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Introduction


    Ben Musgrave, 2025





    I wrote Pretend You Have Big Buildings in 2004. I was doing an MA in Writing for Performance at Goldsmiths, where I had spent a year immersing myself in possibilities of how I might be as a writer – watching Pina Bausch videos, following hunches, coming to understand more about what had a charge for me (I wanted my work to be joyful and colourful and international).




    I had grown up in Bangladesh and India, but returned to the UK in 1994, and ended up going to school in Romford, in Essex. This was a massive culture shock. Romford was not the England I had spent my childhood dreaming about, but there was also something fascinating and alive about it.




    I spent a long time resisting writing about Romford – but one day I just started; and something flowed quickly and easily in a way that hadn’t happened before. I had an instinct about a feeling I wanted to explore, something to do with the experience of moving between worlds, and the feeling of ‘becoming yourself’. And I ran with that. And that became Pretend You Have Big Buildings.




    About six months later, I’d sent the play around a bit, and it was getting nowhere, but I saw there was a new playwriting prize called the Bruntwood Prize being launched. I did another draft of the play, and I remember reading it on a National Express coach and thinking that the play still ‘gave me that feeling’. I sent it to the competition.




    Since I’d first written the play, I’d got a job with the literary department at the Birmingham Rep. It was amazing to work with writers every day, but I was barely doing any writing at all. Then, out of the blue, I got a phone call from Royal Exchange Associate Director Jo Combes telling me I’d been shortlisted for the prize. I decided to leave the Rep to focus on writing.




    A few weeks later I was standing in front of a load of people, holding an impossibly heavy glass trophy, knees buckling, and it felt like the universe was supporting that decision to commit to writing. That was the first meaning of the prize.




    Bruntwood really did change my life. It gave me my break – I was quickly given a studio commission by the National Theatre – but it also gave me an extraordinary first experience of playwriting as a wonderfully collaborative process – working with wise and brilliant theatremakers – not least Sarah Frankcom and Jo Combes – who nurtured me and mentored me through it, and many wonderful actors, including Jonathan Bailey, Sacha Dhawan, Shobna Gulati and Tanya Franks. During previews, the play felt precarious, but something remarkable happened on press night – the play became the world that had been inside my head, and also gave me that feeling – something to do with people becoming themselves – that resonated with me. And that was such a privilege.




    Something else I want to say about the meaning of the prize. It’s tempting to think of a prize like the Bruntwood as a miracle-making machine for lifting writers ‘out of nowhere’ – as if their work developed in complete isolation. I do think the Bruntwood Prize is a miracle, and the miracle is bringing to the light wonderful work that might not have found a life elsewhere.




    Sometimes, no doubt, the work has developed in isolation, but more often I think the work of the winners, and the shortlist, and the longlist… has not developed in a vacuum. Often that work has been nourished all over the country by mentors, teachers, dramaturgs, actors, fellow writers – through workshops (not least the Bruntwood Roadshows and workshops themselves), or attachments, or writing programmes, or informal chats in the bar. I wrote Big Buildings on an MA programme, and twenty years later I now teach on the scriptwriting programme at the University of East Anglia. I’ve been proud to see our writers amongst the Bruntwood shortlists and winners over the years – and I love the day the Bruntwood shortlist comes out because it’s so often a moment when writers who’ve been working at it a little while – and working with others for a while – get the break they deeply deserve. I want to celebrate the way that Bruntwood is now a (vital) part of a new-writing theatre ecology – an ecology that feels a little endangered at the moment but one that has often worked well, and changed lives. The astonishment that Bruntwood readers always express about the sheer quality of the submissions is a sign that across the country something is going right.




    Pretend You Have Big Buildings was first performed at the Royal Exchange Theatre, Manchester, on 11 July 2007, with the following cast:
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    Historical Note




    Havering Council built the Dolphin, the swimming pool referred to by the characters, in the eighties. Its distinctive pyramidal roof – which looked a little like the top of Canary Wharf – was the most remarkable architectural feature of Romford town centre. When pieces of roof panelling began to fall off, the pool was closed down, and remained derelict for ten years. In 2003, the Dolphin was finally razed to the ground, and an enormous ASDA began to take shape.


