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  Introduction


  Natalie Ibu




  In the preface for Misty, Arinzé Kene tells us about a series of – maybe real, maybe not – encounters in which the question ‘What is a Black play and what do we really mean when we say it?’ causes seismic disruption for all who spend a moment thinking about it. In his retelling, faces fall apart, tears are shed, minds are blown, jobs are lost, disillusionment felt, the industry abandoned, a system crumbles, nothing makes sense any more.




  For me, the descriptor ‘Black plays’ is rooted in racism. It implies that plays – by Black artists and/or about Black people – can only speak to Blackness. It implies that white stories – by white artists about white people – are about the universal, about the human experience and anything that is not is limited in its scope. So, in my practice, I have rejected it. I talk not of the race of the play but about the specific lived experience of who wrote it, about who the play spends time with, about its perspective, about what it’s screaming into the darkness of the auditorium, about the questions it’s asking.




  But labels, per se, aren’t bad. Labels, in the wrong hands, are lazy and limiting, but labels used with care and intention can be useful. Labels help us make sense of things: they can help us find things that might be otherwise lost or overlooked, they help us create community, they welcome you, warn you, get your attention. They help orientate you, help you find what you’re looking for. Labels can be an invitation.




  So, you’re holding in your hands an invitation. An invitation to sit in the worlds, and with the characters, created by six brilliant Black British writers between 2010 and 2020. That’s the only thing defining these plays. They are diverse in all ways – setting, form, style, location, scale, content and concerns. The writers are all Black, yes, but they come from a variety of lived experiences and identity intersections. But, not all identity intersections. I started collating this collection with a commitment to making sure no one, no Black intersection, was left out or behind, but that’s impossible to do in a book of just six plays. It’s a burden that too often lies at the feet of Black artists and makers – we cannot be the (only) soldiers of representation.




  By bringing these plays together under this label, we can see so clearly – and celebrate – the diversity and multiplicity of stories authored by Black playwrights in the last decade. Culture moves, shifts and changes in phases. I’ve learnt about the radical and flourishing diversity of stories by Black artists being produced in the 1970s and 1980s as a result of groundbreaking independent theatre companies like Talawa, Black Theatre Co-operative, Carib Theatre Company, Dark and Light Theatre and Theatre of Black Women. And then a narrowing and returning to a singular narrative – a narrative that is obsessed with deprivation, arrival, othering, and where we are just Black – as a result of a tightening of resources available to independent companies and, therefore, a growth in power of the (so often) white gatekeepers of our cultural venues. But, this anthology – including work from the National Theatre, the West End, the Edinburgh Festival and venues from across the UK, as well as an unpublished work – celebrates the return of a time of multiplicity, variety and complexity.




  Ishmail Mahomed – the CEO of Market Theatre in Johannesburg – said: ‘Arts and culture is the canary in a mine. It alerts us to risks and changes in our environment.’ I think that we have underestimated the work of Black artists: we insist that it’s a mirror and never a window. It’s been thrilling to return to these works, with all we know now in 2021, and explore what they were heralding, what they were warning us about.




  All these plays are rich and full of observations, but the thing that screams off the page in Misty by Arinzé Kene – produced at the Bush, London, in 2018, before a West End transfer to the Trafalgar Studios in the same year and a pandemic-postponed transfer to The Shed in New York – is its vivid vision of a virus infecting city life. Kene uses the language of infection as a metaphor to talk about the gentrification of place and home. At times, the virus is Black people before being flipped to become those – so often white – moving in and squeezing original communities of colour out of their homes. This collision of virology language and race politics predicts the perfect storm of the summer of 2020 when the Black Lives Matter movement reached another peak – following the tragic murders of Breonna Taylor, Ahmaud Arbery and George Floyd – in the middle of a global pandemic.




  In Nine Night by Natasha Gordon – produced at the National Theatre in 2018, before a West End transfer to Trafalgar Studios – is a moving yet hilarious exploration of grief rituals. When Gloria, the matriarch of the family, dies, the traditional Jamaican Nine Night wake begins. Revisiting the play in 2021, it takes on a new significance as we meditate on those across the globe who not only lost loved ones to Covid-19, but who, because of quarantine and lockdowns, were robbed of their own mourning rituals and left with a grief that’s yet to find its home. Rereading it, we’re given permission to grieve the things we’ve lost over the last year – jobs, plans, relationships, health, people, dreams and momentum.




  Protest and grief also feature in Princess & The Hustler by Chinonyerem Odimba, produced at Bristol Old Vic Theatre by Eclipse Theatre, Bristol Old Vic and Hull Truck Theatre, before going on a UK tour. This domestic drama, set in 1963 in the home of a Black family, combines the politics of colourism with the Bristol bus boycott – a seminal Black British Civil Rights action that led to the Race Relations Act of 1965. As part of Eclipse Theatre’s Revolution Mix – a theatrical intervention to undo the erasure of Black British Stories across five centuries – Odimba, in 2019, brings a recent but under-celebrated story into our consciousness, forcing us to confront the history of race politics in Bristol. Just a year later, the statue of Edward Colston was toppled and pushed into Bristol Harbour during that summer’s Black Lives Matter protests – an action that demanded the city acknowledge but not celebrate the city’s role in the slave trade.




  Whilst Kene is telling the story of the colonisation of parts of London that sees his neighbour Dreadlock Rasta being replaced by Redhead Eddie, Odimba explores the legacy of colonisation in Britain: Jamaican-born-and-bred Wendall goes into the service to fight for Britain and is discharged after an incident and with a lung condition. He is promised a job and a future in England only to be disrespected and made invisible – kept from being able to make a living and support his family in a land that wants his life but not him or his labour.




  In Travis Alabanza’s Burgerz – produced by Hackney Showrooms in 2018 before touring to the Edinburgh Festival Fringe in 2019, to be followed by a national and international tour, which was postponed due to the pandemic – Travis helps us think about the decolonisation of gender as they invite us into their mourning of safety and as they model, for us, how to wrestle for agency over




  trauma. There is so much grief bubbling under the surface of all of these plays – expressed in such dynamic and different ways – but Travis knew we needed help grieving what had been lost, what was being lost and what was ahead.




  In Misty and Princess & The Hustler, we are encouraged to think about how we protect women and girls in the face of misogyny and colourism, whereas in Firdos Ali’s 40 Days we join Black Muslim parents as they wrestle with how to protect their Black Muslim son as well as preparing him for the hostile world they live in. On the morning following the Brexit vote, a British Black Muslim boy goes upstairs after seeing the results on TV, lays down on his bed and never gets up again. He stops speaking, moving, responding to touch and sound. Through the play, Ali explores the impact of state violence on Black and brown children, but also the consequence of bringing that news into the home on young lives. Doom-scrolling before doom-scrolling was a thing. Written in 2017, there is a chilling moment when the Boy lists the deaths of Black men and boys at the hands of police – he says: ‘Black boys / Black boys die / Black boys die in the summer.’ And it hasn’t stopped.




