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George Mpanga, the British Ugandan artist better known as George The Poet, is a Peabody Award Winning London-born spoken word performer. His innovative brand of musical poetry has won him critical acclaim both as a recording artist and a social commentator, and seen his words broadcast to billions worldwide.
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Introduction


 


Issa Mix


Firstly, thank you for taking the time to read this book. If you’re familiar with my work, you’ll know me as a spoken word poet – meaning my words are heard more than they’re read. If you’re not familiar with my work, here’s a disclaimer: it’s never one thing – always a mix. For example, this book contains the script of my audio-series, Have You Heard George’s Podcast?, but the podcast itself isn’t just a recording of conversations I’ve had with my friends – it’s a mix of rhymes, stories, music and more. Let me explain why . . .


 


Songs to Stories


From 2013–2015 I was signed to the world-famous music label, Island Records. This phase of my career was important because it reintroduced me to making songs in a studio, like I used to do as a teenager. Island and I enjoyed some great moments together (like a sold-out tour and a BRIT Award nomination) but in many ways, we wanted different things.


Most labels want their artists to be all over the radio, but this wouldn’t work for me. I’ve never been a chart-topper, and to be fair that was never my aim. My aim has always been to share a message with the next generation and this is where I struggled with the radio game.


My label wanted me to become a popstar without a clear idea of where the message fit in that picture. In their defence, I can’t think of an artist like me who is all over the radio. For as long as I’ve been alive, the most successful songs from young Black men have come from street culture. As much as I love street music, I’ve always felt that over-focusing on it (as an audience) limits our ability to reflect on how we live. This leads to a vicious cycle: street culture produces successful music ➡ street music makes street artists rich ➡ the people profiting from street culture aren’t motivated to change it ➡ vulnerable young people buy into street culture ➡ vulnerable young people become street artists, and the cycle continues.


As a teenager, I committed myself to breaking this cycle. My theory was that the streets could eventually use music to create a financial safety net for young people living in poverty. This could be as simple as community investment in local talent, which would bring financial reward to the whole community if that local talent does well commercially. Sure, not everyone might make it, but it would be an affordable way to strengthen community spirit. That would create a virtuous cycle – the opposite of a vicious cycle. But I couldn’t imagine anyone making time to design this system, unless I influenced the generation after me to do it themselves.


For this reason, trying to dominate the radio would be a waste of my time. When I rapped in my teens, I was a good-enough songwriter, but I had always stood out as a storyteller. And there’s only so much you can cover in a 3–4-minute song – I needed more space to explain my vision. Fast forward to 2015, I finally sat down with then-president of Island Records, Darcus Beese, as well as chairman of Universal Music UK, David Joseph, and expressed my feeling that we should part ways. To both Darcus and David’s credit, they respectfully accepted my position, and have remained supportive ever since. But I still had fans who wanted an album from me, and with my newfound freedom, I intended to deliver a story-driven body of work.


 


The Netflix Effect


A lot changed when I started prioritising storytelling over songwriting. The first thing I did was watch more TV. The streaming service, Netflix, became my best friend, and I quickly realised that my next body of work should be a series. Like my favourite TV shows, it should have the listener on the edge of their seat, not wanting to miss an episode, campaigning online for another season. Because I had such an elaborate vision to lay out, this concept appealed to me. Shows like The Wire and House of Cards proved to me that a well-told story could hold someone’s attention way longer than a song could. And even though people showed my music a lot of love, I had never experienced that kind of demand before. Most artists haven’t. Since I was now focusing more on stories than songs, this Netflix Effect seemed achievable.


 


The Disney Effect


Another breakthrough came directly from my childhood. One day I overheard a song from Disney’s 1991 animated film, Beauty and the Beast, and surprisingly I remembered all the words. For years, I thought it was crazy how musical memory had the power to transport you through time, but for some reason this experience blew my mind. I hadn’t watched that movie in ages, and I can’t have been older than five when I learned the words. Yet here I was, feeling the emotions of an infant through a song. It occurred to me that Disney music probably had this effect on billions of people, long after they had outgrown the genre. If I could give my listeners this same experience, I could create a world in their hearts that might open them up to new possibilities. This could be how I influence street culture: reimagining our story with the Disney Effect.


 


A Dead Man’s Imagination


Disney and Netflix percolated in my mind for about a year. During that year, I experimented with independent music releases, and they confirmed what I already knew: selling songs put me in a competition that undervalued my talent. After a year of pouring money into my own production, promotion, videos and a whole independent tour, I was exhausted, with not enough to show for my efforts. I started to miss my family and decided to take my nephews on a surprise trip to Disney World, which changed my life.


Having recently rediscovered my respect for Disney movies, I developed a new appreciation for Walt Disney’s imagination. What amazed me even more was that the man himself had been dead for over sixty years, yet we were still able to walk through what he saw in his mind. Obviously, there’s now a machine in place of the man, and its tentacles are far-reaching. But under the influence of my nephews, I took a childlike view of the whole experience, and cherished the fact that I was standing in a dead man’s imagination. This is what I wanted for my audience: to find happiness in a vision that only existed in my head.


We Are The Story


Throughout my transition from songwriting to storytelling, I realised some things. Firstly, I wasn’t interested in writing for the sake of writing. I needed a purpose – something I would later thank myself for saying. Secondly, I had to write about what I knew. Client work (like TV ads) taught me how to write really specific poems for really specific audiences, but this took a lot of research. If I wanted the Netflix Effect, i.e. a committed audience, I would need to write a lot, which would take longer if I had to learn new subjects from scratch. So where would my stories come from?


 


Sanyu


I decided that education was the answer. The best thing I could do was help someone understand something about the world, and I had countless ways of doing that – all related to storytelling. A few months after a Disney World trip, I took my nephews to Uganda for the first time. Here, their influence on me grew even stronger, as all the hours spent listening to their thoughts eventually gave me an idea: what if I created a fun, child-friendly character who only existed to help people learn? Like Mickey Mouse, this character could form the cornerstone of a whole universe. And, like Walt Disney, I could use this character to share a unique view of the world.


It all came together on that Uganda trip during a visit to my mum’s old school, Gayaza High School for Girls. Maama asked (told) me to help record an interview with her former schoolteachers, and I agreed. While there, I met a maths teacher named Mr Dungu, who had recently launched a learning programme called ‘Farm Camp’. The idea was for students to develop a practical and economic understanding of farming in Ugandan life, over a week-long course. To make this learning feel complete, homework from other classes would relate to the farm – at least, that’s what Mr Dungu hoped. His vision was for Gayaza girls to start thinking about the needs of their country as early as possible, so that they would eventually make good leaders. I loved it. I’d had a similar idea for years: using a young person’s local economy to explain what they’re learning in class – bringing education to life.


This was the day Sanyu was conceived. Over the next few weeks, my mind kept returning to the idea of a young Gayaza girl, narrating her way through life. I could hear her happy little voice explaining everything she’d learned at Farm Camp, talking in an excited, loveable way that made you care. But once we got back to the UK, I felt myself falling into the research trap. I knew nothing about farming, and I wasn’t about to learn, just to develop a concept that no one asked for. Still, I believed in the idea, so instead of biting off more than I could chew, I wrote about what I knew: the idea.


In order to guilt-trip myself into working on Sanyu, I wrote her a script from the perspective of a young idea in the fantasy world of George’s Mind. It was a two-minute poem asking for the support of George’s audience. Writing this actually helped me come to terms with the fact that I was unsure of my next step, and motivated me to take more responsibility for my ideas. It paid off – what followed was a creative outpouring! I quickly wrote more and more of Sanyu’s perspective, taking tips from my nephews’ favourite shows. Sure, I wasn’t any closer to writing about Farm Camp, but I’d found something even better. By using a character to explain my internal process, I was able to write with purpose and confidence. I wouldn’t have to do any research, because I was already an expert on my own perspective. This was the final stage of the transition from songwriting to storytelling: I was no longer looking for a story to tell – I had become the story.


