





[image: image]














Living My Best Life, Hun


London Hughes


following your dreams is No Joke


[image: image]












First published in Great Britain in 2023 by


[image: image]


Quercus Editions Ltd


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


An Hachette UK company


Copyright © 2023 London Hughes


The moral right of London Hughes to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library


EBOOK ISBN 978 1 52942 071 5


Some names and identifying details have been changed to protect the privacy of individuals.


Every effort has been made to contact copyright holders. However, the publishers will be glad to rectify in future editions any inadvertent omissions brought to their attention.


Quercus Editions Ltd hereby exclude all liability to the extent permitted by law for any errors or omissions in this book and for any loss, damage or expense (whether direct or indirect) suffered by a third party relying on any information contained in this book.


www.quercusbooks.co.uk









To fourteen-year-old London Hughes,
she knew this would happen one day









Introduction


I bloody love birthdays: mine, other people’s, it doesn’t matter. I’ve always been a birthday person. I find it weird when I meet people who don’t really celebrate the day they were born. I get the same feeling whenever I meet a straight man who dislikes going down on women. It’s very confusing to me.


I guess the reason is that some people always have shit birthdays, so they just don’t want to get their hopes up. Now, I totally understand that concept; I’ve had some of the WORST birthdays, seriously! Real, could-cause-depression-should’ve-gone-to therapy-type-monstrous birthdays, many of which ended with me crying alone at the end of the night.




Places I’ve cried alone on my birthday:


Pizza Hut


A karaoke bar


A Jacuzzi


My living room


My bedroom


My kitchen


An old Peugeot 206


The streets of London





But I never gave up. I always had hope—hope that one day I’d have the most epic of birthdays to end all epic birthdays, and I’d only be crying genuine tears of complete ecstasy. I used to watch this show called My Super Sweet 16, where rich kids would let MTV film their insanely lavish birthday parties, every birthday took place in a huge nightclub, there was always a performance by a famous rapper or R & B superstar and the night usually ended with the kid getting a Ferrari! It was my favorite show; I watched every episode, and I was in complete awe of those spoiled little bitches.


I always wanted a birthday like a super sweet sixteener, a fabulous soiree filled with jealous friends, a free bar, celebs galore, paparazzi, and everyone in attendance completely adoring me.


Well, after thirty-two years of living through failed birthday attempt after failed birthday attempt, it finally happened: I finally had the epic birthday of my dreams!


June 7, 2021: Hughesy’s birthday extravaganza! It was INSANE! Five crazy jam-packed nights that started off at Dave Chappelle’s house in Ohio and ended with me on an IV drip in the presidential suite at the Waldorf Astoria in Atlanta. It was so beyond epic that I have zero problems relaying to you that I didn’t catch a single dick the whole time and I didn’t even care. #Growth. I was so fucking happy I even wrote parts of the night down in my journal (lol, okay iPhone Notes app) so I wouldn’t forget it. Here’s what I wrote:




Fucking Dave Chappelle just got up and gave a speech about me to everyone at the party! Afterwards he took me to one side and literally said the words London, you’re going to write about this night in your autobiography one day! Fucking hell, should def include in my book!





And then I wrote:




Marianna infused macaroni cheese! Insane! Would recommend





(I was drunk, and potentially high on marijuana.)


So I basically wrote this whole book to tell you how a young Black British female comedian from Thornton Heath, Croydon, managed to follow her dreams, move to the US and spend her thirty-second birthday partying in Ohio with one of the greatest comics in the world! Well, it’s a hell of a journey, it’s a hell of a story, and you’re gonna bloody love it!


Let’s start at the beginning, shall we?









Chapter 1


Three Lies and a Truth


I want to open this chapter with a statement so bad-bitchingly confident that it just leaps off the page, something like, I’ve always been funny. I’ve always been cute. I’ve always been confident. I was born to do this shit.


But in reality, only one of those four things is true.


I’VE ALWAYS BEEN FUNNY
(Lie Number 1)


My dad, Mr David Hughes, will confirm that I only became funny at around the age of eight. Some people might think that’s normal, but for the hilarious Hughes family I was seriously slacking on the hahas.


You see, I come from a family filled with jokers. There’s my older brother, Joel; imagine me but in male form, way taller, and ten times more charming. Joel is the funniest man I know: his comedic timing is impeccable and he’s devastatingly witty, with a brain that can mine comedy out of any situation.


When he was a kid, around eleven or twelve, Joel got hit by a car, really badly. A driver ran him over whilst he was crossing the street and he literally flew through the air. I was so upset when I heard about the accident and remember imagining the worst as I rushed to the hospital to visit him. When I got there, I expected him to be lying in a hospital bed, all bandaged up, barely breathing. Instead, he was sitting upright doing impressions, all the nurses gathered around him laughing at his jokes. The man is a top-tier clown.


So is my father. He’s the man responsible for my epic taste in comedy, and he made sure I was well versed in all the comedy greats from a young age. He taught me about the US stand-up legend Richard Pryor, but he also made me watch tons of classic British comedies like Fawlty Towers, Keeping Up Appearances, and Dad’s Army. In the car we used to listen to BBC Radio comedies, so I was the only ten-year-old in school who could quote jokes from Kenneth Williams in Round the Horne. I was clearly a comedy connoisseur.


