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‘A necessary reminder of the beauty and wonder of a city, and the peculiar splendour of which human beings are capable.’ The Times


‘Reads like a thriller written by a poet.’ Newsday


‘A beautifully written heart-stopping thriller, infused with poetry and the spirit of a monomaniac artist possessed of total tunnel vision.’ Scotland on Sunday


‘This book is as awe-inspiring as are his accomplishments on the wire.’ Miloš Forman


‘The story of his preparation – gathering his team, casing the joint, getting hold of the gear – reads like a crime novel: it could be a bank heist … I have to admit that by the time I came to the crossing itself, my pulse rate had accelerated perceptibly.’ Daily Telegraph


‘An incredibly audacious magical tale of the impossible.’ Debra Winger


‘What this book celebrates is the refusal to live life at ground level, when alternatives are available to anyone with sufficient energy and imagination … Breathtakingly life-affirming.’ Sunday Times


‘It was Philippe Petit who connected the twin towers of the World Trade Center, in an act of beauty and ecstasy.’ Werner Herzog


‘Written with poetry, passion and far less self-indulgence than anyone has a right to expect … An almost unbearable ripping yarn, made all the more poignant by the events of 2001.’ Focus


‘Gradually, the story takes on the tension of a thriller, with preparations as fraught and meticulous as a bank heist … The vertiginous photos speak for themselves. Compelling, terrifying and beautiful, they frame a moment when the triumphal towers became synonymous with human frailty, as they did again 28 years later.’ Observer


‘Philippe Petit soars on the page as he has soared in mid-air.’ Norman Lear


‘Most emphatically not another post-9/11 cash-in but an impressionistic memoir … Petit combines the story of his ascent with lost loves and dashed ideals; an entertaining, nostalgic read.’ i-D


‘Philippe Petit is an artist whose theater is the sky. In this absorbing book, he reveals himself to be equal parts Houdini, Nureyev, and Da Vinci.’ Robin Williams


‘A hymn to human aspiration, ingenuity and courage, and an antidote to all the horror and suffering that is otherwise now associated with the Twin Towers.’ Spectator


‘There is no one alive like Philippe Petit. So it comes as no surprise that he undertakes to do a literary act – that species of tightrope! – and succeeds. One of the trickiest tests of a memoir is to write well about a splendid feat when it is one’s own. Cheers.’ Norman Mailer


‘An invaluable historical document … and a passionate account of a grand, shameless obsession.’ Times Literary Supplement






















TO REACH THE CLOUDS


MY HIGH-WIRE WALK  BETWEEN THE TWIN TOWERS




[image: ]





PHILIPPE PETIT









[image: ]

























This story is dedicated to Jean-Louis Blondeau


and belongs to Jim Moore,


Annie Allix,


Jean-François Heckel,


Papa Rudy,


Francis Brunn,


Barry Greenhouse,


Jean-Pierre Dousseau,


Ann Forster,


Jessica Lange,


Rick Schneider,


Mark Lewis,


Paul Frame,


Judy Bohannon and my friend Baron,


Loretta Harris,


Pat Pannel,


Alain Ballini,


Oscar Figueroa,


Philippe Rodier,


Yves Bourde,


and to that seabird circling over me on the morning of August 7, 1974.


As for the false friends who helped and gave up, who helped and betrayed, they are merely guilty of not having had enough heart to move mountains. I forgive you. This is why I changed your names in the text and blackened your eyes in the photographs—to confuse the gods. Perhaps they will not recognize you.








 




 







 







 







 







This book is dedicated to my ever-generous partner in crime, thought-provoking longtime companion, trusted in-house editor, and gifted cook, Kathy O’Donnell






















 







 







 





One more thing: Philippe, you are not a coward – so what I want to hear from you is the ecstatic truth about the twin towers.


WERNER HERZOG




















TO REACH THE CLOUDS
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BEFORE





Rebel poet?


