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But Actually, a Novel

By Zofia Warwick

2024. All rights Reserved.

What Critics Have to Say:

“Raucously funny, well-written, witty and extraordinary—sorry? I thought we were talking about the new David Sedaris. What were we talking about?”-Ellison ‘Lis’ Davis, editor and only contributor for ‘Northern Pacific’s Best Crytoblog’ 

“[The documentary was] Kind of interestin’. Shame you arsed about so much.”-C. Timms, interviewee

“Absolutely none of it takes place in Connecticut.”-A patron at the Atlanta Film Festival

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.

Dedicated to all those depersonalized ants out there. We’re the ghost in the machine, even if that’s feeling muddled by the whiplash pace of existence in a market saturated and on-demand world. ~Wynn
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Rain seems endless in the Pacific Northwest. If it were words, it would be those of the aunt you were asked to call as a birthday obligation, the one who nagged her husband into planting a hedgerow recently and had gallstones removed years back but still must regale you with all the gory details. PNW rain is very much like her; soft, a bit scattered, known to fall in or around the local coffee shops and churches. Gutters spill over like drooling Labradors. Large fronded, moss-covered trees hang low over sodden asphalt rooftops, shading the babbling brooks of the city sewerage. Raincoated dogs trot nervously in front of raincoated cyclists, safety lights strobing and spokes bright with reflective panels. The earth itself bubbles gray beneath the grass.

The rain can’t disguise the immensity of the geometrically framed Scandinavian house along a boulder and moss littered path, currently giving way to a small trickling waterfall under a copse of deliberately planted quaking aspen. There’s a knock that occurs off-screen, and a hulking shadow admits the knocker into a sunroom that cannot possibly live up to its designation on a day like this, a sunroom of birch bark white walls and a cathedral ceiling that seems to extend like a pillar toward the clouds.

Inside, a much drier and warmer environment, Wynn Hamada smiles to himself a little shyly before taking a seat. The seat in question is a white metal chair, stylishly minimal, cushioned with childishly neon fabric of Otomi bird motifs, and Wynn has pushed it up next to an electric indoor-outdoor heater for comfort as the cold rain pelts the ceiling to floor window of Matilda and Roland Harley’s sunroom like a barrage of wayward birds. The home is of their own construction and located in West Linn, the surroundings heavily wooded with tall timber pines and ubiquitous Cascade mosses, some distance away from the center of town. 

Roland Harley, Rollie to his mates, leans forward on the hammock he has hanging in that sunroom, an equally colorful mesh from the Yucatan, and stares expectantly, green eyes clear and tranquil. Even sitting down, Roland is obviously tall and broad, with jutting ears and a thick cloud of blonde hair. His shirt, a guayabera in seafoam green, is open, revealing a whorl of chest hair, and paneled with alforzas from the shoulder to the shirttails.

“Right, so, this is the introductions then, is it, mate?” He stares at Wynn Hamada, who, deeply embedded in the chair and warming his hands against the indoor-outdoor heater, looks as if he’s been slightly caught off guard. Wynn glances down at his lap; a spiral notebook, nearly full of his cramped notes, is opened, and Wynn thumbs through it silently for a few seconds.

“Right. This is the introduction.” A slight setting of the jaw and a flush of cheek. Wynn is quite a bit younger in appearance (although Roland himself is barely forty), and has a pale, soft complexion, a little milk-fed along the jawline.  He waves absently at the camera, barely looking up. 

“My name is Wynn Hamada, and this is a Benn-Hamada Production. I recently met the subjects inside my hometown of Seattle when Mrs. Harley repeatedly kept telling me not to park my car on the street where they were working.” A slight side eye under his slicked black hair. 

“It has such negative energy,” Matilda pronounces, with an Australian accent so magnificent as to almost be a parody. She’s a tanned, impressively tall, fierce looking reed of a woman with wild russet hair and an aggressive, prairie-style printed dress, most likely thrifted. Some manner of Gunne-Saxe, high-collared, ruffled, floral and pearl-buttoned.

