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For Valentine,


who asks me whether she’ll be allowed to take her snuggly to heaven …











PROLOGUE


‘Here we are. These actors are going to perform the story of Antigone for you. Antigone is the small, thin girl sitting over there, silent. Staring straight ahead. Focused. Intent. Thinking that in a few moments she’ll become Antigone, the small, slender, dark-skinned introvert that no one in her family paid much attention to. Until now. Her metamorphosis. Her choice: to stand alone in defiance, against the world, against Creon, her uncle, her king. She knows this could lead to her death. Life is full of invitation and promise. Life appeals to her, but she has chosen. Her name is Antigone and she must enter this new self, fully engaged, to the end.’


Jean Anouilh, Antigone, 1942
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TRIPOLI, NORTHERN LEBANON


Thursday, 27 October 1983


I fell down. Struggled up, made my way into the garage, stumbling through rubble. Flames, smoke, dust – I spat out the plaster burning my throat. I squeezed my eyes shut, clasped my hands over my ears. Collided with a low wall, tripped over wires. The explosion had torn away half the ceiling. Burning cement was falling, hitting the floor with a slapping sound. Behind the carcass of a car, a crater. A pit of war, asphalt opened like petals to reveal its heart of sand. I threw myself into its fractures, staggering, my body limp, my stomach churned to rubble. I was shaking. I’d never shaken so hard. My right leg was desperate to flee, to escape me, a frightened grasshopper in tall grass. I pressed it to the ground with both hands. My crazy leg. It was bleeding. I had felt nothing.


I believed that wounds and the wounded were one, united. That pain howled its message at the moment of impact. But it was blood that announced the bad news. Not the impact, or pain, just my sticky sap. My trousers were torn. And smoking. My leg flashed its pain like an infected tooth. My shirt was stuck to me with sweat. I had grabbed my bag, but my jacket lay in Marwan’s car with my papers, my money, everything I had left. I never thought a tank could open fire on a taxi.


‘Get out, George!’


We were driving along the coast. The sun was rising behind the hills. Just after the turn, a huge sand-coloured Syrian tank, an ambush. It blocked the road. My Druze swore. He braked sharply. I was sleeping. I startled awake. He panicked, backed up onto the embankment ­overlooking the sea. The sleeping carapace awoke. Almost nothing, a breath. The metal of the gun turret pivoting.


‘Take cover, idiot!’


I plunged my arm towards the back seat, found my bag, grasped for my jacket, my passport, without taking my eyes off death. Then I gave up. The steel mouth pointed directly at us. An uproar in my head.


‘He won’t fire! He can’t fire on a taxi!’


A red diamond and a yellow circle were painted on the turret. Familiar shapes on a schoolboy’s board. And three Arabic numerals stencilled in white. Marwan crossed the road bent almost double. He moved towards shelter, a shattered garage. The walls were studded with shards of shells, black with soot. I opened my door, ran towards the gaping ruin.


‘When shells fall, open your mouth,’ my friend had told me the first time. If you don’t release the pressure, your eardrums explode.


As I entered the garage, he ran back out.


‘I left the keys on the dashboard!’


The keys? The words were absurd. The turret followed us. Me going in, him going out. It hesitated between his terror and mine.


The shell flew as I stepped into shadow.


I fell the way one dies, onto my stomach, my forehead crushed, my neck pinned to the ground by a blast of fire. Half inside, half outside, my feet on the embankment, my hands on cement. My body was in shock. A powdery light ripped through the concrete. I stood up. Heavy smoke, grey dust. I was suffocating. I had sand in my throat, my lip torn open, my hair smoking. I was blind. Silver sequins pierced my eyelids. The shell had hit, but it hadn’t spoken yet. The lightning after the thunderclap, fragments of steel. Smell of gunpowder, hot oil, burnt metal. I threw myself into the hole as it blew. My whole stomach rose up my throat. I vomited. A stream of bile and bits of me. I screamed my fear. Fists clenched, ears bleeding, covered with salty earth and greasy shadow.


The tank moved. It creaked towards the garage. I couldn’t see, I heard its power. The turret paused. Right, left, rusty gears. The shell casing had ejected. A clang of hollow metal echoed on the road. Silence.


‘It’s a Soviet T55, an old granddaddy.’


I startled. A raspy voice, poor English. An older man on his back, in the hole, next to me in the dim light. I hadn’t noticed.


‘Head down. He’ll try again.’


Arab headdress, a keffiyeh, white beard, a cigarette between two fingers, he smoked. Despite the tank, the danger, the end of our world, he lay there smoking, his mouth half-open, a peaceful cloud of smoke brushing his lips.


