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  Francis




  







  

    At the south end, the posh end of Free School Street is Park Street, where all the restaurants and nightclubs were. Trincas on one side, Sky Room

    on the other; with Kwality’s, Moulin Rouge, Blue Fox, Olympia, Magnolia’s, Oasis, In and Out at The Park, and Flury’s, in between and on opposite pavements. Many have come and

    gone. There might have been more – I forget. But I do remember they were all there in a quarter of a mile stretch of glittering lights.


  




  We used to watch the patrons going in and out of the clubs and restaurants (we were too young and couldn’t afford them). Often we’d watch the nightclub artistes going in, and drool.

  I remember Dawn who used to sing at Trincas, she was advertised as ‘Deadly Dawn’ on the posters. All of us, full of pre-adolescent fantasies, would dream about ‘waking up at the

  crack of Deadly Dawn.’




  At the other end of Free School Street was Corporation Street which, not surprisingly, housed the offices of the Calcutta Municipal Corporation in a gigantic Victorian edifice that smelt of old

  files, stale sweat, and fresh piss. In between Corporation Street and Park Street were pimps, brothels, seedy hotels, drug peddlers, a fire station, The Armenian College, auctioneers, a butcher who

  had the finest goats on offer, a kite-wallah who sold the most lethal manjha in the city (second only to the kind I used to make), and St Thomas School with a church attached.




  Right opposite the church were music shops where you could buy an old Perry Como 78 rpm record if you were inclined that way, and of course second-hand bookshops that threw up treasures every

  now and then – Balzac and Maupassant second editions presented to My darling James Bartholomew Jones – from Patricia, his ever-loving wife. March 1879 in exquisite

  calligraphy.




  It was here in 2009, on a nostalgia trip to Calcutta, that I discovered a dog-eared copy of Winnie the Pooh presented to me by my neighbour and friend, Francis. The inscription inside

  read: To my best friend, Raju. Happy Birthday. August 14, 1962 – written in a childish scrawl.




  Someone, in my absence, a caretaker or a friend had been raiding the overflowing bookshelves of my unoccupied home, selling my books. I bought my book back.




  I crossed the street and walked into St Thomas Church. It was empty. Peaceful. But not restful. I looked up at Francis’ god. ‘Why did Francis have to die just two years after

  he’d given me Winnie the Pooh?’ I asked.




  Naturally, I got no reply. After all, this was the Protestant Jesus and Francis was a devout Catholic. Perhaps I could shift to a Catholic church and ask the same question.




  Francis was the baker’s son who’d sworn that he wouldn’t eat a loaf of bread again. But I’m rushing ahead of my story.




  Everything about Francis, above the waist, was fat. He had a fat neck which was connected to a fat head, a fat chest and tummy, and all this fat was parked precariously on long, spindly legs. He

  also had the longest fingers you would have ever seen – fingers that could spin a cricket ball round the legs of the finest batsmen we ever played against. The YMCA team we defeated regularly

  were determined to whisk him out of our team into their’s, strictly on religious grounds. ‘I am a marketayr bachcha,’ he said proudly. ‘I’ll play for the New Market XI

  on Calcutta’s grounds.’




  Every morning at six, we used to go practice at the nets. I’d pick Francis up from his bakery-cum-home at the corner of Colin Lane and Free School Street. Walking up to his house every

  morning was sheer joy. His father, Augustine D’Costa, baked the finest breads in Calcutta. And the area was resplendent with the smell of fresh bakes. Rumour has it that people would take a

  bus ride from the southern-most tip of Calcutta, a ride that took an hour and a half in a state-run bus, just to collect a loaf or four from Augustine’s.




  One of those mornings, I walked to their house to pick Francis up. I always walked in through the back gate where an old Austin A40 was parked. It was polished maroon, with varnished wood

  panelling. The seats had been removed, and replaced with racks to carry bread, muffins, patties and pastries to the D’Costa’s shop in the last row of the New Market.




  Francis, and a very surly Francis I might add, was loading the first tray into the van.




  ‘Hi Francis,’ I said.




  ‘Humph!’




  ‘Now what?’




  ‘Shut up, Raju. Just give me ten minutes, and I’ll be with you.’




  ‘Let me help. We’ll finish in five.’




  He just shrugged and walked back into the house. I followed him in.




  Augustine, his father (and there was absolutely no doubt that Augustine was his father – same neck, same head, same proportions) stood next to an oven, yes, on his spindly legs, his face

  gleaming with sweat and joy. He was the happiest when he baked. His wife Miriam, with her back to the door, was elbow-deep in dough, punching it and pummelling it as she spoke.




