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For young actors, plays mirrors reality

They, too, must face tough choices

By Lynda Gorov
GLOBE STAFF

For the umpteenth time on a re-
cent weeknight, James Vesce had
had enough. He had a play to direct
but too many of the actors were tar-
dy and too many of the ones who
were on stage were talking. Others
had simply vanished.

The cast knew they were in trou-
ble when Vesce called them into a
cirele. A circle is never good. After
weeks of rehearsals, the young ac-
tors and actresses didn’t know all of
their lines, but they knew that much.

“You guys have got to work with
me,” Vesce said to the cirele. “You're
not even listening now. Great. It's all
over. The fastest a play has ever
been over. You should be proud.”

Smirks erased, heads down, the

cast members took the director’s
outburst like professionals, which
they are not. Instead, they are teen-
agers searching for direction. Many
of them are tempted by trouble,
some are touched by tragedy, and all
say they are trying to do right on
stage as well as off.

Staging the play is more than a
story of art imitating life: It's a re-
flection. Opening Thursday at the
Strand Theatre in Dorchester,
“Brother to Brother” follows two
teen-agers — one heading to college,
one dealing drugs at home - and
their attempts to influence their
younger brother between the show’s
hip-hop dance numbers,

As cast members say they do
most every day, the characters must
choose: good or bad, school or street,
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Director James Vesce (right) rehearses with Jihad Seudder, 14, who
portrays a boy facing tough cholees in the play “Brother to Brother.”
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fust fun or a future. .

hat goes for actors from middle-
eluss homes ns well 1 thoxe from poorer
Families. The actors living. with both par-
ents express the same anxiely over off-
stage pressurcs as those who have nn
contact with their futhers. Most can
name & friend or clssmate who wis
shat or stabbed. The sister of one
actruss, Renee Shngletary,
des

“Every day you stact off wanting to
do something positive, hoping you don’t
get into trouble,” said Jihud Scudder, a
14-year-olil from Dorchester wha plays
the younger brother. “Your friends
might be encourmging you the wrong
way, and you never know what’s gonna
come up. But you do your best, you
Know.”

Sume rehearsal days, the best meant
changing diapers between seenes, as 15
yeur-old Jovonne Wirts had o do when
she got stuck baby-sitting her Lwo

yolng nieces.
Wirts, who is daneing in the mu;
dramg, has just one seripted lin

“Qops!" But she hasn’t missed a practice
yet.

For 15-year-old Barbara Ceptus, the
best meant taking a 10 pm. trin to
Medfurd, where she is in a summer
propram at Tults University, and re-
turning the next day for rehearsals in

oxbury.

The other night, Ceptus, who plays
the. protayganist’s irifrivnd. mentioncd
that she 't hadd dinner in k.
She wax commuting at the same time
aupper was served in her doritory.

Fon Goddard's best meant juggling
another and a young son in the
weeks since he won the role of the nasty
brother.

Last yenr, Goddard, 21, persuided
his muther to move with him from the
South End, where trouble teased him on
oo many street eorners. Gaddurd, wha
had hix first encounter with the law in
Junior high and is on probation for w.

. ~<auult, he hupes to return ta college
“and major in theater.

“Acting is something | always want-
ed to do, but [ never had the guts or the
time, b-mu-«r I'd be hanging out, mess.
ing up.” suid Goddurd. “Then | started
thinking, "You're getting ¢ld, Eon, and
you're nothing.” Sometimes 1 feel like

- my life iz dead. But | want to make
something of myself. Least | got to try.

8o 'm in the play.”

3 !:rolllels, 1 dllemma

he plut of “Brother ta Brother” is
I straightforward: Between the
danee numbers, two half-broth-
ers named Anthony and Tyrone battle
for the soul of their younger brother,
Kevin,
Anthony, a poet who lectures his®
white teacher on black history, wants
Kevin to think eollege; Tyrone, a drup-
out, wants him to sell drugs. Kevin,
torn, wants to please both of them.
The ending of the play, written hy
Vesce, will be familiar ta anyone wha
has seen “West Side Story." It is giving
little away to that ane of the broth-
ers dies.
“{ got two brothers at home, man,”
Tyrone tells a white drug dealer who
eventundly recruits him, “One ... he
Jooks up ta me. And my ather brother,
he's an educated man ... T ean't let him
down. Naw, 1 gulu be an example for
the community.’
The play does not wark aut that way,
But somatimes life does.
In mare ways than ane, 17-y
Marlon Carvy it the hero of the play.
is the star, the bright brother whe
spouts poetry, some of which Carey
“wrote, He is the one the adults working
on the show say for eertain is going places, the one
the other uctors would envy if they were given to
7. envy.
+In "Cnmnluncn a poem he wrote in 1994 that is