By four years old, disdain for my fellow man starts to show: I climb onto everything to distance myself. At age six, I announce, “When I grow up, I want to be a theatrical director!” Then I proceed to learn magic on my own.


During the next ten years, I study drawing, painting, sculpting, fencing, printing, carpentry, theater, and horseback riding, all with prestigious masters; I embrace focus, tenacity, respect for the tool, and passion.


The reaction of my parents to my unruly individuality is to legally emancipate me on my seventeenth birthday. Autodidact, I become a juggler and a tightrope walker.


By the time I turn eighteen, I’ve been expelled from five schools for practicing the art of the pickpocket on my teachers and the art of card manipulation under my desk. I refuse to take the basic exam to prove I can read, write, and count, and thereby jeopardize my chances of landing a job picking up garbage or operating a cash register. Instead, I leave home and become a wandering troubadour, a street-juggler without a permit who is arrested constantly … all over the world.


No one wishes to hire me, practitioner of an absurd arrogance; for a while I make sure it stays that way. It becomes essential to write, play chess, learn Russian and bullfighting, discover architecture and engineering, invent hiding places, erect tree houses, train at lock-picking—to indulge my gourmandise for knowledge while honing my perfectionism.




This course of events conduces me to imagine rigging a wire in secret somewhere and performing on such an imposed stage, out of reach, in total disregard of the powers that be.





The adventure of the World Trade Center begins with the first appearance of such thoughts, in a dentist’s waiting room in Paris. I am barely eighteen years old.
















TOOTHACHE





I am barely eighteen years old, free, rebellious, and untrusting. It’s winter in Paris, 1968.




Pain from multiple cavities forces me to enter a dentist’s waiting room. The air is stale, the ceiling low, the wallpaper hideous. A couple of naked forty-watt bulbs reveal half a dozen senior citizens, who greet my entrance with loathing and suspicion.


I grab a stack of outdated newspapers and flip the pages as noisily as possible. Suddenly, there is silence: I am staring at an illustration and reading over and over a short article about a fantastic building whose twin towers, 110 stories tall, will rise over New York City in a few years and “tickle the clouds.”


Over the photograph of the architect’s model, in a display of classic French chauvinism, an outline of the Eiffel Tower has been superimposed at the same scale, for comparison. On the side, the pitiful Tour Maine Montparnasse, unknown to the world yet Parisians’ latest pride, stands less than half the size of the American project. With typical French egocentricity, a large heading proclaims, 100 METERS MORE THAN THE EIFFEL TOWER, while a subheading informs us erroneously, IT’S THE “TRADE WORLD CENTER” OF NEW YORK.





Although I have been practicing only a few months, I have already announced my intention to become high wire artist supreme, and wire walking has already become my obsessive, nearly fanatical new passion. So it is as a reflex that I take the pencil from behind my ear to trace a line between the two rooftops—a wire, but no wirewalker.
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I want this article. I need this article.




It is almost a crime in my country to deprive a professional antechamber of useless reading material, and almost certainly another to tear out a page.


I begin to stare with growing intensity at the cheap reproduction of Les Nymphéas hanging askew above the grandfather clock, as if a huge insect were strolling across the canvas. Soon, necks twisted, everyone joins me in staring at the painting. I let go of a giant “Aa-choo!” that gives me cover as I tear the page and shove it under my jacket, then hurriedly disappear.


The heist takes less than a second. It takes me a week to find another dentist, but the pain I suffer is nothing compared to the dream freshly acquired.


 


If this were a scene from my film, I would have the camera follow the clipping back to the young thief’s studio, show the document being pulled out from under his jacket—tight frame—and being filed inside a large red box dragged from under his bed. A close-up would reveal the box’s label in boldface Garamond: PROJECTS.


These files are not business ventures, but projects that ripen in the clouds. The secret desires of children who spend afternoons in treetops. Dreams.





