LINE: A Play In One Act

By

Soam Achar ya!
And

P. Subrahmanya

April 9, 2004

DRAVATI S PERSONAE

NI KHI L: Young NRI (Non Resident |ndian).

PRI YA: NIKHIL's wi fe.

OFFI Cl AL: The gat ekeeper.

UDAY: Seasoned politician.

REENA: UDAY s wife.

ANAND: Suave m ddl eman.

RAJ: ANAND s friend. White collar worker.
BHI MA: Slightly eccentric man.

MANI SH: Upper -cl ass wel |l connected man.

! © Soamdev Acharya. The author can be reached at http://www.dishumdishum.com




(Scene — The stage is enpty except for a door on the
| eftnost side. W hear the sound of footsteps in the
di st ance.

Entering fromthe right are NNKH L and PRI YA a young
couple. They are in a hurry. NIKH L is dragging PR YA by
her hand.)

NlKH L. Hurry, we'll be |ate!

PRI YA. Stop it. You' re hurting nel!

NIKHIL (Stops and |ooks around). Alnost, we're alnost
t here...

PRIYA. (Points with her one free hand). There is the
ent rance.

NlKHI L. (Pretends not to listen. Looks around sone nore).
Found it! (They walk up to the door. He tries twisting the
handl e but no luck.) It’s | ocked.

PRI YA. Great. You dragged ne out here for this?

NIlKHI L. I amsure they wll open soon.

PRI YA. Wen? | don’t see anyone.

NIKH L. Isn’t that great? W are here first!

PRIYA. | don't care! | wanted to try that blue top |I bought
yesterday! Did it matter if we were late by five m nutes?

Nl KHI L. Can you, can you stop for a second? You ve been
yel ling the whol e way.

PRI YA. And to nake matters worse, there is no one here.

Nl KH L. Right! That is exactly what | amtrying to say. W
are first in...

PRI YA. That is your problem You are obsessed about being
punctual and it doesn’'t matter whether it’s for a party or
for a dental appointnment! Ever heard of anyone being on
time to get their teeth drilled? No, you have to be there



exactly on tine and it’'s always hell if we don't. Wake up

You' re anongst | ndians now. Everybody is |ate here!

NIl KHI L. Cal m down, cal mdown. There is no need to...

(Door opens and OFFI Cl AL energes.)

PRI YA. Ch | ook!

(NFKHI'L turns around, sees the OFFICIAL and the open door

Both NIKHIL and PRIYA try to bypass the OFFICIAL and wal k
t hrough the door. OFFICI AL bl ocks their attenpts).

OFFICIAL. You can’t go in.

NI KHI L. Wy not ?

CFFI CI AL. W' re not open yet.

Nl KH L. When will you open?

OFFI CI AL. Soon...soon...Wait in |ine!

(Door shuts. NIKHIL and PRIYA form a line and start to
wait .

LI NE STATE: NI KH L PRI YA)

PRI YA. Happy now?

NI KHI L. But | ook!

PRI YA. Yes?

NIKH L. We are first inline! W get in first!

PRIYA. Five mnutes nore and we would have been second.
VWhat’'s the difference?

NIKH L. It’s not the sane.

PRI YA. Way?

NIKHI L. It's the difference between the first man on the
nmoon and the second. It’'s the difference between being the
first to ...to touch a (whispers loudly) virgin ...and the
second. It means not having to wait behind anyone el se.

PRI YA. But we are waiting! Were is this ...uh ...virgin?

Nl KH L. OK sorry! Look, how would you understand? You are
|ate for everything. Renenber that show? W couldn’t get in
because you were | ate!



PRI YA. No, you drove like a maniac and we cane so close to
a nasty crash! You know you can’t drive that fast around
her e!

NI KH L. You! You never met a mrror you didn't like. If you
had finished your love affair with your mrror a little
earlier, | wouldn’t have needed to speed.

(Meanwhi l e, another nore elderly couple, UDAY and REEMA,
enters the stage from the right. They pass in front of
Nl KHI L and PRI YA, feigning they don't exist. UDAY tries the
door.)

UDAY. It’s | ocked.

REEMA. Try the other way.

UDAY. No, it’s not working. They are not open yet.

PRI YA. Ahem The line is here.

