless scrum of its capital. From there you’ll scan the dip in the linear asphalt leading away from you like a cinematic lion standing on a promontory. The baggage claim is no slouch; Eero Saarinen made an airport sexy enough to make an architect blush. 

In the moment Peyton captures for their Benn-Hamada film, however, Wynn Hamada tramps through a dramatic establishing shot, past those carousels, and out of the exit with no particular acknowledgement of how perfect it is for his cinematography.

Wynn drags a carry-on suitcase wordlessly. His head and eyes: downcast. His baseball cap, for a local Seattle beer league, perches crookedly on top of his head. Wynn’s sagging shoulders are covered with the droopiest checked flannel shirt he likely owns, which blows a bit in the breeze that sweeps down over the roadway as he egresses through the vomitoria of Saarinen’s coliseum.

Post-production ignores Wynn’s sinking depression as it manifested over the next few hours and cuts to the same luggage—black, vaguely steamer-like, and stamped with touristy decals from the places Wynn has been—sitting on top of a cheerful quilted bedspread in a D.C. AirBnB.  Wynn sits beside it, lost in thought, eyes wells of sadness. He rubs his face with his hands and reflects. 

“I’m,” he stops himself. Tries again with a small tittering laugh. “I’m thinking that maybe I bit off more than I could chew, here?” He brushes his hands down his face, composes himself. Looks at the camera, eyes dark and hurt.

“Filmmaking is an undertaking. It’s an art, but it’s also a process of construction.”

“You have your photography shoots and your outlines,” he continues, allowing himself to be carried away by narrative prattling, “Your treatments and your storyboards and your crew that you have to pay and all of your lighting, your audio, has to be right. Because this is cinema verité and there aren’t really retakes.” He sucks in a breath here, touches his front top teeth with his tongue. 

“Ghosts are, well,” he laughs, scornfully, “They don’t care about any of that. Whole weeks of footage just looks. Looks trashed.” The next laugh barks out of him piteously, and he sniffs.

A reflection on something Peyton shot earlier in Boston, courtesy of Wynn’s Toshiba. It shows the kitchenette as it leads to the butler’s pantry of their client’s Dorchester home. Propped up against the wall is a fairly conventional plastic dustpan and broom. The broom, despite the weight of the dustpan, gently slides over in the pan and taps the ground. 

Matilda, off screen and particularly arch, yells at it.

“George Inverness, would you behave?” 

Wynn closes the lid of his Toshiba laptop and takes another long breath. 

“That’s the majority of the ‘ghost’ footage that doesn’t concern Matilda’s possession theatrics. And mark my words, um. They’re theatrical. I wouldn’t,” Wynn stops himself, rubs his forelock of hair, craning his head forward and rubbing his face with both hands. Sighs deeply. 

“I wouldn’t go around calling it hard evidence that anything happened, in any way.” Wynn looks up fitfully, biting his lip, bartering with himself in the camera lens. The room is perhaps not somber enough; there’s a pattern on the wall, in yellowing-to-browning aged wallpaper, of Donald Duck marching at the head of his three nephews. Behind him, there are satiny blue and white covers on the decorative pillows behind him with big white buttons and silky red bows. A ceramic Soviet-era Donald Duck lamp leans in as if eavesdropping from the nightstand by the bed.

Nevertheless, Wynn flips open the Toshiba again, and after closing a few applications, starts a voice message from Dennis while sniffling, his eyes downcast, ignoring the Donald Duck memorabilia. 

“Hi Wynn, you know who it is.” Wynn stares emptily at the floor, eyes welling with tears. “You know why I’m calling. Larry put me in charge of reaming you out.”

“This is my brother Dennis,” Wynn says quietly with a resigned frown. “The Hamada in Benn-Hamada Productions. If, if you thought it was me, well, it’s not.” Wynn rubs his nose and sniffs again.

“Ok. In sum; we got rid of the CT scanner. Don’t ask us how, and we won’t have to lie under oath. However, Larry’s last voicemail, which I’m guessing was indecipherable due to all the shouting while on Percocet, was about the corporate credit card.”

