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For all those who have fallen


beneath bullets and bombs,


For all those who have survived


and have to continue their lives


with the effects of their injuries,


their traumatic memories,


the memory of the people they loved.


Let life be stronger than terror.


Georges Salines


For all the victims,


direct and indirect, of 13 November 2015.


For an end to resentment, may it be replaced by virtue.


For my family, who continue to be strong.


Azdyne Amimour









‘Now that youth


Breathes its last breath upon the blue-tinged pane


Now that youth


Has betrayed me with mechanical disdain


Now that youth


You remember, don’t you, remember…’


Louis Aragon, Le Nouveau Crève-cœur


(‘Maintenant que la jeunesse / S’éteint au carreau bleui / Maintenant que la jeunesse / Machinale m’a trahi / Maintenant que la jeunesse / Tu t’en souviens souviens-t’en…’)


‘Tomorrow, at dawn,


at that hour when the land lies bleached,


I will set out. You see, I know you are waiting for me.


I will go through the forest, o’er high mountain reach.


Far from you, I can no longer bear to be. […]


And when I arrive, I will place upon your tomb


A bouquet of green holly and heather in bloom.’


Victor Hugo, ‘Demain, dès l’aube…’, Les Contemplations


(‘Demain, dès l’aube, à l’heure où blanchit la campagne, / Je partirai. Vois-tu, je sais que tu m’attends. / J’irai par la forêt, j’irai par la montagne. / Je ne puis demeurer loin de toi plus longtemps. […] Et quand j’arriverai, je mettrai sur ta tombe / Un bouquet de houx vert et de bruyère en fleur.’)










Foreword by Jon Snow


The very idea that two fathers – one whose son had been involved in murdering the other man’s daughter – could at some point find it within themselves to become friends sounds fanciful.


Last year I was in the rare position to be sent by my Channel 4 News editor to Paris not only to meet these two men but to interview them together. I was to learn how, amid their improbable friendship, underpinned by their mutual grief, they had managed to write this extraordinary book.


The terror attack on a rock concert in the Bataclan in Paris on 13 November 2015 killed 130 mainly young people. Georges Salines, sixty-two, had lost his beloved 28-year-old daughter Lola. She had been there to hear her favourite band – Eagles of Death Metal. Azdyne Amimour, seventy-two, had lost his son Samy, of the very same age. Samy had gone to the Bataclan to kill as many people as he could. As he did so, he was shot dead by armed police.


The security forces eventually killed all seven perpetrators. It was the worst violent loss of life in France since the Second World War.


I reported the aftermath of it from Paris at the time. Even the next morning, there was still a palpable sense of shock at the scene of the attack. Some people were laying flowers, others were on their knees in tears. The security forces and police were everywhere.


Four years on, I found myself on the Eurostar to Paris, preparing to meet both men as their book, Il Nous Reste Les Mots, was about to be published in France. At the hotel where I was to interview them, it was Georges who arrived first, Azdyne soon after. They had a quiet but evident ease with each other, despite the grief they showed as they spoke of their loss. They had contrasting backgrounds. Azdyne is Algerian. He became a shopkeeper and now owns a vegetarian restaurant. Georges is French, a doctor, and works in public health.


Azdyne was quieter than Georges and, perhaps understandably, did not want his face to be seen on camera. The account he gave was of Samy’s happy childhood, then he went on to describe how his son became radicalised in his early twenties. Both men had reached out after their loss. They eventually met through the association for survivors of the Bataclan that Georges was instrumental in setting up.


Poignantly, the book ends with both of them writing to the other’s dead child. Their book is an extraordinary insight into how the human spirit can bear so shattering a loss and find it within itself to forgive. Forgive, but not without castigating the grim ingredients that brought about so heinous an assault on other human beings.