And yet I will forget the clipping, for much of the next four years …
















TO REACH THE CLOUDS





During the next few years, unbeknownst to me and thousands of miles away, something amazing, something unheard of, something colossal is happening.


First an architect had a vision. A preliminary model, eight feet high, was constructed; another dozen, at different scales, would follow. Little sketches gave way to drawings of great detail and dimension, thousands of them. In downtown Manhattan, thirteen city blocks would have to be cleared. Ground was broken.




Now imagine!


Hundreds of men, trusting only those childish cardboard-and-glue assemblies, guided only by those pitiful sheets of flammable paper marked with thin blue lines, hundreds of men are leading thousands of men, men with tools, men with machines, into stacking steel, concrete, aluminum, and glass in perfect balance and in total disregard of the commandment, “Thou shall not try to reach the clouds.”


 


The ants are building a skyscraper—a skyscraper with two arms, pointing at the gods.


The rest is noise, lots of noise. The cranes are slewing, luffing, and lifting 192,000 tons of steel. Each I-beam, each load-bearing column tree, each truss is numbered by hand before being slung and sent into the sky. And someone always knows precisely how and when to connect the pieces.


This goes on for three years.





And the twin towers rise.
















NOTRE-DAME AND SYDNEY HARBOUR BRIDGE





Because I live on rue Laplace, the towers of the nearby cathedral watch me come and go every day. One afternoon they call to me.




I take a few measurements in secret, inspect areas not open to tourists, plan a nocturnal rigging, convince a few friends to become accomplices.


 


Paris is asleep.


My false key allows us to reach the top of the towers. One of my juggling balls, tied to a fishing line, is thrown across. We install the steel cable all night.


 


Paris is awake.


I promenade and daydream 250 feet in the air on this twenty-sixth of June, 1971—my first illegal aerial performance.


The romantic escapade ends up on front pages everywhere; the world salutes the valiant young poet. Except the French, who are not touched, not enthused. They do not need an encore.


 


Disgusted, I depart for Australia. In Sydney, I improvise another surprise, a walk between the northern pylons of the world’s largest steel arch bridge, on the third of June, 1973.





Without these first clandestine walks, would I have reached inside the red box for a more formidable opponent?
















PARIS MATCH, 1972





Sometime between Notre-Dame and Sydney Harbour Bridge, an alarming article appears, tucked away in the back of a magazine. It tells of two pillars already towering above lower Manhattan. A full-page aerial shot portrays the towers as if they were already out of reach. I can hear the cranes bustling to complete the structure on schedule. I can smell the smoke, feel the incessant activity, the urgency …


The article is so disturbing that I throw it into the large red box labeled PROJECTS and try to forget about it.


I cannot.


 


The towers keep erupting in my conversations, my thoughts, my dreams.
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How were they born without warning?


Why didn’t I hear the town crier shouting the news on rue Laplace: “The towers are being built! The towers are being built!”


What if they are completed before I link them for eternity? I must keep an eye on them. Once they are officially opened, it may be impossible to take them by surprise.


 


Alarming, indeed.
















“I’M GOING TO AMERICA!”





I’m tired of the French. The zeal of the Parisian police and the constant wet and cold have curtailed my street performances so drastically that I decide to try New York City. Am I being influenced by my new, first-time-in-Paris American girlfriends, adorable Jessica and her suave companion, Ann? After each of my juggling circles, they tell me, “No one does that in New York, they’ll love you over there!” Or is it the offer Ann whispers as she heads back to the States, to share her East 96th Street apartment?


January 6,1974,1 pack my bags and go up to the roof to scream, “I’m going to America!”


I have locked up my room at rue Laplace and am almost downstairs when I suddenly run back up. From under the bed I pull out the red box and retrieve the skyscraper clippings. You never know …


Two hours later, I board the plane with my top hat on and my antique postal bag over my shoulder, pushing my unicycle.


 


It’s even colder in New York.


Who cares? I’m delighted to be able to juggle under a new sky, in front of new people.


