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 It happened recently. The end of the world. In case you missed it, I'll fill you in 
on the details. The power went out in my bit of suburbia. Such is modern life, the end of 
the world could be a common occurrence this summer for one reason: air conditioners. 
More people can afford them. But one air conditioner can bump up household power 
consumption, say, fivefold.  

I know this because I live with HRH, His Royal Hairyness, an engineer.  If I 
leave one light bulb burning he calculates how many giga wiga watts or watt-ever this 
will consume over a 20-year period. The family tends to turn lights off just to shut him 
up. But this year from Milan to New York there have been multiple power failures 
because the northern summer has been hellishly hot and folks have rushed out and 
bought air conditioners. Each new swishing, hissing unit adds a burden to the system 
until – Bang!- it’s overloaded, the power fails and life, as we know it, ends.  

Our power failure propelled us back in time, way back to a pre-digital, pre-
automated, pre-programmed existence. And it was ugly. The washing machine died. All 
forms of home entertainment known to the modern youth fell silent. ‘In the olden days 
before TV we played Monopoly’ I yelled at the Channel V addicts. The resulting 
moaning was so unbearable I went out. And I will never forget the scenes of chaos and 
despair that greeted me that day.  
 There was the cappuccino set sitting in the sidewalk cafes: Cappuccinoless. 
With fixed stares and blank faces, they were going into serious caffeine withdrawal. 
How could they get their daily caffeine fix?  

The bank computers were down. People gathered around ATMs forming small 
support groups. Not only were the poor souls cashless, they were creditless too. 
EFTPOS had died. Shop assistants were running around looking for those old hand-
operated credit card machines. They had to add up numbers in their heads. Big 
numbers. Their eyes were crossing in an agony of mental effort.  
 The supermarket was a scene of utter, utter devastation. I nearly broke my nose 
on the automatic door. I expected it to open. Inside, I could hear the odd creaking 
trolley wheel as customers shuffled along darkened aisles in the bowels of the store. But 
it was all of no avail. The scanners were down. No one knew the price of anything. And 
the tills wouldn't open.  
 The store was filled with an eerie silence, which was more frightening than the 
darkness. There were no screeching price-check voices. No pinging tills. The store had 
to close. And they couldn't even announce the fact. People emerged from the gloom to 
be shocked by the news. Trolleys had to be prised out of desperate hands.  
 Further on the hairdressers were in trouble. Big trouble. Clients were left sitting 
in the dark looking like drowned rats. And it is very difficult to charge someone $50 for 
that drowned rat look. 
 But it was the scene at Macdonald's that truly looked like the end of the world. 
Staff sat out the front. Lifeless. Kids stood outside the store looking up at the golden 
arches paralysed with disbelief.  No Macdonald's? A tumbleweed could have rolled 



through the abandoned car park symbolising the decline of Western Civilisation. But 
there was some activity in the car park as a mother had a nervous breakdown when she 
realised she was stuck with 10 6-year-olds and no party fries, burgers or face paint.  
 If an electricity company truck had appeared, there would have been trouble. 
Unrest. Riots. I don’t know how long the power was out. But we’d had a gut full in 
suburbia. With worse yet to come. When the power returned we had to reset all those 
wretched blinking electric clocks. Ahhhhh! 
  