 


Goldmine


By giving a voice to an idea in my head, I unlocked a goldmine of creativity. It was storytelling without limits. The concept was elastic – like animation – meaning it could go in any direction: serious, silly, whatever. More importantly, it could also help a listener understand my process and believe in theirs. Before long, the world around Sanyu started to build itself; it’s like different ideas were inspired to step up and be unique, like her. I was relearning to trust my instincts, recording things from parts of my imagination that I had never expressed out loud. If I could bring my audience this far, then I could take them anywhere.


Later that year, the South London rapper, Dave, released a song called ‘Question Time’, criticising the British government on everything from austerity to arms deals. The song resonated so deeply with so many, and inspired me to talk more plainly about current affairs. I found myself in my element once again, writing longer pieces about the ups and downs of Theresa May’s government, as well as the ongoing migrant crisis. This came just before my last adventure with the nephews that year – Christmas in Uganda. Mentally, I was in a great place. I’d achieved my goal of spending more quality time with loved ones, and I had a sense of my next creative step. But when I returned to the UK, I got a reality check in the form of a conversation with my mum, who asked me ‘What about the Ends’?


 


The Ends


My mum’s question tapped into the darkest part of my life; many of my friends in the Ends (the Black inner city) were trapped. Some of them ended up in conflict with each other, while others were struggling with the post-traumatic stress of street life, and a new generation was getting locked up. Fathers were separated from their children, the drug trade remained as influential as ever and old tensions flared up unexpectedly. Since my teens, I have detested the helplessness we all feel when we discuss these aspects of our community. But when my mum asked me ‘What about the Ends?’ I was confronted with that familiar feeling of frustration and shame. I couldn’t jump on a plane or throw money at my guilt to fix this one. I had to re-engage with the streets.


Maama’s question was reiterated just days later by my friend, Marc, who sat me down one afternoon in Tottenham and patiently explained that ‘you’ve been quiet for too long’. Marc had always respected my move away from the music industry and supported my rebirth. He understood that it took time to reimagine my role in society, and he embraced this long, messy process. But as someone deeply connected to the streets, he couldn’t help feeling like I had a responsibility to provide direction for our young people. These early interventions of 2018 triggered a wave of deep, emotional conversations in studios, cars and apartment blocks between me and my counterparts in the streets – Black men who had silently blessed every step of my journey, celebrating my wins as their own, having accepted their place in the system. Sanyu inspired much of these conversations. I would (re)connect with real gangsters and play them rough demos of this high-pitched Ugandan girl who was really me with a faux accent, voicing an idea living in my mind. And they loved it. Guys with heavy problems on their shoulders – they became like children when they heard this world unfold in their ears. It’s like the innocence of my nephews was transmitted into them via Sanyu. We talked about storytelling and the need to show young people something new. We got philosophical about how things could be, and I was reawakened to the need for progress.


 


George’s Podcast


After a few months of reconnecting with the streets, I knew it was time to record Have You Heard George’s Podcast? (HYHGP). I’d had the name in mind for a while; I liked that it wasn’t tied to a meaning, so I could redefine it every episode. The title was also a marketing thing – I hoped that the podcast would be a big enough talking point someday that people would be embarrassed to admit they hadn’t heard it. So, I came up with a plan to record this new content and tour the country with it, in the space of two months (that’s why the first episode features a scene ‘from my Birmingham show’). I started off with my good friend, Mikey J, the legendary grime and hip-hop producer who was influential in the early careers of East London MCs like Kano, Nasty Crew and East Connection. Mikey helped me record the first episode professionally, but due to scheduling conflicts was unable to do 24/7, back-to-back studio sessions with me – which is what it would take to keep up with the schedule I had planned. That’s when I checked in with another friend, named Benbrick.


I wasn’t exactly pitching the podcast to Benbrick, we were just at similar points in our lives. I explained to him that I had moved from songwriting to storytelling, and that podcasting was my new medium. I played him the Sanyu demos, like I had been doing for months in the streets, as well as the early recordings from Mikey J’s sessions. Luckily for me, Benbrick had been on his own search for something new. After a successful run as a pop/R&B producer, he had become interested in film scores, so he played me some rough ideas. This was music to my ears, because I wanted the podcast to feel cinematic. Benbrick was so into my vision that he basically started working on it overnight, helping me refine the first two episodes with his own original compositions. Everything he added was perfect. His musical style and mixing abilities elevated the podcast from a cool concept to an out-of-body experience.


Ever since then, Benbrick and I have spent most of our lives developing HYHGP in some way, even when we’re not recording. It has become our way of explaining ourselves. My poetry tells the story of my community, while Benbrick’s soundscape expresses things that can’t be put into words. Over the past three years, I have moved from the journalistic style of Chapter 1, through the experimental genre-blending of Chapter 2, to the more factual storytelling of Chapter 3, as I form a clearer understanding of the community. This has allowed me to make use of the one thing that we as Black people struggle to monetise without a university degree, or the support of a big company: our shared experience. Rap music, the streets, migration – all of these things have given us valuable experiences, which no exam paper or application form in my life has ever recognised. Through HYHGP I am able to capture that value and show others how to see it in their own lives. We are the story.










CHAPTER ONE


This chapter (or ‘series’ or ‘season’) was written without a plan. I started it in March of 2018 and ended up releasing one episode a month. This was a crazy schedule for the amount of work that went in, and I didn’t get much attention for it at first. But a small group of listeners got it. They sensed that Benbrick and I were onto something, and showed up every month to follow our creative journey. Much love to you guys! Honourable mentions to my youngest brother, Kenny, who probably connected with it the most out of the whole family. Also, to my guy, Darryl, whose name regularly came up on the ‘top listeners’ list.










EPISODE 1: Listen Closer


Extra Info:



	•
	My only real aim when I started this episode was to capture what was around me in real-time. This is an idea I got from Rap music, which is built on journalism.





	•
	This episode was inspired by time I spent in my childhood community, St. Raphael’s Estate, as well as the nearby estate of Church Road, the North London town of Tottenham and the South London town of Brixton.





	•
	At this point, I didn’t know how many episodes there would be, I was just trying out whatever.




 


Fun Facts:



	•
	To write this episode, I started with the songs. First, I decided what order they should come in, then I figured out the best messages to go with them.





	•
	As soon as we finished this episode, Benbrick and I sent it to the author of the most popular A Level Sociology textbook at the time. I had this vague idea that the podcast could be used to create study material that was more engaging than a massive textbook, so I invited him to listen and have a conversation with us. He wasn’t impressed lol. 




 


I kicked off the podcast by challenging myself to write about a local Black artist, and what their work revealed about our lives. My good friend Marc had just recently introduced me to a Tottenham rapper called Dun D, and I took to the brother straight away. He was a mixture of Tottenham pride and Ghanaian humility. Listening to him talk, I heard his awareness of his environment as well as his concern for the next generation. I asked if we could record our conversation, because he was dropping so many gems, and he happily agreed. Not long after meeting Dun, I discovered an upcoming Camden rapper called Ambush. He became famous later that year for his single ‘Jumpy’, which Complex magazine crowned the best song of 2018. But at the time, I just liked his flow and his charisma. Both Dun D and Ambush gave me the inspiration I needed to explain the street element of our community, using music.


 


[George is dropping his nephews off at school, daydreaming]


 


George: My name’s George the Poet, but right now I’m Uncle George, watching my nephews play with their friends.