“We have a card for business expenses associated with the documentary.” Wynn explains, staring down at his feet.

“All the seasons and spinoffs of Ghost Hunters.” Dennis tsks.

“Yep.” Wynn mumbles, looking down at his feet and biting his lip.

“Turns out, Larry already owned them all on DVD, for whatever reason, and you just needed to ask him to borrow them. He wasn’t really being unreasonable about the budget issues either. Which is why I’m supposed to be yelling at you right now and telling you what a dumb fuckhead I think you are. Which I could. But you know, Larry did that already while on little white pills and purple drank. It was Shane McGowan territory, for sure.”  Dennis chuckles, and that chuckle transforms into a tired groan. “I can’t seem to find it in myself to lecture you. Okay? You win. Don’t go wild, but for the love of all that is holy stay off Facebook, or Instagram, or whatever. TikTok? Above all just don’t talk to mom and dad.” Wynn sniffs and rubs a tear from his eye with the back of his hand.

“Larry didn’t talk to those skinsuits either,” Dennis insists with a sigh. “Who knows how Crypt Keepers find out about you? Did you post something stupid to your wall? Did they find your spoor in the afterlife? Do you have their phylactery and you shake it up on occasion like a fucking magic 8-ball and this is why this keeps happening?”

“My mom and dad,” Wynn intones, eyes glistening. He looks at the ceiling for a second, then laughs a little. “Blame me for being dyslexic, if that helps paint a portrait. That’s not even delving into anything else.”

“I’m working on the balances so I can let you know what’s going on with that a bit later in the week. We can probably pull through if the check clears on our portion of the contracting.” Dennis’ voice is doing its best to be reassuring. 

“So, don’t worry too much there.” Wynn sniffles.

“Don’t talk to mom and dad right now, okay? They’re being themselves. Don’t go online. Just, you know, focus on getting this done. Since you’re being paid to do it, okay? Don’t start spiraling.”

“This is on Facebook,” Wynn tells the camera, swallowing thickly and turning the lcd of his laptop toward the lens. He pushes the open Facebook page blurrily into view, but it doesn’t focus. It’s clear enough that there’s an attachment there, and perfunctory text, in uninspired black and white.

