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  For Gargi, for Avijit,


  for all the dreamers, all the organisers,


  all the people making good trouble to win a better world.


  And for Leela and Akash, always.




  





  




  ‘If it was a matter of hunting a deer, everyone well realised that he must remain faithful to his post; but if a hare happened to pass within reach of one of them, we cannot doubt that he would have gone off in pursuit of it without scruple…’




  Jean-Jacques Rousseau, A Discourse on Inequality




  





  




  Characters




  AMBA, late twenties




  PRAB, early thirties




  KAJOL, early thirties




  DEVESH, late twenties




  CHELLAM, thirties




  Plus:




  AUDIENCE MEMBER 1




  AUDIENCE MEMBER 2




  EATRIGHTNOW RIDER 1




  EATRIGHTNOW RIDER 2




  EATRIGHTNOW RIDER 3




  JOURNALIST




  The actors playing Kajol, Devesh and Chellam double as EatRightNow Riders 1, 2 and 3, the actor playing adult Amba doubles as Audience Member and Journalist, and the actor playing Kajol doubles as Audience Member 2.




  All actors should speak in their own accents.




  A forward slash (/) indicates an interruption.




  Words in [square brackets] are unspoken.




   




   




  This ebook was created before the end of rehearsals and so may differ slightly from the play as performed.




  





  




  Prologue




  Late night, tonight. AMBA, late twenties, sits on a bench in the ‘Login Zone’ in Leicester town centre, a sleeping baby lying on her chest. She wears her EatRightNow uniform – a Deliveroo-type takeaway food courier. Her bike is propped up against a wall beside her.




  AMBA (to the baby). Shh, shh, babs. Chandi lives next to this river, with Arun, her best friend, the monkey. And their neighbours are their friends. From the rabbits, and the weasels, to the beavers and the magpies, from the lizards and the frogs to the snakes and the squirrels. And the rabbits always bring back enough carrots and radishes for everyone to share. The beavers always make sure there are enough fish in the water for everyone to eat. The birds make sure the roof of everyone’s home is strong and sturdy against the rain. The lizards make sure the mosquitoes don’t swarm around their homes. But now there are these two ogre brothers, Sengupta and Chandok Sri, and they’re fighting it out over who’s the richest and they’re working the land too hard and it’s become so dry, and Chandi and the animals have to travel twice as far and work twice as hard to find half as much to eat. And Chandi wonders why these brothers have so much power over them? Why she and her friends are so scared of a couple of hairy ogres? If the fear beating in their hearts is the point. To stop them from looking up. Stop them from seeing the stars, let alone reaching for them… And she asks herself what could make them find the courage to take them on…?




  She trails off, kisses her baby on the head and rubs his back, checking her watch, watching and waiting with nervous anticipation. The baby starts to cry.




  Oh no, no no no. It’s okay. It’s okay, babs. Don’t cry. Shh shh.




  The baby cries harder. AMBA stands up and starts to pace and rock the baby.




  (To the baby.) If my love were money




  Would it be worth much more?




  What price must I pay




  To fight my own cause?




  But I’m crying for nothing




  I’m crying for nothing




  Cos my loving heart is worth nothing at all.




  She sniffs his bottom. Loosens his snowsuit. Unzips her hoodie halfway and puts him to her breast. He just cries harder.




  What is it? What’s up? It’s okay, it’s okay. (She roots around in her rucksack and produces a toy.) Look, look, look.




  He continues to cry.




  What was Chandi doing? Hey? Hey, lovely? What does Chandi do, when everything seems lost and broken? Does she give up? No. She knows when Chandi calls, her friends answer. So she puts two fingers in her mouth, and she whistles.




  PRAB enters, nonchalant, and sits down beside them. Kisses the baby on the forehead. Maybe rolls a cigarette, or drinks from a plastic bottle of water. The baby quietens for a moment.




  And she… whistles. And the ogres look up, and before they can say anything, a great flock of eagles have lifted them up, up, up into the air. Chandi waves and laughs as they fly them away from the forest, so far they’ll never be able to bother her or her friends again.




  PRAB. That’s not how it goes, Amba.




  AMBA. We do the child-friendly version.




  PRAB. Mine has talking animals in it. Children love talking animals.




  AMBA. So does mine. Just not getting their eyes gouged out by ogres and shit.




  PRAB. Sorry I’m late.




  AMBA. You’re not, Dad.




  PRAB. Bit late for the little one though, isn’t it?




  AMBA. He sleeps where he wants, shits where he wants. Don’t have to worry about him.




  PRAB. He looks just like me.




  AMBA. No he doesn’t.




  PRAB. Come on – look at that chin.




  AMBA. He takes after Kav’s side.




