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    About Cardboard Citizens


    Cardboard Citizens creates theatre with, for and about people with lived experience of homelessness, poverty or inequity.


    We use theatre, art and training to empower individuals to make change in their own lives, and in their communities. We run a Membership programme for people with experience of homelessness, poverty or inequity, offering free workshops, information, advice and guidance, training and qualifications, and creating opportunities for employment in the theatre industry and beyond. We create theatre rooted in issues of homelessness, poverty and the inequity that causes them, working with artists who speak from experience and creating performances in theatres and in hostels, prisons and community venues. Through the stories we tell, we aim to challenge perspectives and inspire positive change in audiences, across the arts sector, and in wider society. Cardboard Citizens was founded by Adrian Jackson MBE in 1991. Productions directed by Jackson included critically acclaimed Cathy, Bystanders, Home Truths and the Evening Standard Award-winning Mincemeat.


    Chris Sonnex joined Cardboard Citizens as Artistic Director and Joint CEO in autumn 2021. He is the charity’s first Artistic Director with lived experience of homelessness and since his appointment has spearheaded a broadening out of the organisation’s focus: exploring impactful solutions to challenge the systemic causes of homelessness in the UK today, alongside making concrete commitments to redress the inequality of opportunity in the performing arts industry, which included opening its entire programme out to people experiencing poverty and inequity.


    Recent work includes the award-winning short-film series, More Than One Story; Bangers by Danusia Samal, directed by Chris Sonnex, and co-produced with Soho Theatre; and Faun by Vinnie Heaven, directed by Debbie Hannan, and co-produced with Theatre503 and Alphabetti Theatre. Cardboard Citizens is supported by Ambassadors David Morrissey, Kate Winslet CBE, Malorie Blackman OBE, Rory Kinnear and Roy Williams OBE FRSL.


    www.cardboardcitizens.org.uk

    @cardboardcitz


    Cardboard Citizens Staff


    Aliyah Forde Youth Engagement Manager


    Bonny Herington Project Manager


    Caitlin Fielding Executive Assistant


    Chris Sonnex Artistic Director & Joint CEO


    Eniola Olubajo Digital Content Officer


    Hollie Smith Senior Producer


    Jessie Wyld Head of Engagement


    Leone Richmond Head of Development


    Lisa Briscoe Executive Director & Joint CEO


    Lucy Madden Head of Audiences


    Rachel Jessica Angeli Membership Manager


    Sameera Joseph Engagement Co-ordinator


    Associate Artists


    Chantelle Dusette


    Debbie Hannan


    Hamish Pirie


    Board of Trustees


    Ajeet Jugnauth


    Anna Williams Chair


    Ayesha Casely-Hayford


    Chris Bull Treasurer


    Claire Matthews


    Jenique McNaught Vice Chair


    Matthew Xia Vice Chair


    Mete Akkemik


    Member Representatives


    Gordon Booker Jr


    Shahab Awad


    Todd Ellis


    Our Supporters


    We are deeply grateful to our core and project supporters, including those listed below. It is thanks to you that we can plan with confidence and achieve impact year-on-year.
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    AFME, Canary Wharf Contractors Fund, Capital Group, Coutts Foundation, East End Community Foundation, Ernest Hecht Charitable Foundation, Henry Smith Foundation, M&G, Societe Generale UK Foundation, The Agency, The Albert Hunt Trust, The Clothworkers’ Foundation, The D’Oyly Carte Charitable Trust, The National Lottery Community Fund, The Reed Foundation, and our generous individual, Commissioning Circle and anonymous supporters.


    Join Us


    Each year, Cardboard Citizens must raise around £1 million to deliver outreach, participation and artistic programmes of work. If you’d like to support Cardboard Citizens, please visit cardboardcitizens.org.uk/get-involved/support-us


    The Cardboard Citizens Commissioning Circle


    The anthology’s publication marks our deepened commitment to championing artists with lived experience so that more of their stories can reach UK stages. The Commissioning Circle is a new community of changemakers standing with Cardboard Citizens to rewrite the narrative of homelessness in the arts and beyond. To learn more, please visit cardboardcitizens.org.uk/get-involved/support-us/individuals

  

  
    
      
    


    


    
      Bring-your-kids-to-work day

      (every day… and night)


      Adil Hassan


      AKRAM. What’s home?


