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Cuttin’ It, a Young Vic and Royal Court Theatre co-production with Birmingham Repertory Theatre, Sheffield Theatres and The Yard Theatre, was first presented at the Young Vic on 20 May 2016 and at the Royal Court Jerwood Theatre Upstairs on 23 June 2016.
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Characters





Muna


fifteen years old, born in Somalia,


but raised in England since the age of three.


She has the accent of the English city she’s from




 





Iqra


fifteen years old, born in Somalia,


moved to England at the age of ten.


She has a strong Somali accent



















The European Parliament estimates 500,000 girls and women living in Europe are suffering with the lifelong consequences of female genital mutilation.


Amnesty International, 2014




 





This story is for them.
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Cuttin’ It










Muna   Not again. I cannot be late again. I’ve taken liberties one too many times, an’ this time they won’t jus ’low it.


It ain’t even intentional. I set my alarm clock but it jus ain’t alarmin enough, summat ’bout birds tweetin their iPhone song makes me wanna stay under the covers, tucked up warm in bed. But can’t be doin with form-tutor stresses. Hearin that same tired line, tellin me to apply myself.


Get a text from D’marnie askin me if I know that the bus don’t run on brown-people time. So I hot foot it. Jessica Ennis it, still lookin pretty as I quick-step the pavement with the belief I’m gonna make it. I have to make it.


Iqra     8.17 a.m. The bus number 47. I sit downstairs, never upstairs. I like to look at the faces of the people out of the window. All different colours and shapes and sizes. But in their differences, they all have one thing the same. They are all miserable. As if they all agreed to get out of bed in the morning and be angry at the world. Maybe they hope that if they start their day badly, it will only get better.


Muna   Out of breath an’ with a bit of a sweat on, I get there. I reach. My hand bangs on the door of the number 47 and Mr Bus Man takes one look at me – he looks at me like openin the doors of his bus to let people on ain’t part of his job description. Leavin me standin there, tryin to shame me. Denyin me my rights to get on the bus. I’m like that Rosa what’s her name? But forget sittin down, I jus wanna get on.


Then this joker has the absolute audacity to pull off. He drives away without me.


Waste man.  


Iqra     I see her running. The whole bus sees her running. She has an audience. A top deck of grey-and-white uniform pressed against the windows, enjoying the show. She bangs on the door of the number 47, and I reach out and press the bell. But today, the driver has no mercy, and he pretends not to see her or hear me, and he drives on. Laughter roars out from the uniforms on the top deck. She shouts after him –


Muna   Racist paedo!


It’s true. My man’s got too many shades of brown on his ride. Probably thinks the ones with the hoods are gonna stab him up an’ the ones with the scarves are gonna blow him up. Idiot. If he can’t handle it, he should jog on back to Poland, or wherever it is they’re from. Ain’t ’bout bein racist but I can’t stand ’em, man, lookin at you like you’re summat they found on the bottom of their shoe. I bet ya if I was some white girl standin here in this uniform, some blue-eyed, blonde-haired white girl, Mr Bus Man would be stoppin then, wouldn’t he, stoppin to have a nice little look? I should report him. Watch me report him.


My phone beeps. Get a text from Makeda. It’s in block capitals:


SHAME. LOL!


Iqra     I look behind me and she becomes smaller and smaller, as the bus number 47 continues on.


Muna   It’s too early. I cannot be dealin with this when it’s so early. I seriously consider jackin in the day, writin it off and startin again tomorrow – tomorrow’s a new day an’ all that. Today jus ’low me to jump back in bed an’ forget it all, watch Jeremy Kyle an’ eat some chocolate Hobnobs. But I don’t want school admin conversin with my mum. Tryin to tell her I’m late again, skivin again, an’ me havin to translate it all for her again. Givin my own English to Somali version:


‘They’re jus phonin to say how well I’m doin in school, Mum.’


Don’t know if she’ll fall for it again, an’ it ain’t worth the aggro, so I brave it. I walk it. New Primarks squeezin up my feet, but I soldier on.