Translator’s Note


When I saw Georges Salines and Azdyne Amimour being interviewed on Channel 4 News on 14 January 2020, I was deeply moved by the courage and candour of these two fathers as they spoke about their book that had just been published in France. That a man whose daughter was killed in the attack on the Bataclan concert hall in Paris on 13 November 2015 should be ready to engage in thoughtful, reasoned and very public dialogue with the father of one of the terrorists who carried out the atrocity struck me, as it did many others, as both amazing and inspiring. It also convinced me that what they had to say needed to be made available to English-speaking readers.


The conversations that make up this book are not always comfortable reading: the topics and emotions they cover are harrowing and still raw. Yet, what comes across throughout is that these two men from such different backgrounds, one from southwest France, the other born in colonial-era Algeria, have much more in common than just pain and regret. Both sons of the Mediterranean – for them not just a sea (mer) but almost a mother (mère) – they share a rich cultural heritage shaped by the French language, and visible in the way they use it. In translating their words, I have sought to communicate not only the nuances of the language they employ but also the unspoken references to this shared literary, musical, political and historical universe that simply go without saying for French speakers, but require some explanation for the rest of us.


What these two men also share is faith: Azdyne Amimour’s faith, as a Muslim, in God’s justice and forgiveness; Georges Salines’ faith, as a man of science, in our human capacity for reason and truth. These converge in their very real and heartfelt commitment to the guiding Republican principles of liberté, égalité, fraternité – freedom, equality, fraternity – which have come to transcend France’s various national divisions over the past two centuries.


It is the last and perhaps most complex of these – fraternité – that their words embody the most; indeed, it is part of the name of the organisation co-founded by Georges Salines to support victims of the attacks in Paris, 13onze15: Fraternité et Vérité (13eleven15: Fraternity and Truth). ‘Fraternity’ in the sense of a non-negotiable brother- and sisterhood, a shared irreducible humanity that brings with it a responsibility towards one another, no matter what differences and tragedies divide us.


As I write this in Manchester, in the midst of a pandemic which has laid bare our frailty and interdependence, it is three years to the day since our city suffered its own incomprehensible tragedy with the suicide attack that killed twenty-two people, including children, and injured hundreds more at the Manchester Arena. The need for fraternity, truth and justice is as urgent as ever, as is the central message of this book: may this never happen again.


Jonathan Hensher


Manchester


22 May 2020







Foreword


Georges Salines lost his daughter Lola in the terror attack of 13 November 2015 at the Bataclan concert hall in Paris. An editor of children’s and young adult books who was passionate about her work, Lola devoted her free time to her friends and to the things she loved: roller derby, travel, drawing and music. That evening, she had gone to listen to the concert by The Eagles of Death Metal. She was twenty-eight.


Born in Tarbes, in southwest France, she grew up in Martinique and Egypt, before moving with her family to Paris, the city she loved more than any other. Following her death, her father, Georges Salines, a public health physician in Paris, helped found the victims’ support association 13eleven15: Fraternity and Truth (13onze15: Fraternité et Vérité) and was its first president. Today, he actively campaigns to prevent radicalisation and raise awareness of the mechanisms which can draw individuals towards extreme violence.


Azdyne Amimour is the father of Samy Amimour, one of the three terrorists who carried out the Bataclan attack. Originally from Algeria, Azdyne has led many different lives, working in business, sport and the film industry. A free spirit whose life is spent on the move between France and Belgium, travelling is a way for him to seek to understand the terrible acts carried out by his son.


After starting a law degree at university, Samy Amimour gradually became radicalised, before disappearing overnight and resurfacing in Syria. He then made his way back into France unchallenged and took part in the hostage-taking at the Bataclan in which ninety people lost their lives, including Lola Salines. He was shot dead on the stage by a police officer. He was twenty-eight. Three days after the attack, his parents’ home was raided, and Azdyne Amimour would learn from the state prosecutor himself that his son was one of the group of killers who carried out the attack on the concert venue.