My dad thrives on embarrassing his children; he does it so well he should truly have his own sitcom. I got a taste of my sitcom dad when I was about twenty-seven and I brought a boyfriend home to meet him and the rest of my family. I was quite anxious, mainly because my dad hadn’t particularly liked my previous boyfriend. There was A LOT of pressure riding on this first meet.


So to ease the tension, my father decided to greet said boyfriend and me at the front door wearing my stepmum’s wig and church dress. “All right, mate, nice to meet you,” he said to my boyfriend, shaking his hand but staying very much in character.


I was mortified. I could see that the rest of my family were just as shocked as I was, but they decided to hold in their laughs and play along with the charade for maximum entertainment. My dad, getting carried away, started pouting and flicking his wig, whilst my poor polite boyfriend continued trying not to acknowledge it. After what seemed like hours, my dad eventually broke character and the whole family cracked up. Actually, we still crack up about it to this day.


The next joker of the group is my grandma Myrtle (ninety-six and still going strong). She’s hilarious, too. A fabulous wise-cracking, attention-demanding diva, she even managed to have the whole family laughing at my granddad’s funeral. My grandma is such a professional she made up a joke she uses solely for family weddings. If you’re ever at a wedding reception with Grandma Myrtle, without fail you will see her grab the mic and tell this same joke, and we all have to laugh like we haven’t already heard it before. Here it is:




[Said in a posh Jamaican accent] You see, in a marriage there are three rings. You may think there are only two but there are indeed three! See, there’s the engagement ring, then there’s the wedding ring, and then . . . there’s the suffer-ring! [hold for laughter and applause]





And then there’s my mum. God bless my mum. I wouldn’t call her funny per se, as I’m yet to laugh at a single joke she’s actually made on purpose, but she’s definitely got a good sense of humour. It’s just sometimes things go over her head. I always say, if everyone’s laughing at a joke, my mum’s laughing, too, but she’s laughing at the hat the guy who told the joke is wearing.


Honourable mentions go out to my brother Alex, who truly has the best laugh ever, my younger sister Sakilé, who is definitely not the funny one but she’ll say something so savage you’ll have to laugh unless you’ll cry, and my youngest sister, Maya, who, with time, has the wits and smarts to eventually out-funny us all.


My fun-filled family teases each other all the time, but I hated it when they teased me when I was younger. For some reason, I was late to the funny train because I wasn’t able to take a joke. Don’t get me wrong, I ABSOLUTELY LOVED laughing at other people’s expense: if you fell over or said something stupid, that was me gone, I would have a complete laughter fit. No remorse. But I ABSOLUTELY HATED it when other people laughed at me. I would throw mini tantrums and sulk if anyone so much as snickered in my direction. Funny how things worked out.


Due to my lack of hilarity, it was no surprise that when my first-ever joke finally left my mouth, my family was flabbergasted. They truly didn’t think the day would ever come, and not only was it a funny joke, it was also an original one that I completely made up myself. It went like this:




What do you call a Rasta man that wears glasses? . . . Rasta-four-eyes! [Said in a heavily Jamaican accent to sound like the word Rasta-far-Is, which is the Jamaican term for a Rastafarian—high level stuff, mate.]





A little niche, sure, but my dad exploded, he was so happy for me. My brother stared at me, totally impressed, probably for the first time ever. I’d finally made it; I’d finally done a funny. And it felt great.


I’VE ALWAYS BEEN CUTE
(Lie Number 2, Although My Parents Would Dispute This and Say I Was Born Extremely Cute, but I Definitely Didn’t Feel It)


I grew up Black in a predominantly white country in a predominantly white neighborhood in the nineties. My favorite popstars were white, my Barbie dolls were white, my best friend was white, but I wasn’t white, and I used to HATE IT.


It wasn’t as though I wanted to be a white person. I loved being a Black person, and I loved everything that came with my Blackness: the heritage, the culture, the food, the music, possessing natural rhythm . . . I bloody loved being Black, but what stumped me was how my Blackness equated to beauty—it didn’t.


I used to think that my kind of Black skin was unattractive. I wasn’t light enough to be considered biracial, and in the nineties and noughties, a light skin tone was the only Black skin tone that I considered beautiful—and for all of this, I solely blame the British and American media.


First of all, there were no beauty campaigns for women of colour when I was growing up—nothing at all, none of this Fenty shit! If on the rare occasion your fave makeup brand did come in a darker shade, it was either caramel or chocolate, and I was too dark for caramel and too light for chocolate. Oh, how I longed to be able to wear effortless shades like “snow” or “peachy cream” just like the white women did in the commercials.


It was also made very clear by the British press who they deemed to be attractive. There was always a new It girl on the scene that teenage girls like me aspired to be, whether it was Rachel Stevens from S Club 7 or Cheryl Cole from Girls Aloud or Jordan the Page 3 model. None of these It girls were Black, and I heavily bought into the notion that that was because Black girls just weren’t attractive.


