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            Keep me as the apple of an eye: hide me under the shadow of thy wings,




            From the ungodly that trouble me: mine enemies compass me round about to take away my soul.




            








            Psalm 17
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         It was at North’s funeral that I first met his father. A traditional Church of England service had been arranged followed by the committal and a cremation; the notion of his ending up in flames not altogether out of keeping with North’s preoccupation with the role of Satan in Paradise Lost. I was reminded of Milton’s fiery burning lake from which the Fallen Angel and his rebel legion struggled to escape. North himself had dropped to his death from the top of Oxford’s Magdalen Tower. No one knew whether it had been murder, suicide or accident. On the evening of the fatality I had been with him. We had met briefly early on and he had suggested a tentative later meeting. It was because of my confusion about the strange nature of the enigmatic, mesmeric North, whose dark intelligence and extraordinary precocity had captivated me, that indeed I had gone out later that evening and yet I was unable to recall exactly where I had been; I suffered a memory-obliterating attack of chronic amnesia. Lurking at the back of my mind was an awful suspicion that I had met him and that, for some reason or other, we had gone to the top of Magdalen Tower and I had brought about his death – that, in fact, I had killed him. The police were still, as they say, “pursuing their enquiries”, but I knew they were inclined to think that what had happened to North was accident or suicide.

         




         I was still finding it almost impossible to believe that North was dead even though the occasion of the cremation was a fortnight after that dreadful night. As I stood in the crematorium chapel next to Francine, his mother, on one side of me and Jenny, one of my teaching colleagues and a close confidante, on the other, I imagined that behind me, at the back in the shadows, the handsome North with his icily glittering eyes was standing, watching amusedly, waiting for everything to finish so that he could appear later at my house to reflect with relish on the superstitious unctuousness of the proceedings. It would not have surprised me at all, if I had looked round, to see him acknowledge me with a nod of his head as he further obscured himself from the view of others in the dark recesses, and vanished. It would have been a continuation of our intimate conspiracy against the rest of the world. Somehow we had been on the same mental wavelength and it did not seem to stop with his death. Some mysterious inner force of his seemed to continue and still connect with me. It is difficult to describe. As I stood there uncomfortably in that bare, rather clinical, multi-faith chapel, I was convinced that, although his physical remains might have been there resting in the box on trestles in front of us, the real force of North, his essence, his spirit, was still active in the world.

         




         Jenny put her arm through mine. ‘You’re agitated. Keep calm. It won’t be long. It’ll soon be over.’




         I whispered back. ‘I’m not sure I want it over. My mind won’t settle. I can’t believe that North’s gone.’




         On my other side, Francine, elegant, beautiful, white-faced and tearful, kept her eyes on the coffin in a state of determined meditation. For the moment, the rest of us were out of her scope. She was communing with her lost son.




         There were not many present in that grieving congregation, probably no more than forty. A few people came along from the school North had attended and at which I taught on a part-time basis. I had no need to work full time; my father had left me well off and my investment portfolio that I monitored daily had prospered over the years. My wife, Giselle, after her appalling accident was trapped in, what seemed to me if I considered it long enough, a permanent hell, what those in the medical profession call a “permanent vegetative state”. There was nothing I, or anyone else for that matter, could do for her. I was able to devote my time to my research and writing, and to the small allocation of teaching I was allowed at the school. The arrangement with the school was ideal. I liked the stimulation of lively intellectual minds in that initial process of rapid development that those senior students provided; North’s, of course, had been one of them.

         




         Francine, Jenny and I stood in that austere building at the front and to the left. We occupied the first pew. On the other side of the aisle was Sam, North’s art teacher, and partially filling the rows a group of Francine’s Oxford and London friends. Behind us there were a few of North’s student friends, some on their own, and others with parents. The rest of the chapel was sparsely scattered with acquaintances of Francine and North, and the sombre choreographers of funerals, the undertaker’s pall-bearers and escorts. Somehow they merged during the service with the dark shadows behind us. Their mistress of ceremonies was a curiously mannered woman in her late forties dressed in a severe black frock-coated trouser suit. As I had awaited the arrival of the cortège, she stood outside the main door and orchestrated the carrying of the coffin from the hearse to the chapel’s interior. She had preceded it, setting the slow tempo of the brief procession to the grand music of Handel’s great dirge, the ‘Dead March’ from Saul, played on the crematorium’s electric organ. North would have approved the solemn music but not the meagre, electronic instrument; I remember him remarking the magnificent playing of the march that he had heard from film soundtracks of the funerals of Russian heads of state. On her head she wore a black silk top-hat with black crepe ribbons flowing from the back of it and a black veil pulled down from the brim over her face. I thought to myself that she was an anachronism and more appropriately belonged to the torch-lit obsequies of a Victorian midnight funeral. I reflected how interested North would have been and how he would have wondered to me about her home life. I knew how he would have thought. Was this all a commercial charade? Was it simply simulated mourning on her part? After all, how many times did she do this sort of thing each week, even each day? She did not know North. When she entered the chapel slowly to the grave music, she removed the hat and veil to reveal that she wore pale mauve lipstick. Where did she live? What about her sex life? Did her profession of looking after the remains of the dead deter the attentions of Eros? Perhaps elsewhere she wore brightly coloured dresses from All Saints or, more expensively, from Etro since I have always understood that undertaking is a lucrative business. To me she looked as though she belonged to a Fellini film set and had been hired by Francine for this occasion from a studio in Rome.