  




  

    

      

    




    Characters




    DANNY, fifteen, mixed heritage




    LEON, fifteen, white, Essex




    RUKHSANA, thirty-seven, Indian




    ROB, forty, white, Essex




    KAREN, forty, white, Essex




    STEVEN, fifteen, white, Essex




    ANNIE, forty-two, white, Essex




    Various recorded voices




    Act One takes place in November to mid-December 1995.




    Act Two takes place in the hours after Act One.




    

      Notes on the Text




      A new line indicates a new impulse of thought or speech, and may replace a comma.




      A blank line within speech generally replaces a beat.




      A forward slash [ / ] indicates the point at which the next designated speech begins.




      Italics within speech indicate added emphasis (except when in parentheses, which indicate a stage direction).




      However, speech within parentheses is generally to be regarded as internal – or at any rate exclusive of other characters in the scene.


    


  




  

    

      

    




    




    

      
ACT ONE: Canary Wharf





      

        
Scene One





        An aeroplane.




        RUKHSANA and DANNY, side by side.




        DANNY looks out of the window. He generally addresses the landscape.




        DANNY Hey, London




        RUKHSANA holds a claret UK passport. She generally addresses the audience.




        RUKHSANA Look of this, this




        DANNY (To the landscape.) Look at you




        The light on the loop of the river




        RUKHSANA And the embassy took his.




        Yours. Yours. They took it away




        I remember the picture but it’s




        Fading it’s all dammed up in my head.




        DANNY The Thames.




        The PILOT makes an announcement.




        PILOT’S VOICE




        It’s a bit chilly down on the ground, ladies and gents, about three degrees Celsius




        RUKHSANA Oh my God.




        PILOT’S VOICE




        And quite a strong north wind so / do




        DANNY (Imitating the PILOT.)




        ‘Do wrap up warm, ladies and gents.’




        Do wrap up warm.




        Or you won’t know what’s hit you.




        DANNY looks out of the window.




        RUKHSANA And there’s a list of things I have to remember.




        Just to get us from the airport.




        Things about staying calm and being strong and not being offended by coldness




        DANNY And England.




        From the way you’re looking




        From the sky over the coast so green… !




        I think you’re going to be just right.




        A judder of violent turbulence. RUKHSANA reacts badly.




        Mum




        It’s normal




        RUKHSANA We’re falling?




        DANNY It’s perfectly normal.




        He’ll announce it. Like this:




        ‘Just a spot of turbulence, ladies and gentlemen’




        With his English voice.




        PILOT’S VOICE




        Just entering a patch of turbulence there, ladies and gents, we should be clear shortly.




        RUKHSANA (To the audience.)




        I know where I’m going no more




        Than the poor bastards to my right.




        The wide-eyed family in their best clothes




        Who packed their lunch in Bombay




        And eat it with their hands.




        The lights flicker out. The plane is landing.




        DANNY Hold my hand




        RUKHSANA Are we landing?




        DANNY Yes. We’re landing.




        She holds his hand. The plane touches down.




        RUKHSANA And this family




        They will have relations waiting




        Seven little cousins




        Waving




        Miraculous placards




        And I have no placard.




        Only this strange son




        Who’s dreamed of this day for fifteen years.




        Who thinks he knows




        How to hail a taxi.




        ROB stands by the Canary Wharf Tower.




        By his car. A smart suit. He speaks as if to a companion.




        ROB I tell you




        I can’t take my eyes off that!




        And by Christmas they reckon all the office space will be taken




        And all the lights turned on again.




        The company’s just moved the HQ right up there.




        And they got all of us supervisors, the white-collars and that, they brought us all in to talk about the future.




        They ask me what I think of the new locale.




        I say, (A joke.) ‘Well it’s not small’




        They laugh




        (A cheeky smile.) ‘It’s not small’




        This bloke says: ‘D’you know how big it is?’




        ‘No.’




        ‘It’s taller than the Telecom Tower.




        It’s taller than the Natwest Tower.’




        (A cheeky nonchalance.) ‘Oh yeah?’




        ‘It’s the tallest structure in the country.’




        (Coolly.) ‘Oh yeah?’




        Nice and cool. Don’t give it away. Don’t give nothing away.




        ‘Fucking stupid name for a tower,’ I proceed, ‘Canary Wharf’.




