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AUTHOR’S NOTE


In 1984, I had no expectation of being a playwright. That was the year in which I wrote Lights Out. A friend had described a shocking incident to me in a way that left an indelible impression. I wanted to write about it, but needed a medium other than fiction or journalism. When a friend suggested writing a play about it, I thought, “Yes. Why not?”


I was 31. I had been supporting myself as a freelance journalist, cartoonist and illustrator for 10 years. I lived as a paying guest, sitting alone at my desk, producing work that would eventually appear in mass-circulation newspapers or magazines. I sometimes heard from the strangers who saw or read my work but I almost never met them.


It was only at the first public reading of Lights Out one year later, that I understood how very different it was to be a playwright. The cosy security afforded by an editorial team and publishing establishment was stripped away. I alone was responsible for the words I had written. No one else stood between me and the anger, fear or discomfort I had stirred in the small audience that had gathered for the reading. It was an unfamiliar and vulnerable position to be in. Someone who was there told me later that I looked like an owl blinking in the spotlight, as if I couldn’t understand why everyone was looking at me!


Lights Out was unusual in two ways. The first was that it was based directly on a real-life incident. The second was that it got performed relatively quickly after I wrote it. This second fact permitted me to imagine that all plays could, once written, easily find a stage and an audience. Not true! It would be at least 14 years before something new of mine was performed onstage again.


During that time, I wrote three more pieces: The Mating Game Show, The Sextet and The Artist’s Model. Of these, The Mating Game Show came the closest to being performed. It was the foundation for a TV serial, filmed by Govind Nihalani, during the brief heady period in which BiTV allowed Indian film-makers to dream of a censorship-free TV channel. Alas, when that initiative collapsed, so did the production of The Mating Game Show. Though filming was complete and most of the show was edited, it was never broadcast.


In 1996 I wrote my fifth play, Harvest. One year later, it won the Onassis Prize for Theatre in Greece. No one had heard of the award because it was the inaugural year of the prize. In 1998, Harvest was performed in New Delhi and in early 2000 in Greece. In 2001, Govind Nihalani made Deham, a film based on the play. Since then it’s been performed, sometimes twice in one year, in different locations around the globe but most often by college theatre groups, most often in the US.


In 2002, I wrote Hidden Fires, a set of five monologues loosely inspired by the Gujarat riots. These were published by Seagull, the excellent Kolkata-based publisher that has supported the arts, theatre in particular, for many years. The short performance pieces have since been performed by small theatre groups over the years. Most often, only the first, fourth and fifth. I’m not always informed about performance schedules, so I don’t really know.


This brings me to two idiosyncrasies of mine as a playwright. One is that I work alone. While most working playwrights have access to a theatre group with whom they can workshop ideas, for me that has almost never been the case. In part, that’s been because without funding or a grant or an establishment (such as a university) with the resources to hold regular rehearsals or even just readings, it’s impossible to bring a group of performers together. It is also because I move around a lot, am semi-reclusive and haven’t found like-minded people to work with. The result is that I have written all but one of my plays and performance pieces in complete seclusion.


The second idiosyncrasy is that, unlike most people who want to write plays but are frustrated by the thousand obstacles between their desire and the stage, I have just plodded on. With few performances and very little support, I have nevertheless continued to write scripts. This is not a complaint. Theatre really is, in every sense, a difficult discipline to build a career upon. Many people who have the skill and the ambition to be playwrights eventually turn to writing screenplays for TV and cinema.


One reason, perhaps, that I could write plays was because of my comic strips. Whenever I am asked how I gained experience for writing dialogue, I point to my cartoon character Suki and the strips in which she has appeared: “Double Talk” (Sunday Observer, Bombay, 1982–86), “Suki” (Pioneer, New Delhi, 1992–97) and SukiYaki (The Hindu BusinessLine, Chennai, 2016–present). Writing cartoons may also explain why, despite all that is dark and broody in my plays, there’s also an element of humour.


Now and then, I have had opportunities to do a reading of my trial runs. Over the years this has resulted in a number of short pieces. This includes one originally called General Assembly, which was renamed Astro-Nuts, now published as a stand-alone edition. It’s an almost-full-length play intended for a young adult audience. Another play began life as five pages written in 1997. It refused to move beyond those five pages however much I pushed and prodded at it until it suddenly sprang up and became a full-length play called Consequences in 2015 during a writing residency in the College of Wooster, Ohio, USA.


I first began to think of putting the unpublished plays together in one volume perhaps eight years ago. By this time, I’d been receiving plaintive requests from Indian theatre students desperate for research material. I understand, of course, that this has less to do with quality than simple supply and demand: there aren’t many women playwrights anywhere in the world. Fewer still are those whose work is available in print. These students had done their research online. They had noticed references to readings of scripts by me that, unlike Harvest, Lights Out and Hidden Fires, had not appeared in print. So they wrote to me.


I knew that to share an unpublished script by email would be to risk losing all control over it. I refused access. One of these students had declared her thesis subject before realizing that my unpublished plays would not be available to her. I felt terrible about denying access, but there was nothing to be done. All the pieces needed to be worked on before they were print-ready. None had been performed. To share them would be to do myself and the students a disservice.


I continued to withhold the plays, but said I was working on a compendium. Which is, of course, what this two volume set is. Originally, my publisher, Hachette India, and I had not planned to include the already-published plays. However, in the interim, an unexpected development has taken place: a fresh surge of interest in theatre in India. Keeping that in mind, we decided that it made sense to issue all the plays together.


The full-length plays are in Blood and Laughter, the shorts in Laughter and Blood. I have provided a rough chronology (below), but “rough” means just that. I have continued to tinker with the scripts right until the page-proof stage. For instance, I wrote the first three-hour-long version of The Mating Game Show in 1983–84. Since then, I’ve rewritten it so often that I stopped counting after Mark XX. And that does not include the typewritten screenplays I wrote for the 24-episode TV serial that was doomed never to be seen!


Every single one of these scripts has a story attached to it. Rather than create a single giant introduction to the volumes, I have taken the path of providing brief notes to preface the pieces. Since some of the shorter pieces are in sets, I’ve focused on the set, rather than on each piece separately.


None of this would have been possible without the warm support and advice of many wonderful friends and editors. Right here in the introduction, however, I’d like to acknowledge six people: Kavita Arora, whose eye-witness account led to Lights Out; Rekha Khanna, who said, “Write a play!”; Ranvir Shah, who made the first reading of Lights Out possible, on a terrace in Madras; Gulan and Jayant Kripalani, who brought Lights Out alive onstage for the first time; and Govind Nihalani, who has supported so many struggling artistes, including me.


These friends were with me from the start. They are still with me, all these many years later. I thank them with all my heart.


Manjula Padmanabhan




CHRONOLOGY OF THE PLAYS


A rough chronology of when the plays were written:






	Lights Out

	1984






	The Mating Game Show

	1985 onwards






	The Artist’s Model

	1995






	Harvest

	1996






	Astro-Nuts

	2006






	Consequences

	2014 (completed)







Chronology of the short performance pieces:






	
The Sextet (set)

	early 1990s






	Against Her Will

	 






	The Anarchist

	 






	The Man in Their Lives

	 






	Bed Bugs

	 






	The Human Reproductionary Symptom

	 






	Double Solitaire

	 











	The Senses-Taker

	circa 2000






	The Wish

	2001






	The Rehearsal

	2008











	
Hidden Fires (set)

	2002






	Hidden Fires

	 






	Famous Last Words

	 






	Know the Truth!