         




         I leaned towards Jenny. ‘I can’t believe this is happening. It’s awful. I can’t believe North is in that box.’




         ‘Sh-sh, be quiet. Keep calm. It’ll all soon be over.’




         The short, squat priest dressed in the black stole and cassock of the old reformist church intoned the verses of Psalm 39. Most of them I did not hear; I was too absorbed by my own thoughts of North. Gradually the monotone of the priest’s voice made an impression on me. ‘Behold, thou hast made my days as it were a span long: and mine age is even as nothing in respect of thee; and verily every man living is altogether vanity.’ Was that how it is? Was North’s life nothing but vanity, a meaningless void? That was very hard to take. I could not accept that. North was too original, too extraordinary, charismatic, captivating, too clever to be seemingly worthless. His God could not have made him without some pride and purpose. ‘For I am a stranger with thee: and a sojourner, as all my fathers were,’ the portly priest continued, his bespectacled eyes concentrating on his text. North was no stranger to me; and his father continued to live. I knew that almost certainly, either to my right-hand side or behind me, North’s father would be present. Francine had told me that he was to be there at his son’s funeral. I had not caught sight of him.

         




         The service proceeded, through the famous passage from Corinthians, ‘Be not deceived: evil communications corrupt good manners. Awake to righteousness and sin not … There are also celestial bodies, and bodies terrestrial; but the glory of the celestial is one, and the glory of the terrestrial is another.’ I contemplated North’s belief in another world, a different form of existence; we had discussed and recognised the antagonistic forces of good and evil. I was not entirely sure that North would have been happy with this ritual proceeding in the chapel. He might have loathed it or he might have laughed at it. Again the priest intoned from the short prayer on the transience of man’s existence, ‘He cometh up, and is cut down like a flower; he fleeth as it were a shadow, and never continueth in one stay.’ Indeed, North had gone into the shadows.




         Then it was done. The bearers stepped forward from the rear of the chapel, lifted the coffin from the trestles and placed it on the rollers in front of the drawn curtains. They stood back to one side, the priest touched a button on the wall, the curtains drew apart, and North’s shattered remains rolled inwards to the furnace. I could not help imaging that the fires of Hell awaited him. The priest proclaimed that since it was pleasing to God to take, ‘unto himself the soul of our dear brother here departed, we therefore commit his body to the fire; earth to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust.’

         




         I wept; Francine wept; Jenny wept. I felt an awful emptiness and despair. The words of hope and optimism about the general resurrection that end the service slid away from me. I hardly heard them; such was my intense desolation of spirit. North’s ashes joined the dust and ashes of his ancestors.
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         We left the gloom of the chapel interior. Outside the sky was overcast. We stood on the tarmac apron in front of the chapel entrance. An official in a black uniform who looked like a hotel commissionaire directed us to one side. The relentless fires of the furnace had to be kept fed and the next corpse was waiting to be burnt. Already mourners for the next victim were queuing to fill the pews we had just left. People from our small congregation edged towards the car park. Around us the rose gardens were largely without blooms; the bushes seemed to be between flowerings. Bordering the grounds and marking off the car park were tall gaunt fir trees, their greenness so dark as to be almost black. At the back of the low building I saw its chimney that reached as high as the trees, and from it fumes and smoke emerged and drifted on the prevailing west wind towards farmland. I had noticed on the way in that off to the right of the crematorium’s entrance was a Pick-Your-Own farm where people from the Oxford suburbs picked strawberries and raspberries, fruits fertilised by trace elements from the ashes of the recent dead borne on the vagrant winds. I did not relish that harvest.