 


I’m 20 years older than these kids, and I’m imagining what the next 20 years will be like for them. Some of them will obviously be dead. Some in jail. Some sitting right here watching their own kids, asking the same questions.


 


[Page turn]


 


George: People get uncomfortable when you talk about children like that, like there’s a cause-and-effect relationship between the things we say aloud and the way the future pans out. Like these negative prospects are less likely for our children if we don’t acknowledge the current reality.


 


Maybe words really are that powerful. Or maybe that’s just a story we tell ourselves to imagine power into existence.


 


[Page turn]


 


George: Everything you know is a story; an idea that you’ve accepted until the day you cross it out and replace it with a better answer. When I was in school there was a planet called Pluto. Turns out there’s not. I mean, Pluto’s still there, it’s just not a planet . . . anymore.


 


Personally, I have no opinion on Pluto because I wasn’t there at the time. But when it comes to this beautiful, resilient, overlooked, traumatised community . . . I’ve got skin in the game, I’ve got 27 years of experience. So, no matter what stories come up in the papers about our trigger-happy gangland, or our state-dependent single mums . . . I remember everything first-hand.


 


In fact, we all do. So why is it that we, as a community, have no control over our narrative? Our main storytellers are rappers. But the rappers of today are facing the same struggles NWA did around the time I was born. How? Housing, schools, crime, unemployment . . . is that it? We now provide the fuel for a multi-billion-dollar storytelling industry, and all we have to show for it is new versions of the same story.


 


[Page turn]


 


So anyway, I’m watching these kids playing, wondering how many of them will die from stab wounds versus bullet wounds . . . which of them will get sectioned first . . . what kind of drugs they’ll be selling in twenty years. How Brexit will affect their exposure to firearms . . . and I’ve got an idea . . . 


 


We should revisit our story, and instead of retelling it, we should re-write it. I’m not saying ‘Let’s fabricate history’, I’m saying let’s learn to interpret what we’re going through in a way that makes us stronger.


 


And leaves us with a better idea of how to manage it.


 


So, on that cheerful note, welcome to my podcast!


 


*


SCENE 1: GEORGE’S BIRMINGHAM SHOW AT EVERYMAN CINEMA 


[George the Narrator leads the listener into a dark, elegant cinema screening room. About one hundred and fifty people fill the seats. George the Performer is talking on stage]


 


George the Performer: Picture a car driving down the road towards you.


 


George the Narrator: Right now, you’re live at my Birmingham show.


 


George the Performer: The closer it gets, the more excited you get.


 


George the Narrator: Make sure your phone’s off.


 


George the Performer: Oh, by the way, sorry – quick note about the blindfolds. You can take them off whenever you want, I just feel like it will work better if you start off with it.


 


[George the Performer notices an audience member not wearing their blindfold]


 


George the Performer: You’re just looking at me like ‘nope’.


 


Audience Member: [Laughing] I can’t find it.


 


George the Performer: That’s alright, close your eyes if you can’t find it, it’s all good. Erm. The car’s getting closer towards you, and as it approaches, you hear music, just like a music video. And it’s something like this . . . 


SCENE 2: GEORGE & DUN D


[Soundtrack: Dun D ‘Ooh Wee’]


 


George: So you just got the outside shot but we’re in the car now. You’re sitting in the back watching me sing my heart out.


 


SatNav: Head north-west on to Garrett Road then turn right onto Stonenest Street.


 


George: I’m listening to ‘Ooh Wee’ by Dun D, a song about hustling


Seven days a week and right now that resonates with me


Furthermore, Dun’s work’s mature – his


Music’s so smooth it makes the trap sound like a pleasant place to be.


Personally, I don’t know how he does it.


Singing about shotting ain’t that putting all your business out in public?


And all that money in the video looking like a major label album budget.


One second this is my bit though.


 


[George sings along to the pre-chorus]


 


George: That’s my tune.


When I first heard this tune, I just gave a man a spud.


And it’s not for the fact that he’s saying a bag of crud.


You see with guys that work with drugs they


Might just burst a slug. They might just jerk the plug.


I don’t know if that’s how it has to be or if that’s just the effect of pride.


But what I do know is Dun D’s got a mad reflective side.


 


[George recalls a conversation with Dun D]


 


Dun D: So, what is it then? You go through hell on Earth to die to go to heaven, or you go through heaven on Earth, and you die and go to hell – that’s basically what’s happening.


 


George: These are good questions.


And they’re particularly relevant to all my hood bredrins.


In a community where there’s not much generational wealth and there’s


Only so many legal ways of elevating yourself.


And they tell you ‘Education will help’ but you’ve


Left school with not much to say for yourself.


So now you’re hustling white. And you’ve


been in a couple of fights but you


Scuff with a knife so you’ve cut up a couple of guys.


 


But they say God will judge you for what you decide to do,


Not what you try to do. So, does His mercy still apply to you?


 


[George returns to the memory of his conversation with Dun D]


Dun D: So, this is the thing, when we tell the story of the Bible to ourselves, we’re the Moses, we’re the Davids, we’re the Elijahs, we’re the Joshuas. You feel me? Now, what happened to the other guys? Everyone puts themselves in that superior place but there’s bare man on the side – who’s them man there though? ’Cause it’s not me, bro. And everyone’s gonna tell you that it’s not them. So, who’s them man? Who decides who gets a mixtape?


 


[Back to George driving]


 


SatNav: Head north-east on Tollington Park.


 


George: So now I’m driving in silence. Trying to decide how to


Fit these thoughts into a song.


Saying to myself, ‘You owe it to the people that supported you this long’.


But you know what I’ve realised? I talk to you lot wrong.


 


I can’t shoehorn this in to a three-minute song with


Two verses and two choruses


Only to be bored at my own performances.


Nah. I need a more potent form for this.


I need to introduce you to the people in my life. The


Ones that are telling me I’m keeping them alive. It’s


Like Dun was saying, the other people in the Bible.


‘Cause telling your own story is the secret to survival.


 


If I can make you grieve and cry and celebrate and laugh with me, it


Might help you understand the generation after me.


Especially in times like this when better days are hard to see.


Youngers moving mad. Since the


Start of the year it’s like a


Hundred youts been stabbed.


But it’s better to embrace them in this mayhem than


Cage them ‘cause


Once they come out it’s like we relegate them partially. It’s like


Nines said: these guys wanna blast for their squad,


Do thirty and still gotta answer to God.


Or they beat the case and they can’t get a job, can’t


Leave the life behind it’s like they’re part of the mob. I’m


Telling you something crazy is happening. And the


Key to understanding it may be this rapping thing.


 


[Soundtrack: Ambush ‘Kenny Allstar Freestyle’]


SCENE 3: RAP & PRISON


George: This is a freestyle from a young rapper called Ambush


Big up Kenny Allstar ’cause I’ve had this on repeat. It


Sounds like he’s just talking badness on the beat, but 


Remember this is life experience – madness on the street.


What’s he supposed to do? Not expose his truth?


You might not like what he has to say but mandem gotta eat.


 


[Prison ambience builds up]


 


George: See, a lot of this music is full of hatred and sin and that’s


‘Cause it comes straight from the wing.


From the cage, from the bing where guys take the


W/rap ‘cause they ain’t gonna sing.


Where there ain’t much to do other than


Read books and bang weights in the gym.


 


Listen to what he’s saying . . . 


This guy just said he sold drugs in jail using phones and drones.


I’m not saying this to expose the bro; obviously he’s


Put this out there, which I don’t condone, but you


Have to ask yourself, why would he discuss this recklessly?


