



[image: images]










Fin Kennedy


THE URBAN GIRL’S
GUIDE TO CAMPING


and other plays


Mehndi Night


Stolen Secrets


The Unravelling


The Urban Girl’s Guide to Camping


[image: Images]


NICK HERN BOOKS


London


www.nickhernbooks.co.uk











Foreword


When first looking for a writer-in-residence for Mulberry Theatre Company, I knew we would need a playwright who not only had the talent to bring their own voice and creativity to the work, but also was able to listen with care and sensitivity to new young voices. In Fin Kennedy, we found such a talent. He has written in his Introduction of his pleasure at being introduced to a new environment; in return, he has empowered our students, by bringing craft, skill and inspiration to dramatising their authentic voices. This has created a string of successful productions and facilitated a series of extraordinary performances, and in doing so, created a platform for a group otherwise little represented in British theatre.


This publication is a tribute to the collective creativity and artistic endeavour of many people at the school; students, staff and artists-in-residence. There is a belief at Mulberry School in the power of the arts to enrich education and enhance our lives. I am deeply grateful to Vanessa Ogden, Head Teacher, for inspiring and encouraging our work, and to Sarah Dickson, Director of Arts Specialism, for her unwavering support.


I am delighted that this volume of plays will ensure that something very important to our school will now be more widely shared. It is a testament to the courageous and triumphant spirit of all the young women of Mulberry, both past and present, whose determination is heard so clearly in these pages.


Jill Tuffee
Deputy Head, Mulberry School











Introduction


When Jill Tuffee, then Head of Expressive Arts at Mulberry School for Girls, first approached me in the foyer of Half Moon Young People’s Theatre in 2004, little did I realise that our conversation would lead onto a creative collaboration that would last for the rest of that decade, and produce six new plays in as many years. I was writer-on-attachment at Half Moon, and Jill’s group had just finished a day working with a short play of mine, B Minor1. Jill’s offer to come into school to collaborate on something further was both an opportunity and a challenge. I had never written anything specifically for teenagers before (though Half Moon’s use of B Minor was the first step in developing one of my first plays for them, later christened Locked In2).


Mulberry is a comprehensive on the Commercial Road in Tower Hamlets. Due to its catchment area, its student population is made up of ninety-eight per cent Muslim students of Bangladeshi heritage, mostly second or third generation. They are a disarming mix of East and West, traditional and modern – and absolutely the rightful heirs to the rebellious spirit of East London, that has run through each community that has settled there over the centuries. They couldn’t have been more different from me, a white middle-class playwright from Brighton and Winchester. But we got on surprisingly well, they took me into their trust, and were soon overflowing with anecdotes, local news, gossip and revelation – all material that went into our first play together, East End Tales3 (to which Stolen Secrets in this volume owes a debt).


The direct-address storytelling style that I developed for this first group, and which recurs in varying forms in every play in this volume, had several motivations behind it. The first was purely practical; teenagers have busy lives and many demands on their time. If you write individual parts for each of them, when availability issues arise it’s difficult to rehearse. But an indeterminate chorus without specific characters can be



delivered as a shared narrative with as many or as few actors as you get that week, the lines simply redistributed among them.


The second reason was so that the plays could be performed almost anywhere, with minimal set or props, and free from naturalistic constraints in depicting ‘reality’. Direct address allows the action to move fluidly through space and time – just a few words and the illusion is created, the scene set. Moreover, such a style solves one of drama’s perennial difficulties – how to externalise the internal. A chorus of narrators can be endowed with a certain omniscience about the thoughts and feelings of the subjects of their stories.


But finally, and perhaps most importantly, it is about capturing something of the essence of teenagers – the effervescent tall tales, the excitable outrage, the delight in gossip. Teenage actors want to acknowledge their audience. Indeed, unlike naturalistic writing for this age group, which often produces an awkward, faux-soapopera style of acting, direct-address storytelling actively plays to young actors’ strengths. And, as we discovered when we began to take shows to the Edinburgh Festival, audiences love it too. One critic described their ‘untutored naturalism, refreshingly honest and unrestrained’, while another the ‘glee and openness that you cannot help falling for’. My writing takes its cue from the corridors of Mulberry School itself.