  ‘He’s started telling lies (punch). He lied before, but now … (a bit of serious knuckle-work on the dough) ever since he started going out with that Raju fellow,

  that jeweller’s son (two quick, violent punches) … he has been evading me. And he’s become stubborn. Lies and stubbornness!’




  Ninette, Francis’s sister, and Augustine, had noticed our entry. Miriam hadn’t. It was one of those inexplicable moments when everybody was embarrassed for everybody else.




  ‘I’ll go get my kit,’ Francis said, and left the kitchen in a hurry. Miriam paused her kneading, noticed me, and punched the dough even harder than before.




  ‘I could die for the smell of freshly baked bread every morning … Hello all,’ I said trying to lighten the mood in the room.




  ‘Here, have a croissant,’ said a much-relieved Augustine, handing me heaven on a paper napkin. ‘Even the French can’t make it better.’




  Disgusted by Augustine’s polite gentleness, Miriam pummelled the dough a bit more.




  ‘Aunty Miriam, are you annoyed with me?’ I asked.




  ‘Yes, I am,’ she glowered at me.




  Normally Aunty Miriam had the kindest of eyes. They looked benignly at you and out at the world. The only other time I had seen so much venom in them was when Kanwaljit from the neighbouring

  café had tried to make a play for Ninette. I had never seen anybody de-balled with a look before. Kanwaljit was never the same again. That’s the look she had while kneading the dough

  that morning. And there was absolutely no doubt that that dough was me as she punched it with the force and strength of a mother protecting her child.




  ‘One – you are much too old to have Francis as a close friend (wham!). He is just thirteen. You? You must be seventeen (wham! wham!). Two – you don’t go to play cricket

  every morning; you go somewhere else! And three (wham! wham! wham!) – instead of taking care of him, you are leading him astray! And I don’t like it one bit (one final

  wham!).’




  Should I tell her? Or shouldn’t I? What was more important here? My word to Francis? Or self-preservation?




  ‘Aunty, we play cricket. He is one of the best bowlers we have. But he is also interested in – ’




  ‘No, you don’t, Raju!’ hissed Francis in my ear, coming in with his kit and school bag. ‘You promised you wouldn’t ever tell anybody!’




  ‘But these are your parents, Francis,’ I hissed back. ‘How much longer – ’




  ‘As long as it takes,’ he replied, tossing his head. ‘And you promised. Come on. We’re getting late.’




  ‘Why are you carrying your school bag?’ Miriam asked suspiciously. ‘Aren’t you coming home after practice?’




  ‘If I get late, I’ll go straight to school – as I usually do. Come on, Raju!’ he barked at me.




  As we were leaving, Uncle Augustine stopped us.




  ‘Now what?’ said Francis, impatient to get out of there before his mother started on him again.




  ‘Here, take some buns for your teammates. They might enjoy them.’




  Before Miriam, who was turning a bright red and was ready to explode, could speak, we grabbed the buns and made a hasty exit.




  Francis was sullen and silent as we walked to the nets.




  I thought about the time, almost a year ago, when he had barged into our shop in New Market and demanded an audience with my father. I’ll never forget that day. He had a sheaf of paper in

  his hands with hundreds of doodles on them. They were all over the place, squiggly little drawings that didn’t make any sense.




  ‘What the hell are these?’ I asked.




  ‘You wouldn’t understand,’ he replied. ‘But your father would.’ He said this loudly enough for my father to hear.




  My father, who was in his cabin, looked up from what he was doing, glowered at us, and then waved us in. We went inside, and very gently my father asked Francis what it was that he would

  understand.




  When he spoke ‘gently’, you could bet that he wasn’t too pleased. You must realize that even though he was my father, we never spoke to each other except at the breakfast

  table, when we went over the appointments scheduled for the day. And that was just a brusque exchange of words. ‘Gently’ was dangerous.




  Francis, his head barely visible over my father’s desk, banged his doodles down in front of my father. I flinched. He looked at Francis gravely. His fingers were rifling through the

  sheets. After glancing at them rather casually, he quickly sorted them into three bundles.




  ‘The pile on the left are rings and earrings, at the centre – necklaces, and on the right are bangles and bracelets. Now tell me, where did you copy these designs from?’




  Francis had that look on his face that umpires on the Calcutta maidan were terrified of, after an appeal he had made had been turned down. I pinched him hard. He controlled himself, took a deep

  breath, but you could see he was still annoyed.




  ‘Mr Lalchand Uncle, I did not copy these designs! These designs are from my head.’




  My father paused. Was that a hint of an expression I saw on his granite-like face? And if it was, what was he trying to express? His voice became even gentler.




