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Zawe Ashton is an actress, playwright and director who started acting at the age of six. Her portrayal of Vod in Sam Bain and Jesse Armstrong’s Fresh Meat won her a cult following and the diversity of her work across television, film and stage has attracted numerous accolades. Recent credits include the BBC/Netflix TV series Wanderlust, the Netflix feature film Velvet Buzzsaw and Betrayal at the Harold Pinter Theatre. Her play for all those women who thought they were Mad will be staged for the first time this year. She lives in London.
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This is a work of fiction.

But mostly fact.

No identification with actual persons (living or deceased), places, buildings or products is intended or should be inferred.

No person or entity associated with this story received payment or anything of value, or entered into any agreement.

No animals were harmed.




Roll up, roll up! The circus is in town! See the elephants fly, trapeze artists conquer death-defying feats and – of course – the den of freaks. The real star of our show, ladies and gentlemen – and back by the most popular demand – Lana the Lady of Many Adjectives! Yes, look amazed, for she is what makes our circus truly great! Known as ‘The Human Chameleon’ in some of our native constituencies, ‘La Dame de beaucoup de couleurs’ in Paris of course, ‘Oku no keiyoshi no josei’ in Hong Kong, and ‘mwanamke vivumishiwengi’ to our friends in the Swahili-speaking nations of the African continent. She’s a sight to behold, and for those of you returning, well, how she will amaze even on a second, third, fourth viewing! Behold how she shapeshifts from one recognisable form to another, ladies and gentlemen! So seamlessly does she transform, many have questioned whether it is white magic. But like her colleague and good friend, and second-most popular act in the den of freaks, my good people, Bonnie the Bearded Lady – yes, another cheer for our bearded princess! What a gal! What a gal – much like Bonnie, this is something our precious chameleon was born to, a gift from the high and powerful! We have it here on these humble shores to wow you with today.

I joined this circus as a boy, ladies and gentlemen. I’ve seen all there is to see. There’s not a freak I haven’t witnessed up close. Mottle and Modrigal, the conjoined twins with a passion for yodelling, left on our doorstep in a wicker basket with a note that read ‘Do as God would bid.’ We gave those girl-children a second chance at life under this big top. Yes, roll right up, get nice and warm now, ladies and gentlemen, huddle together, as I tell you the story of Ariel – the mermaid rescued from the wreckage of a washed-up trawler. We found her gasping for air among the bodies of good men and brought her here. It was the happiest of coincidences that we had the human-sized tank for Klaus the Krusader’s pirate escape trick in the back of our wagon! I’ll never forget the gasp she gave when she plunged into that water, ladies and gents. Never trust a mermaid! people warned. She’s a special part of our family and was our most unique freak act … Until now. I wouldn’t be lying when I said that Lady Lana of many colours, many names, many skins, is the most special, most unique of all the lady freaks we’ve had here. Ever. None have moved me, ladies and gentlemen, like the spectacle of Lana. That’s it, huddle together, Cammy the Contortionist will put your pounds in the glass jar. You’ll see her do something else entirely with that very jar in just a little while’s time. Whoa-ho! That very jar!

The illumination, folks, that Lana has provided us with since she joined our merry band, is like nothing I’ve experienced in the circus before. There’s no one performance the same. And how our paths came to cross is no less exceptional than any of my other girl freaks. Driving through the desert one night, a sandstorm kicked up, so thick I stopped the wagon. No show is so important as the safety of my flock. I threw my voice back as far as it would go, hoping the message to bed down for the night would travel. I hurled my voice into the wind until it was hoarse and still no reply. A grave worry came over me. I gave one more call that took so much strength, ladies and gents, I nearly passed out and loosed my mare from her harness! Suddenly, through the whistling of the wind, I heard a voice – it carried on the moving sand. But when it reached my ear, I discovered to my horror – it was my echo. My own voice thrown back at my wagon! Well, this was most curious as the land was flat. There were no mountains, valleys or even anthills for my voice to bounce off. My fear was that Echo, that ungodly sprite, might have hitched herself to our wagon – causing all types of her usual chaos! My troupe are fragile folks.