My relationship with Mulberry became a formal arrangement in 2007, when the school achieved specialist status in Arts4 and, along with several other artists-in-residence, I became a permanent, part-time member of staff. Jill Tuffee, supported by the school arts team, set out an extraordinarily ambitious vision: putting creativity in all its forms at the heart of the school – of which my work, and this volume, is merely one part. There is also Mulberry Films, Mulberry Radio and a wealth of other projects and residencies taking place across departments. The common philosophy is that everyone learns – students, staff and artists. So one day I might be learning from the teaching skills of experienced Drama or English teachers, the next they might be learning from me by attending my Staff Playwriting Course. Or I might teach the students about dramatic structure while they teach me about Bengali culture, the latest slang, or sayings from the Qur’an.




It’s an approach that underpins every play in this volume. A separate introduction to each play will explain more about our evolving process, but the overarching lesson I have learned is that it is the artist-in-residence’s responsibility, over time, to encourage students beyond making obvious choices, and into areas of genuinely original creative thought. As Sabina says in The Urban Girl’s Guide to Camping, ‘What you discover will be amazing. What you discover will be yourself.’


Mulberry Theatre Company has now produced more of my work than any other theatre company. Far from monopolising my attention – I still regularly write plays for adults – these two sides of my work have become two sides of the same coin. But the school also affords me a blank canvas of its own, a nursery in which to try out new dramatic forms, and to get to know and develop characters who are totally unlike me. My plays – not to mention my life – are undeniably the richer for it.


I’d like to take this opportunity to offer my thanks to everyone at Mulberry School who has welcomed me with such enthusiasm over the past four years. I’m so proud of what we have achieved together, and thrilled that this volume is being published. It is a fitting tribute to just what can be achieved with creative thinking, institutional support, and a spirit of bold collaboration.


Fin Kennedy
May 2010


 


 


 


 


 








	1.


	This play was published in Brand Literary Magazine in 2006 and is available for free download at tinyurl.com/35upo4l (performance rights reserved)







	2.


	This play toured nationally in 2006 and 2008. More here: tinyurl.com/38vfzra







	3.


	Previously published by Methuen as part of Six Ensemble Plays for Young Actors







	4.


	More information on this scheme can be found here: tinyurl.com/34almpr



















MEHNDI NIGHT







Author’s Note


The first of our Edinburgh Festival plays, Mehndi Night marked the first time in British theatre history that a play had been written entirely for and about British Bangladeshi women. This was very much a result of the way in which the play was developed, with ten committed fifteen-year-olds over several months; their desire to create a play for a mainstream adult audience about the women of their community, and the effect of the modern world on their relationships with one another. I owe a debt of gratitude to my co-tutor on this project and director of the play, Julia Voce, whose nurturing of the groups’ performance skills allowed us to put the young actors into character for up to forty-five minutes at a time. The psychological depth to the characters in such a large-cast play, not to mention the raw material for dramatic scenarios, could not have been developed in any other way. But perhaps most of all, I am indebted to the ten young women who shared their culture with us with such openness, when the whole idea of artists and students collaborating in this way was still such an experiment. They led us through their world and we helped them give it a dramatic form. It was a privilege to be allowed into their lives.







Mehndi Night was first performed on 2 August 2007 at Venue 45, Edinburgh, with the following cast:












	NILUFA

	Marjana Rahman






	LUBLY

	Khadija Sharaz Khanom






	HASINA

	Nabarupa Deb






	SALMA

	Sabina Aktar






	MARIAH

	Thania Sultana






	RIPA

	Rubena Begum






	KOLPHANA

	Farhana Hussain






	ALEYA

	Aklima Begum






	LEYLA

	Fahmina Begum






	SHULÉ

	Rebeka Yasmin






	Director

	Julia Voce






	Designer

	Kollodi Norton














Characters


NARRATORS


BRIDE’S FAMILY


NILUFA, twenty-four, secretary in a law firm, bride


LUBLY, forty-four, housewife, bride’s mother


HASINA, sixty-four, Tesco worker, bride’s grandmother


SALMA, twenty-six, housewife and part-time primary schoolteacher, bride’s big sister


MARIAH, sixteen, college student, bride’s little sister


RIPA, twenty-two, estranged middle sister, a rapper and DJ


KOLPHANA, forty, dinner lady, bride’s auntie


BRIDEGROOM’S FAMILY


YAHYA, twenty-six, art teacher, bridegroom (offstage)


ALEYA, fifty, housewife and nursery volunteer, bridegroom’s mother


LAYLA, eighteen, university student, bridegroom’s sister


OTHERS


SHULÉ, fifty-three, housewife, neighbour of family


Note


Translations throughout the text are marked ‘Sylheti’, the dialect of Bengali from the Sylhet region of Bangladesh – which is the most widely spoken in East London







NARRATORS. This is a story about us


Our sisters


Mums


Aunties


Cousins


We’re East London


Third generation


Bengali girls


You don’t hear from us all that much


But believe me


We can be


LOUD.