Let’s ask the Justice Secretary.


 


Justice Secretary: Spice and other drugs ordered with a Deliveroo-style responsiveness on tiny mobile phones, from prison cells and delivered by drones direct to cell windows.


 


[Switch to beach ambience]


 


George: Alright let’s think about this logically.


Obviously, in jail a lot of money gets made off drugs.


Now according to – it’s nice out here innit?


According to Ambush, he was able to do this ‘cause he


‘Paid off guvs’. That’s prison officers


(As opposed to prison governors).


See this has been a persistent issue for different governments and they


All talk about how they’re gonna make adjustments and it’s


No different here – we have the Secretary of State for Justice,


A man called David Gauke.


Sometime in early March he gave a talk in which he said . . . 


In fact, I’ll just play it to you:


 


Justice Secretary: Increasing the numbers of prison officers and deploying them in a more effective way will help create more positive relationships between offenders and prison officers.


But if we are to bear down on the levels of violence we need to deal with the biggest cause of the violence, which is drugs.


 


George: See, it’s interesting: he recognised the need for more prison officers


But the solution he put forth didn’t offer this.


Instead, he took it back to the war on drugs,


Positioning, you know, offenders as morons, thugs.


 


Justice Secretary: It is clear that the reason drugs are so prevalent in our prisons is in large part because gangs are fuelling demand, boosting the supply and catching prisoners in a cycle of debt and further criminality, from which they struggle to break free.


George: So, the number one reason people take drugs in jail is because


Money-hungry prisoners force them to.


Not the fact that they’re locked in a cage,


And they’re struggling with emotions that cause them to.


 


Justice Secretary: Gangs enforcing control by using threats and violence towards prisoners, extorting their families, and attempting to corrupt prison staff.


 


George: ‘Attempting’.


A 2017 report by the Howard League found that a lot of prison officers feel like their importance is neglected.


It said they feel undervalued, understaffed, ill-trained, ill-equipped,


And generally ignored and ineffective.


So, when you got the Justice Secretary up there


Acting like there’s no way these guys could ever be compromised,


Let’s just put it all into perspective.


 


Justice Secretary: From the conventional to the cunning, by design or device, through fear or intimidation, these criminal gangs will stop at nothing to maintain their access to such a lucrative market.


 


George: If the purpose of prison is rehabilitation, you can


Look at his approach and see the limitations. If it


Wasn’t for drastic reductions in prison staff


Evidence suggests we’d be heading down a different path.


 


A recent study by the Runnymede Trust and


Greenwich University’s Faculty of Law


Sheds light on potential reasons why a


Prisoner might end up living like a casualty of war.


 


Despite staff numbers having heavily decreased, the


Prison population has steadily increased. Some


People end up locked in their cell for half a week which is


Peak! No exercise, minimal human contact


So how much drug abuse do you think stems from that?


And statistically, if you’re Black, Muslim or mentally ill,


There are more consequences you could potentially feel.


 


Our prisons need more officers, staff diversity and


Training on cultural awareness,


Unless we care more about punishment than fairness.


SCENE 4: TAKE A DEEPER LOOK


George: Now, there’s two ways of listening to rap: you can focus on what’s missing, or take a deeper look at what’s there.


 


In the piece I just played you, Ambush talked about a girl getting punched in the face, drug dealers getting robbed of their product and guys getting stabbed up in front of their loved ones. Now, if we focus on what’s missing, we could say his words lack compassion, or even humanity. Alternatively, listen closer and you’ll notice how he keeps repeating the same line: ‘Real life, tryna let man know’.


 


He warns his audience about the danger of getting ‘lost in the bando’, i.e. losing your way to the drug game. This implies not only that he’s addressing young people like himself, possibly caught up in crime, but also that he promotes aspiration, even in this dark and depraved space.


 


I can explain that to you, because I’m native to that environment and Ambush reminds me of people I love. So, I’m able to put his words in context and recognise the social value in them.


 


This kind of critical analysis is a habit that I picked up from studying English Literature. Nothing’s ever said without reason; even if it’s a lie. So, instead of letting rap music wash over us, resenting or ignoring the experiences these young commentators are sharing with us, let’s try and understand where their stories are coming from.


It wasn’t hard for me to link Ambush’s freestyle with the Justice Secretary’s speech – they were released within about a week of each other, and I listened to them both over and over again.


 


Now, I’m grateful for everyone who’s listening to this right now, but I’m addressing my rappers here. If you’re really from the hood – especially if you’ve got a big following – please my guy, push these conversations as far as you can. Did you really sell all those drugs, just to get famous and spend the rest of your life talking about that time you had to sell drugs? Or was it so that you could speak with decision-makers on a higher level and offer insight that they might not have? You trying to make a little money for you and your peoples? Or you trying to stand for something?


 


Police, Crown Prosecution Service, National Probation Service, National Offender Management Service – who has more expertise in dealing with these people than you? Come on . . . 


SCENE 5: CRIMINAL JUSTICE REFORM


[Soundtrack: Jorja Smith ‘Blue Lights’]


 


George: See, our community’s so immersed in the Criminal Justice System,


But really and truly what do they know . . . about this life?


 


Think about it.


How many people in the Ministry of Justice have experienced crime?


How many people in the Ministry of Justice have a


Family member doing serious time?


Do they bring that trauma with them into the office?


Or do they come with a whole lot of theory in mind?


 


How many people in the Ministry of Justice have


Ever confused a gunshot with a firework?


And how many of them are from an environment where


Everyone’s shotting and buying work?


Do they know what it’s like to flirt with death without


Ever realising how close you’re getting? Where


Crime starts off as a means of survival


Then becomes part of the social setting.


 


Do you think the prison minister has ever spent the night in a cell?


Writing his mail while his cellmate’s slicing himself?


 


See, the perspective I’m describing is so inner city


If you haven’t lived through it,


I don’t expect you to show sinners pity.


 


See, if their idea of justice is based only on legal precedent


You have to ask yourself, who do these people represent?


It’s not the ones most affected, do we need more evidence?


For all of the brothers, fathers, sons,


Sisters, daughters and mums missing in our community


Anything less than criminal justice reform is feeble recompense.










EPISODE 2: Popcorn


Extra Info:



	•
	
At this point, my goal was to provide context. We’re used to seeing news headlines about the effects of street life – a stabbing, or an arrest. I wanted to show my listener the causes.






	•
	It was also important for me in these early episodes to use music from the UK, or at least from undiscovered talent who I knew personally. It wasn’t until Episode 6 that I branched out and used Ugandan music to tell a Ugandan story, but for the first five episodes of ‘HYHGP?’ I kept it local.




 


Fun Facts:



	•
	All the conversations overheard in this episode were recorded in the weeks before release. They are parts of my life that I wouldn’t usually share, but they make the podcast so real.





	•
	After finishing this episode, I randomly bumped into Lethal Bizzle, founder of More Fire Crew. I sent it to him and he praised it highly. Legend.




 


Episodes 1 and 2 were originally one episode, until someone advised me to separate them. That’s why Episode 2 starts in the middle of a scene. At that point I was seven years into my poetry career, but I had never shared anything more personal than those first few minutes. I guess I was trying to earn the listener’s trust by letting them in. As the podcast was about seeing the value in our experiences, it made sense to include real moments from my life. I would listen back to recorded conversations and write down whatever came to me. This time, it was about what great parents I had, and how so many people around me were unsupported. Reflecting on that led me to revisit the London street music we grew up listening to. The aim was always to use music to explain reality.


Random Guy: Alexa, have you heard George’s podcast?


 


[Alexa powers on]


 


Alexa: Yes. Have You Heard George’s Podcast? is the latest project from spoken word artist, George The Poet. I find him attractive.


