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To Waz, circa 2013. Don’t stress! You’ll be just fine.






It takes time to reject the most important lie: that black people can’t do the same things that white people do unless a white person helps them.

—BlacKkKlansman (2018), dir. Spike Lee








EDDIE






i The Man in the Café



October 2015

In your defense, it was really busy on the day we met.

You probably felt that you had no choice but to sit at the empty spot beside me. Nobody ever chooses the tables that face the windows, the ones with the stools too high off the ground, where if you place your belongings beneath you, it’s a whole maneuver just to reach down and grab them. It’s usually only if they have no other choice. Of course, I’m generalizing preferences, and I’m excluding myself from the generalization. I love window tables in cafés. This particular spot had been mine for weeks before the fateful day we met. I would sit right where the bustling street in Holborn worked as a foreground, hammering away at my laptop in either focused ferocity or erratic desperation, with a piping-hot mocha to the left of me, every weekday for a few hours, in the same chair, in the same café, like clockwork. I’d often have a chair left between me and the next stranger, so I would have preferred it if you had scanned the room for a little longer so you could find a free spot elsewhere, or anywhere to give me space for myself. But this one day, nobody was giving up space. The café was getting busier and busier, with activity climbing towards its lunchtime summit just as you came in. I wouldn’t have given you a second glance if you had walked past, but you stopped after you entered, hesitated, and then walked to the seat right next to me. I moved my tote bag out of the way, and you smiled instinctively, harmlessly. I kept my eyes glued to my laptop screen as you set up your things, but I was very much aware that you were there, floating, hovering, bobbing around in my periphery.

Art is a stressful game, Hugo. I know you know that now. But it was consuming me that day. I was trawling through the script for the play I was working on, so, so close to the end, yet so far away. I had the passion for it, but not the discipline. I had the dream, but not always the drive. I was excited, but I was also stressed. And to thwart the stress, I would take a smoke break every hour, to the hour. I’d start rolling up Golden Virginia tobacco into a Rizla paper, stick in a menthol filter, and then step outside, directly ahead of the window, where I could keep an eye on my things. I found myself turning to you after I licked the cigarette closed. I politely asked you to watch my belongings while I stepped out to degenerate my lungs, and you politely obliged. You were a faceless stranger. Sometimes I cherish that first hour we sat together, with no knowledge of one another. It was peace, for us to blend into the café, become a part of everything else, all consumed by our own lives and worries. It was peace before your life became mine, before mine became yours.

“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have pried, but I couldn’t help but notice that you’re working on something interesting,” you said to me around five minutes after my return. I turned to look at you properly for the first time. I was slightly intimidated, wondering what on earth compelled this man to have an ounce of interest in me. I was self-conscious, knowing I smelled like a fresh ashtray, so I internally tensed at the sound of your introductory apology. I thought you were going to bring up my disgraceful habit. British people have a way of using an apology to convey opposing things; it represents 50 percent regret, and 50 percent inconvenience. I relaxed once I realized you were just being deferential. “Is that… a script for a play, or a show, or something?” you asked. Unlike me, you did not smell like a fresh ashtray. I remember thinking, I bet his cologne is the most expensive recommended retail price Hugo Boss, or a limited-edition Abercrombie & Fitch fragrance or some shit like that. Of course, I didn’t know the retail prices of men’s cologne, and you’d later come to tell me that those brands were on the modest end of the price scale: “Creed Aventus is my go-to, typically.” But it wasn’t really money I could smell. It was just whatever I couldn’t afford.

“Umm, it’s just a personal project. A play.” I tried not to say too much. You nodded, still looking over at my laptop. I thought, Should I have locked my screen when I went outside? Closed the laptop? But I didn’t think you’d care. Strangers aren’t usually that interested in other strangers.

“A play? That’s amazing. Sorry, I just saw a page from the corner of my eye. I didn’t touch anything, I promise. But the script, it sounds interesting. What’s the play called?”

“It’s called The Worthy,” I said. “It’s this kind of… near-future dystopia.”

“Oh wow. A dystopia. What’s it about? If you don’t mind me asking.”

“It’s about a lot of things, really. Mainly national identity, citizenship, capitalism, that sort of thing. I’m still working on it, so the specifics aren’t all quite there yet.”

“That’s very impressive. When did you start it?” I quickly glanced over at your screen, where I could see an application form for something. The page had expired due to a lack of activity, so you would have had to refresh it. I guess getting swept into the sweet embrace of procrastination was at least one thing we had in common.

“I’ve been working on it since the late summer. I started it around August, and I’m nearly done. Hopefully by next month, or December. I think I’ll spend the Christmas holiday tweaking it.”

“That’s great. I’m quite into theater myself.” You took a sip of your coffee. “I love the West End. I love drama in general. Films, TV. Do you work for anybody? Should I expect to see this anywhere?”

“Uhhh, no.” I shook my head. “It’s just a personal project. I’ll try and get it out there myself, but we’ll see. It’s a long road to stardom.” I chuckled uneasily. I had completely lost my creative train of thought at this point; it was going to be a ball ache to try to get back into the script. “I graduated from Kingston University in drama and creative writing, which was not exactly in my parents’ life plans for me.”

“Really? Wow.” You frowned in surprise, and then your expression softened as you stared through the window, out at the busy road ahead. “Chasing your dreams is always worth a shot every now and then, isn’t it?”

“Sure. Well, what do you do, then?” I rallied a question back, somewhat intrigued by your response.

“Oh, uhhh, I’m a master’s student. LSE. Law. Fun stuff.”

“You don’t sound too convinced.”

“Like I said, I have a great love for theater. But law runs in the family, so the road has been somewhat paved for me,” you said, shrugging lightly. You didn’t need to expand on that point. As I looked you up and down, it all made sense. What struck me, however, was that your assurance towards obtaining a career in what I thought must be an extremely competitive profession didn’t necessarily read as enthusiasm or pride. I was quick to wonder whether most people with privilege felt resigned to it, or whether you were something of an outlier.

