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One

Not so long ago I imagined meeting Carole Bouquet – co-star of Luis Buñuel’s film masterpiece, That Obscure Object of Desire – at the Oxford Street end of Davies Street in the West End of London.

Our rendezvous was outside a pub, unpleasantly named the Hog in the Pound.

Time was complicated in this imagining. It seemed to be around 2009 or 2010. A sunny afternoon in late September.

Carole looked exactly as she did in 1977, the year Buñuel’s film was released.

She had time-travelled a little over three decades to meet me, but given no more thought to the journey than you or I might give to catching a bus. It was like we had met once before and agreed to meet again.

She must have been around twenty years old, at a quick calculation. But she moved and spoke with the assurance of someone much older. She had silver-blue eyes that were slightly wide-set, a flawless complexion and finely angled eyebrows. Her long dark hair had a glossy sheen. She was wearing pale-red lipstick. That afternoon she was dressed in jeans, a white T-shirt and a short grey jacket. Burgundy leather sandals with a high heel. She carried a matching shoulder bag.

Actors, of course, are not the characters they play. So while she could dip her chin, fix you with a stare and give you that Elvis-like half-smile, flirtatiously mocking, she was really quite reserved.

She was not, I think, the actual Carole Bouquet – more some kind of transmission.

To break the ice she opened her bag and took out her cigarettes, frowning as she lit one. I hadn’t smoked for years. Carole didn’t say anything. She just looked at me, then at the pack of cigarettes, then at me again, one eyebrow slightly raised. I took one, and with her own cigarette hanging coolly from the corner of her mouth, she cupped her lighter against the breeze and lit it.

Cautiously, I took a drag.

She put her head to one side and pushed her hair back over her shoulder. Then she regarded me expectantly.

‘I loved the Buñuel film,’ I said, ‘like everyone.’

It was a favourite of mine, strangely talismanic.

‘What can I say? He was a genius.’

There was a pause, a beat of awkwardness, and then her face relaxed.

‘The devilishly laced corset!’ she said, laughing. ‘The bucket of water on the train – the bomb in the arcade!’

‘Anarchy, illogicality …’ I added, perhaps a little too enthusiastically, ‘It just carries you along.’

‘A comedy about manipulation, mystery and desire – about love.’

We talked of other films, too, standing on that little strip of pavement at the back of Browns. (You may remember the place – a high-fashion emporium, very chic, more like a series of adjoining reception rooms.)

I was thrilled when Carole mentioned Jacques Rivette’s movie, Céline and Julie Go Boating.

‘Another magical film,’ I said.

‘Totally. Céline and Julie are so cool. The way they adjudicate their situation. That mix of childish excitement and inscrutable reserve.’

I recalled the wet weekday afternoon I had sought the film out in a small repertory cinema in north London. The screen was reached down a dim corridor. The ancient woodchip was painted purple. There was a narrow strip of sticky carpet. This was in the early nineties.

The woman who took the tickets was known to be a witch. She had long black hair, centre-parted, and wore small black-framed glasses. There was something about her that made you not want to linger. Her body was youthful but her face was old. On the stool beside her was a dog-eared copy of Marina Tsvetaeva’s Moscow Diaries. I glimpsed the weary poet’s face on its cover, looking up from a small grey photograph. Her blank expression held my glance momentarily.

There were five of us in the audience and we had all come on our own. Unified in sudden darkness we watched the three hours and thirteen minutes of the film in a state of transfixed bafflement. Thus it wove its spell.

Only later did I ponder the theories, albeit briefly. ‘Céline and Julie and Time and Narrative in Alice in Wonderland and Proust’. Slick comparisons to Buster Keaton and the early films of John Waters.

More immediately I felt a need – hard to fulfil, as it turned out – to watch the whole thing again. To try to catch the light, as it were, of that winning, insouciant charm that was also unnerving. Just as you began to feel safe and sunny, chasing around a summery Paris with these two clever, capricious, exhausting, infuriating young women.