+ the play’s centerpiece, Carey set out to explain him-
5@.}!’ and his peers;
- You sex wmedYou see myidark skin¥/My baggy
Jeansihung just right so myfhorts peek aut/You swe
“r my dark hooded sweatshirt I bet you ser @ erimina-
21 Uin the making. . /Well, pou still don't see et am a
o ,W'WG African Prince. .
2170t Poetry aside, c.m-y concedes he is less sure of
‘hunsoll' thun he puts on. An average student, he
‘knows he's talented; he has a singing group, fm-
rov!, and polished Vesce's dialogue until it was
street smiart.
is But during a break from his internship at the
| T Museum of Seience, Carey's inner confliets surfaced
a0 unexpectedly that he confessed he wanted to die
last fall.
Kicked out of their Durchester apartment afler a
_ spat with his mother - an argument over his atti-
tude that he aceepts much of the blame for - Carey
wenit to five with friends, The pressure of having
dr\::um dangle overwhelmed hini.

1 couldn't handle it, but T couldn’t kill mysei; all
1 dould do was exist,” saill Carey, who barely knows
hi# father, “So at midnight, 1 went for a walk in
Franklin Park, hoping someone would get me, shoot
. me right there.”

% After his plan failed, Carey confided in a teach-

L. er "He tolid mg that lots of people expect me to
[+ inake something of mysell”

W

‘Acting is
something I
always wanted to
do, but I never had
the guts or the
time, beca
be hanging out,
messing up ... But
I want to make
something of
myself. Least I got

EON GODDARD

use I'd

to try.

Actor
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In the drama, Jibad Seudder plays Kevin, a boy who Is torn
between the cholees presented by two older brothers,

Still, like the other actors, Carey is quick to say that

he's not perfect. Among their confessed crimes: shoplift-

ing, carrying a knife, setting a school locker on fire,
drinking and drugging.

In her pivotal role as Tyrone's girlfiiend, 17-year-old
Katie Goullaud causes a killing. Off stage, she says she
ean resist trouble. One of the play’s two young white
actars, she also says she never backs down from a fight.
She means with her fists.

She says her first fight was her first day of kinder-
garten: At the Catholic school where Vesce once taught,
Pape John XXIIL Central High School in Everett, Goul-
lnud says she fought for respeet among students from
families with far more money than her parents, a retired
United Parcel Service clerk and an elementary school
teacher, Goullaud is the youngest of five.

“I'm not perfect either; like I'm not going to college,

at least not nuw because I can't afford it,” said Goullaud,
who earns about 35 an hour at Sears and who pays her
sister $140a month for rent in Malden. “I'm not used to
things working out. You take what you get and you make
something better out of iL”
From the first tryouts on June 19 to this week's dress
rehearsals at the Strund, the rules have been simple and
eonsistent: Show up and Jumes Vesce will find a role for
any actor or dancer or rapper, no matter how raw or
untalented. Miss a rehearsal without phoning first and
that's it: You'ré out.

Sa far, one of the femule leads and several teen-agers
in tiny roles have dropped out or been kicked out, leav-
ingr 29 actors and dancers, including six adults.

A group of girls who wowed everyone with their
dancing never mude it past tryoutsTheir mothers re-
fufed to let them return from rehearsals aflier dark.

Play reflects young actors’ tough choices

That's why Hunter was so upset
when Roxbury Community College
tossed them off its stage after the cast
was nabbed with food - unopened but
aguinst the rutes anyway. He says he
wanted the actors to geb the feel of'a
campus, to link their lives with acade-
miwx The play makes that link, too.

But last week, the entire cast was
stuck in & eramped room at Dimock
Community Health Center in Roxbury,
where Hunter s director of ambulatory
services; the group putling on the play
is known 88 Dimock Street Voices.

Vesce has directed about half of the
actors in Dimock productions before.
That means most everyone knew the
drill. That didn't mean they followed it.

At the first rehearsal, a half-dozen
actors stragpled in late, despite repeat-
ed warnings. The ones who had made it
on time could not stop chatlering.

Singletary, a 17-year-old who works
weekends as a grocery clerk, was busy
showing off her “virtuous ring” - a gold
band she received at church after pledg-
ing to remain & virgin until marriage.

Alter her sister was killed, she says,
she realized she can't control every-
thing, but she can control her body.

“As a black person - and many of us
are black - [ want this to represent our
community ... I'm talking young peo-
ple,” Hunter told the east that first
night. “Because some of us come from
Roxbury or Mattapan or Dorchester
doesn’t mean we can't bring something
to our community.”

‘The circle smiled back at Hunter.
‘The cirele appeared to understand. Still,
at every practice since, Vesce and Sew-
ard have had to have a word with some-
one; they say it has been for the youths'
own goad, a part of the produetion that
is just as important as the vecal warm-
ups that have the cast repeating nonsen-
sical phrases like “geese cackle eattle:
low" alter Vesce.