“I guess sometimes we know what our destinies have in store for us.” I smiled, closed my laptop, and jumped off the stool to collect my bag. I had to leave; I was getting too stressed out, thinking about where my life was going, terrified at not knowing. But you were set for life. I knew that from the moment I saw you.

“What’s your name, by the way?” you asked, once you realized I was making a run for it. “I’d love to see the finished product at some point. I’m sure it’ll be out there in the world one day.”

“My name’s Eddie. You can add me on Facebook if you want,” I found myself saying, taking my phone out of my pocket. “What’s your name? I can add you now.”

“My name’s Hugo,” you said. “Hugo Lawrence Smith. Lawrence with an A-W, not an A-U. But I’m just Hu to most.”

“Nice. I’ll see you around, Hu.” I had no intention of seeing you around.

You nodded and smiled courteously as I turned away. I laughed internally at the revelation of your name. You weren’t wearing Hugo, you were Hugo. You were a living, breathing embodiment of splendor. It was etched into your linen shirt, your crisp trousers, your charcoal-gray overcoat, your hazel eyes, your diplomatic smile, your attention-commanding posture. Even though you were a coward at heart, your outward form was a hiding place from that truth.



See, Relebogile Naledi Mpho Moruakgomo is quite a mouthful of a name if you’ve never heard it before, I’ll admit. My mother couldn’t decide which name she liked best, so she took all three she was considering, scooped them up into her hands in Gaborone’s Princess Marina maternity ward, and stuck them onto my birth certificate without a second thought. My father had no say whatsoever; they had this idiosyncratic deal that if I came out a boy, he could pick my name. My mother was elated that I was a girl. I had my father’s surname, anyway—that should be enough, she’d huffed. When we moved to England, Naledi ended up winning the space where Relebogile stood, just to make things easier for everyone else, and that was the name I’d hold from there on. But even a name that was easier for everyone else wasn’t going to be easy for everyone. I’d be lying through my teeth if I said I had always hated my name, because there was a time—a blissful moment—where I would assertively correct my peers on its pronunciation. No, it’s not Nail-dee, it’s not NAR-leh-dee, it’s not Nah-leh-DIE, it doesn’t rhyme with Malachi, it rhymes with Eddie, it’s Naledi. You’d think the English language would be more accommodating to the arrangement of the letters, you’d think it would be easier, but it has its trials and tribulations on the British tongue. And don’t even get me started on the rest of my names.

It didn’t help that as I sauntered into my teenage years, social standing and appearance became everything, and I had a name that was practically oral acrobatics, a name that had me growing tired of racking up three times the number of introductions to strangers than the average local, a name that received a predictable scroll of questions about the meaning. A suggestion that “Eddie” might be easier. It didn’t help that in my weariness, by the time I started university, I gave in to that request.

So that was naturally how I introduced myself to you. I was Eddie. No, it wasn’t short for anything, yes, my parents knew what they were doing giving me a boy’s name, it just added to the flair, the zaniness of my character, it built me up for the judgmental world around me, they thought it would get me further in life, that’s why they did it. I told you a year after we’d first met that it wasn’t actually Eddie, it was short for Naledi. You looked at me funny and asked me why I went on that faux spiel about my name’s origin, and I told you it’s the same reason that when someone asks me where I’m really from, I’ll have a different genesis, because they don’t really care, it doesn’t really matter. My name is Relebogile Naledi Mpho Moruakgomo, but my name is Eddie. You thought Naledi sounded cooler, more unique, but I could only translate that as it sounded more Other, and I was tired of that kind of attention.

I’ll never truly know now if you genuinely understood where I was coming from, considering the sequence of events that have occurred thus far, but I think that was the beauty of it. You never truly understood, and you never really cared, and your name was easy on the ears, your face was easy on the eyes, your smile was easy on the heartstrings, and that was why I chose you.








ii She Comes with Rain



July 2015

My mother must have known I wasn’t straight.

Of course, it can be difficult to discern one’s sexuality, but there was a hint in the fact that I had never shown any interest in boys growing up, and the very first person I ever loved, who I would have died for, was female. I say my mother must have known because I didn’t exactly try to hide it. I’d always mention Blue to her, and she had met her a handful of times. But the way the patriarchy is built, it can be easy to conclude that two girls kissing are just besties who love pillow fights and comparing each other’s labia for the hell of it. It can be easy to conclude that two girls kissing are just openly sexual while being emotionally platonic. Unless one of us proposed to the other in broad daylight in front of the general public to witness, even just holding hands could harbor some heterosexual clarification. I hadn’t officially told my mother I had a real-life, living, breathing girlfriend until the summer I completed my studies at Kingston. I came out to her a few weeks before my graduation, which was roughly three months before I met you.



The news wasn’t exactly digestible to an African woman born and raised in a devout Christian African world (a colonial conundrum, in my eyes). I had to tell her eventually, and the fear and danger I felt, the bile that rose up my throat, the tremor I could feel in the core of my being, making its way to my dewy palms, was always going to be a part of pushing that closet door open.

“You have a girlfriend? Ao. Since when?” She didn’t break her gaze from the dinner she’d made us. I had just moved off of campus, and I was back at home. We’d take turns making dinner because it was basically just the two of us; my brother also lived here, but as a fresher, he spent most of his time crashing at his friends’ uni accommodation. This evening, it was my mother’s turn to cook. She scooped a madombi dumpling into her hand, dipped it into the vegetable gravy, and bit into it ferociously.

“It’s Blue.” My throat was incredibly dry, no matter how many times I took a sip of the drink beside me.

“Waitseee…” She shook her head, still chewing. “This is ridiculous. She is your friend, no? Wa re your girlfriend? Wa tshameka. You are pulling my leg. She is your friend.”

“We’ve been together since last year, around Christmas. She’s more than my friend, Mum. I’m not joking. Ga ke tshameke.” I could have thrown up, right there, right then. Instead, I swallowed. My food had turned cold at this point.

My mother continued. “Do you know what job you are getting after you graduate?”

“I’m not sure yet, I’m still looking—”

“Was that degree worth it? The arty-farty dancing onstage pretending to be the next Shakespeare? Have you got job prospects? That is my main concern.”

