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               Niels Peter, in whose heart there is a vault full of my secrets
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               Søren and a friendship that happily accepts that I philosophise too much before breakfast, and you too much after dinner.
      

            

         

      
   


  
   
    
     
      ETEMENANKI
     

    

    
     The obsession that eventually took over Curtis’s waking hours had Tcrept up on him and swallowed him bit by bit, “like a huge anaconda,” is how he put it.
    

    
    

    
     I, in turn, almost ended up getting a little obsessed with his story and went to France from England to write a piece on him. I intended to do a single interview with him. After having met him the first time, however, I changed my mind. Over a period of a month and a half, I went twice a week to see him in the dreary dark-grey building of La Santé Jail in Paris, where he had so far served one of a twelve-year sentence.
    

    
     To this day, I smile to myself when remembering his slow, meticulous way of speaking, typical of an American southern drawl.
    

    
    

    
     “You are walking along takin’ the road you can see, and one day you look down and can’t find where your feet are at, and that’s how it starts. Once that’s happened, you just continue to sink into its wrigglin’ skin, though you might think you’re still goin’ forward. It gulps down your legs, your arms and hands, and when your spine starts bendin’ and twistin’ just like a snake, you know it’s cause you’re in the belly of one. When that’s happened and only your heads’ left breathing... well... then you might as well give up entirely. It’s just all too late then.”
    

    
     That’s what he said the first time I interviewed him, Curtis La Porte. I won’t say that he seemed like a normal kind of guy, it would imply he wasn’t really, and in your minds paint a picture of a man who like that trembling summer afternoon, is expected to turn into rain and thunder at any moment. Curtis La Porte was a normal kind of guy. He just wanted a dream and when he was lucky enough to find it, but unfortunate enough to get obsessed by it, he was eventually forced to walk the gauntlet of his own desires.
    

    
     “You know, I didn’t used to have a dream. It was a great sadness in my life. When I was twenty-five, I had this girlfriend of twenty-two. she was born with a dream. She didn’t know what it was like to live without one. I mean, not for one moment of her life didn’t she get pulled forward, up or down by that shinin’ light of her dream. She wanted to be a professional tango dancer, she wanted to be in competitions and all. She used to dream about havin’ those blonde bangs of hers glued to her forehead, like she had seen the famous lady dancers do. I sure did love her. She used to tell me, ‘my dress will be different from all the others. I’ll have huge great polka dot holes all on it, right through to my skin. Nobody will forget that dress.’
    

    
     And all along I wasn’t being pulled nowhere, neither up nor down. Cause I didn’t have a dream. She would look at me with the most loving eyes and say ‘honey, I don’t care if you ever earn a cent for us. All I want is that you follow your dreams. The one reason to live is to follow those, whatever they might be. I don’t admire a man who earns money if it wasn’t cause he happened to do so workin’ with what he wanted. We have one life, this ain’t no rehearsal. So tell me now darlin’ what is your greatest dream and I will help you as best as I can, cause I love you.’
    

    
     I tell you, I looked at her dark-red lips and really tried to make up a story of a dream I’d always had, but never dared to follow, I wanted to thank her for those beautiful words by at least telling her somethin’. But in my mind that somethin’ looked like damn-near anythin’. It’s hard to pick one out of many of the same, and I just hadn’t ever come across one thing that was so much better that another, so I didn’t say nothin’. At first she didn’t react. I reckon she thought I was being shy about it. It gave me time, a few weeks, to make somethin’ up. Finally, she asked again. Just like last time, I could tell by the expectation in her eyes that it had just never struck her some folks just don’t got a dream. But this time I wasn’t gonna disappoint her. I said that I wanted to go to New York and be a photographer. I don’t know why I said that, but I guess cause New York seemed like a place of opportunity, and then I had an uncle who had moved there from Georgia a few years earlier. I’m not saying that I’d never taken a picture before and that I didn’t actually enjoy photographin’ landscapes as they changed, and faces of people. I’d always liked takin’ pictures and Isabell knew that, so she didn’t take it as a surprise.”
    

    
    

    
     When I think back on those interviews, I remember so clearly the confusion I walked away with sometimes. Curtis La Porte, “terrorist”, “madman”, “lost soul”, was the only choice of words the public seemed to consider for him. Yet, I did not feel the person I was talking to fitted the description of those things. I asked myself if I was getting blind to who he really was, like the kidnapped who sympathises for her abductor and does not want him jailed. Then I thought of boundaries and empathy and the chaos there would be if there were too few of the first and too much of the latter. Of course there could be no doubt in anybodies mind that what he had done in the end was deeply criminal, and I think nobody doubts the justification of his sentence, but I was more interested in understanding the motives for his actions than supposing I would ever find a way to condone them.
    