         




         Once again I was brought to tears. I imagined North’s ruined body consumed, its fumes carried away in the air, his spirit gone. Jenny said, ‘Come on. Let’s go. This is no place to be. Where’s Francine?’




         Francine had paused and detached herself from the two of us. She had gone to talk with a couple of smartly dressed women who were walking slowly to the car park. ‘She’s over there,’ I said and indicated by a nod.




         A Mercedes saloon, an E222, obsidian black with slightly tinted windows, came up the drive from the main road, and I thought that it would hold latecomers for the next cremation. It parked about twenty yards from the chapel entrance, the noise of its running engine only just audible. From the half light of the chapel porch a man of medium height, his dark suit covered by a black overcoat of a continental design, wearing a jet black fedora low over his brow, stepped out and signalled with his raised right hand to the driver. At once Francine turned round and saw both the car and the man. She broke away from her conversation and stepped towards the figure whose face I could not quite see. They stood a little apart. There was no greeting, no embrace, no touching of hands. They looked most formal. Francine looked uncomfortable and distressed. I could see that she had begun to cry again. She dabbed at her eyes with a handkerchief whose whiteness contrasted brilliantly with the rest of her black outfit.




         ‘Francine’s very upset,’ I said to Jenny. ‘I’ll just go and see if I can help her. We’d better go with her to the wake. She’s in a pretty bad state.’

         




         I walked the short distance to the pair. The chauffeur had turned off the engine and sat in concentration, keeping his eyes on the stranger. I touched Francine lightly on the elbow. ‘Forgive me, are you OK?’ I inclined my head to the man in the fedora. ‘I’m sorry to interrupt. I thought we might give Francine a lift back to the house.’




         Francine turned and smiled through her tears. The man took off his hat. Francine murmured, ‘This is North’s father, Latimer.’ She took hold of my hand and held it out to him and said, ‘A great friend – North’s mentor and someone so good to me.’ I felt embarrassed. No one, not even Francine, knew the true nature of the relationship that had existed between North and me and I had treated Francine as I would have done anyone else. Momentarily I felt confused. The name Latimer conjured up in my mind images of burnings at the stake of iron-willed, principled bishops in Oxford’s Broad Street. My thoughts could not escape flame and fire.




         Everything about the man was in keeping with the sombreness of the occasion. He put out his hand and I shook it. His grip was firm and confident. The double cuff of his shirt sleeve edged forward to what I judged was a hand-tailored measure. I caught a glimpse of a cufflink, some black stone set in silver. He wore, curiously, on his right wrist an expensive watch; I could see that it was a Swiss IWC Schaffhausen, chunky, metallic, rugged and durable. It somehow gave me a mark of the man. I wondered why he wore it to his right hand; was he left-handed? The trousers of his suit tapered to break precisely on his brilliantly polished shoes; it was as though an army batman had been at work with spit and polish. This man was elegant, proud, dominant; he exuded the confidence of a man used to being in charge, making quick decisions, giving orders. He looked straight at me directly into my eyes. I felt he wanted to get right inside me, scan my soul. He kept his hair short and he grew a small beard on his chin, sculpted at the sides and closely cropped. I recognised in this man qualities of North. His eyes were intensely, deeply, blue and, as he shifted slightly to glance at Francine, I could not help noticing that same mysterious, dangerous glint that sometimes used to lie in North’s eyes, as though there were slivers of ice inside that reflected outside light back again. There was no doubt that North was this man’s son.

         




         I bowed my head and said quietly, ‘I am so sorry about what has happened. I mourn with you. He was so original, so extraordinary. There are no words …’




         He held his fedora to his chest, similarly bowed his head, and replied in a soft, carefully modulated American New England accent, ‘I know. No one grieves more than I do. In spite of the physical distance between us, North and I were very close.’ There was only a trace of American accent left in this man’s voice. I thought to myself that Francine was certainly grieving more than him. Then there was me; in a way I reckoned I knew North better than anyone. I was the one who was most tearful. Latimer certainly was not.




         A London woman friend came up to Francine, kissed her on both cheeks, hugged her and said that she would see her back at the room in Quod, the smart restaurant on Oxford’s High where I had first observed North with his history teacher, Bernadette, the first victim of his tantalising seduction. I had arranged for Francine the hire of a room where thirty or so of North’s relations and friends could meet after the funeral.

         




         Francine stood apart from Latimer. So far as I could make out there had not been, nor was there then, any physical contact. She kept a cool distance from him. ‘Will you came back to Quod?’ she asked him.