  Burgerz is a beautiful dedication to pain. Alabanza gave the world a language for allyship before Black squares, reading lists and liberal guilt reached an all-time high. Burgerz had the courage to ask for it and the generosity to teach it.




  We move from allyship to relationships in debbie tucker green’s a profoundly affectionate, passionate devotion to someone (—noun), produced at the Royal Court Theatre in London in 2017. A timeless meditation straddling the past, the present, the future and the possibilities. tucker green’s exquisitely detailed dialogue draws so deftly the physical and emotional highs, lows, mundanity and complexity of intimate relationships.




  Welcome. Welcome to Bristol in 1963. Welcome to Waterloo Bridge in 2016. Welcome to a house in May 2017. Welcome to three couples and what might be, what once was and what could have been in 2017. Welcome to a West Indian household in 2018. Welcome to London in 2018. Welcome to the past, present and – crucially – the future.




  

    

  




  




  MISTY




  Arinzé Kene




  For my sister,


  Ndidiamaka Mokwe




  

    

  




  




  Misty was originally produced at the Bush Theatre, London, on 15 March 2018. The production transferred to Trafalgar Studios, London, from 8 September 2018, presented by Trafalgar Theatre Productions, Jonathan Church Productions, Eilene Davidson and Audible in association with Island Records.
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  Preface




  I’ve been told to write a Preface. So I guess I’ll just launch right in and tell you how Misty came about.




  I went to the Young Vic Theatre a few years back to see a play. I’m being ushered into the theatre and I get talking with the usher. He’s a tall young wide-eyed baby-faced black guy. His name is Raymond (his name ain’t actually Raymond, I’ve changed it to protect his identity). Raymond is fresh out of drama school, excitable, optimistic about the industry and full of young actor jizz. You know the stuff. He’s energetically talking at me about acting stuff and so my mind was drifting until he goes, ‘Oh I saw this good play recently… ah man I’ve forgotten the name of it… it’s on upstairs at the Royal Court… it’s a black play that’s blah blah blah…’ And he carries on describing the play but my mind goes off on a tangent and I’m thinking to myself… ‘A black play?’




  Now I’d heard this term used plenty before but that evening for some reason, it really landed and I said to Raymond, ‘Raymond. A black play? What do you mean by “a black play”?’




  ‘How do you mean?’




  ‘I mean, how was the play black?’




  ‘Well… it had black people in it.’




  ‘Hmm. Right. Okay. Okay. Right okay. Okay. Right.’




  Raymond tears my ticket, shows me my seat. I watch the play. I leave the theatre. Heading to Waterloo Station now, heading home, and I see Raymond, he’s just finished his shift so we walk out together. He asks me what I thought of the play and I think for a moment then, I say fuck it…




  ‘Yeah man, pretty standard white play.’ I knew what I was doing.




  Raymond’s all like, ‘Hold up. What do you mean “white play”?’




  ‘Raymond, it had white people in it, it’s a white play.’




  ‘No-no, I’ve seen it… I wouldn’t call it a white play… It wasn’t about like… being white or whatever, it was a dysfunctional family, it was a family play.’




  ‘Okay, okay right, right, okay, right. But Raymond. The play you were telling me about earlier, the one that you recommended to me, that’s a black play right? It’s about black people right?’




  ‘No-no, that… that play was… it was about people-trafficking, it’s a people-trafficking play.’




  ‘THEN WHY CALL IT A BLACK PLAY, RAYMOND? If it was a people-trafficking play, why call it a black play?’




  ‘Because… be… because…’




  He looked out into space. His face fell apart. Then he said, ‘I don’t know.’




  Then he fainted and I caught him just like in the movies. Nah not really, he didn’t faint but he did go kind of pale. He got upset.




  We were still on The Cut so I walked Raymond back to the theatre, sat him down and got him some water. He placed his head on the table. Said he was feeling dizzy but I know when a man is trying not to cry. About a minute went by in silence, he hadn’t sipped his water. He really needed to process this whole black-play/white-play shit. He raises his head, his eyes squinted, he says something along the lines of, ‘I don’t know why I called it a black play, bro. I don’t know anything any more. Just because there’s mainly black people in it, it doesn’t make it a black play. Why is it that in my head, the race of the characters in the play, or the person who wrote the play, comes before the actual play itself? As though that’s what’s most important about it.’ He was shaking his head.




  ‘It ain’t just you, Raymond. We all do it. It’s our mindset.’




  ‘Fuck that mindset! Let’s reset that mindset!’




  The whole of the Young Vic Theatre bar look around to us. Raymond was sacked from his front-of-house job the following day.




  After that night, Raymond was never the same again. He’d text me nearly every day and stalk me into having coffees with him where he’d chew my ear off about the whole black-play/white-play thing. The baby-faced optimistic Raymond was now a distant memory. He had become disillusioned. Making all of this worse was that around that time everyone started using the D-word again. ‘Diversity.’ It was everywhere. In the Guardian. The Stage. Evening Standard. Metro. David Harewood commenting on it… and Raymond would harass me over coffee like, ‘I looked the word up “Diversity”, bro, the Oxford definition is “point of difference”, bro. A point of difference. Am I a point of difference? When they say we need more diversity, do they mean they need more points of difference? If I’m the point of difference, what’s the norm? Is white theatre the norm? Is white theatre a thing? Are Adrian Lester and debbie tucker green points of difference? Diversity yeah… this diversion to the norm, tell me, who gets to say what’s a diversion and what’s ordinary? I don’t wanna be a diversion. I’ve been on buses that have been diverted. That shit ain’t fun. Pisses everyone off. It’s long. And maybe that’s the reason why Suzman was pissed off, read this paper here, bro, right here, theatre’s veteran, Janet Suzman says, “Theatre is a white invention.” She says black heads don’t go theatre, her exact words, to quote her: “they don’t bloody come.” If we don’t bloody come then where did I meet you, bro? Am I delusional? Let me know if I’m delusion, bro.’ Delusional would be a reach but he was definitely not okay any more.




  A few months later Raymond and I are back at the Young Vic again. We’ve just seen a play and I bump into a black actress I know. We’ll call her Donna. Donna tells me there’s an awesome play I should go see.




  ‘What’s the name of the play, Donna?’ I ask.




  Donna says, ‘Oh man… it’s the black play on at the blah blah blah…’ Now beside me, I could feel Raymond begin to turn. He wasn’t gonna let it slide. Raymond was ‘woke’ now. So the words ‘black play’ to him, meant, ‘let us fight’… he responded like a shark to a drop of blood.




  ‘Whoa whoa whoa. Black play?’ he said.




  ‘Yeah. Yeah, it’s a black play and…’ Donna continued.




  ‘As opposed to – ?’ asked Raymond.




  ‘I’m sorry?’




  ‘As opposed TO – ?’




  ‘I… I don’t get what you’re asking me.’




  ‘As opposed to it being a white play? Answer me!’




  ‘No-no, just, well, it’s a black play – ’




  ‘Why’s it a black play? Like. Why though.’




