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<The Transformer>
I am sitting in my house with my back resting against a wall.
I run my eye over every object in the house, and in every direction.
I can’t understand what to write on...
I look around again, when suddenly the light dims, the fan slows down and it
starts to get dark in the house. Immediately Bhai, who was sitting against the wall
near the transformer, stretches out his hand towards it and increases the voltage.
The light increases and the fan moves faster.
Suddenly the transformer fascinated me, and I looked at it closely, carefully. Right
then, I started to remember the day the transformer first came to our house.
It’s been six years. It was green in colour. It cost Rs. 2,500. This transformer had
been bought with Chacha’s money. We had a house in Sambal. Chacha had come
after selling that house for Rs. 25,000. From this, some money was spent on my
elder sister’s marriage, and the transformer was bought with the remaining 2,500.
It’s the only thing we have to remember Chacha by. When the house was kuccha,
the transformer was kept in the same place as it is today. That is even after the
house was made pukka, the transformer continued to be kept in the same place as
before, so there isn’t any chance it will ever be moved from there!
NASEEM BANO
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<The Clock>

n Tuesday night I was thinking about what I would like to write on. I was watching TV but also began thinking of objects that hadn’t been moved for many
days, and were unlikely to be moved in the near future. Many things came to
my mind. For instance TV, photos, fan, wall, door. But I didn’t think about them further because these didn’t trigger my imagination. I let these questions be, and
watched TV. A film – Prithvi – starring Sunil Shetty and Shilpa Shetty, was playing.
But I didn’t like the film, and turned my head away and tried to sleep. I don’t know
when I fell asleep. I got up the next morning.
My eyes first fell on the clock. It showed 7:00 o’clock. I got up and went to
Swati. Swati is a five-month-old girl. She is dark-skinned, her eyes are big, nose flattened, forehead broad. She looks just like a boy. And whenever she sees someone
talking, she starts laughing, all on her own. I’m her aunt, her mother’s sister. After
playing with her and making her laugh, by 7:30, I went to the public toilet to shit. This
toilet is near our house. Whatever time you go there, there is almost always a crowd...
After reaching home, I opened the door and my eyes fell on the wall clock. I
quickly washed my hands and came inside. The clock is clearly visible from the door.
It’s not very big. It has roman numbers written in it. It’s colour is chocolate brown,
but the exterior has a black net-like design. This clock has an interesting story.
Earlier, we had a wristwatch at home, but no clock. We used to keep asking
Papa to get us one, but he wouldn’t. Then, four years ago, he got this one and
showed it to all of us. I asked Papa where he had got it from, and for how much.
Papa said he had found it in the scrap he deals in. It wasn’t working, and I pointed
this to him. He said, “Silly girl! It doesn’t have any cells! Would anyone throw a functional clock in the garbage?”

O

Papa put cells in it, and it started working. It still is. I had said to him then,
“Good that you found a clock, because you would never have bought one”. But
when I started thinking about the clock, I had many questions. Looking at it, I also
remembered another watch, a wristwatch which would tell the time only when tied
on the wrist. As soon as you would take it off, it would stop. Seeing its erratic
behaviour, Papa had gone and sold it for ten rupees.
I asked Papa if he could think about the life of the clock before it got here, to
us. Can you think about that time? Papa said, “This is not a human being which
would have a life. It’s lifeless”. I said I was sure it had a life. Maybe it was made in
a good shop by a skilled artisan. And maybe after getting made, when it started
showing time, it was proud that people depended on it for accurate time. And then
maybe someone who needed it bought it for Rs. 150 or 200, but when it stopped
working threw it in the garbage. But by putting cells in it, we started its life again.