The first circle of chalk I draw on Manhattan asphalt is between Patience and Fortitude, the stone lions trying to pass for sphinxes on the front steps of the public library. And the first spectator to throw a buck into my hat is … Francis Brunn, the greatest juggler of all time, my friend! “But I thought you were in Barcelona!” We hug, we laugh. We meet only by accident, by miracle.
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Several other people in the crowd approach me. I remember the warm handshake of a muscular young man standing very straight, like a dancer: Jim Moore, mime-photographer. We promise to meet again.


I persuade Francis to stroll with me in the snow. We have so many stories to trade. I let him know I already adore this frightening metropolis, and I confess, “One day New York will be mine! I’ll string a wire somewhere between the tallest buildings and I will become the king of the American sky!” He believes me, I know; his laughter proves it.


 


The next evening after street-juggling, I return to 59 East 96th Street to find a huge cockroach in the kitchen—never heard of them in Paris, never met one before! I record in my datebook my first impression of New York: “It’s old, it’s dirty, it’s full of skyscrapers. I love it.”


With performances, my new friends, and my appetite to devour Manhattan, I keep forgetting the towers’ existence. Nearly three weeks later, just days before I am to return to France, I force myself to go meet them. Since I’m far up the immense oblong island, and they happen to live near the bottom, the price of the encounter is a forty-five-minute subterranean journey.
















FIRST VISION, FIRST VISIT





Without warning, at five o’clock on the afternoon of the corrida, the bull is let out of the dark cell where he has been confined without food for days. Enraged, he springs onto unknown sand, eager to fight, only to find scorching sun above, and screaming voices. He is blind. He is alone. He is lost. He is scared. There is no such thing as an enemyless bullfighting arena in the multitude of memories stored in him. It does not exist. Neither does the novel sense of being powerless, of having the world against him.


 


That is how I feel, emerging from the subway station at the foot of the World Trade Center, after my prolonged underground ride. The volume of the towers, their size, screams one word at me, etches it into my skin as I pause atop the stairs, holding on to the railing: Impossible!


I cannot breathe. Cannot move, talk, think. I am dismayed, my dream dissolved. I feel fear. Glued to the railing, I am an invalid. I stare, I look, I glance, I observe, I watch. My scrutiny yields only two monoliths, beyond all scale, and carves deeper into me the word: Impossible!
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Defeated, disgusted, I am about to retreat, but the bold capital U of the towers changes into a powerful horseshoe magnet of gargantuan proportions that draws me nearer its footing.


Avoiding the guards, I trespass onto the plaza, which is still under construction. I reach one of the towers. Facing a corner, I position myself an inch away from the seven-foot-wide metallic face. At my feet, the connection between vertical aluminum panel and horizontal concrete slab is flawless, but surely the wall does not start where I stand. It must surge from the entrails of the earth.


I press my chin against the cold aluminum, forcing my eyes upward, in search of the end of the wall. There is no end. This wall has no top. Instead, it becomes sky—aluminum into azure!




I lie against this narrow strip of unknown land, looking up, until I comprehend: it is a landing field for extraterrestrial vessels. No! A takeoff field: the clouds give it direction—a limitless runway into heaven. It is definitely not man-made, nor of any use to us humans. So uncertain is its length—call it height—and so alien its design, the dreaded word has now infiltrated my heart: Impossible! Impossible! Impossible! it pounds. I can no longer breathe.


A very cold chin calls me back to reality. I lower my tired eyes to the ground and glance at the base of the other tower, as if it would be useful to figure the distance between the two corners. It is not. The merest attempt at estimating, the slightest unconscious recording, is shrugged off as an absurd association with some never-to-be-realized dream … as an exercise in futility.