Born here


From there


Not quite fitting anywhere


We’re the square pegs of the world


Eastern look


With an East End attitude


And a faith that’s in the news


Man, that’s a lotta things to juggle


And you thought being Scottish1 was hard.


But raise your eyes


Check the sky


See them constellations?


That’s us


We’re your stars


Your fortune


Your future


Because the next step


In twenty-first century


Multicultural UK


Is not just to coexist


In isolated toleration


Chattin crap bout immigration


It’s to take an interest




Recognise that we are blessed


To know each other


So listen up, yeah.


Today will be a celebration


Of marriage


Love


And good relations


Consider it your education


Cos we’re like your in-laws


Tied together


For ever


A bit of a pain in the arse at times


But you love us really


And we’re glad you’re here


Yeah


At our mehndi


Even if you don’t know what that is


You’re gonna find out.


Mehndi, yeah


Is what you call henna


But it’s more than what Madonna does to herself, innit


Mehndi is essential for any wedding


A good design means good luck


The more intricate and beautiful


The more your groom loves you


Aaaah


So us girls all get together


The night before the wedding


For a mehndi party


I spose it’s what you’d call a hen night


Except without the drinking


Yeah, no one pukes


Or gets arrested


But stuff happens


Oh, yeah


Stuff happens alright…


Okay, enough


Yeah, you’ll give the play away




Alright, let’s meet the family


Yeah!


The actor playing NILUFA steps up.


The others sculpt her as they speak, perhaps putting some finishing touches to her costume or make-up.


First up


We got the bride


Nilufa Begum


Blushing


Shy


Sweet like mishti2


Loves her sisters


Loves her mum


Quiet


But strong


And clever


This girl always gets what she wants


To us she’s managed the impossible


A husband she loves


Who everyone approves of


A career of her own


And she keeps Dad happy


Jealous?


We are


Hey, didn’t she kiss some boys she shouldn’t have?


NILUFA. Shut up!


NARRATORS. Yeah, Mum’ll hear!


Anyway that was ages ago.


NILUFA. Yeah.


NARRATORS. All in the past


Or is it?


Don’t stir!


They clap their hands and NILUFA comes to life.


Salaam aleikum3, Nilufa.


NILUFA. Oh my God I’m so nervous.




NARRATORS. Happy mehndi, sweetheart


It’ll be fine


Have some chai


Go and relax.


NILUFA goes and sits down.


The actor playing LUBLY steps up.


The cast go through the same process of shaping her.


Okay, next


We got Lubly


That’s Nilufa’s mum


She’s a nice lady


So long as you stay on her good side


This handbag has been known to swing


A mother and housewife


All her life


Mother to three girls


Four –


LUBLY. Three!


NARRATORS. Ssh, we don’t mention her, innit


Sorry


Spends her days


Making tandoori


Singing ghojols4


Watching Bangla TV


And smoking shisha


When her husband’s out


Blessed with daughters


Or burdened, some would say


Her life is their life


And so she dreams


Dreams of the fields of Bangladesh


Dreams of the day they are all married off


And she can finally relax


Retire


Grow rice


And grow old.




They clap their hands and LUBLY comes to life.


LUBLY. Subhan-Allah!5 Zanoor shanti nai!6


NARRATORS. Welcome, moizi7


Take a seat


Everything is just how you wanted it


And the guests are starting to arrive.


LUBLY. Hai hai.


LUBLY goes and sits down.


The actor playing HASINA steps up.


The cast go through the same process of shaping her.


NARRATORS. Now we’re going back in time


Swirling through the mist


To a time when every single one of us


Was just a twinkle in this lady’s eye


It’s Hasina


Grandma


Dad’s mum


Where this aaaall started


She’s everyone’s favourite


Hunched over now with arthritis


But don’t be fooled


Cos inside


She’s the youngest


Naughtiest


Cheekiest one of us all


Hasina loves


Loves


Loves


Shopping!