(UDAY and REEMA turn around and pretend to see NIKH L and
PRI YA for the first tine.)

UDAY. | am sorry.

REEVA. Ch hi!

(They try to wedge thenselves in front of NIKH L and PRI YA
PRI YA doesn’t nove. It is NIKH L who, though stunned, steps
back, pushing PRI YA to give room

LI NE STATE: REENVA UDAY NI KHI L PRI YA)

UDAY. Thanks! How | ong have you been waiti ng?

NlKH L. W ...we just got here.

UDAY. Do you know when wi |l they open?

Nl KHI L. He (pointing towards the door) said “soon.”

UDAY. Ah! | am Uday by the way and this is ny wife, Reena.
REEMA. Nanmast el

(UDAY and N KH L shake hands. REEMA and PRI YA exchange
awkwar d nanastes.)

UDAY. Did you have any trouble finding this place?

PRI YA (Sarcastically). Ch no, we were first.



NlKH L. Yes ...first!

UDAY. That is so admrable! | Kkeep telling Reema that
everybody is late these days. No professionalism No wonder
this country is going to the dogs.

REEMA. He is always nagging ne to hurry up and not waste
time and | keep saying to him “Relax, relax, don’'t get so
wor ked up. Renenber what the doctor says: ‘stress is the
silent killer!’”

UDAY. Arre darling, you worry too nmuch for ne.

REEMA. Way shouldn’t 1?7 Who else will look after nme when
you go? (During this conversation, two guys, RAJ and ANAND
enter the stage, again from the right.) So that's why |
always tell himto slow down. Wiy take so nmuch tension over
l[ittle things like who's first and who isn’t?

(ANAND and RAJ are |ooking around. They stand at the back
of the line.

LI NE STATE: REEVMA UDAY gap NIKH L PRI YA gap ANAND RAJ)

UDAY (Wth sonme bonbast). Reenma, don’'t worry. Haven't
served ny land all these years? The country will take care
of you after | go.

ANAND. Hey Uday-ji, is that you? Long tine no see! Were
did you vani sh?

(ANAND wal ks over to UDAY.)

UDAY. Have we net before?

ANAND. Don’t you renenber nme? |I’'m Anand! W nmet at that Non
Resi dent | ndian Convention. You had just given a speech on
the brilliant potential of this country. Inspiring stuff!
UDAY. Oh, | see. Gad to neet you. This is Reema, ny wfe.
(ANAND and REEMA exchange namastes. ANAND fills the gap
between UDAY and NIKHIL who starts to say sonething but
st ops.

LI NE STATE: REENVMA UDAY ANAND NI KHI L PRI YA gap RAJ)



ANAND. | have to say, | amsurprised to see you here. A man
of your inportance standing in line? Wat is the world
com ng to?

REEMA. Oh, he’s a man of the people. He would never take
advant age of such little things.

ANAND. OF course not! By the way, let ne introduce you to a
friend. Hey Raj, don't just stand there. Cone over here!
(ANAND calls out to RAJ with his hand displacing N KH L who
stands back. ANAND steps into this vacated space and RAJ
wal ks over to fill the space vacated by ANAND

LI NE STATE: REEVMA UDAY RAJ ANAND NI KHI L PRI YA

REEMA t hrough ANAND engage in silent conversation anongst
t hensel ves.)

NIKHIL (to ANAND). Hey, that wasn’'t...

PRI YA (to NFKHIL). What's the matter with you?

NI KHI L. What ?

PRI YA. Wy are you letting all these people in?

Nl KH L. Me?

PRI YA. First you drag ne out when | am not ready, now I
have to stand and watch while you let all these people in!

Nl KHI L. Aha! So you admt it!

PRI YA. Admt what?

NI KHI L. That you hate standing in line as nuch as ne.

PRIYA. No, | hate standing in line with you! You are always
conplaining people are getting in front of you but you
can't do anything about it. Wy can't you nmanage things
|i ke other people?

NEKHI L. |...

(Door opens. Everybody, including NKH L, turns around.
CFFI Cl AL energes. Everybody gets ready to rush forward.)
OFFICIAL. Wait, wait. Not yet. The line wll be noving
shortly.