 


Random Guy: Wait, what?


 


Alexa: And his voice has this kind of sensual quality—


 


Random Guy: Alexa, stop. Let’s get back on the . . . come on.


 


Alexa: Sorry. Since graduating from Cambridge University, George has won critical acclaim both as a recording artist and social commentator.


 


Random Guy: Nice.


 


Alexa: Most recently, George performed at the Royal Wedding, which was seen by 1.6 billion people worldwide.


 


Random Guy: Woah. Didn’t even know there were that many people . . . 


 


Alexa: In fact, George is working on Episode 2 of the podcast right now.


 


Random Guy: Cool, OK . . . 


 


Alexa: Let’s take a listen.


SCENE 1: GEORGE’S MUM & NEPHEW


[Enter a room in which George’s nephew is crying out of frustration at his building blocks. George’s mum is encouraging him to calm down and keep trying]


 


[Soundtrack: Klashnekoff ‘Murda’]


 


George: I’m walking you through an actual memory.


This is my mum talking to my nephew, listen carefully.


 


George’s Mum: You can’t play PlayStation, you can’t do anything else until you’ve built it properly, OK? You can either sit here and cry . . . 


 


George: In fact, that’s the thing.


You see, my parents actually spoke to us,


Even when they were vexed, and it was just a joke to us. Listen.


 


[George’s nephew cries even louder]


 


George’s Mum: Silika ko! Be quiet!


 


George: See, my little nephew’s stressing, bless him


Because his Lego fell apart.


But from the way my mum handles it you can tell she’s got hella heart.


First, she recognises why my little guy’s stressing,


Then she tries to make him see the life lesson.


 


George’s Mum: If you do something properly, it will not break. If you do it in a hurry, talking nonstop, looking at Nicholas’s, moving all over the place, you will not build it firmly and it will break. OK? So, what you need to do is challenge yourself to build it firmly so that it doesn’t break, OK?


 


George: See, in this situation my mum makes a choice.


Instead of just telling my nephew to stop making noise


And allowing him to carry on, pissed off and hopeless, she


Explains the value of persistence and focus.


She’s showing him how to manage his emotions,


And she’s teaching him ways of using language in the process, listen . . . 


 


George’s Mum: . . . do you understand? So, they are not going to defeat you because you have got the super-brain. OK? So, calm down a little bit, think about it, then go back and tackle it.


 


George: In everything my mum’s saying,


She’s balancing correction with positive reinforcement.


And to do this she uses little man’s teacher’s endorsement.


 


George’s Mum: You’re the one with the brain, do you understand? You don’t just have a brain; you’ve got a super-brain. OK? Everybody says so. Even Miss – what’s that Miss in the other class? Ms Silver? Well, the other teacher said as well. Everybody knows you’ve got a great brain for building things. An absolutely super brain for building things.


 


George: See how my mum says he’s got a brain for building things?


That’s ‘cause she observes him when he’s playing with children’s things.


So, whenever he’s building things, she notices the


Skills it brings out of him from deep down within.


And that’s how she’s been with all of us;


Very in tune with our strengths and weaknesses.


My mum believed we could overcome anything and she


Went to great lengths to teach us this.


 


Now, that kind of sensitive nourishment


Gives a child a sense of encouragement.


It gave me confidence in my own ability that’s


Why I didn’t let my environment limit me.


‘Cause at some point most of us wanna leave the hood


But before you’ve even formed a plan you’ve


Absorbed all these norms and values. And


That’s why the formative years are a significant period.


But some of my friends? Very different experience . . . 


SCENE 2: KIDS WITH A STREET UPBRINGING


[Enter a smoke-filled room with adults talking about street life in the presence of kids]


 


George: Some of my friends were more exposed than me. In


My opinion, more exposed than kids are supposed to be.


Every time I come around there’s mandem in the yard


Talking street life, gambling with cards.


Now, as a kid coming up in that kind of space, you


Learn the world in relation to that time and place.


 


Outside the yard you see fiends getting badded up,


Just across the hall, you see your big cousins bagging up.


 


[Women in another room also having adult conversations]


 


George: You go to the kitchen, the fridge is empty.


Instead of cooking you something someone hits you with a twenty.


 


[An adult gives a child some money]


 


George: So you leave the yard any time you want and


Go to the nearest place you can buy food from.


Obviously, it’s gonna be low quality food and


I can’t believe your life, but I don’t wanna be rude so I


Go along with you ‘cause you’re my dude. Plus, you


Just got more money than I’ve seen in a month.


I can’t get that kind of P from my mum. But


True we’re young so it’s a reason to stunt, so we


Go shopping for all the sweets that you want.


Bearing in mind, now, we’re walking through the ghetto—


 


Wait hold on, this crackhead’s talking to a kettle!


 


But you don’t seem fazed ‘cause you’re on the road for days so


I follow your lead, I put on a poker face.


Get to the shop now and what do we see?


Two hood chicks and an alcoholic . . . having an


Argument but I can’t make out the topic.


 


[Inaudible argument in the background]


 


George: No one seems to care that two kids walked in, so they


carry on anyhow, broke and lost fam.


You just grab your sweets and ask me what I want. Then


Hand over the twenty-pound note to bossman.


See, even though your home life is hectic it’s


Given you steady nerves, so I respect it. You


Teach me things my parents aren’t equipped to, so


Coming up in Harlesden with you evolves my perspective.


 


The downside is you’ve got too much independence. Your


Family don’t know what you’re doing right now. Your


Mum’s busy working, your cousins dem are hustling but


Anything could happen to you and I now . . . 


 


Back in the day I used to envy you for that. I could


See it in your body language when we used to chat.


When we wanted peace and quiet, we went to my yard but


When we did badness then we used your flat.


SCENE 3: BROKEN HOMES


George: I never realised your dad was beating up your mum and that’s


Why you used to cry when people said ‘suck your mum’.


 


I never realised he was struggling to cope,


Taking flights back and forth to smuggle in the coke.


 


I never knew that when he went to jail, he


Told the police things he wasn’t meant to tell.


 


I never knew that was a stain on your family name and that’s


Part of the reason why your mentality changed. And all the


Crazy relationships your big sister had for the same


Reason you was pissed and sad: you missed your dad. I


Never realised that with him gone that put a


Whole lot of pressure on your mum’s income. So she


Works more hours, struggles more than ever


Bare responsibility she juggles altogether. Now you’re


Spending more time around your sister’s latest boyfriend.


He’s a big drug dealer. And he hates the boy dem.


Tells you they don’t protect communities, they destroy them.


And true they took your dad away, so you see his point then.


Now he’s bringing his mandem to chill in your mum’s house.


Always talking money, always bringing his funds out. Your


Sister’s in the living room with her female bredrins but


You stay with the mandem ’cause you need male presence.


 


Yeah, he’s a gangster but you’re impressed ’cause he’s cool. And


Around this time, we’re starting secondary school.


 


[Montage of school drama]


 


George: Anyway.


That’s the bit that you’ve heard before. And I


Hate repeating it ’cause first of all, for


My community this is personal and it’s


Not the case for everybody, furthermore.


But there’s another story to be told, one that


Often gets ignored, purely ’cause it’s road. For


Every troubled young person out on the streets there’s a


Local producer with a mountain of beats. And from the


Things some of these kids see on a daily basis there’s


Enough material for an album of heat. Now


As of March 2018 this country had hundreds of thousands of 


NEETs – that’s


Young people not in education, employment or training.


58% of them aren’t looking for work,


Some of them physically can’t put in the work


So they’re classified as economically inactive.


But honestly from what we see of the economy . . . 


Obviously they’re active.