	 






	Points

	 






	Invocation

	 











	The Cook’s Story

	2006–08






	The Dhobi’s Wife

	2008






	Ladies’ Night

	2013






	The Rape Artist

	2013






	Blind Date

	2019 (completed)






	The Organ Speaker

	2013 (completed)
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Introduction


Lights Out


Lights Out is based on an eyewitness account of a gang rape. As reported to me, the assault took place in a well-lit neighbouring parking lot, seen from a tall apartment building. In the endnote that appears at the conclusion of the play, I say that the description is based on a real incident. “Really?” people ask me. “It actually happened? As described?”


I understand the disbelief. It might be the reason I wrote the play: to process my own disbelief. The friend who narrated the incident to me left me with a description so vivid that I could not get it out of my mind. Initially, I attempted to present the situation as described to me: a family gathering in a middle-class apartment in suburban Bombay.


There was no question of interviewing anyone else who’d been present. The incident had taken place at least one year earlier and, as the character Leela says in the play, residents had been warned against reporting the incident. The homeowner said she didn’t let her children sleep on “that” side of the flat any more, which suggested that the event had occurred more than once. But I couldn’t figure out how often, or over what period of time.


The more I thought about what had been described to me, the more difficult it became to present events in a naturalistic manner. If I followed my training as a journalist, I’d need to stick to the facts and avoid making speculative judgements. Even though the description was graphic and shocking, I couldn’t go beyond what had been said to me. Fiction, however, would give me that freedom.


For me, the breakthrough was that the conversations within the room were more important than the events outside. Once I had understood that, some of the other elements of the play fell into place – the verbal descriptions, the endless discussions about what to do and whether to do anything, with little or no compassion to spare for the victim.


One thing that was clear to me from the outset was that the audience must never see the “action”. I have long believed that depictions of rape are enormously titillating to viewers. I was determined not to offer up that form of entertainment. The spectacle of a woman pleading, attempting to resist, flailing about and eventually succumbing to her oppressor is, I believe, deeply satisfying to audiences.


Such scenes confirm one of society’s favourite themes: that women are innately vulnerable to being “dishonoured”. That the sexual attention of male strangers is supernaturally toxic. That the ideal, indeed, the only remedy is for women to submit to the protection and absolute control of “good” men: brothers, fathers, husbands, sons. Because? The best guardian of a hen coop is a well-fed fox.


I began to see that finding a resolution to the questions that began to emerge should not be my aim. It just so happened that I wrote the bulk of the play in 1984, during the three-day hiatus in all my press deadlines that occurred due to Mrs Indira Gandhi’s assassination. Perhaps the atmosphere of apocalyptic doom that gripped the nation at that time made it impossible for me to consider a soothing, comforting conclusion.


The familiar tropes of popular crime dramas are: foreshadow the horror, glorify the criminals, wallow in their gore, then gorge on the fruits of retribution. In Lights Out, there’s no retribution. We see neither the victim nor the aggressors. We never get to understand “why”. It’s a play that cannot end with applause.


I am told that the actor who provides the live (unseen) screaming during the play sometimes becomes overwrought, crying uncontrollably at the end of the show. I have suggested that a suitable post-performance ritual might be a group hug. If audience members so desire, they can be invited to participate.


Lights Out was first performed as a rehearsed reading in Madras the year after I wrote it, thanks to Ranvir Shah and his Theatre Arts Workshop. In Bombay, in 1986 and again 1987, it was staged by Gulan and Jayant Kripalani. Without the support, commitment and follow-through of these dear friends, I would perhaps not be a playwright today.




LIGHTS OUT


Characters


FRIEDA


The cook. She is a stout, middle-aged woman, wearing an untidy sari, pleasant-faced but generally expressionless.


BHASKAR


The man of the house. He is in his late thirties, unassuming to look at, a middle-income-level government officer.


LEELA


Bhaskar’s wife. She is about the same age as Bhaskar, a little on the plump side, somewhat overdressed at all times.


MOHAN


Bhaskar’s friend, the same age as Bhaskar but visibly more suave and affluent. He is slim and good-looking.


NAINA


Leela’s friend. She is the same age as Leela but more attractive. A likeable sort who looks as if she supports all the right causes.


SURINDER


Naina’s husband. He is the same age as the other men but large and burly, a very physical type.


Note on FRIEDA’S role: She remains constantly in sight, performing her duties in a mute, undemanding way. The other characters pay no attention to her except to give her orders. When she has no specific task at hand, she can be seen moving about in the kitchen. The audience should be allowed to wonder what she thinks.


Scene One


The curtain rises to reveal the drawing–dining area of a sixth-floor apartment in a building in Bombay. The decor is unremarkably upper middle class. The focal point of the space is a large window to the rear, its curtains drawn back. Through it, the audience can see the sky and the rooftop of the neighbouring building, as yet unpainted. During the first scene, the sky wanes from dusk into night.


A sofa and two armchairs are in the foreground, partially obscuring the dining table which occupies the area between the drawing room and the window. An area divides the two spaces. The kitchen and main entrance to the flat are at stage left. At stage right is the entrance to the master bedroom.


Only the foreground is lit up as FRIEDA dusts items on the room-divider-cum-bar. The sound of the front door being opened is heard. FRIEDA straightens up and moves towards the kitchen as BHASKER enters. He makes straight for the sofa, and prepares to settle down with his newspaper.






	BHASKER:

	Frieda? (once he has settled) Frieda! (doesn’t wait for a response). Where’s my tea?







She appears from the kitchen, already carrying the tray, complete with tea cosy and one cup, walking slowly. LEELA appears at the door of the bedroom stage right. She looks as if she hasn’t changed out of her caftan since the morning. She stands staring at Bhasker, tense with anxiety, but he is immersed in his paper and does not notice her.






	LEELA:

	(moving towards him) Oh! Bhasker –






	BHASKER:

	(not looking up from his paper) Hi.






	LEELA:

	(when she is near him) Tell me!






	BHASKER:

	(not looking up from his paper) Mm?






	LEELA:

	(sits beside him) Did you … do it?






	FRIEDA settles the tea tray down on a low table beside the sofa. She bends, pouring the tea into the cup. Heads back to the kitchen. Her activities go unnoticed by the other two.






	BHASKER:

	(absorbed in his paper) Mm.






	LEELA:

	(stares at him, then buries her face in her hands) No! You didn’t!






	BHASKER:

	What?






	LEELA:

	Again?






	BHASKER:

	Again what?






	LEELA:

	How could you forget? (lifts her head to stare at him)






	BHASKER:

	(his gaze has not left the paper) Huh?






	LEELA:

	(tearfully) I wish I could!






	BHASKER:

	Could what?






	LEELA:

	Forget!






	A pause during which BHASKER smoothes out the pages of the paper.






	LEELA:

	Can’t you try now?






	BHASKER:

	(finally lowering his paper) Try what?






	LEELA:

	The police. Call the police.






	BHASKER:

	(makes a face) Oh, for god’s sake! (going back to his paper) You’re still worrying about that thing?






	LEELA:

	All the time!






	BHASKER:

	Look, what do you want me to do?






	LEELA:

	Call them – you said you would!






	BHASKER:

	But there’s no point!






	LEELA:

	Have you tried?






	BHASKER:

	No. (tries to concentrate on the paper)






	LEELA:

	(suddenly) You don’t care, do you!






	BHASKER:

	Of course I do –






	LEELA:

	You don’t care what I feel, what I go through every day!