  ‘Because it is! It’s a black play innit! Arinzé, who is this guy? The play was written by a black woman, there’s black people in it, therefore – ’




  Now, Raymond leans in for the kill. I tried to stop him but I was too late. He says…




  ‘Donna, are you an actress, or a black actress? Is Hamlet a play, or a white play?’




  Donna was done. She could not answer, her mind was blown. She had to quit acting. Cos she didn’t know whether casting directors wanted to see her as an actress or a black actress. Didn’t know whether to greet them with a ‘hello’ or an ‘eh-yo’. It messed with her so much that she was neither an actress, or a black actress, she’d become a shit actress. Never in the moment, never in the scene. Only ever thinking about her blackness.




  Maybe Donna’s made up. I don’t know. She’s real somewhere. Anyway. Whatever happened, it led me to write this thing.
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  ACT ONE




  Scene One




  Lights up. The VIRUS goes to the mic.




  ‘City Creature’




  VIRUS


  A lot of crazy shit happens on the night bus,


  One shouldn’t settle disputes on the night bus,


  Shouldn’t settle disputes after ten at night, boss,


  It’s only ever gonna end up in a fight, truss.




  Here is the city that we live in,


  Notice that the city that we live in is alive,


  Analyse our city and you’ll find, that our city even has bodily features,


  Our city’s organs function like any living creature,


  Our city is a living creature,


  A living breathing city creature broken in to boroughs,


  Mostly living creatures are broken in to organs,


  For the city creature each borough is an organ,


  And if we’re saying that the boroughs be the organs now,


  You might liken the borough that I live in to the bowel,


  So if boroughs be the organs of our city creature,


  Then our motorways are the arteries of city creatures,


  The high streets be arterioles of city creatures,


  And each road is a capillary.




  You’ll notice that travelling down these blood vessels of our living city creature,


  Night buses are packed with blood cells, red and white,


  Them’s the passengers, you and you, it’s a normal night,


  Some of you alight, more of you get on and pack it tight,


  But all is well,


  Cos blood cell to blood cell there’s nothing to fear,


  Not unless something sneaks in through the back door before the driver has a chance to shut it


  And it’s pushing




  and it’s nudging


  and it’s shoving up the place


  and you can’t see its face, cos it’s got a


  hoodie on its head


  but can see its waist, cos it’s got its


  trousers down its legs,


  so you can see its [boxer shorts].


  [But of course],


  you ain’t judging,


  cos it’s nothing


  that you ain’t seen before.


  You’re just collectively ‘aware’ of him, and nothing’s wrong with that


  cos he jumped in through the back,


  and blood cells don’t like scraggy surprises coming through the back door in dark baggy disguises,


  it peaks the nervousness, the whole blood temperature rises,


  and for safety purposes, word to the wise, avert your eyes, and sit in silence.


  The doors close, the night bus pulls away, so now there’s no getting off,


  And if you’re wise enough! You’ll know not all of us! Aboard this bus! Are blood cells…


  Nah,


  One of us is virus.


  Geh-geh.




  Some toxic irreversible shits are bound to visit the night bus,


  One shouldn’t settle disputes on the night bus,


  Shouldn’t settle disputes after ten at night, boss,


  You’re only gonna get infected by some virus.




  I jump the night bus,


  And it’s packed,


  That’s the only reason I came in through the back,


  Cos when it’s packed the driver won’t open the front,


  But I ain’t gonna stand in the rain like a cunt




  As soon as I’m on, I realise I’m the only virus one


  Apart from the driver chauffeuring in the front,


  But he’s sat there in the glass cage


  which implies that he’s had his last days of virus rage


  Anti-viral oppression probably rendered him depressed and submissive


  bereft of the spirit,


  compliant, not a breath of defiance left in him


  since they arrested him and disinfected him.




  I’m on the lower deck,


  The bus is so rammed, I have to stand, by the door,


  I keep getting (Nudge.)


  Nudged in the back by this (Nudge.)


  Drunk prick and I swear (Nudge.)


  He nudges me one more –


  ‘Oi oi oi, watch it yeah. You see me? I’m standing here. I’m already pissed off tonight so – ’ (Nudge.)




  I must look like a pussy,


  Because this dickhead pushes me,


  The whole bus goes silent,


  How can I not get violent?




  I look this blood cell in the eye like ‘what’s happening?’


  I crack my knuckles, step to him and start cackling,


  Other passengers back away fearfully nattering,


  I get to happy slapping him, blood cell splattering,


  Batter him, nothing else mattering,


  Bet he won’t ever, consider, doing that again.




  Get off the bus,


  Don’t have to run,


  I just walk away,


  That’s how it’s done,


  No need to panic,


  Keep calm and carry on.




  Scene Two




  We hear a voicemail left by RAYMOND. ARINZÉ listens to it.




  VOICEMAIL. Welcome to your EE voicemail.




  To listen to your messages, press one –




  (Beep.)




  You have, one, new message,




  left today, at,




  6:47 a.m.




  As our two MUSICIANS become RAYMOND and DONNA and caption is projected above their heads reading:




  ‘Raymond, Arinzé’s friend, thirty-three, chef.




  Donna, Raymond’s wife, thirty, school teacher, loves cycling.’




  RAYMOND. Arinzé, hey dude, tis Raymond here.




  Sorry I didn’t stick around last night to give you feedback,




  I had daddy duties –




  (Sound of the baby in his arms fretting, he shushes her.)




  She’s been… difficult –




  DONNA. Every time I change her diaper she does another shit!




  RAYMOND. She’s been driving Donna crazy, so forgive me for keeping this brief.




  Bro, I hope you appreciate me telling you this as a friend,




  I had issues, with your story –




  (The baby frets, as if responding to what he’s said, DONNA shushes her.)




  I mean, the whole ‘guy beats someone up on a night bus’ thing?




  It felt like another…




  DONNA. Generic angry young black man!




  (The baby begins to cry a little.)




  As ARINZÉ listens he produces a balloon. He blows it up.




  RAYMOND. I looked around and most of the audience were… most of them don’t look like us.




  DONNA. They seemed to love it!




  RAYMOND. As soon we walked out Donna turned to me and said ‘Arinzé sold out and wrote an urban play.’




  DONNA. Nah that’s not what I said. I said ‘Arinzé sold out and wrote a nigga play.’ You wrote a nigga play so your work would get on. Ain’t nothing but a modern minstrel show.




  The baby begins full-out high-pitched crying, RAYMOND can’t shush her.




  RAYMOND. Arinzé, I gotta sort this child out, man.




  Listen, bro, I’m sorry if this sounds harsh but… (Pause.) do not have kids, man.




  You don’t want none of this.




  This will turn you into an angry young black man for real.




  The message ends.




  VOICEMAIL. To save message, press –




  (Beep.)




  Message, deleted.




  To return the call, press –




  (Beep.)




  It rings. No answer. ARINZÉ goes to the mic behind the gauze to leave a voicemail.




  You have reached the voicemail box, for,




  ‘Raymond’




  Please leave a message after the beep.




  Once you have left your message,




  key hash for more options.




  (Beep.)




  ARINZÉ. Raymond.