NlKH L (Leaving the line, dragging PRIYA by her hand).
Oficer! Wit!

PRI YA. \What are you doi ng?

(They reach the front of the line and face the OFFI Cl AL.)

Nl KH L. Look, we were here first, but all these people got
in front of us. You renenber us, don’t you?

(Wiile they are talking, BH MA cones at the end of the
line, effectively taking their place. BH MA starts fiddling
with his backpack |ike he’s getting ready to stay awhile.)
OFFICIAL. | don't know what you are talking about. Please
get back in line.

NIKH L. You don't renenber? W got here and we were
ar gui ng?

CFFICIAL. Don’'t waste ny tine. Oher people are also
wai ti ng.

NI KH L. What’s your problenf? Are you blind?

PRI YA. Let’s go.

(It’s PRIYA's turn to drag NIKHI L back to the end of the
line. They see BHI MA occupying their place.)

NI KHI L. Sorry, you are taking our place.

BH MA. | ...1 don’t see your nanme anywhere.

NlKH L. W were here first.

BH MA. Go on, do what you |ike. | amnot noving.

(NIKH L and PRI YA go stand behind BHI MA. They start talking
anongst thenselves in a very ani mated way.

LI NE STATE: REEVMA UDAY RAJ ANAND BHI MA NI KHI L PRI YA)

BH MA (to ANAND): Can you believe sone people? They cone in
|ate but are already trying to get to the first position in
['ine!

ANAND. You're right. Us Indians have no discipline.



UDAY. No wonder we’'re falling behind China at every |evel
These Chinese - |ook at them From the top society to
prison |abor - it's discipline and hard work every day.

BH MA. You took the words right out of ny nouth. W should
do sonet hi ng about this.

RAJ. What’'s the point yaar? We're like this only.

(Lull in proceedings.)
BH MA (to UDAY). Do | know you?
UDAY. | amjust an ordinary man.

BH MA. No, no, no. You look famliar.

RAJ. O course he does. Al you have to do is to open the
newspaper .

BHIMA. Ch wait, you are in politics! My |ucky day.

(BHMA tries to nove up front. NKHL grabs him from
behi nd.)

Nl KH L. Oh no you don’t.

BH MA. Let ne go!

NlKHIL. Trying to junp to the front of the line, eh?

REEMA. What are you doi ng?

PRI YA. Stop it!

ANAND (to BHI MA). Enough, enough. No need to go. You can
pay your respects from a distance.

(NFKHI L lets BH MA go. BH MA conposes hinself.)

BH MA (to NIKHIL). Crazy man!

Nl KHI L. You can say whatever you want but you're not going

up there.

BHIVA. | will! Who are you to stop ne?

RAJ (to BHI MA). Bhai-saab, careful! There are lots of
lunatics around these days. | nyself was lucky to escape

froma bad situation the other day. Wiy nmake a fuss?



UDAY. Thousands of years of foreign rule, you think we
woul d have | earned sonething by now. But we can't even form
a line wthout fighting.

BHI MA. |If you are such a big shot, why are you waiting?
REEMA. M nd your own business! Wiy are you dragging him
into this? Hs health is not good!

RAJ. OK, K everybody. Cool down.

ANAND (to BHIMA). But you |look very famliar too. | know
|’ ve seen you sonewhere.

BH MA. No yaar.

ANAND. | am positive.

BH MA. Can’'t be. (Pause) What are we waiting for by the
way ?

RAJ. Wha...what do you nean? You don’t know?

BH MA. No. | was just passing by. (Smles) I didn't want to
m ss out.

NIl KHI L ( Shaki ng his head). M ss out!

PRI YA. So you just go around standing in random |ines. How
st range!

BHI MA. Look nensaheb, these days there are |ines everywhere
and for everything. You never know when you mght need

sonet hi ng.
PRI YA (to NFKHIL). And | thought you were crazy.
BHI MA. Not crazy, madam Practical! “Always be prepared.”

That’s ny notto. For good people, | have this. (BH MA opens
his backpack and takes out a handful of sweets which he
passes on to everybody in front of him Manwhile, N KH L
and PRI YA are deep in discussion. It looks like they are
comng to an understanding.) And for bad people, (I|ooking
at NIKHIL) | have this. (He pulls a knife out of the
backpack before putting it back in.)