         ‘Yes, I’ll come for a short time. I must be back in London by seven.’ He turned to me. ‘We can talk. You can tell me what you thought of my son. I’d like to know how you felt about him.’ With that, his fedora in his left hand, he walked to the Mercedes and got into the back seat. The driver put the car into automatic gear and the car drove quietly away. I watched them go and looked back at Francine and Jenny who was now with her. Beyond them the tall, dark firs shivered in a strengthening breeze. A group of people, seven or eight of them, were coming from the car park to the chapel; and, extraordinarily, I thought I saw walking away amid the trees, in no hurry, a dark youth. It could have been North. The mind plays tricks. I have often thought that in a crowd, let us say on Paddington Station, or twenty-five yards ahead in busy Oxford Street, that I have glimpsed a long-dead friend. Hallucinations, illusions; I have always assumed these are visions of what the mind would like to see, not what it actually sees. Almost certainly that young man leaving the crematorium’s gardens was one of North’s friends. From afar he looked like North. I could not be certain who it was.




         For some reason Francine glanced to where I thought I saw North. I did not say anything. Our fellow mourners began to drift away. ‘Come on. Let’s get going,’ I said. Francine and Jenny accompanied me to the car and we drove to Quod.
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         When we arrived in the car park of the Old Bank Hotel and its restaurant, Quod, having rumbled our way slowly and carefully over the old cobblestones of Merton Street, I opened the doors on the passenger side of the car and helped Francine get out from the front. She was upset. Jenny, as always, was calm and in control. Francine sighed now and again. In her severe black mourning suit she looked chic, fashionable and extremely attractive. She looked after herself well. She wore little make-up, a light touch of lipstick, a suspicion of eye shadow. That day I detected the distinctive perfume of Chanel Number 5 which had been G’s favourite. Francine had a natural beauty; and I could see that North’s striking looks came from that fusion of her fine features and the dark, handsome cast of Latimer’s face. The sadness that had overtaken her and that had settled a terrible seriousness on her countenance made her look even more attractive than usual. It invited consolation. I felt the need to comfort her, even to hold her and make her feel secure in my arms. I did not do this and I had not done so; since North’s death I had merely hugged her, rather distantly, twice. As she stepped on to the gravel of the car park, I felt like holding her close and weeping with her.




         I noticed above the rooftops, Merton College’s flag flying at half mast, no doubt as a sign of respect for some recently dead old don. At the same time, the emblematic fluttering was appropriate for North. The three of us went across the terrace into the rear entrance to the hotel. The restaurant lay off to the left, the hotel ahead of us and to the right. The Estonian receptionist welcomed us. I nodded to her in greeting. Jenny and Francine went off to the ladies washroom. Other friends were arriving. I welcomed them and indicated a private room on the ground floor of the hotel that my friend, the proprietor, used for meetings and, occasionally, for private parties. He had offered it to me when Francine was wondering where to hold the post-funeral reception. The corridor walls leading to the room were lined with framed photographs of Oxford scenes from the late sixties and seventies by Paddy Summerfield, undergraduates with bicycles in Radcliffe Square, champagne punting parties on the Cherwell, rowing eights on the Isis, snapshots of idyllic Oxford life, something that once North might have enjoyed. The walls of the room itself held a collection of Stanley Spencer drawings and prints that had been bought over the years by my friend. Tall sash windows looked out on to the terrace and the car park. A couple of waiters offered glasses of champagne as the mourners came in, a modest Moet that I had chosen.

         




         I had expected Latimer to be there before us but he had not yet arrived. It was another twenty minutes before he made his entrance and when he did appear it was dramatic. He was attended. Another man, whom he introduced as his personal secretary but I considered looked more like a bodyguard, was with him. There had been no one else in the Mercedes with him apart from the driver; he must have picked up this extra acolyte after the funeral. I imagined that presumably at the obsequies Latimer must have felt safe.




         Latimer was wearing dark glasses as he entered but removed them once he was in the room. It was not just the effect of the bodyguard. Latimer had a presence, a charisma. It filled the room when he entered. People momentarily stopped talking, looked up from their drinks, glanced his way. Standing there in his immaculate suit that I suspect was tailored by Armani, with the same recognisable, enigmatic, magnetic quality that his son possessed, he commanded attention. I calculated that there might just be something to fear in this man.