	BHASKER:

	(putting the paper down) Darling, I –






	LEELA:

	I feel frightened. All through the day, I feel tense –






	BHASKER:

	But there’s nothing to be frightened of! They can’t hurt you –






	LEELA:

	(ignoring him) At first it was only at the time it was going on. Then, as soon as it got dark. Then around teatime, when the children came home from school. Then in the middle of the day, whenever the doorbell rang. Then in the morning, when I sent the children off to school. And now from the moment I wake up …






	BHASKER:

	Oh, come on! You’re making too much of it!






	LEELA:

	I’m not! It’s like a tight, hard ball, just … here. (she holds her midriff)






	BHASKER:

	(looking concerned) Pain? You’re in pain?






	LEELA:

	My fear, it’s … as if my insides are knotted up.






	BHASKER:

	Have you been to see your doctor?






	LEELA:

	I carry it around all day. Sometimes it’s like a shawl, it wraps itself around my shoulders and I start to shiver.






	BHASKER:

	(putting his arm around her) Now, now, now.






	LEELA:

	(wheedlingly) Can’t you call the police? Just for me?






	BHASKER:

	(drawing away) No.






	LEELA:

	But why not?






	BHASKER:

	We’ve discussed this before –






	LEELA:

	I know, I know. You’ve told me they’re not interested in cases like this, they don’t bother about minor little offences … but … but … I’m frightened! Can’t you see that? Isn’t that enough?






	BHASKER:

	Go tell the police that you’re frightened about noises in the next building! They’ll laugh in your face!






	LEELA:

	I never let the children out any more.






	BHASKER:

	They’ll get their homework done!






	LEELA:

	When you were away on tour, I couldn’t sleep at night! And with all the windows shut, with all the curtains drawn, with cotton in my ears, the sound still came through! Even in the children’s room, on the other side of the house, I could hear it!






	BHASKER:

	But it’s not that loud. You’re imagining it –






	LEELA:

	(holding her arms tight around her) And I’m frightened, I’m frightened!






	BHASKER:

	(reaching for her again) Calm down now, calm down. It’s really not worth all this.






	LEELA:

	(changing tack) You know what Sushila said?






	BHASKER:

	No idea. (pointedly losing interest. Looks around for his paper)






	LEELA:

	That we’re part of … of what happens outside. That by watching it, we’re making ourselves responsible.






	BHASKER:

	(finds his paper) Rubbish!






	LEELA:

	That’s what I said at first! But then …






	BHASKER:

	(starts reading) Sushila’s a fool.






	LEELA:

	We don’t even really watch it, do we? I mean, I don’t. (pause) But … you do! You watch it!






	BHASKER:

	(absently, not looking at her) Yes. I mean, I have. Once or twice.






	LEELA:

	And it is … terrible?






	BHASKER:

	Yes. Terrible.






	LEELA:

	(touching her ears pathetically) I don’t even have to watch! The sounds are bad enough! (pause) And … you’re sure we can’t call the police? Just now, just once?






	BHASKER:

	(in exasperation, putting down his paper again) Leela, if we called now, what would we say?






	LEELA:

	(encouraged) We could tell them everything! That there’s a building under construction next door and that every night, in the compound …






	BHASKER:

	Wait! First they’d ask us, “What is the complaint?” And we’d have to say –






	LEELA:

	That we’re frightened! That we’re badly disturbed!






	BHASKER:

	No, that’s not enough, don’t you see? If the police had to worry about things like that they’d be psychiatrists, not policemen.






	LEELA:

	We could tell them that we can see a crime being committed!






	BHASKER:

	But it’s not going on right now.






	LEELA:

	We could say it happened last night!






	BHASKER:

	But then they’d ask us, “Why didn’t you call last night?”






	LEELA:

	We could tell them that … that we’ve just got our telephone connection …






	BHASKER:

	And they’d say, “Madam, your colony has had telephones since 1968!” And anyway, what about the neighbours?






	LEELA:

	What about them?






	BHASKER:

	Why haven’t they complained?






	LEELA:

	Maybe they have?






	BHASKER:

	Huh! In that case, the police have obviously ignored their complaints! So why should we waste a phone call?






	LEELA:

	But what’s the harm in trying?






	BHASKER:

	I don’t want to stick my neck out, that’s all.






	LEELA:

	Maybe we can organize something, all together –






	BHASKER:

	(annoyed) Uff! Who has the time for all this!






	LEELA:

	But everyone is talking about it …






	BHASKER:

	Everyone who?






	LEELA:

	Kummu, Picky, Tara, Mrs Menon, Nini …






	BHASKER:

	And what are they doing about it?






	LEELA:

	Well … they’re …






	BHASKER:

	Right! Wringing their hands and nagging their husbands!






	LEELA:

	No one wants to do it alone.






	BHASKER:

	Huh! So why should we!






	LEELA:

	Because … because I’m frightened! I can’t bear it any more!






	BHASKER:

	Darling, what are you frightened of? Who would dare to hurt you?






	LEELA:

	But I can hear them …






	BHASKER:

	(as if to a child) But sounds can’t hurt you …






	LEELA:

	Oh, but they do, those dirty, ugly sounds …






	BHASKER:

	So shut your ears, see? Like this – (places his hands over her ears) There! Is that better?






	LEELA:

	(struggling in his half embrace) But their sounds come inside, inside my nice clean house, and I can’t push them out! (stops struggling) If only they didn’t make such a racket, I wouldn’t mind so much! (pause, during which BHASKER rocks her gently) Why do they have to do it here? Why can’t they go somewhere else?






	BHASKER:

	(taking a deep breath) Leela, the thing to do is not let them disturb you like this. Pretend they’re not there …






	LEELA:

	But how? I can’t help hearing them! They’re so – so loud! And rude! How can I make myself deaf just for them!






	BHASKER:

	(lets go of her) But see, I’m not deaf and I’m not disturbed by them!






	LEELA:

	I don’t understand how you do it –






	BHASKER:

	I don’t know, really. Just don’t let them, I suppose. It’s what they want, you see, they want to upset you, they want to frighten you, and – don’t you see? – when you get frightened you’re just playing into their hands, doing what they want …






	LEELA:

	But how can I just stop! I don’t want to feel this way! Who would?






	BHASKER:

	Some people might. Who knows?






	LEELA:

	Well, I don’t! I feel awful, I feel sick. I can barely eat, I feel so sick.






	BHASKER:

	You must learn to relax. The most important thing is not to give in to them.






	LEELA:

	I can’t relax. Not so long as there’s that happening every night!






	BHASKER:

	Look, would it make a difference to you if I called the police?






	LEELA:

	Yes! Oh yes, it would! Really it would.






	BHASKER:

	Tell you what – I’ll call them tonight, while it’s going on. After all, it’s not like a picture show or anything, there’s no guarantee it’ll be on tonight!






	LEELA:

	I’m sure it will, of course! Why should it stop tonight? (pause) And – and they will come, won’t they?






	BHASKER:

	Who?






	LEELA:

	The police. They’ll surely come?






	BHASKER:

	Who knows? After all –






	LEELA:

	No, don’t even say it, I won’t stand for it if they don’t!






	BHASKER:

	You never know with the police these days. They may say it’s none of our business, what goes on in the next-door compound. After all, there’s the chowkidar …






	LEELA:

	But he’s been paid off! You said so yourself!






	BHASKER:

	We don’t know that for a fact. It was just an idea.






	LEELA:

	Maybe he’s frightened too?