How did Samy Amimour get back into France without being questioned? This is still a mystery. His father, who wanted to avoid such a tragedy ever happening, had already gone looking for his son in Syria. Today, he is trying to understand what happened by building links with survivors of the attack, and he still hopes one day to find his granddaughter, who is at present somewhere in Iraq or Syria. She is all that he has left of this son who was caught in the tentacles of the jihadist octopus.


How did we end up having to face such horror? On the night of 13 November 2015, the attacks on the Bataclan, the Stade de France and restaurant terraces in eastern Paris left dozens of families in mourning and shook the entire world: 131 dead and several hundred wounded.


Following this night of terrorist violence, the worst in France’s history, many grief-stricken loved ones and relatives have spoken of their terrible pain. To date, it has almost exclusively been women, mothers of jihadists, who have made their voices heard, giving their own testimony in order to try to prevent new atrocities, but few fathers have spoken. Certainly not two fathers who might have been expected to be poles apart: the father of a victim from the Bataclan and the father of one of the attackers.


Georges Salines and Azdyne Amimour met for the first time in February 2017 at Azdyne Amimour’s request. In September 2018, the idea of producing a book based on their conversations was born.


Over the course of a series of interviews bringing the two men together, some extraordinarily painful topics were discussed. A family tragedy for the two fathers, the attacks of 13 November 2015 were also experienced as a national and international trauma. Some of the exchanges in this book thus inevitably contain a powerful emotional charge able to resonate with us all, regardless of who we are or where we are from. Sometimes the tone of the men’s discussion is cordial, sometimes there are disagreements, but their conversation is based throughout on listening attentively to each other, in a spirit of deep mutual respect.


This book maps out the words which, together, with courage and determination, Georges Salines and Azdyne Amimour have been able to exchange, and these must not be taken out of context. Through dialogue, they have sought to understand what happened, the better to prevent it from happening again, and to go beyond hatred.










Preface


Georges Salines (GS): I first met Azdyne Amimour before the idea of writing this book took form. He asked if we could meet in February 2017, when I was the president of 13eleven15: Fraternity and Truth (13onze15: Fraternité et Vérité), an organisation set up to support survivors and the families of victims of the Paris attacks of 13 November 2015. I must admit that, to begin with, I didn’t quite know what to think. I asked him to be more specific about what we would be discussing, and he replied: ‘I want to speak with you about this tragic event, as I feel that I am a victim too because of my son.’ This brief answer stirred up contradictory thoughts in my mind.


I could understand how this man might feel that he was a victim. A few months earlier, in April 2016, I had attended a conference by the Quilliam Foundation, a British think tank founded by the former Islamist Maajid Nawaz that focuses on counter-extremism, and on tackling Islamism and jihadism. This event brought together a large number of European organisations around the theme of ‘FATE’ (Families Against Terrorism and Extremism). The part of the conference which had left a particularly deep impression on me was a session where the mothers of jihadists were invited to speak. I had been so moved that I included an entry on these women in my book, The Unspeakable: An A to Z (L’Indicible de A à Z):




These women have lost their children, even though they are still alive. They have seen them change into people that they no longer recognise. […] They also carry a terrible burden of guilt. Yet many of their stories do not conform to the usual clichés. They were loving mothers who did their best to bring their children up well, mothers who were neither violent, abusive nor absent. Now they are striving to protect the brothers and sisters who are left behind, who don’t understand the situation and, in the case of the youngest children, are sometimes frightened when the police come to search the family home. Many of them work with charities and other organisations in the fight against terrorism.1





So, hearing the word ‘victim’ applied to the parents of jihadists did not shock me. In The Unspeakable, I had even used it to describe my daughter’s murderers, explaining why I felt no hatred towards these victims of their own madness and of their recruiters, but victims who had consented to carry out a terrible crime, and who are therefore guilty. The fact remains that they are victims who have lost their own lives by taking the lives of others, without gaining anything in return – least of all a place in paradise.