I jumped from my wagon, tying the filly to a cactus, my scarf about my eyes in case the sand blasted them from their sockets. It was a night sent from Lucifer’s hand to test us. I went in search of the other wagons. As I walked, hands to the wind, I began to make out a figure approaching. ‘Echo, you little nymph, release us from this havoc!’ There was no answer. Slowly, it seemed to me that this figure wasn’t that of a sprite, but that of a man. Straining my eyes even more, trying to identify the oncoming figure, I cried out again. ‘Echo?’ My voice bounced back. ‘Damn you, Echo! You know there ain’t any room for you in this here troupe! Your mischief has no place here. Now let us alone so we can sleep off this storm!’ No sooner had the words left my mouth, the figure that had been silhouetted in the dust was as close as the tip of the nose on my face. Nothing could have prepared me for what happened next, the most extraordinary encounter I can commit to record, ladies and gentlemen. Just as I had been communicating with a voice that was a dead ringer for my own, I was now face-to-face with my own image. The face, hands, hair, body, clothes were – mine. A true reflection. Convinced the lack of food and water had finally done me in, I took the doppelgänger to be a powerful mirage and resolved to find the rest of the wagons. At that moment, our very own Bonnie the Bearded Lady appeared through the sand. She called out to me and no sooner had she opened her mouth than it rang out in an echo exactly as before. No sooner had the echo resounded, the vision I had dismissed shapeshifted into a true likeness of Bonnie in front of our eyes. Her face, her body, her beard, her torn dress, her voice – reflected exactement! Ladies and gentleman, as someone party to my grand share of illusions over time, this was the most accomplished act of any I had ever seen. Bonnie cried out, her nerves shot as mine had been moments before. More of our troupe emerged through the fog, responding to Bonnie’s blood-curdling cry. And as quickly as each one came, was as quickly as the creature changed. Klaus the Krusader – the creature took on his exact form, Polly the parrot to boot! Strong Man fell to his knees when the creature took on his curly moustache, the tattoo of his mother over his heart. The screams and hollers of disbelief kept every circus girl and boy coming to the place and there wasn’t a clown, sideshow act or animal that it couldn’t emulate. As those who had fainted were brought about with smelling potions, the sand still swirling through us, I took my moment, grabbing the creature by the shoulders.

‘Who. Are. You?!’

Lo and behold, the creature looked me dead in the eyes and dropped its final simulation as quickly and easily as the curtain might fall at the end of a play. Another round of gasps went up when we saw what lay beneath these energetic transformations. A young woman, barely out of girlhood. A simple shift hanging loosely from her fragile collarbones. Her hair, arms, legs, eyes all registered as human. A human woman.

‘My name is Lana. I am whoever you want me to be.’

Her voice was soft and yet could cut through a sandstorm.

Why was this eighth wonder stranded alone in the desert? She was destined to come with us.

The reception we received the following night with the grand unveiling of our precious Lana, the Lady of a million Adjectives, went down in freak-show history. She held a mirror up to humanity so clear, there was not a man or woman unsusceptible to her power. We ate well that night, ladies and gentlemen, and many of us tried our first drops of champagne.

Ladies and gentlemen, you’ve indulged me. We are now sold out! What a beautiful crowd you are. It’s warming up, it’s warming up now. I know you won’t be let down by our main attraction here tonight, we’ve been all over the world and never failed to shock, awe and of course move. For your amazement and pleasure, she’s the Human Chameleon, our precious Changeling, she is – the Lady of Many Adjectives!!!

Another fanfare please!

Keep that applause coming, ladies and gentlemen, she’s the most timid of sideshow starlets, the most humble of wonders! Lana! The Lady of Many Adjectives! Keep those hands clapping, don’t stop the clapping! Another fanfare, please!

A frail woman enters from the side of the arena, her ribs concertina under the delicate fabric of her slip.

Transform for us, you sensitive beauty! Famed freak! Pearl of our world-famous production! This woman is anything you want her to be! You won’t be disappointed! Lana! Lana!

Her ashen feet drag, leaving tracks in the sawdust.




Character: Cute Little Girl, 6 yrs.

Breakdown: Cute little girl, 6 yrs.

Project: Long-running children’s TV series.

Notes from casting: Please only submit girls who can take direction.





The camera rolls.

This is a world populated by men and lights.

So much light around me it feels like I’m on my own.

Apart from the camera.

It’s a little black eye.

It follows me wherever I go.

I’ve got new clothes and someone has done my hair.

‘Do you want some make-up?’

‘Like my dolls?’

‘Yeah!’

When people talk to me, they use my name. When they talk about me they use another name. The name of the character.

When they say ‘cut’, it means stop, and when they say ‘action’, it means go.

‘Action’ means be the character, someone else.

‘Cut’ means be myself.

‘So cute!’

I have to kneel down, wind a watch and smile. That’s my part.

‘Cut!’

It’s so hot.

Someone gives me a Coca-Cola in the bottle.

‘Is this for me?’

Do I drink it?

I hold on to it for a long time. I can hear people start to laugh on the other side of the lights.

I’m so thirsty.

Is this for me or for her?

‘You’re so cute!’