 


I long to flee, but still the colossal magnet controls my destiny. I find myself approaching the other tower, discovering an exit door left ajar, sneaking inside a narrow path, ducking under a “No Trespassing” chain, running up some emergency stairs, jumping inside an elevator, going up, going down, getting lost, avoiding guards. I find a safe staircase and climb as fast as I can, passing floors occupied by offices noisy with activity. As I continue to climb, the offices become silent, then vacant. Then the floors lose their partitions. Now I can see windows all around me; there are no more walls. I am high in the sky. Each floor I climb looks more like a construction site. I bump into construction workers as my body language declares, “What are you looking at? I’m the owner of these buildings!”


I’ve been running upwards for an hour when I taste the summit’s fresh air, seeping through a forest of structural steel. With a little help from heaven, out of breath and unchallenged, I manage to pass my head through an opening to the rooftop.


 


My tiny staircase pierces the roof near its center. I stay a moment sheltered below the penultimate step, halfway through the trapdoor, lost in contemplation. There is a huge red crane by my side, and behind me an enormous rusty I-beam contraption to support an antenna. Around me spreads the naked platform, a mistake amid the clouds. I step out onto the rooftop. No railing—if I run, I’ll finish my course in thin air, changed into a bird. The roof is deserted. Despite its immensity, its exposure on all sides renders it tiny, almost fragile. It’s an indestructible aerie, a fortress at the mercy of the next gust.


The city has vanished, the world is no longer in motion, humanity has ceased to exist. There is no notion of “around,” no “over there,” certainly no “below.” The union of altitude and solitude fills me with an arrogant sense of ownership. After all, the sky is my domain.





Unsure this isn’t just a dream, yet conscious of my vulnerable position and not wanting to impose unnecessary vibrations from my weight in motion, I tiptoe—carefully, yes—to the corner facing the other tower.


There! Another floating slab! So near, yet a continent apart. And that’s when I see the word stretched across the gap between rooftops in all its obscene syllabic obesity: Im—pos—si—ble! Moving my head left to right like a child in the first grade, I read it and read it and read it. Then I lean over the edge, ready to climb down the inclined columns to the six-inch ledge eleven feet below that connects the 11oth floor with 1,350 feet of verticality, so I can look straight down. I do not. Because that’s when it strikes me: teeth clenched, eyes half closed, in horror, in delight, I manage to whisper my first thought (whisper, so the demons won’t hear): “I know it’s impossible. But I know I’ll do it!”
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At that instant, the towers become “my towers.”


As I run downstairs like a thief, careful to avoid capture, it dawns on me: I had not dared to reach the ledge, had not risked looking down. It was enough to look across.


 


Once on the street, a new thought: Impossible, yes, so let’s get to work.
















POSITIVE IMPRESSIONS





I am in a huge store buying all the different postcards of the twin towers. (Some fall into my bag by accident.) I could stand here comparing them for hours, but Jim Moore is on time.


I decide to infiltrate the same tower at the same hour as yesterday. My companion is sure we’re going to be arrested.


Taking the same haphazard itinerary, running into the same situations, surprise encounters, escapes, and miracles, we emerge with the same success on the rooftop, which is again deserted.


Jim’s face whitens as he gazes at the other tower. The altitude has hit him. Or is it the project’s magnitude?


I catch him mumbling to himself, “You’re insane!”


“Extraordinary!” I whisper, radiant.


 


Sitting on a beam at the strategic corner, I point at the taunting roof facing me: Jim snaps the shot that will, until walk day, symbolize le coup, keep it alive and hold me prisoner of—yes—the insanity extraordinaire to which I’ve willingly shackled myself.
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Indulgently following my directions, Jim moves around the roof, taking pictures of construction areas and close-ups of the equipment. Meanwhile, I lean over the flat bar of the upper edge. Again I consider climbing down to the lower ledge, where the sheer aluminum cliff initiates its vertiginous descent.


Yesterday I dared not. Today I must.
















ALMIGHTY VOID





It cannot be done all at once. To overpower vertigo—the keeper of the abyss—one must tame it, cautiously.