	BHASKER:

	Maybe he enjoys it!






	LEELA:

	Oh no! Not that! No one could!






	BHASKER:

	Why? Some people do …






	LEELA:

	No one could enjoy such awful things!






	BHASKER:

	Except those involved …






	LEELA:

	Oh, if only I could be sure the police will come!






	BHASKER:

	What about the owners of that building? Really, it’s their responsibility, that’s what the police might say …






	LEELA:

	But the owners aren’t there. The building’s just been built. Surely anyone can see that? It’s got all its rooms and its windows and its lights, but there’s no one living there yet, so there’s no one to watch what happens there. Except us.






	BHASKER:

	And the chowkidar.






	LEELA:

	When the police come they’ll be able to see how terrible it all is, how it’s invaded our lives, our homes, how we can’t have guests for dinner –






	BHASKER:

	Don’t be silly! Of course we can!






	LEELA:

	But we haven’t, not for two weeks.






	BHASKER:

	I’ve been away and the children have had exams …






	LEELA:

	No! It’s this. I can’t imagine letting someone else see it all.






	BHASKER:

	(takes a deep breath and plunges ahead) Well, anyway. There’s someone coming tonight.






	LEELA:

	What? You, you’ve called someone?






	BHASKER:

	Yes, Mohan.






	LEELA:

	Mohan? Mohan who?






	BHASKER:

	Mohan Ram, remember him? From Delhi?






	LEELA:

	Who? Oh … your Delhi friend! (pause, then sudden panic) But – what’ll we do about … ?






	BHASKER:

	We’ll just keep the window shut, draw the curtains and put on some music. In fact, why not put the music on right away – (starts to get up).






	LEELA:

	(grabs him) No! Don’t! The sound will make me tense, I can’t bear any sounds any more!






	BHASKER:

	Leela, Leela, you mustn’t react like this, don’t you see?






	LEELA:

	No, I don’t see!






	BHASKER:

	That’s what they want, these people!






	LEELA:

	Oh, but why? Why should they? They don’t know me! What have I done to them?






	BHASKER:

	Baby, you must learn to ignore it now, I insist.






	LEELA:

	But I can’t! Don’t you see that?






	BHASKER:

	Do some meditation. That’s always been a help to you.






	LEELA:

	It doesn’t work any more.






	BHASKER:

	You’re probably not concentrating hard enough –






	LEELA:

	I am. I’m concentrating with all my might, but it doesn’t work.






	BHASKER:

	Why don’t you see your yoga teacher again?






	LEELA:

	If it takes so much effort to ignore something, isn’t that the same thing as not ignoring it?






	BHASKER:

	No, because in your case, by not ignoring it, you’re being disturbed, and that’s wrong. You mustn’t let things disturb you. What did your yoga teacher tell you? That your mind must be like a – ?






	LEELA:

	Like a cool, clear pool of water, through which my thoughts can swim unchallenged – but it doesn’t work! I’ve tried it!






	BHASKER:

	I’m sure you weren’t concentrating hard enough!






	LEELA:

	I was, really I was. I did just what my guruji told me. I sat on a cushion, there by the window and I made my mind blank. I thought of a white wall, with nothing written on it. And I thought of the cosmos, and of my breath, coming in (she breathes in sharply) … and out (she breathes out) … in … and out … in … and out. And in my mind I said … Om … again and again … Om … Om … until my mind became absolutely quiet, absolutely calm … Om … Om … Om … (as she starts to fall into a calm trance-like state, BHASKER, with obvious relief, quietly goes back to his newspaper. For a few seconds all that is heard is the sound of LEELA’s meditation and the occasional rustle of the paper. Suddenly the doorbell rings) Ahhh! (coming out of her trance with a violent start) Who-who is it! Wh-what – what’s happening! Frieda! Oh!






	BHASKER:

	(throws down his paper, comforts her) There, there, now – stop!






	FRIEDA appears from the kitchen walking towards the door with a milk pail, counting out change in her hand.






	BHASKER:

	It’s only the milk boy! Come for his money!






	FRIEDA transacts her business at the door and returns to the kitchen, still counting change.






	LEELA:

	(half sobbing) You see? You see? That’s what happens, that’s why I can’t meditate! There’s always something coming and disturbing me!






	BHASKER:

	Shhh, shhh, now! We’ll have to try it again tonight, while the thing’s actually going on.






	LEELA:

	(fearfully) Am I going mad?






	BHASKER:

	Of course not! Just oversensitive, that’s all.






	LEELA:

	And who can meditate with that horrible noise outside!






	BHASKER:

	But that’s the time, isn’t it? You’ve got to be able to shut out any kind of distraction, especially while it’s going on. Otherwise, what’s the point?






	LEELA:

	I … I suppose you’re right. I’ll just have to try harder. (changing tack) Your friend Mohan, will he stay for dinner?






	BHASKER:

	Oh, just make something simple.






	LEELA:

	There’s this afternoon’s leftovers – rice, dal –






	BHASKER:

	Whatever, I mean, he’s not fussy (stretches, yawning). Mmhh! How about … parathas?






	LEELA:

	(getting up) I’ll see what Frieda says –






	Lights dim.







Scene Two






	LEELA, dressed for the evening, clutching a drink, sits on the sofa. She looks at her watch anxiously. BHASKER is fiddling with the music system at the room-divider-cum-bar. The doorbell rings, causing LEELA to jump, spilling her drink. BHASKER goes to the door, opens it.






	BHASKER:

	Mohan! (moves aside) Hi, hi –






	MOHAN:

	Hi – (enters).






	BHASKER:

	Come! (closes the door behind him)






	MOHAN:

	Sorry I’m late (pauses, seeing LEELA).






	BHASKER:

	No problem! Come, you’ve met my wife, Leela?







	MOHAN nods a greeting as LEELA acknowledges him too, forcing her smile.






	MOHAN:

	Yes.






	LEELA:

	Of course we’ve met!






	MOHAN:

	And how are you?






	LEELA:

	(simpers) Oh … fine! (indicating that he should sit) And you?






	MOHAN:

	Fine too, thanks. (looking around at Bhasker)






	BHASKER:

	Fix you a drink?






	MOHAN:

	Just a small one!






	LEELA:

	Won’t you sit?






	MOHAN:

	Thanks, yes. (doesn’t sit)






	LEELA:

	So? When did you reach?






	MOHAN:

	Oh, yesterday. (distracted by BHASKER)






	BHASKER:

	What’ll it be?






	MOHAN:

	The usual – just a small one –






	LEELA:

	Morning?






	MOHAN:

	(to LEELA) Yes –






	BHASKER:

	Soda?






	MOHAN:

	(to BHASKER) … Thanks, and ice … thanks. (BHASKER nods, fixing his own drink as well. Mohan comes around the chair and sits, smiles brightly at LEELA) So? I’m trying to remember when we last met –






	LEELA:

	(strained) Uh … a year ago? In April?






	MOHAN:

	And … how’re the children?






	LEELA:

	Asleep, of course!






	MOHAN:

	(raises his eyebrows) “Of course”?






	BHASKER arrives with the drinks, hands one to MOHAN.






	MOHAN:

	Thanks – just right –






	BHASKER moves around the sofa.






	LEELA:

	(pushing a bowl of peanuts towards MOHAN) Please! Help yourself.






	MOHAN:

	Sure! (helps himself) How about you?






	LEELA:

	We have our own –






	BHASKER:

	Ahh, nice to see you here, Mohan … So? Cheers!