I don’t remember Coca-Cola being in the script.

Who do they want me to be?

Maybe I can be both.

I take a sip.





INT. ACTRESS’S BEDROOM. MORNING.



A half-finished glass of white wine sits next to a stained coffee cup on a bedside table. Posters of independent French films adorn the walls. A dressing table, make-up strewn, greetings cards and postcards emblazoned with handwritten messages -‘So proud’, ‘I love you’, ‘A star!’ Wilted lilies sway in the breeze from the open window.



Morning light on a lone figure wrapped in a duvet with pink hearts. A woman’s hair just visible on the pillow. This is ACTRESS.



Her phone rings. Peeling the duvet from her face, she looks at the caller ID. She takes a deep breath and slaps both cheeks, hard.

ACTRESS

Phone tag! You got me!

AGENT

Finally! How you doing?

ACTRESS

I’m good, I’m great! Just getting ready to do some – Pilates.


ACTRESS catches sight of the half-glass of wine. She puts her head in her hands.

AGENT

I’ve been trying to touch in.

ACTRESS

Yeah, yeah, sorry. I’ve just been working out a lot, getting in some downtime.

AGENT

You must still be exhausted?

ACTRESS

No, no, I feel good, I feel great, I’m really – good.

AGENT

People are still raving about the play.

ACTRESS

Good. Good.

AGENT

We’ll find you that next big thing. OK? This year is your year, I really believe that.

ACTRESS

Me too. Me too.

AGENT

There’s a great superhero movie you’d be amazing for, an Invisible Woman who becomes visible in the sequel.

ACTRESS

Cool!


ACTRESS takes a sip of warm wine. Coughs.

ACTRESS

Sorry, just – hydrating.

AGENT

Then there’s a Civil Rights movie, currently untitled. I don’t think there’s much in there as they’re focusing on the male leads for the moment, but I think even without dialogue this could be interesting.

ACTRESS

Wordless protest, absolutely.

AGENT

Exactly. Then a new TV series, female-led, really brave.

ACTRESS

Women, great, always – brave.

AGENT

I mean, we haven’t touched in for a while, so there’s a pile of breakdowns here for you. A good range of characters.


ACTRESS laughs.

AGENT

Sorry?

ACTRESS

Sorry, just, ‘a pile of breakdowns’. It’s a funny – expression.

AGENT

Yes! Haha!

ACTRESS

Break … down …


She rolls the words in her mouth.

AGENT

Shall I go on?

ACTRESS

Absolutely.

AGENT

Good. There’s some great love-interest roles, a really sexy spy – in a sequel for a big franchise. What I do have imminently is a meeting for a sci-fi drama – a doctor goes rogue in space. They’re talking about it being a big comeback vehicle for an actor they won’t name, he’s had some allegations cleared, so they’re going full steam ahead. No script yet, but also very exciting.

ACTRESS

Who needs a script anyway!

AGENT

I’ve sent an email with the date now. Take a look. They want you to wear something that shows your physique – it’s an athletic role. It does also suggest that nudity may be required, but we can come to that should you get it.

ACTRESS

An athletic doctor goes rogue on a naked moon mission.

AGENT

I think you’ll like this one.


ACTRESS’s eyes fall on a small fly drowning in the half-glass of wine.

ACTRESS

(in a French accent)

Super!

AGENT

The glass is half full.

ACTRESS

Yes, it is.

AGENT

This is your year. The perfect role is waiting.


ACTRESS draws eye level with the warm wine, follows the small fly as it drifts in a circle inside the glass.



CUT TO:






Character: Hero, 8 yrs.

Breakdown: Afro.

Project: Commercial/TV.





Cushion on the floor, hard comb in the gentle hands of my mother, the nightly ritual of pulling the tomboy twigs from my Afro. It hurts. She forgivingly olive-oils over the damage done in the playground and an ad plays on the TV. ‘Wash and Go’. A new and exclusive hair product, the first shampoo of its kind on account of it also being a conditioner. Two in one. I watch as a smiley brunette showers at a sports centre, applying the wonder fluid liberally. She doesn’t even seem to need a towel afterwards; a glossy bob falls effortlessly down from her towel turban. The brunette’s hair boings up and down in slow motion – I gasp. Her disdain for the boring everyday shampoo and conditioner the other women are using is compounded when they can’t get combs through their hair after showering, it hangs lifeless on their shoulders. They need Wash and Go. I need Wash and Go. I smile. I’m sold. My prayers answered in a sexy green bottle. Less combing-hair time, more swimming, tree-climbing, Nintendo time. When I leave the pool my hair will finally fall down effortlessly rather than continue its gravity defying experiments. The brunette is so carefree as she steps out into the world. Into happiness. More time for herself. I want that. When we go to the supermarket tomorrow I’m going to buy that. Mum, I’m thankful for all your help thus far, but I’m going to manage on my own from now on. By tomorrow night you won’t recognise me. I’ll be shiny and new.