  Donna.




  Arinzé here.




  Hope you guys are good.




  Just got your fucking voicemail.




  I don’t know if you guys are aware but…




  You’re not writers.




  Raymond, you’re a chef.




  Maybe you should stick to… fucking chefing?




  VOICEMAIL.




  (Beep.)




  If you would like to re-record this message please press –




  (Beep.)




  Message deleted.




  Please leave a message after the beep.




  Once you have left your message,




  key hash for more options.




  (Beep.)




  ARINZÉ (after a beat). Raymond! Donna!




  I got your message… so lovely to hear from the three of you.




  Donna is a joker, that whole ‘nigga play’ thing gave me pure jokes.




  I’m still laughing now. Was she joking?




  I’ve never heard of that term before.




  She was joking though right?




  Because this ain’t just some nigga play. My nigga characters have well-thought-out nigga story arcs and shit. Haha…




  As ARINZÉ walks away from the mic his voice




  (pre-recorded) continues to leave the rest of the message.




  (Pre-recorded.)… Haha! I’m playing, man.




  Anyway broski… thanks for the advice, I’m gonna let it marinate and uh…




  We’ll talk soon.




  Beaucoup blessings,




  Slugs and fishes, hugs and kisses, my bro.




  ARINZÉ has come from behind the gauze and is now downstage. He takes in the balloon in his hand. He holds it in front of him. He lets the balloon go. The air gushes out of it. It flops around until it drops, deflated.




  Scene Three




  The VIRUS takes position near a large cube at the side of the stage. He uses the chair as a bike.




  ‘Apparently’




  VIRUS


  Later that night,


  After the night bus fight,


  I walked about…


  And then… then…


  I stole a bike!


  And then I rode about,


  I’m really good at bikes,


  Wheelie,


  I thought I’d ride and see the sights,


  Wheelie,




  A virus on the corner selling white,


  Wheelie,


  Lady of the night in fishnet tights,


  Wheelie,




  Red and blue anti-viral siren,


  Wheelie,


  I politely wave as I wheelie by them,


  (Middle finger up.)


  Wheelie,




  I mean, it’s one of them nights,


  Not much to do,


  So I call up Jade,


  See what she’s up to,


  Jade’s an old friend,


  We don’t speak much,


  But every now and then,


  She lets me beat it up,


  I like Jade nuff,


  Cos we don’t discuss,


  About ‘How’s life’ and,


  All of that stuff nah,


  I text her ‘are you able?’


  She texts me ‘come now’


  I text ‘ten minutes tops’,


  She lets me beat it up –




  Jade’s a virus from round the way


  And even though she’s proper safe, and proper sweet


  It’s only ever proper late, when we meet


  You won’t catch us broad day strolling down the street


  Cos Jade’s got a complic-ated history


  And I don’t want my name dragged into her misery


  It’s hard enough as it is out here on these streets


  Let alone to be mixed up in some fuckery.




  Jade was just a normal chick,


  But apparently her mum and dad were crazy strict,


  Apparently they wouldn’t ever let her out the yard,


  They’d crack the whip apparently and make her study hard,


  Apparently that put Jade under nuff stress and with it,


  The good girl, apparently began to rebel,


  Apparently at school she started acting parasitic,


  She bit a teacher apparently and got expelled.




  Apparently there was a house party –


  Apparently Jade drank too much and got wavery,


  Jade started apparently acting unsavoury,




  Apparently she was kinda fucked, like, proper fucked, like, collapsed and shit.




  Apparently when the party was over –


  Apparently her friends tried to find her but they had to go cos,


  Apparently, Jade was nowhere to be seen,


  Apparently they searched every bedroom, toilet, mezzanine.




  Apparently ‘I don’t know’ that was the answer people gave when they asked ‘where’s Jade?’


  ‘Ptshh, I don’t know’,


  Apparently, they tried calling her phone


  Apparently, they assumed, Jade had already gone home.




  Apparently while all of that was happening,


  Apparently in the stairwell just under the scaffolding,


  Apparently Jade was on the floor collapsed again, Apparently when they found her they had to call an ambulance, Cos apparently Jade was sat there in a pool of blood, And there was something in that pool of blood apparently, A little lump of something rolled up – Apparently she kept saying ‘get it away from me, I don’t know how it came from me.’




  Apparently ambulance rode up and picked it up and didn’t even do much before they wrote it off and wrapped it up And Jade apparently stood up and tried to walk it off like – say nothing happened and so caught her up like ‘hold up, you’re in shock’ and they wrapped her up, in a cloth, and took them both off and rode off, apparently, the sirens were turned off, cos there was no rush apparently, vomit and guts on her dress, it was all a bloody mess, apparently.




  Reputations in the city creature, stay Rumours in the city creature, don’t go away, Whispers haunt the place like ghost and people say, ‘Jade had to be a ho, What kind of girl don’t know?’ She let them beat it up She let them beat it up There goes that virus Jade who lets them beat it up, She’s easy like that,




  Derelict building fuck, Splinters on her back, Gave birth in a shack.’




  I’m outside her house, Dump the bike in the hedge, I climb up to her window, Where I sit on the ledge, She comes to open it, But goes ‘shhh’ before she lets me in, Just so that I know that her dad is in.




  I sit with her this night, She massages my wrist, It’s aching from the bus fight, I’m kind of liking this, Cos no one touches me, Not properly, Most people cross the street, Or watch me microscopically, but –




  I hate it when she’s nice, I hate it when I come through the window and she’s got me a Lilt with a cup of ice, I hate it when she tells me I ain’t like them other breddas, I hate it when she says the two of us should be together, I hate it when we’re hugging in the bed, Cos I don’t wanna put the wrong idea in her head, So I go over to the window sill, To smoke, but I can feel her staring at me still, And she goes: ‘Babe, I’m not being funny but, Your hatred of blood cells hurts me as well, I’m worried that if you don’t mind your Ps and Qs, Your mugshot will end up on the antiviral news.’




  ‘Jade. Lissen. I’m gonna have to stop you there mate, Cos you’re chatting as if you’re a saint, when you blay-tantly ain’t, Plus, you’re sounding like my mum, Sticking up for the blood cells as if you wanta be one.




  And I’ve already had her shit today, Mum, of all people, saying that I’ve been acting strange as of late,




  She actually asked me “am I stable?” She blamed it on the spliff – She sat me at the table, she said she’s worried stiff, She said I act bizarre, she was all la-di-dah – Steady chatting blah blah blah, said I’m being blasé blah about it –




  But “it’s serious!” “Not gonna watch you smoke your life away” When she smokes nearly forty a day, She raised her voice a bit, Pounding her fist on shit – I sit and let her grow her fit, Chewing my ear to bits but then – Then I try to leave the yard, Before I fucking switch, But here’s what takes the piss, Here this, Mum, She rummaged through my stuff, And left it looking mash – But as if that weren’t enough, When she found my stash, She gave it all a flush, She likes to keep it brash – And bom, that’s what set me off, “The fact it ain’t your ting to throw away, I bought it with my JSA, Respect? What you on about? I never smoke it in the house,” That’s when I went upstairs to find her purse, I reimburse myself for whatever she flushed was worth, The whole time she’s pulling me back, proper pulling shirt – But I storm out, slam the door, stomp the earth…




  And then I catch the bus to come see you, And now I’m here it’s nuffin but aggro you give me too, So I’m gone, cos maybe I am going through some shit, But I ain’t gonna get criticise by some hypocrite.’