      I don’t think I had one.


      I walked to and from school, looking into the windows of homes of families I wish I was a part of. Curtains drawn open for everyone to see how homely and cosy it was. It was like everyone had a proper home but me.


      Every night, I prayed to be in an orphanage: at least I’d get the chance to be on the market, for a nice rich family to adopt me and look after me. Properly.


      I remember social services telling my parents they shouldn’t have had us, since they didn’t have the accommodation to… accommodate us. Sounds brash but they were right.


      Our parents say they come here, into this country, for a better life for us. How is it better, when it’s five of us in a tinpot one-bed flat?


      We got evicted when I was nine. Not by any authority… Other than the authority of nature. Cockroaches and bedbugs were those pesky landlords that kicked us out. Mind you, we lived with that for all nine years of my life before social services clocked it. We were meant to move so many times, to a bigger, more suitable home – just never happened. My parents were just scolded for being bad parents, and shame clung like a shadow, as we scratched the bug bites off our skin till it bled. A map of scars leading to systems built to stitch us up to this fucked fate.


      Then Mum and Dad came up with a radical solution.


      We would alternate between sleeping at the hotel Dad works at, and the houses Mum worked at as a nanny. Life’s jokes – how are both of your parents’ jobs to do with homes, and you ain’t got one yourself?


      So from then on, for a little while, me, my baby bro Isa, little sisters Jaz and Lia, would be split up, so it’s two of us each at Dad’s or Mum’s workplace at a given time. Mad stress for them hiding us from their bosses, so fun for us kids.


      Bring-your-kids-to-work day, every day.


      Every other day, we were in a different room of the hotel. It was like being in Charlie and the Chocolate Factory, Narnia, Monsters Inc. We were living a DreamWorks, Pixar, Disney movie. Snacks from vending machines, spinning around on the spinny chair in Dad’s reception, digging into people’s unwanted delivery parcels, it was Christmas every day. Dad was Santa, and we were his little useless elves milling about, frolicking about the hotel. We were treated like emperors and empresses –


      Dad’s colleagues, the guests, everyone loved us – obviously we were little chipmunks running around. Treated to the most gourmet shit I’d ever seen: Japanese, Persian, you name it. The first takeaways in our life. Blame Dad for our expensive taste.


      Spoiling us with the combination of waste and leftovers from the canteen and guests’ unclaimed takeaway, and yellow-sticker reduced food Dad would hunt for just before he clocked in for his shift. These were the best moments in our lives with Dad.


      At ‘home’, back in the old flat, he was like some… dictator. An impatient, grumpy old man that was so unpleasant to live with. He was moving like King Lear.


      Now, here at his work, we had the best of him, and none of his worst. He was so gentle, so affectionate… I felt safer and loved him more than I feared him.


      He became the cool uncle that let us do whatever and get us whatever we wanted. It was a weird little paradise.


      Then we’d rotate.


      Go to Mum’s. Mum’s was different. The routine was less stable, more thrilling. Different houses. Yep, we were in HOUSES, MANSIONS: Knightsbridge, St John’s Wood, Chelsea, Hampstead. We called it the ‘forbidden dwellings’ – yeah, Jaz came up with that. Trick was, we had to hide from the owners.


      It was really strange. It was like they owned my mum too.


      I know it was her job, but she’d be cleaning after them, cooking for them every day. The house was so clean and pristine. Walkin wardrobes big enough to be a flat. A kitchen you can dine in.


      We saw how Mum was with these kids: feeding them, cuddling them, laughing with them, reading them bedtime stories.


      How could we get that love?


      Can money buy that love for us?


      That care, for us?


      Why do those kids get to have double parents (theirs and mine)?


      We were hiding behind the glass, outside looking into a family and a home we could never have. And we were right there, in it.


      But it couldn’t be, it was never ours.


      We were ghosts in these homes.


      When we had that tiny window where Mum was having a break from her duties, the way she’d be with us was so nice. Not like before. Maybe it was the guilt. Either way, she loved us more, gifted us like she never did before. Made sure we were okay and had everything we wanted. She felt freer. We felt like the rich parents’ kids for a bit, and Mum, OUR mum, was our nanny… yeah…


      This period of my life. Between these worlds, places where normal people get to properly settle. And us straggler strangers, seeking shelter every night ‘illegally’ really. And nobody else would know, as far as I knew…


      Life was a lot better. Like that. Just Mum, or just Dad.