         




         He did not seek out Francine immediately, as I would have expected. He made straight for me. He spoke to me in that soft American accent as though we were continuing the inconveniently interrupted conversation we had been having at the crematorium. ‘So, you were the last to speak to my son?’ I detected a tone that lay between accusation and interrogation. He looked me full in the face. No one else in the room at that moment meant anything to him. It was as though he had been waiting a long time for the moment to confront me. ‘Exactly what was the relationship between you and my son?’ It was clear that there was an edge of aggression in his voice.




         ‘Well, I was his teacher, his mentor. He was extraordinary. You must know that in many ways he was very adult, in a sense, beyond his years. It was almost as if he adopted me, rather than the other way round. I don’t wish to be rude, but it was as if he needed a father. Maybe, in the end, I knew him better than anyone else, certainly in many respects.’




         ‘Look,’ he said, ‘I’ve no illusions about my role as father. Francine and I did not get on. There were all sorts of reasons. You don’t need to know them. She didn’t like constant travel. I have to be always on the move. But, let me tell you this, North and I were close. We were rarely out of touch, wherever I was. He was OK, technically. I mean he was expert on the computer. We phoned, Skyped and the rest of it. I made sure he had the latest communication stuff.’




         ‘I’m sure you were a good father,’ I said, although I was far from sure. What could he have known about North’s daily life in Oxford? North was clever, even devious, about what he wanted people to know about him. ‘But look, I’m still completely stunned, shell-shocked by what happened. Why did he die? I don’t see any reason for him to kill himself. There is no answer to that mystery.’

         




         ‘Suicide? No, I wouldn’t have thought so. Not my son. Accident, murder – why? He was popular, wasn’t he?’




         ‘Of course he was. You don’t need to doubt that. He was amazing. Everybody admired him.’ I thought it time to exercise some diplomacy with this man. He needed some calm reassurance. ‘I’m sure the mystery will be solved. His case isn’t closed. The police are still investigating. We’ll see. There has to be an explanation.’




         ‘There must be.’ He looked away from me to where Jenny and Francine were talking to a couple of Francine’s London friends. ‘I wanted him to follow me. He had my perspicacity; and he knew the way peoples’ minds worked. I introduced him to a sophisticated world early on. Francine didn’t like that. That was part of our falling-out.’




         Francine had seen us talking together but she made no move to come and join us. It seemed to me that she was not altogether pleased with Latimer being there. He had every right to be there but his presence disturbed her.




         Latimer looked around the room. He seemed to sense that he was out of place. ‘Look, I’m not able to stay for long now, but I should like to meet you some more, perhaps in London if you ever get up there. You’ll be my guest, of course. If you need transport, I’ll arrange a driver to pick you up. We’ll be in touch.’




         I wondered what he did. How did he earn a living? What profession did he follow? His appearance, what I had seen of his lifestyle, the little I had heard about him from North, made me want to find out more about him. He grasped my right elbow with his left hand and shook my hand firmly and half turned to go. He signalled his escort who had been standing close to the door holding an untouched drink; I thought he was using it as an actor’s stage prop. As Latimer moved, Jenny detached herself from the group she was with, walked over to him and said, ‘You’re not going are you? I so much want to meet you. I’m one of North’s teachers – Jenny. He never talked much of you, but he was amazing. You should know. We all miss him terribly.’

         




         I noticed, because I was studying him intently, trying to fathom the depths of this man’s soul, desperately trying to understand the source of North’s originality, a moment’s irritation; but it passed in a flash and Latimer accepted both Jenny’s greeting and tribute with practised charm. He switched on an immediate radiance. He mesmerised Jenny, and the rest of us who were standing nearby. His performance was exactly the same as North’s. I had seen North many times behave in a similar captivating way. There was no mistaking father and son. He responded to Jenny with great warmth, ‘I am delighted. How kind of you to say that. You make such a difference to me. Tell me about my son.’ He made the same request of Jenny that he had made of me. He was on a quest. He needed to discover his son. I did not believe that he had known him at all well.




         I could see that he was pleasing Jenny enormously. I stood away and they chatted on. Jenny was entranced. Latimer exerted North’s same awful power.




         Francine had finished talking to her friends and came towards me. Jenny turned to her and said, ‘I’m so glad to have met Latimer. I’ve been telling him how much I loved having North around and how much we all miss him. You are very special to have produced him. It makes me so sad.’ I could not decide if she meant she was sad for the loss of North or for the disintegration of their marriage; that is if they were ever married. I had visions of a devilish partnership in which Latimer had been masterful and the end of it was a Zeus-like rape. The fruit of his loins had been North. The dominance of his character gave me that impression. He had a natural authority that I could see few people were able to resist.