Brushing aside any thought of climbing down to the lower ledge, I step up onto the flat bar that runs thigh-high along the corner of the roof’s upper edge, and begin to balance on it. It’s a piece of metal half an inch thick by six inches wide. It feels a bit like a cable under my feet. I manage to hold my balance on one leg for a second or two.


“Jim! Quick!”


A photo is taken. But I did not enjoy this balance. It was somehow faked, timid. I felt overpowered by the sky from all sides. Encouraged nonetheless, I step over the flat bar with extreme caution. I climb along one of the inclined columns, focusing on my hands and feet, until I reach the elevated steel gutter that forms the definite rim of the building. Where the void reigns, almighty. Where the unreachable rampart of the other summit can be seen rising in all its splendor. Oh! I am terrified. It’s the towers and me, on a background of clouds, of blue air. Cruel confrontation. The wind, the howling depth prevent me from talking to them, them from hearing me. They are masterful, they rule. I am insignificant. Mid-air battle. I force my unwilling body to lean over, over this … this absence of the tangible, this … Ah, yes, my mind registers, far, far down, the ground, the streets—but my eyes refuse. Yet I breathe in voluptuously the unknown that eddies below. I keep fighting.


“I have one picture left,” announces Jim. In order to look up at him, I must first hold on to the structure, or I chance being pulled into the bottomless canyon.


I notice an old bristleless broom at his feet: “Pass me the broom.”


“You sure?”


“Pass me the broom!”


I let go of the column in order to position the broomstick in equilibrium on my forehead. I take my fingers away, and the broom stands freely, balancing in the breeze. For how long, maybe the count of four heartbeats? Then it regains its independence, leaning away. I twist my neck. I bend sideways. The broom and the funambulist together fall slowly into the jaws of the wind.


No!


I resist the fall.


Again I bring the unwilling, awkward prop to the vertical, balance it another second, and quit. I have won. No one will ever know I slipped the tip of my left shoe under the gutter to help hold myself steady during the delicate balance. 




It is all too grand down there, up here. I will have to come back, again and again, a hundred, a thousand times. To inhale the altitude, to savor the ever-growing depth, to find myself alone with the towers, nose to nose, before I am capable of challenging them. For the moment, they are so much more solid than I am.





Jim is wary of the time already spent. The sky grows menacing; we wrap it up.
















AT 40,000 FEET





As we climb through all shapes of clouds, I press my nose to the window, fascinated, and wait.


The cabin floor is gently brought back to horizontal as the plane attains cruising altitude. I reach for my collection of postcards and the freshly printed photographs, which I review carefully until I doze off.




Suddenly—a geyser—an idea surges and wakes me up: all the equipment needed for the coup is already on the roof! All I have to do is sneak in with a few tools. Feverishly, I spread the pictures on the tiny tray in front of me. That wire over there, wrapped around the crane’s winch, will do as a walk-cable. I can link a couple of the chain-hoists scattered around and create a tensioning device. The cable clamps I need, I’ll take from these lines here, securing this pylon. There’s rope everywhere, enough for making cavalettis, the vibration-reducing guy-lines I’ll need to tie to the walk cable. And for a balancing pole, I can use one of those metal pipes over there, why not.





The airline stationery I requested is brought to my seat. It reads, “Air France, en plein ciel, le____.” Not bothering to fill in the date, I cover a dozen sheets with frantic notes, sketches, and lists, establishing the first rigging plan. Nothing is left out. I’ll need someone to help on my side, and two people for the other tower.


Next, I write Jim a note: “I’ll be back in a couple of months to execute the coup.”


Done.
















JEAN-LOUIS





As soon as I get off the plane, I mail Jim’s letter and rush toward the suburb of St.-Germain-en-Laye. I reach an old house, run up five flights of stairs, and bang on the door: “Police, open up!”


No response, but the door slowly opens by itself. As I enter, it slams behind me. Two fingers imitating the barrel of a handgun hit me in the back: “Hands up, freeze!”