And the clock is functional even now.
BABLI RAI

“
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“Hello”
<
>
“Hello”
The Telephone

he telephone is common now. Almost everyone probably has a telephone at
home. My aunt (mother’s brother’s wife) has a telephone at home, but sometimes it doesn’t work. In her house, the telephone instrument keeps changing.
Just a few days ago, there was a red instrument. What went wrong with that was
that whenever someone would call, the voice from the other end would reach us,
but ours wouldn’t reach them. The man who fixes telephones came to her house
and replaced the instrument with the oldest possible one. Its colour is quite obnoxious. Quite a sight, really.
One day, I had to go towards my school as usual. I wanted to call my friend.
To ask her the time. I asked my aunt if I could make a call. She said, yes, go ahead.
I made my call, and must have just said “Hello” when my uncle came in. I told my
friend I would call later and quickly put the phone down. As soon as my uncle came,
I went back home. That I was upset showed on my face. My elder sister saw my
swollen face and asked me what had happened. I said if we had a phone at home,
I’d be able to use it without hesitation. She asked me if Uncle had come. I told her,
yes, that I had only said “Hello” when he came in. And I had to come away. I said to
my sister, “Baji, get us a phone connection. Ask Ammi to get us one”. But when she
asked Ammi, she said, “What relatives do we have who’ll call us?!”
Sometimes it happens that when I go to my aunt’s house, and the phone rings
when she is reading her namaaz, and I move towards it to pick up the receiver, her
daughter comes in and says she’ll get it. I move back. She picks up the receiver,
and I wait for her to put it back down. Then I ask her, “Why, could I not have picked
it up?” And she replies that it was her friend on the phone. Then I ask her how she
could possibly have known that from before. There is nothing she can say to that.

T

“Hello”

MEHRUNNISSA
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here is a karkhana (workshop) next to our house. When our house was still
kuccha (impermanent), the karkhana got a telephone connection. Two to three
days after that, Bhai jaan (elder brother) got us a connection in our house as
well. Our telephone was black in colour, and used to shine brightly. Two or three
months later, the amma with the cat next door also got a connection. I liked the ring
of our phone much more than either of theirs. Our ring was really loud, nice to hear.
I didn’t like the ring of the amma with the cat. Whenever I would hear her ring, I
would feel like picking up the telephone off the table and throwing it on the ground.
And when the phone used to ring in the karkhana next door, they would take very
long to pick up the receiver. Only after six to seven rings. They had a telephone connection, so they would really show off.
And in our house, when the phone bell would ring, everyone in the house
would rush towards it. Ammi and Rani Baji would be the first to run, but if they would
take time to climb the takht, Sayra would pick up the phone. And if I would be sitting near the phone, I would pick up the receiver.
When we first got the telephone, we didn’t know the phone number. Bhai
said we should keep a diary and a pen near the phone. When we get the call
from the telephone exchange to tell us the number, we could quickly note it
down. On the fourth day when the call came, I was sitting on the takht doing
my schoolwork. I picked up the receiver on the second ring. When I said
“Hello”, some man asked for Sharif. “Is this Sharif’s house?” I said it was. He
said the telephone had been installed on Sharif’s name. I said, “No, it’s on my
father’s name”. I had only said this much when he hung up. I had received a