He cuts in a picture of the funeral notification in post-production. His parents printed it on 8x11 1/2” standard printer paper at their fifty plus center and included a paperclip art rose at the very top of the announcement. 

~~~
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Loving Memory—Wynn Shin Hamada. 1990-2022. Second-born son of Atsuta Hamada Sr, Christine Hamada of the Kalihi Neighborhood of Honolulu, HI. Christine is the only daughter of war hero and state senator Andrew Matsuki and Atsuta Hamada Sr is the first-born son of Keisuke Hamada, a well-known 20th Century Buddhist and Shinto scholar active in the Kaimuki, Honolulu Japanese community. As of late, they have resided on the mainland in Richmond, WA. Their deceased second son is survived by his older brother, Atsuta Hamada Jr, a Washington licensed accountant and financial advisor graduated from Stamford University. Ceremony to be held at the Oregon Buddhist Temple during off hours this upcoming Sunday. Attendance is not required. Gifts for the deceased’s family can be donated at https://gofundme.com/&6Hamada=deadson
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“You know what they’re—" Wynn turns off Dennis’ message by folding down the lid of his Toshiba, and then snaps the camera off with a sigh and a tearful sniffle. 

BWA! Footage plays, hailing sonorously from a 70’s era Senegalese film featuring women with big hair and bigger eyes, serious men sweating in suits, and no lighting whatsoever. A sweaty horn solo begins, adding ambience to the trailer.

‘Une production cinématographique du Sénégal’ reads the cream-colored Parisian Metro style text on a black backdrop, just slightly grainy from age.

The first clips are merely fragments to set the mood. 1970s Senegal, natural lighting, men with rifles and sunglasses obscuring over half their long dark faces, all of them crouching in the back of a jeep. A beautiful woman, jet black, blackberry lipstick, luscious lips pursed, wearing a frock dress and a gently slung hijab that barely shrouds her bountiful springy hair. She turns, and there is a man. 

More to the point, there is an owl man, seemingly half papier-mache, half tan 70’s polyester with fringe. He’s very tall and dark with his arms spread out like Rio’s Christ the Redeemer in the darkness of the shot, lightless night behind him, lit from the front by the presence of whatever lamp happened to be in the room. His face, dark, long and pouting, vaguely similar to Scottie Pippen’s, beholds the heroine, his hair covered by his creatively assembled costume. 

Our heroine puts her manicured hands to her face and screams.

‘Bwa ! Un film très audacieux, inspiré par la peur !’ screams the text, further punctuated by the treble of a francophone narrator reading it aloud and the clash of the horn.

The heroine is a researcher, it seems. In another clip, she stands over and looks through a perfunctory black microscope, her laboratory located in a mustard-yellow classroom with laminated French on the walls. Her boss, clearly a fellow scientist, is a bold-looking man in an unbuttoned polo with a receding hairline, something of Bill Cosby in his pre-infamy prime about the sweaty face and widened eyes.

“I think this man, he is a crime of nature,” she says in a French-African inflected dub, staring up at the heroic male scientist.

“Yes. I believe it so.” He nods at her sagely, coming to the same French-inflected conclusion.

‘Bwa! La terreur s'emparera de ton cœur!’ The lively narration continues.

A character described in the credits as ‘loose morals woman’ appears. She is conventionally attractive, skimpily dressed in a pair of knee-high crinkle boots, light-skinned for Sub-Saharan Africa, with neon yellow hoops in her ears under a beachy blonde wig. She sits in a small wooden enclosure with the character described as ‘loose morals man’, who is a bald gentleman with a missing tooth and a beer gut. They are drinking locally brewed and bottled palm wine.

“Omo. I think he is a man. A cursed man dat becomes like a bird.” deadpans the Nigerian woman dubbing the ‘loose morals woman.’

“He is acting like the Devil! Hahaha!” Laughs the ‘loose morals man’, almost suspiciously dubbed by a second, this time male Nigerian.

“He is accursed like the Devil!” the man continues to laugh. Almost sullenly, the Bwa appears, arms slung down and drooping fringe polyester. The ‘loose morals’ couple screams in terror as the inevitable smothering occurs and the clip wipes into another exclamation of text.

‘Bwa! Un film qui est le fleuron du cinéma Sénégalais !’ the narrator boasts.

Our beautiful heroine cries once more, screaming pitifully as her boss, the Cosby expy, grapples with the eponymous polyester-clad monster in their classroom-cum-lab.

The scene fades to black. Large, white, angular lettering assails the eyes.

BWA! en salles juin 1978!!

