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  Real Talk




  Foreword by Tobi Kyeremateng






Dem man would say dem man are mandem and us man are dem man
But then my mandem would say us man are mandem and dem man

are dem man.


   Kareem Parkins-Brown, Sunny D or The Purple Stuff?




Optional reading soundtrack: ‘Sittin’ Here’ or ‘Do It’ by Dizzee Rascal (Boy In Da Corner, 2003)






Since the early 2000s, I have seen the language of my ends archived

in the mouths of the teenaged youth of the third millennium and

evolved through cultures, shifted by the latter end of Generation Z.

In my school, mandem recited ‘P’s and Q’s’ like a Sunday prayer

with not a single syllable missed, and some of South London’s most

loyal playground ambassadors would later join in reciting ‘Talkin’

Da Hardest’ with the same religious inflection, honouring the joining

of North, South, East and West through this National Anthem of the

ends. In a new decade, the mandem of the 2010s would forge their

own worship here. The language of my ends has always sat between

an electric poem backed against the pacey riddim of an old-school

grime track, and the war-cry that escapes when the first noticeable

seconds of our favourite tune drops in a dance. So much of the

beauty of theatre exists in the subtexts we give language to; the

private jokes only specific cultures could dictate, the space between

the beat and the silence which speaks emotions ‘proper’ English

doesn’t have words for, and the fact that ‘fam’ has approximately 10

different meanings depending on how we say it.




This language allows us to preserve our own histories in our personal

archives, and this oral tradition has historically given communities

that have been oppressed permission to keep these histories

relevant and authentic. The stories I grew up hearing Kano and

Dizzee Rascal spit through the speakers of a Sony Ericsson Walkman

W810 sit comfortably in my archive alongside the stories the likes of

Arinzé Kene, Bola Agbaje and debbie tucker green have dedicated

to our stages. The stories we tell ourselves about the cultures we

consume can help us question the presentation of the theatrical self,

and characters like Kehinde, Joanne and Rugrat in Little Baby Jesus

not only taught me about the compelling and complex personalities I

was raised around, but emphasised the power of language moulded

by inner-city ecosystems. The friendship between Obi, Myles and

Cain in Estate Walls is reminiscent of the boyhood-to-manhood I witnessed with my peers in similar settings. Watching a show and

being able to say, ‘I know that character personally’, ‘that character

right there is my aunty-who-isn’t-actually-my-aunty’, ‘boy, that

used to be me once upon a time’ is a privilege not everyone has,

and when it comes around, it is glorious.




‘Come like Cyclops Polyphemus the way he be watching me.’

(Joanne, Little Baby Jesus) – The beginning of a sentence starting

with ‘Come like’ already lets you know a madness is about to

follow, and it’ll most likely be all types of funny, extra yet true.

Young people from ends have always had a knack for pulling

from the wildest references to deliver a very specific yet subtle

description of feeling, and in this case, it’s the glare from an

infamous Greek monster.




‘You make me happy like when the Oyster machine on the bus ain’t

working.’ (Chelsea, Estate Walls) – Only a few of us will be able to

relate to the pleasure of a free bus ride once adulthood punched us

square in the face in the form of having to part with our money and

hand it over to TfL. The wave from the bus driver moving you along

to the seats as the Oyster machine rang red felt like an ‘I got you’

directly from God, saving you that extra coin you’d later spend on

something frivolous and joyful.




There’s a sophistication to the way we speak that hasn’t always

been welcome in our theatres and our society despite Black,

working-class cultures being a key synergist of homegrown British

entertainment, and for some this rejection is internalised in the

politics behind ‘speaking proper English’ and dubbing this syntax

as ‘Ghetto Grammar’ to dismiss the validity of building communityled

languages in a society that teaches us that expression is only

valid through the gaze of white acceptance. Poor young people

and those adjacent to them are consistently villainised by what they

wear, what they eat and how they speak by people that believe

culture and/or Blackness is monolithic.




Performing respectability is a much-loved theatrical piece of the

colonial gaze which has pockets of communities that have been

oppressed running away from our salvation, but respectability

can never be our saving grace when its very birth is symptomatic

of white supremacy, and art cannot operate in a vacuum when

these dynamics of power exist in every space we occupy. Our

internalised -isms are reproduced in the ways in which we watch

and respond to the work we see, and if we truly believe in the

future development, diversity and accessibility of theatre, we must ask ourselves the necessary question of how we as individuals

are helping keep the languages of our city alive and away from

endangerment.