    
     I had always believed the understanding you have for anybody’s deeds is exactly relative to how much you know about their reasons. A person’s action is always a reaction to something else. What you see is never how it began. That was the angle I used when I started writing, but then I reminded myself that the man had, after all, tried to blow up the Arch of Triumph. That was when I decided to go and visit him more often. I had been chosen to write a cover story on him to one of the biggest magazines in the world and I had time to do it properly.
    

    
    

    
     “She came with me to New York for a while. She said it might even be good for her dancin’ career, too. We slept on a foldout in my uncle’s tiny apartment. Isabelle got a small allowance from her mama and my uncle helped a bit with the grocery shoppin’. He was a widower, my aunt havin’ died of cancer the previous year, so he was only too happy to have a bit of company when he got home from the post office. Before he had come to New York he had worked in the dead letter department in Atlanta. He had boxes full of letters that belonged to no one and sometimes he would read them to us at night. They were his favourite letters from his 25 years there. I always wondered if that was allowed. I never asked him, but once he said that they were the ones that escaped the shredder. We used to laugh and cry over them and sometimes we’d feel sorry that they had never reached who they were meant for. Those letters were like little lost voices in a big dark forest and we were like the critters there, who could do nothing to help them. All we could do was to listen and wonder at the strangeness, sadness and ridiculousness of people.
    

    
     Anyway, I would spend most of what I had on film for my camera and stuff for developing it. I’d made a darkroom in my uncle’s cellar space, right at the bottom of the buildin’. I took pictures all right, but I didn’t feel that fire in my stomach about what I was doin’, like I could see Isabell had. Sometimes I would stay at home reading dead letters and sleepin’. I felt safe since both my uncle and Isabell were out from 8 am. till at least 5. Well, one day all hell broke loose when Isabell came down to see me in the darkroom. She found me sitting on a box reading. I remember I was in the middle of a letter from a daughter to her father whom she had never met...well, obviously, since it was the wrong address. I was just sitting there wonderin’ if the girl maybe knew the letter would never be opened by her dad, and she had just sent it off to pretend to herself that she had found him finally. I was so deep into the letter that I didn’t hear Isabell comin’ down. Did she pitch a fit; what the hell are you doin!.. and look at me, there she was spending all her money so I could realise my dream and then I just sat here doing nothin’ instead of strugglin’ like a true artist… She went on and on and in the end I told her to get fucked. I’d had it trying to pretend I was this guy with a dream. I wanted to have a job, just any ol’ job, so I could earn some cash again. Well, that whole thing ended with her saying that she could no longer respect me and a few days later she left. I had already suspected her for wrappin’ her legs around her new tango partner outside class, since she always spoke a bit nervously about how good a dancer he was. It was like she had an urge to talk about him all the time, but then the things she said about him were always just professional. That’s odd, I reckon, when you have danced so intimately with someone for six months. She was growin’ those bangs of hers when she left me. Somebody told me a couple of years back they had seen her on television. They are so unlikely, women, unlikely like a wet match.”
    

    
    

    
     Curtis didn’t speak to me as if I was a journalist. I think he spoke to me from the beginning as if I was his psychiatrist. I don’t know why he picked me to be so open with, but maybe it was because I dint speak very much. He rarely waited for questions, it just came flowing out of him as if he had waited for years to justify himself. So I just let him talk, and anyway, if a person feels comfortable in your company, they will tell you both the right questions and answers about themselves. You just have to be there to write it down.
    

    
    

    
     “Once she had gone, I started lookin’ for a job. I finally found one in the post office, right there with my uncle. My Uncle is kind of an easy goin’ guy, so I didn’t mind livin’ and workin’ with him.
    

    
     He’d told me he was happy for me to move in properly, pay half the rent, and so on. You see, he hadn’t supported his wife. They both had jobs. So there I was in the post office. My uncle introduced me to his friends. They were of all ages and shapes. He had some fun friends, you know, quick talkin’, like they are in New York. They seemed to respect him. That made me like my uncle even better.
    

    
     One Friday, that’s four years ago now, a bunch of us met up at a particular bar after work. It was the boss’s birthday, and he wasn’t married either, so we wanted to buy him a few rounds and have a night out. Well, first my uncle and I went home to get out of our work clothes. It was mostly me who insisted on changin’, I guess. I was only 26 after all and was on the look-out. We did almost everything together, just cause we liked to. It wasn’t a bad time. They used to call us the ‘southern brothern’.”
    