Parties!


Dancing!


Music!


Driving way too fast!


Living in the present


And not caring bout the past


Make-up!




High heels!


R’n’B!


Jogging round the flat!


Talking loud


And shoplifting.


Hasina’s where it’s at.


They clap their hands and HASINA comes to life.


HASINA. Where are all the pretty boys?


NARRATORS. It’s a mehndi, Grandma


Girls only.


HASINA. We need music! And dancing!


NARRATORS. All in good time


Hardly anyone’s here yet.


HASINA. I will be here dancing when you are all in bed!


NARRATORS. It’s true


She’s a goer.


HASINA goes to sit down.


The actor playing SALMA steps up.


SALMA. Make me into Salma.


NARRATORS. Alright.


The actor playing MARIAH steps up.


MARIAH. And I want to be Mariah.


NARRATORS. Okay


Hold still.


The cast go through the same process of shaping them, both at once this time.


In the background, HASINA prepares LUBLY and NILUFA for their grand entrance.


Salma


And Mariah


Are Nilufa’s sisters.




Not only is there ten years between these two


There’s a whole world


Salma’s serious


Serious Salma


Works in a primary school


Scaring all the kids


This girl is a mum-in-waiting


The strict kind


Happily married


So far as we know


For a year or two now


Cooking


Cleaning


Bossing us around


Helping Mum suggest husbands


I mean, as if she has any taste in men!


Not meaning no disrespect to her husband or nuffing.


Mariah on the other hand


Yeah, Mariah


Right little tearaway, innit


Staying out late


Cotching8 with mates


Only goes to college to pick up a date


Swears like a trooper


And smokes the odd fag.


MARIAH. Ah shut up, man, I sound like a slag.


NARRATORS. Yeah, alright


She ain’t a slag


But she wouldn’t mind being a Wag.


MARIAH. Yeah!


NARRATORS. What’s a Wag?


Footballer’s wife, innit.


MARIAH. Now that’s what I call a career.


NARRATORS. Right then, we’re done


Get over there.


They clap.




SALMA and MARIAH go upstage and join the mehndi.


The actor playing KOLPHANA steps up.


KOLPHANA. Can I be Kolphana?


NARRATORS. Man, are you mad?


That’s Dad’s sister


Bride’s auntie


A right old bag.


The actor playing SHULÉ steps up.


SHULÉ. If you’re gonna do her, I’d better be Shulé.


NARRATORS. Yeah, I spose


That’s the neighbour from hell


These two are best mates


Though you never would tell


They’ll gossip and bitch and turn on each other


Fighting like dogs


Or sister and brother


Then turn round and smile


And plait each other’s hair


Grown-ups are weird, innit


Only thing they got in common


Is a love of GOLD.


They drape SHULÉ and KOLPHANA in gold.


KOLPHANA. A bride who gets no gold, gets no love.


NARRATORS. Then, the whispering starts.


SHULÉ. I don’t like to gossip.


KOLPHANA. Nor me, go on.


SHULÉ. Lubly’s husband’s lost his job.


KOLPHANA. No!


SHULÉ. I’m serious.


KOLPHANA. Did you hear about Ripa?


SHULÉ. No!


KOLPHANA. Apparently she’s back.




Everyone claps and SHULÉ and KOLPHANA freeze.


NARRATORS. Right, that’s enough out of you two


Save it, please


No one really wants em here


But not inviting em ain’t an option


They’d drag us through the mud.


Everyone claps again and SHULÉ and KOLPHANA come to life.


Everyone greets them warmly.


Shulé!


Kolphana!


Lovely to see you!


Thanks so much for coming!


KOLPHANA / SHULÉ. We wouldn’t miss it for the world.


KOLPHANA and SHULÉ join the others at the mehndi.


The cast make rude gestures once their backs are turned.


The actors playing ALEYA and LEYLA step up.


There is just one actor left to shape them now – the actor playing RIPA.


Last but not least


We got the scariest guests of the lot


It’s the groom’s family, innit


Aleya’s his mum


And Layla’s his sister


Now this is one clever family, swear down


Intellectuals, y’get me


Cos Layla’s at university


Doing ‘Sociology’.


LAYLA. It’s the study of human society and the fundamental laws of social relations, actually.


ALEYA. Buchossni?9


RIPA. Yeah, alright, I knew that.


ALEYA. Education is the key, every child must study.