ANAND. Hey, go easy with that!



BHI MA. You never know when you’'ll need it. People can get
very enotional when they wait. You know, | had a really
cl ose shave the other day.

ANAND. My nane is Anand, by the way. Here is ny card (Pulls
out a card and gives to BHIMA.) If you ever need anything -
anyt hing fixed, bought, or sold - |I’myour nan.

BH MA. Ah, you' re a m ddl eman.

PRIYA. A dalal, eh? Tell ne sonething - if you wanted
sonething foreign twenty years ago, say Johnny Wal ker Bl ack
Label whiskey, | can see your use. But these days, all |
have to do is to go to the local shopping center and it’s
all there. | should know, |I used to live abroad. So tell ne
- what do we need you for?

ANAND. You m sunderstand ny profession. Wat — you think I
sell liquor out of the back seat of ny Mruti? (Laughs.)
Pl ease! But, if you want a permt to build that shopping
center, you talk to ne.

RAJ. Arre yaar, (Indicating the line) why don’t you do
sonet hing about this. Every day, it gets |longer and | onger.
It just seenms we spend nost of our lives waiting these
days. Wiy, there nust be a queue to get into hell too!

REEMA. Don’t joke about such things. (Pointing to UDAY.) Be
patient! Learn from his exanple. (PRIYA and NKH L rol
their eyes. BHIMA rummages in his backpack, pulls out a
small radio and puts it to his ears. He twddles the
knobs.)

BH MA. Damm batteries! Guys, do any of you know the score?
ANAND (Pulls out a handheld electronic gizno, taps on it.)
Five down, five to go.

RAJ (Punping his fists). Cone on guys, cone on!

BH MA (d apping his hands). So cl ose!

Nl KHI L. Yes!

10



UDAY. That’s not too bad!

REEMA. Don’t get excited.

(MANISH enters from the right, talking loudly on his
cel |l phone. He walks to the front of the Iline, pretending
not to notice anybody there.)

Nl KHI L. Hey!

RAJ. Where do you think you are goi ng?

ANAND. This is not your hone!

REEMA. You think you own this place?

(Srmoot hly, MANI SH does an about turn, going back the way he
came. He exits, still talking on his cell.)

REEVA. Sone peopl e!

ANAND (to RAJ.) Save ny spot! (Runs after MANI SH.)

RAJ. Go easy on hini

(NIFKHI L conmes forward to the front of the stage.

LI NE STATE: REEVMA UDAY RAJ BH MA PRI YA

NI KHI L)
NI KHI L. Ladies and gentlenen, this 1is precisely the
problem Look at you! Look at wus all! Do | like this
standi ng around? Do any of you? Things have becone so bad
(points at BH MA) that if we see a line, we have to go
stand there automatically!
RAJ. What do you want to do about it?
Nl KH L. So you woul d rather spend your whole life waiting?
(ANAND returns | ooking disappointed. He re-takes his spot
next to RAJ.) Hey you, where did you go?
ANAND. None of your concern!
Nl KH L. You went to nmake a deal, didn't you? | bet you were
trying to sell your spot over here.
ANAND. So what if | did? Anything is negotiable as |ong as

it has val ue!
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RAJ. Hey yaar, did that fellow bite?
ANAND. No.
REEMA. Selling your position? Shame, shane, what is the
world com ng to?
UDAY. This is our biggest problem W talk and give
speeches and no one does anyt hi ng.
ANAND. On that’s rich! That guy found it quite funny seeing
you stand there. He said you were kicked out of the Party
for taking bribes.
(PRI'YA, neanwhile, goes backstage, behind everybody, and
starts to nove slowy towards the head of the line.)
REEMA. The nerve! That video was processed. It obviously
wasn’t him It was a conspiracy!
ANAND. Reens...
REEVMA. Let ne handl e this!
ANAND. That’ s enough!
NlKHI L. Stop it! You re getting sidetracked. Look, here’s
your chance to nmake a difference. | say we get together and
say we won’t take it anynore!
RAJ. Wy?
REEMA. W' re ok here.
Nl KH L. That’'s easy for you to say. You' re at the front.
ANAND. Sore | oser
BHI MA. Dammed NRIs! Just can’t stand waiting, can you?
Nl KH L. That’s not the point, don't you see? Today it's ne,
tomorrow it could be you! W need to ask for our rights!
(Meanwhile, PRIYA has quietly headed to the front and is
now st andi ng behi nd REENVA.
LI NE STATE: PRI YA

REEMA UDAY ANAND RAJ BHI VA

NI KHI L
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OFFI CI AL cones out of the door.)