“What's up with me? Nothing,” Sing-
letary sighed one night after she was or-
dered off the stage for gabhing. Single-
tary plays the sister and also belts out
the play's dfmmg song. “I'll get over it.
Always do.”

4 auics fumi Llie sifeel
ractice efter practice, Sean Field

] er was a tap-dancing, hip-hopging
blur. The 17- gw-old could not

Vesce's directions, and they ke
through the breaks. s gﬂing
In his spare time, Fielder was mov-
| ing through the summer st the Boston
| Dance Colletive and rapping with his
own group, DVS. But tardiness aside. he

STAFF PHOTO/ SULANNE RAETER  says his priority was the play. .

Actress Katfe Goullaud tends to a niece whom she had to bahy-sit »hllc rehearsing.

“1 just think some people don't have
=== the chances other peaple do, and some
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During a rehearsal last week, director James Vesce takes a
break with cast member Jay Morong, who plays a drug déaler.

“A lot of what we do is bluil, because we don’t have
understudies,” said Vesce, who has a master’s degree
from Harvard Divinity School. “I constantly worry
whether [ have time to do what I have to do. Mayhe
because so many of them have so many other, obviously
more sxgmﬁe:mt, things going on in their lives than
memaorizing lines, there's no intimidation factor.™

As the college-bound son says during a scene in the
family's kitchen, “Mama, you can't catch a boy who's run-
nin' "

At times, his inability to control his actors has infuri-
ated Vesce, who favors the same baggy shorts as the
cast. Donald Taylor, a 20-year-old who has a minor role,
deseribed him as “the chillest white boy I've ever seen.”
That was high praise.

But Vesce's attempls o create an atmosphere of pro-
fessianalism have been intense from the outset. Rehears-
al 1: He shouted. Rehearsal 6: He shouted louder.

He expects to be stomping and stewing around the

stage of the Strand until opening night. He does it partly
to put on a play, mostly to teach the teen-agers to follow
through.
“Maybe we do need to chill out a bit,” said ToRena
Webb, 15, a dancer who lives in Mattapan with her moth-
er, a day-care provider, and her father, a State Police
officer.

“It’s just because we're young,” she said, “We're fo-
cusing now, because in no time, it's show time. You have
to learn the hard way sometimes.”

Together with executive producer Seward T. Hunter,
the more conservatively dressed avthority figure at re-
hearsals, Vesce's aim over the summer has been to mokd
the characters in the p'\a)‘,and the characters of his
youny actors.

people who do just don't take advantage
of them,” said Fielder, who lives in
Mattapan with his stepfather and moth-
er, a computer assembler ‘working to-
ward a master’s degree. “The pevple
here know they have a chance.” *

Like many of the actors, Fielder has
been in other Dimock productians. Each
one was a fable from the street; each
had a moral. “Brother to Brother,”
which runs through Saturday at thl:
" Strand, is no exception.

“It's about the things that are going
on in the streets,” said Jovonne Wirts,
whose mother is a clothing design assia-
tant. “That way, the people in the audi-
ence can look at the play and see the
things to du, and not to do.”

The lessons are not intended for the
audience only.

During rehearsals, it was obvious
from the ad-libs that the actors know
the characters and the choices they face.
The young men cust as gangstas talk
tough with the authority that comes
from seeing the type up close.

Yulanda Miller, a Dimock de’vclupmznt officer:
wheo plays Mama, pleads with one son and prays for

the other sa p ively that the actors
Rinched, as Uwugh they had heard her words be-
fore, off stage.

“The play is about reality,” said ToRena We‘nh
who also has her own dance troupe, Mis-Chief. “Peo-
ple are getting shot over stupidness. There are
drugs. What we see is what we do - not all of us, but
too many of us.”

What the cast members saw over the last six
weeks was Vesce and Hunter sticking by them, of-
fering praise when earned and punishment when de-
served. It was a constant that not all of them have in
their lives outside the theater.

There was total confusion just once, when chor-
eographer Yandje Dibings, told the dancers to per-
form a move more like John Travolta and the entire
stage erupted in one loud “John who?”

By last week, they had perfected that step and
more. As Vesce said, “It's always like that: Boom,
they're focused.”

That quality had first surfaced when Dibinga, a
professional dancer who is in the show, asked sever-
al young men to create a’*loose, joint-clicking
dance.”

Suddenly in charge of themselves, there was no
fooling around in the hall. The steps were theirs to
choose, and they wanted to choose carrectly.

“Come on, ya'll," Fielder warned them, doing a
good impression of Vesce and Hunter and Dibinga
rolled into one. “It's up to us. Let's du it right”
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