Iqra     I do not know the answer. Whenever I do not know the answer, I daydream. If x equals 35, what is the value of y? Mr Dennis, my maths teacher with his round, pink face, tells me I must solve this problem. If x equals 35, what is the value of y? This is not a problem. It is a question to be answered, just numbers and letters on a page. I want to tell him about problems, real problems. I want to ask him when will x and y ever be useful for me? But of course, I do not. Instead my mind wanders. My imagination wakes and takes me back home.


I wipe dust from my eyes and look up to see my home demolished and a gun pressed against my mother’s head. She is shaking but she tries to stay calm. She knows that if she cries, my brother will cry, and so will I, and we must never cry in front of them. His leather skin is old and worn, even though he is half the age of my mother. I imagine his breath against her face is putrid. We learnt that word from a poem in English. Putrid. It means something foul-smelling – rotten. Saliva balls rest at the sides of his mouth, sticky and white, ready to spit out and attack. He leans closer in to her.


‘I have demolished your home. I will make you watch as my men demolish your children, and then I will take my time and destroy you.’


She buckles to her knees. He grabs her neck and drags her back to standing position. Her scarf loosens and her thick, dark curls fall over her face. My brother jumps up and runs to her, but before he can reach her, a soldier takes a gun and butts him in the back of his head. I hear the crack as if it were my head. I see the blood as if it were my blood flowing from my own body.


He is still, and I scream.


‘I know the answer.’


Twelve pairs of bloodshot eyes look at me. I have their attention. I yell out again. This time my voice cracks.


‘y equals 6.’


No one moves.


‘Are you sure?’


His eyes lock in to me, and I want to run, but the fear stops me.


I hear footsteps. They come closer and closer, until I can make out the figure of the person running from the horizon. It is Mr Dennis. His face is no longer pink, but red from the hot sun. He stands before me and pats me on the back, congratulating me.


‘The girl is right. If x equals 35, then the value of y does equal 6.’


And just like that, the war is over. Mr Dennis looks at me; his shirt is soaked in sweat and his smile is wider than the ocean.


‘See, Iqra.’


He says.


‘Maths really counts.’


As I said … when will I ever need this?


Muna   I get to the school gates an’ check the time. It’s practically the end of German. I think about goin in, arrivin all fashionably late an’ that … but then I remember there ain’t nuttin fashionable ’bout German, so I ’low it and wait it out by the ‘bunk off’ bus stop.


Play some Rihanna tunes on my phone, ’cause ain’t no one else here – not even Amy Mitchell, an’ Amy Mitchell’s always here. She’s this crazy white girl in our year who never comes to school. She’s alright to hang out with though, ’cause she’s got unlimited everythin on her phone – internet, minutes, texts, calls, the lot. Makeda said it’s ’cause her dad had an affair, an’ when her mum found out, she put her head in the oven an’ killed herself. I guess her dad was all guilty an’ that, so he got her a monthly unlimited plan. Can you imagine that? She is so lucky.


I can’t wait to be grown and makin my own money, ’cause it ain’t ’bout bein young and broke. We’re at that point in school where teachers keep harpin on ’bout what we gonna do with our lives, what direction we gonna take. I dunno. Every time I decide I wanna do summat, someone comes along an’ puts me right off. Like the other day when I wanted to be a nurse, then Deanne McLean told me her mum’s a nurse an’ she has to put her finger up old men’s bottoms. I ain’t doin that. Even with gloves on, that’s jus nasty.


I’m good at talkin an’ that an’ listenin to people. My friends always come to me to talk about their problems, and I’m the one who finds solutions to their stresses. I give ’em advice an’ that. I guess I could be like, a counsellor or summat. But I’d really care about the people who come and see me, not like our school counsellor. She’s this big, fat heifer everyone calls ‘The Blimp’. More concerned with when she’s gettin her next McDonald’s fix than she is about our problems. Makeda said to me once that I was so good at listenin to people yeah, an’ carin ’bout them, that if any of the girls in our year was bein touched up by their own dad or summat, they’d come an’ talk to me about it, rather than go to The Blimp … which is probably true, ’cause if you can’t tell yourself to put the Big Mac down, how can you be tryin to dish out advice to anyone else?