OFFI CIAL. What's going on? Calm down everybody. Form a
single file, please.

REEMA (to PRI YA). What are you doi ng here? Go back

(PRI'YA noves to the front of the line.)

REEMA (to the OFFICIAL.) Look, we were here first. She
shoul dn’t be here!

OFFI CI AL. Wiy do you keep conplaining? Just form a single
[ine, OK?

REEMA. O ficer, you may not renenber ne but definitely you
know (indicating UDAY) ny husband. Let us in. It'll be to
your advantage. He knows people...

OFFICIAL. Sorry, too late. (OFFICIAL goes back in. NKH L
triunphantly noves in next to PRI YA

LI NE STATE: NI KH L PRI YA REEMA UDAY RAJ ANAND BHI MA.)

RAJ. Desi s!

ANAND. Full of dirty tricks!

BH MA. No wonder our country is in such a state!

UDAY. What do you expect? Backstabbers, the |ot of them
REEMA. What did he nean, “too |ate?”

(MANI SH, still on his cell phone, again enters the stage on
the right and proceeds to the front as before.)

Nl KH L. What’'s goi ng on?

PRI YA. Back again? You just don’t learn, do you?

(MANI SH unconcernedly reaches the front door and as if by
magi ¢, the door opens. The OFFICIAL is all smles. Manish
wal ks in still talking on his cell phone. The OFFI Cl AL opens
a big ledger and ticks off a name. The door cl oses.)

NIKH L. | can’t believe this!

UDAY. | keep telling you — this country has gone to the
dogs!

PRI YA. W've been waiting for so long and now this...
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BH MA. Connections, it's all connections...

(OFFI G AL cones out again. Everybody tenses to get in.)
OFFI Cl AL. Everybody! Cone back tonorrow

Nl KHI L. What do you nean?

PRI YA. After all this?

OFFICIAL. Sorry, there's nothing | can do. It’s not your
tinme, yet.

(The OFFICIAL shuts the door. Everybody dejectedly turns
around to | eave.)

UDAY (to NIKHIL). Listen... (NIKHIL turns around.) Can you
save ne a space in |ine tonorrow?

(NFKHIL and PRIYA start | aughi ng. Lights fade out.
Everybody wal ks off. Lights fade in again. Stage is enpty.
Nl KHI L and PRI YA enter the stage, again fromthe right.)
NlKH L. Hurry, we'll be |ate!

PRI YA. Stop it. You' re hurting nel!

NIKHIL (Stops and |ooks around). Alnost, we're alnost
t here...

PRIYA. (Points with her one free hand). There is the
ent rance.

NIKHIL (Pretends not to listen. Looks around sone nore).
Found it! (They walk up to the door. He tries twi sting the
handl e but no luck.) It’s | ocked.

PRI YA. Great. You dragged ne out here for this?

NIlKHI L. I amsure they wll open soon.

PRI YA. Wen? | don’t see anyone.

NIKH L. Isn’t that great? I...1...

PRI YA. What ?

NIl KHI L. Sonmehow, |’ve seen this place already. Were we here
bef ore?

PRIYA. | don't remenber. | don't think so.

Nl KHI L. Strange, very strange.
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PRI YA. Are you ok?

(ANAND enters the stage, |ooks around, and stands behind
NI KHI L and PRI YA )

ANAND. Hi, |’m Anand. Have we net?

Nl KHI L. You |ook famliar. |I’ve seen you before.

PRI YA. Wh...where is your friend?

ANAND. You nean Raj? He got into an accident. He'll be here

soon.
NIKH L (to PRIYA). How do you know he had a friend?
PRI YA. | don’t know ...I'm scared. Where are we?

NlKH L. I don’t know.
(They stand holding each other. ANAND waits behind them
UDAY and REEMA slowWy enter the stage fromthe right.)

The END

15



