Art must take reality by surprise.

· Françoise Sagan

Platform


At that most crucial of moments, Christophe felt a tap on his shoulder. 


'Sir, Mademoiselle: such behaviour is not permitted here.'


Christophe and Julia detached themselves from one another immediately; spinning around, they found the top of a hat protruding into their shared line of sight. They lowered their gaze and discovered this hat was attached to a tiny railway official. 


He smiled up at them.


Julia rearranged her hair and searched for her rail ticket in her bag. As she hopped on one leg, blushing furiously under the soft lights of the station, she looked ungainly and out of place, an embarrassed flamingo. Today of all days Christophe had been hoping for turtle-doves, not flamingos, and with some anger he turned to the man who was the cause of such a transformation.


'Can't a man kiss his fiancée in public?'

 
Julia was only in Paris for the one day, and Christophe had intended to propose that evening in a restaurant at the top of the Théatre des Champs Elysées. But he could not wait, and as she had descended from the train at the Gare du Nord she found him kneeling on the platform. A tearful yes from her, and Christophe had just enough time to sweep her joyfully into his arms before this stranger interrupted their encounter. 


The attendant had a remarkably bulbous head, Christophe thought – it was so large and domed that perched atop such a small frame he had the proportions of some kind of grotesque toddler, an impression made all the more sinister by his arrestingly bouffant moustache, corrugated forehead and single, fluffy eyebrow running parallel to the peak of his official hat. 


This gargoyle, this uppity homunculus, this twisted putto; Christophe could have strangled him.


'Don't worry, I have my ticket just here,' Julia was saying in her unsteady accent.


The attendant tutted. 'I am not a ticket inspector, I am simply here to uphold the law. It is illegal to kiss on railway platforms, did you not know?'


'Preposterous!' Aware he ought to emphasise this point, Christophe continued, weakly, 'I've seen it done in countless perfume adverts.'


'Nevertheless.' The attendant closed his eyes, relishing his words. 'It is strictly prohibited under French law.'


Christophe and Julia blinked. The attendant was wearing a shirt so starched you could have juiced lemons on its creases. Christophe's voice took on a wheedling quality. 
'Look, we weren't kissing, as such. Embracing, maybe. Osculating. Perhaps we were verging on an errant canoodle - I've lived in Paris three years now and I've never seen any law against that!'


'If we all were to kiss on railway platforms,' the attendant remarked, in tones as clipped as well-heeled shoes against marble flooring, 'it would congest the whole station. Perhaps you think you are above the rest of us?' 


Commuters were pausing on the concourse with their briefcases to regard the three of them; a number of pigeons had halted their courtship pirouettes to stop and take in the scene. 


'I must ask you both to leave the station at once,' pronounced the attendant.


'Come on, Chris, I'm only here for the one day,' said Julia. 


Christophe, however, had squared his shoulders and his jaw, and a vein at the side of his head had coiled itself into an outraged, contoured knot. 'What law?' he demanded. 'Go on, exactly which law? When was it implemented?'


'1910,' said the attendant, coolly, holding Christophe's stare. It was then Christophe saw the truth of it: this attendant's sole function was to slide out behind pillars and disrupt fiancées from having even the most innocent of congresses. Here was a loveless, bitter official whose only pleasure came when slamming his freshly-inked stamp of bureaucracy all over the delicate love-letters of spontaneous, human affection. With his massive head and moustachios, Christophe realised, this little Dandie Dinmont terrier of a man was the very avatar of officiousness. Granted an opportunity, he would undoubtedly be able to quote every subsection, paragraph and clause of this idiotic law.


He would not be given the satisfaction, however. Christophe grabbed Julia's bag and stomped towards the sign marked SORTIE.


'Welcome to Paris, Mademoiselle!' cried the attendant to their departing backs.


As they marched, Julia tried leaning against Christophe and injecting a fresh levity to proceedings. 'So where first on this whirlwind tour, mon chéri?'  


How he longed to tell her that the list of activities he had planned for them was over three pages long, with late additions written even as he had waited on the platform for her train; how he had been living for this day, choreographing over the preceding three weeks the way, to the exact footfall, he had envisioned their time together. Christophe had lived in Paris for long enough to know elements of the city well - where to get the best tuna-fish sandwich, see the best graffiti, meet the jazz saxophonist with the widest hand-span and smell the sweetest pastries being prepared - and yet knew that he would see it all with fresh eyes when she was beside him.


The station attendant had changed all that.


'We are going to the law library,' he growled. Not taking her hand, he wheeled left out of the station with a renewed purpose in his stride.


So it was that for their single day together in Paris, Julia and Christophe swapped café society for leafing through La Gazette du Palais in the Centre Pompidou; instead of whispering sweet-nothings over the croci in the Jardin des Tuileries, they ran their thumbs down the Journal Officiel in Le Kiosque de Assemblée Nationale. Christophe had too wild a look in his eye (and lacked the proper accreditation) to be allowed access to the Bibliothèque Nationale, but they spent a good four hours trying. Christophe became most animated. 


As the day with her new fiancé came to a close, Julia was exhausted and irritable, with mascara smudged up by the heel of her hand after so much index-checking and catalogue-flicking. If anything, the comfort of the train carriage home was more appealing than spending another moment in Christophe's company. 


As they returned to the station for her return journey, they found the attendant still there as if he had remained in wait. 


Christophe hadn't eaten all day. Fuelled by a ferocity of feeling she had never seen in him before, she watched Christophe barrel up to the attendant in huge strides.


The attendant puffed up to meet him, tomcat-like. 'Monsieur?'


'You were quite right about the law's date,' said Christophe. 'Do you know what else happened in 1910, however? I've spent all day researching. The planet earth passed through the tail of the Halley comet. Can you imagine such beauty, on a stellar level?'


'Sir..?' 


'That very same year, a fire at the World Exhibition that year destroyed the British and French exhibitions. Can you think of a more incendiary symbol of continental fragility, the ravaging of cross-channel relations?'


'Sir, I must insist...'


Christophe's voice sank from a roar to a keening, spittle-flicking hiss. 'That same year Django Reinhardt was born – remember his song 'A Little Love A Little Kiss', you Philistine? And in your precious 1910, Leo Tolstoy died – have you read his passionate letters to Valeria Arsenev? A landmark year, you could say, for talents centred upon the expression of passion, the very articulation of affection.' 


The attendant was now visibly trying to get away, but Christophe would not let up.


'Christophe, there's my train...' Julia whispered, but her fiancé seemed unable to hear her.


'In 1910,' he went on, bristling, 'Klimt's painting The Kiss was two years old. And Rodin had been promoted to a grand officer in the Légion d'Honneur. Have you seen his statue The Kiss? Look, I bought this postcard from one of the bouquinistes on the Seine, see?' Christophe thrust something under the trembling official's nose. 'Can you read the caption? “Room of The Kiss by Auguste Rodin, Musée du Luxembourg, Paris, circa 1910”. I paid 50 cents for an image that has more human warmth than you and your so-called law could afford me on the whole length of this platform.'


The attendant waited for what would come next.


'And now my fiancée must catch her train back to London,' Christophe managed,  voice breaking, 'and you tell me I cannot even kiss her goodbye on her journey? What happened to Paris as la ville de l'amour?'


Here Christophe drew Julia to him, and pressed his lips delicately against her cheek. 


'Monsieur, I must protest -' began the attendant, finally stepping forward.


And then, as Julia made her way through the barriers with her ticket scrunched in her hand, she watched as her future husband planted both his hands on the attendant's shoulders, knocking the official peaked hat from its place, and gently kissed the attendant smack-bang in the middle of the station concourse.
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