  ‘And you would like me to buy these designs from you?’ he asked Francis.




  ‘Ooof! Uncle Lalchand Sir! Why can’t you understand?’ Francis exploded.




  No one spoke to my father like that. I flinched again. Was he angry? Disgusted with this young boy I had introduced to him? And therefore was he going to be pissed off with me? I mean

  really pissed off?




  ‘I want you to learn me how to make these pieces,’ he said, forgetting all grammar. ‘I want to make these designs with my fingers.’ He waved his fingers in the air. They

  reached somewhere just under my father’s nose. ‘My fingers are not meant to get dirty making shapes from maida!’ Francis exclaimed in all seriousness. I didn’t know whether

  to run out of the room or laugh nervously.




  My father began to turn pink. If the pink turned to red, we were dead. Both of us. His body started quivering. He was about to lose his temper, and I had been at the receiving end of one of his

  tempers. Not nice. Not nice at all.




  Except this time, he just burst out laughing. I was shocked. I had never seen him laugh. I never knew that he could laugh.




  Finally, after taking a sip of water, he looked at the drawings again. ‘How will you find the time? Cricket practice in the morning, school, homework, helping your father in the

  evening?’




  ‘I won’t play cricket.’




  ‘Yes you will,’ my father and I said in unison, perhaps agreeing about something for the first time in our lives.




  ‘I know how important you are to the cricket team,’ my father continued, ‘so we must find a way. Raju, perhaps you can start the nets at six instead of seven?’




  This was a side of my father I had never seen before. Concern for the cricket team, accommodating a friend of mine, not losing his temper, and actually laughing! What magic in Francis’s

  drawings had brought about this transformation?




  ‘I’ll talk to your father and work something out.’




  Francis, now really annoyed, with one of his famous ‘hmphs’ started gathering his designs.




  ‘No, no, no. You can’t tell daddy. Just the two of us.’




  ‘But Raju knows,’ said my father. ‘That makes three of us.’




  ‘Raju is my friend. I trust him with my life.’




  At this my father looked at me, wondering what I had done to inspire such trust in one so young.




  ‘Francis, your father is one of my oldest friends. If I don’t tell him, don’t you think I’ll be betraying him in some way?’




  ‘You old people don’t know anything. All you think about is what might be ‘good’ for us. I think I want to make stuff. For my mother, my sister. Stuff that will

  make them happy. If you tell daddy, he’ll be upset. He wants me to bake bread. He’ll tell my mummy. Phuss! Finished. And she wants me to be a priest.’




  What a tableau! A fat little boy, head barely above the table, about to shed tears of rage, nose to nose with my patrician-like father.




  ‘Say promise,’ insisted Francis clutching his drawings close to his chest.




  My father blinked first.




  ‘What will I get out of training you?’




  ‘I don’t know.’ Francis looked very sullen. ‘What do you want?’




  ‘Now, that I don’t know.’




  Still nose to nose. If it wasn’t so deadly serious, I’d have laughed.




  ‘I know. Pick your favourite design from these drawings,’ my father said.




  Francis picked what looked like an elaborate necklace studded with emeralds, and handed it to my father.




  ‘I promise I will never tell your father or anyone else about what you want to do, if you promise me that once my artisans have trained you, you will make this for my wife,’ my

  father said solemnly.




  ‘But that’s my favourite design. I wanted that for my –’




  ‘And now it’s mine. Deal?’




  ‘Okay,’ said Francis as he reached out and shook my father’s hand.




  I have never seen Francis so excited. He was jumping up and down, a big grin on his face, shaking my father’s hand vigorously.




  ‘You surrendered rather easily?’




  ‘Uncle Lalchand Sir, this one is for Raju’s mum. I’ll make a better one for my mother just you see.’




  ‘The jeweller’s son wants to be a cricketer. The baker’s son wants to be a jeweller. Who am I to argue with destiny? Raju will tell you where the workshop is. Be there by 7.30

  every morning.’




  For a year, every morning for an hour between net practice and school, and for an hour after school, Francis would go to my father’s workshop and play with metals, and stones, and fire. I

  was terrified he would damage his fingers in some way. What would happen to our bowling attack? Francis just laughed at me.




  But it was more than cricket that was worrying me. His evasive behaviour at home hadn’t gone unnoticed and, if this morning’s scene was anything to go by, things were going to come

  to a head soon.




  They did.




  A few evenings later, I walked from my shop to the D’Costa’s to tell Francis that net practice was going to be a little late the next day.