Shakespeare didn’t dance onstage, I wanted to say. He was a playwright. That’s what I am. That’s what I want to be. “I’m still working on it, Mum. You can’t expect me to have a job the second I leave university.”

“If you had just done law, or business like Nicholas, we wouldn’t be having this conversation. There are jobs everywhere for those professions. Theater? Unless you are a descendant of Shakespeare, forget about it.”

“These things take time. And you’re changing the subject. I told you, I’m in a relationship. Blue is my girlfriend.”

“We are going to Botswana this summer, right after your graduation. The tickets have already been booked. Your family want to congratulate you on being the first of us to finish schooling In the UK. There will be a graduation party in Gaborone. Then you are going to visit your grandmother in Lobatse. Your father also wants to see you. The two of you can arrange something, you can visit him in Francistown for a week or so.”

“Are you joking? I just told you I’m gay. Do you have nothing to say?”

“Don’t mention that stupid word in this house again, Naledi,” she said more assertively. I was crying silently, having lost my appetite. “And don’t mention any of this when we get to Bots. Se bue jalo. Tswee-tswee. Especially not to your father. Wa utlwa? Am I clear?”



I stayed over at Blue’s house the night before my graduation, as she was set to join me at the ceremony for support. With her was where I’d always felt most comfortable. I loved to fall asleep to her heartbeat at night, and her arms had always been the softest. It was the only thing that made me happy; a reminder that she was a living human being like me, that she felt just as happy with me too.

I knew my mother was going to see her the next day, which had me feeling stubborn and embarrassed at the same time. It had been a few weeks since our pointed conversation and she had since kept our talks minimal, only bringing up graduation plans and the like. I remember telling Blue everything the night I came out to my mother, crying over the phone and telling her that my relationship with my family was probably over and done with, and that the trip back to my home country was going to be more of a trial and tribulation than a wholesome return. I knew spending time with Blue and her family before my big day was something of a fuck-you, but it wasn’t a welcome one. Although nothing could make me ever compromise my love for Blue, it didn’t mean that it was a carefree decision and not a mortifying one in the face of my family’s potential disdain. I just couldn’t stand the judgment.

“You’re so fucking beautiful, do you know that?” Blue said to me the next morning. My ceremony was in the early afternoon, and I had texted my mother and younger brother Nick to meet me near the venue an hour beforehand. Until then, I was getting myself prepped, hiding out with Blue in her bathroom—the only place we could find a semblance of privacy from her hovering, overenthusiastic parents. She kissed me and smiled with pride before I put my lipstick on.

“You always say I’m beautiful,” I responded.

“I mean it. You’re stunning.”

I kissed her, sliding my fingers through her night-colored coils of hair. “Look at you. You put just as much effort into today as I have.” I gazed at her outfit: an off-white ruched blouse paired with peach-colored cropped trousers. She was wearing the gold-plated amazonite chain necklace I had bought her for her birthday a few months prior. It sat so gloriously on her chest. I really, really did love her.

“You mean how you always put in so much effort when you turn up to any of my gigs, no matter how big or small?” she chuckled. “It means the world to me.”

“I wouldn’t have it any other way.” I smiled.

“I’ll be in your position next year. Getting ready to put my graduation hat on and all that.”

“You mean mortarboard?”

“Okay, I get it. You know fancy words. Let’s have breakfast before we start running late.” She kissed me on the cheek before opening the bathroom door, and we walked down into the kitchen, where her parents were making food for us. Her father was playing Alton Ellis’s rendition of “Workin’ on a Groovy Thing” while her mother bopped along, flipping pancakes. I remember how I felt that day: so happy. But I was also in so, so much pain. I never knew rejection could feel so visceral until this point. In an alternate universe, I was dancing around to music with my mother, but not in this one. This pain—the pain of rejection, the pain that came with being turned away for just being exactly who I was—holy shit, Hugo.

There was more to come.



When Queen Elizabeth made a visit to Botswana in 1995, it was raining. The locals saw it as a sign; the rain was something the queen brought on. They nicknamed her Motlalepula, which means “she comes with rain.” On my first visit to the country in nearly three years, the rain was torrential, which was quite an eyebrow raiser for a semidesert in the winter. An uncommon occurrence. I’m not leaping to any conclusions, but one could assume that I brought the rain on. Of course, nobody would think that. I’m not British royalty.

We were greeted by my aunty Yarona and my cousin Tshiamo outside Sir Seretse Khama Airport, before hurrying into their car under the shelter of semi-functioning umbrellas we clutched tightly with our free hands. We were lucky our suitcases weren’t more soaked through by the time we thrust them into the boot and slid into the backseats.

I had felt so uneasy on the whole journey from England, knowing that my mother was sitting on a Pandora’s box of information that she was either ready to open up to chaos and familial scrutiny, or keep sealed shut. I’d had no time to delve into searching for theater work between leaving university and flying to Botswana, so I wasn’t sure what I was going to tell my relatives when they hounded me with questions. I definitely wasn’t sure what I was going to say when they asked me if I was any closer to walking down the aisle. Nosy aunts always think they have a stake in the workings of your private life, like a listener’s commitment to a podcast conversation. I didn’t need a dissection of my life, a poking and prodding at my goals and aspirations. Being the first child in my mother’s family to be raised outside the country meant that every return was like Neil Armstrong bringing remnants of the moon back with him, with everyone clambering for a piece. Only, I wasn’t so sure they’d be as impressed with the remnants of my truth.

“So how is London treating you?” Tshiamo asked as we took a long walk around the block after the rain had passed in the late evening. We had stopped at a tuckshop, where she bought us some Fizz-Pop sweets and bartered for some cheap cigarettes for us to smoke on our walk. She had perfume in her handbag to cover ourselves with once we’d finished smoking. It brought me back to the summers I used to spend with her, when she took me under her wing once she noticed I was the outcast cousin who others were reluctant to interact with. Naturally, I started sharing less and less in common with my distant family as time went on, but she’d make sure to bring me along to house parties and car-park functions so I could get a piece of the fun. We’d stagger home exhausted, sneaking into the yard in a mask of body spray to cover the smells of debauchery that clung to our skin and hair.