“The likes of no other car, I’d say. So omoimasen ka?” The Japanese is slightly broken by the non-affectation of that accent of hers; to an American such as Wynn it screams billabongs and swagmen and all the things an American might perceive as the Outback, but to a native Australian the scroggy warble is purely the middle-class accent of a resident of Victoria, New South Wales. Wynn tilts his head slightly, a finger trailing a line in his notebook as he does.

“Yeah, I still don’t speak Japanese,” Wynn laughs thinly in reply. Sucks at his tongue. 

“No worries, that’s nearly all of us,” Roland grunts a little, scratching absently at the hairy back of his hand with his head tilted. Effortlessly in keeping with his world traveler stereotype, Roland fiddles with the cowrie shell bracelet tied roughly around one of his boxy wrists. Greenland paddles, patterns burned into the poles, stand crisscrossed in the corner behind the hammock alongside a traditional fishing basket, and Wynn admires them briefly before glancing back to the spiral notebook.

“So, why don’t you tell us a little about yourselves?” Wynn offers with a tight smile, holding his hands out to the pair. Roland trades glances with Matilda, who arches her shoulders back and cocks her head to the side.

“You’re quite aware of what we do. Nearly towed your car doing it, after all,” Matilda snorts, crossing her spindly arms over a narrow chest.

“The audience won’t know unless you tell them in the interview,” explains Wynn’s camerawoman, almost too patiently. The undercurrent of electricity in the tame, friendly voice jars them. Roland sits up like a chastened schoolboy—Wynn does the opposite, hunching his shoulders—and Matilda looks down at her hands with a sour twist to her mouth. 

“Well, I’m a medium,” Matilda begins, folding her bangled hands across her printed knees as she stalks over and sits in the other white chair that pairs with Wynn’s. The camera slides after her and focuses on her severe face. “A medium is a sort of psychic, you understand, which means that I’m quite attuned with the spirit realm.” Matilda sniffs and glares with an otherworldly intensity at the camerawoman, who very subtly widens the frame.

“She sees ghosts. I redecorate,” Roland summarizes with a chuckle, leaning back into the hammock again. Wynn smacks his lips, raises his hands.

“And there it is. They’re uh, Chip and Joanna Gaines meets the Crocodile Hunter.” 

“Meets the Warrens,” the camerawoman adds with a mirthful giggle.

“We combine forces, you know? For holistic good,” Matilda continues, eyes darting over to Roland’s hammock, and then sliding back suspiciously into the void of the lens as it pulls in for another head shot. 

“We like to say Whole-allistic, right there, Tilde?” Roland adds with what might on lesser men be considered a guffaw. 

“Whole-listic. Yes. It’s my brand,” she clips. They’re very dark, Matilda’s eyes, extremely oval, and larger than her sharp nose and thin lips can support, an effect only enhanced further by her kohl-like eyeliner. 

“Might I enquire, a bit, ‘bout the talking hands?” Roland blurts out, and the camera moves back to him. Wynn sits forward, serious and inquisitive. He folds his hands over his notebook and his knees.

“The talking—I’m sorry, I didn’t understand you. Did you say, ‘The talking heads?’” The camera shifts subtly onto Wynn, who has tilted his head to the side and squints, hard, at Roland.

“No, mate—the talking hands,” Roland puffs, agitated, his face clearly suggesting that they’ve spoken about this at some point. “Do we just put ‘em together like, ‘Oy, ello. I’m a hand.’” He waggles one of his large, almost Michaelangelo constructed hands for emphasis. His wedding band is a turquoise and silver sea turtle ring. His other hand comes up and he holds them together like he’s presenting a pair of dolls to one another. 

“’I’m a hand too.’” His foot comes off the floor, bare and carbuncled. 