In the supermarket aisle, I’m on tiptoe with excitement. Every time I see something green my little heart wobbles. It’s so close, this freedom, this new life where tangles and frizz and all the extra-ness on my head just flows down my back. Mum is walking quite far ahead. I don’t want to be anywhere near her at the moment, frankly, as she simply isn’t seeing the vision I am. She has said on multiple occasions from home, to the car, to here, that Wash and Go isn’t for me. That it isn’t ‘right’ for my hair. Well, she’s shot herself in the foot already, because if they’re selling it in a supermarket, it is for everyone. That’s why they’re supermarkets, not just regular markets. Next she’ll be telling me that not all toothbrushes are right for my teeth! Oh my God. There it is. It’s not even stacked on a shelf like all the other tired products. It has its own green pyramid tower in between the aisles. It’s a beautiful plastic Christmas tree; the fluorescent light bounces off it just so. It looks like it’s alight. It’s the same one, the green bottle straight from the TV. I didn’t make it up in my head. It’s really there and I can reach it. I’m reaching out my tiny hand and touching freedom. Everything slows down. The soft plastic gives a tiny bit in my fingers. I’m gripping it, both hands now. I want to pop the cap and lather it onto my hair immediately, see the results under the bright lights. I might cry, I feel so damn hopeful. Suddenly Mum is behind me. What is she saying? Everything is quiet in my head. What is she saying? Read her lips. ‘Put.’ Yes. It? ‘It,’ yes. ‘Back.’ Back? Back where? I don’t want to disrupt the pyramid any more than I have to. She must mean put it in the trolley. With pleasure! She’s right, lathering up here and now wouldn’t be suitable. I slam-dunk it, it bounces a little on the wire, like the brunette lady’s hair. What’s she doing now? She’s taking it out of the trolley! The world is going black and white again, backwards from the vivid Technicolor I’d temporarily been living in. Like Dorothy on rewind through Oz! No. No. No. She hasn’t even put it back on its Christmas tree, she’s put it on the whatever shelf with all the other no-name-whatever shit.

‘It’s not right for your hair, Zawe, please believe me.’

The words ring out clear and my feelings are hurt. I’m crying, instantly. The crying that hurts the middle of your chest. I pull at Mum, I pull at my own hair. Mum looks scared. I’m scared too, because of how much I want this. I’m now trying to physically shake my hair from my head. Side to side, backwards and forwards. I am a tree shaking its roots to shed its dead leaves. I’m serious. I want it gone. I want to be in control of my hair. I’m moshing in the cosmetic aisle of Safeway because even though I’m only eight I find my hair so stressful it makes me want to punch out at the air until I’m sick. Tress stress. Has Mum thought about the next eight years of my life? Has she thought about how as I become bigger, it will become bigger. What if it outgrows me altogether and picks up in the wind like a hot-air balloon? Has Mum thought about that? Shake shake shake shake shake shake shake shake shake shake shake shake shake shake, punch punch punch punch punch punch punch punch punch, kick kick kick kick kick kick kick kick kick kick kick –

‘Excuse me, madam, is this your child? Please control her.’

If there’s one thing Mum hates, it’s when I temper-tantrum in public and people look sideways at us. The attention from the store representative makes her return the green bottle to the bottom of the trolley. Ha! Seriously, thank God for that woman. I wave at her, smiling, until she turns the corner at the toilet roll. There it is. For keeps. My heart is a paper aeroplane.


I know how to lock the bathroom door. Easy. I know how to run the bath taps. Easy. I’ve clocked how the grown-ups do it, not a problem. What I’m not actually sure I know how to do is wash my own hair. That’s always taken care of while my eyes are squeezed tight. How hard can it be? I lock the door, run the taps and flip the cap on the bottle with my thumbs. I am handling this. I could be twenty-five.

The wonder stuff comes out so pearly white and smells so fresh, I’m giddy. This purifying liquid is going to silky-smooth me, I feel it. Put some in the front. That’s good. Rub it in. Some in the back. Make hands into a little bucket shape and mix some water in, that’s working. Bubbles! Yes, it’s definitely working. Repeat, repeat, splash water, repeat. Stick head under the tap. Don’t admit how much your eyes are stinging. Don’t call for help. They’ll try and take it from you again. This is freedom.