	LEELA:

	(uncertainly) Cheers …






	MOHAN:

	Cheers!






	
They sip their drinks. LEELA sits back tensely, looks at her watch. MOHAN sees her. There is a silence after which they each open their mouths to say something, causing embarrassed titters to break out. LEELA changes hers to a cough. BHASKER looks across to MOHAN, LEELA glances again at her watch.







	MOHAN:

	(clears his throat) Well! So, when does it begin?






	LEELA:

	(shrinks) Wh-What?






	BHASKER:

	(expressionless) Around dinner time.






	LEELA:

	(staring at him horrified) You – you told him?






	BHASKER:

	(smoothly) Darling, I had to. After all, he’s bound to notice, when it starts –






	LEELA:

	But then why did he come! (turning to MOHAN) Why did you come, knowing something horrible would happen?






	MOHAN:

	Oh, but I insisted!






	BHASKER:

	He wanted to see it.






	LEELA:

	You wanted to see it!






	MOHAN:

	(unrepentant) Sure! Why not?






	LEELA:

	(she’s not amused) But why! Why see such awful things, unless you must!






	MOHAN:

	Well, I was curious.






	LEELA:

	About such things?






	MOHAN:

	(more seriously) I mean, how often can you stand and watch (hurried glance at BHASKER) a crime being committed right in front of you?






	BHASKER:

	Usually, you’re too close for comfort …






	MOHAN:

	You might get hurt …






	BHASKER:

	Or you arrive a few minutes too late and see only the results.






	MOHAN:

	Or it’s happening to someone you know and you have to get involved yourself …






	BHASKER:

	Or it’s too disturbing to watch at all.






	MOHAN:

	But this! Just far enough not to get involved, just close enough to see everything clearly. Or so Bhasker tells me.






	BHASKER:

	Oh, yes … You can see.






	LEELA:

	But it’s so frightening! Won’t you be frightened?






	MOHAN:

	Who, me? No! Of what?






	LEELA:

	Of them! They’re so terrible, the things that they do!






	MOHAN:

	But they’re so far away, how can they hurt me?






	LEELA:

	Even their sounds hurt me!






	BHASKER:

	My Leela is very sensitive!






	MOHAN:

	Oh, I understand. After all, it’s hardly the thing for a woman!






	LEELA:

	(dismayed) You shouldn’t watch either, you know! You really shouldn’t!






	MOHAN:

	But why not? What harm is there in watching?






	BHASKER:

	(with an ironical smile) Someone told Leela that to watch a crime and do nothing is to be – what? – involved in it yourself?






	MOHAN:

	Huh! Ridiculous!






	BHASKER:

	Just what I said. They are there and you are here. What’s the connection!






	LEELA:

	Sushila said if you can stop a crime, you must – or else you’re helping it happen …






	MOHAN:

	(snorts derisively) This Sushila sounds like an intellectual!






	BHASKER:

	And she is!






	LEELA:

	No, she’s not! She’s my friend …






	BHASKER:

	She’s done her MA in political science.






	MOHAN:

	That proves it!






	LEELA:

	Not at all, she’s very nice …






	MOHAN:

	These intellectuals always react like that, always confuse simple issues. After all, what’s the harm in simply watching something? Even when there’s an accident in the street, don’t we all turn our heads to look?






	LEELA:

	I never look!






	BHASKER:

	But Leela, supposing you had an accident on the road and nobody looked. Then? What would happen to you? How would you get help?






	MOHAN:

	Yes, you see? It’s unnatural not to look. It’s unnatural not to get involved.






	LEELA:

	(gesturing towards the window) But I’d be too frightened to go to their help!






	MOHAN:

	Who said anything about help? I’m talking about looking, that’s all.






	BHASKER:

	Besides, you’re the one who wants to have this thing stopped …






	LEELA:

	(firm about her stand) I want the police to come and clear them away. I don’t want to go there myself!






	MOHAN:

	Just looking isn’t the same thing as going to help.






	LEELA:

	(off balance) Well … but what about the screaming?






	MOHAN:

	Is it for help?






	LEELA:

	(turns to BHASKER) Isn’t it for help?






	MOHAN:

	Or is it just in general? That matters, you know. After all, it could just be some, you know, drama –






	BHASKER:

	Who can tell! With these people outside, no one can say why they do what they do!






	MOHAN:

	What about the kind of screaming? For instance, is it just one person?






	LEELA:

	No … well … yes, I think so.






	MOHAN:

	But you’re not sure?






	LEELA:

	That’s not the point.






	MOHAN:

	But anyway, what kind of screaming is it? High-pitched? Hysterical?






	BHASKER:

	You’ll hear it yourself in a minute. Why waste time talking about it?






	MOHAN:

	It gives us an opportunity to compare Leela’s version with the real thing.






	BHASKER:

	But it’s a different person every night, so how can you make a comparison?






	MOHAN:

	It’s a different person? You’re sure of that?






	BHASKER:

	(shrugs) You know how it is – all of them out there look exactly alike.






	MOHAN:

	Then how can you tell it’s a different person?






	BHASKER:

	Well, the clothes, you know …






	MOHAN:

	Mmmm! Of course –






	LEELA:

	Oh, I just don’t want to hear of it!






	MOHAN:

	Anyway, getting back to the point. Let’s restrict ourselves to last night’s case … was it a high-pitched voice?






	LEELA:

	Well … I …






	MOHAN:

	Or to put it differently, was there an edge of hysteria?






	LEELA:

	I wouldn’t know what hysteria sounds like …






	BHASKER:

	Leela’s lived a very quiet life uptil now. All of this is very new to her!






	MOHAN:

	How shall I describe what I mean? Was there … okay! Was it, for instance, like a singer’s voice, high and sweet? Was it musical?






	LEELA:

	(decisively) No! Not at all! In fact – (stops short)






	MOHAN:

	Yes?






	LEELA:

	(hushed) In fact, I thought it was so horrid and gurgly –






	MOHAN:

	Gurgly?






	LEELA:

	Yes, and rasping, as if … whoever it was had a cold or something.






	MOHAN:

	That’s an important clue. Perhaps the victim is always somewhat diseased?






	BHASKER:

	Oh, I don’t think so. I doubt it.






	MOHAN:

	What makes you so sure?






	BHASKER:

	They all look quite healthy. Thin, but healthy.






	MOHAN:

	Then why the rasping, the gurgling?






	BHASKER:

	Well, you know, after you’ve been screaming for a little while, I think … I mean, perhaps … uh … your throat gets sore? Of course, I wouldn’t really know myself.






	MOHAN:

	Of course … but, what you suggest is, maybe the phlegm builds up and then –






	LEELA:

	Uff-oh! How can you talk of these things!






	BHASKER:

	And there’s a fair amount of crying, you see, so tears as well, to add to the phlegm.






	LEELA:

	Tears? You think they’re actually crying?






	BHASKER:

	Well, yes, I think so. It sounds like it anyway.






	MOHAN:

	So, so, rasping, gurgling, crying – we’re getting a clearer picture of things now.






	LEELA:

	And is it genuine screaming, then?






	BHASKER:

	Well, it certainly seems real enough.






	LEELA:

	(fearfully) And if they’re really screaming for help, if it is genuine, then … does it mean we ourselves must go to save them?






	MOHAN:

	No, of course not. Nothing’s proven yet except that the screaming is, quite possibly, genuine. Or at least it sounds genuine …






	LEELA:

	Surely, if it is, we must go?