  There was a CLOSED sign on the glass door. The whole family was in there. Something was going on, something unpleasant. I hesitated. Should I enter the fray or come back later? Francis caught a

  glimpse of me and waved me in. I walked in.




  Miriam took one look at me and took off. ‘Here he is, the culprit. He is the one who has been a bad influence on Francis, encouraging him to do bad, bad things. First you tempted him to

  the cricket field, then you taught him how to lie, then you taught him to be stubborn, and now he has started stealing! Thanks to you my poor son will be going straight to hell!’




  I was stunned by her assault. That was the only word I could think of. Assault. If she had a bread knife in her hands, which she often did, I’d have turned and run.




  ‘Look!’ she continued her rant. ‘Look at all these pieces of jewellery,’ she said, pointing to an array of trinkets lying on the counter.




  To an eye like mine that was accustomed to jewellery, they were nothing but pieces of metal with bits of coloured glass. But they were beautiful designs and the uninitiated could mistake them

  for something valuable.




  ‘He has been filching them from somewhere, and it’s all because of your bad influence!’




  I didn’t know what to say. I had promised Francis never to divulge his secret. I looked at him. He nodded, giving me permission.




  ‘Aunty Miriam, your son Francis is not a thief. He has not been filching these from anywhere. He has been making them in our workshop. Every day for two hours, sometimes on holidays, for

  the last one year, Francis has been learning how to become an artisan. Some of the designs that you see in our window display have been made by him. This one, for example, is the model for one of

  our bestselling items. He is not a thief; he is an artist.’




  There was complete silence in the shop. Even the market went quiet, waiting as it were, for something momentous to happen.




  Augustine looked at his son. Is this my boy? Half pride, half fear. Proud that his son had produced these; scared that he was going to lose his little boy to the jewellery business.




  Miriam picked up a bracelet, almost reverently, slipped her wrist through it, and held her hand out to Francis waiting for him to tighten the clasp. She smothered an embarrassed Francis in her

  ample bosom. Francis squirmed and struggled to free himself.




  ‘Where did you get the idea that you could do this?’ asked Augustine.




  ‘From you,’ Francis replied.




  I don’t understand,’ a puzzled Augustine said. ‘I bake bread.’




  ‘Yeah. You bake the best bread in Calcutta. I want to make the best jewellery in the world.’




  There was so much Augustine wanted to tell his boy, about how disappointed he was that Francis would never become a baker, how proud he was of his boy’s skills as a designer, how much he

  loved his little boy. And he said it all in the only way he knew.




  ‘Here. Have a Dutch Truffle.’




  ‘Can I have a Nizam’s kathi roll instead?’




  I let myself out of the shop quietly, and into the normal raucousness of the market, secure in the knowledge that one more dream had come true.




  A year after Francis died, so did Augustine. He never recovered from the shock of his son’s death. Miriam and Ninette sold their home and the bakery, and moved back to Goa. They live in a

  small flat in Panjim.




  I walked from St Thomas Church to the cemetery in Lower Circular Road where Augustine and Francis – artists both – lie side by side in two untended graves.




  My wife wears the last design Francis ever made around her neck.




  Just a trinket.




  It looks real.




  







  Homi




  







  

    It used to be Dharmatala Street in the 1970s. It became Lenin Sarani later on and now that the Marxists have been ousted from power in Calcutta,

    it just might become Mamata Avenue. Who cares – Calcuttans or ex-Calcuttans still refer to it as Dharmatala Street.


  




  My friend Homi lived there in a dilapidated but large sprawling house with his mother and her seven cats. He hated her and her cats intensely, in equal measure. This was in 1972. One corner of

  the house was blocked off from the rest, separate entrance and all – housing him, his grand piano, and his books. Homi got himself a dog. He did this because his mother hated dogs and he knew

  it would keep the cats away. All in all, it was a good idea. Or so he thought.




  I was fairly indifferent to cats or dogs. I had this theory that anything with four legs deserved a fifth right up its arse. So I wasn’t too happy when Homi phoned to say that I should

  meet him ‘immediately, urgently’ and at his place.




  Homi’s house was right next to Majestic Cinema. In the past, there might have been something majestic about the cinema and his house but, as it stood then, shops had taken over the

  pavement, posters advertising everything from prophylactics to pharmaceuticals crowded the walls, and neglected, crumbling pillars just about managed to keep it standing.




  An aging lift, one of those floating cages with an even older liftman, took me up to Homi’s.




  ‘Listen to this,’ Homi said, as he let me in.




  No ‘Hello.’ No ‘Nice to see you.’ Social graces weren’t Homi’s forte. He walked up to his grand piano and began playing and singing.




