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A sudden explosion occurred at the power station and one 
of the transformers blew up. The tin roof of the power station was 
hurled into the sky, a fire broke out, and the other transformer also 
went out of action. From that day on the town was in darkness.

People thought nonchalantly that the power station would 
soon be repaired, but nothing happened as days went by. Kerosene 
lamps were sold out in town, and even candles became scarce. The 
price of batteries doubled. One could buy kerosene oil in the black 
market after the India-Pakistan war; but it virtually disappeared af
ter the power failure. Now and then you'd see someone hurrying 
along with empty drums; when asked he might disclose that a truck
load of oil had arrived at Jamnadas & Co. Then everyone ran to
wards the centre of town carrying empty drums and containers, only 
to run into people returning with the news that the oil was all gone. 
Clay ovens and segrees came back into use, Eating their meals in 
daylight, people went to bed at dusk, like birds and beasts. Except for 
newlyweds, everyone suffered. Young men used to late hours got 
insomnia. Town squares became deserted, restaurants closed early, 
and one missed the radio noise in the streets. The town sank into 
silence at sunset, £ silence more terrifying than that of a graveyard. 
After some time people didn't bother with lamps and candles, and 
became used to living in complete darkness.

While taking a walk after sunset people would make noises 
to avoid bumping into others or running into cyclists. Never in their 
life could people have made noises like that, noises such as insects 
make just to announce their presence. Children talked to themselves, 
women made loud conversation, young men whistled, and the eld
erly coughed, spat noisily, made strange guttural sounds, and were 
on the whole eager to reach home as quickly as possible. Tongawallas 
honked, and cyclists who didn't have a light shouted as they rode. 
Pedestrians hugged the side of the street the moment they heard a
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bicycle approaching and yelled in alarm, 'Hey, get off your bike if you 
haven't got a light!'

There were about five hundred power looms in town. The 
Muslim weavers who worked on them waited two or three weeks for 
power and then began to lose patience. They became bitter seeing 
their children go hungry, and made petition after petition to the dis
trict collector. A month passed. Indignant power station employees 
who had lost their jobs circulated the information that the owner of 
the power station wanted to sell it, but that the government didn't 
show interest in buying. Some said he had been making overtures to 
the government for over two years without success. It was also 
rumoured that the owner himself had contrived the explosion in or
der to force the government to buy the power station, which appar
ently explained why he had replaced cqpper wires with aluminium 
ones all over town a few days before the blow-up.

It became evident that there'd be no electricity in town for 
months to come. Students at the college where Changdev taught wor
ried about completing their studies for the finals. In general people 
tried to get through chores and errands in daytime. The situation was 
convincing proof that Indians will adapt themselves to the most im
possible conditions and go on living somehow. All cinemas were 
closed. Changdev's friend Chandak, however, saw an opportunity 
to make money. Closing one of the cinema-houses he owned in an
other town, he brought over an oil engine and a generator and re
opened his cinema-house in the town. People swarmed there every 
day, and Chandak even started an extra show in the afternoon. Be
fore this, his daily take seldom amounted to five hundred rupees, but 
now it shot up to two thousand. He showed cheap oldies to keep 
profits high: even so people fought for tickets.

Realizing that power wouldn't be available for many months, 
everyone adapted himself to the circumstances. People asked one 
another: how do people in villages manage without electricity? What 
about the days before electricity came into use? How did people live 
then? Once you become accustomed to dilating the pupils of your 
eyes, you can see in darkness too. How do cats catch mice unerringly 
at night? How do some dogs detect thieves in the dark? To hell with 
electricity -  who needs it anyway!

The district collector had a meeting with the bigwigs of the 
town and urged the pursuing of constitutional means to oblige the 
government to resolve the problem. Later the minister upbraided the 
collector: 'How did you pass the IAS exams, mister? Was there any 
need to make such statements? Don't you have any sense?'
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The Communists held a meeting in Kazipura, the Muslim 
part of the town. The poor weavers, out of work for over a month, 
were starving. Their women were a pitiful sight. Their children begged 
in the streets. The weavers didn't have energy even to go to the mosque 
for prayers. In spite of the injunctions of the ]amat-a-Islam, they flocked 
to the Communist meeting.

After eating in the canteen at the State Transport bus station, 
Changdev was walking home as usual when he saw the meeting. 
Since the power failure he was forced to make this tiring trek for food 
in the evening, the college canteen having closed for lack of fuel. Most 
of the hostel students had returned to their hometown, and those 
from nearby villages had arranged for meals from home by bus. Some 
cooked in their rooms.