	MOHAN:

	W-e-l-l … (not too convinced himself of what he’s saying) not really. After all, supposing it’s genuine screaming but they don’t want help?






	BHASKER:

	(sceptical) What sort of situation would produce that, d’you suppose?






	LEELA:

	(unhappily) I think whenever someone really screams, it must be for help. Or else, why scream?






	MOHAN:

	Oh well! How naive! People scream for all sorts of reasons!






	BHASKER:

	(changing ground) Because they’re frightened of nightmares, for instance …






	LEELA:

	But these people aren’t asleep!






	MOHAN:

	A loud noise –






	BHASKER:

	Or sometimes for the sheer pleasure of it!






	LEELA:

	(losing hope) Pleasure? No, this isn’t for pleasure –






	MOHAN:

	How do we know?






	LEELA:

	(flustered) Because … it’s so … I mean … the crying, the gurgling – it all sounds so frightening, it just can’t be for pleasure.






	MOHAN:

	Well, all right, we’ll rule out pleasure for the moment.






	 

	However … (pauses to think something through)






	LEELA:

	What?






	MOHAN:

	Unless they actually call for help, is it our business to go? That’s the question!






	BHASKER:

	These people don’t exactly say many words. It’s all rather inarticulate.






	MOHAN:

	After all, it may be something private, a domestic fight, how can we intervene?






	BHASKER:

	It’s not likely to be anything domestic. I mean … they’re all roughly the same age, I’d say. No parents, no youngsters, and hardly any conversation at all.






	MOHAN:

	Really? None?






	BHASKER:

	We hear nothing but the screaming.






	LEELA:

	If it’s domestic, we wouldn’t have to interfere, would we?






	MOHAN:

	Personally, I’m against becoming entangled in other people’s private lives. Outsiders can never really be the judge of who is right and who is wrong.






	BHASKER:

	But this is hardly private!






	MOHAN:

	Well … I don’t know – I mean, I don’t like to get involved. Unless, of course …






	LEELA:

	Unless what?






	MOHAN:

	(reluctantly) Unless, I mean, if it’s murder …






	LEELA:

	Oh, but this isn’t murder!






	MOHAN:

	You’re sure?






	BHASKER:

	No, no! I mean, the victim is twitching and moving, even at the end.






	MOHAN:

	Well, then, unless it’s murder, I don’t think anyone should come between the members of a family.






	BHASKER:

	How about torture, then?






	MOHAN:

	Mmmm … well, that’s much more difficult … after all, what shall we describe as torture? It’s too vague a term, I’ve always felt.






	LEELA:

	And I don’t think it’s torture, anyway.






	MOHAN:

	How can we be sure?






	LEELA:

	(oddly confident) Well, there’s always a purpose behind torture, isn’t there? I mean, the police or something, trying to get information from someone … I mean, it’s not just random and disgusting, is it?






	BHASKER:

	Usually … but then I remember reading in Time magazine many years ago, about a family who tortured someone just for the fun of it. Just a nice middle-class American family.






	MOHAN:

	Imagine!






	LEELA:

	Such awful things happen in America!






	BHASKER:

	But Leela’s right. I don’t think it’s torture either.






	MOHAN:

	Why do you say that?






	BHASKER:

	I don’t know. After all, torture, even when it pleases the torturers, is usually … somehow … more … what’s the word?






	MOHAN:

	Dignified?






	BHASKER:

	No … no …






	MOHAN:

	Restrained? Refined?






	BHASKER:

	That’s closer to it … but –






	MOHAN:

	Organized? Controlled?






	BHASKER:

	That’s it, I think, controlled! Whereas, here, one feels, there’s no control or decency at all. Wild abandon is more like it.






	LEELA:

	(shaking her head) It’s terrible.






	BHASKER:

	And it’s too exhibitionistic, you know, to be real torture.






	MOHAN:

	Exhibitionistic! That’s a very specific sort of term …






	BHASKER:

	Yes … What I mean to say is, torturers usually work in secret, isn’t it?






	MOHAN:

	Well … not in olden times …






	BHASKER:

	Exactly – but these days you can’t come right out into the open and torture somebody, can you?






	MOHAN:

	Whereas this –






	LEELA:

	– this is in full view of three buildings! In front of decent, ordinary people like us! Really, it’s terrible that such things are permitted.






	MOHAN:

	D’you suppose they know you can see?






	LEELA:

	Why, of course!






	MOHAN:

	How can you be so sure?






	BHASKER:

	They’ve asked us to turn off our lights, after all.






	LEELA:

	They wouldn’t have done that unless they wanted us to watch!






	MOHAN:

	Asked you to turn off your lights? Is someone in contact with their spokesman, then?






	LEELA:

	(grimacing) No, no! Who would speak with those creatures?






	BHASKER:

	Well, not asked, exactly, but –






	LEELA:

	Everyone with their lights on has had their windows smashed.






	MOHAN:

	Smashed! But that’s terrible! They can be prosecuted for that!






	BHASKER:

	Well … at least one person had his windows smashed –






	MOHAN:

	Only one? But still! You people must complain about this thing! It’s an outrage! You must call the police!






	LEELA:

	The police? Why, I’ve been begging Bhasker for days …






	BHASKER:

	Well, I just heard the story. Who knows if it’s true?






	LEELA:

	And that man’s car was covered with filth!






	BHASKER:

	They say that his wife and children were threatened …






	MOHAN:

	But how do you know all of this?






	LEELA:

	We hear it, in the building.






	BHASKER:

	You know how it is in these colonies – can’t keep secrets from anyone.






	MOHAN:

	Well, well! That changes things, doesn’t it!






	LEELA:

	(hopefully) Why?






	MOHAN:

	I mean, if they’re going to be aggressive, then where’s the question of going to their help.






	BHASKER:

	But Mohan, it’s not the victims who break the windows.






	MOHAN:

	And how do you know that?






	BHASKER:

	Come on! Why should the victims want us to watch?






	MOHAN:

	They may think they’ll get help quicker that way.






	BHASKER:

	Hmmm. I hadn’t thought of that. However, it’s unlikely.






	MOHAN:

	Why?






	BHASKER:

	The victims are generally being held down.






	LEELA:

	(wincing) Oh, I hate to hear of it.






	MOHAN:

	Held down?






	BHASKER:

	Yes, by the others.






	MOHAN:

	What others?






	BHASKER:

	I mean, you know, the assailants. There are usually around four of them.






	LEELA:

	Oh don’t! I don’t like you even talking about it!






	MOHAN:

	(turning to LEELA with interest) You’ve really never seen it?






	LEELA:

	Me? No! Never! How could I? It would make me ill for weeks!






	BHASKER:

	So if the windows are broken it must be by the assailants.






	MOHAN:

	The picture is growing clearer – so there are different victims every day.






	BHASKER:

	Mind you, we can’t be certain of that!






	MOHAN:

	I thought, from the clothes … ?






	BHASKER:

	But they’re not fully clothed.






	MOHAN:

	What?






	LEELA:

	You mean they are …






	BHASKER:

	Naked. They’re usually naked.






	LEELA:

	Oh, how disgusting, how terrible! To be naked in public!






	MOHAN:

	Ah yes, I think you did mention it to me earlier. But then, where does the question of clothes arise at all?






	BHASKER:

	They start off clothed and then begin to lose them.






	MOHAN:

	All of them? The assailants too?






	BHASKER:

	Well, the assailants tear the clothes off the victims and then, perhaps in the general excitement, remove their own clothes as well.






	LEELA:

	Oh, but why, why are we talking about these things!