  Me on the street again, Bicycle seat again, Wheelie-ing down the concrete again, Wheelie!




  The virus on the corner selling white is still there, Wheelie!




  The lady of the night in fishnet tights gives me the eye as I wheelie by but I’m all right Wheelie! –




  A balloon has suddenly dropped down into the audience. ARINZÉ sees it and stops performing. He gets audience members to pass the balloon to him. They pass it down.




  A beat as ARINZÉ inspects the balloon. Just as he goes to burst it he’s SNAPPED into –




  Scene Four




  – a meeting with PRODUCER. ARINZÉ quickly hides the balloon behind him, under his shirt. He sits into the chair, which places him in the meeting with the PRODUCER. His back is to the audience but they can see his face because there’s a camera pointed at him and his face is being projected onto the cube. The camera is slowly zooming into ARINZÉ’s face as the meeting gets more and more intense.




  [PRODUCER is voiced by sound bites of Morgan Freeman from various movies.]




  PRODUCER. ‘CONCENTRATE!’




  ARINZÉ (hiding balloon behind his back). Sorry. I’ve been… getting distracted –




  PRODUCER. ‘Look at me boy!’




  ARINZÉ (hiding balloon). I just, I keep getting these –




  PRODUCER. ‘Look at me dammit!’




  ARINZÉ (faces PRODUCER, he’s on camera now). Okay, I… I think I need a little bit more time to write this. It’s taking a bit longer than I thought because… well…




  PRODUCER. ‘What have you been thinking about all this time?’




  ARINZÉ. Well I… okay so, this is gonna sound weird. I have this friend, his name is Raymond. Him and his wife, Donna… they basically, they say I’m selling out by writing this and, well, ever since they… ever since they said that I’ve been getting these… you know what, forget it, it’s just… the whole virus guy, getting violent and… I’m worried that the whole thing is lacking ‘Theatre’ and it’s too… ‘Ffeat-uh’ and uh…




  PRODUCER. ‘I like that story.’




  ARINZÉ. Yeah, yeah okay. But what I’m getting at is… they called it a… and I hate using this word but… they called it a ‘nigga play’ and, I mean –




  PRODUCER. ‘It’s just a bullshit word.’




  ARINZÉ. It is bullshit but –




  PRODUCER. ‘To me it’s just a made-up word.’




  ARINZÉ. Yes but, the implications, it’s extreme. To call it a ‘nigga play’. It’s really got me thinking now… are they… do they have a point? Is that what this is? Is that what I’m really doing?




  PRODUCER (beat). ‘To tell you the truth… I don’t give a shit.’




  ARINZÉ. Uhm… it’s just, this thing is gonna have my name on it, and if people think I’m out here churning out nigga plays and straight up defecating on my community, that’s not a very good look for me. They’ll crucify me out here. So I give a shit.




  PRODUCER. Do you?




  ARINZÉ. Yeah it’s, you know, the whole point of me talking about this with you right now.




  PRODUCER. ‘You’re quite sure about this are you?’




  ARINZÉ. Well. I’ve been getting these…




  (Decides not to tell him about the balloon.)




  … I’ve been thinking about it a lot.




  PRODUCER. ‘That’s cos you’re a baby and you don’t know shit.’




  ARINZÉ. See I didn’t want you to get mad –




  PRODUCER. ‘You think I’m stupid, son?’




  ARINZÉ. Stupid? No. You’re an accomplished theatre producer, well educated, I don’t think you’re stupid.




  PRODUCER. ‘Yes you do!’




  ARINZÉ. I just… I mean, maybe sometimes you can be a little insensitive –




  PRODUCER. ‘You question my judgement, my competence, my intelligence!’




  ARINZÉ. I… no, I trust your judgement, you produce such incredible work, and I’m grateful for this opportunity, I just, I don’t want to be out here contributing to the whole ‘nigga play’ canon, if such a thing exists.




  PRODUCER. ‘You’re no earthly good at all, unless you take this opportunity and do whatever you have to!’




  PRODUCER is gone. The meeting is over.




  ARINZÉ takes the balloon out from under his shirt. A beat. Facing us, he bursts the balloon – He’s surprised to find that the balloon was filled with orange dust, and upon bursting it he finds himself covered in dust. Some of it in his mouth. He splutters.




  Scene Five




  The VIRUS is locked out of his house. He knocks on the door.


  Nobody comes to answer.




  ‘Locked Out’




  VIRUS
Okay, this ain’t funny no more,


  Tracy I beg you tell Mum to open up the door,


  My clothes by the bin though, you’re taking man for joke,


  If you let me in though, I’ll maybe let this go,


  At least come to the window, I know you’re there you know,


  I see the television glow, when I look through the post…


  Like how can I win though, I’m on a slipping slope cos,


  Everything I do’s a sin though, man ain’t sniffing coke,


  Man ain’t pimpin’ ho’s, man ain’t dealing dope,


  You see me hustling? See me stealing?


  It’s that new blood cell bloke of yours, it must be him, I’m gonna kill him.




  You pick him over me yeah?


  You, him and Tracy – one big happy fucking family yeah?


  Cool, that’s fine with me yeah,


  But tomorrow when the day’s in, If I don’t see the rest of my stuff, you just watch, that’s all I’m saying.




  And by the way, there’s no keeping me away from Trace!


  I raised that girl, just me,


  She’ll leave you too, you’ll see,


  When she’s old enough,


  And she knows enough,


  Nah, you know what?


  Man’s fighting for custody – bom.




  I’m the one helping her with her homework,


  I’m the reason Tracy’s been achieving,


  I’m the one who’s been to all of her assemblies,


  You couldn’t even show up to parents’ evening –




  ARINZÉ hears knocking at the door which leads backstage.


  ARINZÉ ignores it.




  ‘Uncle’




  Seriously, what are uncles for?


  If not to help you out when your parents can’t no more.


  I’ll be quiet and I swear I won’t take up much space,


  I won’t bring anyone over, I won’t get in your face,


  I’ll sleep on the sofa, won’t disrespect your place,


  I’ll keep it clean and kosher, I’ll even wash my plates,


  I’ll even use a coaster for every drink I take,


  And when I use the toaster I’ll brush my crumbs away,


  I know you like the poker and your friends come here to play,


  Plus you’re a Casanova, if you need me out? Just say,


  I know we haven’t spoke for – who’s counting anyway,


  I know I stole your phone but that was back in the day like,


  That was two months ago, plus, may I elaborate,


  It was a Motorola, let’s not exaggerate,


  But that is the shittest mobile, on the planet mate,


  I swear down, I’ve grown up, and I’d appreciate,


  If you’d accommodate, seriously wait, seriously.