Changdev got along by making an omelette for lunch, and 
had a square meal at the bus station in the evening. Thanks to 
Chandak he had a barrel of kerosene in the house, so that he didn't 
have any problem with tea. He could even afford to lend his 
neighbours a little kerosene once in a while. What he hated was the 
long walk to and from the bus station every evening. Changdev sat 
smoking beedis on the veranda of a house and watched the meeting. 
The powerful lights on the platform shone on the people in the front 
row, but the faces of those behind were in the dark; it was prudent to 
hide one's face at a Communist meeting. Even women had turned up 
in large numbers, crowding in the lanes converging upon the square. 
They sat in sullen apathy, minding their children and awaiting the 
outcome of the meeting. Some of the women had sheltered their ba
bies from the mosquitoes under their own rags, and had tried to cover 
themselves too. Each had three or four kids. Some half-naked kids 
wearing amulets giggled at the speaker's shadow dancing on the 
wall, which looked comic with its elongated chin and nose. The 
women didn't follow the speech the least bit. The men didn't seem to 
make out much more either, but they pretended to.

Comrade Deshpande, the speaker, was a Hindu. He took 
care to stress his close associations with Muslims, sprinkling his 
two-hour speech with phrases like 'my friend Farukh-bhai said', and 
'my bosom friend Rustum- mian has been saying'. Time and again he 
used Urdu words incorrectly.

A boyish-looking police inspector sat in a folding chair at 
some distance from the crowd. Legs drawn up and a paan in his 
mouth, he quietly scribbled in his notebook. An elderly policeman 
stood behind him holding a lamp close to the inspector's notebook. 
The lamp had become hot, and the policeman's fingers were getting
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burned. He tried holding the handle high, but then his wrist was 
scorched. Besides, the inspector seemed to disapprove of the change. 
In ill-humour the policeman returned to his original posture. To make 
matters worse, fhosquitoes were freely biting his legs beneath his 
shorts. He scowled at the inspector comfortably chewing his paan.

Comrade Deshpande ended with a proclamation: Tomor
row we shall take a morcha to the collector's office. We will show the 
tyrants the might of the workers!'

'Ho! Ho!' the people shouted.
At the morcha the next day some policemen were injured 

and one killed. Four workers also died in the police firing, and many 
were wounded. The collector, who had narrowly scraped through 
his IAS exams, was in trouble. The local Congress leaders held a 
meeting, and made a phone call to the minister in Bombay, who prom
ised that the government would consider buying the power station 
and installing a new transformer as soon as possible. The Daily Revo
lutionary splashed the news:

NEW TRANSFORMER TO ARRIVE SOON

But the paper carefully avoided saying when it would arrive. The 
police firing, the minister's assurances...everything had happened in 
due course. The collector was transferred to another district. The 
weavers continued to starve, and the town remained in darkness.

Changdev was accustomed to keeping late hours: he didn't 
know how he'd spend the next few months with no lights in the 
house. What would he do lying in bed, without even a radio? He 
could buy a new battery-powered radio, but there would still be the 
difficulty of getting batteries.

His reading and writing plans for the summer were scuttled. 
The terrible heat would make it impossible to do anything during the 
day. It got hot as early as nine in the morning. He was told the heat 
was so great in March and April that you perspired from daybreak. 
He kept thinking of the radio music he loved -  eleven o'clock -  now 
Radio Ceylon goes off the air with 'O Mother Lanka' -  then you switch 
to the Voice of America -  then the BBC Foreign Service. That was all 
finished. The radio had become a corpse.

What had been convenient before became inconvenient now. 
Anyone would have envied Changdev's top floor flat on the outskirts 
of the town. Now it caused difficulties. In the town you could get tap- 
water at least for an hour a day, but Changdev didn't have water 
even for half-an-hour. Moreover, it came at unpredictable hours. The
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municipality had shut down some of the pumping engines. In the 
past Changdev had plenty of water once the tanks at the top of the 
building were full. But even the tap in the courtyard had no water 
now. Also, there was always a crowd of women washing clothes 
and pots and pans at the tap. Changdev would have to get up quite 
early if he wanted to use it. In the evening, when few women were 
around, he went down and usually managed to get enough water for 
a bath, or at least for drinking.