And can we talk about Rear of the Year?! The honorary British award for celebrities who are considered to have a notable posterior. Excuse me, none of the skinny white women who won even had great bums! It was all very confusing.


I find it quite hilarious now that my favorite Spice Girl of all time was Ginger Spice. She’s the one this little Black girl wanted to be! I thought she was by far the prettiest. I used to think redheads were just white people and I didn’t know that being “ginger” was a whole different category in itself. I thought Geri Halliwell was called Ginger spice because she really liked ginger beer, and I bloody loved ginger beer; it was one of the many reasons why I wanted to be her. But when my friends and I pretended to be Spice Girls in the playground, it was my redheaded best friend at the time, Amy, who got to be Ginger after several heated arguments. As the only Black girl in my school friendship group, I was doomed to spend the rest of my playground years being the token Scary Spice.


Also, while we’re here, can we touch on how problematic the name Scary Spice is? The Spice Girls were given their names by a white female journalist early in their careers before their personas had been fully formed. All their names made sense at the time: Sporty loved football, Ginger was a redhead, Posh was posh, Baby was the youngest . . . But what exactly made Mel B scary? Nothing about her was scary; she was just a loud, energetic mixed-raced girl who wore her natural hair. She only started wearing leopard prints and roaring at the camera after her nickname was coined. Scary? Wild? Nah, I reckon that journalist was just scared of a Black woman living authentically in her own skin.


Anyway, back to me. I’m eleven, and at this point I’m so obsessed with whiteness that I literally remember praying to God every night asking for long blonde hair instead of the dry frizzy bird’s nest I currently had growing out of my scalp. I hated my big Black features; they were the opposite of sexy to me, especially my lips. There are actual pictures of me as a teenager folding my mouth in as I smile to make my lips appear thinner. God, I so wanted them sexy thin white girl lips.


As time went on, I started to gradually accept my beautiful Black skin tone, but then American TV shows made me start to believe that I was the wrong shade of Black.


If you were a fan of most eighties and nineties Black US TV shows and movies, the formula for Black female characters often went like this:




Cute/educated/girl-next-door/pretty/virginal/calm/quiet/kind/married = light skin tone.


Slutty/single/loud/uneducated/unattractive/wild/aggressive/intimidating/brash = dark skin tone.





There were some exceptions to this rule of course, but the most obvious example of this was in two of my favorite Black TV shows of all time: The Fresh Prince of Bel Air and My Wife and Kids.


In early seasons of The Fresh Prince of Bel Air, Aunt Viv was played by a dark-skinned Black woman named Janet Hubert. Her version of Aunt Viv was fierce. She wouldn’t take any shit, she stood up for herself, wore the trousers, and wouldn’t hesitate to put a family member in their place. Who could forget the iconic dance scene where she absolutely slaughtered those young girls in her dance class with a routine I’m still trying to perfect thirty years later! She was the epitome of sass and could intimidate the hell out of anyone.


But when she was later replaced by a light-skinned actress (Daphne Maxwell Reid), Aunt Viv’s character changed completely. She had less to say and became more timid, sweet, and kind. Sure, she might give Uncle Phil or the kids a few looks when they messed up, but all that sass, fierceness, and intimidation were completely gone.


The same thing happened in My Wife and Kids, when the dark-skinned version of the character Claire Kyle (played by Jazz Raycole) was replaced by a much lighter-skinned actress (Jennifer Freeman). Claire Kyle went from a no-nonsense schoolgirl who even her brother’s bullies were afraid of, to a ditzy, clumsy girl-next-door type the whole football team wanted to date.


I often identified with the darker-skinned characters a lot more, in looks and in personality, but society made me believe that having lighter skin was more attractive, more palatable. This resulted in me wearing makeup two shades too bright for me and putting a yellow jumper on my head and pretending it was my own long blonde hair. I was a lost cause.


I’VE ALWAYS BEEN CONFIDENT
(Lie Number 3—A Big One)


Well, it’s no surprise—considering up until the age of twelve, I wanted to be a blonde white woman—that this frizzy-haired Black girl was not the bundle of confident energy you read before you. I thought I was ugly. I also had mild forehead eczema, acne, and asthma, and for a month or so some serious puberty-driven BO, which I remember the kids severely teasing me about. Ah, secondary school was so fun.


The crazy thing was, I was confident on the inside. I knew I was funny, I was kind, I was nerd-level smart, the teachers liked me, even I quite liked me. I should’ve been a confident kid on the outside, too! The only problem was, I relied way too much on how other people saw me, and how they saw me shaped my view of myself.


Again, I blame American television. On all the TV shows I used to watch as a kid, you were a nobody unless you were popular; being popular made you a somebody and I really wanted to be a somebody! The popular girls got all the hot guys, they were invited to prom, they went to the mall after school to shop and sip smoothies. I wanted to go shopping at the mall and sip smoothies! But I couldn’t because I WAS NOT POPULAR, nowhere near, no matter how hard I tried.


Let me give you an insight into why twelve- to fourteen-year-old London Hughes didn’t have many friends. First, she was not the Urban Dictionary definition of “cool.”