Looking at the question rationally, however, I was able to see that the parents of jihadists could not be presumed guilty by default. Some, as seems to have been the case for certain members of the family of Mohammed Merah – the jihadist who killed seven people, including three Jewish children, in southwestern France in 2012 – were complicit, ideologically speaking at least. Others were not, and the latter seem to form the vast majority. Nevertheless, meeting the father of the man who may well have personally murdered my daughter was a far more uncomfortable prospect than speaking with the mothers of young men who had gone to Syria, and whose actions had not affected me directly.


My own feelings aside, there were other difficult questions. Given that Monsieur Amimour saw himself as a victim, would he ask to join our organisation, 13eleven15? I was well aware that this would be totally unacceptable for most of our members. Indeed, the very fact that I was meeting him might generate negative reactions. So I asked one of the group’s founding members, Aurélia Gilbert, to come with me. A survivor of the Bataclan attack, Aurélia had herself previously met with mothers of jihadists, including the mother of Foued Mohamed-Aggad, who, alongside Samy Amimour, was a member of the squad that attacked the concert hall.


We arranged to meet Azdyne Amimour in a café on the Place de la Bastille, in central Paris, on 27 February 2017. He did not ask us any questions, but instead gave us a long account of his own story and that of his son, of his journey to Syria and of how they had been reunited. I gave him some advice, in particular suggesting that he make contact with some groups for the parents of jihadis: Syrien ne bouge agissons (‘Action on Syria’), set up by Dominique Bons, who lost her son in Syria, and SAVE Belgium, a Belgian group founded by Saliha Ben Ali, whose life fell apart when her son Sabri left for Syria in 2013.2 Our meeting moved me deeply, as Azdyne is an endearing character with a remarkable life story, who gives an immediate impression of humanity, of a great love of life, of tolerance and of self-taught culture. We kept in touch afterwards and exchanged bits of news and messages of sympathy from time to time.


When, in September 2018, the idea of producing a book based on conversations between Azdyne and myself was put forward by the researcher Sébastien Boussois, I was at first a little reluctant.3 On an almost daily basis, I am accused on social media of being everything from a naïve promoter of wishy-washy liberalism and political correctness, to an appeaser seeking the moral disarmament of the West, to an Islamo-leftist and an accomplice of Islamism… I could go on. I also know that many victims who make no such accusations against me are nevertheless not prepared to enter into dialogue with the parents of terrorists. When, during the second trial of Abdelkader Merah, Mohammed Merah’s brother, the defendant’s mother gave her evidence to the court, the psychologist and director of the victims’ support group Paris Aide aux Victimes (‘Paris Victims’ Support’), Carole Damiani, declared that ‘[The plaintiffs] understand full well what a mother’s pain is, but for them, their pain is of a different nature, and it’s difficult to hear her saying that she supports her children. For some victims, it’s as if their pain was becoming connected: they’re saying “I’m suffering”, and it’s very hard to hear that the mother of the criminals is also suffering.’4 Azdyne Amimour does not ‘support’ his son, as Mohammed Merah’s mother does, and he in no way condones his actions. Nevertheless, reading Azdyne’s words next to mine could be questionable for some victims. How would people react to a dialogue between the fathers of a victim and her killer? Or of a direct accomplice in her murder, as I don’t know which of the three attackers fired the bullet that killed Lola – but that makes no difference.


Deep down, why should I refuse to engage in such a dialogue? Ever since 13 November 2015, I have worked to break down simplistic prejudice. And in this particular case I had absolutely no reason to blame the father for his son’s crimes, as I had already got to know Azdyne sufficiently well to see that he had no truck with terrorism or Islamism.