RIPA. Seen seen, just chill out, yeah.


ALEYA. Do not tell me to chill, it is quite cold enough in this country.


RIPA. For real, man.


LAYLA. Only by exposing the channels of power that keep us oppressed will we ever challenge the hegemony.


RIPA. Not in Tower Hamlets, mate


Here


Eat that.


She gives LEYLA a samosa.


ALEYA. Wait a minute.


RIPA. What?


ALEYA. Who are you?


LAYLA. Yeah, which one are you?


RIPA. That’s a good point


I guess you’re just going to have to wait and see.


RIPA winks, claps her hands, and music starts.


RIPA fades into the background.


From now on, she becomes invisible to everyone present.


All the other women begin a traditional song-and-dance routine.


During the routine, NILUFA enters ceremoniously, with LUBLY and HASINA at her side.


LUBLY takes NILUFA to her throne, sits her down and feeds her fruit.


HASINA goes to join in the dancing.


HASINA (to MARIAH). How you do those sexy move? Teach me the sexy move!


MARIAH. Like this, Grandma!


HASINA busts a few slinky moves.




KOLPHANA (to HASINA). Subhanallah! Mother, you have no dignity! She is so embarrassing, I can’t watch.


A circle forms with MARIAH and HASINA in the middle.


MARIAH teaches HASINA her dance moves.


The song and dance ends and everyone claps.


Some music remains playing quietly.


Now that it is quieter, we can also hear the rain outside.


Everyone helps themselves to food and drink and talks among themselves.


RIPA steps forward again.


RIPA. After the dancing, the gossip starts. Shulé and Kolphana like to judge the mehndi itself, innit.


SHULÉ. Vegetable samosas?


KOLPHANA. Yes, they have scrimped on the food.


SHULÉ. Times are tough for them, I heard.


KOLPHANA. My mehndi was ten times bigger.


SHULÉ. Mine too.


KOLPHANA. A hundred times.


SHULÉ. Her husband doesn’t earn what he used to. Look at the fruit. Pathetic.


KOLPHANA. And have you seen the bride’s sari?


SHULÉ. I know. Cheap.


KOLPHANA. I remember being poor. Never again.


SHULÉ. And this weather!


KOLPHANA. It’s a stupid time of year to hold a mehndi.


RIPA. While Leyla and Aleya try their best not to judge their in-laws-to-be.


LEYLA. I think Yahya chose the best sister, don’t you, Mum?


ALEYA. Leyla, not now.




LEYLA. He did.


ALEYA. Leyla!


LEYLA. Salma never smiles and Mariah never stops.


ALEYA. I wish you’d stop.


LEYLA. They’re like the two extremes – Bangladesh at one end, Tower Hamlets at the other. Nilufa’s somewhere in the middle.


ALEYA. Must you always analyse?


LEYLA. It’s what you taught me.


ALEYA. Try not to judge.


LEYLA. I’m not.


ALEYA. Leyla, please. Not today. We are all family now.


RIPA. While sisters Salma and Mariah can’t agree on nothing. The decade between em like a thousand years.


SALMA. I can’t believe Mum let you wear that.


MARIAH. What’s wrong with it?


SALMA. Look at the back.


MARIAH. Yeah, I look well buff, innit.


SALMA. You look cheap.


MARIAH. Well, you look old.


SALMA. You should cover up more.


MARIAH. You should shut up more.


SALMA. You cheeky little sod!


MARIAH. Yeah, yeah.


SALMA. Don’t speak to me like that!


MARIAH. Man, can we change this music?


SALMA. This is Bengali music.


MARIAH. I want R’n’B.


SALMA. That is slut music.




MARIAH. Little slow jam or suttin. Nice.


SALMA. You talk like a street urchin.


MARIAH. Grandma likes slow jam.


SALMA. Grandma’s completely insane.


RIPA. And as for poor Mum, well, she never could relax, innit.


LUBLY. Hai hai. My last day with my daughter.


HASINA. It is a happy day.


NILUFA. It’s okay, Mum, I’m not going far.


LUBLY. I am losing you.


HASINA. She is growing up.


NILUFA. I’ll be two streets away.


HASINA. Becoming a woman.


NILUFA. Stop it, Grandma.


HASINA. You are.


LUBLY. That’s alright for you to say. You gained a daughter when I married Hassan.


HASINA. And did I ever stop you seeing your mother?