	MOHAN:

	But Leela, we must, or else how are we to know whether or not to help the victim?






	LEELA:

	Oh! (shaking her head in dismay)






	MOHAN:

	And what are the clothes of the victim like?






	BHASKER:

	Oh, tatters and rags, usually –






	MOHAN:

	So you’d say that the victims are, by and large, poor people?






	BHASKER:

	Definitely!






	LEELA:

	Isn’t it terrible? Attacking the poor?






	MOHAN:

	But what about the assailants? Are they poor as well?






	BHASKER:

	I mean, they’re not rich. Their clothes are, you know, torn pants, T-shirts, that sort of thing.






	MOHAN:

	Well, as long as it’s the poor attacking the poor (he trails off significantly) … you know how it is … they live their lives and we live ours.






	LEELA:

	(hopefully) So, we don’t have to do anything?






	BHASKER:

	(uncertainly) There’s still the issue, you know, of why they do it like this, regularly, under the lights and all.






	MOHAN:

	Yes, that is a strange feature. But – you know – something’s just struck me. (he looks suddenly animated)






	BHASKER:

	What?






	MOHAN:

	Are there any strange-looking objects around, by any chance?






	BHASKER:

	What an odd question!






	LEELA:

	Why?






	MOHAN:

	I mean, like any sort of, you know, carved stones, or figurines, or – or – anything?






	BHASKER:

	(looking puzzled) Mmm … not that I can remember …






	LEELA:

	But why do you ask?






	MOHAN:

	It’s just that – you know, all the descriptions, the screaming, the wild abandon, the exhibitionism, yes, even the nakedness – you know what it could be? You know what would explain everything?






	BHASKER and LEELA (together):

	No, what?






	MOHAN:

	A religious ceremony! Sacred rites!






	BHASKER:

	W-e-l-l (shaking his head) I mean, surely –






	LEELA:

	(quite distressed) No, no! It’s too awful!






	MOHAN:

	But, don’t you see? That would explain why no one goes to the help of the victims – because, of course, if it’s something religious, no one can interfere. Not even the police.






	BHASKER:

	(considering the point) That’s true, of course. If it’s religious, then there’s no stopping the thing. Restriction of religious freedom and all that.






	MOHAN:

	Everyone would be up in arms.






	LEELA:

	But even when it’s not a … a nice religion?






	BHASKER:

	No one can say what’s nice or not nice any more. Someone else’s religion is someone else’s business.






	LEELA:

	But even when it doesn’t sound right?






	MOHAN:

	You see, Leela, I mean, it’s all a question of taste. What sounds heavenly to one person might sound hellish to another!






	LEELA:

	But the screaming? If it’s genuine?






	MOHAN:

	Maybe to them that’s what sounds heavenly! Who can tell these days? It takes all types.






	BHASKER:

	(coming around) Yes, really. Who can say? This is a very good point, Mohan, very good. This does explain a lot!






	MOHAN:

	Especially why the police haven’t been called. Or if they have, why they’ve done nothing about it. Can you imagine the outcry if they tried to stop some religious rite?






	LEELA:

	But even if it’s something religious, can’t it be stopped? If they’re doing something really horrible?






	MOHAN:

	That’s the whole point about being a secular nation! No one has the right to decide this is horrible and that is not!






	BHASKER:

	Our Constitution guarantees us the freedom to worship as we please –






	MOHAN:

	So long as we don’t offend the sensibilities of others.






	LEELA:

	But this is offending my sensibilities!






	MOHAN:

	Ah, but that’s because until now you’ve not realized the sacred nature of the spectacle!






	LEELA:

	But what about the victims? Surely their sensibilities are being offended?






	BHASKER:

	I’m not sure you can even call them victims any more! At most they are in pain. That’s not the same thing as being a victim.






	LEELA:

	But isn’t it wrong to be in pain?






	MOHAN:

	Not if it’s in the name of religion. Look at sadhus? They sit willingly on nails or walk on smouldering coal. Look at the fast days? The flagellation with knives?






	LEELA:

	But that’s people doing things to themselves, whereas here … it’s four people ganging up on one victim, who, we have agreed, is genuinely screaming …






	BHASKER:

	What about circumcision?






	LEELA:

	(without conviction) But that’s different … that’s you know, I mean, parents have certain rights over their children –






	BHASKER:

	Ear piercing? Nose piercing? All those things hurt!






	MOHAN:

	The very fact that there are always the same number of assailants – or priests, now, I suppose! – seems to me a clear indication that we are finally on the right track. I am almost convinced of it! It was your earlier account, your use of the word “crime” that set me off on the wrong path altogether.






	BHASKER:

	Why do you say “almost” convinced?






	MOHAN:

	There’s only one little doubt …






	LEELA:

	What?






	MOHAN:

	Are you sure there aren’t any unusual objects around?






	BHASKER:

	Wait a minute, I see your point! You mean … ritual objects – relics, statues, idols, that sort of thing?






	MOHAN:

	Exactly! That’s just what I was wondering about. It does seem odd to think of a religious ceremony without any of those elements.






	BHASKER:

	(confident) No, why? The religions we are familiar with have those things, but maybe this is some completely new sort of faith? The Cult of the Body-Builders.






	LEELA:

	(uncertainly) Would that explain why they’re naked, then?






	MOHAN:

	Yes, and perhaps the barbarism as well. New cults can be quite violent at the outset – especially their initiation rites.






	BHASKER:

	Yes! And that would explain why there’s a new vic – uh, initiate every time.






	MOHAN:

	How about music? D’you hear any music?






	LEELA:

	(despondent) No, only the screaming.






	BHASKER:

	It probably takes time for a religion to reach the hymns and chanting phase.






	LEELA:

	Still, it seems a very disgusting sort of religion.






	BHASKER:

	Oh Leela! Who are we to criticize!






	MOHAN:

	After all, if we criticize others, they can criticize us and then where would we be?






	LEELA:

	But we are all good people, what have we done wrong? We don’t go running around, screaming and naked, in the middle of the night.






	BHASKER:

	Leela, Leela! We mustn’t judge others, we mustn’t show prejudice –






	LEELA:

	Where’s the prejudice? I was just describing what happens outside our house every night. That’s what we’ve been doing for the past half hour, all of us!






	BHASKER:

	But until now we hadn’t understood what we were describing. Now that we’ve guessed, we can no longer use such phrases as “running around naked in the middle of the night”. It sounds so critical and judgemental!






	As BHASKER talks, a faint sound is heard from outside. It must be indistinct enough that the audience does not immediately recognize it as the sound of a woman screaming.






	BHASKER:

	Supposing I described the holy Mass of the Catholics as “eating wafers” or an abhishekam as “pouring liquids over a piece of stone”? Wouldn’t people get insulted?






	MOHAN:

	(cutting in) Shh! Wait a minute! What’s that I hear? (the others fall silent) Isn’t that them? Isn’t it time for it to begin?






	LEELA:

	(listening) Yes. It is. (rising to her feet, calling to FRIEDA) Frieda? Bring some candles! Put out the lights! Draw the curtains! (turning back to the other two) Come! Dinner’s on the table. Let’s eat.






	
Over the last ten minutes FRIEDA has been preparing the table for dinner, slowly and methodically. By the time LEELA announces that the meal is ready, the table is set. As LEELA, BHASKER and MOHAN move towards the rear, the lights dim, the curtain falls.