“Cool” back then was wearing Juicy Couture or Baby Phat tracksuits with Nike trainers. It also helped if you wore short skirts and real gold jewelry, spoke fluent slang, had insanely braided hairstyles or hair filled with chemical relaxer, used gel to slick down your baby hairs, and listened to Dizzee Rascal and/or Sean Paul.


London Hughes did absolutely none of these things. London Hughes wore British Home Store tracksuits, shuffled around in Reebok trainers, had terrible hair because her mum didn’t know how to braid, couldn’t manage to keep her thick baby hairs down no matter how much gel she used, wasn’t allowed chemical hair relaxer until she was eighteen, wore annoyingly long skirts, spoke German for fun, had 100 percent plastic jewelry, and listened solely to Avril Lavigne. The popular girls annihilated me, and I would do almost anything to seek their validation.


I went to a very high-achieving all-girls’ school in Thornton Heath in Croydon. Thornton Heath is now famous for its mild gang violence and being the birthplace of rapper Stormzy (and now myself, of course), but back then it was only really famous for its twenty-four-hour Tesco supermarket—the first in the area!


I was a great student. My favorite lessons were English, PE, and the occasional lunch, and most days I found myself looking forward to going to school.


That was until this incessant need to be popular took over my life well into secondary school, resulting in me being savagely bullied all the way up until university (more on that later). I don’t believe I became this confident badass bitch version of myself until around the age of twenty, and the main reason I got so confident was thanks to the wonderful world of stand-up comedy. Which leads us nicely to my next statement, the only true statement:




I WAS BORN TO DO THIS












Chapter 2


I Was Born to Do This


Sounds wanky and bigheaded, but I really was. I truly am doing exactly what I was put on this earth to do: entertain you bitches. And I knew this, I’ve always known it, even from a young age.


Now, let’s be clear: like I said before, I haven’t always been funny, but what I have ALWAYS been is obsessed with fame.


Television was my best friend growing up. I have no idea why I adored it so much, but I was obsessed with it—my obsession was so bad that, at age five, I tried to get into the TV by climbing around the back of it and attempting to crawl inside (I almost electrocuted myself). I figured out pretty quickly that to be on TV you had to be famous, so that was my next goal.


Apparently when I was seven, I told my mum that I didn’t want any kids until I had a star on the Hollywood Walk of Fame. A bold statement. She probably thought I was joking. I’m now thirty-two, no star—no kids.


The goal of being famous took a lot of practice, planning, and preparation. A lot of time and energy went into it, more than you may think a seven-year-old girl would have been able to handle, but I was ready, mate. I pushed myself.


WAYS IN WHICH YOUNG ME PREPARED TO BE A STAR:


1. Popstar Training


Like I say, at this time in my life, I knew very well I was going to be a famous celebrity—I just didn’t know what for, so I prepared myself to be good at everything and anything: singing, dancing, acting . . . the works. I was doing Saturday dance classes: I trained in jazz, tap, modern, and even kathak-style Indian dancing—baby girl had range.


Sidenote: You really haven’t submerged yourself in culture unless you’ve been the only Black girl in an otherwise all-Hindu Indian dance group. I learned to speak Hindi, wore a sari and bindi, and danced to kathak music with gold bells on my feet like a bad bitch. I loved performing kathak dance. I miss my Hindu crew—we completely shut down the Asian Mela in Hyde Park in ’97!


At home I did what I like to call popstar training. I would take over the living room, put the TV on The Box, the only music channel at the time, and sing whilst making up a freestyle dance to every single song that came on. From the Beastie Boys and the Prodigy to Aqua and the Spice Girls, I would perform the songs like I wrote them (I nearly sprained my neck dancing to “Firestarter”). There was a part of my living room where the carpet joined together, creating a straight line that ran the length of the room. On one side of the line was the audience, and on the other side of the line was my stage. I performed on that stage forty to fifty times a night.


Whilst performing to a Janet Jackson music video on The Box, I noticed that Janet had the most insane six-pack. I decided there and then that if I was going to be famous, I needed to get a six-pack, too, so I started doing sit-ups. I started at like ten, then twenty, and then I tried to do them for a minute, then during a full advert break, and before I knew it I was doing sit-ups throughout the duration of every advert break of my favorite TV shows (and I had a lot of favorite shows).


It was sit-ups every fifteen minutes during The Powerpuff Girls, That’s So Raven, Dexter’s Laboratory, Sister, Sister, Kenan & Kel, Clarissa Explains It All, Rocko’s Modern Life, Sabrina the Teenage Witch, and Are You Afraid of the Dark? After two weeks, I had a noticeable two-pack, but I had to go to the doctor because I couldn’t lie on my stomach without being in extreme pain. Definitely overdid it.


2. Writing


If you’ve watched my Netflix stand-up special To Catch a D*ck, you would know that I used to write myself into episodes of Frasier for fun! I played Denise, Frasier’s charming Black British adopted daughter; Frasier loved the fact that I was British, and he would use me and my accent to help get him the ladies. I in turn would date their sons—we were a Seattle dream team! I used to love writing; back then it wasn’t even called fan fiction, it was just a normal Thursday night for me! (Sidenote: If you haven’t seen my Netflix special yet, please put my book down and go watch it! Thank you!) Nobody knows that the real reason I wrote fan fiction is because I thought it would be a way to get myself onto television shows. I figured out at a very young age that I’d have way more chances of getting on TV if I did all the hard work and actually wrote myself into the episodes, so I did.