“Whoops—‘Help. I’m a foot, and, and me thong’s come off!’” Roland quickly puts the foot and the hairy leg it’s attached to back down to avoid tumbling backwards out of the hammock. Wynn, sitting in absolute silence, places a hand and elbow between his knee and chin, resting his head there, struggling in his incomprehension.

“It’s a play on words, since you call your thongs flippers and your pants thongs,” Roland explains helpfully. 

“’Me thong’s come off!’” Roland shouts playfully, kicking out his foot again as Wynn winces nearby. Matilda crosses her arms and tilts her head down slightly, frowning to herself.

“Rollie, love? It’s not at all what he meant. It’s heads.” She tells him. Roland, perplexed, looks at his hands.

“Well, that’s a fairly stupid turn of phrase, innit? Heads already talk!” He bellows.

“There was a band.” Wynn points out hurriedly, and Roland mulls over it while Matilda sits in aggrieved silence.

Roland lightly taps himself on the head with his own sandal—a Birkenstock, because of course it is—before placing it back on his foot. He sits back and winks at the camera.

“Well, there’s a bit for your doco, eh?” he calls over to Wynn with a grin. 

Wynn Hamada walks back to his apartment, this time in a west Seattle downpour, with a faint shade looming over his shoulder by way of his camerawoman’s umbrella. Wynn blinks rain out of his eyes and talks into his microphoned coat lapel. The coat is a shiny fake leather, cut in an aviator style, and as black as his hair. 

“I’ve been working in the film industry,” he begins, quietly adding, “As a fourth-year student. Mostly I’ve been interested in capturing things as they are. Documentaries, cinema verité. I found this to be an interesting challenge because not only are we seeing Matilda and Roland as they are, but we’re seeing the um, the filmmaking process.” He sploshes his foot through a puddle and pauses as his camerawoman judders the camera, sidestepping a woman walking three harnessed and morbid looking French bulldogs. Woman and dogs are all wearing matching bright yellow raincoats.

“Right now, Benn-Hamada Productions has a co-producer, Larry Benn!” he shouts past a sudden whip of windy rain. He blows air past his lips to spray the rain back out, rolls his eyes and resumes. Small trees bristle and dance in the wind alongside the grasses and shrubs planted along the avenue, rain gardens as a stop gap for the sewerage.

“Larry is my brother’s partner at his CPA firm. Typically, he helps older men and women hide their gambling wages from the IRS.” 

“Couldn’t that be slander?” The voice is baritone, mid-Atlantic accented, and somewhere off camera to the left.

“It’s not slander if it’s true,” Wynn says breezily. He gets to a small courtyard off the pavement, walks past a few slick concrete stairs to a creaking wooden porch of a post-war home, recently renovated with vinyl, navy gray siding. Variegated hydrangeas and grasses hem the building. Wynn leans in toward its old, worn door and punches in a security code on the brass plate. It unbolts. 

The trio trudges in, thumping boots on a coir doormat that reads, ‘Don’t be Latte!’. The camerawoman rattles the closed umbrella. On the second story, a flush-mounted overhead light with frosted glass switches on, bathing Wynn’s glistening coat in soft yellow.  A long shadow is cast to the left on the wall of the elderly sublet. The camerawoman snaps the umbrella closed and leans it against a pair of neon green men’s galoshes jutting out from the entryway’s boot rack. Wynn pats his hair, adds a slight stroke to push it into place.

“Our crew is a skeleton one. A skeleton crew for chasing after skeletons in people’s closets. There’s uh, our grip-slash-first camera—”

“—Slash only camera,” interrupts the camerawoman cheerfully, and Wynn pauses to give the camera a warning stare before adding, “Peyton, and our lovely sound editor-slash-engineer Kennedy,” he puffs. The trio of camerawoman, Mid-Atlantic voice and Wynn ascend to the second floor, feet hitting the creaking wooden stairs loudly. The camerawoman, Peyton, is wearing heavy boots that thud against the wooden steps and the sound editor, Kennedy, is just massive, the stairs creaking underneath of him by default. Wynn gives the camera a shy smile.