But simply having no reason to refuse was not enough; if I were going to get involved in this project, I would need to be motivated by real objectives. For me, these would be both personal and political. On a personal level, I wanted to understand the reasons that had driven these youngsters, who were the same age as my daughter, to commit this terrible atrocity. I needed to untangle the strings of the puppets who acted out this blood-soaked tragedy, in the hope, vain perhaps, of overcoming the sense of absurdity I felt, and continue to feel, regarding the circumstances of Lola’s death. By entering more deeply into dialogue with Samy Amimour’s father, I hoped to move forward in this quest. Alongside this, on a political level, this unexpected conversation with a tolerant Muslim man, who was nevertheless the father of a jihadist, presented an extraordinary opportunity to show that we are able to talk to each other. If such an exchange could take place between us, then we could bring down the walls of mistrust, of incomprehension, and sometimes of sheer hatred, which divide our societies.


To my mind, building solidarity and fostering dialogue with the Muslim community is absolutely crucial, and there is nothing naïve whatsoever about this position. It has been said by certain politicians that we are engaged in a ‘war on terrorism’. They no doubt expect to reap electoral benefits by using such militaristic language, but it is no less misleading for that: jihadist terrorism, like all forms of terrorism in fact, has no ‘military’ objective. Its success is measured purely on its ability to provoke clumsy and excessive reactions: clampdowns on freedoms, indiscriminate repression, the manufacturing of heroes and martyrs… up to and including an eventual war of religion pitting Muslims against non-Muslims worldwide. Similar spirals of violence have happened in the past – during the Algerian war of independence, for example – and it would be madness to commit the same errors again, particularly in a country that is home to several million Muslims, the vast majority of whom hold French nationality. Those who are naïve are in fact the people who think they can ‘send them back where they came from’ or coerce them into submission.


While I believe that it is essential to reach out to our Muslim compatriots, guests and neighbours, I do not wish to reduce the dialogue contained in this book to a symbolic gesture. I am not conversing with ‘a Muslim’, but with Azdyne Amimour. Azdyne can no more be reduced to his ‘status’ as a Muslim as I can be to my status as an atheist with Christian roots. What we are above all else is two fathers who have each lost a child; two people with a love of travel and culture who were both born on the shores of the Mediterranean; two human beings.





Azdyne Amimour (AA): Over these past few years, I have met many other parents of jihadists, but also a great number of people affected by the attacks of 13 November 2015, both survivors and victims’ loved ones, like Georges Salines. I contacted him after seeing his appearances in the media; I saw it as a way of helping, and it wasn’t easy for either of us. I wanted to help in the name of the Islam I believe in, which has nothing to do with the one used by my son as a tool to achieve his appalling ends. I condemn violence in the strongest possible terms, and I condemn my son’s actions.


Why write this book? I believe that it was a form of therapy for both of us. Following the attacks, I was seized by an insatiable urge to devour every book written by the families of jihadists. I wanted to understand, to find answers from other people, before I in turn felt the need to speak, to describe the path followed by my son and my own journey to Syria to find him. In doing so I hope to lift the veil of mystery that covers radicalisation and give the lie to the old adage ‘like father, like son’, or ‘like mother, like son’.


Through this dialogue with Georges Salines, I have sought to break down hatred and share the pain of the parents of victims. What unites the two of us today is, more than anything else, a story of trust and friendship. We have grown to like each other as we have tried to understand what happened and prevent it in the future. Together, we have gone back in time, piecing together the stories of our own lives and those of our children. To ensure that such horror never happens again.


1 Georges Salines, L’Indicible de A à Z, Seuil, 2016.


2 Saliha Ben Ali has told her story in her book, Maman, entends-tu le vent? Daech m’a volé mon fils, L’Archipel, 2018.


3 Sébastien Boussois is a researcher at the Université Libre de Bruxelles in Brussels and the Université du Québec in Montreal. He acts as an advisor to a number of programmes and organisations combatting radicalisation and extremism, and is a specialist on terrorism-related issues who has written numerous studies on the Arab world.