“London’s okay,” I sighed. “I’m sure you know I’ve just graduated.”

“Arts, right?” She sucked in the nicotine. “Congrats.”

“Playwriting. Thanks.”

“Nicholas has just finished his freshman year, akere? I forgot what he studies. Why didn’t he come with you guys?”

“He’s Interrailing around Europe with his friends. And yeah, he finished his first year. Business and management at Queen Mary.”

“Queen this, Queen that.” She laughed. “Who even is that? I didn’t know there was a Queen Mary.”

“She was King George V’s wife, so she wasn’t an actual queen.”

“Eish, it’s too complicated, man. Anyways. Are you looking forward to your grad party next week?”

“No,” I answered honestly. “I’d rather be anywhere but here.” She was oddly silent after my admission. I sensed she knew something she wasn’t supposed to disclose, so I elbowed her lightly, asking her what was up. “Ke eng?”

“I overheard my mother on the phone a week ago. I think she was talking to your mother. Wa re, something about… I don’t know, I couldn’t fully make out everything they were saying. But I think they were talking about you.”

My heart stopped. “What could you hear?”

“Ba re, they expected you to marry a lekgoa at the most, but they weren’t expecting you to be with a kgarebe.”

“They thought I’d marry an English man before I got with a girl?” I repeated, breaking out into a nervous chuckle.

“Eeh. My mother said it’s just a phase. Maybe you’ll snap out of it.”

“Do you know the girl I always post on my Instagram? That’s the kgarebe.”

“The yellowbone? Ke a itse. I thought she was just your best friend.”

“No. She’s the girl I love. She’s not a ‘phase.’ She’s the only person in this world who I can be around and be myself.” I stubbed out the butt of my cigarette, suddenly feeling nauseous. A stray dog trotted along the red sand, blanketed in night, on the side of the road.

“O seka wa bolelela ope that I told you. You haven’t heard anything from me, okay?”

“I won’t tell anyone.”

Tshiamo turned to me. “My mother said that England must have corrupted you. Your family went there for a better life, and this is how you respond, by falling into the wrong circles.”

“Bathong! I’m not exactly moving blow around the boroughs. I’m not part of a gang. Why do people think they know me? Nobody knows me. Nobody gets me.”

“Ga gona mathata, Naledi. Don’t worry. It’s just elders being elders. Parents being parents. Speaking of parents, when are you seeing Uncle Karabo?”

“Ideally, never. Realistically, in a few days. I’m absolutely dreading it, though. Especially with all this… newfound information.”

I knew that visiting my father would be a stressful ordeal. He moved back to Botswana when I was ten and had since been running his own trucking company there. To my dismay, he was still a devoted member of a religious sect called God’s Living Angels (a cult, to put it frankly). He’d ended up falling into it during our annual trips to Botswana, and my parents divorced shortly after, having different ideas about where Nick and I should be raised. My father had wished to return to his roots and live out his life as a committed man of God, away from the corruption of secular society. But my mother had been reluctant to follow suit. It will hinder Naledi’s and Nicholas’s studies, she had told him. It will stunt their chances for better opportunities. So she’d decided to stay in England with me and my brother, fraying the tethers that held her to my father. At the time, I had a vague understanding that there had been a gradual clash of religious beliefs, but I knew now it had been more than that.

Before my father left the UK for good, he had been made redundant from his third job, and he was struggling to find a new one. A better one. My mother’s jobs as a nurse and hairdresser were comfortable enough, but my father wanted to be hired into a position of authority, or at the very least a job in an office. He was tired of working as a taxi driver, a bus driver, a warehouse worker. He wanted to wear a white collar. But no matter how many applications he put in, no matter how much education and work experience he had, he got nothing back. It was Radio Silence. Mr. Karabo Moruakgomo was stumped. From the bottom of my heart, I believe that was the real reason he’d moved back to Botswana, although he would never admit it.

Tshiamo took out her perfume and gave us both a spritz. “Can I come back to London with you? Life is too simple here. Ke batla go live my best life.”

“I’m not even sure I’m living mine.” I huffed. “Seriously, though… an English man? They really thought that? I’ll be dead before I even associate with any kind of man. End of story.”

I think back a lot to that statement I made, Hugo. I’m sure you can see the irony in it now.



When I eventually went to visit my father in Francistown, I wasn’t shocked to find out he was still steadfast in his belief that my mother had made the wrong decision by keeping us in the UK. He ranted on about how Nick was the saving grace, the one who could prove her right. He’d become the potential moneymaker, the one worthy of the citizenship we held. My father made this loud and clear, harping on about how I’d abused my chances in a better world. I’d followed the corrupted, the hippies, the artists, the kind of lifestyle that only a lekgoa could afford to live. I had sabotaged my citizenship, according to him. I didn’t deserve the opportunities I had been given abroad. I was not worthy of them.

But this time, I didn’t feel as dejected as I usually would during his degrading, irrational, holier-than-thou, condescending lecture. Instead, it actually gave me a second wind. Then and there, the accumulating pressure to make my family less ashamed of me became the inspiration for a new script idea. I was going to write a play, and I knew exactly what it was going to be about. I was going to title it The Worthy, and it was going to be a near-future dystopia that explored national identity, citizenship, and capitalism. I needn’t say any more because you know the play very well. But that was where the idea stemmed from, how the script blossomed. It was birthed from a rant my father showered over me, two months before I met you. A rant that concerned my supposed lack of belonging, my lack of worth, in the only place I called home.








iii The Worthy



January 2016

As per my prediction, I completed my first draft of the script in early January, three months after my conversation with you in the café. Every now and then I’d think back to the kind words of a stranger who saw potential in my work before I had even finished it. Remembering that I had you on social media, I searched through my friends list on Facebook and scrolled through your profile, finding nothing surprising. Photos at the Royal Ascot; a fancy date night at the Berkeley with a blond-haired, cobalt-blue-eyed woman who I assumed was your girlfriend; UCL graduation pictures; a family trip to Hong Kong. Cheers for the well-wishing, I thought to myself as I sat in the suffocatingly tiny bedroom of my childhood home.