NILUFA. Grandma’s right, Mum.


HASINA. Yes, it is a happy time. One less to worry about.


LUBLY. I have to worry, it is my job.


HASINA. Two down, two to go.


LUBLY. One! One to go!


NILUFA. Mum –


LUBLY. Do not even mention her name. I have three daughters, understand? Only three.


HASINA. Lubly, we should celebrate what God has given us.


LUBLY. Excuse me. I must see to our guests.


The guests are chatting among themselves.




LUBLY takes a tea urn and goes to top up everyone’s chai.


As she does so, she sees RIPA like a ghost.


She stops and stares at her.


Everyone else freezes.


RIPA (to audience). On the night I left she looked at me just like that. Hard. Cold. Raised her head. Looked me straight in the eye and said:


LUBLY. You’re dead. You are dead to me.


Everyone comes back to life.


LUBLY moves on, topping everyone up.


Everyone queues up round the bride to feed her fruit.


HASINA applies mehndi to NILUFA’s hands.


RIPA. Next, everyone has to feed the bride. It’s sort of a blessing. But of course it’s also a chance to dish out some free advice.


Everyone gives NILUFA their advice as they take their turn feeding her.


SALMA. A woman’s priorities should be Allah, children and work. In that order. Husband comes last. In your house, you are Queen and he is your servant. Never let him forget that.


SHULÉ. You must learn to cook and clean, Nilufa. It is what men want. You can borrow my mop any time.


KOLPHANA. May he always buy you gold. You can never have enough. Gold is the measure of a man’s love, and a woman’s happiness.


HASINA. I pray for great-grandchildren. I will teach them sexy dancing. But do not wait too long! Although I intend to live for ever, one can never be sure what God is planning.


ALEYA. Welcome to our family, daughter. We are blessed to receive such an angel into our home.


SALMA. Always respect your mother-in-law. She is your new mother.




LUBLY. Hai hai.


ALEYA prods LEYLA.


LEYLA. I welcome you as a new sister. We will always look after you. I can lend you lots of interesting sociology books if you ever get bored.


RIPA (to audience). You have no idea how much I want to be standing in that line. But it’s like I’m pressed up against glass, looking in. The rain pouring into me like bullets. They don’t even know I’m here.


MARIAH. I’ll miss you, Nilufa.


NILUFA. Oh sis, come here.


MARIAH (tearful). Be free. Enjoy yourself. Never let him hold you back. Make sure he loves you as much as you love him.


LEYLA. Of course he does, that’s why they’re getting married.


SALMA. Pah, love! You two are teenagers, what do you know about love?


LEYLA. Quite a lot, actually.


ALEYA quietens LEYLA.


MARIAH. I know it’s the most important thing in the world!


SHULÉ. No, security is the most important thing in the world.


KOLPHANA. Security through gold.


HASINA. Nonsense!


ALEYA. Education is the key.


LEYLA. Yeah, understanding how the world works.


SALMA. And trust in Allah.


HASINA. Yes, but family! Family is the eggs.


LEYLA. What?


HASINA. Family binds everything together.


LEYLA. You mean like an agent of socialisation.


HASINA. No, like an egg.




MARIAH. And fun!


HASINA. Yes, having fun with your family.


MARIAH. And parties!


SALMA. The world is nothing without Allah. You half-naked party women are having fun but what about your souls?


KOLPHANA. Well said.


HASINA. Oh, leave the girl alone.


NILUFA. Mum?


LUBLY stops pouring.


Mum, who is right?


LUBLY thinks.


LUBLY. They are all right. All these things make us who we are. Culture is not a pick-and-mix. Life is not a buffet. It is a samosa. Every ingredient in harmony with every other. Then carefully wrapped and sealed from prying eyes.


The older women applaud.


RIPA (to audience). She’s always said that. Ever since we were little.


LUBLY shoots RIPA a look.


SHULÉ. Well said.


KOLPHANA. Your mother is a wise woman.


RIPA (to audience). Wasn’t so wise with me. She hasn’t changed. (Shivers.) I’m cold.


LUBLY shoots RIPA another look.


RIPA (to LUBLY). Yeah. I’m your conscience, Mum.


MARIAH. I want a love marriage like Nilufa.


LUBLY. Hai hai. Love is more complicated than you could possibly understand, child.


MARIAH. I’m not a child!


ALEYA. A respect marriage is better.