From Patois to Nigerian Pidgin, slang and abbreviations, the ends

carry an assurance and culturally rich palette that lets me know I

am home, and this feeling isn’t all too dissimilar from the poetics

of a nostalgic grime track or the first ever play you saw that truly

represented the whole of you.




To my young g’s from ends:




The multilinguists; the performers; the code-switchers; the mandem

and gyaldem; the gang gang gang; the makers and thinkers; the

playground hustlers; the back-of-the-bus caretakers; the street

poets; the riddim creators and adlib instigators; the multifaceted

culture pioneers of our London city streets - your lingual legacy is

something to be preserved and upheld. Speak up and speak tall;

speak boldly and daringly.




Gwaan wid yuh bad self. Real talk.














  





  




  Characters




  RUGRAT, ex-schoolboy




  JOANNE, ex-schoolgirl




  KEHINDE, the boy who never leaves




  Synopsis




  A lyrical triptych of monologues based around the lives of three distinct school pupils. Each account is a riveting narrative relaying the exact point that a teenager becomes an adult. They are written to be appreciated together.




  Set in contemporary inner-city London.




  This ebook was created before the end of rehearsals and so may differ slightly from the play as performed.




  





  




  PROLOGUE




  KEHINDE. As the world gets better at spinning.




  JOANNE. We get dizzy and fall on our rare.




  RUGRAT. Some keep falling through the atmosphere




  KEHINDE. Some don’t survive past 12:05.




  JOANNE. But if you’ve got this – (Heart.)




  RUGRAT. And if you use this – (Brains.)




  KEHINDE. Then you don’t need much or a little bit else.




  







  




  ONE




  Kehinde




  (KEHINDE is sixteen, black. He is mature, very sensible for his age, but there is a sensitivity about him; an innocence.)




  I used to have ‘mixed-raced-girl syndrome’. Mixed-race-girl syndrome is the long obsessive phase of over-fancying mixed-race girls. Girls of that lighter complexion. Most guys get it when they’re like fourteen, fiffteen. My favourite was when that black African or Caribbean skin mixes with that white English or European skin. You get that sun-kissed finish.




  At one point. I actually wanted to be mixed-race. I wished for it. I wished my hair wouldn’t curl over itself like pepper grains, I wanted it to be bouncy and coolie. But no, broom bristles instead I concluded I was stuck with. I’d gladly have traded this nose for one that was sharper at the end. Shameful, I know. I was so stupid, I got down one time, asked God to forgive me for my sins, to protect my family and to bless me with pink lips. I actually remember going to sleep wishing that I’d wake up with green eyes.




  My prayers were obviously ignored and I didn’t turn into a mixed-raced boy. And if I were God I would’ve blanked me for a year just to chastise me for being so ungrateful of this beautiful black skin I was gifted with – Praise God. Believe I had a lot of growing up to do.




  Well, I couldn’t have grown up all that quick though because next I got a really light-skinned girlfriend. I just couldn’t leave the lighties alone. Said, if I couldn’t be one, I’d have to represent one – to compensate.




  My grandma calls it ‘Yellow Fever’. She said it all started around slavery times when white overseers would secretly admire the beauty. I’m sure that back then it was nothing to rape black women. Africa was like the white man’s back garden and he did whatever he saw fit with his fruit. She said it’s not our fault though, she says something’s wrong with us. She always used to say –




  (Nigerian accent.) ‘You African men are magnet for oyinbo pehpeh too much. You de follow-follow and think you are among dem but they will let you know how black you are. IF you trust a white man to build the ceiling above your head, you mustn’t complain of neck problems, my child, na your fault be dat!’




  If I bring home a girl who’s any bit lighter than me then –




  ‘Ah-Kehinde! It’s getting late, your oyinbo friend has to go home. Doesn’t she have a home or have her parents split up?’




  Cos all white people’s parents are divorced according to Grandma.




  My older brother, he would sneak girls into the house all the time. When Grandma would go by his room, he’d get the girl to hide down on the side of the bed, on the floor.