Matilda scowls at the camera and digs her fingers into the scalp of her furiously curly hair. If the crew didn’t know better, they’d assume she had simply rolled her naked body up into the hotel’s coverlet, but the garment does appear to have been sewn into a shapeless, crumpled white.

“Right,” she says, side eyeing the camera “So, my husband, whom I love quite deeply, set out to find Tysons Corner this morning in search of an Au Bon Pain.”

“He’s not returned,” she adds. The white, vaulted concrete walls of the subway stretch out behind her, resembling the walls of Dulles the crew didn’t film. Remnants of D.C.’s torrid love affair with Saarinen and Saarinen’s predisposition to waffle patterns.

“I’m currently in front of a metro station what is called ‘Foggy Bottom. It seemed to be called ‘Froggy Bottom’ when I first arrived, but Patton—Peyton? Peyton has kindly volunteered that this is not the case.”

“We’re of the opinion that he is on a metro train but is also on ‘do not disturb?’” she says with a wince.

“It’d be real helpful if your psychic powers could locate living souls,” Kennedy, boom mic in hand like a wizard’s staff, grumbles. He’s wearing a t-shirt with the single for the Talking Heads’ ‘And She Was’, the painterly figure seemingly glaring in disappointment. Matilda does her best to unrumple her dress in a dither.

“It really would,” she says, smiling toothily, “I’ll get right on sending a letter to the manager of my psychic powers, shall I?” Being very early in the morning and with Roland absent, Matilda forgets herself and brings two fingers up rather curtly. 

“I’m snitching to boo.” Kennedy smirks. Matilda blinks and carefully smooths out the front of her dress, looking away as the platform lights up in its characteristic series of three, and a train clamors through the tunnel.

Wynn shuffles in between the pair of them, the insouciant Matilda cocking an eyebrow and Kennedy grumpily making room. He quietly, firmly wedges himself between them like the pawn child in a broken marriage and clears his throat.

“So, we’re um, only a few blocks away.” Wynn looks over at Peyton and the camera, then smiles nervously, first at Kennedy, then at Matilda, then seemingly at the world. “Care for a walk, anyone?” Matilda pulls her hand from her dress and tosses her hair, raking her fingers through her curls. Kennedy frowns in confusion and looks at the camera. 

“Uh, you want to walk, P?”

“I mean, I guess?” Peyton laughs. “How hard is that going to be?”

“Right?” Wynn laughs, a little too eagerly.

The walk doesn’t go well, with the footage cutting back to a residential street in Georgetown.  Peyton pants behind the camera and moans. Kennedy’s Talking Heads shirt clings to his somewhat shapeless torso wetly. Wynn, for his part, stands doubled over, cherry red from the expenditure and pushing back clumps of damp hair.

Matilda crosses her arms as she trots over the brick pavers and past them with not even a sweaty lock of hair, her face a mixture of confoundment and contempt. There’s something a little Chicagoland about this side of DC; with the iron balconies and porticos over and under the first floors of the stucco and brick homes as they settle back behind magnificent old oaks and linden trees, poplars and hazelnuts.

“I’m absolutely staggered right now,” she remarks, pulling a frown. “That wasn’t even three kilometers. It’s certainly not even warm weather, what with being early October here. You all look like you’ve been in the bush for a day with half a canteen left between you.”

Wynn can’t breathe well enough to do more than hold his hand up at that.

“We’re arts majors.” He finally pants.

“You’re out of shape,” she says with a tut, and then mutters, turning her back to them, “Whole bloody country is a bunch of land whales.”

Wynn can say nothing about that, so he tries to catch his breath as he reaches for the door knocker on a nearby colonial home.  

“Well, let’s knock on the—”

Before he can finish his sentence, an absurdly tall, lanky bald man throws the door open with the surprise of a trap door spider and abruptly slams Wynn to the pavement. Kennedy coughs at this, and Matilda, of all people, goes agape. She briefly leans forward as if to intervene and then steps back quickly, folding her slender arms over her cranelike body, made even more cranelike by the billowing white of the dress.

“Who are you?” the man growls in a Central African accent heavily inflected with French, his palm flat on Wynn’s forehead as he moans. “A spy? An assassin? A Jehovah’s Witness?” At the sound of scuffling the door opens further, and an exasperated and officious looking little man walks out. He looks at them, almost apologetically, with eyes the color of gold at midnight before wagging his finger down at the man shoving Wynn’s head into the brick pavers.