      Disjointed. But better that way. We actually were… properly living. Them together, it was just a war of noise and stress. And in that tiny shoebox of a flat? Recipe for pure dysfunction.


      Maybe for some of us, our parents are better off not together.


      Yeah, we might not have the kind of family, the kind of home we want. But we’d just have it different. Windows and portals into different homes, that was our world.


      Perhaps one day we can find our true home. Or… create it.

    
  

  
    


    
      ME AN’ PIP


      Sydney Trotter


      EILEEN enters, clutching a letter. She flops into the chair with a heavy, weary sigh. She mutters to herself, half in disbelief, half in rage.


      EILEEN. Bloody hell! That’s all I need right now. Another bloody bit of paper tellin’ me I’m a mess.


      She squints at the letter, holding it at arm’s length.


      ‘Dear Miss Murphy, your claim for Personal Independence Payment is under review.’


      She throws her hands up.


      Under review… like I’ve got time for all this nonsense.


      Reading with dripping sarcasm.


      ‘We just need a bit more information to help us assess your current needs.’


      Beat. She drops the letter to her side and shakes her head.


      Try askin’, darlin’. Try knockin’ the door and sayin’, ‘Hi Eileen, how’s life treatin’ ya?’ Instead of makin’ me tick boxes like I’m orderin’ off a menu from the Wah Fu.


      She scans an imaginary form, muttering to herself.


      ‘Do you need help washing?’


      Sharp laugh. Then launches into a vivid memory.


      I tried washin’ meself yesterday. Got the water runnin’, stood in – next thing, I’m twisted sideways, clingin’ to the curtain rail like it’s the last helicopter outta Saigon. And the bastardin’ soap’s laughin’ at me from the floor.


      Awkwardly mimes drying herself, grimacing.


      Me left tit’s dry. Right one’s still got shampoo on it. Can’t reach it. Not without dislocatin’ me shoulder.


      She stares ahead, deadpan.


      I just stood there, lookin’ down, thinkin’ – maybe I’ll start wearin’ polo-necks. Permanently. Become a nun. Get baptised in Radox and be done with it.


      Sharp SNAP sound as she gestures the curtain rail giving way.


      Course, the curtain gives way. I go arse-first onto the bath mat, naked, humiliated, and shoutin’ at the radiator like it’s responsible. ‘Is this what independence looks like now?’


      Pause – quieter, almost embarrassed.


      Me dog just stares. Four legs – cocky bastard.


      Beat – sharp again.


      So I ticked ‘Sometimes.’ Not ‘Always.’ Not ‘Never.’ Just… ’Sometimes.’


      Softening, almost a whisper.


      Sometimes I get clean. Sometimes I lie.


      She looks back down at the form, reads aloud with a bitter edge.


      ‘Do you need help goin’ to the toilet?’


      Dark humour creeping in.


      It’s the gettin’ up. The wipin’. The twistin’ round like you’re tryin’ to do a bloody magic trick on yourself. It’s graceless. It’s not dignified. It’s a full-body mission with a roll of Tesco’s finest.


      Tone drops low, serious now.


      Last week, I didn’t make it. I sat on the edge of me bed, pants ruined, starin’ at the carpet. Thought: this is it. This is the line. We’ve crossed it.


      No alarms. No pity. Just… a wet arse and silence.


      Beat – clenches jaw, fierce.


      Didn’t tell Ali. Didn’t want her lookin’ at me like I’m broken. Like she’s already lookin’ at leaflets for care homes.


      Imitating Ali, gently.


      She says, ‘It’s okay, Mum. Everyone needs help sometimes.’


      Back to herself, fierce whisper.


      But inside I’m screamin’ – don’t you dare say ‘Mum’ like it’s over.


      Pause – soft, almost breaking.


      Sometimes I just want someone to ask me how I really am. Not how I manage. Not what I can still do. Just – ‘Eileen, you alright, love?’


      Sniffs, shakes it off, hardening again. Reads the next question aloud.


      ‘Do you need help getting dressed?’


      Laughs – bitter, sharp.