  PRAB. Handsome little bastard. Wouldn’t you rather be at home with him, watching TV, cuddling on the sofa?




  AMBA. Kav was offered a night shift last minute. Can’t turn anything down right now. He had to shoot over and leave babs with me.




  PRAB. Can’t your mum take him?




  AMBA. She’s working too.




  PRAB. It’s not right, you back at work so soon.




  AMBA. Been so quiet today I might as well have stopped in.




  She passes him her phone. He inspects it closely.




  We’re in Login Zone Three. See? Still nothing.




  PRAB. Sounds like Khub Bhalo.




  AMBA. It’s a warm night – people have probably stayed out after work, got something to eat at the pub. It’s not the same thing.




  PRAB. I turned up at the factory gates one morning and they said ‘no orders’. Come back tomorrow. Tomorrow turned into next week. Next week turned into next month. Next month turned into next year…




  AMBA. Yeah yeah yeah. Way to keep my spirits up, Dad.




  AMBA stands up and starts rocking and swaying the baby.




  PRAB. Don’t you get time off, with the baby? Your company should cover that.




  AMBA. EatRightNow’s an app, not a company. And I’m self-employed.




  PRAB. Great Britain. They’re so civilised here.




  AMBA. They’ve got EatRightNow Kolkata now, you know? I saw it online.




  PRAB. You look tired.




  AMBA. Don’t look so hot yourself.




  PRAB. Why don’t you call it a night, chotto?




  AMBA. I’m meeting someone.




  PRAB. Who?




  AMBA. Some… friends. Colleagues.




  AMBA tries to breastfeed the baby again and this time he settles. She stands, rocking him, feeding him, maybe humming or quietly singing.




  One of them, Grant, he got his bike nicked this morning. We’re getting together to see what people can chip in.




  PRAB. That’s nice.




  AMBA. Don’t have anything spare this month, but I brought along this extra front light…




  She shows him the bike light, maybe she turns it on.




  PRAB. He’ll appreciate that.




  AMBA. Don’t know. Hope so.




  PRAB. Have you all done this before…?




  AMBA. Sort of. Ruby got assaulted by this customer one time? He tried to shove his hand down her top and she pushed him over in the communal hallway. Bastard made a complaint against her, and EatRightNow deactivated her account. She took it all the way to the top, but they still said she’d have to start the recruitment process again. And she was like ‘Rent’s due now.’ So we got together and covered her for a few weeks until she was back on the app.




  PRAB. Must have taken a lot of planning.




  AMBA. Not really.




  PRAB. Pretty short-termist though.




  AMBA. Well that’s what it’s like for us. Day to day.




  PRAB. Does it have to be?




  AMBA.…I don’t know.




  PRAB. You’re not the sort of person to suck it up.




  AMBA. Everyone’s that sort of person. When you’ve got three mouths to feed.




  Beat.




  You know… I heard riders in Newcastle get six quid an hour and two quid per drop.




  PRAB. That’s not what you get?




  AMBA. I’ve only ever got a piece rate. Imagine if I was getting six quid an hour for waiting around in Login Zone Three?




  PRAB. This shift would have been worth your while?




  AMBA. Would have been worth something.




  Beat.




  And I keep thinking, how come they can do that for riders up there? What’s so different about Newcastle?




  PRAB. Never been there.




  AMBA. You know what I mean.




  PRAB. Same rent to pay?




  AMBA. Same mouths to feed.




  PRAB. Sounds like you have an idea, chotto…




  AMBA. Nope.




  PRAB. Sounds like you have a plan.




  AMBA. Anyone can have a plan.




  PRAB. And sometimes when you say it out loud, you realise you all have the same idea.




  AMBA. No way. There’s over a hundred people on the RiderChat.




  PRAB. So?




  AMBA. So what if they all turn up?




  PRAB. You can tell them about Newcastle.




  AMBA. And then what?




  PRAB. You can ask them what’s so different up there?




  AMBA. You don’t know these people, they can smell bullshit a mile off.




  PRAB. You don’t smell of bullshit.




  AMBA. You have to say that, you’re my dad.




  PRAB. When Chandi whistles…




  AMBA. I’m not a kid any more.




  PRAB. You know you used to catch every little cold and sniffle going when you were a baby? You’d get so bunged up we couldn’t put you down to sleep. We had to take it in turns, sitting up in bed, resting you on our chests. Your mum had a special technique, involved four bolster pillows and a shawl. She could always fall asleep with you. But I was too scared. I’d just stay up. We got this plug-in eucalyptus thing that seemed to help a bit. It was a night light too. Worked out it was perfect for throwing shadow puppets. I started to make up stories – partly to keep myself awake. But in the dark and the quiet, with you in my arms, it felt like anything was possible.
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