Frasier was one of many. The first was The Fresh Prince of Bel Air, as at the time Will Smith was my EVERYTHING. (Well, pre-slap Will Smith.) He meant more to me than any living celebrity and was the sole inspiration behind my career. I wanted to be Will Smith. The first time I saw Fresh Prince, it shattered my tiny mind, mainly because at the time, Black families didn’t dominate UK comedies (they still don’t). The UK had only four TV channels when I was growing up, and Black people were on none of them.


I grew up at a time when TV funding for ethnic minorities had been cut. Black British comedy shows like Desmond’s and The Real McCoy had previously had specific government-ordered diversity funding allocated to them for the advancement of Black British talent, arts, and culture. Eventually that funding got cut and the government said, “We’re not going to specifically fund Black shows anymore, we’re just going to include more Black characters into our white shows. Simple!”


The only problem was, they didn’t. Which meant that there was a time when Black British TV shows completely disappeared, and we only got one Black man added to the cast of EastEnders. I was watching so much white television that it wasn’t until The Fresh Prince of Bel Air got syndicated and aired on BBC Two in the late nineties that I saw my first-ever Black woman on TV: Aunt Viv. I thought Will Smith’s comedic timing and clowning was so engaging that I found myself completely copying his whole persona. I would do his and Jazz’s famous high five with my friends and say all his catchphrases, like “Jean Claude Van damn, I look good!” I knew the theme tune by heart (even the extended version; they always forget about the extended version), and, coolest of all, I used to dance like him. Yes, I had the rhythm of a male African American teenager from the eighties. I was fresh to def, mate! Totally slammin’!


I decided that I was going to be famous by getting on an episode of The Fresh Prince of Bel Air; all I had to do was write it! What I didn’t know was by the time I was watching it, the series had been long canceled.


I wrote myself into a three-episode arc (I love that even while I’m imagining, my dreams are still completely realistic. Hey, I knew my strengths, but I had school, so I didn’t want to completely ruin my education!) in which I play Ashley’s (Will’s little cousin) English tutor. Will then falls completely head over heels for me, we have a brief secret fling but then decide to break up because Ashley’s education has to come first. How noble of me!


I also wrote a spin-off of That’s So Raven, in which my character, Magpie, can see into the past; “That’s So Magpie” was a cult hit in the Hughesy household—the mind-bending crossover episode where Raven looks into the future and sees Magpie for the first time was especially groundbreaking!


I also wrote stories for fun. I liked to imagine myself in cute scenarios where I was usually rich and famous and lived in America. There was one where I was Oprah’s niece, and my friends and I were house-sitting for her whilst she had a boob job. We were supposed to be looking after her two dogs, Cookie and Cream, but instead we threw insane mansion parties and invited *NSYNC!


My writing got grittier as I got older, and at fifteen I wrote a three-part drama called “Street Life,” which I got my cousins to star in alongside me. To this day, my cousin Leanne will tell you it’s the best thing I’ve ever written and swears that accused and now-canceled writer Noel Clarke must’ve found it and used it as inspiration to write his hit movie Kidulthood.


3. Parental Pressure


You read all these horror stories about child stars and how their pushy overbearing parents forced them into the entertainment industry. WELL, I REALLY WISH MY PARENTS HAD DONE THAT. I was the one constantly telling them that I wanted to be famous, and they did next to nothing to help.


I remember having a very serious conversation with my mum, informing her that Britney Spears’s career had been kicked-started after she made it onto The Mickey Mouse Club at twelve years old. I was already eleven and a half, so I truly believed in my heart of hearts that I had six months before I’d be too old to make it.


Of course, when I told my mum this, she laughed in my face. I remember being confused as to why my parents couldn’t see what a star I was, or why they had no interest in helping me become one. I realized that I was clearly the only one willing to take my career seriously, so I sought out professional representation instead.


4. Getting an Agent


Ten-year-old me knew that most famous people had things called “agents.” What I didn’t know is what they were, or how you got one. But a small detail like that wouldn’t stop me.


So in the nineties, before the internet, we couldn’t just Google our favorite celebrity, find their agent, and track down their email. I had to really think long and hard about how to get an entertainment management company to notice me, and then it hit me. The one place all people go to find companies? The Yellow Pages! I stole my mum’s Yellow Pages and looked under “agents.”


Now, for future reference, there aren’t any actual entertainment agents in the Yellow Pages, but there are . . . estate agents. Of course I did not realize that an estate agent literally had nothing to do with getting me onto an episode of Barney, so I rang every single estate agent in that phone book, put on my deepest, most professional voice, and asked if they could make me a superstar Black Britney Spears or a female Will Smith. It ended in Foxtons Estate agents banning my landline number from their call list and my mum grounding me for running up the phone bill.