        RUKHSANA and DANNY are now in a taxi zooming east. They gaze out of the window.




        DANNY Look at it.




        RUKHSANA And the roads are smooth here, Danny, you’ll notice that and nobody uses their horn so the roads are quiet and




        DANNY It’s




        RUKHSANA And at this stage of a city it always looks like this




        DANNY Concrete and pebbledash




        ROB Course I was burning ta say




        ‘I was born two minutes walk away from here.’




        I was actually born two minutes away from the tallest structure in the country.




        RUKHSANA Look at that!




        It is Canary Wharf. DANNY is impressed.




        DANNY Is it near here?




        RUKHSANA Maybe.




        DANNY I hope it’s near here.




        ROB is still at Canary Wharf.




        ROB And our house. All gone. Wiped away.




        Pwwwhhht.




        And up comes this fackin (Tower.)




        This




        I mean I’m not a socialist




        I’m not sayin




        I mean it sure as fuck’s an improvement but what I wanna know is




        Who’s been made the mug in all this?




        Relax. He gets his keys out and zaps the remote locking system. The car makes its unlocking sound and light. He gets in.




        Remote central-locking.




        He puts on a pair of chamois gloves, and some driving glasses.




        He shuts the door.




        Electric Windows.




        He puts on some music, which continues to the end of the scene.




        CD player, as standard.




        On the passenger seat is a bag from an expensive shopping boutique.




        And something for the lady.




        Ignition. His car growls into life. He zooms off.




        DANNY Is this right?




        RUKHSANA What?




        DANNY (To the taxi driver.) Excuse me.




        RUKHSANA Relax.




        DANNY Excuse me, we’ve moved past the centre.




        That sign that green sign




        It says we’re headed east.




        Excuse me.




        ROB is driving east. He loosens his tie.




        ROB Royal Hospital on the right. St Clem’s. Where Leon was born.




        Which was just before




        (A complicated manoeuvre.)




        Excuse me




        It’s a ’mare this.




        Just before we moved out to Romford.




        Nah, it weren’t too bad growing up in the East End. It was a good community spirit.




        But, er




        Well things change, don’t they?




        The people change.




        Something up on the road.




        Here we go…




        (To an errant motorist.)




        Come on, mate.




        Are you going?




        YOU GONNA BE A PRAT ALL YER LIFE?




        Well GO then!




        Dickhead fucking dickhead.




        ROB beeps his horn. He can’t take it any more.




        This isn’t the fucking day for this.




        DANNY I don’t believe it. Did you know?




        RUKHSANA No.




        DANNY He said




        RUKHSANA He never showed me!




        DANNY He said it is always warmer, it is always warmer in the centre of the city.




        ROB is now at Forest Gate.




        ROB West Ham down there.




        Funnily enough. Funnily enough




        You do not see a white face round there except on a match day.




        RUKHSANA Never showed me any of this.




        ROB I don’t have a problem. That was how I was raised.




        The taxi screeches to a halt at the lights.




        DANNY And after all he said




        ROB And there is a moment.




        DANNY After all those stories




        ROB And we’re coming up to it. Just past the tollgate.




        Just after the point where the London Road meets Whalebone Lane:




        A farm.




        A strip of countryside that stretches north to south.




        It’s the end of London. And this is Romford.




        RUKHSANA This is what you are.




        ROB It don’t last long




        LEON enters. The Dolphin appears, a pyramidal structure housing a broken-down swimming pool. He speaks directly to the audience.




        LEON But just pretend




        ROB The roundabouts, the ring road, the swimming pool they built and closed down.




        LEON Just pretend you havvem




        ROB This is it.




        LEON That you got the big buildings that make you proud.




        ROB This is where we moved. This is where we can breathe. Raise a family.




        ROB stops his car, and gets out.




        LEON Just lie.




        Just dream. It don’t matter.




        Fuckin pretend it




        One day, in nineteen ninety-five, it came out that shithole swimming pool.




        That broken down swimming pool they called the Dolphin




        That pyramid they built and closed down.




        It burst outta there.




        Like you know one of those fairy-tale oak trees: Romford Castle




        Like someone had wished it, you know?