‘Is that comfortable?’


He gestured towards my stomach. I was crushing his rifle, its buttstock against my thigh, its magazine digging into my gut. I had thrown myself onto an assault rifle to escape a tank shell. I lay still. He nodded his head and smiled. Outside, the tank began to move. The scream of mishandled gears.


‘He’s backing up,’ the old man whispered.


The shadow of the tank had given way to dawn gathering over charred grass. Incinerated. It was still backing up. I held my breath until I heard seagulls laughing. I hoisted myself onto one elbow, my mouth wide open. I looked for Marwan, first in the tumult, then in the silence. I waited for my friend to come back, waving his car keys over his head, laughing. Singing that he was crazy to have gone back to the car. Even crazier for following me into this idiotic quest. He would take me in his arms like a brother, bless the heavens for sparing us. I waited a long time. Hoped. Outside, shouts, orders, the buzz of war. A burst of machine-gun fire. I rolled onto my side. My leg bled in brutal spurts. The Palestinian yanked out my belt and shaped it into a tourniquet around my thigh. I lay on my back. Pain, a sledgehammer at work. The old man slid a blanket under my head, lifting me carefully up to the rim of the hole.


Then I saw Marwan. His legs stuck out into the road. He’d fallen onto his back, his clothes ripped away by the explosion, his body bloody and naked.


Up the road, the tank was still coughing. The moan of the wind was back. The breath of the sea. The old Palestinian turned onto his side, on one elbow, his cheek in his hand. He looked at me. I shook my head. No, I wasn’t crying. I was out of tears. He said we have to save some for life. That I had the right to fear, to anger, to sadness.


I heaved myself into a seated position. I pushed away his weapon with one foot. He moved closer. He and I, in the hole. Fastened to his breast pocket, the enamel insignia of the Fatah. He took my chin gently in one hand. He turned my face towards the daylight. Then he leaned down. Under his worn moustache, his lips were open. I thought he was going to kiss me. He examined me closely. He was searching for something within me. He grew serious.


‘You’ve seen death, but you haven’t killed,’ the old man murmured.


I think he was relieved. He lit a cigarette and sat on his heels. Then he went quiet, watching the fragile light outdoors.


And I didn’t dare tell him he was wrong.
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SAMUEL AKOUNIS


For months I didn’t know that Sam was Jewish. He was Greek and claimed nothing else. My buddies and I wondered about him. He was foreign, older than we were, different in every way. I remember one day in April 1974, marching towards the palace of the Mutualité in Paris. We filled the street. Sam followed along on the pavement, tense, his face stern, unreadable. To our shouts of ‘Palestine will conquer,’ he answered, ‘Palestine will survive.’ I didn’t ask myself what that distinction meant to him. I carried a bucket of green paint. Behind us, comrades carried the other colours: white, red and black. Two hours before a Zionist meeting, we planned to paint a Palestinian flag in front of the entrance to the building.


‘This is not a day to raise the flag,’ Sam protested.


The day before, Thursday, 11 April 1974, three members of the Palestinian Liberation Front had attacked the city of Kiryat Shmona, in Galilee. Their target was a school, but they found it closed for Passover. Instead, they entered an apartment building where they murdered nineteen people, including nine children, before killing themselves.


‘Couldn’t we postpone our protest?’ Sam had asked.


In our group, he was the only one opposed to this war painting. We put his idea to a vote. On his side, he stood alone. Opposing him, all those who thought the slaughter changed nothing about the pain of Palestine.


One of us had even claimed, ‘It’s the cost of the cause.’


‘Nine children?’ Was Sam’s response.


He stood up, imposing, calm. In the three months he had been a refugee in France, I had never heard his voice harden, seen him make a fist, or even frown. When we fought, he refused to use a weapon, even an iron rod. He said a Molotov cocktail was neither argument nor answer. Sam was tall, his body visibly battered yet muscular, strong as an ancient olive tree. Some people mistook him for a cop. His short grey hair stood out in our long-haired leftist group, his tweed jacket contrasted with our leather, also his way of checking out a place, the scrutiny in his gaze. His way of never taking a step back. Except slowly, defiantly, with a glacial smile that chastened any adversary. We all feared the police, the extreme right, and Zionist ambushes, but he feared none of their blows. After surviving dictatorship, the battle of Athens and prison, he said our battles were a form of light opera. He didn’t judge our political commitment. He just made sure that in the morning, we’d all be at roll call. That there would be no dead in our ranks. He called our anger a slogan, our wound a bruise, and said the blood we shed would not fill a handkerchief. He dreaded the facts of struggle, not the belief in it.