5. Stalking Celebrities


Desperate times call for desperate measures. After all my writing, training, singing, dancing, and phoning, I had finally reached the age of twelve and I still wasn’t famous. I had no choice but to do what I did next: write letters to celebrities and beg them to put me on their TV shows.


The first celebrity I decided to write to was Will Smith—hey, might as well start at the top. Now, I knew after the estate agent fiasco that there was no way that my mum or dad had Will Smith’s address, so I was going to need to source that information myself.


I watched every episode of The Fresh Prince of Bel Air for clues and after nearly six seasons and over one hundred episodes, all I could deduce was that Will Smith lived with his aunty and uncle in a mansion in Bel Air. But then I noticed that after every episode, the end credits would flash up on the screen pretty fast. I assumed that that must have been because they showed the actors’ and actresses’ addresses, and they probably did not want everyone to see them. So one day, I got a pen and paper, sat as close to the TV as possible and tried my best to make out the graffiti yellow and pink wording as the end credits flashed on the screen. I did this several times.


It was a very hard task, but one day I clocked it: I saw a logo and the words Buena Vista Studios flash up on the screen. I immediately wrote it down and figured that Will Smith, Buena Vista Studios, Bel Air, America would be enough for the postman to get this letter directly to the Fresh Prince himself.


Now all I had to do was write the letter. To this day I don’t remember exactly what I wrote, but I remember exactly how I felt; and at that time I felt that all Will Smith had to do was know who I was and he’d immediately make me a star.


I just had to use the letter to convince him to meet me in person, and once he’d done so he would put me on the show. I even included my three-episode story arc as proof of my professionalism and to show him who my character could be. I stole one of my mum’s stamps from her letter drawer and posted it in my nearest mailbox. I was so fucking excited I couldn’t sleep. That week, whilst I waited for a response from Will, I trained extra hard for my six-pack, and I even made sure I knew The Fresh Prince of Bel Air theme tune rap by heart, just so when fame came a-knocking, I was ready to open the door!


A week went by with no response. That’s fine, America is far away, I’ll give it another week. Another week goes by—totally fine, he’s a busy guy, I’ll give it until the end of the month. Three months went by and by then I was absolutely distraught. That was it. My dreams were over, I was never going to be famous in America and I was never going to meet Will Smith.


I grew up a lot in those three months. I realized that my American dream may have been too much of a huge reach, and then the walls all came crumbling down when I found out that The Fresh Prince of Bel Air had ended. My dreams were dust. I couldn’t be on a show if it doesn’t exist.


I cried and cried and cried. My mum thought I was overreacting. Looking back, she probably thought I was crying because I was a brain-dead television-obsessed hormonal preteen. My mum was a workaholic and she believed that the only way to achieve anything in life was through hard work. She used to hate that my brother and I watched so much television, so much so that whenever she saw us zonked out in front of the tube, she would yell, “Why are you still watching the TV? Those people on the TV screens are working—they’re actually doing something with their lives! What are you doing with your life?”


Bit of a harsh thing to say to a twelve-year-old; it’s not like I could exactly go get a job! But what my mum didn’t realize was I was doing something with my life: I was essentially planning my future career. But now I was devastated because I’d just lost my meal ticket.


6. Celebrity Stalking Part 2


A few months went by, and my American dream disintegrated and turned into an English hope: I focused on getting on an English TV show, but not many English TV shows had people of colour in them. My best bet was EastEnders, but they already had a Black child character named Billie. After a while, I realized that I’d probably missed my chance—I couldn’t think of any British TV show that would want or need a twelve-year-old Black girl from South London.


But then I came across Lenny Henry in Pieces. Lenny Henry in Pieces was a late-night BBC One comedy sketch show hosted by Sir Lenny Henry and featuring some of Britain’s best Black comedic talent—and on that show was a wonderful comedian named Gina Yashere. Gina was the first-ever British comic to make me laugh. Like I said before, back then, there were few to no Black people on UK television. So much so that when they did pop up on TV, it was an event! I remember the whole family and our neighbors gathering around ours just to watch the first Black contestant on Gladiators. You would have thought we all knew the man the way we cheered for him when he did well, and then all gasped in horror when he finally got caught by the big bad Wolf!


I was in awe of Gina Yashere. She had her own segment on Lenny Henry in Pieces and did this sketch where her character’s punchline was “I don’t think so!” It was so hilarious. She was the funniest woman I’d ever seen. Plus, she had a thick London accent and she looked just like me. She was a dark-skinned Black woman on TV being funny! Seeing her on that show did more for me and my hopes and dreams than any BBC diversity outreach program ever could. I would say her catchphrase over and over again to make my school friends laugh. I wanted to be just like Gina Yashere. I needed to get on that Lenny Henry show.


Now, after being well and truly burned by Will Smith, my heart couldn’t take any more celebrity rejection, so I spoke to my mum about it—and to my surprise, she assured me that not only did she know Lenny Henry, but she also had his address! I was beyond happy!


FYI THESE WERE ALL LIES.


I’m sure at the time my mum probably thought it was cute to lie to her daughter. A bit of harmless fun, like I was sending letters to Father Christmas or something, but what she didn’t fully realize was that I was trying to lay the foundations to cement my future career in entertainment and she was being the enemy of progress!