        Pretend




        Just pretend. There’s no harm I swear




        That it cracked through dirty glass, asbestos, corrugated steel.




        Romford Castle




        Cutting off the ring road.




        This massive tower and a moat that joined the river




        Lovely.




        Our own




        Proper




        Fuck-off




        Castle.


      




      

        
Scene Two





        Man and Boy




        LEON and ROB. The living room of ROB’s house. They are both nervous.




        ROB Where’s your mother?




        LEON She’s out.




        With friends, she said. She won’t be long.




        ROB She alright today, is she?




        LEON Yeah.




        ROB She okay?




        LEON Oh yeah, she was chattin away.




        No problem.




        ROB She had her tea?




        LEON Sort of.




        ROB Here we go.




        LEON Nah – I put cheese ’n’ ham toast on, right?




        ROB Oh no.




        LEON For her birthday!




        ROB I thought I could smell something burnin.




        LEON Dint burn too bad.




        ROB What are you two like?




        LEON (Over-defensive.) What have I done?




        ROB Nothing.




        Beat.




        LEON What’s that, then? (In the bag.)




        ROB For her birthday.




        He pulls an expensive dress from the bag.




        It’s what she wanted.




        LEON Let’s have a look then?




        LEON examines it.




        No, it’s nice. It’s nice.




        ROB So you gonna behave yerself tonight?




        LEON Course I am.




        ROB Pictures with Steven?




        LEON Yeah.




        ROB Because your mum and me, we’re going out tonight.




        LEON I know.




        ROB I don’t want a repeat of last time.




        LEON Shut up, man.




        ROB Don’t / you




        LEON Just / leave it




        ROB Tell me / what to say




        LEON So are they gonna sack you all then?




        ROB Oh fuckssake, Leon




        Don’t ask me don’t ask me.




        LEON What did you tell them?




        ROB Ar




        LEON Well?




        ROB (Explodes.) I told those wankers




        Head-office papershufflers.




        I said




        ‘We shouldn’t even be discussing this.




        It’s ridiculous we’re even discussing this.’




        LEON That’s right!




        ROB ‘And it’s not just us who gets fucked if we take the package.




        There’s hundreds who’ll lose their jobs if we give way. You know – black and white.




        And not just the boys on the floor. The whole supply chain.’




        LEON That’s right.




        ROB It’s all joined up.




        This bloke Nathaniel come in. Brown-skinned, but you can tell he’s money.




        ‘You take redundancy now, it’ll be easier in the long term.




        We could lay before you some very interesting offers.’




        I say, ‘How long have you been in this country, Nathaniel?’




        Coz I




        I gave this company twenty years of my life.’




        He turns to me. Looks me right in the eyes. Smiles.




        ‘We’ve already structured very attractive terms




        For those in long service




        Who voluntarily accept the redundancy package.’




        But then the union guys take over and we just have to sit there.




        And Nathaniel comes back.




        ‘Gents… do you want the good news or the bad news?’




        Pause. Okay.




        ‘We’re not going to make anyone redundant, for the moment.’




        LEON Fuckin A!




        ROB And we’re nearly jumpin up an down, Lee, we think we’re laughin then he goes




        ‘Here’s the bad news.’




        Four-day week. Even supervisors.




        No more overtime.




        We’re taking a pay cut.




        We had to sign it.




        I ain’t gonna let it go, Lee!




        This is your job in three, four years’ time.




        If we can just hang on, fings’ll perk up.




        This is your future. I want you




        To have a future.




        They don’t hug.


      




      

        
Scene Three





        Hot Water




        That evening. A lounge/kitchen, Romford, in darkness. ANNIE, DANNY’s aunt, is showing RUKHSANA and DANNY the house. ANNIE wears motorbike leathers, and has placed her helmet close by her. There is a basin in the room, a trunk and a few other packing boxes lying around.




        ANNIE slowly increases the intensity of the light.




        ANNIE That’s the dimmer switch there.




        That lets you change the brightness.




        He was good with wires that much I’ll say for him.




        He did it all when he was seventeen. Rigged it all up.




        Saved her a fortune.




        Well, don’t just stand there, come in.




        But mind out for the boxes.




        It’s just old stuff I’ll be getting rid of it.




        ANNIE turns the tap on. High pressure.
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