One day at an intersection, he kept me from yelling ‘CRS = SS’ with the others. Simply, with one hand on my arm, his dark eyes probing mine. We were trapped by tear gas. Between two ferocious fits of coughing, he asked me if I knew of Alois Brunner. I looked at him, confused, alarmed at his calm. Alois Brunner? The Nazi war criminal? Of course I did. The tear gas smelled like sulphur, our rocks gashed the sky as we shouted, police batons beat cadence against their shields. We were on the pavement, Sam and I. He grabbed my iron rod and threw it in the gutter. He pulled his scarf from his face and pushed me ahead of him. I struggled fiercely against him.


‘You’re an idiot!’


He led me towards the police cordon the way a plain-clothes officer drags his prey towards the police cruiser.


‘Show me Brunner, George. Point him out!’


We were facing the line of CRS officers, alone in the middle of the street, as our comrades flooded back all around us. The police were ready to charge. One officer walked the ranks, screaming over the noise.


‘Which one is Brunner? Tell me!’


Sam wouldn’t let go of me. He pointed at one of the helmeted men.


‘That one? That one? Where is the bastard?’


Then he let me go. The police attacked, shouting. Sam opened the door of a building and pushed me inside. I was crying, shaking, breathless. And he was suffocating. Beyond the closed door, the street was fighting. Screams, shouts, moans, chaos of tear gas. I sat on the low post box, my back to the door. Sam was bent over, one hand against the wall, trying to catch a breath. He pulled the scarf down from my face.


‘Alois Brunner wasn’t there, George. Or any other SS. Not their dogs, not their whips. So don’t ever yell nonsense like that again, got it?’


I got it. A little. It wasn’t easy for me. I could have answered that a slogan was an image, a sketch of a thought, but I didn’t have the courage. Or even the desire to contradict him. I knew he was right.


‘Protect your intelligence, please,’ Sam said. And then he helped me stand up.


In Athens, he had chanted, ‘Bread, education, freedom.’ The most beautiful appeal to rise up ever distilled by the anger of men, he said. And it was he, the Greek resistance member, who challenged the idea of the Palestinian flag. He repeated that smearing paint on a street corner the day after a massacre was wrong. He was more tense than usual. He looked from one face to another to try to convince us. He had trouble breathing, mangled his French, mixing his language with ours, his words stripped back to the accent of an exile. I believe that day it was the Jew who spoke, secretly, the man who wanted to survive, not ­conquer. When the vote came, he raised his hand. Only his, alone. And all our hands next, to show him up. He had lost. I remember all of us, boys and girls, foolishly applauding, excited as children at a circus. Not to commend the death of nine children, but to proclaim our determination.


‘None of you has ever been in danger,’ Sam responded.


My Greek friend lowered his eyes. He could have left the room, but that wasn’t his way. He would never shut the door on a friend. He just spoke his truth, what he felt was right. And even volunteered to go with us.


‘So the flag won’t be painted backwards,’ he said flatly.


* * *


In January 1974, when Samuel Akounis came into my life, we already had two Chileans in our ranks. They belonged to the Revolutionary Left Movement, and had left Santiago a few days after the military coup d’état. After a month in London, they had chosen France for the language and Paris for its Commune. They were in hiding. The Greek had just arrived. From Athens to lecture hall 34B of the Faculté at Jussieu, to testify about the Regime of the Colonels. The hall was packed, I was in the front row, on the steps, my right leg straight out. I had goosebumps. A member of the resistance, there, in front of us.


‘My name is Samuel Akounis. And today I bring you greetings from the students of Athens Polytechnic Institute who faced the tanks of the dictatorship.’


‘Only the male students?’ a voice broke in from the audience.


Silence in the hall. A few women applauded the remark. The Greek smiled. He was amused. He looked at the young girl, standing in her row. Her name was Aurora.


‘I thought that was self-evident, mademoiselle. But in your country, it doesn’t seem to be the case.’


He spoke magnificent French, like a language learned in secret. He drank the glass of water on the table, watching the silent crowd. The man seated next to him urged him to continue. He wasn’t part of our group, or a professor. He had entered the room with the Greek. I knew his face.