  Seriously, what are uncles good for?


  Remember the time when you were late dropping me off to football?


  I missed the game. And what did I say? I forgave you Uncle,


  Covered for you nuff times, you were my favourite Uncle,


  But now it’s my rough times I see you’re changing Uncle,


  I’m at your door, you’re clocking me like I’m a stranger Uncle,


  Want me to beg? Get on my knees? You wanna see me crumble?


  Is that it? Fuck this. You used to be more humble,


  Yeah I’ll admit that I’m a virus but you’re proper fungal,


  I got some shit on you Uncle, Imma give you a lungful,


  I know you used to pick me up from school completely drunk,


  You’d be swaying into other lanes and you’d mumble,


  You’d overswerve and hit the curb, it happened more than once,


  We’d get out, you’d faff about and then you’d take a stumble,


  Think you’re a saint or some shit? Think you’re a Buddhist monk?


  I happen to know different, Imma give you a lungful,


  I know you have genital herpes, Auntie told my mum,


  I know that Auntie was banging that man at church Uncle,


  I know you lost your job for laundering yet carried on –


  Dressing up every day as if you were still going work, Uncle,


  But there’s a dodgy flat I used to go to buy my skunk,


  I saw you hanging outside it, looking disgruntled,


  I watch you go inside and after like hours gone,


  I watch you stagger out, tie off, your shirt crumpled,


  You walk the streets, sleeves rolled up, your eyes have sunk,


  And every now and then you shudder, smile and grumble,


  You slide down the wall and fall asleep in a slump,


  That is until you are approached by a police constable,


  They throw you in the meat wagon and I know what you done,


  Cos shortly afterwards they raid the place and everyone,


  Comes up with charges and somehow you get none,


  Which means not only did you open your mouth, you sung,


  If I were them I’d hold you down and I’d cut out your tongue,


  I don’t associate with snitches, don’t know why I come,


  You can keep your fucking sofa cos it smells like bum,


  Think I actually need your help, think I need anyone?


  I’m gone.




  The knocking at the door persisted. Now the door bursts open.


  Smoke and light pours out of the door, before a giant shadow is cast across the stage, and walking out of the door is –




  Scene Six




  – a cute little GIRL, about ten years old.


  She’s holding a sheet of paper and a helium balloon.


  She goes to a microphone. Adjusts it to her height. Puts on her reading glasses.


  Puts the sheet on a music stand and reads as if she’s speaking from a pulpit.




  GIRL. From: sistakene@aol.com




  To: arinzé-kene@gmail.com




  Date: Thursday, February 10th, 9:48pm.




  Subject: Do not be the naked beggar!




  Hey little bro,




  Long time no speak.




  All is good over here. I’m sat under the opepe tree as I write this. I’ve just put the kids to bed, they’re growing up so quick. Small chickens are playing behind me.




  I tried Skypeing you a few times to see if you could make it out here for my fortieth! You didn’t call me back so… I went behind your back and phoned Dimples. She said you’re okay but you’re stressing, busy writing. Mama and I are glad that you have a writing job, but why didn’t you tell us? Were you embarrassed? She said you’re writing a searing contemporary urban gig theatre piece? Is that the kind of play I imagine it is?




  Bro, I know that too much cross-examination can be destabalising to a piece of art, so I’ll just say this:




  The GIRL gives a nod to the band and they begin playing motivational music to underscore the little GIRL’s speech.




  You better not be writing some red-hot buffoonery to pander to the voyeuristic needs of the bourgeoisie.




  Because unlike the past brutalities inflicted upon us, this modern war is in the mind, working from a psychological perspective.




  This psychosocial engineering programme is disseminated to you through news, education, radio, television, film – deployed in all sectors right from the government to…




  the theatre.




  The GIRL indicates to the band and they begin to crescendo as she drives her point home.




  It engenders in our people feelings of self-doubt, self-hatred, and when that’s what you’re feeling, you could totally make up stories like, well, the one you seem to be writing right now. Or even worse, you could be writing some gun-crime – (BEEP!)




  ARINZÉ produces an orange water pistol.




  The type of story you’re telling creates a national climate that is insensitive to our plight. Thus fostering a consensual national setting wherein which our people are more easily mistreated and oppressed!




  And this leads to our people being harassed and even killed by the authorities for reaching for our keys! For reaching for ID!




  Or for walking down a street to go buy a bag of Skittles!




  The music and her speech has hit the climax, she indicates for the band to decrescendo. They do.




  I know you probably have producers breathing down your neck telling you what to write but you must still retain your integrity!




  As Dad used to say:




  ‘A dressed beggar can get fed, but a naked beggar cannot!’




  …but what do I know? I’m not an artist. Why not get advice from Dimples?




  ARINZÉ scoffs at this.




  I mean, she’s doing so well. Her paintings are classy as ever.




  And the collective that she’s a part of, wow, I follow them on Instagram, they look so cool.




  ARINZÉ. Nah, they ain’t cool man.




  GIRL (to ARINZÉ). I know you don’t think they are but they’re ahead of the curve, little bro.




  ARINZÉ. It’s all a façade. They’re tasteless private-school kids, who come to East London, put on a pair of dirty jeans, say ‘yeah deffo’ and call themselves artists.




  GIRL. You shouldn’t be jealous of their success.




  ARINZÉ. I’m not jealous, I just don’t wanna be a part of some phoney collective.




  GIRL. You should seek their advice.




  ARINZÉ. They’re glorified cultural tourists.




  GIRL. But I know you hate asking for help. Maybe if you weren’t so proud, you wouldn’t be writing a nigga play –




  ARINZÉ has had enough. He shoots her balloon with his water pistol. The balloon bursts.




  It frightens the little GIRL and she begins to cry. ARINZÉ feels guilty.




  The ASSISTANT STAGE MANAGER appears. She shakes her head at ARINZÉ as she ushers the little GIRL offstage.




  ARINZÉ (to ASM). … I mean, you wouldn’t get it, you wouldn’t understand… I’m got getting advice from Dimples… anyone can sell a painting…




  He begins to freestyle.




  ‘Knock Knock Knock’ (freestyle)




  she sold a couple paintings and her ego inflated and…




  …cos her work blew up, she got these new friends, and they’re so successful,




  they’re so grown up cos they’re pop-up shop owners,




  their art work is critically exhibited, they’re cool magazine contributors, designers and editors,




  tastemakers with three thousand disciples and Twitter followers, and their Instagram pics are so like ‘nuhnhuhnhunhunhun you can’t sit with us.’




  Anyway, she’s part of that collective, and they’re like… so respected, cos they’re like… so selective, and like,




  part of me wants the play to do well just so the collective could be like




  ‘Dimples, wow, your boyfriend’s so respected, his play is so impressive, we want him in the collective.’




  At which point, I’ll be like ‘Wow. Thank you, collective,




  I mean, I’m flattered but, I’m not interested.’