Though I had completed my play, I kept the entire plot to myself. I told nobody—not Blue, not my university friends, not anybody. I wanted to surprise everyone with a viewing of the play in person, whenever that might be. If ever that might be. But I guess I also believed in the superstition of the evil eye—that the less I spoke of what I was aiming to achieve, the better the chance I had of achieving it. I didn’t really have strong connections to the theater world, despite my degree, though one of my lecturers had been an actor in the West End before he turned to teaching, and I built up enough of a rapport with him that I could use him as leverage once I began sending my play off to agencies and contests. I thought that might have helped, as well as my first-class degree from one of the best drama schools in the country; and the collegiate creative writing award in my second year, in which I won third place; and the local script-writing prize for BAME applicants that I won halfway through my third year, after handing in one of my assignments on a whim. I had the credentials. I had what it took to break through. There was just something missing, and it hurt to consider what that something might be. The nagging notion that it might have had nothing to do with my credentials or how hard I worked, and more to do with everything I couldn’t change, was never lost on me. I just had to hope for the best in my situation; I couldn’t succumb to the frustration. The road to success is slippery, you see. It’s a nebulous wonder. A pain in the arse.

I had secured a Christmas temp position at Lush near Monument Station, and my contract had expired in the first week of the new year. There was an interview scheduled at a Byron Burgers restaurant near the Cutty Sark in Greenwich a few days later. The hours would be enough to allow me to travel around the city and contribute towards the bills and the groceries. My mother was getting older; her hands were starting to ache due to the repetitive strain she had endured from years of hair-braiding, so she couldn’t take on as many clients anymore. Nurses wouldn’t be given pay raises anytime soon, and I didn’t want to be another financial burden she had to consider. Though she might have been ashamed that I hadn’t found full-time work, I know she secretly didn’t want me to move out. If I were to break out of the nest, she’d be left with nothing but cable TV and her own thoughts. She seemed to have warmed up to the concept of Blue being more than just my friend, though it pained her to admit it. She knew Blue was a good person who had shown nothing but respect for my family, despite their reservations. Still, I started spending more of my time at Blue’s house, and Blue started spending less time at mine.

“Why won’t you just tell me what it’s about?” Blue moaned one evening as we sat smoking a joint in her bedroom. The perks of living in a liberal household meant that she could consume as much weed as she wanted, and her parents would chip in on the dealer’s offers instead of kicking her out of the house.

“I just don’t want to. Don’t ask me again. Just wait and see.”

“Fuck’s sake. Fine.”

“Let’s stop talking about me. How’s the band going?”

“It’s not doing too bad.” She shrugged. “We’ve bumped practice from two to three times a week now. My Sundays aren’t as free as they used to be.” She was in her final year of music at Guildhall. Two years earlier, she had joined a five-piece jazz fusion band called Ego Birth, assembled by some of her uni mates. In the time they’d been active, her band had cultivated a following in London’s underground music scene. We had met through a mutual friend at one of her shows at the Windmill in Brixton, and from the moment we locked eyes, the rest was history. From that day forward, I was Ego Birth’s most devoted groupie, attending nearly every show and some studio rehearsals. The mastering of their second EP, Learn to Swim, was finalized, and they had an upcoming gig in Kentish Town to celebrate the release. The evening she’d tried quizzing me on my secret play, she was nonchalantly practicing one of her band’s songs on her bedroom keyboard in preparation for the show. Eventually, she had got so high she gave up playing and put on Anderson. Paak’s new album. She lay next to me on her bed as we sank into the soft melody of “The Bird,” the opening track.

“You’re going to be famous one day. I can feel it in my bones,” I whispered to her, running my thumb across her cheek. “You’re going to go on world tours with Ego Birth and win all the Grammys, all the Ivor Novellos, you name it.”

“I’m not striving for fame, Eddie.”

“It doesn’t matter. It’s about getting the recognition you deserve. Your music is amazing. You’re amazing. I know you’re going to make it out there.”

“How do you know?” she whispered, looking at me.

“A bird with the word came to me.” I smiled, repeating the lyrics of the song that was playing. I looked right into her eyes. She had her mother’s—big, brown, and angular, with enviously thick lashes that curled out from under her soft hooded eyelids. She had a button-shaped nose and full lips with a sharp Cupid’s bow. Her smile was the warmest. When I first met her, I could never quite tell if she was Southeast Asian or black. Her hair texture and skin tone said one thing, and her facial features said another. It turned out she was both.

She switched her position on the bed, propping her elbows on the pillow, and looked down at me as I stared longingly at the ceiling. “What does your name mean in English, Ed?” she asked.

“Naledi? You already know. I’ve told you before.”

“I know. I just want you to say it.”

I sighed. “It means ‘star.’ ”

“So your name literally means ‘star,’ and you’re telling me I’m the one who’s destined for fame?”



I wanted to believe Blue so badly, but after twelve weeks of pitching my play to different agencies and competitions, I wasn’t getting any responses. It was disheartening because I was so, so sure I had hit the jackpot with this play. It was the third one I had ever written, and I knew that it was a thought-provoking, intense, and heartfelt manifestation of all the blood, sweat, and tears (and qualifications and credentials, for fuck’s sake) it had taken me to get there. I didn’t need anybody to tell me that. But paradoxically, I did need someone to tell me that. I needed someone to tell me, and then tell everyone else. I needed someone to give it a chance. There was only one problem: the Brexit referendum was slowly creeping closer, and it had ripped an invisible chasm through the country. A play about immigration and national identity might have been a bit too on the nose at the time. A little too sensitive for a Divided Kingdom.

In The Worthy, it wasn’t birthright or naturalization that determined citizenship. Instead, there was a points-based system, which meant that anyone could be exiled if they could not contribute towards the economy or the fabric of society. Of course, in real life, these are arbitrary concepts, and this was quite a far-fetched idea. But in this world, it would tear families apart, leaving hundreds of thousands of people displaced. Families would all be awaiting the National Sweep: an annual interview that every individual had with citizenship officers, determining whether or not they would be forced to leave the country and seek asylum elsewhere. In the wake of the turn politics took that year, it might not have been the most appropriate premise for a play. But fiction is fiction is fiction, is life, is art, is life, and life imitates art imitates life.