‘My name is Samuel Akounis. And I bring you greetings from the male and female students of Athens Polytechnic who stood up to the tanks of the dictatorship, a word that deserves to be masculine …’


Applause, laughter. Aurora raised her hand to announce her surrender. And then Samuel told his story. Without effects, without emotion, a concise and sombre account. On 14 November 1973 the student associations of the Polytechnic vote to go on strike. Hundreds of others converge from every college, calling for the fall of the dictatorship. Overnight, they become thousands, gathered around the building. The next day local residents join them. Young and old, families with children. The Polytechnic is occupied, its gates padlocked by students. They organize food, security, allocation of tasks. Food supplies, sleeping arrangements, authorization of comings and goings. An infirmary is set up, a radio rigged to broadcast across the city. Barricades are built on the avenues. More people arrive: committees of farmers, workers, simple folk tired of the Colonels. The renowned artist Nikos Xylouris, from Crete, sings among the strikers, ‘The Enemy Has Entered the City’.


The Greek spoke on. The hall stayed silent. We weren’t used to such restraint in word and gesture. He told his story as one might to a friend, in confidence, catching his breath as if he were emerging from under water. I thought of asthma. And thus, of Guevara. He expected neither congratulations nor compassion from us for what came next. This ending that we knew by heart, from having read it so often in newspapers that didn’t understand anything about it. The heroism that we had shared with all our anger, the dismal beauty of bare hands against tank cannons. How many of us had imagined ourselves chained to the gates of the college, facing death? I was one of them. I imagined myself on the tank, throwing a grenade into its open turret, then the ovation from a crowd of raised fists. I re-enacted the heroic gesture in my mind. Sometimes I carried a Greek flag, sometimes a red banner. After a few beers, carried away by the violins of Mikis Theodorakis, I sacrificed myself to the howling tread of a tank. Watching the film Z, I saved Grigoris Lambrakis, carrying Yves Montand on my back.


I was there, face to face with the Greek, listening violently. I was ashamed of my secret imaginings. On the edge of sleep, I fought history with bare fists. And it was ridiculous. In 1967, to protest the war in Vietnam, I burnt my draft card in Central Park. In 1969, I protected Catholic neighbourhoods in Belfast. In 1971, I married Angela Davis after rescuing her. In 1973, I was saving Greek insurgents. In 1974, I lowered my eyes when I faced one.


I had dreamt myself a hero. I didn’t dare look Samuel Akounis in the eye.


He described the climactic night, Saturday, 17 November. After fifty-six hours of occupation, more than twenty tanks move into position around the school. Inside, more than five thousand resist. Ten thousand more fill the surrounding streets. ‘Don’t be afraid of the tanks!’ the rebel radio repeats non-stop. Students attempt to negotiate an honourable exit. They ask for thirty minutes to vacate the buildings, the area. But an M40 tank rams the gate, lit by battlefield projectors. It crushes the iron gate cluttered with students. No one jumps onto the turret. No grenades. No dream. No little French Mao with his table leg. Just chaos and crushing defeat.


‘I was on top of the gate when the tank rammed it. We fell onto each other. The police threw canisters of tear gas. Others turned their guns on us. People died all over the city. Thirty, maybe forty. Hundreds of wounded. Many refused to go to the hospital to avoid arrest.’


The Greek drank another glass of water.


‘I was wounded when a metal bar of the gate pierced my thigh like an arrow. I limped home, threw some things into a bag and sought refuge with friends in Salonica. I was a known figure of the opposition. The next day the police came for me, too late. I had spent a year getting a tourist passport with a visa valid in Europe. A week later, I was in Italy. And today here, among you who supported us. I know this, and I thank you for it.’


I coughed my embarrassment. The others applauded. In the top row of the lecture hall, a boy pulled a Greek flag from his bag and waved it like a handkerchief of welcome at an arrival dock.


‘Samuel Akounis has spoken little of himself, so I will do that,’ the man seated next to him announced to the crowd. ‘Out of respect for the honour he does us by joining us today.’


The Greek looked uncomfortable, but the man went on. After a few carefully articulated sentences, I remembered. His voice. A cloudy tone, somewhere between breath and whispered secret. He was an actor. No major roles, but I had seen him the previous autumn, costumed by Jacques Marillier in Le Malade Imaginaire. But here among us, in a jacket and jeans, his shirt unbuttoned, without stage makeup, I hadn’t recognized him.


‘The man before you today began his opposition to the regime of Papadopoulos on 22 April 1967, the day after the coup d’état,’ the actor began. ‘It was a Saturday, and I was in Athens …’


Unlike the Greek, he orated. Struck poses, grimaced, his text intense, his audience captive. I found this invasive, unnecessary, but the large lecture hall hummed with palpable suspense. I turned back to Akounis, ignoring everything about the speaker except the story he shared.