  

    

      

        I really hated my mother




        And my mother she hated me




        And most of the other women I knew




        Tried to be mothers to me.




        How I slept, what I drank, what I ate




        Was more important you see




        Than being a regular mate




        They tried to be mothers to me.




        So I went and bought me a dog




        Life moves without a hitch




        I could love him more than anyone else …




        But he’s such a son of a bitch.




        So I avoid all things that are feminine




        I’m as happy as I can be




        So what! I say, if I never get laid




        My dog’s doing it for me.


      


    


  




  ‘And the point of the song?’ I asked, not daring to comment either on the lyrics or the tune.




  ‘That’s how we are going to open our play.’




  ‘What play?’




  ‘The one you’re going to write, and I’m going to direct.’




  ‘So I’m supposed to write a play about your life?’




  ‘No. Not my life. Just … life.’




  ‘That song is about you, Homi. It’s the story of your life. And it’s over. In a minute and a half of song. What’s there to write about?’




  ‘You’re such a bitch!’




  ‘Seriously, Homi, when did you last leave this room?’




  He got up from the piano and started prowling around the room. He had a well-appointed study – a male room, dominated by the trophies he had won and pictures of women he had conquered or

  been conquered by. The women were very obviously older than him.




  ‘Out there, in that world, all the women I know, and there are many, want to be my mother!’ He paced up and down the room, looking at each of the pictures on his mantelpiece.

  ‘“Why?” – I cry out. Why?’




  ‘So here’s the first scene. I’m sitting at my piano. The lights come up, I sing my song, lights cross-fade to a dining table. My mother is waiting. I enter.’




  

    Homi: Mum, I’ve told you not to wait up for me.




    Ma: Yes, Homi darling, but I like waiting for you.




    Homi: Have you eaten?




    Ma: No.




    Homi: Wives are supposed to wait for their husbands, if at all. Not for their sons. Where’s Daddy?




    Ma: Asleep.




    Homi: Why didn’t you eat and go to sleep too?




    Ma: Somebody had to heat up the food for you. How can you eat cold food?




    Homi: Mum, I’m thirty years old. If I want to, I can heat up my own food.




    Ma: Boys are not supposed to do that.


  




  ‘Sometimes, I wish mothers would prepare their sons for the world outside. Like most Indian males of my class, I have this love-hate relationship with my mother. Oedipal, Jungian,

  Freudian, or whatever. Not being very well read, I do not know how I should classify myself. So I don’t bother. But all the girlfriends and wives I’ve had, turned out to be my

  “mother” or reasonable facsimiles thereof.’




  ‘Come on, Homi, you’re exaggerating. You were very happy when you were besotted with Divya.’




  ‘Aaaargh, Divya!’




  ‘She wasn’t that bad!’




  ‘She lived in this expensive apartment designed by the latest interior decorator in town. You could see the money on the walls, but little else. Me sitting morosely on the dining table. My

  cornflakes looking at me as if they might attack me. And me looking at Divya as if I might attack her.’




  Divya: Homi, you need to be strong. Homi, eat your cornflakes. Homi, don’t work late. Come back home early tonight. Working late isn’t good for your health.




  His rendering of Divya was perfect. A high-pitched, nasal, grating, fingernails-on-blackboard imitation. I couldn’t help but laugh.




  He grinned apologetically, ‘That’s not funny, you know. Not a month and a half of it. My mother and her cats were preferable. So I came home.’




  ‘What about Aparna?’




  ‘Aparna?’




  And he launched into a whining take of Aparna.




  Aparna: I’ve bought you some new shirts. You must dress well. Homi, I’ve stocked up your fridge. Make sure it’s all finished before I visit again. Homi, I’ve got you

  new underwear.




  ‘I had to chuck the food out of the fridge every time before she visited, never wore the shirts, and the underwear was too tight. She lasted three months. Three months! The price one pays

  for twice a week half-an-hour romps in bed.’




  ‘Are you a male chauvinist or a misogynist? I can never tell with you.’




  ‘If I’d known what was to follow, I’d have clung on to Aparna for dear life.’




  He walked back to his piano, tickled the keys to play the song he’d composed, and then banged his fist on them. Something was troubling him.




  ‘Want something to drink?’ he said.




  ‘Thought you’d never ask. Got any rum?’




  ‘With water and ice, as usual?’




  ‘That’ll do fine.’




  His hands shook as he poured the drinks. Something was really bothering him. He got some rum for me, and red wine for himself. By now the sun had set, and he went around the room switching on a

  few lamps, and finally settled down on a rocking chair. He looked gloomily at me.
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