SCENE 4: MORE FIRE CREW


[Soundtrack: More Fire Crew ‘Oi’]


 


George: Alright, now to all my listeners who don’t like this music


Please don’t forward this bit, it’s lit.


Trust me, this bit is lit.


Where you going? Come, this way, this way . . . 


 


The song’s called ‘Oi’ by three good bredrins,


Ended up becoming a couple of teen hood legends.


 


So if you’re not familiar with this song,


Let me be a tour guide for you, if that’s alright with you.


I’ll show you what it means to us, that’s


all I can do . . . I mean, come on man we’re talking about


More Fire Crew.


 


[Transition to inside George’s flat]


George: This music’s straight from the gutters of London –


No government funding, no big machines, no business teams just kids with


Dreams . . . and the ability to turn nothing to something.


 


More Fire Crew was a group from East London.


Growing up I heard their tunes at street functions and


Even though we knew nothing about East London,


We loved them.


 


[Soundtrack: So Solid Crew ‘21 Seconds’]


 


George: At the time So Solid was flying the flag and them


Man there had it right in the bag.


From the vibe to the swag. They sounded like


Bosses without even trying to brag. And as


Much as I rated that I couldn’t relate to that.


More Fire felt a little younger. Like them


Youts that would rob you out of hunger, but they didn’t look


Hungry, they looked like they were on the come up!


 


[Soundtrack: More Fire Crew ‘Oi’]


 


George: To this day you can hear this song in clubs


F’ing up the dance. The single peaked at number


7 on the charts.


 


At the time of recording this, the song’s almost twenty years old


And at their time of recording it, the guys were almost twenty years old.


So how did these almost-twenty-year-olds create


Something that made them legendary heroes without


Any involvement from big donors?


Coming from a poor community, where drug


Money that should go towards student fees is


Usually stored in jewellery.


At a time where this kind of art was largely regarded as


Little more than coonery if we’re talking truthfully.


 


You gotta remember: the UK was just about acknowledging the


Fact of institutional racism.


Obviously to minorities it wasn’t exactly a secret but a


Lot of white people didn’t actually believe it


Until the police mishandled Stephen Lawrence’s murder in


Court, which led to the Macpherson Report.


That was a public inquiry; the first of its sort to admit that the police . . . 


Don’t actually give the same service for all.


 


[Montage of Stephen Lawrence reflections]


 


George: Bear in mind Stephen Lawrence got mad media coverage so the


Government’s further support didn’t serve much purpose at all but you know.


That’s another story for another day. My


Point is in a lot of ways we’re trapped in the system.


But because we’ve adapted to England


Many of us feel like we’re unable to run away.


So the least we could do is give a little space for the greeziest youth to


Speak their truth when releasing this music.


‘Cause they represent the streets with this music.


 


[Soundtrack: More Fire Crew ‘Oi’]


 


George: This music is the result of all the tension and the pressure.


The result of multiple detentions a semester.


Value in our community is something we ain’t used to seeing so these


Youts are preeing an adventure for the treasure.


 


[More Fire Crew Live performance of ‘Oi’]


SCENE 5: THE LIBERAL NEIGHBOUR


[George answers a knock on the front door]


 


Neighbour: Hi George, sorry to knock so late. I was listening to your podcast – massive fan – I absolutely adored the piece you did on the More Fire Crew. Quick question though.


 


George: Sure.


 


Neighbour: If you don’t mind.


 


George: No, go ahead.


 


Neighbour: Do you not think it’s slightly unfair to characterise white people as a sort of homogenous group that was universally oblivious to institutional racism prior to the Macpherson Report? Not least given that (being the ‘majority ethnic group’) it’s not something we would have experienced first-hand? And don’t you think it’s slightly disingenuous to suggest all minority ethnic people had that shared understanding of racism? I was just wondering . . . 


 


[George closes the door without answering]


 


Friend: Who was that? She looked cool. What did she want?


 


George: Bro, it’s one of the new neighbours. She helps me out sometimes, I’ve done her a few favours. She’s cool but I wasn’t feeling the conversation we just had, I’m not gonna lie. Did you hear it?


 


Friend: Well, what did she say?


 


George: Alright, let me ask you this as a member of the white community.


 


Friend: Yeah.


George: You heard my More Fire Crew thing, innit?


 


Friend: Of course.


 


George: Did you feel like that was in any way accusatory towards the white community in a way that was unbalanced? Or do you feel like it was even about—


 


Friend: Ehhh, it’s its own thing. You know, it’s cool.


 


George: Bro, she’s all telling me I’m mischaracterising white people as being oblivious and insensitive with regards to racism.


 


Friend: Right. She’s a fan, though?


 


George: She might be a fan, that’s not the point, cuz. I’m saying it’s—


 


Friend: I don’t get it.


 


George: I’m saying it’s a bit inappropriate. Do you understand? She’s come to my door, talking to me about a piece that I’ve made about an experience relevant to my community to give the — like, she wasn’t thinking about no Stephen Lawrence before—


 


Friend: Come on . . . 


 


George: What do you mean ‘Come on’ fam? She was knocking on my door – yes or no?


 


Friend: Yeah, of course. But . . . 


 


George: Alright, so I’m saying what makes her feel en—


 


Friend: You gotta think of everyone. I mean if she’s a fan, she’s the one kind of . . . buying the records.


 


George: Mmm.


 


Friend: Right?


 


George: Want something to eat, bro? I haven’t got much, just a bit of fruit and . . . popcorn. Popcorn cool?


 


Friend: Yeah man, thank you. Put it in the microwave. Power 9?


 


[George puts popcorn in the microwave]


 


George: You know, about that thing, she did seem cool, George. You know? Like, what she’s saying, she’s thinking about her perspective . . . 


SCENE 6: POPCORN


[George stares absent-mindedly at the popcorn in the microwave]


 


George: This is what it’s like when we talk about racism.


My mind’s disengaged but you can’t tell ‘cause my face isn’t.


We just go round and round in circles like the popcorn in the microwave.


Like the next generation about to jump on the Lyca wave.


 


I feel you, popcorn. I know what it’s like to be stuck in a box.


Surrounded by corn like you’re bucking your ops,


Feeling nothing but heat.


That’s what it was like coming up on my street.


Course you blow up. That’s bound to happen when you’re forced to grow up.


You feel the heat, so you get it popping ‘cause there is no second option.


And before you blew up, no one used to feel you too tough


They thought you’re too . . . tough.


Just like those rappers that start off street and scruffy.


Then you go pop, people think you’re sweet and fluffy.


And hear the joke: after everything you’ve been through,


They take you in as a light snack,


You know like that?


Not even a proper meal.


Like all of the pain in the community suddenly disappeared ‘cause a


Couple of rappers got a deal.


 


But popcorn, let’s be honest.


What do you actually contribute?


I mean I know what you’ve gone through, I know that was long for you.


But what do you really bring to the table?


A bit of starch, bit of carbohydrate.


Popcorn you lack substance and it’s hard to hide it.


 


And that’s where you and I differ.


‘Cause substance is something this music doesn’t lack.


It shouldn’t be viewed as just a snack.


This music’s like sociological journalism.


But the producers’ and the consumers’ concerns are different,


Imagine its potential if we stop pushing this historical determinism and


Force the world to learn to listen.


 


The problem is if you don’t wanna act like everything’s sweet


They label you salty.


And that’s why labels are faulty.


I dunno, g.


 


Yo, popcorn’s ready.










EPISODE 3: Grenfell Special


Extra Info:



	•
	Miss B is an important character because she shows how people can be taken for granted because of their status. From the first scene, it is clear that she’s very clever, and has a gift for making Maths relevant to her students. But all she gets is disrespect from the class and bad vibes from the Deputy Head. 