“And me. The director.” Wynn sniffs, pulls out a set of keys connected to a keychain sporting leathern and plastic memorabilia from colleges and film festivals as well as a chipped Lego Princess Unikitty. He opens a humble looking whitewashed door that spills into an open planned room with a kitchenette, where a decidedly muscular, bearded man in his mid-thirties spies him from his perch by the window and brightens. Arms spread wide and beaming, he comes over for an embrace. Wynn looks awkwardly into the camera as the other man scoops him into a hug and lets him go with a laugh.

“Ahh, you are leaking, baby!” He laughs and pats his wet hands dry against the drier parts of Wynn’s coat before swishing into the kitchenette. 

“This is my, my—roommate, who would like to go by Roshan for the duration of our filming, if it’s taking place while he’s around.” Wynn whispers lightly, turning fluorescent pink. “He’s just really well built.”

“Brought you some tea,” Roshan smiles past his lumberjack whiskers and hands Wynn a mug with a peck on the head. Wynn makes a brushing motion toward the camera.

“Where’s my tea, Shaan-Shaan?” Kennedy, the sound editor, balks. Roshan grins from ear to ear and then mocks a pained expression, putting his hands out.

“My manners. Excuse me. You want sweet tea, dear?”

“You know I do, bubby,” Kennedy replies, and a laugh cracks out of him that could shake glass. Wynn slinks past Roshan with a gentle pat of his shoulder and opens their refrigerator, searching for nondairy creamer to add to his still steaming tea. 

“Hey, while you’re in there, I saw you have Fat Tire. Bring me one of that,” Peyton calls out from behind the camera. With the light of the refrigerator turning his rained-on clothes silver, Wynn drops his head and sighs.

On a less rainy, if still cloudy, Seattle day, the pavements gleam in spots where a stray beam of sun escapes from behind the clouds and reflects off the remaining puddles. Mt. Rainier threatens visibility, the peak stark bands of white against the gray mist.

Matilda and Roland have decided to interview again.

“We really did yell at him for parking his fiat panda on the street in front of the Carmichael home,” Matilda admits with a squint, pointing at the gothic revival house behind them, probably as old as the original westward expansion. A recent repaint of its clapboard and scrollwork outsides has been done in mulberry, blending it back into the trees, many of which are gnarled shore pines, scraping close to the house’s shingled rooftops.

Matilda is still wearing a Little House on the Prairie peasant dress, in a floral forget-me-not print only a grandmother could love, more than likely another original Gunne Sax. Roland is wearing a sensible plain blue linen guayabera shirt with a pair of slacks. They resemble an Australian gothic by way of a BBC programme.

“It was an eyesore,” Roland continues, shaking his head scornfully. “Completely clashing with the feel we were going for inside.” 

“Plus, ghosts started to inhabit it. I had to cleanse it repeatedly with buffalo sage and salt.” Matilda pantomimes cleansing the car and throws up her hands in defeat.

“Which was really chuffing up the odor that I wanted to create um, sort of synesthetic-like inside their home with the bergamot orange peel wallpaper,” says Roland. Despite how it sounds coming out of his mouth, the crew cuts briefly to the interior of the home. Roland’s bergamot orange peel wallpaper is a green textured paper, very tactfully applied between a subdued gray wainscotting, complemented further with Edwardian settees and fiddle leaf figs in chinoiserie pots added to the sitting area. There is an odd but handsome chandelier that ties the room together, made of beaded teak and brass. An intensely fluffy Samoyed puppy settles down on a very shaved down, deliberately distressed bokhara rug, a marrow bone between its front paws. The bone cracks as it chews.

“Did you see this car? It is an absolute shit house.” Matilda squawks damningly as they cut back to the street, pointing a finger at a sickly colored fiat panda parked jauntily next to the Carmichael home mailbox. 

“How can it not be more hideous?” she rails.