  Cos that would show Dimples that I don’t need a seal of approval from them or acceptance,




  and Dimples would see that I’m a true artist and she’s just been pretentious




  I mean, I was writing the other day, in the kitchen as I do,




  And they made me feel like a dickhead for begging them to keep it down in the living room.




  I was like knock knock knock. Hi everyone, sorry to interrupt.




  I’m Dimples’ boyfriend.




  DIMPLES. Yeah, everyone, this is my boyfriend.




  ARINZÉ. Hi.




  DIMPLES. What’s up?




  ARINZÉ. I know you lot are having a collective meeting and you’re drinking – sounds like fun,




  but I’m in the next room, trying to get work done, and I can’t hear myself thinking,




  so whichever one of you who keeps making that duck sound




  I would really appreciate if you stop making the duck sound cos it’s so fuckin annoying




  Enjoy the rest of your evening.




  I’ll just get back to my writing.




  Thanks for your cooperation. Goodnight then.




  ARINZÉ goes to write. Moments later. ARINZÉ returns.




  Knock knock knock – Hi everyone, I asked you to stop but you just carried on with the duck sounds, even more duck sounds than before, it’s immature, and hard to ignore, why you laughing for?




  DIMPLES. We’ll keep it down, go back to your virus.




  ARINZÉ. Dimples may I have a word, with you in private.




  First of all, I think it’s deep how you don’t stand up for me in front of company, I’m a commissioned writer now and I deserve to be treated more respectfully




  DIMPLES. You are the one who was rude just now




  ARINZÉ. How was I rude just now




  DIMPLES. You burst in and said we were making duck sounds




  ARINZÉ. You were making duck sounds




  DIMPLES. No, that’s just his laugh




  ARINZÉ. Whose laugh?




  DIMPLES. Redhead Eddie, Redhead Eddie laughs like that




  ARINZÉ. Which one’s Redhead Eddie?




  DIMPLES. He’s the redhead one, he lives downstairs now




  ARINZÉ. Dreadlock Rasta lives downstairs




  DIMPLES. Dreadlock Rasta moved out, Redhead Eddie’s moved in




  ARINZÉ. Nah, you sure? Dreadlock Rasta loves it here, he wouldn’t leave these ends




  DIMPLES. If you don’t believe me you can ask him




  ARINZÉ. Dreadlock Rasta wouldn’t just up and go,




  Dreadlock Rasta part of the cultural infrastructure – wouldn’t just up and go,




  this is his home,




  Dreadlock Rasta you know, you sure?




  Dreadlock Rasta moved out?




  Nah I’m pissed off now.




  DIMPLES. What are you on about?




  ARINZÉ. I’m on about the fact that Tony’s laundrette is a swanky coffee shop now




  I’m on about Betty hairdresser’s turning into a Bikram yoga premises,




  Plus isn’t it weird that we’re the only ones left in this building who was originally here?




  People like Dreadlock Rasta and Handyman Andy slowly begin to disappear




  I ain’t got nothing ’gainst Redhead Eddie, but I’m not a fan of how the Rasta man keeps getting replaced but the trust-fund man,




  it ain’t fair… it ain’t morally right.




  DIMPLES. Wow, like, as if you have the right to discuss what’s morally right?




  What you write ain’t morally right.




  ARINZÉ. Says who?




  DIMPLES. Says me. Says the whole inner city, that you’re exploiting,




  Calling us viruses,




  Yeah that’s very nice. Yeah that’s morally right.




  ARINZÉ (beat). I’m gonna go for a walk.




  DIMPLES. Cool.




  ARINZÉ. When I come back. I think we should talk.




  DIMPLES. Cool.




  Scene Seven




  The VIRUS is alone on the streets.




  ‘Mutiny’




  VIRUS


  The streets are mine again,


  But it ain’t like before,


  Something’s different –


  The breeze don’t feel nice any more,


  Cos there’s blood cells everywhere…


  And their smell lingers in the air,


  I ain’t used to seeing so many of them round here…




  That’s a next ting,


  When I’m by myself?


  That’s the only time I ever feel that I’m myself,


  My self is weird man,


  Need someone here –


  Need Tracy in my ear man,


  Yeah.




  Everything about Trace, the way I love that girl,


  She’s the purest most adorest thing in this world,


  She got a glittery soul, her heart’s completely gold –


  She deserves the things I was deprived of, tenfold,


  Not even big things, the simple little things,


  Things that’s, normal, just normal like…


  Things like, things like: listening,


  Things like,


  ‘Come here, sweetheart. Are you all right?


  You’re so kind. You’re very bright.


  Have I told you? You’re the perfect height.


  Thought I’d surprise you, look, that thing you like.


  What do you want to be? What do you want to see?


  You’ll be that. You’ll see that.’


  Nah with me yeah? I had to beg for shit,


  Either that or prove I absolutely needed it.




  Just fucking… nuff basic things I felt to do,


  Sounds silly but, I nuff wanted to go to the zoo,


  And no one took me,


  The time my year went at school,


  Mum was tired after back-to-back night shifts and lost the permission slip and when they tried to phone her,


  They couldn’t get through.




  The VIRUS recieves a phone call.




  Hello?


  Tracy is that you?


  Come this weekend, we’re going to the zoo me and you


  Why you sniffling?


  Who’s that in the background?


  Why we whispering?


  The antivirals? She let them in?


  Yeah? They talking to her now?


  What they talking ’bout?


  They said I did what on the bus?


  What proof they got?


  How’d they know it was me?


  CCTV – ?


  You sure that’s what they said?


  He suffered what to the head?


  It was a normal fight –


  Who’s that laughing in the back?


  Oh… then why’s she crying like that?


  Yeah the zoo, you wanna go?


  Deffo, don’t tell Mum though, she can’t come with us,


  Yeah there’ll be nuff candy floss,


  Yo Trace, listen,


  You’re very bright. You’re the perfect height,


  And listen – Hello?




  When a virus shakes up a blood cell, the organ doesn’t cope well, the city creature goes pale, the body’s feveral,


  Antivirals administered by hypodermic needle go on patrol, in search of us virus people,


  As they police through the blood vessels, we scatter like roaches, we scuttle into the shadows like beetles,


  They don’t want us roaming in the city creature, they don’t want us multiplying, they don’t want an upheaval,


  A mutiny, cos they know I’m polyhedral and there’s not much they can do to me but lock me up and ask that I be peaceful,


  They ask that you stay away from us, don’t play with us and never lay with us, they make you heedful,


  They wanna eat my soul, they want us barefooted and broke, they portray us as dark hearts and evils,


  And it’s deceitful cos they created us and now they hating us, turn away from us, label us medieval,


  We get angry and we shout and switch, they say we’re primitive, and that we’re limited, uncongenial,


  Yeah that’s why it’s deceitful, cos they created us and now they hate us, turn around and put the onus on us,


  now you wanna blame it on me? It’s all my fault, the way that I be? You’re taking no responsibility?