T
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call for the first time and my hands and feet were cold. I felt weird speaking
on the phone.
When Bhai came he asked if there was any call. I said someone had called, but
he didn’t tell me the phone number. He didn’t say anything and went out. Next day
Bhai went to the exchange and found out the number and came home and told us.
The first person we gave the number to was our baji (elder sister), who has
been married into a house in Seelampur. And I called up Chandrakanta Didi and told
her as well. And the neighbours who had telephone connections as well. Then calls
kept coming. Don’t know how everyone else in the mohalla got to know our number. There would be calls from so many people. Baji also got herself a connection.
When she would feel lonely, she would call us. We would also call her and speak
with our nephew.
One day, Rani Baji dialled 161 and put the receiver down. When the phone
rang, Ammi picked up the receiver and said “Hello”. We had such a laugh over that.
I told my friend Nazmeen. She also recounted a story from her house. They were
all watching television, and Bhai was sitting on the chair smoking a bidi. Just as we
call our father Chacha, she calls hers Bhai. A phone rang in some serial on the television, and Bhai quickly threw his bidi, picked up the receiver and said “Hello”. This
had really tickled Nazmeen.
When relatives, guest and people from the mohalla started making calls from
our phone, the bill really increased. So Bhai jaan got a telephone box made and put
a small lock on it. It had two keys, one of which Bhai kept, and the other he gave
to Ammi. He said to tell anyone who came to make a call that the keys were
with him, or that we didn’t know where they were, that Salman must have lost them,
that we couldn’t find them. We hid the key in the cup. But somehow everyone
knew where they were and whoever wanted to make a call would take the keys out
of the cup!
My mother’s younger sister’s husband would come from Muradabad to work.
And if had to make a call, and would find the telephone box locked, he would just
ask us for a screwdriver to open the box and make his call.
When Chacha had a heart attack, it was late one night, around 1:00 or 2:30 am.
We called Baji up at Seelampur so she would come immediately. When we had got the
connection, Bhai, who is quite frugal, had complained that it was an unnecessary
expenditure. “Why can’t you just go to a phone booth and make a call?” Then we
gave the phone number to his in-laws, and there would be a call from there every
other day. We couldn’t say anything to Bhai, but we’d say to Ammi, “So now it’s ok
to have a phone, isn’t it!” Ammi wouldn’t say anything, she’d keep quiet.
Bhai jaan would pay all the phone bills. He would take care of the household
expenditure, and also pay the installments for his vehicle. Then things turned for the
worse, and Bhai had to stop running his vehicle for months. Meeting daily household expenses was getting difficult. Telephone bills kept piling up. We couldn’t pay,
and the phone was disconnected.
We had the phone for around two-and-a-half years. After it got disconnected,
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we gave everyone our neighbour’s phone number so they would still be able to contact us. This was my friend Nazmeen’s house. They would tell us if our relatives, or
anyone else called. And they’d say we could also make calls from there, but we
used a public phone booth. After all, how long can you call from someone else’s
house without eventually irking them?
When there was the fire in the basti, our house also was gutted in it. The
phone also got burnt in that fire. We didn’t even have the money to call up Baji. From
a burnt box, Ammi found 42 one-rupee notes. She gave me two rupees to call Baji.
We called Zaibun Khala’s house. It was six in the morning, everyone was sleeping
and we got worried that we’d end up with two calls instead of one. Then Dulha Bhai
came. We told him to come and take Chacha with him or, on seeing the condition
of the house, he would have another heart attack, and replaced the receiver. I
remember we were at Baji’s house when Bhai had got divorced, and Dulha Bhai had
informed us on the phone.
After the fire, we didn’t get a connection. When Chacha had had a heart
attack the last time, we had made calls from Khala’s house to inform our relatives.
And then when he died, it was through the phone again that we got in touch with
them. After the fire, when our house was rebuilt, no one spoke even once of getting a phone connection.
NASEEM BANO
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<The Cable>

satellite

remember little about the time we had a black and white television. That was in
1994. Cable must have just about started when we bought the TV. Maybe at the
time I didn’t even have enough sense to think about getting a cable connection.
The television used to be kept in a room on the first floor of the house.
Once, I was sitting alone watching it. At the time B&W televisions didn’t have
remote controls, but perhaps now they do. Sitting all by myself, I thought why not
twist the television’s ears and change channels. Thought to myself that just like the
transistor catches radio and FM waves, maybe the TV will catch some cable chan-