‘Martial law had been declared. Tanks and soldiers had taken up positions throughout the city, surrounding all public buildings. There were no newspapers, no telephone service, no radio except the military’s. Banks, museums and restaurants, all shuttered. Stoplights were shut off, their colours blank. No buses, no taxis, only ambulances and jeeps. The city moved in slow motion, on foot. Soldiers were ordered to shoot on sight after sunset. Citizens were warned.’


The Greek filled his water glass and slid it across the table towards the actor.


‘That evening I had reserved a seat for the production of Ubu Roi, directed in French by Samuel Akounis …’


I was struck. Directed. A director. The Greek came from the theatre world, as I did. My knee hit something. I stood up. I couldn’t sit any longer. I leaned against a wall, shoulder to shoulder with my comrades. A director. Of course. Obviously. His manner of organizing his words, his movement, the restrained elegance of it all turned the spotlight on us. My heart raced. A mood, a sequence, a look. Greek, resistance member, artiste. A lot for one man.


‘I was convinced the Rebetiko Theatre would be closed as the others were, but I decided to check, just in case. That didn’t take bravery; the theatre was across the street, facing my hotel. The outside marquee lights were off, the posters down, but a young man held the door open for those with the temerity to attend. That man was Samuel Akounis. He pulled down the heavy security gate behind me. Inside the theatre, twenty or thirty audience members. Two cast members were missing, Queen Rosemonde and Captain Bordure.’


The actor drained his water glass. The Greek looked away.


‘It was a strange production, a mix of actors and unpainted marionettes. But that night the group improvised. What happened onstage reflected the drama in the streets.’


The actor stood, facing the crowd, acting out one role, then another, leaping between poses, playing the main characters, one after the other. Despite this pantomime, there was no laughter in the lecture hall. Faces stayed tense.


PAPA UBU


Shit!


MAMA UBU


Ah! Now isn’t that lovely, Georgios, you’re a big hoodlum!


PAPA UBU


May I not strike you in the head, Mama Ubu!


MAMA UBU


It’s not me, Georgios, it’s someone else who should be murdered!


The actor stood, silent, his imaginary dagger raised, before taking a seat.


‘Yes, Samuel Akounis had his actors rename ‘Papa Ubu’ Georgios, the first name of the leader of the military junta.’


The actor turned to the Greek.


‘There was an informer in the audience. Or someone who could not bear the offence to Jarry, the playwright. Two days later, our friend here was arrested and interrogated by the Asphalia. His fingernails were torn off, his torso burnt with cigarettes, his feet battered with lead pipes. Then his torturers suffocated him with gas, sprayed aerosolized chlorine in his mouth.’


He stopped talking, considered the effect on his audience the way a lawyer looks at his jury.


It wasn’t asthma.


‘He was not tried or imprisoned, but immediately deported to the detention camp at Oropos, where he spent a year with hundreds of other dissidents, including Mikis Theodorakis.’


I flushed. Lowered my head.


‘After his release, he was placed under surveillance but never wanted to leave the country. It wasn’t until the occupation of the Polytechnic, where he had staged a scathing production of Anouilh’s Antigone, that Samuel Akounis accepted exile.’


The actor stood one last time. That moment must have been one of his greatest roles. He turned to the Greek, bowed, then applauded him. I clapped with him. Before the others, before the entire hall burst into applause, I stood, clapping, breaking the clenched-jawed silence.


That’s when I made my way towards him. Aurora was approaching, too, a bag slung over her shoulder. The Greek hadn’t moved. He was looking down at his hands when I extended mine.


‘My name is George. I am a director.’


‘I’m Aurora. I am trying to do theatre.’


He stood, vaguely surprised. Smiled at us. I didn’t like this girl who had taken a swipe at him for saying the word ‘revolution’ should be masculine in gender, yet now fawned over him, her eyes brimming with regret. Her presence intruded on our moment.


‘I was also wounded in the leg …’


The Greek turned back to me.


‘Last year, by fascist sympathizers.’


He nodded. I don’t know why I said that. Bluntly, after all this man had just told us. Ashamed, I turned my eyes to the floor. My knee cracked. I shifted positions. He was still gripping my hand.


‘It’s an honour,’ murmured Samuel Akounis.


He was thirty-four years old, Aurora was twenty-two and I was twenty-four.


He would become like a brother to me. And she would become my wife.
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ALOIS BRUNNER


On 23 July 1974, Sam invited me to Boulevard de Sebastopol for a drink. Just me, not our small group. He had come to meet me at the college where I taught. We recognized each other as contrasting creatures. He was all joy, I was all sorrow. His heart was filled with springtime, my mask was autumn.