	•
	Savannah’s speech at the end symbolises the regret we all feel when we lose someone who we didn’t show enough appreciation to.




 


Fun Facts:



	•
	The first song of this episode, ‘Touch’ by Chika Dole, fell into my lap when I randomly met Chika one day. I needed to replace my laptop, which had been stolen, so I went to the store, and she was the assistant who helped me. She told me she’d travelled from Norway to work on her music career and gave me her SoundCloud. I checked it out later that day and decided on the spot that I’d use it in my next podcast episode. It became one of my favourite moments of ‘HYHGP?’. So out of a lost laptop, we got a classic moment! Even more proof that every experience matters.





	•
	The rowdy classmates are voiced by my brothers, Freddie and Michael.





	•
	My youngest brother, Kenny, and my friend Kalil helped me work out the maths for Miss B’s script.




 


I didn’t want to write this episode, but I had to. The Grenfell tragedy was such a powerful example of institutional violence, it took me a whole year to put it into words. I don’t necessarily speak for those who were most directly affected, but I speak for those of us who feel for them, and wish there was more we could do. In the run up to the first anniversary of the fire, a voice in my head was pushing me to write something. My starting point was the idea that I could have easily been visiting someone in a building like that on a night like that. This is why the climax comes when I ask Miss B for her address. Thinking about the residents gave me an opportunity to write a story involving teachers, students and families. People regularly tell me it’s their favourite episode, and I think I understand why. As listeners we crave emotional connection, and as humans we’re weirdly fascinated with darkness. But I’m very cautious about over-celebrating this episode. It was more like a love letter to the Grenfell community – my way of saying ‘I see you, and I believe you are more than a headline.’


Scene 1: Maths Class


Savannah: Miss, probability trees ain’t relevant to my life plan.


 


Classmate 1: About life plan. You’re just trying to marry a rich white man.


 


[Class laughs]


 


Savannah: Actually, I’m gonna employ myself, then retire when I’m thirty and enjoy my wealth.


 


Miss B: OK everyone eyes on the board now.


 


Classmate 1: How you gonna retire when you’re thirty, b?


 


Savannah: I’ll let you know when I’m hiring. You can work for me.


 


Classmate 2: Come on, Savannah!


 


[Class laughs]


 


Savannah: I’m gonna set up a laundry business. It’s gonna wash the mandem’s clothes and their dough.


 


Miss B: Savannah, enough!


 


Savannah: But Miss I’m just saying I got plans to be wealthy and I don’t see how this lesson’s gonna actually help me.


 


Miss B: So let me get this straight, Savannah: your whole plan is to launder dirty money for a road man—


 


Savannah: Nah, not for ‘a’ road man – for the whole gang.


 


[Class laughs]


 


Miss B: Yet you don’t think you need to pay attention in maths though . . . 


Savannah: Miss, this is probability that’s— no! Just no.


 


[Class laughs]


 


Miss B: So, you plan to run a business handling cash without a basic understanding of maths?


 


Savannah: But Miss, my business is about helping guys stop doing crime and start doing positivity. What’s that got to do with probability?


 


Classmate 1: Nah, nah, listen to her, Miss . . .


 


Miss B: Savannah, if you let me teach the lesson—


 


Savannah: Miss d’you know what it is? Everyone’s got their lane. D’you know what I’m saying? Like, I hustle I don’t need no class but obviously you teach so it will look bad on you if we don’t pass.


 


Miss B: Savannah I’m not having this conversation with you—


 


Savannah: OK, I get it. Maths is like ideas and theories and that, but my business, yeah this is for real. I’m not being funny but business isn’t your field.


 


Classmate 2: Ooo . . . Miss are you gonna have that?


 


Miss B: Savannah, where’s your pen?


 


Savannah: I forgot my pen, Miss.


 


Miss B: Can someone lend Savannah a pen please?


 


[Classmates offer Savannah a pen]


 


Miss B: Write down what I’m about to say. See, Savannah, given that 50% of new companies in London cease to function past the first three years – write this down –


 


Savannah: I’m writing, Miss.


 


Miss B: Cease to function past the first three years, to me the importance of this work seems clear. And you said you want to retire by thirty?


 


Savannah: Yeah.


 


Miss B: Well annual growth of 20% in the first three years only happens to 6.6% of start-ups in the city, actually. And given that you plan to retire by thirty, your company will have to grow pretty rapidly. In fact you’ll need a turnover of at least a million pounds a year, is that sounding fair? You hearing me loud and clear?


 


Savannah: Yeah that’s me, come on.


 


Miss B: OK so less than 3— [classmates bickering] – write this down. Less than 3%— [more bickering]. Less than 3% of new businesses do those kinds of numbers. And many of them rely on private funders. Now, I can tell you this ‘cause you guys are grown: companies owned by Africans – like you, Savannah – are four times more likely than ones owned by white people to be denied a loan.


 


Classmate 1: That’s dread.


 


Miss B: But when you’re self-employed, obviously, you ride alone. So it’s up to you to decide if you’re down for the ride or not. But to answer your question, Savannah: what’s probability got to do with your business? Actually quite a lot. The three biggest [Savannah begins to argue] – listen. The three biggest challenges to Africans and women who have businesses are access to finances, choosing to move into saturated markets and straight up mismanagement. So, if all your money is coming from gangbangers and crooks, and you’re running a laundry service as bad as it looks, you’re gonna need a lot of maths skills to balance the books. And I’ve already mentioned the strain on business that mismanagement puts. So, you’re gonna need qualified staff but your business partners aren’t on the right path. Let’s say for every year they spend in the streets their chances of ending deceased or with a sentence at least have gone up by half. So, what’s the probability your business will last? Given that you’re taking on such a difficult task in which a criminal past is a prominent feature?


 


Savannah: Miss, if I was smart enough to answer that question I’d do more with my life than becoming a teacher.


 


[Classroom erupts]


 


Miss B: Savannah, get out.


Scene 2: George’s Place


[Miss B is chilling with her love interest, George, who has just listened to her story about the incident with Savannah earlier that day]


 


[Soundtrack: Chika Dole ‘Touch’]


 


George: She said what?! And what did you say?


 


Miss B: I just told her to get out. I hate doing that. It’s like giving up. It’s a bit neglectful but obviously she was disrespectful.


 


George: That was mad disrespectful. You gotta draw the line before you get drawn out. Look – it’s still on your mind all now.


 


Miss B: I think she felt like I was raining on her parade ’cause I was hitting her with all these statistics.


 


George: Yeah, but she needs to be more realistic. How you gonna be in a maths class talking about washing money for trap stars? These kids listen to two-two rap bars, they get gassed fast.


 


Miss B: Obviously, I don’t wanna have those conversations with any fifteen-year-old but if I shut them down, they’re gonna disengage. It’s like sometimes I feel like fifteen’s not such a distant age but this generation’s on a different page. And if I don’t talk to them about the roads then someone else will ‘cause its fascinating, I know how these girls feel.


George: The good thing is you speak their language, babe. So, you can control the conversation and take it back to their studies, even when they’re acting bare cruddy.


 


Miss B: Sorry, I don’t mean to laugh . . . 


 


George: What’s funny?


 


Miss B: You should tell that to my senior staff.


 


George: Oh, swear down. Are they on a different page?


 


[Miss B gets a call from Shaun, the father of her daughter]


 


Miss B: Ugh it’s Nevaeh’s dad. One second. Hello?


 


Shaun: Yo. What you doing?


 


Miss B: Nothing. What’s up?


 


Shaun: What you mean ‘Nothing’? You must be doing something.