    
    

    
     When I met Curtis he was 33, “already have had a longer life than Jesus Christ himself,” he said jokingly when I asked. He was a good-looking man, tall and well built, with broad hands and calm, dark blue eyes. Apparently, he had not tried to resist when they picked him up in his uncle’s apartment four months after he had done it. More than anything, he seemed amazed that it had taken them so long to find him, one police officer told me.
    

    
     He had grown up on a farm in the lowlands of Arkansas and told me “I have history”. I couldn’t help but to say that everybody had a history. He didn’t seem to understand what I meant by that, though. He was very proud of the fact that his grandfather had been there in 1921 when they drilled the first oil well in El Dorado.
    

    
    

    
     “I was ten when in 1981 Arkansas became the first state to enact a law requiring public schools to teach creationism whenever evolution was taught. When I was a child, Jesus had a finger in all the pies I knew of. I used to imagine his big pokin’ eyes looking at me every time I did somethin’ I regarded as even slightly immoral. His discontented face became such a natural part of my thoughts that for the first three years of my sexually active life, his image sprang to mind every time I was about to reach self-pollutin’ culmination. I’d be in the middle of imaginin’ big titties and pussies and suddenly HE came flashing through, wearin’ his white robe and beard and all, looking very pissed. I used to apologise later and ask for forgiveness, but I never could see his face then.
    

    
     Sometimes, I don’t see how it ended up like this myself. I know how it started, it wasn’t from evil… I know I don’t have a wicked heart, I just got obsessed, that’s all, got swallowed by that snake. As for others, how can I expect them to do anythin’ but judge? We live in a world where God didn’t want us to understand each other. Before Genesis 11, there was hope, when he hadn’t torn down the tower we were workin’ on yet. The Babylonians called the tower Etemenanki, which means the house of the foundation of heaven and earth. The moment we were going places, we really did something in peaceful unison, all of us humans, he destroyed our chances, cause he got jealous. How’s that for a God with a little man’s complex?”
    

    
    

    
     What Curtis then told me about that evening on the way to the bar to celebrate his boss’s birthday, is adamant to comprehending why things went the way they did. They drove from New Jersey, left the car in battery park car park and walked the last few blocks, past the twin towers, to a sports bar run by his boss’s brother. It was Curtis’s uncle who stopped him and pointed out the moon, which seemed to be suspended exactly halfway between the towers from where they were standing, casting the most supernatural light onto the buildings.
    

    
    

    
     “As if hung out to dry on a washin’ line. The corona around the moon was so big that even the top of the towers seemed to be inside the halo, creatin’ an almost biblical image of illumination. It looked amazin’.
    

    
     My uncle said, ‘It’s so beautiful. I ain’t never seen it like this before, not even close to it and I have lived here for over fifteen years. Why don’t we go back and get the camera? We are here far too early. If we do we’ll only be a bit late by the time we are back again.’ But I didn’t. I reckoned it was far. It sure was pretty, but I’d washed my hair, I had on a fresh shirt and I was feeling good and ready for action. So I didn’t go back for my camera, I just kept walkin’ right by that miracle, thinking of pussy. You know I didn’t even get any that night. I should have listened to my uncle, of course. Always listen to the one who has the least pussy on their brain when decidin’. Well, a week later, those towers were pushed over like tin soldiers. It felt like the moon on the washin’ line had fallen down with them, right into the dirt. The world had taken one deep, long breath in and the buttons over its belly popped off like bullets. The plates of the continents drifted further apart again. The ground under our feet cracked and rivers of lava started running between us and those who were not us. It was like those two buildings had been the towers of Babel of modern civilisations. After they went down, though this time it wasn’t God who made them crumble, we just didn’t trust or understand any other language than our own anymore, everything but us just got strange and far off.
    

    
     After the smoke cleared and I had got over the worst shock of the whole thing, I kept thinkin’ of that picture I could have taken. It would have been the most treasured image in the world for a while, maybe even for a long time. You gotta understand me I wasn’t thinkin’ of money. It was the idea of having caught the towers at their most beautiful, before they were gone forever. I’da done that, if I just hadn’t been thinkin’ of pussy.”
    

    
    

    
     The attack on the world trade centre happened when I was in Arusha, Tanzania, writing a story on the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda. In the small house of a friend sitting by his desk on a cool veranda, I was looking at the sunbirds piercing the flowers hanging down from the edge of the roof. Feeling very tempted to leave my computer and go out into the humble afternoon light, I switched on the radio while gazing into the garden. The ruthless ambitions of daylight were slowly loosing its importance.
    