‘Well, it’s circular, of course,’ said Carole. ‘The structure subverts the notion of an absolute beginning. The whole film is a beginning subject to continual new beginnings.’

‘Did Rivette know Eric Rohmer?’ I was genuinely interested.

‘In the early days, I’m sure. But they differ politically – Rivette’s a Marxist. And all those guys are very highly strung.’

‘I love the party scene in Full Moon in Paris,’ I said. ‘The new wave dancing to Elli et Jacno.’

Just the thought of it made me smile, simultaneously enchanted and aghast. The chest-height finger-clicking; the robot stick-insect shuffle …

‘Pascale Ogier – she died, you know,’ said Carole, ‘just two months after the film was released.’

I did know. And I was about to sing the praises of another of the actors in that scene, Fabrice Luchini – a Rohmer regular, with the wide unblinking eyes, as if always on the verge of some lunatic epiphany – when I suddenly wondered how Carole knew that Pascale Ogier had died. It happened in 1984. A year after Luis Buñuel died, in fact – and Jacno had passed away in 2009 …

But the conventions of normal chronology had been abandoned.

‘You saw Le Pont du Nord?’ Carole was asking. ‘That’s Rivette. With Pascale and her mother, Bulle. She—’

How would it be, I caught myself thinking, if this meeting – mine and Carole’s – was the beginning of a totally unexpected love affair? A sudden grand passion of the kind that would leave indelible memories I would keep turning over, deep into old age? September is the season of such amours.

I looked at Carole again, and she was certainly there, transmission or not; touchable, full of life and young energy.

Her apartment, I imagined, would be like an old atelier only more impressive. A marble fireplace, tall windows onto a balcony … And it would always be dusk or dawn when we met – by a lake maybe, with a white stone balustrade luminous in the half-light. Then we would hold one another so fiercely, shocked and ecstatic to find that we shared such feelings.

When it was time to leave I would barely be able to let go of her hand, to contemplate the hours apart that I would spend semi-dazed, conspicuously remote among my friends, who knew of her but did not know her …

Behind us was Gray’s Antique Market. Ornate red brick, late Victorian. Formerly the showrooms of John Bolding & Son, manufacturers of sanitary appliances.

So it would have been nearly thirty years earlier – the spring of 1982 – when I had first confronted the plainer building that now faced us on the other side of road. This was also red brick, built in 1950. Seven storeys, the uppermost with dormer windows. An essentially featureless, half-hearted stab at Mayfair classicism, from the era when the fashionable drink was white crème de menthe and cognac over ice.

There was a low stone pediment above the front doors, more officious than elegant.

This building had once been my new place of work. A government office of sorts. I had seen it for the first time with a mixture of emotions. These included hostility, boredom, weariness and resentment. Notably lacking had been pride, excitement, curiosity and optimism.

The place was empty now, in the late summer sunshine. Closed down and condemned. The ground-floor windows were barred with bright blue sheets of perforated steel.

With Carole beside me – she had slipped her arm through mine – I pointed up to the window of my old office on the fourth floor.

‘Supply Department,’ I said.

She stared with genuine interest towards the dusty panes and darkened empty room beyond.

‘And next door …’ I moved my pointing finger just slightly to the right, ‘… is the room where I first heard The Smiths.’

‘Non!’

The room was small and square and had a high ceiling. A single sash window admitted light the colour of dust. It was where the boys in the office, who were employed to pack and unpack English language textbooks, used to take their breaks. On the day in question it was empty except for a chair and a big radio. The scuffed door, painted the colour of wet cement, was propped open by a metal bin.

What station might have been playing ‘Hand in Glove’ – the first single by The Smiths – at a little before midday on a sunny weekday morning in June 1983, I have no idea. But I stopped to listen.

Rising from desert-like silence an electric guitar, sharp, high and ringing, played forceful repetitions of a bewitching melody, fluid and weaving, up and down, growing louder, born insistent. The accompanying bass was agile, deft and strong.