I
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nels. Twist by twist, I reached one such channel which was showing a film. I thought
why not try and move the wire around a little to see if the image clears a little more.
But the image didn’t change. I thought something must be done so I can watch
cable. The cable-guy’s satellite was just five steps away. The wires were tied to an
electricity pole in front of the house. All that separated me from them were the electricity wires to the pole, and the breadth of the lane. I cast a glance at the rooftops
in the market. People had tied a speaker, the rim of a cycle and a magnet to the
antennae on their roofs.
I thought, something has to be done. I went to the kabari (scrap dealer) shop
in my lane and bought a cycle rim. Then, went up to my roof, removed the wire from
the antenna and tied it to the cycle rim. Back downstairs to the TV, I saw that the
cable (transmission) was clear. When Mummy came back from her vegetable shopping, she was surprised to see a new movie on television. She asked me, “There is
a new film on TV?” I said I made it happen with my brain. She said, “What did you
do?” I told her to go up and see for herself. I was sitting downstairs, watching the
film. Mummy quietly went up and removed the rim from the antenna. I thought
maybe there is some problem from the main transmission. Mummy came back
down and said, “Go return this rim to wherever you got it from”. I asked her why
she had removed it. Mummy said, “When your father returns from duty today, we’ll
get a cable connection”. I replied with an “Okay”.
Papa came back in the evening. I asked him to get a cable connection. He
said we’d get it done the next day. But I was restless for cable. I sneaked Raju into
the house and started to think about a new plan.
And this is what I did – I took the TV antenna wire, removed the insulation, and
pulled out the strands of wire one by one. I told Raju, “I’ll keep peeling off the insulation, you keep winding it up”. Two hours passed. We estimated the length of the
wire would be enough to reach across now. I said to Raju, “You go stand on the roof
opposite, and throw two small stones from the window”.
I was on the second floor, and just below me was the electricity wire. Raju
threw in the stones. I tied the wires I had peeled, the thickness of which was microscopic, to these stones. Then I threw them across. But they got entangled in my
hand and landed straight on the electricity wires. The shock I got then! For a second I thought I was dead and gone to heaven. But I didn’t relent, and threw the wire
once again. Raju was quick. He caught them and quickly swung up his arms. I ran
up to that roof, and simply tied the wires to the joint in the cable. I came back to
find the transmission was smooth and clear.
Next day, Papa said, “Get a cable connection today”. I thought, who wants to
give a hundred and fifty rupees every month? I said, “Let it be. What’s the need”.
D H I R E N D E R P. S I N G H
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his is about the time when the World Cup was going on. I don’t recall the day
and the date, but do remember however that it was a league match between
India and Pakistan. At that time, I was in charge of my shop. The match was
to begin at 2:50 pm. All the people in the market were kind of excited. Eventually
the match began. I stopped my work where it was and told my artisans to call me
in case a customer came. Then I went upstairs into my house and started to watch
the match. India won the toss, elected to bat first and set a target of 227 runs
before Pakistan.
India had finished batting, the match was to resume in half an hour. I thought
why not go and sit in the shop. I went down. As soon as I sat down, the electricity
went. Everyone said electricity would surely be back soon. I was thinking, if it
doesn’t, I will start the generator and watch the match! Then Raju’s father came and
said, “Chintu, take the generator out of your shop into mine. We’ll all sit together
and watch the match”. At that time Raju’s father had kept his television in his shop.
I said, “Uncle, my generator runs on petrol and its tank is completely dry”. He said
never mind, let’s all pool in money and get petrol. There were three to four other
people and everyone put some money together and gave it to me.
There were ten minutes to go for the match to begin, and the light was still
out in the entire area. Raju’s father said, “Now go and get the petrol”. After taking
the money I said, “Give me a bottle or a can, if there is one”. They said everything
is kept all over the place, we wouldn’t be able to find one in the dark.
My eyes fell on a water bottle lying in the shop. I emptied it, kickstarted my
motorcycle and, as I was leaving, told my blacksmith to move the generator out. I