Sometime in April, I had a panic attack. I had just finished shopping around for more literary agencies to send my work to. As I did my research, scrolling through the websites, figuring out who to contact, I noticed something: the majority of these agencies’ clients looked nothing like me. Though there were a few, they were few and far between. When it came to the agents themselves, I’d be extremely lucky to find anyone I saw myself in. In all honesty, I had always known this, but on this one particular night at three in the morning, after my fifth cup of coffee and my nth query submission, the realization became daunting. One could argue, what did I expect when people with skin like mine made up only 3 percent of the population? When people like me, people who were born outside the UK, made up 13 percent of the population? What did I expect when I was just a pinch of pepper grains in a bucket of salt? I began to spiral, asking myself, what did I expect? What did I expect? What did I expect?

I was sure my name must have been a drawback. They must have seen a name like Relebogile Naledi Moruakgomo and concluded that they knew my whole life story. I googled black British writers to see how many of us were out there, and I stumbled upon an A-Z list on Wikipedia. I sighed, heart sinking. That’s how I knew I didn’t stand a chance. We could all be reduced to an exhaustive list. To make matters worse, I found a list specifically promoting female black British writers on another website, and I scrolled to the comments section, where one particular comment stood out to me: Thank you for including me in this! But I would just like to point out that the photo you chose is not a photo of me! Please let me send in a correct image.

These agencies, they must have seen a name like Relebogile Naledi Moruakgomo and thought, we’ve already got Yrsa Daley-Ward, we’ve already got Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, Chioma Okereke, Cecile Emeke, Sade Adeniran, Patience Agbabi, Yaba Badoe, Theresa Ikoko, Oonya Kempadoo, Sarah Ladipo Manyika, Irenosen Okojie, Kadija Sesay, we can hold off on another ethnic woman for now. My heart rate catapulted and my palms began to sweat; my armpits tingled and my eyes blurred into tunnel vision. I realized that I was just going to be an indecipherable, indistinguishable artist, shoved into a box. An exhaustive list. Another name to hurdle over, another face to memorize. The chance of exposure came and went as often as a panda’s fertility window. This probably wasn’t my time, but I had no way of knowing when it would be. People like me don’t have the luxury of time, Hugo. Maybe we’re not worthy of it.








iv The Evolution of a Name



April 2016

Billy Andromeda, a middle-grade sci-fi space opera comprising six books, had sold nearly half a billion copies since its debut in the mid-nineties. It had been adapted into a film series that racked up millions of fans and just as much revenue. Collections, merchandise, theater franchises, theme-park attractions, video games, fan fiction, fan clubs and conventions, and recognizable catchphrases had proliferated from the birth of Billy Andromeda. It had become marinated in the cultural fabric of our society. There were BuzzFeed quizzes that could tell you which intergalactic Andromeda fleet you belonged to based on whatever kind of breakfast you prefer; I’d consider that an indicator of success, if you asked me. The author, C. H. Edmonds, is one of the most successful and influential writers alive. But things might have been different if she’d chosen to go by Charlotte Edmonton-Smith—her full name.

Things might have been different had her publishers not recommended that she shave down her name in an attempt to appeal to the target market of her books—young boys who may not have gravitated towards a book written by a woman. It’s a ridiculous thing to have to do, to have your work judged on something you can’t change about yourself, as opposed to the merits of the work itself. It’s a sad reality, but it happens. George Eliot, one of the most influential writers of the nineteenth century, had no other choice but to divorce her real identity from her work. Charlotte, Emily, and Anne Brontë may have never stood a chance at the beginning of their careers if they hadn’t gone by Currer, Ellis, and Acton Bell.

Interestingly enough, after Edmonds catapulted into fame and couldn’t hide the fact that she was born with a vagina, she decided to publish more books under a male pseudonym: Harold Danforth. It was done secretly, but soon enough it was front-page news that the gripping new adult crime novel White Silver had not been written by a man, but in fact a woman we already knew and loved. When interviewed, Edmonds said she did it for her work. She wanted it to stand out on its own merits. She already had the power of exposure, but then it became about how closely her public perception tied into what she wrote. Her book was critically acclaimed without anyone knowing it was she who had written it, and that was all that mattered. I mean, it’s not like having a colossal industry backing basically astroturfed her anonymous publication, but hey ho. Even after everyone found out, she decided that she would continue to write under the moniker, because she loved the idea of having a persona. I may have not stood a chance as Naledi Moruakgomo, even if I should have. Even if it was 2016.

In the theater world, the latest play to win the Laurence Olivier was written by Martin McDonagh, and before that it was Mike Bartlett, and before that it was Lucy Kirkwood, a white woman, but before that it was Simon Stephens, it was John Hodge, it was Bruce Norris, but hey, before him it was Katori Hall, a black woman, but before her it was Gregory Burke, it was Simon McBurney, it was David Harrower, it was Simon Stephens, it was Alan Bennett, it was Martin McDonagh, it was Nicholas Wright, but hey, before that it was August Wilson, a black man! But before that it was Joe Penhall, it was Richard Nelson, it was Conor McPherson, it was Patrick Marber, but hey, before that it was Pam Gems, a white woman! But before that it was David Hare, it was Arthur Miller, it was Tom Stoppard, it was John Guare, it was Ariel Dorfman, it was Brian Friel, it was David Hare, but hey, before that it was Timberlake Wertenbaker, a white woman, and before that it was Caryl Churchill, a white woman! But before that it was Christopher Hampton, it was Peter Barnes, Michael Frayn, David Mamet, Julian Mitchell, Mark Medoff, Charles Dickens and David Edgar, Harold Pinter, Brian Clark, Henry de Motherlant, Vivian Cox and Bernard Miles, it was Denis Cannan. Just like that, Naledi Moruakgomo became Edward Moore. It read like a winner’s name, in more ways than one.