         




         Francine was discomposed. She did not want to talk to Latimer. She was reluctant to be drawn into conversation with him.




         ‘Hello Latimer,’ she said resignedly. ‘You got here then? I expected you to be here before us. Are you OK?’




         ‘As upset as you are, my dear.’ There was no physical contact. He did not embrace her; and as he looked at her he replaced his dark glasses. But he did not keep them on. He removed them quickly and tucked them into the top pocket of his suit. ‘I thought I should look in here to see you. Are you managing? Do you need anything? You just have to tell me.’




         ‘No, thank you. I’m all right. The only thing I want is North, and not even you can bring him back.’ There was an ironical edge to her voice. It was fascinating to stand there listening to those two converse briefly in their refined, almost English, accents. ‘What do you think happened, Latimer? Do you think he killed himself?’




         ‘No, I don’t. He was not that kind of person. He thought too much. He was too intelligent for that. Perhaps our friend here has an answer.’ He looked at me. The measure of his tone made me wonder if he was accusing me of holding back on them, even perhaps insinuating that I had devised North’s death.




         I sensed that Francine was extremely vulnerable and I shifted close to her in the little circle. ‘I’m afraid I have no answers. I simply don’t understand what happened. It was the very last thing I expected. I agree with you. I don’t really think he would have killed himself.’ That is what I said, and yet I remembered what he had done. In effect he had ruined a number of lives. By his own contrivance, Aitken the headmaster, Monty Ross and Bernie, the beautiful young girl who ran the history department in the school, all had been destroyed. Had it not been North’s intervention in their lives, the effect of his irresistible charisma, they would all still have been at the school. He had caused scandal and subsequent devastation of lives and careers. Maybe it had weighed heavily on him and he had decided that there was only one course for him to follow –suicide. Yet I had mulled this over many times. I knew him well. He was not the sort of person to take his own life. ‘It’s certainly possible that someone took an extreme dislike to him,’ I added.

         




         That last remark made me feel such a traitor. How could I admit such a thing? I felt like weeping. It was an insult to North’s memory.




         There was an awkward silence. Each one of us, Francine, Jenny, Latimer and I, floundered for something to say. At least, that is what I felt, but it occurred to me that Latimer was well able to have saved us all from embarrassment. He exuded confidence and a power of masterful control, but he chose not to speak. He wanted us to feel uneasy and, for that moment, inarticulate. He capitalised on the situation and, I reckon, enjoyed our discomfiture. At last he said, ‘OK, Francine, I had better leave you. I can’t give you consolation. We both suffer. I do more than you. He was my beloved son and my protégé. All that I have was to be his.’




         With that, in an oddly old-fashioned, rather formal way, Latimer bowed slightly, reached forward, took his former wife’s right hand and kissed it. He behaved as though Jenny and I were not there. He put on his dark glasses, turned and left. His man followed at a discreet distance.
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         ‘I’m just going to find the loo for a mo,’ I said to Francine and Jenny. I followed, at a short distance, Latimer and his escort. In the corridor and vestibule, and in the Quod restaurant, large oil paintings and a collage picture of an African shanty town scene hung on the walls. My friend, the proprietor, kept his art collection there. There was prominent a Sandra Blow and as I paused to watch Latimer go out to his car, a couple of Wyndham Lewis drawings looked down at me. Latimer’s chauffeur got out of the Mercedes and held a rear door open. Latimer settled himself inside; the man (I thought of him as Latimer’s goon) sat beside the driver. The car slowly reached the barrier arm, which rose at the approach, and the black limousine turned sharply into the narrow access of Magpie Lane. It slid away quietly. That was the last I saw of Latimer for some time.




         I went through the restaurant to the washroom, sluiced some cool water over my face, smartened myself up and went back to join the rest of the mourners. With Latimer gone, I felt less stressed than I had been throughout the service, and back in the room where the Stanley Spencers were, the general tension had certainly slackened. Jenny and Francine had been joined by Sam who had been enticed into giving a small lecture on Spencer. Francine was now talking rapidly. I took another glass of champagne and nudged my way towards them.