T
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was getting quite excited. I rode with speed, quickly bought the petrol and returned.
The blacksmith had shifted out the generator. Everyone was waiting for me. Like a
marriage procession waiting for the bridegroom! I parked my bike and had the generator picked up and kept in a corner in Raju’s shop. In it I put but one litre of oil, and
the rest I saved and put away in the shop. Then Raju’s father pulled the generator’s
rope and the generator started. Everyone rejoiced loudly. I connected the television
wire to the generator. Electricity wasn’t back yet. A crowd had gathered in Raju’s
shop. Now I also sat down and started watching the match. Pakistan was two wickets down in six overs, and had scored 30 runs. Everyone was jubilant, I think I also
shouted with joy.
I was thirsty. I got up quickly, and went to my shop. I was so engrossed in the
match that I was quite oblivious to the world! All the artisans were sitting in the shop.
I went in hurriedly, and drank about half a litre petrol from the bottle lying there. I
was so thirsty then that everything looked like water to me! I kept drinking. Suddenly
it occurred to me that perhaps I was drinking petrol! I looked at the bottle, and it
WAS petrol! I didn’t quite feel the effect then.
It was past nine at night. I saw India had won the match against Pakistan. I
shut the shop and came up. I was fine. Then, suddenly, I kind of smelt petrol on my
breath. I drank water and started to tell everyone at home that I drank petrol thinking it was water!
Papa said, but you look fine, absolutely nothing has happened to you. Mummy
said I should wash up, “I’ll get you food”. I thought food would subside the
smell. Mummy brought the food, and I ate it. After eating, I went up to sleep.
As I was climbing up the stairs, I was burping burps of petrol. My sister was boiling
milk in the kitchen. I quickly moved away from the flame. What if my mouth were to
catch fire!
I lay down on the cot. It was past ten at night. My sister finished boiling the
milk and came to the room. She said, “Don’t you smell petrol?” I told her what had
happened. She told me to have water, and that that would make me all right. She
went to watch TV. I started feeling suffocated. I rushed downstairs and asked to be
taken to the doctor, that I was feeling ill.
Papa and Mummy quickly took me to Dr. Amit’s shop, which is in the lane outside. Raju’s father also followed us there. I said I didn’t think I would survive. The
doctor asked Papa what had happened to me. Papa said I drank petrol thinking it
was water. The doctor said, “This is a police case! In all probability, this has to do
with a matter of the heart. Maybe he drank petrol for the love of someone”.
Everyone said it was no such thing. My condition was deteriorating. After much
argument, the doctor gave me medicine and said, “There is still time, tell me. Did
you drink petrol because of some silly crush?” I persisted, “No, no!” Then we came
away from there. After returning, I had my medicine and went to sleep.
Even today, when I see petrol, I remember that time. I do see it, but with love!
D H I R E N D E R P. S I N G H
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t was the 22nd day of the month, eight at night. I was sitting on the wooden seat,
my legs folded under me. I was jerking my hand from time to time. It had been
hurting since morning. Chacha (my father) was sitting on a mattress on the floor,
smoking a bidi. Chacha looks old. In any case, it is his age to look that old now. It
seemed he was lost in some thought, puffing on his bidi. Mummy was just as lost
in eating. We were having turnips that day, which she absolutely relishes. I don’t
quite enjoy turnips that much. The house was filled with the smoke of bidi and the
smell of turnips. The curtains were keeping these smells in. It’s getting quite cold,
so we keep our curtains drawn. The sound of children from the street below was
also much softer than usual.
Suddenly the tubelight began to flicker. I switched it off and put the bulb on.
Chacha said, “Arre girl, why don’t you switch the tubelight on?” There was an
urgency in his voice, as if the switched off tubelight would result in an earthquake.
Oh! Earthquake reminds me of the time when my younger brother Rahul had insisted on getting a tubelight in the house. His stubbornness had almost caused the
tremors of an earthquake here! Chacha had responded with an “Of course, first a
tubelight, then a refrigerator! Son, we are not in a position to be able to afford all
of this! Stretch your legs according to the size of your quilt!”
“But Chacha, a tubelight is not that much expenditure.”
“Son, how much ever the expense, little or much, it is beyond our means.”
But maybe a tubelight in the house was the way things were to be, because
as soon as Rahul began to get his Rs. 200 a month, he got a tubelight installed.
And today, with the tubelight having been barely switched off, Chacha has
become so restless. I thought a while before I said to him, “Chacha, you never wanted a tubelight in the first place. You only liked the light from a bulb!” Chacha looked
at me and said, smiling, “Yes beta, you’re right. But I’ve become used to the tubelight now. Without it, things begin to look hazy. And when it is lit, it seems as if the
moon has risen. It’s because its light is white and cool”. Chacha stood up as he was
saying this. He switched the transformer on and started fidgeting with its starter.
The tubelight started to flicker again. Mummy laughed and said, “Look at him! In his
younger years, he never even fixed a nail. And now, in his old age, he wants to play
around with electrical appliances!” Mummy’s words seemed to me bitter as the
neem leaves. I pressed my hand, got off on to the mattress and said to her, “You
taunt Chacha at the slightest instance. Why can’t you be quiet some times?”