Scene Three


The scene reopens on a darkened dining room. The dining table is in the foreground. All electric lights are off. BHASKER, LEELA and MOHAN are eating at the table, on which a couple of candles are lit. There’s a candle in the kitchen. The curtains on the window have been drawn shut but the light from outside the window is powerful enough to illuminate the space.


From outside the window can also be heard the unmistakable sounds of a woman screaming for help. The sound is truly ragged and unpleasant. Initially, it should be vigorous and determined, with distinct words – “let me go”, “help me!” and so on – but as the evening progresses it degenerates into a general screaming with a jagged, tired edge to it. The screamer grows exhausted, hiccupping to a halt, then starts again with renewed vigour, as if in response to some new assault. The screaming must be carefully paced to fit within the rhythms of the dialogue in the room, yet not appear to be controlled by it. The conversation is responsive to it, not the other way around. The intensity of the screaming must be precisely maintained, neither too loud so as to seem right outside the window nor so soft that it can be ignored.






	MOHAN:

	My! What a banquet you’ve produced, Leela!






	LEELA:

	It’s Frieda’s work, really –






	MOHAN:

	She does all the cooking?






	LEELA:

	Well, under my supervision.






	MOHAN:

	She’s good!






	BHASKER:

	Oh yes. Been with us a long time.






	They both glance at LEELA, who has eaten nothing and looks tense.






	LEELA:

	(abruptly) You know, I don’t care what it’s about! Religious or not, I hate this sound! I hate it!






	BHASKER:

	Really, Leela –






	MOHAN:

	No, I see her point, Bhasker. The actual sound of it is unpleasant. Sets my teeth on edge.






	BHASKER:

	It’ll go on now for at least another half hour –






	MOHAN:

	So we’ll eat first and then –






	LEELA:

	You’re still going to watch?






	MOHAN:

	But now it’s a clear case of sociological concern! A duty!






	LEELA:

	You know best. (she looks around for FRIEDA) Frieda? The children had dinner?






	FRIEDA nods and leaves for the kitchen.






	MOHAN:

	I thought you said they were asleep?






	LEELA:

	I keep them locked inside the guest room, so that they can’t see this thing. Usually, they just fall asleep before eating their dinner.






	BHASKER:

	Now that we know the cultural significance of the spectacle – perhaps we should let them watch?






	LEELA:

	No! That I will absolutely not permit – whatever the secular laws of this country, I will not allow my children to be harmed by disgusting sights!






	BHASKER:

	I don’t understand how you can be so intolerant –






	LEELA:

	I don’t care what it is, religious ceremony or whatnot! All I know is that it’s shocking and should be stopped!






	BHASKER:

	And you haven’t even seen it!






	MOHAN:

	Besides, what about the harm they suffer from being cooped up in one little room all evening?






	LEELA:

	I don’t care what it is. As long as there’s that going on, they’re going to stay locked up inside.






	BHASKER:

	You would prefer that the children become mindless vegetables than that they –






	The doorbell rings suddenly making them all jump. LEELA looks terrified.






	LEELA:

	Oh! Who could that be at this hour!






	BHASKER:

	Are we expecting anyone?






	LEELA:

	No, no one at all! It might be something awful! Should Frieda open the door or not?






	FRIEDA walks slowly to the door.






	BHASKER:

	Tell her to put the chain on, then see who it is – no point taking risks!






	LEELA:

	Frieda! Put the chain on! Don’t let anyone in. (the doorbell rings again) Ooh!






	MOHAN:

	He’s impatient, whoever it is!






	LEELA:

	It’s all so frightening!






	
FRIEDA, having opened the door cautiously, sees the visitor, then stands aside to let them in. Enter NAINA.






	NAINA:

	Hello, hello, hello!






	LEELA:

	It’s Naina!






	NAINA:

	Oh, sorry! You’ve started your dinner?






	LEELA:

	Oh … no problem. (she’s clearly ill at ease)






	BHASKER:

	Naina! What a … pleasant surprise!






	NAINA:

	Long time no see.






	LEELA:

	Uh, won’t you join us? (appealing to FRIEDA) Frieda!






	FRIEDA peers towards the table, awaiting instructions.






	BHASKER:

	And what brings you here at this hour?






	NAINA:

	(laughing) Come on, Bhasker, it’s only nine-thirty!






	LEELA:

	Please sit, Naina … I’ll get Frieda to bring plates. But where’s Surinder?






	NAINA:

	Thanks, but don’t bother, please! We’ve already eaten.






	LEELA:

	Have something?






	NAINA:

	No really, Leela! Don’t bother, we thought we’d take a chance.






	BHASKER:

	You should do that more often.






	NAINA:

	It’s been such a long time since we dropped by!






	 

	Remember, the last time was when – (she looks around, registering the candles for the first time) How funny! There was a power failure then, too!






	LEELA:

	(without thinking) It’s not a power failure! (she stops suddenly)






	NAINA:

	(laughingly) Then why the candles? Someone’s birthday? (looks pointedly at MOHAN to whom she has not been introduced)






	BHASKER:

	No, but have you met? This is Mohan Ram – Naina –






	NAINA:

	Hi – don’t get up!






	MOHAN:

	Hello.






	LEELA:

	Naina and I were school friends.






	NAINA:

	Don’t say that! It makes me feel ancient!






	LEELA:

	We’re all ancient these days.






	BHASKER:

	So – but where is Surinder?






	NAINA:

	He’s gone to get some petrol. We didn’t want to run short on the way home.






	BHASKER:

	He’ll have to go quite a distance. There isn’t any place close by.






	From outside, the whimpering is becoming noticeable once more.






	LEELA:

	(trying desperately to mask the sound) So – so – how are things, Naina?






	NAINA:

	Oh, fine! I wanted to bring Shashi, you know, but I thought the children might be asleep by the time we got here.






	LEELA:

	(quickly) Yes, they’re off to bed early these days.






	NAINA:

	How long it’s been! The flat’s looking so different …






	LEELA:

	(desperately) Seen – seen any movies lately, Naina?






	NAINA:

	(grins) Nothing! Not even on TV!






	BHASKER:

	And Surinder? How’s his … the business?






	NAINA:

	(surprised) Didn’t he speak to you yesterday? He’s quitting –






	BHASKER:

	Oh, uh, yes … but he … uh, he mentioned something about – expansion plans –






	An anguished cry is heard. NAINA stiffens, turns around.






	BHASKER:

	(raising his voice) Maybe I’m mixing him up with someone else – oh! I know who! It’s …






	NAINA:

	What’s that?






	LEELA:

	(deadpan) What?






	NAINA:

	That … (turns to the window, then back to the others) Didn’t you hear it? It sounded like someone calling for help!






	LEELA:

	I don’t hear anything.






	Another cry.






	NAINA:

	No … see? Didn’t you hear it? It’s coming from there, from outside … (she starts to get up)






	BHASKER:

	It’s nothing really, Naina. Just a – a –






	MOHAN:

	It’s some sort of religious ceremony. The local slum dwellers putting on a programme.






	NAINA:

	A religious ceremony? How strange – I mean, what festival is it? (looking towards the window) I mean, are you sure? It sounds more as if someone’s calling for help …






	BHASKER:

	That’s what it sounds like, but …






	NAINA:

	(decisively) I’ll just take a look – you never know –






	BHASKER:

	Naina, I think you should sit down.






	LEELA:

	(to BHASKER) Why don’t you just explain? It’ll look so bad otherwise.






	NAINA:

	It really doesn’t sound religious …






	LEELA:

	That’s what I said!






	MOHAN:
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