4 Carole Damiani, France Inter, 25 March 2019.










1 The Radicalisation of a Son



AA: On 13 November 2015, it had already been several months since I had heard anything from my son Samy. He had left for Syria in September 2013 and by the end he had cut off all contact, most likely as a way of preparing himself. I believe that, from his point of view, we were a lost cause, and he had understood that he wouldn’t be able to change our minds. As he saw things, we were bad Muslims, probably irredeemable, and he most likely felt he had nothing more to lose.


On the evening of 13 November, I was in Liège, in Belgium, in the small apartment where I lived behind the clothes shop which I was running. That evening, I shut up the shop relatively early so that I could settle down to watch the football match between France and Germany, which was starting at 8.30pm at the Stade de France in Paris. I got my dinner ready and began watching the match, thinking how I would have liked to have had my son Samy beside me. For a friendly match like this, Samy would have been supporting France for sure, even though we did occasionally support Algeria. In the second half, I saw Patrice Evra play the ball, then hesitate, which wasn’t like him. The sound on my tablet wasn’t that good, but I could still clearly hear the explosions. At the time, like everyone else, I didn’t understand what was going on, but I subsequently learned that the president, François Hollande, had left the stadium. Although all the gates were now locked, the players carried on with the match until the end. Like millions of people watching at home, I didn’t realise what had happened straight away. I didn’t listen to the news on the radio until later.


GS: Was that when you found out about people being shot on restaurant terraces in Paris and the attack on the Bataclan?


AA: That’s right. I contacted my wife Mouna, who was in our family apartment in Drancy, on the northeastern outskirts of Paris, because I knew that our youngest daughter was out with her friends that evening. I asked my wife whether our little girl was OK and whether she had been… at the Bataclan. Throughout the rest of the weekend, I listened to the news on the radio a lot. François Hollande announced that searches would be carried out to track down the attackers’ accomplices. At that time, nothing was being said officially about the number of terrorists involved or, of course, their identities. On the Sunday, as usual, I came back to Paris. On the way back, I thought again about François Hollande’s announcement. With Samy being in Syria, and given the previous raids on our home, I wondered if the police might come back again. Back in our apartment in Drancy, I got up several times during the night to peek out of the window through a crack in the curtains. This was the night of Sunday 15 November.


And you, Georges, what were you doing on 13 November 2015?


GS: 13 November was a Friday, a day when the feeling of tiredness from the week mingles with the satisfaction of knowing the weekend is coming. It was Friday the 13th, but I didn’t care as I’m not superstitious, and what happened that day has done nothing to change this. I broke up my working day with a swim during my lunch hour at the Butte-aux-Cailles swimming pool, in southeast Paris. I used to go there from time to time, and would sometimes meet up for a swim with my daughter Lola. That was what happened that day: she had come with her friend Manon, who worked in the same offices at the publishers Gründ, where both young women were editors. Her mother, Emmanuelle and I saw Lola almost every weekend. I would also sometimes take her out to lunch, now that her publishing company had moved its offices to the Place d’Italie – where we are talking today – which is just a few hundred yards from my own offices.


I didn’t spend long in the pool that day, as I’d forgotten my swimming goggles. Lola and I chatted about nothing in particular. When you don’t have any reason to think that you won’t see each other again, you don’t say the things that really matter. She said that she would come round to our house for lunch the next day. I didn’t know that there would be no tomorrow for her, and that this would be our last conversation. I didn’t ask her what she would be doing that evening, either.


AA: So you didn’t know that she was going to the Bataclan?


GS: No. I only found out later on that she had been invited to the Eagles of Death Metal concert by a friend who had an extra ticket. That evening, her friend was hit in the buttocks by one bullet, while Lola was hit by two, one of which killed her.


AA: I will always wonder why it was that day, that band, that place…


GS: So much idiotic nonsense has been spouted on this subject. Some ill-informed people have claimed that the band’s songs contain satanic lyrics, and that their name has some sinister meaning. In actual fact, their name is a play on words which came out of a quip made by their lead singer. When a journalist once asked him if their music was death metal, he had replied: ‘If what we do is death metal, then we’re the Eagles of death metal’, the joke being that whereas death metal is a pretty extreme music genre, the Eagles were a group whose sound is often considered by rock fans to be overly staid and sophisticated. So the name of the band was nothing more than a knowing wink to rock culture.