         




         Francine was looking particularly attractive. Black suited her; but then I had observed over the years that elegant and reserved black seems to suit most women. My hospitalised wife Giselle before her terrible accident and now beyond all hope of rehabilitation was an example in point. I loved, too, the sound of Francine’s voice. As I stood there and listened to her reminisce about her dear son, I suddenly felt seduced by her. I wanted to know her better. I wanted to know how she lived. Was she musical? I knew she shopped quite extravagantly. She had bought clothes at Georgina Von Etzdorf’s in the Burlington Arcade, a fashion shop no longer there. I wondered what had happened to that exotic couturier. Had she retired to a life of luxury in Cap d’Antibes where she watched the Mediterranean and sipped pink champagne with Russian émigrés? Or had her clientele deserted her and left her bankrupt? Where did Francine buy her clothes now? Where did she choose her lingerie? I realised that this was the first time I had thought about her in this way. I was intrigued. I was struck by wanting to know how North’s mother existed and how she must have influenced him. There were striking resemblances to North in her face. Latimer’s influence was of another order; and I thought it had to do with the light of his eyes and the way that he assessed the world; certain ticks of behaviour. There were obvious qualities that North had never inherited from Francine, and they lay on the dangerous edge of things.




         Another realisation came to me, and it rather shook me; it was fundamentally important. I thought that I should rather like to be in bed with her. She exerted in that room, at that time, at North’s wake, a definite sexual attraction for me. I did not know whether she knew it or not; but I wanted her. The arrow from that Cupid sitting somewhere close to her, had pierced me with alarming severity. Yet there it was. As she stood there, I knew that my relationship with her had now radically changed. I had to do something about it.

         




         My car, my reliable old BMW 325i, was in the car park. I had driven down from the crematorium. Jenny and Francine had arrived in one of the official cars hired for the occasion. Now that Latimer had left, I said to them both, ‘It may be time to go. What do you think, Francine? Have you had enough? Do you want to stay any longer?’




         She looked around. ‘I think I’ll say a few goodbyes, and then I’ll go.’ She moved away to a small group of North’s friends, some with their parents. Jenny and I looked at one another. Jenny asked, ‘What are you going to do now?’




         ‘Well, I don’t know. I’ll drop Francine and you home; then go back home and commune with my cat. Quiet meditation for a bit might be in order. There are a couple of phone calls I must make as well. G is having another crisis. I must ring the hospice.’




         Jenny touched my arm. ‘Poor you. Do you want me to make you some supper? I haven’t much in; but there’s some smoked salmon, lettuce and rocket that we could have – some cheese. Nothing else.’




         ‘That sounds really good. I’d like that. I’ll sort out a bottle of wine; I’ll see what I’ve got.’




         What I would really have preferred – it sounds ungrateful and ill mannered to say so – was to take Francine out to dinner. I thought it not quite right, though. I detected that Francine might want to be on her own. She would probably want to settle her own thoughts. There was plenty of time. I intended to make sure that I saw her often in the days to come. She needed looking after. I could see that. She would be lost without North, even though she had kept her distance from him to a great extent and allowed him to go his own way. Yet he had always been around. She knew he was not far out of reach. Now there was a void. Latimer had said that he could not give her consolation. I reckoned I could, or at least I could try.

         




         Francine took about ten minutes and then she came to us. ‘OK, I think we should go. I’m exhausted. I need to lie down for a little. Shall we go?’




         I led them out to the car and we drove back into the greenness of north Oxford, its streets lined with great trees, limes and horse chestnuts. Francine’s house stood back from the road, its front garden with immaculate flower beds and topiaried shrubs. It was an obviously well-tended garden, elegant in design as though it had been prepared and looked after by some exhibitor at the Chelsea Flower Show. A team of gardeners shaped it for her. Who paid for this presentation? Was it Latimer? Their relationship seemed to me decidedly chilly. I intended to find out. I was determined to have her confide in me.




         I parked outside Francine’s house, got out and opened the car door for her. I opened her wrought-iron gate and went up the flagstone path through the fine gravel to her front door. She found her key and turned to me. ‘Thanks so much. You’re a great support. I’m not going to ask you in. I’m too tired. Anyway, you must look after Jenny.’ She leaned forward and kissed me, not on the cheek but on my mouth. I was amazed by that. I felt the warmth of her breath and tasted the lipstick that she had refreshed in the car. I felt, too, a sexual frisson that I was sure she was aware of; and I was glad. I responded to her kiss with firm pressure of my lips on hers. I calculated that this was the start of a new relationship, or at least a shift into a different mode of the relationship that we already had. I was excited. ‘Look,’ I said, ‘if you start to feel lonely, give me a ring. My mobile’s on. I’m probably going to have something to eat with Jenny.’ I put it like that because I did not want to give the impression that our supper had been arranged long beforehand.