‘I’ve suffered too much to be unhappy,’ he often said. Then he would look at me and smile. ‘But you, you can still indulge.’


From that moment on, we joked about our differences. My world filled with darkness, his with light. I responded to his nimble mind with awkward humour. Our conversations relied on this simple system, and we never strayed beyond it. Nothing intimate, nothing personal. Prudence on my part, and respect. Wherever we walked together, I felt myself a one-man cortège, bound to honour a tortured man.


‘You’re more tortured than I am,’ he said one day when I questioned everything, drowning in doubt.


But that evening on our café terrace I felt almost light-hearted. All day the news on the radio had been about Greece. After the coup d’état in Cyprus, the Colonels had relinquished power to the people. The dictatorship was over. Seven years of suffering erased in a single stroke. I had shared the news with my students during break, with the voice of a professor handing back excellent work.


When Sam showed up at Jussieu that July morning, the girls hugged him, full of congratulations. The boys asked him how soon he would leave.


‘One day, surely,’ the Greek replied.


I had known for a long time that he stopped by our headquarters out of courtesy. When he came to a few meetings, when he raised the red flag, when he joined our demonstrations, it was never by conviction, but to thank us for having supported him. And, at this point, what was left of our group?


Our leaders had dissolved the movement. The People’s Cause had ceased printing nine months ago. Since then, other members had disappeared into other lives. One comrade had hung himself. Another shot himself in the mouth. Michel, returned to his gangster life, had been killed by the owner of a café. Big Jacques, a worker at Renault, rejoined the assembly line. Those who held on were still militant, but heavy-hearted. The most recent partisans had gone back to being children, deserting the front lines for the banality of the rear. Headquarters looked like a ballroom at dawn, our scattered pamphlets its wilted dancers. We had a hard time silencing our battle songs. I thought of the soldier wounded by the herald of peace, the drabness of days returned to the quiet of social norms. Once our truths had worn out, we were ideological orphans. And I knew that the days ahead would sing without us.


That’s why I stayed close to Sam. He was my remaining proof. Not a slogan, a censored book, a motto painted on a city wall, Samuel was the incarnation of our fight. His arrival among us, as late and understated as it was, renewed the force of my conviction. Gave me courage. He was my resistance and our dignity.


‘Dignity? The most beautiful word in the French language,’ said Sam with a smile.


From our pavement table on a nondescript street, I watched the people pass. Sam ordered a beer. I had a glass of house wine. Anticipation. He’d asked me to join him, he had something to say. We had never met one-on-one. He teased me in public and I struggled to find lame retorts.


‘Are you happy?’


I said that to break the silence. He nodded, his lips covered in foam, his eyes shining.


‘There are two men who make me happy today.’


I leaned in, pulled my chair closer. I loved personal conversations.


‘First, Karamanlis. He’ll go back to Greece, for sure. He’ll form a government that will abolish royalty and all that outdated nonsense.’


Sam peered at me over his glass.


‘Do you realize what this means? Konstantinos, my friend, prime minister?’


I nodded, laughing. No, I hadn’t realized. I didn’t even know Karamanlis had Greek friends in France.


Sam unzipped a worn Olympic Airlines bag, with its coloured five-ring logo. That tattered bag was one of the only things Sam had from home. He pulled out a folded newspaper and opened it up to show me the front page.


‘My second joy is Eddy Merckx!’


I was stunned. I had read nothing but The People’s Cause for years. Lately, Libération had become the only alternative. Sam was holding L’Équipe, a daily paper devoted to sports. He spread the paper across the table, pushing aside our drinks and all of Greece.


‘You know he’s won eight stages! He came in first in the time trials and swept the twenty-second stage!’


No, I didn’t know. Once again. The Tour de France had ended two days earlier. The Belgian had won for the fifth time. So what? For me, 21 July was important because the Cypriot National Guard had managed to defend the city of Kyrenia from a Turkish assault. And the South Vietnamese national army, the Fantouches, had launched an offensive against the communists in Tây Ninh.


I was uncomfortable. He was talking loudly, laughing, losing his command of French. He said that life was that, too, a man on a bike choking down kilometres, screaming in pain. He said sports were another form of resistance. To oneself, to difficulties, to bad weather, to the melancholy that suited me so well.


‘Are you listening to me, George?’


I startled. A bit disappointed, lost in thought. Drifting. This magic moment between us, the Greek fighter and the internationalist militant, had devolved into the caravan of the Tour, with its tooting horns, advertising banners, waving spectators, the screech of party whistles.


‘Were there any Greek riders?’


Sam laughed at my feeble attempt. I think he read my thoughts exactly.