AA: Did Lola like that type of music?


GS: Lola liked heavy metal and hard rock, although she preferred more melodic and complex sounds like Arcade Fire or David Bowie. She went a few times to Hellfest, the Mecca for metalheads held in Clisson, on the French Atlantic coast. So I’m not surprised at all that she decided to go to the Bataclan to listen to the Eagles of Death Metal.


AA: Tell me something about Lola, other than all the things that I’ve already read in the media since that terrible day.


GS: She shared a flat in the eastern 20th arrondissement of Paris with another girl, Agathe… and their cat Billy who they were both very fond of! That summer, Billy had fallen from the fifth-floor balcony, so Lola had decided not to go on a planned trip to India. Instead, she spent some of the summer relaxing with her brothers in Montpellier, where her cousin lives. I know that she had a wonderful time during those holidays. She had just begun a relationship with a young man, the coach of her roller derby team. She was mad about this sport, which suited her to a tee: joyous, playful, rebellious, team-oriented, unconventional.


It was also a period of intense work-related activity for her, as she was in the process of launching a new publishing brand, 404 Editions, which she had created and named after the ‘error 404’ message that comes up when a web page can’t be found. The books published under this brand were aimed at a ‘geeky’ readership and she had even come up with a slogan: ‘The page you no longer need to search for’. All in all, I think that 2015 was the year of her greatest-ever challenges. This was a tragedy, because she wouldn’t have the time to see them through; but in another way maybe it was a good thing, because she left on a high note, in a period of excitement and happiness.



Identity and religion


GS: Azdyne, can you try to tell me what could have led to Samy’s involvement in the atrocity at the Bataclan? Do you remember the first time that he showed any interest in religion and in Islam?


AA: Yes, it dates back to when he was about fifteen, in 2003, and it happened in an insidious manner, I would say. One day, his mother, Mouna, took him to see the doctor. After the consultation, the doctor took my wife to one side for a word; he explained that he had been intrigued by something that Samy had told him. My son, it turned out, had said that he felt uncomfortable with the fact that his parents, as Muslims, did not pray. It was true that neither my wife nor I prayed, and Mouna doesn’t cover her hair.


That same year, Samy went on holiday to Senegal with his uncle and aunt. When he was over there, he learned how to fish and shoot pigeons, which he enjoyed. In spite of this, he hadn’t seemed very enthusiastic about his holiday, maybe because it was the first time he had been a long way away from his mother.


The year he turned fifteen was not a happy one in any case, as this was when his cousin Roxane killed herself. He didn’t see her very often, but I think that losing her had a big effect on him. It was his first experience of death, and from then on he began praying.


GS: Did you notice this change immediately?


AA: Some of his friends mentioned it to me, but I also picked up on some things that seemed to bother him about my attitude to religion. For instance, in 2006, I was running a bar in central Paris, Le Cléopâtre, in the Bastille district. One Saturday, I invited the whole family to have lunch there. As usual, Samy was keeping himself to himself, and when I brought out a beer, I got a very clear feeling that he was uncomfortable. I thought that I could even see a kind of hatred in his eyes.


GS: Maybe he was beginning to experience difficulties related to ‘identity-construction’, as people say today. In any case, how do your children define themselves? What do they consider themselves to be first and foremost? French? Algerian? Muslim?


AA: Samy and his two sisters are French and Algerian, and it’s not something that has ever really raised any serious questions. When the children were little, we used to spend our holidays in Algeria and Tunisia. I tried to give them some Arabic lessons, particularly to Samy, who showed a glimmer of interest, unlike my two daughters, who couldn’t see any point in it.
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