It looked as through his vacation would be reduced to this -  
a bath if he had water, sweltering heat, perspiring all day, filthy 
clothes, no chance of washing them, using drinking-water frugally, 
borrowing a jugful from a neighbour occasionally, no films, no read
ing, no radio. No book was anyway important enough to read under 
a lamp for which kerosene had to be obtained with great difficulty. It 
was best just to let time pass in darkness, living like a fearful animal 
in a burrow. The college canteen wouldn't reopen until students 
returned from home for their exams, and would close again after the 
exams. The eating houses in town patronized by students wouldn't 
open until June either. The bus station was at the other end of the 
town, and going to the canteen there involved a three-mile walk. The 
very thought of that walk was enough to kill one's appetite. So he'd 
get up at midday, make do with tea and bread for lunch, and while 
away time smoking beedies. With little food during the day he'd 
remain hungry for hours. If he got up late in the morning the milk left 
at his door could turn sour, and he'd then have either to go without 
tea, or beg a little milk from neighbours.

Changdev would stay in bed listlessly till evening, dozing 
off on an empty stomach. He drank lemon juice once in a while, and 
lay smoking beedies. Beedies were a great help in getting through the 
day. A breeze usually sprang up in the evening, when he went out to 
eat. He would see people eating in the light of kerosene lamps, or, 
their meals over before dark, gossiping in front of houses on string 
beds, some already snoring.

Changdev used to be tired when he reached the bus station, 
and the walk home would seem even more arduous. He would be 
numb with fatigue by the time he walked up the stairs to his flat. 
Sometimes he wondered why he lived in this benighted town, and in 
this building where he felt a stranger. He often imagined, as he un
locked his door, that he was entering someone else's flat, and was 
terrified at the thought of stumbling upon someone sleeping in the 
bed. And there were times when, after going through habitual mo
tions in the dark and getting into bed, he continued to feel that he
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was still walking along.
Familiar things look suspicious and ambiguous in the dark. 

You see a road in the place of houses and imagine houses where 
there's just a road. Wayside trees become invisible, but after a while 
you observe that the darkness of the foliage is distinct from the dark
ness of the sky and become dimly aware of the existence of trees. You 
don't see passers-by, or if you see them you don't see their faces. It's 
as if mere bodies are afoot in the dark. People don't see your face, and 
you're hardly conscious of it yourself. Unseen, all existence becomes 
ghost-like. The outer and inner worlds dissolve into a strange com
pound. Awareness, of which one usually becomes conscious only 
when one is about to lose it, takes over your whole existence. You just 
remain aware. You scarcely distinguish between things inside your 
house and those outside. Laying your head on your pillow you're 
haunted by the notion that your skeleton, sewn up with hundreds of 
joints, is clinging onto your head uselessly. This feeling arises due to 
the fact that your head alone is waking. Ordinarily it's your head 
which seems like a useless adjunct to your skeleton. Loneliness too 
becomes truly meaningful only in the dark. When you can't see your
self, what remains? Even this awareness vanishes as you sink deeper 
into torpidity, and then your only consciousness is that of pure bliss. 
The qualities of the mind and the body melt away, and what's left is 
the unsullied soul. Changdev felt enlightened for having experienced 
in this town, in his own lifetime, the condition that would reign over 
earth when the heat of the sun ran out.

After a few nights like this, the night rules your life and day 
-  time appears insignificant. You begin to note that the stars look 
sometimes large and sometimes small. Daylight, the sun -  they seem 
monotonous, cruel, and unnecessary. Stretched out on the balcony 
observing stars, you feel the necessity of the moon. And the splendour 
of the full moon can drive a solitary person literally mad. There's no 
end to roaming under that soft, silvery abundance. There were times 
when Changdev wandered far out into the fields, sat somewhere like 
a ghost, and returned home exhausted. All about him would be the 
silent earth, a lifeless planet whose purity was matched by the pure 
stars that shone above. The moon softens the heart of all things effort
lessly. Things touch your inside. Then existence sinks deeper into 
dread. The mind zooms with limitless speed and reaches a stillness. 
Distances freeze. You become light as air.

You sit at home in the evening listening to crows cawing in 
the trees and from the darkness of your house watch the moonlight 
through doors and windows. Then the hills of inquietude, whom
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you had managed to keep still for so long, begin to edge forward. The 
unearthly settlement of suppressed images of houses lived in long 
ago, of faces and events, of moving pictures, rises up clamouring 
wildly.

It was that clamour that Changdev wanted to evade at all 
costs when he came to this town. And here it was now advancing 
towards him like an armada, setting off explosions at regular inter
vals. "The times are difficult/ he cried.
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