It’s working. It’s working. I can feel it, under my fingers, my hair unlocking! It will soon be glossy enough to swish in my parents’ faces. Everyone who makes fun of me at school? The gloss will blind them all!

I drip my head out of the bath onto my swimming towel, which I had put carefully in place earlier. I wrap it around my head, rubbing my hair like I’m waiting for a genie. When it feels as dry as the lady in the advert made hers, I open my eyes. Step up on the toilet, draw level with the mirror. I untwist the orca-print towel from my tiny head. It falls past the toilet to the floor, eating its own tail. I stare at my reflection. I move my head left, then right. I walk round on myself – craning my neck as best I can to see the back of my head. What’s gone wrong? This isn’t a bob, this isn’t gloss that can blind adults and children alike? This is just my old hair but – worse? It’s all off to one side. It’s not even curls any more, it’s dark brown candyfloss. I’m going to tap it with my palm. When the brunette touched her hair like this, it bounced back and tumbled down. My hand reaches up. I feel how brittle it really is and it takes me aback. There’s a sudden knock at the door. An urgent knock. Look at this mess. I don’t want to give up. The knocking keeps coming. Then a shout. Can we all just keep calm? Maybe they think I’m drowning myself. Oops, yeah, left the tap on. I’m not sure how much time has passed. The sounds in the room are magnified in my hot ears. The rising water in the bath sounds like a violent storm over the sea. The banging on the door is a woodcutter splintering wood. I have to be bigger than the noises, they’re distracting me! I have to do something before the door splits and the whole world shatters. Because if I’m wrong and the TV lies and Mum has to comb my hair until I’m twenty, my heart will break. My eye catches something sparkling behind me in the mirror. The whole room is vibrating now. The sparkly thing looks like Tinkerbell hovering up and down in the glass. Calling me over. Oh, I see, yes, I see you. I see you, shiny fairy wings. I see you – scissors.

Once they’re wrapped round my fingers, the room is quiet again, the sea in the bathtub laps lazily now instead of raging. The insistent knocking is just a soundtrack to my triumph.

Snip. Little slip. Snip. Handful of tough curl. Snip. One more fistful. Snip! The dead hair floats to the ground. One more snip. Door opens. Oh dear. Close eyes. Open one. Mum’s had to bust the lock. She’s not going to like that. I don’t need to look back though, this new style feels pretty certain on my head. I can sort of sense it’s good. Not quite down-the-back flowing, but it feels – different. I look up at Mum; Dad isn’t far behind, dashing for scissors, running taps and waterlogged floor. He looks like a frightened octopus. Mum? I communicate with expectant eyes and sweet smile alone. Is it a glossy bob? Hopeful eyes widen. Is this front bit of hair I can feel about to relax into a fringe? My ticket to same-ness? I’m not getting much hopeful eye contact back. Better turn to the mirror for the facts.

Little.

Heart.

Break.

It’s a breeze block.

It’s a rectangle where the effortless fringe should be and a square everywhere else. This isn’t a glossy bob. Staring into this mirror is the equivalent of being told Santa doesn’t exist. It’s one of the first times I’ve been in control of how I look. It’s one of the first times I’m aware of how I look impacting on how I feel. About myself. The hot tears start to prick behind my eyes as it dawns on me, it’s school the next day. I was supposed to blind them with my bone-straight hair. Instead I’ll blind them with a hair javelin to the face.

Mum scoops me up. Will they still love me looking like this? Do they even recognise me as theirs? Mum gets to work on softening some of the edges. Her gentle hands smooth out the hurt. She was right. When the TV talks about hair, it hasn’t got round to talking about me.

‘Will I ever be able to wash and go?’

‘Don’t move your head, sweetheart.’

Dad’s breathing like he’s been fighting, two wet patches on his work trousers. I expect a punishment, but he says I can play Nintendo. I jump to my feet. I need to become a hair invalid more often! Before I grab the control pad, Dad and Mum both sink down to my height. They hold my hands, stroke hair tufts, say they were worried. Say they love my hair. Say I must always be myself. Blah blah blah! Someone get the remote! The TV fizzes to life. The end of an ad plays out, a new one. A blonde woman smiles and washes her hair in a stream. The light bounces off it as she stares down the lens, content, the water running clear over the clean yellow strands. A stream? I’m not falling for it this time. She looks happy, sure, carefree, but she’s got to get up early and wash her hair outside? I’m not buying your lies any more, television. Maybe the brunette never even used Wash and Go. Maybe she was actually wearing a wig! No one’s hair dries that goddamn fast. Nintendo case click, remote click, TV fizz to video mode, then black. And there’s me. I can see myself. I’m in the TV. I can see where Mum’s put the hair that’s still long enough into
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