I wrote a deep and meaningful letter to Lenny Henry telling him why I would be great on his show, and lo and behold, Sir Lenny Henry wrote me back (in my mum’s unique handwriting, not that I noticed). He told me to never give up and to always work hard and follow my dreams.


Well, Lenny, that wasn’t quite the answer I was looking for, so I wrote to him again, this time making it FULLY clear that he needed to meet me and put me on his show. He wrote back saying that he promised he’d do that one day.


And that, ladies and gents, was enough for me! A handwritten confirmation that Lenny Henry himself would have me on his show in the near future. I’d done it! After years and years of training and hoping and wishing, I’d finally done it! I was going to be a comedy star on BBC One with Lenny Henry and Gina Yashere!


I started writing sketches for them to include in the show, I started practicing all my impressions (I could do a really good one of Scooby-Doo). And very soon I was ready; I was ready to make my BBC One debut.


Lenny Henry In Pieces aired for two series and then got canceled. There was no word from Lenny.


I cried again. Years later, my mum eventually confessed that she had been the one writing the Lenny letters, and then five years after that, the real Lenny Henry hired me to star in his sketch series. But more about that later.









Chapter 3


I’m a Lover, Not a Fighter


THE POPULAR PEOPLE IN SCHOOL NEVER GROW UP TO BE THE POPULAR PEOPLE IN LIFE


. . . Is a sentence I repeatedly told myself throughout secondary school. It’s true—some of the most famous people in the world were unpopular at school, from Lizzo and Mark Zuckerberg, to even the fabulously amazing female comic London Hughes—but that doesn’t mean I believed it back then.


I think everyone deals with bullies in their own way, but as far as I knew, I really had only three options: ignore them, tell a teacher, or fight them. Now, I’d already tried these options several times and none of them worked well for me.


Parents always tell kids to ignore bullies, but how are you supposed to ignore someone that you legally have to see five days a week!? Fighting a bully was not in the cards for me, either, as I have very tiny wrists. I’m a lover, not a fighter; the only things I’ll fight are parking tickets and sleep. And the one time I tried to tell a teacher that a girl was bothering me, the girl denied it and we both ended up in detention—and then she bullied me whilst in detention!


So it’ll be no surprise to you that in order to deal with the bullies, I had to invent a new technique: I decided to make them laugh.


As you know, I was inspired by hilarious comedy legends and confident and charismatic on-screen TV heroes, who as far as I could tell were fazed by no one and marched to the beat of their own drum. I wanted to be like them so badly, but I didn’t have the confidence of the Fresh Prince or the sassy charm of Raven Symone. After all, I was an eleven-year-old girl with asthma, mild eczema, and previously mentioned very tiny wrists. I knew that if I was going to be like the badass characters I saw on TV, I had to try to emulate them in real life. To do this, I had to completely reinvent myself, but that was easier said than done.


The problem with trying to reinvent yourself at age eleven is you have no idea who you really are yet—and to figure out who I was going to become, I first had to figure out who I was, which meant me and my parents had to endure several weird and wonderful phases of me simply figuring this shit out.


WHO WAS LONDON HUGHES?


Eleven-year-old London Hughes was definitely a white girl named Emily. Emily was my best friend at the time, and I thought she was cooler than a Charizard Pokémon shiny! Emily was a swimmer, so I swam (okay, tried to swim; I was very good at drowning); she listened to alternative pop rock, so Avril Lavigne lived in my head rent-free for most of the summer holidays. Emily was tall and blonde and looked like some of my favorite idols; you know, the usual suspects: Britney, Christina, Sabrina the Teenage Witch. Blonde white women were deemed the “popular ones”: on TV, and my God, I craved popularity like Donald Trump craves attention.


It’s this hunger for popularity that led to my first-ever best friend breakup. You see, even though Emily had all the physical attributes that would make her popular in a ’90s sitcom—tall, blonde, white, pretty, and super smart—by school social standards she was a total nerd (or neek, as we called them back then), and if Emily was a nerd, that meant that by association I was a nerd, too! We were at the bottom of the school social hierarchy, but I had a plan to change that. I was going to make us both popular by becoming popular myself first. It was foolproof.


The popular girls were a bunch of terrifyingly mean but drop-dead gorgeous Black girls, and, reader, I vowed to become one of them.


Thirteen-year-old London Hughes was a Black girl named Latoya. Latoya was my primary school frenemy. I hated and worshipped her with equal measure. She was stunning and smart, boys liked her, she had the best trainers, her mum let her use relaxer on her hair, and she wore real gold jewelry to school. Latoya had been popular from birth; I’m pretty sure she walked out the womb with the latest Nike backpack. She was everything thirteen-year-old me dreamed of being! Latoya was so popular that when she announced to the class which high school she would be going to, every girl copied her, myself included. I hadn’t even heard of the school, but I knew that if that’s where Latoya was going, then that’s where I needed to be.