      You got ten minutes and a pair o’ bolt cutters? I got stuck in a sports bra once. One boob in, one flappin’ in the wind, arms above me head like I’d been mugged by me own lingerie. Tried wrigglin’. Got wedged. Had to slice me way out with the kitchen scissors.


      The tag said ‘medium support’. Liar.


      Beat – points at herself, dry humour.


      This body wasn’t made for Lycra. It’s held together with Voltarol, denial, and one knackered vertebrae.


      I wear joggers now. Big, loose ones. Call ’em me freedom pants.


      Beat – wistful now.


      But I miss dressin’ up. Miss wearin’ boots with a bit o’ stomp in ’em. Miss feelin’ like I looked like… someone. Now I’m just tryin’ not to smell like Deep Heat.


      Reading form again, bitter laugh.


      They ask, ‘Do you dress unaided?’ I say, ‘Depends what mood the bra’s in.’


      Beat – tone turns raw, serious.


      Do you know what it’s like to lose the version of yourself who could run for the bus… and not piss herself at the top of the stairs?


      Long pause – heavy silence.


      No box for that, is there? No tick for ‘Feels invisible most days.’ No section for ‘Tries her best but cries in the laundry room.’


      You’re not allowed to sound angry. You’re not allowed to sound proud. You’ve gotta get the tone just right – sad enough for pity, not enough for sectionin’.


      Whispers like a secret.


      And all the while, I’m thinkin’… what if I say too much? What if I don’t say enough? What if I tell the truth and they laugh at me?


      Beat – stillness. A deep, slow breath before continuing.


      I sat on the floor once. Proper sat. Legs gone. Energy gone. Will gone.


      Ali knocked – said she’d left soup on the doorstep. I shouted back, ‘Thanks, love!’ Chipper as hell, like I wasn’t sittin’ there wonderin’ how hard it’d be to just… stay down.


      Beat – deep breath, then fierce.


      But I didn’t stay down. I dragged meself up like some drunk Spider-Man, leanin’ off the skirting board, swearin’ like a sailor.


      Booted the form across the room. It hit the wall and flopped like it knew it didn’t stand a chance.


      Softer now.


      I get up ’cause that’s what you do. You get up ’cause even if the system don’t see you, you’ve still got hands. Heart. Still got Ali sayin’ ‘Mum’ like it means something.


      Beat – sharp, fierce now.


      But what I should’ve said – what I should’ve screamed – was: ‘If someone just asked how I really am – I’d tell them. But no one ever bloody does.’


      Pause – breathes, fists clenched, voice rising.


      You want a tick-box? Here’s mine.


      Each word spat like it costs her everything.


      I. Am. Still. Here.


      Silence. She glares at the audience, trembling, breathing hard, refusing to break. Sudden blackout. Absolute silence.
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    A Nick Hern Book


    More Than One Story first published in Great Britain in 2025 as a paperback original by Nick Hern Books Limited, The Glasshouse, 49a Goldhawk Road, London W12 8QP, in association with Cardboard Citizens


    This ebook first published 2025


    Copyright in each monologue resides with each individual author

    Copyright in the anthology 2025 © Cardboard Citizens

    Foreword copyright © 2025 Michael Sheen


    Each individual author has asserted their moral rights.


    Cover design by HdK


    Designed and typeset by Nick Hern Books, London

    Printed in the UK by Mimeo Ltd, Huntingdon, Cambridgeshire PE29 6XX


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


    ISBN 978 1 83904 519 6 (print edition)

    ISBN 978 1 78850 938 1 (ebook editon)


    CAUTION This ebook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorised distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and publisher’s rights, and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly. This book may not be used, in whole or in part, for the development or training of artificial intelligence technologies or systems.


    CAUTION All rights whatsoever in these monologues are strictly reserved. Requests to reproduce the text in whole or in part should be addressed to the publisher. This book may not be used, in whole or in part, for the development or training of artificial intelligence technologies or systems.


    Applications for performance, including readings and excerpts, by amateurs or professionals in any language throughout the world should be addressed in the first instance to the Performing Rights Department, Nick Hern Books, The Glasshouse, 49a Goldhawk Road, London W12 8QP, tel +44 (0)20 8749 4953, email rights@nickhernbooks.co.uk


    No performance of any kind may be given unless a licence has been obtained. Applications should be made before rehearsals begin. Publication of these plays does not necessarily indicate their availability for performance.
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