‘I don’t understand sports, I’m not a nationalist,’ I said.


My words were inappropriate, thoughtless. Sam froze, his glass mid-air, his eyes on mine.


‘Anti-nationalism? That’s the luxury of man who has a nation.’ He went silent, his eyes clouded. I’d never seen him like that.


‘Talk to me about your parents, George.’


That caught me off guard. I had told him very little, to avoid revealing I was orphaned. My mother died when I was a child. Then my father, overwhelmed and burdened by me, dragging himself to the grave.


Sam let my silence whisper the rest. No one could put back together the schoolboy who picked a flower to say goodbye to his mother.


‘And me? Do you know who I am and where I come from?’


It was obvious to me. Samuel Akounis, Greek partisan.


‘I was born in Salonica on 4 January 1940, to Yechoua Akounis and Rachel Aelion. I called my older brother Pepo and my sister Reina.’


I watched him speak, almost not understanding. But I did. My body tensed, almost shaking as I realized: Samuel Akounis was Jewish.


‘My father’s ancestors came from Mallorca, in Spain. My mother’s, from Portugal. The centuries erased their memory and their names. I know they worked in wool for the Ottoman Empire. My father was Communist, my mother Zionist. He was a baker. She raised her children. We lived in the Hirsch quarter, near the railway station. When the Italians invaded our country in October 1940, Yechoua Akounis joined the Greek army. He was wounded in the abdomen. He believed we were Greek forever. But he was the only one.’


Sam got up, abandoned his full glass. I was surprised at this. He put money on the table for his beer and my wine. Then he asked me to join him. I pushed back my chair. He wasn’t leaving, wasn’t walking away from me. He needed to move. As if none of that story could be told sitting down over a drink. He looked straight ahead, at the movement of the waning crowd, sunlight fading into the ground, the trees murmuring with summer.


‘My parents had no nation, they had a star.’


I apologized. He smiled.


‘You’re sorry for what?’


When the Germans arrived, Samuel was sent to his aunt Allegra. She took him to Corfu, to the Italian zone where they went into hiding, shielded by the olive trees of a family of farm workers until the war ended. Yechoua, Rachel, Pepo and Reina left for Birkenau on the convoy of 15 March 1943.


Sam stopped and turned to me. ‘Do you know how many Jews from Salonica died in the camps?’


I shook my head.


He walked slowly along the Parisian boulevard. ‘Nearly 55,000. It was Brunner who engineered the Shoah of the Sephardi.’


He jabbed his elbow into my arm. ‘Alois Brunner. Remember?’


He contemplated my obvious distress. He laughed. He said I had butterflies in my head and too much heart.


* * *


A few days later, we talked theatre for the first time. Sam was invited to the festival at Vaison-la-Romaine for a production of Anouilh’s Antigone directed by Gérard Dournel. Liliane Sorval would play the daughter of Oedipus, King of Thebes. And her uncle Creon would be played by Jean-Roger Caussimon. Performances at the Maison des Jeunes et de la Culture, posh dress rehearsals, panel discussions. The Greek accepted all requests, refused nothing. He was the emblem of epic (political) theatre.


‘I’m going to get back to work soon, but I’m not quite ready. I’ve been looking around, listening and learning, catching up on time stolen from me.’


It was the second time he’d mentioned Antigone. He’d produced it at the Polytechnic in Athens, before the tanks. Now he was setting out to find it again in the south of France.


From deep in his bag he retrieved a copy of Antigone, published by La Table Ronde in 1945, with brown and black etchings by Jane Pécheur. He waved it in the air like a clenched fist.


‘I went through a lot with “the small, thin girl”. And she fought beside me.’


We were near the Palais Royal, at another outdoor café.


‘The small, thin girl?’


Sam tensed up. He had a way of shifting his eyebrows, squeezing his eyes almost shut, a look that radiated intense concentration.


‘Don’t you remember the opening of the prologue? “Here we are. These actors are going to perform the story of Antigone. Antigone is the small, thin girl sitting over there. Silent.”’


His theatrical voice was a different voice completely. It whispered the silk of the words.


‘When the curtain rises, the actors are on stage, busy not seeing us, protected by the fourth wall.’


‘The fourth wall?’


I had heard that expression but never knew what it meant.


‘The fourth wall is what keeps the actor from fucking the audience,’ Samuel Akounis answered.


An imaginary facade that actors create at the edge of the stage to strengthen the illusion. A wall that protects their character. For some actors, it’s a remedy for stage fright. For others, the boundary of the real. An invisible fence that they breach occasionally with a line addressed directly to the audience.