I used to be friends with her in primary school because her little brother was in the same class as my little sister and hanging with Latoya was an adventure. She could be sweet and then salty: she was the type of girl to help you with a math question and then openly mock your “busted” school shoes. Even though at any moment she could make me feel completely worthless, I adored being in her orbit. I’d felt the warm glow of her popularity shine on me a couple of times when I was around her and I bloody loved it.


By the time we got to high school, Latoya’s popularity had completely blown up. She even had her own entourage, a rotating group of beautiful badasses that she rolled with who were Rihanna-eating-an-ice-lolly-in-a-Gucci-bikini cool. It was pretty clear to me that Latoya was in the big leagues, and my league, by comparison, was as tiny as my wrists. I had to level up.


To get in with Latoya and her crew I had to first observe them. Oh, how I loved to observe them. They were typical South London schoolgirls: short skirts, short ties, hair gelled to perfection, a Chupa Chups lollypop positioned in each afro ponytailed puff, acrylic nails with the latest designs, and Clark’s Wallabee shoes on their feet. Iconic. They oozed cool from their nails and their hairstyles to the way they spoke and the music they listened to. I knew if I was going to fit in, I had to move just like they did; knowing the words to “Sk8er Boi” by heart just wasn’t going to cut it, mate.


This is going to hurt a few feelings, but in the early 2000s if you were a Black school kid in London, you were either Jamaican or pretended to be Jamaican. The worst thing you could admit to being was African. I know! I know! But kids in the early noughties were nowhere near as woke as they are now. For whatever reason, being called African was an insult. I mean, it didn’t help that the media often likes to portray Africa as a third-world continent full of Black people with flies on their faces, instead of a rich and vibrant melting pot of culture and wealth. I guess children pick that shit up! Anyway, being called an “African booty scratcher” was the highest form of insult. I didn’t even know what it meant, I just knew that if someone called you one, the whole class would burst out laughing and you’d get to leave school early due to being so distressed. Kids are cruel.


So being Jamaican or having access to Jamaican culture was the only way to get respect. I figured it was because—and as a Jamaican I may be being a bit biased here—1) we have the best music, 2) we have the best food, 3) we have the best fashion, and 4) Cool Runnings. Latoya and her entourage were all Jamaican, or at least claimed to be (I’m pretty sure Adenike was Nigerian, but she could do a pretty spot-on Bob Marley impression, so they let her slide). My mum was born in Jamaica so I had an advantage, and I knew it would be my only way to infiltrate the group.


The biggest bully in terms of capacity for cruelty and in bra size was a girl (or should I say woman; she honestly looked about twenty-six) named Amanda. Amanda was very Jamaican—she was actually born there—so in school popularity ratings she was basically the Pope.


At lunch, Amanda and her friends would take over the classroom and dance to the latest Jamaican reggae, bashment,1 and dancehall songs.


Amanda knew how to do every dance move to these songs to perfection and she’d show all the girls how to dance like a true bashment queen. I would watch on in awe as all the popular girls fawned over Amanda as she dutty wined, willy bounced, and logged on (all popular dance moves, look ’em up). Even though I had an extensive jazz, tap, ballet, and modern dance background (and killed it in the aforementioned all-Hindu dance troupe), I had never actually danced like an extra in a Sean Paul music video before; but I knew that the key to popularity was to watch and learn.


I went home that day and danced my ass off. I applied the same kind of determination to mastering those Jamaican dance moves as I did to trying to become famous. I danced all over the house: I was grinding and twerking on the stairs, on the sofa, on a chair. I even tried twerking while in a handstand and nearly broke the left side of my face! By the end of the night, after hours of what I can only describe as seriously sexual dancing, I’d mastered those moves. I was officially a Dancehall Queen! (Okay, Dancehall Princess; I still hadn’t landed that twerking in a handstand move.) The next step was to show off my newfound skills in front of all the popular girls. Obviously, I didn’t sleep that night.


I walked into school the next day with the confidence of a thousand naked Nicki Minaj’s. When lunchtime finally came, Amanda was holding court in her usual spot and dancing to the very popular track “Get Busy” by Sean Paul. She had all the moves from the video down, but little did she know that so did I. A circle of girls soon formed around Amanda and I let her have her well-deserved moment before I tried to step into the circle myself. Bad move. Amanda pushed me out immediately and my heart instantly dropped into my vagina.


“Er, what do you think you’re doing?!” To be honest, for a split second I asked myself the same question. Amanda was looking at me like I’d just spat in her hair and my inner voice was screaming at me: “Run! Leave! Dutty wine away!”, but I stood firm.


“I can dance, too, Amanda,” I feebly insisted, as my armpits started sweating uncontrollably. Amanda laughed in my face.


“This shit ain’t the Spice Girls, this is Sean Paul!”


She pushed me away again and all the other girls in the circle fell over themselves laughing. Just the thought that I was even attempting a dance-off with Amanda was comical to them. My armpit sweat had fully saturated my school shirt.


Welp, you tried, I thought. That was more than enough confrontation for one day. I wasn’t about to get beaten up trying to show Amanda my perfect willy bounce! My tiny wrists!


I retreated, embarrassed, tears building in my eyes, ready to give it all up and move to Jamaica myself, but then I heard a sweet voice. It was Latoya’s.
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