  Ah makes me wanna multiply and infect you so’s you die, the whole city creature,


  makes me wanna rally all my viruses and start a massive riot, start fires and pull off car tyres


  and loot shops and the whole lot, and when the cops try to kettle us we give them the heat like kettle pots,


  give them that hot volcanic rock, raise our tops, pull out our metal glocks, blow them out their socks,


  gun shots like blop blop blop, the street cleaners are gonna need bigger mops to soak what’s coming up!




  There’s a persistent knocking at the door again.


  ARINZÉ acknowledges it but ignores it.


  The ASM appears and rudely chucks him a wetsuit. She’s still disappointed in him for making the GIRL cry so she doesn’t help him put it on.


  ARINZÉ talks to us directly.




  ARINZÉ (as he puts on the suit). Dimples and I had that talk… she left me.




  She basically left me because, to quote her,




  I was writing was some ‘urban safari jungle shit’.




  Raymond, Donna, and some other friends, no longer wanted to be associated with me.




  They didn’t exactly ostracise me but my opinion in the Whatsapp no longer had gravitas?




  ARINZÉ gets a random audience member to help zip up the back of his wetsuit.




  And my sister?




  ARINZÉ now unlocks the backstage door. The little GIRL pushes in a shopping trolley full of water balloons.




  ARINZÉ gets against the wall and braces himself and she begins to throw them at him.




  He tries to dodge. Some will miss him, some will hit him. But maybe he doesn’t duck at all. Maybe he takes his punishment.




  She kept sending emails – (Dodges water balloon.)




  The two MUSICIANS join in throwing water balloons at ARINZÉ.




  ‘Why would you tell this (Dodges.) depressing-as-fuck story, Arinzé?’




  ‘Why would you (Dodges.) make this shit up, Arinzé?’




  ‘What about your responsibility as a writer?’




  ‘Don’t you care about the impact it’ll have on people?’




  ‘When you reach official Uncle Tom status, is there like, a special handshake?’




  ‘What about (Dodges.) people who actually live this shit life, Arinzé? Have you asked them how they feel about you telling this story?’




  And I was like




  (They’re all out of water balloons.)




  I was like, ‘Well, it’s funny you should ask that.’




  ARINZÉ dries his hands. He gets the Dictaphone. He presses play.




  We begin to hear ARINZÉ interviewing a young man named LUCAS.




  On the recording there’s background noise implying they’re in some kind of communal space like a prison or a psychiatric ward:




  … Okay so it’s recording, just, test it for me, say something…




  LUCAS. Wha’gwan, this is Lucas, mic check one two –




  ARINZÉ. We’re good just speak up a bit.




  LUCAS. Cool, and I just talk?




  ARINZÉ. Yeah just tell me like, everything that happened.




  LUCAS. From where, from the beginning?




  ARINZÉ. Yeah from the start.




  LUCAS. Cool, well it started on the night bus then cos… I just jumped on the bus, through the back door, when it opened. And I’m there now, just standing there and there’s a drunk guy, swaying, and like I said. I wasn’t even trying to start anything but he couldn’t stand straight, and it ain’t my fault he can’t stand straight, so I said to him… I just told him to watch it. He kinda fell on me again, so like, I switched, and we got in a fight. It was mad quick. The bus driver stopped the bus so I get off the bus. And… yeah…




  ARINZÉ. When did you see Jade?




  LUCAS. I saw Jade that night because, when I got off the bus, I was bopping past a corner shop and someone left their bike there outside it so I just jumped on the bike –




  ARINZÉ. You stole it?




  LUCAS. I took it. It was in my way when I was walking past it so I took it. Minor. Stealings different innit. I didn’t go out of my way, it was literally on the pavement in my way. Anyway. I ride to Jade’s now… Jade was still living round my sides them times so, when I got to Jade’s, I see that her bedroom light was on, so I just put the bike in the hedge bit, I hid it in… the bush across the road, where there’s a little park.




  Jade was…




  …It’s mad cos all the ‘blood cells and viruses’ stuff, it’s just the way I see the world, I tried to like, tell Jade about it… she said I was tweaking out haha said I was buggin out cos of some bad weed so we argued about that for a bit… I just see things differently, the whole blood cells verses virus thing is like, I don’t think it’s down to anything I was smoking… anyway things escalated and I left Jade’s…




  ARINZÉ. Where’d you go?




  LUCAS. Went home. Rode home. Clocked that Mum had locked me out. It wasn’t the first time but like… I knew it was serious because all my stuff was in bin bags outside. Proper raw. Ike, I didn’t even do nothing to deserve it this time…




  While the recording plays, ARINZÉ leaves the stage.




  He returns with an air blower and a huge balloon.




  He begins to inflate the balloon with the blower. It gets bigger and bigger until it explodes with a massive BANG!




  Lights out is simultaneous with the loud bang.




  End of Act One.




  Interval.




  

    

  




  




  ACT TWO




  Scene One




  When the audience re-enter the theatre there is a balloon centerstage, six foot in diameter. Our MUSICIANS go behind the gauze and become RAYMOND and DONNA.




  VOICEMAIL.




  (Beep.)




  You have, one, new message,




  left today, at,




  2:04, a.m.




  From, Raymond,




  And, Donna,




  And, the baby.




  RAYMOND. … and okay, it’s a true story, but like, so what. It doesn’t matter that it’s a true story. It doesn’t make it okay to tell a story, cos it’s true. What I’m saying is that you’re falling into the trap that some of our black writers fall into.




  It seems that some black writers ‘conveniently’ wanna write narratives that majority white audiences are interested in seeing about black people.




  DONNA. ‘Conveniently.’




  RAYMOND. And that narrative my brother, is –




  DONNA. Black trauma.




  RAYMOND. I would’ve just said ‘trauma’.




  DONNA. Black trauma ought to be a genre of its own cos under the umbrella of black trauma comes your typical stories of racism, slavery, crime and violence you know…




  RAYMOND. … drugs, gangs, poverty.




  DONNA. Django? Django Un-fuckin-chained. Give me strength.




  Why do you think Django and 12 Years a Slave are always gonna be box-office hits?




  Meanwhile something like Love Jones or Brown Sugar,




  where the black folk are just going through normal mundane things,




  like being unlucky in love, those stories don’t do well, know why?




  Cos the black folk in those stories ain’t suffering.




  We never get a cycling-through-the-city montage in films.




  I want a cycling-through-the-city montage of a girl who looks like me.




  Cos I love a cycle. I really like cycling.




  RAYMOND. And I ain’t saying you’ve written Django but, you’ve written just another hood story.




  (Their daughter frets.)




  Do you really want for our daughter to see yet another one?




  DONNA. Is that the only story about us that there is to tell her?




  RAYMOND. I don’t believe that your story being true excuses it.




  DONNA. But, you know, put your little nigga play on sweetie, haha,




  You do what you gotta do and we’ll do what we gotta do.




  RAYMOND. Donna, don’t say that –




  DONNA. No, don’t censor me, I mean it.




  If we can shut down some Barbican-arts-centre-human-zoo-slavery bullshit,




  then we can set fire to a little bush –




  (The baby is crying now.)




  RAYMOND. She’s joking man.




  DONNA. Joking as ever but I’m serious as fuck though.
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