“D’you reckon that’s going to work, like? Just changing your name like that?” my coworker Lydia asked me as we lounged on the grass in Greenwich Park. We had just finished a hectic lunchtime shift at the burger restaurant, where I’d now been working for three months. We’d been hired at the same time, and to celebrate passing our probation period, we grabbed a couple of cans of beer from a nearby Tesco Express and made our way to the patch of grass beneath the Royal Observatory, overlooking the metallic metropolis skyline that is Canary Wharf. I had formed a new friendship with Lydia, a bubbly second-year art history student at the School of Oriental and African Studies, who was originally from Liverpool. I found myself divulging my life story to her in increments, during work smoke breaks, and eventually once we began scheduling hangouts outside of our shifts. Her thick Scouse lilt and penchant for ending every other sentence with the word like particularly took some getting used to, but I eventually saw them as part of her charm. During our conversations, I’d tell her about Thomas Swindon, a former university classmate of mine whose play had just been picked up by a major agency, or of Christen Winn, another budding playwright who had just announced her debut at London’s Regium Theatre. I’d tell her that even though we graduated from the same school with the same grades (I’m pretty sure I actually did better than them, but alas) I always had this nagging feeling there was just something everyone else had that I apparently didn’t. When I told her of my plan to go under a pen name, she wasn’t so convinced.

“It’s worth a try. My name’s a bit of a mouthful. Maybe it puts all the agents off. They’re probably too afraid to misspell it, even though they could just copy and paste my email signature.” I took a swig of my Red Stripe.

“I think you should stick to your real name. It’s more authentic, you know? I don’t know, if I were an agent and I saw a name like yours, it’d probably pique my interest.”

“That’s my point—I don’t want my name to pique interest. I want my play to do that. So maybe it’s worth muting my profile a little.” I looked down the hill, observing the sprawl of people and families enjoying their day in the park. “It shouldn’t even matter what my name is, but I know it does.”

“Bollocks,” Lydia said. “So many writers have names that are difficult to pronounce. So what? We just learn them.”

“You’re talking about the 0.002 percent of writers with difficult-to-pronounce names that even make it in the industry,” I responded. I had plucked that statistic out of my arse, but it hadn’t come from a complete vacuum. I wanted to mention how C. H. Edmonds’s real name wasn’t difficult to pronounce at all, but she still had to change it. There were too many layers to consider here. Questions surrounding writer authenticity and name phonetics were just the tip of the iceberg. Lydia seemed fairly aware of concepts like white privilege, the patriarchy, late-stage capitalism, but it was one thing to be aware of these things, and another thing to feel them weighing you down as you tried to stay afloat.

“All I’m saying is that shit takes time,” Lydia said, running a hand through her dark red hair. Her cropped bangs fluttered in the subtle breeze. “I’m sure your work is great enough for you to not have to jump through hoops to get recognition.” She looked at me sympathetically. Thank you, Lydia Flagstaff, I thought to myself. Yours sincerely, woman with a foreign name that’s constantly being misspelled in emails, even though they could have just copied and pasted my email signature.

A couple of drinks and a shared joint later, Lydia had to make it to a cousin’s engagement party in Muswell Hill. Despite knowing she’d probably be the first person to turn up already drunk, she assured me it was the only way she thought she’d be able to endure a night of saccharine revelries encompassing patriarchal ideals of romance. As we parted ways, I realized that I was tipsy enough not to call it a day, but instead make it a night. The sun started to dip below the city when I rang up my brother, Nick, and asked if he was free. I’d usually text my uni friends, like Sinead, or Ellen, or Kristian, but the last thing I wanted to do was entrap myself into overlapping conversations about theater since graduation. It had been nine months since we threw our mortarboards in the air, but I barely had anything to show for it.

My closest uni friend, Amanda, had picked up on my ever-growing distance from the uni crew about a month ago, but this was also a week before her one-way flight to the USA to take on a Broadway acting role she’d auditioned for over Skype. We’d bonded over the hardships of being a pair in the miniature handful of black female creatives in our academic field, even though we played different roles. She was a passionate stage actress with a hypnotic presence. It was no wonder she’d made her break so soon—even if it meant being cast as a seventeenth-century runaway slave for a primarily middle-class New York audience. She’d asked me why I’d become distant in recent months, and I didn’t have the heart to tell her it was because, once we’d all graduated, there was that one fewer thing holding us together: the uncertainty of our futures.

We were all students doing what we could to get by, and now that we’d transitioned into just adults doing what we could to get by, the margins of uncertainty wavered at the same time as they shrank. I was working at a fucking burger place, for crying out loud. Neither Sinead, nor Ellen, nor Kristian needed the scoop on that. Amanda was abandoning me for her success. I spent way too much time with Blue for it to be the first port of call every time I found myself with nowhere to go on a weekday evening. There was nowhere else to turn but to my brother.

I’m saying that like he was a last resort. He wasn’t. From the moment my brain could put together images and sounds and recognize faces and voices, Nick had been there. I was a toddler when he was born, but I threw myself into a maternal position from the beginning: fawning over him, performing overprotectiveness and a domineering persona to a near-concerning level. Even with my neuroticism and obsession with control, Nick never seemed to be too fazed. We’re polar opposites in that way; he’s cool as a cucumber growing in a nursery on the Arctic tundra, whereas the only thing about me that had ever been relaxed was my hair, courtesy of the chemical straighteners I had spent my formative years taking advantage of.

When I met Nick at the pub about an hour after waving Lydia goodbye, I was on my fourth cigarette, standing outside the Bethnal Green Tavern, feeling both skittish and lethargic at the same time. Nick approached, and I stubbed out the remainder of my butt before dodging his incoming embrace.

“So it’s like that, yeah?” Nick shook his head as we made our way inside the pub.

“I stink. I’m sorry,” I responded, instantly picking up on a shadow of the molasses-like slur oozing from my voice. I was already four beers and half a joint down at this point, so it made sense. The feeling that the night was still young had ended abruptly after the second cigarette, but knowing my brother was now en route, I had to see it through. It had been a while since we’d hung out anyway.