I
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Mummy turned to me in anger and said, “Yes of course, aren’t you Papa’s darling!
When have you ever sided with your mother?”
Without replying to her, I moved Chacha aside and moved the starter.
As I was doing this, I could hear Makadi’s sound from behind me. And seeing him,
Chacha burst out in anger, “Abbe, I asked you to get us a packet of milk and you
simply disappeared!”
“Arre Chacha, I didn’t disappear. I had gone to Emergency.”
Hearing that, I immediately put the switch off and turned towards Makadi and
said, “Why did you go to Emergency?”
“Arre nannhie, you know Kallu, the ration guy, no? His granddaughter was hit
by a two-wheeler. She lost so much blood, it’s unaccountable. I thought if I take her
inside she’ll lose too much blood, so I took her to the Emergency myself. And the
shopkeepers outside? They gave the news inside. Chacha, I took her, but got stuck
there”. I was looking at him, and asked, “How is that?” He moved his hand through
his hair and said, “They asked me her name. I didn’t know. So I told them, Gulbashan, and said her mother’s name was Tahira. Then they asked me the father’s
name”. Knitting his brows, he said, “ Chacha, at this my head started to spin uncontrollably. Just then I thought of my brother’s name, and said, Mohammad Yamin.
After some time, all of the girl’s family members reached there and I told them,
‘Friends, whatever name came to my mind, I got those written down. Now you can
read the form’. And finding the first opportunity, I slipped out of there”.
I thought, if his shirt got drenched with blood, then why aren’t there any stains
to be seen? But then my eyes moved towards his hands, feet and forehead, which
still shone with droplets of sweat. Then my eyes got fixed on his face. At that time,
he seemed to me a dear. Don’t know what those feelings were that arose in me for
him at that time. Actually, Makadi is not particularly good-looking. It isn’t so much
his looks as his habits that are good. He is as short as Sachin Tendulkar, dark,
short-limbed, has round eyes, a small nose and his body is tied up in a very limiting
frame. He crops his hair short, just like soldiers.
He had come here some ten to twelve years ago. I think I was in Class 2
then, and used to play gitthas right in front of his workshop, where the spread of
a big stone made picking up the small gittha stones easy. Actually, that stone is
there even today. Children don’t play with gitthas there any more, just jump around
a lot on it. Boxes for visiting cards are made in his workshop. Actually, the name
of the owner of the workshop is Mohammad Yamin, but everyone calls him Bhai.
He had bought the small room (for the workshop) from my grandfather for eight
thousand rupees.
When Makadi first came here, he would wake up at night, crying and saying,
“Oh mange, oh mange”. I used to feel very bad for him. At that time he must have
been as old as I am now. Or maybe a little older. In the initial days, he used to shit
and pee in the workshop itself. Bhai used to beat him up for that. Also, his only
work was to serve tea and water, and he used to sit in a corner, sad. Seeing this,
everyone in the locality used to feel sympathy for him. Everyone wondered what
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name to call him by. And because he used to cry “mange mange”, he was named
Makadi (Spider).
Actually his real name is Mohammad Kasim. He is from district Katihar in
Bihar. His mother, Hasina Khatoon, and sister Shehnaz live in the village. He has his
own land in the village, but because he wouldn’t pay attention to farming, his mamu
(mother’s brother) brought him to Delhi. Once in Delhi, he stuck fast to the city, and
remains stuck even today. Now he is the favourite not only of Bhai, but of the whole
lane. Whenever I step out of home to go somewhere, he asks me with authority,
“Nannhie, where are you going?” The question makes my blood boil and I invariably
say sharp, cutting things to him. But when I need him to do something for me, I
speak to him with lots of love. I say, “Bhai Mohammad Kasim, please will you come
here?” Hearing this, he comes promptly, his teeth shining from behind his smiling
lips, as if I have given him some precious gift.
But in Bhai’s house, he is famous by the name of Chhuwara. That’s because
he is small and dark like a chhuwara (a dried, sweet date). He is cared for in Bhai’s
house just like a member of the family. A few years ago because of some problem
in the house, Bhai was not able to look after his workshop as much as he would
have liked to. So Makadi not only managed the workshop, but also took care of the
sale and purchase of materials. He could easily have cheated and fooled around
with the accounts. But he did no such thing. He treated his employer’s trouble as
his own. Since then, Bhai has grown particularly fond of him.
Whenever he goes somewhere to meet his friends, not only the workshop
but the whole lane becomes quiet. And as long as he in the workshop, there is
always hustle bustle because someone or the other sits with him, chatting away.
Now it seems as if it’s not Bhai who gives Makadi an identity, but Makadi who gives
Bhai his.
YA S H O D A S I N G H

“Yes beta, you’re right. But I’ve become
used to the tubelight now. Without it,
things begin to look hazy. And when it
is lit, it seems as if the moon has risen.
It’s because its light is white and cool”:
Translations by Shveta.