“That car is the color of a faded quinceañera ribbon in a small highland town in Mexico. Which makes it sound far more romantic a color than it actually is,” Roland intones damningly with a nod. The car remains unassuming, vaguely like a rotten chicken egg in the background, if rotted chicken eggs came with ‘Wash me!’ written faintly across the rear window and Vancouver Canuck vanity plates.

Matilda rattles her bangles at the camera dramatically and then brushes her hair back behind her ear, changing the subject. 

“Erm. Well, there’s the matter of Mrs. Carmichael. Mrs. Carmichael, Rollie’s client, came to me and she said the Carmichael home was the place of a grisly murder. She also wanted her parlor redone, which of course you’ve already seen.”

“It looks fabulous, by the way,” Peyton the camerawoman tells them, and Matilda preens. 

“Reckon,” Roland replies with a broad grin, touching a wavy blonde forelock. 

“So,” Wynn interrupts, a creeping impatience in his tone, “What made you get involved? It was Roland’s project, correct?”

“Well, yes, as such,” Matilda replies, eyes narrowing, and she reaches out and touches Roland’s shoulders lightly with her long fingers, “But, we’ve been discussing making a business of my spiritual cleaning as well, since we’ve been in America and we used to do the occasional one-off programme in Melbourne for the supernatural crowd, right? I always bless all the homes Roland sees to anyway as a sort of precaution, you know? It just all came together at the right time.”

“It’s symphony,” Roland chimes in.

“Synchronicity,” she hastily corrects.

“Whole-alism.” She nods, allowing it. 

“There were coroner vans here the other day.” Peyton notes, almost more of an aside to Wynn than a part of the interview. Roland nods at this, turning toward Matilda, who smiles secretively and with an upturned nose regards Wynn. Wynn, huddled in his leather jacket, frowns deeply at her.

“Yes, and some fellas that see to cleaning corpse-y bits.” Roland scrunches his face at the memory, runs a hand along the tousled waves of his crown. “Expect there will be more work up there in that attic, thanks to Tilde.” Matilda’s smile is terribly self-satisfied.

“How do you, um, feel about the discovery?” Wynn ventures with an awkward shrug. Matilda tilts her head to the side, considering, and crosses her arms.

“No way to feel, really,” she scoffs. “Lot of dead whackas, right? I always know where the neighborhood murderer has hidden the bodies. The spirits gossip, say all kinds of mean and terribly true things about the living. The living, of course, are no different, when you get right down to it,” Matilda laughs almost tragically, then watches Roland’s very speculative face, her eyes creasing, slightly worried as to what is about to come out of his mouth. Wynn mumbles something, his voice too muffled to pick up.

“I don’t know what sort of question that is,” Roland muses. Wynn Hamada, stepping back, just off camera, clears his throat. 

“Has your wife ever been diagnosed with dissociative identity disorder or schizophrenia?” There’s a slight acid to his tone. Matilda’s eyes flash and Roland blinks and scratches at the unshaved stubble on his chin. 

“What do you think?” Matilda asks archly. There is a pregnant pause in which a bluebird flies down from a nearby tree only to be chased away by two screeching thrushes.

“I’m withholding judgment,” Wynn volunteers with a sigh. Matilda tosses her head back smugly, long dangly earrings made of polished blue sea glass gleaming, Peyton pulling in for another close-up of her, and Matilda’s dark eyes deflecting the attempt.

“You’re unsure of, perhaps even afraid, of honesty, is what,” she huffs at him.

“The whole project is hinging on, um, cinema verité. So, no.” Wynn counters off screen.

“Well, Mr. Big Time Director,” she says with a ringing clap of her hands, “Once we’re packed up here, we’ll be off to Albuquerque for a couple of weeks. You really ought to come to Albuquerque with us and see for yourself. Unless you’re too up yourself to—” 

“Just a minute,” Wynn says over her, leaving Matilda to clench her jaw and glower at Roland, whose mind is clearly somewhere else
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