She gets herself ready to go into school.


The only thing about listenin an’ dealin with everyone else’s problems, though, is that no one’s there to listen to yours. An’ right ’bout now, I wish I did have someone to talk to.


Iqra     I sit alone in the school canteen, wishing very much that it was my mother’s food I was eating. It has been four months and six days since I came to John Lansbury Secondary. I am still the new girl. It is an effort for people to talk to me and to get to know me. They already have their friends. There is no room in their groups for the ‘freshie’ with the accent.


Muna   They’re servin jerk chicken and ‘reggae hot beans’ today.


Makeda said her grandma would jump out her grave and slap the school cook for callin that dryness jerk chicken – but that don’t stop her eatin it though. Can’t stomach it. Ain’t hungry. Push my plate away an’ D’marnie attacks the chips like a vulture. Between mouthfuls she’s talkin ’bout how her sister got stopped outside Topshop. Some guy gave her a card askin if she wants to be a model an’ he told D’marnie, yeah, that she could pass for Rihanna – without the acne, obviously. I love these girls, bffs an’ all that. But sometimes even with mates, you can’t tell them everythin that’s goin on with you.


Iqra     I am the girl who has no parents any more, no brothers left. The girl living with a woman she calls her aunt, but isn’t her aunt. I am the girl who has been through a real-life war, like the war they see on their televisions – the films, the news. I want to forget all that but they will not let me. They give me a school counsellor to talk to. They think it will help me if I talk to the whale lady whose office is at the back of the PE cupboard. That woman has no idea what I went through. She sits sipping from a Diet Coke can pretending to make the effort, when I see the crumbs of the cookies she ate moments before I arrived to our special session together.


I learnt that it is not for me that they do it, it is for them. They do not want me breaking down in the halls screaming for my dead family when this Ofsted come. But I do not want to be called out of history class to talk about war with anyone. I want to be left alone. I wish the girls in my year would pass on to the teachers what they have already discovered.


I am not worth the attention.


Muna   Final bell of the day is like music to my ears, it sings out that I’m free. Home time. Laters.


I get to the bus stop an’ it’s the usual bus stop shenanigans. Boys carryin on stupid tryin to impress the girls. Girls standin unimpressed. I stand back so I don’t fall victim to one of their juvenile pranks. Today ain’t the day to be testin me, you get me.


I see Keda and Marnie but I ain’t in the mood to chat breeze or to listen to their gas. I got too much to deal with. So I message ’em, say I got after-school detention.


Bus comes and a sea of grey and white uniform swarm like they got cooked food waitin for them at home. I wait for the mob to storm the stairs and take their seats on the top deck. Mr Bus Man ain’t the same bus man who started my day wrong, and for that, this bus man is lucky. I sit downstairs. I never sit downstairs. Feels weird. I find a seat, one of them awkward facin-backwards seats that gets you touchin toes an’ brushin knees with some stranger you’d rather not be doin that with. I put my headphones in an’ try an’ escape these thoughts that won’t leave my head. Flick the tracks but the music ain’t helpin. I can’t stop thinkin ’bout how small an’ innocent she is. I consider for a sec goin upstairs with D’marnie and Makeda, listen to them chat lots ’bout nothin. Let ’em clear my mind.


She catches my eye. Sat in the back with me like she’s escapin summat too – jus wants to be left. She’s in one of my classes, can’t remember which. Never spoke to her. Heard all the rumours ’bout her though. She makes me feel like I got away with summat. I mean, we’re both the same age an’ both born in the same country an’ that, but I’m the one who got away. I’ve never known what she’s known, an’ she’s only gettin to know what I know now, an’ that ain’t fair. We’re opposites, even though we came from the same, she’s nothin like me, an’ that shames me.
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