 


Miss B: Is there something I can help with, specifically?


 


Shaun: Yeah, I can’t take Nevaeh tomorrow so you’re gonna have to take her.


 


Miss B: Come again? Shaun, can I ask you something? When we make these arrangements do you think I do it for your entertainment?


 


[Miss B takes the call to another room. George receives a voice note on WhatsApp from Layla, a work friend]


Layla: Oi stranger, long time no see – how come we never link? Anyway, I heard you’re performing at a conference I’m at tomorrow. We should get a drink. Let me know.


 


[Miss B hangs up and returns to the room]


 


Miss B: Sorry about that.


 


George: It’s cool, B.


 


Miss B: No one told me life was this hard.


 


George: You seem tense, would you like a massage?


 


Miss B: You think you’re slick.


 


George: Nah, you think I’m slick.


 


Miss B: No comment.


 


George: Alright, wait there.


 


[George leaves and returns with massage oil]


 


George: What you saying? Neck, shoulders, lower back?


 


Miss B: Neck is more than enough, thank you.


 


George: No problem with that…


 


[George gives Miss B a neck massage]


 


Miss B: George, can I tell you something? 


 


George: What’s that, B?


 


Miss B: Some days I feel like I ruined my life by having a baby . . . but if I had to live life without my daughter I’d be like a fish out of water. And I can’t bear the thought of leaving her in this world with a father who can’t support her.


Mmm. Feels good. 


 


George: You like that, yeah?


 


Miss B: But ‘cause I had her crazy young . . . even people at work treat me like I’m just another baby mum. And them kids try to show me up nonstop. I don’t know why, you know me I’m on job.


 


George: Yeah, they’re learning something, thanks to you. Probably ‘cause they all fancy you.


 


Miss B: Erm . . . I thought they’re learning ’cause I’m good at what I do.


 


George: Nah – yeah – obviously, not like—


 


Miss B: I’m just teasing you. But I do think sometimes people don’t see the value in me. I mean, look at you and me. Be real with me. You don’t want me you just like to chill with me. And I’m not saying that for sympathy, it’s kinda the same thing for me. But I think I feel like that just ’cause I think you feel like that. With me you don’t act all lively and excited. You don’t even come to my flat despite being invited. I bet you don’t even know what floor I live on. Right or wrong? You just pull up outside and honk. What? All of a sudden you’re a silent monk?


 


George: What am I supposed to say? What do you want me to say? For real?


 


Miss B: Well, I am gonna have my daughter after all, so I should probably get an early night.


 


George: Alright, I’ll drop you in a second—


 


Miss B: Nah, I’ll get a cab, thanks, I’m fine. I’m fine.


 


George: Fine.


Scene 3: Deputy Head’s Office


[Mr Brown, the Deputy Head, is finishing a call in his office as Miss B knocks]


 


Mr Brown: . . . I would be actually pursuing this at a higher level, but it just stands that I— Yep, come in. I will be leveraging the access I have. So thanks for your assistance, I’ll be awaiting your call.


 


[Miss B sits down. Mr Brown hangs up.]


 


Mr Brown: Hello there, sorry about that, terribly rude of me. Just had some bother with the train line. See, every day I get the same train at the same time, pretty early: 6.30. Now, this morning I was actually late in because the train I jumped on changed destination . . . mid-journey. And look, yeah, these things happen, right, you take it up with the service provider, which I did, firmly. ‘Cause actually, technically, I didn’t sign up to take two trains. I signed up for one. So OK, call me anal, for sure, but, you know, that’s the guy I’ve become. I mean look; I value consistency, and I’d hope that is reflected in the ship I like to run. So, I do like for my staff to sing from the same hymn sheet. You know, ultimately, our differences are only skin deep. See, when you took this job, you committed to upholding certain values. And by that standard, what you stand accused of having said yesterday places you directly in breach. Now, you are a talent. That much is apparent. And hey, a role in senior leadership for you certainly is within reach. But that would require a unanimous feeling that we are, pretty much as I said, singing from the same hymn sheet. Now, I do accept the point that some of the more challenging students may warrant a situational change of tact, but you know, that doesn’t actually change the fact that as a school our name should remain intact. And, look, if it turns out you are more interested in helping these young people sort of sharpen their street smarts then actually this might not be the place for that. Perhaps you’d be afforded more leeway in a pupil referral unit. But the problem we have in a school like this is if you pay undue attention to the troublesome ones, you can disturb more students. And I appreciate you’re using your personal prudence but with the limited time you have you need to choose between work or nuisance. I mean, here’s the deal: parents entrust us with their children for seven hours a day so that we can turn them into functional members of society. Not criminal masterminds. And in the typical class environment that’s difficult half the time, to say the least. But actually, any deviation from that contract makes us no better than the train that changes destination after passengers board. Which is a misstep we cannot afford. At all. So look, let’s draw a line under that one and carry on galloping forth, if—


 


[Knock at the door]


 


Assistant: Sorry, Mr Brown, the fire drill is just about to start.


 


Mr Brown: Ahh yes. Well, I’m actually going to have to take this one, I’m afraid. So, thanks for your time. And remember – galloping forth!


 


[Miss B leaves the office]


Scene 4: Final hours


[Miss B gets in the car and plays a voice note from Shaun]


 


Shaun:


Yo change of plan. I can take Nevaeh tonight. So, whatever you planned to do later tonight you can go do that. And next week I’ll bring the yout back.


 


[Miss B is quiet for a bit then sends a voice note in reply]


 


Miss B: So you can take Nevaeh tonight . . . yet you’re saying it like . . . I didn’t just cancel my plans. Like you couldn’t have just taken her to Anne’s or her gran’s.


 


Shaun, our daughter needs us to be civil with each other. If she sensed this tension even a little bit she’d suffer. OK, we’re not doing great right now but we’ve done worse. And we only got better by remembering that she comes first.


 


Changing Nevaeh’s schedule in the middle of the week without any warning is not putting her first. Imagine how she feels, it’s off-putting for her. And it’s frustrating for me having to talk about something this simple. I don’t think of myself as a single mum: I’m her mum, and I’m single but it’s like you . . .


 


Can you please make sure she does ten minutes of reading before she sleeps? The book’s in her bag. And please keep an eye on what she’s watching online, I don’t want her obsessing over her looks or her swag.


 


I know you think I’m saying this ’cause I just like to moan and cuss and over-fuss. But, Shaun, all I mean is . . . our child needs consistency from both of us.


 


[Miss B sends the voice note and sits there, reflecting, before sending another voice note – this time to George]


Miss B: Hi Georgie Porgie. I don’t really like communicating by walkie talkie so if you’re free later . . . turns out I won’t have Nevaeh, which everyone knew was gonna happen, but yeah man I’m deya. Gonna do some marking and some lesson planning with a glass of wine to pass the time. So, if you’re local your ass is mine.


 


[Soundtrack: Abi Ocia – Running]


 


[George backstage at his performance. He receives Miss B’s message but has no time to listen to it because he’s about to go on stage]


 


Venue Sound Guy: George we’re ready for you backstage.


 


George: Coming now.


 


[Miss B in her car]


 


Miss B: Oh my God, if you heard how the deputy head spoke to me today you won’t believe it, mate. It’s too much to tell, I’ll tell you when— if you come later.


 


[Cut to George performing]


 


George: Pierre Bourdieu said all reality is a construct. We exist in relation to our social ties. So you’ll never understand me without considering where I’m from . . . and the local guys.


 


[Cut to Miss B back in her flat]


 


Miss B: And for the record I’m over yesterday. To be honest I think your joke about my kids fancying me was poorly timed, but I know that’s just you and your horny mind.
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