‘Remember the first seconds. All the actors are present, none in the wings. Nothing backstage, no bustling entrance, no applauded exit, no slamming doors. Just a circle of light that each speaker enters. And darkness that reclaims the one who’s just spoken. The set? A few steps, a draped curtain, an ancient column. It’s minimal, sparse, pure beauty.’


That look, again. Still. 


‘Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten Antigone!’


I tried to buy time, my glass pressed against my lips.


‘I’ve read it, like I read Boris Vian. As teenager. I even improvised a conversation between her and Voltaire.’


‘Voltaire?’


‘Candide. Optimism about mankind. I don’t remember.’


‘And Antigone, pessimism?’


Sam laughed. Not insultingly. He never insulted anyone who’d just spoken.


‘Tomorrow I’ll go to Maspero’s and buy you a copy. I want you to read it again.’


‘Anouilh’s version?’


Sam shrugged his shoulders. Yes, Anouilh. Of course, Anouilh. Obviously, Anouilh.


‘And Sophocles?’


The Greek brushed aside the name. He said Sophocles limited Antigone to her fraternal duty and submission to the gods.


‘In Sophocles, her wrath submits to the divine. Anouilh’s small, thin girl is like you.’


‘Like me?’


‘Over the course of twenty-four centuries, she evolved, from a ritual chorus offered to Dionysus, into a modern story, shifted from the religious to the political, and also from the tragic to absolute tragedy …’


‘How is that like me?’


‘A heroine of “no” who defends her own freedom? Take a guess!’


I smiled back at Sam. Okay for Anouilh. ‘Thank you for offering it to me. I will read it.’ I promised with the nonchalance of someone answering a passer-by who’s asked what time it is. I had no idea of the importance of the gift Samuel had just given me. Neither of us realized that this café terrace in July would change his life and mine. Just then, he sensed that I wasn’t really listening. My feeble promise, my body angled away, towards the waiter, ordering another glass of wine. But he didn’t hold it against me.


The next day, Sam gave me the book. We had planned to meet at the local Maoist group’s headquarters. During the school holidays, workmen had changed the classroom locks. School security oversaw the work. Two of them entered the room at Jussieu that we had been using illegally for two years.


‘Can I help you?’ Sam asked.


One of the security guards wore gloves. We called him ‘Moustache’. A Corsican, always first to the scene when something went wrong at the university. Twice he had approached me angrily. He knew I was from the Sorbonne, that I had no justification for being at Jussieu. When he learned I intended to teach, he pitied my future students. He wasn’t the type to write you up or file a complaint. He fought fair, hit hard, got hit back. Some friends swore he’d done time in prison, the only place he said he’d bumped into a door when he got bloodied. I respected him for that.


Security guards had never entered our headquarters, but that day there were only three of us: me, Sam and Aurora. Moustache stepped towards the threshold.


‘I asked you a question,’ the Greek repeated.


‘Should we ask for their student IDs?’ The guard smiled.


The other shrugged.


I moved towards them, my fists raised. ‘Get out of here!’


The two guard dogs feigned surprise.


‘Three against two, we’re in for it!’


Moustache put one hand on his colleague’s shoulder.


‘Come on, let’s get out of here before they take us down …’


And they went back into the hall, laughing.


Sam and I didn’t need words. A few years earlier, hundreds of us had taken over that campus. From basement to balconies, it was ours. When police breached the doors, the buildings became a city that we defended street by street. A seminar table yielded four iron rods. Chair backs struck their shields. We had stashed Molotov cocktails in every niche to cover our retreat. But that summer sealed our collapse. No violence, no defiant slogans screamed. One by one, we abandoned our fortress. And now they were changing the locks.


As we left what had been our headquarters, I looked back into the room with its burnt-out fluorescents. In 1972 I had written ‘Never Give Up!’ in red letters to the left of the window. Aurora locked the door with her key. With a hard kick I broke off the part of the key protruding from the lock. And picked it up to keep.


‘There are other venues besides this one,’ Sam said as we left the building.


He had given me Antigone. I accepted it as a goodbye letter. I was sad and worried about us. My friend smiled. He’d been breathing with difficulty since our run-in with the guards.


‘Don’t get all worked up. No drama here. We’ll see each other again.’


I laughed. He knew my fears but respected them. He would never put me in danger. I knew danger. I had an animal awareness of it, a caveman’s instinct. I sensed it in the street, in a gesture, in an undue word. I read it in silences, looks, needless laughter. I felt it in promises and in threats. I suspected it in friends and enemies. But not in Sam.
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