    
     That time of the day in Africa does not inspire even the most driven writer to paint pictures about Rwandese schoolchildren being slaughtered, churches, complete with entire congregations locked inside, set on fire and burned down to the last god-fearing soul, mothers slashing their neighbours to death with machetes while the maize keeps growing peacefully in her backyard, or neatly severed arms, legs and heads of all shapes and sizes thrown in to the Kagera river rolling by, like parts throw onto a production line with assembly and end destination in heaven above.
    

    
     It inspires to appreciate what you have, count your blessings.
    

    
     That was when a calm British voice of the BBC rang out from my small, black Roberts radio, telling me what had happened in New York City. Naturally I was chocked and very saddened for the thousands of lives that expired that day. In fact, I didn’t switch off the radio again except at night, until I heard Bush saying: “Every nation in every region now has a decision to make. Either you are with us, or you are with the terrorists.” And that America must go on a crusade. President Bush spoke frighteningly like Jesus those days after the 9/11 attacks; “He who is not with Me is against Me and he who does not gather with Me scatters abroad” (Matthew12:30). I felt less sympathetic then, switched off the radio and continued writing my story about the 1993-94 genocide of well over one million people in Rwanda and Burundi.
    

    
     The entire world changed little that day, but America changed a lot and that eventually affected the world a lot.
    

    
    

    
     “Well, that’s when I got a dream. I learned that loosin’ somethin’ teaches you to really want somethin’ else. It makes you see what you had. I wanted to take a photograph that would freeze history, just like it would have done if I had taken the picture that night. My desire was to travel the world and take photographs of things and places at their most beautiful and then have it there as a proof when those things and places were gone. I reckoned God would give me a second chance to eternalise something that would never come back. It takes one time to open your eyes, but the second time you better get it right, my ma used to tell me. Everyone deserves a second chance, don’t you think? Well, I stayed in New York for a while. I had to save up, since travellin’ around the world isn’ t exactly for free, however cheap you try to live.
    

    
     I would work all day, then just stay home at night and on the weekends sleepin’ and puttin’ the money in the bank. It felt good to have a dream, and I wished I would bump into Isabell on the street, so I could tell her about it all. I stayed to myself, though I liked my lunch-time breaks with my uncle and my other friends at the post office. In the evenings, with my dinner, I would read some more of my uncle’s dead letters. He had boxes of them. I liked that; it was so real. I know it was voyeuristic and all, but not much more than most things on television and I never did like TV, it’s so impersonal. There were so many letters, but one in particular, I always kept her letter with me, wherever I went.”
    

    
    

    
     One day Curtis left New York on an aeroplane to London. He brought his camera gear, a few items of clothing, a toothbrush and a bunch of traveller’s checks, all in a backpack given to him by his uncle as a farewell present. Curtis was happy, excited to be full of this newly found miracle a dream! He didn’t lodge in hotels. For a couple of nights, just outside Rome, he stayed with a girl he had met on a bus. For three months, he lived with another woman in Paris. Except for that, he never stayed in a proper bed. He could have probably afforded to do so every second or third night, but he felt safer holding back as much as possible since he did not know how long it was going to take for him to fulfil his endeavour. He slept mostly in parks, and occasionally on subway benches. He would go to public swimming baths for a shower and a shave a few times a week and he repeated frequently that he kept himself clean and tidy almost everywhere. He spoke little of any people he had met on his way, except a few words about the afore mentioned Italian girl, and, more importantly, the woman he had stayed with in Paris when he had already travelled around Europe for almost one and a half years. To this day I am still trying to understand whether this French woman was unwillingly instrumental in pushing him over the edge. Curtis came from a background of people who did not have a tradition to travel far for a reason like taking pictures, and before his fairly isolated years in New York, he had never travelled outside the state of Arkansas. He heard stories as a child of his family's travellers who left Arkansas to spread the word of the Lord. He was intrigued about and in awe of the differences between America and Europe, but I think he must have felt lost. Nobody knows this French womans name or anything about her, and since he has confessed openly to doing the crime solely on his own instigation and with no accomplices, nobody has tried to find her. As mentioned before, Curtis was physically attractive and this woman who was at least ten years his senior, made contact with him on the train from London to Paris. He told her what he wanted to do there, and she found the idea very romantic. When they pulled in to Gare du Nord central station, she was already so taken with him that she offered to put him up in her 16. Arrondissement apartment for a while. it was no secret that she was married and that her husband was away, setting up a business, but she only ever mentioned him that once. They started an affair that same evening and he moved in to her apartment and bedroom. He was very young, very impressed by her ultra modern furniture, food, accent, lovemaking and free spirit. Approximately three months after their fateful meeting, the party was over. “My husband is coming back the day after tomorrow,” she simply said and like that, he was thrown out on the street. It is difficult to know what effect this had on him. When I asked him, he told me he had been hurt, but then waved it off slightly irritated and insisted it had nothing to do with his decision to attempt blowing up the Arch of Triumph. In the period he spent living in her apartment, he continued his work routine, as he had done until then.
    