“D’you plan on quitting the cigs anytime soon?” Nick asked once we were sitting down. The dim lighting, accompanied by the moderate murmur of other patrons, the occasional clink of glasses, and the sounds of the nostalgic rock playlist permeating the air, had me holding my chin up with my hands on the table as a crutch for my dip in energy.

“I plan on quitting when I quit,” I said, looking down at the drinks menu. “Do you know what you want?”

“I think I’ll just get a rum and Coke,” Nick said, leaning forwards to briefly scan the menu after he’d already made his declaration. Then he leaned back in his chair and tapped his fingers on the table. “Why does this feel like a date?” He chuckled.

“What the fuck, Nick? Don’t be so weird,” I started.

“Mate, you’re gay. I just meant, like, this is so formal. Also, I think this is the first time you’ve ever got drinks with me.”

“That’s not true. The grad party, remember?”

“I mean just you. It’s always you and Blue.”

“Touché. How’s life?” I said, picking my bag up from the floor to look for my purse. “Actually, hold that question while I go get our drinks. Rum and Coke, right?”

“Uhhh… yeah. I think I’ll just have one drink tonight.”

“Big fat loser,” I sighed, leaving the table. Though I’d always been something of a motherly figure to my brother, there was a point where he’d matured and I must have regressed, and it was all coming to the fore. I returned with my pint of Camden Pale Ale and his poison of choice, and asked him why he wasn’t down for a rager.

“Exam season, sis,” he responded. “It’s intense. I can’t deal with a hangover until this shit is over and done with. Then I’ll go fucking crazy.”

“So that’s your life at the moment?” I took a liberal swig of beer. “Just uni?”

“Mainly, yeah. I’m still hunting for a job placement too. It’s a lot of pressure.”

“You’ll be fine.” I shrugged. “Anything else going on?”

It was like I’d given him an opening to veer somewhere personal; a place we barely ever traversed together. Back when I first started seeing Blue, introducing her to my brother had been much less of a hassle and happened way sooner than coming out to my mother, in part due to his easygoing nature. He got on well with her and promised to keep our relationship quiet until I was ready to reveal it. He was one of the few people I could trust, and I hoped that it went both ways. Though he was well aware of my sexuality and relationship status, I wouldn’t say we were on equal grounds. I always wondered what his social life was like.

“I’m dating someone,” he said. “Still early days, though.”

“Go on. Tell me more. Divulge.”

“Man, I don’t want to jinx anything.”

“I don’t think you’re putting a hex on your relationship by telling me her name, at the least.”

He paused. “She’s called Deborah. Debs for short. We’re on the same course.”

“Wow. That’s lovely. What is she?”

“What do you mean?” Nick narrowed his eyes.

“You know what I mean. Lekgoa? Not lekgoa?”

“She’s French, actually. Her dad’s Algerian. Mum’s from Bordeaux.”

“Your summers are gonna be lovely.” I sighed. “Wine and charcuterie boards galore.”

“Let’s not get too hopeful. How’s your play stuff going? You getting somewhere?” Nick asked, sucking me back into the reality of my situation.

“Let’s not get too hopeful,” I said with a grimace, parroting him. “I’m still doing the rounds.”

Nick looked at me soberly. “It’s tough out there, isn’t it?”

“Dog eat dog.” I took another swig. “But let’s not talk about it. Let’s cheers to your new girlfriend, Debs. Maybe we can go on a double date one of these days! After your exams, of course.”

“Stop dashing the topic.”

“Ugh. I don’t want to disappoint Mum,” I finally lamented. “I can’t let her know I’m struggling. You can’t tell her I am.”

“You know I won’t,” Nick replied, sounding slightly stung, as if I wouldn’t put it past him. “There’s obviously no point in telling her anything that isn’t a success story. I know that just as much as you do.”

“I know. I know. I can just feel the tension sometimes. I come back from work and she’ll ask me how it was, and then she’ll ask me if I’m looking for other jobs, and I’ll respond with ‘work was fine’ and ‘yes, I am,’ and the cycle continues. I know she thinks I’m a huge disappointment.”

“Far from the truth, Naledi,” Nick responded. To this day, he’s one of the few people who has never called me by anything other than my real name. Every time he does, it’s like an existential anchor that drops me into a small crevice outside the multitudes of my identity. “You’re not a disappointment. Maybe to your own expectations, but nobody else’s.”

“Shut up. You’re nineteen. Stop being a wise man,” I responded, with the sudden urge to cry. Instead, I finished my drink.

“It’s true, though. I went to your final year showcase. It was sick, man. Something I ain’t ever seen before. It’s not a surprise you left with the highest grade.”

I wanted to say something cynical about how your final uni grades didn’t matter once you graduated, but then I remembered I was talking to a uni student. “I’m a theater kid at the end of the day,” I said instead. “I’m not a Canary Wharf briefcase wanker. I’m not a hashtag-girlboss-building-my-empire. Just a theater grad.”

“Negative Naledi.” Nick shook his head. “You’ve got something special. Everybody knows it. No matter what it takes, you’re gonna make it.”

He was right. Emphasis on the “no matter what it takes.” If anyone knows exactly what it took, it’s you, Hugo.



Come June, two responses peeked out of the small mound of rejections, which meant I had piqued some interest. However, after the first round of requests to send in the entire play, I was told by both agencies that my work was not quite what they were looking for.

I remember where I was when I got the second rejection email, taking a smoke break at work, heart sinking. My thumbs moved autonomously straight to Facebook so I could distract myself by doomscrolling through the endless cycle of Brexit news articles as the referendum crawled closer. I remember being stopped in my tracks, my jaw hanging open, at a headline I couldn’t believe was real: in broad daylight, Jo Cox, a Labour MP, had been shot with a modified hunting rifle, then stabbed to death, in West Yorkshire. Two days later, the terrorist told Westminster Magistrates’ Court, “My name is death to traitors, freedom for Britain.” He was declared sane by a psychiatrist after his arrest.
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“Layered, hyperaware, and as entertaining as it is incendiary, Jay's debut is a hit.”

—MATED ASKARIPOUR, New York Times bestselling author of Black Buck
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