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Friday

Those working parts of Harry Chapman’s body that could be beneficial to others – his heart, liver, kidneys and corneas – were removed at the hospital soon after his sudden death in the early hours of Sunday morning. Later that day, Graham informed the media of his friend’s passing and started making arrangements for his funeral.

What was now left of the corporeal Harry Chapman was encased in a coffin of the plainest, cheapest wood. A clergyman would not be required to conduct the service, which was to be totally secular except for a reading of George Herbert’s ‘The Flower’, with its invocation of a Lord of love who rescues the grief-stricken and benighted with His fulfilled promise of renewal and rejuvenation.

The mourners gathered at the chapel in Mortlake crematorium just before three o’clock on Friday afternoon. Graham greeted every one of them, accepting their condolences with the quiet dignity that was his by nature. He embraced and kissed Pamela Kenworth and the newly widowed Eleanor Duggan and shook hands with Wilf Granger, who remarked:

— It will be my turn next.

A stranger named Randolph Breeze introduced himself, along with his fiancée of twenty years, Miss Blanche Westermere.

— I had the exceptional good fortune of occupying the bed next to Mr Chapman in the Zoffany Ward. What a fascinating person. Miss Westermere and I have come to pay our last, alas, respects.

— How thoughtful of you.

— Mr Chapman’s knowledge of T. S. Eliot was truly beyond pareil.

— Was it? He seldom talked about him. I know that he loathed Eliot’s plays. He thought they were over encumbered with what he called ‘well-bred dread’. But do excuse me, Mr – Wind, is it? –

— Breeze.

— Of course. My apologies. I must say hello to Dr Pereira and his team.

The doctor, Sister Nancy, Marybeth Myslawchuk and Maciek Nazwisko had managed to escape from their duties for an hour or so to say goodbye to Harry, the man with a thousand poems – they were sure it was at least a thousand – at his command. They didn’t make a habit of going to patients’ funerals, but this was an exception.

— I’m touched.

The ceremony was about to begin when a distraught elderly woman, whom many recognised as a famous novelist, burst into the chapel with several questions on her lips:

— Is this the right place? Is this the right time? Is this the right day? Have I come to the wrong funeral? It is Harry Chapman in the box, isn’t it, and not somebody I’ve never heard of? Should I have gone to Putney instead? Harry is dead, isn’t he? I’m not making it up, am I?

— No, Brenda, you’re not making it up. Calm down. Yes, it’s Harry in the box. Come and sit next to me.

— I’m sorry, Graham. I had a drinkie or two to settle my nerves and then I panicked. The taxi driver took me this way and that way, up hill and down dale, and all the time I was thinking I was on a fool’s mission to nowhere. Oh, Harry, my poor lamb.

— Sit down, darling.

Eleanor Duggan opened the proceedings with the story of Paolo and Francesca, as recounted in Dante’s Inferno. She read it in Italian and only translated the lines in which the poet has Francesca talking of the great sorrow that comes with remembered happiness. She was followed by the actor Jeremy Wilson, who read the final paragraph of Melville’s ‘Bartleby’: ‘Ah, Bartleby! Ah, humanity!’

Pamela went to the lectern, smiled at the congregation, and spoke from memory a poem by John Wilmot, Earl of Rochester, that Harry ‘loved to distraction’.



— Ancient person, for whom I

 All the flattering youth defy,

 Long be it ere thou grow old,

  Aching, shaking, crazy, cold;

  But still continue as thou art,

   Ancient person of my heart.



  On thy withered lips and dry,

  Which like barren furrows lie,

   Brooding kisses I will pour

   Shall thy youthful heat restore,

    Nor from thee will ever part,

    Ancient person of my heart.



   The nobler part, which but to name

    In our sex would be counted shame,

    By age’s frozen grasp possessed,

     From his ice shall be released,

     And soothed by my reviving hand,

      In former warmth and vigour stand.

      All a lover’s wish can reach

       For thy joy my love shall teach,

       And for thy pleasure shall improve

        All that art can add to love.

        Yet still I love thee without art,

         Ancient person of my heart.



And then Graham read ‘The Flower’, as Harry had instructed, in a steady voice. In the closing seven minutes, there was a recorded performance of Webern’s orchestration of the fugue (ricercata) from Bach’s The Musical Offering, which Harry had requested to be played in honour of the Duchess of Bombay.



There was a champagne reception, or wake, at the house in Hammersmith. The buffet had been prepared by a chef from Rome and Graham hoped that the guests would stay sober enough to appreciate Massimiliano’s subtle cooking. Brenda, who was indifferent to everything other than fried eggs and bacon, had already attained the very peak, the Everest, of drunkenness in a remarkably short time and had concealed herself beneath Harry’s desk, with her sleeping head stuck in his waste-paper basket.

There were two uninvited guests, two notable gatecrashers, in the forms of Mr Breeze and his ageing bride-to-be Blanche Westermere. They arrived with Wilf Granger, who assured Graham that they were an enchanting couple. They had listened to his tales of woe – dodgy prostate; dicky ticker; diabetes and an ingrowing toenail, not to say his inability to get Dick Turpin to stand and deliver – with the utmost, and he really meant the utmost, sympathy.

This was the farewell party Harry would have wanted, Graham thought as midnight approached. There had been some serious conversations, but the farcical spirit had finally prevailed. Brenda had left wearing the waste-paper basket like an Easter bonnet, and that was a vision Harry would have cherished. Then Wilf revealed that he had written a cheque for a thousand pounds to the delightful Mr Breeze in order to be the proud owner of T. S. Eliot’s false teeth.

— If my own fall out, as they look like doing, I can always wear his.

When he was alone at last, Graham noticed that there was a letter addressed to him on the doormat. There was no stamp on it. He read:



Dear Mr Weaver,

 Please forgive me intruding on your grief. Your partner Harry was very kind to my late unhappy brother Ralph and I bless him for his kindness. May he rest in peace. I will toast his lovely memory with a glass of sherry.

 Yours,

 Beryl



Graham dimmed the lights and sat in Harry’s armchair and welcomed the purring cat into his arms.
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