“Edi—Edi, what have I told you?” he squeals in exasperation, “Please help this man to his feet, yes?” This second man is portly and short, bespectacled with a whorl of crisp hair around his bald spot, his pot belly straining against his tucked in silk button down. The lanky assailant springs to his feet, adjusts his cufflinks, and excuses himself with a curt nod, brushing away dust from his tactical vest. He vanishes into the house with a swift warning glare at the crew.

Kennedy scowls and bends down to help Wynn up. Wynn, miraculously not bleeding from any large contusions, brushes himself off absently and frowns, grabbing and fondling his laptop bag to ensure that nothing’s broken.

“Mr. Edi Jawara is my enthusiastic security detail; may he be forgiven,” the little man explains the crew, trotting down the steps to meet them. He looks around and smiles widely. “By the cameras it would be accurate to say you are the documentary crew that contacted my Isatou?”

Wynn clutches the back of his neck with a wince. 

“Ow. Can I get some ice please?” 

Matilda drifts forward and extends her hand, edging Wynn out of the way a little. 

“I’m Matilda Harley, Mr. Guess?”

“Mr. Guisse. Madame,” he corrects her gently, taking her longer fingers in his stubbier ones and giving her hand a firm, quick shake. 

“Pleased to meet you,” she says with a toothy smile.

“Yes,” the man says briskly, giving Wynn a quick glance as he winces in pain, “I suppose you are caring to see it?”

“I’d like to, yes.” Mr. Guisse lets out a small grunt of acknowledgement and beckons them forward.

“Come inside,” he tells them, ascending the stairs and motioning that the crew follow. Matilda slips inside after him, and Peyton focuses on Wynn’s agonized face as he climbs the steps.

“Shit, dude, are you okay?” she asks. Wynn tries to nod and stops himself, grimacing. He waves a hand.

“I’m good.” 

“Do you need an ambulance?” Kennedy asks him plainly, emphasizing each word. Wynn bites his lip and very slightly shakes his head, clutching the back of his neck.

“No, I’ll be fine.” They drift through a living room with a large entertainment center and some low, leather sectionals, walls decorated with framed photographs—of solemn, handsome young men and women wearing medals and holding diplomas—various Guisse family members. A picture of Mr. Guisse himself, a little younger with a fuller head of hair, laughing in the presence of former UN Secretary General Kofi Annan, a member of the Senegalese Sall administration and a cabinet minister for The Kingdom of Morocco at a White House function.

“Ah yes. That is the wall.” Mr. Guisse grins at them, pointing to it knowingly. “We must carry through—those are my sons. Lamin, Masane—” Upon seeing them poised at various angles of the living room sectionals he says in Mandinka to acknowledge the guests—Lamin gives a distracted wave from his laptop and Masane pulls out an earbud and looks questioningly at his dad. Mr. Guisse gives him a short look and he pops to his feet.

“Hello.” The boy named Masane sees Kennedy and the camera and straightens his polo shirt and follows along. He’s fifteen, sixteen tops, whereas the older brother is probably in his late teens or early twenties. Neither are particularly tall, something of an anomaly in Central Africa, and are very dark-skinned and somewhat slightly built. 

“My wife, Isatou,” the older man tells them with a grin, fanning his arms out as he comes upon the outlandishly large kitchen island, behind which stands his wife. “How are you more beautiful than you were ten minutes ago?” At this, Mrs. Guisse beams sunnily, a handsome woman with a bell-shaped figure. She’s dressed in a stylish caftan style dress with a simple linen hijab covering her head and neck and dwarfs her husband easily. Her skin is the color of charcoal and as smooth as a clay pot, unlined despite approaching her fifties.

“You are a lying old man,” she tells him with a chuckle, and holds her hands out to the crew. “Charmed,” she tells them, her smile producing a charming crease around her eyes. 

“This man needs ice. Edi!” Mr. Guisse snorts derisively, adding something unflattering in his wife’s native Wolof, and Isatou gives an understanding nod and the African cut eye. She makes her way to the refrigerator and collects a few cubes from a dispenser, wrapping them in a fluffy tea towel and handing them over to Wynn, who gratefully presses them against his neck.

“I am taking them to the shed for the problem,” Mr. Guisse tells her, all business. Isatou stifles a cough and puts a hand on her chest. 

“Oh, it is dreadful, isn’t it?” she exclaims, looking shocked. Her voice is heavily inflected with African French.

“Oh. They’re here for the Karen?” Masane drifts out from behind them, and all eyes fall on the young man. His parents give looks of slight disapproval, Wynn swallowing back his own hangups as he watches them. Matilda, however, is mainly cool and curious.

“Is that a traditional word for the ghost or demon?” she wonders. Masane regards her with a head tilt.

“No.” he tells her, explaining nothing. With an exasperated smile, Mr. Guisse raises a hand.
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