That’s Jean-Louis.




We were sixteen when his favorite activity, photography, and mine, funambulism, caused us to meet. Unlike other kids, Jean-Louis was encouraging and respectful as he saw me install my first wire and watched me practice between two majestic cedars in the backyard of the local youth hostel. After much observing, he asked if he could take pictures. I asked if he would allow me into his darkroom to observe printmaking. Fascinated by each other’s “professions,” we became friends.


It was Jean-Louis who threw the ball across the towers at Notre-Dame, helped me rig all night, took pictures of me waiting past dawn, and shared his exclusive reportage of the performance with the world.





My companion from adolescence has barely changed. His tall, broad-shouldered frame still sits upon two solid legs ready for action. His piercing eyes, constantly recording, light a serious face that is nevertheless quick to melt into an engaging smile.


“Go ahead, tell America!” teases Jean-Louis.


“Wait! I have to see if you’re still in shape! I don’t share my coups with klutzes!” I position a stool in the center of the room, and Jean-Louis ten inches away. “Go for it!”


With no preparation, feet together, Jean-Louis leaps over the obstacle, and lands softly. Then he pulls out an immaculately folded hand-kerchief, opens it, pats the sweat from his forehead, and refolds it meticulously before he buries it in his pocket, deadpan.


“Now we’re talking!” I grin, and proceed to describe my fabulous project …


Soon Jean-Louis interrupts. “Who are you kidding? Your fabulous project—it’s a joke. You don’t know what’s on the other rooftop. You don’t know what time the construction crews start and quit work. You don’t even know the distance between the towers! Sure, I’ll do the coup with you, but you’ve got to work things out. And the wind—you thought about the wind?”


“The wind? Yeah. Don’t worry. So … you’re in?”


“Sure.”


 


True, I don’t have a plan.
















ANNIE





Then Annie resurfaces.


Annie, whom I have not seen for six months.


Annie, who knows me better than anybody.


Annie, who was at my side during my discovery of the wire.


Annie, who encouraged and advised me.


Annie, often withdrawn, occasionally shy or suddenly blooming.


Annie, who listens.


Annie, who does not hesitate to cut through my brilliant discourses with sharp criticisms—causing an immediate rift until the next reconciliation.


Annie, whose large green eyes move me when she looks around, taking in everything.


Annie, who holds me. Our silhouettes are similar: not too tall, not too firm. When we embrace, we look like two kids plotting our next piece of mischief. 




At the counter of the brasserie where we rendezvous, Annie leans her elbows on the zinc, creating with her long, thin fingers a sort of woven basket within which she delicately sets her pale face, framed by wavy brown hair.


She’s observing me.


Feverishly, I announce my next illegal walk.


Annie listens, entertained. She’s obviously proud to have succeeded at last in adopting a distance from me.





She bids me adieu.


I promise, “À bientôt,” because the coup cannot happen without her support.
















“WTC”





Insensible to the passing of time, I browse through bookstores of all persuasions. When permitted, I search the archives of architectural societies. For days, slouched in a plush armchair of the dark, muffled, imposing Bibliothèque Nationale, I dig and probe. I extract all the information Paris is withholding about New York’s World Trade Center. As my knowledge of the twin towers grows, so does my collection of magazine stories, newspaper articles, scientific studies, and photos.
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Now Annie joins me, and within two weeks our harvest proves bountiful.


My ever-expanding file soon needs a container; the container needs a title. I transfer three black capitals—Elzevir, I recall—onto the spine of an orange photographic-stock box found in the garbage: the dossier “WTC” is created.


Overnight, I no longer speak of “the twin towers” or “the World Trade Center.” Instead, I refer to my idée fixe by the new tongue-snapping acronym WTC.


And each time I open the orange box, the evidence jumps out: the WTC I’m getting to know is a building project soon to be completed—not the three-dimensional, pulsating organism whose steel skeleton I need intimate knowledge of. For that, I must go back.
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