         




         ‘Thanks,’ she said, ‘you’re a sweetie. At the moment I’m just going to lie down.’ Once again she kissed me, quickly and warmly.




         I drove on the short distance to my own house. My black cat, my ever-watchful familiar, crouched on the bonnet of a neighbour’s car parked close to my house. As I manoeuvred into a vacant space, he raised himself wearily, stretched and arched his back, leapt down to the ground and came slowly towards me meowing a greeting. Jenny stayed in the car. I went into the house, and just before my open-plan, combined kitchen and dining room, I went down to the cellar where, amongst the debris and clutter of the life that G and I had shared, was my wine rack. I thought we had drunk enough champagne and so I chose a bottle of Chablis, a 2004 St Aubin Premier Cru, Le Charmois. I liked its smooth, lightly honeyed flavour.




         I left the cat to roam disconsolately around the house and rejoined Jenny. We drove to her house and she prepared our dinner á deux.
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         Jenny and I were close. We got on well; but there was no more to it than that. Her ex-husband pursued his own successful professional life to the exclusion of all other interests that included his family. Jenny’s three children no longer lived with her. Her eldest, a girl, was working in the City as some sort of PA to a law firm’s chairman. Her two boys were away at university and only returned briefly during vacations; they regarded home now as a temporary convenience where they could regroup, have their laundry washed, borrow money that Jenny knew she would never see again, and then take off back again into their own particular spheres of living. At that time Jenny was not interested in other romantic liaisons and was perfectly happy leading her own life with an assortment of charming and intelligent friends. We simply liked each other, shared similar views of people and education, and were pleased in each other’s company.




         The St Aubin had gone straight into the fridge. While Jenny prepared our dinner I chose from her collection of CDs Mahler’s Six Early Songs sung by Thomas Hampson, with the Philharmonia conducted by Luciano Berio. The first song, one of my favourite romantic songs, Hampson sings with such brio and gives an entrancing half yodel to the reprise.

         




         I suppose that by the time we sat down to our modest feast, after listening to the exhilarating surges and changes of tempo to the Mahler music, the Chablis had not quite been chilled enough, but it was delicious nonetheless. There were no tables laden with funeral bake meats for North’s requiem feast, but I knew he would have approved both our choice of CD and the toast to his memory. He was there with us in spirit.




         We had finished our salmon and rocket. Jenny was putting cheese on the table, some Gruyère and a piece of Oxford Blue, when my mobile rang. I looked at the screen but the number did not show; it was withdrawn. I apologised to Jenny and went to the privacy of the corridor. It was Francine.

         




         ‘I can’t snooze,’ she said. ‘I’m so desolate. I know you’re with Jenny but could I join you? It’ll take my mind off things – this dreadful day.’




         ‘Of course – I told you to ring. We’re at Jenny’s. You know where it is. Come and join us. Jenny would love to see you. You know that.’ I did not have to ask Jenny. I knew what her answer would be. It was not far. The three of us lived at the apexes of a triangle, about a third of a mile from each other. ‘Shall I come and get you?’




         ‘No, no, I’ll walk. The exercise will do me good. I’ll try to sort out my mind as I come over.’




         ‘Don’t worry, Francine. It’s funny. We feel that it’s almost as if North’s with us here. We were all so familiar to him. You’ll see what I mean. We’ll see you shortly.’




         I waited until Francine had put down the phone and then I closed down Jenny’s cordless receiver.




         When I was back in the room with Jenny, I said, ‘You heard most of that. Francine’s in none too good a way. I’ve told her to come round here. I hope that’s OK.’




         ‘Of course it is. She mustn’t be on her own. She must feel awful.’




         ‘Well, she’ll be here soon. I imagine she’ll get herself ready and come straight round. Let’s wait for the cheese until she’s here.’




         So, that is what we did. Jenny changed the CD. We listened to some Vivaldi cello concerti, B Flat Major, C Minor and A Minor. I noted that the selection was played by the City of London Sinfonia that I had heard once live at the Festival Hall. After about twenty-five minutes Francine arrived. She had put on fresh make-up but looked as though she had been crying. ‘It’s so nice to be here. I simply can’t face being on my own at the moment. I thought I could, but I was wrong.’

         




         Jenny was terrific. She chatted away and I could see Francine’s spirits rise. Jenny found some old strong Bas Armagnac, bottled at Château de Maniban, and when the Chablis was finished, we had that with our cheese.




         So the evening passed in pleasant company and conversation, just the three of us but always in the background lingered the shadowy presence of North.
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