  Joanne’s Prelude




  (JOANNE is a schoolgirl, fifteen years young, mixed-raced, fresh-faced, dipped in rudeness and rolled in attitude. She wears her school uniform and a pink mini-backpack. She is only young but something about her is profoundly jaded. She is a lot older than her years.




  She stops to stick her chewing gum under a desk.)




  JOANNE. When you’re born




  You should get




  A manual that says:




  ‘Okay listen up, you have seventy-fifve years to be all you can be!’




  CHORUS. GO!!!!




  JOANNE. Rather than wastin’ your time, getting caught up with things like… religion.




  CHORUS. And finance.




  JOANNE. And school!




  CHORUS. Schooooool!




  JOANNE. Flippin’ school.




  CHORUS. Schooooool dinners.




  JOANNE. Oh! Don’t EVEN get me started on da food.




  CHORUS. It ain’t soul food.




  JOANNE. And it ain’t food for thought.




  It gets all stuck between your cheek and your gums AND it slides down your throat too damn slow. No joke. This one time, the fucking chips took so long to get to my belly that I thought I was gonna choke. Could not breathe. It stopped in the middle of my chest and just jammed there. Had to take three mighty swigs of IRN-BRU to wash it down. Oil-drinking simulation. Real talk – next lunchtime I’m boppin’ straight out of school gates for a smoke and that’s me. I beg a teacher try chat dust to me about smoking in my uniform and see if I don’t tiger-punch a dinner lady through her temple to send her staggering for pavement – Real.




  But what’s worst than school. After school I haunt the 271 bus route for a couple journeys to kill time before I touch the morbidity that is a place I’m forced to call my home. Don’t even wanna put my keys in the door more-times but that’s the only door I got keys to. Ptshh. It’s Mum, innit.




  CHORUS. Mum Mum.




  JOANNE. Can I switch the telly on?




  CHORUS. Mum Mum.




  JOANNE. But Mum, I can’t sleep.




  CHORUS. Mum Mum.




  JOANNE. Mum, I’m not being funny…




  CHORUS. Mum Mum.




  JOANNE. … but can I have my dinner money please?




  CHORUS. Mum Mum.




  JOANNE. Aaaahh MUM!




  CHORUS. Mum Mum.




  JOANNE. You’re so… you’re so dumb!




  CHORUS. Mum Mum.




  JOANNE. You make me wanna die.




  CHORUS. Mum Mum.




  JOANNE. THAT’S WHY I’LL NEVER BE A MUM!




  I will throw my baby away before she goes through anything you put me through.




  (JOANNE, on her journey to school, ‘rocks’ (customises) her school uniform.




  She rolls up the skirt until it is too short. She pulls her popsocks up to the knee. Fixes her hair bun to one side. Buttons down her school shirt to show a bit of cleavage, and turns the shirt collar out.)




  Joanne




  Whenever we had science and we’d do lessons on magnetism, by the end of the lesson there’d always be a few magnets missing. At least one of them were in my pocket. It’s a known fact that human beings love magnets. No matter how old you get you still find them fascinating.




  When I was younger, primary-school days, I’d carry around this magnet that I’d stolen from school and on my journey home I’d see how many things it was attracted to. It killed me doing that. I’d stick it on the railings, on gates, on the postbox, drains, lamp posts, doorknobs, cars, telephone box, bus stop, fences. I think people are like magnets. When we come together we repel or attract.




  Me and my mum are red magnets, so we repelled. Constantly trying to get away from each other. We hated being out together. Like… I had to go hospital one time cos I slipped in the shower. See, most people sing in the shower. I dance. That’s how I got this scar. Slipped and split my head open on a tile. I remember that day like it was Monday. The water in the shower turned pink all of a sudden. It didn’t hurt until I saw blood.




  Had to wait for-eh-ver at A&E. Just me and Mum, in public, uuh, nuff uncomfortable. Nuff people who came after us were getting seen to first. That was making Mum vexed. On some Incredible Hulk flex – anger problems. She’s one of those people, once she gets started, everything, Every Little Thing, pisses her off. So she’s sitting in her chair at one hundred degrees Fahrenheit – just fuming. She kept telling me to close my leg –




  ‘Close your leg, girl!’




  It’s really not that big a deal. I sit with ’em open, so what? We’re not in the 1800’s – real talk. If I’m wearing jeans I wanna feel free to go – (Opens legs.) ya get me? I’m there finking –
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