    
     Already before leaving New York, he had started making a list of important man made sights that most people would recognise. The Leaning Tower of Pisa, The Eiffel tower, the Tower of London, Big Ben, Stonehenge, the Kremlin, Taj Mahal, the Sydney opera house, the pyramids of Giza. It was a list he rewrote over the first few months of his travels, when he learned his view upon important sights around the world had been a bit superficial and he realised how much there was in Europe alone. He started off with the tower of London and Big Ben. His method of work was straightforward, but involved a fair amount of patience and focusing. He would simply go to the chosen site in the morning and stay until evening. The point was to sit or walk around the site the entire day, waiting for something spectacular to happen so he could take a picture of it. He might leave for lunch, but more than often he brought a sandwich. It might seem in vain, but his persistence actually did give him some results. After three weeks of hanging around Big Ben, trying not to be distracted by the parliament building, a flock of pigeons flew past the face of the clock. He had seen them coming and took pictures more out of boredom than of a keen sense of understanding the collision of factors that were about to happen. But when he developed the pictures, he found that to his exhilaration, he had caught a highly unusual image. He always had his Nikon camera set on motor drive, to take many pictures with in a short time-span and on this occasion it proved to be wise. At the moment the flock of maybe twenty pigeons passed the face of the clock, they happened to fly in a formation that resembled a question mark. It was a strange and wonderful image and he called it “How time flies”. Almost six months later, when he was in Rome spending his time in and around the Colosseum, a heavy thunderstorm arrived. All the other tourists shuffled off for shelter and he was left on the site on his own. The rain was very heavy, and he was just wearing a t-shirt, but it was still only early autumn and he quite liked having the place to himself. He climbed up as far as he could get and set up his tripod. He was focusing on keeping his lense out of the rain, when suddenly everything went black.
    

    
    

    
     “There was a like an explosion inside my head. I’d been struck by lightenin’. Yup! I don’t think I got the full brunt of it, but it threw me off the wall alright and down onto the ledge under me. I was lucky I didn’t fall any further. By Jesus, I could have broken my neck. Not that it would have done much difference to the historical death toll of that spot. Did you know that over half a million people died there? I know it was just a coincidence and all, but it thought it better to leave Italy after that, so I did.”
    

    
    

    
     It puzzled me why he did not just exhibit the pictures he had taken over the last few years as they were, instead of hoping for the building to fall down first. Or he could have done a book of them with his story of each place, but that possibility had just never entered his mind.
    

    
    

    
     “Don’t you see ma’am? I never was a professional photographer. I wasn’t there to make exhibitions and photographic books. I was just waitin’ for a perfect set of coincidences. I was expectin’ that second chance. If you had ever been truly obsessed by a dream, you would understand that nothin’ matters to you but obtaining resolution from it… Isabell came to see me when she had read about me in the newspapers. She said she understood. I think she even said she missed me, but that’s easy to say to a guy in prison, I guess.”
    

    
    

    
     Later, I saw the photographs he had taken later. The one of Big Ben was absolutely marvellous. It really looked as if nature was questioning time in the middle of civilised London. There were others from the Leaning Tower of Pisa, the Brandenburg gate in Berlin, the little mermaid in Copenhagen, the van Gogh museum in Amsterdam, the Eiffel tower in Paris and many more places. But the one of the Arch of Triumph really was the most unbelievable image of them all.
    

    
    

    
     “I waited by the arch for two and a half months before it happened. I was staying with that lady I’d met on the train. At night I would go home to her and she would cook me dinner or take me to a restaurant. I tasted things I never even knew existed.
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
     

     
     

     
     

     
     

     
     

     
     

     
     

     
     

    

    
    

    
     
     

    

    
    

    
     
     

     
     

     
     

     
     

     
     

     
     

     
     

    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
     

    

    
    

    
     
     

     
     

     
     

     
     

     
      

     

    

    
    

    
    

    
    

   
  

 




    Vážení čtenáři, právě jste dočetli ukázku z knihy Looking at Harry and Other Stories.

    Pokud se Vám ukázka líbila, na našem webu si můžete zakoupit celou knihu.
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