SALMA. Men just want to be mothered, that’s the secret. They’re big babies.


KOLPHANA. People under the age of forty cannot love anyone but themselves.


LUBLY. You can say that again!


LEYLA. That’s not fair, we love our mums.


ALEYA. Bless you.


MARIAH. Yeah, and our sisters. (Looks at SALMA.) Well, most of em.


SALMA. Moizi, that is so true, arranged is better. What does anyone know when they’re silly and young? Best leave it to people who understand these things.


SHULÉ. There’s more to talk about if a marriage is arranged.


KOLPHANA. Yes, you have to get to know each other.


SHULÉ. Love marriages run out of conversation after a few years. You spend the rest of your lives watching Bangla TV together in silence.


ALEYA. Family love is the best. It is like a tree. Natural, solid and strong. Always there.


KOLPHANA. It’s true. Romantic love is different. It is not thunder and lightning, like in Bollywood. It comes in little bits, like a rope which you weave together over many many years. Having picnics together in summer, giving you lifts to the shops, rubbing your toes in the evening. That is love. It is not instant, like cheap coffee. Love is learnt. Love is earnt.


ALL. It’s true. / Moizi’s right. / You gotta earn it. / Good old Kolphana.


HASINA. Bullcrap!


KOLPHANA. Excuse me?


HASINA. Kolphana is bullcrap!


KOLPHANA. Mother!


LUBLY. I am so sorry, she’s had too much chai.




HASINA. Nonsense! Chai is the reason you are all here! Your grandfather worked on the tea ships to England! We met in Chittagong and we fell for each other straight away! Our love was like chai, sweet and spicy and intense. It filled our souls from the moment we saw each other.


KOLPHANA. Mum, you are so embarrassing!


HASINA. None of you would be here except for romantic love! It exists, like the chai you are drinking. It is what we all live for.


ALL. I’m so sorry about her. / What an outburst. / I’m so embarrassed. / Ignore her, she’s old. / I love you, Grandma. / If that’s how it was for her, who are we to argue? / Do you think it really was like that? / Grandad never mentioned it.


RIPA (to audience). Man, I miss Grandma. She’s like the family spirit, right there. I’m outside looking in, shivering with the cold. Everyone older, but sort of the same. The familiar smell of the house. It’s been four years.


Thunder rolls gently.


The rain outside steps up a notch.


During the following exchanges, RIPA slips offstage quietly.


SALMA. We shouldn’t be talking about these things. It’s embarrassing.


LUBLY. Salma is right. Enough of this, Hasina.


HASINA. This is your family history, you should show more respect.


MARIAH. I’m with Grandma, man. Her and Granddad were like Romeo and Juliet!


LUBLY. Romeo and Julia did not exist!


KOLPHANA. Yes, that is silly drama, pay no attention.


SHULÉ. Written by a white man.


KOLPHANA. Yes, an ugly white man.


SHULÉ. With no hair.




KOLPHANA. Exactly. What would he know about love?


HASINA. More than you.


KOLPHANA. Shut up, Mother.


HASINA. Miserable child.


LUBLY. Ladies, please.


NILUFA. I like Shakespeare.


SALMA. Yes, but you’re weird.


LUBLY. Salma! Don’t talk to your sister like that at her mehndi!


SALMA. Sorry.


NILUFA (to SALMA). Just cos you weren’t allowed to do drama.


LUBLY. Nilufa!


NILUFA. She wasn’t!


SALMA. I was no good.


NILUFA. You used to get As.


LUBLY. Your father put a stop to all that.


SALMA. Quite right too. What use is drama?


LUBLY. We came to see you in that show. You were rubbish.


MARIAH. No she wasn’t!


NILUFA. Yeah, you weren’t that bad, were you?


SALMA stuffs fruit into NILUFA’s mouth to stop her speaking.


KOLPHANA. At home we play drama with the children.


SALMA. Yes, and in my school.


KOLPHANA. See? It is for babies. Who else likes drama? No one.


SHULÉ. I like drama.


KOLPHANA. You’re a housewife.




HASINA. I like drama.


KOLPHANA. You’re insane.


NILUFA. Everyone likes drama.


SALMA. Don’t speak with your mouth full.


MARIAH. Yeah, what about Bollywood?


SHULÉ. Yes, and I love a good telenovela.


ALEYA. It’s true, these things can cheer you up.
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