Emphatic drumbeats marked the tempo and chord changes; accelerating jolts that seemed to drive the temper of the song, pushing it, increasing its intensity, while from the sonic middle distance a wailing harmonica called back, urgent yet melancholy.

These opening seconds announced a life-changing visitation out of absolutely nowhere. Mysterious, portentous, thrilling, yet profoundly charming. A sudden gale, blood temperature, gusting down an empty street on a summer night.

When the singer sang, his confident baritone was passionate, grave, weary and somehow bruised. It was a strong voice, unforgettable once heard. Charismatic, defiant, outcast; a nuance of the flatly northern; simultaneously vehement, determined and beyond caring. And was there some stratum of attitude, somewhere in the lower register, that brought to mind the interior monologue of a drily cynical supply teacher?

More immediately, how could a voice – a presence – be so aloof, yet so intimate? Removed yet intense? Voice, words and music so resigned in the face of a censorious world, yet so infectiously euphoric?

Such was the first compelling contradiction.

In the tradition of great singers, lyric and voice were inviolably united, summoning a world and an outlook in phrases as singular, incisive and memorable – as literary, on first hearing – as they were extravagant, intransigent and proud.

Boasts and proclamations revealed bold hopes, fervent adoration alongside deadening fatalism. The song’s title proposed an evocative, feverish togetherness, somewhere in the remoter suburbs of love.

I thought of Johnnie Ray, that emotional extravagance, but refracted through a northern English regional town library on a wet afternoon; the fire smouldering, the blaze intact within. Resurgent but still hopeless longing, and memories like paper cuts.

It was also the voice of English romanticism: the idiom of crooning and swooning, Wordsworth and Windermere, sunsets and shepherds, transposed to embrace negation. The brooding terrace and the moaning factory whistle; the silent canal, its surface a black mirror; the illimitable barrier of the moors, the dark satanic chip shop …

From such a place the lover declaimed. He champions his love, declares subordination to his beloved, the peg upon which all his hopes are hung. Pronouncing their heroic outlaw state – the Bonnie & Clyde phase lovers relish – he luxuriates in abandonment: there is only their love and this moment. Each announcement is underlined by a double drumbeat. A tambourine comes in at one minute forty-eight.

From time to time the vocal drops to a sound midway between a moan and a groan, an unclassifiable cadence; disconsolate, virtually wordless lamentations that shadow – despairing witness to love’s defiant phase – the lover’s dedication to protecting his beloved, come what may …

But only to then pass sentence on himself and on his dreams.

Clearly guilty.

It was all an imagining, this love. Nothing will happen, and nothing will ever happen, and he will be alone, in the middle of an empty day, beneath an immensity of bone-white sky, as usual. The lover an object of indifference to his beloved. Orpheus in Urmston.

Gradually the music begins to fade, the fluidly weaving melody intact. The harmonica’s melancholy call moves on.

It is like we have heard an express train – smoke-steam billows under late-night footbridge, autumn 1960: ‘I have to go – really I must …’ and in its passing known the love of Beatrice, Tadzio and Ilsa Lund, simultaneously. All in the three minutes and thirteen seconds of an alluring and shockingly relatable pop song.

The Smiths were Johnny Marr on guitar, Andy Rourke, the bass guitar, Mike Joyce, the drums, and Morrissey, vocals. They formed in Manchester in 1982.

I was just twenty-nine when the group broke up in the summer of 1987.

Throughout the preceding five years I had worked in a succession of obscure govern-ment offices, all housed in airless buildings across the West End of London.

There was no grade of clerical officer lower than the grade I occupied, and my attitude to the job was that of an overweight ghost assigned to haunt a car park.

I would finally resign from waged employment in the late spring of 1988, by which time much would have changed for both Morrissey and myself.

Between 1983 and 1987, however, my days and nights and on occasion my dreams
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